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INTRODUCTION 
The conference aims to provide a plaf orm for a variety of academic discussions 

on “theory” and “praxis” based on original researches that will broaden our insights 
into the fi eld of polii cal science.

It also aims to consi tute a forum for prolifi c exchanges between diff erent 
theorei cal perspeci ves, interests and concerns prevalent within this excii ng fi eld 
of study.

In addii on to this, we like to discuss on subjects in disciplines other than polii cal 
science hoping to engage in trans-disciplinary dialogues that will be helpful for adding 
to our understanding of what polii cal theory may mean for people today living in 
rapidly changing nai onal, social and cultural contexts. 

Our hope is to inii ate fruif ul discussions for expanding the horizons of polii cal 
theory which aims to overcome the limits of tradii onal boundaries, mainstream 
perspeci ves and concerns.
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OPENING REMARKS
FATMAGÜL BERKTAY

Good morning and a warm welcome to all. We are very pleased and proud to host 
this political science conference which brings together more than 50 participants 
from almost every corner of the world, in Istanbul University. The variety of 
perspectives of our participants will no doubt deepen the forthcoming discussions in 
our quest to make sense of the current political events and experiences throughout 
the world.  The papers that we shall hear range widely from purely theoretical 
discussions of the political; of multiculturalism, nationalism, citizenship issues; of 
the politics of memory and space to concrete political experiences , especially those 
which are currently taking place in many countries and which are starting to shape 
the meaning of politics in the 21st century. This theme will be taken up by our 
distinguished keynote speaker, Prof. Deniz Kandiyoti. However, I should also like to 
say a few words on the subject 

Political theory is the attempt to theorize the political by addressing the concerns 
of politics rather than of philosophers, and using civic rather than professional forms 
of discourse. The project of interpreting and reinterpreting the political with a view 
to addressing the questions that arise from the experience of our time is certainly 
the core of political theory. Indeed, to cite the political thinker Claude Lefort, ‘the 
unexpected elements brought forth by the events which erupt into our beliefs 
and the universe we share with our fellows are the very birthplace of thought, the 
forces that generate thought’. Hannah Arendt , another eminent political thinker of 
the last century, in the same vein asserts that ‘thought itself arises out of incidents 
of living experience and must remain bound to them as the only guideposts by 
which to take its bearings.’

Of course, Arendt’s view of politics is not the activity of those institutions that we 
now designate as political as they now operate but that genuine politicization would 
mean responsible and effective participation in self-government that addresses 
peoples’ real concerns and needs, especially those that pertain to freedom and 
democracy. Politics in such a conception cannot be merely a matter of power, of 
divisions between ruler and ruled, or of distribution of economic goods. Politics has 
to be, among other things, a realm of self-creation through free, voluntary action 
undertaken in concert with and in relation to other people. The public realm in 
which politics takes place is above else a space between people, created by their 
discourse and mutual recognition and communication.

This brings me to the recent protests that took place in Turkey this summer and 
which are symbolized under the name ‘Gezi Parkı’, although they were not limited 
to just one place.  I believe these protests reflect the strong demand for freedom 
in our society, perhaps for the first time expressed with such fortitude and clarity. 
Freedom is not an abstract ideal, it consists in the capacity to act. This capacity to 
act constitutes human beings as political beings and enables them to join forces 
with each other, define a common goal and embark on a common venture. Out of 
this acting together emerges power. This is not the traditional hierarchical power 
of the established order which aims at curbing the individual’s capacity to act, and 
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for that matter her freedom. No, this is the power brought forth by the plurality of 
human beings coming together around a common goal and which dissolves when 
they separate but only to be transferred to and continued in later protests. In the 
space of action and freedom symbolized by Gezi Park, individuals gathered together 
with their differing views and with their concrete bodies marked by difference. 
Thus in the contradictory and hybrid space of the ‘Gezi agora’ they embodied and 
put into practice this new concept of power.

Politics as it is commonly understood, the standard or ‘normal’ politics that is 
taken to be the business of professional politicians no longer speaks to the needs, 
desires and hopes of peoples of Turkey or the peoples in the other parts of the 
globe. ‘Normal’ politics gives an ‘error signal’ as one banner in Gezi Park said and 
therefore ‘needs to be re-formatted’! I believe this is the present challenge for both 
politics and political theory and to rise up to this challenge we obviously need a 
new language, a new grammar for thinking and acting politically. Perhaps we are 
now ‘facing the emergence of this new grammar, broadcast live’ as commentators 
on the events that took place in Brazil put it.1  I agree with them that these protests 
may be considered as a gesture towards what is essential but missing in formal, 
‘normal’ politics, namely the demand and determination to fight for freedom, 
dignity and justice.

The capture of streets, parks and squares –all those spaces that have the 
potential to bring people together in meaningful action- points to the return of 
collective capacity to act and to create new political meanings. The actors of these 
new political meanings are the individuals who feel themselves responsible and 
who also have the courage to act responsibly in the public arena. These new public 
minded intellectuals and activists assign themselves political tasks and call others 
to act politically. ‘Who will answer this call and in what way we do not yet know. 
The only thing that we definitely know is that our world has changed, our problems 
have changed and –fortunately!- new answers are in the air.’2 In the coming three 
days we shall have ample time and opportunity to discuss these matters in depth. 
As I mentioned above, the wide variety of perspectives brought forth by our 
participants will no doubt lead to interesting and fruitful discussions which might 
help us to bridge the ever present gap between theory and practice.

Before I end my words and leave the floor to Professor Kandiyoti who honored 
us by accepting to give the keynote lecture today, please allow me to thank her 
and everyone who helped to make this conference happen. I do hope it will be 
a stimulating occasion for all of us and I also hope you will enjoy your stay in this 
fascinating though somewhat hectic city of ours.

Prof. Dr. Fatmagül Berktay
Istanbul University, Faculty of Political Sciences, Head of Political Science Section

1 Bethany Assy and Bruno Cava, ‘Brazil’s People Are Crying Out for Change, so 
Let’s Seize the Moment’, theguardian.com, Monday 1 July 2013.

2 Ibid.
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THE END OF POLITICS-AS-USUAL?: 
THE 21ST CENTURY CRISES OF POLITICS AND CAPITALISM  
DENİZ KANDİYOTİ

I am particularly encouraged by the call of this conference to engage in trans-
disciplinary dialogues that push the boundaries of political theory since as a non-
political scientist I would have otherwise felt it quite presumptuous to address you 
today. To situate myself I have been a teacher and researcher at the Department 
of Development Studies at SOAS and am therefore predisposed to foreground 
international development and the global political economy as key engines driving 
the politics of the 21st century.

In the time allowed to me today I will be arguing that the 21st century has 
irreversibly destabilized notions of state sovereignty and brought us up against 
the limits of the concepts of citizenship and democracy that are so fundamental 
to political theory- thus altering the meaning of politics itself. Whereas the 
aftermath of WWII ushering in a period of decolonization briefly presaged  a world 
of nominally  independent states, by the end of the 20th century we had witnessed 
not only the collapse and decomposition of the institutions of governance in many 
different parts of the world but a process of economic and financial globalization 
that limits the reach of  national elites, democratically elected or otherwise, and  
the consolidation of global governance apparatuses that set the frameworks within 
which states operate.

The 21st century which opened with the 9/11 terrorist  attacks on the United 
States and initiated the so-called war on terror, has more recently been rocked 
by social movements and citizens’ protests worldwide from New York to London, 
Sao Paolo to New Delhi and Cairo to Istanbul. These movements are both context 
specific and embedded in local politics and yet are the bearers of numerous 
family resemblances, both in their modes of organization and the nature of their 
demands. They also point to profound crises of representation, redistribution and 
legitimacy. It is on the causes of this crisis I will be reflecting on today. The so-
called ‘Arab spring’ protests since 2011 were the only ones that fit the mould of civil 
resistance against authoritarian, non-democratic regimes that were both corrupt 
and kleptocratic. But what of protests in nominally democratic regimes where the 
citizenry nonetheless feels disenfranchised and deprived of voice? What do these 
developments tell us about the challenges ahead? 

Chronologically I will be mainly concentrating on the period that followed what 
Huntington dubbed the Third Wave of democratization (dating roughly from the 
70s with the fall of dictatorships in Southern Europe (Spain, Portugal and Greece). 
This so-called ‘Third Wave’ (Huntington, 1991) moved across to Latin America and 
Eastern Europe, and later Asia and Africa. While in 1974 there were 41 democracies 
among the existing 150 states, by 2003 about three-fifths of all the world’s states 
were considered formal democracies (Diamond, 2006). However, as the New Social 
Movements literature points out new forms of collective action and claim-making 
are challenging the limits of formal democratic representation.
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Before moving on to discuss what I see as the major impasse of 21st c democracy 
it is worth reminding ourselves of major historical ruptures in the social contracts 
between the rulers and the ruled. The French revolution which is considered a 
watershed in introducing the notion of modern citizenship- to replace subjection 
to an absolute sovereign whose legitimacy derives from God- rested, as you know, 
on a very limited conception of franchise in a world where colonial expansion and 
slavery prevailed and where women and the working classes were excluded from 
political participation for a long time to come. Nonetheless, the problem of how 
states and regimes could be made legitimate in the eyes of the ruled became an 
enduring concern. Nationalism as the embodiment of the idea of the state was 
a 19th c attempt to bind peoples as citizens to their states. Thus, the relationship 
between state and nation and between national identity and representative rule 
became an important stake in political struggles. The welfare function of the state 
is a much more recent phenomenon and serves an as extension of the basis of 
state legitimacy to include a concern for the economic well-being of citizens and 
the efficient management of the economy.  This package of modern state functions- 
security, representation and welfare- is what, in principle, underwrites legitimacy of 
rule- a package that has been crumbling in various ways.

It is the 20th century that ushered in what came to be known as mass society 
but this transition did not necessarily coincide with the spread of democratic ideals 
but with the rise of various totalitarianisms exemplified by Italian fascism, German 
Nazism and Soviet communism where the national will or the interests of the 
proletariat, as the case may be, were embodied by charismatic leaders and vanguard 
parties purporting to represent the people. In fact, the 20th century enriched political 
theory not through its analyses of democracy but of totalitarianism exemplified 
by, among others, the masterful work of Hannah Arendt (lucidly interpreted for a 
Turkish audience by Fatmagul Berktay).

The post-WWII period was dominated by a bi-polar world where the geopolitics 
of the Cold War, with its puppet regimes and proxy wars, dominated the globe, 
freezing it into the 1950s’ classification of First, Second, and Third Worlds. Practical 
concerns about promoting rapid economic growth, the fact that the ‘new nations’ 
became a prime stake in superpower rivalry, and the establishment of the Bretton 
Woods financial and trading regimes constituted the taken-for-granted backdrop of 
social and political theory. Modernization theory became the broad rubric under 
which ‘failures’ of development were addressed, development itself being defined as 
a  process of transition from  ‘traditional’ to ‘modern’ societies.  Western social and 
political theory from the 1950s onwards clearly bore the imprint of this duality. 
Meanwhile, US ‘containment’ policies meant that dictators were called ‘pragmatic’ 
if they were allies in the fight against communism, unaccountable counter-
insurrection apparatuses were installed at the heart of allied governments (that 
we were in time to recognize as the ‘deep state’) and popular aspirations for social 
justice were brutally repressed if they were thought to have destabilizing potential.

An undoubted turning point, that proved to be a prolific moment for political 
theorizing, came with the 1989 revolutions in East and Central Europe, starting  in 
Poland  and spreading to  Hungary, East Germany, Bulgaria, Czechoslovakia and 
Romania leading up to the break-up of the Soviet Union in 1991. This set the scene 
for a new geopolitics and a moment of liberal triumphalism best exemplified by 
Fukuyama’s famous End of History (1992) thesis;
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‘What we may be witnessing is not just the end of the Cold War, or the passing 
of a particular period of post-war history, but the end of history as such: that is, the 
end point of mankind’s ideological evolution and the universalization of Western 
liberal democracy as the final form of human government.’

On the same year, Barber published a less sanguine evaluation in the journal 
The Atlantic titled Jihad vs. Mc World (which was also to become a famous book). 
According to him democracy was not flourishing but in its deaths throes under the 
dual pressures of Jihad, on the one hand, and Mc World on the other:

The first is a retribalization of large swaths of humankind by war and bloodshed: 
a threatened Lebanonization of national states in which culture is pitted against 
culture, people against people, tribe against tribe—a Jihad in the name of a 
hundred narrowly conceived faiths against every kind of interdependence, every 
kind of artificial social cooperation and civic mutuality ( here clearly the term jihad 
is being stretched to encompass any and all hatred filled particularistic ideologies 
including extreme Christian fundamentalisms in the West). The second is being 
borne in on us by the onrush of economic and ecological forces that demand 
integration and uniformity and that mesmerize the world with fast music, fast 
computers, and fast food—with MTV, Macintosh, and McDonald’s, pressing nations 
into one commercially homogenous global network: one McWorld tied together by 
technology, ecology, communications, and commerce. 

This vision of an essentially universalist and benign but culturally crass and 
homogenizing world capitalist market and jihad which (I quote) attempts ‘to 
recapture a world that existed prior to cosmopolitan capitalism and was defined by 
religious mysteries, hierarchical communities, spellbinding traditions, and historical 
torpor’ looks suspiciously like the previous ideologically loaded dichotomies of 
modernity and tradition in a different garb. But while the parochialism attributed 
to jihad totally overlooks the transnational dimensions of a phenomenon that was 
forged in the crucible of Cold War policies, and particularly in the war against the 
Soviets in Afghanistan, the culturalist analysis of McWorld chooses to ignore both 
the global inequities fostered by the new world capitalist regime and the profound 
variations in its local reception. The prognosis is nonetheless bleak since these 
tendencies have one thing in common: neither offers much hope to citizens looking 
for practical ways to govern themselves democratically since state sovereignty 
which was the initial bedrock of the democratic polity is being eroded and under 
attack.

Meanwhile not to be outdone by his former student Fukuyama, Samuel 
Huntington penned a 1993 Foreign Affairs article titled The Clash of Civilizations 
(which again would become a hotly debated book), claiming that post-Cold war 
conflicts would be cultural rather than ideological and would pit Western civilization 
and its cultural ideals against non-Western civilizations, Islamic civilization being 
the most intractable among them. Whereas the French revolution had redrawn the 
principal lines of conflict as wars between nations rather than between princes, 
a 19th c pattern that lasted until the end of WW I, the conflict became ideological 
during the Cold War but with the end of communism and the Cold War culture and 
civilization were coming to the fore as the major drivers of conflict.

At least Barber had the grace of recognizing that jihad crosses cultural borders to 
encompass phenomena like the Oklahoma bombing, the demented Protestantism 
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of Jerry Falwell in the US, which, he says, ‘no more defines Protestantism than 
the Taliban defines Islam’. Since excellent rebuttals of Huntington already exist, 
among others, in Edward Said’s Clash of Ignorance and Gilbert Achcar’s Clash of 
Barbarisms, I will content myself with the observation that autocrats the world over 
from Russia to the Middle East can make claims to the cultural authenticity and 
therefore legitimacy of their rule, brutally repressing and deligitimizing local voices 
making a bid for a more inclusive participatory democracy by accusing them of 
being the tools of the West.

To my mind it is the much less publicized but much more potent term, the 
‘Washington consensus’, that defines the most enduring effects of policy in shaping 
the politics of the late 20th and 21st centuries  Coined  in 1989 by economist John 
Williamson  it refers to development strategies focusing around privatization, 
liberalization, and macro-stability, a set of policies predicated upon a strong faith 
in unfettered markets and aimed at reducing, or even minimizing, the role of 
government. In short, it is the policy package known under the shorthand label 
of neo-liberalism that has fundamentally redefined the social contracts between 
state and citizen, both in the welfare states of the West and the formerly state-led 
economies of the South and the former socialist countries.

These policies were rolled out by the IFIs as the right recipe for everyone to 
follow on the back of the debt crisis of the 80s when the room for manoeuvre of 
developing countries was severely limited and made them vulnerable to multiple 
conditionalities for loans and debt relief. The abysmal record of these policies in 
promoting economic growth is well documented marking out the 80s as the lost 
decade of development especially in Latin America and Africa where growth 
rates plummeted. Trade liberalization brought with it jobless growth and financial 
liberalization has made finance capital much more influential and dominant leading 
to the crises we are now all familiar with.  The only regions that bucked the trend, 
East and Southeast Asia, esp. China, were the ones who did not apply these policy 
prescriptions and where developmental states adopted more interventionist 
measures.

As these packages failed, the policy response was to add new layers of reform 
in the fields of poverty reduction,  institutions,  governance and social capital, 
depending on changing fads and fashions in the development industry funnelled 
through the IFIs, the UN system and a plethora of international and national 
NGOs acting as contractors. The so-called post-Washington consensus, under the 
leadership of then chief economist of the WB Joseph Stiglitz, moderated the earlier 
market fundamentalism by introducing the so-called ‘good governance’ agenda; 
here the more streamlined state which had shed many of its former functions to 
private or non-state providers would be monitored by a more active civil society 
demanding transparency and accountability. ‘Getting the institutions right’ became 
the new mantra, as ‘getting the prices right’ has been previously.

The type of globalization promoted by the WC gave us Mc Jobs (defined by 
the OED as ‘an unstimulating, low-paid job with few prospects especially one 
created by the expansion of the service sector’). There has been a clear decline 
in the wage share of GDP globally from the late 70s onwards since globalization 
has lowered the power of labour to bargain, whereas supranational corporate 
elites have made it possible for companies to consolidate their position and create 
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oligopolies. (According to an ILO report by Ozlem Onaran and Giorgis Galanis Turkey 
is among the countries that recorded a large fall in the wage share of GDP).  Guy 
Standing coined the term precariat (in lieu of the proletariat) to denote a new 
class that although it may include highly educated individuals points to insecure 
and impermanent employment with few social benefits. These new middle classes, 
which are predominantly urban have higher consumption expectations and 
lifestyle aspirations in the context of more precarious employment-constitute  a 
configuration which commentators and social movement theorists identify as an 
engine of mobilization and protest (which is why Guy Standing calls it the ‘dangerous 
class’).

The sociological effects of global economic restructuring were compounded 
by new forms of social engineering related to democracy promotion or assistance 
initiatives that became an item of US foreign policy and of international aid 
packages. The USAID launched its Democracy Initiative in 1990 and most bilateral 
donors followed suit. The European Commission also has a number of instruments 
that support democratic governance beyond its borders as does the United Nations 
Development Program. The principal areas targeted by DG initiatives are: elections 
and electoral processes, political parties, judicial reforms, civil society and the 
media.

I cannot hope to do justice today to the rich critical literature on the effects of 
these policy interventions so will have to move on to an extremely sketchy judgment: 
turning politics into a technocratic fix has resulted in what Leftwich has called 
‘low-intensity democracy’ whereby the formal institutions related to DG namely 
elections, parliaments, constitutions, political parties etc. were often promoted in 
the absence of the substantive individual freedoms and rights and the checks and 
balances that underwrite democratic practice and keep the executive accountable. 
The creation of a donor-funded NGO sector as an ersatz civil society has also had 
mixed consequences, often depoliticizing grassroots movements better connected 
to local communities and substituting them with professionalized bodies acting as 
project contractors for donors or government agencies. Democratization could thus 
be turned into an empty exercise of ticking boxes on an institutional spreadsheet.

Nonetheless it is impossible to generalize the effects of these policies which 
need to be set in their concrete contexts. So I would like to conclude by turning to 
the MENA region where the effects of these interventions have been particularly 
perverse and end with a postscript on Turkey.

Historically the United States did little to rupture relations with authoritarian 
regimes and largely avoided paying significant attention to human rights and 
democratization. Indeed, the United States found itself opposed to democratic 
outcomes in the MENA region when it conflicted with American interests – such 
as participating in the overthrow of a democratically elected government in Iran 
in 1953, for example, due to oil interests and fear of any leftist move toward the 
Soviets and maintaining an alliance with the blantantly autocratic regimes of the 
Gulf.

After the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, U.S. government officials 
questioned the lack of large-scale American democracy promotion mechanisms in 
the MENA region, viewing democracy as a means of promoting moderation and 
stability and preventing terrorism. Democracy was being mooted as a prophylactic 
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measure much as the ‘green belt’ policies of the Cold War years aimed to use Islam 
as an antidote against communism. This resulted in a ramping-up of diplomatic 
rhetoric on the necessity of democratization and political reform in the Middle 
East and an increase in funding for democracy promotion in the region. The Bush 
administration initiated several large-scale DG projects, including the Middle 
East Partnership Initiative (MEPI) in 2002 and the Broader Middle East and North 
Africa Initiative (BMENA) in partnership with the Group of Eight in 2004. However, 
when spreading democracy became one of the rationalizations used by neo-
conservatives and the Bush administration for undertaking the war in Iraq the 
crude instrumentalism of the so-called democracy agenda- translated as military 
intervention and regime change- became plain. This toxic mix has contributed 
to disempowering and marginalizing sections of the MENA population whose 
democratic aspirations came up against an absence of viable political structures 
that could convert these aspirations into a politics of transformation- an outcome 
that is plainly visible in Egypt and Tunisia.

Despite the authoritarian nature of post-dynastic and post-colonial regimes 
in the MENA region, the developmental phase of state-building was meant to 
deliver goods and services to citizens in return for loyalty to the nation, understood 
as an entity that transcends the bonds of kinship, community, sect or ethnicity. 
New notions of citizenship were backed up by policies for universal education, 
employment, suffrage and social welfare (these included state feminist measures 
to expand women’s economic and political participation).

The unraveling of the post-independence social compact in the years following 
economic liberalization and privatization policies in the MENA region witnessed 
the descent of authoritarian states into dynastic rule and crony capitalism, with 
governments becoming increasingly reliant on hypertrophied security apparatuses, 
high levels of repression and networks based on patronage, kinship and religion. 
The spaces vacated by state provision were filled by other actors, reaching into the 
grassroots of society. This period witnessed the rise of both Islamist oppositional 
movements and new forms of grassroots activism, some aiming to palliate the 
dearth of social services to the poor and the downwardly mobile. State elites seeking 
to bolster their flagging legitimacy, in their turn, resorted to alliances with Islamist 
social forces (whilst simultaneously clamping down on those deemed to present a 
political threat) and promoted various forms of state-sponsored religiosity. In Egypt, 
in particular, the encouragement of apolitical, pietistic forms of conformism under 
Mubarak, especially in the realms of gender and the family, ‘normalized’ an ethos 
of social conservatism that made the task of ascendant Islamist parties wishing 
to translate this ethos into formal jurisdiction a relatively easier task- until they 
came up against a public that insisted on their initial demands of ‘bread, justice and 
freedom’ that animated the revolts of the Arab uprisings.

Whereas initially commentators were hoping for Eastern European style post-
authoritarian transitions it became rapidly clear that three counter-revolutions could 
block further progress: the structures of the old regime or deep state, the influence 
of global powers and the conflicting dynamics of regional powers attempting to co-
opt the uprising (with Qatar backing and financing the Muslim Brotherhood, while 
Saudi Arabia was backing salafi political parties). Meanwhile a mobilized citizenry 
now exists in the absence of any viable structures of representation that could 
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translate their aspirations into a form of democratic governance. The choices are 

between different types of authoritarianism; those who favour neither military rule 

nor MB have nowhere to turn to except the streets- and even the street and the 

media are now being co-opted by the military.

I will conclude with a post-script on Turkey which was routinely held up as a 

success story and as a model for the region. Turkey provides an excellent example 

of the interactions of external conditionalities as an impetus for institutional 

reform- meeting the criteria for European accession in this particular case- and how 

these interacted with a mix of neo-liberal policies and populist measures geared 

to manufacture consent. There is little doubt that EU conditionalities played a role 

in curbing the role of the military in political and economic life. But governments 

can always pick and choose among aspects of reform packages they like and those 

they would rather avoid. While eliminating the military as a contending power bloc 

was a clear priority, this was not the case with women’s rights or minority rights. 

Meanwhile despite initially high growth rates and the fact that Turkey had become 

an export platform, rates of investment slowed down and accumulation increasingly 

took the form of investment in non-productive sectors such as construction and 

the stripping of public assets such as government land being turned in private 

commodities in the hands of politically favoured local corporate actors backed 

by international investors. It is little wonder that the spate of activism preceding 

the Gezi outbreak in the summer of 2013 were mainly labour and environmental 

protests targeting the distributional and ecological effects of these policies.

However, unlike the MENA governments that entirely reneged on their social 

contract with their citizenry, the Turkish government increased spending in education 

and health (again in a context of privatization that favoured selected corporate 

actors) and improved social services giving citizens a stake in the system. Consent- 

and electoral success- could therefore be secured through a tripartite combination 

of largely unaccountable neo-liberal corporate activity, basic safety nets for the less 

well off and a  longer term project of resocialization through religiosity that could 

deliver docile political subjects that submit to the authority of God, their fathers 

and their ruler. It is ultimately the terms of this social contract that were being 

contested by a myriad of social groups in the protests of the summer of 2013. In this 

sense, the protests in Turkey- unlike those in the Arab world which had they been 

successful would have triggered post-authoritarian transitions of the Third Wave 

type- conform most closely to the characteristics of new social movements in post-

industrial societies that involve a fundamental critique of the system itself , not just 

a bid for greater participation in it. What was being challenged was nothing short of 

state patriarchy itself and a political culture that deeply permeates all hues of the 

political spectrum in Turkey- whether secular or religious, left or right.

The way forward is now presented in the form of a ‘democratization package’ 

which is again extremely selective in the choice of rights that are being expanded 

(the only unambiguously stated freedom being the right of women to veil). However, 

democracy is not something that can be gifted in a package by a benevolent 

patriarch, but a process that is characterized by its deliberative, inclusive and 

transparent nature. Given the emaciation of the political- squeezed between the 

imperatives of the global economy, the shallow technocratic prescription of global 
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governance institutions and the equivocations of national governments- it is little 
wonder that the reassertion of real politics takes the form of citizens’ movements 
and protests trying to make a bid for voice and assert a public presence.

Prof.Dr.Deniz Kandiyoti
Emeritus Professor of Development Studies at the School of Oriental and African 

Studies
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RETHINKING ‘RESPECT’ IN POLITICAL THEORY
M. İNANÇ ÖZEKMEKÇİ

Re-discovery of an old term in polii cs 

In recent years, ‘respect’ became a frequently referred term in the academic 
circles, especially within the framework of liberal polii cal theory.  Not only does the 
term have a sharp rhetorical focus and legii mizai on capacity in the praci cal sphere 
of polii cs but it is also considered a foundai onal element for liberal democracies.  
‘Respect’ ot en seems to serve as a terminological base for minority or sub-culture 
groups demanding social, polii cal or cultural recognii on in the public sphere. The 
ascending popularity of respect discourse is fi rmly related with the new polii cal 
atmosphere and its outcomes that appeared following the Cold War. With the 
withdrawal of class based analysis and polii cal struggles and emergence of ideni ty 
based approaches, respect became a miraculous word to solve the new problems 
of globalizai on process and a opi misi c  term which is expected to construct a 
harmony and prevent clashes between disi nct ideni i es in a society. The concept 
of respect has featured  increasingly in contemporary polii cal philosophy, both in 
muli cultural theory, where members of diff erent groups have been called upon 
to show respect for one another, and in liberal democrai c theory, where cii zens 
are said to enjoy certain rights in virtue of the respect that is owed to them as 
persons. Respect appears in popular discourse in several forms and in a wide 
variety of contexts, but the more a term gains popularity the more its explanai on 
capacity became opaque. As Middleton (2006) rightly argues it seems unlikely that 
we should respect everybody equally, but it also seems that respect is very much 
worth having.

The term has a historical background in very parallel with the evolui on of the 
humanism in the Western polii cal philosophy.   Since the pre-modern polii cal 
philosophy ‘respect for persons’ bears the noi on that we should foster some sort 
of ‘posii ve ai  tude’ or at least we should at empt to limit our negai ve judgment 
toward others. Even though its historical connotai ons on hierarchical deference 
might si ll be considered valid by some in certain polii cal condii ons, today 
respect is generally associated with ideals of human equality or with recognii on of 
people’s disi nct ideni i es as muli culturalists argue (Taylor, 1994). The transii on 
from deference to abstract categorizai on of humanity is an outcome of historical 
process culminated in the philosophical thinking of Enlightenment and especially of 
Kani anism. Indeed,   it was Kant who linked the noi on of respect with recognii on 
of universalizing agents as autonomous. Contemporary discussions of respect for 
persons are typically framed in terms of the Kani an principle that persons deserve 
respect in virtue of their rai onal agency. The principle is supposed to ensure that 
respect for persons is cosmopolitan, prohibits oppression and provide a basis for 
liberal democracy. It is argued that every person is equally due a base respect in 
virtue of his or her capacity to author, evaluate and act on praci cal reason and this 
baseline respect for persons will provide a secure for a wide range of posii ve and 
negai ve liberi es.  However -it may appear paradoxical that- respect for persons is 
supposed to create spheres of inviolability around individuals- or let’s say around 
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groups as muli culturalists argue- and knit these discrete individuals together 
as equal members of a society in which every cii zen is eni tled to pari cipate to 
polii cal decision making.

Not avoiding the signifi cance of recognii on of individual/group autonomy for 
polii cs, this paper grasps respect as an aci on oriented term –rather limii ng it just 
as a regard to other people- for the polii cal agents in public sphere in the sense 
that being prepared to engage with other people to interact for common goods. 
This approach to respect in polii cal theory involves recognii on but goes beyond 
it as it ani cipates interaci on of agents in public sphere rather than freezing them 
into isolated units. It will be argued that respect means more than ‘to love persons 
or to leave persons alone’ (Gardner, 2013), it is a condii onal feeling for giving birth 
to a polii cal aci on.

Respect or Tolerai on?

Stephen Darwall (1977) introduced a helpful disi nci on between two kinds 
of respect: ‘appraisal respect’ and ‘recognii on respect’. Appraisal respect refers 
to a posii ve assessment of people or their qualii es. It is something like respect 
for another’s merit or accomplishments, and it implies a posii ve evaluai on of 
the aci vii es, characterisi cs or excellences of others. Since this kind of respect 
is merited, it may be righf ully granted to a greater or a lesser degree. So, some 
people might deserve more admirai on than others. In short, appraisal respect 
fl ows from a posii ve appreciai on of certain features of the object of one’s respect. 
The second one, recognii on respect is closely i ed to what we might think of as 
‘basic respect’ for persons. According to Darwall (1977) , recognii on respect can 
have all sorts of object, but it esseni ally involves a disposii on to weigh certain facts 
appropriately in one’s deliberai ons. In other words, to say that persons are eni tled 
to respect qua persons means that all other persons are under an obligai on to give 
appropriate weight to their personhood when deliberai ng about what to do.

As it may be well realized from Darwall’s recognii on respect, this general 
ai  tude for persons is very similar to a Kani an-like noi on of respect for persons. 
From this perspeci ve, the noi on that persons have dignity and worth regardless 
of their social stai ons is the regulai ve ideal at the heart of Enlightenment morality 
and a fundamental principle of liberal democracy.  It’s respect for another’s status 
as a person, which is owed equally to all persons and diff ered from the appraisal 
that we might have for another’s conduct or character.  In other words, recognii on 
respect indicates that we regard some ‘objects’ as properly having weighed in our 
deliberai on about how to act whether or not we esteem it (Ceva, 2013). So we are 
talking about our aci on toward an object which is unique to recognii on respect. In 
contrast we can have appraisal respect for someone without being disposed to act 
towards him or her in any pari cular way. Darwall’s recognii on respect corresponds 
to the idea that in a liberal democracy cii zens are due respecf ul treatment not as 
a reward for some kind of their conduct but by virtue of the very fact that they are 
persons (Ceva 2011). This categorizai on shows us that recognii on respect is vital 
for liberal democracies’ egalitarian commitment, as it is a kind of respect underlying 
the fact that all cii zens must be equal since they must be treated as self-legislators 
independently of their actual abilii es.  Another defi nii on or bet er to say an 
at empt of classifi cai on of respect should be meni oned here as a part of general 



20

POLITSCI ’13

evaluai on for literature on respect.  Using the term ‘opacity respect’ Ian Carter 
(2011), formulates the concept as an ai  tude or form of behavior that ignores the 
diff erences between people in terms of their agental capacii es. It may be said that 
Ian Carter follows the path opened by Darwall and tries to focus specifi cally on 
features of recognii on respect. 

It should be meni oned here that the term tolerai on appeared to be an ot en 
referred term in order to achieve or describe democrai c standards in a community 
as if it bears the same meaning with respect. Cohen (2004, p. 79) defi nes tolerai on 
as ‘an agent’s inteni onal and principled refraining from interfering with an opposed 
other (or their behavior etc.) in situai ons of diversity, where the agent believes she 
has the power to interfere’.  Going one step further Galeoi   (2002) diff ereni ates 
negai ve and posii ve tolerai on, and labels the lat er as tolerai on as recognii on. 
In tolerai on as recognii on the focus is on groups with disi nct ideni i es object of 
dislike or disapproval by majorii es whereas negai ve tolerance takes individuals 
into considerai on and mainly stress non-interference of power holders to 
minorii es. Grasping tolerai on as recognii on means conceptualizing it as a mat er 
of jusi ce: ‘the public exclusion of diff erences is unfair, because it treats members 
of minorii es diff erently from members of the majority, whose ideni ty is openly 
visible everywhere in the polii cal domain [..]  Tolerai on can be seen as responding 
to and sai sfying these requirements of jusi ce if it is understood as recognii on of 
excluded, marginalized and oppressed ideni i es. It can, however, work as a form 
of recognii on only if it is considered symbolically as a public gesture intended to 
legii mize the existence of diff erences and place them on the same fooi ng as the 
habits and praci ces of the majority’ (Galeoi  , 2002, pp.10-11).

From this perspeci ve it may be said that we can talk about tolerai on  when 
one part of a relai on dislike some belief or behavior of the other but abstain from 
interfering the other. Contrary to respect, tolerai on is a negai ve ai  tude toward 
some feature of what is tolerated and it is characterized by an unequal power relai on 
between the tolerator and the tolerated. However, respect refers to recognii on 
of others as equals in moral sense, which is ari culated into democrai c theory 
as an imperai ve of treai ng cii zens as equals in terms of polii cal pari cipai on 
and decision making. Indeed, respect as a care for others before deliberai ng our 
polii cal decisions and aci ons refl ects the etymological roots of the term. It derives 
from Lai n, respicere which means ‘to look back’ or ‘to look again’ (Dillon, 2010).  
Considering other people’s necessii es in a society you live while aci ng or coming 
to a decision corresponds to a kind of mutual responsibility and accountability 
between the members of the society.

More than a regard?

It should be underlined here that both appraisal respect and recognii on respect 
include a sort of regard from one person or group to another. In all its forms, respect 
is understood as something that must have an object. And both of the appraisal 
and recognii on respect seems to be emoi onal responses to objects. We can’t feel 
respect like we might feel anxiety, we need someone or something to feel and show 
respect. In other words, both kinds of respect –appraisal and recognii on- respect are 
ways of responding to objects that deserves this kind of at eni on. We are familiar to 
this usage and we commonly describe objects as ‘respect-worthy’. In conclusion for 
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Darwall’s classifi cai on of respect for persons, we may say that we always ideni fy 
objects of respect by means posii ve evaluai ve judgments, or at least limii ng or 
ignoring our negai ve judgments.  When we have recognii on respect for an object I 
see it as worthy of serious considerai on in my praci cal deliberai ons, not simply as 
a mat er of personal taste, but because this object appears to refl ect the ideals that 
defi ne the sorts of objects and aci vii es that we see as valuable. In other words, 
we see objects of recognii on respect as warrani ng that kind of considerai on. This 
means that, as Harrison Keller (2002) states, we can ask for a jusi fi cai on for object’s 
respect worthiness.  We have to keep in our minds that in liberal polii cal theory, 
respect for persons conveys typically something like the noi on that everyone is 
eni tled to at least a minimal level of considerai on simply because everyone is a 
human being.  However, if we coni nue to keep ‘respect’ within a limited frame as an 
ai  tude or regard to someone, I believe, the border between respect and tolerance 
tends to be blurred.  As meni oned before, respect always needs an object and this 
is true as long as we coni nue to conceptualize respect as a regard or an ai  tude. 
But, human beings are not eni rely self-suffi  cent. A basic fact for our existence is 
that we rely on others for something. For that reason we need to reconsider the 
respect for persons issue with regard to the core of polii cs and grasp respect in the 
specifi c sense of being prepared to hold persons communicai vely-accountable in 
the Habermassian sense, which is more aci on oriented approach. This means that 
respect in this sense refers to polii cal actor’s capacity of seeing each other as equal 
polii cal agents and being ready to engage with people for common goods. The 
well-known sociologist Richard Sennet ’s approach to respect may shed a light on 
the problemai c nature of recognii on respect issue more clearly. Sennet  (2003, p. 
207) suggests, respect cannot just be intended, it must be performed: ‘Respect is an 
expressive performance. That is, treai ng others with respect doesn’t just happen, 
even with the best will in the world’.

Respect for person in terms of recognii on respect is important; we cannot deny 
its signifi cance for us since it provides us an important shield against dehumanizing 
praci ces of the power. But solely recognii on respect seems not enough to grasp 
the fact that polii cs is an inter-subjeci ve -rather than intra subjeci ve- and aci on 
based issue through which actors’ self-consciousness, rai onality and freedom 
emerges.  Because, conceptualizing respect for persons under the framework of 
some sort of regard or ai  tude whether it is posii ve or at empted to limit our 
negai ve judgments to others may lead us such an ‘I am OK, you are OK, everyone 
is OK’ situai on. It becomes something like living behind  the walls  surrounding  
each people or group and makes them  inaccessible to each other, such a  wall that 
constructed by absolute Truth of those who are living inside. Respect in this sense 
becomes a regard while pursuing your own life to that untouchable absolute truths 
which is only valid for the owner of that truth.  From this point of view, it may be 
said that a condii on where everything is OK for everybody is a horrifying one since 
it seems as if there were no confl icts, no power relai ons and therefore no need to 
polii cs. Remember the offi  cial responses given in Turkey to the incidents in recent 
years, for instance at acks occurred against Alevits in Malatya in 2012 during the 
holy month or against Kurdish seasonal workers in every year. Offi  cials have been 
always using a specifi c discourse as ‘reaci ons of sensii ve cii zens’ to jusi fy or at 
least to slight these at acks. And consequently those suff ered from these at acks 
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became responsible for the events since they were considered as if not respeci ng 
the ‘sensii ve people’ or let’s say had not care for the ‘object’ of the respect. This 
sample shows us how the concept of respect can be easily transformed into a 
way jusi fying exisi ng power relai ons in society, especially between majority and 
minority groups.

In conclusion we owe respect in the sense of being prepared to engage in or let’s 
say holding one another through inter-subjeci ve communicai ve interaci on about 
the sort of values or ideals that should guide all reasonable people. Because such 
sort of an interaci on necessitates the interchange of both posii ve and negai ve 
judgments, we may say that respect for persons requires neither that we love them, 
nor we leave them alone, but rather that we engage.   This is the answer to the 
quesi on what kind of respect we owe to others. Briefl y, in principle it should be 
considered a condii onal feeling that giving birth to a polii cal aci on. 
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RETHINKING PUBLICNESS BEYOND THE PRIVATE – 
PUBLIC DIALECTICS
ALİ YALÇIN GÖYMEN

I will begin with what needs to be said at the end: today, publicness must be 
redefined. The reason for that is not that the previous models, particularly those 
of Habermas and Arendt, aimed at understanding the public sphere are completely 
invalid or obsolete. On the contrary, it is because of the increasing intensity of the 
process defined as ‘the corruption of the public sphere’, in Habermas’s terms, or 
as ‘the rise of the social’ in Arendt’s words. In the neoliberal era, the increasing 
impact of the private on the public sphere leads us to consider this relationship as 
a structural component of the modern society. That is why we require a conception 
of publicness that will allow us a better understanding of the mutual relationship 
between the private and the public. We need to construct a conception of 
publicness that would go beyond a purely intellectual abstraction, and help us grasp 
the relational dimension as well as the material dimension that makes it possible.

Such a task, however, is beyond the scope of this study. The point that will 
be emphasized here is that the concept of commons, as it is elaborated in 
recent debates, could provide a key in the development of such a conception of 
publicness. For this aim, I will first focus on the social relationships emergent in 
the neoliberal era. After that I will review the contours of the conceptions of public 
sphere developed by Habermas and Arendt, together with the criticisms directed 
at them. Finally, I will review the debates on commons, while focusing on the views 
of Susan Buck-Morss, Jason Read and autonomist Marxists like Michel Hardt and 
Gigi Roggero.

Bourdieu defines neoliberalism as a logic that aims ‘to call into question any 
and all collective structures that could serve as an obstacle to the logic of the pure 
market’. In this sense, neoliberal societies are social formations that are shaped 
by the tendency of neoliberalism ‘to favour severing the economy from social 
realities and thereby constructing, in reality, an economic system conforming to 
its description in pure theory, that is a sort of logical machine that presents itself 
as a chain of constraints regulating economic agents’ (Bourdieu, 1998). Hardt and 
Negri, on the other hand, specify four basic characteristics of the neoliberal subject 
that develops within this model: indebted, mediatized, securitized, and constrained 
by the representative mechanism. Let us focus more on these characteristics. In 
the neoliberal era according to Hardt and Negri, our subjectivity is shaped on 
the basis indebtedness. We survive by borrowing, and continue our lives under 
the burden of these debts (Hardt and Negri, 2012, p. 18). This turns us into some 
sort of slaves under contract, because indebtedness deepens the deprivation in 
our lives, our deprivation of all the power and capacities of our subjectivity (Hardt 
and Negri, 2012, p.19-21). Our mediatization develops with the use of information 
and communication technologies occupying a greater place in our lives. We are 
under the bombardment of information and expression, while quality is completely 
ignored. These technologies also help blur the distinction between work and life. 
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Furthermore, under the influence of those powers that we participate in, although 
fragmenting and destroying our consciousness, we become subjects that are 
neither active nor passive (Hardt and Negri, 2012, p.22-23). The securitization of 
the subject, on the other hand, renders people both the objects and subjects of 
security at the same time. The individual of the neoliberal society, due to the feeling 
of fear, lives in a permanent state of emergency, continuously plays the role of the 
prisoner and/or the guardian.  Fear, in this era, functions as a means of discipline 
in sociological as well as economic sense. In the state of fear engendered by the 
economic crisis, indebted employers find themselves forced to a compromising 
attitude. The existence of those further deprived of freedom is another factor 
increasing the amount of fear. Consequently, as securitized subjects we exist in 
an atmosphere of fear whereby most kinds of injustice could be justified (Hardt 
and Negri, 2012, p.26-31). For Hardt and Negri, the state of being represented, 
which they consider as a characteristic of the neoliberal subject, brings all the 
other characteristics together. Accordingly, our state of being represented is what 
holds together and renders permanent our indebted, mediatized, and securitized 
condition. Therefore, they do not consider the representative system as a means of 
democracy as suggested by the proponents of neoliberalism, and instead suggest 
that it should be seen as an obstacle for the realization of democracy (Hardt and 
Negri, 2012, p.32).

Dardot and Laval’s investigation of the neoliberal subject similarly criticize 
the diffusion of the economic into all spheres of life, not least the political. They 
also suggest that the social relations and the subject are reshaped according to 
the logic of the firm (Dardot and Laval, 2012, p.365-370). In this context, concepts 
such as management, risk and accountability begin to determine the basis of our 
subjectivity, while the issue performance emerges as the major concept within 
this perspective (Dardot and Laval, 2012, p.393-394). They outline the negative 
effects of the performance pressure and the pursuit of desire on the subjects. This 
pressure has a corrosive effect on the psychology of the subjects, hence depression 
becoming an inseparable feature of neoliberal subjectivity. They emphasize that 
surveillance and pressure upon the neoliberal subjects spread throughout both 
public and private spheres, while collective structures of the previous era –such 
as the family, school, trade unions, and political parties- have also been affected 
by this transformation. The final shape of the administration of this new structure, 
however, is not yet determined (Dardot and Laval, 2012, p.407-408).

Considering all of his works, the aim of Habermas’s project can be described 
as ‘identifying the still-valuable normative ideals of modernity’. Habermas defines 
these ‘normative ideals of modernity’ as ‘rationalization of society and of democratic 
will-formation’, and the work regarding the public sphere are conducted in this 
direction (Calhoun, 1992, p.40). The public sphere is considered by Habermas 
as a space for public dialogue that would allow the realization of these ideals. 
This consideration goes beyond the limits of the liberal model, because ‘in the 
Habermasian model this dialogue does not stand under the constraint of neutrality 
but is judged according to the criteria, represented by the model of a ‘practical 
discourse’ (Benhabib, 1992, p.87). According to Benhabib, the development of a 
rational practical discourse is possible only when this discourse pursues the public 
good. This, in turn, is possible only if the society in general participates in the public 
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sphere and the decisions taken in this sphere are shaped by democratic procedures.
The key point here is that the participation of individuals is not understood as 
their imposition of their personal needs on the whole of society. For Habermas, 
participation means ‘fully revealing oneself to other people, … talking about what 
interest is, rather than about defending their own interest’, and this is what gives 
the public sphere its impersonal quality (Sennett, 1998). The ideal speech situation 
whereby individuals engage in discussions about the reasons and aims of their 
demands, rather than listing them, together with the absence of any restriction on 
the topics of debate and conversation transform the process of participation into a 
communicative activity. This is why the principle of participation has always been 
considered by Habermas in connection with the principle of communication, and 
these two principles have always been taken into account when making normative 
consideration about the public sphere.

In developing a definition of public sphere, Habermas defines it as the sphere 
in which the public opinion is formed. The points he emphasizes in the formation 
of the public opinion include the participation of all citizens, the speech situation 
that emerges within the body of citizenship that they form by participating, and the 
general good (Habermas, 2004, p.95). The concepts of participation and speech-
communication come to the fore once again. Starting from this point, Craig Calhoun 
points that in Habermas’s theory, public sphere includes individuals with ‘maturity 
and intellectual autonomy’, and ‘is oriented to forming rational-critical opinion on 
matters of universal interest to citizens, and through this to informing state policy’ 
(Calhoun, 2010, p.302). When considered in line with this definition, the universal 
determination of the interests of the citizens reflects the principle of participation, 
while the rational-critical nature of these decisions is a reflection of the principle of 
communication. These two principles, considered with regard to our definition of 
politics, express the togetherness that makes power possible, and the organization 
of rational-critical views that makes freedom possible. 

Another distinctive feature of Habermas’s theory of public sphere is his definition 
of the public sphere in the context of civil society and state distinction, as a space 
‘close to the borders of the state but remains within the civil society’. According to 
Benhabib (1992, p.91), although a part of the civil society, as a space shaped by the 
rational-critical discourse formed by public, the public sphere stands against the 
private sphere. However, the transformation of the private, particularly the market 
relations as part of the development of modernity, and the transformation of the 
civil society accordingly resulted in the public sphere failing to continue its function. 
The collapse of the state-society division ‘amid bureaucratization, organized interest-
group politics, and mass society’ is a critical dynamic in this process (Calhoun, 
2010, p. 302). Habermas believes that the process triggered by these dynamics –
the transformation of civil society- led to the corrosion of the participation- and 
communication-based nature of the public sphere, which is based on ‘the open, 
ostensibly neutral, and rational-critical formation of opinions’. He also pointed 
at the occupation of the public sphere by large-scale corporations that operate 
according to the principle of private property as a cause of degeneration (Calhoun, 
2010, p. 305).

Habermas’s consideration of the transformation of civil society as the 
degeneration of the political public sphere is one of the common points raised 
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by the critics of his model of public sphere. It has been argued that this historical 
account by Habermas was a product of the deficiency of his model of public sphere. 
According to this line of criticism, ‘Habermasian ideal was flawed because it failed 
to allow for a multiplicity of publics –and sometimes counterpublics- reflecting 
different social circumstances, collective identities, and political choices, and 
because it was framed too much in terms of the setting aside of disparate social 
identities and experiences rather than their thematization as bases for public 
discourse’ (Calhoun, 2010, p. 305). Another criticism in parallel to this condemns 
Habermas’ model for being ‘radically procedural’. By accepting a strict separation 
between the private and the public –separating the public discourses on norms 
from the private issues related to values- while, at the same time, assuming an 
ideal speech situation, the model closes the public sphere to the restrained groups 
that cannot express their experiences within the ideal speech situation, such as 
the women (Benhabib, 1992, p.89-90). Another line of criticism argues that ‘the 
transformation of the civil society makes it impossible to see the public sphere as 
a unified and homogenous sphere’, that ‘the essential problem is the disruption in 
the society’, and that the procedures offered by Habermas do not by themselves 
guarantee a solution of this essential problem (Hohendahl and Silverman, 1979, p. 
106-107). The important point is to avoid idealizing the liberal public sphere which 
is an expression of the bourgeois public sphere, as Habermas did. This model, as 
Habermas also complains from time to time, has not achieved the demand for 
information and discussion to be open and freely accessible to everyone, and being 
exclusionary on the basis of class and gender (Fraser, 2004, p. 106-107).

For Arendt, the public sphere is first of all the sphere of free speech. Sennett 
expresses this as Arendt’s viewing of the public sphere as an ‘idealized agora’ 
(Sennett, 1998). With this expression, he tries to explain that Arendt sees the public 
sphere ‘not as specific spaces, but as spaces where free speech occurs’. Arendt’s 
model based on speech –and action- relies on an understanding of sphere in which 
two dynamics exist together. Both the agonistic and the associational dynamics find 
a place in this model (Benhabib, 1992, p. 77). The agonistic element in Arendt’s model 
appears with her view of the public realm as the ‘space of appearances in which 
moral and political greatness, heroism, and preeminence are revealed, displayed, 
shared with others’.  Due to this characteristic, the public sphere is recognized 
as ‘a competitive space in which one competes for recognition, precedence, and 
acclaim’. In contrast to ‘the futility of individual life’, the public space emerges 
as people pursue a ‘relative permanence, if not immortality’. In addition to this 
‘agonistic-competitive dimension’, public space for Arendt is also characterized by 
an associative space whereby ‘men act together in concert’. This notion of acting 
together in concert gives us the relational and institutional dimension of the public 
space. (Benhabib, 1992, pp. 77-79)

Let us elaborate more on this dimension. According to Arendt, public space is 
the scene of ‘the authentic action, the common actions that people perform based 
on speaking and persuasion’, hence the scene of power (Berktay, 2004, p. 552). 
The critical concept here is action, because action expresses freedom, while also 
generating power (Berktay, 2004, p. 553). Arendt’s view of the concept of freedom 
is one of the crucial points separating her from the Western philosophical tradition. 
This break starts first of all with ‘the emergence of freedom as a philosophical 
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term’. Considering freedom as fact, according to Arendt, is to consider it as ‘a will 
independent of, yet tending to become superior to other wills’ (Berktay, 2004, pp. 
53-54). On the contrary, Arendt once again ‘takes freedom as a political concept 
and identifies it with the common action based on speaking and persuasion’. What 
provides power, that is the acting of people together, is the starting position caused 
by the action. Every gathering, every participation is a beginning, and this beginning 
allows the emergence and realization of new possibilities. At this point, Arendt’s 
originality – one of the major features that separates her from modern philosophy 
- appears; action is defined as a feature that both brings people together and 
makes them act commonly, and allows them to make new beginnings, to express 
their differences. This means that a connection is established between power and 
freedom through the category of action.

To act means to act together in order to construct a common aim and to establish 
a common language. Therefore action puts people into relationship with each 
other. These relationships point at a commonality, but ‘it is difference that makes 
commonality possible’ (Berktay, 2004, p. 552). People ‘express their differences in 
their relations with others and communalize through their differences’. The coming 
together of these two features in the public space creates the ‘plurality’. For Arendt, 
‘plurality is the principle of the earth’ and ‘public space is the forum that creates 
this principle’ (Berktay, 2012, p. 64). The public space is the setting in which both 
speech, speaking, and discourse as well as action occur, where power and freedom 
are shaped together on this basis.

As could be seen from the points above, Arendt does not consider public space 
as a part of the civil society, in contrast to Habermas. The praxis that forms the 
basis of politics is not an activity belonging to the private sphere. Therefore, both 
power that emerges from the common action of people as a group, and relations 
that reveal differences, that is freedom, belong to the public, hence the political. 
Arendt offers a theory that frees the public space from being entrapped in the 
private sphere, and that can detect the public potential in any setting that includes 
speaking and action. While this offers a rich theory of public space and politics, it 
imposes a strict separation between the private and public. Activities related to the 
private sphere, issues, needs, and desires originating in that sphere cannot become 
political topics. More precisely, they should not be. The development of modernity 
witnessed a process in the opposite direction; with the ‘rise of the social’, the 
spread of market relations into the political in a way that pushes back the public led 
to the disappearance of the public space, as in the case of the Nazi Germany. Apart 
from the historical validity of Arendt’s analysis, the reduction of the public space 
to only one type of activity –action, excluding work and labor- caused this model 
to be criticized for being essentialist. It has been suggested that those other types 
of activity defined by Arendt, work and labor, ‘could also acquire a public character 
given the asymmetry of power relations that govern them’ (Berktay, 2012, p. 80). In 
addition to that, there are also criticisms arguing that ‘the conception of difference 
by Arendt only on a personal basis kept group domination out of consideration’ 
(Berktay, 2004, p. 552).

Finally, I will consider the views of Oscar Negt and Alexander Kluge with regard 
to the public sphere. It should be noted that Negt and Kluge’s views are mostly 
developed through a critique of Habermas. Basically, this criticism accuses Habermas 



28

POLITSCI ’13

for idealizing the bourgeois public model and ignoring other public sphere in his 
development of a normative model. They emphasized the existence of proletarian 
public spheres, that counter-publics in contrast to the bourgeois public sphere.

Negt and Kluge argue that the bourgeois public sphere, which is being idealized 
by other models of public sphere, ‘does not possess a unified structure, and instead, 
it is composed of a bunch of particular sphere that are only related in an abstract 
way’ (Negt and Kluge, 2004, p. 138). The problem is not limited to this, however. In 
their words, ‘the models that attempt to bring together ‘a bunch of phenomena’ 
are in fact excluding ‘the two most important areas of life, the industrial apparatus 
and the socialization within the family’. Although they start with a claim to 
represent the whole society, the invisibility of the substantial interests of a great 
majority of the society is the shortcoming of these models’ (Negt and Kluge, 2004, 
p. 136). For them, ‘the bourgeois public sphere is a limited sphere in which the 
social unity and power are shaped according to the interests of a particular side in 
the relations determined by commodity production, and where human freedom 
is also shared, or in fact limited, in the same direction’. Even though the bourgeois 
revolutions initially displayed an inclusive attempt in order to transcend the limits 
of the capitalist mode of production, a ‘compartmentalized’ public sphere emerged 
in the following period. ‘The separation of powers, the dichotomies of public and 
private, politics and production, or ordinary language and real social expression, 
the forced separation between education, science and art, and the interests and 
experiences of masses’ can be listed as examples of these compartmentalizations-
divisions. These forms have a significant function: ‘preventing the expression of 
social critique, counter public sphere and the emancipation of the majority of the 
population’ (Negt and Kluge, 2004, p. 137).

The term of ‘counter-public space’ or as a different expression of the same 
phenomenon, ‘proletarian public space’ developed following these criticisms 
cannot be taken as an accurate model of public space. Since they do not have the 
power of determining content of proletarian public space, they are not in such a 
search. The important point in their view is perception of the proletarian public 
space as the environment where interests and experiences of the population are 
predominantly expressed (Negt and Kluge, 2004, p.135). One of the important 
points is how Negt and Kluge describe ‘actual majority’ used for explaining the 
proletariat. They regard the concept of proletariat with the term of proletariat 
defined as ‘separated from means of production and propertylessness’ and ‘other 
social spaces of reproduction’. As a result, they do not use the proletariat only with 
regard to the characteristics of industrial workers; rather they use it by including 
all kinds of productive labor which are under exploitation and domination (Özbek, 
2004a, p.53). They state that proletarian public sphere gains its meaning by 
reflecting the experiences of this group. 

At that point, It is necessary to focus on the way in which Negt and Kluge 
explain the concept of ‘experience’. Their basic thesis on this topic is that the real 
experiences of the people in their daily life and work life transcend the distinctions 
like public sphere-private sphere. Expressing publicly the experiences acquired in 
daily life, in the production process and in personal family space gets rid of the 
‘tyranny of intimacy’ (Özbek, 2004b, p.443). Getting rid of tyranny of intimacy is in a 
sense emancipation; it is possible by considering the distinction between public and 
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private sphere, political life and daily life, reality and fantasy, production and desire, 
local and transnational within the framework of relationality (Zusammenhang) and 
togetherness (Özbek, 2004b, p.486). This relationality is built up by expression of 
the pieces of lives from production and family area as experiences in the public 
sphere, which transform the public sphere to the ethical-political platform where 
the material necessities are comprehended and the necessary decisions are given 
for tackling with these necessities. It provides to realize the existence of multi-
sphere which comes together around different patterns of experiences.  

Now, I would like to reiterate and extend the thesis that I have proposed at the 
beginning. I think the current studies of Naomi Klein, Donald Nonini, Michael Hardt, 
Antonio Negri, Susan Buck-Morss and Jason Read on commons are valuable in terms 
of providing the relationality that Negt and Kluge have discussed and of thinking 
the publicness as togetherness of private and public. I propose that especially the 
works of Buck-Morss, Read, Hardt and Roggero on revealing a new perspective on 
commons is very important. They underline that the common, which at first glance 
expressing a mere material phenomenon, have the potentiality for grounding a 
new collectivity and new understanding of ethics at the same time. That’s why I will 
focus on their works. 

Jason Read states that the common is the key source of understanding 
both produced and productive dimensions of human subjectivity, because it is 
preindividual and transindividual condition of subjectivity. The common consists 
of both concrete objects and relations which simultaneously determine our way 
to become subjects and create the opportunity of becoming subjects for us. Read 
proposes that the political struggle given for various commons corresponds with 
defending the collectivity and sociability which are included in human nature.  Let 
me clarify this a bit more. Read explains human nature by following Marx in that 
manner (Read, 2011, p.117).

Marx also refers to the inorganic nature, or body, as the basis of subjectivity. 
In the first instance, and in keeping with the generic aspect of species being, this 
inorganic body is nature itself, nature considered in its totality: the animal interacts 
with a specific part of nature, its ecosystem, while man interacts with nature in its 
entirety, materially and aesthetically. In later writings Marx uses the term inorganic 
body to stress that these preconditions are not simply given, but are produced. 
The inorganic body of man includes second nature, habits, tools, and structures 
- everything that functions as the precondition of productive activity. Thus the 
inorganic body is situated at the point of indistinction between nature and history. 
Moreover, these conditions are not just physical in the form of tools and natural 
conditions but encompass the mental preconditions of production as well. Or, more 
to the point, every tool is indissociable from habits, ways of acting and comporting 
oneself. Thus, if an irreducible mental component accompanies all labour, 
separating ‘the worst architect from the best of bees’, this mental component is 
irreducibly collective as well, composed of shared knowledge embodied in habits 
and practices.

According to Read, this Marx’s understanding of human nature means to 
experience both indivualisation and existence within a society at the same time.  
The common, during the whole process, is taken as the precondition of realizing 
subjectivity of individual as a social factor including the active pre-individual 
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conditions and trans-individuality (Read, 2011, p.121). According to him, therefore, 
struggling for the actualization and manifestation of the common which is 
destroyed by the capitalism stands a political duty. Instead of being formed by their 
living conditions, through conceiving actively the common as pre-individual and 
trans-individual conditions of subjectivity, providing subjects to transform these 
conditions should be our basic political struggle.

Like Read, Susan Buck-Morss argues that our existence and consciousness of 
existence are social and commonist practices; and this has to be rethought from the 
perspective of a commonist ethics. She states that this cannot be achieved through 
the substances brought out as a result of phenomenological reductionism as 
Heidegger did with the concepts of social existence, caring being, being-to-death. 
She calls us to conceive the concrete world, concrete interest and concrete death 
as the things that come over the others with whom we share the world and present 
(Buck-Morss, 2013, p.60-61). According to Buck-Morss, the social actions based on 
commonist ethics transform the absolute unpredictability of the current events to 
the source of the emergence of the radically new. In that sense, it provides to reveal 
human freedom as a pragmatics of the suddenly possible by current global events 
(Buck-Morss, 2013, p.63-64).

The autonomist marxists, Hardt and Roggero makes another contribution to 
the notion of the common by defining it as a historical dynamic towards human 
liberation. Hardt defines the common as ‘collective productive resource that is not 
property’ and as ‘the foundation of biopolitical production that we have before 
us, upon which communism has to be built as an ethico-political construction’ 
(Özgün, 2010, p.375). According to Roggero, the common is ‘collective decision 
and organization immanent to the cooperation of living labor, the richness of 
collective production’ (Roggero, 2010, p.367).They both emphasize that ‘… through 
the increasing centrality of the common in capitalist production –the production 
of ideas, affects, social relations, and forms of life ‘ are emerging the conditions of 
human liberation (Hardt, 2010, p.355). As Özgün quotes, For Hardt and Roggero, 
the definitive charecteristic of the hegemonic productive force in post-Fordism is its 
‘social’ constitution –its open, shared, collective, and cooperative form. The linguistic, 
informational, cognitive, and affective constituents of immaterial production are 
necessarily collective social resources, and these are what immaterial labor also 
reproduces in the course of capitalist production. In its postindustrial moment, the 
capitalist contradiction evolves into a new track the productive force which capitalist 
production relies on at this moment can only be ‘productive’ for capitalism to the 
degree that it can produce and circulate ‘commons’; its productivity diminishes 
when it is appropriated and restricted as ‘property.’ For Hardt and Roggero, post-
Fordism is marked by this paradox and, as such, capitalism today has to develop 
new techniques of rent extraction and new property and production relations, such 
as licensing, branding, freelancing, crowd sourcing, and so on’ (Özgün, 2010, p.376).

The autonomist marxists indicate that the common, as both the condition and 
the force of human liberation, is not property. And therefore it is beyond the private 
– public duality. It doesn’t refer to a property of a person or of the state. This makes 
the common a signifier of a different form of collectivity. This form of collectivity 
‘transcends’ the ‘public’ which is described as the property of the state by the 
autonomist marxists (Özgün, 2010, p.377).
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To conclude, it can be said that the social theorists like Read and Buck-Morss 
define the common as preindividual and transindividual condition of subjectivity 
and defend an ethics which defends that by sharing the common the individuals get 
to be subjected to these conditions and at the same time they become subjects of 
changing them. And so they are helping us to redifine publicness by telling us that 
the way of presenting the differances of the public sphere from private sphere is 
not necessarily seperating them from each other but think them together with a 
commonist ethics and by making us aware of a mediator between private and public 
spheres which is the common, the material and relational condition of subjectivity. 
This mediator, as shown by autonomist marxists, is also the historical force which 
can help to transcend the private – public duality and to reach the human liberation 
via creating a new form of collectivity. 

References

Benhabib, Ş., 1992. Models of public sphere: Hannah Arendt, the liberal 
tradition and Jürgen Habermas. In: Craig Calhoun, ed. 1992. Habermas and The 
Public Sphere. Cambridge: The Mit Press. pp.73-98. 

Berktay, B., 2004. Çoğulluk, yeryüzünün yasasıdır. In: Meral Özbek, ed. 2004. 
Kamusal alan. İstanbul: Hil Press. pp.551-557. 

Berktay, F., 2012. Dünyayı bugünde sevmek: Hannah Arendt’in Politika Anlayışı. 
İstanbul: Metis.

Bourdieu, P., 1998. The essence of neoliberalism: utopia of endless explotation 
[pdf], Available at: <http://mondediplo.com/1998/12/08bourdieu> [Accessed 
13.05.2009].

Buck-Morss, S., 2013. A commonist ethics. In: Slavoj Zizek, ed. 2013. The Idea of 
Communism vol. 2, New York: Verso. pp.57-75.

Calhoun C., 1992. Introduction, Habermas and The Public Sphere. In: Craig 
Calhoun, ed. 1992. Habermas and The Public Sphere. Cambridge: The Mit Press. 
pp.1-51.

Calhoun, C., 2010. The public sphere in the field of power. History And The Social 
Sciences, 34(3), pp.301-335.

Dardot, P. and Laval, C., 2012. Dünyanın yeni aklı: neoliberal toplum üzerine 
deneme. İstanbul: İstanbul Bilgi University Press.

Fraser, N., 2004. Kamusal alanı yeniden düşünmek: gerçekte varolan 
demokrasinin eleştirisine bir katkı. In: Meral Özbek, ed. 2004. Kamusal alan. 
İstanbul: Hil Press. pp.103-133.

Habermas, J., 2004. Kamusal alan. In: Meral Özbek, ed. 2004. Kamusal Alan. 
İstanbul: Hil Press. pp.95-103.

Hardt, M., 2010. The common in communism. Rethinking Marxism: A Journal of 
Economics, Culture and Society, 22(3), pp.346-356.

Hardt, M. And Negri, A., 2011. Ortak zenginlik. Trans.: Eflâ-Barış Yıldırım, 
İstanbul: Ayrıntı.

Hardt, M. And Negri, A., 2012. Duyuru. İstanbul: Ayrıntı.
Hohendahl, U. and Silberman, M., 1979. Critical theory, public sphere and 

culture: Jürgen Habermas and his critics. New German Critique, 16, Winter Issue, 
pp.89-118.

Negt, O. and Kluge, K.,2004. Kamusal alan ve tecrübe’ye giriş. In: Meral Özbek, 
ed. 2004. Kamusal alan. İstanbul: Hil Press. pp.133-141.



32

POLITSCI ’13

Özbek, M. 2004a. Giriş: kamusal alanın sınırları. In: Meral Özbek, ed. 2004. 
Kamusal alan. İstanbul: Hil Press. pp.19-91.

Özbek, M. 2004b. Giriş: kamusal-özel alan, kültür ve tecrübe. In: Meral Özbek, 
ed. 2004. Kamusal alan. İstanbul: Hil Press. pp.443-501.

Özgün, A., 2010. A common word. Rethinking Marxism: A Journal of Economics, 
Culture and Society, 22(3), pp.374-381.

Read, J., 2011. The production of subjectivity: from transindividuality to the 
commons. New Formations, 70, Winter Issue, pp.133-131.

Roggero, G., 2010. Five thesis on the common. Rethinking Marxism: A Journal of 
Economics, Culture and Society, 22(3), pp.357-373.

Sennett R., 1998. Reflections on the Public Realm [pdf], Available at: <http://
edmontonfreeschool.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/03/SENNETT-Public-Sphere.
pdf> [Accessed 02 February 2013].



POLITSCI ’13

33

WHEN DO GATHERINGS OF PEOPLE CONSTITUTE 
‘PUBLIC SPHERE’?
MUSTAFA EMRE YILMAZ

Although Hannah Arendt does not consider herself a philosopher in any sense, 
she does consider herself a ‘political theorist’ because even the term ‘political 
philosophy’ is overloaded with tradition. For her, philosophy seeks to speak about 
‘the contingent and circumstantial business of’ politics ‘in terms of the universal 
and the eternal,’ something which she finds unbefitting (Buckler, 2011, p.1).

In this vein, Margaret Canovan comments that Arendt’s critique of philosophy 
is based on the fact that philosophers have, since Plato, ignored ‘the fundamental 
condition of poltics: that it goes among plural human beings, each of whom can act 
and start something new (Canovan, 1998, p.viii). Arendt says:

…this book [The Human Condition] does not offer an answer. Such answers are 
given everyday, and they are matters of practical politics, subject to the agreement of 
many; they can never lie in theoretical considerations or the opinion of one person, 
as though we dealt here with problems for which only one solution is possible. 
What I propose in the following is a reconsideration of the human condition from 
the vantage point of our newest experiences and our most recent fears (Arendt, 
1998, p.5).

Although traditional philosophies view the world as chaotic with problems 
needed to be solved ‘through reflection upon abstract principles that would provide 
a recipe for eternal harmony’ (Buckler, 2011, p.3) Arendt sees it as, the tradition has 
embodied a kind of ‘bypassing’ of the political realm, a realm that is actually only 
sustained by the contingent exchange of opinion by active citizens. However the 
aim of Arendt was ‘to capture the authentic nature of politics, which she thought of 
as an intrinsically spontaneous and unpredictable engagement.’(Buckler, 2011, p.2) 
‘My assumption,’ says Arendt, ‘is that thought itself arises out of incidents of living 
experience and must remain bound to them as the only guideposts by which to take 
its bearings.’ (Buckler, 2011, p.1).

Parallel to Arendt’s assumption, I would like to recount two events occuring 
in recent Turkish history. The first is The Republic Protests (Cumhuriyet Mitingleri) 
of 2007 which were a series of peaceful mass rallies that took place in Turkey in 
support of strict state secularism. There were a total of five rallies that took place 
between April 14 and May 13 in the Western provinces of Turkey, with one being 
in Ankara.

Some of the slogans expressed were:
‘Claim Your Republic!’ (Turkish: Cumhuriyetine Sahip Çık)
’We don’t want an imam as president!’ (Turkish: İmam cumhurbaşkanı 

istemiyoruz). 
‘Turkey sobered up and the imam passed out!’ (Turkish: Türkiye ayıldı, imam 

bayıldı!) (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Republic_Protests)
The second event of importance is the Gezi Protests and the The Prime Minister’s 

response, from which the word ‘çapulcu’ emerged into political science literature. 
According to Wikipedia:
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Chapulling (Turkish: çapuling) is a neologism originating in the 2013 protests 
in Turkey, coined from Prime Minister Erdoğan›s use of the term çapulcu (roughly 
translated to ‘looters’) to describe the protestors. Pronounced /t ͡ʃapuɫd ͡ʒu/ in 
Turkish, çapulcu was rapidly reappropriated by the protestors, both in its original 
form and as the anglicized chapuller and additionally verbified chapulling, given the 
meaning of ‘fighting for your rights’.

The word quickly caught on, adopted by the demonstrators and online activists, 
and became a viral video. Many took the concept further by integrating the unique 
nature of the demonstrations and defined it as ‘to act towards taking the democracy 
of a nation to the next step by reminding governments of their reason for existence 
in a peaceful and humorous manner.’ (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chapulling) 

Erdoğan makes reference to these ‘çapulcus’ again during the opening ceremony 
of the Marmaray Tunnel.

‘You pro-Gezis, you started off with 10 trees, didn’t you? I wonder if you ever 
planted a tree anywhere. Here, everywhere we plant trees; we bring our country 
and people together with the green. I wonder, you the representatives of the 
main opposition [the Republican People’s Party], what do you plant, and where? 
What else do you do other than gossip, slander, planting seeds of discord among 
these beautiful people of ours?’ (http://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/turkish-pm-
erdogan-slams-gezi-park-protesters-again.aspx?pageID=517&nID=53572&NewsCa
tID=338)

While looking through the Arendtian perspective, just what can be learned from 
these incidents? Namely, that the political answers the human condition of plurality 
since the pluralistic, public realm consists of a multiplicity of speech and actions that 
are both autonomous and freely-formed, thereby making the political contingent: 
‘it comes into being wherever men are together in the manner of speech and 
action ... wherever people gather it is potentially there, but only potentially, not 
necessarily and not forever’ (Arendt 1958: 199).

Specifically, the common denominator for the two above incidents is both 
groups’ hatred toward the human condition of plurality. Both groups; that is, the 
AKP and the Republican Protesters (RP), are similar in this vein. Just as in the Gezi 
protests the AKP justified its autocratic tendencies upon its ‘50%’ of votes received 
by the public, so did the RP justify their autocratic tendencies, such as disallowing 
women wearing the hijab-style clothing from participating in politics (or their 
husbands), on their idea that they held ‘eternal truths’ for problems facing the 
country.

Although the AKP openly professes a majoritarian understanding of democracy, 
they do so at the expense of a pluralist understanding that recognizes the rights 
and liberties of a wide variety of social and political groups, the same result as the 
RP’s elitist understanding. Both, therefore, are far from the Arendtian perspective 
of embracing authentic politics, the very condition of which is human plurality. This 
anti-political approach necessarily makes ‘redundant the haphazard contingency 
of accommodations reached in actual political arenas’ (Canovan, 1998, xviii) But 
according to Arendt, ‘answers can never lie in theoretical considerations or the 
opinion of one person (Arendt, 1998).

Let me quote from Arendt: 
Action would be an unnecessary luxury, a capricious interference with general 
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laws of behavior, if men were endlessly reproducible repetitions of the same model, 
whose nature or essence was the same for all and as predictable as the nature or 
essence of any other thing. Plurality is the condition of human action because we 
are all the same, that is, human, in such a way that nobody is ever the same as 
anyone else who ever lived, lives, or will live (Arendt, 1998).

According to Arendt, ‘in Greek self-understanding, to force people by violence, 
to command rather than persuade, were prepolitical ways to deal with people 
characteristic of life outside the polis, of home and family life, where the household 
head ruled with uncontested, despotic powers, or life in the barbarian empires of 
Asia, whose despotism was frequently likened to the organization of the household’ 
(Ibid, p.27). In short both Kemalists and Erdoganists see the world from their own 
perspective and want to make others to accept their perspective. Therefore, both 
the Kemalist regime and its neo-Kemalist ‘enemy’ tend to force people by violence 
and to command rather than persuade. ‘The end of the common world has come 
when it is seen only under one aspect and is permitted to present itself in only one 
perspective’ (Ibid, p.58). 

It is clear that both the Kemalists and the AKP reject the notion that people might 
hold different, equally valid opinions and standpoints for forming such perceptions. 
Neither the gericiler of the past had the right to comment on public affairs nor 
do the current çapulcus. The former group says that they ‘don›t want an imam as 
president!’ while the prime minister says, ‘Know your role and limits! Since when 
have feet that walk become the head that thinks? (Haddini bileceksin. Ayaklar ne 
zamandan beri baş olmaya başladı?)’ (http://www.radikal.com.tr/turkiye/ayaklar_
ne_zamandan_beri_bas_oldu-1139140).

Both try to marginalize certain voices, a role that Ranciere attributes to police, 
which, according to Ranciere, ‘is primarily a logic of inequality that creates forms 
of inclusion and exclusion by partitioning the sensible.’ (Tanke, p.46). In Rancierean 
thought there is an opposition between ‘the police’ and ‘politics’ and he renames 
most of what is normally thought as politics as ‘policing.’ According to Ranciere, ‘the 
police order assigns individuals to particular positions in society and assumes that 
their way of behaving and thinking will follow from their position: according to the 
police order, ‘society consists of groups dedicated to specific modes of action, [of] 
places where these occupations are exercised, [of] modes of being corresponding 
to these occupations and these places’.’( Rancière, 2001, p.78)

For Ranciere, the police order assumes that individuals have different roles and 
capabilities and are therefore destined to occupy different positions in a hierarchy 
which assumes is that society is a whole of which all the parts are already known. 
However, this police order’ rejects ‘the possibility of a dispute over the very naming 
and counting of the constituent parts,’ and it is this dispute that Ranciere sees as 
the very essence of politics. (Ibid, p.78-79)

Politics however, for Ranciere, is opposed to the police, and occurs when people 
who are treated as unequal declare themselves to be equal, thereby bringing the 
regulatory framework of police into question and showing the police order to be 
arbitrary. Politics then verifies the presumption of equality, ‘an assumption that, 
at the end of the day, itself demonstrates the sheer contingency of the order, the 
equality of any speaking being with any other speaking being.’ (Rancière, 1998, 
p.31) ‘In other words politics seeks to demonstrate that since all are equal, anyone 
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could in principle occupy a different position from the one they do in fact occupy, 
and shows accordingly that the hierarchizing work of the police order is arbitrary.’ 
(Davis, p.79) This means that an imam can be president and a çapulcu can interfere 
public affairs. 

The police order automatically assumes that a given community has been fairly 
counted in which every one has a position, and unless they transgress their position 
or the boundary drawn for them by the police order there should be no problem. 
This is why Erdogan says that everyone must know their role and limit. On the 
other hand, politics, for Ranciere, disrupts the supposed naturalness of the police 
order’s count via the emergence of a new part; namely, the demos. The demos are 
composed of those who have no share. 

The members of the demos are those who the community tries to say have 
‘no share’ in the process of government. As Ranciere puts it, they are les sans-part 
(those ‘without a share’ in the community). Ranciere thinks that this is a position 
within a structure which both can be, and has been, occupied by various groups, 
including the poor in ancient Athens, the plebs in ancient Rome, the Third Estate 
in pre-revolutionary France, and the proletariat. (Rancière, p.9) Today this holds 
true for both the imams by the Republicans and for the çapulcus by Erdoğan. In 
each case, those whose share in the community is denied, who are ‹wronged› by a 
status quo which refuses to recognize their political existence, respond in the name 
of equality that the only legitimate basis for the exercise of political power is the 
equality of anyone with anyone. The assertion of equality, which is the same as the 
assertion by the sans-part of their existence, is for Ranciere the essence of politics 
as opposed to the police and the very structure of democracy. (Davis, pp.80-81)

As an addition, consensusmania is a feature of the police order that can be seen 
in both parts. While shouting such slogans as, ‘Claim Your Republic’ and ‘Turkey 
sobered up and the imam passed out!’ the republicans were speaking on the behalf 
the whole. Likewise, Erdogan blamed the çapulcus for ‘planting seeds of discord 
among these beautiful people of ours.’ He, his people, and the çapulcus are the 
whole in Erdogan’s mind and the çapulcus are those who have no part.

Contemporary politics gives a great deal of importance to the politics of 
consensus and is the means, for Ranciere, ‘by which a polity attempts to prevent 
the emergence of the demos.’ (Tanke, p.45) Specifically, ‘The consensus system rests 
on these solid axioms: the whole is all, nothing is nothing.’ (Rancière. 2008, p.45) 
In opposition to politics, consensusmania attempts to render the demons invisible 
and inaudible. Particulary, ‘consensus posits that a given community has been fairly 
counted. It is not, obviously, the goal of politics, as it is for liberal theorists; it is the 
sensible configuration politics must overcome.’ (Ibid.)

Once Erdogan, considered as an imam by Republicans, was supposed not be 
counted, whereas he now decides himself that another group of people; namely, the 
çapulcus, are supposed not to be counted. The title of this paper may be misleading 
because I did not directly answer the question ‘When do the gatherings of people 
constitute public sphere?’ However I tried to discuss the very logic behind the 
Republic Protests and the Prime Minister’s response to the Gezi Protests which, for 
me, was the example of the anti-political approach that shrinks the public sphere. 
I think that by looking at these negative examples in the light of both Arendtian 
and Ranciereian perspectives we can reconsider public sphere. To sum up, Turkey 
continues to be an interesting laboratory for political theory.
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RECONCILING THE HORIZONS: TOWARDS A 
PHENOMENOLOGY OF THE WITH-WORLD
RUHTAN YALÇINER

Phenomenological reading of the political, even in its Husserlian sense, is a 
critique of the onto-technics of political subjectivism. The gist of this criticism reveals 
a double bounding. First, it discards the Cartesian notion of the separation of res 
cogitans and res extensa, ratio and body. Second, it problematizes the metaphysical 
portrayal of the world as presence. Following Martin Heidegger’s (2002) critique of 
the ‘objectiveness of technical domination’ (219), it might be possible to deliberate 
the potentia of generating an unorthodox link between politics and the political 
phenomenon. Unlike the classical distinction derived from the excessive domination 
of objectivity through onto-technicality, phenomenological basis of the political 
might hermeneutically be associated with the alternate definition of politics as an 
‘action in the processes of self-invention’ (Merleau-Ponty 1973a, 4).

This paper sets out to interpret the potentia of the absence of the widely 
discussed delirium of the political which has long been effectuated through absolute 
separation of the horizons of the particular and the universal while enhancing 
politics. This proposition primarily traces difference by discounting classical forms of 
politics of thought. The question of generating an alternate meaning of the political, 
on the other hand, should start with the principle of thought. What is the basis of 
thought? Is it a course of universalization, or a vein of transcendentalism disclosing 
modes and modalities of thinking? Or, should we stipulate the experience of 
thinking by defining thought as an essentially immanent culmination of particulars? 

These questions on thinking and on thought are closely related with the existing 
hold and remains of metaphysics. According to Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe and Jean-
Luc Nancy (2009), ‘the Kantian interpretation of metaphysics still overdetermines 
the Heideggerian delimination’ (124). Following chapters unpacks the interrelational 
remains of this overdermination by focusing on Hegelian reciprocity and recognition, 
by interpreting the phenomenological experience of the ‘world’ as ‘with’ness –in its 
both Husserlian and (post)Heideggerian forms– and by introducing a hermeneutic 
proposition named weak phenomenology. 

Necessity, Reciprocity and Recognition (Anerkennung) 

The very idea of Hegel’s dialectics could be found in its interpenetrative formula. 
Hegelian dialectics is primarily stipulated through reciprocal negation (Gadamer 
1976). In its Hegelian sense, recognition requires ‘the doubling of Self-Consciousness 
within its unity’ (Kojéve 1980, 9). It denotes the ‘‘dialectic movement’ of the real’ 
which is inaugurated via ‘effective active negation’ (Kojéve 1980, 190).

Recognition is experienced as an interpenetrative incarnation of the universal and 
the particular; therefore, in Hegel’s sense, ‘man from the start seeks Anerkennung, 
Recognition. He is not content with attributing a value to himself. He wants this 
particular value, his own, to be recognized by all men, universally’ (Kojéve 1980, 
58). As a universal principle, therefore, recognition denotes the interpenetrative 
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nexus of encounters between self and other in the world. The Hegelian emphasis 

posited on reciprocity and negation manifests the locus of recognition not only as 

an encounter between self and other, but also as an existential determination of 

the life-world. Recognition reveals ‘the sublime’ dispositif of the modern Subject, 

through experience, as the apex of representations and appearances of life 

events. The syncretic potentia of the mutuality of self and other is disclosed as 

‘confronting each other in the interplay of recognition’, in other words, ‘living self-

consciousnesses began to emerge from the medium of life’ (Hyppolite 1974, 178).

The epitome of Hegelian dialectics might be read as being syncretic rather than 

synthetic. The necessity of reciprocal recognition for Hegel is thus a critical disposition 

of designating the modern Subject as the canon of subjective personification –

through the employment of both the pedagogical and the performative– and as the 

allagma of individuation. Hegel’s consideration of individuation, herein, is based on 

the universal determination of transcendence and reciprocity. Therefore, Hegel’s 

(1977) reciprocity indicates mutual encounters between the interpenetrating 

modes of self-consciousness unveiling ‘self-systemizing’ movement of life (177-

178). Hyppolite (1974) notes the locus of this self-systematization as follows:

I am a self-consciousness only if I gain for myself recognition from another self-

consciousness and if I grant recognition to the other…Self-consciousness thus is 

what exists through refusing to be. Yet this essential refusal must appear in being; 

it must manifest itself in some way. This is the meaning of the struggle for mutual 

recognition. The whole dialectic about opposed self-consciousnesses, about 

domination and servitude, presupposes the conception of two terms: ‘other’ and 

‘self’. The other is universal life as self consciousness discovers it, different from 

itself; it is the element of difference and of the substantiveness of differences. The 

self which faces this positivity is reflected unity which has become pure negativity…

The element of duality, of otherness, is precisely the Dasein of life, the absolutely 

other, and, as we have seen, this other is essential to desire (166-167).

Hegel (1977) posits modern subjectivity as basis for the ‘negative unity of 

thought’, which represents the modality of ‘for itself’ (181). Within the speculative 

nexus of this modality, according to Kojéve (1980), ‘Man is a Desire for universal 

recognition of his unique personality–Anerkennen or Anerkennung’ (192). The 

significance of negation, herein, is marked by the epitome of desire, the necessity 

claim of reciprocal recognition. Reciprocal corpus of Hegel’s Anerkennung almost 

reveals a quasi-allagmatic character. In Kojéve’s (1980) words, it might accordingly 

be argued that ‘all human, anthropogenetic Desire–the Desire that generates Self-

Consciousness, the human reality–is, finally, a function of the desire for ‘recognition’ 

(7). Therefore, the gist of life, in relation to the experience of the world, is revealed 

as mutuality of desire and as transcendental telos of consciousness.

In Hegel’s sense, ‘passion to be recognized requires, in turn, the recognition 

of the other self-consciousness. Consciousness of life rises above life’ (Hyppolite 

1974, 169). According to Hegel (1977), ‘separate consciousnesses re-enact at 

a higher level…in soliciting each other, in effect only put themselves forth. Each 

uses the other as the means by which it achieves self-consciousness. To mutual 

solicitation mutual recognition here corresponds, as well as the recognition of 

mutual recognition’ (521).
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Recognition in its Hegelian interpretation inaugurates the double bounding of 
negation and reciprocity. Within the corpus of this desistance, ‘the other appears as 
the same, as the self, but the self also appears as the other. Similarly, the negation 
of the other, which corresponds to the movement of desire, becomes self-negation 
as well’ (Hyppolite 1974, 168).

Hegelian desire for recognition is not merely a matter of presence, it is moreover 
oriented in the mode of absence, for, ‘desire is the ‘manifest’ presence of the 
absence of a reality’ (Kojéve 1980, 225). The gist of Hegelian will to recognition 
might thus be seen by reference to the incompleteness of the world-experience, 
which is based on the mutuality of self-consciousnesses. As regard to the epitome 
of this incompleteness, the locus of Hegelian phenomenology might be defined as 
the effectuation of a teleological dialectic which ‘gradually unfolds all the horizons 
of this desire, which is the essence of self-consciousness. Desire bears first on the 
objects of the world, then on life, an object already closer to itself, and, finally, on 
another self-consciousness. Desire seeks itself in the other: man desires recognition 
from man’ (Hyppolite 1974, 160).

According to Hegel (2003), the ‘universal determination’ of particular affiliation 
denotes ‘a purely external necessity’ which should be seen as an outcome of 
‘abstract thinking’ and stipulation of ‘ethical objectivity’ (239). At this point, Hegel’s 
‘thesis of mutual recognition’ does not merely presuppose the argument that 
spatiotemporal ‘awareness’ of ‘individual self-consciousness’ primarily necessitates 
the consciousness of the other; rather it primarily unveils that ‘no such mutual 
recognition is possible between superior and subordinate’ (Westphal 2003, 61).

Although ‘the possibility of a universal thought arises in the element of mutual 
recognition’ (Hyppolite 1974, 324), Hegelian phenomenology of reciprocity 
discloses the immanence of experience in particularity. Through the transcendental 
imperative of recognition, the immanent sense of the political is designed as the 
transductive dispositif of universal self-consciousness. Epitome of recognition thus 
signals the implicit essence of identity politics in modernity.

Universal foundation of the political is hypothesized on the very idea of Hegelian 
recognition. The foundational portrayal of the political in terms of a universal 
politics of thought, is exposed as the rational ‘necessity’ of ‘recognition’ and ‘right’. 
Within this context of the political, ‘the mediation of the arbitrary will is the more 
precise definition [Bestimmung] of what is primarily meant by the universal idea 
[Vorstellung] of freedom’ (Hegel 2003, 238).

The term, identity, is etymologically interrelated with the prefix idem. 
The double dialectic of identity, therefore, simultaneously underpins the 
interpenetration of the actuality and potentiality of sameness –as cohesiveness and 
as synchronization– hypothetically inaugurated through the allagma of immanence 
and transcendence. Therefore, general mode of coming-into consciousness, 
for Hegelian phenomenology, is the basis of experience as individuation. The 
‘negative unity of thought’ is ‘being-for-its-own-self, the principle of individuality, 
and in its actuality is active consciousness’ (Hegel 1977, 181). The movement of 
recognition, hence, demonstrates itself as negation, ‘the opposition between self-
consciousnesses’ (Hyppolite 1974, 164).

Recognition, in its relation to the context of the political, reveals a spiral order, 
or, the Hegelian plasticity of particularity and universality. Helix reciprocity, at this 
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point, might be read as a concept tightfitting to post-representational political 
ornament. Unlike the ‘necessity’ of ‘reciprocity’ in its Hegelian sense, there is no 
precondition for helix reciprocity. As a proposition on the spiral fusion of particular 
and universal permutations of the political within the corpus of an undecidable 
political non-form, helix reciprocity inaugurates the potentiality of generating an 
alternate meaning of the with-world. As locus of exteriorization, with-world is 
the reciprocal permutation of the own-world and of Anerkennung. In its aporetic 
spatiotemporality–as ontotopoi and as ontochrony–helix reciprocity reveals the 
plastic in-betweenness of the self and of the other. In order to argue the potentia 
of an allagmatic definition of the political affiliated to the spiral form of helix 
reciprocity, first, it might be worth mentioning the long discussed phenomenology 
of the ‘world’, in its both appearance and experience.

Phenomenology, World and the Experience of With-ness 

Any phenomenological examination of encounters between the self and 
the other should somehow have to refer the actuality and potentiality of world-
experience. The experience of the world, within the corpus of this interpretation, 
might primarily be regarded as a phenomenological priority. Phenomenology of the 
world could hence be seen as a task of designating inquiry on Being, beings and 
becoming.

Etymologically derived from gathering appearance (phainómenon) and 
knowledge (logos), phenomenology denotes the study of immanent and 
transcendent structure and experience of the world. The corpus of the subject 
has always been a critical asset of differentiating phenomenological perspectives. 
It is worth mentioning that the locus of subjectivity for phenomenology is clearly 
distant from the positivistic paradigm of the modern Subject. However, the trace 
of phenomenological thought brings forth the diversity of perspectives while 
interpreting the concept of ‘world’ and ‘experience’.

Kant’s (1999) notion of distinguishing ‘phenomena’ from ‘noumena’ in his 
Critique of Pure Reason is a critical point to be underlined in phenomenological 
thought. Kant (1999) discerns ‘phenomena‘ (appearances) from ‘noumena’ (the 
things in themselves). The distinction between these antinomies denotes a critical 
point of transcendental philosophy. Beside the phenomenal character of the world-
experience, and in parallel paths to ‘the determinations of the acting subject as 
appearance’; the subject ‘as a thing in itself’, on the other hand, ’considers his 
existence insofar as it does not fall under conditions of time, and considers himself 
as determinable only by laws that he on his own gives to himself through reason’ 
(Kant 2002, 124). Within this context, Kant (1999) defines ‘world-concepts’ as 
‘transcendental ideas, insofar as they concern absolute totality in the synthesis of 
appearances’ (460). 

Hegel’s (1977) use of the term phenomenology in Phenomenology of Spirit 
might similarly be seen as part of philosophical investigation of appearances and 
of reciprocal negation of conscious experiences. According to Heidegger (2002), 
Hegel’s speculative concept of experience (Erfahrung) marks the ‘essence of 
phenomenology’; in its Hegelian context, ‘phenomenology is experience, the 
beingness of beings, it is therefore the gathering of the appearing-to-itself upon the 
appearance out of the seeming of the absolute’ (152). As regard to the question of 
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the principle of thinking and thought, ‘thinking seeks in the unshakeable certainty 
of what it has thought the fundamentum absolutum for itself’ (Heidegger 2002, 
97). In Hegel’s sense, therefore, ‘the absolute is from the start in and for itself with 
us and intends to be with us’; in other words, the ‘being-with-us’ denotes to a self-
presencing mode ‘in which the light of truth, the absolute itself, beams [anstrahlt] 
upon us’ (Heidegger 2002, 98).

Edmund Husserl provided an authentic method and modality of phenomenology. 
Husserl (2006) defined ‘the habitus of the phenomenological epoché’ as ‘a theoretical 
habitus for the sake of obtaining certain themes, the discoveries of theoretical and 
practical truths, and to obtain a certain purely self-contained system of knowledge’ 
(123). Herein, Husserl (2006) proposes a distinction from ‘the habitus of positivity’ 
and the locus of positivistic ‘thematic performance’ by referring to the multiplicity 
and interrelationality of themes rather than their theoretical totality embodied via 
the ‘commonality in meaning’ (123-124). Accordingly, ‘the self-contained unity of 
phenomenology’ –as philosophy, or, as ‘the science of pure transcendental pure 
subjectivity’– is not only based on multiplicity of phenomenological habitus, but 
also revealed as distancing from positivistic thematic performance (Husserl 2006, 
123-124).

Husserl (2001b) mentions two misreadings of the hypostatization of the universal 
phenomenon: (i) ‘the metaphysical hypostatization’ which denotes ‘the assumption 
that the Species really exists externally to thought’; and, (ii) ‘the psychological 
hypostatization’ which is based on ‘the assumption that Species really exists in 
thought’ (248). Additionally, nominalism is also marked as a misunderstanding of 
reading the universal, for, ‘in various forms it seeks to transform what is universal in 
object and act of thought, into what is individual’ (Husserl 2001b, 248).

The question of nominalism denotes the critical role of ‘the other’ and 
‘intersubjectivity’ in Husserl’s transcendental phenomenology. The ‘other’ is not only 
the ‘constitutional’, but also the ‘intentional’ basis of Husserlian intersubjectivity. 
Within this context, ‘the constitution of intersubjective achievements’ is interpreted 
‘as reducible to the constitution of the other as an animate body’ (Ricoeur 1996, 
13). The locus of animation, herein, is the appearances of the world. According 
to Ricoeur (1996), Husserl’s ‘phenomenology aims to describe what appears, so 
that the appearance must be for ‘someone’ who is able to constitute’ (13). In this 
regard, ‘lived-experience is not only given to consciousness, it is also given as being 
originaliter and as being in the process of becoming and having-just-become’ 
(Husserl 2001a, 366).

As a horizon condition, the life-world is exposed by ‘idealized limit-shapes’ 
and ‘spatio-temporal universals’ through the ‘acts of intentional consciousnesses’ 
(Gasché 2010, 135). In Husserl’s sense, ‘as far as the one and the same world 
is understood objectively, that is, as a bodily world, there is only one form of 
universality, and this form of universality is inherently thought from this one aspect 
that all bodies have in common, namely shape’ (Gasché 2010, 131). Regarding 
Husserl’s constitution of the phenomenology of the transcendental ego via 
‘geometric idealization’, Gasché (2010) remarks that ‘by bringing into relief the life-
world from which all idealizations and intersubjective identifications emerge, the 
geometrical universal exposes its historicity—that is, its production by a constituting 
consciousness’ (135).
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Husserl’s definition of ‘ontological explication’ conveys ‘the unfolding of 
the layers of meaning (nature, animality, psychism, culture, personality) which 
constitute the ‘world as constituted meaning’’ (Ricoeur 1975, 101). In this sense, 
‘ontological explication’ inaugurates the point of distinction between constructive 
and descriptive notions of philosophy through which Husserl’s phenomenology 
is both differentiated as ‘an explication of experience’ and held in the idea that 
‘phenomenology ‘creates’ nothing, but only ‘finds’’ (Ricoeur 1975, 101).

The experience of the life-world as representation has always encompassed 
the potentia of revealing an ‘ethico-philosophical error’ (Gasché 2010, 135). 
This ‘ethico-philosophical error’ marks the origin of the hermeneutic revision of 
phenomenology. Existential turn, at this point, might be defined as expansion of an 
all-encompassing discomfort with the Cartesian explanation of world qua subject 
vs. object dichotomy.

One of the most noticeable transformations fetched by the existential turn was 
experienced within the corpus of phenomenological interpretation. Considering 
this shift, phenomenology is once more linked with the hermeneutic horizon of 
meaning and understanding. This transposition coined a shift in the ‘idealist’ and 
‘existentialist’ differentiation of phenomenological interpretation (Edie 1964, 52). 
However, unlike the existential locus of later contributions of Heidegger (1982, 
1999), Sartre (1992), Merleau-Ponty (2006); Husserl’s (1970, 2000, 2001b, 2001c) 
phenomenology reflected a central emphasis on transcendental thought. Husserlian 
tendency to read the subject and intersubjectivity through the transcendental 
method of consciousness is later modified by Heidegger (1982). With the entrance 
of Dasein into the field of phenomenology, as a substitute for the Husserlian subject 
has prospered.

Husserl has pointed the ‘critical’ centrality of the ‘lived experience’ (Hopkins 
1993, 17). With the contribution of Heidegger (1962, 2012), the meaning 
and experience of the world as the event-structure of ‘unconcealment’ have 
become critical points of phenomenology. By positing the existential analytic of 
phenomenology, Heidegger’s hermeneutic locus of intentionality transformed the 
phenomenon of phenomenology. With Heidegger’s critique of ‘transcendental’ 
and ‘eidetic’ reductions of intentionality, the spatiotemporal manifestations of 
Dasein and the disclosure of the world have become to be inaugurated through 
the ontology of not only ‘presence-at-hand’ but also ‘being-in-the-world’ (Hopkins 
1993, 106-107 and 123).

According to Heidegger (2002), ‘all the things of the earth, the earth itself in 
its entirety, flow together in reciprocal harmony’ (25). Regarding the reciprocal 
relation of the self and the other, Heidegger replaces intersubjectivity with the 
mode of Mitsein, which forms the basis of irreducible interrelationality of being-in-
the-world. In Hyppolite’s (1974) words, ‘intersubjectivity has also been considered 
as an original ‘phenomenon’ of our experience, which Heidegger has called 
Mitsein. According to Heidegger, this being-with is constitutive of human reality 
and is as much a part of it as is being-in the-world’ (323-324). The centrality of the 
meaning of ‘being-with’ implies the incommensurable link between hermeneutics 
and phenomenology.

According to Paul Ricoeur (1975), ‘hermeneutics is built on the basis of 
phenomenology and thus preserves that from which it nevertheless differs’; 
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therefore, because ‘phenomenology remains the indispensible presupposition 
of hermeneutics’ it ‘is not able to establish itself without a hermeneutical 
presupposition’ (85). Pursuing Heidegger’s hermeneutic phenomenology, Ricoeur 
(1984) associated phenomenology and hermeneutics by positing the significance 
of the structural domain of action, the character of life as an inauguration of the 
symbolic via narration and the temporal composition of experience (54). Ricoeur 
(1996) interprets the task of narrative as an articulation and manifestation of the 
phenomenon. In general, in Ricoeur’s sense, phenomenology refers to the ‘aporetic 
description of intentional seeing of temporal consciousness’ (Janicaud 2005, 52).

Spatiotemporal contextuality of the ‘with’ should be seen as a matter of folding 
and unfolding. For being referring to the tenor of ‘life’; time, according to Merleau-
Ponty (2006), should be defined as the movement within which the being is 
spatially situated. Merleau-Ponty’s (2006) portrayal of ‘the weak sense of existence 
as a thing’ (202), is a critical element of the proposition on weak phenomenology, 
as being concealed in a mode of distancing, or as a counter-dwelling. According 
to Merleau-Ponty (2004), ‘human existence can never abstract from itself in 
order to gain access to the naked truth; it merely has the capacity to progress 
towards the objective and does not possess objectivity in fully-fledged form’ (108). 
Phenomenology, in this regard, might also be defined as instantiation of the event 
of unconcealment. The experience of the world is thus disclosed as pre-thematic, 
pre-categorical and pre-transcendental event.

The unconcealment of the world through pre-thematic and pre-theoretical 
corpus of experience is an archaic condition for weakening thought and presence. 
We do experience the world not only as corporeality but also as abstraction. The 
sense and the non-sense of the world, is thus based on the irreducible interplay 
between form and Idea, noumena and phenomena of the world. But how we 
interpret the world we’re experiencing? There is the ‘world’ we have always been 
within, but is there a world within us as immanence? Or, should we always have 
to follow the trace of thinking and transcendence? How could we refrain from the 
metaphysics of presence implicit to philosophy and thought? Is there a potentia for 
an actual ontology of the world beyond the conditional exposition of the ‘own’ and 
the ‘with’? Could allagmatic disclosure of the world provide an alternative nexus of 
regenerating an alternative meaning of the political phenomena?

Redemption to Weak Phenomenology 

Hans-Georg Gadamer (1998) once accentuated the comprising condition of the 
rise of hermeneutics as a reaction to the spread of ‘radical doubt’: ‘only when our 
entire culture for the first time saw itself threatened by radical doubt and critique 
did hermeneutics become a matter of universal significance’ (100). Gadamer 
immediately supplements the argument by mentioning that ‘interpretation 
becomes an expression for getting behind the surface phenomena and data’ (100). 
Gadamer’s reading here is closely effected by two epochs of Heideggerian critique 
directed against onto-technic domination and the critique of the foundational 
principle of thought as metaphysics of presence.

According to Heidegger (2002), ‘the objectiveness of technical domination 
over the earth is pushing increasingly faster, more recklessly, and more totally into 
the place where the worldly content of things used to give of itself freely since 
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it used to be safeguarded’ (219). Regarding incommensurable significance of the 
multiplication of modes and forms of the experience of spatiotemporality, it could 
be argued that the experience of the ‘world’ has never become exposed in the 
radical potentia of doubt and undecidability, as much as having been envisaged 
since two decades.

Weak phenomenology, the hermeneutic ontophenomenology of world-
experience; in an aporetic nous, derived from Husserl’s transcendental idealism 
and Heidegger’s hermeneutic ontology, stipulates the potentia of generating an 
alternative meaning of the political. The leitmotif of this potentia might be read 
under aporetic framework of weak politics. Politics as aporia is a speculative reading 
of the allagma of the political. 

In its plasticity and spiral-interrelationality, the task of weakening should stain 
an aporetic link between hermeneutics, phenomenology and deconstruction. 
Likewise, by reference to the spiral plasticity of the political idiom, post-Heideggerian 
meaning of Being and post-Nietzschean allagmatic of becoming could be stated as 
central themes of weak phenomenology and aporetic politics.

Political phenomenon does refer to the event-structure of gathering diverse 
modes and modalities of political existents. In its ontic core, phenomenological 
interpretation denotes a limited scale of understanding the political disclosure of 
the world. This is where; the event-structure of the allagma of the political has 
become the leitmotif of existential phenomenology. The meaning of the political is 
as well to be interpreted by going through the Heideggerian difference between the 
ontic and the ontological. The first point to be underlined is the desistance of the 
concept ‘own’. The contingent vein of own-ness denotes a two-fold structure. First 
it underpins the ‘own-ed world’, a topoi of originarity. Second, own-ness denotes 
the event of own-ing, the desire to have. The double-bind of the ‘own’, accordingly, 
denotes the point the caption of to be and to have. The concept own-ness reveals 
the epitome of presencing, which marks the metaphysical claim of presencing. 

Regarding the question of Being and becoming, the locus of subjectivity within 
weakened phenomenological interpretation might be solely posited on ipseity 
(selfness). The transcendental subject of Husserlian phenomenology is, therefore, 
substituted with the aporetic and irreducible experience of Dasein différance and 
unconcealment. Weak phenomenology problematizes both idem and identity, 
which have always been ready to surface as sameness and singularity.

Weak phenomenology might be read as a phenomenology of doing, or, in 
Ricoeur’s (1984) words ‘a phenomenology of action’ (60). Phenomenology as doing 
might be seen as a basic task of weakening with the inauguration of hermeneutic 
heterogeneity and minimalism. On the contrary, we can argue that the classical 
nexus of the political –in its reciprocal condition and antagonism– portrays a 
sublime condition of truth. The political, in this sense, is closely associated with the 
sublime disposition of Being and its metaphysical ornament.

Could it be possible to raise an aporetic sense of the political based on both doing 
(becoming) and meaning (being)? Could we discuss the potentia of ‘a community of 
retreat’ (Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy 2009) by reference to Merleau-Ponty’s (1973b, 
140) distinction of ‘being’ and ‘doing’? The context of the ‘we’ could not be seen 
as an a priori condition of the political. This denotes the weakening of Aristotelian 
zoon politikon. Another critical aspect of the phenomenal character of weakening 
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the political is the question of categorical intuition, which spatiotemporally marks 
the locus of transcendence both as thinking (presencing) and as principle of thought 
(present). Regarding its relationality with the context of the political, categorical 
intuition refers to the metaphysical foundation of presence, or, the presencing of the 
present. It is accordingly subject to deconstructive criticism. In line with the context 
of the a priori and intuition, another critical question of weak phenomenology 
might be marked as the multiplication and irreducibility of intentionality.

According to Sparks (2009), ‘the retreat of the political means nothing other 
than the retreat of every projection or instance of a figure of community’ (xxviii). 
Having been associated with weak hermeneutics; weak phenomenology might 
provide an aporetic corpus of the political by unveiling ‘a politics of retreat’, or, 
the politics of the ‘re-treat’ (Sparks 2009, xxviii). The course of weakening, derived 
from Vattimo and Rovatti’s (2013) hermeneutic proposition of ‘weak thought’, 
might as well be marked as a critical locus of demanding Claude Lefort’s (1996) 
‘empty place’, as a topos of post-representation, within which signs of certainties 
disappear. In Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe and Jean-Luc Nancy’s (2009) sense, weak 
phenomenology might be seen as part of the ‘re-treat’ of the political, and as an 
appeal for ‘politics of retreat’.
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A GARDEN OF DIFFERENT FLOWERS: RECOGNITION 
AND REPRESENTATION IN NEPAL’S SOCIAL INCLUSION 
AGENDA
KRISTIE DRUCZA 

Introduction

There has been considerable attention devoted to Nepal’s transition to democracy 
and Nepal’s ten-year civil war and its association with different population segments 
rising up to claim their rightful entitlement to equal citizenship and involvement in 
state-related decision-making. The rise of identity politics and the stalling of Nepal’s 
peace process are well documented. Less is understood about how the concept of 
social inclusion is framed.

The term ‘social inclusion’ is used in Nepal to describe an agenda that creates 
space for different traditionally excluded groups to be represented in state and 
political structures and participate in development initiatives. For centuries the 
caste system and its legacy has exploited and discriminated against lower-caste 
Dalits and indigenous ethnic groups known as Janajatis. Reversing historical 
exclusion is challenging as it raises issues of ‘fairness’ or ‘equity’ and ‘equality’. 
Traditionally excluded groups want representatives in the civil service, political 
parties, the police force and the army. They want to live in an inclusive state where 
they have equal opportunities with the dominant castes. They want traditional 
patterns of exploitation, domination and exclusion reversed. Upper castes and the 
Hindu religion are blamed for social exclusion but the situation requires a more 
nuanced approach.

Social inclusion is a contested concept both in academia and in Nepal. The 
use of the term ‘social inclusion’ leads to a focus on recognition of identity and 
representation in decision-making structures. Recognition of identity and past 
grievances has emotional value for Nepal’s traditionally excluded groups. The 
rights-based language in international covenants such as ILO169 on indigenous 
rights furthers identity-based claims. State restructuring debates between 2008-
2012 in Nepal merged with the social inclusion discourse and resulted in self-
determination claims for identity-based states. These claims were ill conceived 
and poorly communicated leading to fear and insecurity for certain minorities and 
upper caste groups. A backlash against the social inclusion agenda ensued.

Inclusion and equality are central tenants of democracy. Democracy creates a 
space for the freedom of speech, civil society and participation in political processes, 
which hold legitimate leaders accountable for the state of the nation. Transparent 
decision-making benefits all citizens of the state, ensuring social harmony and 
economic prosperity. Inequality and exclusion exacerbate the problem of creating 
and maintaining accountable government because not all citizens participate equally 
or have the same freedom of speech to ensure decision-making is not influenced 
by the powerful at the expense of the marginalised. The absence of accountable 
democracy creates further exclusion. Inequality and exclusion discourage civic 



POLITSCI ’13

49

virtue and effective collective decision-making and silences the idea of mutual 
prosperity, all necessary aspects of a healthy democratically functioning society. 
Nepal’s social inclusion agenda is entwined with Nepal’s democratic reforms.

This paper gives an historical overview of the progress of the social inclusion 
agenda. It does not have time to cover all the relevant events, policies or factors 
such as the nature and impact of power relations or the role of non-Government 
Organisations. It examines the connection between the social inclusion agenda, 
democratic reform and state restructuring, and, how the lens of representation 
and recognition gives an incomplete view of how to achieve social inclusion. The 
simplicity denoted by the term ‘social inclusion’ should be critically analysed 
because the underlying tensions that were hoped to be resolved with the peace 
agreement after the civil war remain.

History of exclusion in Nepal

The history of Nepal is told in two different ways (Fisher and Hangen 1999). One 
story emphasises unification and benevolent kings creating the country of Nepal 
and saving it from colonisation. The other story talks of cultural assimilation and 
suppression. Nepal is a heterogeneous country made up of different ethnicities, 
religions and cultures and therefore different historical experiences. The dominant 
history is that of upper Hill castes (Brahmin-Chhetris) and Ranas. When Nepal 
was unified as a country, the Hindu caste system was given supremacy. The caste 
system did not create equal opportunities. It categorised people into clean/pure 
(winners) and dirty/polluted (losers). Contemporary claims for representation and 
recognition in Nepal stem from the historical tradition of the caste system which 
treats lower castes as second-class citizens.

Nepal is geographically, ethnically, culturally and socially diverse. Yet for a 
long period of history Nepal went through a cultural assimilation period. Rana 
migrants conquered the three main cities in the Kathmandu valley and proceeded 
to unify Nepal into a single state in 1768 (Hofer 2004). King Prithivi Narayan Shah 
(Rana) prevented colonisation from the British forces that were conquering small 
Indian kingdoms at the time by bringing a number of small kingdoms and over 50 
principalities under the Rana banner (Dahal 2003, Whelpton 2005). King Prithvi 
Narayan Shah acknowledged that cultural and ethnic heterogeneity was going to 
render unification challenging when he said, ‘char jat chhatish barna ko fulbari’ 
meaning Nepal is a garden of many different flowers (Limbu n.d). A deliberate policy 
of religious and cultural suppression ensued (Leve 2007). However, it is important 
to note that Royalists and some other individuals from advantaged castes do not 
regard this period as cultural assimilation but rather nationalism that was essential 
to prevent take over by the British (Fisher and Hangen 1 999).

The Rana Dynasty introduced a system of social stratification based on Hinduism. 
This placed them at the top of a hierarchy - socially, culturally, economically, and 
racially - and Brahmin-Chhetri castes above indigenous ethnicities and lower 
Hindu caste groups (Hofer 2004). Cultures were converted into castes and people 
originating from non-Brahminical cultures and non-Hindu religions were made loyal 
subjects of the Hindu nation-state (Leve 2007) and were burdened with taxes and 
labour obligations and were dispossessed of land (Hangen 2007). Certain castes 
were delegated certain professions: some Brahmins were priests and fortune-
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tellers, some Chhetris were warriors, and some Dalits were shoemakers, removed 
carcasses, or did the ‘dirty’ jobs.

Leve (2007) describes the stratification system as a ‘rituo-political system.’ To 
achieve Mokshaya or eternal peace in Hindusim, one must perform certain rituals 
and participate in festivals and other activities depending on your place within 
Hinduism (Bhatta 2013). Many rituals concern purification and pollution and are 
used by the caste system to maintain social and gender relationships, as well as 
achieve Mokshaya. Chaupadi practices relegate women to sleep in cowsheds during 
menstruation as they are polluted. Dalits can never be cleaned and are known as the 
‘untouchables.’ Dalits cannot touch the food of other castes or use the same water 
tap as other castes for fear of polluting the water. Similar social rules govern other 
inter-caste relationships. Indigenous ethnic groups (known as Janajatis) are in the 
middle of the caste system; below Brahmins and Chhetris but above Dalits. Hindu 
society dictates how one perceives the world, their proper place in it, and how 
others must perceive them (Bennett 2002). The Hindu caste system reproduces and 
reinforces its structure but Hinduism can be practiced without the caste system.

Nepal was declared a Hindu kingdom in 1962. The slogan used at the time, 
ek bhase, ek bhesh, ek desh, meaning one nation, one language and one dress, 
sums up the nationalist identity and policy of assimilation that was promoted 
by the monarchy through the education system, radio and other forms of mass 
enculturation (Hangen 2007). As Shah (2007) states, only upper caste people 
considered themselves Nepalese; others were categorised by their ethnicity like 
Newars, Tharus, Sherpas. The caste system was abolished in 1963 but the legacy is 
deeply entrenched. 

Lower caste citizens of Nepal were perceived by the monarchy to have a 
utilitarian purpose. Many Far Eastern Nepal (Madhesh region) residents such as 
Limbus (indigenous ethnic group) and other residents were dispossessed of land 
in the nineteenth century (Caplan 1970). The Ranas encouraged the immigration 
of upper-caste hill dwellers ‘Pahadis’ through land acquisition to the Terai region 
in Eastern Nepal (Einsiedel et al 2012:26). Some inhabitants of the region became 
indentured or were heavily taxed until they gave up their land (Hangen 2007). The 
monarchy also received payments from the British and Indian army in exchange for 
indigenous people from Gurungs, Magars, Rais and Limbus who were good soldiers 
(Des Chene 1993). Lower caste groups were considered subjects of the state that 
could help generate revenue.

The historical unification of Nepal involved integration based on suppression, 
exclusion, exploitation, and assimilation into the Hindu caste system. Those who 
were not high on the caste hierarchy have historically been ignored by state decision-
making structures or regarded as subalterns because of a perceived impurity. This 
foundation has extended to other areas of life. Nationalism in Nepal has been built 
around the image of the Hill Brahmin-Chhetris and Ranas as the ideal Nepalese.

Current exclusion vectors

The feudal system attitudes and structures used to govern people still manifest 
today. Aside from caste, other forms of exclusion exist in Nepal. Geographically Nepal 
is diverse with plains, hills and mountainous areas all with differing development 
issues. The plains area of Eastern Nepal, known as the Terai, has poor health and 
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education indicators (UNICEF 2011). The mountainous areas of Nepal, home to the 
Himalayas, are difficult to access and some parts have human development indictors 
on par with sub-Saharan Africa. Language is another exclusion vector. While there 
are 123 languages listed as mother tongues in the 2011 census, Nepalese is the 
language of education, politics and government and the mother tongue of 44.6 
percent of the population. Nepal has a Gender Inequality Index (GII) value of 0.485, 
ranking it 102 out of 148 countries in the 2012 index, rendering gender another 
exclusion vector. Aside from caste; geography, remoteness, language, gender and 
religion are also exclusion vectors.

Race is another complex exclusion vector. Janajati is a classification of ethnic 
groups who were originally outside the Hindu caste system, mostly from the 
mountains but also residing in the plains and hills, and who have distinct mother 
tongues, cultures and homelands (ICG 2012). Within the Terai plains there is a 
region known as the Madhesh which borders Northern Indian states. A population 
of caste Hindus reside in the Madhesh, speak plains languages and share a culture 
along with physical appearance, economic, social and family ties with North Indians 
(ICG 2012, Lawoti 2012). Madheshis are seen to be more like Northern Indians and 
therefore not trusted or considered Nepalese by the government of Nepal. Janajatis 
and Madheshis have been subjected to systematic forms of state exclusion such as 
being denied government services and citizenship (Robins 2012). Most government 
officials who are posted to these areas do not speak the local language, only 
Nepalese. Einsiedel (et al 2012:26) explains that since malaria was eradicated from 
Eastern Nepal in the 1960s, the Madhesh region became Nepal’s bread belt. Pandey 
(n.d) describes the Madhesh as an ‘internal colony’ for the extraction of resources, 
taxation and forestry revenue. Excluded groups denote Dalits, Janajatis, Madheshis, 
women, and religious minorities.

Compositionally there are both majority and minority groups, however these 
groups are not represented in state structures or poverty measures. Groups 
with at least a 15 percent higher than the national average incidence of poverty 
include low-caste Dalits with a poverty incidence of 46 percent; hill Janajatis with 
43 percent and Muslims with 41 percent (Bennett and Sharma 2006). When the 
HDI value is discounted for inequality, Nepal’s Human Development Index (HDI) 
falls to 0.304, a loss of 34.2 percent due to inequality, when the average South 
Asian inequality loss is 29.1 percent (UNDP2013). A 2011 survey revealed that 
upper castes were twice as likely as Dalits to know their rights, exercise their rights, 
understand GoN procedures, feel confident accessing services, benefit more from 
social networks and have local political influence (Kabeer 2011). Additionally, 54 
percent of the Nepal army is Chhetri and eighty percent of the bureaucracy is hill 
Brahmin-Chhetris (Nepali and Subba 2005). The original Kathmandu inhabitants, 
the Newars (Janajati) also have representation in the state apparatus due to their 
proximity to centralised decision-making and rank higher than other Janajatis on 
social development indexes (Gellner 1986).

The attitudes feudal system rulers used to govern people centuries ago are 
still relevant today. Despite legislation against caste discrimination, its legacy is 
hierarchical attitudes that also govern race and gender relations, politics and 
resource allocations in 2013. Geography, remoteness, religion, and different 
mother tongues add further exclusion layers to caste, ethnic and gendered forms 
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of discrimination. Although the Interim Constitution only acknowledges; caste, 
ethnicity, gender and geography as reasons for structural discrimination, different 
exclusion vectors combine to create deep exclusion. ‘Social inclusion’ is a legitimate 
claim of certain population segments, Dalits, Janajatis, Madheshis, women, and 
religious minorities, who experience multiple and complex exclusion vectors.

Social inclusion and democracy

A democracy movement began in the 1950s demanding greater inclusion in 
decision-making. Although this was mainly about Brahmin-Chettri groups wanting 
some of the Rana’s power, the inclusive discourse of democracy resonated with 
Janajati groups. Democracy created a space for civil society to flourish and the 
agenda of ‘social inclusion’ gained momentum. The discourse from many disparate 
groups was about having different population segments recognised and accepted 
by the government (Fisher and Hangen 1999). 

In the 1950s when the Ranas first lost power, the first Janajati and caste-based 
organisations were formed but focused on reforming their own communities 
rather than reforming state power (Hangen 2007). Ethnic activity increased in 
1979 when a referendum was held to determine if the local governance Panchayat 
system should remain (Hangen 2007:16). It remained until 1989 when the first ‘Jan 
Andolan’ (People’s Movement) allowed all citizens of Nepal the opportunity to 
participate in changing government structures. The result of the Jan Andolan was 
the elimination of the Panchayat system and multi party democracy with the King 
as the head of state and a Prime Minister as the head of the government (Whelpton 
2005). There were two major political parties at the time, the Nepali Congress 
(NC) and the Nepal Communist Party-Unified Marxist-Leninist (UML). Both parties 
and coalition governments were weak and kept collapsing due to interparty and 
intraparty bickering associated with self-serving and nepotistic leaders (Dhakal 
2011, Bleie 2011, Parajulee 2010). Both parties were made up of majority Brahmin 
and Chhetri members.

Democracy opened a space for excluded groups to exercise their rights. 
The 1990 constitution guaranteed more rights to indigenous groups than ever 
before (Hangen 2007:17 and 39), giving them freedom to mobilise around state 
suppression, especially as the registration of non-government organisations (NGOs) 
was deregulated (Bhatta 2011:135). Human rights covenants were eagerly signed. 
Dalits and Janajatis appeared for the first time in the 1991 census. The Ninth 
Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper (1997-2002) was the first national development 
plan to dedicate a separate chapter to their development. The circulation of daily 
newspapers increased, providing an opportunity for people to read about and 
participate in political and social discourse (Bhatta 2011:135). Collective bargaining 
was allowed and unions formalised. Civil society flourished and focused on raising 
awareness around human rights (Bhatta 2011:136; Hangen 2007:17 and 39). 
Society became more open and participatory with democracy.

Janajati organisations faced numerous challenges when they first began to 
mobilise. Some groups mobilised around identity and others race (Hagen 2010). 
All suffered from the paradox of opposing the state and yet working within its 
framework to achieve objectives (Hagen 2010). These challenges were inflamed 
by an electoral ban on political parties forming on the basis of religion, community, 
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caste or tribe (Hangen 2007:31). The UN’s International Year for the World’s 
Indigenous Peoples in 1993 increased the number of Janajati organisations forming 
around indigenous identity (Hangen 2007:20). These groups appealed to signed 
UN covenants to have their unique identities recognised by the state (Fisher and 
Hangen 1999). They created their own symbols of unity and lobbied to have state 
symbols such as the national dress, anthem, and public holidays changed as these 
all reflected the Hindu religion (Hangen 2007, Fisher and Hangen 1999). Some 
embraced their common history of subjugation by the state by claiming Adibasi 
status as Nepal’s original inhabitants who were outside the Hindu caste system and 
with mother tongues of Tibeto-Burman origin (Tamang 2005:6, Hangen 2007:19). 
Identity and difference became paramount.

Despite attempts at unity, Adibasi Janajatis have a diversity of experiences. 
Newars, who are the indigenous inhabitants of Kathmandu, have faired better than 
other Janajati groups and are sometimes used as the reason against indigenous 
categories being overly declared as marginalised (Gellner 1986). The Sherpas 
too are fairing well economically as a group due to tourism-related economic 
opportunities. Meanwhile, other groups have been highly subordinated such as the 
Kalmari which are indentured labourers predominantly originating from the Tharu 
community. Some Newars are Buddhist, like other indigenous groups but contra 
the Adibasi Janajati definition, others are Hindu and have their own internal caste 
system and language, which they would like recognised (Hangen 2007). The Adibasi 
Janajati movement is made up of numerous smaller ethnic-based organisations with 
different experiences of exclusion. Each ethnic group can have one representative 
organisation in the Nepal Federation of Indigenous Nationalities (NEFIN), creating 
unhealthy rivalry between some groups/cultures (Hangen 2007).

Many unequal relationships and ‘the violence embedded in traditional patron-
client economic relations [which were a legacy of the Panchayat system] were in fact 
exacerbated’ through democracy (Robins 2012). Brahmin and Chhetris dominated 
elections, like they did the government. The porous border with India made arms 
readily available in the Terai and many Madheshis, especially from lower-castes or 
youths had their first encounters with politics through joining politically motivated 
armed groups (Hutt 2004). Electoral politics became a forum for rival elites and 
landlords, ‘who used criminals and arms to sustain their dominance, and ran 
political parties in their areas as machines of patronage’ (Robins 2012, Gaige 2009). 
Corruption became the manner in which political leaders and parties accessed 
money power and retained status (Panday 2000:4). Once elected, they neglected 
their constituents and succumbed to the influence of criminals and corrupt 
elements that could finance and accumulate votes for them (Parajulee 2010). 
Despite the promise of democracy, elections provoked social exclusion (Robins 
2012) and increased the opportunity of the traditional elite upper-caste groups to 
gain and augment power.

However, quotas were effective at giving more women representation in the 
1990s democratic period. Gender is not as strong an exclusion vector as caste 
or ethnicity (Bennet et al 2006). A 1997 Local Election Act mandated all political 
parties to have at least one female candidate at the village, municipality and 
district levels which resulted in several thousand female candidates being elected 
to the Village Assembly (Parajulee 2010; ADB 1999). At the central level, the 1990 
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constitution required every party to allocate at least five percent of seats to women 
candidates for the Lower House and three women to the Upper House, resulting in 
seven elected women representatives in 1991 and 1994 and twelve in 1999 (ADB 
1999). Despite quotas for women, political parties excluded women from important 
internal decision-making and those women who did gain political seats were largely 
from the dominant Brahmin, Chhetri or Newar groups (UNDP 2007).

Tensions between the state and civil society grew. Democracy promised many 
changes that were left unfulfilled. The state became an object of criticism (Bhatta 
2008:44). Weak capacity resulted in new legislation, especially UN covenants, not 
being implemented (Bhatta 2011:136). More importantly, finding a way to equitably 
represent diversity in state structures was challenging. Additionally, bureaucrats 
abused their position, power and authority for personal gain by accepting bribes 
from people for providing routine services to them and extracting commissions from 
various organisations during procurement (Parajulee 2010). Deeper penetration 
into state processes was seen as essential to inclusion. In 2001, Social Science Baha, 
a Kathmandu-based research institute, held a conference and it was the first time 
the phrase ‘social inclusion’ was used in Nepal.  This illustrates the role of academics 
in shaping the social inclusion discourse. 

A decade-long Civil War, the second ‘People’s War’ began in 1996 by a small 
Marxist group from the Communist Party of Nepal, known as ‘the Maoists’ 
(Robins 2011). Maoist insurgents fought for an end to regional disparity and 
discrimination against oppressed people and recruited large numbers of male 
and female combatants from poor areas and traditionally excluded population 
groups (Hangen 2008, Thapa 2012:53). Conflict intensity was higher in locations 
favourable to insurgents such as mountains and forests and in places with greater 
poverty and lower levels of economic development (Do and Iyer 2007). The 
Maoists adopted Janajati claims for self-determination, a secular state, an end to 
exploitative relationships, and language rights and allowed ethnic liberation fronts 
to form, gaining them considerable support from Janajatis who were still banned 
from forming political parties (Hangen 2007:27, Lawoti 2005:65, Thapa 2012:51). 
The Maoists rationale for war was to bring about structural transformation in the 
politics and economy of the country (Thapa 2012:52). The communist ideology 
behind the people’s movement engulfed the agenda of social inclusion at a time 
when ‘many Nepalis lost their faith in democracy and in the parties that lay at its 
core’ (Thapa 2012:51).

Unforeseen tragedy exacerbated the political instability. King Gyanendra, who 
came to power in 2001 after the royal family massacre, joined forces with an ultra 
rightist group to reverse the 1990 democratic political gains (Parajulee 2010). This 
involved crushing the Maoist People’s War. King Gyanendra dissolved parliament in 
October 2002 and ruled the country either through his appointed prime ministers 
or by chairing his own cabinet (Parajulee 2010). In 2003, Nepal was responsible 
for a greater number of disappearances reported to the UN’s Working Group 
on Enforced Disappearances than any other state (HRW 2004). A key strategy of 
state forces during the civil war was to arrest and extra-judicially kill those they 
suspected of being close to the Maoists (Robins 2012). In the Badiya district, Tharu 
(indigenous population from the Terai plains) constitute 52 percent of the district 
population, and, 80 percent of the disappeared (ICRC 2008). The conflict, and the 
king’s response, intensified the grievances of excluded groups. 
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Parajulee (2010) argues that the 1990-2006 multi-party democracy failed to 
achieve real transformation in Nepal because there were inherent contradictions 
in Nepal’s democratic provisions. There were divisions of power among the three 
branches of government and the 1990 constitution protected fundamental rights 
and freedoms (Parajulee 2010). There were democratic provisions such as regular 
elections at the central and local levels throughout the 1990s in a relatively free and 
fair manner (Parajulee 2010). However, Nepal’s multi-party democracy was largely 
procedural. There was: a lack of civilian control over the military, the politics of 
exclusion and marginalisation was entrenched, civil and political rights were limited, 
especially as NGOs were politicised and Janajatis could not form political parties, 
power was centralised and there was a lack of institutionalisation (Linz and Stephan 
1996; Parajulee 2010). Parajulee (2010) argues that these conflicting features kept 
Nepal in a ‘hybrid’ stage of democracy and allowed the non-democratic forces, the 
Maoists and the King, to become active in order to promote their agendas.

Democracy promised hope to many Nepalese. It created space for more people 
to participate in state-related decision-making and allowed civil society to flourish. 
Policies and legislation became more inclusive. Traditionally excluded groups 
formed identity-based movements and organisations that lobbied for human rights. 
Recognition of identity and disbanding Hindu related holidays and emblems became 
a focus. Criticising the state was encouraged compared to the monarchy days. The 
state was unable or unwilling to keep its promises. As the two main political parties 
were Brahmin-Chhetri dominant, it seemed that democracy only benefited elites. 
The international community’s focus on the procedural aspects of democracy; 
such as elections without engaging with political parties on representation and 
substantive issues like policy making, manifesto writing and understanding the 
foundations of democracy, rendered inclusive democracy elusive. According to 
popular Maoist propaganda, democracy was not enough. Structural transformation 
of the state and the economy was required.

Social inclusion gains wide support

A favourable environment existed post 2006 for social inclusion. A report 
released in 2006, Unequal citizens: Gender, Caste and Ethnic Exclusion in Nepal, for 
the first time statistically highlighted the disadvantage of different social groups. 
Social inclusion is one of four pillars in the Tenth National Development Plan (2003-
2008), denoting its progression as a mainstreamed policy issue. As a measure of 
success, the 1991 census was the first attempt to record the caste and ethnicity of 
the population but only 31 languages were recorded and 59 ethnic/caste groups 
(Niroula 1998) contra the 2011 census where 123 mother tongues and 125 caste/
ethnic groups were listed. The 2006 Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA) and 
the 2008 Constituent Assembly elections gained the most ground for traditionally 
excluded groups.

The King faced widespread opposition to seizing absolute power in 2005. A pro-
democracy movement led by a Seven Party Alliance (SPA) and supported by the 
Nepal Communist Party (NCP (Maoists)) forced the King to reinstate the dissolved 
Parliament in April 2006 who then signed a Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA) 
with the NCP (Maoists) (ICG 2009, Parajulee 2010). There weren’t any women in 
the 2006 peace negotiating teams (Parajulee 2010). The Maoists joined the interim 
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government promising to restructure the state through federalism and the writing 
of a new constitution. The 2007 interim constitution was promising as it significantly 
advanced the rights of excluded groups (Hangen 2007:45).

Unfortunately, the new electoral system proposed for the Constituent Assembly 
elections was adopted without meaningful consultations with civil society or 
electoral experts (Slavu 2012:243). In particular Janajatis felt betrayed because the 
electoral party ban on ethnically registered parties was not lifted and their claims 
for proportional representation, reservations and self-determination were missing 
contra Maoist wartime promises (Hangen 2007:45). They took to the streets as 
the only avenue available for political protest. The tactic of bandhs (general strikes 
that shut down transportation and businesses) became commonplace. A series of 
‘bandhs’ were called in 2007 to demand four things: ethnic-based proportional 
representation in the Constituent Assembly elections, an immediate decision on 
how a federal system would be set up, linguistic freedom, and a new national 
anthem (Hangen 2007:46).

Madheshis also ‘felt that the once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to correct historical 
injustices was sacrificed again’ by the proposed Constituent Assembly electoral 
system and interim constitution which ignored their needs (Slavu 2012:243). 
In January 2007, the Madheshi Andolan, or uprising, witnessed violent clashes 
between the Maoists and the Madheshis and the government and the Madheshis, 
‘leaving 30 people dead and introducing a highly volatile dimension to the peace 
process’ (Slavu 2012:243). The number of Madheshi armed groups proliferated as 
did violent conflicts. Many Pahadis (hill immigrant high caste land owners) fled the 
Madhesh area in fear of their life and now resent the loss of their land (Einsiedel et 
al 2012:27). Madheshis also wanted political inclusion as a means to correct past 
injustices, gain full citizenship and lobby for a one Madhesh state. Many people, 
even those who supported the inclusion agenda, overlooked the grievances of the 
Madhesh residents.

The government ignored the violence in the Madhesh until government officials 
were targeted and bandhs cut off the supply routes from India into Kathmandu. By 
demonstrating their power to starve Kathmandu of food and fuel, the Madheshis 
won negotiating space. Madheshis also wielded considerable soft power as they 
had been generating revenue for absent Pahadi landlords who had direct links to 
the state by managing their farms and working on their land (Gaige 2009). The 
Election Act 2007 was passed increasing electoral representation for women and 
all traditionally excluded groups. A second amendment was made to the Civil 
Service Act 1993 to increase the representation in the civil service of: women, 
Adibasi Janajti, Madheshi, Dalit, differently-abled and people from remote areas. 
The Interim Constitution Article 138 already stated that federalism will change the 
discriminatory structure of the state but the question of how remained. The bandhs 
continued throughout the CA tenure as Janajati and Madheshi groups lobbied for 
identity-based states and self-determination. Resentment over the bandh tactic 
and the impact this had on the economy and on children’s attendance at school 
festered.

The 2008 Constituent Assembly (CA) elections gave a surprising victory to the 
Maoists who became known as the Unified Communist Party of Nepal (Maoist) 
which angered many observers, including India (ICG 2009). Under Nepal’s electoral 
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system, 240 members were elected directly in a first-past-the-post contest, and 
335 by party-based vote by proportional representation (World Bank 2010). The 
government appointed the remaining 26 members to the CA. Electoral law required 
political parties to have 50 percent women on their list of candidates for the 
proportional representation contest (World Bank 2010). Women won 29 of the 240 
first past the post seats (12 percent), but with additional seats obtained through 
proportional representation, women occupied one-third of the CA seats (World 
Bank 2010). The CA was a unicameral Parliament, consisting of 601 members, many 
first time parliamentarians, a quarter of whom were illiterate (World Bank 2010). 
Out of the 575 elected CA members, 50 were Dalits, 192 were Janajatis and 204 
were Madheshis (ICG 2008). Nepal appeared to finally be politically inclusive.

The negotiations around state restructuring began within a context of grief and 
hope. At the end of the conflict in 2006, 15,000 people were dead and more than 
1,200 people were missing (ICRC 2008). The Maoist’s surprise victory generated 
hope and the slogan ‘naya (new) Nepal’. Now that traditionally excluded groups 
had proportional representation in political parties they would be able to make 
state restructuring decisions. The first session of the CA on 28 May 2008 declared 
Nepal a federal democratic republic, officially ending the period of Rana rule 
and monarchy. However, the Rana legacy left a weak, Kathmandu-focused state 
with minimal penetration throughout the country: Only 65 percent of Village 
Development Committees (VDCs) had access to a telephone in 2007 (Parajulee 
2010). Local elections had not been held since 1997. The Rana legacy was also 
patriarchal and hierarchical political parties and bureaucracy.

Quotas and affirmative action are insufficient

Representation or inclusion in state-related decision making bodies based 
in Kathmandu is regarded as the key to removing other obstacles that limit the 
rights and entitlements of excluded groups. People from excluded groups feel that 
‘unless and until’ they have representation in these structures their exclusion will 
prevail. The value of having someone at a government office from your ethnic or 
caste group who speaks your mother tongue cannot be underestimated, especially 
given Nepal’s afno manchhe system.1 Gaining greater representation in decision-
making bodies is perceived to lead to better service delivery, improved policies, 
fairer resource allocations, and equal rights. Quotas for political representation and 
affirmative action measures within the bureaucracy and development agencies 
have resulted in more inclusion in these structures. However, quotas can give the 
illusion of inclusion without substance. 

Quota seat holders do not participate as equals in the eyes of those who have 
won seats without reservation. While meeting with women participants from 
a women’s leadership project the term ‘yes women’ was used to emphasise the 
puppetry of women put on proportional representation (PR) lists in the 2008 CA 
elections. Workers in Dalit and Janajati organisations also discuss the situation of 

1 Nepal’s afno manchhe (one’s own people) social system of organisai on oper-
ates like a web of privileges and favours (Bista 1991). Having an afno manchhe per-
son in a decision making posii on ensures your needs will be met. In the negai ve 
it results in alliances that can lead to patron-client type relai onships, exclusionary 
tendencies, faci onalism, failures in cooperai on and corrupi on (Bista 1991:4).
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‘yes candidates’ and lament the waste of voice and opportunity to affect change. 

In the lead up to the 2013 CA elections the same term was expressed. Empowered 

and vocal women candidates have to fund their own election campaign as well as 

make compromises on their beliefs in exchange for a PR listing. These independent 

women need approximately NPR 50,000 (USD500) to tour with a candidate 

running for direct election. Whereas less vocal members from excluded groups are 

handpicked and asked to tour with directly elected candidates who fund at least 

some of their tour. Quotas force political parties to run candidates from excluded 

population segments and possibly due to the resentment this creates or the desire 

to maintain the power embedded in existing arrangements, they support candidates 

who are timid or depoliticised. If empowered candidates run for a PR listing, many 

of them must do so with little party support. 

Very few senior roles within political parties are assigned to quota seat holders. 

Proportional representation is meant to reflect population demographics. Out of 

308 members in the central committees of the four main political parties, only 42 

(14 percent) are women, Dalit presence ranges from 2 percent in the UCPN (Maoist) 

to 7 percent in the CPN-Maoist and Janajatis fair the best in the CPN-Maoists at 35 

percent and the worst in the Nepali Congress at 18 percent (Thapa 2013). Despite 

proportional representation, senior positions within the main four political parties 

are allocated without demographic considerations. Proportional representation is 

useful for getting excluded groups into political office but this does not translate 

into decision-making power.

Quota seat holders are more easily dominated and sidelined. Political party 

leaders, who attended only a few constitutional drafting committee CA sessions, 

ended up doing many of the final constitution ‘negotiations’ independently of 

other CA members (ICG 2012). After the deadline for drafting the new constitution 

was extended three times, the term of the CA was ended on 27 May 2012 without 

a constitution. Political leaders could not reach agreement. An informant explains, 

‘Compromise in Nepal involves me convincing you that I’m right.’ The International 

Crisis Group suggests the CA ended because, ‘leaders of all parties made secretive, 

top-down decisions, were dismissive of their own members and never explained 

the issues at stake to the public’ (ICG 2012). In the end, the constitution drafting 

process was not managed democratically. The CA demise highlights how existing 

power structures are able to rupture even democratic processes.

Formal participation rights are largely symbolic and therefore have limited ability 

to affect change. Like with women in the 1990-2006 democratic period, quotas 

served to get more people into politics only to discover a glass ceiling and rigid 

cultural hierarchies within political parties. Without the networks of men to buy 

favour, women political representatives lacked power and therefore voice (Prajulee 

2010). This meant women were unable to represent or address the needs of their 

constituents and were therefore regarded as a poorer choice in the communities 

who elected them (ADB 1999). Thapa (2013) suggests that critiquing the symbolic 

aspects of quotas ignores the immense benefit that creating political role models 

has for future generations of traditionally excluded groups. This would also build 

capacity around decision-making and governance. So notional participation is not 

ideal in isolation but has a valid place in the social inclusion agenda.
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The necessary preconditions for exercising formal rights and affecting change 
that Fraser (2003:231) argues are essential are de-emphasised in the current social 
inclusion approach. Power is everywhere, not just in ‘sovereign’ acts of domination 
or coercion (Foucault 1998:63). People do not just experience discrimination during 
their encounters with the state or in politics. They experience it in their day-to-day 
lived experience. It is in economic transactions, school classrooms, health posts, 
and in the social and cultural interactions that govern the conditions for political 
and civil rights. Marshall (1981) made popular the false belief that civil and political 
rights must come before economic and social ones as this was deemed sufficient 
to meet the requirements of equality (Fraser 2003:232). However, political parties 
and the bureaucracy are a microcosm of wider society, reflecting all the same forms 
of discrimination. Without addressing the enabling environment for affirmative 
action people may be included in a hostile or unsupportive environment. Parity of 
participation alone cannot achieve social inclusion if it is perceived to lead to better 
service delivery, policies, fairer resource allocations, and equal rights. Equity, that is 
creating a level playing field so that people participate as equals in decision-making, 
is required.

Proportional representation or quotas maybe one of the surest methods 
to secure representation for excluded groups in the political process (Hangen 
2007:48) but it should not be the only method to affect change. The ability to 
exercise voice, influence, and agency cannot be assumed to ensue once more 
equitable opportunity structures are created. Centuries of exclusion have left their 
mark on people’s sense of self. Many people from poor and marginalised areas self 
exclude from active participation due to an inability to speak into a microphone 
or even the skills and confidence to introduce one’s self, let alone challenge policy 
or senior officials. Those who have perceived themselves as more pure and more 
capable for generations will not suddenly change this worldview because of 
quotas. Discrimination exists in the home, in the school, in the workplace, in social 
encounters and economic transfers, not just the state or political apparatus. While 
having representation in decision-making apparatuses may arguably change some 
forms of exclusion, it is a slow-changing strategy if the necessary preconditions that 
allow for the exercise of formal rights are not also addressed. Quotas are needed, 
as people will assert their rights to participate as equals in time and representatives 
will gain the necessary experience to be able to do so. However, quotas are not 
enough to change centuries of discrimination that is embodied by many Nepalese 
and manifested in structural exclusion.

Identity politics and backlash

Recognition of identity has always been a focus of the social inclusion agenda. 
Ethnic federalism has been an intangible communist vision since Lenin (Khanal 
2013). During state restructuring debates claims for recognition and equal rights 
coalesced into demands for self-determination through identity-based states (ICG 
2012). This strategy was divisive and led to fear and resentment. It threatened 
to reduce the rights of minorities who lived within the proposed new states and 
the status of upper castes. Recognition and pride in cultural difference clearly 
has immense emotional value for Nepal’s traditionally excluded groups. Yet the 
emphasis on different identities deserving autonomy at the expense of other 
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groups is not only impractical in such a heterogeneous country but it also does a 
disservice to the social inclusion agenda.

The focus on recognition of group difference can be harmful to an agenda 
of social inclusion. It can essentialise culture which is a term borrowed from 
anthropology to mean reduce culture to a stagnant checklist of attributes, some 
of which are idealised. This marginalises those who seek the freedom to change 
or adapt their culture. It also establishes categories of authentic and inauthentic 
claims. It can isolate and silence certain group members with legitimate claims 
but different experiences of exclusion. Not all parliamentarians and bureaucrats 
who come from excluded groups or women want to represent these groups. 
Some of them are interested in their own careers, others do not identify with the 
grievance claims of their wider identity group. The focus on identity recognition and 
representation also mutes voices that may wish to complain about those who claim 
to represent them. 

The assertion of certain identity group rights via state demarcation seemed to be 
at the expense of other minority rights. The discourse at the time was about rights 
for some who could form a majority state and compromise for others. Janajatis 
residing in the Madhesh expressed concern that their rights within such a state 
would be at greater risk than they are now. Some Madheshi women informants 
from civil society organisations suggested that a Madheshi state would be the worst 
outcome for them. Already they feel that the patriarchy within Madheshi political 
parties is the worst out of all the political parties in terms of giving space to women 
representatives and supporting gender equality. There was fear that a Madheshi 
run state would involve more men suppressing the rights of women. Muslim 
women discuss the challenges of aligning Sharia Law, Islamic interpretation and 
women rights and feared that Janajati majority states would further curb their right 
to religious practice. The demands by different groups for identity-based states 
alienated certain voices, even those that supported the social inclusion agenda. 

The appeal of self-determination through state restructuring was enormous. 
It appeared to be a quick and easy avenue to autonomy. However, it became a 
tenacious strategy when different groups challenged its feasibility. For groups who 
could gain the most through an identity-based federal model it was hard to see a 
reason to compromise. Achieving full autonomy was impeccably close. However, 
the claim for identity-based states delayed the acceptance of a new constitution 
and delayed state restructuring. Nepal’s traditionally excluded groups were unable 
to translate their emotional response to centuries of suppression and exclusion into 
a viable framework for a federal state.

Practically, identity-based federalism is challenging (ICG 2012). It is difficult 
to divide up a heterogeneous country like Nepal equitably along identity lines. 
Madheshis lobbied for a one Madhesh state and Janajati groups lobbied for various 
ethnic-identity based states. Many draft proposals had states with different groups 
seeking autonomy over the same territory (Hangen 2007:49). There were also 
concerns about the ability of certain proposed states to mobilise internal revenue 
due to poor geography. Additionally, the one Madhesh state proposal would result 
in the control of goods into and out of Nepal and hence the economic means of 
production, would be in Madheshi hands. Dalits are spread throughout the country 
and would remain a minority in all states under a federal model. Aside from the scare 
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mongering rhetoric around identity-based states, it was personally confronting to 
see visually on a map what a naya Nepal could look like. While many Nepalese 
wanted administrative decentralisation, identity-based federalism was far removed 
from this vision (Hangen 2007:49). The proposed identity-based states threatened 
to create more loosers than winners. 

Moving from an exclusionary centralised state to multiple exclusionary 
decentralised states is hardly social inclusion and concerns were raised that identity-
based states would lead to a Balkan-like civil war in the future. As Freire (2003:29) 
outlines, victims of oppression are not immune to oppressive behaviours, as their 
reference is an oppressor. The idea of equal respect and equal autonomy or as Sen 
(2001) would say, the freedom to live a life that you choose, is absent from social 
inclusion discussions. Working on social inclusion in Nepal is more likely to create 
enemies than friends because it appears as though most groups have little regard 
for the rights or claims of others.

The capacity of identity-based groups to make national interest decisions was 
questioned especially in upper-caste circles and by some academics. This extended 
to the Chhetri Samaj group, a conservative movement that aimed to subvert the 
social inclusion agenda by making claims for social inclusion entitlements that were 
relevant to upper caste groups (UNRCHC 2012) and by threatening the heads of 
development agencies seen to be promoting a social inclusion agenda. Development 
partners were blamed for interfering in Nepal’s affairs and the bureaucracy removed 
some of the references to social inclusion in their strategies. The second Gender and 
Social Inclusion Assessment was blocked from publication even though it advocated 
for multiculturalism and mutual rights. Upper caste backlash ignored Nepal’s own 
policy platform on social inclusion and instead focused on discrediting the social 
inclusion agenda by labelling it foreign-driven. The backlash focused on the divisive 
nature of identity-based federalism and concluded that there was a need to look 
after one’s own social group. At the same time affirmative action measures in the 
bureaucracy and development agencies were labelled as anti-merit and unfair.

The focus on identity recognition has created more exclusion and division. It sets 
up unhealthy competition between and within groups, especially when power is 
not shared, but asserted in Nepal. It legitimises Brahmins and Chhetris looking after 
themselves which is what needs to change for equality to prevail. It categorises 
certain groups because of their differences which causes resentment and may 
be inaccurate in some cases. High-caste Hindus resent their label of ‘advantaged’ 
because there are poor High-caste Hindus and it downplays individual agency. The 
Chhetri Samaj in particular resent their post 2008 label of ‘other’ as it ignores their 
ancestral contribution to state-building (UNRCHC 2012). Brahmins and Chhetris 
also argue that the Ranas imposed the caste system and yet have escaped the 
social inclusion related vitriol. As Hangen (2007:11) explains, ‘critiques of the state 
have taken the form of critiques of high-caste Hindus’ who are disproportionately 
represented in state and political structures but this is unproductive. This all led to 
a backlash against the social inclusion agenda.

As Fraser (2003:203) suggests, official recognition of one’s identity does not 
equate with being treated fairly. Daily discontent is not always a matter of denied 
recognition; it may also be about resentment of unearned privilege, cruelty, aversion 
to arbitrary power, revulsion against gross disparities of income and wealth and 
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many others (Fraser 2003:203). Although emotionally powerful, a focus on identity 
or Hinduism or Brahmins or Chhetris is unhelpful to social inclusion because it 
gives an incomplete picture. Focusing on identity-based political and civic inclusion 
is logical given the history of structural exclusion, the space democracy created 
for reform, the civil war, and state restructuring through federalism. However, 
integration based upon identity is not going to lead to mutual acceptance or 
equity. Identity politics are divisive and have created new grievances and inflamed 
old ones. An analysis of how power and exclusion operate and are reinvented in 
different situations does not occur when recognition and representation are the 
focus of an inclusion agenda. Substantive democracy with real accountability would 
achieve more for excluded groups than identity-based federal states. A new modus 
operandi is needed around social inclusion if Nepal is to become a truly inclusive 
society.

The nature of inclusion 

A discussion on equity and fairness and how the relationships between different 
groups impact on life chances should have come before, or alongside, claims for 
formal rights. The CA process offered this opportunity but was hijacked by identity-
based claims for self-determination. In Nepal social inclusion has come to mean 
rights for certain traditionally excluded groups at the expense of others. The term 
social inclusion does not promote ideas of mutual prosperity, shared autonomy and 
equitable participation. In fact it leads to more exclusion. Focusing on recognition 
of identity and emphasising group difference results in identity politics. This is 
unhelpful to the power-sharing notion that must prevail for sustainable social 
inclusion. Excluded groups do not just want inclusion in the existing system but the 
freedom to participate as they choose and as equals. The term social inclusion does 
a disservice to the needs of excluded groups.

Those who are not currently considered a full or equal partner in social 
interactions do not just need quotas or affirmative action to participate (Fraser 
2003:229). This is not to say the social inclusion agenda has not been successful. It 
has. A number of significant changes have occurred especially in terms of legislation, 
health, education and structural exclusion. Dalits receive education scholarships 
and a child grant, along with numerous other state investments to counter the 
barriers to inclusion. It is not just a question of the pace of change either. Rather 
the issue is that upper castes have now de-legitimised the social inclusion agenda 
leaving its future uncertain. For example there is a discourse in upper caste circles 
that the Dalit scholarship, the Dalit child grant and affirmative action measures are 
unfair. Given that many development partners are fearful about engaging on social 
inclusion, who will advocate or protect the excluded? Despite Maoist promises 
to restructure the economy, issues of social protection, safety nets for workers in 
traditional caste-based jobs and redistribution have been missing from the social 
inclusion agenda. This paper does not have the space to give detail to a new agenda. 
Suffice to say, a more holistic agenda that escapes the narrow confines of the term 
‘social inclusion’ is necessary.

Starting a dialogue around equity and fairness, rather than identity is needed. 
The aims of such discussions have been explained by political scientists to be about 
reducing identity politics, corruption, patronage, impunity and self-serving power 
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struggles (see Bleie 2011, Dhakal 2011, Fisher and Hangen 1999) and facilitating 
the role of religion and morality to improve peace (see Bhatta 2013). In terms 
of inclusion, the aims of these discussions would be to facilitate a process for 
meaningful debate about what conditions produce inequality and what resources 
or additional assistance would allow someone to participate as an equal (Fraser 
2003). Public hearings to improve accountability and resource allocations in local 
governance have begun in most village development committees in Nepal along 
with other social accountability tools. People are slowly developing capacity 
to speak into microphones, ask questions, understand governance and hold 
government officials to account. However, public debate and giving direct feedback 
is not traditionally a part of Nepalese society and goes against power practices. 
So the challenges associated with creating a space or process for meaningful 
debate around equity and fairness when it is so emotionally experienced cannot 
be overstated. Community grants distributed locally to reduce inequality could 
incentivise these types of discussions.

Fraser (2003:229) argues that an inclusive framework should involve ‘respect[ing] 
the equal autonomy and moral worth of others.’ An inclusive agenda that did this in 
Nepal would improve the legitimacy and acceptance of the social inclusion agenda. 
Forging a broader collective discourse around social inclusion would involve all 
people currently missing from decision-making structures such as the differently-
abled, youth or other social groups. Making the term ‘social inclusion’ applicable to 
a wide range of groups would help determine common political goals and strategies 
(Hangen 2007:51). People power and collective action is a proven strategy in 
Nepal. Working across identity group lines would reduce the blaming associated 
with exclusion and instead focus on identifying some of the social barriers to full 
inclusion. 

Substantial inclusion that leads to equal participation for all requires more than 
inserting traditionally excluded groups into democratic processes and the state 
apparatus. The majority of the Nepalese want a fair and equal society in theory and 
certainly do not want a return to conflict (ICG 2012). Yet in practice, changing the 
status quo is very difficult and can take a number of generations. The status quo 
finds a way to reinvent itself when a procedural democracy lacks accountability. 
This is especially the case when identity politics legitimatise higher castes looking 
after their group’s interests. Also the term ‘inclusion’ does not do justice to the 
needs of excluded groups. Excluded groups need equity and social justice. The 
term ‘inclusion’ leads to an imbalanced focus on recognition and representation 
without social debates about ‘fairness’ and ‘equity’. A new agenda covering mutual 
prosperity and mutual rights is needed. With collaborative efforts, the underlying 
tensions that underpin the peace process and civil war could be discussed. 

Conclusion

Social inclusion is a challenging movement in Nepal. It goes against centuries 
of behaviour patterns and cultural norms that are now embodied in people’s every 
day lived experience. Attitudes and beliefs that are embedded in social relations are 
at the core of social exclusion. It will be a long time before the strategy of political 
and civil inclusion via recognition and representation achieves the desired impact. 
The opportunity for this type of inclusion exists given the environment of elections 
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and constitution drafting but it should not be the sole focus of the social inclusion 
agenda. Equal rights are connected to democracy but in the absence of accountable 
democracy, inequality will prevail. The social conditions for exclusion remain.

The agenda of social inclusion needs to be framed as a complex, power-laden, 
long-term strategy. Unfortunately, the term ‘social inclusion’ connotes simplicity 
and is seen as merely adding different groups into the state, institutions and political 
structures. It does not imply equity or allow for discussions about the nature of 
exclusion. It does not lead to behaviour change, or an analysis of the processes and 
practices that subordinate. It is divisive. The risk of not being able to achieve equity 
for Nepal’s traditionally excluded groups is high, especially seeing those with the 
most power have perverted the social inclusion agenda. However, the risk of not 
trying could be a return to violence. 

The agenda of social inclusion frames the claims of excluded groups to be about 
greater representation and therefore group recognition of identity. The term social 
inclusion results in a reactionary approach to reform and not a framework for 
substantial change. It is not just that the term social inclusion is misleading but that 
the approach to achieving greater rights for traditionally excluded groups should 
be viewed through a different lens. Nepal is a garden of different flowers and this 
heterogeneity should be valued.
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EMPOWERMENT, AGENCY, AND OPPORTUNITY 
STRUCTURE: A CASE OF LEBANON
SAHAR T. ISSA, IRNA VAN DER MOLEN, MANAL R. NADER, JON C. LOVETT

Abstract

This paper identifies different degrees of individual empowerment in the coastal 
area of North Lebanon within the context of armed conflict by answering two 
questions: 1.What are the degrees of empowerment of individuals in the coastal area 
of north Lebanon? 2. How do the degrees of empowerment vary across the different 
geographical areas within the study site? The study is based on ‘empowerment’ 
theory and will be positioned in the academic debate on empowerment. The term 
empowerment refers to both a process and an outcome, and is being increasingly 
researched within various disciplines. The findings are based on 500 questionnaire 
surveys of citizens in the target area, focusing on indirect indicators of agency 
and direct indicators of empowerment, as well as two stakeholder focus groups, 
to discuss opportunity structure. Results show that degrees of empowerment in 
the coastal area of north Lebanon vary according to the combination of different 
levels of agency of individuals and opportunity structure. Inadequate political 
representation is shown to be one important factor limiting empowerment.

Keywords: Empowerment, armed conflict, agency, opportunity structure, 
political representation, Lebanon.

Introduction

Empowerment is broadly regarded as ‘increasing poor people’s freedom of 
choice and action to shape their own lives’ (Narayan, 2005, p.4). Research on 
empowerment connects human well-beings to the larger social and political 
surroundings through highlighting people’s abilities instead of focusing on risk 
factors, and discovering the influence of social issues rather than blaming the 
victims (Perkins and Zimmerman, 1995). Empowerment has a multidimensional, 
complex, and dynamic nature (Samman and Santos, 2009). It refers to both a 
process and an outcome. This proposes that actions or structures surrounding 
people can be empowering and that the result of such processes leads to a certain 
degree of empowerment. Processes and outcomes of empowerment differ in their 
apparent shape because there is no particular standard that can totally determine 
its meaning in different contexts or populations (Perkins and Zimmerman, 
1995). Therefore, definitions of empowerment vary depending on the discipline, 
objectives of the research or intervention and approaches used to assess it, and 
are generally associated with terms such as agency, autonomy, freedom, power, 
control, participation, integration, choice, and change (Goetz and Gupta, 1996; 
Brown, 2005; Lokshin and Ravallion, 2005; Malena and Heinrich, 2005; Moser, 
2005; Ibrahim and Alkire, 2007). 

The objective of this paper is to identify the different degrees of empowerment 
of individuals in the coastal area of North Lebanon within the context of armed 
conflict. The coastal area of north Lebanon is of particular concern for three main 
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reasons. First, this area has been exposed to different episodes of armed conflict. 
This area is also considered to house the most poor and deprived families in Lebanon; 
and, as might be expected from the previous description, another characteristic is 
the government’s neglect for this area. 

We follow the analytical framework developed by Alsop, Bertelsen and 
Holland (2006) who define empowerment as ‘a group’s or individual’s capacity 
to make effective choices, that is, to make choices and then to transform those 
choices into desired actions and outcomes’ (Alsop, Bertelsen and Holland, 2006, 
p.10).The framework illustrates empowerment in terms of two components: 
agency and opportunity structure; and distinguishes between different degrees 
of empowerment. It is outlined in the World Bank publication Empowerment in 
Practice: From analysis to implementation, which provides a set of indicators that 
can be universally applicable and comparable for measuring agency, opportunity 
structure, and degrees of empowerment. 

In this paper, we try to answer the following two questions: 1. What are the 
degrees of empowerment of individuals in the coastal area of north Lebanon? 2. 
How do the degrees of empowerment vary across the different geographical areas 
within the study site? Quantitative and qualitative methods are used, including 500 
questionnaire surveys applied to citizens in the study area, and two focus group 
discussions with local authorities. The findings show that degrees of empowerment 
in the coastal area of north Lebanon vary within the different coastal areas of 
the north Lebanon according to the interaction between agency of individuals 
and opportunity structure. Inadequate political representation is shown to be 
one important factor limiting empowerment. This paper is a report of a project 
progress. It is a component of a PhD project that investigates the relationship 
between empowerment and environmental degradation in northern Lebanon 
within the context of armed conflict. The theoretical background, data collection 
methods, some results, and the map of the study site, are also used in other articles 
or conference papers. The paper structure is as follows: we start by presenting a 
brief literature review on empowerment, agency, and opportunity structure. We 
then describe the study site and present the methods used. Thereafter we discuss 
the findings and conclude in the final section. 

Empowerment, Agency, and Opportunity Structure

Empowerment is usually conceived of in terms of two components: agency and 
opportunity structure. Agency refers to the actor’s capacity to visualize options, 
express preferences, and make purposeful choices (Alsop and Heinsohn, 2005; 
Ibrahim and Alkire, 2007). According to Sen (1999), agency is what an individual 
is free to do and accomplish in quest of purposes or values that this individual 
perceives as important. Consequently, ‘having greater freedom to do the things 
one has reason to value is (1) significant in itself for the person’s overall freedom, 
and (2) important in fostering the person’s opportunity to have valuable outcomes’ 
(Sen, 1999, p.18). However, it is problematic to consider agency as synonymous 
with empowerment (Drydyk, 2008). It is important to distinguish that the ability 
to perform as an agent is not equivalent to the achievement of desired outcomes 
(Petesch, Smulovitz and Walton, 2005). Even when people do have the ability to 
visualize options and make choices, they may not be capable of using their agency 
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efficiently and may be inhibited by their opportunity structure. Opportunity 
structure refers to the institutional environment, which is comprised of formal 
and informal settings within which the actors function (Alsop and Heinsohn, 2005; 
Ibrahim and Alkire, 2007). Opportunity structure is influenced by three major 
factors: honesty or permeability of institutions, harmony and performance of 
groups in power, and implementation capability of the state. These three factors 
set the contexts and opportunities that shape individuals and groups’ capacity to 
participate, influence, and hold institutions liable (Petesch, Smulovitz and Walton, 
2005). Hence, agency and opportunity structure have a mutual relationship 
leading to different degrees of empowerment (See Figure 1, taken directly from 
Alsop, Bertelsen and Holland, 2006, p.10). The relationship between agency and 
opportunity structure is highlighted by social theorists such as Giddens (1984) who 
emphasize the importance of considering structures and agency as ‘dual’, for they 
are both the medium and results of actions, that form social systems (Giddens, 
1984). 

Figure 1.: The Relationship between Outcomes and Correlates of Empowerment 
(Source: Alsop, Bertelsen and Holland, 2006, p.10).

Degrees of empowerment can be measured in terms of existence, usage, 
and actual accomplishment of choices by determining whether an individual has 
an opportunity to make a choice, whether he can truly take advantage of the 
opportunity to choose, and whether the decision leads to a preferred outcome, 
once the choice is made (Alsop and Heinsohn, 2005; Alsop, Bertelsen and Holland, 
2006). Different factors including socio-economic and geographic status of a person 
or group can influence the existence of choice, which may not exist in some cases. 
The use of choice relies on the actual benefit of an individual or a group arising from 
a chance to choose. The achievement of a choice depends on the extent to which 
the desired result has been accomplished.

Empowerment can be studied at different domains and levels in a person’s 
life. Where domains and levels intersect, individuals exercise different degrees 
of empowerment. There are three main domains, divided into three further sub-
domains, which indicate in what areas and parts of their lives individuals are 
empowered (Alsop and Heinsohn, 2005; Alsop, Bertelsen and Holland, 2006). The 
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‘State’ domain, in which an individual is considered as a civic actor, is divided into 
three sub-domains: politics, justice, and public service delivery. In the state domain, 
people can practice various degrees of empowerment depending on the degree 
of their access to justice, participation in politics, and access to social services. 
The ‘Market’ domain, in which an individual is considered as an economic actor, is 
divided into labor, goods, and private services sub-domains. In the market domain, 
an individual or a group of individuals can be capable of accessing credit yet have 
poor opportunities structure shaping their involvement in the market domain. The 
‘Society’ domain, in which an individual is considered as a social actor, is divided into 
two sub-domains including family and community. The society domain provides an 
opportunity to discover relations within the household as well as the community 
(Alsop and Heinsohn, 2005; Alsop, Bertelsen and Holland, 2006). Even though 
prior assumptions cannot be made about empowerment relationships between 
different domains or subdomains, the degree of empowerment in one domain can 
be associated with another similar degree of empowerment in a different domain 
or sub-domain (Alsop and Heinsohn, 2005; Alsop, Bertelsen and Holland, 2006).

According to Alsop, Bertelsen and Holland (2006) empowerment in domains 
and sub-domains can be experienced at various levels or administrative boundaries. 
The levels are macro, intermediary, and local. The macro level may consist of the 
national level or the state. The intermediary level may correspond to the district 
and the local level to the village or city. It is important to note that the degree of 
empowerment at one level is not necessarily the same at another level. 

When measuring empowerment, data collected do not necessarily have to cover 
all the domains and levels of the analytical framework. The numbers of domains or 
sub-domains and levels mainly depend on the nature and purpose of the research. 
Usually, two to six domains and one to three levels are studied (Alsop and Heinsohn, 
2005). In this paper, we look at degrees of empowerment in the state and society 
domains at the local level, particularly at the public services delivery sub-domain in 
the state domain, and community sub-domains in the society domain.

Study Site

The study site encompasses the coastal area of North Lebanon. The northern 
coastline covers 100 km, which amounts to 40% of the entire Lebanese coast 
(Mitri, et al., 2012a). The area comprises 24 cities and villages distributed into five 
districts: Akkar, Menieh, Tripoli, Koura, and Batroun (Figure 2). The northern part of 
the coast is predominantly agricultural, whereas the southern part is characterized 
by urbanized areas including a number of major cities such as Tripoli and Batroun 
(Institute of the Environment, 2007). According the Central Administration of 
Statistics, the population of North Lebanon holds about 20% of the total population 
in Lebanon, and is estimated to be approximately 764,000 inhabitants (Central 
Administration of Statistics, 2007). 

The coastal area of north Lebanon has been involved in multiple episodes of 
armed conflict, resulting in severe impacts on the social, economic, and political 
level as well as on the environment (Mitri, et al., 2012b). Northern Lebanon is 
considered to be the poorest and most deprived area in the country, with 46% of 
the extremely poor population and 38% of the total poor population nationally (El-
Kak, 2000; Das and Davidson, 2011). In addition, this region has historically been 
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neglected by the Lebanese government, which concentrates its efforts mainly in 
Beirut and suburbs, whereas the influence in the northern and southern areas is 
regarded as inadequate (Volk, 2009).

Figure 2.: Map of the study site.

Data and Methodology

The complex, dynamic, and multidimensional nature of the empowerment 
concept poses serious methodological challenges when trying to measure it, 
particularly when trying to identify indicators that follow the standards of meaning, 
causality, and comparability (Alsop, Bertelsen and Holland, 2006). According to 
Narayan (2005), the meaning, context, unit of analysis, levels of application, and 
dimensions of empowerment are essential criteria for choosing what, who, and 
how to measure empowerment. 

Following the analytical framework, we used both quantitative and qualitative 
techniques to answer our research questions. We completed 500 questionnaire 
surveys among citizens in the study site, and held two focus groups with local 
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stakeholders in the area, mainly with heads or representatives of heads of the 
24 cities and villages of the Northern Lebanese coast. The purpose of the survey 
was to assess agency and degree of empowerment of individuals in each of the 
five districts. The focus groups aimed to assess the opportunity structure and 
understand the relationship between citizens’ agency and opportunity structure, 
and its influence on the degree of empowerment. 

In the survey, we collected data on indirect indicators of agency and direct 
indicators of empowerment from citizens. Indicators were selected from Alsop, 
Bertelsen, and Holland’s Book (2006) Empowerment in Practice: From analysis to 
implementation. Some of the indicators were adjusted to fit the context of the 
study site. To assess agency, asset endowments including information, material, 
financial, organizational, psychological, and human assets were used as indicators. 
Information assets indicators included access to different sources of information 
such as television, internet, telephone, and mobile. Materials assets covered 
indicators such as home ownership, land ownership, tool ownership. Financial 
assets included indicators such as occupation, income, employment history, sources 
of credit. Organizational assets indicators involved membership of organizations, 
effectiveness of organization, and extent of benefit from organization membership. 
Psychological assets encompassed indicators such as self-perceived exclusion from 
communities’ activities and capacity to envisage change. Human assets included 
education, age, gender, marital status, and family size.

In addition, we measured direct indicators of empowerment which determine 
the degree to which an individual is capable of transforming a choice into a desirable 
result. We focused on the state and society domains, particularly the public 
services delivery sub-domain in the state domain, and community sub-domains 
in the society domain. For the public services delivery subdomain, indicators 
included score of quality of public services used, percentage of individuals that 
have complained about public services delivery, score of satisfaction with outcome 
of complaint, core of equitability in addressing needs and concerns, and score of 
influence of social characteristics on the authorities’ treatment of people. For the 
community subdomain, indicators encompassed score of awareness of main local 
public service decision-makers, score of involvement in community decision making 
processes, score of aspiration to be more or less involved in community decision 
making processes, and score of influence in community decision making processes.

The 500 questionnaires were distributed proportionally to the citizens in each 
of the five districts. The sample size was calculated using the formula    (Israel, 
1992, p.4); where n is equal to the sample size, N to the population size, and e to 
the level of precision which is equal to 10% for each region and 5% for the entire 
study area in our case. After calculating the number of questionnaires to be filled 
in each district, we calculated the number of questionnaires required from each 
village or city according to population of each village and city as compared to the 
total population of each district. The participants were chosen based on systematic 
random sampling. We chose the participants randomly for two main reasons. The 
first reason is the lack of official statistical reports that provide detailed information 
about age, gender, education, etc. at the local level in North Lebanon. The second 
reason is the complex nature of the population in Lebanon in general, and the north 
in particular, which is characterized by diversified religious and political affiliations. 
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In addition, it is argued that when participants are chosen randomly, the probability 
of one individual to be involved in the sample is exactly equal to the probability of 
including any other individual and hence the random sample is most representative 
of the total population of the area under study (Alreck and Settle, 2004). Before 
starting the survey, we did a pilot test for acceptability and accuracy, and adjusted 
the questionnaire accordingly. After completing the questionnaires, we entered the 
data into a Microsoft Excel Worksheet, later transferring it to the SPSS package and 
NVivo Software for analysis.

The function of the focus groups was to gather data on indirect indicators of 
opportunity structure and understand the relationship between citizens’ agency 
and opportunity structure, and its influence on the degree of empowerment. 
Opportunity structure is shaped by the existence and operations of formal and 
informal institutions, regulations, and norms that determine the extent to which 
a person or group can access or use assets to reach desirable results. The focus 
groups consisted of open questions which aimed to assess the formal and informal 
environment surrounding individuals of the coastal area of north Lebanon in 
terms of permeability, performance, and accountability of institutions and also to 
understand the perception of local authorities regarding the preliminary results 
of agency and degrees of empowerment. The focus groups consisted of heads or 
representatives of heads of the cities and villages of the study area who were divided 
into two focus groups sessions for two main reasons: homogeneity and number of 
participants in each focus group. The composition of the group is highly important 
for gathering data and depends on the research problem. According to literature, 
a fairly homogenous group, sharing common interest, is usually preferable with 
a little variety to stimulate more discussion and illustrate different points of view 
(Hayes and Tatham, 1989). The homogeneity of the group allows the participants 
to feel more comfortable and thus, minimizes any cultural or status issues that can 
act as obstacles to free and open discussion. Accordingly, the focus groups were 
divided by districts. The first focus group included heads and representatives of 
heads of the villages and cities of Batroun and Koura districts and the second focus 
group included heads and representatives of heads of the villages and cities of 
Tripoli, Menieh, and Akkar districts. Batroun and Koura districts from one hand, 
and Tripoli, Menieh, and Akkar from the other hand show different features and 
characteristics in terms of social and economic aspects. Therefore, the choice of 
participants within the groups aimed to allow homogeneity between participants, 
provide a comfortable environment, get optimal data from the stakeholders, and 
allow comparison between the two groups to understand the variation of degrees of 
empowerment within the five districts. In addition, the number of participants in a 
focus group is important for better quality of data and interaction with participants. 
According to literature, the number of participants is usually between 4 and 12 
(Tong, Peter and Jonathan, 2007). For the first focus group involving Batroun and 
Koura districts, the number was 6 participants. For the second group involving 
Tripoli, Menieh, and Akkar the number was 12 participants. Data gathered from the 
focus groups was entered later into NVivo software for analysis. 

Results and Discussion

Results revealed variation between districts in terms of agency. Batroun and Koura 
areas are classified as having the highest level of agency between districts followed 
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by Tripoli and Menieh. Tripoli district is of particular case because it combines a 
mixture of various socio-economic, political, and religious characteristics, whereas 
other areas show more or less similar features. Akkar shows the lowest levels of 
agency between districts. Akkar district is classified as one of the most deprived 
areas in Lebanon (Hanafi, 2008; Das and Davidson, 2011). It reveals all the typical 
characteristics of poor and marginalized rural communities, with bad infrastructure 
and low quality of services. In addition, other features such as limited sources of 
income, and inadequate support from government and civil society, have produced 
a malicious cycle of poverty and increased the level deprivation (Mouchref, 2008). 
This fact was emphasized by the respondents during the survey and focus groups, 
where the majority of the participants reported that they felt neglected by the 
Lebanese government and marginalized from the rest of the country. 

In terms of opportunity structure, the five districts lack adequate political 
representation and suffer from lack of transparency in institutions’ activities. Several 
villages of the coastal area of Akkar lack the presence of institutions such as Arida, 
Cheikh Zennad, Tal hayat, Klayaat, and Qobbet Chamra. The combination between 
agency and opportunity structure results in different degrees of empowerment 
between districts. Citizens of Akkar district do not have the opportunities to make a 
choice and are also limited by the formal and informal institutional context. Citizens 
of Batroun and Koura do have the capabilities and opportunity to make choice, 
however they do not really take advantage of this opportunity to choose, because 
opportunity structures in these areas limits their decisions and desire for a better 
outcome. Citizens of Tripoli and Menieh do have abilities, similar to Batroun and 
Koura but to a lesser extent, but are also limited by their opportunity structure and 
hence do not fulfill the desired outcomes.

Agency and Opportunity Structure 

Results revealed a high level of information assets in all five districts. All the 
citizens in Batroun, Koura, Tripoli, and Menieh, and 97% of citizens in Akkar own 
a television in their homes. Similarly, mobile subscription is more than 90% in all 
districts. 82% of people are connected to landlines in Batroun followed by Koura, 
Menieh, Tripoli, and Akkar with 79%, 74%, 65%, and 34% respectively. For Internet 
subscription, around 75% of the citizens in Koura, Batroun, and Tripoli are subscribed 
to internet followed by 59% Menieh and 36% in Akkar. 

Material asset levels are also high in the five districts. For home ownership, 
around 75% of the population own their houses and have completely paid for them 
in the five districts. Batroun, Koura, and Tripoli areas show the highest rate of home 
rental with 26%, 12%, and 24% respectively. This is particularly due to the fact that 
these areas house big cities such as Batroun, Chekka, and Tripoli. Accordingly, due 
to the high demand for housing in these areas, it becomes more expensive and 
difficult to buy houses in these areas. For land ownership, around 30% of citizens 
in the five districts own lands that they use for farming, livestock, renting out, and 
other practices. In Akkar, 10% of the population use lands as sharecropping.

With respect to financial assets, Akkar district is least endowed in terms of 
income followed by Menieh district. Respondents in Batroun and Koura report 
higher incomes compared with other districts, followed by Tripoli. The low 
income might be related to three main reasons encompassing education, type of 
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occupation, and family size. Akkar district shows the lowest level of education, and 
the largest family size compared with other districts. In addition, income in Akkar 
mainly depends on natural resources such as farming, fishing and small enterprises, 
reflecting the rural nature of the area. The Akkar sample also shows the highest 
percentage of unemployment compared with other districts. 32% of citizens 
interviewed in Akkar district are unemployed compared with 10 to 20% between 
Batroun, Koura, Menieh, and Tripoli. It was reported during the focus groups that 
the high level of unemployment is leading to an increase in social problems such as 
drugs, violence, crimes, robberies, etc. 

For organizational assets, survey results show that less than 30% of the citizens 
sampled are involved in local organizations or groups. Batroun and Tripoli areas 
show the highest percentages of organizations or group membership compared 
with other districts with 28% and 19% respectively, however these percentages are 
considered to be very low. Akkar shows the lowest percentage of involvement with 
only 5% of citizens being members of groups or organizations, followed by Menieh 
12%, and Koura 13%. When asked about their perception about the effectiveness 
of the groups, results show that citizens in Batroun, Menieh, and Koura perceive 
groups as being very effective whereas in Akkar and Tripoli they perceive them as 
fairly effective. Citizens in Batroun and Koura also revealed that they greatly benefit 
from being members of certain groups. In Menieh and Tripoli, citizens perceive that 
they benefit fairly, whereas in Akkar groups’ members consider that they do not 
benefit at all. According to citizens and to the heads or representatives of heads of 
the cities and villages of the study site, the low level of involvement in organizations 
is mainly because all activities and groups are politicized or follow a certain political 
leader or movement. It was reported that even sports groups or civic groups are 
politicized. People do have the choice to be involved in organizational activities but 
they choose not to participate because of political interference. 

The choice of non-involvement and integration in community activities is evident 
when examining psychological assets. More than 90% of citizens in Batroun, Koura, 
Menieh, and Akkar, and 84% in Tripoli do not see themselves as excluded from the 
community and feel that they are allowed to participate in any community activities 
such as those organized by the local government, religious organizations, etc. 
However, they choose not to participate mainly because of the political affiliation of 
such activities. Other reasons such as religion and occupation were also reported. 
In addition to community involvement, citizens of the study site were asked if they 
would like to change something in their life. Around 40% of people interviewed in 
the survey of the five districts reported that they like to change, mainly regarding 
personal, social, and economic levels. Answers such as the political situation of the 
country were also mentioned. People who need change in their life believe that 
they themselves and their families will mostly contribute to the change. However, 
they feel that such change is hard or even impossible due to several obstacles such 
as the economic situation, general situation of the country, political situation of 
the country, and society. Such difficulties hinder their capacities and choices and 
consequently alter their desired outcomes.

For human assets, education is of particular importance. Akkar show the 
lowest level of education between districts where the highest percentage of the 
communities have completed primary and complementary education with 38% and 
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27% respectively. This is followed by 12% of citizens having completed secondary 
education and 6% technical education. It is worth mentioning that Akkar district 
shows the highest level of illiteracy and lowest level of university education 
between the districts, with 7% illiterate, 2% knowing how to read and write, and 
8% having completed university education. This fact is due to the late arrivals of 
schools to Akkar, lack of access to schools, and poverty which forces students in 
many cases to leave schools in order to help their families with their livelihoods. 
In Menieh district, 34% of citizens have completed university education, 24% 
secondary education, 18% complementary education, 14% primary education, 2% 
know how to read and write, and 8% technical education. Tripoli district shows the 
highest level of education with 51% of population that have completed university 
education compared with other districts, followed by 19% secondary education, 
12% complementary education, 9% primary education, and 9% technical education. 
Batroun and Koura also show high levels of education among their communities 
with 40% of citizens having completed university education in Batroun and 43% 
in Koura. This followed by 28% having completed secondary education, 13% 
complementary education, 5% primary education, and 14% technical education in 
Batroun. Similarly, for Koura 26% of citizens have completed secondary education, 
11% complementary education, 6% primary education, 1% know how to read and 
write, and 13% technical education.

As results show, citizens of Batroun, Koura, Menieh, and Tripoli do have the 
capacities to perceive a better life; hence the opportunity of a choice exists. However, 
opportunity structures reflected by government neglect and marginalization of 
the northern area of Lebanon as well as the political situation limit the degree of 
empowerment and inhibit citizens from taking advantages of existing choices. On 
the other hand, citizens of Akkar district have low capacities and limiting opportunity 
structures, and therefore absence of choices

Degrees of empowerment: Public Services Delivery and Community Domains

For the public services delivery subdomain, results showed poor quality of 
public services. Citizens of the coastal area of North Lebanon complained about the 
poor quality of public services. The survey shows that the houses in the coastal area 
of north Lebanon are connected to the electricity grid; however, major instabilities 
and power supply disruptions are common in the area. The number of hours per 
day when electricity is available differs from one city or village to another. In several 
villages of Akkar, it was reported that electricity is available for only two to three 
hours per day. The significant reduction in electricity supply put an extra burden on 
the population by forcing them to search for alternatives such as subscribing for 
electricity from private providers or buying private batteries or generators, with 
the associated additional costs of fuel. However, not everyone is able to afford to 
buy private generators or subscribe for electricity, particularly in Akkar. Results 
show that in Batroun, Koura, Tripoli, and Menieh, a high percentage of population 
is able to afford extra costs of private sources of electricity. For example, 95% of 
the coastal population in Batroun, 91% in Koura, 82% in Tripoli, and 76% in Menieh 
rely on both public and private sources of electricity. Whereas in Akkar, 51% of the 
coastal population is able to afford public and private sources of electricity and the 
other 49% only rely on public sources. It is important to note that in several villages 
of Akkar, citizens reported that they were recently connected to the electricity grid.
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Results also showed that a high number of citizens in the northern coastal area 
do not use the public water system in all the districts. Batroun district shows the 
highest percentage of people who use the public piped water system with 52%, 
whereas in Akkar district only 17% of the citizens use the public system. This fact 
is due to reasons such as the quality of water and access to public water sources. 
For example, 35% of citizens in Batroun, 41% Koura, 49% Tripoli, 17% Menieh, and 
37% Akkar reported that they buy bottled water from private companies because 
they do not trust the quality of water provided by the public system. In Akkar and 
Menieh, around 45% of citizens rely on either private or public wells as sources 
of water because they cannot afford the additional costs of other alternatives; 
whereas in Koura citizens reported that the water is polluted and they prefer other 
alternatives such as bottled water. Citizens of El Mhamra villages in Akkar reported 
that they were recently able to access public water; however, during field visits they 
reported receiving warnings from the municipality council that the provided water 
is polluted and better not to use it. Several villages, particularly Arida and Cheikh 
Zennad in Akkar, do not have access to the public water system until present. 

70% of the coastal population of Akkar district lack any kind of health insurance 
compared with 42% in Batroun and Menieh, 31% in Koura, and 39% in Tripoli. Koura 
district shows the highest percentage of people who benefit from health insurance 
with 43% of citizens who benefit from the National Social Security Fund and 19% 
from private insurance. Tripoli and Batroun districts follow with 40% and 32% of 
residents who benefit from the National Social Security Fund respectively, and 9% 
from private insurance for both districts. Only 15% of citizens in Akkar and 22% in 
Menieh benefit from the National Social Security Fund. 

In addition to the services mentioned above, citizens and local authorities 
complained about other public services such as schools, hospitals, wastewater and 
solid waste management, etc. In particular in Akkar areas, where close hospitals are 
lacking, wastewater webs are mixed with irrigation canals, and public schools are 
not available for all educational levels. 

Despite the low quality of public services delivery, more than 90% of citizens 
in all the coastal areas of the five districts have never made a complaint to the 
authorities regarding the delivery of public services, even though they do have 
the choice to complain. The percentage of people who did not complain to the 
authorities regarding public services delivery in Batroun was 98%, Koura 92%, 
Tripoli 84%, Menieh 91%, and Akkar 89%. According to citizens, they choose 
not to complain because even if they do they are neglected and their voices are 
unheard. This fact is confirmed in the survey, where more than 60% of total citizens 
in all districts who did complain about public services delivery revealed that their 
complaint was not resolved at all and around 20% revealed that the complaint was 
fairly resolved. 

Citizens were also asked about their perception regarding authorities’ equitability 
in addressing needs and concerns and score of influence of social, political, and 
religion characteristics on the authorities’ treatment of people. More than 50% of 
answers in each district confirmed that the authorities are neither more nor less 
effective when addressing other’s people needs or concerns compared to theirs, 
revealing that it all depends on power or personal connections, particularly with 
local authorities and politicians. Around 15% of citizens in Batroun, Koura, Tripoli, 
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and Menieh, whereas 33% of citizens in Akkar answered that authorities are much 
more effective when addressing other people’s needs/concerns when compared 
to theirs. For the score of influence of social, political, and religion characteristics 
on the authorities’ treatment of people, 79% of citizens in Batroun, 75% in Koura, 
69% in Tripoli, 57% in Menieh, and 69% in Akkar perceive that the way in which 
authorities treat people is very much affected by political affiliation and religion. 

For the community subdomain, results were similar and related to the public 
services delivery domain, especially regarding opportunity structure. Indicators 
encompassed percentage of awareness of main local public service decision-makers, 
score of involvement in community decision making processes, score of aspiration 
to be more or less involved in community decision making processes, score of 
influence in community decision making processes. More than 95% of citizens in 
Batroun, Koura, Menieh, and Akkar are aware of the main local public services 
decision-makers. In Tripoli 17% of citizens do not know and 6% consider that no 
one take decisions. However, a large percentage of citizens are not involved in the 
decision-making processes in their communities. Tripoli, Koura, and Batroun show 
the highest percentage of non-involvement with 87%, 85%, and 80% respectively, 
followed by Menieh and Akkar with 78% and 65% respectively. This is mainly 
because Tripoli, Koura, and Batroun encompass large cities, and hence a higher 
number of citizens with different characteristics and different needs compared with 
villages. The majority of people sampled in all districts do not want to be involved 
in decision-making processes because they feel that they do not have any influence 
in community level decision-making processes.

The issue of citizens’ involvement in community was raised during the focus 
groups sessions with local authorities of the different coastal cities and villages, 
who reported that citizens’ participation in community activities is mainly limited 
by three main reasons: financial potential of the municipalities, government’s 
restrictions, and power. According to local authorities, the monthly budget assigned 
to each municipality is very limited and does not cover municipal needs. It was 
also reported that in many cases, delays in providing the money are common. This 
low financial potential hinders the progress and development of the municipal 
council, which is not able to cover most of citizens’ needs. In addition, it was 
also mentioned that the municipalities are sometimes restricted by conditions 
provided by the state, which limit their performance. Thus, citizens perceive that 
they are neglected by local authorities and hence prefer not to participate within 
their community because authorities are limiting the achievement of their desired 
outcomes. Another important reason is power. The effect of power is evident in the 
way authorities address needs and concerns, which is mainly based on political and 
religion characteristics, at the local and national level.

In summary, the degrees of empowerment in the public services delivery and 
community domain are closely related. For the public services delivery domain, 
the choice for a desired outcome does exist among the coastal area of north 
Lebanon except in Akkar. For the community domain, the choices for involvement 
in community decisions and activities exist in the five districts. However, for the 
two domains, citizens do not use the available choices because of the surrounding 
opportunity structure, which affects their agency and hence limits their 
empowerment.
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Conclusion

The results revealed variation in the degrees of empowerment between districts. 
At the public services delivery domain, the choice for a desired outcome does not 
exist for the citizens of the coastal area of Akkar district. This is particularly due to 
the geographic location, socio-economic situation, and marginalization of this area. 
In Batroun, Koura, Tripoli, and Menieh, the choice exists but citizens do not take 
advantage of it due the general political situation in the country. At the community 
domain, the choices for involvement in community decisions and activities exist 
in the five districts; however, people also do not take advantage of available 
choices due to several reasons such as inadequate political representation, citizens’ 
deception from authorities’ performance at the local and national level, and the 
general social and economic conditions of the area. The case of the coastal area 
of north Lebanon is a good example illustrating the way degrees of empowerment 
vary within communities of a relatively small geographic area. The study also shows 
that empowerment could not only be considered as ‘extension of agency’. In many 
cases, despite the presence of capacities and opportunities, the desired outcome is 
not achieved due to structures which may inhibit available choices.
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OPPORTUNITY STRUCTURES PROVIDED BY TRUST AND 
COOPERATION RELATIONS:
CASE STUDY OF ENVIRONMENTAL MANAGEMENT IN 
LEBANON
NIVINE H. ABBAS, MANAL R. NADER, IRNA VAN DER MOLEN, JON C. LOVETT

Abstract

This paper positions trust and cooperation in the context of environmental 
management in Lebanon. Previous studies indicated increasing environmental 
problems in this area that suffered from repeated episodes of armed conflict. The 
effectiveness of the Lebanese government to address the environmental challenges 
has been constrained by a large variety of factors. While ‘trust’ and ‘cooperation’ 
are referred to in literature as two of these factors, these are not systematically 
studied in the case of Lebanon.

This paper assumes that trust and cooperation are reciprocal by nature. The 
findings are based on structured and semi-structured interviews with public and 
private stakeholders, survey with citizens in northern Lebanon, and collection of 
secondary sources.

In this study, we find that private sector service providers are generally considered 
by citizens to be more effective and efficient in administering environmental 
management initiatives than their public sector counterparts. Furthermore, 
stakeholders in the public and private sector indicate that cooperation between 
public and private sectors in addressing environmental problems is relatively weak. 
At the same time, however, literature indicates that particular stakeholders in the 
private sector in Lebanon successfully circumvent environmental regulations, and 
use relations of trust and cooperation with public authorities.

When discussing private sector investments to stimulate entrepreneurship in 
fragile contexts, we therefore will distinguish between trust and cooperation as 
a means to hinder environmental management, and trust and cooperation as a 
means to enhance environmental management. Our focus is on the latter: we look 
at how trust affects cooperation between citizens, public and private sector in the 
environmental management in North-Lebanon.

Introduction 

Trust between stakeholders is perceived to be a necessary condition to overcome 
disagreements in the environmental management (Tennberg, 2007, p. 322). Trust 
explains, at least to some extent, why participants in various scenarios choose to 
cooperate or not (Ostrom and Walker, 2003).

We have chosen to study the role of trust on the environmental management 
in North-Lebanon because of on-going conflicts in the area (since 1975). This 
has caused social fragmentation (Bazzi, 2007), weak institutions and increased 
corruption (Leenders, 2013). According to Haddad, the violations and corruption 
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in Lebanon have resulted in a low level of trust among citizens in government and 
politicians (2002).

The Institute of the Environment (IoE) has reported that environmental 
protection is weak in Lebanon (IoE, 2009, p. 50). Environmental degradation is 
the result of, first and foremost, human activities, armed conflicts (Maler, 1990 
in Takshe el al., 2010); and political and institutional weaknesses (IoE 2007a). 
Specifically, the repeated disruption of public governance by conflict in Lebanon has 
prevented taking proper decisions; development of environmental legislation and 
regulations (Bazzi, 2009; Leenders, 2012); enforcement of existing of environmental 
regulations; and formulation and implementation of master plans. Furthermore, 
it has hampered the continuity in developing, implementing or even managing 
environmental programs (IoE, 2009, p.50; MOE/UNDP/ECODIT, 2011, p. 347); and 
discouraged cooperation among of the public institutions that are involved with 
the environmental protection (Habib, 2012, pp. 275-6). As a result, most if not all 
the Lebanese districts, lack implementation for the environmental management 
plans and initiatives (IoE, 2009, p.50). These threats not only negatively affect the 
environment, but also public health and economic development (Sarraf, Larsen, 
and Owaygen, 2004, p. 5; World Bank, 2007, p. 7). We assume that trust relations 
have a positive impact on cooperation, and thereby facilitate the implementation 
of environmental programs and management process. We also acknowledge that 
peoples’ experience in cooperation with others is likely to affect their trust in this 
organization, either positively or negatively. 

The environmental management is defined in this research as the development 
of strategies or activities with the goal ‘to maintain and improve the state of 
an environmental resource affected by human activities’ (Pahl-Wostl, 2007, 
p.561). Three broad categories of stakeholders are involved in the environmental 
management process in Lebanon, whether directly or indirectly: stakeholders in 
the public sector, stakeholders in the private sector and citizens. The environmental 
management process is primarily in public sector hands. At a national level, the 
public sector consists mainly of policy makers, ministries, government and its 
institutes (MOE/UNDP/ECODIT, 2011, p. 19). Politicians, normally outside the public 
sector, are key-decision makers within the ministries and are therefore included in 
our category of the public sector of Lebanon. At the local level it is the municipality, 
which is charged by law to oversee and implement environmental projects benefiting 
communities within its area of jurisdiction (IoE, 2007b, p. 70). Nevertheless, many 
public institutions at both local and national levels are administratively weak and 
are not able to implement developmental projects or provide adequate services 
to the citizens (Atallah 2012, p: 1, 3).In addition, and significantly, the private 
sector, which is considered a secondary stakeholder, also plays an important role 
in environmental planning and management in Lebanon (IoE, 2007a, p. 63). The 
private sector is defined broadly, to include private companies, academic or research 
centers, and experts on the basis that they are being paid for their services. Private 
companies work as consultants for the public sector, as contractors, or as providers 
of specific services, such as collecting solid waste or water supply. The public and 
private sector are closely related and, to some extent, interwoven. These two 
sectors cooperate in various forms: in project implementation, through advisory 
work or consultation, through contracting or through service provision. Last but not 
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least, citizens can play a crucial role in the environmental management process by 
complying with laws and regulations, by volunteering in environmental initiatives, 
or by resisting new plans. The role of Environmental NGOs is still very limited in the 
North of Lebanon, and therefore not included as specific category. 

The main objective of this article is to explore the trust relations and how it 
affects cooperation between citizens, stakeholders from public, and stakeholders 
from private sectors who are involved in the environmental management in 
Lebanon. To examine this, we have asked citizens and stakeholders in the public 
and private sector questions about this relation. There are two assumptions in this 
article. The first is that lack of trust of citizens in the public or private sector (in 
general) leads to lack of citizens’ participation in environmental activities or in the 
complying of citizens with the environmental laws. The second is that lack of trust 
between the stakeholders in the public and private sector results in a lower level of 
cooperation in environmental management initiatives. This hampers the progress 
of planned projects, and sometimes results in the termination of some projects 
(IoE, 2007a, p. 13). The research also aims to identify the reasons behind the lack 
of trust and cooperation. This article identifies trust and cooperation as a necessary 
condition for effective environmental management that requires multi-stakeholder 
cooperation; keeping in mind that in Lebanon  some stakeholders in  the private 
sector successfully circumvent environmental regulations, using the ‘wasta’ or links 
,that is basically relying on their trust and cooperation with public authorities, to 
effectively obstruct measures that could reduce environmental problems. This 
paper is a report of a project in progress. Part of the text is from an article that has 
been submitted to the journal  ‘Administration and Society’, currently under review. 
It is a component of a PhD project that studies trust in the context of conflict and 
environmental management in northern Lebanon. The backgrounds (theory), data 
collection techniques, some results, map of the study area, are also used in other 
articles or conference papers.

A survey was completed by 499 citizens of the north Lebanon and a total of 49 
interviews were conducted with stakeholders from the public and private sector 
involved in the environmental management process in Lebanon. The paper is 
organized as follows. The next section (2) outlines general theories of trust and 
it relation to cooperation. The methodology is explained in Section (3). Section 
(4) presents and discusses the results which were identified by citizens, and 
stakeholders in the public and private sector. The final section of this paper draws 
conclusions and recommendations.

Theoretical background

Definition of trust 
In literature, there are many definitions for trust. A systematic review of academic 

literature on trust by Fulmer and Gelfand (2012, p. 1171) shows three dominant 
conceptualizations. Those that refer to ‘positive expectations of trustworthiness’, 
those that refer to a ‘willingness to accept vulnerability’, and those that refer to both. 
According to Fulmer and Gelfand, the positive expectations of trustworthiness are 
related to ‘perceptions, beliefs or expectations about the trustee’s intention and 
being able to rely on the trustee’ while ‘willingness to accept vulnerability [which] 
generally refers to suspension of uncertainty (Möllering, 2006) or an intention or 
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a decision to take risk and to depend on the trustee’ (Fulmer and Gelfand, 2012, 
p. 1171).  This study adopted as a conceptual definition of trust that of Morton 
Deutsch that could be applied for various actors mainly the citizens, stakeholders 
in the public and private sectors: ‘To trust another person /organization to produce 
a beneficial event X or to provide a service, an individual/organization must 
have confidence that the other individual/organization has ability and intention 
to produce it’ (adjusted from Deutsch, 1960, p. 125). Although this definition 
may seem to be outdated, we found it is still valid and applicable to the various 
stakeholders involved in the environmental management process in Lebanon. The 
definition focuses on specific expectations of trustworthiness, as it refers to ability, 
to benefits (the event or service provided), and to the intention of the trustee 
(benevolence to do well). It refers to expectations of trustworthiness (the first 
dominant conceptualization), but not to the willingness to accept vulnerability (the 
second dominant conceptualization).

Our paper should be positioned within Social Exchange Theory (Axelrod, 
1984; Deutsch, 1958): citizens are willing to comply with rules and regulations, to 
adjust their behavior, if and when they have confidence in private or public sector 
organizations to be able to produce a beneficial event or to provide beneficial 
services. According to this research one of the means to have confidence is to 
build trust relations. Similarly, actors in the private sector are willing to invest in 
cooperation with organizations in the public sector or with actors in the political 
domain, when they expect this relation will be beneficial on the short, medium or 
long term. 

Trust and cooperation 
Trust, at various levels, enhances cooperation. (Ferrin, Bligh and Kohles, 2007; 

Lundin, 2007; Edelenbos and Erik-Hans, 2007, etc.). One of the reasons for that is 
that parties recognize and feel bound by certain values such as fairness, cooperation, 
and reciprocity; this will encourage these parties to have more cooperation among 
each other (Koeszegi, 2004; Parkhe, 1993).  A party who has earned another’s trust 
will feel bound to that trust and will work to honor it and as a result will behave 
cooperatively rather than competitively toward the other (Ferrin, Bligh and Kohles, 
2007, p.477). This research argues that in order to improve the environmental 
management in Lebanon, it is vital to improve the trust relations between the 
stakeholders involved; thus leading to more cooperation and reciprocity. Moreover, 
as observed by Ferrin et al, development of mutual trust perceptions can be based 
on cooperative behaviors. These behaviors are said to play a significant intervening 
role by transmitting one party’s trust perceptions to another (Ferrin, Bligh and 
Kohles, 2008, p. 171).  According to Ferrin et al., there is clear evidence that 
cooperation ‘is a critical intervening variable in the development of mutual trust 
perceptions between individuals and groups’ (2008, p.171). This research argues 
that cooperation and cooperative behaviors between various stakeholders involved 
in the environmental management process are vital in developing mutual trust 
perceptions between these stakeholders.

‘Wasta’ concept and its relation to trust
In Lebanon as in many other Middle Eastern societies, ‘cooperation’ has two 
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faces: one that improves chances of successful implementation of policies and 

programs; and one that seems to achieve the opposite. The cooperation between 

the stakeholders in public and private sector, between citizens and stakeholders 

in the public or private sector, takes also place through a practice that is referred 

to as ‘wasta’: an ‘implicit social contract,  which obliges those within the group 

to provide assistance (favorable treatment) to others within the group’ (Barnett, 

Yandle and Naufal, 2013, p.2). Smith et al. describe it as ‘the process whereby one 

can achieve goals through links with key persons in positions of high status (2012, 

with reference to Cunningham and Sarayrah, 1993). Barnett et al. argue that, in 

the Middle East, ‘It [wasta] is deeply embedded in the fabric of these societies and 

visible in everything from the way in which governments interact with businesses 

to the way in which public policy is formulated’ (Barnett, Yandle and Naufal, 

2013, p. 41). Similar to trust, wasta lowers the transaction costs and improves 

chances of successful cooperation – also when this is counterproductive for 

environmental protection, for examples on quarry industry, or waste management 

and reconstruction (Leenders, 2012). This paper stresses on the use of wasta in 

the environmental management by the stakeholders in the private sector only. This 

paper distinguishes between the opportunity structures which are reflected by the 

trust and cooperation relationship that is positively affecting the environmental 

management, and by the fact that some of the stakeholders in the private sectors 

use the ‘wasta’ which is based on trust and cooperation relations with public 

authorities, to successfully circumvent environmental regulations. Thus, this can 

reflect the negative manifestation of trust and cooperation relationship on the 

environmental management in Lebanon.  In this paper, ‘opportunity structure’ 

means the framework of rules people are encouraged to follow in order to achieve 

what their culture considers to be success. According to Alsop and Heinsohn, and 

Ibrahim and Alkire, it refers to the institutional environment consisting of formal 

and informal contexts in which the actors function (2005 and 2007).

In summary, many scholars have discussed the relationship between trust and 

cooperation. This research will use these theories to explain the results found 

and will stress on the importance of this relation in enhancing the environmental 

management process in Lebanon; keeping in mind that it is vital to distinguish 

between the opportunity structures that are provided by trust and cooperation as 

to avoid adverse environmental impacts especially by the stakeholders in private 

sector. The next section will explain the methodology and methods used in this 

research.

Methodology

The data gathered is either from a survey completed by citizens or from 

interviews conducted with public and private sector’s stakeholders who are involved 

in the environmental management process in Lebanon. 

The survey

This survey was completed by citizens of the northern coastline of Lebanon 

which constitutes around 40% of the Lebanese coast (Mitri et al., 2012, p. 299).
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Figure 1. Map showing villages and cities in coastal North Lebanon.

The northern coastline population, like many other areas in Lebanon, is made 
up of citizens from different backgrounds, religions, social and economic levels. 
It has environmental pressures and problems; and has and still is facing armed 
conflicts. A survey which is in the form of a questionnaire was conducted and 
completed during mid-August to December 2011. The aim of this survey is to study 
the perception of citizens regarding trust relations between them and the public 
and private stakeholders involved in the environmental management in Lebanon. 
During fieldwork, 499 questionnaires were completed, distributed proportionally to 
the population in each of the five main areas (Table 1). The number of the surveys 
filled in each of the main five northern coastal areas was chosen based on the 
sample size formula n =  government can be linked to the people expectations and 
to what extent people perceive that the government is operating effectively; that is 
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Table 1. Five main areas and number of surveys completed in each of the sub 
areas based on populai on size.
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to the political trust (1998).  Besides, some citizens claimed that based on their past 
experiences mainly in solid waste collection and management, the stakeholders in 
private sector was more successful. 

This result agrees with Social Exchange theory. Citizens’ lack of trust, and thus 
lack of confidence in the stakeholders of public sector, is indeed resulting in the 
lack of citizens’ participation in the environmental activities or in the complying 
of citizens with the environmental laws.  Consequently, this is negatively affecting 
the environmental management process in Lebanon. Results indicate that in 
order to improve the environmental management we need to work on building 
citizen’s trust in the stakeholders of public sector; this will enhance the citizens’ 
cooperation in both environmental activities and in complying with laws. This idea 
is also considered to be the case in the relationship between trust and cooperation 
(Ferrin, Bligh and Kohles, 2007; Lundin, 2007; Edelenbos and Erik-Hans, 2007, etc.).   
Citizens’  responses to statements in the survey  also confirm this finding especially 
in their answers to statements (8) and (9); citizens strongly agree that the more 
they have trust in the stakeholders or decision makers , the more they are likely to 
cooperate in the initiatives and are willing to comply with the laws and regulations.

Public and private stakeholders’ perceptions of trust and cooperation relations 
between stakeholders in the public and private sectors

In the interview, statement (4): ‘From your experience, how can you evaluate 
the cooperation between the stakeholders in the public and private sectors 
involved in the environmental management process?’ was asked to both the 
public and private interviewees.  Results indicated that both the public sector and 
private sector interviewees ,specifically 23 out of 34 public stakeholders (18 out 
of 24 municipalities, 2 out of 3 other public institutions and 3 out of 7 ministries) 
and 10 out of 15 private stakeholders (3 out of 6 private companies, 3 out of 3 
academic and research centers and 4 out of 6 experts) perceive that there is a 
weak cooperation between the public and private stakeholders involved in the 
environmental management process in Lebanon. Results reveal that this weak 
cooperation between the main sectors involved in the environmental management 
process is influencing negatively the trust relations; this idea is confirmed in 
literature by Ostrom and Ferrin, Bligh and Kohles (2007; 2008). This fact is reflected 
badly on the environmental management’s programs in Lebanon.  The question 
remains, what are the main reasons behind this weak cooperation? 

When the public and private interviewees were asked an open question on 
why they believe there is a weak cooperation, the following reasons were given. 
According to the stakeholders of public sector, although more than half of the 
ministries state that there is a strong cooperation between the stakeholders 
in public and private sector, yet all of the ministries representatives agreed that 
there are many reasons that are standing behind improving and enhancing this 
cooperation. These reasons were mainly the weak administration, the default in the 
state, the lack of continuity in the cooperation process and its limitation to specific 
projects, lack of trust from the stakeholders of private sector in the stakeholders of 
public sector, and the lack of budget and human resources in the ministry. As for 
the public institute, only one of the interviewees has answered this question and 
stated that the lack of agreement on one opinion among the various stakeholders 
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is making the cooperation weak. According to the stakeholders in the private sector 
and specifically the private companies, the main reasons for this weak cooperation 
between public and private stakeholders are the following: the deficiency and 
weakness in the municipality organization, the lack of cooperate of the municipality 
with the request and demands of this private company, and the lack of trust 
from the stakeholders of private sector in the stakeholders of public sector.  The 
academic and research center interviewees also mentioned the following reasons: 
no real environmental management process in Lebanon, the lack of trust from 
the stakeholders of private sector in the stakeholders of public sector, the lack of 
expertise and human resources or financial resources among stakeholders in public 
sector makes work harder, and the unwillingness of the stakeholders in public sector 
to cooperate with the stakeholders in the private sector, even though stakeholders 
from private sector wants this.  For many experts one of the most frequent answers 
behind this weak cooperation was the trust relations. Another reasons mentioned 
by some experts were the private agendas, the bureaucratic system , the lack of 
motivation among the stakeholders of public sector , the availability of profession 
and know–how  among the stakeholders in private sector which is not corresponding 
available in many cases among the stakeholders  in the public sector. On the other 
hand, still some experts believe that there is a strong cooperation between the 
stakeholders in public and private sector because of common interest. It is argued 
that the stakeholders of the public sector funds and consults the stakeholders 
of the  private sector for better skills, and the stakeholders of the private sector 
cooperates and works with the stakeholders of the public sector for money and 
networking. In short, according to the public and private stakeholders there are 
many reasons that can explain this weak cooperation, one of which is the lack 
of trust. To focus on this point the interviewees were asked a direct question as 
an attempt to confirm and better understand their opinion about the trust and 
cooperation relationship between the public and private stakeholders involved in 
the environmental management in Lebanon.

Both public and private interviewees were asked if they agree that this 
cooperation between the stakeholders in the public and private sectors involved 
in the environmental management process in Lebanon is related to trust 
relations?(statement 5) and the following results were found. According the public 
stakeholders, 16 out of 24 municipalities and 5 out of 7 ministries agreed on 
statement 5.  While 2 out of 3 public institutes answered that they ‘don’t know’. 
In other words, 21 out of 34 of the public stakeholders stated that they agree that 
the cooperation among the public stakeholders is related to trust relations. As for 
the private sector stakeholders, the results showed that 3 out 6 private companies 
‘agreed’ and one ‘disagreed’ and two answered ‘don’t know’. Also, 2 out of 3 
academic and research centers and 4 out of 6 experts answered that they agree 
on this statement. Data analysis showed that 9 out of the 15 private stakeholders 
agreed that the cooperation among the public sector stakeholders is related to 
trust. Only 3 out of 15 disagreed on this statement. Thus, most of the public and 
private sector interviewees agree that the cooperation between the public and 
private stakeholders involved in the environmental management in Lebanon is 
related to trust relations. This result can be confirmed by many scholars (Ferrin, 
Bligh and Kohles, 2007; Lundin, 2007; Edelenbos and Erik- Hans, 2007). When 
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parties trust other party they will feel bound by a certain values such as cooperation 
and reciprocity and thus these parties will be encouraged to have more cooperation 
among each other (koeszegi, 2004; Parkhe 1993; Ferrin, Bligh and Kohles, 2007). 
The results presented here demonstrate that based on the public and private 
stakeholders’ perspectives, building trust relation between the public and private 
stakeholders involved in the environmental management process is essential for 
having more cooperation among these stakeholders. This relation will enhance the 
environmental management by having a more successful decisions, developmental 
plans or environmental projects.

There are two other statements (6 and 7) asked for the public and private 
stakeholders in the interviews that confirm this idea. The first is :‘From your 
experience do you agree that the more we have trust, among the  stakeholders in 
public and/or private sectors involved in the environmental management process, 
the more we will have cooperation between them? And the second is: ‘if you have 
trust and cooperation among the stakeholders involved in decision making, then 
more and better decisions will be taken regarding  the environmental management 
process in Lebanon’. Result indicates that 34 out of 34 public and 14 out of 15 
private interviewees answered that they agree on these two statements.

Trust and cooperation relation that hinder the environmental management:
This research also acknowledges that the trust and cooperation relationship 

with certain public authorities can and has been used in particular by the  
stakeholders in private sector to effectively obstruct measures and institutions that 
could reduce environmental problems. When conducting interviews with ministry’ 
representatives, some of the interviewees stated that it is known that some of 
the Lebanese policemen usual benefit from lack of implementation of certain 
environmental laws.  Some private sectors actors use their ‘wasta’ or even bribe 
these policemen obtain complicity with their disobedience or lack of compliance 
with law. This is a good example that illustrates how trust and cooperation can 
be used because of a common interest to obstruct measures that could reduce 
environmental problems. This point was also confirmed by other scholars who 
mention the ‘wasta’ concept and how it is deeply embedded in the fabric of many 
Middle Eastern societies, including Lebanon (Barnett, Yandle and Naufal, 2013, p. 
41).  Literature also mentions other examples of the negative manifestations for 
trust and cooperation relation on the environmental management process. Solid 
waste management is a good case to illustrate this issue.  Although some reports 
claim that Beirut municipality  can collect its own waste in about half the cost 
charged by the private companies, yet these reports were chosen to be ignored 
(Antoun et al. 1998, p. 79; Wakim, 1998, p. 157). Leenders has mentioned that 
some private companies that deal with solid waste management in Lebanon use 
their trust and cooperation relationships with some Lebanese political leaders or 
public institutes to get a certain agreement with the government or to renew its 
initial agreement (2012, pp.55-56). According to Michael al Murr, a previous interior 
minister, 70 % of a certain company’s cost went as a commission to top leaders 
in the government (Daily Star 21 July 2003 in Leenders, 2012, p. 56). Sometimes 
these private companies give the leaders a controlling stake in the companies too 
(Leenders, 2012, p. 57). In other words, the private companies that deal with solid 
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waste management trust the leaders, because of personal interest and financial 
benefit, to cooperate with them and assist them in taking certain agreements 
and contracts with the government. This was confirmed by a manger of a private 
company who stated that politics goes very well with garbage business you have to 
build trust and close relations with politicians in order to enter that area and they 
want a service from you in return (Daily Star 13 April 1999 in Leenders, 2012, p. 57). 
This finding illustrate that when discussing private sector investments in a fragile 
contexts, it is important to distinguish opportunity structures that are provided by 
trust and cooperation. This will avoid adverse environmental impacts by private 
sector development in a period of reconstruction.

Conclusion

In summary, the results demonstrate that private sector service providers 
are generally considered more by citizens to be better in administrating the 
environmental management initiatives than their public sector counterparts. One 
of the reasons for that is the lack of trust of the citizens in the public stakeholders. 
According to the citizens, the lack of trust in the public or private stakeholders 
is leading to lack of citizens’ participation in environmental activities or in the 
complying of citizens with the environmental laws.  Also, most of the public and 
private sector interviewees agree that there is weak cooperation between the 
stakeholders of public sector and the stakeholders of private sector involved in 
the environmental management process in Lebanon. This weak cooperation is 
perceived by both public and private participants to be linked to the trust relations. 
Other reasons were also mentioned by the public and private interviewees that 
can also explain the weak cooperation between the stakeholders in public and 
private sector involved in the environmental management process in Lebanon. For 
example, the weak administration among the stakeholders in the public sector, 
the  lack of budget, the lack of human resources in public institutions, the  lack of 
motivation among the stakeholders in the  public sector, etc.

Repeated conflict makes Lebanon a particularly interesting case study to 
investigate the role of trust on the environmental management.  Academic studies 
have rarely mentioned the lack of trust although it is believed to be characteristic of 
interactions between various actors in Lebanese society (Ker Rault, 2009, p.4; Allen, 
2011). Nevertheless information about lack of environmental protection and weak 
environmental management processes in Lebanon do exist (IoE, 2007a; Abi Saab, 
2012; Sarraf, Larsen and Owaygen, 2004).

The results presented here demonstrate that trust and cooperation are 
reciprocal. The trust and cooperation relationship between the various stakeholders 
involved in the environmental management process in Lebanon is one of the factors 
that enhance environmental management process. Nevertheless, some findings 
also showed that trust and cooperation relations can hinder the environmental 
management; specifically when private stakeholders use the ‘wasta’ concept to 
effectively obstruct measures that could reduce environmental problems. This 
finding was also supported by other studies (e.g. Leenders, 2012; Wakim, 1998).

This research stresses that when there is discussion of private sector investment 
to stimulate entrepreneurship as a strategy of development cooperation in fragile 
context, we have to distinguish between the opportunity structures that are 
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provided by trust and cooperation, so as to avoid adverse environmental impacts in 

a period of reconstruction.
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20th century is the era when the most prominent examples of the literary genre 
dystopia are written. George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four, Aldous Huxley’s Brave 
New World and Yevgeni Zamyatin’s We, belonging to the same time period, are 
the pieces that set the stage for the genre. This concurrency, it may be argued, 
was no coincidence. The turmoil of the twentieth century led people into a certain 
pessimism concerning the future of the humanity. The belief on the progress was 
being tested not only by the crimes against humanity, but also by the living and 
working conditions of the modern individual. The political and social concerns of 
the time led to the rise of a tendency towards narrating dystopian societies but 
this does not necessitated the introduction of a new method. Here, it is crucial 
to note that Orwell, Huxley and Zamyatin narrated these societies in the manner 
that utopians have been doing for centuries. This is to say, for the inhabitants of 
20th century the possibility of realizing the utopian dreams constituted the very 
‘nightmare’ of the humanity (Ağaoğulları, 1986; Kumar, 1987, Bezel, 2001).

Here, what is ‘dystopic’ in dystopias can be given as the consequences of 
the once-utopian search for the absolute stability. Survival of the system in both 
genres depends on the elimination of the interaction with the outside world, or 
with anything that might provide a conception of alternative. Thus, the members 
of these societies, who are deprived of the chances and standards of comparison 
are mentally impoverished in a way that they would lack the capabilities to identify 
their subjection. In this text, it will be argued that the most important way of 
realizing this end is to take the domains of history and language, which function as 
the major standards of comparison, under control. Our main aim in this regard is to 
identify how these domains are manipulated in Brave New World, We and 1984 in 
a way to provide absolute stability the dystopian rulers are looking for. Moreover, 
it will be argued that this manipulation is relevant not only for the residents of the 
dystopias, but also for us, people living in contemporary societies. This is to say, 
we will take dystopias into account as texts of social criticism rather than just as 
literary pieces. Thus, in this study we will try to explicate the relationship between 
the manipulations of history and language and the construction of social reality 
in a way that is illuminating also for the modern individuals’ relation with these 
domains. In order to realize this aim different techniques employed to manipulate 
these two realms and their political consequences will be examined in detail. 
But before moving on with these techniques we will, first of all, try to clarify the 
importance of dystopias to understand contemporary societies. 
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The major reason of the relevance the dystopias have for the modern individual 
is the fact that the genre exaggerates and defamiliarizes the intrusions on freedom 
in a way that its contemporary form cannot be ignored. Therefore, dystopias 
through their strategy of ‘defamiliarization’, which is introduced as the principal 
strategy of the genre by Booker (1994), reestablish the problems of the existing 
order in imaginatively distant settings and help us to identify them in a way that 
we cannot accomplish while we are living within the system. Thus, if we follow 
what Booker (1994) suggested it is possible to argue that dystopia stands as a 
unique form of social criticism which differs from others in terms of the primacy 
of its strategy of defamiliarization. Here, the commonality of manipulating history 
and language in these three dystopias should be considered in accordance with 
this strategy of defamiliarization. Since these texts are derived from the problems 
and their consequences in 20th century, it can be argued that, dystopias encourage 
us to question the subjection of the modern men in relation to the attempts of 
controlling history and language.

In order to understand this encouragement, we need to examine the main idea 
that leads the dystopian rulers to manipulate these two realms. This idea is clearly 
stated In Nineteen Eighty-Four by Goldstein, who is the leader of the oppositional 
organization ‘brotherhood’: ‘The masses never revolt of their own accord, and 
they never revolt merely because they are oppressed. Indeed, so long as they are 
not permitted to have standards of comparison, they never even become aware 
that they are oppressed’ (Orwell 1990, p.169). Keeping in mind this statement, 
we will, firstly, try to identify how language is exempted from its characteristics of 
providing standards of comparison in a way to examine the relationship between 
the manipulation of language and the establishment of absolute stability.

The first technique through which we will try to reveal the importance of 
language as both a domain of control and a domain of resistance is the elimination 
of the certain words in Huxley’s Brave New World. In this society, people are 
produced in laboratories according to the caste they belong to.

‘Alphas and Betas, who are destined for careers as managers, leaders, educators 
and scientists, are given special treatment by being left alone, while the remaining 
three castes, Gammas, Deltas and Epsilons are progressively retarded so as to grow 
smaller and less mentally capable than normal’ (Sisk 1997, p.20).

All these castes are conditioned differently for the same aim of being happy 
starting from the moment of production whereas this process of conditioning is 
the first phase through which the system resorts to the manipulation of language. 
Director of Hatcheries and Conditioning tells his students that:

‘Wordless conditioning is crude and wholesale; cannot bring home the finer 
distinctions, cannot inculcate the more complex courses of behaviour. For that there 
must be words, but words without reason. In brief, hypnopedia. … Till at last the 
child’s mind is these suggestions, and the sum of the suggestions is the child’s mind. 
And not the child’s mind only. The adult’s mind too–all his life long. The mind that 
judges and desires and decides–made up of these suggestions’ (Huxley 1969, p.18). 

Therefore, in Huxley’s imaginary world slogans in hypnopedia, which is the way 
of teaching moral principles through repetition of certain phrases whose frequency 
and content is determined according to the characteristics of the castes they are 
exercised upon, are taken into account as objective facts. Thus, according to the 
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principles of the World State’ what is real can be confined to what the slogans 
offer whereas all the claims supporting these slogans are true without any need 
to refer to the external reality. The rulers of this society believe that without the 
presence of the words to define certain feelings, it is not possible for subjects to feel 
them. Therefore, all the words referring to the ‘subversive thoughts’ are wiped out 
from the language to prevent the possibility of resistance that may arise from such 
subversive states of mind. Thus, one may say that, in Huxley’s Brave New World, the 
citizens are given access only to those words through which they cannot conceive 
any concept of change and cannot hold any views against the rule of the World 
Controllers. 

John’s position as the resident of the savage region can be given as an example to 
substantiate this argument and, once again, it explicates why the World Controllers 
attempt to manipulate language. In Brave New World, there are savage reservations 
next to civilization in which people live in a primitive way. There, people are born 
in natural ways and we encounter with fathers, mothers, marriage, religion and all 
the feelings such as love and hate with their subversive consequences. These are 
kept untouched by the World Controllers. Thus, all the things that may damage the 
status quo are imprisoned to these inferior areas in a way to be tamed and to be 
rendered incapable of leading a challenge against ‘the World State’. This is why the 
name of the Savage Reservation is Malpais. Baker in ‘Brave New World: History, 
Science and Dystopia’ states that ‘in Spanish this means ‘bad place’ or ‘bad country’ 
and hence the term seems identical to dsytopia (‘bad place’ in Greek)’ (1990: 113). 
John the Savage is the son of a Beta woman, who gave birth to him in Malpais 
through the forbidden natural way. Therefore, John grows up in a way to remain in 
between two cultures, he could command neither the Zuni language that is used 
by the people in the village, nor the language of ‘the World State’. Moreover, to 
the extent that he could not command fully any of these languages, he could not 
express what he feels, and his emotions remain vague and without content. At this 
point, Savage’s acquaintance with Shakespeare, whose books are forbidden in the 
civilization and which are not accessible either in the village constitutes the turning 
point, in the sense of awakening and ‘formulating certain emotions’ (Booker 1994, 
p.61), but it also discloses the reason behind the controllers’ attempt to erase 
certain words from current language. As Booker argues, the richness of the words 
John the Savage met in the works of Shakespeare is responsible for the course of 
events that drive John, whose resistance is not understood by the public, to whip 
himself and to commit suicide. 

However, the fact that only serious criticism to the system comes from an 
outsider, John the Savage, does not mean that the subjects of civilization are 
all content with what they experience. This is to say, in this society there arises 
moments in which people feel some sort of discontent but their words are not 
capable of directing their discontent into a serious challenge or resistance. Their 
minds which are constituted of the hypnopedic slogans do not let them to come up 
with alternatives. This impossibility can be found in the passage on Watson’s words 
on writing. He states: 

‘I’m thinking of a queer feeling I sometimes get, a feeling that I’ve got something 
important to say and the power to say it–only I don’t know what it is, and I can’t 
make any use of the power. If there was some different way of writing….. Or else 
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something else to write about…Can you say something about nothing?’ (Huxley 
1969, p.47) 

In other words, all attempts to challenge the existing order ends with frustration. 
The individual, who has no means to express his / her discontent with the existing 
regime, cannot come up with a coherent criticism. Since there is nobody that is 
capable of resisting the political order, the maintenance of the system would be 
accomplished forever.

In Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four, language also serves as a means of mentally 
impoverishing people providing the maintenance of the absolute stability. In this 
dystopia, we are exposed to the most systematic attempt of such manipulations. 
Before moving on with this specific technique of manipulating language, a brief 
introduction to the system in Nineteen Eighty Four’s Ocenia should be given. 
The name of the regime which is established to provide that end is Ingsoc, The 
protagonist of the story, Winston with regard to the name of the regime states 
that ‘it was possible that in its Oldspeak form –‘English Socialism’, that is to say- it 
had been current earlier’ (Orwell 1990, p.38). In ‘the Book’ which is attributed to 
the leader of the oppositional organization ‘Brotherhood’, in a way to clarify the 
relationship between the system prevailing in ‘Ocenia’ and socialism, it is written 
that ‘the Party rejects and vilifies every principle for which the Socialist movement 
originally stood, and it chooses to do this in the name of Socialism’ (1990, p. 225). 
This contradiction is part of the logic that prevails in Ocenia which is employed to 
reach the absolute stability.

This logic called doublethink means the power of holding two contradictory 
beliefs in one’s mind simultaneously, and accepting both of them. The Party 
intellectual knows in which direction his memories must be altered; he therefore 
knows that he is playing tricks with reality; but by the exercise of doublethink he 
also satisfies himself that reality is not violated.

‘The process has to be conscious, or it would not be carried out with sufficient 
precision, but it also has to be unconscious, or it would bring with it a feeling or 
falsity and hence of guilt. Even in using the word doublethink it is necessary to 
exercise doublethink. For by using the word one admits that one is tampering with 
reality; by a fresh act of doublethink one erases this knowledge’ (1990, p. 223). 

For doublethink to operate the introduction of a brand new language, called 
newspeak, was necessary. In a way to reveal the relationship between newspeak 
and doublethink the major slogans of the party: ‘War is Peace’, ‘Freedom is slavery’ 
and ‘Ignorance is Strength’ should be examined. Here, it can be seen that the terms 
that are traditionally in contradiction are associated with each other, by creating 
a sense of total alienation from the conventional attributes of these concepts. 
Obviously, it is not expected from the subjects to understand what these slogans 
in fact refer to. Therefore, as it is the case in the Brave New World, the minds of 
the people are controlled in such a way that they provide automatic responses to 
the actual developments through the lenses of these slogans. The last thing that is 
desired by the Party is its members thinking in a rational manner. 

Newspeak is designed in a way to eliminate this possibility and to conceal the 
contradictions in the slogans we mentioned above. Therefore, this new language 
operates in such a way that the party member would know what is expected from 
him without involving in a reflective process, since the words in Newspeak (such as 
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‘blackwhite’) by definition contradict with themselves and make rational thinking 
impossible: 

‘Like so many Newspeak words, this word has two mutually contradictory 
meanings. Applied to an opponent, it means the habit of impudently claiming that 
black is white, in contradiction of plain facts. Applied to a Party member, it means a 
loyal willingness to say that black is white when party discipline demands this. But 
it means also the ability to believe that black is white, and more to know that black 
is white, and to forget that one has ever believed the contrary’ (1990, p. 221)

Establishing Newspeak is basically an operation of fragmentation. Words 
are fragmented in terms of their structure, content and meaning. The structural 
manipulation cannot be separated from the operations over the content of the 
words. This is clear in the Newspeak words’ characteristic of being consisted of 
short and hard voices. It is suggested that shortening words was also a means of 
shortening the possible signifieds. Therefore, the Party expects its subjects to act, 
speak, think and even sound in the same manner, and this is why Newspeak is 
‘characterized by grammatical regularity, syntactical simplicity, and a vocabulary 
shorn of unnecessary synonyms and confusing nuances’ (Burgess 1987, p.39). The 
result is the successful restriction of the scope of thinking to the extent that people 
would be deprived of any means to express their discontent. Since the words can 
be used only in a manner to justify the rule of the Party, the only thing that can be 
conceived would be the absoluteness of the rule of the Big Brother

When we examine the policy towards language in Zamyatin’s We, the search 
for absolute stability is, again, the main reason behind the manipulation of this 
domain. In order to prove the superiority of the rule of the Benefactor with respect 
to any other societies that have ever existed, the words that belong to the past are 
represented as ridiculous and irrational. This is to say, in We people have the chance 
of comparing the existing conditions with the previous systems by the means of 
language. However, such comparison is unidirectional that it will inevitably result 
with proving the perfectness and the superiority of the Benefactor’s rule. In order to 
understand this claim of perfectness let us begin by quoting a remarkable passage 
from We:

‘It is for you to place the beneficial yoke of reason round the necks of the unknown 
beings who inhabit other planets – still living, it may be, in the primitive state known 
as freedom. If they will not understand that we are bringing them a mathematically 
infallible happiness, we shall be obliged to force them to be happy. But before taking 
up arms, we shall try what words can do’ (Zamyatin 1993, p. 3)

In this passage, it is possible to see that the World Controllers of Brave New 
World are not the only group that is aware of the power of language. The rulers of 
‘One State’ in Zamyatin’s We, for their colonial aims, think that the most influential 
tool of persuasion over the ‘primitive people’ would be language. In this attribution 
of power to language geared to diffusing the principles of the system to the other 
planets, in ‘One State’ language is manipulated in order to construct social reality 
in a way that justifies the system’s existence and rationalizes its principles. In order 
to pursue such justification, the existing order defines itself with the certainty of 
mathematical terms which are by definition rational, so that it could create a sense 
of being indispensable and perfect. By using these mathematical forms, system is 
founded upon the unmistakable result of a mathematical formulation. Moreover, 
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it is suggested that the history of the humanity progressed, in a manner that 
certain events played roles similar to what numbers do in the four operations of 
mathematics, towards the last point in history, towards the last revolution which 
may not be subjected to any further change which is the perfect society of ‘One 
State’. 

Since ‘One State’ is the perfect phase that humanity could ever reach, people, in 
order to become part of this perfection, are reduced to the subparts of a big perfect 
organism. As Booker comments:

‘The inhabitants of Zamyatin’s glass-enclosed city thus have numerical labels 
instead of names, and they are even referred to as ‘numbers’ rather than people. 
These ‘numbers’ have lost all true individuality; they are merely interchangeable 
parts in the giant machine of the State. As the book’s narrator D-503 explains, 
nobody is one, but one of’ (1994, p.26).

In other words, through using mathematical symbols in a way to substitute names 
is to create a sense of belonging to a whole and at the same time, being deprived of 
identity if one is left out of this formula. That is to say, once a ‘Number’ learns that 
s/he is nothing outside of ‘One State’, s/he would work for the continuity for this 
system in order to protect the meaning and identity of his/her life. In addition, by 
using numbers as the linguistic material to name people, they are transformed from 
human beings who are capable of having irrational feelings into creatures behaving 
according to the predictability of numbers which do not allow any indeterminacy. 
Thus, what remain outside of this perfect order can only be ridiculous and a source 
of embarrassment because it would be as irrational as not believing that two times 
two equals to four.

Regarding what we have claimed, It may be argued that the existence of the words 
like love, jealousy etc in the One State should not be understood as an indication of  
language’s capability of signifying the so-called irrational feelings. Here, it should be 
considered that this survival is not a result of a natural process; rather it may be the 
case that the rulers of ‘One State’ intentionally left some words from ancient times 
during their process of reconstructing language. Thus the perfectness of ‘One State’ 
is achieved by demarcating its language from the irrationality of ancient times. This 
way of manipulating language which is pursued by ridiculing the ancient concepts 
for providing the stability of the system, in an ironical way, leads to the resistance. 
The numbers who are not successfully interpellated by the system could identify 
themselves with these words that are left from the ancient languages. The rebels 
–the mephis- are the ‘Numbers’ of ‘One State’ who are appealed by those words 
that are preserved by the system. The protagonist D-503 who was a loyal member 
of the system and who was obsessed with the order, rationality and mathematics, 
gradually becomes a rebel after his acquaintance with one of the mephi’s, I-330. 
The thoughts he has always tried to repress about the system come to the surface 
and he begins to describe his experiences through the ancient words he used to 
ridicule before.  Thus language becomes the ground not only for reaching stability, 
but also a domain for the rebellion. 

To sum up, although the techniques for the manipulation are different in three 
dystopias, the main function that this operation provides is to reach the closedness 
of the system. That is to say, manipulation could be achieved by eliminating the 
words that may express strong emotions as it is the case in Brave New World, or 
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through making a constant reference to the traditional words in a way to prove the 
superiority of the present language as it is done in We, or through constructing 
a completely new language by dismantling the older one as the Party attempted 
to do in Nineteen Eighty-Four. Yet, the aim remains the same. In each of these 
dystopian societies the rulers appealed to the language as a means of creating 
obedient subjects who are devoid of any sense of other possibilities in social and 
political life. Consequently, language can be taken into account as a gate in the 
system which closes insiders to outside reality, but at the same time, if broken, 
it may emancipate some people from the reality imposed. The logic behind the 
manipulation of language can be understood as the system’s aim of providing the 
sense that the door is locked and there is no way out.

Concentrating on this dystopian obsession with sustaining absolute stability, 
it is expected that anything that may interrupt this tranquility would be avoided 
by the rulers of these societies. Therefore, it is indispensable for these rulers to 
intervene in the domain of history which carries a lot of alternatives and stands as 
a standard of comparison by the political order. Now, we will try to discuss the role 
of the manipulation of history in the imprisonment of the subjects to the above 
mentioned sense of ‘there is no way out’, and/ or creating the impression that all 
possible alternatives are either backward or ridiculous.

The techniques of controlling history that are employed by the dystopian 
rulers for creating such sense vary. In Brave New World, history is manipulated 
by eliminating historical consciousness. As it is discussed before, the process of 
hypnopedia convinces the people to identify the slogans of the regime ‘not merely 
as true, but as axiomatic, self-evident, utterly indisputable’ (Huxley, 1969: 26). 
Therefore, to delineate the World Controllers’ policy on history, examining the 
slogans about this domain would be enlightening. In this regard, the motto of ‘was 
and will make me ill’ can be considered as the best example of manipulating history 
in ‘the World State’. ‘This obliteration of the past, future and eternity leaves only 
one category of time- the present’ (Baker 1990, p.131). In such a society where 
social and mental tranquility is reached and people are conditioned to love their 
fates, no one has any concern about the past, or any vision of the future.  According 
to the shared view by Calder (1986) and Baker (1990) history which is brought to 
an end in ‘the World State’ and which is removed from the human consciousness, 
becomes something irrelevant for the happy subjects who live without sensing any 
effects or damages of time. However, we claim that, the major motive behind the 
manipulation of history in Brave New World is the fact that it is dangerous and this 
is why it is represented as something irrelevant and meaningless.  

The following conversation between the Controller Mond and John the 
Savage, exemplifies the manipulation of history by representing it irrelevant due 
to its potential of being a threat to the system’s principles. When John asks why 
Shakespeare is prohibited in ‘the World State’, Mond responds: ‘Because it is old; 
that’s the chief reason. We haven’t any use for old things here…Particularly when 
they’re beautiful. Beauty is attractive, and we don’t want people to be attracted by 
old things. We want them to like the new ones’ (Huxley 1969, p. 149). This passage 
demonstrates clearly that history is manipulated not because it is meaningless or 
irrelevant as Jenni Calder (1986) notes, but rather because the interest in old things 
would challenge the ideology of ‘the World State’. This ideology depends on mass 
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production and consumption which is the main drive of this ‘exaggerated version 
of capitalism’ (Booker 1994, p. 63) to the extent that even people are produced 
in assembly lines. Then, the preference of the new over the old is encouraged in 
order to set this drive in motion, that is to say, in order to increase production and 
consumption. 

It may be argued that history including the knowledge of vast potential of 
previous systems, which may seem appealing to the subjects of ‘the World State’, 
may decondition the reflexes of the subjects of consumption. For preventing such a 
possibility, a result, this dangerous domain, for protecting the ‘stablest equilibrium 
in history’ is excluded from the lives of the subjects. The exclusion starts at the year 
of A.F. (after Ford) 150 which is the date of ‘the beginning of the World Control’ 
(Baker 1990, p. 96) with ‘a campaign against the Past; by the closing of museums, 
the blowing up of historical monuments… by the suppression of all books published 
before A.F. 150’ (Huxley 1969, p.34) Yet, the elimination of history in ‘the World 
State’ is not an absolute process. Kumar(1987) argues that in this society past 
was a horror story which reserves some inappropriate remnants like mother and 
father, religion, family and home. In accordance with the motto of ‘history is bunk’ 
these remnants are constructed as absurd, obscene and overall as annoying things. 
Moreover, letting the savage area to survive (which is presented as the embodiment 
of history) makes us also realize that the manipulation of history in ‘the World State’ 
is an endeavor more complex than simply eliminating it. This is to say, for avoiding 
a possible appeal of the subjects to the past, the savage reservations which are full 
of this kind of obscenity are presented as the only alternative to the civilization and 
as if it is the summary of what history could offer. Thus people who are caught in 
between a dystopia and its only alternative which is worse than the original one, 
leave behind any possibility of challenging the existing order, and therefore they 
remain obedient and content with the status quo.

Similar to this alternativelessness of the World State, One State announces 
itself as the ‘as the pinnacle of historical development’ (Booker 1994, p. 40). The 
superiority of ‘One State’ is not limited to its comparison with the past accounts of 
civilization. Any other political order whether belonging to past or present (like the 
civilizations in the other planets) would be inferior to the rule of the Benefactor. 
Then, according to this pure construction, ‘One State’ is the perfect condition that 
the humanity could ever reach, so, history is brought to a halt, as it is the case in 
Brave New World. D-503 writes in his records for affirming the perfect nature of 
the order in We: ‘All human history, as far back as we know it, is the history of 
moving from nomadic life to a more settled way of life. So doesn’t it follow that the 
most settled form of life (ours) is by the same token the most perfect of life (ours)?’ 
(Zamyatin 1993, p. 12)

In order to understand the reason and the consequences of this attribution, 
firstly, we should examine the ideological background of the existing political order. 
‘One State’ is founded upon the mathematical formulas and the idea of rationality. 
Thus, it is perfect. However, this perfectness of the present is solidified through the 
irrationality of the past. Since what the subjects experience is the ‘mathematically 
perfect life of One State’ (Zamyatin 1993, p. 4), anything which is out of this formula 
would be regarded as irrational and meaningless. Then, it may be argued that the 
political order tries to eliminate the possibility of the Numbers’ appeal to the past 
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and a resistance that may born out of it, by portraying such an attempt as absurd 
as wishing for the imperfect while the perfect is totally accessible. History as a 
ground which preserves the flawed accounts of previous civilizations is constructed 
as ridiculous and it is tried to be tamed by being transformed into a source of 
amusement. This is to say, One State defines itself in opposition to its ‘other’ 
and by emphasizing the irrationality and absurdity of ‘the other’, and it confirms 
itself as the rational way of living. In this sense, history functions as a standard 
of comparison but such comparison is realized in a way that it would prove the 
superiority of ‘One State’ with respect to all other societies that existed throughout 
the history of humanity. Once again, people are persuaded that there is no need for 
further change, because they live under the best possible order. 

But still, as Berneri (1969, p.315) states that ‘even a thousand years after the 
establishment of the Unique State (One State) there are rebels against the system, 
men who break the rules or utter unorthodox ideas, women who desire children 
even though they are an inch under the prescribed norm’. I-330 is one of these rebels 
and she is a member of the revolutionary organization Mephi. The resistance of the 
Mephi organization, which aims to destroy the rational order of things, arises mainly 
from the claim that ‘One State’ is not the point that historical progress ended. That 
is to say, history constitutes the ground upon which the Mephis justify their aims of 
disrupting the tranquility of life in the Benefactor’s society. For instance, Mephis’ 
meeting spot is the Ancient House which is preserved by the Guardians in order to 
demonstrate the absurdity of the past. Furthermore, in order to seduce D- 503, who 
is responsible for the Integral, for the aim of destroying the green wall, I- 330 wears 
clothes that belong to the past. She uses nicotine and alcohol which are forbidden 
in ‘One State’ and offers them to D-503. That is to say, D-503’s transformation from a 
loyal Number to an irrational rebel is guided by I-330 with the remnants of the past. 
He is directed by his irrational feelings for I-330 to be appealed by the things that 
belong to the past, which he used to laugh at because they have been presented as 
absurd and irrational. This transformation of D-503 is dangerous for the survival of 
the system. Since the One State proves its perfectness through the irrationality of 
the past if the antiquity loses its absurdity, this means, concomitantly, ‘One State’ 
would also lose its rationality. This is why, ‘One State’ takes Mephi’s rebellion very 
seriously. It initiates an operation that involves ‘the compulsory destruction of man’s 
imagination, a simple operation of the brain which eradicates for ever any longing 
for freedom, any unsatisfied desire, any scruple or remorse’(Berneri 1969, p.314). 
Thanks to this operation the Numbers are transformed into machines which are 
safe from ‘the sickness of the imagination’ because such sickness prevents people 
from reaching the eternal happiness provided by ‘One State’.

When we look at the manipulation of history in the Nineteen Eighty-Four, it is 
obvious that the concerns of providing the absolute stability of the rulers of ‘the 
World State’ and ‘One State’ are shared by the members of the Party. For creating 
the sense that the rule of the Party is eternal, reshaping history is realized at two 
levels. First the records, no matter what is about, are constantly altered in a way to 
be in harmony with the necessities of a given time for the existing regime. Then, 
what is experienced in ‘Ocenia’ can be summarized as ‘rather than adapting to 
historical trends and events, trends and events are invented to suit the goals of the 
party’ (Connelly 1987, p. 50). However, there arises a paradox in such operations: 
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since the alteration is a constant process , there is always the possibility of a conflict 
between what the human memory contains and what the records say. Such a 
contradiction, may lead the subjects to conceive that the Party is not an infallible 
structure and therefore it is challengeable. For preventing such awareness, the 
human memory is also controlled by the system with the help of the technique 
of doublethink which allows knowing that the records are altered, consciously 
forgetting the happening of this operation, and consequently believing in what 
the Party state is true. As Burgess argues (1987, p.37) ‘doublethink is a device for 
bringing individual observation and memory into line with whatever the Party 
decrees, at any given moment, to be the truth’. The dialogue below between the 
Inner Party member O’brien and Winston, is indicative of Party’s concern for the 
memory. O’brien asks Winston:

‘Where does the past exist, if at all?’
‘In records. It is written down.’
‘In records. And——?’
‘In the mind. In human memories.’
‘In memory. Very well, then. We, the Party, control all records, and we control all 

memories. Then we control the past, do we not?’ (Orwell 1990, p. 201).
One may say that the rule of the Party is absolute because under these 

circumstances it is the only structure that is capable of proving what it offers. It 
seems that even external reality is dismissed because the knowledge derived from 
the external reality cannot be proved since the Party obtains all the means to that 
end. Therefore, in accordance with the slogan ‘who controls the past controls 
the future, who controls the present controls the past’, the Party which has the 
command of the records and the memory, obtains a tyranny over the truth. In this 
regard O’brien tells Winston: ‘Reality is not external. Reality exists … only in the 
mind of the Party, which is collective and immortal. Whatever the Party holds to be 
truth, is truth’ (1990, p. 261). 

Jenni Calder argues that (1987, p.63) ‘the only power that exists is the collective 
power of the Party, in order to share in that power the individual must become 
an instrument of the party’. Following the same line of reasoning one may claim 
that since the only truth is what Party constructs and rewrites it to be with its 
collective and infallible mind, the individual, if he or she wants some part of the 
truth, should submit himself/herself to the collective and immortal body of the 
party. In this sense, the people of ‘Ocenia’, who adopt the truth of the Party, would 
not be capable of any sort of resistance because its life as a meaningful subject and 
as a part depends on the maintenance of the Party which is the whole. Then, the 
Party by altering the documents and controlling the memory constitute subjects 
who have to comply with what the state offers. That is to say, the Party manipulates 
history in order to create stable citizens who are not capable of interrupting the 
status quo, and as a result, it could maintain its domination forever.

Having examined our three dystopias in terms of the manipulation of history, 
it can be claimed that the rulers intervene into this realm to prevent a possible 
resistance arising from finding a standard of comparison. By controlling the 
relationships of the individuals with the history they conclude that the existing 
system is the best way of living. For this reason, they manipulate history in a way 
to show that even though things were different beforehand they were definitely 
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worse. Moreover, for preventing the feeling that things may be different in the 
future, in all the societies we examined history is presented as if it is brought to a 
halt. In other words, the present is detached and fetishized by creating the sense 
that the existing order with its absolute stability will last forever, because it is the 
perfect system history has marched towards and there is no point left to progress. 
The kind of subjects who have no visions of either past or future, would easily obey 
to the present order which is the only structure that has meaning. Thus, the major 
aim behind the manipulation of history in our three dystopias can be considered as 
to create parts which are meaningless without whole and obedient people who will 
prefer to remain in this eternal presence for whom perpetuating the continuity and 
the stability of the system appears is the only path to be chosen.

Conclusions

Gathering what we have claimed so far, it may be argued that the manipulations 
of history and language operate in a manner to create debased subjects who are 
not meaningful outside of society, and who are not capable of challenging the 
existing order. It is proposed that the manipulations of these domains are in fact 
mental operations because people are rendered incapable of conceiving the things 
that are attributed by the system as dangerous. The absolute stability becomes 
reality in these imaginary societies because the subjects are mentally incapable 
of questioning, thinking and judging. This mental operation cannot be reached 
without manipulating history and language whereas the realms of history and 
language have two faces. Eliminating, rewriting, censuring and reconstructing 
the realms of language and history are presented by all three authors as the most 
dangerous techniques for realizing the nightmares described in the texts. On the 
contrary, as the sources of alternatives and standards of comparison (which nourish 
critical mind) preserving the multiplicity of linguistic resources and a genuine sense 
of history is defended by three authors as the most important means to sustain 
freedom.

Since, in this study, the dystopias are considered as the texts of social criticism, 
which, by exaggerating and carrying the existing problems to the imaginary 
settings, try to help us to examine our own relations with the ideology and the 
present social reality there arises the need of answering the following question: 
what does the common emphasis on the techniques of history and language tell 
us about the subjection of modern men? In order to answer this question it should 
be stated that when we make a textual comparison among Brave New World, 
We and Nineteen Eighty-Four, the most successful system in terms of preserving 
status quo is ‘the World State’ since it lacks any serious resistance from within 
the society. The subjection of the people is complete in a way that they are not 
even capable of feeling any discontent with the regime. Such a success in terms of 
mentally impoverishing people relies on the fact that ‘the World Controllers’ feel 
no need to use force on the subjects. The appeal of the dystopian governments to 
the use of force in We and Nineteen Eighty-Four can be understood as an effort to 
try to compensate the weaknesses in creating totally obedient individuals. To sum 
up, mental alterations achieved through language and history are more powerful 
means than coercing people for realizing the aim of absolute stability. Thus, the lack 
of the popularity of the use of force in modern times should be taken into account 
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in this manner. Here, following the dystopian criticism, it may be argued that 
the vision of an individual who is safe from subjection is nothing but illusion and 
the dystopias warn the citizens of the contemporary societies, to establish more 
critical relationships with the political order against the control achieved through 
consenting people.
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POLITICAL SCIENCE IN THE 21ST CENTURY: 
NEW OPPORTUNITIES AND IMPASSES
RAJEEV KUMAR

The technological advancement and knowledge boom in 21st century created 
new opportunities of reexamining basic questions regarding State, its aims, its 
origin and its functions. State is formed with the people’s consent. If people can 
give birth to State, they can challenge it too if it does not fulfill people aspirations or 
they can disallow State for withdrawing from pursuing duties or they can demand 
their State back from those who hijacked it from their possession.

Today, people are frustrated, disappointed and loosing hope from statesmanship 
in throughout the developing world that has been greatly influenced by the British, 
the imperial British. In India, we feel, people are not disappointed by the constitution 
or the political system, they are disappointed by the political class. The landscape 
architecture of statecraft, its tools, its policies and theories have been do deeply 
influenced by the Britishers that even after their decline, the western hegemony 
has been only advancing it. The divide and rule, feeling of racial supremacy, vigorous 
merciless exploitation of others resources for their own betterment, promote 
dependent economies; suppress nationalistic indigenous economies and thus 
jeopardies human freedom and security for which state institution was formed. 
The inter-State community relations and people’s relations within the state have 
reached at impasse.

Keywords: Market economy inclusive growth good governance west hegemony.

Western hegemony advanced British legacy

The dichotomy of people and the State, people disapproval of British legacy 
of statesmanship, resistance for this legacy by the western rich as well have 
posed serious challenges to State. Not only the western world, the political class 
of developing world happened to be domestic, for example, Indian in blood and 
colour, but English in taste, in opinions, words and intellect. These are the words 
of Macaulay in 1835 who advocated English education in India. Prof. Wilson said 
on 5th July, 1853 before the select committee of the House of Lords that ‘we 
created a separate caste of English scholars who had no longer any sympathy or 
very little sympathy with their countrymen’. After the decline of British Empire, this 
class captured power and carried western agenda. The extreme poverty, exclusive 
growth, alien development supported by illusions, and internal conflicts are the 
outcome of these disconnected policies.

The Britishers destroyed domestic economic potential in their colonies in favor of 
own industries. In 1700, France traveller Bernier wrote that India (Hindustan) was a 
place where gold and silver of the world accumulated by many ways. While in 1900, 
William Digby wrote that in the beginning of 20th century there were 100 million 
people in British Indian who were deprived from food. Famous British historian 
Dr. Robertson wrote in his book, A Historical Disquisition Concerning India in 1817 
that in no part of the earth do the natives depend so little upon foreign countries, 
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the blessings of a favorable climate and a fertile soil afford Indians whatever they 
desire. The Britishers committed every kind of oppression to weavers in India. 
Another British historian Bolts wrote in his book, Considerations on India Affairs 
that the weavers have been treated with such injustice that instances have been 
known of their cutting off their thumbs to prevent their being forced to wind silk. It 
is also significant to note that there was no event of famine in 8500 thousand years 
known history of India but under the British India, due to enormous drain out of 
wealth of India to England, an estimated 6.1 to 10.3 million people died between 
1876 and 1879. Again about 19 million people died between years 1896 to 1902 
due to famine.

Expansion of Power on the base of destruction?

In the study of political science, we recognize that rulers of State who are 
outward looking with a desire to have a control or an upper hand in inter State 
relationship in order to not only have a greater influence but also to have benefits 
accrued for the advancement of his nation and its subjects. But the question arises 
that a colony is also a part of your empire, its development is also your responsibility 
but you are destroying it. We can not justify or legitimize such destruction? On the 
base of pursuit of power. The history tells us who burned others, their own fingers 
also burned. The study of political science in 21st century has to evaluate and try to 
established theories in this perspective.

India started its journey of development after independence in 1947 through 
mixed economy. During cold war years, India managed stability of its political system 
and economic progress with the help of non-alignment diplomacy. With the fall of 
communism and heavy loss of public sector units, India along with other major 
developing countries fully adopted capitalism and market economy and gradually 
liberalized its economic structure after 1991-92. Thus, the year was turning 
point in the history of independent India. Since 1991-92, social and economic 
transformations and their implications happened to be fast, rapid and deep. 
Today, we have quite entered into 21st century in which dynamism of technological 
advancement and globalization has affected every sector of human life.

It is propagated by the government and media that in broad terms, reform has 
achieved much in two decades – made India one of the biggest and fastest growing 
economy in the world, opened up new opportunities on a global scale for millions of 
educated Indians as skilled worker, professionals and entrepreneur, improved living 
standards across the board, brought down poverty, raised literacy and generated 
resources distributed to the poor through official schemes. 

New network flashed report in June 2011 of World Wealth Report released by 
Merrill lynch Global Wealth Management and Cap Gemini, that number of high 
net worth individuals (HNWI) is growing in India. Such population of the country 
grew by 20.8% to 1.53 lakh in 2010 compared to 1.26 lakh in 2009. Now India’s 
HNWI population is the world’s 12th largest replacing Spain. The report added that 
financial wealth of HNWI’s grew 9.7% to reach 42.7 trillion dollar compared to 
17.1% and 18.9% respectively in 2009.

News flashed in July 2011 that poverty is trending down and rural wages are 
growing smartly in India. The survey by the National Statistical Survey Organization 
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(NSSO) shows that real spending by each person in rural India rose 6.3% in the five 
year period from 2004-05 to 2009-10. The Report says that growth in India had 
picked up from 2005-06 averaging almost 9.5% for three years, before dipping to 
6.8% in 2008-09 due to global financial crisis. 

India has also started poverty census in June 2011. World Bank released data 
in 2011 about poverty through a Report titled ‘Perspectives on Poverty in India’. Its 
data shows that India’s poverty rate of 27.5% based on India’s current poverty line 
1.03 per dollar per person per day is more than 10% points. As many as 80% of rural 
household were estimated to be calorie poor. Actual situation is far worse.

In this regard, it is important to note that about 80% of our land mass is highly 
vulnerable to drought, floods and cyclones. 50 million Indians are exposed to 
drought ever year. Most of the Indian farmers depend on nature for their crop. Only 
farmers know how desperately fields need smart seed, timely watering and inputs. 
Farmers in India are fighting with outdated agriculture weapons. Seeds are difficult 
to obtain nowadays, fertilizer as well. Nothing excuses bureaucratic tardiness.

Therefore, these presumptions about the Indian progress are illusive. The 
factual conditions at grass root level are different. For example, the Indian rupee, 
which was at par with the American currency at the time of independence in 1947, 
hit a record low of Rs. 63.61 against the dollar in the first week of September 2013. 
This means the Indian currency has depreciated by almost 62 times against the 
greenback in the past 66 years. The Indian political rulers served for dollar not 
for rupees after independence. The country’s foreign exchange reserves are also 
dwindling.

In fact, after 1945, the regimes who adopted an open door policy to foreign 
investments to stimulate foreign loans, credits and investments to regain economic 
recovery are welcomed. The western power polices toward third world happened 
to be one of the painful warfare against the restrictions on investments and 
nationalization of foreign owned enterprises imposed by their governments. They 
interpret indigenous efforts as purely vindictive. The governments like Mr. Indira 
Gandhi in India in 70s, Allende in Chile in 70s, Sandinista in Nicaragua, Castro in 
Cuba, Saddam Husain in Iraq, Khomeini and Mohd. Ahmadine in Iran, etc., which 
had political clamor for economic independence against the depredation of big 
power monopoly capital, have been received severe hostile actions.

Centralization of World Order and Domestic Order: Source of Varied Problems

The absence of indigenous ruling leadership in the developing world and 
suffocation of such efforts, created a centralized world. The instead of following 
economic policies that suited to that country, imported and imposed economic 
policies and theories were followed. The globalization, liberalization, privatization 
or market economy whatever denomination these are other steps of past legacy 
that has been uninterruptedly followed. The centralization in the world economic 
and political system, similarly, centralization in domestic political systems in the 
developing world has been main source of varied problems.

At global position, 25 percent countries are exploring 75 percent of the earth 
resources. More than 80 percent of the world population lives in countries where 
income differentials are widening.  According to UNICEF, 22 thousand children 
die each day due to poverty. The poorest of the world’s population accounts for 
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5 percent of global income. With 5 percent of the world population, the US is 
responsible for at least 18% of global greenhouse gas emissions. The US, Russia, 
France, Germany and UK are the top arms exporters.

In fact, aggressive manifestation by the west jeopardized global stability. 
Monroe Doctrine established the right for the US to interfere anywhere in the 
world for the sake of protection. The cold war saw era of duopolistic domination 
of the world. The centralized world always witnessed protection of super power 
monopoly capital by pre planned designed policies. Inter State politics happened to 
be opportunistic. The guardians of poor laborers, farmers gained huge wealth, lived 
lavish lives but in end did face public resentments, which did overthrow communist 
regimes in East Europe and in other parts of the world. The guardian of democracy 
instead of promoting it, favored military, reactionary, or one family rules, for, they 
offered favorable infrastructure for infiltration of capital and arms. The speedy 
industrialization outside the western hemisphere and inventions of scientific 
utilization of raw materials to bring internal development created tidal wave of 
desire and ambitions in the entire world, to gain national control over economy 
and to innovate greater technological know-how in order to accelerate  overall 
national development. The economic development happened to be promoted 
by the west did seek outlets for their economic surplus. They exploited growing 
inter dependence to their own corporate interests. But, economic nationalism, 
diversified regional co-operation, demand for a new international economic order, 
the global upsurge of North –South dialogue, aimed at changing the nature of 
economic interaction have also been surfaced.

The immense wealth, power and policies claimed on national self interest 
established US and the west hegemony in the world. A consensus is yet to be 
achieved that the right of all the developing countries to live in peace and to decide 
their future, free from outside interference may be universally recognized.

Developing world must have Right to Development

The centralization of world order created parallel centralization in domestic 
internal political system, therefore, discontent at global level and discontent at 
domestic level have become great challenge to resolve. The west following British 
legacy has always been ambitious for creation of the conditions for economic 
expansion through private accumulation in dependent capitalist societies. Economic 
expansion and accumulation demand two political grounds simultaneously, (1) 
there must be a dominant political elite in the state, of course separate in blood 
& mind, capable to utilize government machinery to control opposition, minimize 
their political influence, and (2) creating a political environment as necessity in 
which the free flow of foreign capital may be regarded logical. The centralized world 
is destroying the world in order to save it. Again, we recognize in the studies of 
political science that the individual has to give way to the family which in turn gives 
way to the society, the society in turn should give way to the State but we also 
recognize that for the soul or one’s conscience the individual should be prepared 
to forsake the earth.

In ancient Indian scriptures, called Vedas, it is said:-
Auspiciousness be unto all; peace be unto all;
fullness be unto all; prosperity be unto all. 
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May all be happy! May all be free from disabilities!
May all look to the good of others!
May none suffer from sorrow!
At another place in Vedas, it is said :-
May peace radiate there in the whole sky as well as in the vast ethereal space 

everywhere.
May peace reign all over this earth, in water and in all herbs, trees and creepers.
May peace flow over the whole universe. May peace be in the Supreme Being 

God. 
And May there always exist in all peace and peace alone.
Peace, peace and peace to us and all being!

Disconnection between rulers and ruled

In this centralized world, the rich and powerful arrogant countries are not 
able to hear the voice of the developing world. Similarly, for example, in India, 
the political leaders appeared to be unaffected by the grim situation of country’s 
economy and security But the common men are worried. The political leaders, 
different in blood and mind, are not able to address public grievances. People 
think something else, State is thinking somewhere else. People are demanding that 
political parties should come under the Right to information Act, but State leaders 
decide in negative. People’s demand is that criminals should not come into politics, 
the judiciary is also supporting it but the political class in passing   resolution in 
Legislature that a person behind bars can also fight election. People want State 
active, engaged and should become guardian. But State appeared to be helpless 
and running away. Their arrogance enjoys the development of few. Their arrogance 
has reached to the spot that they appeared to be intolerant to criticism or public 
demands. They are advocating supremacy of law, constitution, manipulated public 
mandate, legislature and claiming themselves representative of State. But they are 
totally neglecting people, who are sovereign. The capitalist market economy which 
stands only for money, not for humanity, provided opportunity of accumulating 
wealth by the few political class. The common man is cut from the society due to 
emphasis on money. The western cultural aggression loaded with economic power 
also disturbed equilibrium of the society. It affected personal and community 
perceptions. The people are imprisoned in personal pursuits. Therefore, people are 
directly interacting with the State; the society is at back foot. They are protesting 
with their own personal threat perception or feeling of insecurity. Thus, there is 
no connection between political class and the individual. The Congress party 
spokesman and famous Bollywood actor Mr. Raj Babbar Stated in July 2013 that 
one can have full meal in Mumbai at Rs. 12. Another MP of his party Mr. Deka said 
that one can have meal in Delhi for less than Rs. 5. In fact, full meal is available not 
less than Rs. 125.The political class has no sensitivity or sympathy towards common 
people. Prof. Wilson words in House of Lords about 150 years back appeared 
to be real.  It is interesting that the society is also not asserting. It appeared to 
surrender before western market economy propaganda. The gay culture, live in 
relationship, my body, my life is my right etc. alien values are not resisted today. The 
social conformity is becoming low. Earlier, if one has problem in family, family was 
available; if one has problem in the society, society was available. But, today both 



POLITSCI ’13

115

are not available to him/her. In such circumstances, people seek State protection 
that is also withdrawing under capitalist economy towards privatization.

Absence of State Protection 

This is the common perception that if anything happens in a family or in a 
community, whether domestic violence takes place, anyone falls ill or is caught with 
disease, any accident or disaster happens, one has to fight on their own, State is 
nowhere or will be in secondary role. The State machinery will exploit you even 
during acute emergency. Train accident, for instance, happened in Uttar Pradesh in 
July 2011, in which a police officer was expired. That victim family was claimant for 
compensation but for getting this compensation they had to shuttle place to place 
for long time and obviously did spend quite sum of money. The family was already 
shaken; a male bread earner of that family was no more, who will take this pain.

The money has become very important , it’s preference is breaking families, the 
people are not keen to spend money on old age parents and prefers their demise 
as early as possible and in this emerging environment, a common man hundred 
percent knows that State will not protect me. The state is for the welfare of the 
people. In Hobbes State of nature there was a constant fear. Is it a civil state where 
every individual feels isolation and fear from others? 

In centralized world, the powerful wants to expand by hook or by Crook and in 
domestic centralized political systems, the political leaders follow same principle. 
The right to recall, right to reject, stop criminalization of politics, promote domestic 
enterprise, curb corruption, and decentralize power structure at local and global 
level are the rising demands. The trend in developing world has been greatly 
aggravated by the continuing  frustration of political aspirations and unanswered 
grievances. A lack of participation in decision making by the majority of population, 
apathy of those few that are engaged in system, unequal rights distribution, 
absence of fair distribution of income and wealth, emerging identities led to 
discontent, provoking impatient groups in society. The centralization of few is 
gradually polarized the masses of the world. It leads to the introduction of new 
revolutionary ideas. The biggest challenge of political science is to search ways of 
sustainable world which is under severe threat. Such threat can be resolved first by 
good governance, second by decentralization of decision making, and resources, 
and third by inclusive growth.

Need of Good Governance

The uninterrupted uncontrolled global interaction in India did spark every 
segment of society on the one hand while on the other a larger section of landless 
poor population are still fighting to fulfill  their daily needs and virtually no social 
& economic transformation has taken place among them. India’s 70% population 
resides in villages. It is interesting to note, the outcome of Zamindari system and 
collection of levies by the Britishers in British India is that in villages’ majority 
population has no land. The land belongs to higher caste people who are in minority 
in a village. The rest population is regarded their Praja, the subordinates. We could 
not totally free ourselves from the British legacy who distributed agricultural land 
in favor of few who used to collect levies for them. In September 2013, the Indian 
parliament passed to National Security Bill that makes cheap food grain a legal right 
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for 67 percent or 800 million people of India’s 1.2 billion people. India ranked 15 
on the Global Hunger Index in 2011. We can see in India a large population living 
on other’s land in temporary hut or in forests for the last three generation on small 
piece of land with meager resources. 

The development of rural areas is the need of the hour as the rural power of 
the country lies in its villages. But, instead of urban development of rural areas 
and decentralize economic structure, Indian policy makers educated in the west 
followed western model and started development with heavy industries and 
urbanization.

Indian’s urban population is expected to go up from 377 million in 2011 to about 
600 million for the year 2031. The census of 2011 notes that the number of towns in 
India increased from 5161 in 2001 to as many as 7935 in 2011. We established the 
centers of administration, education, hospitals far from villages. We could hardly 
develop 5-6 metro cities in India where people are compelled to reach in search 
of job and where living cost is very high. Today, people earn and spend. They have 
become service oriented, job oriented. They have become machine.

One of the biggest challenges that we in India face is creation of jobs, and 
reduction of poverty and inequality. The policy makers believe than an emerging 
option is to encourage manufacturing to create more jobs, particularly for rural 
landless and underemployed. The new manufacturing policy of the government 
aims at raising the share of manufacturing to 25% of GDP by 2022 from the existing 
15% so that another 100 million jobs are created directly. It is unfortunate that the 
policy makers seem to be innocent about ground realities. 

In India people are generally not keen to take risk nor are they able to take it 
due to lack of cash money. In Indian family taking loan is not considered good. Only 
small private loan among the community is preferred. Normally failure is also not 
welcomed. The entrepreneurship is therefore is missing. Usually in Indian family, 
one person mostly male earns the money and fulfills the needs of other family 
members like food, clothes, shelter, education and marriage of his children. The 
girls’ marriage is additional burden due to dowry. The dowry is associated with 
social status and respect for both the parties. The financial commitments are 
centralized not shared. In market economy this commitment has become heavier.

India has become a consumer market. The western educated Indian policy 
makers did not find time to promote Indian goods, textiles, small scale industries. 
They remained busy in finding ways so that foreign capital and goods could be 
attracted. It is very difficult to become entrepreneur in India. The system supports 
the multinationals not domestic start up. Most of the starts ups in India is failed. 
Ideas exist but financial support or experience is missing. An start up requires like 
minded people who can work for three-four years without bothering about profits 
or gains. But, the system does not provide any help. The 26 year old Indian Vinoth 
Gurusamy has passion of making unmanned aerial vehicles and he has turned into 
an enterprise at the University of Sheffield, UK 

It is generally accepted that if we provide employment to a villager at village 
level than he/she will not be compelled to go outside for earning meager resources 
with high living cost. Instead of planning indigenously, we adopted most ambitious 
legislation named National Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme to tackle poverty 
drafted by Jean Droze, a Belgian born economist.
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Counter Productive Social Sector Policies:  NAREGA

National Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme is a flagship programme to 
enhance livelihood security to households in rural areas of the country by providing 
at least 100 days of guaranteed wage employment in every financial year to every 
household whose adult members volunteers to unskilled manual work.

It is significant to note that work is slowing down under the government biggest 
social welfare scheme. According to the ministry of rural development, there has 
been a 13% fall in the number of works completed under the scheme in the past 
one year. Only 19.7 lakh works were completed in 2010-11 as against 22.6 laks 
in the previous fiscal. The several reasons like denial of funds at critical time, are 
given and the government machinery is locked in a blame game. But due to red 
tape, the funds are released without planning, anytime in a year. But again the 
scheme is centralized in nature. The center identified certain work that to be done 
under this scheme. i.e. water conservation (Digging ponds), flood control, irrigation 
etc. But how far the same work is done every year in a same place. The scheme is 
responsible to curtail migration but it made people lethargy and corrupt.

Similarly, India’s flagship elementary education programme Sarva Shiksha 
Abhiyaan (Education for All) is initiated and funded by Britain.

Education for all Movement

Under the ‘Education for all’ movement, government of India through 86th 
amendment made free and compulsory education to children of ages 6-14 a 
fundamental right. The movement was launched in 2002 to ensure that every village 
has a well equipped, well staffed primary and upper primary school providing useful 
and relevant primary education to all children in the 6-14 age groups. But, in Uttar 
Pradesh 1.45 lakh primary teachers are required as part of the implementation of 
right to education act. But due to scarcity of funds, the U.P. government is looking at 
the Centre. There are schools but no teachers or only one teacher with 200 to 300 
students. The mid-day meal scheme is also inherent in this movement. Daily meal 
in prepared in the school. Usually, the children from adjoining areas come to the 
school campus only when a meal is ready.

There is decline of 2.6 million in elementary education enrolments from 2007 
to 2012 in India which reveals the performance of school in this movement. Most 
of the time, the school staff used to spend their time in preparing and distributing 
meals for students. The teachers are employed in other government duties. At 
present they are involved in census work. In addition, the families try to send their 
children into private school instead government primary schools, for presumption of 
better teaching. It is significant to note that economically and socially lower section 
of society follow the upper class mentality and complains that the government 
school are lacking in teaching. At the same time they are not able to afford private 
schooling. Resultantly, they became aloof about importance of education for their 
child. Gradually, the scheme has negative impact on elementary education.

Thus, the developing countries including India have total absence of good 
governance. In the milieu of economic liberalization and market economy where 
free play grounds are provided to private players, where they are crazy about profit 
making through any means, where State is withdrawing its role, where such a big 
population like India is virtually left unprotected for those money manipulators, 
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where technology has affected our lives and used for good and bad causes, the 
need of good governance has utmost importance. 

Since independence, the governance in India has gradually declined. However, 
few State leaders are emerged in few States out of frustration where the good 
governance is widely felt irrespective of political parties. But, overall in India and 
in Uttar Pradesh the most populated State in India, the governance means open 
corruption. The political leaders are not going to public, the Chief Minister has no 
direct communication with the public, the bureaucrats are collecting money and 
not bothered about social responsibilities. 

The modernity means to keep pace of development by adopting new relevant 
things and simultaneously keep those old things that are still relevant. The survival 
and development of societies depend on two important factors. Inclination 
to change and adapt, and the quality of its governance. We have traveled quite 
far into 21st century technologies and markets have enraged exponentially, 
but good governance is still to be achieved. In this highly interconnected world 
the misalignment between global and domestic realities and improvement of 
governance structures is a grave concern. The failure to adapt, modernize and 
strengthen political institutions and good governance could prove very costly. 

Corruption and Black Money 

If we analyze top to bottom, the issue of governance deficit is deeply felt in 
India. The Economic Times and industry body FICCI surveyed at 75 companies in July 
2011 and found corporate world is unhappy with the way the Indian government 
is handling the country’s political and economic situation. The 72 percent of them 
firmly believes that this crisis in governance is going to hurt economic growth. At 
present 75% CEO want change at center in 2014 general elections. Thus negative 
sentiments are prevailing in India top to bottom and in every sector. Almost every 
day a scam or scandal involving corruption charges emerges in India. Everyone is 
tired with corruption, black money and negligence of state machinery towards 
public welfare.

It is also believed that one needs two hands to clap. The rich affluent or elite 
classes are equally capable and cause corruption by offering money or by interfering 
to get favors out to turn and thus deny other’s rightful claim. Corruption in India is 
a systemic problem. Anna Hazare and Baba Ramdev, therefore, have succeeded in 
turning the spotlight on unaccounted money stashed in overseas accounts in 2012 
agitation. In 2010, a study by Global Financial Integrity, a Washington based think 
tank, estimated the size of India’s underground economy at 50% of the country’s 
GDP, or around 640 billion dollars, at end-2008. About 72% of this at the illicit assets 
is held abroad.

Inclusive Growth

The census exercise is going on in India. It is significant to note that a very 
large population of India, marginalized, poor landless mostly downtrodden class 
and the tribals are not included in the census because their places of living where 
they are living for years are not recognized as revenue villages. There is a district 
Sonebhadra in East Uttar Pradesh where about 5 lakh tribals are inhabited scattered 
in small-small villages. Their big villages -where there are about more than 50-80 
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households- are only recorded by the government. A large population of Gond, 
Kharwar, etc. tribals live in hundreds of small villages in forests and their livelihood 
is based on forests woods and fruits. Similarly other than forests, a large population 
again mostly tribals and poor people used to live on plain barren lands, cultivate 
it for their livelihood, to the banks of rivers. These barren lands are fertile but are 
illegally occupied by land mafias and they exploit these tribal’s and poor people. 
Such huge population is also not included in government record and therefore, 
deprived of from government schemes. About 30 lakh tribals live in Eastern part 
of Uttar Pradesh. 95% are landless. Inclusive growth is a major challenge in India. 
Illegal mining on the river banks and hilly region of Sonebhadra which borders four 
Indian States, are kept people poor. These regions are rich in minerals but under 
control of land grabbers and mafia, who used to exploit local people, few tribals 
also forced to join naxalite insurgency movement.

High Real Estate Price

To afford a house for a middle class family is dream in India. A small house cost 
varies from 25 lakh to 70 lakh which is very difficult to afford. Apart from it people 
are displaced from their native places so that big corporate establishment is started. 

The world is changing fast. Since the 21st century is all about engagement of 
people who will put their best selves into solving tough problems that require 
knowledge and insight, leader’s can not get away with failing to acknowledge the 
need of the people. The leaders have to take responsibility to what need to do 
done, and has the insight, skill and persuading ability to mobilize other people 
toward the end. 

In fact, under market economy and capitalism the practice of measuring 
growth on the basis of GDP does not reflect the real picture of society. The link 
between money and happiness is exaggerated in developing countries which side 
effects are very severe. We can found people in forests satisfied and happy with 
meagre resources in comparison to those who have much wealth. But, the stress 
and strain of money earning in our present environment, our health is effected in 
spite of earning good money. We have forgot to sing, to dance and to play. We are 
gradually confined to our walls of house. The people are not sharing their pain or 
worries with others. Everybody’s credibility is at stake. We are forgetting values of 
humanity and feeling obliged. The social service and the obligatory works are being 
propagated and cashed. Jealousy, animosity desires in the society is increasing. 
People and younger generation is becoming soft and avoiding physical labour. 
Unnecessary show is being attached to our status and position is the society. These 
are the outcome of a capitalist society.

Thus, lack of good governance created an atmosphere in India that people 
feel alienated. They feel that the independence brought nothing to them. The 
independence only brought fruits to politicians, police and bureaucrats. 

The Life for a common man is tuff. A common man is fighting for cooking energy, 
electricity, drinking water and security. The market economy is doing business by 
giving unethical wrong arguments to prove wrong as right. It established money 
at supreme priority, when everyone seems to be a salable item. At this juncture, 
people on whose consent the institution of State was originated are looking more 
towards State.
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 HEIGHTENED NEOLIBERALISM AND GATED COMMUNITIES: 
SANTIAGO AND ISTANBUL
OYA YEĞEN, HALE SİNİRLİOĞLU

During the last decades, neoliberalism and globalization have made an important 
effect on the shape of the new metropolises of the world. There is growing consensus 
that neoliberalism is a political process that reshapes the landscape of the city as it 
organizes the society according to the dictates of global financial structure. In many 
respects, the effects of neoliberalism on the transformation of the urban structure 
is a threat to the cities as neoliberal policies facilitate further urban segregation and 
social polarization, creating a tremendous change in the urban fabric. Examples of 
neoliberalism’s segregation trends appear as privatization of the public space, such 
as secured shopping malls, guarded communities or hidden walls between socially 
polarized parts of the city. Gated communities in fact, are the most visible examples 
of social division that affects the globalizing cities of the world, creating physical 
and social borders in-between different classes of the society. In our study on 
gated communities in Santiago and Istanbul, we highlight the parallel rise of gated 
communities across continents and analyze the impact of top-down neoliberal 
reforms on spatial formations.

Gated communities appear as a new form of discrimination within the city, due 
to the social and economical polarization between the new classes of the neoliberal 
economic system. Though economic segregation and zoning within the city are not 
new phenomena, the concept of gated communities go further than only social 
segregation. The emergence of gated communities, starting with the United States, 
is a threat for the social structure, with their physical barriers that do not only 
segregate people, but also privatize public space and public services (Blakely and 
Snyder, 1997). Especially in the examples of heightened neoliberalism’s effects on 
cities like Istanbul and Santiago, where globalization process is tremendously fast 
and the class difference is severe, the emergence of gated communities affect the 
use of both privatized and public areas. 

The constant changes in the urban texture due to the new neoliberal policies, 
show itself most on the new globalizing cities of the developing countries. Late and 
heightened neoliberalism creates uncontrollable increase in urban segregation. As 
the examples of Chile and Turkey demonstrate, belated transition to neoliberalism 
and its reflection on urban policies are in stark contrast to earlier example of the 
experience of the USA. The cases of Chile and Turkey also differ from the other 
South American and Middle-Eastern examples, due to the fact that political and 
economic change came about as a result of the coup d’états. In both countries 
coups set in the Cold War mentality in order to ward off “communist takeover” and/
or end “class welfare” were quick to install neoliberal policies as an antidote of such 
“dangers”. These policies set in motion during authoritarian times were continued 
under democratic regimes as well, preparing the ground for similar approach to the 
politics of space and place across continents. 

We have chosen to focus on Istanbul, Turkey and Santiago, Chile for the 
paralleled economic and political transformation these two cities have gone 
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through, rather than the demographic or geographical similarities. In fact, Santiago 
with a population of approximately 6 million is much smaller than the megacity 
Istanbul boasting 13 million inhabitants. While Santiago is the capital of Chile, 
Istanbul, which used to be the capital under the Ottoman Empire is no longer the 
capital of Turkey. While the history of Istanbul as a capital traces back to 660 BC 
when the Greek city-state Byzantium was founded, to be rebuilt and renamed 
as Constantinople by the Roman Empire and Istanbul by the Ottoman Empire; 
encompassing transformation under a variety of civilizations; Santiago was founded 
by the Spanish conquistadores in 1541. The sheer size of Istanbul (5300km2) dwarfs 
the much smaller Santiago (641km2) in comparison, yet these two cities are the 
hub of political and economic life of their countries. Both Istanbul and Santiago are 
the most populated cities in their respective countries, attracting immigration from 
the rest of the country. Most significantly, both cities reflect the urban segregation 
as expressed through burgeoning gated communities.

However, it is the analogous economic and political transformation that took 
place in Turkey and Chile in the last decades that warrants our attention. Turkey 
as the only democratic Muslim country in the region has long prided itself for 
its “uniqueness”. Similarly Chile, while the rest of Latin America was crumbling 
under caudillo-type rulers or instability had early on established the tradition of 
constitutional democracy. Today still these two countries rank high in terms of 
political and economic development in their respective regions. The fact that both 
countries are the only members of OECD from their respective regions attests 
to that1.  While the rest of “third-wave democracies” in Eastern Europe and the 
rest of Latin America experienced dual transition of transition to democracy and 
transition to neoliberal economy; in Turkey and Chile transition to neoliberal 
democracy was a process initiated under the military rule. The official motivation 
for the military take-over in Turkey (1980) and Chile (1973) shared the same 
Cold-War mindset. The armed forces that saw themselves as the “guardians” of 
their nations responded in what they considered to be dangerous policies led by 
civilian leaders and ensuing anarchy in streets. Since Turkish and Chilean armed 
forces’ main motivation in overthrowing the democratically elected government 
was to establish a safeguarded democracy, institutional changes as reflected in the 
inauguration of a constitution with authoritarian tendencies and market reforms 
that would shape the economic system. In both cases, the military rule ended on 
the terms established by the armed forces. In Huntington’s terms the transition 
to democracy was a case of “transformation” where the elites in power take the 
lead in bringing about democracy (2003, 115). Thus, when the armed forces left 
the office, the civilian governments inherited an institutional framework that was 
“handed-down” to them. Without a radical change during the transition process, in 
both Turkey and Chile, the policies set in motion during authoritarian times were 
continued and intensified under democratic regimes.

Neoliberalism

The definition of neoliberalism is a contested one. As Boas and Gans-Morse 
(2009) show the term has evolved over the years, acquiring a negative connotation 

1 Mexico is also a member of OECD but it is considered to belong to North 
America.
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with scholars usually failing to define its meaning and using “to characterize an 
excessively broad variety of phenomena”. The most common understanding of 
neoliberalism denotes a set of economic reform policies that favor minimal role for 
the state in the economy through privatization of state owned industries; promote 
liberalization of the economy by deregulating capital markets, encouraging foreign 
direct investment, eliminating price controls and reducing trade barriers; and those 
that aim for fiscal austerity by reducing budget deficits through spending cuts, 
especially of subsidies and broadening tax base.

The term was used by Latin American intellectuals in the 1960s to denote pro-
market economic policies that was moderate and promoted state role in bringing 
about rapid growth without the social and economic repercussions of laissez-faire 
economic. However, in time the term acquired a pejorative meaning as those critical 
of imposed free market reforms in Chile began to use the term to criticize radical 
liberalism that promoted “revolutionary changes in the relationship between state 
and society” (Boas and Gans-Morse 2009, 149). Thus, today our understanding of 
neoliberalism is shaped by the historical experience of market fundamentalism 
as pursued under Pinochet’s regime and as promoted by structural adjustment 
programs imposed by IMF and World Bank.

Both Chile and Turkey during the 1960s-1970s have pursued import-subsidization 
industrialization (ISI) as the official economic development model and they 
promoted domestic production over foreign imports with state playing the primary 
role in organizing the economy by raising the tariff barriers and investing in state 
enterprises. However, as a result of the limitations of the ISI in promoting economic 
development and developing countries’ lack of capital to move to capital-intensive 
industries from consumer good production has let to its abandonment after its early 
success exhausted itself. Thus gradually, the inward-looking economic development 
model was abandoned as it was the case in most of the developing countries and a 
new economic development model that was based on open markets with minimum 
role for the state and privatization of state enterprises was embraced. However 
what differentiates Chile and Turkey from the rest of the developing countries is 
the manner these neoliberal policies were adopted; under the military regime with 
an alliance between the armed forces and civilian pro-open market bureaucrats.

In Chile, after the armed forced overthrew the democratically elected left-
leaning Salvador Allende government in 1973, they faced an economy that was 
in a dire situation. Since the armed forces as an institution lacked the technical 
and intellectual capabilities to reorganize the economy and since the overthrow 
of what was perceived as a communist government was also welcomed by the 
certain segments of society a cooperation with civilians was deemed necessary. 
This came in the form of appointment of now infamous Chicago Boys to high-
level positions and key advisors to the military government. These young Chilean 
economists were educated in the University of Chicago under the mentorship of 
Milton Friedman and Arnold Harberger came back to Chile ready to promote free-
market economy. Their opportunity to implement their teachings became possible 
under the Pinochet’s regime, which saw laissez-faire type policies as an antidote to 
communist tendencies in the society that would bring order to political and social 
life and internationalize Chilean economy. Thus, the initial years of military rule in 
Chile witnessed economic reforms that reversed nationalization; social spending 
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and central planning that had taken place under Allende and his predecessor Frei 

government.

In Turkey, the economic transformation was initiated on January 24, couple of 

months before the armed forces intervention in 1980 as part of the IMF requirements. 

The program devalued the currency, liberalized import regulations, abolished price 

controls and encouraged foreign investment. As Bayar (1996) explains the January 24 

program was “designed to dismantle the import substitution policy and to transform 

the inward-orientated political economy into an export-driven one”. However in the 

political turmoil that marked the 1970s Turkey where fragile coalitions dismantled 

repeatedly, the parliament was deadlocked and political violence was prevalent in 

the streets did not allow the conditions that would carry the reforms and facilitate 

the transition to free market economy.  With the military take-over on September 

12, 1980 reforms were accelerated; however in contrast to Chile privatization never 

acquired such a pace under the military rule. The negotiator for the IMF deal and 

architect of the January 24 program Turgut Ozal who had previously worked for the 

World Bank was appointed as deputy prime minister in charge of economic affairs.

In both Chile and Turkey, we see that the political and social conditions that would 

facilitate the transformation of the economy was created under the authoritarian 

rule of the armed forces that banned political activity, crush downed the working 

classes, student organizations, labor unions and leftist groups in general. The 

implementation of economic policies that would have produced widespread 

protests was received without opposition by a tamed society. In both cases, the 

civilian architects allied to the military regime played significant roles in importing 

economic change. Similarly in both Chile and Turkey, the armed forces drafted and 

imposed constitutions (1980 and 1982, respectively) that among other rationales 

aimed to maintain the economic model established by the military. Thus the new 

charters besides curtailing individual freedoms such as the right to assemble also 

restricted the labor unions pacifying their political activities.

Looking at the urban system and urban life in Latin American countries 

following the transition from ISI to neoliberal open-market economy, Portes and 

Roberts (2005) conclude that the rise of income inequality and lack of employment 

opportunities for the lower classes has led to increase in crime rate. The urban 

insecurity in return has led to the proliferation of gated communities accompanied 

by hired private security. Not only in these severe cases of neoliberalism brought 

in by the armed forces, neoliberal policies generally ruled large cities during the 

process, causing privatization of all kinds of settlements creating guarded, fenced, 

walled spaces and segregated and isolated societies. 

Neoliberalism and urban segregation

Starting with the late 1970s, neoliberal policies began affecting the global 

economy, which stimulated large cities to reshape and develop in accord with 

neoliberal policies and therefore segregation to appear within the society.  With the 

rapid liberalization process of the 1980s and the effect of globalization especially in 

1990s, a new era set off for urbanism. Dogan (2002) defines this new model of cities 

as ‘neoliberal cities’, forming as a result of neoliberal policies and the globalization 

process. 
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The transformation of cities, during the process of neoliberalism and 
globalization, changed the urban texture and the daily life of the cities, by giving 
these cities new and important functions. Important cities of the regions have 
become global cities, controlling the global economy, with a new urban fabric of 
high-rise financial centers linked together, malls, hypermarkets and international 
housing and entertainment developments, where a cosmopolitan population lives 
or works. This chaotic and cosmopolitan structure of the city provides privileges for 
the new upper class of the neoliberal system. For the urban poor, however, these 
opportunities are impossible to reach for. Therefore, the city forms as a conflicting 
texture where the attractive skyscrapers, luxurious residence buildings, shopping 
malls and entertainment centers form one part of the city, whereas the urban poor 
is marginalized, excluded and segregated from this lifestyle.

This sharp social and economical polarization between the classes in the new 
city model, created an urban security problem, an increase in crime rates and a 
widespread fear of crime within the cities. This concept was used by the global 
capitalist actors, who promoted the concept of security as a marketing tool for the 
production of guarded, walled and elitist “gated community” housing (Kurtulus, 
2005). Streets started to be controlled by cameras; and guarded shopping malls, 
walled plazas and gated housing complexes were built for the urban rich. Gated 
communities, among all of these segregation trends, were the most important ones, 
privatizing the public space into gated private areas, creating new homogenous 
societies and creating further exclusion within the urban fabric (Perouse, 2011). 

Gated communities

Since the late 1980s gated communities has become a well-known urban reality. 
While the first examples of gated communities, emerging primarily in the United 
States, were mostly retirement villages or guarded homogeneous settlements of 
the wealthy minority; today most of the examples of gated communities are for the 
middle and upper-middle classes. Moreover, the rationale of gated communities 
has been transformed since its inception. 

This specific type of housing first appeared as a response to security 
requirements originating from the new economical system of the city that gives 
rise high crime rates. According to Luymes (1997), gated communities resemble 
medieval fortress settlements, where a walled area was created to symbolize 
“a way of security provision by the monarchy and the feudal aristocracy”. Thus, 
the idea of gated communities was first formed in 1970s as a requirement of the 
mobility of the capital and the marginalization of the labor force in the USA (Low, 
2003), triggering the formation of new middle class residential developments in the 
periphery (Harvey, 1989).

The gated communities of today, differing from the medieval fortresses, are 
a marketing product, sold as ‘a new way of lifestyle’. This marketing tool started 
out as a symbol of a homogeneous closed society and swiftly spread out to the 
middle class, becoming the most important merchandise of the neoliberal market. 
While earlier examples of gated communities were suburban developments for the 
wealthy minority, the gated communities spreading out to the rest of the world 
since 1980s are now ranging from single-family houses to high-rise apartment 
blocks, consisting of new urban households of the middle and upper-middle class.



POLITSCI ’13

127

The concept of gated communities arises from the words ‘gating’ and 
‘community’, referring to a secured space with an organized social structure (Blakely 
and Snyder, 1997). In this context, gated communities can be defined as secured 
areas where the public space is privatized in order to form a homogeneous social 
community with a special governance model of its own, separated from the ‘others’ 
of the city. Although gated communities were created due to security reasons, the 
wall nowadays becomes a marketing tool, promising a symbol of status and prestige, 
segregating the rich and powerful from the so-called chaotic and dangerous lower 
class, which leads to social polarization and inhibits public life and interaction; 
contradicting to the concepts of urban life, right to the city and democracy.

Blakely and Snyder (1997) suggest that gated communities can be classified 
in three categories: lifestyle communities, elite communities and security zones. 
Lifestyle communities are mostly communities such as golf or country clubs, 
providing separation for leisure activities and amenities for their ‘privileged’ 
dwellers. In elite communities, the walls and gates symbolize distinction and 
prestige, creating both secured and prestigious spaces for their residents within 
the social classification of the society. Security zones, differing from the other two 
types of gated communities, include present or new neighborhoods, being walled 
or fenced due to the fear of crime within the city or the region and in order to form 
a security-based exclusion. Though three categories rely on different requirements 
or concerns, they all reflect similar desires such as exclusion, separation from 
the rest of the city, privatization and desire for a homogeneous neighborhood, 
all forming privatized and segregated spaces by tearing down the heterogeneous 
social structure of the city (Blakely and Snyder 1997).

Gated communities of today, appearing as privatized parts of the urban space, 
are not only symbolizing the urban segregation, but also increasing the social 
polarization within the present fabric of the city. As a result of the emergence 
of gated communities, part of the public space is being allocated to private and 
gated areas. This trend introduces a new way of social exclusion, provided by 
physical barriers (Atkinson and Blandy, 2006). According to Roitman (2005) gated 
communities form “segregated spaces with a social ecology that is planted into the 
fabric of the city”, where the social life is divided into two, creating a concept of 
being ‘inside’ or ‘outside’. The occupation of the public space creates new forms 
of separation, distinction and exclusion in the means of public space and rights. 
In sum, gated communities nowadays are not only securing the ‘insiders’, but also 
are excluding the ‘outsiders’ by altering the urban fabric and threatening the urban 
daily life by privatizing the public space.

Gated communities in istanbul and santiago as a by-product of heightened 

neoliberalism

Gated communities affected the US peripheries, large cities of developed 
European countries and the developing countries especially of Latin America and 
Asia. Although the rationale and the demand for gated communities appear to 
be similar in all, the definition and formation of gated communities in the urban 
texture differ from one country to another. Developing countries in this sense 
differ in the means of spatial segregation from the developed cities of the U.S. 
and Europe, due to the process of neoliberalism and globalization. Santiago and 
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Istanbul show similar development process of gated communities as a result of the 
their countries’ similar experiences with neoliberal policies during and after the 
military rule of 70s and 80s. In order to shed light on the process of segregation, we 
first need to examine the formation of gated communities within their respective 
urban texture.

In the case of Santiago, Chile the development of gated communities has only 
been made possible with deregulation of urban markets that accompanied the 
adoption of neoliberal economy (Borsdorf et. Al 2007 and de Mattos, 2003). The 
military regime in Chile is identified as one of the major actors of residential 
segregation. According to Scarpacia et al. (1988) the free-market agenda of the 
military regime has led it to pursue projects such as slum eradication and low-
income housing in the fringe areas of the city that intensified urban segregation. 
The market rationality approach gave rise to the liberalization of urban land and 
elimination of urban limits (Pé rez, 2011).

In Santiago, urban segregation is quite pronounced. Affluent citizens inhabit 
communes such as Vitacura, Las Condes and Lo Barnechea in the northeast part of 
the city. These zones are geographically distant from the rest of the city and hard 
to reach by public transportation. According to Borsdorf et al. (2007), there are two 
reasons for this concentration: market forces and the military regime’s policy of 
forcefully evacuating the poor populations from the wealthy neighborhoods. 

In the aftermath of 1930s Santiago had witnessed an urban mobilization as 
industrial workers and pobladores began to assert themselves as a rapidly growing 
political class. However the state was not able to respond to their housing needs. 
Thereby, they found the solution in occupying land and building shantytowns 
(campamentos). Squatters in a way exerted their “right to housing” and “right to 
city” by claiming themselves as legitimate parts of the urban network.

Before the 1973, according to Ministry of Housing and Urbanism (MINVU), 
there were a total of 390 campamentos where more than 500,000 inhabitants lived 
in these overnight-built settlements (quoted in Rodríguez et al. 2012).  Starting 
in 1979, with the premise of returning the lands to their owners; 179,000 people 
were moved from their campamentos to social housing projects, mostly located in 
southern and western outskirts of Santiago. The military regime dismantled these 
settlements as part of its urban policy. These campamentos were the “social and 
urban basis” of the Unidad Popular coalition that supported the now overthrown 
Allende government (Rodríguez et al. 2012, 10).  Therefore by dispersing them, 
the political roots of the previous government were dismantled. Along with that, 
these expensive lands were now cleaned from the low-income populations; making 
it ready for the market-driven real-estate system to boom. As a result, families that 
used to live in campamentos were now relocated in the peripheries of the city; 
far away from the urban center these zones had little infrastructure and means 
of transportation that made travel to reach to city for work difficult. This new 
emphasis on the free market as the organizer of urban development was expressed 
in the 1979 National Policy of Urban Development, which stated that restrictions 
must be eliminated “to allow natural growth of the urban areas, following market 
tendencies” (MINVU). However despite the rhetoric on minimal role for the state, 
the state was the primary agency of changing the structure of the city. In addition to 
the slum eradication and low-income housing initiatives, an administrative reform 
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in 1981 reorganized Santiago into smaller communes (municipalities) in order 
to create more homogeneous areas. Thus the general market orientation of the 
military regime also found its expression in its urban policies, helping exacerbate 
the social and spatial segregation of Santiago (Jirón, 2004; Pé rez, 2011).

The transition to democracy with the democratically elected series of 
governments from the center-left Concertacion Coalition did not result in neither 
with the reversal of neoliberal market economy nor the accompanying urban 
policies (Jirón, 2004 and Rodríguez et al. 2012).  

The liberalization of urban lands and deregulation of urban markets has resulted 
in spatial segregation in the form of affluent neighborhoods in northeast and 
poor zones in the south and west of Santiago (Figure 1). However a paradoxical 
consequence of these urban policies has been the emergence of gated communities 
in the poor districts. These gated communities have proliferated in the peripheries 
of the city that formally hosted low-income populations living in social housings 
or self-constructed units, creating what Borsdorf et al. (2007, 373) call “islands of 
wealth in an ocean of poverty” and what Pé rez (2011, 2) calls as “fortified enclaves”.

Figure 1: Location of gated communities in Santiago (Sabatini & Salcedo, 2007).

Therefore in the case of Santiago, we see the proliferation of gated communities 
as a result of the interaction of variety of factors. On the demand side, the upper 
middle class and elites pursue secure living away from the urban crime while also 
maintaining the traditional neighborhood life. Moreover, the gated communities 
offer services and amenities that enjoyed together help build new identities. The 
walls that barricade these communities thus provide both security (in the form 
of walls and private security) and a vehicle to construct homogeneous identities 



130

POLITSCI ’13

(Figure 2). On the supply side, these peripheral districts 
that were the site of social housing projects in the 1980s 
offered affordable land that private construction firms 
could build their exclusive housing with pools, markets, 
schools etc.  The fact that city dwellers were now more 
mobile thanks to improvements in infrastructure eased 
the transition to outskirts.

Turkey and Istanbul particularly experienced 
its early capitalist expansion with the election of 
Democratic Party under the administration of Adnan 
Menderes. International support in the form of 
Marshall Plan and membership to NATO complimented 
Menderes’ economic policy of abandoning statist 
economic principles of early Republican.  The initial 
economic success of early 1950s ushered in changes 
in terms of migration to the cities and consequently 
massive urbanization (Bozdogan and Akcan, 2012). 
The economic model of import substitution helped 
create a private sector and a bourgeoning domestic 
market. Istanbul until 1960s was neglected. The republican era favored bringing 
modernization to rural parts and building the new capital, Ankara. However with 
the emergence of industrialization, Istanbul’s urban development took another 
turn. Roads were built, old industrial zones were established and buildings, 
monuments and squares representative of modernism were constructed. However 
rapid industrialization could not respond to the growing demand for housing in 
Istanbul, which made gecekondu an urban reality for the urban poor starting with 
1950s and sprawling out and invading the city during 1960s and 1970s. The 1960 
coup d’état among other goals, aimed to reverse the economic policies of Menderes 
period. The new constitution of 1960 reflected the new economic approach that 
emphasized social benefits. Hence housing was recognized as a legal right under the 
new charter (Bozdogan and Akcan, 2012). However this was not realized. Although 
mass-housing projects was regulated by state agencies, the state was ineffective 
in responding to growing demand for housing in Istanbul. Istanbul had become a 
hub for rural immigrants. Immigrants were pulled to the city in order to become 
part of the urban labor force and pushed from their villages as agriculture had now 
become mechanized. Without the financial means to afford housing coupled with 
the scarcity of low-income housing offered by the state, the new migrants turned to 
“informal sector” of constructing their own houses illegally (Bozdogan and Akcan, 
2012). These gecekondus, scattered around the city, were built literally over night 
with whatever material that was available. Until 1980s, the state maintained an 
ambiguous approach to this new type of housing. Several amnesty laws2, usually 
right before the elections legalized the previously built settlements. At other times, 
state authorities intervened to demolish the poorly built houses and evacuate 
the residents. On the other hand, during these same years, Istanbul’s macro-form 
was generally created with industry zones with squatter settlements spreading 

2 Before the military coup, amnesty laws were introduced in 1953, 1963, 1966 
and 1976.

Figure 2: A spatial 
segregation example from 
Santiago (El Mercurio, 
2005).
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around these zones, being excluded from the super-rich Bosphorus villas, former 
single-family housing turning into apartment blocks middle class for the and most 
important of all, the newly formed suburban housing areas for the middle and 
upper middle class. 

The 1980 coup d’état opened a new chapter on free-market economy. Under the 
neoliberal approach advocated by the military regime and its civilian counterparts, 
Turkey joined the global economy, intensified liberalization of the trade and 
deregulation of the markets. As a result starting in early 1980s, we witness several 
trends taking over Istanbul: legalization of shantytowns, transformation of mass-
housing projects and the emergence of gated communities.

During the military regime, National Security Council and Consultant Assembly 
granted the amnesty law no. 2805 (1983) essentially legalizing all the existing 
settlements built before June 1981 (Kayasu, 2012).  In the aftermath of transition to 
democracy, Turgut Ozal who was the deputy prime minister in charge of economic 
affairs under the military regime became the prime minister and intensified the 
economic program. A 1984 amnesty law facilitated the application process to get a 
license. The legalization was perceived as a solution and also it was anticipated that 
living standards would be improved and local taxes could be collected easily once 
the settlers became the rightful owners (Uzun et. al, 2010). In terms of low-income 
housing, the state also changed its gear. 

During the military rule, the mass-housing law no. 2487 (1981) was issued 
and it established a new fund. The 1984 law (no. 2985) issued under the new 
civilian government established a new institution; Mass Housing Administration 
(TOKI) directly under the office of prime ministry and allowed funds from private 
sources to be used in housing project and expanded the provisions for giving credit. 
Accordingly, the state was relieved of “the burden of providing mass housing and 
helped the privatization of the housing sector as an extension of the new free 
market economy” (Bozdogan and Akcan, 2012). For the last decade TOKI has been 
operationalized to demolish the existing shantytowns to be and constructing new 
social housing where slum dwellers will be relocated. The residents of gecekondus 
were necessarily moved to neighborhoods far away from their original ones.

A parallel phenomenon has been the emergence of gated communities. With 
the help of the globalization process Istanbul was going through, 1990s became 
the years where Istanbul met the first examples of gated communities, serving only 
for the upper class elites, who want to seclude themselves into suburban lifestyle 
communities. Kemer Country and Alkent 2000 are the first examples of these gated 
communities, which were located in the northwest and west parts of the European 
side of the city. For Istanbul it was easy and quick to adapt to this new way of 
segregation, hence, for the younger new households of the metropolis, mostly 
for the newly emerging ‘yuppies’ of Istanbul in 1990s, fully serviced and secured 
condominiums were started to be built at the city centers.  With the fast development 
of the real-estate and the trending demand for guarded and walled living style, 
the gated communities were built for the middle class, mostly in the urbanizing 
peripheries, forming new, gated high-rise apartment blocks with privatized public 
areas within the former peripheries of squatter settlements (Oncu, 1997). 

In the case of Turkey, taking a more quick entrance to the neoliberal economic 
and spatial formations, the increase in the number of gated communities accelerate 
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after 2003, where TOKI (Housing Development Administration of Turkey), took over 
the real estate market and started to change the whole landscape of the city. During 
these years and even continuing on today, the number of gated communities being 
built annually are increasing continuously, spreading from the peripheries to the 
city centers, forming non-public spaces in between the existent neighborhoods 
of the city (Figure 3). In this sense, again similar to Santiago, by irrational urban 
policies of the real estate market, gated communities of 2000s proliferated in the 
northern, northwestern 
and western peripheries of 
the city, creating extreme 
spatial segregation patterns 
within these areas (Figure 
4). Furthermore, these 
walled areas of high 
security is mostly seen in 
areas of low crime rate, 
contrasting from their 
marketing catchphrases, 
showing that the selection 
of gated community areas 
rely on neoliberal strategy 
and are chosen due to the 
land costs and convenience 
of the area for demolishing. 

Figure 3: A spatial segregation example of 
Istanbul, Atasehir district.

Figure 4: Location of Gated Communities and crime rate within Istanbul’s 
Districts (Yonet & Yirmibesoglu, 2009).
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Conclusion

In this paper, we described how the rapid liberalization carried out under the 
military regime created an analogous process of urban transformation in Santiago 
and Istanbul. These two cases attest to our hypothesis that the military regime 
rule creates the necessary repressive conditions by undermining the demands of 
social actors to push with accelerated economic liberalization. The injection of 
neoliberalism as a “cure” for the problems of economic and political instability, 
whether this is in the form of communist takeover or political violence in the 
streets, also brings a transformation in the urban fabric. The commodification 
of land, liberalization of land markets, availability of capital for construction 
firms, investment from abroad facilitates the supply of gated communities. The 
concentration of wealth, concerns for crime in the city as well as formation of new 
identities around social and economic marks lead upper-middle and upper classes 
to demand houses that offer safety provided by walls and private security guards 
and luxurious amenities such as pools, tennis courts, gyms and private parking etc. 
Thus, our paper has showed the nonlinear but nevertheless interwoven relation 
between economic transformation initiated under the military regime and the 
emergence of gated communities. 

Neoliberalism’s effects on the social and economic classes of both cities sprouted 
throughout the next years, fostering internal migration, class difference and social 
polarization, differing from other examples of globalizing cities. Though the process 
seems exactly similar to the urban policies of the military regime of Chile, creating 
a swift switch in the governmental system with the military takeover, in Turkey, 
the spatial transformations for the neoliberal policies in the urban content mostly 
happened after the military rule, still in control of the military regime’s effects 
on the creation of the new neoliberal governmental system. On the other hand, 
Turkey’s industrialization process, the military rule and neoliberal urban strategies 
happened later than Chile and continued on developing even later, up until today, 
creating even faster and more effective results in the urban transformation. Similar 
to Chile, in Turkey the largest and most important city, Istanbul, was the primary 
base for the new spatial segregation trends. However, unlike Santiago, Istanbul is 
not the capital city of the country. Therefore, Istanbul started to develop later than 
Santiago in the means of the modern urbanism, being a secondary city coming after 
Ankara, the capital. This fact, coming together with the huge population and the 
existing historical texture of the city, made Istanbul’s fast segregation process even 
more chaotic, transforming faster and more severe during a shorter time. With the 
effects of globalization in 1990s and the accelerated urban transformation models 
of 2000s, Istanbul’s silhouette is still changing rapidly into a segregated global city.

The cases of Istanbul and Santiago show very similar qualities in the means 
of military rule, its effects on the acceleration of the economic liberalism and the 
effects of neoliberalism on the urban transformation. The transformation of these 
two cities overlap during the industrialization period in which segregated slum 
areas begin to develop as the first forms of urban segregation. The formations 
of campamentos and gecekondus during these years of industrialization are also 
important for the studies on the transformation of both cities after the military 
takeover. Considering their old form of segregation, these shantytowns provided a 
faster entrance to the liberal urbanism, making these two cities unique examples 
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differing from the rest. For example, in our cases of Santiago and Istanbul, gated 
communities are not the results of segregation derived from ethnic or race based 
differences. Just as the campamentos and gecekondus are unlike favelas in Brazil 
or black ghettos in the United States; the rationale for the emergence of gated 
community based on ethnic or race tension is absent. What defines the emergence 
of gated community in these cases, whether it is fear of crime or the desire for 
a segregated and sterilized neighborhood that would include only people of their 
economic status, traces back to growing economic inequality that accompanied 
heightened neoliberalism.
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CITIES, SOCIAL COHESION AND THE ENVIRONMENT: 
THE CASE OF TAKSIM SQUARE, İSTANBUL
ESRA SERT, HAYRİYE EŞBAH TUNÇAY

Academics, practicing professionals, and activists have long been dealing with 
how to plan, design, implement, and manage urban spaces that enhance social 
cohesion among city’s inhabitants; and how to align the built environment with 
natural environment. On the other hand, the literature on these issues has been 
largely unsuccessful on correlating the disintegration of landscapes in social 
and ecological senses by socio-environmental injustices, with its close relations 
to the capitalist urbanization processes (Whitehead, 2003; Heynen, Kaika and 
Swyngedouw, 2006). While the socially and ecologically disintegrated and 
transformed landscapes are threatening the public space; and while society is 
being forced to a monotonous scene that includes consumption sites, decomposed 
living environments, and highways; disadvantageous social and economic groups 
are rapidly being sent away from social, cultural and natural sources (Turan, 
2012). It is possible to observe countless examples of those landscapes in several 
metropolises around the world. The city chosen for this study is İstanbul. The focus 
will particularly be on the Taksim Square and the Gezi Park located at this square 
which is the heart of İstanbul, and where dramatic changes take place in these 
days. The square acquired its name, which means ‘distribution’ or ‘division’, from 
the Taksim Maksem building, where the water of Galata and Beyoğlu districts was 
collected and distributed (1732-1733). The square constitutes a very valuable 
urban landscape in social, political, cultural and historical senses. Taksim Gezi Park 
is a certified park that houses monumental trees, and has historical and cultural 
importance. But, as a result of the capitalist urbanisation process, the landscape of 
Taksim Square and its surroundings currently forces people to live monotonously 
between decomposed living environments, highways and underpass tunnels. At 
the same time, the landscape is also subject to irrational projects that will prevent 
the access of some social and economic groups to the square. The barrack formed 
consumption place that will be rebuilt in place of the Taksim Gezi Park, namely the 
Taksim Military Barrack, was on the land of Taksim Park between 1780-1940. The 
barrack was demolished in 1940 for the purpose of maintaining the continuity of 
urban green areas according to the suggestion of the city planner Henri Prost. In 
this study, it is aimed to reveal the socio-environmental injustices that arise from 
the transformation of Taksim Square under the name of pedestrianisation project 
and military barrack project (Topçu Kışlası) in Gezi Park. In this sense, the study uses 
current urban landscape concepts to show social and environmental disintegration 
processes and their potential outcomes related to this project.

Keywords: Taksim Square, Gezi Park, Urban Political Ecology, Environmental 
Justice, Sustainability, Urban Landscape.

Introduction

Taksim area, the hearth of Istanbul, has been the subject of social and spatial 
transformations, as the City officials adopted the ambition to make the city a ‘world 
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class city’.  The current and planned actions for the area include removal of the 
tables outside of entertainment places along the İstiklal Street, prohibition of 
consuming alcohol around Galata Tower area, demolition of the historical Emek 
Theatre, closure of the Muammer Karaca Theatre, urban transformation of Tarlabaşı 
into a multi-use upscale office and residential complex, and the development of a 
multi-functional mosque complex behind the historical Maksem.  Moreover, the 
Taksim Square, the most important square of the city in terms of urban memory, 
state ceremonies, public demonstrations, and cultural exchange, and is the site for 
a major pedestrianization project which includes the re-construction of a Topçu 
Military Barrack in place of the Gezi Park.  In this present paper, we wish to inquire 
into the proposed projects from a point of view that will highlight the issues of 
environmental justice, socio-ecological fragmentation and social cohesion.  Urban 
landscape paradigm with its interdisciplinary content sets a framework for this 
work.  Thus, we will question sustainability in the urban political ecology context 
focusing on ‘Taksim Pedestrianization Project’ and the ‘Gezi Park’ landscape. The 
significance of the study stems from the fact that this study aims to explain the 
possible effects of the rent-oriented project rush and the transformation of urban 
environment on urban landscape.

The current socio-economic system sees biodiversity, flora and fauna in 
landscape as valuable reserves for capital instead of seeing them as resources 
having vital importance (Escobar, 1995; Sert, 2012) in terms of urban ecology. In 
this neoliberal urban landscape, all these reserves (natural, cultural etc.) in question 
are used for the ‘sustainability’ of the system, meaning all are used as commodities 
on sale by projects designed for the accumulation of capital. Practices trying to 
reverse this precarious scenario created by the current socio-economic structure 
that threaten the urban ecosystem, are fragmental and far from being complete. 
Fragmental character of these practices results in suggestions based on eco-design 
concepts (eco-buildings, energy efficient buildings, machineries, lightening etc.). As 
a result of understanding environmental justice at micro-level, technology-oriented 
approach forms the basis of this fragmental character (Swyngedouw and Cook, 
2010). As indicated by Swyngedouw and Heynen (2003), even in the cases in which 
environmental justice provided a local understanding can produce environmental 
injustices and inequalities at different scales and localities. Closure of the nuclear 
plants in some European countries and their transference to late capitalist 
countries is an example of this danger. In other words, environmental cost of capital 
accumulation challenges daily life of millions. One result of this is the increases 
in the number of movements demanding environmental justice (Churchill, 1993; 
Taylor, 1996; Chatterje, 1997; Muwakkil, 1997; Burkett, 1999). Fragmental character 
of these approaches has its roots in nature-culture dichotomy. However, we should 
focus on the nature-culture interaction rather than viewing them as a duality; and 
we should understand and see the social-material basis of environmental problems 
(Swyngedouw and Cook, 2010).  By doing so, the potentiality of the urban landscape 
as the space for both social separation and social cohesion becomes more obvious.

Sustainability and Urban Political Ecology

While thinking on disintegration and socio-environmental injustices in urban 
landscape, it can be a good starting point to talk about nature and culture (or 
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human and society) duality stemming from the ancient Greek. The duality clarifies 
the perspective based on a historical dialectic under the influence of which western 
urbanity developed. This model inclines to see the man as the center of the universe 
and portrays him/her as an independent being who is the master of nature. Eco-
centric approach which has been developed against the former one still represents 
the human being as independent from nature, but it puts an effort to bring them 
closer to each other. It implies an approach extending to an anti- technology 
attitude and praising pastoral landscape somehow, instead of taking into account 
for whom the technology is being used, and what it serves. On the other hand, 
according to Marx the relationship between human and nature addresses the 
mandatory relations of labour-capital along the same lines. The relations between 
labour and capital define the requisite shape of human-nature relations (Burkett, 
1999). Here the nature is defined as a product of the human agency and referred 
as being ‘constructed’. This approach has its roots in the concept of ‘second nature’ 
articulated by Marx and others in the 19th century (Bassin, 2000). Foster and Clarck 
(2010) comments on this as follows:

‘Uncovering the contributions of Marx and subsequent socialist thinkers to 
development of the modern ecological critique of capitalism plays a vital role in the 
construction of an ecological materialist analysis that is capable of addressing the 
devastating environmental conditions that we face today.’

Nowadays, a series of problems have become evident such as socio-environmental 
injustices, natural resource exhaustion, increase in energy consumption, decrease 
in urban life quality, along with the dramatic transformation of urban landscape by 
the dynamics of neoliberal urbanization. Regarding these problems, some concepts 
and approaches stand out as being their solutions both in theory and in everyday 
life, and they provide an insight into the market relations that regulate it. The 
approaches that are elaborated in this study are the approaches of sustainability 
and urban political ecology.

‘Sustainability’ has been the most widely used discoursive element in the 
1990’s by Bruntland Report issued since 1987. The report referred to the effects 
of environmental degradation on economic growth rather than the effects of 
economic growth on environment (Escobar, 1995). Advanced technology has come 
to the rescue of sustainability for economic growth. However the systems based 
on gigantic projects that necessitate advanced technology, engineering service 
and constant energy could never be realized in late-capitalist countries: if attempts 
were to be made to realize them these countries would have been burdened with 
debts and would have become increasingly dependent on other countries, and 
then these methods would have become unsustainable (Short and Short, 2008). 
Technological solutions are limited not only with physical laws (i.e., the second 
law of thermodynamics tells us free and complete recycling is impossible) but also 
limited with the laws of capitalism (Georgescu-Roegen, 1976; Foster and Robert 
Clark, 2013). Jevan Paradox points out that the tendency about more consumption 
of energy and the raw material (Foster and Clarck, 2013, p.8.). Jevan Paradox states 
the discourse of sustainability of technological interventions; any improvement in 
energy efficiency increases the amount of absolute energy consumption because 
it leads to constant economic growth (i.e. through a class consumer goods market, 
concepts of ‘eco’, ‘sustainable building’ and so on.) A substantial example of this is 
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the ‘green building assessment systems’ proposed since the 1990s by organizations 
such as the LEED and BREEAM. LEED, Leadership in Energy and Environmental 
Design, has evolved since 1998 to represent and incorporate emerging green 
building technologies in a more accurate way. LEED is a suite of rating systems for 
the design, construction, operation, and maintenance of green buildings, homes 
and neighborhoods.  BREEAM, Building Research Establishment Environmental 
Assessment Method, raises awareness amongst owners, occupiers, designers and 
operators about the benefits of taking a sustainability approach. It helps them 
successfully and cost effectively adopt sustainable solutions, and provides market 
recognition of their achievements. These certificates, since the 1990s, are given 
specifically to the buildings and are disregarding the landscape context at micro 
and macro scale. Subsequently, the cities are saturating with green buildings with 
compromises made in terms of urban ecology. As an analogy, such case is similar to 
proposing unlimited diet cookies to an unhealthy, overweight person.

The problem is not about either good or bad projects, it is about delivering 
almost all public open and green spaces (sole breathing spaces in every sense of 
the city) into the hands of the capital owners through ‘projects’ that harm natural 
reserves.  This approach will eventually make cities less resilient against natural 
disasters. Current knowledge shows that people in poor countries suffer from 
environmental injustices and ‘natural disasters’ more than the people of countries 
that   entered into a capitalization process earlier than the others. Turan (2012) 
draws attention to this quote from Heynen et al. (2006): ‘there is no such thing as 
unsustainable city, there are several urban and environmental processes in which 
some social groups make use of it whereas other social groups are negatively 
affected’. And he adds that Heynen et al. (2006) have brought criticisms against the 
concept of sustainability by referring to the socio-political context within a broader 
framework. There is an obvious negative correlation between the socio-economic 
processes and the magnitude of the effects of natural disasters. However, the term 
‘natural disaster’ obscures the social-economic-political factors behind not only the 
events and their outcomes but also their solutions (Short and Short, 2008; Sert, 
2013).

The issue of urban landscapes, the object of urban transformations, can only 
be evaluated by placing it into a context that takes broader political, economic, and 
ecological processes and networks into account. Thus, throughout the history, cities 
and landscapes have been determined and have become the determinants of social 
life precisely through these processes ‘...Right before capitalism stage, so called 
developed cities were not formed randomly on the base of relatively structured 
production method. There are obvious city plans from the ancient ages. Aristotales 
sets a thought provoking dualism between architectural and political planning. The 
contact between architectural and political planning stands such long time ago’ 
(Ernst Bloch, DasPrinzipHoffnung, Umut İlkesi, Cilt, 2, p.60)

Landscapes contain complex meanings (Daniels and Cosgrove, 1988; Schama, 
1996; Turan, Stiles and Reimer, 2010) and these complex meanings are accompanied 
by social processes (Barthes, 1957/1993; Mitchell, 2002; Turan, Stiles and Reimer, 
2010) and political preferences.

The nature is conceived as an untouched form of nature itself rather than as a 
part of social relations by dominant eco-centric approach in environmental justice 
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demands. On the other hand, the idea of a pure and untouched nature, in which 
the human beings would look for harmony, is unrealistic. All areas, including the 
most remote rural areas, are in interaction with the existing socio-economic system 
today. The nature is inherently being transformed by social relations and processes 
(Dickens, 1992: p.82-3; Keleş et all., 2009). From this perspective Sargın (2000, 
p.74) quoted from Gramsci: ‘History is the will of men who act on nature in order 
to change their world, to affect their goals, and to satisfy their needs’. Therefore 
natural areas also leave determining and decisive effects on the socio-economic 
structure while the socio-economic structure has decisive impacts on natural areas.

Focusing on the dialectic between understanding socio-ecological transformation 
as a necessity for urbanization on one hand, and the fact that cities are already 
evolving under the effect of socio-ecological conditions creates an area of research 
on the other hand for the benefit of the urban ecology politics. Within the context 
of urban political ecology, instead of focusing on the role of the nature in the city, 
it initiates to focus on how the nature of urbanization shapes the socio-ecological 
relations. Moreover, people studying urban political ecology from this perspective 
struggle with the myth dictating that the border of the city is where the nature ends. 
Instead of trying to understand and get over the city from this perspective, one 
should think of the city as a continuation of nature and focus on the socio-economic 
and ecological relations in the process of the re-creation of cities (Swyngedouw and 
Cook, 2010). Urban political ecologists make use of the early works of David Harvey 
(1996), Piers Blaikie (1985; Blaikie and Bloomfield, 1987) in order to understand this 
dialectic. Therefore, we will focus on Taksim, probably the most important historical 
case of urban political ecology in İstanbul in order to understand the relation 
between the socio-economic structure and ecology on the urban space.

Case Study: Taksim Square ‘Pedesptrianisation Project’ and Gezi Park

Taksim Gezi Park located in İstanbul’s Beyoğlu district, is a significant place in 
people's memory and in relation to İstanbul›s urban identity. The site was planned 
in the early Republican period and carries importance in open space planning as a 

Figure 1.
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prominent cultural landscape (DOCOMOMO, 2012). The project of Gezi Park was 
prepared by the city planner-architect Henri Prost between 1939-42, and it forms 
the urban landscape of Taksim Square around Atatürk Cultural Center. The Park 
was declared as a protected area by the decree numbered 4720, of Istanbul No.1 
Cultural and Natural Heritage Protection Board in 07.07.1993. 

Currently, the plans for the re-construction of The Military Barracks and the 
establishment of tunnels have been proposed as part of the pedestrianization 
project and the re-constrcution of the Barracks would mean the destruction of 
the urban-historical-cultural landscape heritage by violating the decision of the 
protection board. It would also be the case even if a very good designed ‘eco-
building’ was to be constructed at Gezi Park instead of Topçu Military Barracks. We 
need to state this, because at an earlier stage in the planning of this project while 
some academics and activists totally rejected the idea of a ‘project’ for the sake of 
keeping the current form of the park as it is, others argued that a more ‘proper’ 
project could be planned and realized (URL1).  The project can be successful in 
aesthetic and ecological ways, but it is still necessary to question the legitimacy and 
sustainability of the project.

Figure 2.

An examination of the projects devised for the region makes the capitalist 

mentality explicit and it becomes possible to understand the political, economic, 

ecological, cultural and social dynamics behind this transformation process in the 

urban landscape.  The urban transformation projects planned for the Taksim Square 

include these items:

-The re-construction of the Artillery Barracks as a shopping mall, 

-Intention to build a mosque behind the historical Maksem building,

-The renewal of the Tarlabaşı area to meet the housing needs of the rich at the 

city center by forcing the poor inhabitants of the area to migrate to the outskirts 

of the city,

-By channeling the arterial road connecting Tarlabaşı and Harbiye to the 
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underground within the scope of the pedestrianization project, the entry in wards 

located in Tarlabaşı will be provided by underground parking. The construction of 

the shopping mall within the new physical environment that is disconnected from 

the street and has no connection with the locale would be realized by cutting the 

trees down. 

The project was initiated by cutting the trees down without the permission of 

the protection board, in 27 May 2013. Thus, the scale of the resistance expanded 

after excessive use of force by the police against people who were against the 

cutting down of trees and the Taksim Project. And finally, the resistance, which 

went beyond the demand for environmental justice, has been carried to a larger 

scale. This scale precisely carries the spatiality of urban landscape’s embodiment 

in the forms of political, ecological, cultural and social formations of given mode 

of production. On the other hand, the Taksim project is devised for creating a 

‘sterile’ environment, for the benefit of the high-income group. This project for 

the re-organization of the environment was based on an Islamic-Ottoman agenda 

and it will lead to social segregation by confining the inhabitants into underground 

tunnels. Hence, we see how spatiality is reproduced and how an urban landscape 

can be a space for both social segregation and social cohesion at the same time.

As people use the Taksim Square as a place for holding meetings, distribution 

and transmission, the proposal for establishing a building as a shopping mall at the 

park drew enormous reaction from urban dwellers. The creative expression of this 

reaction and the materialization of this reaction in the scripts on the walls and the 

streets during the Gezi resistance received great attention from the social media.

Figure 3.

As a cumulated reaction to the injustices done to the social and natural 

environment, the acts of resistance spread to the whole country. Subsequently, 

monumental trees at the Gezi Park were saved, the implementation of the project on 
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the re-construction of the Topçu Military Barracks came to a halt, and the historical 

importance of the Gezi Parkı as an urban landscape, in which the resistance took 

place, was consolidated. Moreover, social cohesion and collectivism have been 

redefined in an urban landscape. After the Gezi Resistance, the implementation 

of rent oriented projects which perpetuate the ecological destruction of the urban 

landscape and cause social-environmental injustice still continues. However, the 

ground for future struggles against rent oriented projects neglecting social and 
environmental justice has been built with the Gezi Resistance (Saraçoğlu, 2013).

Taksim has always been a major site for the transportation means and a central 
meeting place.  However, lately, a new shopping mall culture has emerged and 
while the roads have been taken underground, the cultural centers, theaters and 
bookstores have been closed down.  This development has diminished the activities 
previously taking place on the street.  With this example, we understand how the 
re-organization of the social relations leads to a new urban landscape.

On the other hand Gezi Park is the only area for assembling during an earthquake 
(URL2) for the people living in Beyoğlu district and is the last substantial green space 
for the bird species which have a migration path along the Bosphorus. Another 
important point on which one should focus in the context of Taksim and ‘Gezi 
Park’ is the fact that urban landscape has become a part of a continuous dramatic 
transformation process polished by the images of ‘projects’. A prominent similarity 
between Gezi Park project, İstanbul Channel Project, 3rd Bridge Project and the 
3rd Airport Project is the fact that they will cause İstanbul difficulties in the future 
especially because of ecological disintegration.  The projects of the government 
which prevent the continuity in the existing social structure and the ecological 
formation and are irreversible in its characteristic, have led to big reactions and 
demonstrations.

Figure 4.



144

POLITSCI ’13

This method of transformation which is not sustainable in lots of ways is 
sustainable only for the accumulation of capital through the urbanization projects. 
And it is not a coincidence that all natural, social and cultural facts’ interplay with 
ecology has been shaped up by the current socio-economic system, which does not 
care for the consequences. To support this idea Turan (2010, p.946) quotes from 
Harvey: 

‘The neo-liberal state has, no longer the mission of providing services and 
possibilities for the well being of all citizens, but is more concerned with maintaining 
adequate and stable rates of capital accumulation with optimizing conditions for 
capital accumulation no matter what the consequences for employment or social 
well-being’ (Harvey, 2006, p.25)

Conclusion

In Turkey, numerous interventions into the urban landscape which are based 
on neoliberal policies and imposed by the current government of the Justice and 
Development Party (AKP) have caused the citizens to face environmental injustice 
and experience the seizure of urban rights, and hence the request for justice has 
become more vital. Increasing environmental injustices, unsustainable and harder 
urban life experienced especially by the urban poor such as the ones living in the 
Tarlabaşı district near Taksim -home to poor until the last urban transformation 
moves- have demonstrated that environmentally focused understanding of urban 
landscape and requests focused on local ‘liberation’ of spaces may have some 
potentials, but are far from reaching long term and effective results. Criticizing the 
attempts for urban landscape transformation, as the one taking place at Taksim Area, 
is helpful for understanding the current capitalist urbanization processes in İstanbul. 
In order to realize the projects in Taksim, which include the pedestrianization of the 
Taksim Square and the re-building of The Military Barracks in place of the Taksim 
Gezi Park, the government forces people to carry on a monotonous life between 
decomposed living environments, highways and underpass tunnels. Additionally, 
people who live in Beyoğlu are about to lose their single area for assembling during 
an earthquake and their shared place in which they can take a breath and relax. 
Among others, the most important thing is that this kind of a transformation is not 
only taking place in the Taksim Area. People who live in İstanbul are subjected to 
numerous transformation projects that particularly take place in public spheres, 
particularly in green areas. Last decade has had a strong influence on everyday life of 
the citizens living in İstanbul, which is a city that has become the stage of a dramatic 
change within the public spheres. As a result of all these radical transformations 
(including socio-cultural restraints) the Gezi Resistance had become unavoidable. 
Citizens started to demand their cultural, social, spatial and ecological rights.

This century has brought with itself a widespread ecological consciousness and 
more people demand a livable urban landscape. And, as we are trying to explain, this 
is not a coincidence. The most recent case for Turkey is the Gezi Resistance which 
we have newly experienced throughout the days of June 2013. Gezi Resistance has 
shown us that we cannot approach these projects from the restrictive angles of 
environmental justice and by prioritizing the purpose of having ‘better projects’. 
Scholarly debates cannot avoid from including integration of political struggle 
and inconvenience about cities, social cohesion and environment. Indeed this 
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new experience has made it explicit that a critical approach is necessary. In fact 
all these landscapes and the capitalist urbanization process which have been seen 
as separate are in fact inter-connected with each other in ecological, economical, 
political and social terms. That is to say that, struggle for an adequate, livable 
and socially cohesive urban landscape needs to take into account the large-scale 
frameworks as integrated elements that are in relation to each other.

These transformed urban landscapes, which are socially and ecologically 
disintegrated, are threatening the public space and everyday life. At the same time 
the urban landscapes can be the locations for social cohesion and resistance in 
a wider context. The role and the positions of urban landscape transformation in 
power relations and resistance culture is considerable for understanding urban 
political ecology. In short, in this paper the radical transformation process which 
has been initiated at the Taksim Square urban landscape is criticized. After the Gezi 
Resistance, it can easily be said that the countless number of projects that are the 
results of neoliberal policies creating ecologically disintegrated and transformed 
landscapes- the projects of capitalist urbanization dynamics- have become more 
visible with their dissociative-aggravating effects on our daily lives. These projects 
have led to outrage and have become the mediating points for igniting the fuse 
for the resistance. Therefore, the projects have led to a crisis for the government 
who has encouraged capital accumulation by utilizing urban landscapes. Besides 
that, as being an important part of the urban landscape, Gezi Park, became the 
location where social solidarity was established, and the expression of the outrage 
took place. In this sense, Gezi Parkı took a crucial part in the generation of positive 
hope. Urban landscape, in a broad sense ‘place’, has a significant importance 
for envisioning another world worth to live and search for. As Bloch (2012, p.74) 
suggests‘...every concrete utopia which is discoverable, is related to a thing existed 
in the future (historical) to a tendency dependent on legitimacy and related to a 
targeted practical-real possible’s secret content... In this regard, every utopic 
tendency is dependent on geographical discoveries, because [Topos] (place, space) 
stands at every one of them is a positive hope.’
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POLITICS OF MEMORY AND SPACE IN İSTANBUL - LIVING 
IN THE BACK STREETS OF PAŞABAHÇE GLASS FACTORY
E. ZEYNEP GÜLER

Abstract

A specific urban phenomenon is at work in Istanbul nowadays. As Lefebvre 
pointed out once, we can mention from a parallelism between the production of 
the cities and capitalism. On the global level capital is reproducing itself either by 
occupying or producing a space fit for its existence, restoration, and renewal. In 
Istanbul capital is producing itself by occupying the environment, the urban land 
and opening new areas to construction by capturing, controlling, and renewing. 
Cultural and economic values of the city are under discussion, competition and 
construction.

In this paper we like to discuss on politics of time, space and memory in post-
industrial urban space context in Paşabahçe, Beykoz which is much more related 
to history, society and politics of geography. Much of the existing literature frames 
collective memory in terms of a social reconstruction of the past and explores 
the difference between official and unofficial memory. Paşabahçe is a case where 
memory of the industrial past is to be officially or unofficially reconstructed in the 
process of urban restructuring. It is also necessary to discuss this social process with 
the addition of spatial characteristics of the area.

Currently the whole neighborhood is living behind the industrial ruins that are 
produced by capital abandonment of sites of industrial production; they can be 
‘read’ as the footprint of capitalism, the sites which are no longer profitable, which 
no longer have use-value. Indeed, a number of authors have described derelict or 
industrial landscapes as ‘wasted’ cultural, social and economic spaces. The valuable 
space soon will turn out to be a precious, luxury neighborhood in the process 
of urban renewal with 7 star hotels, off shore marinas and befitting, upper class 
neighborhoods.

To start with the question what happens to memory in times of uncertainties 
and quick changes in the context of urban renewal and what is the importance 
of physical remains of industrial sites we will go on discussing whether they are 
recognized as traces of ‘good old days’, or as part of feeling of nostalgia? Another 
possibility is to see the industrial sites as useless remnants and to get out of them 
as soon as possible. There are hopes and promises but the actual situation and the 
examples shown, shared in Istanbul, do not supply sufficient data for actual secure 
or better situation or opportunities in the course of changing conditions.

Politics have been so much related with the experiences of de-industrialization; 
in this context with the process of closure of the factories. But now, with the passing 
of time, the whole feeling of social solidarity is lost, the scope of social relations are 
nostalgically remembered. Communal relations are loosened; as a matter of fact 
people living in the area are rivals pursuing individual interests and profits in due course. 
What is remarkable is that there are generational differences in memory. As a 
matter of fact elders are remembering being workers and industrial heritage more. 
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On the other hand youngsters have no claim to that heritage; they only want to get 
more out of the promises and hopes under the influence of the media coverage, 
official circles and the words of capitalist market economy. There is no effort to keep 
industrial heritage, especially for the big two factories, no plans to commemorate 
them as industrial museums; no effort to visualize memory of the working class 
struggles and social life in the region as a whole as they have already started to 
demolish factory buildings.

So in this research by using oral history recordings of in-depth interviews, I like 
to examine what people remember and forget while depicting the way in which 
different circles represent and legitimize the existing process of restructuring 
in Paşabahçe: Government and ministerial justification on the one hand, media 
representations and the media discourse on the other.

Introduction

A specific urban phenomenon is at work in Istanbul nowadays. In our research 
project we have concentrated on certain consequences of this phenomenon: 
public life or human intercourse has been minimized; with the removal of the 
neighborhoods and changing of scales in urban space, the possibility of human 
relationship and contact by seeing, hearing and talking, awareness and acceptance, 
recognition and dignification of the ‘other’ have been destroyed/banned for the 
sake of capitalism, organization of space and human relations have been made fit 
to the market economy and everyday life has become boring, difficult and stuffy. 
We have chosen the points we are going to discuss under the influence of the 
inspirations we have through our life experiences and our academic concerns. We 
have shaped our study on the basis of our observations, experiences and narratives; 
within this context we have held interviews with many people who have been living 
in Istanbul, taking a walk and using the space there for various purposes. We joined 
local activities, escorted protests, took pictures of the places reflecting the specific 
characteristics, and we also walked in the streets, waited for the bus to observe the 
everyday life experiences. In this paper we have focused only one part of the city, 
namely Paşabahçe.

During the June resistance which took place in different parts of Istanbul we 
have realized that many people living in Istanbul are not happy with the living 
conditions, spatial relations in the city. They feel they are entrapped by these 
conditions. People have expressed their desire to step into the land, to see each 
other, to have conversation, to hear, to share, to repose on land as they like to do. 
That is to say, they want a different kind of everyday life. And many of them are 
affected by the neo-liberal restructuring policies which have changed the urban 
settlement and public places during the last decade. These simple demands are 
political in the urban context. It is a political experience in which people demand 
the right to participate in public affairs and of the places a freer and collective way 
of life. By looking at the experiences we have examined within the scope of this 
study, we can understand why people in Taksim, Gezi Park and in many other cities 
of Turkey have came together and held demonstrations during the hot days of June.

Paşabahçe as an urban palimpsest

In this paper, as a part of a wider research we like to discuss the politics of 
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space and memory within the context of post-industrial urban space which has 
materialized in Paşabahçe, Beykoz by making connections to the history of the 
area, the composition of the community living there and the policies implemented 
within the area. The area is going through an urban transformation process and 
radical changes have been made in the area within a very short period of time. 
People living in the area have been aware of the fact that the whole landscape 
will change soon. So they have been feeling like they are in limbo, waiting for 
something to happen that would change their lives entirely. But we should say, even 
in modern times in which change has acquired a positive connotation, a change 
in urban structure creates unrest. While we took walks through the back streets 
of Paşabahçe we have realized that the neighborhoods adjacent to the factory 
in the area had been shaped in accordance with the necessities of the industrial 
production. After the closure of the factories the meaning and the conditions of 
the neighborhood changed drastically. But there is more than that: landscapes 
play an important role in our lives, in our personal and social/collective memories. 
They can either be personal or political memories about the place in which our 
memories take place, as a ‘lieu de mémoire’ (Nora, 2001). Much of the existing 
literature frames collective memory in terms of a social reconstruction of the past 
and explores the difference between official and unofficial memories. Paşabahçe is 
a case where memory of the industrial past is reconstructed by the inhabitants or 
the official statements and the discourses that emerged within the process of urban 
restructuring. It is also necessary to observe and discuss changes that emerged in 
the social relations and social structures in addition to the spatial characteristics of 
the area.

Back streets of Şişe-Cam factory, Paşabahçe, Beykoz
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Currently the whole neighborhood is located next to the industrial ruins, an 
outcome of the process of capital abandonment of the sites of industrial production. 
The remnants, the sites which are no longer profitable and have no longer any use-
value can be ‘read’ as the marks of capitalism. Indeed, a number of authors have 
described derelict industrial landscapes as ‘wasted’ cultural, social and economic 
spaces (Mah, 2010). On the other hand, the valuable space soon will turn out to be 
the space of a precious, luxury neighborhood as a result of the urban transformation 
process including 7 star hotels, off shore marinas. Those are befitting upper class 
neighborhoods (Gür, 2012).

It will be appropriate to start our analyses with these two questions: what 
happens to memory in times of uncertainties and quick changes within the context 
of urban renewal and what is the importance of physical remains of the industrial 
sites? We want understand whether they are remembered as traces of ‘good old 
days’, or as part of a feeling of nostalgia? Another possibility is that they may think 
of these industrial sites as useless remnants and may want to get out of them as 
soon as possible. In some of the interviews we held we are told that the inhabitants 
of the neighborhood act as if the industrial sites are not there at all that is to say the 
whole industrial heritage have become invisible. People said that they sometimes 
feel that they are unwanted and considered as worthless. There are hopes caused 
by the given promises that may be evaluated within the sphere of ideology, but 
the actual situation in Paşabahçe with evidence of the other examples of change 
in the urban sphere in Istanbul, do not supply sufficient data for secure or better 
situation or opportunities in the course of changing conditions. In short, the old 
poor neighborhoods in Istanbul are destroyed and the working class families are 
pushed to the outskirts of the city.

When we think about the motto ‘right to the city’, it is taken as political and 
ethical human right as it is in David Harvey (Harvey, 2008, p.23). From this frame 
a discourse and agenda of straggles with liberal connotations fit to market logic 
shaped.  Politics is related with the experiences of de-industrialization; in this 
context with the process of the closure of the three big factories, and some small 
ones which had been functioning in the area. But now, as time goes by, the social 
fabric of the neighborhood has changed; the whole feeling of social solidarity is lost, 
the social relations, once established, are nostalgically remembered. Communal 
relations got loose. As a matter of fact people living in the area have become rivals 
to each other by pursuing individual interests and profits in course of events. Arendt 
maintains that politics requires the space of appearance. She also claims that space 
is precisely what politics brings about: ‘It is the space of appearance in the widest 
sense of the word, namely, the space where I appear to others as others appear to 
me, where men (sic) exist not merely like other living or inanimate things but make 
their appearance explicitly.’(Butler, 2011) But the space in this example cannot 
supply necessary conditions for the feelings of equality or social solidarity, for 
political communication or the exchange of ideas within the specific circumstances 
created by the urban transformation process. As a result people living in the area 
politically and economically trapped in the actual conditions shaping the area for 
the benefit of capitalist market relations. 

In this context, memory related to the industrial past is also changing: there are 
generational differences in memory. Elders are remembering the times when they 
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were workers and factories were operating; as a result they have more respect for 
the industrial heritage. New generations living in the area have no claim to that 
heritage; they only want to get the most out of the promises and hopes generated 
under the influence of the media, arguments produced by official circles and the 
words of the capitalist market economy. There is no effort to keep the industrial 
heritage, no plans to commemorate the factories, working class struggles and the 
social life that were once prevalent in the region. In the area the companies have 
already started to demolish the factory buildings. For Paşabahçe region there are 
rumors about plans of holiday resorts, hotels and marinas which will allegedly be 
realized in the future. The gated communities at the hills of the area such as Acarlar 
and Beykoz Konakları are considered as examples that have been realized and that 
would bring better living conditions for those living in the area (Kurtuluş, 2005, 
Geniş, 2007).

So in this research project, we tried to examine what people remember and 
forget about the past by using in-depth interviews we have held with the inhabitants 
of the neighborhood. We also aim to depict the way in which different subjects 
whether it be individuals or officials represent and legitimize the existing process 
of restructuring in Paşabahçe such as the government and ministerial justifications, 
media representations and the media discourse.

As Lefebvre pointed out once, we can speak of a correlation between the 
production of the cities and capitalism. At the global level, the capital is reproducing 
itself either by occupying or producing a space fit for its existence, in different 
methods of planning, restoration, gentrification or renewal as an ‘urban palimpsest’. 
In Istanbul, the capital is reproducing itself by occupying the natural environment 
and the urban land by capturing, controlling, and renewing the relations of 
space. Cultural and economic values of the city are going through a reevaluation 
and reconstruction process. This is a ‘political’ process in which different views, 
interests and perspectives are, conflicting, clashing and struggling at the various 
levels of politics such as the legal, cultural, social levels, and within the scope of 
everyday life experiences. We should consider various scales in this context, such 
as neighborhood, locality, basin, regional, national or global; in other words micro 
scale of the body or the personal and the macro scale of global political economy 
(Harvey, 2000).

Research and methodology

In this research we have been inspired by the works of Michel de Certeau and 
we have aimed at doing a research about the urban experiences of ordinary people 
who live in Istanbul, which is a rapidly changing mega city and who are the subjects 
of their lives and daily activities During our research, we attributed importance to 
their specific experiences in their daily lives (De Certeau, 1988).

In urban research, the problem of scale is an important of issue to be addressed. 
When we talk about urban spaces, the discussion moves on to the scales such as 
the neighborhood, basin, city, whether it be national or global (Brenner, 2000, 
p.363). Discussions on the production of space since 1980s are carried out by 
evaluating the relation between the social processes and the urban scale. In this 
context, urban scale has been taken as a key geographical basis of the accumulation 
process and has been related to the periodization of capitalist development 
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by Harvey (Harvey, 1989, pp.17-49). Cities are studied by taking into account of 
multifaceted geographical characteristics, forms of industrial production, local 
labor processes, substructural configurations, intercompany relations and land 
use systems, consumption processes. Since 1980s it is accepted that relations of 
production and the space and urban scales have gone through drastic changes 
when compared to previous decades. New life centers, new satellite towns and 
gentrified areas, gated communities in suburbs emerged in urban areas. At the 
same time as a result of the de-industrialization process, new urban decay areas 
appeared; the context of discussion has moved from the problem of scale to the 
production and reproduction of the space. Ceasing to be the functional parts of 
urban processes, the urban space within this context, turns out to be the complex 
geographical embodiment of capitalist social relations. The transformations at the 
global level, such as the globalization process and the implementation of neoliberal 
policies with certain needs, necessities and impositions against social policies have 
changed urban policies as well. But the whole spectrum of urban changes cannot 
be explained by globalization; for example, at the national level since 2002, with 
the AKP governments there appeared huge changes in the urban context which 
are functions and reflections of economic growth and life style preferences and 
they produced new inequalities and unrests at the same time. In Turkey and in 
Istanbul we have experienced big changes and struggles concerning urban issues. 
Many years ago Henri Lefebvre points out that urban policies cannot be evaluated 
as policies which are independent from social relations. He claims that social space 
is a social product. His well known statement is as the following: ‘every society - and 
hence every mode of production with its subvariants (i.e. all those societies which 
exemplify the general concept) - produces a space, its own space.’ (Lefebvre, 1991, 
p.31).

In this work, Lefebvre emphasizes that the urban space is a social space; 
according to him those who exist in this space produce a discourse on it; but even 
this cannot produce the knowledge for the space. Space cannot only be read but 
it is also produced and reproduced. This process is not only an abstract, discursive 
process but it amounts to the formation and production of the space. Place and 
space do not stand by themselves, there must be an underpinning. As Lefebvre 
remarks:

‘In analyzing the social relationship, it is impossible simply to dub it a form, for 
the form as such is empty, and must have a content in order to exist. Nor can it be 
treated as a function, which needs objects if it is to operate. Even a structure, whose 
task it is to organize elementary units within a whole, necessarily calls for both 
the whole and the component units in question. Thus analytic thought finds itself 
returning, by virtue of its own dynamic, to the very entities and substantiality that 
it had originally banished: to ‘subject’ and ‘object’, to the unconscious, to global 
praxis, and so on. Granted, then, that a social relationship cannot exist without an 
underpinning, we still have to ask how that underpinning ‘functions’.’ (Lefebvre, 
1991, p.401).

We start from the natural, physical and social spaces; but these do not stand still 
as such. They have an existence beyond their materiality, which reaches to the realm 
of politics. In politics, the space has a central role as it is a crucial base and subject 
of practices and struggles. Furthermore it is not only a stage, an indifferent décor of 
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the social praxis, but it is more than that. Space is not only an empty container where 
we live in; it is a decisive dimension of socio-political practices and contradictions 
where politics materialize. In space, there are not only material, concrete relations 
but there are also images and symbols. Therefore, the physical space has symbolic 
functions. According to Lefebvre in the modern period, the naturality of human 
beings has been damaged and it is not possible to bring spontaneity back again. 
As it is said for the modernity, there is no way back. Lefebvre is an important social 
scientist for our discussion because for him the daily life experiences of ordinary 
people are important. David Harvey takes this argument further by claiming that 
the conquest of space is only possible by the production of the space and that is 
only possible by means of social struggles. In contemporary capitalist reproduction 
processes, urban space has a double function: it functions both as a setting and as 
a powerful actor of social and political modes of production. Everyday struggles in 
the urban context weather it is local, national or global, will determine in what kind 
of places we are going to live.

Therefore, in the analysis of urban processes, we have to use a multidimensional 
method that is to say in the contemporary stage of global capitalist reproduction, 
cities are important both form the aspect of economic processes and the social 
struggles for the construction of a better world. What kinds of places cities will turn 
into in the future depend on daily struggles at the local, national and global level.

Living at the back streets of Paşabahçe Glass Factory…

The decision on the closure of the Paşabahçe Glass Factory which gave its name 
to the neighborhood, and other factories in the area was taken in the 1980s. The 
working class basin located close to the Bosporus turned into an area of urban decay 
after the implementation de-industrialization policies and as it has the potentiality 
to offer high ground rent as a place with high investment value it waits for the 
realization of urban transformation projects. As a result, the area was included 
into the neo-liberal urban plans since the 1990s, especially after the closure of the 
factories in 2000s.

Beykoz-Paşabahçe has been established as an industrial area close to the 
Bosphorus in the 19th century-in the late Ottoman period-, with three important 
factories, Paşabahçe Şişe-Cam (producing glass, 1899), Beykoz Deri Kundura 
(producing leather and shoe, founded in 1810 as a tannery) and Tekel (producing 
wine, spirits; it was established as a small factory and became a public enterprise in 
1933). For more than 70 years, they have served with production, employment and 
social facilities in the area; they also represented Republican ideals of industry and 
productivity. There were also a lot of minor factories, workplaces and ateliers in the 
region producing glass byproducts, textile products and rope.

De-industrialization as a prominent social change process affected not only 
Paşabahçe-Beykoz valley but also other shores and valleys near the Bosphorus. 
During the last 30 years plans have been made and negotiations have been carried 
out in relation to these industrial remnants and as a result, it was decided that 
the whole area should be a tourism district. The whole process was carried out 
behind closed doors, the plans were never explicitly discussed with the residents of 
the area and they were never shared with the community living there. Only after 
the 1990s, the results of the decision-making process came into light. During the 
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whole process, factories decreased the number of workers; they didn’t recruit new 
workers, transferred some workers and some functions of the factories to others in 
different parts of Turkey. As a result, there occurred many social struggles by the 
workers not to lose their jobs, about changing work conditions and to keep the area 
and factories in service. But the decisions taken about the area and the factories 
have not been modified. The Trade Unions and political parties organized in the 
area were against the closure of the factories as it would affect the whole area. 
But since the Justice and Development Party (AKP) came to power in 2002, the 
hegemonic perspective regarding the urban transformation/urban renewal process 
changed along with the political and ideological atmosphere in Turkey. People 
living in the area tend to accept the current situation and wait for the launching 
of the renewal process. The managers of the Paşabahçe Glass Factory decreased 
the number of the workers, transferred its production units to other factories and 
started to import far Eastern glass artifacts. At last, Paşabahçe factory was closed 
down in August 2002.

According to Alnıaçık, 
‘The processes of deindustrialization and urban transformation share a common 

ground as these issues are related to the fate of working class in urban setting. Both 
mean displacement for the working class from their old determinate conditions 
in the urban space. While urban transformation is directed against the living 
conditions of workers, deindustrialization is related to the disappearance of old 
working conditions in the urban environment.’ (Alnıaçık, 2008, p.12).

Towards the back streets of old factory, Paşabahçe Şişe-Cam

In our research project, we have tried to understand the living conditions, daily 
life activities and the feelings and thoughts of the people who live in the back 
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streets of the remnants of the old factories. The company is using some factory 
buildings as warehouses for the imported goods. We tried to understand how it is 
to live in the back streets of the factories with chimneys still standing; while whole 
area has been collapsing. In this respect, we have held interviews with the family 
members and individuals who worked in those factories, who have been living in 
the area for a long time, ex-workers or unemployed youngsters to understand how 
it is to live in the back streets of a huge closed-down industrial plant, the ruins of 
old factory buildings.

The Closure of the Factories and the Social Consequences

During the 1980s, major decisions were taken that led to a transformation of 
the whole area of a working class basin. As the area is close to the forests located 
in the hinterland, has a beautiful view of Bosphorus and has natural beauties, it 
attracted special attention as a suitable place for neo-liberal urban plans. The major 
decisions that changed the destiny of the region were taken in 19841. According 
to the decision taken on Beykoz and its surrounding area, the whole basin should 
change from an industrial area to a tourism center. On the other hand, the decision 
was not declared to the public and discussed collectively. Only after the 1990s, 
the harsh consequences of these decisions became visible and these led to many 
struggles and discussions. But the decisions were not altered. 

When the closure of the factories was gradually put into practice the organized 
trade unions in the three big factories, namely Deri-İş, Tek Gıda-İş and Kristal-İş, 
created a platform for the union spokesmen and resisted the whole process. In this 
struggle the active union leaders, with some of which we have held interviews, told 
us that the mainstream political parties supported the workers’ struggle against 
the closure of the factories. It is for sure that this process was part of the de-
industrialization process and the neo-liberal policies that became dominant in the 
political arena in Turkey as it was in the capitalist world economy as a whole. So, the 
mainstream political parties and the ideologies endorsed this trend in one way or 
another. The struggles of the workers in the 1990s against the urban planners and 
their decisions slowed down the closure process but they could not terminate it.

For example, Beykoz Şişe Cam Factory was closed down in August 2002. As 
it was one of the main factories of the Republican period and as a result of the 
political characteristics of the region, mass protests were organized by the workers, 
workers› families and the local inhabitants of the area. The owner of the factory 
was Türkiye İş Bankası and the Republican People›s Party, RPP (CHP).

The factories did not recruit new workers for a long time and at the end the 
workers were offered gradual retirement benefits or they could get the premium 
plus their legal rights and would leave the job. As a matter of fact, nobody in 
the region wanted to lose their jobs. They were unhappy about the fact that the 
closure meant that there would not be any available jobs in the region in the 
future. The factory was evaluated as a wrecked ship damaged under the impact 

1 The de-industrialization of Bosphorus area in İstanbul in 1980’s was not limited 
to Beykoz. Some factories found in the other side of the Bosphorus, namely in 
İstinye and Ortaköy even in Haliç, where transportation by sea was very easy, for 
many years offered employment opportunities for people living in Beykoz, closed 
in this period. 
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of globalization. The number of employees was reduced prior to the closure of the 
factories, by not recruiting new workers with pension coverage and by transferring 
some production phases to sub-contractors. The Glass factory, Paşabahçe Şişe Cam 
reduced the number of workers from 3000 to 1100; the shoe factory, Deri Kundura 
reduced them from 1500 to 600. Investments in technology were cancelled as a 
whole in order to prepare a suitable environment for privatization which would 
precede their closure. Another policy was the early retirement of workers who 
were supposed to work for another two years. Social security contributions and 
the severance pay of these workers were paid in advance. Workers felt at the time 
that they received a fair share from this process, did not feel any displeasure at all, 
but on the contrary they became glad as they began to prepare plans to start some 
businesses in the future.

In relation to the production phases which were transferred to subcontractors, 
new small businesses were set up. For example, ornamental workshops related 
with the glass industry, and in particular with Şişe Cam factory were established as 
well as many small enterprises which were started in the textile sector and came 
to be known with their extensive employment of unregistered laborers. Workers 
who retired or left their job in the main factories started to work in these domains.

Another feature of the developing neoliberal markets is that they render small 
enterprises uncompetitive and this leads to their bankruptcy. In recent years, 
many small businesses in Paşabahçe had to close down. As a result, there emerged 
two big groups of unemployed people among the local population: one of them 
is composed of relatively aged people who became unemployed after an early 
retirement, and the second one is composed of the youngsters who are unable to 
find a good job.

As there is a distance from the basin to the business centers of Istanbul, young 
people face limitations in reaching new employment opportunities. The ones, who 
are employed, mostly work in the service sector particularly in Kavacık, or in the 
other regions of Istanbul, most of which are far away from their homes. As the 
service sector which often offers precarious and short-term work opportunities, 
became the main sector of employment for the residents of the area there occurred 
a severe decrease in income levels leading to a deterioration in the living conditions 
of the working class.

High unemployment rate, especially among the young population has left 
an important effect on the social life and cultural patterns prevalent in the 
neighborhood. During the interviews it was consistently, mentioned that, this 
undereducated and unemployed young population internalizes a kind of lumpen 
proletariat culture; there has occurred a severe increase in crime and addiction 
rates. This desperate atmosphere increases the feeling of helplessness among 
the people and makes them more open to internalize the legitimizing discourses 
produced by the main stream politicians and the media, which basically proclaims 
that with the closure of the factories, the basin will turn into a tourism region and 
the lands and houses owned by the poor inhabitants will have higher values.

During the interviews, we were often told that, the expectation among the poor 
people that they would gain some advantages despite the closure of the factories, 
weakened their resistance day by day. When we asked about the numerous ateliers 
which were specialized at cutting glass and located at the back streets of the 
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factory, people said that they were all closed down. We found a working one and 
we had the chance to talk to its owner. He said that they could work only for three 
days for an employer who supplies the raw materials to them. But the scope of the 
work was so small that they could not depend on this work for making a living. He 
had three children; two boys were enrolled in industrial vocational high schools 
whereas the girl was attending a religious vocational high school (imam hatip). The 
people working in the glasswork ateliers at the back streets of the glass factory have 
lost their jobs with the closure of the factory. In our interviews they said that they 
were unemployed since then, that’s why they were in debt and faced an economic 
dead end. They underlined that the rate of unemployment in the area was high and 
most people were in dept. Therefore, they felt like they have been shattered and 
they did not see any possibility for the availability of new jobs in the region. Hence 
they have the tendency to be in favor of the new projects of urban renewal. They 
are anxious about the goals of the plans; they ask questions like ‘For whom are 
these plans made?’ and ‘what kind of consequences will they produce?’ since in 
the plans the place was represented as the location of some other people, not the 
current inhabitants and their houses (Alnıaçık, 2008). But on the other side they 
have good opinions about the projects that will push most of them away. Most of 
the families living at the back streets of the glass factory have common certificate 
of ownership and there is a problem of 2B lands in the region that will affect how 
they will benefit from the urban renewal process. Because of the persisting lack 
of knowledge regarding the content of the projects in the area they said that they 
were not feeling confident and secure about their future.

As mentioned before, the first generation of workers who migrated to the region 
in the 1950s had to solve their need of accommodation by collectively building 
‘gecekondu’ on public lands. Overtime, the usage of the land and the buildings 
has been partially legalized. The settlers were provided with a legal document 
recognizing their joint ownership of the land.  However, most of them still do not 
have the appropriate legal document for the lands they use and the buildings they 
live in. Therefore, the government regulation on land 2B, in general, which leads to 
the privatization of forest lands and the opening of the public lands for the usage 
of the upper classes, creates hope for the people of the region as they think that 
they can finally purchase the land they live on. Although the declared prices of the 
land shows that it is nearly impossible for mostly poor and unemployed families 
to manage to buy their land, the discourse used by the politicians and the media 
creates a hopeful perception on the side of the people of the region. And this 
decisively weakens their resistance against the process.

We have met and talked with lots of people at the back streets of the closed 
glass factory in Paşabahçe. A group of people who work as junk dealers, who collect 
oldies and waste products told us that people were getting poor, and as a result 
the things they threw away were getting smaller in amount as they had to use 
their belongings for longer periods of time. Many people told us that they did not 
know what to do, they were waiting for the government to take measures for the 
region and they could get the most out of what they have, mostly a small plot of 
land, shared or within 2 B areas. At the deserted back streets of Paşabahçe, an 
ex-glass factory worker told us that a program or list of requirements like the list 
of contractual claims that is prepared in collective bargaining processes had to be 
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prepared. According to him, it had to be like an industry wide agreement including 
all the inhabitants of the area, Paşabahçe-Beykoz; as if they were still active parts 
of an active industrial production, generating the working class of the area (Özkan, 
b.1948).

Interviews
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MEMORY POLITICS IN THE NORTH CAUCASUS
MARIET PARANUK

‘To remember something is not just to repeat it,
but to reconstruct, even sometimes to create, to express oneself, 

and other parties to life and history as well’.
Rasmussen 2002

Introduction

Circassians1 – a small nation in the Caucasus, have had an official narrative 
constructed by non-Circassians, but by the Soviet Union to promote the soviet 
ideology and social cohesion of multiethnic country. Therefore, under the 
Communist regime, there was only one historical discourse that was never 
contested. However, after the collapse of the Soviet Union, the communist pressure 
disappeared, releasing a long sleeping sense of nationality across the territory of 
former USSR, and especially among the North Caucasus republics. No empire has 
ever succeeded in suppressing religion and nationality. Peoples of the former USSR 
became stripped of their soviet identity, and rebuilding and reconstruction and 
creating of a new one took a while. Weak nature of the new Russian State served 
as the political opportunity structure (Tarrow 1998) – a chance freely to construct 
their history and identity.

Currently, Russia is still in the process of nation-building, where memory 
plays one of the key roles. Many times when a new state is formed, memory and 
selective narration of history are one of the most significant factors that contribute 
to nation-building process. Here memory is utilized as a tool with certain ultimate 
consequences such as unification of a nation or even a creation of one nation out 
of divided ones.

Collective memory has not become significant until the so-called crisis of 
historicism (Olick and Robbins 1998). The interest of scholars in memory mostly 
builds on the work of Maurice Halbwachs, a French sociologist and student of 
Emile Durkheim. It was Halbwachs, who in 1925 argued against Henri Bergson and 
Sigmund Freud, claiming that memory is a specifically social phenomenon, and 
that ‘the idea of an individual memory absolutely separate from social memory, 
is an abstraction almost devoid of meaning’ (Connerton 1989). Finally, memory 
as a field of academia in European society and academics, established itself in 

1 Circassinas or Adyga is a shared term for Adyga, Cherkess and Kabardey 
people. Circassians are a North Caucasian ethnic group. Currently, Circassians are 
administratively divided into three autonomous republics of Adygea, Karachai-
Cherkesia, and Kabardino-Balkaria, and share the territory with ethnically unrelated 
groups such as Karachai and Balkar people (Stalin’s policy of `divide-and-rule`). 
Circassians share the same Adyga language that slightly varies from one tribe to 
another. Karachai and Balkar people are kin ethnicities, and also share the same 
language that is differ from Adygean language in a profound way. Although the 
origin of the Karachai-Balkars has been a point of contention, together with 
Circassians they are considered as the most ancient residents of the West Caucasus.
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1968 driven by the rise of anti-colonial struggles, as well as the interest in family 

trees, autobiographies and museums, and the publication of Pierre Nora Lieux de 

Memoire.

After the collapse of the USSR, all former socialist republics and semi-

autonomous regions in Russia resorted to memory politics as the way of invention 

of national myths, and construction of new identity when the Soviet one was gone. 

In the process of identity-building nations need to establish their representation 

in the past, and their memories are created along with forgetting process, as 

remembering everything may impede social cohesion (Misztal 2003). Ernst Renan 

also pointed out the role of forgetting in the process of identity construction 

saying that `the essence of nation is not only that its members have many things in 

common, but also that they have forgotten some things`(Bhabha 1990). 

In this context, the author intends to use the definition of memory politics 

introduced by Marek Tamm. He defines memory politics as `…politics endeavoring 

to shape the society’s collective memory and establish notions of what is and is 

not to be remembered of the past, employing to this end both legislative means 

(by instituting historical anniversaries, rehabilitating certain persons, condemning 

certain ideologies, etc.), and practical measures (organizing public rituals, erecting 

monuments, building museums, etc)` (Tamm 2012). 

As aforementioned, in the post-Soviet space memory politics is of great 

significance. Numerous works have been written on the issue of memory politics and 

instrumentalization of history. Here, history is seen as a tool that helps inventing and 

constructing new identities as in the spirit of Hobsbawm’s concept (Hobsbawm and 

Ranger 1992), or history serving a role in the policy-making process (Rennie 1998). 

As Barraclough argues further, the purpose of history and memory is `eminently 

practical`, it is `instrument of action and of power that goes to the making of the 

future` (Barraclough 1991). Erik Meyer introduces another term ‘politics of history’ 

coined by a German scholar Edgar Wolfrum. The ‘politics of history’ is defined `…

as a political domain – where different actors not only seek to provide history with 

their specific interests, but also use it for their political benefit. It often serves to 

mark a political-instrumental was of dealing with history and historiography which 

aims to influence contemporary debates` (Ricoeur 2009).

These concepts have been widely applied on the cases across the post-Soviet 

space and inside Russia. For instance, Vladimir Kolossov and Taras Kuzio works 

reflect the issue of nation and identity building through the lenses of memory politics 

in Kazakhstan and Ukraine. (Kolossov 1999; Kuzio 2002). Ketevan Kakitelashvili 

argues that Georgian national history books were designed as instruments for the 

formation of the new Georgian nation after the `Rose Revolutions` (Kakitelashvili 

2009). Finally, Marek Tamm contributes to the field with the case of memory politics 

in Estonia (Tamm 2012).

Although the work on Circassians in English is sparse, there is still an important 

strain of research already existing on this topic. Systematizing the existing literature 

into sub-topics will allow us to situate our own work in the scholarly tradition. 

History of Circassians and the Circassian genocide has been covered and analyzed 

by such historians and scholars as Natho Kadir and Amjad Jaimoukha, American 

Researcher-Analyst Stephen D. Shenfiledv, Paul Henze, and Walter Richmond, 
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etc. (Natho 2010; Jaimoukha 2001; Avtorkhanov 1992; Richmond 2013). Further, 

Sufian Zhemukhov, Charles King, and Lars Funch Hansen have researched on the 

development of Circasian nationalism and its dynamics.

Problems of modern Circassian identity and participation of the Circassians in 

the political process have been researched from different aspects – Circassians 

and the fall of the Soviet Union (Derluguian 2005), Circassians and gender (Shami; 

Dogan), and Circassians and the Internet (Beslenei; Hansen; Polandov). 

To fill in the existing gap in the literature, and contribute to the field of memory 

politics in general as well as in the context of Circassians, this paper attempts to 

address the role of memory politics in the process of nation-building in the Russian 

Federaion; and explore the alternative ways that Circassians respond with to the 

official historical discourse. 

The research is based on the method of discourse analysis, and consists of 

three major sections, an introduction and conclusion. In the introduction part, the 

author highlights the background and the scope of the issue, and further presents 

a brief literature review on collective memory, memory politics, and Circassians. 

Next section describes and explains the federal memory politics and Russia’s official 

historical discourse applied to Circassians, followed by the part that depicts the view 

of Circassian activists and intellectuals on the issue of memory. Instrumentalization 

of history by Islamists is covered in the last section, followed by the conclusion part. 

Figure 1. Map of the Caucasus
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Memory Politics of the Soviet Union and Russian Federation in the North 

Caucasus

The invention of the North Caucasus dates back to the 19th century, when the 
region started appearing in the works of Russian writers and poets such as Pushkin, 
Lermontov and Tolstoy. Indeed, Russian national literature has played a significant 
role in the symbolical invention of the region. Layton very well demonstrates 
Pushkin’s portrayal of Circassia, and Tolstoy’s disapproval of tsarist aggression 
against Muslim tribes in his famous Hadji Murat (Layton 1994). 

The invention of the region and its history continued further into the future. 
Kremlin and historians readily constructed the image and memory that should be 
remembered by the conquered peoples in order to promote the soviet ideology. 
One of the great myths among others is the myth about the alleged voluntary union 
of Circassia (both western and eastern) with the Russian Empire. Indeed, such 
maneuver by Soviet and later Russian propaganda machine was to help conceal 
the historical hostilities between the North Caucasus and Russia. As a result, for the 
first time, 58 years ago, on May 25, 1955, Tass reported from Nalchik, the capital of 
Kabarda, that the Bureau of the Kabaredinian Regional Committee of the Central 
Committee of the Communist Party had passed a resolution to celebrate in July 
1957 the ‘400th anniversary if the voluntary adherence of Kabarda to Russia.’ 

The resolution said:
`The adherence of Kabarda to Russia was of great importance for the historical 

destiny of the Kabardian people. It proved them with the possibility of further 
national development, saved them from enslavement by the Turkey of the Sultans, 
and created favorable conditions for economic and cultural intercourse with the 
Russian and other peoples of the country. While the celebration of the 400th 
anniversary of the voluntary adherence of Kabarda to Russia is being prepared, a 
number of research works, articles, reviews, and documents will be compiled and 
published on the history of the Kabardinian people and their success in building 
socialism, at factories kolkhozes, MTS, sovkhozes and educational establishments of 
the republic, lectures and talks dedicated to this significant date will take place. The 
Kabardinian Dramatic Theater, the song and dance company, and the republican 
philharmonic will prepare special repertoires. A competition for the songs, film 
scenarios, cantatas, and librettos devoted to the 400th anniversary of the voluntary 
adherence of Kabarda to Russia will begin shortly. A session of the Kabardinian 
Research Institute, with the participation of scholars from Moscow, Leningrad, and 
the fraternal republics, a republic exhibition of imitative art, amateur performances, 
and other event will dedicated to the great national holiday of the Kabardinian 
people` (Namitok 1956).

Such an action was officially part of the Kremlin’s ‘general historical line’. 
Although the government passed the resolution to celebrate the alleged voluntary 
adherence of Kabarda, there were no reliable sources to prove such historical fact 
neither on the Russian side nor on the Circassian side. In fact, as Namitok explains, 
the archives that could have confirmed the true situation were lost in the famous 
Moscow fire of 1626 (Namitok 1956). Hence, the Kremlin and local nomenclatura 
played that card very skillfully, and changed the public chronicles in the way that 
strictly comply with the government’s viewpoint. Another interesting fact is that 
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the ‘adherence’ of Kabarda was never published in history textbooks of the USSR 
in 1951-1952, which makes it hard to explain the so-called voluntary accession of 
Circassians into the Russian Empire. 

According to the conclusions made by Aytek Namitok, Kabarda and Cherkessia 
never voluntary joined the Russian Empire. He admits that Cherkess delegation 
in 1552 recognized the tsar’s authority along with delegations of Shamkhal 
from Dagestan and Georgians. However, such act did not become a lawful state 
establishing the voluntary adherence of neither Cherkessia, nor Dagestan and 
Georgia. Therefore, Namitok condemns the instrumentalization and deliberately 
wrong interpretation of the Kabardinian recognition of the tsar’s authority by the 
Russian government. Then, based on such judgment, Georgia and Dagestan should 
have joined the Russian Empire on the basis of similar declaration, but they never 
did (Namitok 1956).

The manipulation of history by the Kremlin was not a firmly established habit, as 
in the Yeltsin era such practice of historical interpretation – that non-Russian groups 
happily joined the empire went out of fashion. Additionally, in 1996, academics 
from Adygeia and Moscow held a meeting at which they concluded that 1557 Treaty 
was nothing but a temporary union between two equal parties (M. Marshenkulova, 
5 October 2007).

However, the wind changed again in 2007, when the Kremlin decided ‘to undo 
the nationalist ideals and dogmas’ (Jaimoukha Undated). Local Circassian servants 
of the Kremlin were ordered to reinstall the myth of the voluntary union one 
more time, and state sponsored celebration of the 450th anniversary took place 
in all three republics of Adygea, kabardino-Balkaria, and Karachaevo-Cherkessia. 
Marshenkulova’s comment on the issue goes as follows:

The decision to celebrate the anniversary – and by implication to go back to 
the older view of history – was taken last year (2006), and sanctioned by Russian 
President Vladimir Putin. It coincided with a campaign by Circassian organizations 
for the killings and deportations that marked the end of the 19th century war to be 
recognized as `genocide`… ‘The celebration of the voluntary accession of Circassia 
to Russia` is supposed to erase the truth about the genocide of an indigenous people 
in the Caucasus – the Circassians – by the Russian state,’ said Murat Berzegov, the 
leader of Adygea’s Circassian Congress. ‘The fact that the authorities have reverted 
to the myths of Soviet times indicates that they have lost their way and are not 
prepared to address the issues we have.’ (M. Marshenkulova, 5 October 2007).

It is common in the three North Caucasus republics that local governors 
and politicians preserve their loyalty to the Kremlin, and execute all the policies 
with great obedience. For instance, the comments of Adygea’s president Aslan 
Tkhakushinov to the celebration of the 450th anniversary of voluntary accession 
of Circassia clearly indicated his pro-Kremlin views. He called the debate on the 
festivities insignificant, and added that both Kremlin and Circassians should move 
forward making new history without looking back (M. Marshenkulova, 5 October 
2007). 

With regard to the issue of the Circassian Genocide, no matter how surprising 
it may seem, even during the Soviet regime, there were Russian historians who 
wrote about the issue. For instance, Russian historian Pisarev V. I. wrote that ‘during 
almost 10 years, the mountain auls, bread and hay were systematically devastate 
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and burnt by Tsar Troops and Cossacks, kettle was stolen, women, children and 
aged were enslaved. Peaceful population was mercilessly exterminated, the blood 
flew like water’ (Pisarev 1940). Among others, such scientists as Mints S.S., Gromov 
V.P., Shcherbina F.A. and Abramov also openly wrote about the genocide in 1920s 
of the 20th century, basing their works on recollections of witnesses. 

Such fact is indeed surprising in the context of the official discourse of history. 
However, as one possible explanation of such a phenomenon can be the so-called 
politics of friendship of peoples, which was an official policy of the Communist Party 
to strengthen inter-ethnic and international friendship and cooperation of the 
Soviet Union. It was also common for the Communist Party to make a scapegoat of 
the Tsarist Regime for all faults and wrongdoings, which can serve as another viable 
explanation.

Memory Politics of Local Activist and Intellectuals in the North Caucasus

As memory has become a tool to articulate public and private interests, values 
and aspirations, contradictions of identities and clashes over memory are hardly 
avoidable argues Misztal (Misztal 2003). Here Hartman argues such controversies 
exist because past events have not ‘passed to history’ (Hartman 1986), and that 
memory is open, fluid and contestable (Misztal 2003). Similarly, in the North 
Caucasus, Circassians and other ethnic groups such as Balkars, Karachays and 
Russians have been involved in a struggle over their memories and identities. 

Numerous scholars indicate in their studies the vitality of historical memory 
of peoples in the North Caucasus. Moreover, scholars emphasize the significant 
link between the historical discourse with the current political situation in the 
region. As Victor Shnirelman notes, the struggle of histories in the North Caucasus 
has become a serious enterprise. All ethnic groups undertook such agenda to 
re-create and reconstruct their histories and memories, the ones that suit their 
political agenda better (Shnirelman 2011). For instance, in order to legitimize their 
political claims, both Circassian and Balkar people have been trying hard to acquire 
indigenous ancestors. Ethnic myths were created through numerous archeological 
findings. 

Circassians in both Kabarda and Adygea claim their history dating back to 
the famous Maykop Culture 3700 BC – 2500 BC, which was a major Bronze Age 
archaeological culture in the Western Caucasus; and genetically relate themselves 
to the Hitties and Maeotae (Books 2011; Surhone, Timpledon, and Marseken 2010). 
In the same context, a Circassian activist and historian from Adygea, Samir Khotko 
goes even further in his unpublished history textbook pushing the dates back until 
the Eneolithic period and early Bronze Age 4000 BC – 3500 BC (Samir Khotko, The 
History of Circassians, Textbook (unpublished)). Additionally, Kabardian intellectuals 
and activists like to insist on the existence of Kabarda as an independent country 
until 1822 contrary to the official historical discourse, which prefers a version of the 
voluntary adherence of Kabarda several centuries prior. 

Clearly, the modern Circassian historical discourse and construction of collective 
memory is typically used to achieve the political goals that potentially will benefit 
them. For instance, Kabardian activists employ the thesis of historical independence 
to claim for the reunion of historical lands of Kabarda. Especially, this thesis becomes 
instrumentalized in the context of land reforms, which took place in the republic of 
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Kabardino-Balkaria (KBR). The 131st Russian federal law caused redistribution of the 
lands in the republic in favor of Balkar municipalities, triggering as a result inter-
ethnic tensions and revitalization of Circassian movement in KBR. 

Indeed, Balkar people do not sit on their hand, and also waged their own 
historical battle. It is noteworthy to mention one of Balkar intellectuals – Miziev and 
his book, where he relates both kin ethnicities of Balkar and Karachai people to the 
Bulgar substratum (Miziev 1995, 1996). Such manipulation allows the author play 
with history in the way that permits Balkar people acquire a great history, ancient 
statehood, and most importantly, a vast territory. The whole point of which is to be 
able to claim their historical rights on the contested lands. 

As a part of history-construction enterprise, Circassians in Adygea disagree 
with the official historical discourse of Maykop’s formation – the capital of Adygea 
Republic. In the year of 2007, local activists triggered an outburst of anger against 
the 150th anniversary of the capital. The frustration of nationalist organizations such 
as Adyge Khasa and the Circassian Congress, and other nationalist organizations 
built around the date. The activists claim way earlier date of formation of Maykop 
than the official one.

Another stumbling-block represents the case of Kilar Khashirov, who was the 
first Kabardian man climbed the Mount Elbrus in 1829 without any professional 
training. However, in connection with the 180th anniversary of the general 
Emmanuel’s expedition and the first ascent to Mt Elbrus, the problem of Khashirov’s 
nationality came to existence. The topic became a reason for ethnic jealousy and 
disputes, which generated a decision of the Coordinating Council of KBR to ask for 
official verification of Khashirov’s nationality from the Russian Academy of Science 
(‘К ＜０цＦоＱ０лｎＱоＸтＦ КＦл０Ｗ０ Х０ｊＦＷо３０ ПＷоＸｒт ＜０уｉＱое 」０клｑｉеＱＦе’ 2009). 
Karachais and Balkar who doubt the origins of Khashirov, tend to spell his name 
Kachirov as a way to justify their claims. 

Islamism and Nationalism from the Prospective of Memory Politics

Misztal in her book of Theories of Social Remembering, outlines several 
approaches to social remembering. The presentist memory approach that ̀ works on 
the invention of public rituals as modes of social control`. This approach investigates 
how public notions of history are manipulated by the dominant sectors of society 
through public commemorations, educations systems, mass media, and official 
records and  chronologies. The aforementioned approach assumes that memories 
are invented and molded in certain ways to suit present dominant interests. Similar 
to the presentist approach, the popular memory approach also assumes that our 
recollection of the past is instrumental, influenced by present interests, and that 
the politics of memory is conflictual (Misztal 2003).

Applying the popular memory perspective on to the case of the North Caucasus 
and Islamist movements, it is important to mention the Caucasus Emirate and 
activities of Doku Umarov. This so-called organization uses deliberately invented 
narrative and memory to achieve certain goals.

History of development of the Caucasus Emirate comes through the second 
Chechen war. Only when Chechens found themselves close to defeat in the mid-
200s, they decided to adopt a more strictly Islamist agenda. In 2003 Basayev 
adopted the title of Emir Abdallah Shamil Abu-Idris, and later his successor 
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Doku Umarov adopted the title of Sheukh Abdul Halim Sadulayev in 2007. Doku 
Umarov announced himself as president of the self-proclaimed Chechen republic 
of Ichkeria, a part of the Caucasus Emirate, and declared himself its Emir and 
converted Chechnya into a vilayat (province) of the emirate. Apart from the vilayat 
Inchekeria, which is called Nokhchicho, the emirate is made up of other five 
provinces the boundaries of those more or less correspond to the North Caucasus 
regions of Dagestan, Ingushetia, Kabardino-Balkaria, Karachay-Cherkessia, North 
Ossetia, Adygea, Krasnodar Krai and Stavropol Krai. Further, each vilayat is made up 
of networks of local jamaats or cells. The emirate aims to establish an Islamic state 
in the North Caucasus and ‘reconquer all historical lands of Muslims’ (IISS, ‘Jihad in 
Russia: the Caucasus Emirate’, December 2012, p.1.). Other vilayats are as follows: 
vilayat Dagestan, Ghalghaycho, united vilayat of Kabarda, Balkaria and Karachay, 
vilayat Cherkessia, and vilayat Nogay Steppe.

Unlike the presentist approach, the popular memory perspective allows to 
assume that memory is not exclusively a `top down` creation, but can also be 
constructed from the `bottom up` by the agency. Therefore, this approach accepts 
that groups are capable of asserting their own version of the past. As an example, 
Doku Umarov came to an idea of his own version of history to legitimize his power 
and broaden his audience. 

Umarov skillfully uses some historical facts to justify the creation and existence 
of the emirate, and the Islamist movement by saying that the North Caucasus 
has been the land of Islam since long time ago. He also refers to memory when 
creating names for the vilayats of the emirate. Here, again, he uses the same 
tactics, and gives the vilayats such names that do not correspond the existing 
modern geographical names, but derive from history. For instance, the vilayat 
Ichkeria and vilayat Cherkessia are both made up of historical names that are not 
of a use nowadays. Viewing from the point of the popular memory approach that is 
based on instrumentalism, one can clearly see the reason behind Doku Umarovs’s 
strategy. By his deliberate actions, Umarov tries to underline the link of Islamist 
movements with the national-liberation movements, thereby to be able to justify 
terrorist actions lying behind the idea of the Caucasus Emirate. 

Another example of instrumentalization of memory by local groups is again the 
speech of Doku Umarov about Sochi and forthcoming Sochi 2014 Olympic games. 
In his speech he refers Sochi as an Islamic land in the first place, and then as the 
land of Circassians. On the other hand, Circassians view the land from an ethnical 
standpoint saying that Sochi is Circassian land without any reference to Islam. Here, 
another myths or version of history interweaves, when the President Putin gave his 
speech about Sochi addressing the International Olympic Committee in Guatemala 
City in 2007. There, referring to the history of the region and Sochi specifically, 
Putin spoke of the ancient Greeks who once inhabited Sochi, then Turkic people, 
and finally Russians. However, he omitted to mention Circassians – the indigenous 
population of the region and Sochi. Arambyi Khapai – the president of Federation 
of SAMBO (self-defense without weapons) of Adygea commented on Putin’s speech 
saying that Circassians were deleted from the history of Sochi (‘АＷ０Ｐ１ＦＧ Х０п０Ｇ: 
Адｍ４Ｆ ВｍｉеＷкＱутｍ 『Ｅ 『ＸтоＷＦＦ СоｉＦ’ 2013). This example depicts the action 
of selective memory when only desired fragments of historical memory become 
public. Comparing the aforementioned three different views on the historical 
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memory of the region, one clearly can see that in all cases the memory is utilized 
as a tool to achieve the proposed goals. For Doku Umarov it is important to be 
able to legitimize his terroristic activities and broaden the audience; for Putin, at 
that moment, avoidance of the Cricassian Question, therefore proof of stability of 
the Northwest Caucasus was the priority; and, finally, for Circassians Sochi and the 
whole area is a part of their contested history and memory, and ultimately their 
ethnic identity.

Conclusion

Russia is still in the middle of identity search and nation-building process, where 
memory politics plays a crucial role. It seems Russia is trying to adhere to the Soviet 
historical discourse as means of promotion of social cohesion in such a multiethnic 
and multicultural country. The North Caucasus, which associates in the minds 
of most Russians with instability, violence and terrorism, has received the same 
treatment as in the times of Soviet rule, when soviet-inherited histories have been 
applied on Circassians. This shows that Russia still truly believes in such discourse 
as the best way of achieving ideological unification.

However, Circassians along with other ethnic groups, insist on their own vision of 
history, for whom history and memory comprise an important part of their identity. 
Therefore, as we could observe, the struggle of histories in the North Caucasus has 
become a serious enterprise. All ethnic groups undertook such agenda to re-create 
and reconstruct their histories and memories that suit their political agenda better. 
Instrumentalization of history is also seen in the Islamist movements in the region, 
where Doku Umarov pursues his goals by the means of memory politics.
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THE POLITICS OF MEMORY AND THE CONFLICT OF 
GENERATIONS
TATIANA SENYUSHKINA

Dynamics and unpredictability of the development of the globalizing world are 
pointing modern political research at definition and settlement of the problems 
which are not evident yet today, but can signalize their acute development in the 
future. It is proved even by a superficial analysis of the range of problems that 
seemed topical, for instance, twenty years ago.

In the time of disintegration of the USSR and ending of the Cold War 
perspective of the radicalization of the nationalistic and religious movements 
wasn’t obvious. Nevertheless, today, twenty years later exactly these processes are 
attracting attention of the political scientists in the most countries of the world. 
Correspondingly, we can conjecture that after other twenty years these problems 
will be sidelined, and the most urgent political conflicts will be connected with 
principally different actors of the social and political changes.

In our opinion, already in the nearest future the forefront of the social discourse 
will contain new types of conflicts – such as the conflict between the poor and 
the rich, which will be strengthened in post-socialist and post-colonial countries, 
and the conflict of generations, which is gradually taking shape as the differences 
between the traditional communities become obliterated.

In this context the present article is outlining modern contours of one of the 
fundamental problems of the global future of the most countries – the conflict of 
generations in its connection with the politics of memory. Here we should underline 
that the main research interest of the author is focused on the manifestation of the 
examined phenomena in Ukraine as the element of the system of the post-soviet 
society.

The determinative factor of the modern political processes in Ukraine consists 
in the consequences of the crucial changes in political, economic and socio-cultural 
spheres that started twenty years ago together with the acquisition of the status 
of independent state, the collapse of the socialist system and return of the all post-
soviet countries to the capitalistic model of the social development.

Transit to the new form of the economic organization has led to the qualitative 
transformation of the political and social processes and influenced changes of 
the system of values of the several generations. New form of the value hierarchy 
came up to take the place of the collective forms of the public conscience that 
was cultivated in the process of development of the socialist social system. This 
new value hierarchy is typical to the capitalist society and oriented towards 
individualism, material prosperity and obtaining of the profit under the conditions 
of market relations.

However, generations living nowadays turned out to be included in the new 
system of values to different extent. People of the middle and old age faced the most 
painful adaption to the new social conditions. At the same time, young generations, 
whose socialization took place already in the time of the transformation from 



POLITSCI ’13

171

socialism to capitalism, have fitted the new model of the economic and political 
relations the most organically. Correspondingly, models of entering the political 
field of the new society are different for different generations.

Feeling of the political space and historical time, which is specific for each of the 
generations living nowadays, has a distinctive reflection in the politics of memory. 
Urgency of the problem of politics of memory is caused by three important 
tendencies, typical to the current stage of the development of Ukrainian society:

1) Increasing orientation of all areas of life towards fast and radical political 
changes;

2) Specific character of the modern context of the interrelations between the 
past, the present and the future;

3) Changes in the age structure of the Ukrainian society, caused by the world 
tendencies on one hand, and catastrophic consequences of the badly thought-out 
and spontaneous reforms in the economic, political and social spheres.

In the study of the politics of memory, the main object of the scientific 
interest is the community of symbolical values of each generation and, on this 
basis, elaboration of the political mechanisms of the forming of values conducive 
to overcoming of the conflict of generations in the social and political space, in 
particular, such values, as responsibility, mutual help, common goals, mutual 
interest. Another research question of no less importance consists in the necessity 
of the analysis of the correlation of the terms ‘leaders of the generation’ and ‘mass’ 
(patterns of the mass political behavior of different generations).

In the beginning of the 21st century, sociologists registered a new phenomenon 
– gap between the generations. Empirical research demonstrated that today 
different generations live in different dimensions of social space and historical time. 
In particular, Swiss sociologist Martin Kohli is pointing out different life experience 
of the generations that have entered the 21st century with different cultural-
symbolical dimension of the collective memory (Kohli, 2011).

While conducting comparative research of the tendencies evident in Ukraine 
as well as in other countries of the world, we should talk today about the different 
dimension of the stratification of life experience, which is typical for the main age 
groups. Specificity of the life experience is shaping specific features of the value 
sets, and this in turn is defining specific features of life strategy and its projection 
on the future.

In the collective conscience of the generations living nowadays in Ukraine, the 
main historical events are registered, and they are now intersecting in the common 
axiological space: the Second World War, postwar years and the following Cold War, 
the Perestroika of Gorbachev, Fall of the Berlin War, disintegration of the USSR and 
collapse of the bipolar world, formation and establishment of the independent 
Ukrainian state.

Crucial political changes, that took place in Ukraine within relatively short 
historical period, confronted the academic and political community of the country 
with the fact of comprehension of the problem of social time and its reflection 
on the issue of the politics of memory. This problem area is pointing at the study 
of the connection between the past, the present and the future, as well as the 
phenomenon of the historical gaps and collective feeling of time. For Ukrainian 
society, with its high degree of the civilizational diversity and discrepancy of the 
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process of political self-identification, above mentioned problems have cultural-
historical dimension and are refracted also in the inter-generational conflict.

Results of the sociological studies show that the problem of identity of the 
population of Ukraine has a pronounced regional nature. In turn, it is creating real 
risks of the consolidation of the mental differences and their translation from one 
generation to another, which is conducive to the mutual alienation of the regions. 
The alienation is being preserved not only on the level of stereotypes, but also 
traditions that are shaped under the influence of the collective memory.

People are turning to their previous experience, considering it the basis for 
decision-making in the present and construction of prognoses for the future. 
The social interpretations of the problem of collective memory are reflected also 
in the sphere of private life as the interest towards one’s own prehistory, history 
of family during several generations. Individuals are turning to the memory of 
their family in search of ‘historical arguments’ in order to use them as a cultural 
resource in construction of political identity (Mannheim, 1952). At the same time 
subjective feeling of the social time is very often being corrected by political actors 
using identification practices as a cultural-symbolical resource for manipulative 
technologies.

Symbolical space of social time and collective memory is a very convenient 
resource for achievement of political goals. The past, the present and the future are 
lived by every person under the influence of the personal experience and very own 
interpretation of the hopes and expectations. With high level of the development 
of modern political technologies, today we can observe active use of this resource 
in electoral struggle, as well as political activity of the elites and leaders, which are 
aiming towards achieving their own goals.

Different attitude towards the past, the present and the future is one of the 
factors influencing formation and development of the conflict of generations. 
Constructing of the relations between generations, as much as any other form of 
interaction, is carrying in itself substantial conflict potential, which needs social 
control and regulating impact of the state and civil society today more than ever.

The matter is inequality of the opportunities in the political area between 
generations as well as within generations, which often leads to conflicts. With 
their emotional saturation, interrelations of generations are similar to the relations 
between the genders: imbalance of the relations takes shape of the aggressive 
suppression on part of the elder generation and reciprocal impotent reaction of 
explosion and social protest on part of the young generations that leads to social 
disturbance and active resistance from both sides. In respect to Ukrainian society, 
further development of the conflict relations between the generations can take 
shape of both political or cultural conflict, and economic confrontation regarding 
the distribution of the socially significant resources between the generations.

In this respect a special role can be played by the politics of memory based 
on the values of the culture of inter-generation solidarity, which can serve as a 
regulator of the conflict relations between generations, as in this case axiological 
mechanisms of dialogue and interaction within civil society will be brought into 
play. Politics of memory based on the feeling of solidarity between generations has 
its reflection on the formation of social capital. It creates the balance of political 
succession and socially positive changes towards resources, including political 
power and cultural heritage.
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One of the most disputable issues of the modern research of the conflict of 
generations is connected to the definition of the borders between generations. 
In their study of the borders of symbolical generation, most researchers take as a 
starting point a large historical event or process, experienced jointly by a generation 
and kept in the memory of this generation as the most significant.

In Western Europe, classifying the generations, researchers usually single out 
postwar (quiet) generation, ‘generation of protest’ or early ‘baby-boom’, lost 
generation or late ‘baby-boom’, pragmatic or childless generation (it is also often 
called ‘generation X’) (Adam, 2994).

In comprehension of such approaches to the classification of generations, 
one should take into account that research of these problems in Ukraine is not to 
copy analysis of the European generations, as the social experience and collective 
memory were shaped in Ukraine in principally different historical circumstances.

In examination of the mentioned approaches to the classification of generations, 
one should take into account that European integration of Ukraine is also one 
of the issues in discussion of the theoretical bases and practical mechanisms of 
the implementation of the politics of memory. Ukraine’s aspiration for entering 
European political and cultural-informational area is pointing at more profound 
comparative analysis of the conflict of generations based on the comparison of 
Ukraine’s own experience and experience of the European countries. At the same 
time Ukraine belongs to the category of post-soviet (post-socialist) social systems, 
which determines a number of significant differences in the structure of the 
inter-generation conflict comparing to the European countries. In this context it’s 
important to pay particular attention to the analysis of the studies of the problems 
of the conflict of generations in the post-soviet societies.

On the basis of the approach of the Russian sociologist Yuriy Levada (Levada, 
2001) to the study of generations and taking into account our own view on the 
temporary period of the stage of socialization of generations in the post-soviet 
countries, we’ll try to comprehend peculiarities of some significant generations. 
We should also mark out that such a reflection can be corrected according to the 
regional context which has large importance for Ukraine. In particular, analysis of 
the social and historical experience of the formation of at least two generations 
in Western regions of Ukraine, that entered the USSR in 1939, requires a separate 
description which is out of the tasks of this paper.

1. Revolutionary break (1905 – 1930) including the events of the First World 
War, Revolution of 1917 and the following Civil war.

During these years formation of the state of the new type happens, discourse 
of the class struggle becomes topical in the public conscience, traditional spiritual 
grounds are destroyed, nobility and bourgeoisie are eliminated (whether by 
physical destruction or emigration), a new type of the working class, peasantry and 
socialist intelligentsia is forming. Active participants of this period are people born 
approximately in the 90s of the 19th century. Today this generation is practically 
not represented in the population structure of Ukraine, however its influence of 
the forming of the collective historical memory was exercised in the process of 
formation of the old and middle age generations living today.

2. Stalin mobilizing system of 1930 – 1941.
Socialization of the young generation in this period took place in the conditions 
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of urbanization, active development of the industrial production and social 

infrastructure. In a short space of time illiteracy was eliminated, most citizens have 

got an opportunity to get an education – secondary, vocational and higher. A new 

generation of the soviet intelligentsia has been formed. At the same time, certain 

part of the population has suffered from the Stalin repressions.

3. War (and postwar) period 1941 – 1953.

The main historical event that has determined the destiny of the generation 

was the Second World War. In the postwar years socialization took place in the 

circumstances of the postwar optimism and fast restoration of the economy. At the 

same time, the society was absorbed into the state of the ‘Cold War’. Deportation 

of the peoples, including the eviction of Crimean Tatars, Armenians, Bulgarians, 

Greeks and Germans from Crimea, can be considered a historical event of no less 

importance. Active participants and witnesses of the events of this period are 

people born in the 1920s – 1930s.

4. ‘Khrushchev Thaw’ 1953 – 1964 has shaped the next generation.

These are mainly people born in the 1930s – 1940s. This generation has 

absorbed the values of freedom, prestige of education, social conditions of life have 

gradually improved, and housing problem was being solved. A specific group of 

this generation consists of ‘shestidesyatniki’ (men of the sixties). This generation 

transformed from the group of ‘unrealized dreams’ of the beginning of the 1960s 

into the group of the ‘protest’ of the second half of the decade.

5. The ‘period of stagnation’ 1964 – 1985.

The generation of stagnation consists of people born from the mid-1940s to 

the end of the 1960s. In quantitative respect it is the largest group if the today’s 

adult population of Ukraine (39%). Socialization of this generation took place in the 

stable society. At the same time, groups with protest orientations were formed, they 

found their expression in social actions of different types and even contradicting 

directions: liberal and dissident, democratic, nationalistic, religious etc.

6. During the years of ‘perestroika’ and reforms (1985 – 1999) a new generation 

entered active life – people born at the end of the 1960s. Today it is 28% of the 

adult population of the country. This generation combines influence of the values 

of the ‘stagnant socialism’ and Gorbachev’s perestroika, which can be explicated, 

though tentatively, on the peculiarities of the value system of the ‘shestidesyatniki’. 

Adaptation to the new conditions of the market economy happened unevenly in 

this generation. Here strategies of the individual choice grounded in families played 

significant role.

7. Post-reform generation of 2000 – 2012.

This group consists of the young people born in the 1990s. This generation 

demonstrates the largest gap with the other age groups as its formation took place 

in the circumstances of the contradictory establishment of the new type of social 

relations, economic expenses connected to the introduction of the private property 

and market relations, as well as larger (in comparison to the other generations) 

inclusion into the context of the influence of the global culture and information 

society.

This classification of the generations is relative; it needs a more profound 

comprehension. For us it makes sense as a working scheme to be used in forming 
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of approaches towards elaboration of the practical mechanisms of the politics of 

memory as a constructive factor in development of the new type of social conflict, 

which is developing before our eyes.

While generalizing theoretical arguments concerning the politics of memory and 

the conflict of generations, it is necessary to underline that generation discourse 

has a real political meaning and reflection on the problem of the transformation 

of conflict relations between the ‘former’ and ‘today’s’ value systems and their 

influence on political behavior of the several generations of Ukrainian society living 

now, including older age (soviet generations), middle age (generation of the break) 

and young cohorts (post-reform generations).

Conclusion

1. Theoretical research of the politics of memory in the context of comprehension 

of the conflict of generations in the modern society is becoming topical due to the 

acute demographic crisis and contradictions registered on the level of the value 

hierarchy of the different age groups.

2. One of the most important tasks of the modern studies in the field of the 

politics of memory can be considered revelation of the community of the symbolical 

values of the different age groups and, on this basis, elaboration of the mechanisms 

of formation of values that would promote overcoming of the conflict between 

generations in the social, cultural and political areas. Another, no less important 

research question consists in the necessity of the analysis of inter-generation 

interactions on the level of the leaders of generation and mass conscience of the 

generations living nowadays.

3. Differences in the value systems of generations on the current stage of 

the development of Ukrainian society are caused by transition to the new form 

of economic organization, which has led to qualitative change of the political and 

social processes. As the result, generations living now appeared to be included in 

the new value system to a different extent. People of the elder and middle age 

have suffered the most painful adaptation to the new social conditions. At the same 

time, young generations, whose socialization took place already in the transitional 

period, have fitted the new model of economic and political relations the most 

organically.

4. In the settlement of the conflict of generations in Ukraine, a constructive role 

can be played by the formation of the culture of inter-generation solidarity, which 

is based on the use of the axiological mechanisms of dialogue and interaction of 

generations with their translation through the system of political values. In turn, 

political interaction, based on the mechanisms of the culture of generations’ 

solidarity, which are forming in the public sphere, will influence formation of social 

capital. This will promote creation of the balance of continuity and positive changes 

in respect to resources in society, including political power and cultural heritage.

5. Conflict discourse in the relations between generations should be contrasted 

with political strategy of the formations of inter-generation solidarity, which can 

be considered as the main factor of the social reproduction and political changes, 

sustainable development and stability, as well as renovation of the social system.
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CITIZENSHIP, NATION-STATE AND GLOBALIZATION: 
IS THERE ROOM FOR HUMAN RIGHTS?
STAŠA TKALEC

Abstract

The paper investigates the relationship between citizenship, nation-state and 
globalization through the unconventional prism of human rights. Focusing on 
transformative effects of globalization processes, the author explores the challenges 
that the unprecedented level of transplanetary connectivity and supraterritorial 
relations pose to the international human rights regime founded on responsibility 
of territorially defined nation-states for protection and promotion of human rights. 
With discrepancy between the de facto state of the nation-state and the foundations 
of the present human rights regime as a point of departure, the paper looks into 
three main theoretical approaches that attempt to (re)establish theoretical and 
practical relevance of human rights in the globalized world. Distancing herself from 
the predominant legalistic human rights discourse, the author advocates revival of 
moral and ethical dimensions of human rights, complemented with lessons learnt 
from the tradition of citizenship rights as a strategy for securing room for human 
rights in the era of globalization.

Keywords: globalization, nation-state, citizenship, human rights, non-state 
actors, territoriality, law, ethics, morality

Introduction

The concept of globalization may have lost salience in comparison to the period 
between mid 1980s and 1990s when it was practically a buzzword in academic and 
public debates serving as a prophet of state demise (Pikalo, 2003, p.14), however 
it is precisely the marginalization of globalist discourse, which has dominated the 
aforementioned time period, that brings with it an opportunity to better reflect 
on the relationship between citizenship, nation-state and globalization. Among 
many possible dimensions to approach this topic the present paper investigates 
relationship between the three through the lens of human rights, which may 
appear as not the most potent field for such analysis but is relevant for at least two 
reasons. The first reason lies precisely in the fact that globalists (or so called first 
wave of literature on globalization) have not typically dealt directly with human 
rights issues, so that we can expect the picture to be generally less distorted by 
exaggerated statements regarding globalization’s effect on citizenship and nation-
state. Secondly and even more importantly, not only globalization but also human 
rights have lately become largely marginalized in the mainstream discourse even 
in their traditional advocates and even though the current global financial crisis 
creates circumstances favourable to human rights violations, putting under question 
suitability of human rights for protection of human dignity in the globalized world.1 

1 It should be noted that suspension of human rights as a privilege reserved 
for times of economic prosperity does not only neglect emancipatory potential of 
human rights in the globalized world, but also contravenes to their internal logic and 
can do far more (even irreparable) damage than individual human rights violations.
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The paper approaches the relationship between citizenship, nation-state and 
globalization with presupposition that globalization does not work as an external 
force against material and non-material reality in international community.  
Globalization is instead viewed as a set of different, often even contradictory, 
processes that can be triggered by a wide array of actors at different levels, and 
that have transformative (not determinative!) effect on agents and structures at 
the planetary level. This transformative effect is particularly evident and inevitable 
to explore at the level of the nation-state that has been key agent in territorially 
designed international community and at the same time ‘principal protector and 
essential violator’ (Donnelly, 2003, p.35) of human rights. State sovereignty has 
for more than three centuries been the key organising principle in international 
relations and nation-state as globalized form of political association is not likely to 
disappear despite increasing number of processes that evade its sovereign power.

However, increased permeability of state borders and diminished relevance of 
territoriality pose a theoretical and practical challenge to the current international 
human rights regime formed after World War II (WW II) and founded on state 
responsibility to protect human rights of persons on the territory under its sovereign 
jurisdiction. In other words, transformative effects of globalization processes, 
especially the growing discrepancy between the state-centric regime of human 
rights protection and the rising power of non-state actors with the power to violate 
human rights and without formal obligation to protect them, raise the question, 
whether there is still room for human rights in theory and political praxis of the 
globalized world. The present paper wishes to offer an affirmative answer to this 
question by analysing three main theoretical prepositions on how to (re)establish 
relevance and effectiveness of human rights in circumstances of globalization. It 
assesses explanatory power of each approach and identifies the theory that offers 
the best response to current challenges posed to human rights (especially to the 
liberalist human rights discourse that has occupied hegemonic position since the 
end of WW II).

Globalization is ‘in the room’ 

Globalization cannot be labelled as ‘an elephant in the room’. Processes linking 
different parts of the world have a very long history that precedes nation-state as 
a dominant form of political organization, and there have been different attempts 
to reflect on them. However, as pointed out by Scholte (2005, pp.19-20), whose 
definition of globalization we follow in this paper, there are elements and aspects 
of globalization that are relatively new and distinct from accelerated historical 
connectivity of separate and distant geographical locations. Introduction and 
popularization of the term globalization since 1950s practically coincides with 
occurrence of supraterritorial social relations that escape territorial geography 
and challenge the ontological presuppositions with which we approach issues in 
international politics (see also Scholte, 2005, pp. 267-269). 

In contrast to the period before the second half of the 20th century that was 
underlined with territorially defined sovereign rule, the last seven decades have 
witnessed processes that are delinked from territory and often have qualities of 
transworld simultaneity and transworld instantaneity (Scholte, 2008, p. 1480). 
Owing to different factors, especially rapid technological advancement and evolving 
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global conscience, it is a distinct characteristic of globalization processes that ‘/t/
hey can readily spread across national boundaries and are capable of reaching 
into any community anywhere in the world. They can be initiated from above by 
transnational elites or from below by ecologically oriented or other civic-minded 
local groups’ (Rosenau, 1997, p.80). As such they produce intensified contact, 
communication but also conflict between individuals, groups and political units, 
whose ‘final sum’ cannot yet be predicted (Howard-Hassmann, 2010, p.13). What 
is more, it is practically impossible to make any remote predictions since the 
outcomes of globalization processes depend also on responses of individual actors 
to possibilities and restrictions that such processes create.2 

Instead of unambiguous, predestined and immutable consequences of 
globalization for nation-state, social policies and civil society, pompously forecasted 
by the first wave of literature on globalization (see e.g. Hay and Marsh, 2000, 
p.4; Martell, 2010, p.20), globalization processes namely prove to produce mixed 
effects.3 In contrast to widespread belief that globalization is something foreign/
hostile to agents in international community, especially nation-states, we have 
recently been hearing dissenting voices arguing that ‘structural variables alone do 
not determine specific outcomes’ (Cerny, 2009, p.421) and pointing to globalization 
processes as moulded by strategic interests of states and non-state agents. What 
is more, due to their complexity and heterogeneity, globalization processes cannot 
be experienced in toto and identically by all actors in domestic and international 
politics. Every experience with globalization is inevitably partial, which helps to 
explain many stories that are being told about growing world interconnectedness, 
i.e. competing interpretations of the current processes and various globalization 
theories that reaffirm globalization as a contested concept. Ambiguous effects 
of globalization processes that amongst else manifest themselves in somewhat 
paradoxical situation where ‘/.../ on one hand, globalization limits relative power of 
nation-states, but on the other hand, it contributes to increased number of states 
in the international community’ (Rizman, 2008, p.23) presents the vantage point 
of our insight into the role of citizenship and nation-state in the globalized world.

It should be first noted that nation-state has never been the only possible form 
of political organization. Dating back to the 17th century Treaty of Westphalia, 

2 While neoliberal discourse on globalization that dominated 1980s and early 
1990s amongst else painted globalization as essential, instrumental and rather 
benign phenomenon (Pikalo, 2003, pp.29-31), it has become clear that globalization 
is neither a ‘natural disaster’ nor a ‘blessing’ that would strike powerless actors. 
Processes that we associate with globalization cannot be studied in a structurally 
deterministic way, especially because such uncritical approach can transform 
globalization into justificatory mechanism for policies that state institutions carry 
out to protect private interests or a scapegoat for necessary measures they fail/
refuse to take (cf. Pikalo, 2003, p.40). 

3 This helps to explain why we are being presented with various positive and 
negative (often contradicting!), more or less complex, models of relationship 
between globalization and human rights. While two extreme positions on the topic 
are taken by neoliberal optimists and their critics, as explained for instance by Evans 
(2005, pp.3-6), a good and more informative summary of different models can be 
found in Howard-Hassmann (2010, chapters 4-5).
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territorially consolidated nation-state represents a relatively recent ideal that was 
preceded by various polities and power struggles between sacred and secular 
institutions, individuals, interest groups and social classes (Waller and Linklater, 
2003, pp.1-2; Axtmann, 2004, pp.259-260). The use of term ideal is deliberate since 
completely sovereign nation-state has always been an ideal type concept, never 
a practical reality.4 What is more, even after 1648 as a symbolic turning point in 
history of political organization, nation-state continued competing with other 
polities for loyalty of groups and individuals on the territory within the borders of 
their sovereign rule.

Place for domination of nation-state was on one hand made by Enlightenment 
shift from belief to reason/rationality as a guiding cognitive paradigm, downplaying 
the power of religion in social life and enabling secular powers to (very successfully) 
replace religious fatality with feeling of historical continuity through concept of a 
nation (Anderson, 1991/2006, pp.11-12). While state in the concept of nation-state 
is perceived as distinctively new, nation in it – despite being a modern invention – is 
associated with eternity and was designed to embody past and future at the same 
time, to build a myth of a state as predestined in ‘genes’ of a particular group of 
people (ibid.). Additionally and perhaps even more importantly, ‘victory’ of nation-
state against other polities had been guaranteed by democratizing the relationship 
with population whose loyalty it strived to achieve (Waller and Linklater, 2003, p.2).  
As a trade-off for political loyalty modern states granted rights and freedoms to 
inhabitants of territory under their sovereign rule, examples of which can be found 
in American Declaration of Independence (National Archives, 2013) and Declaration 
of the Rights of Man and Citizen (DRMC) that was adopted in 1789 (see Hunt, 1996, 
pp.77-79). Citizenship is closely tied to these revolutions and nationalism, since 
acknowledged and granted legal rights and responsibilities did not have universal 
character (universalism reflected more in justification strategy than in content of 
rights and their holders)5  but were rather founded on membership in national 
community (El-Ojeili and Hayden, 2006, p. 90).6 

While citizenship in ancient Greek polis – which usually represents a starting 
point of insight in the tradition of citizenship – was conceived as a tool ‘/.../ to ensure 
that economic inequality would not undermine the ability of free men to protect 
the polis; to participate in the military and engage in conquest ‘and it therefore 
provided limited freedoms for a very limited population (Shafir and Brysk, 2006, 
p.277), American Declaration of Independence and DRMC announced continuous 
extension in terms of substance of rights and formally recognised right holders. 

4 Cf. Krasner (1995-1996, p.115): ‘There has never been some golden age of the 
Westphalian state. The Westphalian model has never been more than a reference 
point or a convention; it has never been some deeply confining structure from 
which actors could not escape.’ 

5 More about justificatory universalism in comparison to other types of 
universalism in Benhabib (2007, pp.11-13).

6 Interestingly enough, DRMC differentiates between the rights of man and 
those of citizen, recognizing rights that pertain to every individual and reserving 
special set of rights and obligations for citizens of France (see Hunt, 1996, pp.77-79), 
pointing to the fact that from the very beginnings of articulation and declaration of 
human rights citizenship played a very important role in enjoyment of particular 
human rights (cf. Shafir and Brysk, 2006, p.278).
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Axtmann (2004, pp.260-261) suggests that  ‘/t/he success of the modern nation-
state in the past 200 years or so rested on the acceptance of its claim to be able to 
guarantee the physical security, the economic well-being, and the cultural identity 
of its citizens.’ Since the 18th century revolutions state has become associated with 
inclusivity, even if concrete policies and political reality as a rule continued and still 
continue to marginalize and exclude certain groups of people and ideas (Waller and 
Linklater, 2003, p.2).7 Let us not forget that the emphasis of state in responding to 
citizens’ struggle for democratic rights has been put on the collective, sum of (de 
iure) equal citizens, as the location of transferred sovereignty from the ruler, and 
not each individual as it is the case with human rights. 

The 20th century was marked by spread of a nation-state, to be more precise 
widespread adoption of European model of a nation-state characterized by ‘1) 
territoriality; 2) monopoly over the means of violence; 3) impersonal structures 
of rule; and 4) claims to legitimacy’ (El-Ojeili and Hayden, 2006, pp.89-90)), 
around the globe, overruling or in most cases completely substituting traditional 
polities. Contrary to what one might expect, even in the second half of the 20th 
century that was marked by intense transplanetary connectivity and rise of 
supraterritorial relations the number of nation-states and peoples that strived to 
achieve independence and form their own state continued to increase. The design 
of international community that was supposed to guarantee future peace and 
prevent the kind of devastating conflict between (groups of) states namely did not 
depart from the nation-state model. On the contrary, states remained the architects 
and supreme authority even in the post-WW II international community. The first 
paragraph of Article 2 of the Charter of the United Nations (CHR) (United Nations, 
2013), evidently confirms the latter by stating that ‘/t/he Organization is based on 
the principle of the sovereign equality of its all Members’. The nation-state did not 
become a passive observer claiming the highest authority with ‘reminiscence of 
good old times’; on the contrary, it can be claimed that nation-states managed to 
shape particular discourses in such a way that they resulted  more in a manifestation 
than a threat to state sovereignty.

Human rights seem exemplary in this respect. They have become universally 
recognized and institutionalized already by being mentioned in the CHR, primarily 
among the purposes of the organization (United Nations, 2013, Article 1 Paragraph 
3), only to be later defined by states in numerous declarations and legally binding 
human rights instruments. The evidence on evolution of the current international 
human rights regime, moreover, points to conclusion that nation-states first adopted 
human rights discourse for pragmatic reasons rather than because of (self)restriction 
in favour of humanity.8 Douzinas (2007, p.24), a particularly critical observer of 

7 Nai on as an imagined community at the heart of the nai on-state concept is 
at er all not only sovereign but also limited community, based on diff ereni ai on not 
ideni fi cai on with the rest of the humankind (Anderson, 1991/2006, p.7).

8 According to Mazower (2004, pp.380-381), ‘the strange triumph of human 
rights’ cannot be attributed to individual advocacy or gravity of crimes committed 
by German Nazi regime. A more viable explanation for ‘the victory’ of human 
rights in the second half of the 20th century is supposed to lie in the fact that ‘/.../ 
international human rights turned out – rather unusually – to be an area of post-
war politics in which individuals on the fringes of political life found they had a 
certain scope for action’ (Mazower, 2004, p.381). 
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the current international regime, perceives globalization of legal instruments as 
an expression of ‘/.../competitive solidarity of sovereign governments and /.../ 
pragmatic concerns and calculations of international politics. A state that adopts 
the international treaties can claim to be a human rights state, turning human 
rights into a ploy for state legitimacy’. One could thus draw parallels between 19th 
century recognition of human and citizens’ rights and adoption of universal human 
rights discourse; while the former was used by nation-states to provide internal 
sovereignty, the latter brought with it a solid amount of international legitimacy 
and external sovereignty at a relatively low cost.

So what does then make study of citizenship and nation-state in conjunction 
with globalization processes and the present paper relevant? While many 
processes under the umbrella of globalization have been shaped by nation-states 
and their interests, there are two key areas in which nation-states have been 
seriously challenged in the circumstances of extreme interconnectedness and 
supraterritorial relations. It has become unprecedentedly difficult for nation-states 
1) to claim exclusive control over the processes taking place on the territory under 
their jurisdiction, and 2) to forge and preserve loyalty of their citizens and other 
people within their borders.

Although states were never in position to have full control over their territory, 
the 19th century process of nation-state formation went hand in hand with 
concentration of control over resources and monopoly over force that enabled 
nation-state to be in charge of the processes taking place within their borders 
(achieving centralized impersonal power) and to enter in international relations 
with other sovereign units.  Globalization processes that encompass all fields of 
social life have been transforming the characteristics of governance and ending 
the era of uncontested statism by diffusing power between different types of 
actors, many of which operate independently of nation-states even if physically 
located within their borders. In addition to the pressures from ‘above’ (on a global 
scale), nation-states namely have to deal with pressures from internal actors 
and structures (‘from bellow’), with the two being closely interlinked (Waller 
and Linklater, 2003, p. 3). In contrast to hierarchical/vertical relations that were 
dominant in the age of nation-state hegemony, the globalized world is witnessing 
destabilization of hierarchy, increasingly horizontal relations and multilayered type 
of governance (Sassen, 2007, p.14; Martell, 2010, p.194). The function of regulating 
social affairs that has been one of the key features of nation-states’ authority has 
been increasingly performed by non-state actors, especially transnational networks 
and regulatory agencies (Sassen, 2007, p.30). Rizman (2005, p.580) thus argues that 
‘/l/ocus of /nation-states’/ political power is not limited to national governments; it 
instead needs to be shared or achieved in negotiations with different transnational 
(global) public and private organizations at different levels: subnational, national, 
regional and international’. Dispersed power is especially notable with respect to 
global problems that can only seldom be solved without engagement of different 
types of actors, which can lead to confusion, evading from responsibility and non-

action by all of them (Rizman, 2005, p.581).9 Governments of individual nation-

9 Denationalization of power to the benefit of non-state actors within nation-
state borders and transnational conglomerates of actors does not necessarily mean 
democratization of power and its use to the benefit of individuals. Globalization 
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states have, for example, in some cases used globalization as an excuse and non-
state actors as a scapegoat for introduction of unpopular measures or suspension/
violation of citizens’ and human rights. However, nation-states still remain the only 
actor that is formally and legally responsible for adoption of necessary policies and 
implementation of (international) norms and standards (including human rights), 
whereas non-state actors are in position to (mis)use their power also for actions 
that constitute human rights violations but do not have complementary duties to 
protect rights of citizens and other individuals.

Related to dispersion of power and the trend of multilayered forms of 
governance is the issue of identification with and loyalty to the nation-states in 
the era of intense globalization. Owing to the scope of possible global connectivity 
and participation in a form of supraterritorial relations, it can be claimed that since 
the second half of the 20th century individuals have had opportunity to participate 
and identify themselves with more different (types of) communities than at any 
previous point in history. Contrary to the period of dominance of a nation-state as 
a community in which persons realize their interests and potentials, the nation-
state has become only one of the units that individuals identify themselves with 
and develop loyalty to. Sources of individual loyalty have become increasingly 
diversified and bonds between citizens based on myth of a nation much looser. 
While the issue of loyalty has been dealt with regard to distinct ethnic and minority 
groups that seek recognition, immigrant groups and other non-citizens,10 relations 
that transcend territorial geography – catalyzed primarily by rapid technological 
advancement – have broadened the question to all individuals and non-state 
actors that necessarily live and operate on the territory of (at least) one nation-
state. In other words, globalization processes have been stimulating pluralisation of 
identities, not only at the level of a nation-state but also at the level of an individual. 
What is more, due to the processes mentioned in previous paragraph, nation-states 
are not anymore in position to forge loyalty through national legislation (Waller 
and Linklater, 2003, p. 4). Constrained by international standards (including those 
in the field of human rights) and pressured by civil society and private interests, 
nation-states hardly impose new sets of obligations or grant additional rights to 
their citizens in exchange for their loyalty.

These and related challenges to nation-states do not per se represent 
completely novel or negative aspect of globalization processes.11 However, they 

processes may entail trends of democratization in some fields but can also increase 
possibilities for restructuring of old hegemonies and the rise of new hierarchies 
and ‘empires’ (e.g. hierarchies caused by concentrations of capital) (see different 
theories in El-Ojeili and Hayden, 2006, pp.100-106). It has to be pointed out, 
however, that even though globalization processes prove to have mixed effects on 
social and political equality ‘/.../ contemporary globalization does not constitute 
the original source of structural inequalities’ (Scholte, 2005, p.318). 

10 See e.g. Thornberry (2003) who reflects upon challenge of loyalty to the 
nation-states from human rights perspective, focusing on three specific types of 
people/groups that to his mind nation-states associate with potential disloyalty. 

11 Vogel (2003, p.17) draws parallels between current processes that challenge 
nation-states and eighteenth-century cosmopolitan loyalties of Enlightenment that 
were significant prior to the hegemonic position of the nation-state, stressing that 
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are ‘problematic’ to the extent that there is discrepancy between de facto state of 
the nation-state and protection of human rights in the globalized world that still 
rests on nation-states as the only actors entrusted with and legally responsible 
for implementation of rights that pertain to citizenship and protection of human 
rights on the territory under their sovereign jurisdiction. We have been witnessing 
several attempts of closing this gap with majority of them still being oblivious to 
transformative effects of globalization processes that should reflect at least in their 
ontological foundations. Three of them, their explanatory power and limitations, 
are presented in paper’s next section.  

Who can/should protect human rights in the globalized world? 

Before we start formulating affirmative answer to the question posed in the 
title of the present paper by analysing three possible theoretical approaches, it 
is worthwhile to dedicate some additional words to the ambivalent relationship 
between nation-state and human rights.

Genealogy of human rights teaches us that, in opposition to the view held by 
Shafir and Brysk (2006, p.279), the idea of human rights was not invented with the 
rise of the nation-state. Human rights – to be more precise, concepts that preceded 
them, among which special emphasis should be put on natural law/natural rights 
– emerged as a discourse that challenged power, arbitrary rule and misuse of 
authority. ‘The end of natural law, natural and human rights has been, from their 
inception, to resist public and private domination and exploitation’ (Douzinas, 
2007, p.12). This argument is underpinned by numerous historical documents 
whose purpose was to define a more just relationship between the ruler and the 
ruled (e.g. in a very rudimentary form already in Code of Hammurabi, and later in 
documents like Magna Charta Libertatum (1215), Bill of rights (1689)). At the time 
of advent of nation-state the concept of moral laws that transcend law was already 
well in place, so that the nation-state could not ignore it but has in addition to the 
role of potential violator of human rights also taken on the role of their (exclusive) 
protector. As indicated in the previous section, this ambivalence became explicit 
with hegemony of the nation-state among the viable forms of political organization, 
its globalization and extension of competences to new fields of social life.12 Human 
rights and the nation-state, however, have been perceived as indivisible since the 
end of WW II, i.e. since prevalence of the liberal paradigm in international relations. 
Institutionalization and legalization of human rights by nation-states is told to 
present the greatest achievement and completely new chapter in the history of 

‘/.../ fixation on the nation-state as the matrix of citizenship must be understood 
in terms of specific historical circumstances and must therefore be open to the 
challenge of new meaning.’ Although some processes that constitute globalization 
only date back to the middle of the 20th century, remote historical experience 
proves that there had been previous occasions when nation-state did not present 
(key) source of individual and group identity.

12 Cf. Donnelly (2003, pp.36-37):  ‘Because human rights first emerged in an era 
of personal, and thus often arbitrary, rule, an initial emphasis on individual liberty 
and state restraint was understandable. As the coercive powers of the state have 
grown – steadily, and to now frightening dimension – an emphasis on controlling 
the state continues to make immense political sense.’
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human rights,13 although a more critical view proposes that ‘/t/heir co-optation by 
governments means that they have lost much of their critical force and their initial 
aim and role has been reversed’ (Douzinas, 2007, p.24).

Keeping this criticism that challenges the ‘prevailing story’ that we are being told 
about human rights and aforementioned features of globalization that have been 
undermining the foundations of the current human rights regime (territorialism, 
statism, legal positivism...) in mind, we now proceed with analysis of three main 
(sets of) theoretical approaches that attempt to put human rights protection in 
perspective of globalization processes. 

Threefold state responsibility to respect, protect and fulfil 
The first approach is characterized by continuation of the existing emphasis 

on human rights as state responsibility with further extension of duties and 
competences of states in the field of human rights. It combines negative and 
positive obligations of states and complements them with states’ intermediary 
role in relationship between individuals and private actors. This approach – that 
has amongst else been the key approach advocated by the UN bodies – can be 
summarised as threefold state responsibility to respect, protect and fulfil. According 
the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights (1996-2013) 
the, threefold state responsibility to respect, protect and fulfil means the following:

By becoming parties to international treaties, States assume obligations and 
duties under international law to respect, to protect and to fulfil human rights. 
The obligation to respect means that States must refrain from interfering with or 
curtailing the enjoyment of human rights. The obligation to protect requires States 
to protect individuals and groups against human rights abuses. The obligation to 
fulfil means that States must take positive action to facilitate the enjoyment of basic 
human rights.

Whereas respecting human rights entails negative obligations by states, 
responsibility to fulfil clearly implies that states have to take on positive obligations 
and improve conditions for enjoyment of specific human rights by providing the 
necessary non-material and material resources. The latter and state engagement 
in general are typically associated with economic, social and economic rights (e.g. 
right to education, right to adequate standard of living, right to work...),14 even 
though the majority of civil and political rights cannot be implemented and enjoyed 
without financial intervention of governments either. Nevertheless, obligation to 
fulfil appears to be most valuable especially in case of economic, social and cultural 

13 The last seven decades, especially the period at er the end of the Cold 
War, have been treated as a period of ‘victory’ of human rights and realizai on 
of Enlightenment ideals (Douzinas, 2000, pp.1-2), so that the only remaining 
challenge posed to human rights supposedly remains in the gap between normai ve 
standards and their praci cal implementai on with the cure lying in convincing the 
few problemai c, unconvinced states. 

14 Cf. Donnelly (2003, p.36): ‘The need for an active state has always been 
especially clear for economic and social rights. /.../ Since the late nineteenth 
century, as our conceptions of the proper range of economic and social rights have 
expanded, the politics of economic and social rights has emphasized state provision 
where market and family mechanisms fail to ensure enjoyment of these rights. 
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rights of populations that are most vulnerable, marginalized and discriminated 

against, and unable to compete and cope with negative effects of globalization 

processes. Whereas human rights used to be limited to ‘vertical’ relationship 

between the government and individuals, this approach attempts to guarantee 

‘horizontal effect’ of human rights through state intervention that would prevent 

human rights violations by third parties. In the globalized, interconnected world a 

growing number of non-state, especially corporate, actors are in position to violate 

human rights on the territory of more than one state while pursuing their own 

interests. Responsibility to protects thus demands from nation-states to step in and 

shield individuals from harmful action by third parties.

Responsibility to respect, protect and fulfil is practically a synonym for persisting 

state control over all dimensions of human rights protection on a given territory 

even in the age of globalization.15 On one hand, this expanded state responsibility 

seems reasonable and even in the interest of states since they are the only actors 

that are obliged to work in the public interest and that can be held internationally 

legally responsible for human right violations (De Feyter, 2007, p.11; Pikalo, 2007, 

p.32). Parrish (2011, p.1106), for example, believes that ‘/w/hile a weaker territorial 

nation-state may in the short term seem desirable, in the long term strong states are 

critical to a world system that promotes and respects human dignity.’16 On the other 

hand, such excessive emphasis on state role in human rights protection is not only 

an obstacle to further possible evolution of human rights and their emancipatory 

potential in the globalized world, but it also includes unrealistic expectation 

regarding states’ willingness/ability to protect human rights in the globalized 

world. As elaborated in previous paragraphs, even if states are willing to take on 

additional responsibilities in the field of human rights, unprecedented permeability 

of borders, transplanetary connectivity, and especially emergence of spaces that 

transcend territorial geography de facto reduce their ability to effectively control 

behaviour of private actors or to provide adequate legal remedies,17 and to create 

conditions for full enjoyment of wide range of rights and freedoms. Already in the 

times of economic recession, such as the current global financial crisis that has 

particularly struck the traditional advocates of human rights, states tend to make 

concessions in the field of human rights (in extreme case suspensions) in favour 

of economic growth, implying that human rights represent privileges reserved for 

periods of favourable economic outlook and speaking against ability/willingness of 

states to enforce human rights against all odds.

15 As emphasized by De Feyter (2007, p.7) even: ‘/t/he UN bodies that monitor 
human rights treaties, and the UN’s political human rights bodies /…/ insist that 
economic globalization in no way diminishes the legal obligations of the state to 
respect, promote and protect human rights.’ 

16 Pikalo (2007, p.32), on the other hand, observes that ‘/s/tronger states, in 
fact, proved to be a mixed blessing for human rights protection (with the level of 
protection and exercise of power of the state depending upon the cultural context.’

17 Castresana Fernández (2004, p.204), for example, points to the interesting and 
alarming fact that in the globalized world we have been witnessing more and more 
secondary violations of human rights, since victims of primary violations are often 
being denied justice because courts and legal systems remain territorially-bound. 
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Extension of legal responsibilities for human rights protection to non-state actors 
The topic of relationship between globalization and human was identified as 

essential to study primarily due to emergence and rapidly growing influence of 
multinational corporations (MNCs) that soon became prominent actors in the 
international community of nation-states, especially in developing countries (cf. 
Richards and Gelleny, 2009, p.183). The MNCs rightly represent the focus of many 
scholars concerned with status of human rights in the age of globalization since – 
footloose as they are – MNCs tend to condition their presence with deregulation 
and liberalization, and make states compete with lowering taxes, cutting public 
expenditures, restricting worker’s rights, etc. (Monshipouri, Welch Jr. and Kennedy, 
2003, p.973).

Nevertheless, both popular and academic discourse should not omit other types 
of non-state actors (nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), informal associations 
and communities, social movements, criminal groups...) – some of which have 
human rights protection amongst their purposes and goals – that have also gained 
influence and space for action in the period of globalization. We are making this 
note because individual authors following the second approach that we are about 
to introduce, calling for legalization of human rights responsibility for non-state 
actors, tend to focus exclusively on companies/business sector.18

The explanatory power of the second stream of thinking about globalization 
and human rights lies in the fact that it recognizes that states alone are not in the 
position to guarantee full enjoyment of human rights. It instead attempts to assign 
complementary negative human rights obligations to non-state actors, obliging 
human rights to refrain from actions that would violate human rights.19 There’s a 
variety of proposals how to impose such obligations upon non-state actors, ranging 
from hard law to soft law.

Hard law is about extending to non-state actors – where this is relevant and 
feasible – the same international human rights responsibilities as they have been 
taken on by the nation-states. Duties of non-state actors could be extracted from 
specific international contracts, jus cogens, customary international law, and other 
relevant sources of international law. Jochnick (1999, pp.61-63) supports this 
view and draws attention to historical and current examples of (negative, but also 
positive) legal duties for non-state actors, e.g. quoting stipulations from Convention 
on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide (1948), documents 
and judgement from Nuremberg trials, and The American Declaration of the Rights 
and Duties of Man.  Soft law measures, on the other hand, are usually associated 
with the concept of corporate social responsibility that is strictly speaking of a 
more ethical nature, however it proves to have legal implications as well (Pariotti, 
2009, p.143). It can be told to encompass everything from self-regulation of non-
state actors, especially through codes of conduct adopted by business enterprises, 

18 It cannot be overemphasized that the type of actor by itself does not determine 
actor’s relationship to human rights. E.g. even NGOs committed to human rights 
protection can have interests or take measures that are in contrast with human 
rights principles, and violate human rights of some individuals (unintentionally) 
while striving to protect the rights of others.   

19 Even supporters of this approach deem that it is practically unrealistic that 
non-state actors could take on positive legal obligations for human rights protection.   



188

POLITSCI ’13

to international instruments such as the Global Compact, Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises, 
International Labour Organization Tripartite Declaration of Principles Concerning 
Multinational Enterprises and Social Policy, etc. (Pariotti, 2009, p.145).

Although the UN policy in the field of human rights in general resembles the 
first approach, emphasizing the formal corresponding responsibilities of states 
as they have evolved through the process of codification and institutionalization 
of human rights since 1945, there appears to be an exception to this approach 
when it comes to response to human rights challenges posed by the growing 
power of MNCs and other business enterprises. In 2005 the Secretary-General 
Kofi Annan appointed John Ruggie as the mandate holder of newly created post 
of the UN Special Representative of the Secretary-General on human rights and 
transnational corporations and other business enterprises (hereinafter referred to 
as Special Representative). The initiative for this post came from the Commission 
on Human Rights (CHR)20 that amongst else entrusted Special Representative 
with the mandate ‘/t/o identify and clarify standards of corporate responsibility 
and accountability’ (Commission on Human Rights, 2005, Paragraph a of Article 
1).21 In six years of his research work that entailed consultations with relevant 
stakeholders, the Special Representative developed a framework for business 
and human rights that he summarises as protect, respect and remedy framework 
(Ruggie, 2008).  The latter bears strong resemblance to ‘respect, protect and fulfil’ 
– the threefold state responsibility introduced previously as one of the possible 
responses to the challenges posed by globalization in the field of human rights. 
Crucial difference between the two lies in the type and level of responsibility 
allocated to nation-states; whereas respect in the latter relates to state obligation 
to refrain from actions that would contravene human rights principles, respect in 
Ruggie’s framework signifies the corporate social responsibility to protect human 
rights in a manner that is distinct from human rights obligations of states.22

Independently of the existing obligations of nation-states and in addition to 
national legislations, companies should respect human rights, which in practice 
means due diligence of companies guided by human rights principles, i.e. ‘steps a 

20 This body ceased to exist in 2006 when it was replaced by the Human Rights 
Council (HRC). The lat er retained some funci ons of its predecessor while its 
composii on and competences underwent important reform. 

21 Already in the next paragraph CHR complemented the mandate of the Special 
Representai ve with the task ‘/t/o elaborate on the role of States in eff eci vely 
regulai ng and adjudicai ng the role of transnai onal corporai ons and other 
business enterprises with regard to human rights, including through internai onal 
cooperai on’ (Commission on Human Rights 2005, Paragraph b of Ari cle 1). The 
lat er implies that even though CHR approached the issue in a manner that some 
obligai ons for human rights proteci on could be ascribed to corporai ons, it 
maintained the tradii onal UN posii on regarding nai on-state as a key reference for 
proteci on of human rights. 

22 Ruggie (2008, p.199) warns that ‘/w/hile corporai ons may be considered 
‘organs of society,’ they are specialized economic organs, not democrai c public 
interest insi tui ons. As such, their responsibilii es cannot and should not simply 
mirror the dui es of States’. 
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company must take to become aware of, prevent and address adverse human rights 
impacts’ (Ruggie, 2008, p.199). In this framework, protect and remedy functions 
are reserved for nation-states that are entrusted with providing regulations and 
policies that protect individuals from potential human rights violations, and if/
when the latter are committed (either by state actors or companies), to provide 
access to effective judicial and non-judicial remedies (see Ruggie, 2008, pp.204-
205). The UN appears to settle with this framework that was further elaborated 
and operationalized in Special Representative’s second mandate (2008-2011) as an 
answer to new circumstances for human rights protection caused by globalization 
processes, since this thematic mandate concluded in 2011 right after the HRC 
endorsed the Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights (see Office of the 
United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, 2011).

The clear advantage of hard law approach lies in unambiguous list of human 
rights and corresponding duties of non-state actors that provide individuals with 
an opportunity to seek legal redress from violations of their rights. This is easier 
said than done, because it is practically impossible to invent a determinative list of 
human rights that can be influenced and violated by non-state actors (especially 
if we take into consideration immensely diverse types/organizational structures, 
goals and strategies of these actors) (cf. Ruggie, 2008, p.190), and the fact that 
majority of them operate in several different legal systems at the same time. Soft 
law is far more flexible and can incorporate a wider range of rights that ought to be 
protected by non-state actors. It enables non-state actors to actively participate in 
the process of determining their rights and obligations that concern human rights, 
which should prevent the gap between norms and the actual practice of non-state 
actors.23 However, soft law usually means that monitoring is left to MNCs/non-state 
actors themselves, leaving judiciary practically toothless, lacking of competence for 
consideration of alleged violations of human rights standards committed through 
action or inaction of non-state actors. 24  Both approaches have limited explanatory 
power and common deficiency that is far more ‘problematic’ than aforementioned 
disadvantages of each approach. They namely both (re)produce legalistic human 
rights discourse that has been practically unchallenged in the last seven decades (cf. 
Evans, 2005), and has reduced human rights dimensions to codification of human 
rights and preoccupation with guaranteeing states’ compliance with human rights 
treaties that they formally joined. We further elaborate on this in the next section 
where we discuss alternative approach to human rights in the age of globalization, 
underscoring moral and ethical dimensions of human rights. 

23 According to Jochnick (1999, p.77), ‘/n/on-state actors are only too eager to 
trumpet the importance of human rights, but they will rarely broach actual human 
rights obligai on. /.../ The whole concept of human rights is undermined by the 
noi on that insi tui ons will promote them at their own discrei on’. 

24 Hard and sot  law approaches generally exclude each other, so Parioi   (2009, 
p.139, 150) suggests that their use should depend on the type of correlai ve duty 
that is at stake.  With respect to non-derogable rights and negai ve dui es of 
MNCs sot  law is less preferable (even as a complementary method) since it may 
undermine the eff ect of hard law, nevertheless it can instead produce very posii ve 
eff ects when it comes to posii ve human rights dui es of MNCs.  
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Revival of moral and ethical dimensions of human rights in the globalized world 
It is not a coincidence that in the 21st century human rights are being discussed 

in the language of legal standards and international institutions. The discourse on 
human rights in the last seven decades has evolved exclusively around the ‘/…/ 
assumption that the protection of human rights can be guaranteed, provided 
international society musters sufficient ingenuity, creativity, and resourcefulness 
when drafting treaties and creating international human rights institutions’ (Evans, 
2005, p.1047). Whereas genealogy of human rights reeks of multidimensionality 
and permanent transformation of human rights and meanings attached to them, 
hegemony of legalistic discourse caused human rights to be often perceived ‘nothing 
other than potential or actual law’ (Stammers, 1999, p.22), so that the rest of the 
debate on human rights seems confined to discussing technical particularities for 
implementation of the existing legal norms.

Without undermining the plausibility of unprecedented international consensus 
achieved on legal standards in a relatively short period of time after devastating 
conflicts in the first half of the 20th century, we wish to highlight manifold problem 
of legalization as a hegemonic strategy for human rights protection in the era of 
globalization. While virtues of human rights legalization are often found in its 
attempt to transcend differences in culture, legal systems, religion, morality, 
worldviews, and to provide neutral, objective, and timeless/definitive standards, 
these same features of legalization can also be labelled as its vice.  An increasing 
number of authors (among them Douzinas, 1996, pp.134-135; Stammers, 1999, 
pp.22-23; Donnelly, 2006, pp.70-72; Woodiwiss, 2006, pp.32-34) recognize that 
overemphasizing the role of law can have adverse effect on human rights; e.g. law 
can serve as disguise for background power relations and controversies existing 
behind legal consensus, especially because law it is typically antagonistic to justice.25 

Most problematic from our perspective, however, is the image of static nature of 
human rights painted by legalistic discourse, so that  ‘/h/uman rights are frequently 
regarded only as a dependent consequences of globalization: globalization affects 
human rights, but human rights do not affect globalization’ (Howard-Hassmann, 
2010, p.83). Historical evolution and transformations in the scope of rights and 
complementary duties, and widening group of right holders, witness that dynamism 
is inherent to human rights, and that their potential is never fully exhausted. A 
prominent feature of human rights as dynamic (for that reason also essentially 
contested) concept, is that individual human rights typically allow different kind of 
policy choices and actions as means of implementing these rights and at the same 
time responding to the existing social challenges (Ulrich, 2011, p.342).

The third approach builds on this flexibility of human rights and refuses to see 
human rights as a dependent variable, a fulfilled prophecy recently jeopardized by 
the processes under the common label of globalization. Whereas human rights – to 
be more precise, selected rights or selected aspects of human rights – have already 
been mobilised (primarily by economists) to advance economic liberalization and 
establishment of a global free market  (De Feyter, 2007, p.2), authors like Robinson 

25 Abstraci on, generalizai on and consensus as inevitable components of 
legalizai on prevent/discourage considerai on of pari cularii es, which is why the 
current regime of human rights has been constantly reproached for inability/
unwillingness to take into account local specifi cs. 
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(2004), Pikalo (2007), and Ulrich (2007) highlight human rights’ potential to shape 
or transform globalization processes and thereby prevent, diminish and neutralize 
adverse effects of global, especially economic, interconnectedness. Robinson (2004, 
p.14), who is a pioneer in alternative approach to relationship between human 
rights and globalization (Ulrich, 2007, p.39), coined the term ‘ethical globalization’ 
that at the first glance appears as an oxymoron, but was designed to signify 
globalization processes that are not only guided by technological development 
but also shared values and norms of behaviour. This is only a point of departure 
for applying human rights to a number of issues that are pertinent to the current 
level of global interconnectedness and established supraterritorial relations. While 
Robinson (2004, pp.15-16) considers three specific examples of issues that demand 
and would benefit greatly from the human rights approach, Pikalo (2007, pp.32-34) 
focuses on human rights as the moral ground for governing economic globalization 
through different possible practical forms of (democratic) global governance. 
The aforementioned conception of human rights shares with the idea of global 
governance global nature (it is not limited by territorial geography and political 
design of international community as a system of states) but also necessity for their 
multi-scalar and multi-dimensional enforcement (Pikalo, 2007, p.33).  Hegemonic 
ideological position of liberalism in (international) politics has ousted morality and 
ethics from the public sphere, anchoring legitimacy of political power in norms of 
procedure rather than moral or ethical values and consequently prioritizing the 
concept of subjective right over the good and the just (Ulrich, 2007, pp.51-52),26 
which appears particularly problematic in the previously described circumstances 
of globalization that are creating much more space for pursuing private interests 
than at any previous point in history. We maintain that if human rights are to serve 
as a measure for advancing social justice at the global level and form a firm basis 
for evolution of some form of global governance, there is a need for departure 
from legalistic discourse on human rights (i.e. concentration on (re)production 
of legal standards and means of their implementation) and revival of moral and 
ethical dimensions of human rights that would divert attention from the procedural 
aspects of globalization to its substance.

A clear difficulty with this approach lies in identification of the (scope of) 
values that are supposed to guide such approach to globalization; whether ethical 
globalization means limitation to a small number of basic human rights that can 
be agreed to by everyone or should the list of these rights be more exhaustive. 
Second and even more significant challenge to this approach, recognised also by 
Ulrich (2007, p.58), relates to the motivation for commitment to universal human 
rights as ethical standard in the globalized world. The West has rooted human rights 
in rationalist foundations and individualism that was since 1945, in contrast to the 
tradition of citizenship rights, disconnected from the membership in particular 
community but with that also from the solidarity that is key condition especially 
for emergence and guarantee of economic and social rights (Shafir and Brysk, 2006, 
p.283). ‘The globalization of human rights, in short, succeeds where the type of 

26 In contrast to the idea of nature as a standard of legii macy of natural law and 
natural rights, legal posii vism leaves room for legalizai on of rights that resemble 
more personal preferences and desires than rights pertaining to human dignity 
(Douzinas, 2000, pp.10-11; Ulrich, 2007, pp.52-53). 
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solidarity citizens share has already come into existence.’ (Shafir and Brysk, 2006, 
p.284) Ulrich (2007, p.59) similarly recognizes the need for supporting universal 
human rights with values such as solidarity, empathy, compassion and other non-
rationalist foundations that are not part of the liberal human rights discourse but 
should to his mind present an important part of global ethics.

Theory of human rights has to some extent already recognised the necessity 
to derive human rights commitment from ethical and moral grounds. Authors 
like Rorty (1993) and Dewey (2003) stress the importance of sentiments and 
sentimentality education as the key factor for activation of individuals in support 
of human rights in the age of globalization. Taking into account the lack of supreme 
global authority that would be able to enforce global ethics within the global 
constituency, it appears that room for human rights in the globalized world can only 
be made by wilful global orientation, some kind of global ‘active citizenship’ that 
is based on struggle for enforcement of human rights in the local/national setting 
but also recognition and advocacy of the right of others to have rights. The latter 
my come across as too idealistic or even naive from the viewpoint of rational choice 
theory, but contrary to Ulrich’s (2007, p.59) observation that ‘/.../ people are in fact 
not readily capable of relating across great distances’, we believe that even if global 
solidarity may not be a present fact, it certainly presents an evolving potential. 
The unprecedented global connectivity and possibility of forging relations at the 
supraterritorial level namely facilitate individuals to better identify themselves and 
share their living experience with individuals in other parts of the globe than with 
individuals in their geographical and cultural vicinity.27

Conclusion

Globalization processes as they have been unfolding since the second half of 
the 20th century, parallel – to some extent in harmony and partially in opposition 
– to the current international human rights regime, have significantly transformed 
the international politics, especially role and functioning of the nation-state. The 
aim of the present paper was to reflect on the relationship between nation-state, 
citizenship and globalization through the rather unconventional prism of human 
rights, which are often presented as the best symbol of globality while the practice 
and deeper insight in the globalization processes shows a far more complex picture.

Whereas tradition of citizenship has been inherently tied to particular 
community on a given territory, and the liberal conception of human rights that is 
underlying paradigm of the human rights regime is still principally based on primary 
responsibility of nation-states for protection of human rights on the territory 
under their sovereign jurisdiction, globalization processes prove to be increasingly 

27 The approach based on moral and ethical dimensions of human rights is thus 
the only approach whose ontological presupposii ons refl ect the main features 
of globalizai on processes that change the way we (should) approach issues in 
internai onal relai ons; the level of its analysis is not restricted to nai on-states but 
it instead adopts a muli -scalar approach while its concepi on of ethics/morality 
is detached from territorial geography (spai al dimension), and this approach 
actually takes advantage of the fact that in the era of globalizai on i me is no longer 
necessarily i ed to distance, enabling instant social relai ons over great distances in 
praci cally no i me (i me dimension).
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delinked from territorial geography. Permeability of national borders and in some 
cases even their irrelevance defies the belief that human rights culture can be built 
‘from above’, by mere states’ adoption of legal standards that would automatically 
spill in all other segments of social life and provide compliance with human rights 
norms. The era of globalization reveals a troublesome gap between the (re)
production of legal human rights discourse and de facto advancement in respect of 
human dignity, which cannot be easily swept under the rug of liberalist argument 
about few unconvinced states/their political leaders that prevent undisputed and 
ultimate victory of human rights in international relations. We are instead faced 
with different theoretical responses that attempt to ‘make room’ for human rights, 
i.e. propose strategies for maintaining and further increasing their relevance, that 
almost without exception uphold legalistic human rights discourse and territorially 
bound conception of international politics.

Looking into three main approaches that can be found in the literature on 
the topic and assessing their explanatory power, we deem that in place of new 
obligations for states or extension of human rights duties to non-state actors 
globalization processes above all carry with them necessity for revival of moral and 
ethical dimensions of human rights, complemented with lessons learnt from the 
tradition of citizenship. Rather surprisingly with regard to tradition of the human 
rights concept, the room for human rights in the era of globalization appears to 
depend on tying them (back) to community. Following the pattern of citizenship 
rights with an important modification, human rights need to be reinforced by 
solidarity in the redefined community – the one that is not limited to local culture, 
nation-state or region, but spans over the entire globe.
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THE MONETIZATION OF BELONGING: HOW MARKET 
CITIZENSHIP LIMITS ACCESS TO SOCIAL RIGHTS
STEPHANIE J. NAWYN, BREANNE GRACE

Abstract

Neoliberalism has fundamentally changed the nature of citizenship.  Individuals 
once turned to the state for citizenship rights such as education and healthcare, 
but these services are increasingly privatized and contingent upon individual 
access to economic markets where access to these services is tied to work – like 
health insurance through employment. This transformation has been described as 
‘market citizenship’; the state no longer directly provides or guarantees access to 
services, rather, access to rights depends on access to the economy (Brodie 1997).  
Market citizenship has been institutionalized in refugee resettlement, where labor 
becomes the primary goal of resettlement agencies, sometimes at the expense of 
other resettlement services in order to establish market access through work as the 
primary form of social inclusion (Nawyn 2011).

In this paper we explore how refugees access the institutions necessary for social 
inclusion after resettlement.  In order to analyze how individuals and groups access 
social citizenship, we approach social citizenship rights from the bottom up, that is, 
the daily negotiation of social rights (Sadiq 2009). Building on Sadiq’s observations 
of legal citizenship as a process configured in conjunction with and in opposition to 
the state, we examine how social citizenship is accessed and acquired through the 
use of social institutions. In doing so, we illustrate the ways in which newly resettled 
refugee individuals and communities navigate institutional resources towards 
social belonging. We argue that when refugee ethnic communities lack bridging 
ties that allow the community to have strong connections to the host society and 
lack market-applicable human capital (or the use of these skills is blocked by a lack 
of other human capital skills like language), they experience an alternative form of 
marginalized citizenship. These informal, patterned, and repetitious relationships 
form institutional-like patterns within networks that create or re-define the 
experience of social citizenship. This patterning is both caused by and is a response 
to the demands of market citizenship.

Literature

Citizenship
T.H. Marshall defined social citizenship as: ‘the right to a modicum of economic 

welfare and […] to live the life of a civilized being according to the standards 
prevailing in the society’ which encompasses the rights that are derived from social 
institutions like education and healthcare (Marshall 1964).  Marshall’s definition 
of social citizenship grounds abstract notions of citizenship rights in particular 
institutions and services that allow us to see how, exactly, individuals access rights.  
In Marshall’s three-part configuration of citizenship, the social aspects of citizenship 
inform the legal and political aspects of citizenship, enabling citizens to not simply 
engage with the state, but to engage with a modicum of social equality mediated 
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through social services. For example, through free public education, individuals 
acquire the skills to engage in political and legal rights like voting when they can 
read the ballot to vote or read, comprehend, and follow laws. Marshall’s theory of 
social citizenship is based upon the supremacy and sovereignty of the state as the 
purveyor of rights through services, making social citizenship a passive right that 
citizens simply access via the state.

Marshall’s theory of citizenship was founded in post-War European welfare 
policies; however, with the decline of the welfare state and increased privatization, 
many of the services of social citizenship are no longer provided by the state and 
have shifted to a ‘market citizenship’ model (Brodie 1997). With the changing nature 
of the state, alternative theories of citizenship have emerged that challenge the 
idea of the state as the primary analytic for citizenship. Many of these theories have 
drawn on the concept of globalization, emphasizing that transnational human rights 
discourse has shaped local manifestations of rights (Soysal 1994), that transnational 
institutions have increasing influence in sovereign spaces (Castles 2005), or that 
immigrants situate themselves strategically within and between states to maximize 
access to rights (Sadiq 2009; Fitzgerald 2009). In each of these models, private 
sources of rights influence the remaining public implementation of services. 

These debates fundamentally call into question the relationship between 
state and citizens in the provisioning of social citizenship rights. But they do little 
to illuminate how individuals actually use and acquire social citizenship on a daily 
basis within a neoliberal context.  The focus on official, institutional perspectives 
of citizenship (originating from the state or NGOs) has portrayed citizenship as 
something that is provided, distributed, or received, but not as something that 
is agentively pursued (Brodie 2004).  Paradoxically, even in discussions of market 
citizenship that emphasize the individual’s position in the market and the work of 
individual work as the determinate for receiving rights and services, individuals are 
presented as doing little outside of the market-prescribed actions—like work—to 
acquire rights; their actions remain contained to the limitations of the structure.

While refugee resettlement is designed to confer social citizenship rights to 
refugees through temporary assistance immediately after resettlement (Hein 
1993), increasingly the US resettlement program emphasizes not a right to services 
necessary for incorporation or subsistence, but the necessity of work in order to 
access rights, above all else (Nawyn 2011).  Emphasizing rights only through the 
market shifts the burden of subsistence from the state to the individual and her 
resources. Consequently, social capital has become both the neoliberal prescription 
for obtaining rights (n.b. ‘bootstraps thesis’) and the focus of empirical research 
that has found social capital to be the solution to neoliberal limitations (Somers 
2005). 

Social Capital
In contrast to the citizenship literature that emphasizes rights from without, 

social capital literature emphasizes how resources are obtained from connections 
within social networks. While the concept of social capital has been used extensively 
to explain how immigrants gain access to economic resources in the host society, 
it remains under-theorized and vaguely defined. While Bourdieu (1985) defined 
social capital as ‘the aggregate of the actual or potential resources which are linked 
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to possession of a durable network of more or less institutionalized relationships 
of mutual acquaintance or recognition’ (p.248), this definition has been largely 
usurped by Coleman (1988) and Putnam’s (2002) more economic focus where social 
capital resources tend to focus on the information, influence, and social recognition 
of an individual’s power or value that lead to better market positioning and thus 
access to the market (Lin 2001). 

Indeed, much of the literature on social capital in migration studies emphasizes 
the role of social capital in providing alternative entry points to market citizenship, 
largely by describing how immigrants engage in entrepreneurship, gain economic 
capital, access family economic resources, or negotiate business relationships as 
a means for understanding immigrant participation and incorporation in the host 
society, in studies that focus specifically on refugees, social capital has gained an 
important explanatory role for how refugees integrate into the host community, 
often through economic mobilization (Kibria 1994; Korac 2003; Lamba and Krahn 
2003; Allen  2007; Zhou and Bankston 1994).  The role of social capital in the 
migration literature is largely an economic one.

Margaret Somers has noted that the relationship between market citizenship 
and social capital is intentional: the economic focus on social capital emphasizes the 
role of the individual and her network connections as a means for rights via social 
capital to access market citizenship (2005). Rights emerge not from the state, but 
from within social capital derived from the network, reifying the neoliberal thesis 
that individuals alone are ultimately in control of their social (and thus market) 
positioning.

Yet, discussions of social capital are based on a theory of networks that assumes 
connections or plausible connections between a given individual and the society 
in which she lives.  Individuals are expected  to have bonding ties within their own 
community that facilitate exchange, but also bridging ties that connect the individual 
to other social, cultural, economic, racial, occupational or ethnic groups within the 
greater society (Granovetter 1973).  But often refugees are linguistically isolated 
from the larger society and the limited resettlement services that are based on a 
labor-driven model do not provide the means for language acquisition that allows 
for the use of other human capital skills (Nawyn et al. 2012). Refugees, particularly 
those from rural communities or who have spent prolonged time in rural refugee 
camps, may not have the types of human capital recognized (or monetized) in the 
host society; farming skills have little value in the primarily urban resettlement 
programs. So while refugees may get low-wage jobs after resettlement, these jobs 
do not always facilitate connections between employer and employee or between 
employees and refugee human capital may not be recognized as such. Worse, when 
refugees are are speakers of less-commonly spoken languages, linguistic isolation 
collapses the opportunity for bridging ties and leads to intra-group isolation from 
the host community immediately after resettlement, diminishing the economic 
returns of social capital (Nawyn et al. 2012).

Capital, Citizenship, and Rights
According to the literature on social capital, refugees who lack language skills 

and other human capital skills that are recognized in the US should have little 
access to market citizenship and consequent social rights and few opportunities for 
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additional rights or community integration. Yet, the literature on refugee service 
acquisition has illustrated that when the mechanisms for rights within the host 
society fail, refugees turn to the ethnic community for rights and support after 
resettlement (Hein 1993). But the mechanisms of how rights are negotiated and 
obtained within the ethnic community have yet to be explored outside of the 
economic and individualistically focused terms of social capital.

We argue that for Burundian refugees resettled in the United States, collective 
community efforts provide an alternative source of rights apart from the state and 
market. Indeed, these rights emerge from the community itself—or the community 
provides the much-needed access to other resources—through culturally specific 
repertoires that help to lessen the effects of neoliberal market citizenship and draw 
upon alternative forms of human capital that go unrecognized within the US.

Methods

In this research study we used qualitative data from 36 face-to-face, semi-
structured interviews with adult refugees from either Burundi or Burma who had 
recently been resettled in the state of Michigan, USA. Both groups arrived between 
April and June 2007 and were resettled by the same agencies, so the available 
organizational and receiving community resources were similar across both groups. 
These patterns of resettlement have led to an increase in ethnic diversity in small 
cities in Michigan that are more common within larger metropolitan areas that have 
long been traditional gateways for refugees and other immigrants. Additionally, our 
proximity to these two areas of resettlement allowed us to develop relationships 
to refugees and service providers that facilitated our access to the communities we 
studied.

We conducted interviews from October 2007 through May 2008. The interviews 
focused on the services refugees have received from their resettlement agency, as 
well as assistance and support they have received from other organizations and 
individuals. We also asked refugees about how helpful and effective they found 
the assistance they received and the challenges they have faced in adapting to life 
in Michigan. Finally, we asked what changes they would make to the services they 
received in order to make resettlement more helpful. We conducted the interviews 
in English and either Kirundi (for the Burundians) or Chin dialect of Burmese (for the 
Burmese). We conducted all interviews in participants’ homes. The interviews were 
tape recorded and lasted approximately one to two hours in length. 

After analyzing the interview transcripts, we decided that we needed to collect 
additional data from the Burundian refugees in order to understand their extreme 
problems with linguistic isolation. Therefore we conducted single-sex focus groups 
with Burundian men and women (one focus group with each sex) who lived in 
Lansing. We chose to organize separate focus groups for men and women because 
we expected that both men and women would be more open and comfortable 
sharing their stories about spousal relations in single-sex groups. We conducted 
the focus groups approximately 18 months after completing the interviews. For 
the focus groups we chose five women and five men from among our Burundian 
participants. All the women we sampled were able to attend the focus group, but 
because of transportation difficulties on the day of the focus group only three of 
the five men attended their group. 
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Results

After several months being in the US, the confusion of living and navigating a 
new place, bureaucracy, and culture, was wearing on our Burundian participants. 
They described issues with health care, housing, understanding a new culture, 
learning a new language, parenting, finding work, their resettlement agencies, and 
maintaining relationships with family members still in refugee camps.  Resettled as 
an ethnic community en masse, but scattered across the United States in clustered 
communities, the Burundian refugees arrived in Michigan with little grasp of English 
and few connections in US society outside of their resettlement organizations. 

While the first interviews suggested that individuals were confused or 
overwhelmed by the number of actors involved in their lives—like refugee 
resettlement organization case workers, churches that partnered with the 
organizations to provide assistance, community volunteers, and other refugees 
or co-nationals—by two years after their settlement when we conducted the 
focus groups, the refugees were no longer receiving assistance from resettlement 
organizations. Reception and Placement (the US government’s resettlement 
assistance) lasts no more than nine months after entry into the US, and in many 
states it is available for a shorter period of time. The church volunteers, too, had 
disappeared and the refugees were left to their own communities and relationships 
to negotiate bureaucracies and their own needs.  

In this section, we discuss the evolution of Burundian understandings of social 
rights. We begin by discussing housing and illustrating how through creating 
alternative community approaches to housing needs, the Burundian community 
developed a strategy for addressing social rights more generally. The second 
section illustrates this strategy, which we call social leveraging, and shows how the 
Burundian group style utilizes social leveraging in order to get social citizenship 
rights. Finally, we conclude by revisiting the issue of human capital and highlighting 
the skills and personal resources that allowed the Burundian community to obtain 
rights. 

House & Home
One of the most significant problems facing the refugees immediately after 

resettlement and later was housing. Refugees reported experiencing substandard 
housing early in the resettlement process and then later.  One family reported that 
a sewage pipe in their house had exploded. They tried to ask the landlord for help, 
but one day when he came to the house and looked at the basement flooded with 
sewage, then left. Without English, they could not ask him to return and could not 
find out if he was going to fix the situation. They waited, but he did nothing to 
rectify the situation. They asked for help of their resettlement organization, but the 
incident occurred more than eight months after arrival and the organization told 
them they were no longer entitled to help. 

The story served to emphasize the consequences of a lack of language capital 
and the connection between English and basic rights. Without English, the 
Burundian refugees could not articulate their needs, by failing to articulate their 
needs they failed to claim even basic rights. Individuals used the story to emphasize 
individual vulnerability that was combatted through collective community support. 
Alone, most members of the Burundian community were without the knowledge, 
skills, and resources needed to negotiate rights like housing.
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True to theories of market citizenship, the Burundian refugees found rights in 
the United States, but only at a cost. The cost of living in the United States was 
often a passionate topic during our focus groups with Burundian refugees. At the 
crux of this problem was the relationship between knowing English and getting a 
job that paid a living wage. Expected to learn English in order to get a job to pay for 
housing, food, utilities, healthcare and other services, refugees were given limited 
time—often less than four months—to learn English and were often encouraged to 
quit class in order to have a more flexible schedule for work. Yet, without English 
skills, their opportunities for finding work that paid a sufficient amount to sustain 
a family were unlikely.

In order to work within this cycle, families experienced periods without water, 
electricity, and food when they couldn’t afford to pay these bills or ran out of food 
stamps. Basic subsistence was a daily challenge and in focus groups, Burundian 
refugees reported that they realized they were outside of the government’s purview 
for support and had few options for accessing the services of social citizenship 
through wealth, that is, from the market.  Instead, as they had with the excrement 
issue, the community looked within to figure out new ways to assemble rights. 

Unlikely Sources of Rights
Very few Burundians were formally educated before coming to the United 

States and very few had formal skills or employment histories that provided them 
with the kinds of human capital that are often described as leading to success 
after resettlement (Zhou and Bankston 1998).  With very few members who had 
human capital, as it is largely presented in the social capital literature as formal 
education or skills, the Burundian refugees drew upon the resources they did 
have to provide alternative entry into market citizenship. Similar to Zhou and 
Bankston’s observations of how community involvement helped second generation 
Vietnamese immigrants gain a form of intra-ethnic social capital, for the Burundian 
refugees in Michigan, community involvement actually provide an alternative entry 
to certain forms of social rights that are normally presented as originating from the 
market or the state.

Without support from the state or enough resources to acquire rights via the 
market, Burundian refugees drew upon the resources they had to create alternative 
entry to rights. This happened in a variety of ways; teenagers or unmarried adult 
children sometimes were ‘loaned’ to other families in order to equip them with 
translators, cooks, or babysitters who helped fulfill family and community needs 
as others worked outside the home. Some social citizenship rights that normally 
originate through formal institutions like education, food security, or medical 
translation were taken care of within the community, or family in order to directly 
engage the state or market in the negotiation of rights.  By collectively reassembling 
community resources through individual engagement within the community moral 
economy, the Burundian refugees in Lansing strategically redistributed access to 
social rights. We define this collective community action based on group style as 
‘social leveraging’: reassembling disparate and under-recognized social assets in 
order to directly claim social rights. 

The US refugee resettlement system generally tries to resettle families in 
American-style nuclear families (mother, father, and children living in one dwelling), 
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a definition of family that is further emphasized through the distribution of social 
services like food stamps, health care assistance, and temporary refugee assistance.  
However, this configuration is often expensive, especially for families with small 
children that require care.  Even for families with two or three wage earners, the 
amount brought into the family was often insufficient to cover rent, heat, water, 
food, and transportation costs each months. After their access to refugee cash 
assistance ended after eight months, many families struggled even more.  

One of the first ways Burundian refugees sought to maximize the few resources 
that they had was by redistributing teenagers or by reconfiguring housing 
arrangements with multiple families living under one roof in order to lessen to 
burden of rent and to maximize care work. This strategy was employed even before 
our first interviews; an elderly man who was resettled alone soon received support 
from the community through the assistance of a teenager. The teen came from a 
family with many older children and he was assigned to the man to help him cook, 
clean, run errands, and to keep him company. Other teenagers, young adults, or 
elderly relatives lived with families so that both parents in the household could 
work and there would be people at home to care for children. This arrangement was 
not unlike previous patterns of living arrangements in refugee camps or in Burundi. 

Through teenager exchanges and by reassembling families to maximize 
caretaking responsibilities, the Burundian families attempted to maximize multiple 
members’ access to the right of housing. The solution was partially a manipulation 
of market citizenship—they maximized group access to paid labor by rearranging 
unpaid labor responsibilities—but also partially a manipulation of the terms of 
market citizenship—individuals gained access because collectively the terms of 
access to the market were changed.  Individuals no longer only gained access to 
housing through state assistance or through the direct terms of the market. Instead, 
as collective members within the community, they could gain access through non-
market terms. 

But not all families had close friends or family members in the US.  Some 
faced the difficulty of having family remaining in refugee camps or in Burundi.  
While emotionally many of our participants longed to see their children, siblings, 
grandchildren, spouses, and parents, they also experienced life in the US differently 
than other Burundians. While other Burundians could reconfigure housing 
arrangements and care taking in order to maximize their incomes, those without 
family in the US had fewer options for reassembling their households and had 
fewer contacts from which to request help. At the same time, many received 
some form of assistance from the greater Burundian community—things like food, 
occasional loans, or babysitting from time to time—but this piecemeal assistance 
did not fully provide the means for acquiring social rights.  So while these families 
faced an economic disadvantage based on their familial connections in the US, they 
also faced the added burden of needing to send remittances to family members in 
refugee camps or in Burundi. 

Conclusion

Our findings illustrate that social citizenship has evolved under neoliberalism to 
be very different than what was described originally by Marshall (1964). Rather than 
being a right made accessible through the state, social citizenship is a collection of 
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rights that must be actively accessed through the use of either financial capital or 
through the ‘social leveraging’ that Burundians used. Things that under law are 
actual rights in the US (such as sanitary living conditions when one rents a home) 
are in fact not automatically accessible for people who cannot effectively ensure 
that the laws guaranteeing such rights are enforced. And the right to work, which in 
the US is a necessity for most people, is not accessible without being accompanied 
by opportunities for the care of dependent family members. For the Burundians in 
our study, it was only through private strategies of social leveraging that they were 
able to access these social citizenship rights.

Although many of the Burundians in our study were able to access social 
citizenship rights, their strategies were private and thus limited in that they did not 
challenge the underlying logic of market citizenship that limits rights to those with 
the financial means to purchase rights. This has been the critique of the concept 
of social capital that scholars like Somers (2010) have made. We argue that it is 
important to consider the value of social capital while not valorizing it as a panacea 
for the privatization emblematic of neoliberalism. Indeed, some Burundian refugees 
in our study were able to access the social rights to which they were entitled, but 
their (albeit limited) success highlights the limitations of private strategies for 
addressing structural problems. Rather than encourage the development of social 
capital among the poor and disenfranchised, scholars of rights should be pushing 
for states to better ensure the equitable access of social rights for all within their 
boundaries.
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THEORY, NATIONALISM, AND MUSIC
BRIAN C. THOMPSON

Abstract

Nationalism in music has most often been associated with the orchestral works 
of nineteenth-century composers, such Antonin Dvorak and Bedřich Smetana, and, 
to a lesser extent, with ideological writings of such figures as Johann Gottfried von 
Herder and Richard Wagner. Much of the critical literature in the latter nineteenth 
century focused on Russian music, acknowledging the influence of Glinka on the 
younger generation of composers. In the early years of the twentieth century, 
critics and composers began to debate the merits of nationalism in music, as Europe 
advanced towards WWI. Composers such as England’s Ralph Vaughan Williams and 
Hungary’s Béla Bartók became activists, collecting folksong which they integrated 
into their own works. With the rise of fascism in the 1930s, and in the aftermath 
of WWII, many viewed nationalism as an anachronism. Historical writings in the 
second half of the twentieth century tended to relegate the works of nationalist 
composers to a category of second-rate music, opposed to the prevailing (German) 
style.

In this paper, I explore the historiography of nationalism in music, focusing on 
writing since WWII. Much of literature from musicologists has continued to focus 
on the musical work, and on familiar composers. A more promising trend of the 
past decade has been the study of performance as an expression of nationalism. 
This area of research has been developed in part by historical musicologists but 
also from ethnomusicologists such as Philip Bohlman, whose recent publications 
have combined archival work and ethnographic studies. He and others working 
in this area have revealed how all styles of music are able to convey nationalism. 
I hope to suggest further ways forward and possibilities for interdisciplinary and 
international collaboration.

In the vast literature on nationalism, political scientists and historians have 
acknowledged the significant role of culture in forming national identity.1 Similarly, 
musicologists have long explored the place of nationalism in the shaping the sound 
of music. These two groups of scholars, however, have largely been unaware of 
each other’s work. Music’s theory and notation is an obstacle to non-musicians; 
political theory has been a mystery to many music scholars. This article is aimed 
primarily at those working in political science. I explore the literature of nationalism 
in music, emphasizing writings published after WWII. I then focus on current 
directions in musicology as a model for the study of nationalism in music, illustrating 
with examples of both historical and ethnographic approaches, with the aim of 
suggesting ways forward and the possibilities for interdisciplinary and international 
collaboration.

1 In his landmark trilogy on ‘the long nineteenth century,’ historian and jazz fan 
Eric Hobsbawm (1962, 1975, and 1987), devotes substantial space to the place of 
culture. He further explores the importance of culture in The Invention of Tradition 
(Hobsbawm and Ranger, 1983). In his monograph focusing on nationalism (1991), 
he devotes less space to the impact of the arts. 
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Historiography

Writings on nationalism in music have long been concerned primarily with 
the musical work and with familiar composers. The focus has tended to be on the 
orchestral works of nineteenth-century composers such as Antonín Dvořák and 
Bedřich Smetana, and, to a lesser extent, on the ideological writings of such figures 
as Johann Gottfried von Herder and Richard Wagner. Much of the critical literature 
in the latter nineteenth century focused on Russian music, acknowledging the 
influence of Glinka on the younger generation of composers.

In the early years of the twentieth century, critics and composers began to debate 
the merits of nationalism in music more vigorously. Composers such as Hungary’s 
Béla Bartók (1931) and England’s Ralph Vaughan Williams (1934) became activists, 
collecting folksongs that they integrated into their own music, and arguing the case 
for national music in essays. The First World War intensified discussion, especially 
in Britain, where performances of German music were temporarily banned. Debate 
continued into the 1920s and ‘30s, but only in the aftermath of WWII was the idea 
of national music strongly objected to by the younger generation of composers.

Some music historians were already distancing themselves from national music 
in the early years of the twentieth century. In Germany, leading musicologists such 
as Hugo Riemann (1901) and Alfred Einstein (1947 and 1954) drew sharp distinctions 
between centre and periphery – at the centre was the music of Germany, France, 
and Italy. This became the prevailing view in writing in English. Einstein’s influence 
was particular strong in the US, where he taught in a number of US universities, 
and where his work was widely available in English translation. In his Short History 
of Music (1954, p.191-3), first published in 1917, he devoted just three pages 
to ‘national music’, which he separated from the ‘universal’ music composed by 
German, French, and Italian musicians.2 In his widely used textbook on nineteenth-
century music (1947), he squeezed the music of most Western countries into just 
one of his 19 chapters.

Einstein’s influence among Anglophone musicologists, especially in the US, 
can be seen in the main music history textbooks published over a period of about 
forty years, which continued the paradigm of centre and periphery, relegating 
the music of those on the outside as nationalists and composers of second-rate 
music. W.W. Norton’s general History of Western Music (Grout, 1960), made use 
of this geographical orientation, as did the two main texts focusing on music of 
the nineteenth century: Longyear (1973) tucked the music of Russia, Bohemia, 
Scandinavia, Hungary, England, and the US into just one of his twelve chapters; a 
decade later, Plantinga (1984) took an almost identical approach.3

2 Chopin is for most writers an exception. As Einstein (1954, p.192) writes, ‘It 
is significant enough that he migrated to Paris, the hub of civilization.’ Longyear 
(1973) discusses Chopin within a chapter on French and Italian music.

3 In his essay ‘Nationalism and Music,’ the German musicologist Carl Dahlhaus 
(1980) criticised Grout (1960) for restricting nationalism in music to non-French, 
-German, and –Italian. In reviewing Dahlhaus’s work, Beveridge (1993, pp.303-304) 
noted this tendency among German musicologist to categorize music geographically, 
and to marginalize the music from outside of the ‘centres.’ Now in its eighth edition, 
and co-authored by Burkholder, Grout, and Palisca (2009), A History of Western 
Music is organized more by genre than geography.
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In the 1980s, the New Musicology, as it came to be known, began to question 
existing paradigms and to explore connections between music and society. Drawing 
on sociology, feminism, and other disciplines, it re-examined the place of nationalism 
and cosmopolitanism in music and re-evaluated the issue of what, or who, was 
central. In the 1990s, the work of Sanna Pederson (1994), Applegate (1998), and 
Applegate and Potter (2000), among others, challenged the idea of German music 
as central, and hence not national.

Over the past fifteen years, two trends have emerged in the study of nationalism 
and music. On one hand, some scholars have continued to focus on the musical 
work and the big name composers of the 19th century. In their collection of essays, 
White and Murphy (2001) focus on compositions specific countries: the music of 
Scandinavia, France, Italy and other parts of Europe. Benjamin Curtis (2008), a 
political scientist by training, focuses on Wagner, Smetana, and Grieg. Grieg remains 
something of the prototype national composer. In each of the five chapters in Grieg: 
Music, Landscape and Norwegian Identity, author Daniel Grimley (2006), focuses 
in some way on the landscape. Since the 1980s, identity has been the paradigm 
through which many scholars have explored music, and in Music and Identity in 
Norway and Beyond (Solomon, 2011), Grieg serves as the starting point for essays 
on identity construction and music on such diverse topics as Duke Ellington and 
Cuban popular music.

Parallel to this has been the wider or perhaps deeper study of music in society, 
which looks beyond the composition. The duality between nationalism and 
cosmopolitanism have been the framework of recent studies by Comtois (2011) and 
Gooley. Musical life in France has been the subject of some of the more interesting 
work, notably by scholars such as Jann Palser (2008 and 2009) and Jane Fulcher 
(2011). While placing music within the broader social and historical context of the 
late nineteenth century, these writers have tended to avoid the dense prose of the 
New Musicology in favour of a more accessible style of writing aimed at the non-
specialist reader.

While real interdisciplinary publications have not been common, there have 
been some successful efforts. Nationalism and Ethnosymbolism: History, Culture 
and Ethnicity in the Formation of Nations (Leoussi and Grosby, 2007), published by 
Edinburgh University Press, included three essays on arts topics, including one by 
Jim Samson, a leading British musicologist and specialist on the music of Chopin. 
The remaining parts explore ethnosymbolism in antiquity and in various parts of 
the modern world.

Theory and examples

Building on the work of the past decade, what I hope to see is greater progress 
towards a common language of discourse among scholars of music and political 
science. In writing for other musicians, the musicologist and ethnomusicologist has 
at his or her disposal an advanced language of terminology designed to describe 
musical sounds. In writing for a general readership, however, it is necessary to 
discuss music without recourse to musical notation or the jargon of music, the 
terminology that musicians can take for granted. This presents a serious limitation 
to the musicologist who is attempting to explore or explain how specific musical 
works convey nationalism, and it must be understood at the outset that a general 
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theory or method of analysis can only go so far. At the same time, the study of 
scores should be seen as just one of several means of exploring nationalism in 
music. The development of a common language of study is increasingly feasible 
in serious scholarship as the goals and methods our disciplines have in some ways 
converged in recent years. As we look beyond the musical work, we explore the 
function of music in society through a wider range of activities (Figure 1): composing, 
performing, organizing, teaching, and writing/publishing, each of which can help us 
to understand the ways in which music enters the discourse of nationalism.

Whereas scholarship used to privilege the text (or musical composition), and 
to some extent still does, performance may be seen as the primary political act. 
The study of all aspects of performance has become central to musical scholarship 
since the 1980s. It is the place where ethnomusicology and historical musicology 
most naturally meet. Indeed, the study of popular music and its performance is the 
place where scholars trained in ethnographic and historical methodology literally 
do meet, in periodicals such as Popular Music and Popular Music and Society, and 
at the meetings of the International Association for the Study of Popular Music. 

While the musical works themselves remain primary sources for the study of 
nationalism in music, there is no reason to restrict our analysis to music in the 
Classical tradition when considering composing. Historical studies may indeed 
continue to find much to say about symphonies and operas, but in the music of 
our own time nationalism is more likely to be found in popular music. The songs 
of Hungarian punk bands, for example, are clear and sometimes frightening 
expressions of modern-day nationalist ideology (see Feischmidt, 2011). The music 
heard at political rallies is a rich source of information on right-wing ideology.

The three other areas of study offer ways to understand into connections 
between the arts and nationalism. One may explore the organizing activities of 
elites, but also to the politics of grassroots activities – to those on the margins of 
society and to those within stateless nations. The diminishing place of newspapers 
and mainstream criticism may require that scholars explore new areas for evidence 
of politics and nationalism in writing/publishing. Commercial activity as well as 
state-funded publications of printed and recorded music are both viable sources. 
Education and teaching is a rich and yet under-explored area in which to discover 
nationalism in music. In the so-called peripheral states, nationalists have been 
especially keen to exploit famous musicians as symbols of state schools. More 
interesting is the less obvious role of curriculum development, something that been 
the subject of several recent studies, including those by Hebert and Kertz-Welzel 
(2012) and Ho (2011).4 

Recent practice

Finally, I provide four examples of recent work that point to this new direction 
in the study of music and politics. Philip Bohlman’s Music, Nationalism, and 
The Making of the New Europe (2011) forms part of a series of books aimed at 

4 Within the context of musical nai onalism, scholars paid lit le at eni on to 
educai on uni l recently. Part of the reason for this may be that educai on had been 
a largely cosmopolitan realm in the nineteenth century. The conservatoires of Paris, 
Leipzig, Vienna and other cii es of Europe drew students from across Europe and 
both sides of the Atlani c. 
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undergraduate in ethnomusicology. Whereas other volumes in the series focus on 
the music of individual cultures or genres, such as Gamalan Music of Indonesia 
(Spiller, 2008), and Irish Traditional Music (Williams, 2009), Bohlman takes on the 
history of national and nationalist music in Europe, right up to the present. Bohlman 
is a specialist on music of Central Europe, who teaches at the University of Chicago. 
Both here, and other recent work he combines archival research and ethnographic 
studies, and includes the Eurovision song competition among his sources, revealing 
how all styles of music are able to convey nationalism. As Bohlman (2011, p.5) has 
written, nationalism does enter music simply as part of an elite-driven, top-down 
process, ‘but may build its path into music from just about any angle, as long as 
there are musicians and audiences willing to mobilize cultural movement from 
those angles.’ While aimed at a music undergraduates, this volume contains only a 
few scores and little of the jargon of music, relying on historical and ethnographic 
analysis.

In a recently published ethnographic study of marching bands in Northern 
Ireland, Gordon Ramsey (2011) draws on his own experience as a musician in 
several bands. Largely avoiding musical terminology, he is able to communicate 
with his readers about the ways in which music and participation shape the identity 
of musicians, as well as the audiences who come to hear their performances. 
Ramsey’s goals are to explore the connections between musical practice, political 
commitment and identity, and the ways in which aesthetic and emotional factors 
shape these relationships, and how participation contributes to shaping Ulster-
Scots identity. It is his exploration of how participation in music making in defines 
identity that stands out among his contributions.

While until recently most studies of nationalism in music have focused on 
Europe, the music in the Americas, Africa, and Asia are now too viable topics. My 
own work has been mostly on musical life in North America. In a recent publication 
in Studies in Ethnicity and Nationalism (Thompson, 2013), I use the methods of 
historical musicology to explore the place of music in Montreal, Canada, by 
individuals opposed to Confederation of Britain’s North American colonies in the 
1860s. My main sources of information in this study were the newspapers that 
debated the merits of Confederation. But rather than the political columns, I was 
looking at concert announcements and reviews. In the two newspapers most 
vehemently opposed to Confederation, La presse and l’Union nationale, I found 
close connections between musicians and the journalists and lawyers who wrote 
for the newspapers. In the concert reviews the language of politics coloured 
reporting on what should have been purely musical events – events that frequently 
served the larger community, raising funds for charity and for nationalist causes. 
Viewed as a grass-roots, or bottom-up, form of nationalism, it was led by musicians 
and writers who were mostly in their early twenties. The type of music heard at 
these events could only occasionally be described as national or nationalistic. 
Most often it was opera excerpts or instrumental pieces adapted from operas – an 
element of cosmopolitanism with a nationalist context. By looking at music, the 
article explores the origins of Quebec’s sovereigntist movement and adds to our 
understanding of French-Canadian nationalism, as well as to our knowledge of how 
music and musicians contributed to both of these phenomena. I chose to publish 
in this periodical because it allowed me to shift my emphasis towards politics and 
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history and to reach a different readership than had I published in a musicological 
journal.

Finally, the work of UC Berkeley professor Richard Taruskin must be mentioned. 
He is among the most prolific musicologists now active and the author of the five-
volume Oxford History of Western Music (2005). Oxford University Press has culled 
from this massive set a 1,200-page textbook (Taruskin and Gibbs, 2013) intended 
to compete with W.W. Norton’s History of Western Music. Taruskin’s textbook aims 
not just to describe the music as it was created but to track its changing meaning. 
Taruskin is a specialist in Russian music and in the history of performance, both 
of which take a significant place here. Looking to his discussion of the place of 
nationalism in music, we find it spread across the chapters devoted to the music of 
the 19th and 20th centuries. And as he writes ‘Nationalism in music is defined not 
by style alone but by a much more complex interaction between creative intentions 
and listener perceptions’ (Taruskin and Gibbs, 2013: 628). He gives adequate space 
to the links between romanticism and nationalism, and to the issue of ‘German 
musical values and universal values,’ to cite just two examples. Given the size of 
this volume and its continuous-narrative style, it is not likely to be widely read by 
non-musicians. If, however, it secures a place as a standard text in university music 
departments, it may lead the next generation of music scholars to a more nuanced 
understanding of music history and a greater interest in the political dimensions of 
music.

Summary and conclusions

In this paper I have attempted to review the historiography of nationalism in 
music, draw attention to some of the current directions in research, and provide 
examples of the ways in which the study of music can enrich political science. 
There is now a strong current in historical musicology towards writing accessible 
cultural history. Over the past decade, the emphasis given to identity studies 
and performance, and to the bridging of archival and ethnographic work, offers 
an enriched understanding of the place of nationalism in music. Interdisciplinary 
studies and closer collaboration offer similar rewards for scholars of music, history, 
sociology, and political science.
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THE EGYPTIAN REVOLUTION AS A NON-COOPERATIVE 
GAME OF CONFLICT
TAREK SELİM, AHMED EZZ ELDİN MOHAMED

Abstract

In this paper, the ongoing subjective debate on the role of different players 
in the Egyptian revolution is assessed using Fraser Hipel technique for analyzing 
political conflicts. This analysis will open the door for an objective investigation of 
the conflict behind the Egyptian revolution. After 18 days of protests, the Egyptian 
protestors celebrated Mubarak’s resignation, and the Supreme Council of Armed 
Forces (SCAF) led the transitional period. However, the series of confrontations 
between SCAF and civil opposition have ignited an intense debate about the 
role of different players in the revolution. Still, most of these debates are based 
on subjective records and personal opinions. This paper will analyze the Egyptian 
revolution as a non-cooperative game using Fraser-Hipel technique to reach to a 
more objective understanding of the revolution. Fraser-Hipel Technique extends 
the notion of Nash equilibrium to apply it to different political conflicts.  Due to the 
lack of objective records of the revolution, the ongoing debates are modeled into 
six scenarios to determine which ones can lead to the revolution outcome from 
a strategic perspective. In addition, the role of different players in realizing the 
outcome will be assessed. Among the core conclusions, the analysis negates the 
notion that Mubarak’s resignation was achieved through a coup d’état rather than 
a popular revolution. In addition, the possibility of a neutral stand of SCAF during 
the revolution is supported by this analysis. 

Introduction

On the 25th of January 2011, the Egyptian protestors marched into the streets 
announcing their demands of ending the 30-year old rule of President Mohamed 
Hosni Mubarak. During 18 days of protests, three main players occupied the 
newspapers headlines; Mubarak and his regime, Supreme Council of Armed Forces 
(SCAF), and the protestors. The conflict ended with Mubarak’s resignation, SCAF’s 
being in charge of the country for a transitional period, and protestors celebrating 
their victory. However, the effectiveness of the roles played by the three players 
in reaching that outcome is one of the most debated topics about the Egyptian 
revolution. Due to the lack of accurate objective records of what happened behind 
the scenes of the revolution, politicians and researchers are disagreeing on the 
contributions and stand of the different players, especially SCAF and Mubarak. 

This paper will investigate the stand and the impact of the main players in 
reaching the outcome of the revolution using a game theory approach.  Six different 
scenarios of players’ preferences are run to investigate the possible equilibrium 
outcomes under each. Fraser-Hipel Technique of analyzing political conflicts is used 
to investigate the equilibrium points under each scenario. Putting the results of the 
different scenarios together, the contributions of different players to the revolution 
can be understood.
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Context of The Conflict and The Revolution Debates:

As one of the events that attracted the attention of the world, the Egyptian 
revolution has been heavily discussed in different media channels. However, the 
progress in the academic discourse in studying the Egyptian revolution and the 
struggle between different powers was less intense. This makes relying solely on the 
academic sources for reference in understanding what happened behind the scenes 
insufficient. Accordingly, there will be an urgent need to consider opinion articles 
and accounts of witnesses who played important roles in the events. Altogether, 
there is a wide disagreement regarding the actual role played by different players 
in the revolution. 

The role of SCAF in the revolution, and its relation to Mubarak is one of the most 
controversial topics. However, the existing discussions are characterized with high 
subjectivity that opens the door to consider all the possibilities. Due to the lack of 
exact records of the events behind the scenes, most of the literature that covers 
the role of SCAF in the revolution is highly subjective and politicized. This is due to 
two main factors. First, the fact that the revolution is a recent event did not allow 
for accurate research. Second, the role that SCAF played as a ruler of Egypt for the 
year and half following the revolution might have caused biases in portraying SCAF 
during Mubarak’s era and the revolution. Accordingly, any study of the relation 
between Mubarak and SCAF during the revolution must consider all the available 
possibilities.

The literature that tackles the relation between Mubarak and SCAF tends to 
divide the relationship between them into two eras. First era is characterized by 
loyalty of SCAF to Mubarak without significant problems. According to September 
2008 Wikileaks cable, Tantawi was described by mid-level Egyptian military officers 
as ‘Mubarak’s poodle’. They are both old and resistant to change, sharing the same 
views (Borger and Ball, 2011). According to these officers, he created a ‘culture 
of blind obedience’. Robert Springborg, professor at the Department of National 
Security Affairs at the Naval Postgraduate School in California, and an expert of the 
Egyptian Military establishment mentions that Mubarak managed to keep the army 
loyal to him by offering them a cradle-to-grave welfare system. He allowed them 
to manage the military factors conscribing labor without paying taxes. In addition, 
they had their own hospitals, preferential mortgages, holiday villages, and officers’ 
clubs (Steavenson, 2011).

The second era is characterized by the rise of businessmen politicians and Gamal 
Mubarak which led to internal divisions in the regime, fueling the discontent of the 
military. In his book Tahrir: The Last 18 Days Of Mubarak, Abdul Latif El Menawy 
(2012), the head of news division at Egyptian State TV, diagnose the inner split 
of the regime into two main coalitions. First coalition included Mubarak’s son and 
future heir, Gamal, Mubarak’s wife, the president’s close aides in NDP, Minister of 
Interior, and Minister of Information. The second coalition has the senior military 
leaders including the minister of defense, along with Omar Suleiman, long time 
head of the General Intelligence. Members of this coalition were very critical of the 
attempts of the first to pass the power to Mubarak’s son. In his book, The Military 
and The Revolution: The Final Days, Mostafa Bakri (2011) went along the same lines 
by emphasizing the continuous opposition of the army to the inheritance scenario. 
Although this might seem to be a political conflict over power, Ewan Stein (2012) 



216

POLITSCI ’13

adds that there is a strong economic component to this rivalry. The economic reform 
agenda led by Gamal Mubarak and the Prime Minister Ahmed Nazif involved strong 
privatization program. Despite the fact that the military assets were left untouched 
by the program, it constituted a future threat to their control of economic resources 
as it undermined the state controlled economy favored by the military (Fisher, 
2011). So, the second era is characterized by rivalry between these two factions in 
the regime. It is to be noted that this internal division in the authoritarian regime 
itself set the ground for negotiations and change in the political system. O’Donnel 
and Schmitter (1986) argue that ‘there is no transition whose beginning is not the 
consequence of important factions within the authoritarian regime itself’. They 
argue that that this will initiate a process of strategic bargaining which might steer 
the political system towards more democratic outcome. In other words, these pre-
revolution divisions facilitated the quick change created by the revolution.  

Although there is a general agreement on this internal split, there is less 
agreement on the relative significance of different actors and events in the Egyptian 
revolution (Sallam, 2013, p. 248). The role of SCAF in the revolution is one of the 
controversial topics among researchers. Despite the fact that SCAF has a significant 
role in the revolution, its stand and the motives behind its actions are debatable.

One of the mainstream opinions regarding the role of SCAF is that it was a 
revolutionary player that pushed Mubarak to resign. El Menawy (2012) account 
for the events behind the scenes tends to support this hypothesis. On the 
10th of February, the military leaders decided to broadcast an announcement 
independently, signaling the president’s formal departure from office. Abou Taleb 
(2011) adds that this statement was the declaration of the army’s pro-revolution 
stand. Abdel Hadi (2011) investigated the role of SCAF behind the scenes to 
conclude their significance in directly asking Mubarak to step down. Bakri (2011) 
goes along the same line by stating that the army’s decision to side with the 
protestors was the ‘decisive factor’ in forcing Mubarak’s to resign. This view of the 
army as a supporter of the revolution against Mubarak’s regime can also be seen in 
the mottos of the protestors like ‘people and the army are one hand’. However, this 
understanding of SCAF’s role as the ‘guarding angel’ of the revolution is criticized for 
two reasons. First, this portrayal of military leaders as the heroes of the revolution 
was extensively communicated during SCAF rule after the revolution. This might 
have been to cover and divert the public from focusing on the violations during 
their rule (Sallam, 2013, p. 251). Also, the time was not enough for conducting 
accurate investigation and making bold conclusions. The two books by El Menawy 
and Bakri came out during the rule of SCAF which raise questions about their 
biases. The second criticism suggests that the pro-revolutionary stand of the army 
was motivated by its rivalry with Gamal Mubarak and his aides, and protecting its 
own economic interests from their future plans. It was not aiming at supporting the 
people, but more of a way to maintain their own economic and political interests 
(Sallam, 2013, p. 252) (Fisher, 2011).

The second opinion classifies the role of SCAF as an observer of the events 
rather than an actual player. There are three arguments that support this claim. 
First, the Field Marshal Tantawi refused Mubarak’s offer on January 29th to take 
on the post of vice president or deputy prime minister (El Menawy, 2013, p.139). 
This was an indicator that the military did not want to be involved in Mubarak’s 
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struggle for survival. Second, although the army forces were deployed to the streets 
by Mubarak’s orders, they maintained a neutral stand targeting only the looters 
and keeping order in the streets without dealing with protests (Hauslohner, 2011) 
(World Tribune, 2011). Third, the fact that the military officers opened the way for 
the armed men who were preparing to attack protestors on 2nd February in what 
is known as battle of the camels supports the notion of their neutral stand. Sallem 
suggests that it might have been a way to allow for the confrontation between the 
regime and the protestors and then side with the winner (Sallam, 2013, p.252). 
Moreover, some observers add that this battle was the last moment of neutral stand 
of the army. In the next day, 3rd of February, it was reported that the army intervened 
to push pro-Mubarak demonstrators back, and protect the revolutionaries after the 
bloody incidents (Beaumont and Shenker, 2011).

Another ongoing debate tackles the stand of Mubarak himself from the revolution. 
One opinion supports the fact that Mubarak was intending to protect his hold on 
power under any costs due pressures from his son, Gamal. Mohamed Abou El Gheit 
(2013), the former Egyptian Foreign Minister during Mubarak’s era, supported this 
theory in his memoir My Testimony. He adds that this was accompanied with a 
strong belief of the ineffectiveness of the protesting movement. Hossam Badrawi, 
one of the leaders of NDP, went along the same lines by emphasizing Mubarak’s grab 
on power due to his son’s pressure (Kenner, 2013). On the other hand, Mubarak 
supporters, after his resignation, believe that Mubarak had chosen to avoid bloody 
conflicts and support a peaceful transition. We’re sorry Mr. President is one of the 
largest pro-Mubarak groups that propagates this idea (Abdel Baki and Mahmoud, 
2011). These two opinions summarize the ongoing debate about Mubarak’s stand 
from the revolution.

To sum up, there is a general disagreement in the public discourse about the 
stand of both SCAF and Mubarak during the revolution. SCAF is perceived to be 
either neutral, or revolutionary, while Mubarak is viewed to be either a hardcore 
dictator, or a preserver of the Egyptian blood. There is no enough evidence to reach 
a final word, but opinions and biased guesses. Accordingly, there is a need to assess 
these as parts of a conflict using a clear analytical methodology.

The Methodology:

The Fraser- Hipel Technique For Analyzing Political Conflicts

The Fraser-Hipel Technique for analyzing political conflicts was based on earlier 
work of Howard (1971) and Fraser and Hipel (1979). It extends the notion of Nash 
equilibrium (1951) to come up with resolutions for complex political conflicts. 
It has been used in modeling several political conflicts like the Suez Canal Crisis 
(1980), Watergate tapes conflict (1982), the Falkland/Malvinas conflict (1988), the 
Armenian-Azerbaijani conflict (1990), and others. The technique has its advantages 
of being dependent on simple algorithm that requires no background in game 
theory, and providing more realistic modeling of complex conflicts (Shupe et al, 
1980).

In order to use the method of Fraser and Hipel (1979), the conflict must be 
formulated as a game. Each player or participant in the game has options. A 
selection of the options to implement in a given situation is called a strategy. When 
each player chooses a strategy, the result is referred to as an outcome. Each player 
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has preferences as to a preferred outcome, and when all outcomes are arranged of 
decreasing preferences, the preference vector for a player is formed. Then, each 
outcome is analyzed for stability from each player’s point of view. Outcomes which 
are stable for all players are called equilibrium and represent possible resolution of 
the conflict (Shupe et al, 1980). 

Applying this technique to the Egyptian revolution will prove to be useful. It 
enables for an easy simple representation of the conflict as a non-cooperative game 
between three players. The easy algorithm developed does not require mathematical 
knowledge which makes the topic easily accessible and understandable by non-
specialists in game theory. It also allows for having different combinations of 
actions of the three players which enriches the analysis. Moreover, the use of 
ordinal preferences instead of payoffs is more convenient to the nature of the 
conflict when quantification of the payoffs is not feasible. The main challenge in 
applying this method to the Egyptian revolution is the lack of objective information 
to assume certain order of preferences. However, this was overcome by suggesting 
different scenarios and assessing their relevance to a given known outcome.

Applying Fraser-Hipel Technique to the Egyptian Revolution

In order to apply Fraser-Hipel Technique to the Egyptian revolution, we’ll start 
by defining the players and their options. Although, there are many players in 
the Egyptian revolution, Mubarak (representing the NDP regime), SCAF, and the 
protestors were the three main ones. While protestors were marching into the 
streets, Mubarak had to choose between resignation, or staying in power -do 
not resign. SCAF had to decide on its stand as an observer by standing neutral, or 
supporting the revolution. Protestors, at any point, faced the puzzling decision of 
continuing protesting, or giving up their demands. Given these players’ options, the 
possible outcomes of the game can be represented as the following:

Possible Outcomes

SCAF

Neutral 1 1 1 1 0 0 0 0

Pro-Revolui on 0 0 0 0 1 1 1 1

Mubarak

Resign 1 1 0 0 1 1 0 0

Do Not Resign 0 0 1 1 0 0 1 1

People

Protest 1 0 1 0 1 0 1 0

Give Up ‘Stop 
Protesi ng’

0 1 0 1 0 1 0 1

Decimalized 

Outcomes

21 37 25 41 22 38 26 42

In the previous table, the outcomes are represented by columns containing 
‘1’s and ‘0’s. A ‘0’ besides player option indicates that this option is not chosen 
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by the player, while ‘1’ means that it was selected. For instance, the first column 
represents the outcome that SCAF chose to be neutral, Mubarak resigns, and the 
people continue protests. It is represents by the number 21 which represents the 
decimilization of this outcome. 

Although there are 2 6 = 64 possible options, only the above ones are the logical. 
For instance, outcomes that has ‘0’s, or ‘1’s  for the two options of any player are 
omitted as they will prove to be contradictory. This will leave us wih only eight 
feasible outcomes. 

For convenience, the outcomes in the above table are represented as decimal 
numbers. These numbers appear below the outcome they represent in the table. 
The decimal numbers are obtained by considering the columns to be binary 
numbers. For example, the first outcome to the left can be represented by :

1 x 2 0 +  0 x 2 1 + 1 x 2 2 + 0 x 2 3 +1 x 2 4 + 0 x 2 5 = 21
Having decilmalized each outcome, preference vectors for each player are 

formulated such that the most preferred oucome is placed on the left, and the 
least preferred outcomes are placed on the right. The placement of each outcome 
in the prefernce vector is subject to the general rational of the arrangement. 
While the preferences of the protestors are known, there is a wider disagreement 
on the preferences of Mubarak and SCAF. This will be overcome by assuming six 
scenarios of different combinations of the preferences of the three players. While 
the protestors will have the same preference vector over the six scenarios, SCAF will 
switch between two preference vectors, and Mubarak will choose between three 
preference vectors. As people are revolting against the regime, they would always 
prefer to end Mubarak’s rule. SCAF will have to choose between playing the role 
of an observer, or taking a revolutionary stand to support the people which will be 
reflected on his preferences. Finally, Mubarak will have to weigh the significance of 
the other players to take a stand, so he could refuse any compromises, or start to 
compromise with the people or SCAF depending on his assessment of their relative 
significance. Different combinations of these preference vectors can represent 
different scenarios. This can be explained as the following:

1. SCAF’s Preference Vectors:

1a. Observer SCAF:
SCAF prefers outcomes that exert the heaviest possible pressure on Mubarak 

without their direct interference. They prefer to change the status quo due to their 
opposition of the inheritance plan and the growing danger of the new elite in the 
NDP. However, due to uncertainty about revolution outcome and the risks of direct 
involvement in politics, they prefer to reach their goals while being observers rather 
than change imposers. Direct interference will be a last and less preferred resort to 
protect their interests.  Accordingly, SCAF’s preference vector will be: 

SCAF    { 37   21   22   38   25   26   42   41 } 
1b. Revolutionary SCAF:
Under this scenario, SCAF will prefer to take a revolutionary stand rather than 

being an observer with two goals to be achieved from this. First, SCAF aims at 
changing the status quo due to the threat of the new political elite in the NDP, 
and SCAF’s opposition to the power inheritance plan that might affect its political 
and economic interests. Second, SCAF wants to communicate its image of a 
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revolutionary pro-people leadership so that it can guarantee a favorable position 
after the downfall of Mubarak, or gain popularity that will add to their political 
weight if he remained in charge. Accordingly, its preference vector will be as: 

SCAF    { 22   38   37   21   26   42   25   41 } 

2. Mubarak’s Preference Vectors:

2a. Uncompromising Mubarak:
Mubarak does not want to give up his grab on power under any costs. This is 

derived by his regime’s intent to pass on the power to his son, Gamal. For him, any 
compromise might put the future of the whole family in danger, due to possible 
trials. Hence, Mubarak will have ‘Don’t Resign’ as a strictly dominant strategy. 
For him, resignation is not a preferred outcome under any circumstances. Also, 
he avoids confrontation with SCAF as much as possible which is reflected on his 
preferences.  He will have the following preference vector:

Mubarak { 41   25   42   26   37   21   38   22 }
2b. Compromising Mubarak with SCAF
Although Mubarak prefers to stay in power, he also has a significant 

consideration for compromising to avoid direct confrontation with SCAF and high 
scale violent conflicts. He prefers outcomes where he can stay in power without 
SCAF’s threat. However, if SCAF presents any threat that might lead to a conflict 
between presidency and army, he chooses to resign. Mubarak put less weight on 
conflicts with the protestors than SCAF, due to historical experience of crushing 
civil opposition. For Mubarak, the worst case scenario is to have both SCAF and 
the People against him while he insists not to resign which might lead to bloody 
conflict. Accordingly, his preference vector is:

Mubarak  { 41   25   37   21   38   22   42   26 }
2c. Compromising Mubarak with Protestors:
Although Mubarak prefers to stay in power, he also has a significant consideration 

for preserving the Egyptian blood. He prefers outcomes where he can stay in power 
without people’s threat. However, if the people present any threat that might 
lead to a conflict between presidency and the people, he chooses to resign. For 
Mubarak, the worst case scenario is to have both SCAF and the People against him 
while he insists not to resign which might lead to bloody conflict. Accordingly, his 
preference vector is:

Mubarak  { 41   42   37   38   21   22   25   26}

3. Protestors’ Preference Vector:

After 30 years of silence, protestors marched into the streets aiming at ending 
Mubarak’s era. They prefer any outcome at which Mubarak resigns under any costs. 
They also prefer to achieve their goal with the least interference from SCAF so 
that they will not fall under a new military regime. However, if they failed to force 
Mubarak to resign, they would prefer outcomes that exert the highest possible 
pressure on Mubarak to force actual changes. Accordingly, they will have the 
following preference vector:

Protestors   { 37   21   22   38   26   25   42   41 }
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The Six Possible Scenarios:

Table (1)

After deciding on the preference vectors for all the players, stability analysis 

will be done to reach to the equilibrium outcome. An outcome is stable for an 

individual player if it is not reasonable for him to change the outcome by switching 

the strategy. An outcome has overall stability if it is stable for all players, and hence 

constitutes a possible solution of the conflict (Hipel & Fraser, 1979). 

The first step in the stability analysis is to determine the Unilateral Improvements 

(UI) from each strategy. A UI is a more preferred outcome than the outcome under 

consideration, which can be achieved if the player changed his strategy, assuming 

other players do not change their strategies. After listing the UIs of each outcome, 

the rational outcomes would be defined as outcomes in which the players have no 

strategy change to a preferred outcome. Thus, outcomes with no UI are listed as 

rational and denoted by (r). Outcomes that are not rational are then analyzed for 

stability. If an outcome for a given player has UI’s to outcome in which other players 

also have UI’s, and if at least one of these UI’s puts the particular player in a less 

preferred position, then the original outcome being examined is ‘stable’ for the 

particular player. It is denoted by ‘s’. If an outcome is unstable, then there must be 

a more preferred outcome to which the player under consideration can move, one 

that cannot be deterred by other players changing their strategies. This would be an 

unstable outcome, and denoted by ‘u’ (Meleskie, Hipel & Fraser, 1982). 

After classifying outcomes as rational (r), stable (s), or unstable (u), the 

simultaneous stability is determined to decide on the equilibrium outcome. An 

outcome that is stable or rational for all players would represent equilibrium and 

are denoted by (E).  Any outcome that is unstable for at least one player would not 

lead to equilibrium and are denoted by (X). The equilibrium outcomes are possible 

solutions for the conflict. The details of the stability analysis of the six scenarios of 

the Egyptian revolution game are shown in the appendix.
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Discussion of the Results:

Table (2)

The first two scenarios that assume Mubarak’s persistent grab on power, and 
having do not resign as a strictly dominant strategy do not lead to the revolution 
outcome. Regardless of the stand of SCAF, Mubarak will remain in power. In the third 
and fourth scenarios, Mubarak will resign on condition that SCAF is pro-revolution. 
Although Mubarak puts more weight on SCAF’s threats, a neutral stand of SCAF will 
not be sufficient for Mubarak to resign. This holds even if we considered the outcome 
of (Neutral, Resign, Give Up). This outcome indicates an optional resignation of 
Mubarak rather than a forced one as both SCAF and protestors are not playing any 
roles. In the last two scenarios, when Mubarak chooses to compromise for people, 
the revolution outcome will take place regardless of the stand of SCAF. There is also 
a possibility of optional resignation. 

Moreover, these results provide insights about the conditions of reaching the 
revolution outcome. For the revolution to success, Mubarak will have to compromise 
with either SCAF, or the protestors. From the third and fourth scenarios, despite of 
the preferences of SCAF to be an observer or revolutionary, a pro-revolutionary 
action will be a must for a successful revolution if Mubarak chose to compromise 
with SCAF. This would be accompanied with effective protesting that would lead to 
the revolution outcome. Under Mubarak’s willingness to compromise with SCAF, 
a neutral SCAF’s stand would not be enough to achieve the goal of the revolution. 
From the fifth and sixth scenarios, Mubarak’s willingness to compromise with the 
protestors would lead to a successful revolution regardless of SCAF’s stand. This 
indicates that there is a possibility of a neutral stand of SCAF under the condition 
that Mubarak compromises with people while SCAF prefers to be an observer. It 
is also to be noted that optional resignation can be a way to resolve the conflict if 
SCAF prefers to be an observer, while Mubarak chooses to compromise. 

In addition to the previous remarks, two important points have to be raised. 
First, the revolution outcome of Mubarak’s resignation will not take place under 
any scenario such that SCAF is pro-revolution while people do not protest. Even 
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if Mubarak puts more weight on avoiding confrontation with SCAF, he would 
not resign without people’s protests.  This negates any possibility of coup d’état 
that might have led to the revolution outcome. Second, protests can lead to the 
revolution outcome of Mubarak’s resignation even if SCAF is neutral in the fifth 
scenario. Putting these two results together, protestors can achieve the revolution 
outcome by themselves without the support of SCAF, while the opposite does not 
hold. This is valid even if Mubarak compromises with SCAF which indicates that 
Mubarak puts more weight on protests than SCAF’s interference.

Conclusion

In a nutshell, applying Fraser-Hipel technique of analyzing political conflicts on 
the Egyptian revolution provides useful insights about this highly debatable event 
in the Middle East. There is no evidence on Mubarak’s absolute grab on power, but 
it is evident that he was willing to compromise to avoid confrontation with SCAF, 
or the protestors, or both. In addition, any claims of having a coup d’état are not 
supported by this analysis. SCAF was not able to push Mubarak to resign without 
the support of the protestors even when assuming that Mubarak perceived it to be 
more threatening to his authority. However, protestors exerted serious pressure 
on Mubarak that could have pushed Mubarak to resign even if SCAF took a neutral 
stand. This indicates that Mubarak put more weight on protestors than SCAF as a 
threat. Furthermore, given a known non-optional resignation of Mubarak, there 
is a possibility of having a neutral stand of SCAF, but with limited probability of 
occurrence.

Although the analysis has provided many insights about the revolution, there 
are areas of further research. The model can be extended to incorporate more 
players. For instance, instead of dealing with the civil opposition as a homogenous 
entity, it can be tackled as different players that might have opposing interests 
among themselves. Opposition included the Muslim brotherhood, the liberals, the 
socialists, and the unaffiliated citizens. Some of these players have opposing goals 
which might affect their preferences and so the outcome of the game. Another 
extension can be assuming asymmetry of information among different players, or 
introducing time-inconsistency of preferences.
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FROM RADICAL ISLAMISM TO RADICAL ENVIRONMENTAL 
TRANSFORMISM
ÇAĞDAŞ DEDEOĞLU

Abstract

Although the development of political Islam in Turkey has been attracting 
an important number of scholars all around the world; this paper aims to 
investigate political Islam’s relationship with environmental issues with the help 
of Gramscian concepts in order to draw some conclusions for the on-going and 
future environmental politics in Turkey. In this respect, this paper will analyze if 
there is a positive correlation between the revival of political Islam in Turkey and 
worldwide domination of neo-liberalism. If so, neo-liberalism can be seen as the 
cause of environmental transformism –a concept developed here with reference to 
Gramcian concept of il trasformismo- in Turkey and political Islam as the instrument 
of creating a consolidated power in order to implement neo-liberal policies rapidly 
without facing any obstacle. In order to test the arguments, the paper unfolds in 
four sections. After an introductory literature review, some related Gramscian 
concepts are examined and then the concept of transformism is re-conceptualized 
from an environmentalist perspective. After that, the JDP example is highlighted 
and then with the help of a Gramscian conceptual framework, the JDP period is 
investigated paying attention both to general election bulletins, party programs, 
vision 2023, and a few examples from Erdoğan’s speeches about some important 
environmentally hazardous projects in Turkey. Later on, environmental politics in 
Turkey is analyzed from a Gramscian perspective. It can be said that the JDP seemed 
progressive at the beginning; but later, when it began to consolidate its power, 
regressive tendencies increased. When the developments are analyzed from an 
environmentalist perspective, it can be concluded that the revival of political Islam 
and rise of environmental transformism have gone hand-in-hand in the country. As 
a result of neo-liberal policies, both the human environment and individuals have 
been forced to face environmental transformism.

Keywords: Environmental Tranformism, Neo-liberalism, Political Islam, Religion, 
the JDP.

Introduction

‘Capitalism essentially serves to satisfy the same worries, anguish, and disquiet 
formerly answered by so-called religion. The proof of capitalism’s religious structure 
–as not only a religiously conditioned construction, as Weber thought, but as an 
essentially religious phenomenon- still today misleads one to a boundless, universal 
polemic’ (Benjamin, 1991, p.259).

When Benjamin made an attempt to develop the theme of ‘capitalism as 
religion’, he had already read the books of Max Weber and also his friend Ernst Bloch 
(Löwy, 2011, p.187). While Weber, in his book entitled ‘the Protestant Ethic and the 
Spirit of Capitalism (1905)’, had focused on the relationship between capitalism and 
religion from a value-free perspective, Bloch criticized Calvinism’s attempt to replace 
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Catholicism with capitalism as a new religion, in his book entitled ‘Thomas Münzer 
as the Theologian of Revolution (1921).’ Influenced by these views, Benjamin gave 
a harsh anti-capitalist critique of the link between capitalism and religion in his 
short draft. And in this paper, the above-mentioned ‘boundless, universal polemic’, 
stated by Walter Benjamin a century ago, is addressed one more time.

The development of political Islam in Turkey has been attracting an important 
number of scholars all around the world. Especially after the electoral success of 
the Justice and Development Party (JDP), academic studies focusing on important 
issues of political life in Turkey have dramatically increased. While some scholars 
have focused on the roots and/or rise of the JDP (Heper, 2003; Heper and Toktaş, 
2003; Heper, 2005; Mardin 2005; Cizre, 2008; Dağı, 2008; Çağlayan-İçemer, 2009), 
some others have put economic policies of the Party under the scope from micro 
and macro perspectives (Başkan, 2010; Öniş and Güven, 2011; Akan, 2012). 
Also, there are some works published by the figures officially closed to the Party 
(Akdoğan, 2004; Turşucu and Beriş, 2011; Yavuz, 2006). Moreover, there is a unique 
book focusing the same theme through the concept of passive revolution (Tuğal, 
2011). Although Tuğal’s Gramscian conceptualization is an important contribution 
for sociological interpretation of the JDP rise, his analysis based on political society 
and civil society distinction was also targeted by various scholars (Morton, 2011; 
Yıldırım, 2013). Moreover, none of these analyses approached the policies of the 
JDP from a perspective bringing the themes of political Islam and environmental 
issues together.

In 2002, Fuat Keyman wrote that the 19 February [2001] crisis, historically, 
was a reflection of ‘modernity crisis’ and this affected us in various ways (ix). Since 
this book was published, Turkey’s economy has grown. However, the modernity 
crisis has not disappeared. More importantly, it has created extra costs for our 
nature and us. Although Keyman mentions identity problems, citizenship rights, 
poverty, income inequality, political legitimacy problems, etc. he does not consider 
the environmental crisis, and this is something reflecting general tendencies in 
‘developing’ countries. But if the forests are gone, the lands have been polluted by 
nuclear waste or other sources of pollution, there will be no U-turn.

With these concerns, this paper aims to investigate political Islam’s relationship 
with environmental issues with the help of Gramscian concepts, in order to draw 
some conclusions for the on-going and future environmental politics in Turkey. It 
must be noted that religion as any societal phenomenon, has always been political. 
Therefore, political Islam in Turkey cannot be limited to religion-oriented political 
parties. In this respect, it is aimed to analyze if there is a positive correlation between 
the revival of political Islam in Turkey and worldwide domination of neo-liberalism. 
If so, neo-liberalism can be seen as the cause of environmental transformism –a 
concept developed here with reference to Gramcian concept of il trasformismo- in 
Turkey and political Islam as the instrument of creating a consolidated power in 
order to implement neo-liberal policies rapidly without facing any obstacle.

In order to test the arguments, in the following section, some related 
Gramscian concepts will be examined and then the concept of transformism will 
be re-conceptualized from an environmentalist perspective. After that, the roots 
and the rise of the JDP will be highlighted and then with the help of a Gramscian 
conceptual framework, the JDP period will be investigated paying attention both to 
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general election bulletins, party programs, vision 2023, and a few examples from 
Erdoğan’s speeches about some important environmentally hazardous projects in 
Turkey. Later on, environmental politics in Turkey will be analyzed from a Gramscian 
perspective.

Why Gramsci? Why Transformism?

Italian political life and his socio-economic background helped Gramsci to bring 
praxis and philosophy together. He was not only an observer but he also developed 
his thoughts as an active participant in the political arena. This is what he called 
philosophy of praxis targeting political activism based on philosophy, through a 
mixture of idealism and realism.

Although Gramsci became a prolific intellectual for Marxist thought, his influence 
has gone beyond it. Today, Neo-Gramscian scholars apply his concept of hegemony 
to understand how global environmental governance operates (Katz, 2010). It is 
clear that this stems from the Gramscian interpretation of Marxism, taking both 
materialistic and social features such as culture into consideration (Billing, 1990, 
p.4). And as Muharrem Tunay pointed it, the New Right in Turkey has been applying 
similar policies as in the USA and the UK although these three countries’ social 
structures have tremendous differences (cited in Kaya, 2002, p.2). Gramsci -as he 
did at the past- will continue to help scholars questioning the domination of world 
politics by the New Right.

Before showing the relevance of the concept of il trasformismo to this paper, the 
concepts of hegemony, historical bloc, Caesarism, economic-corporate, and passive 
revolution must be highlighted. Initially, Gramsci uses hegemony to question the 
possibility of proletarian revolution. He suggests that the proletariat should unify 
with the peasants of the South in order to create a revolutionary power (Forgacs, 
2000, p.422). Later, in Prison Notebooks, he develops a more detailed version of 
the concept. Here, he means a ‘cultural, moral, and ideological’ leadership over 
the allied and subordinated groups (ibid., p.423). In this respect, ‘class domination 
is thus an intellectual and moral victory as much as an economic fact’ (Billing, 
1990, p.6). According to Gramsci, the historical bloc must have transformed first 
before creating hegemony. In this sense, historical bloc means a dialectical unity 
of base and superstructure, of theory and practice, of intellectuals and masses, 
etc. (Forgacs, 2000, p.424) a collectivity that must be targeted by any hegemonic 
movement.

On the other hand, Gramsci employs Caesarism in order to show how a third 
force (fascist regime) had risen, in a similar way to how Caesar, Napoleon(s), and 
Bismarck had done before, in an era of politico-economic instability and struggle 
between liberals and social democrats. Additionally, the term of economic-
corporate (interests) is used as an opposite term to hegemonic (interests). Any 
political force can only become hegemonic through a process of collectivization of 
different interests in the society. Moreover, Gramsci focuses on passive revolution 
and transformism as two typical forms of bourgeois hegemony. In this definition, 
both are two elite strategies implemented by the actors for sustaining historical 
bloc and hegemony. Passive revolution defines any historical moment in which a 
political actor comes to power by using already established social relations whereas 
transformism -a concept overly used in biology- has two meanings in Gramscian 
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terminology: 1) ‘molecular’ transformism during the post-Risorgimento period, 
describing the assimilation of democratic opposition figures by the conservative 
political coalition, 2) the transformism in the early 1900s, describing the assimilation 
of all leftist groups in a similar way (ibid., p.430).

If the politico-economic understanding of Turkey’s environmental issues is 
considered, it can be seen that what Gramsci defined as transformism also shows 
itself as environmental transformism in political agenda. A similar conceptualization 
has already been made in order to define ‘one of the key processes through which 
common sense is consolidated and protected’ (Katz, 2010, p.45). But conceptualizing 
the term in such a way, in order to escape from economic determinism, has created 
a normatively vague concept that cannot help to understand on-going politico-
economic processes. Also, using the term in such a subjective way is not appropriate 
to the Gramscian emphasis on both material and subjective factors. Therefore, in 
this paper, environmental transformism has been developed in order to explain two 
different processes. On the one hand, environmental transformism as a process 
preventing the hegemony of environmentally oriented discourse over neo-liberal 
economic growth discourse. On the other hand, if the biological interpretation of 
the concept is kept in mind, it means the transformation of human environment 
and so the individual itself. These two complementary meanings of the concept 
may help us to link political Islam and environmental politics in Turkey.

The JDP Experience

The JDP was officially founded on 14 August 2001. As it is stated above, the 
New Right�s attempt to create hegemony had already geared up with the 1980 
coup. After this, �the sovereignty of international trade law over national laws� was 
accepted in the 1982 Constitution, free-trade zones were created, international fairs 
were held to attract foreign capital, and large privatization projects were started 
(Ignatov, 2005, p.653). Turgut Özal �vice prime minister of the first government 
established after the coup- became the prominent figure of the post-coup era and 
implemented neo-liberal policies during his period of office both as prime minister 
and president. But after his death Turkey�s march towards being a member of neo-
liberal world system was interrupted. Beside the coup, two more breakpoints can 
be distinguished: 28 February process and consecutive economic crises. Whereas 
the 1980 coup had caused a transformation of the historical bloc �economically 
neo-liberal, politically passive, and socio-culturally conservative- and created the 
backdrop for the strengthening of political Islam; 28 February process and economic 
crises resulted in a passive revolution bringing political Islam and liberal democracy 
together (Tuğal, 2011). Turkey had continuously struggled with economic crisis from 
early the 1990s onwards. But the 2001 economic crisis was the milestone; it was a 
threshold for the society. Also, politically, coalition governments of the 1990s can 
be seen as the reasons of societal disquiet. Between 1991 and 1999, eight coalition 
governments had succeeded each other. International and regional developments 
of the 1990s –i.e. dissolution of the Soviets and also Yugoslavia, or the First Gulf 
War- can also be seen as destabilizing factors of that period.

When examining the religion-oriented transformation of the historical bloc 
in Turkey, Ömer Bolat�s �ex-third president and current member of credentials 
committee of MÜSİAD- statement is quite explanatory:
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‘The transition from the statist, inward-looking economic model to a free 
market, export-oriented economic model that took place in the 1980s, created 
an opportunity for growth for Anatolian business people who had a spirit of 
entrepreneurship’ (cited in Başkan, 2010, p.403).

Although the transformation had started before 1980, an important number 
of ‘MÜSİAD-member’ companies were established after the 1980 coup and these 
companies enjoyed not only the globalization and economic liberalization of the 
country but also the transformation of the state into a neo-liberal interventionist 
machine. And 28 February was an attempt to create a moderate coalition based 
on Islamic and liberal democratic politics. According to one of leading figures of 
conservative media in Turkey, Ali Bayramoğlu, 28 February process was operative 
for them to get rid of dogmatic views (cited in Başkan, 2010, p.407). It is obvious 
that the Welfare Party was not the one that neo-liberals could have put up with, 
because of its statist, anti-Western, and confrontational rhetoric. Instead, there was 
a need for populist and also clientelist approach. So, where does the religion stand 
in this narrative? It can be conceived that the narrative itself is built on religion. 
However, the relationship between the (capitalist) state and religion has followed a 
unique path in the Ottoman/Turkish past.

Sultan Mahmud II -with his ‘modernizing’ policies, tried to sustain centralization 
of his power. And for this aim, he mainly attacked two institutions: ulema and 
military. In his time, the Janissaries were smashed up and scattered, also ulema’s 
financial power was targeted through some changes in vakf system. Beside this, 
Bektaşi order was demolished which resulted in a social gap at that time. It was 
also the period in which the Nakşibendi order began to communicate with political 
elites. Şerif Mardin points out that there are overlapping and dissociating points 
between the discourses of bureaucracy and the ulema, and if the former is defined 
as more secular, the latter can be defined as more religious (2005, p.149). However, 
Kuleli Vak’ası (1859) –the attempt of the Nakşibendi order to assassinate the Sultan- 
can be seen as a new ideological-religious threshold (ibid., p.151). Later on, during 
the reign of Sultan Abdulhamid II, the state-centered, manipulative use of Islam 
was still on the agenda. With the Republican era, it seemed that this usage could be 
prevented. However, establishment of the Directorate of Religious Affairs and the 
ban of lodges and zawiyas did not solve the manipulation problem but just ignored 
it. Mardin continues his elaboration by mentioning two important points about the 
Nakşibendi movement: Its spread in the Kurdish region of Central, North East, and 
South East Anatolia (ibid., 152) and the dominance of the Nakşibendi interpretation 
of (Sunni) Islam in Turkey (ibid., 148-49) during the years of anti-communist 
campaign. Finally, Kotku –the leader of one sect of the Nakşibendi order during the 
1970s- had created new ‘operational codes’ (ibid., 158), a new interpretation of 
Islam combined with modernity in the age of globalization and become the main 
figure of political Islam in Turkey. According to Heper and Toktaş (2003, p.158), 
what Kotku tried was something that can be compared with the Protestant Ethic.

Although the National Order Party -the first Islamist party based on the vision 
Kotku offered- was closed down by the 1971 intervention, it has opened the way 
for a stronger re-politicization of religion more strongly. As its name suggests, 
its nationalistic position might also be seen as the symbol of the religionizing of 
politics and the Ottoman millet system. However, there is obviously a change in 
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the rhetoric of political Islam between the 1970s and 2000s. A distinction can be 
made between the ‘collective Islamism’ of the 1970s and 1980s, and the ‘self-
critical Islamism’ of 1990s (Çayır, 2008, p.64-71). The collective Islamism saw a 
shift from a religious/ideological ‘them and us’ distinction to a politico-economic 
‘them and us’ distinction. Whereas collective Islamism in the 1970s was based on a 
religious/ideological rivalry between Islamists and secularists, self-critical Islamism 
began to focus on the politico-economic transformation of the community in order 
to maintain a hegemonic position. Gülen Movement can be seen as the reflection 
and the 28 February Process can be seen as the breakpoint of this attempt. In this 
respect, the JDP can be seen as the long-term result of the quest for hegemony 
based on Kotku-type alternative modernization project combined with the vision 
of Gülen Movement.

At this point, it can be noted that al-Ikhwan followed a similar path in Egypt after 
creating its own intellectual foundations but it could not integrate with the world 
economy as the JDP did. Therefore, it can be argued that religion might appear 
as the means of both resistance and giving consent. This is so because it is a way 
of understanding, a value-laden concept. This can be considered as an answer 
for a question of ‘what’. But a question of ‘how’ is also important for analyzing 
environmental transformism in Turkey.

Environmental Transformism during the JDP Period

Here, the question is what the JDP promised and continues to promise for the 
people in order to consolidate its power. More importantly, is there any hope for 
sustainable environmental politics in Turkey? In the following lines, these questions 
will be addressed through the election bulletins in three general election periods, 
party program, and vision 2023 prepared by the JDP elites. 

To begin with, the main theme of the JDP’s election bulletin for the 2002 general 
election was the creation of a new party identity: Conservative and democratic, 
also reformist and modernist. Integration with the world –obviously through 
economic means-, the needs for a healthy privatization, overcoming the negative 
effects of economic crisis and development, etc. are some of the keywords listed 
in the bulletin. Although the term of ‘development’ is defined as ‘not a social 
engineering project but a democratic quest reflecting pluralistic structure of society’ 
under the section of ‘Democracy and Development’, in practice, what is meant by 
development is pure economic growth. Moreover, if the so-called changing role of 
state is examined, it can be seen that this is not an invention but recalls 18th century 
utilitarian economic principles that necessitate the state’s positive intervention. 
And it is not surprising that there is no section for environmental politics in this 
election bulletin and the term ‘environment’ is only used under different sections 
such as ‘Agriculture and Husbandry’, ‘Mining’, ‘Cheap and Secure Energy’, etc. in 
each one or two sentences. It is obvious that the environmental issues were not 
at the agenda in Turkey at that period of the European Union (EU) membership 
process and economic reforms. 

When the JDP’s second election bulletin for the 2007 general election is 
analyzed, the attempt of reaping the fruits of the EU harmonization process can be 
seen although the EU membership process had already come to a deadlock at that 
period. The keywords are ‘stability’ and ‘accountability’. Although five pages (167-
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172) are registered for the environment together with cities, it is understood that 
the sentences are superficial and stereotypical. Especially, the sentence about ‘the 
reduction of bureaucratic work in the process of Environmental Impact Assessment 
(EIA)’ reflects the Party’s general tendency. EIA is seen as an obstacle in front of 
rapid growth strategy. And this tendency is much clear nowadays, after the law 
on the exemption from EIA, for the projects such as Third Bridge or Third Airport 
in İstanbul, was adopted in the parliament (Bianet, 2013). Also, it is interesting 
that contentious gentrification projects implemented through the Presidentship 
of Collective Housing (abbreviated in Turkish as ‘TOKİ’) are referred to as success 
stories in the same section.

For the 2011 general election period, the JDP cadres prepared a 160-paged 
election bulletin mainly emphasizing the themes of ‘advanced democracy’ and 
‘great economy.’ As a continuation of the 2007 election bulletin, in this election 
bulletin too, environment and urbanization are considered from the same 
environmentally blind perspective, also reflecting the change in the name of the 
Ministry from ‘Environment and Forestry’ to ‘Environment and Urbanization.’ While 
the section registered for environmental issues is named as ‘Habitable Environment 
and Brand Cities’, it is seen that profiting from the promotion of the cities which 
necessitates re-construction of urban spaces is on the agenda.

Finally, the party program, in spite of having a section on environment, reflects 
the passion for eliminating the barriers on the way to economic growth and also the 
populist rhetoric based on conservative and religious items. Similarly, the Political 
Vision 2023 Document does not have a vision about sustainable environmental 
politics in Turkey.

The above mentioned vision has shown itself in the JDP�s success of adopting 
the 2B law �after a few unsuccessful attempts- with the help of President Gül. 
The adoption of this law means that already occupied forest lands can be legally 
captured by third persons (Today�s Zaman, 2012). This adoption is consistent with 
the previously adopted Tourism Incentive Law (2003), Mining Law (2004), etc. 
allowing deforestation for mining or tourism activities (Atmiş and Günşen, 2009, 
p.4).

Discussion: Gramscian Analysis of Environmental Politics in Turkey

Although political Islam is not something new in Turkey, no party could have 
proved itself as a response to both international and domestic demands of neo-
liberal actors until the JDP period. It must be noted that important environmental 
problems in Turkey –i.e. industrial pollution, land degradation, etc. - did not start 
during the JDP period. However, political Islam appeared as the most powerful 
instrument of politico-economic life in Turkey after the developments of the 1980 
coup, 28 February process, and economic crises of late 1990s and early 2000s. 
When these developments are analyzed from an environmentalist perspective, 
it can be concluded that the revival of political Islam and rise of environmental 
transformism occurred hand-in-hand in the country.

According to Mardin (2005, p.160), the Virtue Party, the Felicity Party, and the JDP 
can be differentiated from the former examples of Islamist politics in Turkey because 
of their relationship with the world economy and liberalism. And in itself, the rise of 
the JDP can be considered as a Caesarist attempt based on transformism of citizens 
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with the help of leftist and liberal intellectuals. But also, from an environmentalist 
perspective, this can be seen as an environmental transformism based on economic 
growth discourse and supported by a mixture of religion-oriented and neo-liberal 
policies. At this point, it must be emphasized that neo-liberal policies of the post-
1980 coup era in Turkey enabled the transformation of the historical bloc which has 
resulted in passive revolution and environmental transformism in a parallel way. As 
Gramsci puts it that ‘the Risorgimento produced a flawed liberal state that did not 
incorporate the active consent and participation of the masses’ (Santoro, 2012:279) 
which resulted in passive revolution, the 1980 coup also produced a flawed liberal 
state which later resulted in the triumph of political Islam and the Caesarist rise of 
the JDP as a response to instability.

In these terms, the JDP can be seen as a ‘modern prince’ of Turkey which 
‘becomes the basis for a modern laicism’ (Gramsci, 1971, p.133). This resulted in 
a dual process. On the one hand, in accordance with the conservative worldviews 
of its elites, this modern prince has religionized public space. On the other hand, 
it has succeeded to take the support of the majority and to secularize Turkey 
through capitalism. However, this is not a human-oriented secularism but more 
like laicite that manipulates the private sphere, this time for the sake of neo-
liberalism. This dual process results in what Ernst Bloch and Walter Benjamin called 
capitalism as religion. If the distinction between piety, public popular [religious] 
culture and [religious] political activism is taken into account while analyzing the 
re-religionizing of societies (Ohm, 2011:665), it can be said for the JDP that it is 
conservative in its approach to ‘public popular culture’, passive/corporatist in its 
approach to ‘piety’, but radical in its approach to ‘politico-economic activism.’ And 
this can be considered as a more detailed version of Gramscian evaluation, ‘the 
policing function of a party can hence be either progressive or regressive’ (Gramsci, 
1971:155). The JDP seemed progressive at the beginning; but later when it began 
to consolidate its power, regressive tendencies increased.

All three alternatives of extended policing functions are being used by the 
JDP during its attempt to environmental transformism. And although the main 
political figures of the JDP and the �hybrid� intellectuals incorporated to the Party 
are culturally conservative (Ignatov, 2005, p.657), the economic policies are all 
environmentally blind. For example, Ali Bulaç from the newspaper Zaman, who had 
criticized modernity and its negative effects on the environment for many times, 
insisted that the JDP has opened Turkey�s protected areas to capitalist exploitation 
in order to pay off the loans to the IMF. But now, it is very well known that while 
Turkey�s foreign debt increased dramatically, while its loan to the IMF was paid 
off (Sönmez, 2013). This falsifies Ali Bulaç�s argument. And this also means that 
capitalist solutions always cause new crises.

‘If it is true that no type of state can avoid passing through a phase of 
economic-corporate primitivism, it may be deduced that the content of the political 
hegemony of the new social group which has founded the new type of state must be 
predominantly of an economic order’ (Hoare and Smith, 1971, p.263)

As every political case might have, the JDP case also has at least two stages: 
the first is about power creation and the second is about power consolidation. 
In Gramscian terms, these two stages can be defined as economic-corporate 
and hegemonic stages. The main aim of the JDP during the economic-corporate 
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stage has been to consolidate its power by using economically passionate but 
environmentally blind projects. And this resulted in environmental transformism. 
In the light of this criticism, Erdoğan’s speeches about the two contentious projects 
-the nuclear power plant project in Akkuyu and Third Bridge project in İstanbul- are 
sufficient to prove this paper’s argument about the JDP-type conservative politics. 
The title of the news about Erdoğan’s memorandum, ‘Erdoğan’s Akkuyu Order’ 
(NTVMSNBC, 2012) reflects the environmental transformism in Turkey based on 
patriarchal tendencies. Also, about the Third Bridge, the news entitled ‘Erdoğan: 
Bridge was my third love’ (İnsanHaber, 2013) reflects similar patriarchal tendencies 
and individual passions. Moreover, the latest Gezi Park confrontation has also 
shown that there is a contradictory situation in the JDP’s conservative-democratic 
vision in this sense. Although the protests can be explained by different factors, the 
main reason behind them is the will of resistance to the transformation of human 
environment that results in the transformation of citizens for the sake of economic 
growth.

The JDP, apparently, has tried to solve economic growth problems in Turkey; it 
has been identified as a solution to economic crises. However, economic crisis is 
not the only facet of societal crisis. Therefore, it can be said that the JDP cannot 
solve societal crisis in Turkey, has also added new ones. Moreover, the nature 
and the human environment are affected negatively by this tendency. As a result, 
Turkey continues to face problems about development. The Human Development 
Index focuses on different components of development such as income equality, 
environmental indicators, etc. Image 1 indicates that Turkey’s development is 
still below the regional average of Europe and Central Asia although there is a 
continuous improvement starting from 1980s.

Human Development Index: Trends 1980-present (UNDP, 2013)

It should be noted that the JDP succeeded to create a new section of bourgeois 
and distribute wealth especially among the new business elites inside the MÜSİAD 
while previous Islamists such as the Welfare Party did not or could not succeed 



238

POLITSCI ’13

this. However, in order to create the hegemony through the consent of different 

sects of society, sharing visions of different social groups in Turkey, including 

environmentalists is still an important challenge for the Party. In Gramscian terms, 

this can only be possible by surpassing economic-corporate primitivism. But this 

is quite a remote possibility in Turkey after the latest confrontations. As post-Gezi 

Park process shows, the JDP has created a single party regime, with a religious-

national character supported by police force, which focuses on economic growth 

and possibility of becoming the political power in its region.
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 PERCEPTIONS OF THE TURKISH MODEL IN POST-
REVOLUTIONARY TUNISIA 
OĞUZHAN GÖKSEL

Abstract

The most significant gap within the current discourse of Turkish model and 
democratization in post-revolutionary Middle East and North Africa region is that 
limited works have attempted to approach the concept from the perspective of local 
actors in the region. This study analyzes the perception of the Turkish model by 
using data acquired through interviews with policy-makers and influential actors 
in Tunisian society. It will be shown that the ideological division of Tunisian society 
into two camps, secularists and Islamists, has shaped the perceptions of the Turkish 
model in the country. It will be argued that despite their differences, the model can 
appeal to both secularists and conservatives in terms of its post-ideological nature 
that endorses the concept of ‘civil state’ which is supported by both political groups.

Keywords: Turkish Model, Post-Revolutionary Tunisian Politics, Democratization, 
Economic Development, Civil State

Introduction

Since the Arab Spring in 2011, the ‘Turkish model’ has become the source of 
numerous academic debates, conferences, articles and news reports. Debates 
about the model have developed in tandem with the broader discourse on 
democratization, economic development and role of religion in post-revolutionary 
Middle East and North Africa (MENA) countries, Tunisia and Egypt. The popularity 
of the topic has resulted in great numbers of works published on the subject, yet a 
significant gap within the current discourse is that even though the Turkish model 
is said to appeal to MENA societies, limited works have attempted to approach the 
concept from the perspective of local actors in these countries.1 The main objective 
of this study is to remedy this by analyzing the understanding of the model by local 
political actors in Tunisia. Only then, the relevance of ‘a Turkish model’ for Tunisia 
can be realistically assessed.

Discussions about the Turkish model emerged in Tunisia right after the January 
2011 uprising that led to the ousting of President Ben Ali. Rashid Ghannouchi, 
leader of the conservative Ennahda party which won a plurality in the October 

1 For samples from the extensive literature on the model, see Alper Y. Dede, ‘The 
Arab Uprisings: Debating the ‘Turkish Model’,’ Insight Turkey, Vol.13, No.2 (2011), 
pp. 23-32; Dietrich Jung, ‘After the Spring: Is Turkey a Model for Arab States?,’ 
Syddansk Universitet: Center for Mellemoststudier, November (2011); Ofra Bengio, 
‘Are Iraq and Turkey Models for Democratization?,’ Middle East Quarterly, Summer 
(2012), pp. 53-62; Seymen Atasoy, ‘The Turkish Example: A Model for Change 
in the Middle East?,’ Middle East Policy, Vol. XVIII, No.3, Fall (2011) pp. 86-100; 
Burhanettin Duran and Nuh Yılmaz, ‘Whose model? Which Turkey?,’ Foreign Policy, 
8 February (2011) [Online]. http://mideast.foreignpolicy.com/posts/2011/02/08/
whose_model_which_turkey (Accessed: 16 April 2013).
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2011 National Constituent Assembly (NCA) elections, indicated that Ennahda 
was ‘taking lessons from Turkey’: ‘Turkey is a model country for us in terms of 
democracy. There are very good relations between Turkey and Tunisia, and I hope 
there will be a proper environment in the future where we could foster those 
relations’. (Hurriyet Daily News, 2011) Tunisia has been referred as suitable for the 
application of the Turkish model as Tunisian people had successfully overthrown 
the decades-long authoritarian regime and they have been dealing with issues of 
democracy-building, economic development and re-organization of state-religion 
relations since then. It has been argued by observers that the Turkish model can 
actually help MENA societies effectively handle some of these critical issues as 
in the decades following the last military coup in 1980, Turkey has undergone a 
rapid transformation through sustaining high economic growth rates, reducing the 
influence of military over civilian affairs, implementing democratic reforms and 
developing a new understanding of state-religion relations in a pre-dominantly 
Muslim society.2 An in-depth analysis of Turkey’s experience may serve post-Arab 
Spring societies such as Tunisia as a guide for democratization reforms, economy 
policies and how to cope with the rise of political Islam in the coming years. It is 
beyond the scope of this work to study the transformation of Turkey over the years 
and the main focus will be the ongoing debates in Tunisia about the meaning and 
relevance of the Turkish model for this country. In terms of shaping policy-making 
in Tunis, the perceptions of the model by Tunisian intelligentsia and politicians may 
prove to be more influential than its actual implications.

This study takes Tunisia as the main case of analysis due to two reasons, firstly 
the relative success of Tunisia’s transition process, secondly the similarities between 
Tunisia’s and Turkey’s historical backgrounds. It has been argued that Tunisia has 
been having the least problematic transition process among post-revolutionary 
countries such as Egypt and Libya since the Arab Spring.3 Even though there are 
sceptics such as Maktouf (2012), many observers agree that the transition process 
in Tunisia has been relatively positive so far (Arieff 2012). Arieff notes that Tunisia 
managed to hold a free, fair and transparent election which was observed openly 
by foreign experts (Arieff, 2012, p. 1). El-Issawi argues that despite the increasing 
bipolarization since Ennahda’s victory in the NCA elections, Tunisia has successfully 
stayed on the track of peaceful transition towards democratic governance, a period 
characterized by ongoing legal and institutional reforms, most notably the drafting 
of a new constitution (el-Issawi, 2012, p. 18). The media and civil society have also 
been pro-active and dynamic as the freedom of speech is daily exercised with their 
overt criticism of the policies of major coalition parties Ennahda, Ettakatol and CPR 

2 See, for instance, Dede (2011); Bengio (2012), p. 59; Sadik J. al-Azm, ‘The 
Turkish Model: A View From Damascus,’ Turkish Studies, Vol.12, No.4, December 
(2011), pp. 633-641.

3 Alexis Arieff, ‘Political Transition in Tunisia,’ Congressional Research Service 
Report for the Congress, June 18 (2012); Abdülgani Bozkurt, ‘Ortadoğu’da Değişen 
Hükümetlerin Mevcut Dünya Düzenine Angaje Olması: Rol Model Türkiye,’ (in 
Turkish) [Engagement of the Changing Governments in the Middle East into the 
Current World Order: Turkey As a Role Model], Ortadoğu Analiz, Vol.4, No.41 
(2012), p. 72; Leila Hilal, ‘Charting Transitions in the Middle East: Lessons Learned 
from Tunisia and Egypt,’ Insight Turkey, Vol. 14, No. 2 (2012).
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(el-Issawi, 2012, p. 19). While Tunisia has been steadily moving towards building 
an open society and democracy, the democratization process has been much more 
problematic in other post-Arab countries as the military held on to its privileges in 
Egypt while the tribal structure and inability of the new government to effectively 
secure Libya have been detrimental (Hilal, 2012, pp. 1-2).

Tunisia is a country that has noteworthy similarities with Turkey in terms of 
its modernization experience and current political environment. The founder and 
first president of Tunisia from 1957 to 1987, Habib Bourguiba had a very similar 
vision with Kemal Ataturk whose ideology, the so-called Kemalism, remained highly 
influential in shaping Turkey long after his death in 1938. Akin to Ataturk’s pro-
Western cultural reforms in 1920s and 1930s, Bourguiba implemented a series of 
reforms based on a particular understanding of modernization in terms of cultural 
Westernization. As with Ataturk’s secularism, Bourguiba’s assertive secularist 
regime was based on the French concept of laïcité, therefore state and religion 
affairs were officially separated from each other, an action unprecedented and 
unrivalled in its strict implementation and radicalism in the Arab world (Torelli, 
2012). The development of a family law and civic code that was not based on Islamic 
sharia was another major reform undertook by Bourguiba. The state-imposed 
authoritarian nature of Tunisian regime continued after Ben Ali took power in 1987. 
Relatively successful development of nation-state and a strong national identity, 
emphasis on socio-cultural development, Westernization, and high education levels 
are characteristics shared by Turkey and Tunisia in their modernization experience 
(Torelli, 2012). The current situation in Turkey and Tunisia also bear resemblances. 
In Turkey, the AKP (Justice and Development Party), a party that has its roots in 
Turkey’s long repressed Islamic movement came to power in 2002, while Ennahda, 
an Islamist party whose members were either imprisoned or forced to exile by the 
old regime of Ben Ali, won a plurality in the NCA elections and formed the new 
coalition government after the uprising in 2011. Furthermore, despite their roots in 
Islamist ideology, both parties have claimed that they are moderates and respectful 
of democratic principles. Thus, it can be argued that in light of its aforementioned 
similarities with Turkey, it is only reasonable to evaluate Tunisia as the most suitable 
candidate to test the application of the ‘Turkish model’.

It is important to note that this study does not aim to present another definition 
of the Turkish model, but it focuses on analyzing the understanding of the concept 
in Tunisia. It can be said that, so far, the discourse has produced excessive analyses 
but insufficient primary data available for the study of the Turkish model in MENA. 
A distinctive feature of this study is that the main source of analysis will be the data 
acquired through interviews with many influential actors representing different 
realms of ‘new Tunisia’ including politicians, academics, journalists and members 
of international organizations. It is hoped that through relaying the perceptions of 
influential local actors, an assessment of Turkish model’s potential for application 
in Tunisia can be obtained.

Firstly, academic discussions and disagreement on the contents of the Turkish 
model will be briefly analyzed as the scholarly discourse has proved essential to 
understand the perceptions of the model in Tunisia. Then, the study will present 
the findings of data acquired through interviews conducted in person by the author. 
It will be shown that the ideological division of Tunisian society into two camps, 
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secularists and Islamists, has shaped the perceptions of the Turkish model in the 
country. It will be argued that despite their differences, the model can appeal 
to both secularists and conservatives in terms of its post-ideological nature that 
endorses the popular concept, ‘civil state’.

Debates over the ‘Model’ and Its Precarious Definitions 

It must be noted that due to the highly subjective usage of the concept by 
observers, the meaning and scope of the Turkish model have become vague. A 
working definition of the model is required but there is great variety in the way 
the model has been conceptualized in the discourse. Due to the limits of space 
within this article, it is not possible to point to every understanding of the model 
but acknowledging that there are two mainstream approaches within the existing 
literature is sufficient (Göksel, 2012). The first approach emphasizes the secular 
past of Turkey and attributes the relative success of Turkish democratic experiment 
and economic development to the cultural achievements of Ataturk and his 
successors’ state-imposed secularism (Duran and Yılmaz, 2011 and Altunışık, 2008, 
p.45). This understanding is radically secular, semi-authoritarian and dedicated to 
keep political Islam away from power by building a military tutelage system akin to 
the governance structure of Turkey not so long ago. This can be called as the ‘old 
Turkish model’ as this definition refers to the Turkish governance structure before 
2002. The first approach to Turkish model is used by those who are wary of the 
influence political Islamists have gained in post-authoritarian regimes across MENA 
countries, such as the secular intellectuals of these societies (Duran and Yılmaz, 
2011). The pre-2002 era of Turkish modernization has much in common with the 
old authoritarian regime in Tunisia as Bourguiba’s assertive secularism based on an 
elite-controlled system that repressed the Islamists resembled Turkey’s Kemalist 
regime. Today, however, it can be argued that such an authoritarian, assertive 
secularist and military rule based model is not applicable to Tunisia. Unlike Egypt, 
the military is small and does not have an influential role in Tunisian politics and 
economy. (Hilal, 2012, pp. 2-3) Furthermore, it is not possible to impose a model 
based on assertive secularism in a country where democratic elections had resulted 
in moderate Islamist Ennahda to acquire power along with its coalition partners.

The second approach to Turkish model focuses on the last decade of Turkey, 
the period after the 2002 elections which had brought the ruling conservative 
AKP to power. Çavdar, for instance, takes the AKP as the main case for the 
analysis of applicability of Turkish model by perceiving the model in terms of 
Islamic governance and as an example to other Muslim societies in this context 
(Çavdar, 2006). Nafaa (2011) interprets the Turkish model as the AKP›s particular 
achievements in foreign policy and economic development (Atasoy 2011, p.86) 
divides Turkey›s modernization experience into two periods, namely the pre-2002 
semi-authoritarian era and the post-2002 democratization years. This school of 
thought also gives credit to the AKP for the success and emergence of Turkey as a 
model for the MENA region. (Dede, 2011 and Nafaa, 2011) Thus, the Turkish model 
of this understanding can be defined as a successful governance model based on 
the co-existence of political Islam and democracy in addition to rapid economic 
development. This second understanding can be called the ‘new Turkish model’. 
Contrary to the ‘old Turkish model’, the ‘new Turkish model’ seems highly relevant 
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to Tunisia as Ennahda's electoral victory and subsequent formation of the coalition 

government brought the question of state-religion relations and the party's alleged 

similarities with the Turkish AKP to the foreground of political debates in the 

country (Torelli, 2012).

In order to truly understand the relevance of the Turkish model to post-

revolutionary Tunisia, however, the opinions of Tunisians matter more than academic 

definitions of the concept. Surprisingly, in the case of Tunisia, the academic debates 

and the aforementioned disagreement on the contents of the model seem to be 

reflecting the local perceptions as well. It can be argued that the ongoing ideological 

debates within the Tunisian society which has resulted in the emergence of two 

opposing camps, namely secularists and Islamists/conservatives, have shaped the 

way the Turkish model is perceived by different actors in the country. In the next 

section, I will briefly look at the ideological differences and similarities between 

political movements in Tunisia to reflect the political circumstances that shape their 

perceptions of the Turkish model.

Ideological Differences and Convergences in Post-Arab Spring Tunisia 

The rapidly widening divide between secularists and Islamists/conservatives in 

Tunisian political life has become a common theme in works analyzing the country’s 

post-Arab Spring politics. Heated debates between the two groups had been sparked 

when several news agencies reported that the draft constitution would include 

Article 28 which allegedly referred to the status of women as ‘complementary’ to 

men even though it was later demonstrated that this was merely a mistranslation 

(Marks, 2012). Another issue that resulted in severe criticism of Ennahda was 

the Article 3, the so-called ‘blasphemy law’ which indicated that the state would 

take action against those who would attack ‘sacred values’. Of course, there are 

moderates who attempt to avoid political tensions between these two groups, 

however, it must be noted that in a country where daily political discussions dwell 

upon ideologically-charged topics such as ‘blasphemy laws’, ‘women’s role’ and the 

‘role of Islam in public affairs’, radicals on either sides dominate the discourse. It can 

be argued that there is a sense of identity crisis in the country as visions of secular 

parties such as the Ettakatol and the Republican Party are highly incompatible with 

the route conservative Ennahda party wishes to take and even more so with the 

ideology of radical Islamist Salafi groups.

Despite their vocal commitment to democratic principles during their electoral 

campaign in the NCA elections, the major party in the coalition government, 

conservative Ennahda, has been consistently accused of ‘having secret agenda 

to build a totalitarian Islamist republic’ or employing ‘double discourse’ to gain 

moderate votes while also keeping its social conservative constituency intact.

(Jacinto, 2012) Despite the initial agreements between Ennahda and its two secular 

partners, the social-democrat Ettakatol and the social-liberal CPR parties, that led 

to the creation of a ‘grand coalition’ government, recently, there have been signs 

of growing tensions between coalition partners. (McNeil and Addala, 2012) As will 

be shown below, differences between Ennahda and its coalition partners have also 

been revealed in the interviews conducted with local observers and policy-makers 

in Tunisia.
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Despite the existing fundamental differences between secularists and Islamists 
in Tunisia, there is one noteworthy convergence of policies, namely the apparent 
general consensus on the concept of ‘civic’ or ‘civil state’.4 In addition to the 
agreement of coalition parties on the concept, the objective of building a civil state 
is widely supported by Tunisian people as can be seen in the interviews below and 
in its vocal usage by protestors during recent demonstrations across the country 
(CNS News, 2012). The civil state can be defined as ‘a state that acknowledges the 
positive role played by religion in the societal level but does not adopt religion 
itself as state ideology’.(Yusuf, 2012) It must be noted that all coalition parties and 
opposition parties in the NCA have agreed on including the concept of civil state to 
the draft constitution.

Tunisian Perspectives of the Turkish Model

In order to reflect different interpretations of the model, views of politicians 
from all coalition parties, a major opposition party and senior academics have 
been included in the study. The major party of the coalition government, the 
Ennahda holds 89 seats of the total 217 seats in the NCA while its partners, the 
Ettakatol and the CPR hold respectively 20 and 17 seats. Afek Tounis represents 
the opposition in this study as it is part of the biggest opposition party group 
in the NCA, the PR (Republican Party) which was formed as a merger of several 
liberal and centrist opposition parties. The Republican Party currently holds 20 
seats. Throughout the study, a variety of views will be presented as these parties 
have different identities and visions for Tunisia. Ennahda is often defined by its 
own members as ‘conservative’ while ‘moderate Islamist’ is the popular choice of 
observers (BBC News Online, 2011). Ettakatol and CPR are regarded as ‘secular’ or 
‘centre-left’ parties while the economically liberal character of CPR and the social-
democrat approach of Ettakatol seem to be the factors distinguishing them. It is 
important to note that these parties represent the majority of Tunisian voters as 
the NCA was formed after the first free elections in Tunisia following the overthrow 
of the authoritarian regime. The opinions of the interviewed spokespersons from 
these parties are highly influential in determining the fate of the Turkish model’s 
application to the country. Yet, it must be noted that the views of Salafi groups 
and the rising secularist party of recent public opinion polls, Nidaa Tounes are not 
included in this work (AnsaMed, 2012). The result of next general elections in late 
2013 also has the potential to affect the role Turkish model may play in the policy-
making of Tunis.

It is important to note that local observers and policy-makers have radically 
different opinions regarding the applicability of the Turkish model for Tunisia. 
The key factor that defines the stance of Tunisian actors towards the model is the 
characteristics attributed to the Turkish model. The perception of the model is 
largely positive in the country when it is understood in terms of the ‘new Turkish 
model’ that is defined as the co-existence of political Islam alongside democracy 
and rapid economic development. When perceived as the ‘old Turkish model’ 
with radically secularist character and state-elite rule, all respondents, without 
exception, have argued that the model is not relevant to post-revolutionary Tunisia 
as it resembles the old authoritarian regime of Ben Ali. Another factor that shapes 

4  It is referred as ‘medeniyyah’ in Arabic.
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perceptions of the model is the belief in Ennahda’s commitment to democracy. 

Member of Ennahda emphasize their similarities with the conservative AKP in 

Turkey in an effort to show that Ennahda is as democratic as the AKP and it can 

achieve the harmonious balance between Islam and democracy in Tunisia, while 

critics of Ennahda are united in their narrative to portray the party as ‘radical’ and 

‘revolutionary Islamists’. Thus, it can be argued that the relevance of the model for 

Tunisia is highly related to the perception of Ennahda as well. The post-ideological 

character of the ‘new Turkish model’, however, has the potential to appeal to and 

unite both camps as this particular aspect of the model is highly relevant to the 

concept of ‘civil state’ which is supported by all parties in the country.

Different Narratives: The Meaning of the Turkish Model

Interviews with Ennahda members confirm that the Turkish model ‘preferred’ by 

Ennahda is the ‘new Turkish model’. Said Ferjani, a close confidant of the Ennahda 

Chairman Rachid Ghannouchi, a senior member of the party and currently the 

advisor to the Tunisian Minister of Justice, points to the differences and similarities 

between Tunisia and Turkey in his analysis (Ferjani, 2012): While Ferjani perceives 

the Muslim and conservative population of Turkey as the common ground with 

Tunisia and a factor that strengthens the appeal of the Turkish model, Ferjani 

also points to major differences, namely, the continuing influence of Kemalist 

institutions in Turkey which allegedly promote aggressive secularism based on the 

French model. These crucial arguments results in Ferjani arguing that the Turkish 

model is not entirely applicable.       

Despite these comments and his strong belief in Tunisia determining its own 

fate, Ferjani states that Tunisia and other developing Muslim countries can learn 

a lot from the Turkish model in terms of democracy-building and economic 

development. (Ferjani, 2012) Ferjani elaborates on the term ‘Turkish model’ and 

explains Ennahda’s position within the debates over the definition of the concept: 

‘You have to keep in mind that Turkey had been a laïcist state [referring to the radical 

secularism of the ‘old Turkish model’] and also the military had a special role before 

the AKP came to power. We hate that model.’ (Ferjani, 2012)  Ferjani lists aspects 

of the model Tunisia can learn from such as the AKP’s successful management of a 

delicate foreign policy position in terms of keeping Turkey’s long ties with the West 

intact, at the same time, building new relationships with Muslim societies in the 

MENA.

With regards to particular lessons that can be gained from the Turkish model, 

Ferjani notes: 

‘What I am interested is how to solve Tunisia’s problems. We look for models 

in this regard. It [the Turkish model] can be utilized in a positive way. For example, 

now I have in front of me, a file titled ‘The Republic of Turkey - Ministry of Justice 

- Department of Information Technologies - Use of Information Technologies in 

the Judiciary’...This is a document we requested from the local Turkish embassy. 

According to the EU experts, Turkey is the best model in terms of this issue...In some 

aspects, Turkey is the best and in others the EU countries or the US are. We strive to 

learn from the best. Ennahda is not dogmatic, we can learn from anyone.’ (Ferjani, 

2012)
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Sahbi Atig is the chairman of Ennahda’s party group in the NCA. Atig also 
acknowledges the differences between Turkish and Tunisian societies but adds that 
there are many similarities which make the Turkish model attractive for Tunisians. 
(Atig, 2012) Mahdhi Nafti, a young NCA member from Ennahda, states that the 
Turkish model is indeed very relevant for the program and aims of Ennahda. (Nafti, 
2012) Nafti also argues that if the particular differences of Tunisia are taken into 
consideration, Ennahda can learn a lot from Turkey’s experience and even build 
upon the model:

‘Democracy is not a pre-packaged product that we can take and import from 
Turkey, Britain or France and apply it here. Democracy is a thought, an idea, a 
mentality... Despite this, we try to learn from the experiences of other countries, 
Western and Eastern countries, the US, Britain, France, Turkey. Anything that is 
valuable in these democratic experiences, we take it. More specifically, we take 
the Turkish model because it is a valuable example of an Islamic party that came 
to power through democratic means, first in the local municipalities then in the 
parliament.’ (Nafti, 2012)

Nafti believes that Turkey has a lot offer to Tunisia, stating that Turkey’s 
achievements in economy, booming socio-cultural life and political experience 
inspires Arab and Muslim nations everywhere. (Nafti, 2012) The understanding 
of the Turkish model in its ‘new form’ is not exclusive to Ennahda as there are 
other local actors who refer to similar definitions of the concept. Samir Ben Amor 
is a senior advisor to President Moncef Marzuki and a member of NCA from the 
CPR party, the social-liberal coalition partner of Ennahda. Ben Amor explains his 
understanding of the Turkish model: 

‘The Turkish model is presented to the world as the experience of a moderate 
Islamic party open to universal values and human rights. It is also presented as a 
proof that an Islamist movement can govern a state and have good relations with 
its neighbors and different world powers including the USA. This may give hope 
or encourage many to think that other Islamic movements may follow a similar 
moderate path. I think that we have Islamist movements that try to take the Turkish 
experience as a model like the Ennahda movement, but there are other Islamic 
movements that actually consider this model a deviation from Islam...Currently, 
Tunisia is experiencing a transition period and we hope that this model succeeds 
in here as it did in Turkey and encourage change in the rest of the Arab world and 
Muslim countries as well.’ (Nafti, 2012)

Despite the popularity of the ‘new Turkish model’, not everyone in Tunisia 
agrees with that specific perception. There are observers who understand a 
radically different concept such as Tarek Cheniti, a consultant on the Justice, 
Security and Human Rights Program at United Nations Development Program in 
Tunis, who clearly refers to the radical Westernization and secularism of the ‘old 
Turkish model’: 

‘Turkey has done a great job in the last decade, however I do not like the idea 
of a ‘model’. I think we have fundamental differences with Turkey, economically, 
demographically, and also we have different ambitions for the future. Turkey is very 
much looking to develop a ‘European identity’ for itself. At least that is the sense I 
get when I travel around Istanbul. We do not have that kind of identity here.’ (Amor, 
2012) 
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On the issue of the relevance of the Turkish model in Tunisia, Noomane Fehri, a 
member of the NCA from the opposition Afek Tounis party, refers to differences in 
the historical backgrounds of Turkey and Tunisia and emphasizes the characteristics 
of the ‘old Turkish model’ such as secularism: 

‘Firstly, the territorial sizes are quite different as Turkey is a much larger country 
with bigger population. This gives Turkey a different weight and character. Turkey 
has different problems and opportunities than Tunisia. Secondly, the founding 
fathers were different even though there is an assumption that they were quite 
similar. Kemal Ataturk attempted a ‘complete break from the past’, not transition. 
Bourguiba, on the other hand, aimed for a transition period. The changes that 
occurred in Turkey are ‘quite irreversible and permanent’ whereas in Tunisia, they 
‘can be reversed’.’ (Chenit, 2012) 

Karima Souid and Selma Mabrouk, members of the NCA from the Ettakatol 
party, the pro-secular, social-democrat coalition partner of Ennahda, also do not 
believe that the Turkish model is applicable to Tunisia. Souid argues that Tunisia 
and Turkey have different historical backgrounds and refer to the extraordinary role 
of the military as the ‘guarantor of the republic’ in Turkey, while Mabrouk refers to 
the ‘particularly radical secularism’ of Turkey as a factor that would prevent Turkey 
becoming a model for Tunisia. (2012) As can be seen from their arguments, the 
Turkish model understood by Ettakatol members is clearly the ‘old Turkish model’.

Different Narratives: Economic Development

Different perceptions of the relevance of Turkish model are related with 
economic development policies of parties as well. Ennahda members seem keen 
on adopting Turkey’s economy policies, while Ennahda’s critics do not find the 
economic aspect of the Turkish model very relevant for Tunisia’s problems. Ferjani, 
for instance, points to the socio-economic background of the Turkish model, the 
success of the AKP’s welfare policies and add that Turkey’s economic success should 
be observed by Tunisia (Ferjani, 2012). Regarding the economic side of the Turkish 
experience, Ben Amor believes that Turkey’s big leap in economic development was 
made possible by dismantling the ‘virus of corruption’ that was spread to the state 
apparatus (Ben Amor, 2012). Furthermore, Ben Amor argues that just like Turkey, 
the governing coalition in Tunisia takes the same path by fighting with corruption 
that was set up during the Ben Ali regime (Ben Amor, 2012). On the issue of 
development, Atig notes Turkey’s success and emphasizes Ennahda’s aim to achieve 
similar levels of economic prosperity (Atig, 2012).

Ennahda and its critics have very different visions for the future of Tunisia in 
terms of development. Though Cheniti believes that Turkey has been successful 
in economic development, Cheniti suggests an alternative model of economic 
development for Tunisia by referring to the Malaysian model as this model may be 
more suitable for the socio-economic culture and work ethics of Tunisia. (Cheniti, 
2012) Ettakatol members Souid and Mamoghli argue that:

‘It [Turkish model] is not possible in Tunisia. Ennahda may find the Turkish 
model applicable because they support liberal economy, however, currently this is 
not what the people need. Ettakatol party espouses the values of social democracy 
and what we wish is a fair distribution of wealth, curbing the massive imbalances 
of development between regions and reducing the horrifying levels of poverty...We 
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cannot have a liberal model in Tunisia as it would only complicate and worsen the 
existing problems.’ (Souid, Mabrouk and Mamoghli, 2012)

The Perception of Ennahda

The critics of Ennahda perceives the Turkish model as the old secularist model 
while Ennahda members largely perceive it as a democratic model (i.e. the new 
Turkish model). Beyond their understanding of the model as totally different 
concepts, it is important to note that even when the critics of Ennahda see the 
Turkish model in terms of democratic values, however, they do not believe that 
Ennahda is actually committed to democratic values. Thus, perception of Ennahda 
emerges as another main factor that divides the Tunisian society in terms of 
understanding the Turkish model.

Cheniti points to Ennahda’s vocal usage and numerous references to the Turkish 
model in its campaign during the NCA elections and argues that many people, 
especially the moderates who did not belong to the electoral constituency of the 
party were ‘seduced’ by that campaign: ‘Turkish model was assumed to be a good 
model of governance and economic development which was also respectful to 
religious values. It convinced many people to vote for the party’ (Cheniti, 2012). 
The successful electoral campaign of Ennahda and the utilitarian way it is said 
to have used the Turkish model in order to attract moderate votes brings their 
normative commitment to democratic values into question, because it seems to 
some observers that the Turkish model is used by Ennahda to reach their political 
objectives. 

Fehri, for instance, is quite skeptical about Ennahda’s commitment to democracy. 
Fehri states that the picture in Tunisian politics is quite bleak ‘once all the bluff and 
rhetoric are taken out’: 

‘Despite all the differences [between Tunisia and Turkey], Turkey can be a model 
for Tunisia in terms of democracy building. Are we going to that direction? I do not 
think so. We are moving towards a crossroad, either ‘Iranian style’ radical Islamist 
model or ‘previous  regime style’ authoritarianism... You have to understand that 
the leading party of the coalition government, Ennahda has a small moderate 
faction and a large radical faction, and the radicals are running the show... They 
have long term aims of changing the society not by directly imposing sharia on them 
from above but through other means.’ (Fehri, 2012) 

Bechir Chourou, a distinguished expert and senior academic, points that, 
superficially, there are many similarities between the social and political conditions 
in Turkey and Tunisia but these should not be taken for granted:

‘Turkey has a tradition of democratic political culture which does not exist 
in Tunisia. At least, there have been several decades of democratic transition 
and some form of democratic governance in Turkey whereas that is not the case 
here...The second difference is the nature of the so-called Islamist factor. Surely, 
the Islamist movement in Turkey had been strong and active which was lacking 
in Tunisia. All opposition movements were banned. With the 2011 revolution, the 
Islamists in Tunisia have entered the open political stage for the first time. The 
Islamists in Turkey had been in the ring of power for a long time before they came to 
power, whether as an opposition or as a coalition partner or in local municipalities.’ 
(Chourou, 2012)
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Despite Ettakatol being the coalition partner of Ennahda, Ettakatol members are 
also skeptical of Ennahda’s democratic credentials:

[Souid]: ‘The Turkish model is really democratic now, but what we have in 
Tunisia is an Islamic party, Ennahda, which referred to democratic values during 
its election campaign but currently does not give the impression that they actually 
mean what they say...[Mabrouk]: Freedom of press is a ‘red line’ for us. We are a 
party that believes in democracy and I agree with Souid as I also have my doubts 
about Ennahda’s true belief in democracy. In the beginning, we got the impression 
that we could work with them but in practice, today, that is not the case at all.’ 
(Souid et al., 2012)

A Common Ground? Civil State and the Turkish Model

Even though the Tunisian parties and academia are divided in terms of relevance 
and benefits of the Turkish model, there is a major convergence of views on a 
key aspect of the Turkish model, namely its post-ideological character. There is a 
consensus among observers with diverse ideologies on the values of the Turkish 
model as it offers a ‘third way’ to re-conceptualize the role of religion, an alternative 
to the assertive secularism and revolutionary Islamism that had dominated the 
discourse so far.  The post-ideological nature of the Turkish model demonstrates 
that moderate Islamism can exist along with secular parties within a democratic 
framework. This element of the model is perceived positively and argued to be 
highly applicable to Tunisia by all politicians and intellectuals interviewed in this 
study.

In terms of transcending the old dichotomy of ‘revolutionary Islamism’ versus 
‘radical-authoritarian secularism’, what is often called in the scholarly discourse 
by thinkers such as Asef Bayat as the ‘new era of post-Islamism’5, Ferjani believes 
that Turkey and Tunisia are very close and have greatly influenced each other over 
the years (Ferjani, 2012). Atig argues that the Turkish model of the last decade 
was heavily influenced by Ghannouchi’s ideas about women’s role, multi-party 
competition and democracy (Atig, 2012). Ghannouchi’s works were translated to 
Turkish and shaped the perception of these issues in Turkey, mainly the views of 
conservative AKP which have been in power in Turkey for the last decade. Atig’s views 
are in line with Ferjani’s in terms of this issue: ‘There has been mutual interaction 
between Ennahda and the Turkish Islamists since the 1990s. We have learned a 
lot from each other’ (Ferjani, 2012). Nouri Gana, a scholar at UCLA, also shares 
this view as Gana notes that the AKP’s ideology was influenced by Ghannouchi’s 
writings (Gana, 2012).

The post-ideological nature of the ‘new Turkish model’ is very attractive to 
Tunisian observers because Turkey has been evolving and gradually moving towards 
developing a new understanding of the role of Islam in a Muslim society. A new 
approach that manages to transcends the old dichotomy of aggressive secularism 
and radical Islamism is emerging. (Bayat, 1996 and Ramadan, 2012) The new 
model of governance, widely referred as the ‘civil state’, acknowledges the rights 

5  For the concept of post-Islamism, see Asef Bayat, ‘The Coming of a Post-Islamist 
Society,’ Middle East Critique, Vol. 5, No. 9 (1996), pp. 43-52; Tariq Ramadan, The 
Arab Awakening: Islam and the New Middle East (London: Allen Lane - Penguin, 
2012).
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of both the believers and non-believers in the society as the state strictly abstains 
from intervening into personal liberties. Akin to Tunisia, Turkey had an assertive 
secularist regime based on the French Revolutionary concept of laïcité that sought 
to eventually eliminate all manifestations of religion while the old radical Islamism 
was bent on building an authoritarian state that would be ruled according to the 
strict Islamic sharia (Kuru, 2009). Over the years, there has been change in the 
nature of both ideologies. The civil state implies that moderate political Islam, which 
is respectful of democracy, can exist in a pluralistic and open society (Ramadan, 
2012).

Atig’s explanation about the role of Islam in Tunisia echoes the post-ideological 
understanding of civil state and the new Turkish model: 

‘The system in Tunisia is not of course laïcité, the constitution states that 
Tunisia’s religion is Islam. The constitution recognizes religion, but this is a positive 
recognition that will not be used to repress anyone. There is an unbiased secularism 
like in Britain, a secularism that respects the religious minorities as well. Freedom 
of belief is guaranteed...The Tunisian society adopts the modern understanding of 
Islam which is open to other civilizations and open to the West. So there is the Arab 
Islamic identity but it is mixed with universal human ethics and values. We brought 
Islamic rules together with modernism. That is how we see Islam.’ (Atig, 2012) 

Ben Amor has a similar perception of secularism with Ennahda members even 
though CPR defines itself a ‘secular party’:

‘Each country applied its own version of secularism and I think that the worst 
model of secularism is the French one, because, actually that model tries to interfere 
in personal life, personal freedom of citizens and impose a lifestyle on them, 
therefore, limit personal liberties. The dictatorial system in Tunisia worked to limit 
all liberties, either personal or collective, including even the most basic freedom of 
worship. He [Ben Ali] and his system used the slogans of modernity and its values 
to justify dictatorship. In reality, the regime had no relationship with modernity nor 
secularism because it had no respect to human right and values.’ (Ben Amor, 2012)

It must be noted that all the coalition parties and opposition parties in the NCA 
have agreed on including the concept of civil state to the new constitution and 
there seems to be a general consensus in Tunisia that transcends the ‘ideological 
battles’ of the day. Regarding the applicability of the Turkish model to Tunisia, Gana 
refers to a speech given by incumbent Tunisian president, Moncef Marzouki: ‘We 
do not want almaniyya [assertive secularism] or Islamiyya [theocratic sharia rule], 
we want medeniyyah [civil state]’ (Gana, 2012). Even a staunch critic of Ennahda 
and a member of the pro-secular party Ettakatol, Souid, refer to the concept of civil 
state as desirable for Tunisia (Souid et al., 2012).

Conclusion

This study has demonstrated that the rift between two ideological groups within 
Tunisian politics, supporters of conservative Ennahda and the largely pro-secular 
opposition, shaped the way the Turkish model is perceived by Tunisians. As shown 
in the interviews, while the proponents of the first group refer to the ‘new Turkish 
model’ that emerged after 2002, the members of the opposition understand a 
different concept akin to the ‘old Turkish model’. Furthermore, even when the critics 
of Ennahda refer to the Turkish model in terms of democratic governance, they are 
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highly skeptical of Ennahda’s commitment to democracy, thus the experience of 
the moderate AKP in Turkey does not seem very relevant to Tunisia because of their 
disbelief at Ennahda’s words. After all, the visions of Ennahda and its opponents are 
not compatible in many issues. Ennahda members and supporters are much more 
sympathetic to idea of the Turkish model and its application to Tunisia especially 
in terms of guidance in issues such as economic development, democracy-building 
and state-religions relations while the critics of Ennahda are much more skeptical 
to the concept due to various reasons mentioned above. In light of the radically 
different perceptions of two groups, it can be argued that the fate of the Turkish 
model in Tunisia will depend on the outcome of the political and intellectual contest 
between Ennahda and its opponents in the coming years.

Despite the fact that the Tunisian society is divided in terms of their perceptions 
of the Turkish model, there is one aspect of the model that can appeal and unite 
both camps. This study has revealed that in fact, the Turkish model has a feature 
that is very relevant to post-revolutionary countries in MENA such as Tunisia: The 
post-ideological nature of the ‘new Turkish model’. It is important to note that the 
transition process of moving towards a new and post-ideological era that would 
combine moderate political Islam with tolerant secularism and democracy, has not 
only occurred in Turkey but it is happening in Tunisia at the moment. This study has 
shown that the concept of civil state is the most relevant aspect of the Turkish model 
for Tunisia. It can be argued that the post-ideological character of Turkish model 
which promotes the concept of civil state, can unite both the conservatives and the 
secularists as it is supported by all in the Tunisian society. At this stage, the widely 
referred concept of civil state which implies a tolerant and pluralistic governance 
type that is respectful to the rights of believers and non-believers can actually be 
established in Tunisia which would set an example for other post-revolutionary 
MENA societies as well. The Turkish model and the experience of Tunisia can be 
valuable guides for the broader Muslim world in terms of reorganizing state-religion 
relations and reaching a consensus on the role of religion in public and political 
affairs.

Interviews
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Bechir Chourou, Interviewed by Oğuzhan Göksel, Tunis, Tunisia, 6 September 

(2012).
Karima Souid, Salma Mabrouk and Fatima G. Mamoghli, Interviewed by Oğuzhan 

Göksel, Tunis, Tunisia, 7 September (2012).
Mahdhi Nafti, Interviewed by Oğuzhan Göksel, Tunis, Tunisia, 7 September 

(2012).
Noomane Fehri, Interviewed by Oğuzhan Göksel, Tunis, Tunisia, 5 September 

(2012).
Nouri Gana, Interviewed by Oğuzhan Göksel, Tunis, Tunisia, 5 September (2012).
Said Ferjani, Interviewed by Oğuzhan Göksel, Tunis, Tunisia, 4 September (2012).
Sahbi Atig, Interviewed by Oğuzhan Göksel, Tunis, Tunisia, 5 September (2012). 
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THE DOUBLE-EDGED EFFECTS OF SOCIAL MEDIA TERROR 
COMMUNICATION: INTERCONNECTION AND INDEPENDENCE 
VS. SURVEILLANCE AND HUMAN RIGHTS CALAMITIES
SANDRO NICKEL

Introduction

The global public witnessed a series of remarkable events in terms of terror, 
anti-terror measures and communication of the same in  2013. First, on April 15, two 
explosions brought the 2013 Boston Marathon to a tragic end. In the subsequent 
days, a global audience witnessed extensive media coverage of the investigations 
and, ultimately, a door-to-door manhunt. However, and this is one of the crucial 
points of this paper, the audience not only witnessed these events but took an active 
part. Citizens started to share their impressions of the events via social network 
pages such as Twitter and Facebook, e.g. commenting and discussing the latest 
developments, posting pictures of possible suspects and replacing the mass media 
as key information source during the manhunt. Only few days after these events, 
security politicians - e.g. in Germany - demanded further competencies regarding 
internet surveillance and measures to counter terrorism, while referring to the 
events of Boston (Neuerer 2013). In the beginning of June a computer specialist 
called Edward Snowden challenged the leadership and security apparatus of the 
world’s leading military power, by revealing details on the world’s most extensive 
surveillance programs. The media – this time – brought these revelations to the 
mind of the global public, and caused an emotional debate regarding pervasiveness 
and legitimacy of such programs. As it was learned by the broad public, is both the 
American NSA as well as European agencies (among others) carrying out extensive 
surveillance of Internet users.

This paper will try to explain the ties between the mentioned events and 
some of their dynamics. By connecting the effects of social media on terror/anti-
terror communication with the dynamics and consequences of intelligence service 
surveillance in its explanations, this paper hopes to be a useful starting point for 
further discussion or theorization. In line with the explanations above, this paper 
aims to explain how audiences via instruments such as social media increasingly 
become part of the action of terror/anti-terror communication and counter-terror 
by itself. Subsequently the paper aims to explain how social media at the same 
time increase the risk of making oneself suspicious to the ‘surveillance machines’ 
of intelligence services and why such surveillance in the name of anti-terrorism 
policies are in conflict with relevant human rights frameworks and individual 
notions of human rights. The paper further creates the hypothesis that the active 
participation of audiences in terror/anti-terror communication, co-constitutes 
intensified anti-terrorism policies and surveillance measures. 

It seems important - before digging further into the effects of social media on 
terror/anti-terror communication – to provide for a definition of the term ‘terror/
anti-terror communication’. Such a definition is undoubtedly facing the problem 
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of defining the integrated term ‘terrorism’. Many have defined the latter term, 
and just as many disagreements have arisen from these definitions. This paper 
will therefore try a twofold strategy of definition; on the one hand I will follow 
Cindy Combs (2009) in her definition of the basic criteria of terrorism, on the other 
hand will my definition rely on the audiences’ interpretations. Following Combs 
(2009, p. 5), terror/anti-terror communication is here understood as an act of 
communication concerning ‘an act of violence, designed to create a mood of fear 
in an audience, for political/social motives, targeting innocent people’ or state-led 
acts to prevent the latter. However, this paper will further set the condition, that 
the audience is interpreting such acts as terror or anti-terror. So, if citizens refer to 
an act of violence, which fulfills the characteristics by Combs, as an ‘act of terror’, 
when communicating with each other, then this is terror communication. As these 
acts of communication are based on mass media and since newest social media, 
Wilkinson (1997, p.54) had a point when he concluded: ‘when one says ‘terrorism’ 
in a democratic society, one says ‘media’.’

Social media effects on terror communication and anti-terror communication

This part will exemplify the effects of social media on terror/anti-terror 
communication with the case of the Boston Bombings from April 15, 2013. This 
paper argues that the audience of terror/anti-terrorism increasingly becomes 
interconnected and independent from mass media, and at times even part of the 
action itself.

On April 15 and in the subsequent days the American and global audience 
witnessed first the explosion of two bombs during the Boston Marathon and 
subsequently a manhunt. This manhunt was first pursued via mass media and the 
internet and finally in a door-to-door fashion.  During these events, the American 
and global audience followed the developments via mass media, but additionally 
via social media, and hence took an active part in the communication of the 
events. An ‘active audience’ shall here be understood as an audience that is taking 
part, debating, creating and sharing (Rosen 2012). In other words is the active 
audience providing feedback on the message, not necessarily only to the sender 
of the message, whereas a passive audience is understood as an audience merely 
attending to a message by a sender (Matusitz 2013, p. 77). The audience started to 
share their impressions of the events via social media, e.g. via social network pages 
such as Twitter and Facebook,1 the social news page reddit.com, or the picture 

1 It is important to emphasize that in this paper ‘social network’ and ‘social 
media’ are not understood or used as synonyms, as e.g. McQuail (2010, p. 570) 
does. In this paper, social networking pages as e.g. Twitter or Facebook are defined 
as one particular kind of social media, other kinds e.g. being blogs or content 
communities, Youtube or Wikipedia posing examples of the latter (Kaplan and 
Haenlein 2010 p. 60). Social media are a group of ‘internet-based applications’, 
based on the technological foundations of Web 2.0, allowing for the creation and 
exchange of user generated content. Social networking sites are defined more 
specific, these being applications enabling users to generate and share personal 
information via profiles on such networks. The shared information is taking various 
forms – text, pictures, video, links etc.; instant messaging being another feature 
(Boyd and Ellison 2007; Kaplan and Haenlein 2010 pp. 60).
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sharing service Instagram (Holm Nielsen 2013). Thousands, if not millions, shared 
information, pictures from the ground, commented on or discussed the latest 
developments. Many discussed the possible background of the terror attack. Such 
activities were to be found on the mentioned social media pages, but also forums 
of news pages and other independent webpages (Holm Nielsen 2013). Some also 
posted pictures of possible suspects (e.g. via the thread ‘findbostonbombers’ on 
reddit), resulting in users finding pictures of the bombers from the crime scene. 
These pictures were subsequently used by the authorities in their tracing. It should 
be noted that many pictures of ‘suspects’ were published on social media without 
validation, making many innocent to terror suspects for hours or days (Holm 
Nielsen 2013). In the final stage of the manhunt, security forces ‘locked down’ 
the city of Watertown. Now, affected citizens in the area took a key role in anti-
terror communication by updating the outside world of the newest developments. 
Residents posted pictures of SWAT-teams combing the area, armored vehicles 
blocking the roads, bullet holes and the like. In this way, the ‘immediate audience’ 
and ‘indirect audience’2 –as distinguished by Williams (1998) – were now directly 
connected. Cut off from independent sources due to the ‘lockdown’, mainstream 
media started to rely on entries of citizens on social network pages for their 
reporting. What the mass media audience in the rest of the world – composed in its 
majority by ‘regular’ citizens – was supplied with in terms of visual material, were 
pictures taken by other ‘regular’ citizens (Reuters 2013 and Holm Nielsen 2013). 

Those citizens now formed an active audience; they had become active players 
in communicating the message of strength which the anti-terror measure of the 
manhunt conveyed. Just as people in the days prior to the manhunt had become 
active players in the communication of the terror act. The audience thus became a 
(pro-)active part of the dynamics of terror/anti-terror communication.

The growing involvement of citizens in these processes signifies a general 
development regarding the role of individuals in an act of terror/anti -terror 
communication and even counter-terrorism by itself. Earlier, television was the major 
medium with which citizens were deployed with information concerning terror and 
anti-terror, terror and anti-terror communication was dependent on television and 
other mass media. ‘A highly centralized media system had connected people ‘up’ 
to big social agencies and centers of power but not ‘across’ to each other’, as Jay 
Rosen (2012) notes, audience members were rather ‘atomized’. The electronic 
mass media were ‘always carrying the sense of distance between viewer and event’, 
as Appadurai noted in 1996 (p.3). Hence, terror/anti-terror communication was a 
primarily passive act from the side of the audience (‘just sitting there’ as Rosen 
[2012] holds). Receivers of the mass media content were decoding the mass media 
messages and possibly discussing the same with friends and family (Matusitz 2013, 
pp. 35), but individual receivers did not have the multiplicity of options concerning 
interaction or influencing that current users of social media own, e.g. the chance 
to participate in mass scale discussions, to participate in discussion with individuals 
around the globe, to find a mass audience for their individual opinion, to affect the 
coverage of the mass media itself etc.

Matusitz (2013, p. 95) claims that television is still the main medium of terror/
anti-terrorism communication. Matusitz might be right in relation to usage 

2 The audience outside of the ‘locked down’ streets.
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numbers, but terror communication via social media is not only rapidly gaining 
ground, but further ads new attributes and options to such communication. In 
general, communication via social media composes a combination of the ability to 
reach out to a large amount of people at once, while at the same time still being 
able to conduct conversation. Receivers of mass content are no longer disconnected 
from each other, but interconnected. The internet and here especially social media 
is the first medium to support creating groups and conversation at the same time, 
constituting the ‘many-to-many pattern’, as Clay Shirky (2009) called it. Now, citizens 
do not longer have to rely on mainstream media or state authorities in order to 
distribute or receive information of various kinds concerning terror or anti-terror 
or to take part in the hunt for terror suspects (this being a direct act of counter-
terrorism). As shown above with the example of the Boston Bombings are citizens 
now enabled to carry out such actions independently and on their own initiative, 
made possible by the Internet and social media and since recently supported by 
the spread of smartphones. The former ‘distance between viewer and event’ 
(Appadurai, 1996, p.3) has shrunken significantly. Now, citizens are less dependent 
on mass media coverage. Regular citizens can share coverage concerning terror/
anti-terror, such as new pictures or on ground information, or simply contribute 
their own analysis of the events and share the same with the public. People can 
now ‘collectively act as a broadcast network’, as ‘The Economist’ (2011) noted. 
Mass-scale terror/anti-terror communication is now reaching its audience via 
the ‘many-to-many pattern’ (Shirky 2009) of social media, creating a horizontal 
‘citizen-to-citizen’ flow (Rosen 2012), based on ‘horizontal networks of interactive 
communication’ (Castells 2012, p 7). Individuals further carry out and share acts 
of symbolic communication, e.g. by en-masse-integrating of a flag or other symbol 
into a profile pictures on social networks after an attack. The mass media is not 
exclusively shaping the communication regarding terror/anti-terror anymore, but 
every individual has the possibility to contribute to a nation-wide, even global, 
communication process concerning these matters. Now, news ‘emerges from an 
ecosystem in which journalists, sources, readers and viewers exchange information’ 
(The Economist 2011). This process is also labeled ‘the mutualization of news’ (The 
Economist 2011). Moreover, individuals can even take part in direct counter-terror 
measures, as e.g. searching suspects or unknown details on the same.

With the growth of the importance of social media for terror/anti-terror 
communication the nature of terror audiences changes in another respect, 
audiences increase their capability to communicate with each other. Joseph Tuman 
(2003) introduced a model of distinguishable terrorism target audiences (the 
immediate audience, the broad domestic audience, foreign audiences, religious 
audiences, government audiences etc.) in which these audiences are able to react 
on each other and communicate with each other, both individually and collectively, 
but are separate groups. However, this paper argues, that with the growing usage of 
social media for terror/anti-terror communication these audiences come to much 
more mutual contact and exchange. Therefore, the boundaries between these 
audiences become blurred, and the audiences start to melt down. Members of ‘the 
American people’ (labeled as one ‘audience’ by Tuman) can easily join discussions 
with members of ‘the Muslim Community’ (another audience according to Tuman). 
It might therefore not make sense any more to speak of diversified audiences, but 
rather of one big audience.
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In times of events which are perceived as exceptional, such as the Boston 
Bombings, social media transport massive amounts of news and trigger an 
increasing amount of terror/anti-terror communication. The latter fits with the 
claim that people in general tend to use media (and communication forms) allowing 
them to reduce uncertainty and ambiguity (Daft and Lengel, 1986). Social media 
such as social networks possess according to Kaplan and Haenlein (2010, pp. 61) 
an especially high potential for resolving such uncertainty (called ‘media richness’); 
such processes can be expected to be especially relevant in times of terror attacks.

Social media further claim a growing part of citizens everyday time and 
attention, as both a research report by PEW (2012) and a research report of the ibi 
research institute (2013, pp.7) show. According to the ibi report (2013, p.7), state 
internet experts, that social networks change every day working habits, insinuating 
an excessive use of social networks during working hours. Recent polls show, that in 
the US 66% of internet users are on Facebook and that a big share of these users has 
already been distributing, sharing or commenting on news events via social media 
(PEW 2013). This result is reflecting the spread of social media from computers 
and notebooks to mobile phones. More and more people are demanding constant 
updating on news, and to be part of debating such news via social media (Holm 
Nielsen 2013). Accordingly, Pew (2012, p.1) claims that while ‘searching for news was 
the most important development of the last decade, sharing news may be among 
the most important of the next.’ These processes support the well-known claim 
by Marshall McLuhan (1964) that ‘the medium is the message’, the type of media 
used for communication influences societal processes. Social media are however 
not fully replacing mass media in terms of terror/anti-terror communication, but 
are rather an addition to modern mass media and earlier informal methods of 
communication as marketplaces or taverns,3 and further a trigger for the change of 
mass media in general.

In case of the ‘locked down’ areas following the Boston Bombings, the 
mainstream media was dependent on information from social media; however, 
the orientation of mainstream media towards citizens’ communication on social 
media is a general and growing trend. More and more content from social media 
– including terror/anti-terror communication - ends up in the coverage of mass 
media; thereby blurring the boundary between ‘mass media’ and social media. The 
latter is driven by the mass media’s need in an open news market to be the first 
with news and to provide details that their rivals cannot match (Wilkinson 1997 
p. 54). Therefore, mass media are willing to take in coverage from social media, 
also without being able to validate the coverage, an example being the distribution 
of pictures surrounding the manhunt in the streets of Watertown (Holm Nielsen 
2013). The case of Watertown, when mass media were relying on contributions 
of witnesses in the ‘locked down’ area on social media, was only one very clear 
example of this growing trend. Social media are changing mass media and journalism 
in general. The boundaries between observer and participant, consumer and 
producer, between informant and recipient and between immediate and indirect 
audience become increasingly blurred. Therefore Rosen (2012, p. 13) sees a shift in 
the ‘balance of power’ between journalists and audience and amusedly speaks of 
‘the people formerly known as the audience.’

3  Although polls show that users who share news via social media, are less likely 
to read the print version of the local newspaper the same day (PEW 2010, p.12) 
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It should be added that not only regular citizens are engaging in terror 
communication via social media, but that also terrorist organizations are present 
on social networks, using the same in order to actively reach out to potential 
supporters, sympathizers or donors, create more terrorists - and possibly promote 
‘global paranoia’ as Weimann (2011, p. 11) notes. Such terrorist platforms on social 
media are everything else than hidden away, but very visible on the biggest social 
networks such as Facebook or Twitter, examples are the open Facebook page of the 
Hezbollah or the Twitter accounts of Al-Shabab, al-Nusra or the Taliban (Weimann 
2011, p.5 and Musharbash 2013). It must be noted, that these developments out-
date the claim of Wilkinson (1997, p.54) that ‘terrorists’ own organs of propaganda 
have very limited circulation.’

One could pose the question if the increased terror communication via social 
networks from the side of regular citizens is not actually in the interest of terrorists, 
since the latter are dependent on the ‘oxygen of publicity’ (Wilkinson 1997). 
Therefore, wouldn’t the increased provision of terror acts with publicity via social 
media support the cause of terrorists and make further terror attacks more likely? 
However, it should be kept in mind that this is a critique that also the traditional 
mainstream media have faced for many decades (and they are still confronted 
with this claim). The processes of free media are simply ‘particularly vulnerable 
to exploitation and manipulation by ruthless terrorist organisations’ as Wilkinson 
(1997, p.56) concludes. However, Wilkinson’s (1997) hint that self-restraint and 
self-regulation are the best policy options for mass media in order to deal with the 
danger of being exploited by terrorists,  is not working out for social media. It seems 
both impossible to realize and unfruitful for millions of individuals to stop expressing 
their opinion on an important public matter. With that, the policy option of starving 
terrorists of the ‘oxygen of publicity’, as once demanded by Margaret Thatcher 
(Wilkinson 1997), has become an obsolete non-option. It seems a necessary evil 
in societies, which aim to understand themselves as free, to accept the mentioned 
vulnerability of social media in relation to the publicity-need of terror organizations.

As part of the action, citizens become target of surveillance

The first part described how citizens via social media become more independent 
from mass media and more interconnected with each other, when engaging in 
terror/anti-terror communication. However, another consequence of the usage of 
social media for terror/anti-terror communication is the danger that certain citizens 
or groups of citizens will make themselves to potential targets of the internet 
surveillance machine that was brought to public attention lately.

As it was learned by the broad public in the last months due to the revelations 
of Edward Snowden4, is surveillance of social media not only carried out by the 
American NSA, but by European agencies as well. The mentioned surveillance 
machine is consisting of various measures and programs such as the now infamous 
PRISM, ‘Boundless Informant’ or TEMPORA programs of the NSA and the British 
GCHQ. The NSA e.g. copies data of users of big Internet corporations (e.g. Microsoft, 
Google, Apple, Facebook, Skype), including content of emails and chats, metadata 
concerning internet use (who visited when which webpage) etc. (Reissmann 2013; 

4 Others, such as Jacob Applebaum, William Binney or Thomas Drake, had 
already made similar claims without meeting the same amount of media attention.
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Stoecker and Horchert 2013). Most of the big internet corporations at least complied 
with NSA requests for user data, if not voluntarily cooperated with intelligence 
services (Zuboff 2013). Further wiretapped the American intelligence services 
transatlantic fiber optic cables and internet junction points, by this saving contents 
of emails or metadata concerning internet use (Poitras et al. 2013 pp. 77). The latter 
is carried out by the British services as well, and in this regard are the activities 
of the British GCHQ in certain regards at least as extensive as the NSA’s efforts. 
Also the British services wiretap with the TEMPORA program the transatlantic fiber 
optic cables and save everything that can be saved (full content) up to three days 
– the first full take approach at all - and metadata concerning internet use for 30 
days (Reissmann 2013; Korge and Stoecker 2013). Additionally, has the exchange of 
information between several intelligence agencies been a regular practice, this not 
only including the agencies of the ‘Five eyes’ (the intelligence services of the US, 
UK, Canada, Australia and New Zealand), but also including an exchange between 
US intelligence and other European intelligence services such as e.g. the German 
BND. The latter follows not only from Snowden’s publications, but also from reports 
of the former whistleblowers Thomas Drake and William Binney (Poitras et al. 2013, 
p.78). In general has it been a trend over the last decade for European anti-terrorism 
to orientate itself towards American anti-terrorism (Fekete 2004, pp.8).

The mentioned surveillance programs have always – if ‘revealed’ or publicly 
debated from start with - been justified by their assumed worth in preventing 
terror attacks, e.g. by Obama after the NSA’s PRISM program was revealed (Lobo 
2013a).5 These justifications thus connect to the debates on the amount of security 
measures necessary in a society versus the amount of rights and freedom necessary 
(see e.g. Berti 2009, Ignatieff 2004), the governments and security agencies arguing 
in favor of additional security measures are mostly taking a utilitarian stance, 
arguing with the potential numbers of attacks prevented and lives saved (Korge and 
Stoecker 2013). In course of this have not only the intelligence services in various 
nations around the globe, but also their governments neglected human rights in 
the quest for total security, a quest built on the mechanisms of power politics and 
an at times excessive threat perception supported by the mentioned increased 
terror communication via social media. In the vocabulary of Foucault (2006, pp. 
108) seem governments and security agencies to have stopped understanding 
populations as legal bodies or entities, and instead solely understand them as ‘a 
totality of elements that need to be analyzed, administered and regulated.’6

Returning to the problem that certain citizens or certain groups of citizens will 
make themselves to potential targets of the internet surveillance machine: This is 
already valid for surveillance on metadata level; it is enough for a user to have 
contact to a user who is already target of surveillance, or only to the friend of a 
‘friend of a friend’ (to use Facebook vocabulary) who is already targeted (e.g. for 
communicating on suspicious web-forums or owning a ‘suspicious’ Facebook profile 

5 An interesting side note is the fact that many security agencies demand further 
competencies in case of both a prevented terror attack and in case of a non-
prevented attack, in case of the former with the rationale that security measures 
work and in case of the latter with the rationale that additional security measures 
are necessary in order to prevent attacks (Trojanow and Zeh 2009 p. 63-64).

6 Translated from German



262

POLITSCI ’13

or sending out suspicious emails), in order to become a target of surveillance as 
well (Meusers 2013). Via the systematical saving of full content and the subsequent 
scanning of the same via keywords (as e.g. conducted extensively by the TEMPORA 
program of the GCHQ) might users posting a lot on terrorism in general, or posting 
or sharing critical remarks or articles regarding the anti-terrorism policies of the 
mentioned agencies (as e.g. the author of this paper), end up being categorized 
as ‘suspicious individuals’ as well (Savage 2013). People posting information which 
seems promising for catching a wanted terrorist (as e.g. the people supplying the 
public with indications of whom the bombers from Boston could be in the days 
following the attack on the Boston Marathon) might higher their ‘chances’ of being 
the target of internet surveillance as well. The fact that individuals are already targets 
of surveillance due to terror/anti-terrorism communication via social networks was 
recently emphasized in Germany with the example of Daniel Bangert, who called on 
his Facebook-‘friends’ to ‘pay a visit’ to the NSA base in his hometown (the ‘Dagger 
Complex’ in Griesheim, Germany), a post that was answered by visits of the German 
police and the German State Security (Horchert 2013). Another example falling in 
this category is the case of university professor Matthew Green. Green posted an 
NSA critical entry on his blog (which ran over the server of his university), and was 
subsequently asked by his Dean to remove certain parts of the entry or look out for 
a lawyer (Rosen 2013).

Due to the revelations of whistleblowers such as Snowden and stories such as 
the one about Daniel Bangert’s Facebook entry, there is the danger that a certain 
amount of citizens might start to censor themselves, and might refrain from posting 
critical remarks on anti-terrorism policies or from engaging in political online 
discussions in general. The latter claim is based on the results of longstanding 
psychological research, stating that surveillance can lead to individuals tailoring 
their behavior accordingly; e.g. reports Richards (2013, p.1935) that state scrutiny 
can chill the exercise of civil liberties and inhibit individuals from experimenting 
with ‘new, controversial, or deviant ideas’, citizens become in other words more 
conformist. Citizens might stop to express themselves as they would have done 
without knowing about surveillance measures being in place. This is also valid for 
situations in which citizens cannot be sure whether they are under surveillance 
or not; only the perception that there is a chance of being watched has already 
the described effects. Jameel Jaffer, senior lawyer at ACLU (American Civil Liberties 
Union) shares this evaluation in connection with the concrete case of NSA 
surveillance. He fears that people will refrain from ‘visiting controversial Web sites, 
discussing controversial topics or investigating politically sensitive questions’. Such 
hesitations would in the accumulation and over time ‘change citizens’ relationship 
to one another and to the government.’(Jaffer cited in Savage 2013). A poll among 
German internet experts, conducted just a few months before the ‘revelations’ of 
Edward Snowden reached the public, showed that these ‘internet-fluent’ individuals 
were very aware of the problems concerning privacy the internet brings. A big 
majority of the interviewees claimed to be very careful with using and spreading 
personal information and further wished for more anonymity on social network 
sites (Ibi research 2013, p. 6). It is to assume, that the cautiousness of the internet-
savvy population has not decreased in the run of the excessive media coverage on 
the ‘surveillance-machine’ described earlier.
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It seems reasonable to assume that only a small amount of the broad population 
in European countries will engage in such self-censoring. The danger of self-censoring 
was emphasized and the assumption that a minority of the population might start 
to be more cautious when communicating via the Internet was supported by the 
results of a representative poll conducted in Germany in November 2013, in which 
10% of the asked states that they have become more cautious when writing emails 
due to the revealed surveillance (infratest dimap 2013). Especially internet savvy 
people might be among this group as the mentioned poll by ibi research (2013, p.19) 
suggests (88% of internet experts were cautious concerning the distribution of their 
private data and information on the Internet, that is before Snowden’s documents 
reached the public). Therefore, it is to assume that the share of citizens engaging 
in self-censoring behavior might be bigger for certain more specific segments of 
society, namely journalists, activists, (certain) academics, foreigners, computer 
activists (e.g. so called hacktivists), Muslims etc. In example might not all journalists 
be eager to face the same aggressive treatment that journalists of ‘The Guardian’ 
received by members of the British authorities after the newspaper published 
material by Edward Snowden (Zeit online 2013). The majority of the population will 
most probably not fall into self-censoring behavior, a reason for this possibly being 
the desensitization concerning privacy in general, at least co-constituted by the 
very digital experiences of the past decade(s) as e.g. Lobo (2013b) and Trojanow 
and Zeh (2009, pp. 75) argue and a study by Debatin et al. (2009) shows. But even 
if the share of citizens censoring themselves is to be estimated as rather small, still 
this would pose a grave development; especially in societies that are claiming to be 
‘the shining city on the hill’ concerning democracy standards.

Internet surveillance and human rights

This part of the paper will take account of the above-mentioned dynamics 
from a human rights perspective. It seems important to do so, especially since 
governments try to underline that their surveillance measures are in the boundaries 
of domestic legal frameworks. Whereas this evaluation seems doubtful in cases, 
this paper shall focus on the effects of the mentioned surveillance on human rights. 
Not only domestic laws should be an important point for state agencies, but also 
international laws and conventions, as e.g. the existing international human rights 
conventions. 

It must be concluded that the mentioned ‘surveillance machine’, the mentioned 
danger of individuals making themselves targets of this surveillance and the danger 
of individuals censoring themselves conflicts with human rights conventions and 
frameworks that Western and European countries consider themselves connected 
to, e.g. the European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR), the Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights (UDHR), or the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 
(ICCPR).

The mentioned surveillance measures in general conflict with the demand of 
international human rights law, which entitles everyone to respect for their privacy; 
e.g. states article 12 UDHR (and art. 8 of the ECHR, art. 17 ICCPR), that no one 
shall be subjected to arbitrary interference with his privacy or correspondence. 
However, the mentioned surveillance measures result in just that. The right to 
privacy, a fundamental ‘prerequisite for individual freedom’ (Trojanow and Zeh 
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2009 p. 133), is violated on a massive scale on unjustifiable grounds. The violation 
of the right to privacy also makes the enjoyment of another human right less likely, 
namely freedom of expression (e.g. art. 19 UDHR, art. 10 ECHR, art. 19 ICCPR).7 It 
is hard to imagine that people with no privacy left will be active citizens, engaging 
freely in public debates.

Also in case of citizens censoring themselves, inflicts the surveillance on the right 
concerning freedom of expression, as was pointed out by human rights NGOs as 
well, e.g. Human Rights Watch (2013). The right to freedom of expression is already 
endangered when one e.g. has to consider posting something on a social network 
or not due to possible repercussions such as becoming target for surveillance.

The surveillance of metadata by the NSA and the GCHQ is further affecting 
the right to freedom of association (e.g. art 20 UDHR), this evaluation is shared 
by Human Rights Watch (2013). The intelligence services are able to map via their 
surveillance the entire social network of a person, therewith is there no freedom of 
association on the Internet (and due to our daily contact with this medium almost 
none outside of the Internet as well) without intelligence services such as the NSA 
potentially knowing about individuals forming associations.8 But, if individuals 
cannot form associations – especially critical groups – without state authorities 
being able to survey all their actions, there is no real ‘freedom’ in the forming of 
associations any more. Individuals might start to refrain from forming or joining 
associations, especially critical ones, this being another form of self-censorship as 
described above.

Clearly, the evaluations of the latter paragraphs merely represent the general 
situation of human rights around the globe: many governments do not respond to 
the mentioned human rights conventions and disregard human rights on a daily 
basis. Human rights are regularly trumped by issues that are perceived to be more 
important to the state, e.g. security issues (running along the classic divide between 
high and low politics). However, it is important to point out such violations of the 
mentioned conventions, especially since certain rights infringements (e.g. regarding 
the right to privacy) seem to have reached new heights for certain Western states 
due to Internet surveillance. The conventions further build the cornerstone of 
international human rights politics, and any violation of these conventions further 
undermines the frameworks of such politics.

It might be further asked if all citizens are equally affected by the surveillance 
mechanisms and the human rights derogations that follow with the same. There 
is reason to assume that this is not the case; it is rather to assume that – although 
intelligence institutions are aiming at saving all information – members of certain 
groups run a higher risk of being targeted by surveillance mechanisms than 
members of other groups, based e.g. on profession, ethnicity, religion. Groups 
that might be affected more than others are e.g. journalists, activists, academics, 
foreigners, or Muslims. This claim is in line with the argumentation of Jeremy 
Waldron who states that in case of a restriction of liberties in order to achieve more 
security, the outcome is ‘that the real diminution in liberty may affect some people 

7  According to the UDHR ‘the right to freedom of opinion and expression, the 
right to hold opinions without interference’.

8  This was recently confirmed by whistleblower William Binney (Nelson, US-
News June 2013).
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more than others’ (Waldron, 2003, p. 194). Findings by Fekete (2012, p.3) support 
this claim; e.g. has the practice of ‘religious profiling’ seen a rise in the course of 
European post-9/11 anti-terror policies. Such practices, and unequal treatment of 
the population in terms of anti-terror policies in general, would generate another 
human rights violation in that it discriminates certain parts of the populations, 
as e.g. prohibited by article 7 of the UDHR (‘All are equal before the law and are 
entitled without discrimination to equal protection of the law’).

It is at times argued, that human rights must and legitimately can be derogated 
in times of emergency in order to prevent danger (see e.g. Ignatieff, 2004). However, 
human rights, as stated e.g. in the ICCPR can only legitimately be derogated in 
case of ‘public emergency which threatens the life of the nation’; the derogations 
are to be of a temporary nature only, the derogations have to be carried out in a 
transparent fashion and no discrimination on the basis of race, color, sex, language, 
religion or social origin is to take place, further are certain articles excluded from 
derogation (ICCPR art. 4). Applying the circumstances of the current case of 
surveillance on these demands one comes to the conclusion that one cannot speak 
of legitimate rights derogation: the measures are not transparent, nor temporary 
in their nature. When full content of Internet traffic is secretly saved in a routine 
manner, one cannot speak of a transparent or temporary fashion. Further can an 
‘emergency which threatens the life of the nation’ not be detected in Britain or the 
US. And, even discriminatory practices are – as explained above – likely to occur in 
connection to Internet surveillance.

It further seems to be important to have in mind that the result of the described 
surveillance might not only be the abuse of the already mentioned human rights, 
but might lead to people actually being arrested and subsequently further human 
rights being abused, as had to be learned in recent years by evaluating the anti-
terrorism policies of the states in focus. Reports on the anti-terrorism policies of 
e.g. the US and the UK (e.g. Tyrie, Gough and McCracken 2011, Fekete 2009, Tayler 
2013) made clear that also the human rights demands concerning the prohibition 
of arbitrary detention (Art. 9 UDHR), the ban of torture (Art. 5 UDHR) and the right 
to life (Art. 3 UDHR) have been undermined in run of anti-terror actions.9

The described surveillance conflicts not only with articles in human rights 
conventions – but also with the ‘intuitive, general notions of human rights, freedoms 
and individuality’ that most members of Western societies (still) own. It is such 
notions that co-constitute the understanding of what human rights are in society. 
(Dorfman, 2012).The described surveillance openly conflicts with populations’ 
sense for privacy. It is this sense of privacy causing many internet users, and the 
majority of internet experts – as explained above - to be cautious concerning 
the distribution of personal data via the internet. However, the mentioned 
desensitization regarding privacy in general of the past decade (Lobo 2013b, 
Trojanow and Zeh 2009) has most probably already affected the notion of many 
members of western societies concerning privacy.  If the mentioned surveillance 
will not be curtailed, the populations’ notions or conceptions of privacy or freedom 
of expression or association in society might develop in non-desirable directions: 
the cautious internet users will perceive the amount of freedoms and rights to 

9 The American ‘rendition’ and drone programs deliver examples of violations of 
the mentioned articles of the UDHR.  
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be in decline, and therefore might engage in the mentioned self-censorship. This 
group will thus sacrifice freedom of expression in order to (re)gain privacy. The ones 
already desensitized regarding privacy will probably not engage in such behavior, 
but live with a less developed sense for the right to privacy.

The possible tendency for self-censoring and the broad surveillance in general 
conflict further with notions of human dignity, an evaluation shared by internet 
activists such as Jacob Appelbaum (2013). Human dignity not only being a concept 
inter alia deriving from the mentioned human rights conventions, but being 
another of the mentioned intuitive, general notions that most members of Western 
societies own. When every citizen is first of all seen as a potential threat, or as a 
potential source for information, it seems hard to imagine how such a mindset shall 
be combinable with any conception of respect for human dignity.

Further is it a reasonable concern that programs such as TEMPORA and PRISM 
set global precedents (as e.g. claimed by Human Rights Watch, 2013). If even those 
governments, who otherwise publicly emphasize the importance of human rights, 
undermine the same with their surveillance programs, why should any country 
refrain from doing the same? Any kind of surveillance around the globe might in 
the future be argued for by referring to the example of European and American 
surveillance. If Western states disregard human right in the name of terror 
prevention, other more violent leaderships receive free arguments to do the same.

Human rights were reported to have become all-encompassing in international 
politics in the 1990s, ‘you couldn’t escape it’, as Cmiel (2004, p.117) wrote. Human 
rights were now emphasized not only by the suppressed, but also the powerful, 
e.g. emphasized by NATO leaders and entrenched on the US foreign policy agenda 
(Cmiel 2004 p. 117; Donnelly 2013 p. 236).  However, in face of the mentioned 
human rights abuses in the course of anti-terror policies might one see a retreat of 
the powerful from using the vocabulary of human rights, an example was delivered 
with the reaction of responsible governments on the revelations concerning NSA 
and GCHQ surveillance – everything, it was argued, was carried out according to 
domestic law, no notion was made of human rights (Hopkins 2013). Hence, human 
rights might for many of the powerful become a subordinate issue of world politics 
again, as it was before the end of the Cold War (Donnelly 2013, pp.235).

Intensified social media surveillance due to increased terror/anti-terror 

communication via social media?

The first part of this paper concluded that terror/anti-terrorism communication is 
widespread on social media services such as Twitter, Facebook or YouTube, that such 
services increase the overall amount of terror/anti-terrorism communication, and 
that the audience becomes an active part of such communication via these media. 
Further could it be concluded that social media lead to a more direct involvement 
of terror organizations themselves in the process of terror communication.

This paper will in the following constitute the hypothesis that intelligence 
services target social media in an intensified fashion also because of the extended 
terror/anti-terrorism communication taking place on these venues.

Two points are essential for an increased surveillance of social media: first, the 
fact that intelligence services themselves evaluate such an increased surveillance 
as important or valuable, and second, that the political institutions in charge allow 
those services to carry out such an intensified surveillance. 
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That intelligence services evaluate an increased surveillance of social media 
as valuable can be deduced from the following arguments. First, social media as 
such collect vast amounts of personal data, be it personal profiles, preferences, 
maps of social networks, chats or metadata, including acts of terror/anti-terror 
communication which might allow for conclusions on an individual’s ‘threat 
potential’. Such data must be highly promising for intelligence services; the prospect 
to gain control of and to systemize so many new sources of information is a strong 
incentive for every intelligence service on the globe. This claim rests inter alia on 
Zuboff’s third law (2013), which states that ‘every digital application that can be used 
for surveillance and control will be used for surveillance and control, irrespective of 
its originating intention.’ The example of the story of Daniel Bangert proves that 
entries (in this case an act of critical anti-terrorism communication) on social media 
of individuals with no criminal record or terrorist background, formulated in a jokey 
tone, can lead to direct actions of security agencies. Therefore is it to assume that 
social media are already targeted excessively and in grand detail. Another argument 
in favor of this assumption is the usage of social media for terror communication by 
terror organizations themselves. It is to assume that intelligence services will target 
social media more extensive when it is known that terrorists are represented and 
are communicating with potential supporters on such platforms.

Political leaderships will now allow for an intensified surveillance of social 
media especially in times of an increased threat perception. An increased threat 
perception is based on the minds of citizens and leaders, not on hard facts (Stone 
2002). Interestingly, social media themselves play their role in constructing such 
a perception of threat, as most acts of terror communication create perceptions 
of insecurity. In general is the perception of insecurity always subjective, not 
based on measurable threat potentials but subjective evaluations, since security 
is not a fact but a perception (Trojanow and Zeh 2009 p. 47). According to various 
studies and analysts (e.g. Sunstein 2005, Walsh 2010, Sinclair and Antonius 2012, 
Trojanow and Zeh 2009, Ahern et al. 2002, Rothe and Muzzatti 2004, Matusitz 
2013) increases additional intake of terror communication the threat perception 
and the willingness to react on such a threat with force (Walsh 2010, Sinclair and 
Antonius 2012). Social media now play a role in increasing the intake and emotional 
impact that terror coverage has on individuals. As Dillard (1994) suggests, plays 
the source of a message a potential role for the comprehension and the emotional 
impact of the message. News received from friends or acquaintances via social 
networks are often perceived as more personal and more relevant, the chance 
that such entries are read is higher (The Economist 2011 and PEW 2012). In other 
words, social recommendations of news (often including terror communication) 
increase the odds that friends and family members of social media users see the 
same things. This is shown in a poll by PEW (2012); 70% of those Americans who 
ever follow Facebook recommendations for news, explain that these links come 
mostly from friends or family. Posts received from friends over social media further 
entail a higher degree of ‘social presence’, the latter being a consequence of the 
increased amount of both immediacy and intimacy of communication that social 
media provide in comparison to ‘classic’ mass media (Kaplan and Haenlein 2010 p. 
61; Short, Williams and Christie 1976). According to Kaplan and Haenlein (2010 p. 
61) leads the higher amount of social presence to an increased amount of mutual 
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influence among the individuals using social media. Applied on the topic of this 
paper does this suggest that receiving messages about terror/anti-terrorism from 
friends via social media causes a higher emotional binding to these events, an 
increased threat perception and an increased probability of mutual influencing. 
In other words, people will by using social media be exposed to more terror 
communication, this being especially valid for the days around terror attacks.10 The 
likely consequence of this is an increased threat perception and the spread of this 
threat perception among connected individuals.

It is this threat perception after trigger events such as the Boston Bombings that 
security politicians act on, in order to push for further security measures, as e.g. 
an increased surveillance of the Internet, including an intensified surveillance of 
those very social media that were responsible for heightening the threat perception 
in first place. In other words, it is mostly not the ‘hard facts’ of terror (e.g. the 
number of victims) that security politicians act on, but the amount of public 
terror communication triggered and the consequential threat perception of the 
population. Therefore anti-terrorism policies are enacted often after a trigger event 
such as a terror attack which receives wide attention, by this seizing the ‘window 
of opportunity’ for policy actions (Kingdon 1995). However, are additional security/
anti-terrorism measures not demanded after terror attacks which did not cause a 
high public attention or threat perception. In other words, intensified social media 
terror communication has its part in triggering demands for more security from the 
side of security politicians. 

Therefore are the mentioned intelligence surveillance programs also a 
consequence of the terror/anti-terrorism communication described earlier, a 
changed pattern of such communication (increasingly taking place on the internet 
in general and social media specifically) leads to a changed pattern of surveillance 
- and a more intense one. Increased (terror) communication via social media raises 
the likelihood that surveillance of just these social media will be enlarged. This 
development cannot be described as a trend anymore; as the public learned in 
connection to the revelations by Edward Snowden has this ‘trend’ already become 
a reality. The responsible authorities are not satisfied with possible volunteer 
cooperation, e.g. of users identifying possible terror suspects as described above, 
but want to be in control of all possibly accessible information.

The developments described above, give rise to the seemingly paradox 
situation, that the social usage of internet communication (often perceived as an 
especially ‘free’ communication venue, e.g. by Manuel Castells [2012, p. 2+15]) 
leads to more surveillance, less freedom and a worse human rights situation and 
an increased danger of becoming a target on the individual level. Human beings are 
(in their net-existence)11 according to this new reality reduced to potential security 
risks (besides being potential consumers). However, at the same time terror is not 
successfully prevented by this intensified surveillance, as the described example of 
the Boston Bombings showed. An example of this paradox situation is delivered by 
the mentioned case of Matthew Green: after he was forced to delete elements of a 

10 Online communication regarding terror/anti-terrorism events increases 
rapidly after events which are perceived as exceptional, as 9/11 showed: then, 
online terror communication amplified rapidly (PEW 2001).

11 The net-existence seems to become ever more important in relation to the 
’real life’ existence.
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critical blog entry, he went to the social media (namely Twitter) in order to make his 
case public. Within hours his dean backpedalled and allowed for the deleted parts 
to be restored (Rosen 2013). In other words had social media first made Green a 
suspect and degraded him of the enjoyment of freedom of expression, only to help 
him to find a sufficient amount of publicity in order to turn the case around.

Conclusion

This paper has spelled out certain dynamics and effects of social media on 
terror/anti-terrorism communication and the level of internet surveillance. The 
conclusion is that individuals via social media become more interconnected and 
more independent from mass media during acts of terror communication and anti-
terror communication. Audiences via the ‘many-to-many pattern’ melt together in 
one big audience. Members of this audience influence each other and take key roles 
in information supply to the outside world. Terrorist organizations try to take part in 
these processes as well. Mass media has lost its monopoly over terror/anti-terror 
communication and now integrates an increasing amount of social media terror/
anti-terror communication into its coverage. The boundaries between observer 
and participant, consumer and producer, immediate and indirect audience become 
increasingly blurred.

However, the multiplicity of new option concerning terror/anti-terror 
communication via social media has brought new risks for users as well. Users 
might make themselves to targets of the surveillance machine used by intelligence 
services such as the NSA or the GCHQ. On basis of this, this paper formed the 
hypothesis that certain members of society will fall into self-censoring behavior, in 
order to avoid being targeted by the mentioned surveillance. A recent poll indicates 
that a certain share of internet users has already become more cautious when 
communicating via this medium (infratest dimap 2013).

It is further concluded that surveillance programs in their current form violate 
several human rights articles of human rights convention, which the states employing 
such programs have signed in the past. But, besides articles in a convention violate 
and possibly change surveillance measures the intuitive notions concerning 
freedoms and rights that all individuals in the concerned societies possess. Further 
set such surveillance programs precedents for other governments worldwide.

This paper further created the hypothesis that social media bear responsibility 
for the increased fashion of internet surveillance that could be detected. First with 
their characteristic of being highly promising sources of information for intelligence 
services – and the connected willingness of social media companies, to ‘be used’ 
as such a source by the intelligence services. And second, take social media – 
largely unintended – their part in increasing the threat perception of populations. 
A process that governments react on, with increased security measures, such as 
internet surveillance. On the background of an increased threat perception are 
governments ignoring international law, declaring a permanent state of emergency 
on the domestic arena, and conclude that everything is going according to the law- 
an evaluation shared by Giorgio Agamben (2003, p. 102).

Terrorists have the ability to attack societies and individuals, and thus violate 
human rights. States react on this fact by violating human rights themselves. In 
their often unsuccessful attempts to prevent terrorism, states undermine human 
rights norms, notions of individual freedom and rule of law. The latter is done 
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by governments, but also - in democratic political systems –the populations 
themselves, the latter by allowing the authorities to come away with not sufficiently 
legitimized ever increasing security measures, based on the own threat perception 
or indifference. However, human rights and the connected notions of freedom 
have to be defended against those who take terror attacks as an opportunity to 
implement all-encompassing security measures, which seem to leave not much 
intact of the West’s ideas of rights and freedoms.
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EXAMINING TERRORISM’S EFFECTS ON RIGHT-WING 
POLITICAL PARTIES IN TURKISH 2011 ELECTIONS
REŞAT BAYER, ÖZGE KEMAHLIOĞLU

Introduction

We analyze municipal level legislative election results to see how terrorism 
affects the main political parties in elections.  Our study is at the micro-level of 
municipalities-an understudied level for electoral studies let alone the study of 
terrorism and electoral politics. We conduct the empirical analysis at the municipal 
level where the citizens would feel more threatened by the attacks since they are 
closer to the location of the attack.  The literature suggests that right-wing parties 
receive a boost from terrorist attacks.  However, it is unclear whether the gains 
differ among the different right-wing parties.  Moreover, while the literature argues 
that right-wing political parties fare better, we believe that it is necessary to further 
examine the advantages of right-wing parties in different contexts.  Specifically, 
what happens to right-wing parties when terrorism is present but at a lessened 
amount? Moreover, in such a context would the main and opposition right-wing 
political parties fare in the same way?   Our test case in this study is the Turkish 2011 
electoral campaigns.  On 12 June 2011, the incumbent right-wing political party, 
Adalet ve Kalkınma Party (AK Party), won the elections for the third consecutive 
time with 49.83 percent share of the total vote whereas Cumhuriyetci Halk Partisi 
(CHP) and Milliyetci Halk Partisi (MHP) won respectively 25.98 percent and 13.01 
percent of the vote. Both AK Party and the main opposition left-wing political party 
CHP saw their votes increase from the 2007 general elections. Given that terrorism 
took place between 2007 and 2011, it is intriguing that the two main political parties 
of the era saw their votes increase and that the main opposition right-wing political 
party, MHP, did not.  While Turkey has experienced terrorism extensively, it has been 
understudied particularly quantitatively (see Kıbrıs, 2011). We are also not aware 
of studies that have studied terrorism at the municipal level in Turkey.  While the 
1990s were the high point of (PKK-related) terrorism we believe that the 2000s are 
relevant as terrorism certainly continued; this gives us the ability to examine how 
political parties fare in such a context where terrorism is still important, but may 
not be the defining issue of the elections.  In fact, there are suggestions that terror 
groups orchestrated attacks with the goal of seeing the main incumbent political 
party, AK Party lose elections (Zaman, 2008). Contrary to much of the literature, 
our expectation is that terrorism will not increase the vote of all right-wing political 
parties’ vote share during the 2011 elections.  We next turn to the literature review. 
We then discuss our research design. We continue by presenting and analyzing our 
findings from a regression analysis of the 2011 elections.

Literature review

The literature shows that terrorism affects electoral politics in democracies 
(Berrebi and Klor, 2008; Kıbrıs, 2011; Montalvo, 2011; Robbins, Hunter and Murray, 
2013) but there are many differences in the arguments, research designs and 
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findings. As a majority of the studies are on democracies, results emerging from the 
study of terrorism and electoral politics within the context of democracy will receive 
attention (for recent studies on non-democracies see Newman, 2013; Aksoy, Carter, 
and Wright, 2012). The focus will be in particular on findings pertaining to right-
wing parties.

Overall, there is considerable literature which says that right-wing parties 
receive more votes following terrorism (Kıbrıs, 2011; Berrebi and Klor, 2006; 
Berrebi and Klor, 2008) and this appears to be not due to turnout but due to change 
of preferences (Berrebi and Klor, 2008).  It has to be said that there is not much 
theoretical discussion as to why a turn to the right happens when confronted with 
terrorism.  The basic line of argument appears to be that in the face of threats, 
people espouse more authoritarian values and these benefits right-wing political 
parties.

In the case of Israeli elections, there appears to be a rightist prime minister 
advantage such that in the face of terrorism, there is more rightist voting and a 
right-wing incumbent prime minister’s party encountering local fatalities due to 
terrorism do not witness lessened votes (Berrebi and Klor, 2008). At the same time, 
it should be noted that they report that there is a difference between local and 
non-local vote whereby local terror fatalities result in an increase for the right even 
in left-leaning parts of the country but in non-local terror fatalities, the right-wing 
parties lose votes. Thus, terror attacks have implications beyond the immediate 
locality (Berrebi and Klor, 2008) with other localities also affected by the terrorist 
attack. In fact, Finseraas and Listhaug (2013) report through survey data that the 
2008 Mumbia terrorist affected the fear of terror in European countries but the 
results are inconclusive as to whether this results in a change in self-placement in 
left-right scales.

A particularly interesting case emerges from the Spanish elections.  Survey 
results show that terrorism brought in the socialists; specifically the terrorist attack 
in Madrid seem to have particularly influenced center and left leaning individuals 
to vote and that those who were less inclined to vote such as the young and 
uneducated turned out to vote (Bali, 2007). In fact, Montalvo (2011) using overseas 
ballots cast before the elections estimates that the ruling right-wing party could 
have won between 42 and 46 per cent of the vote rather than 37.6 per cent of 
the vote had it not been for the Madrid bombings.  While the Israeli case would 
suggest that the right-wing appears to see its votes increase in the face of terrorism, 
the Spanish case suggests that this support is conditional on public approval of 
relevant policy areas. Specifically, the right-wing political party’s vulnerability in 
relevant policy areas to the terrorist attack such as foreign policy was highlighted 
by terrorism (Bali, 2007).

Moreover, there are some interesting findings reported for left-wing parties. 
The amount of terrorist attacks is found to be higher when a left-leaning party is 
in office (Berberi and Klor, 2006).  This finding is also collaborated by Koch and 
Cranmer (2007).  Moreover, it should be noted that  47 leftist terrorist groups are 
identified by Weinberg to be either created by an (extreme) left party or a left party 
faction that broke away and created a terrorist group (2003, pp. 30, 44-45).  In 
their examination of the 1960s and 1970s, Weinberg and Eubank (1992, pp. 132) 
report that while 40.4 per cent of terrorist groups were in countries where right-
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wing political parties were winning votes in parliamentary elections, 61.5 percent 
of terrorist groups were in countries where left-wing parties won votes (but 
these percentages would be closer depending on how one classifies nationalist, 
regionalist, and religious parties).  Right-wing incumbent parties do not appear at 
a marked advantage over their left-wing parties in receiving (verbal) support from 
opposition political parties in the face of terrorist attacks (Chowanietz, 2010).

Is Turkey closer to Spain or to Israel? Through an examination of military funerals 
attributed to PKK terrorism, Kıbrıs (2011) demonstrates that in the 1991 and 1995 
elections, voters were sensitive to terrorism induced deaths and they blamed the 
government for the deaths. Moreover, this results in voters turning to right-wing 
political parties, particularly to opposition right-wing political parties. Thus, can we 
expect that 2011 elections or any other election in Turkey (or a similar country 
to Turkey) would see an increase in the vote for right-wing parties, particularly 
incumbent right-wing political parties?

Terrorism and Elections in Turkey

The Global Terrorism Database reports 96 terrorism events spread throughout 
the country between the 2007 elections and 2011 elections (START 2013a). This 
amount of attacks is difficult to ignore especially as these attacks did result in loss 
of life.  Incumbency hurts politicians’ electoral chances when they cannot perform 
well in the provision of public goods such as security or economic growth. It should 
be said that both in the case of parliamentary, i.e., Turkey (Kıbrıs, 2011), as well as 
presidential systems (Holmes and de Piñeres, 2012) incumbent governments are 
blamed for losses  and that repeated attacks result not in support but criticism of 
the incumbent (Chowanietz, 2010).   With respect to Turkey, scholars have shown 
evidence that incumbent politicians and parties also enjoy some benefits through 
their control over financial resources. While Kemahlıoğlu (2012) shows that party 
activists and members are hired in the public sector in return for their party and 
campaign work, Carkoğlu and Aytaç (2013) provide evidence from survey analysis 
that citizens when voting take into account the particularistic material benefits 
they receive from parties. Therefore, keeping their performance in the provision of 
public goods, incumbent parties are expected to gain electorally from their control 
over the government. Since these earlier studies did not focus on terrorism, we do 
not know whether the evaluations of security or the provision of private material 
goods weighs in more strongly in the Turkish elections. The incumbent right-wing 
political party in the 2011 elections faced at least two conflicting forces: on the one 
hand, terrorism was present but on the other hand, they might have been able to 
address terrorism through the advantages of incumbency and this could have led 
the effects of terrorism to be mitigated.  On the other hand, the findings from the 
literature would suggest that the main opposition right-wing can be expected to 
increase its vote. Thus, we would expect to find the opposition right-wing MHP to 
increase its vote while incumbent AK Party would not see an increase in its vote.

Thus, we attempt to contribute to the relevant literature in several ways. We 
examine how various Turkish political parties fared at municipal elections when 
they faced terrorist attacks in the municipality. This is important because past 
work has tended to more focus on national and provincial level election results or 
outcomes (Holmes and de Piñeres, 2012; Kıbrıs, 2011) rather than considering the 
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municipality-level results.  Moreover, unlike the 1990s when there were more right-
wing parties and many coalition governments in Turkey, which resulted in Kıbrıs 
(2011) grouping the various parties under a certain bloc, we examine the various 
parties individually. This enables us to have a better understanding of how each 
political party fared. Finally, the 2011 Turkish elections have not been examined 
statistically with terrorism in mind.  This is important as there was not a coalition 
government and this enables us to see both how the single party right-wing 
incumbent political party fared in the face of terrorism as well as the opposition 
right-wing political party fared.  In addition, a cursory examination of terrorism data 
for over four decades from the Global Terrorism Database would suggest that the 
sheer amount of terrorism experienced in the 1990s was the outlier and that the 
2007-2011 period was more typical of Turkey’s experience with terrorism.

Analysis

The analysis is conducted at the municipal level. The dependent variable is the 
vote share of the incumbent party in that municipality in the 2011 elections. We 
also control for the party’s vote share in the previous legislative elections of 2007. 
Then, there are control variables that measure the socio-economic condition of the 
municipality. The overall economic development of the municipality is measured 
by illiteracy rate. Finally, we control for the size of the municipality by including the 
number of registered voters in that municipality. All of the variables are from data 
provided by Turkish Statistical Institute.  Since our dependent variable is continuous, 
we rely upon ordinary least squares regression and also use robust standard errors.

We include two binary terror variables. Our main terrorism variable captures 
whether any terrorism took place in the municipality since the last election.  We 
also include a second terrorism variable which captures if any terrorism took place 
within the province in which the municipality is located in the past. This second 
variable helps to capture the proximate time and spatial effects of terrorism on 
elections as voters can be influenced by what happened not just since the last 
election cycle but also in the past and they might also be influenced by proximate 
events. The correlation between the two terror variables is below 0.5.

Our terrorism variables are influenced by what is used in publications on electoral 
politics and terrorism. Yet, there are considerable differences in the research 
designs of past studies. Many of these studies have tended to focus on districts 
within a single country with several studies on Colombia, Israel, Nepal, and Spain 
(Holmes, et al., 2007; Holmes and de Piñeres, 2012; Berrebi and Klor, 2006; Berrebi 
and Klor, 2008; Montalvo, 2011; de la Calle, 2013; Bohara, Mitchell and Nepal, 
2006). A few studies have tried to examine more than one country (Robbins, Hunter 
and Murray, 2013; Rustad, et al., 2011; Chowanietz, �2010, Newman, 2013; Şatana, 
Inman and Birnir, 2013) but they tend to analyze at national level. The period under 
study has also varied with studies that have focused on just one election (Bali 2007) 
as well as several elections (Holmes and de Piñeres, 2012; Kıbrıs, 2011; Montalvo, 
2013).  There is also no standard dependent variable with some studies focusing on 
support for political parties (Holmes and de Piñeres, 2012; Kıbrıs, 2011) as well as 
voter turnout (Robbins, Hunter and Murray, 2013). The timing of terrorism is noted 
in many studies with  terrorism in previous year being a popular choice (Robbins, 
Hunter and Murray, 2013)  but results have been reported to be not affected by 
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time of differences of 3, 6, 12 months as well as since last election (Berrebi and 
Klor, 2008). There is some suggestion that terrorism’s impact is higher both before 
and after elections (Newman, 2013, Berrebi and Klor, 2008, Bali, 2007).  Effects 
of various forms of violence on voting, including leftist and paramilitary violence 
are considered (Holmes and de Piñeres, 2012; Holmes, et al., 2007) but in other 
studies, a differentiation of whether terrorism is leftist or paramilitary violence is 
not made (Kıbrıs, 2011). While many studies rely on Global Terrorism database or 
its predecessors (Newman, 2013; Şatana, Inman and Birnir, 2013; Robbins, Hunter 
and Murray, 2013) but there are also data sets that are created by the authors 

(Kıbrıs, 2011; Brathwaite, 2013; de la Calle, 2013). The selection of data set has 
implications (see Sheehan, 2012; Young and Findlay, 2011) and we decided to rely 
upon the Global Terrorism Database due to its comprehensiveness. A terrorist 
attack is defined in this database ‘as the threatened or actual use of illegal force and 
violence by a non-state actor to attain a political, economic, religious, or social goal 
through fear, coercion, or intimidation’  which needs to satisfy two of the following 
three criteria: the act should not fall under humanitarian international law, the act 
must have a political, economic, religious or social goal, and the act must not be 
just targeted at the immediate victims (Start 2013b, pp. 7-8). Since the location 
of many terrorist attacks are missing in the data set, we did additional research to 
identify the municipality of the terrorist attack.  However, we believe that it will 
be important to compare findings from this database with findings from other 
databases as well as to conduct qualitative research in the future.

Results

In the first Table, we examine the results for the AK Party share of the vote in the 
2011 elections in all municipalities. In Model 1, we find that in municipalities where 
there was a terrorist attack since the 2007 elections, there is a statistically significant 
decrease in the support to AK Party. Thus, the presence of a terror attack results 
in AK Party on average losing five percent share of the vote in that municipality. 
Moreover, in Model 2, we find that the presence of any past terror attacks in the 
province also has a negative effect on the vote share of AK Party. Thus, contrary 
to the expectations of the literature, we find that  in the 2011 elections, AK Party 
is not only suffering from terrorist attacks but also appears to be experiencing an 
additional anti-establishment vote  such that as the incumbent party it is blamed 
for past terrorist attacks as well even when it is unclear if it should be blamed. In 
Model 3 where we analyze the two terrorist variables together, we find that the 
results from Models 1 and 2 stand and that both terrorist variables are statistically 
significant and negative. 

While not all terror activities in Turkey take place in the east and southeast 
provinces, it is clear that this region has experienced terrorism.  Thus, like previous 
work (Kıbrıs, 2011), we removed these provinces and estimated the same previous 
set of models with a smaller set of municipalities that exclude the municipalities 
of the east and southeast. The results for the main two terror variables are the 
same: recent terrorism in municipality and past terrorism in the province affect 
AK Party’s vote negatively.  Thus, in the case of AK Party, terror has affected the 
amount of votes it has received regardless of region. It is noteworthy that each of 
the six models in Table 1 are able to explain over 85 percent of the variance in the 
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share of the AK Party. When we analyze the control variables, we find AK Party’s 
share of vote in the past elections affects its current vote as would be expected with 
locales where it has received higher support giving it higher amounts of support in 
the 2011 elections.  Locations where there is higher illiteracy give less support to 
AK Party. Moreover, the total amount of registered voters is significant and negative 
in all models. 

Table 2. MHP Vote Share in 2011 Elections

It is often assumed that terrorist attacks result in voters turning to right-wing 
parties. This makes the results for MHP presented in Table 2 particularly interesting.  
The results go against the expectations of the literature as there is a not a turn to 
the opposition right-wing political party when confronted with terrorism. In the 

Table 1. AK Party Vote Share in 2011 Elections
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2011 elections, terrorist attacks are not shown to increase MHP’s vote in any model.  
Rather, there is some evidence that in municipalities where terrorism occurred, 
they lost support and more importantly past terrorist attacks in the province 
result in them losing votes.  Moreover, even when we exclude the southeast and 
east municipalities where the Kurdish population is high and hence we would not 
expect support for the MHP, there is no evidence that they have gained from an 
anti-terrorism vote.  We see that even outside of east and southeast municipalities 
they have not benefitted from a terrorism vote and rather what evidence there is 
suggests that it has even resulted in a loss of votes.  When both terrorism variables 
are estimated together, we see that they do not attain statistical significance.    The 
vote share that they received in 2007 is statistically significant and positive but 
there is a six point difference depending on whether we include all municipalities 
or not. Illiteracy is negative and significant across all the models.  The total amount 
of registered voters is insignificant across all models.

Table 3. CHP Vote Share in 2011 Elections

In Table 3, we examine the results for CHP.  In the first three models, while 
the signs for the two terrorism variables are negative, neither terrorism variable 
approaches statistical significance. Thus, while it is not necessarily losing support 
due to terrorism, CHP also did not receive a protest vote. When we remove the 
municipalities of the east and southeast, the results for CHP change and we find 
that in model 4, municipality terrorism decreases its vote by one percent. However, 
of the two terror variables it appears that the past provincial terror variable is 
more powerful as this variable is negative and significant both by itself as well as 
when it is estimated next to the municipal terror vote.  The municipal terrorism 
vote does not meet statistical significance in Model 6 when both variables are 
included.  Thus, the literature’s expectation that a left-wing political party would 
lose support is supported but only if exclude certain regions from the analysis.  In 
these models, the variance in the dependent variable is explained at 90 percent. 
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Illiteracy is statistically significant in all of the models for the CHP. The vote share 
that they received in 2007 is statistically significant and positive and highlights that 
in locations where CHP did well in the past they did very well in 2011.  The total 
amount of registered voters is negative and significant in almost of the models.

Table 4. BDP  Vote Share in 2011 Elections

Finally, in Table 4, we present the results for the Barış ve Demokrasi Party (BDP) 
by considering the vote share of the independents. Across Models 1-3 where the 
east and southeast municipalities are included, we find that in municipalities where 
a terrorist attack occurred since the last elections, there was an increase in their 
vote.  This is the case regardless of whether the past provincial terrorism variable 
is included or not.  While past terrorism in the province is found to statistically 
significantly increase their vote when it is estimated alone in Model 2, this is not case 
when it is estimated along the other terror variable in Model 3 where it does not 
attain significance. BDP’s vote outside of the southeast is not affected by terrorism.  
In none of the Models 4-6 do we see the two terrorism variables statically significant 
for the party.  Given the strong ties between the party, the Kurdish voters, and the 
southeast, this is perhaps not surprising.  When we turn to the control variables, 
we find that illiteracy is positive and significant across all models and it is the only 
party for which we see this relationship. As would be expected, past vote share of 
the BDP plays a positive and significant role in its current vote. The total amount of 
registered voters is generally insignificant and only appears to be significant when 
it is estimated without the municipality terrorism variable.

Discussion

The result
s for right-wing parties are particularly interesting both i the case of Turkey as 

well as in the wider context.  In the case of Turkey, Kıbrıs (2011) had demonstrated 
that military fatalities attributed to terrorism resulted in the right-wing increasing 
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its vote in the context of two elections in the 1990s at the provincial level.  Our 
results suggest that right-wing parties do not seem to benefit from such a support 
in more recent times.  There are several differences between the research designs. 
For example, our cases are at the municipal level rather than the provincial level 
and our terrorism variable captures all terrorism events rather than those that 
resulted in military fatalities. At the same time,  while the 1990s were of course a 
high point of terrorism, terrorism still took place in the 2000s and public opinion 
surveys regularly in the period under study identified terrorism as one of the crucial 
societal issues (Habertürk, 2011; Cumhuriyet, 2011). Thus, the lack of support for 
both the incumbent as well as the opposition right-wing party is rather interesting. 
Why this happens is rather interesting not only for the Turkish context but the wider 
literature.

Recently Onreat, van Hiel, and Cornelis (2013) maintain that in the face of 
threats (not just physical threats) there is a turn to right-wing attitudes across the 
world, which the literature expects would result in right-wing voting. Moreover, the 
findings of Chowanietz (2010) as well as Berrebi and Klor (2008) would suggest that 
support for incumbent right-wing party could have been expected. Yet, this was 
not reflected in the 2011 Turkish elections.  One possibility is that like in the case 
of Spain (Bali, 2007), terrorism during the tenure of a right-wing party resulted in 
some portion of the electorate concluding that this party did not have the answers 
to completely terminate terrorism.  At the same time, it should be borne in mind 
that while the incumbent right-wing party lost, the Spanish electorate appears 
to have espoused more authoritarianism and conservatism following the attacks 
(Echebarria-Echabe and Fernandez-Guede, 2006).

During the first years of AK Party rule in the early 2000s, terrorism in the form 
of PKK terrorism was very quiet and thus the upturn in terrorism events might have 
left the electorate divided in the latter half of the 2000s. Yet, the Kurdish initiative 
that the AK Party government brought to the agenda might be due to a worry of a 
possible loss of votes particularly in the east and southeast; moreover, this initiative 
also resulted in some backlash among some of its supporters. Another possibility 
is that the AK Party had gained so much votes in the 2007 that it was difficult for 
it to obtain more votes particularly given the polarization in Turkey. Here it should 
be pointed out that Berrebi and Klor (2008) report greater polarization in electoral 
politics due to terrorism. Of course, at the end despite the presence of terrorism, it 
has to be recognized that the amount of loss for AKP was small.  One reason could 
have been that the terrorism amount and type did not grab the public’s attention 
but it is difficult to support this argument given high profile events such as the 
double-digit civilian losses at Güngören municipality of Istanbul in 2008 as well as 
several instances of military loses. A different potential reason has to do with the 
purported economic success of AKP in a global climate of economic crisis (Öniş, 
2012), which would suggest that while terrorism had a negative effect overall the 
voters approved of AK Party’s performance and were not convinced by the other 
parties; moreover in the surveys mentioned above unemployment was the number 
one issue for the society as a whole.

All of this does not address why the MHP did not see an increase in its vote.  
This is even more the surprising when it is borne in mind that one of their central 
themes was that they were challenging the government on being weak on separatist 
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and terrorist movements.  One reason could be because the other political parties 
and particularly the main incumbent right-wing party were able to convince the 
public that MHP had little to offer in either combating terrorism or in addressing 
societal needs.  In fact, it has been argued that AK Party’s policy was to challenge 
MHP’s nationalist credentials (Bacık, 2011) and for the most part AK Party appears 
to have succeeded.  The interactions among political parties have been ignored by 
the literature focusing on terrorism and incumbent parties can try to take steps to 
counter the other parties’ steps to prevent a huge loss of votes.

The CHP was not greatly affected by the terrorist vote overall.  It is interesting 
why it did not gain in a backlash.  Here the electorate of the CHP and CHP’s stance 
might have made it difficult for it to benefit from a protest vote. Rather, the protest 
vote, if any, might have gone to BDP which saw its representatives enter into 
parliament even from Istanbul. It should be borne in mind that the CHP was not 
particularly dovish when it comes to addressing terrorism and thus might not have 
been the answer to voters who wanted a radically different approach.  Rather, it 
has even been argued that CHP defends the role of the military in politics (Gürsoy, 
2012). Moreover, CHP has shown concerns about any democratic openings if it 
means that it might result in the breakup of the country (Keyman, 2010).

The BDP’s vote increased in locations where terrorist attacks took place. There 
have been studies that considered Kurdish issue in the context of 2011 elections 
(Yeğen, 2011; Şatana, 2012), but they have not examined how terrorism affected 
the electoral performance of parties. BDP is seen as associated with the PKK (see 
Şatana, 2012).   Intrinsic ties between political parties and terror groups are well-
documented in the literature and in that regard the BDP-PKK tie is not particularly 
novel (Weinberg and Pedahzur, 2003).  For example, in the case of Spain, the 
targets, i.e., state or civilian, of terror differ based on location with municipalities 
with above average support for Batasuna suffering more attacks on state targets 
whereas municipalities with intermediate support for Batasuna experiencing more 
attacks on civilians (de la Calle, 2013). Moreover, the nationalist municipalities 
are less likely to punish Batasuna for attacks on politicians (De la Calle, 2013).  
Such differentiations can be explored in future within Turkey. Nonetheless, BDP’s 
association with PKK has made BDP abhorrent to considerable sectors of the Turkish 
electorate.

The results show that it is not only in the immediate locality that the terrorism 
vote for some political parties is affected. This had been demonstrated previously, 
e.g., attacks in Mumbia having an effect on Western European views on the 
likelihood of terror in their vicinity (Finseraas and Listhaug, 2011). The results here 
show that the past terrorism in the province is also consequential in understanding 
the 2011 vote in Turkey. Thus, electoral-terrorism studies need to consider the 
localities of terrorism at several different levels.

Conclusion

This study has examined the 2011 elections in Turkey to see how political parties, 
particularly right-wing political parties, fared in the face of terrorism. The results 
suggest, contrary to much of the literature, that right-wing political parties whether 
incumbent or in opposition did not see voters turning to them when confronted 
with terrorism. Thus, our results build upon the terrorism and voting literature by 
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demonstrating that arguments that right-wing political parties benefit from voters 
turning towards them in the face of terrorism are very much context-driven and 
that in 2011 this does not appear to have taken place.

At the same time, the results here raise questions on whether the results found 
in the context of 2011 elections can also be seen in other elections in Turkey as 
well as in other countries.  Further qualitative examination can also be illuminating.  
Moreover, the results here can be cross-checked with alternate measures and, 
when necessary and possible, additional control variables.   There is some interest 
in institutional features and this can be incorporated into future research as well. 
For example, it has been argued that terrorism affects Indian states more (Piazza, 
2010) where there are elections with more competitive parties or where there is a 
minority party government but dominance of largest party in legislature decreases 
terrorism, and parties which received a large plurality or majority do not experience 
less terrorism.  Such features can be considered within Turkey and other countries 
as well.

As far as we are aware, this is the first study of its kind that focused on municipal 
results when examining terrorism’s effects on elections and not provincial level 
data.  The municipal level is difficult to work with as there is limited public data but 
we believe that our results show that more research is necessary to understand 
how terrorism influences and is in return influenced by municipal-level politics in 
the future.
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OFFICIAL IDEOLOGY AND COHESION OF STATE APPARATUS: 
HISTORICAL AND THEORETICAL NOTES FROM THE 1980 
MILITARY INTERVENTION 
CANGÜL ÖRNEK

The growing impact of hard ideologies among social groups, particularly the rise 
of socialist ideology undermined the idea of Turkish national unity throughout the 
1960s and 1970s. The Kemalist principle of organic society, conceptualized under 
the influence of Durkheimian sociology, could not have been challenged more. The 
workers crowded the streets and, thus, nullified the functionalism of the Kemalist 
halkçılık (populism) preaching them that Turkey is a classless society (For an 
extensive analysis on Kemalist populism see Parla, T. and Davison, A., 2004). Youth, 
particularly the university students, were attracted by the premise of radical change 
of the socialist worldview. On the contrary, the rightist youth organizations, which 
were fuelled with fierce anti-communism, increased their activities. As the tension 
was escalating the two youth groups were involved into an irreconcilable struggle 
against one another inside and outside campuses. The polarization in society 
reached the bureaucracy, thus paralyzed the state institutions including the security 
establishment. The division among the police, which occurred mainly because of 
the organization of two ideologically rival associations among the police force, 
demonstrated the extent of the disintegration of the state apparatus in Turkey.

The generals of the military coup conceived the loss of national integrity and 
erosion of the state authority as vital threats to the existence of Turkish state.1 
Although the top commands of the army were alarmed by the developments, 
they still waited for the death toll increase day by day and reach an unbearable 
level in order to be able to give a message to the society that all other options 
were consumed. Eventually, on 12 September 1980, a right wing junta headed 
by General Kenan Evren overthrew the government. Following the takeover the 
military was not satisfied with seizing the political power but set out to introduce 
new morality and culture to Turkish society that would rebuild citizen’s loyalty and 
ensure cohesion of the state. 

Therefore, after the military coup of 12 September the National Security Council, 
composed of the military leaders of the coup, embarked upon a new program to 
reinstall state authority. This task was carried out through a twofold strategy. One 
was based on pure coercion and violation of basic liberties and rights of citizens. 
Many trade unions, associations and political parties were banned and sued for 
allegedly attempting to overthrow the state. The NSC passed new legal regulations 
that substantially restricted citizen’s freedom of association. Score numbers 
of people were exposed to physical violence and oppression such as torture, 
detention and incarceration. The civil servants took their share from this wave of 

1  An incident in September showed to what extent the security establishment 
fell apart. Some police offi  cers rioted and pulled their guns against the soldiers. This 
incident scared the military (Birand, M. A., Bilâ, H. and Akar, R., 1999, pp. 166-167).
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state violence. The ideological transformation of the civil service was carried out by 
the dismissal of thousands of people, who were replaced by people suited to the 
renewed state ideology.

The second measure, in this regard, was the reformulation of the official state 
ideology, which is known as the Turkish-Islamic synthesis. A new official ideology 
was needed to redefine the relations between citizens and the state aftermath a 
deep political and ideological crisis. Another, but not less important function of the 
new formulation was to bring the disintegrated state mechanism back together and 
thus, ensure ideological hegemony starting from the state apparatus itself. In this 
regard, this paper is an attempt to understand the function of official state ideology 
towards the state, including its institutions and human resource. I will start with a 
modest theoretical framework that outlines the impact of official state ideology 
on state during the times of political and ideological crisis and, then, continue with 
practical steps taken as a remedy to the ideological crisis.  

Re-building the ideological hegemony for state cohesion

It was Gramsci who stressed the role of ideological apparatuses as an extension 
of state power. One of his important contributions to state theory is the distinction 
he made between coercive and ideological roles of the state. The latter was 
conceptualized as hegemony (Gramsci, 1971). While the coercive roles are played 
by what Althusser (1971, pp. 121-176) called ‘repressive state apparatus’, the 
ideological practice consists of institutions termed ‘ideological state apparatuses.’ 

Poulantzas (1974, p. 306), who elaborated Althusser’s conceptualization, 
points out that ideological contradictions in society had reflections within the 
ideological state apparatuses as ‘the apparatuses condense the intense ideological 
contradictions’ Even within the state apparatus there may appear similar divisions 
(Poulantzas, 1974, p. 307). ‘But as the repressive State apparatus is the central 
nucleus of the State, the hegemonic class or fraction generally controls the 
apparatus’ (p. 308).

Writing extensively on fascism and other forms of ‘exceptional state’ Poulantzas 
suggested that these forms should be considered as a response to the political crisis 
accompanied by the ideological crisis. He (1974, p. 315) further elaborated the 
modification of the state mechanism to a process of re-organization of hegemony 
in an exceptional State, which ‘indicate the various degrees of limitation or even 
suppression of the relative autonomy of the ideological apparatuses: a relative 
autonomy they enjoy in other forms of State.’ Under the exceptional State form, 
according to Poulantzas (1974, p. 317), internal ideology of the State apparatuses 
meets up with the dominant ideology in the formation. At the same time, the State 
apparatuses as a whole are subjected to the internal ideology, coinciding with the 
dominant ideology, of the dominant branch of the state.

Then, I suggest that the ideology disseminated by the dominant branch of the 
state is the official state ideology of that particular regime. Official state ideology 
can be defined as a set of ideas and practices constituting and reflecting basic 
characteristics of a political regime that legitimizes its existence and within which 
the role and obligations of citizens are determined. It has another aspect related 
with the state itself. Through official state ideology political cadres and bureaucracy 
explain reality and formulate suitable policies. Then, it can be said that, official 
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state ideology of a regime has a dual function. On one hand it helps the citizens 
to rationalize a particular regime; on the other it ensures the coherence of state 
institutions both in terms of inner ideologies of institutions and ideological harmony 
among its institutions. Official state ideology may partially overlap with dominant 
ideology of a certain social formation but they do not have to be identical. During 
the times of political and ideological crisis, however, the official state ideology 
dominates other ideological positions in society.

The intervention that came from Abercrombie and Turner (1978, pp. 149-170) 
in their discussion of the dominant ideology thesis is illuminative in understanding 
the role of the official state ideology in fixing the repercussions of political turmoil 
on the state. They suggest that the dominant ideology has far more significance for 
the integration and control of the dominant class itself than for the subordinate 
classes.  Although this is a controversial claim, the emphasis they made on the 
function of the dominant ideology towards the dominant class is important. In the 
same manner, the official state ideology in times of exceptional state should not be 
considered just as an ideological output of the state for society but an ideological 
tool to ensure the integrity of the state and led the state institutions to formulate 
harmonious policies as well.

The new state ideology as a remedy to the crisis of hegemony

The developments regarding the ideological reorganization in Turkey following 
the coup in 1980 can be explained by adopting the concept of ‘exceptional State’. 
The weakening state authority preceding the military coup was pointing out a 
deepening crisis of hegemony in Turkey. The crisis reached the state institutions 
and dragged the state authority into an impasse, which inflicted not only the 
ideological apparatuses of the state but also the state apparatus including the 
security establishment. Even the army was significantly politicized and divided into 
fractions. However, it should be reminded that competing factions of the armed 
forces would be regrouped in the face of the paralysis of the state authority.

In that sense, the military coup of September 12 was a response to the political 
and ideological crisis Turkey was going through, particularly in the second half of 
the 1970s. Addressing the ideological crisis, the leaders of the military coup rested 
their policies on the Turkish-Islamic synthesis, a new formulation of official state 
ideology considered as an antidote to the influence of socialist ideology among 
different sections of society. As pointed out in the theoretical notes on ideology, 
the new formulation of official state ideology in Turkey was also a response to the 
crisis of hegemony that manifested itself on the level of state authority by fierce 
ideological cleavages inside the state institutions that bypassed the functioning of 
some. 

In this context, Atatürkism, as a new version of Kemalism that is more 
compatible with the Turkish-Islamic synthesis, was elaborated and disseminated 
by the coup leadership. Kemalism in Turkey, in its initial formulations was closer 
to be defined as a doctrine that has ideological aspects. As it was fused with 
various ideological systems, it is difficult to characterize Kemalism as a full-fledged 
ideological system. Doctrine is a set of principles held and taught by an authority. It 
entails the mechanisms of indoctrination as institutionalized by the Kemalist cadres 
to transmit the basic ideas and principles of Kemalism to society during the Early 
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Republican period. However, as the Republic has been entrenched in Turkish society, 
some sections of society started to conceptualize the reality through the lenses 
of Kemalism. Thus, Kemalism came out of schoolbooks and ‘disseminated and 
penetrated into the traditions and conventions and even life-styles of individuals.’ 
In this phase, Kemalism generated its own agents in society, who came up with their 
own formulations of Kemalism that might sometimes be discordant with the official 
formulation.

The track of Kemalism throughout Turkish history exhibits the shortcomings of 
the early doctrinal formulation of Kemalism in fulfilling the role of an official state 
ideology, in terms of convincing the lower classes to subordinate and ensuring the 
coherence of conflicting interests among different sections of the dominant class. 
In certain moments of this history, the official ideology in Turkey blended with racist 
nationalism, conservatism or Islamism in order to increase the state’s efficacy to 
rule.

On the other hand, different versions of Kemalism occurred under the impact of 
ideological currents influential especially among intellectuals, an example of which 
would be ‘left Kemalism’ (Alpkaya, 2006, pp. 477-500). That was a repercussion of the 
strengthening socialist ideology in Turkey in the 1960s and 1970s. The group named 
‘left Kemalists’, which was composed primarily by members of low and high ranking 
bureaucracy and intellectuals, demonstrated the attraction of socialist ideology 
among the Kemalists, particularly in regard to debates on economic development 
and anti-imperialist independence. Later on, the penetration of socialist ideology 
into internal ideologies of the state apparatuses via intellectuals and bureaucrats 
would convince the generals of the 12 September coup that Kemalism should be 
redefined in accordance with the considerations of the state.

Atatürkism, was, in one hand, formulated by the coup through filtering Kemalism 
out of all sorts of leftist ideological elements. On the other, the coup attempted to 
forge a new official ideology that fused the official ideology of the Republic with 
the rival ideological currents, such as Islamism. This equipped the state with the 
necessary means to carry out ideological eradication starting from the bureaucracy 
and state institutions. 

New formulation of Atatürkism

A series of actions were taken to redefine Kemalism and publicize this new 
ideological content, particularly through cultural activities in the short term and 
education in the longer term. In this regard, The Ministry of Culture and Tourism 
undertook the organization of some vital activities, which contributed to the 
reorganization of the official ideology. One was the organization of celebrations for 
the centennial birth of Atatürk in 1981. The NSC made a law that constituted the 
legal framework for the foundation of Atatürk Culture Center in different cities and 
celebrations for the centennial birth of Atatürk (Milli Güvenlik Konseyi, 1981, pp. 
204-206). Those activities were used as opportunities to propagate new version of 
Kemalism, named as ‘true Kemalism’ by the junta leadership.

Another attempt within the same context was the publication of a three-
volume book entitled Atatürkçülük (Atatürkism) ( Genel Kurmay Başkanlığı, 1982). 
Composed of quotations from Mustafa Kemal Atatürk and analysis on Atatürk’s 
views, this collection that was prepared by the Chief of Staff aimed at designating 
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the borders and content of Atatürkism as the ideology of state, based on which the 
state authority and social cohesion would be reinstalled. This volume was part of 
the systematic effort to restate Mustafa Kemal’s views by passing them through the 
sieve of the military junta. One of the contributions to this volume was the article 
entitled ‘Kemalism İdeolojisi’ (Kemalist Ideology) written by İsmet Giritli. Contrary 
to the suggestions that Kemalism could not be defined as an ideology Giritli 
emphasized the reverse. Refusing the attempts to reconcile Kemalism with other 
ideologies Giritli said that, ‘The biggest mistake of our society and intellectuals was 
to seek an ideology for ‘Kemalism,’ mostly an ‘imported label’ and the attempt and 
emulation of basing Kemalism on rigid, dogmatic and totalitarian ideologies such as 
‘Marxism-Leninism,’ ‘National Socialism,’ ‘Fascism’ and ‘Liberal Capitalism’’ (Giritli, 
1984, p. 62).

There were two main reasons behind the military regime’s decisiveness to 
impose a new interpretation of Kemalism, under the name of Atatürkism. First, as 
mentioned above, they aimed at purifying Kemalism from the influences of the 
so called ‘deviant ideologies’ since Kemalism, particularly because of the Marxist 
inclinations of some prominent Kemalist intellectuals, did not remain aloof from 
the heated ideological debates of the 1960s and 1970s. Although this group, known 
as ‘left Kemalists,’ did not abandon the basic tenets of Kemalism, for instance its 
nationalist notion, those intellectuals tried to modify Kemalism primarily in the 
context of an anti-imperialist rhetoric, which was quite powerful during those 
decades.2 The architects of the military coup, as vigorous believers in Turkey’s 
alliance with the Western bloc, were very far from sharing the maxim of ‘anti-
imperialist independence’ adopted enthusiastically by the left Kemalists. Another 
source of divergence was that the left Kemalists were advocating central planning 
in economy under the strong influence of Soviet experiment while the economic 
policy of the military coup in 1980 was to be neo-liberal. 

Second, former versions of Kemalism proved to be insufficient in meeting the 
desires of people, who came under the influence of hard ideologies.3 Because of the 
shortcomings of Kemalism, it was assumed, people in Turkey, particularly the youth 
groups, lacked the morality they needed to cope with problems and anxieties of the 
modern times. According to this point of view, an ideological vacuum occurred with 
the foundation of the Republic as an outcome of the radical break with traditional 
values that were previously enabling the ruling classes to manage a diverse society. 
Thus, the military leaders decided to compensate for the moral deficit of Kemalism 
with religious values.4 A new version of Kemalism In brief, Atatürkism, as a genuine 

2 One of the leading Kemalist intellectuals of the time was Doğan Avcıoğlu. 
Avcıoğlu’s study Türkiye’nin Düzeni: Dün Bugün ve Yarın (Turkey’s Order: Yesterday, 
Today and Tomorrow) and his views on ‘revolutionary Kemalism’ was influential 
among youth, military officers and other intellectuals. 

3 Mardin (1978) bring a psychological and cultural explain the student clashes 
and points of a similar moral deficit. 

4 Mehmet Yılmaz (2002, pp. 202-205, 206) in his extensive study on the issue 
defines this attempt as a conglomeration of Atatürkism and Islam. Yılmaz explains 
that in this new period Atatürkism was transformed into a pragmatic ideology 
emphasizing the use of science and technology in order to attain the conditions of 
contemporary civilization. 
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formulation, was an ideological instrument of the coup leadership had manifold 
implications in society and the state.

Forging a new official ideology

Following the military coup, the NSC tailored for the Ministry of Culture, Ministry 
of Education and institutions such as the State Planning Organization5 the mission 
to determine the genuine constituents of the national culture. A cultural identity, 
purified of alien elements and imbued with morality, was assumed necessary to 
cement the divided society back together. This accounts for the increasing public role 
assigned to religion as religious values deemed the essence for moral awakening. 
In this sense, the architects of the military regime in Turkey seemed well aware 
of the unifying function of religion, which Hobsbawm (1995, p. 68) pointed out, 
though in the context of proto-nationalism: ‘Religion is an ancient and well-tried 
method of establishing (…) a sort of brotherhood between people who otherwise 
have nothing much in common.’

The Turkish Historical Society (Türk Tarih Kurumu), which was incorporated in 
the Atatürk Higher Institution of Culture, Language, and History (Atatürk Kültür, Dil 
ve Tarih Yüksek Kurumu) in 1983,6 prepared a similar report that elaborates on the 
constitutive elements of the Turkish national culture (1990).

The Ministry of Culture, in a similar vein, organized the meeting of the Milli 
Kültür Şurası (National Culture Council) that lasted from 23 to 27 October 1982. 
The participants were experts and bureaucrats representing various institutions as 
well as academics and prominent intellectuals. Fifteen commissions were formed 
to discuss the threats to the national culture in different areas and work on the 
strategies to promote the so-called real national values. Eventually, the commissions 
submitted their reports to the general assembly of the council where they were 
evaluated. 

The junta leader Kenan Evren, who addressed the audience at the opening 
ceremony, introduced the perspective that should be adopted during the discussions 
on content of national culture (Milli Kültür Şurası, 1983). He suggested separation of 
culture and civilization, as the former deemed to be confined to national attitudes 
and values while the latter considered universal. His emphasis on the endogenous 
characteristics of culture manifested the military regime’s parochial interpretation 
of the cultural domain and commitment to avoid alien influences, such as the so-
called ‘deviant ideologies.’7 He explained the separation he made as the following:

‘A nation, could participate in a civilization system, but participating in another 
culture system would severely wound it. Civilization is the creation of manners, 

5 The SPO was ordered to prepare a report on ‘national culture’ in the context of 
the Fifth Development Plan. The outcome was Milli Kültür: Özel İhtisas Komisyonu 
Raporu (National Culture: Report of the Special Committee on National Culture) 
that constituted the general framework regarding the components of national 
culture and measures to promote the national values in different realms of cultural 
production. 

6 By Law No. 2876 dated 11.8.1983, the Turkish Historical Society was 
incorporated in the Atatürk Supreme Council for Culture, Language and History.

7  ‘Deviant ideology’ was the term used by Kenan Evren frequently to refer to 
particularly socialist ideology. 
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wisdom, intelligence and technique. Culture is the product of its particular 
dispositions and its special identity’ (1983, p. 8).

Far from being an original approach, this formulation was in fact identified 
with Ziya Gökalp, who was the Young Turk ideologue and the theorist of Turkish 
nationalism at the beginning of the 20th century (Parla, 1985). Through assuming 
a separation between culture and civilization, and thus recognizing the impunity of 
cultural features against foreign impacts, Gökalp tried to convince the antagonists of 
westernization process, particularly the Islamists, that western type modernization 
could be accomplished without the assimilation of national and religious values. 
However, as subsequent Kemalist reforms displayed, the practices of secularization 
and westernization did not exclude the cultural domain. In this regard, Kenan 
Evren by referring to an old distinction gave a message to the participants of the 
council that the regime of 12 September was ready to amend or bend the Kemalist 
perspective on culture and endorse the rearticulation of Islam and modernity. 

Despite some objections, the minutes and reports of the National Culture Council 
displayed an increasing emphasis on Islam as a vital element of national identity. 
This had reflections, for instance, on the interpretations of the national history, 
which was exhibited by the comments on how to incorporate non-Islamic and non-
Turkic heritage of the Anatolian civilizations into the national culture. Although 
none of the participants refuted the importance of conducting research on ancient 
Anatolian civilizations, some complained from what they saw as undervaluation 
of the history of Central Asian Turkic tribes. Although not stated explicitly, it was 
implied that the focus of historical research should be shifted from exploring the 
Anatolian civilizations to further enlightening and protecting the Turkish-Islamic 
heritage. This approach displayed, in a balanced tone though, in the eleventh article 
of policy recommendations: 

‘Ancient Anatolian Civilizations are part of our national heritage. Continuation 
of scientific research on these civilizations. The Turkish-Islamic archaeology should 
be given at least the same importance’ (Milli Kültür Şurası, 1983, p. 93). 8

The pagan religious beliefs of Central Asian tribes were not considered as 
contradicting the references to the Islamic component of the Turkish national 
identity. On the other hand, the conversion of ‘heroic’ Turkic tribes to Islam was seen 
as a great service to the Islamic civilization (Dursun, 2003, p. 74). This compromise 
between religious and ethnic identity known as the Turkish-Islamic synthesis became 
the implicit ideology of the state in post-September 12 period. This phenomenon 
could be partly explained by the defensive strategy of cultural nationalism adopted 
in the non-West during the modernization process. Hutchinson (1994, p. 129) 
claims that the weakening of moral and national values might incite clashes 
within communities. In Turkish case, however, particularly in the 1980s cultural 
nationalism did not appear as a reflexive response of society but as a systemic and 
conscious practice of the state. The state not only instrumentalized (Parla, 1993, 
p. 202) but also was influenced by an amalgam of religious and national values in 
order to suppress the modern social and ideological conflicts. 

Purges, trials and coercion: Re-building cohesion within state mechanism 

Clearing out the civil service from the ideologically heretic elements was among 
the top priorities of the military regime. In fact, rather than an active ideological 

8 English translation is mine. The original text is: ‘Eski anadolu kültürleri milli 
mirasımıza dahildir. Bunlar üzerinde ilmî araştırmaların sürdürülmesi. Türk-İslâm 
arkeolojisine en az aynı değerde önem verilmelidir.’ 
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indoctrination addressing the state institutions and the employees, the military 
regime started ideological purification through carrying out purges in the civil 
service. The junta leader, Kenan Evren, expressed the conviction of the generals 
that there had been a strategy of infiltration into the state institutions and non-
governmental public organizations (MGK Genel Sekreterliği, 1981, p. 300).9 The 
junta used that allegation as a pretext to legitimize unlawful treatment of civil 
service employees. The vacant positions opened in this process were filled with the 
Turkish-Islamist cadres. This was the method used, for instance, to renew the police 
in line with the new state ideology.10 

Two primary legal devices adopted for this task. One was the Martial Law Act 
no. 1402, which was inherited from the times of the military intervention in 1971. 
The second one was the Security Inspection Directive that had been used as legal 
basis for background inspection in hiring bureaucrats to key positions and keeping 
files about their personal life and political inclinations. Another measure was taken 
in April of 1981 as ‘the Supreme Board of Supervision was established to serve as 
the president’s watchdog over the bureaucracy’ (Tachau and Heper, 1981, p. 30).

The NSC amended the Martial Law Act no. 1402 a couple of times. With each 
amendment the Law turned into a more effective legal device that was used to 
permanently fire the civil service employees including teachers, professors, civil 
servants, public workers. Before that the new regime changed the Government 
Employees Law in order to enlarge the scope of mandatory retirement and in this 
way forced 1500 employees to retire. One article added to the Martial Law gave 
the authority to martial law commanders to ask the public offices to dismiss their 
employees. In this way about 5 thousand people lost their jobs in the civil service 
(AnaBritannica, cited in Özen, 2002, pp. 28-29). According to an amendment, no 
judicial appeals could be made before courts against the decisions of martial law 
commanders. 

The 1982 Constitution consisted of the articles that put restriction on 

the political activities and right of association for civil servants. In fact, 1982 

Constitution was designed to compensate, among other things, the weaknesses 

of the 1961 Constitution in terms of securing state authority by putting extensive 

9 He explained this strategy as the following: ‘In this strategy control over 
political parties and associations, formation of coalitions in accordance with their 
needs, carrying out challenging activities and activities with certain goals by trade 
unions and seizing the state power would gain importance. The example to this 
would be the infiltration to the National Education by TÖB-DER and ÜLKÜ-DER, 
to the police by POL-DER and POL-BİR and to the work places and municipalities 
by DİSK-MİSK (MGK Genel Sekreterliği, 1981, p. 300). English translation is mine. 
The original text is: Bu stratejide partilerin kontrolü, derneklerin kontrolü, kendi 
amaçlarına uyar biçimde koalisyonların kurulması, sendikaların belli amaçlı, düzeni 
zorlayıcı faaliyetlerde bulunması, devlet yönetiminin ele geçirilmesi önem kazanır. 
Buna; TÖB-DER ve ÜLKÜ-BİR vasıtası ile Milli Eğitime, POL-DER ve POL-BİR vasıtası 
ile polise, DİSK-MİSK vasıtası ile iş yerlerine, beledeyilere sızmaya örnekler olarak 
verilebilir.)

10 Sıtkı Öner (2003, p. 126), a member of POL-DER gives a brief account of the 
ideological transformation of the police and how the mandatory retirement law 
was used for that sake. 
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limits on basic rights and liberties. Especially important was the Article 33, which 
permitted adopting limits to the right of association for members of the armed 
forces and other security forces. Article 68 prohibited membership to political 
parties for civil servants. The reflection of this approach in the realm of higher 
education institutions was the foundation of the Council of Higher Education to 
put universities under control. According to the government circulars the Council of 
Higher Education would conduct security investigations in academic appointments 
and promotions at all levels. Furthermore, the Constitution granted the President 
the right to appoint university rectors. 

One common claim regarding the measures taken to clear the civil service and 
high bureaucracy from ideologically deviant elements was that the purpose was 
to depoliticize those ranks. However, the Turkish-Islamic synthesis dominated the 
inner ideologies of the state institutions through a staffing policy that ensured the 
ideological harmony of the new appointments. 

The junta did not remain in power for a long period, partly, in order to prevent 
the risk of eroding the unity of the military. The high command of the army was 
anxious as they thought ‘The longer the army stayed in power, the greater the 
risk of ideological or other divisions within the forces coming out into the open, 
and of a ‘coup within a coup’ occurring’ (Hale, 1988, p. 165). According to some 
interpretations the haste to return to civilian regime left the most important 
problems unsolved, one of which was the formation of a bureaucracy, which would 
work in unison with the reformist civilian cadres (Yıldırım, 2004, pp. 61-62). This 
argument might have some ground since particularly the high bureaucracy, after 
working under the military authority, developed a strong tendency to behave 
autonomous from civilian politicians. However, the ideological cohesion provided 
during a short time span, despite the unlawfulness of the methods applied for this 
sake, smoothed the way for the civilian government to carry out its own program. 
When came to power, the Motherland Party government showed its appreciation 
of the purification of the civil service through endorsing both the new state ideology 
and the partisan staffing in the civil service. 
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 AN EXAMINATION INTO CONTEMPORARY LATIN 
AMERICAN POLITICAL JOURNALISM
ANTONIO CASTILLO

Abstract

Latin American political journalism is in crisis. This is bad news, especially 
when a more assertive, adversarial, critical and independent political journalism 
is needed more than ever in the Latin American media. It is true this is not new. 
Political reporting has traditionally been either hijacked or supressed by democratic 
and non-democratic governments alike. And while the latter resorted to deadly 
measures; the former has resorted to financial and legal actions. What is also true 
this time around – in the post-dictatorship context – is that political journalism has 
been rapidly losing its key function, to make the political class accountable and the 
political discurse healthier.  This article is a meta-assessment into the reasons for 
the decline in political journalism and how this is affecting the quality of democracy 
in the region.

Key words: Political journalism, Latin America, democracies, accountability, 
politics

Introduction

Thais de Luna is a Brazilian political journalist who, like many of her colleagues 
in Latin America, is trying to do ‘the right thing’ (2013: Interview).  ‘Journalists work 
really hard to find what the government, president, governors, the congress, is 
doing right and doing wrong and to show this to the population,’ she points out. 

As a Latin American journalist myself – and academic – I can confirm her assertion. 
Most of political journalists in Latin America region have a genuine aspiration to 
make politicians accountable. However, the gap between this aspiration and the 
reality has grown larger as time passes by. To do ‘the right thing’ – to be the an 
effective, independent and assertive watchdog of political action – seems harder 
than ever in a region that is still struggling with anti-democratic norms, with weak 
legal systems and an increasing level of violence against journalists. 

Political reporting in this vast region is experiencing all the same malaise as the 
global mainstream political journalism. The rising effects of the so-called media 
political management by political minders and spin-doctors and the high level of 
commercial media monopolies have deeply damaged political reporting. 

For many Latin American governments –as former Latin American correspondent 
for the Guardian Guardian Rory Carroll points out– the media have become a 
political obstacle. ‘Television networks, radio stations and newspapers have become 
political battlegrounds pitting media owners and journalists against governments in 
South America,’ he observed (2010). 

While I will make some references to the electronic media –as part of this political 
battleground– this article will focus on print journalism, especially newspapers.  
This is on the basis that daily newspapers still play a central role in setting the 
agenda for other media news sources (Waisbord, 2004: 1078). As Waisborad 
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rightly points out – this is maybe in part because newspapers have historically been 

more independent of state control ‘and thus relatively less fearful than television 

journalists’ (Waisbord, 2000: xiv).

Political journalism principles

The histories of political journalism and democracy are closely connected.  Max 

Weber described in his Politics as Vocation, when he observed that journalism 

‘remains under all circumstances one of the most important avenues of professional 

political activity’ (in Gerth & Mills, 1946: 98). 

The connection between political reporting and political democracy was 

theorized as closely interwined. So much so that scholar James Carey concluded 

that journalism is another name for democracy (1996). ‘You cannot have journalism 

without democracy,’ he wrote. As journalism scholars have suggested, journalism – 

especially political reporting – is historically associated with democracy and politics 

(McNair, 2000).

It was in the early seventeenth century that the modern notion of political 

journalism began its tradition. Adversorial, inquisitorial and independence from 

the state were thought to be the main characteristics. The English Civil War - and 

its aftermath – as Conboy points out (2004) – became backdrop to a political 

journalism that played a central role in the conflict between those who supported 

absolute monarchy and those who advocated for democratic reforms.  Extrapolated 

to Latin American journalism, this is called periodismo de trincheras (journalism of 

the barricades). 

It was also in the French Revolution of 1789 (Popkin, 1991; Hartley, 1996) and 

in the American War of Independence (Starr, 2004) that political journalism began 

undertaking the basic principles that until today frame – at least in theory – the work 

of political journalists. It is a political journalism being performed in a democratic 

Habermasian public sphere (Habermas, 1989) and it has an independent role as 

watchdog of those holding power (Siebert, 1963). This is the ideal.

Political reporting has been traditionally regarded as part of an exclusive press 

club. The political reporter becomes closely involved – perhaps at times too close 

– with politicians certainly, but also with public servants and policy makers. They 

make decisions that affect people. In the traditional public service role, political 

journalists are called upon to explain how these decisions will affect citizens. 

However, and despite this noble task, one has to agree with Waisboard’s question 

whether journalism can contribute to ‘strengthening effective and democratic 

states’ (2000a).

Assessing their seminal principles, one has to say that political journalists – in 

democratic contexts – are agents of knowledge, the knowledge citizens need to be 

able to take part in the political process, from electing those who will serve them 

to making them accountable. Telling people what is going on enhances political 

engagement. People can react and express their views, demands and aspirations. 

And they can be expressed in a wide range of ways – from letters to editors to 

quotes given to journalists or by well-informed presence in voting places.  And as an 

agent of political engagement, political journalism is called upon to explain events 

and issues so audiences can understand.
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A key demand for political journalists – unfortunarely not always addressed - 
is to put stories or commentaries in context, telling people how they may affect 
them. Explanation is clearly one of the most important functions played by political 
journalists.

In Latin America, political journalism has been historically regarded as an agent 
of political education (Santibañez, 1994:34).  Historically – Santibañez observes – 
there has been a mutual dependency between political journalism and political 
action (2012). In Chile – as was the case in many other Latin American countries 
– the press took this role very seriously from the beginning as a pro-independence 
voice deeply influenced by the French enlightenment.

Journalism, especially political reporting, has played a crucial role in building 
nations and civic societies. As Waisboard has pointed out, journalism addresses 
an audience that becomes part of an ‘imaged community’ and fosters national 
identities (2000a). In Colombia, for example, this ‘imaged community’ has been at 
the heart of the collaboration between media and non-government organizations 
to resist violence, a problem that has marked the five decades of civil war in this 
country.

The political journalism function is to serve as a vehicle of public expression 
and political accountability. The dilemmas that Latin American political journalism 
faces are very much the same as those faced by global political journalism. And 
perhaps the central dilemma is how to make politicians tell the truth. Because as 
The Economist provocatally put it, lying is for politicians an’essential’ trait (2009). 
‘In fact, dishonesty is unavoidable for almost all politicians,’ wrote The Economist.

It is obvious but it needs to be stated. The coverage of politics is mentally framed 
by the sense that politicians are deceiving and therefore political reporters have an 
in build reaction: they don’t believe everything they are told, especially when it 
comes to making promises or boasting achievements. 

The power of political reporting lies on its gatekeeping authority. This refers to 
the topics, political agents and ideas that will be chosen and filtered into the news 
agenda. These are topics, personalities and messages that will influence the public 
debate (Bennett & Entmann, 2001) 

The Latin American print press emerged in Latin America with a political vocation. 
Early newspapers were conceived as political enterprises rather than commercial 
business. In Peru for example, the majority of newspapers that appeared between 
1918 and 1928 became political tools of a small group of wealthy business people 
closely linked to conservative and right wing ideologies of the period. 

The case of Chile is similar. El Mercurio, one of the oldest newspapers in the 
Spanish-speaking world, was established as a political megaphone for the politically 
conservative views of Chile’s bourgeoisie. And in Colombia most newspapers up to 
today play the political role of legitimization of the business class. Overwhelmingly, 
the greatest majority of the mass circulation and hegemonic print press belong to 
conservative individuals, families or institutions. These are political segments closely 
allied to the authoritarian ideological tendencies behind the military dictatorships 
that have ruled Latin America in various periods.

El Mercurio in Chile - in particular – has been widely considered the most 
important political agenda-setting news media (Sunkel, 1994; Dermota, 2003). 
Illustrating the power of this newspaper US journalist and author Léon-Dermota 



300

POLITSCI ’13

points out: ‘No politician can survive without appearing on El Mercurio’s pages’ 
(Dermota 2003: 138).

In the first half of the twentieth century in Latin America the hegemonic political 
press came under challenge by the left and union driven journalism. It was the 
beginning of the partisan press that became the political voice of left wing parties 
and other organizations. But this didn’t stop here; the emerging political centre – 
such as Christian democratic parties – also joined this media landscape. 

It was a fragmented scenario where the ‘press of the left’, the ‘press of the 
centre’ and the ‘press of the right’ fought for the political mind and soul of Latin 
Americans. Perhaps with some variations this was the trend in most Latin American 
countries. This partially ended during the dark years of the military regimes that 
ruled most Latin American countries in the 1970s till the 1990s. The political press 
was the first target of the military dictatorships. It was either swiftly wiped out 
or allowed to circulate as an instrument of political demobilisation. As O’Donnell 
observed, the press depoliticised and demobilised society by diminishing the 
political awareness and the capacity of civil society to resist violations of its social 
and political rights (1979).

There was lot of hopes when the transition to democracy began in many Latin 
American countries in the 1990s, hopes that political reporting would get back to the 
front page of newspapers. Dissapointment soon replaced hope. ‘In Uruguay there 
is no journalism able to control politicians,’ said journalist and editor José Benítez 
(2013: Interview). Benítez points out that there are very few news organizations 
engaged in political investigative reporting and therefore press is unable to make 
politicians accountable. 

In my book Chilean Transition to democracy and the media I wrote: ‘the transition 
to democracy in Chile didn’t start well for the media and journalists’ (2009: 15). I 
illustrated it with the case of investigative journalist Francisco Martorell who was 
forced into exile after receiving legal threats - and a certain jail sentence - due to 
an exposé into some diplomatic scandals.  This was a decade – 1990-2000- that 
didn’t end well either for journalists. This time it was the turn of political journalist 
and now academic Alejandra Matus whose devastating investigation into the 
malpractice of the Chilean judiciary forced her to exile in the US.

These two cases became symbols of the unfulfilled promises of a post-dictatorship 
context where assertive, independent and even confrontational political journalism 
would flourish. After all, political journalism is not only about making authorities 
accountable, but it also is a facilitator and socialiser of democratic norms. Ascanio 
Cavallo, one of the most respected political writers in Chile, observes that political 
reporting has experienced the same fears as the rest of the population, a fear 
of political regression to a painful past (2013: Interview). This is the reason that 
‘politics was left out of the news agenda.’ 

Without political journalism democracies are weaker and less effective. It is 
the case that – as Patric O’Neil observes –journalism may be able to contribute to 
political transition and democratization. But he also points out this depends on the 
form and function of the media in a given society, shaped by cultural, socioeconomic 
and political factors (1991).

And this is perhaps the core problem. The failure of this unfulfilled, unwritten, 
but taken for granted promise of democracies to truly commit to media diversity, to 
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freedom of expression and to the dismantling of repressive legal threats, that has 

deprived citizens of an effective political journalism culture. As sociologist Thomas 

Moulián pointed out, a public sphere structurally restricted has characterized the 

transition to democracy; by a monopolised media and by a legal structure that 

poses substantial limitations to freedom of expression (1997).

The existence of an effective political journalism requires a stable and functional 

state. It is beyond doubt that political journalism is not viable as long as states are 

unable to meet some its obligations (Waisbord, 2000). As Curran points out: ‘the 

most important site of politics is the state.’ This is where laws are framed and 

enforced.’ (2002:136). Despite the wave of democracies sweeping the region, most 

Latin American countries can’t claim to have stable and functional states.

Morris and Waisbord said that ‘states matter because they remain the primarily 

repository of power and authority within the geographical borders that affect 

media systems (2001). However the conclusion seems to be questionable insofar as 

the state has been historically regarded as an impediment to political press. 

Most Latin America, as is also the case of many post-dictatorship countries in 

Eastern Europe, the Middle East, Asia and Africa, can’t claim the title of fully fledge 

functional states. Largely they are unable to perform key democratic functions 

– from tax collection to citizen’s protection (Koonings & Kruijt, 2002; Miliken & 

Krause, 2002; Reno, 1997; Yannis, 2002). 

Weakness of the law 

Journalism in general and political journalism in particular, has always been 

vulnerable and sensitive to how laws are enforced. Libel laws, the lack of source 

protections and the lack of access to information have seriously impaired political 

reporting and media democracy (Cain, Egan & Fabbrini, 2006; Hughes & Lawson, 

2005; Stotzky, 2004). And while it is true that some countries in Latin America have 

made advances in this area, still laws such as defamation and ‘sunshine laws’ – or 

open access to information – persist. 

The weakness of the rule of law is an important factor that needs to be cited as 

a major obstacle to political reporting in the region. It is certain that when the laws 

remain weak, legislations to foster, promote and protect political reporting won’t 

be effective.  Freedom of speech legislation and press laws are rarely applied and 

impunity reigns. 

Ecuador has been often cited a country that has used – or misused – the law 

to control political reporting. In the last few years Ecuador’s President Correa has 

frequently used libel and contempt laws to discourage press criticism (Cerbino and 

Ramos, 2009). In 2009, he brought a lawsuit for contempt against the daily La Hora 

and its president. The charges; he refused to retract comments from a political 

editorial that was critical of the president.

However, the lawsuit was dismissed. A judge considered the political editorial 

did not offend the President. The legal purge by President Correa has continued. 

President Correa also brought charges of ‘insult’ against the leading daily El Universo 

and one of its columnists in 2011. He also brought a lawsuit against two journalists 

who authored a book that denounced his brother for corruption and favoritism in 

state contracts.
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President Rafael Correa has described the media as his ‘greatest enemy.’ He 
has described journalists as ‘corrupt, mediocre, and shameless’. President Correa 
proposed a bill to create a media watchdog and oblige those who work in the 
industry to have a journalism degree. Critics dubbed it the ley mordaza (gag law), 
and have delayed it in congress. 

In 2010, twenty columnists and contributors to the Ecuadorean state newspaper 
El Telegrafo said they would no longer write for the paper because of alleged 
censorship. El Telegrafo was a private newspaper until 2007 when it was taken over 
by the government amid debt and legal problems. In a signed letter sent to media 
outlets, the writers said they were quitting to protest ‘acts of censorship and the 
violation of the rights of free expression and press freedom’ (The Associated Press, 
2010).

El Telegrafo’s director and sections editor were removed from their posts and the 
deputy director resigned amid a disagreement with management over the direction 
the newspaper was headed. A management order directed that the newspaper’s 
editorial section not publish ‘commentaries, strategic information and other strictly 
internal information’ written by the columnists and contributors.’

Nicaragua’s President Daniel Ortega has followed President Correa’s bad 
example. President Ortega has ignored the request for access to information and 
has established a regime of media intimidation (Lauría and Simon, 2009). The 
former leader of the Sandinistas has made himself an isolated and secretive figure. 
In a March interview with Al- Jazeera English, the only interview he’s done since 
taking office, Ortega told the late David Frost that Nicaragua is fighting ‘a media 
war, a war of ideas.’

Political reporters have faced a political leader who has never given an official 
press conference. His political agenda is virtually unknown. Political reporters 
attempting to cover state matters have been unable to access to government 
officials.  And even his health is a state secret.  President Ortega perceives journalism 
as an instrument of war (Lauría & Simon, 2009).

In Bolivia, President Morales sponsored the so-called ‘Law against racism and 
all forms of discrimination’ in 2010 (Indigenous People Issues and Resources, 
2010). Freedom of expression groups and journalistic organizations questioned two 
articles that, in their views, were intended to control content. Article 16 stipulates 
economic penalties and the suspension of broadcasting licenses for media that 
publicize or promote ‘racist and discriminatory ideas’. And Article 23 determined 
that journalists and media owners - accused of racism- were unable to claim special 
legal status. 

In Venezuela, where journalism has been at the heart of the media war under 
the late President Hugo Chavez and has continued under President Maduro 
– the 2004 Law on Social Responsibility in Radio and Television also establishes 
controls on media content. Article 8 bans messages that ‘incite or promote hatred’, 
‘foment citizens’ anxiety or alter public order’, ‘disrespect authorities’, ‘encourage 
assassination’, or ‘constitute war propaganda’ (Committee to Protect Journalists, 
2010)

Weakness of the role is also reflected in the inability of the judiciary to keep a 
lid on violence against journalists. Closely associated – like in a bad dream – ‘the 
judiciary is marred by a culture of impunity’ (Durán 2013: Interview). Insecurity is 
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one of the main problems for political reporters in large swaths of Latin American 
countries.

Political reporting can’t perform its traditionally given role without a guarantee 
of state protection. It is not only state violence that threatens political reporting; it 
is also the so-called ‘private violence’ (Kaldor, 1999) that is engulfing large parts of 
Latin America. In this Hobbesian context the main threat comes from drug lords in 
Mexico, paramilitary forces in Colombia or highly organized urban gangs in Central 
America countries. 

These are Latin American states – among others- that have lost the ability 
to control and eradicate the sources of private violence. Carolyn Nordstrom, an 
anthropologist, observes that organized crime is ‘more organized than the state’ 
(2004:133). In this lawless context, journalists have to wear bulletproof vests 
– as if in a war zone – or write articles ‘without bylines’ (Castillo, 2005: 41-41). 
The situation of Mexican journalists is ‘complicated not only due to the violence; 
but also because of censorship and corruption,’ said Dr. Claudia Magallanes, a 
media academic and researcher at the Universidad Iberoamericana, in Puebla. 
The main source of danger for journalists is ‘organized crime and the second is the 
government’ (Magallanes, 2010: Interview) 

And the weakness of the law is also related to the State’s inability or at times 
unwilligness to break the highly concentrated commercial media landscape. This 
produced in most Latin American countries a highly ideologically concentrated 
political news scenario. Latin American media – at least the mainstream media – is 
one of the least plural in the world. Chilean journalist and author Olivia Mönckeberg 
writes about the ‘visible fact that there is no media plurality, especially in print 
media’ (2001, 9). For Mönckeberg this is especially worrisome insofar as it is the 
print media that forms opinion in Chile and that sets the agenda for the rest of the 
media.

Apart from the vulnerability of journalism to a nation-state legal and 
institutional framework, this is also highly vulnearable to the decisions of those 
who hold economic power. Journalists and scholars agree that media concentration 
by authoritarian media policies constrain political reporting.  Giulio Andreotti is a 
journalist from Paraguay, a country that has lived under military dictatorship and is 
still struggling with a weak democratic system. ‘In Paraguay, as is the case in most 
Latin American countries, the press is not really free, it responds to the mandates 
of wealthy propietors’ (2013: Interview).

This context tends to incubate a political system based on cronyism and 
repression of dissident journalists while others are carefully groomed as lapdog 
journalists (Chua, 2002; Milton, 2001; Tarock, 2001). This is the case in Paraguay. 
Andreotti points to what he calls periodistas asalariados (paid journalists). These are 
journalists who are groomed by politicians or government agencies with a ‘salary.’ 
Their role – he said – is to report only positive political stories while neglecting any 
independent and adversorial probe into the political and policy agenda. 

These lapdog journalists become what the legendardy English Marxist thinker 
Ralph Miliband called ‘agencies of legitimation and organs of conservative 
propaganda.’ They operate, he observes – under crucial constraints:

‘The first and most important of these constraints is that newspapers are part 
of capitalist enterprise – not only business but big business... [A] second important 



304

POLITSCI ’13

constraint is that newspapers are part of the world of business in a different sense as 
well, namely in the sense that they depend on the custom of advertisers. Proprietors 
may or may not choose to exercise direct influence on their newspapers; and the 
direct influence of advertisers may not in any case be substantial. But the fact that 
newspapers are an intrinsic part of the world of business fosters a strong climate 
of orthodoxy for the people who work in them. So does the concern of editors 
and senior journalists to maintain good relations with government and ministers, 
civil servants, and other important people in the political and administrative 
establishment.’ (Miliband, 1982: 84-6) 

It is the economic power – as Milibad suggest above - that determines what 
political journalism has to be communicated to citizens. The political and economic 
interests of the media may affect how an issue is presented and the amount of 
coverage it receives. That is, the media may not act as a mechanism of social 
accountability if their political or economic interests would threaten.

Political journalism in Latin America has also been subjected to another problem 
generated by a weak legal system and by states unable to guarantee an open media 
system. This refers to the access to information and transparency. In the last few 
years ‘right to know’ campaigns have become louder (Michener, 2009). As Michener 
points out uneven attention to transparency policy is a global phenomenon with 
serious implications for institutional effectiveness, especially given the significant 
connection between news coverage and the strength of right to information laws.

Since 2008 several Latin American countries have enacted laws that would 
allow journalists access to information (United States Department of State, 2010). 
Chile, Guatemala, Uruguay and Brazil are among those countries.  Michener points 
out that firm reporting helped Chile and Guatemala raise public awareness and 
advance laws in spite of years of political and administrative foot-dragging. In Brazil 
and Uruguay the attempts were less firm but still the laws have allowed some level 
of access to information and transparency. 

However, there is still a context where stepping on government’s policy actions 
– or inactions - can cost news organizations advertising and access to government 
officials, among other threats. Guatemala’s President Álfonso Portillo seems to be 
oblivious to the proposed access to information laws (Isaacs, 2010). During 2001-
2003, the government imposed a total media free zone.

Brazil is perhaps where transparency laws have been most effective. And 
this has been driven by a society eager to have an effective political journalism 
landscape.  In Brazil, print press is the most trusted institution, even more than 
private companies and ONGs (Arias, 2013). The ability of the political press to cover 
massive scandals of corruption within the government of President Dilma Rousseff 
was possible due to a vigorous access to information system. The major scandal 
of political corruption has also touched even the always-popular former president 
Lula da Silva. The other positive aspect is that the print press has maintained its 
high level circulation in contrast to other Latin American print publications. This is – 
perhaps- the reward for vigorous political reporting and it also reflects that citizens 
aspirations to have an effective political press.

Crisis in political reporting

However, there is little doubt that the adversorial, independent and watchdog 
role played by political journalism have been severely eroded in the last few years. 
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As Barnett and Gaber observe, the ‘twenty first century crisis in political journalism’ 

as one of heightening economic, political and technological pressures combining 

‘inexorably’ to produce a ‘more conformist, less critical reporting environment 

which is increasingly likely to prove supportive to incumbent governments’ 

(Barnett and Gaber, 2001:2).  Both authors also point to the ‘increasingly hostile 

and irresponsible tenor of political journalism’, and ‘the hounding of politicians’ by 

a ‘cynical and corrosive media.’ 

The declining role of political journalism as a mediator between citizens and the 

political power has also been accompanied by poor quality of political information. 

It is largely trivialized and the contest for power is no more than a horse race 

competition. Entertainment seems to be the main objective of political news these 

days.  The political coverage of political campaigns tends to have a strong focus on 

personalities and banalities. Policies, the economy, society and foreign affairs are 

superficially and sporadically reported (Valente, 2008).

Behind this ‘entertainment’ objective lays a tendency towards what US journalist 

and scholar James Fallows calls hyperadversarialism (1996).  While adversarialism 

is the dignified way to probe the political action, hyperadversarialism becomes 

the less dignified way of sensationalizing the political debate. It has a great dosis 

of theatricality, scandal and drama.  Hyperadversarialism brings to the front page 

of newspapers and to the electronic news media the dosis of entertainment that 

appeals to commercial demands.

The dumbing down of political coverage has seriously affected the engagement 

of the citizens with political conversation. It is a scenario where political news 

reporting has become a mere ‘side show’ (Jasper, 2011). There is little doubt 

that commercial competitive pressures on the media, and the consequent 

commercialization of journalism, have driven the standards of political journalism 

down, undermining democracy itself.

These ideas and arguments around modern political journalism were 

prominent in the 1990s, exemplified by Blumler and Gurevitch’sThe Crisis of Public 

Communication (1995), Bob Franklin’s Packaging Politics (1994) and other key texts 

of that decade.

Recently the work of Anderson and Ward (2007:67) in The Future of Journalism in 

the Advanced Democracies laments the rise of ‘soft news’ over ‘hard news,’ leading 

them to the pessimistic conclusion that ‘it is increasingly unlikely that much of the 

future news provision in the UK will meet the informational needs of a democracy.’

These concerns are echoed in Latin America too. In Chile, Felipe Portales – a key 

analyst of the Chilean media – observed: ‘the mass media information products 

brutalize the population.’ Harsh commentary indeed, but it is also no far off from 

the mark.  Portales points to the long silence about the hunger strike by indigenous 

political prisoners and the way the rescue of the Chilean miners was covered as 

evidence of the failure of the news media to fulfil its function. 

In his book Los mitos de la democracia chilena (2010) Portales is critical of the 

political journalism practiced in Chile. He points to the perpetuation of the political 

and economic hegemonic views without exploring the opposing views. He has 

not doubt that the high level of media concentration in the hands of conservative 

individuals is behind this democratic deficit in political journalism. 
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Portales is also critical of the lack of context and analysis in Chile’s political 
reporting. He cites the case of some of the free trade agreements Chile has signed 
with dozen of countries around the world. These are usually portrayed as an 
achievement for Chile without explaining the why and the negative repercussions. 
In Chile, he said, nobody knows exactly what the agreement entails, who will profit 
and who will be negatively affected. 

The analysis of the crisis of political reporting in the region wouldn’t be complete 
without examining the impact of political populism on the news media sphere.  
Populism is a response to the liberal democratic tradition represented by individual 
rights and by a market economy. Populism uses the rethoric of popular democracy, 
indigenous nationalism and social equality. 

As Panizza has observed, populism sees itself as a movement that overcomes 
the social and political gaps of liberal democracy. Theorists believe that liberal 
democracy’s institutional and social weaknesses pave the way for populism (2005). 
Aibar Gaete points out that the relation between populism and liberalism can also 
be used to explore the articulation between democracy and journalism (2007; 
2010).

Populism rejects the notion of journalism as a profession that exercises control 
over news production. Instead, it is seen as an occupation fully dependent on 
political and economic forces. Populism flatly rejects the public trustee model 
of ‘professional journalism’. It dismisses its core ideals (e.g. evenhandedness, 
objectivity, fourth estate, independence, and watchdog reporting) as illusory given 
the political-economic context of media systems (Garcia de Madariaga and Solis 
Dominguez, 2008; Samar and Garcia, 2011).

In the last decade, Latin American has seen the resurgence of populism.  It 
has been the decade of the late Nestor Kirchner and his wife Cristina Fernandez 
in Argentina; Evo Morales in Bolivia; Rafael Correa in Ecuador; Daniel Ortega 
in Nicaragua; and the late Hugo Chavez in Venezuela. These are left leaning 
governments with a strong popular and populist vocation. They are indeed populist 
governments with strong commitment with the improvement – socially and 
economically – of the pobres (poor people) of their respective countries. This can’t 
be taken away from them.

However less commendable is the way they have dealt with the media. It has to 
be said that the Latin American commercial media is not the paragon of democracy 
and has served the interest of the powerful. However, it has also to be said that 
the anti-media policies instigated by these populist government can’t be endorsed.  

One key strategy of these governments has been the concerted policy to increase 
funding - and the expansion – of state-owned media outlets (Committee to Protect 
Journalists, 2000–2011; Organization of American States, 2011).  Perhaps less 
laudible is the fact they they have also continued with the discretionary allocation of 
government advertising and the manipulation of economic and financial decisions 
to favor allies and punish enemies. 

Community media have been the backbone of the political-communication 
structure of the governments of Evo Morales and Hugo Chavez, particularly 
in their battles against leading commercial media. In Venezuela, according to 
official statistics, there are 244 radio stations, 37 television stations, and over 200 
newspapers run by communities (Gobierno Bolivariano de Venezuela, 2010). 
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The government has regularly provided them with equipment and funding 
(Cañizalez, 2009). After the 2002 coup, during which community media defended 
the embattled Chavez (Castillo, 2003), the government lauded their contribution to 
the revolutionary project and called for a regulatory framework.

Good, honest journalists, the late President Chavez said, are those who have 
‘the responsibility of patriotic consciousness and commitment, and the memory 
of the [Venezuelan] people’ (Da Corte, 2011).  ‘Populist journalism’ has been given 
different names. It has been called ‘militant journalism’ in Argentina, ‘necessary 
journalism’ in Venezuela, ‘Sandinista journalism’ in Nicaragua (Cuadra Garcia, 2009; 
Simpson, 2009) and ‘committed journalism’ in Ecuador (Punin Larrea, 2011). 

Political journalism and governments have had a deep competition for the 
control of the public agenda. In this context the media became a political actor in a 
polarized milieu. In Argentina, for example, the governments of Cristina Fernández 
de Kichner and the late Néstor Kichner have put at the center of the public agenda 
the control for the ‘political message.’ In this context, Argentinean journalism has 
experienced a convoluted period where censorship, privatization and government 
attempts to control the media landscape have brought about confrontation and 
conflict (Ripoll, 2013). 

In this polarized context, political journalism becomes highly ideological and 
highly subjective. Partiality and balance are not concepts frequently cited. This is 
the reason that political journalism in the region is not a mere conduit of the voices 
of the political power, but it is also the actual political voice. The alignment between 
political parties and political news reporting tends to become far more evident 
during the debate of critical social and political topics in the national agenda. 

During the controversial agricultural policies in the first period of President 
Cristina Fernández, 2007-2011, this political alignment was manifested by the pro-
government position taken by the centre left Página 12 newspaper and the anti-
government position taken by the centre right La Nación newspaper. This is what 
Hallin and Mancini call ‘political parallelism’ (2004). 

This is a concept that describes the thematic political links that bring together 
political journalism and political power. This story goes back to 2009 when 
President Fernández asked the Health Ministery to establish an ad hoc commission 
to investigate the effects of agrochemicals on the health of the population. In April 
and May 2009, both newspapers published widely on the transgenic agriculture and 
on the use of glyphosate, a broad-spectrum systemic herbicide used to kill weeds, 
especially annual broadleaf weeds and grasses known to compete with commercial 
crops grown around the globe.

On April 13, 2009, Página 12 published an investigation conducted by the 
University of Buenos Aires. The investigation showed the negative effects of 
glyphosate on the health of the population (Aranda, 2009a). While Página 12 
political coverage aligned itself with the political position of the government, La 
Nación framed the story in a very different way. In two editorials, in 2009, the 
newspaper condemned the government for the establishment of the committee. It 
also put in question the negative effects of the transgenics and the use of glyphosate 
by landowners. 

Political parallelism has to be analysed in the context of media framing (Gitlin, 
1980).  In the light of this the political coverage of La Nación tends to emphasize the 
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conflict between the government and landowners instead of examining the actual 
effect of the agricultural measures introduced by the government.

In Página 12 on the other hand, the media framing of the story tends to 
approach the transgenic and the use of glyphosate as negative to health. The 
newspaper frames the story around the actions of the social movement, peasants 
and indigenous. And while La Nación reinforces a political message around the 
interests of the government, Página 12 emphasises the economic interest of those 
behind the use of transgenics and glyphosate.

This political parallelism, illustrated in this case by the political alignment 
of two Argentinean newspapers with or against the government health policy, 
illustrates how a technical issue was rapidly politicised and the scientific angle was 
displaced from the news agenda. This case of political parallelism – journalism and 
government – the interpretation made by all social actors about this technical issue 
is socialized through simpathetic journalists and publications. 

This is – in a sense – the attempt for legitimization via the use of the media as 
the imagined public sphere. In addition, it is possible to argue that in this political 
parallelism extreme views and a non-negotiable approach tend to dominate the 
political coverage.  And in summary it is a political journalism promoting and 
defending a political agenda. 

Conclusion

In a broad examination into political journalism in Latin America, it is conceivable 
to note that it is a field of news practice that is crisis. In a region where political 
polarization is not uncommon, political journalism is at the centre of this polarization. 
Political journalism has been regarded as a mediator between the political power 
and citizens. 

Political reporters provide the information citizens need to have in order to 
act in the political sphere. This is the tradition. However this is not happening. As 
Brazilian journalist told me in an interview, ‘we try to do the right thing.’ However 
this has become an elusive aspiration. Political constraints, weak legal systems, 
economic concentration of the media and perhaps a fear of political regression are 
factors that can be cited behind the demise of political journalism in Latin America. 

In a seminal work by Australian scholar Julianne Schultz, she wrote that former 
Australian Prime Minister Malcolm Frazer had prided himself on his ability to get 
politics off the front page, and during the first years of his leadership he succeeded 
(Schultz, 1985). This is what has also happened in many Latin American political 
journalism spheres.

Politics has been taken off the front page of newspapers or has become highly 
manipulated by the political elite. Weak laws, incomplete democracies, populism, 
and violence are among the most devastating causes of the malaise that afflicts 
Latin American political journalism.

References

Aibar Gaete, J., 2007. Vox populi. Populismo y democracia en Latinoamérica. 
Mexico: FLACSO.

Anderson, P., & Ward, G. (Eds.)., 2007. The future of journalism in the advanced 
democracies. Aldershot, UK: Ashgate.



POLITSCI ’13

309

Andreotti, G., 2013. Interview, June 26.

Aranda, D., 2010. ‘Un límite para las fumigaciones en el campo.’ Página12, 

August 31.

Arias, J., 2013. ‘La prensa es la institución más confiable para los Brasileños’. El 

Pais July 14.

Barnett, S., & Gaber, I., 2001. Westminster tales: The twenty first century crisis in 

political journalism. London: Continuum.

Bennett & Entmann., 2001. Mediated politics, communication in the future of 

democracy. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Bisbal M., 2009. Hegemonía y control comunicacional. Caracas: Alfa.

Blumler, J., & Gurevitch, M., 1981. ‘Politicians and the press: An essay on role 

relationships’. In D. Nimmo& K. Sanders (Eds.), Handbook of political communication, 

pp. 467–493. Newbury Park, CA: Sage.

Cain, B. E., Egan, P., & Fabbrini, S., 2006. ‘Towards more open democracies: The 

expansion of freedom of information laws’. In B. E. Cain, R. J. Dalton, & S. E. Scarrow 

(Eds.), Democracy Transformed? Expanding political opportunities in advanced 

industrial democracies, pp. 115–140. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Cañizález, A., 2009. ‘Tiempos de revolución: Protagonismo y polarización 

mediáticas en Venezuela’. Punto Cero 14(19): 43–52.

Cañizalez A. and Lugo-Ocando J., 2008. ‘The media in Venezuela: The revolution 

was televised, but no one was really watching’. In: Lugo-Ocando J (Ed.) The Media 

in Latin America.  Maidenhead: Open University Press.

Carey, J., 1996. ‘Where journalism education went wrong’. Presentation at the 

1996 

Seigenthaler Conference at the Middle Tennessee State University, U.S. At:

http://www.mtsu.edu/~masscomm/seig96/carey/carey.htm [2002, August 30]

Carroll, R., 2010. ‘South America: Media has become a political battleground.’ 

The Guardian, January 2.

Cavallo, A., 2013. Interview, August 23. 

Cerbino M and Ramos I., 2009. ‘La comunicación de masas en tiempos de la 

revolución ciudadana’. Comunicación: estudios venezolanos de comunicación 145 

pp. 34–39.

Chua, Y. T., 2002. ‘Democrats and dictators: Southeast Asia’s uneven information 

landscape’. Development Dialogue, 1, pp. 22–36.

Committee to Protect Journalists, 2010. ‘CPJ condemns two Venezuelan media 

laws’. At:

http://cpj.org/2010/12/cpj-condemns-two-venezuelan-media-laws.php

Curran. J., 2002. Media and Power. London and New York: Routledge.

Da Corte, ML., 2011. ‘Chávez felicita a los periodistas en su día’. El Universal, 

June 27.

De Luna, T., 2013. Interview, July 2.

Castillo A., 2003. ‘Breaking democracy: Venezuela’s media coup’. Media 

International Australia 108, pp. 145–156.

Castillo. A., 2009. Journalism in the Chilean transition to democracy: The lost 

decade (1990-2000). Berlin: Verlag

Castillo, A., 2011. ‘Murder in Mexico’. The Walkley Magazine, August 13.



310

POLITSCI ’13

Cerbino M and Ramos I., 2009. ‘La comunicación de masas en tiempos de la 

revolución ciudadana’. Comunicación: estudios venezolanos de comunicación 145, 

pp. 34–39.

Coman, M., 2000. ‘Developments in journalism theory about media transition in 

Central and Eastern Europe 1990–99’. Journalism Studies, 1, pp. 35–56.

Conboy, M., 2004. Journalism: A critical history. London: Sage.

Committee to Protect Journalists, 2011. Annual Reports on the Americas. New 

York: Committee to Protect Journalists (2000–2011).

Cuadra Garcia, R., 2009. ‘Primer Foro de Periodistas Sandinistas’, September 7. At: 

http://www.el19digital.com/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&catid

=20:poder ciudadano&id=6232:primer-foro-de-periodistas-sandinistas&Itemid=11

Da Corte, ML., 2011. ‘Chávez felicita a los periodistas en su día’. El Universal, 

June 27. 

Dermota, L., 2003. And Well Tied Down: Chile’s Press Under Democracy. 

Santiago: Ediciones B 

Durán, M., 2012. Interview, June 19. 

Estrada, D., 2011. ‘A Newspaper of and for ‘the voiceless’‘ At: http://www.

ipsnews.net/redir.php?idnews=50827

Fallows, J., 1996. Breaking the news. New York: Pantheon.

Franklin, B., 2004. Packaging politics (2nd ed.). London: Arnold

Garcia de Madariaga, JM. & Solis Dominguez C., 2008. ‘Medios venezolanos. 

Censura, autocen sura y militancia política de los profesionales de la información’. 

At: http://www.compoliticas.org/redes/pdf/redes3/21.pdf

Gerth, H. H., & Mills, C. W. (Eds.), 1946. From Max Weber: Essays in sociology. 

New York: Oxford University Press.

Germani G, Di Tella T and Ianni O., 1973. Populismo y contradicciones de clase 

en Latinoamerica. Mexico: Era.

Gitlin, T., 1980. The Whole World is Watching: Mass Media in the Making and 

Unmaking of the New Left. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press.

Gobierno Bolivariano de Venezuela, 2010. ‘Medios Alternativos y Comunitarios 

existentes en Venezuela hasta 2009’. At: http://www.minci.gob.ve/datos-de-

interes/72

Habermas, J., 1991. The structural transformation of the public sphere. 

Massachusetts MIT Press

Hallin, D., & Mancini, P., 2004. Comparing media systems: Three models of 

media and politics. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press

Hartley, J., 1996. Popular reality. London: Arnold.

Hawkins, KA., 2010. Venezuela’s Chavismo and Populism in Comparative 

Perspective. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Hughes, S. & Lawson, C., 2005. ‘The barriers to media opening in Latin America’. 

Political Communication, 22, pp. 9–25.

Indigenous People Issues and Resources, 2010. ‘Bolivia: Evo Morales Passes Law 

Against Racism And All Forms Of Discrimination’. At: http://indigenouspeoplesissues.

com/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=7028:b livia-evo-morales-

passes-law-against-racism-and-all-forms-of-discrimination&catid=53:south 

america-indigenous-peoples&Itemid=75



POLITSCI ’13

311

Isaacs, A., 2010. Guatemala. Freedom House at http://freedomhouse.org/
report/countries crossroads/2010/guatemala

Jasper, A., 2011. ‘Dumbing down the media or shooting the messenger: Lindsay 
Tanner’s Sideshow.’ The Conversation 29 April 2011 

Jiménez, A., 2012. ‘Plaza Pública aspira a cambiar y a mejorar el periodismo 
en Guatemala. At: http://www.niemanlab.org/2012/08/plaza-publica-aspira-a-
cambiar-y-a-mejorar-el periodismo-en-guatemala

Kaldor, M., 1999. New and old wars: Organized violence in a global era. Stanford, 
CA: Stanford University Press.

Koonings, K., & Kruijt, D., 2005. Armed actors: Organized violence and state 
failure in Latin America. London: Zed Press.

Lauría, C. and Simon, J., 2009. ‘Nicaragua Special Report: Daniel Ortega’s Media 
War’. Committee to Protect Journalists. At:  http://cpj.org/reports/2009/07/daniel-
ortegas media-war.php 

Lewis, J., Inthorn, S., & Wahl-Jorgensen, K., 2005. Citizens or consumers? What 
the media tell us about political participation? Milton Keynes, UK: Open University 
Press.

Lloyd, J., 2004. What is wrong with our media. London: Constable
Luna, F. and Sotomayor, C., 2010. ‘Felipe Portales: ‘La información presentada por 

los medios masivos invita al embrutecimiento colectivo.’At: http://www.elciudadano.
cl/2010/10/20/27819/felipe-portales-%E2%80%9Cla-informacion presentada-por-
los-medios-masivos-invita-al-embrutecimiento-colectivo%E2%80%9D/

Magallanes, C., 2010. Interview, August 3. 
McNair, B., 2000. Journalism and democracy: A qualitative evaluation of the 

political public  sphere. London: Routledge.
Michener, G., 2009. ‘Lessons from Media Coverage for the Right-to-Know in 

Latin America.’At; http://www.freedominfo.org/features/20090619.htm
Miliband, R., 1982. Capitalist Democracy In Britain. UK: Oxford University Press
Miliken, J., & Krause, K., 2002. ‘State failure, state collapse and state 

reconstructions.’  Development and Change, 33, pp. 753–774.
Milton, A. K., 2001. ‘Bound but not gagged: Media reform in democratic 

transitions.’  Comparative Political Studies, 34, pp. 493–526.
Mönckeberg, O., 2001. El saqueo de los grupos económicos al Estado de Chile. 

Santiago: Ediciones  B. 
Moulián, T., 1997. Chile actual: Anatomía de un mito. Santiago: LOM-ARCIS.
Nordstrom, C., 2004. Shadows of war: Violence, power, and international 

profiteering in the twenty-first century. Berkeley: University of California Press.
O’Donnell, G., 1979. ‘Notas para el estudio de procesos de democratización 

política a partir del  estado burocrático-autoritario.’ Estudios CEDES, Vol. 2, No. 5.
O’Neill, J., 1991. ‘Journalism in the Market Place.’ In Andrew Belsey and Ruth 

Chadwick (Eds.), Ethical Issues in Journalism and the Media. London: Routledge.
Organization of American States, 2011. Report by the Rapporteur for Freedom of 

Expression. Washington DC: Organization of American States. 
Panizza F., 2005. Populism and the Mirror of Democracy. London: Verso.
Peregil, F., 2008. ‘Política y periodismo en el límite del pecado’. El Pais, September 7
Popkin, S., 1990. The reasoning voter. Chicago: Chicago University Press.
Portales, F., 2010. Los mitos de la democracia chilena. Santiago: Catalonia



312

POLITSCI ’13

Punín Larrea. M., 2011. ‘Rafael Correa y la prensa ecuatoriana: Una relación de 
intrigas y odios’.  Razón y palabra 75.

Reno, W., 1997. ‘War, markets, and the configuration of West Africa’s weak 
states’. Comparative Politics, 29, pp. 493–510.

Ripoll, J., 2010. ‘Política y medios de comunicación en Argentina. Kirchner, Clarín 
y la ley’. Andamios 7: pp. 35-67.

Samar R., and García M., 2011. ‘Ex apocalípticos y nuevos integrados’. Página12, 
July 27. At:  http://www.pagina12.com.ar/diario/laventana/26-173116-2011-07-27.
html Santibañez, A., 2010. ‘Representación de la política en los medios de 
comunicación’, Anales del  Instituto de Chile, Vol. XXXIX, pp. 91-111. 

Santibañez, A., 1994. Introducción al periodismo. Santiago: Los Andes
Schultz, J., 1985. Reviving the fourth state. Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press
Siebert, F., 1963. Four Theories of the Press. Illinois: University of Illinois 
Simpson, S., 2009. ‘Periodistas sandinistas’. El Nuevo Diario, September 9.
Starr, P., 2004. The creation of the media. New York: Free Press.
Stotzky, I., 2004. ‘Democratic theory, the courts and the press’. Democratization, 

11, pp.111–132.
Sunkel, Guillermo. 1994. ‘La prensa en la transición chilena.’ In Carlos H. Filgueira 

and Dieter Nohlen (Eds.), Prensa y transición democrática. Experiencias recientes 
en Europa y América Latina. Madrid: Iberoamericana. 

Tanner, Lindsay, 2012. Sideshow: Dumbing Down Democracy. Sydney: Scribe
Tarock, A., 2001. The muzzling of the liberal press in Iran. Third World Quarterly, 

22, 585–602.
The Associated Press, 2012. ‘Writers at Ecuador state paper claim censorship’. 

At: http://www.utsandiego.com/news/2010/Apr/06/writers-at-ecuador-state-
paper-claim-censorship/

The Economist, 2009. ‘Pants on fire, Politicians frequently lie. So does everyone 
else. Why all  the fuss?’ July 9.

Valente, M., 2008. ‘Periodismi-América Latina: Cuánto cuesta cerrar el pico.’ At: 
http://www.ipsnoticias.net/2008/08/periodismo-america-latina-cuanto-cuesta-
cerrar-el-pico

Waisbord, S., 2004. Media and the reinvention of the nation. In J. Downing et 
al. (Eds.), The Sage handbook of media studies, (pp. 375–392). Thousand Oaks, CA: 
Sage. 

Waisboard. S., 2000a. Watchdog journalism in South America: News, 
accountability and  democracy. New York: Columbia University Press.

United States Department of State, 2010. Media Law Handbook. Washington: 
Bureau of International Information Programs United States Department of States.

Waisbord, S., 2000. ‘Media in South America: between the rock of the state 
and the hard place of the market.’ In J.Curran and M.J. Park (Eds.) De-Westernizing 
Media Studies. London: Routledge.

Yannis, A., 2002. ‘State collapse and its implications for peace–building and 
reconstruction.’ 

Development and Change, 33 pp. 817–835.

Dr. Antonio Castillo
Journalist & Director of Journalism RMIT University, Melbourne, Australia



POLITSCI ’13

313

UNDERSTANDING AFRICAN POLITICS! IN SEARCH FOR A 
CORRECT METHODOLOGY OF ANALYSIS
SALEH MARI MAINA

Introduction

The study of African Politics has been captive of all manner of perspectives 
that seek to explain the factors that determine change and development in African 
states. Scholars from different parts of the world, mostly from Western Europe and 
the Americas as well as African scholars have sought to advance explanations on 
issues concerning African politics using different criteria of analysis. While many of 
these scholars misinterpreted the factors that shape developments in the political 
economy of African economies, partly, if not largely due to deliberate efforts to 
ignore, down play or even dismiss the critical role of historical experiences of 
the African people, namely, their colonization and incorporation into the main 
stream of the international capitalist system, other scholars have been working to 
establish an acceptable framework of analysis of African politics. So far, there are 
two clearly identifiable schools of thought that seek to interpret African politics 
and development using specific theoretical frameworks. On the one hand are those 
who use theoretical premises that are derived from theories of development that 
owe their origins to experiences of the development process of western Europe 
particularly after the industrial revolution and the rise of capitalism as an economic 
system.

These theories have, however, been found to be inadequate both as 
explanations, for issues of African politics and as strategy for socio-economic and 
political transformation of African states in a manner that is not only consistent 
with the hopes and aspirations of the African people but takes into account the 
differences of historical experiences and cultural differences between Africans on 
the one hand and European or American people on the other. Indeed, apart from 
their Eurocentric character, these theories of African development as perceived 
and articulated by western scholars have a greater danger of perpetuating the neo-
colonization and subjugation of African states to western interests. This remains 
a distinct positivity in the current era of globalization, a process through which 
the major capitalist nations of Europe and the United States are trying to unite 
the world into a global village that is subservient to the major capitalist nations. 
This, thus, calls for alternative theoretical frameworks for a correct and adequate 
perception and analysis of the nature and character of African politics as well as, 
the driving forces behind changes and development in African states.

Among the myriad of theories of development so far advanced by scholars in 
Africa and other parts of the world is the class theory. The class theory, which owes 
its origins from the works of German philosophers, Karl Karx and Frederick angels 
and further improved upon by other Marxist oriented scholars, is increasingly 
gaining currency as the most acceptable frame work that adequately and 
accurately captures the dynamics responsible for the nature, character and forces 
of development in contemporary African states.
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The purpose of this paper is to examine the contending theories of African 

development advanced by both classical scholars of Western Europe and America 

on the one hand and alternative theories of development being canvassed by 

African scholars, namely class analysis. The objective is to examine the merits 

and demerits of both schools as well as advance a proposal on which theoretical 

framework best plains issues of African politics and development.

Literature Review

Like all concepts in political science especially in an ideologically polarized 

world, concepts like politics, development, etc. have attracted a wide variety of 

definitions, perceptions and interpretations. Virtually all scholars involved in the 

study of the subject have advanced their own versions of politics, which is accepted 

as a kind of human behavior. Gauba O.P., in an attempt at examining the nature of 

human activity that is described as politics, quotes Alam Ball (1988) as indicating 

two problems arising from general impressions about politics. 

‘In the first place, it is often assumed that politics is only concerned with 

public sector, with parliaments, elections cabinets and has little relevance to other 

spheres of human activity….. Secondly, there is the danger of confusing politics 

solely with party politics, that it is somehow concerned with having a political 

opinion, or that it at least implies a distaste with the intrigues and tricks of party 

politicians seeking power. (Gauba, 2003, p.66) Gauba (2003) further emphasized 

the situation whereby the layman thinks of politics in terms of public meetings, 

processions, slogans, demonstrations etc. Politics in general is seen as revolving 

around disagreements and the reconciliation of these disagreements. Seen in 

this context therefore, politics is essentially about conflicts and the resolution of 

such conflicts. Stephen L. Wasby may be right in his assertion that, where there is 

politics, it is said, there is controversy, and where there are issues there is politics. 

Where no controversy exists, where no issues are being debated, politics does not 

exist. (Gauba, 2003, p.67) Perhaps, J.B. Miller brought out succinctly, the mutual 

inclusivity of politics, conflict and conflict resolution in his assertion that ‘Political 

activity arises out of disagreement, and it is concerned with the use of government 

to resolve conflict in the direction of change or in the prevention of change.’(Gauba, 

2003, p.67)  If politics is all about resolving conflicts, it is has something to do with 

decision making. Almond, Powel Jr, Strom and Daltom’s (2004, p.1) perception of 

what constitutes politics is not far from this assumption. Almond et al define politics 

in terms of its character of authoritative decision making.

Johari J.C (1972, p.1) seems to be in agreement with Almond et al over the 

centrality of act of decision making as a basic feature of politics. Describing politics 

as a ‘continuous, timeless and ever changing activity linked to the making of a 

decision to solve a predicament.

On his part David Easton treats politics, and by implication, political activity as 

action for the ‘authoritative allocation of values’ (Johari, p.4). Other scholars like 

Harrold has well and Robert Dahl describe politics as a ‘special case in the exercise 

power while Blondell lays emphasis on the point of ‘decision taking.’ (Johari, p.4). 

One thing about the definition of politics is that it has been a subject of different 

interpretation especially among classical political scientists especially of Europe. 
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Mahajan V.D, (n.d.) said as much in his assertion that ‘The word politics has 
different interpretations. From Plato to Easton, it has been interpreted in different 
ways. Scholars differ greatly on the definition of the subject. He was in agreement 
with Stanley Hoffman’s remarks that, ‘How could  one agree, once and for all upon 
the definition of a field that whose scope is in constant flux, indeed a field whose 
fluctuation is one of its principal characteristics.’ (Mahajan, n.d., p.93) 

Be that it may, Mahajan discussed what he described as the traditional and 
modern views about what constitutes politics which deals with, among other goals, 
the study of government, state and other related institutions, issues of power and 
its various manifestation of what constitutes politics there seems to be a consensus 
among classical scholars of political science regarding the centrality of decision 
taking to resolve conflicts or disagreements by governments or state institution s 
towards addressing predicaments or problems in society.

Not all scholars share these classical interpretations of politics. Karl Marxs views 
mark what may be termed a radical departure from classical scholars’ perceptions 
about politics. For Marx, politics is, a tool that defines the nature of social relations 
in society especially against the background of the stratification of society into 
classes as dictated by the ownership or otherwise of private properly. For Marx 
therefore, politics is an instrument of domination of one class over another.

In this context, as Gauba stated, Marxism views politics, political institutions and 
activities as outgrowths of the prevailing economic system, especially the mode of 
production. Accordingly, ‘All social relations, including political relations are shaped 
by prevailing economic relations in society. As Engels stated:

Thus, seen in this context, politics and the state are themselves products of 
a stratified society and are designed to serve the interests of dominant class in 
society which is characterized by perpetual conflict and antagonism between the 
dominant and dominated classes.

‘Because the state arose from the need to hold class antagonism in check, it is as 
a rule the state of the most powerful, economically dominant class, which through 
the medium of the state becomes also the most politically dominant class and 
thus acquires new means of holding down and exploitating the oppressed class.’ 
(Mahajan, n.d., p.93) 

Karl Marx (1848) went further to suggest that the division of society into 
antagonistic classes gave rise to class conflicts and class struggle. To this extent all 
politics stems from this class struggle.

Politics and development, since time immemorial, have been part of the same 
process in state craft. Thus in African states, like in other parts of the world, the 
objective of social, economic and political transformation has, at least in theory and 
pronouncements of state officials, been the main driving force of politics.

However, it is important to state, at this stage, that like politics, the issue of 
development has been subject of many interpretations. Scholars of development 
studies, specially of the classical school have often defined development as a 
‘process of change towards those types of social, economic and political systems 
that have developed in western Europe and North America from the 19th century 
and then to the nineteenth and then have spread to other European countries and 
in the nineteenth and twentieth century have spread to south American, Asian and 
African countries’. (Mahajan, n.d., p.74) Seen from this framework, development 



316

POLITSCI ’13

which is equated to modernization is measured, not in terms of its relation to 

improved standard of living of society, but growth in the total economic activity and 

output of society and is measured in terms of per capital Gross National product, 

level of industrialization and level of individual welfare. (Mahajan, n.d., p.215) 

However, as Claude Ake (1996) observed, ‘In its common form, modernization 

theory posits an original state of backwardness or under-development that is 

amenable to alteration through the normal processes of capital.

‘Modernization theory, - for instance Rustow’s theory of stages – assumes that 

progress tends to be spatially diffused, a process by which more and more countries 

evolve from the state of backwardness, capitalizing on the experience of those that 

developed before them.’(Ake, 1996, p.11)

As he further observed, without exception, ‘modernization theory used an 

evolutionally schema that regarded the ideal characteristics of the west as the 

end of social evolution. This means, reduced to essentials, the development of the 

backward parts was also implicitly a matter of becoming western’ (Ake, 1996, p.10).

Incidentally, it is the apparent Eurocentric feature of the modernization theory 

that exposes its inherent limitations and inadequacy both as explanations to African 

under development and a strategy for socio-economic and political transformation, 

which in other words, is described as development. Precisely, the idea of wholesale 

transplantation of principles of modernization from Europe to Africa as a strategy 

for development have been found to be faulty. Indeed, examining the politics of 

development paradigm in African states, Ake (1996) lamented that three decades 

of preoccupation with development in Africa have yielded meager returns.

However, though many factors such as colonial legacy, social pluralism, 

corruption, lack of entrepreneurial skills, limited in flow of capital investments 

fa7lling commodity prices and unfavorable terms of trade etc. political conditions 

have been identified the greatest impediment to development in Africa. Ake (1996) 

expressed the belief that the political environment at independence (probably to 

date) was profoundly hostile to development of particular importance in this regard 

are ruling class who were so involved in the struggle for power and survival that 

they could not address the problem of development.

Ake (1996) expressed the view that to understand how African politics impacted 

negatively on development, are must begin with colonialism as a legacy, which 

he observed was markedly different from what obtained elsewhere. Describing 

colonialism in Africa as not only static but absolute and arbitrary, Ake remarked that 

colonial politics was reduced to the drive for power. The post colonial situation did 

not change the situation as the objectives of colonialism continued after. Essentially 

Ake identified colonial and post colonial African politics as skewed in a manner that 

undermined the foundation of development.

And in the absence of any clearly defined development strategy, African 

states have toyed with one strategy after the other ranging, from pursuit of 

Agricultural development, industrialization, import substitution, export promotion, 

indigenization and structural adjustment programmes, in most cases with disastrous 

consequences. The problems that faced these programmes are many but may have 

been compounded by over reliance an foreign capital hence their failure to address 

issues of economic development. The result was that African states were plunged 
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into a deepening economic crisis that has continued to rage. A case in point is 
Nigeria which faced severe problems which were captured by John Illife thus:

whereas is 1965 Nigeria’s per capita GDP had slightly exceeded that of Indonesia 
– a similarly popular oil producing state – in 2000 the figure was less than 20% of 
Indonesia. The estimated 350 billion dollars (at 1995 prices) that the Nigerian state 
had earned from oil during the intervening 35 years have not improved the people’s 
average wealth since 1979, the currency has lost over 99% of its value against the 
American dollar. Inflation has averaged 30% during the 1990s and contributed 
largely to the growth of poverty (Illife, 2011, p.201).

This sad story is not peculiar to Nigeria alone as most African states like Tanzania 
and Kenya that romanced with World Bank and International monetary Fund (IMF) 
policies fell into the same trap.

African political and Economic development have no doubt faced severe 
challenges no thanks strategies fashioned in Western Europe with the backing 
of the World Bank and IMF. M.A Mohammed Salih (2001) and Meredith Martin 
(2005) have both examined African politics and development particularly after 
independence, observing that the conduct of the political class have not been 
helpful to the growth of enabling environment for development Mohammed, 
for instance argued that, during the second half of the 20th century, Africa was 
mostly ruled by repressive post colonial states which curtailed the possibility of 
the emergence truly participatory system of government. (Mohammed, 2001, 
p.2) Meredith (2005) also observed that as African leaders settled down after 
independence to pursue the course of economic development and social progress, 
they did explore and adopt of blue prints for a desired objective and believed that 
development and modernization are best handled with government support. Thus 
many African states took to industrialization, export promotion, import substitution 
etc to twin the economy round with little positive results. 

The debate over methodology and theoretical framework that adequately 
captures the situation of African politics and development has been a continuous 
one. One of the perspectives that in recent times have gained a lot of currency 
among African scholars is the political economy perspective. As Yusuf Bangura (1985) 
observed, the study of Nigerian society from the perspective of political economy 
has gained strength in recent times due, mainly, to the increasing realization among 
scholars, of the limitations and class biases of classical (orthodox) social science 
paradigms that which ignore the interplay of socio-economic and political factors 
from an dynamics of production relations, class conflicts and state power (Bangura, 
1985, p.1).

The political economy method is derived from the class theory which itself is 
a product of the dialectical and materialist conception of history propounded by 
Karl Marx and Frederick Engels (1884). Cohen D.L. (1981) stated that the historical 
materialist method of analysis includes a number of assumptions. Some of these are 
that: in every society the most crucial human endeavor are the ways by which men 
produce their means of livelihood; Depending on the manner in which products are 
shared in society. And depending on the development of productive forces, classes 
or groups of people having opposed relations of production as distinguished by 
their proximity to ownership of means of production emerge. These classes are 
engaged in perpetual conflict due to their opposed interests and this class struggle 
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influence the pace of social and political change. The relations between the classes 
are relations of domination and exploitation where the stronger classes use their 
dominant economic and political position to exploit the weaker class. And based 
on this class theory, the political economy theoretical framework is considered 
as presenting a more accurate methodology of analysis of African politics and 
development as an alternative to the modernization and other IMF and World Bank 
inspired theories. 

Theoretical Premise

In the course of our analysis of the issues raised in this paper, we would do so; 
on the basis of a theoretical framework that we believe will adequately provide a 
premise upon which to draw our conclusions.

The study of politics as a factor in the developmental process of societies and 
states have given rise to a number of methods and approaches each of which 
provides a platform for the understanding of the twin concepts.

For the purpose of this paper, however, our arguments will be premised on the 
political economy approach which derives from the class theory of the Marxist 
theoretical framework which holds, among other positions that politics in general 
and political activities including issues of development in particular are offshoots of 
the economic systems or mode of production that prevails at any stage of a nation’s 
history. The Marxist class theory is derived from Marx’s materialist conception of 
history which argues that every mode of production gives rise to specific super 
structures that sustains it and politics is one of them. An important offshoot of the 
mode of production (Economic system) that prevails in society is the rise of classes 
i.e. groups of people who are distinguishable by their proximity to ownership of 
wealth or means of production. These classes, which are largely divided into a class 
of wealthy and the working and other oppressed people the other on the one hand 
are in a state of perpetual conflict of interest and struggle, a process that not only 
serves as the major source of social conflict but also becomes the major driving 
force of all politics.

Using the Marxist class theory, this papers hopes to argue that the theory 
provides the most scientific and accurate framework for understanding African 
politics and development. The issue here is that, development has eluded Africa not 
because of traditionalism as is being contended modernization scholars of the west 
but due to the character and objectives of the class of people that hold power since 
independence. These classes of people are motivated by the drive for primitive 
capital accumulation using all manner of dubious methods such as corruption, 
daylight robbery of state funds in collaboration with multinational corporations.

Conception Definitions

1.Politics

The concept politics has been defined by scholars in a variety of ways. Max 
weber defines politics as ‘the struggle for power or the influencing of those in 
power’ According to Shaw and Pierce, ‘politics is the struggle for power to make 
authoritative decisions for the whole society. J.H. price says politics is the study of 
the general principles on which government can be carried out successfully. For 
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the purpose of this paper however, politics will be perceived as the expression of 
the struggle by the major contending classes in African states namely the political 
class and their collaborators in the domestic and foreign business sector and on the 
one hand and the poor improvised majority on the other. Since independence from 
colonialism, a struggle has been going on between these two major classes with 
the ruling class occupying the dominant position which has enabled them oppress 
the weak.

2.Development

Like politics development has also attracted all manner of definitions especially 
from mostly western capitalist scholars who equate development either with 
growth in per capita Gross Domestic product or with modernization and advocate 
the adoption of path to development pursued by Western Europe. For the purpose 
of this paper, development will be operationally defined as the fundament socio-
economic and political change arising out of revolutionary transformation of 
society from one mode of production to another e.g. from capitalism to socialism. 
The debate over whether African states are developing or not will be measured 
by the extent to which efforts are being made to change the Economic status quo 
inherited from colonialism.

3.Modernization

This concept has also been defined in various ways but essentially it is a process 
which translates into the adoption of social, economic and political systems of 
western European nations. The process, at least for African states is premised 
on the assumption that the post-colonial state were (and probably are still) 
underdeveloped because of the predominance of obsolete traditional values and 
the only way out is for them to abandon their cultural values in favor of values 
considered as modernization in Europe. Modernization is not only a process of 
change, however, but at the same time a theoretical framework which was used to 
explain issues of African politics and development. Scholars are however beginning 
to understand the inherent limitations of modernization theory as a tool for social 
and political analysis especially where African politics is the issue.

Class and Class Struggle

The concept of class has equally not been free from different interpretations. 
Sociologists have tended to perceive the concept based on group identities of 
kinship, clans, tribes etc. The concept, however occupies a central position in 
Marxist theory of society. From a Marxist point of view and for the purpose of this 
paper a class is defined as a group or community of people that arose at specific 
stages of societal development of productive forces and their corresponding social 
relations. Classes are distinguishable on the basis of their proximity to ownership 
and control of means of production, national wealth and state power. Under the 
prevailing capitalist system, the state is divided into a class of capitalists and that of 
workers and other underprivileged elements in society. The class theory has been 
gaining ground as a tool for social and political analysis especially among African 
and Third world scholars in general, given its potency of accurate explanation of the 
dynamics that propel change in society. The class theory has become an alternative 
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to the modernization theories which had hither to been used as framework for 
analyzing African politics and issues of development. The class theory forms the 
theoretical premise so this paper.

African Politics and Search for Accurate Perspective of Analysis

Over 50 years since most African states gained independence from colonialism, 
it is obvious that the continents search for a methodology and framework of 
analysis of its socio-economic and political development still continues. Within the 
period of about half a century of independence African states (less South Africa) 
have made trillions of American dollars in revenue, particularly countries engaged 
in the exportation of crude oil and other mineral deposits like gold, Diamond etc. 
Unfortunately, however, many African states are still facing a deepening economic 
and political crisis that have made it impossible for them to embark on fundamental 
socio-economic transformation of their societies. Majority of the population of 
African states live in abject poverty without access to functional education, health 
care delivery systems, clean water for consumption and other domestic uses while 
a tiny class of powerful people composed of politicians and state officials, business 
executives local and foreign agents of multinational corporations are making 
stupendous wealth. The irony of it all is that this wealth was not derived from any 
meaningful and legitimate or even profit making productive ventures but through 
corruption, inflation of contracts, looting of the treasury and collaboration with 
multinational corporations to exploit the national economy to their advantage. 
Nigeria, for example, which has realized nearly a trillion United States (US) dollars 
from the export and sale of crude oil and agricultural products, foreign aid and 
loans from the world Bank, IMF and other international financial institutions, has 
been facing one economic and political crisis after the other. Its National per capita 
GDP, which was close to that of Indonesia shortly after independence in 1960 in 
now less that 20% of what it used to be. Unemployment rates are close to 40% 
of the population while the rate of school age children not attending schools is 
alarming. The situation is not different in many African states.

Similarly, democracy, rule of law and respect for human rights has failed to 
take serious roots in many African states, most of who are ruled by dictators and 
politicians who emerged as leaders through fraud infested electoral process which 
undermined their legitimacy and capacity to deliver good governance or lead their 
countries along the path of functional social and economic transformation.

All these deplorable conditions have been going on in Africa despite efforts 
at transition from traditionalism to modernism in accordance to the advocates 
of modernization theories of development. The conclusion that could be drawn 
here is that modernization and other western European and capitalist orientated 
methodology and framework of analysis do not sufficiently explain the dynamics of 
African politics and development. The tendency of these theories to ignore legacies 
of colonialism and neo-colonialism as factors that shape African politics makes their 
observations in-adequate as explanations or strategies of development worthy of 
adoption by African states.

This means African states must go out of the box and search for alternative 
framework for analysis of their politics. For now, the class theory remains the most 
acceptable framework capable of diagnosing the problems of African politics and 
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proffering accurate direction for its redemption. The class theory is a product of 

Marx’s and Engel’s dialectical and historical materialist conception of history. The 

class theory enables us to understand the fact that the deepening economic and 

political crisis facing Africa is largely the product of the nature of socio-economic 

stratification engendered by capitalism, the dominance of a tiny class of elements 

on the political process and the pursuit by this class of a strategy for defining and 

charting the path to follow in African9 development that are in line with their neo-

colonial origins and therefore inadequate.

Summary and Conclusion

In the preceding analysis in this paper, an attempt has been made to examine the 

most accurate framework, among other frameworks, for the correct understanding 

and interpretation of African politics. This was done against the background of the 

observed inadequacy of modernization theories as a paradigm for explaining issues 

of development or lack of it in African politics. Our position is that apart from their 

Eurocentric features, modernization theories are built on premises that ignore 

critical historical experiences such as colonialism, neo-colonialisms and imperialism 

all of which have impacted and are still influencing the shaping of African politics. 

And given this observed inadequacy of modernization theories, the imperatives for 

searching for a more scientific framework of analysis of African politics becomes all 

the more necessary. And in this context, the class theory, which derives from the 

political economy methodology, itself a product of Marx’s dialectical and historical 

materialist conception of history, is becoming increasingly accepted by scholars as 

a more accurate framework of analysis of African politics.

The class theory has the potential of explaining why, over half a century of 

emergence as independent states and the billions, if not trillions that came into 

their national coffers over the years, most African states are facing a deepening 

social, economic and political crisis and a situation whereby the rich are getting 

richer and the poor getting poorer. Our conclusion is that African scholars should do 

away with modernization theories or other IMF and World Bank inspired strategies 

of development which so far proved to be a recipe for economic destruction, 

political instability and a seemingly endless social crisis.

African scholars should embrace the class theory as the most acceptable 

framework for charting the way forward in the African peoples search for a reliable 

strategy for a meaningful socio-economic and political transformation.
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 A COMMUNICATIVE ECOLOGY PERSPECTIVE ON 
ABAHLALI BASEMJONDOLO (THE SHACK-DWELLERS 
MOVEMENT)
GERARD GILL

Abstract

This article examines Abahlali baseMjondolo, the South African shack-dwellers 
movement, through the lens of communicative ecologies. An acknowledgement 
of complexity and the view that technology should be thought of in terms of 
technological systems informs this approach. The article uses Foth and Hearn’s 
three layers (technical, discursive and social) to present the data. It is found that a 
holistic view of a movement provides nuance that may be missed if the layers were 
addressed separately.  

Keywords: communicative ecology; Abahlali baseMjondolo; technology; 
complexity

Introduction

This article examines Abahlali baseMjondolo, the shack-dwellers movement, 
through the lens of communicative ecologies. This approach is chosen after 
consideration is given to the concept of complexity as it applies to the social sciences, 
in particular the study of social movements. The concept sees phenomena as part of 
complex systems which contain both ordered (and therefore somewhat predictable) 
elements, as well as elements which appear chaotic due to high levels of complexity. 
In this approach, technology cannot be studied outside of the system it is part of. 
The communicative ecologies model allows a holistic view of the movement and its 
activities. The article uses Foth and Hearn’s three layers (technical, discursive and 
social) to present the data in a way that shows how the different layers relate to 
each other.  The result is an incomplete but nuanced snapshot which may serve to 
contribute to discussions about activism and communication technologies.

Abahlali baseMjondolo

In 2008, Africa was the fastest urbanising continent, with 72% of people living in 
shack settlements (Gibson, 2008, p. 6). According to Richard Pithouse (2008, p. 72), 
the South African government has dealt with the situation in a way that is ‘based 
on an authoritarian technocratic decision-making model’ – rule by those who 
consider themselves the most intelligent. The state also uses escalating violence 
to ‘defend its status as the sole planning authority’. Abahlali baseMjondolo (AbM) 
is a social movement that fights for the delivery of basic services to shack dweller 
communities, and for the dignity of the poor. 

The movement was born on 18 March 2005. Work had been started building 
a brick factory on land long promised by the council for housing. Shack dwellers 
moved to the site and demanded an explanation from the council. They were 
arrested. A mass meeting was held at the settlement, and a mass demonstration 
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took place in the morning that led to a confrontation with riot police (Pithouse 
2008, p. 75). AbM member Lindela Figlan explains that, from this beginning, the 
movement was formed out of a realisation by shack-dwellers that they had common 
concerns – mostly a dissatisfaction with countless broken promises. In their own 
words, ‘Abahlali baseMjondolo is a radically democratic, grassroots and entirely 
non-professionalised movement of shack dwellers in South Africa. It grew out of a 
road blockade organized by residents of the Kennedy Road Shack Settlement in the 
City of Durban in early 2005. The words Abahlali baseMjondolo are Zulu for people 
who stay in shacks.’ (Abahlali baseMjondolo, 2007). 

Figlan has been the Vice President of AbM since 2008. He stepped down in 
2010 but was soon re-elected, though he plans step down again (leadership in a 
non-hierarchical organisation is considered a responsibility rather than a perk). 
Figlan says that those who fought for the government during the struggle against 
apartheid had believed it would be a government chosen by them, a government 
for the poor. That is what they were promised before 1994 – but now, Figlan asserts, 
the system of minority rule used by the government is the same as before 1994, 
‘The people they are still suffering, the people they are still burning in the shacks, 
the people they are still living in the shacks…there are still massacres, there are still 
everything which was happening before 1994…’. Figlan states that the movement is 
there to remind the government of their promises. 

Methodology

For my research into AbM, I spent two and a half weeks in Durban, South Africa. 
During this time, the majority of my data was collected through a series of semi-
structured interviews with members of the group. Due to the flexibility of the 
group’s operations, appointments for these interviews could only be made in quite 
vague terms. This meant that I spent a large amount of time waiting around the 
office, observing its day-to-day activities. I also sat in on a number of meetings, 
some of which were translated for me (meetings were typically conducted in Zulu). 

Most of my interactions with people from AbM occurred at their office in the 
city. There is a computer in a partitioned ‘reception’ area in the entrance, as well as 
a second one in the main room. These seemed to be shared by those who regularly 
inhabit the office. The way the office is run emphasises inclusion, in keeping with 
the movement’s democratic ethos – there is an open-door policy in place as the 
nature of people’s problems means appointments are not always feasible. The 
general meeting that I attended was standing-room only, with people flowing out 
into the hallway. Even so I was still welcomed and provided with translations of the 
proceedings. Meetings continue for as long as they need to, with care taken that 
everyone present has a chance to speak. I was told that meetings used to take place 
in the shack dwellers’ communities, which was considered preferable, but no longer 
a good idea since the Kennedy Road attacks (brutal attacks on AbM members at the 
Kennedy Road settlement in 2009 – for more information on these see Abahlali 
baseMjondolo 2012).

On two occasions I had the opportunity to visit shack settlements in Foreman 
Road and the area of Shallcross. Here I met some residents and observed first-
hand the communities in which the shack dwellers live. AbM members Mnikelo 
Ndabankulu and Philani Ntanzi spoke to me at the Foreman Road settlement. 
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Foreman Road is located across the road from a group of houses. Many of the 
settlement’s residents work in these houses – this is an important point as relocation 
to rural housing (as sometimes mandated by the government) would mean long 
and expensive commutes to work.  I also spent some time at Shallcross with Albert 
Ngubane. Ngubane is the AbM committee chairperson at Shallcross, Ephuleleni. 
The movement is involved in a legal battle in Shallcross regarding corruption within 
a housing project. As of this article’s publication, a final court decision on this is 
still pending, leaving some shack dwellers hesitant to give up their shacks for the 
promised housing, lest the coming decision leaves them with neither.

Complexity and social movements

The rationale for using the communicative ecologies model to view AbM’s 
activism starts with an acknowledgment of complexity. According to Charles Tilly 
(1995, pp. 1594-96), a tendency exists in academia to adopt models to explain cases, 
and assume that all will fit if the right model is found. This may be overly sanguine. 
To borrow Tilly’s metaphor - political phenomena are not like the tides, easily 
explained and predicted with the right knowledge, but like great floods, casually 
coherent but variable in structure, sequence and consequence due to many factors 
– water flow and physics can be understood but there are always other variables 
(Tilly, 1995, p. 1601). To this end, the construction of invariant models in any study 
of phenomena like protests or revolutions is counter-productive (Tilly, 1995, p. 
1605). Graeme Chesters and Ian Welsh (2005, p. 187) describe social movement 
theories as being inadequate for the examination of modern social movements 
such and instead suggesting complexity. The ‘complexity turn’ was a development 
in both the ‘natural’ and ‘social’ sciences in the late 1990s. As with Tilly’s work, the 
assertion is that ‘systems are irreducible to elementary laws or simple processes’ 
(Urry, 2005, pp. 2-4).

According to John Urry (2005, pp. 2-4), this is not simply a new way of thinking 
about the world, however - it arises because the world is actually getting more 
complex. He cites examples of machines containing astronomically more parts than 
in previous eras, and the increasingly complex processes involved in trade (2006, 
p. 111). He also points out that nature is characterised by extreme asymmetry, and 
is inextricably entangled with human culture – ‘These and other developments 
seem to herald a relatively new set of hybrid systems – neither natural nor social; 
neither ordered nor anarchic – that display high levels of complexity’ (2006, p. 
112). Whether Urry’s claims of increasing levels of complexity are true or not, the 
acknowledgement of complexity in social movements has important implications, 
especially when considering their relationship with technology.

Technology and communicative ecologies

There are multiples ways of considering technology, or even defining what it 
is. This section establishes the way that will be used in this article, and in doing so 
demonstrates the value of the communicative ecologies model. Val Dusek (2006, 
pp. 31-32) lists three definitions of technology: as hardware or gadgets, for instance 
a mobile phone, as rules, means-ends patterns, as in an assembly line, or as a 
system, hardware within a human context, outside of which it does not function as 
technology. The systems approach is considered as a consensus, incorporating the 
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others, though some still deny the possibility of a general definition (Dusek, 2006, 
pp. 35-36). The idea of technology as being more than artefact has been at least 
partially implicit since the term first came into use.

Leo Marx (2010, p. 562) explains that the word itself is derived from techne 
(art or craft) and ology (branch of learning). As such, it originally referred to a 
subject of discussion or learning, rather than objects. It is also much newer than 
might be imagined. Even at the time of the Industrial Revolution the term was not 
often used. In a way that complements Urry’s assertions, Marx (2010, p. 574 - 575) 
contends that ‘technology’ increasingly refers to complex systems, in which gadgets 
or devices play only one part. He speaks of the ‘erosion of the outer boundaries, 
as it were, those separating the whole technological system from the surrounding 
society and culture’. It is noted that Karl Marx appears to have a good grasp of the 
concept in Capital, but still often neglects it in his writings (Marx, 2010, p. 570)1. 
The implications of this have been noted by Andrew Feenberg.

Feenberg argues that a particular attitude towards the technology/system of 
the state apparatus can be seen in the Russian revolution - where it was assumed 
that the state could be un-problematically used to serve the revolution’s purpose 
and would then wither away at the revolutionaries’ behest. This assumption is 
classically maligned by liberal and anarchist critiques of Marxism (Feenberg, 1990, 
p. 44). For Feenberg (1990, p. 45), the issue of the use of technology is difficult 
as there can hardly be a fresh start – the technology already exists in its current 
form, replete with social context. This demonstrates the importance of considering 
technology as not just tools, but holistically as a system. More support for this can 
be found in the insights of Bruno Latour and the concept of technical mediation.

Technical mediation can be illustrated by considering questions around the use 
of Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs) in activism. Is an activist 
made more effective by having a smart-phone, or are they already either effective 
or not, and the phone just a neutral tool? Technical mediation says both the phone 
and person are different when combined – they take on new possibilities, goals, 
and programs of action (Latour, 1994, pp. 31-33). In the same way that internet 
and phone technologies combine to make one new device, the smart-phone, actors 
and actants (Latour’s word for non-human actors) combine due to interest, and 
are then ‘black-boxed’ into another actant/actor (ie. ‘activist with phone’) (Latour, 
1994, pp. 36-37). Looking at the use of ICTs in activism in this way makes a holistic 
view, considering all actors and relationships, essential. Latour (1994, p. 40) also 
describes how action is delegated, making a person do things on behalf of others 
who no longer need to be physically present (think for example of how said phone 
may be locked so it does not work with other networks – no-one needs to be 
present anymore to enforce the contract forbidding such use). As Feenberg noted 
with the Russians, this may be problematic depending on the values left behind in 
the technology by its previous actor/actant relationships – the terms of the new 
relationship may require negotiation. Devices are unlikely to be used in quite same 
way by an activist and a police officer or stockbroker.

1 A particular passage that demonstrates this reads ‘Technology discloses man’s 
mode of dealing with Nature, the process of production by which he sustains his 
life, and thereby also lays bare the mode of formation of his social relations, and of 
the mental conceptions that flow from them’ (Marx, 1906-09, p. 406).
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Though components and physical attributes remain relevant, the preceding 
demonstrates the importance of looking holistically at technological systems, 
beyond the devices. This is where the communicative ecologies conceptual model is 
of use. Tacchi and Watkins (2007, p. 3) state that ‘…each instance of communication 
or information takes place within an existing ‘communicative ecology’; and each 
community has a unique communicative ecology’. In studying communicative 
ecologies, key questions are focused around resources available, practices 
employed, and how the potential of the resources are understood. In Marcus Foth 
and Greg Hearn’s (2007, p. 756) study of ICT use in Australian apartment buildings, 
these questions are addressed systematically. They divide the communicative 
ecology into three layers. These are a technical layer (devices and media), a social 
layer (people and organisational forms), and a discursive layer (ideas and themes).

This approach has previously been used in examining activist practices. Jennifer 
Peeples and Bentley Mitchell (2007) use the communicative ecology model to 
examine the 1999 WTO protest in a more holistic way than other analysis that 
focuses largely on devices. In Africa there is no consensus as to the potential of 
ICTs for social change (Wasserman, 2010, p. 2) however many of my findings have 
accorded with other studies on social movements and ICTs in South Africa. Herman 
Wasserman’s (2007, pp. 123-24) work on the Treatment Action Campaign and Anti-
privatization Forum similarly suggests a ‘two-step flow’ process in which ICTs serve 
to aid communications that also rely on more traditional methods. Sarah Chiumba’s 
(2012, 201) work on the Western Cape Anti-eviction campaign mentions the two-
step flow process as well as the ‘multiplicity of purposes’ that mobile phones 
serve in that movement. The importance given to both device and specific context 
seen in these accounts suggests that the use of communicative ecologies to view 
Abahlali baseMjondolo is appropriate. The remainder of this article will examine 
the technical, social and discursive layers of this particular ecology.

Technical layer

Some information exists on AbM’s use of ICTs, but mostly only general 
observations. For example, Baum (n.d.) has observed communication between 
settlements via mobile phone as this is accessible, the use of a website and Facebook 
for dissemination of knowledge, and an emphasis on physical actions, organised 
with technology but realised offline (Baum n.d.). There is also some more in-depth 
work forthcoming such as a thesis by Brazilian scholar Kalinca Copello. Throughout 
my research on AbM I was in contact with Copello, who several years ago spent a 
substantial amount of time with AbM, doing participant observation. In a personal 
conversation, it was pointed out that access and use of many technologies is limited 
to relatively few members of AbM. There are striking differences between members 
engagement with ICTs. Copello has remarked that she wonders what would happen 
to the movement without the few members that regularly use the internet. 

AbM member Thembani Ngongoma notes that growing up in apartheid South 
Africa, black people were not exposed to such things as the technology being 
discussed here, by law. It is only in relatively recent times that black people can be 
seen accessing this technology. Also, even as the advantages of such technology 
are recognised, to make use of it money is needed, not to mention electricity. 
Activists are being expected to compete with those who have ready access to such 
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resources. Even so, AbM’s use of technology for communication is noteworthy. The 
movement has an internet presence on various platforms such as Facebook and 
Twitter, as well as its own very comprehensive website, which includes a wealth of 
information, and media such as photos and YouTube clips.

Important for day-to-day practices is the use of mobile phones. Africa is the first 
continent to have more mobile phone users than landline users (Chiumbu 2012, 
p. 193). ‘Mobile phone uptake is rapid, even in very poor communities, and this 
is based in large part on immediate perception of its practical uses in managing 
kinship, social and business networks…’ - as of publication, internet adoption has 
not seen such success (Miller et al 2005, 3). This may be partially accounted for in 
a study by Miller et al. (2005, 4) that suggests that poor communities tend to see 
value in technology for communication rather than information access.

The internet does play a role in AbM’s communication with the wider world, 
however. As well as the movement’s aforementioned website, and Facebook and 
Twitter accounts, the movement has email lists that Ngongoma considers useful. 
These were suggested by a Swedish supporter. Through incidents being reported in 
them, foreigners can telephone the embassy in South Africa, and the government 
is sensitive to international opinion. There is also a film about the movement 
called Dear Mandela, by Dara Kell and Christopher Nizza, that highlights the issues 
the movement is concerned with as well as its philosophy. As will be shown, this 
philosophy or ideology, called Abahlalism, is deeply tied to the movement’s social 
layer and permeates its practices, not excluding those related to use of ICTs.

Discursive layer

Former AbM president S’bu Zikode describes Abahlalism as a new concept to 
form a new ideology for the movement. It can be related to the southern African 
philosophy of Ubuntu. The word ‘Ubuntu’ comes from an isiXhosa proverb – ‘umuntu 
ngumuntu ngabantu’ – ‘a person is a person through their relationship to others’ 
(Swanson, 2007, p. 53). This emphasis on the relationship between individual 
and community is vital to Abahlalism. Personal virtue is not enough, the state of 
the community is important. It is about the responsibility of being a human, the 
responsibility to act when wrong is occurring. Importantly, it entails the acceptance 
that freedom will never be delivered on a silver plate. People need to know that 
their situation is not God-given – for Zikode, this attitude is some of the greatest 
damage that the apartheid system has left as its legacy. In reality, Zikode asserts, 
people are made poor by political decisions. Abahlalism emphasises the importance 
of being conscious of the forces that create poverty and inequality. Zikode talks 
about how the people in Haiti were made to believe that the earthquake which 
devastated the country was God’s will. But in the aftermath - somebody has chosen 
that they suffer, somebody benefits. For this reason also, he criticises charities that 
ignore the politics of such situations.

Zikode considers AbM to be part of the Global Justice Movement (GJM), but 
with some caveats. The term ‘global’ raises a lot of questions, for Zikode it can be 
problematic when people have no base or foundation in local movement, but want 
to be big from the start. Any universality needs to be grounded in popular movement. 
When AbM speak about ‘living politics’ and ‘living solidarity’ this is what they refer 
to – a politics born out of lived experience and struggle. Zikode explains that he 
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believes that the movement underestimated global solidarity during Kennedy 
Road attacks. Due to the personal pain and frustration of those affected, which 
others did not feel or see themselves, it felt somewhat unreal. However, this view 
has changed after witnessing solidarity marches in New York and London. Many 
injustices are similar around the world, so to a certain extent one can identify with 
this, and recognise what is common with other movements. For Zikode, there is a 
link between the local and global, and both views are necessary. These connections 
are often made possible with communication technologies.

The phrase ‘Unity in Diversity’ can be seen and heard in various places – for 
instance it is a slogan of the GJM, as well as some states including South Africa. 
It has roots in non-western cultures back hundreds of years, such as indigenous 
North Americans, Taoists and Bahai (Lalonde, p. 2004). It may be that it has been 
adopted so widely for aesthetic or rhetorical reasons but it also contains resonance 
with issues of the universal and particular that are relevant here. Ernesto Laclau 
(1996, p. 35) considers the necessary tension between the universal and particular 
to be an unsolvable paradox which is ‘the very precondition of democracy’. This 
tension is clearly present in AbM’s radically democratic discourse, which contains 
a communitarian spirit combined with a high regard for the voice of the individual 
and of marginalised groups, such as the poor. 

As a main concern of the movement is the dignity and voice of the poor, it is not 
surprising that the AbM is critical of those who assume that they know better than 
or can speak for the poor. This includes not only the government but some NGOs, 
leftists and academics. Bandile Mdlalose is the General Secretary of AbM, having 
joined in 2009. Mdlalose considers that many academics use their own terms and 
vocabulary, and can’t relate well to activists. While academics have much more 
time to think, activists are concerned with action. As a believer in AbM’s ‘living 
politics’, she speaks critically of academics that do not get involved, engage and 
experience struggle:

Academics who sit behind a desk are no better than the government who breeds 
poverty, who criticises the people on the ground, who think that we are poor because 
we make ourselves poor, who have not gone down to the people and realised what 
is really really happening to the people on the ground…

This is not to say that academics and intellectuals are not needed or wanted 
among the struggle of the poor. Zikode stresses that this struggle needs to 
be for everyone. Jacob Bryant (2008, p. 50) notes that links with the middle 
class, such as academics and film-makers, connect the struggle to a ‘network of 
resources’. However, AbM is conscious to avoid ‘zim zims’ – dogma, terminology 
or nomenclature that gives privileges those who know it over those who do not 
(Pithouse, 2008, p. 80). This attitude does not sit well with everyone - there have 
been many efforts to crush the group, from both the right and the left. According to 
Zikode, ‘Our crime has been, ‘Who the hell are you that you can speak for yourself, 
because you should have known your place in the first place, which is, your place is 
in the shack’.’ The extension of this is that the ‘place’ for the poor is in rural areas, 
that they have no right to the city. They have fought, and remained in the city. In 
response, basic services have been denied to their communities. Figlan states that 
this attitude from a government that is supposed to represent the people has led 
AbM to conclude that it is better that they speak for themselves, and get their 
mandate from one another.
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It is from the struggle that the poor in South Africa face every day that the 
‘lived politics’ discourse  of Abahlalism has emerged. Unity and diversity are not 
abstract concepts within AbM but realities of the movement. In the diverse range 
of groups and individuals in South Africa (or any nation), the shack-dwellers are a 
group who struggle for dignity and a voice (and the vital services that are afforded 
through having these). Their recognition of their common goals, their unity, has 
helped them coalesce into a movement to bring this about. The next section will 
show the manifestation of these ideas in the social layer, and how this affects their 
activist practices.

Social layer

In the spirit of Abahlalism, love, taking care of one another, is power. As any 
scholar would know, title counts when you speak, it influences whether you are 
listened to or have certain opportunities. Uniting affords shack-dwellers a title, that 
of Abahlali baseMjondolo.  Organising has allowed shack-dwellers to raise issues in 
a way that they otherwise might not be able to. Mdlalose notes that they are now 
able to sit down with government officials. They used to not listen - now, AbM is 
given acknowledgement, though the government still falls short of actually making 
changes. A sense of community is not only a political tool, though - it is also an end 
in itself. 

Zikode describes how AbM meetings serve as a platform for people to be heard:
I have always also viewed this power as a basin that collects tears…In one of 

the meetings we had in Pietermaritzburg about four years ago, one woman stood 
in the meeting, the hall was fully packed, the woman stood and said ‘I’m a single 
mother, I have no husband, when I voted then I put my trust in my councillor’, and 
she burst into tears, saying that ‘today, I have no one to report to. The pain that I 
have, I have nowhere to share.’ …and that’s how people get frustrated and for us, 
that moment of being able to be a platform for people to speak for themselves, it’s 
really important because we don’t know what kind of damage happens when tears 
fall inside a person.

Zikode notes that this is one thing that the shack dwellers have that the rich 
lack. In South Africa, rich people have gated communities, they don’t know their 
neighbours, and have no sense of community. For AbM community makes a human 
being complete – in the spirit of Ubuntu, you can only be a human being if you 
recognise other human beings around you.

A difficult task for the movement is that of articulating the struggle to gain unity, 
of stressing that there are no human borders – that a human is a human. This can be 
a problem as AbM viewed in different ways by different people, but it is ultimately 
the source of the movement’s power. While the state has own elite that views itself 
as ‘custodians of power’, AbM believes in, and practices, grassroots democracy. 
AbM members point out that the South African Freedom Charter states that the 
people shall govern, not that ‘these specific’ people shall govern. For AbM, the task 
of re-asserting their power may be a long one, so they have started with what is 
right in front of them.

Zikode argues that ‘The reality is that there are many forces in our society 
that contest power…’ One of the bigger tasks for the movement is claiming their 
place as one of these forces - challenging the assumption that poor cannot think 



POLITSCI ’13

331

for themselves and need to be represented by someone else (Zikode notes that 
this assumption is made about many marginalised groups). Shack fires, a large 
and often fatal problem in the settlements, are seen as happening because shack-
dwellers are careless, or drink too much, rather than a consequence of the state not 
providing electricity to the area. This is what forces the use of candles or kerosene 
in settlements. But, as Zikode points out, people in Berea (a richer area of Durban) 
also drink - they just don’t have candles burning to knock over. These perceptions 
mean that the shack-dwellers first need to define themselves and stand firm that 
they count just like anyone else, and that they possess the same intelligence. 

Day-to-day, AbM says little about the big institutions. Zikode explains that the 
World Bank or IMF are too abstract for ordinary people with more immediate 
concerns. Still, these institutions have smaller entities under them that promote 
injustices, and ‘…it makes sense for people in Abahlali to deal with local councillors, 
they can see them, they interact with them, they lie to them, they steal from them…’ 
AbM’s activism starts small, with the prefiguration of the kind of collective society 
they want to see. AbM is ‘…known for having democratized the internal governance 
of many settlements…’ (Abahlali baseMjondolo 2007). It is stated that ‘People 
elected into office are not elected to make decisions on particular issues but rather 
to ensure a democratic decision making process on questions and matters related 
to those issues’ (Abahlali baseMjondolo 2007).

Zikode agrees that the movement’s structure and ideology and its use of 
technology are linked. Albert Ngubane states that AbM is upfront about everything, 
and informs everyone of what is going on, so meetings and communication with 
people are important. This and mobilization for protests could be done without 
technology are greatly aided by its use. For one thing, the AbM executive often 
operate from a small office, having to deal with many communities from this space. 
Communication technology makes this possible. When I ask Ndabankulu, he is 
quick to stress the importance of technology, especially cell phones: 

…A comrade which doesn’t have a cell phone is one of the most difficult 
comrades to work with. Because even to coordinate the meetings, we rely on the 
mobile phones. You have to phone the coordinator or the chairperson of a particular 
branch to tell the comrades that there is a general meeting, and then that person 
who received a call from the office can then use the word of mouth to the locals…

Ndabankulu relates an anecdote to me that highlights the interplay between 
the social and technical. Ndabankulu and AbM member Zodwa Nsibande are 
Facebook friends. When there was a protest at Kennedy Road, Nsibande was in 
Pietermaritzberg, outside of the city. Ndabankulu took a photo of the protest on his 
Blackberry and uploaded it to Facebook. The media called Nsibande, who was not 
well informed of what had happened, but was able to comment on behalf of AbM 
via information on Ndabankulu’s Facebook page. Ndabankulu emphasises that you 
can’t trust everything on Facebook, but if it comes from a trusted source you can. 
The relationship between the two, and Ndabankulu’s status within AbM as a leader, 
who takes the struggle seriously, means Ndabankulu’s posts are considered reliable.

The digital divide is very much a reality for a movement made up of South Africa’s 
poor, but its communitarian ethic means the benefits of technologies available to 
some can be felt widely. Ngubane agreed to take me to his area in Shallcross, where 
he introduced me to three Zulu-speaking women – Bongiwe Nkabinde, Nontokozo 
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and Phileleli. None of them regularly used ICTs themselves but all recognised their 
importance in the movement. Nkabinde states that she has seen ICTs used by AbM 
to inform people about court dates and provide information around evictions, she 
also remembers the presence of the media at protests. Phileleli likewise relates 
how AbM contacted them with cellphones during evictions, as well as recognising 
the media power it affords them. Nontokozo does not use ICTs herself, but has 
observed them being used by the movement to disseminate information. As 
mentioned previously, this ‘two-step flow’ process has been noted in other South 
African movements by Wasserman and Chiumbu.

As well as being complemented by the movement’s ethos, ICT-aided activism 
can be seen being used by the movement in conjunction with traditional African 
modes of contention. ‘Toyi-toyi’ is a war dance of black South Africans. It distracts 
dancers from their fear, and during apartheid symbolized a ‘triumph of spirit’. It is 
now used by post-apartheid social movements (Nevitt n.d.). Figlan tells of a ‘cell-
phone toyi-toyi’ conducted by the group. Tired of marching and being on the road, 
AbM members co-ordinated phone calls to the housing department. Someone 
would call, asking ‘W questions’ (‘When are you going to build our houses? How?’ 
etc.). When this call ends, the next one would begin, with the same questions. This 
would continue all day, wearing down their quarry.

The movement’s relationship with these technologies is a complex one. At 
Shallcross, my presence was taken as a hopeful sign that the movement was growing. 
Likewise, Figlan states that mostly, people in the movement don’t know much about 
using technology, but also points out that it was the AbM website that led to my 
very presence in the AbM office in Durban. Unfortunately, Zikode points out, in the 
office a computer with internet access makes it easier to communicate with outside 
world than with the movement’s own, computerless comrades. For instance the 
website serves more to communicate with the outside world in solidarity than with 
AbM members.  The movie Dear Mandela has also served as a powerful tool in this 
respect. It has allowed the movement to travel around the world without having 
to actually travel. Consequently AbM is well known worldwide but sometimes less 
so in South Africa itself, partially due to gated communities. Even so, as long as the 
office is there to serve the shack dweller communities, its technology helps. Also, 
the spread of phones with internet access helps to close the gap.

There can also be problems if technology is advanced in the office but the 
membership is not educated on its use. Within the office, experiences and necessity 
educate. Outside, people may have other more pressing concerns. Nsibande states 
that in today’s environment/society, engagement with ICTs is necessary. The 
movement is now world-wide, so there is a need to keep in touch. The website 
can inform and engage people. However she also notes that technology sometimes 
makes people lazy and reliance on it is dangerous if it fails, especially if you don’t 
have a backup. She considers that AbM could exist with or without ICTs. After all, 
even now most of the activities that that AbM does is done without ICTs – many 
shack dwellers are illiterate, for example, so trying to get them to use technology 
can be an added burden for them. Text messages are considered by Zikode to be 
the most improved method of communication, but illiteracy can make SMS useless. 
Mdlalose states that technology has helped the movement communicate with each 
other and the world. It makes things sustainable, and shares the story. However she 
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emphasises that the struggle is not about technology – the computers might one 

day go but they still have their voices, minds – ‘the struggle is in our veins’.

Discussion and conclusion

The research in this article is limited in terms of its sample size and the length 

of the study. From a movement with membership in the thousands, situated 

throughout South Africa, only a handful of members were interviewed, primarily 

from the main office in Durban. I was also only in South Africa for two weeks – a 

larger longitudinal study encompassing not only interviews but much more in the 

way of observation and participation would no doubt enrich understanding of the 

group and its situation. However, some tentative observations can be made.

In considering the concept of complexity when looking at social movements, 

order and chaos can be seen – difference and similarity. Both must be acknowledged 

– generalisations about social movements may be useful, for instance seeing AbM 

in terms of South African social movements, or as part of the GJM, but as shown 

in the ideology of the movement itself, these must be grounded in lived, particular 

realities. In the study of technology, this means not only considering devices and 

what they do, but the context in which they exist. The communicative ecologies 

model is a way of attempting to strike that balance. In looking at AbM through this 

lens, it can be seen how the layers are part of an interconnected whole. Inequalities 

in access and opportunity are somewhat mitigated by a communitarian ethic 

that seeks to share the bounty of technological devices used by the movement. 

Local activist practices such as toyi-toyi join with a common device like a phone 

in a unique manner. This potentially supports the idea of ICTs affording benefits 

to activists that they do not for other institutions such as governments (or vice 

versa). However, the ability to make any kind of generalised statement about this 

would be dependent on the study of many more communicative ecologies, from 

different sectors of society, and even then how generalizable the results would 

be is unknown. Ultimately it seems that technology is but one factor in activism, 

and cannot be studied in a vacuum. While this may be a truism, it is one of vital 

importance.
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THE END OF THE GLOBAL CONFLICT PREVENTION AS A 
RESULT OF THE US DECLINE?
TOMAS POSIPSIL

Keywords: conflict prevention, theory of long cycles, decline of the US power

Introduction

With the end of the Cold War the world was expecting a new phase of 
international relations. Substantial excitement was not only among scholars, but 
also among politicians. Even president George H. W. Bush (1990) in his speech on 
11th September 1990 announced so called ‘new world order.’ However, the further 
development showed that with the demise of the Soviet Union, the world is neither 
more stable, nor safer. Zbigniew Brzezinski (2007) in his book Second Chance 
aptly observes that rather toward a new world order, the world is moving toward 
disorder.’

In the globalized world, where information move by the speed of light and 
even small group of people may attain weapons with massive destructive power, 
conflict prevention appeared to be very plausible instrument when dealing with 
international problems. Its logic is very easy and tempting at the same time. Disputes 
or small conflicts should be taken care of before they grow into violent conflicts. To 
act before destructive conflicts emerge, to prevent them all. Nevertheless, even 
such appealing argument needs to be scrutinized into the details. Shortly, rather 
unpleasant questions arose. Who would conduct the conflict prevention? Who 
would decide when and where to act? Who would be responsible for maintaining 
global peace?

Now, we can boldly state that the USA took the great deal of that responsibility. 
The USA got engaged for example in Iraq, Somalia or in former Yugoslavia etc. 
President Clinton (1999) outlined his vision of the US policy in his speech on 
February 26, 1999: 

‘It’s easy, for example, to say that we really have no interests in who lives in 
this or that valley in Bosnia, or who owns a strip of bushland in the Horn of Africa, 
or some piece of parched earth by the Jordan River…The question we must ask is, 
what are the consequences to our security of letting conflicts fester and spread.  
We cannot, indeed, we should not, do everything or be everywhere.  But where our 
values and our interests are at stake, and where we can make a difference, we must 
be prepared to do so.  And we must remember that the real challenge of foreign 
policy is to deal with problems before they harm our national interests.’

However, in the 90s the United States enjoyed very preeminent position in 
international system and as Robert Jervis (2003:84) argues: ‘A hegemon tends to 
acquire an enormous stake in world order. As power expands, so does a state’s 
definition of its own interests. Most countries are concerned mainly with what 
happens in their immediate neighborhoods; but for a hegemon, the world is its 
neighborhood…’ Thus, we can assume that the USA conducted or tried to carry out 
the global conflict prevention. Nevertheless, following questions should be asked: 
What would happen with the global conflict prevention as the US power declines?
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This paper is rather controversial contribution to the current debate about 
the consequences of the US decline. It uses Modelski’s Theory of Long Cycles to 
demonstrate possible evolution of the international relations in the near future.

1. Conflict Prevention

Conflicts are natural, normal, sometimes desirable components of international 
relations. In other words, the problem is not their existence, but the way they are 
handled (Mayer, 2012:3). Conflicts may be perceived on different levels such as 
local, regional, interstate, global etc. and may have different causes. They may 
emerge as results of human nature, society structure or power struggle etc. (Mayer, 
2012:9). As the name predicts, the main aim of the conflict prevention is to prevent 
conflicts to grow into violent ones. However, such easily formulated task is met with 
many obstacles such as terminological ambiguity or disagreements over the range 
of activities within conflict prevention or the time horizon.

Now, conflict prevention is not a new idea. Endeavors to prevent conflicts or 
wars are usually directly connected to diplomacy which one of the main aims is to 
prevent conflicts and if possible, settle them peacefully (Steiner, 2004). One example 
for all, the Congress of Vienna 1815 was in this perspective nothing more than an 
effort to prevent other conflicts after the Napoleonic Wars. The then powers had 
introduced some preventive mechanisms that appeared very effective and led to 
the forty years of peace (Ackermann, 2003: 340). Some authors go even further 
when they argue that preventing conflicts is a featured characteristic of human 
society (Sokalski, 2003: 1). Nonetheless, listing other diplomatic achievements with 
regard to conflict prevention is pointless. We should rather focus on its role and 
possible use in present world. When a brief look at the recent conflicts is taken, 
we find out that also actors other than states are involved. Thus, we may assume 
that traditional diplomacy may not work very well in this environment. Diplomatic 
negotiations with terrorists or various insurgent groups would give them only 
wanted attention and some kind of recognition, but the results of such negotiations 
would be very questionable. 

Now, as was mentioned above, today’s concept of conflict prevention contends 
with many theoretical and practical difficulties. The aim of the paper is not to 
list all of them, but rather to demonstrate few of them and pose some hopefully 
important questions. 

First problem deals with body which could decide about the deployment of 
conflict prevention instruments. The United Nations is frequently mentioned in this 
place. Even though the term conflict prevention as such is not explicitly mentioned 
in the UN Charter, it can by imply that its spirit leads to preventive measures. 
Article 1 of the UN Charter mentions that the purposes of the United Nations are: 
‘To maintain international peace and security, and to that end: to take effective 
collective measures for the prevention and removal of threats to the peace…’ 
However, probably the most cited words with regard to conflict prevention are 
those of Kofi Annan from his speech on 9th September, 1999 (UNIS Vienna) where 
he stresses the necessity to move ‘from culture of reaction towards a culture of 
prevention.’ Nevertheless, if we take a look at practical level, we soon find out that 
the UN does not play a decisive role in conflict prevention. Sure, there are speeches, 
declaration and passionate debates, but an effective action is usually hindered by 
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tedious negotiations within the Security Council. This is just one part of the bigger 
issue which may be labeled as ‘a reform of the UN’.

Second, there is a whole range of issues with regard to timing of preventive 
actions. Connie Peck distinguishes early and late prevention. Early prevention seeks 
to improve the relationship of states before a conflict erupts. It helps to avoid 
accumulation of grievances associated with conflict escalation. On the other hand, 
late conflict prevention occurs when fighting among belligerent parties is imminent 
(Peck, 1996: 44, 133). In retrospective it is always easy to mark the right time for 
the conflict prevention, but at that time, it is very difficult. Not only there is always 
only partial information from the conflicted areas, but no one can predict the 
further development. Ambiguity about the right timing also contributes to certain 
reluctance when deciding about preventive actions.

Third range of problems deals with responsibility for the conflict prevention. 
Even in case that the UN decides about preventive actions, individual states have 
to bear the burden and take responsibilities for the lives of their soldiers. Naturally, 
politicians are exposed to very strong domestic pressure, especially if they want 
to send soldiers to very distant countries which are rather unfamiliar to their 
electorate. Not to mention that all the actions related to the conflict prevention 
are rather costly, which it makes even harder to gain sufficient support for them. 
Even though the UN has the vast analyst apparatus at its disposal, it always requires 
national intelligence to take part in conflict prevention planning which again meets 
with the lack of resources and funding.

Nevertheless, states still represent the most important actors of international 
relations and they usually act only when their own interests are at stake. In 
other words, if a conflict does not influence state’s interest in any way, it is highly 
improbable that it will act. As Robert Jervis (2003:84) aptly noted: ‘Most countries 
are concerned mainly with what happens in their immediate neighborhoods; but 
for a hegemon, the world is its neighborhood…’ But does it really mean that most 
countries care only about their immediate neighborhood? Probably not; e.g. in the 
globalized world even small countries are dependent on international trade and 
it is in their interest to have all the major trade routes secured. However, even 
though their interest may be at stake, most of the states do not act on the global 
scale. They may lack the resources for such actions or sufficient motivation. In other 
words, they accept the risk that some of their interests are threatened or could 
be damaged. However, hegemon does not have such option. It has to act on the 
global scale, because one of his vital interests is always at stake. This idea is further 
elaborated in the chapter Global Conflict Prevention.

2. Theories on Hegemony and the Long Cycle Theory

In short, theories on hegemonic stability suppose that a system is more stable 
when there is a hegemon which could set the rules and also enforce them. The 
beginnings of this theorizing are usually associated with international economy 
rather than with international relations. In the book The World in Depression Charles 
Kindleberger claims that the Great Depression of the 30s was the result of non-
existence of hegemon with dominant economy. However, as the research in this 
field continued, various approaches emerged. Terry Boswell and Mike Sweat (1991) 
in their article Hegemony, Long Waves, and Major Wars: A Time Series Analysis of 
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Systemic Dynamics, 1496- 1967 offer elaborated classification of the approaches, 
as presented below. 

The literature on this matter can be divided into two schools – systemic and 
realist. Each of these schools contains two major theories. In the systemic approach 
there are ‘world economy theory’ (Wallerstein, 1974, 1980; Frank, 1978) and ‘long 
cycle theory’ (Modelski, 1987; Modelski and Thompson, 1988). The realist variants 
are ‘hegemonic stability theory’ (Gilpin, 1981) and ‘power transition theory’ 
(Organski, 1968; Organski - Kugler, 1980). Terry Boswell and Mike Sweat (1991: 124) 
argue that:

 ‘In systemic theories, the unit of analysis is the world system as a whole, while in 
realist theories it is the nation-state. Systemic analyses focus on the effects of global 
structures and dynamics that result from the world capitalist and international 
political systems. Realist approaches concentrate on political relations among 
states, from which emerge the international political system and regimes. While 
realist analysis compares national economies, it often ignores the structure and 
dynamics of the world economy.’ 

Nevertheless, no matter what approach is used; it appears, as noted by 
Thompson (1988) that all the theories share a following thesis: ‘periods when 
economic and/or military power is concentrated in a single hegemon are associated 
with peace, while periods of dispersed power are associated with war’ (Boswell - 
Sweat, 1991). Now, the author of this article chooses the long cycle theory as the 
basis for the further research on this matter. 

The Long Cycle Theory

Modelski and Thompson basically argue that in world politics there is a pattern 
of regularity. So called long cycles are in modern history approximately 100 – 120 
years long. In every cycle there is a hegemon or world leader who dominates the 
system. As the power of the hegemon declines a new world leader slowly rises 
and finally challenges the current hegemon in a global war. After the transition, 
every new hegemon brings new elements into the system. Especially, due to its 
preeminent position and no-matching power, hegemon shapes the system at its 
best convenience (Modelski - Thompson, 1988; Modelski, 2012: 587 – 610 and 
others). 

This approach brings an element of regularity in otherwise anarchic realm of IR 
which represents a unique challenge for IR scholars. It should be also noted that 
the theory is applicable only on global arena where it does not focus on finding 
equilibrium or status quo but rather on special movements that can appear only 
on this level. No such movements are observable national levels where regular 
elections take place (Modelski, http://faculty.washington.edu/modelski/LCGPeolss.
htm).

Modelski’s research proceeds from the vast historical analysis. He sets the 
beginning of the global politics around 1500 when great overseas discoveries took 
place. Opening ocean routes changed the international trade and introduced new 
actors into the mostly European arena of the IR (e.g. Americas). Portugal was the 
first global leader, because it managed to react to the problems of the current trade 
system known as Silk Roads. Portugal shortly assumed control over large portion of 
oceanic space with its fleets dispatched around the globe and also introduced the 
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first global regime when the Treaty of Tordesillas was signed. Portugal was replaced 
by The Dutch Republic which stressed the principle of freedom of the seas and laid 
groundwork for the nucleus-like organization of the global system. After Dutch the 
leadership transited to England where it stayed for two long cycles. And finally, after 
the World Wars the USA assumed the global leadership (Modelski, http://faculty.
washington.edu/modelski/LCGPeolss.htm).

Naturally, there are other aspects of the long cycle theory that were not 
mentioned in this short paragraph, such as that the global dominance is usually 
connected to sea-power etc., but it is not the aim of this article to analyze the 
theory into the details, but to stress the main ideas to make it applicable for the 
global conflict prevention.

3. Global Conflict Prevention

As it was stated in the first chapter, conflict prevention could be perceived on 
different levels. However, this chapter scrutinizes the highest – global level. First, it 
is important to note that by global conflict is meant to prevent conflicts all over the 
globe, not only to prevent global conflicts or wars. 

Probably the first actor that should be mentioned with regard to the global 
conflict prevention is the UN, because as it was mentioned above, it is one of the 
purposes why this universal international organization was created. However, all 
the negotiations in the Security Council, which has to approve all the preventive 
actions, are rather tedious. There are interests of particular great powers clashing 
to each other. Different motions are often blocked by one of the great powers with 
the veto right. Naturally, this does not want to say that these countries are against 
conflict prevention, but rather it should illustrate, how reaching a consensus may 
be difficult among states with very different interests. Due to above mentioned 
obstacles and particular rigidity of the UN; author of this article does not consider 
the UN to be an actor who could conduct effective conflict prevention. Sure, the 
United Nations may play a crucial role in the field of structural conflict prevention 
and offer its services for mediation etc., but it is not very suitable element for 
particular, possibly military, preventive actions.

Now, as Robert Jervis argue, as the power of the state grows, area of their 
interests also expands. Thus, for a hegemon, the whole world is an area of its 
interests. So, it could be said that the hegemon needs to carry out the global conflict 
prevention, because it has its interests all around the globe. Sure, it may be true, 
but it is really doubtful that a hegemon would really have his vital interests spread 
so evenly that it would cover the whole planet. The author of this article argues that 
reasons why a hegemon needs to carry out the global conflict prevention are rather 
systemic in nature. But before this argument is further analyzed, some premises 
should be formulated.

Premise no. 1

A hegemon is the main constructer of the system. Thus, it enjoys prominent 
position in the existing system. Other states do not benefit from the system as 
much as a hegemon.

Premise no. 2

To be a hegemon is always better than not to be. It is especially due to the 
Premise no. 1 
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Premise no. 3

It is a vital interest of a hegemon to preserve ‘status quo’

Now, when a state assumes the global leadership, it has a unique opportunity 
to shape the system according to its own needs (Premise no. 1). Thus, it enjoys a 
prominent position in the system and it is in its best interest to keep it that way 
(Premise no. 2 and 3). It implies that it is a vital interest of a hegemon to protect 
current system. There is no other state that has more at stake with the current 
system than hegemon, because in case that hegemon is challenged by another 
state and loses, the new world leader adjusts the system to its own needs and 
naturally, such system does not favor the past hegemon. And what is more, the new 
system would probably rather disfavor the past hegemon, because it is a logical 
move to prevent it to rise again and reclaim its position. In other words, hegemon 
has to protect the current system, because his stakes are too high.

But if the same logic as in case of Robert Jervis’ (2003) argument is used, we 
need to agree that not all of the conflicts in the world may destabilize the whole 
system. Sure, that is undoubtedly true, but especially in the late phase of the long 
cycle, every conflict may be used by a challenger to weaken hegemon’s position. 
For example, a challenger may form a coalition against hegemon which may show 
that the current hegemon does not enjoy such a strong position as it used to. And 
it could further encourage other revisionist states to join the challenger and thus 
to strengthen its position. All in all, hegemon has every need to carry out global 
conflict prevention, because even a remotely insignificant conflict might serve to its 
challenger to weaken its position.

4. Decline of the USA and Global Conflict Prevention

Decline of the US power is a favorite topic among IR scholars (e.g. see GALTUNG, 
J. Decline of the US Power and then what?), but even though there is not a general 
agreement with regard to the US decline, we can assume that at least relative US 
power is not as high as it was in the 90s. Add to that, as Modelski predicts, current 
long cycle should end around 2025 (Modelski, 2012: 587). But what does it mean? 
Should we be afraid of a global war? 

Modelski at the same time argues that with every other long cycle, the 
transition towards another global leader is ‘smoother’. With every other long cycle 
the world is moving towards a higher degree of organization, possibly towards 
global governance (Modelski, 2012: 587). However, if a little bit practical approach 
is taken, it is highly unlikely that within ten or fifteen years, there will be a body 
responsible for effective and just global governance.

On the other hand, the author of this article claims that multipolar world with 
more centers of power is more likely to emerge. Report of the National Intelligence 
Council called Global Trends 2030: alternative worlds identifiey diffusion of power 
as one of the game changer. The report states: ‘There will not be any hegemonic 
power. Power will shift to networks and coalitions in a multipolar world.’ (National 
Intelligence Council, 2012: II) Together with that, the report identifies a potential 
increase in number of conflicts as one of the game changers. 

Such conclusions perfectly correspond with the Theory of Long Cycles. There 
is no other hegemon which could fully replace the USA and thus the new long 
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cycle will be characterized by the existence of more actors that will try to assume 
responsibilities of the world leader. In the multipolar world the main actors will 
probably use some kind of international organization or summits to carry out 
these kinds of activities. The existing structures of the UN or a new international 
organization may be used for these purposes. However, we can assume that by that 
time, the world will not have undergone any dramatic change or transformation, 
thus the actors will act very similarly to present days. The emergence of the effective 
system of global governance is very unlikely 

Nevertheless, if we accept the premise that the world will be rather multipolar, 
impacts on global conflict prevention should be analyzed. Author of this article 
argues that multipolar world does not favor global conflict prevention. Logic for 
this argument is following: in a multipolar world as in any other, states act only 
when their interests are at stake. However, there is no state which vital interests 
would be as firmly connected to the existing system as in case of hegemon. Right 
on contrary, in multipolar world states may use some conflicts to strengthen their 
position against their rivals. Thus, it is highly unlikely that any state would assume 
the burden of global conflict prevention.

Next, an organization which would have global conflict prevention as its 
mission may emerge. However, it is highly probable that it would face the same 
difficulties as the present-day United Nations. It is unlikely that states will change 
their nature, thus they will support only such actions which would favor their own 
interests. Thus, it can be assumed that such body would be characterized by the 
tedious negotiations and inability to carry out swift preventive actions. In other 
words, such organization may work as a global prevention body at some level, but 
it will hardly replace the global conflict prevention carried out by a hegemon. That 
would undoubtedly lead to the increase in numbers of conflicts as it was state in the 
Global Trends 2030 report.

Conclusion

Conflict prevention is very important concept which will gain on its importance 
in the following years. However, it still faces many problems such as terminological 
ambiguity or inability to adopt coherent approach to it. Conflict prevention may 
be perceived on many different levels, but this article focused on the highest 
level – global conflict prevention. To analyze global conflict prevention, a rather 
systemic approach was used, namely Modelski’s Theory of Long Cycles. According 
to this theory, there are some patterns of regularity in otherwise anarchic realm of 
international relations, which are embodied in so called Long Cycles. In every long 
cycle there is a hegemon or a world leader who dominates the system and to a large 
extent shapes the system. Naturally, a hegemon enjoys prominent position in such 
system. Furthermore, as its power declines, a new challenger rises. The transition 
between these two subjects is called ‘global war’. 

In this paper, global conflict prevention is perceived as endeavor to prevent 
conflicts globally, not only to prevent global conflicts. Using the Theory of Long 
Cycles, it is argued that for hegemon it is a vital interest to keep the status quo. In 
other words, preservation of the current system is crucial for every hegemon. Thus, 
a hegemon strives to prevent any conflict all over the globe, because even a small 
conflict in very distant areas may be used as a pretext to challenge it. Especially, in 
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the late phases of the cycle, when hegemon does not enjoy such a strong position, 
it is crucial to prevent all these attempts. 

Using this logic, future development of the global conflict prevention is 
analyzed. Author of this paper argues that after the decline of the US power and its 
‘resignation’ to the hegemonic position in the system, multipolar world will emerge. 
However, in such world there will be no actor who will be willing and able to carry 
out effective global conflict prevention. No state needs to defend the existing 
system as much as a hegemon does and no organization can supplant hegemon 
role with regard to the global conflict prevention, mainly because administrative 
obstacles and interests clashes of the involved actors.

This paper was written as a part of the University of Economics, Prague’s 
research program IG212022.
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NEW ANTI-SYSTEM PARTIES AND POLITICAL COMPETITION: 
THE CASE OF ITALY
MATTIA ZULIANELLO

Abstract

The surprising results of the 2013 Italian general elections have led several 
political scientists to study the Beppe Grillo’s Five Star Movement, which has been 
identified as the beneficiary of protest voting thanks to its anti-establishment 
rhetoric. Although we recognize that the M5S can certainly be considered as a 
new political actor because of its particular organizational structure as well as its 
innovative framing of some post-materialist issues, at the same time we argue that 
Grillo’s party can be considered as a ‘new anti-system party ’ along with the Radical 
Party, the Communist Refoundation and the Northern League. Despite new anti-
system parties display a clear difference from their anti-democratic variants - that 
is the absence of a structured and pervasive ideological profile - nevertheless both 
the types produce similar effects on the dynamics of political competition. For 
these reason, we argue that the concept of anti-system party proposed by Sartori 
can be meaningfully applied even to a parties that do not profess anti-democratic 
Weltanschauungen.

Introduction

This paper seeks to contribute to the clarification of the slippery concept of 
‘anti-system party’ (Sartori, 1976) in order to enhance its utility for the study of 
contemporary party systems. To the best of my knowledge the only attempt to 
improve its applicability in the field of comparative politics beyond Sartori’s seminal 
works was provided by Capoccia (2002), who distinguishes between ‘relational’ and 
‘ideological’ anti-systemness. However, despite the study of Capoccia has improved 
greatly our knowledge of the topic, we argue that further reflections on the concept 
of anti-system party are required in order to allow a more immediate identification 
of its empirical referents. 

To this purpose, the main argument put forward in this paper is that despite 
the vanishing of parties actively supporting anti-democratic ideologies – as it was 
by communist and fascist parties - the concept of anti-system party should be not 
dismissed by political scientists as a label belonging to a remote and defunct past. 
Indeed, in our view, several of the new parties which have came into existence 
over the last forty years (i.e. Ethno-regionalist, Eurosceptic, Greens, Radical Left, 
Radical Right) can be conceptualized as ‘new anti-system parties’ because of 
their systemic and relational properties. The addition of the adjective ‘new’ may 
appear artificial but it is helpful since, as we will see, despite the considerations 
by Sartori (1976) explicitly allow for the attachment of the label to several kinds 
of parties, the conventional perspective has treated the concept as a synonym 
of ‘anti-democratic’. Thus, we will use the label of ‘classic anti-system parties’ to 
refer to those parties whose ideological profile can be considered anti-democratic, 
while considering as ‘new anti-system parties’ the actors that despite sharing with 
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the former group the ‘delegitimasing impact’ on the regime identified by Sartori 
(1976), do not profess anti-democratic ideologies. In the first section we discuss 
the crucial distinction between ideological and relational anti-systemness, and its 
implications for the analysis of contemporary party politics. Section two provides 
a short review of the existing works on new parties, in particular by focusing on 
those which try to establish a connection between the rise of new parties and the 
concepts of ‘new issues’ and ‘cleavage’. In the third section we discuss the main 
features of our theoretical framework, which links the phenomenon of new anti-
system parties to the process of cleavages reproduction. In the fourth, the concept 
is applied to the Italian case by considering four paradigmatic cases1: the Radical 
Party, Communist Refoundation, Northern League and the Five Star Movement. 
The article ends with some concluding remarks.

The distinction between ideological and relational anti-systemness 

The concept of anti-system party constitutes a fundamental element of Sartori’s 
theory of party systems (1976), which has been widely adopted in comparative 
politics over the last decades. Indeed, it is the key to understanding the difference 
between ‘moderate’ and ‘polarized’ pluralism, the latter differing from the former 
because of the absence of relevant2 anti-system parties (Sartori, 1976, 132). We can 
notice that all the defining properties of the class ‘polarised pluralism’ derive from 
the presence of relevant anti-system parties which are the cause of: i) the existence 
of bilateral and irresponsible oppositions; ii) the bringing ‘out of competition’ the 
central area of the political system, representing the ‘system’, thus allowing for 
the prevalence of centrifugal drives over the centripetal ones; iii) the feeding of 
an ideological pattern of competition which increase the level of polarization of 
the system, in particular because of the recourse to outbidding or over-promising 
strategies (Sartori, 1976, 131-143).

Capoccia (2002) correctly argues that the concept of anti-system party has 
been used in an increasingly idiosyncratic manner, making it inappropriate for 
comparative research. In particular, the Italian scholar notes that the ‘property of 
anti-systemness has been often assigned [...] on the exclusive basis of the objective 
content of its ideology, without referring to either its distance from other parties in 
the system or to the effects on the mechanics’ (Capoccia, 2002, 10). Thus, in order 
to reconstruct the concept he distinguishes between ‘relational anti-systemness’, 
which is relevant for party system analysis, and ‘ideological anti-systemness’, which 
is relevant for the empirical analysis of democracies (Ibidem, 10-11).

On the grounds of this distinction, Capoccia develops an interesting typology 
which allows to distinguish: i) ‘typical pro-system parties’, that do not challenge 
democracy nor have polarizing effects; ii) ‘typical anti-system parties’, which 

1 In this paper we focus only on the most important cases for reasons of space. 
However, other examples of Italian new anti-system parties are, for example, the 
Front of the Common Man, the Italian Party of Communists, the Italy of Values 
and Left, Ecology and Freedom. All these parties share the features of the new 
anti-system party type discussed in this paper, although they have been far more 
unsuccessful in their attempts to alter the established cleavage structure.

2 As Sartori (1976) points out, we can consider as ‘relevant’ parties that have 
either coalition or blackmail potential. 
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challenge both (i.e. the fascist parties in the interwar period); iii) ‘polarizing parties’, 
which present elements of relational anti-systemness and favor the development 
of a polarized mechanics (i.e. the Italian Communist Refoundation Party); iv) finally, 
anti-system parties can be either ‘irrelevant’, as if they are too small or last too 
short to influence mechanics (i.e. the German Republikaner) or ‘accommodating’, 
if despite their size/duration they do not have polarising effects (i.e. the Italian 
Communist party during the 70’s). As Capoccia correctly argues the Sartorian 
concept of anti-system party is relational, as it refers to the ideological distance of 
a party from the competitors as well as to the delegitimizing impact of the party’s 
actions and propaganda on the regime in which it operates (Capoccia, 2002, 14). 
That said, we can identify three attributes of a party’s relational anti-systemness: 
i) distant spatial location of its electorate from that of neighboring parties; ii) low 
coalition potential; iii) the adoption of outbidding propaganda tactics/delegitimizing 
messages (Capoccia, 2002, 15). Similar considerations are made by Keren (2000, 
113), who in his study of Israeli’s New Force argues that even a party regularly 
advocating positions of democratic perfectionism can be considered as ‘an updated 
version of the anti-system party’.

Indeed, even the Sartorian conceptualization itself appears to be very clear on 
this point as:

‘There at least two reasons for conceiving ‘anti-system’ broadly: variations 
over time and varieties in their nature. These variations and varieties find their 
minimal denominator in a common delegitimising impact. That is, all the refusal-
to-protest parties – ranging as it were from an extra-parliamentary to a Poujade or 
Common Man type of opposition – share the property of questioning a regime and 
of underlining its base of support.’ (Sartori, 1976, 132, emphasis in the original).

In other words, a party can be conceptualized as anti-system under a broad 
definition if ‘it undermines the legitimacy of the regime it opposes’ (Ididem, 132-
133). And this applies even in the cases of the French Poujadists and the Italian 
Front of the Common Man, as the citation above shows us, but can be extended 
even to far more ‘unexpected’ cases. Indeed, Sartori also considers the Gaullists 
under the Fourth Republic as an anti-system actor, as ‘at the level of the political 
system the consequences of alienation and/or of protest are not markedly different: 
whatever the nature, at the source, of the attitude, a government faces the same 
daily difficulties’ (Ibidem, 117).

The narrow definition of anti-system party refers to a party that ‘would not 
change – if it could – the government but the very system of government’ (Ibidem, 
133), and has been adopted by the large amount of the existing literature while, at 
the same time, the broader one has been neglected. Following Capoccia (2002) we 
maintain that in the analysis of democratic systems we should rely on the narrow 
definition, while when studying party systems we have good reasons to rediscover 
and to apply the broad definition of anti-system party suggested by Sartori (1976).

Issues, cleavages and the rise of new parties

The existing literature on new parties can be distinguished in two broad groups. 
On the one hand, scholars have focused on various aspects of the ethno-regionalist 
(De Winter and Cachafeiro 2002; De Winter and Tursan, 2004; Tronconi 2009) green 
(Müller-Rommel 1989; Müller-Rommel 2002; Poguntke 1987a; 1987b), extreme 
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right (Ignazi 1992; Mudde 2007; Mudde 2010; Taggart 1995), and radical left parties 
(March 2008; March 2011; Mudde and March 2005;). On the other hand, there 
have been some attempts to analyse parties belonging to these different spiritual 
families (Von Beyme 1985) together as they are considered to share some crucial 
features (Abedi 2004; Hino 2011; Schedler 1996).

Which parties can be considered as truly new? Following Harmel (1985, 405) 
there are two main approaches. The first one includes all new formations that came 
into existence after ‘the occurrence of some particularly important historical event 
or guidepost’, while the other considers some parties as new ‘because of what they 
do for or to their party systems: they add a new dimension of conflict to the arena 
of party politics, and in so doing may fundamentally change the nature of party 
combat’. As Hino (2011, 8) notes, the former approach is ‘empirically driven’ as it 
does not require the assessment of the features of new parties, while the latter 
requires a theoretical intervention by the scholar which may lead to selection bias 
(Hug 2000). We can note that the literature has taken for the larger part the second 
path and that, at the same time, there have been several attempts to link the rise 
of new parties to the concepts of ‘new issues’ and ‘cleavages’.

Ignazi (1997) argues that the simultaneous emergence of extreme right and 
green parties is the result of the changes in the values system and the consequent 
inability of established parties to aggregate new issues. In the same vein, Taggart 
(1995, 38) points out that New Populism and New Politics parties are the outcome 
of ‘the post-war settlement’ and ‘share the same anti-system orientation’. Hino 
(2012, 8) maintains that new challenger parties have arisen by professing new 
issues which were not covered by the existing parties nor related to the existing 
cleavages structures, but he arguably limits his analysis to the content analysis of 
the election manifestos3.

In particular, there are two scholars that attempt to reconstruct a direct link 
between the structure of cleavages and the rise of new parties. Rochon (1987) 
identifies three distinct kinds of parties: mobilising, challengers and personal vehicle. 
‘Mobilising parties’ consist of green, extreme right and regional or linguistic actors 
as they emphasise new issues and reframe the older ones from a new (ideological) 
perspective. The ‘challengers’ do not take advantage from new issues, but compete 
with traditional parties on the space of existing cleavages4, while ‘personal-vehicle’ 
parties do not articulate any particular program.

Lucardie (2000) develops a rather similar distinction by keeping the ‘personal-
vehicle’ party but adding the ‘prolocutors’, which aim to develop a program without 
linking to any explicit ideology. According to Lucardie (2000, 177; 181) parties 
that make reference to ideological goals can be distinguished between ‘purifying 
parties’5, which assert ‘to defend and purify’ the original ideology of their reference 
party and ‘prophetic’ parties that ‘try to articulate or even construct a new cleavage’. 
The crucial difference between the two is that the former are more dependent on 

3 The author operationalises the point by constructing several index by using 
data from the Comparative Manifesto Project, which has been much debated over 
the last decades (i.e. Budge et al. 2001; Dinas and Gemenis 2010; Zulianello 2013)

4 As in the case of socialist parties attempting to gain votes from social-
democratic parties.

5 As Lucardie himself maintains, this type is very similar to the challengers 
identified by Rochon (1987).
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existing cleavages, as the moves of the established parties may extent or reduce the 
political space available for the challengers.

What is a new anti-system party: a cleavages approach

As we have seen, several studies conceptualise a connection between the 
emergence of new issues and the rise of new parties. However, what it is missing 
is a satisfying operationalisation of such a relationship. We argue that in order to 
overcome this problem, we can adopt a perspective which relies on the country-
specific constellation of cleavages identified by Rokkan (1970; Flora, Kuhnle and 
Urwin 1999). The analysis of Rokkan relies on the analysis of four ‘revolutionary 
junctures’ whose timing and sequence result in the formation of different party 
systems (Flora e al. 1999, 303). The National Revolution produced both the center-
periphery cleavage, opposing the central culture and those of the people of the 
subjected peripheries, and the state-church cleavage, which was the expression of 
the diverging interests of the Nation-State and the Church (Lipset and Rokkan, 1966, 
14). The Industrial Revolution produced two other cleavages, one representing the 
different concerns of the lands and the cities, that is the urban-rural cleavage, and 
the other opposing the owners to employers, that is the class cleavage (Ibidem). 
While the class cleavage resulted in similar outcomes among the different national 
cases, the other three are responsible for the differences among Western party 
systems (Lipset and Rokkan 1966, 21)

Lipset and Rokkan limited their analysis up to the 1920s as ‘the party systems of the 
1960’s reflect, with few significant exceptions, the cleavage structures of the 1920’s’, 
and because ‘party alternatives, in remarkably many cases the party organisations, 
are older than the majority of the national electorates’ (Lipset and Rokkan, 1966, 
50). The perspective we adopt in this paper is strongly connected to the core of 
Lipset and Rokkan’s arguments, as we consider new parties distinguishable in two 
broad groups according to their location towards the country-specific cleavage 
constellation6. On the one hand, we have parties that are either fully integrated 
or complementary to the existing country-specific structure of cleavages that is 
pro-system actors which are normally part of governmental coalitions and/or are 
perceived by others as acceptable partners. On the other, we find new anti-system 
parties, as they advocate controversial issues which do not fit the existing country-
specific structure of cleavages and, for this reason; they contribute to the increase 
of the level of party system polarisation. Concerning this, the peculiar nature of 
such parties can be easily operationalised, as they usually self-exclude themselves 
or are being excluded by the competitors from the group of acceptable coalition 
partners. The exclusion from coalition politics is at the same time the cause and 
the effect of the adoption of outbidding strategies by new anti-system parties, 
as their opposition cannot be just considered anti-incumbent. Indeed, new anti-
system parties compete by both delegitimising pro-system parties and by targeting 
some crucial aspects of the system7 in which the parties operate. Moreover, as such 

6 It is important to underline that cleavages should not be analysed separately 
but as an interdependent system (Flora et al., 1999, 309).

7 Conceptualized as a broad concept, which is not synonymous of ‘democracy’. 
Rather, we can define a system as the prevailing and established pattern of political 
competition (i.e. issues, policies and alliances) channeled through the historical 
cleavages configuration of a given party system.
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parties are fundamentally different from the existing pattern of political competition 

channeled through established cleavages, they massively rely on anti-party rhetoric 

to remark their specificity vis-à-vis the competitors - which is in itself an expression 

of their relational anti-systemness. The content of the opposition pattern displayed 

by new anti-system parties is very close to the one that McDonnell and Newell 

attribute to ‘outsider’ parties, which have ‘transformative aspirations’ concerning 

‘the basic arrangement of the political regime, of the political community or of the 

social and economic system [...] the country’s location in an international system of 

alliances [...] or [...] support for all-encompassing visions of the world’ (McDonnell 

and Newell 2011, 445, translation by the authors from Cotta and Isernia 1996, 29).

However, despite the similarity between the characteristics of outsider and new 

anti-system parties, we do not adopt the label suggested by McDonnell and Newell 

(2011) as the attribute of ‘outsiderness’ is a rather clear expression of the relational 

anti-systemic status of a party. Thus, we can define a new anti-system party as a 

party that introduces controversial issues that are not absorbable or complementary 

to the existing country-specific structure of cleavages channeled through the pro-

system parties, and for this reason it primarily competes by adopting outbidding or 

over-promising strategies that have a delegitimising impact on the competitors and 

the whole party system alike.

To shed light on this point, we argue that new political parties can be distinguished 

over two relational dimensions. The first concerns the content of their ideological 

profile compared to that of the relevant actors of the party system - following the 

intelligent counting suggested by Sartori (1976). New parties that do not present 

significant differences in their ideological profile compared to the others are to be 

considered as ‘system parties’, as they compete over a political space where the 

alternatives in term of policy issues exist but are limited, and their similarity to 

the other relevant parties allows for their inclusion, if necessary, in the politics of 

alliances. A new-anti system party, on the contrary, introduces controversial issues 

which may distort the political market because of its relational anti-systemness 

features, and its recourse to overbidding and over-promising strategies is reinforced 

by the imposed/self-imposed isolationism in the coalition game - and this unleash 

a (reversible) vicious circle.

The second dimension relates to the location of a party towards the cleavage 

structure, following the country-specific constellations identified in the writings of 

Rokkan (Lipset and Rokkan 1967; Flora et al. 1999). A new party can be considered 

as a ‘part of the system’ if it fits in the established structure of the political 

conflict, and even if it may introduce new issues, these are complementary to the 

established pattern of competition, as they are easily absorbable in the existing 

cleavage line(s). A new anti-system party instead, does not easily fit the existing 

cleavages configuration and, if its electoral size reaches a considerable dimension, 

it may play decisive role in its alteration. 

In particular, we argue that a new anti-system party can establish two distinct 

kinds of relationship with cleavages: i) it can attempt to re-activate an existing 

line of competition by adding new issues that are exogenous from the established 

structure of cleavages; ii) it can try to activate a new line of conflict which previously 

was inactive. In both the cases, however, the result is an increased polarisation 
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at the systemic level8. Despite the apparent similarity of my distinction with 
that of Rochon (1987), there is a major difference as the latter would consider 
as ‘mobilising’ even parties trying to reframe ‘old’ cleavages in a ‘new’ manner9. 
Although Lucardie (2000, 177) argues that is not easy to make a distinction between 
new and old issues, as ‘new parties often brew their own cocktail of old and new 
ideological elements’, we believe that it is possible to tackle this controversial point 
by applying Rokkan’s analytical framework.

The role of political parties in the dynamics of cleavage reproduction or 

alteration: the Italian case

In order to explain why and how to connect the phenomenon of new anti-
system parties to the country-specific cleavages structure, it is useful to focus on a 
paradigmatic case: the Italian party system. According to Lipset and Rokkan (1966, 
39-40), Italy was characterised by a ‘Catholic dominance through the Counter-
Reformation, secularisation and religious conflict during the next phase of nation-
building in the nineteenth century, clear predominance of the cities in national 
politics’. In particular, Italy presented a cleavage system characterised by a marked 
State-Church cleavage and deep splits in the labour movements (Flora et al. 1999, 
311). Thus, the traditional cleavage structure in the Italian case was, according to 
Rokkan, articulated over two lines: State-Church and owner-workers.

The first successful attempt to re-activate an existing cleavage line can be traced 
back to the experience of the Radical Party (RP), which was formed in 1962. The RP 
gained popularity during the 1970s thanks to its emphasis on several issues: sexual 
liberation, anti-militarism, ecology, civil rights, divorce, abortion, legalisation of the 
light drugs, referenda and direct democracy. For these reasons, Panebianco (1988, 
111) defines the RP as ‘a synthesis of the old libertarian-democratic tradition and 
the themes of emerging postindustrial politics’. Despite the wide range of issues 
covered by the RP, we can argue that its specificity vis-à-vis the ‘system parties’ 
was concentrated on two points: the opposition to both the so-called partitocrazia 
and the role of the Catholic church in the Italian political life. As Panebianco 
(1988, 120) correctly points out neither the State-Church nor the establishment-
anti-establishment cleavage found a channel of expression in the traditional elites 
because existing parties would have not arisen the former, while the Communist 
party avoided to engage in an open anti-clericalism because of its consensual 
strategies towards the Christian Democracy (DC). The action of the PR was strongly 
egalitarian for its appeal to the Constitution, but at the same time subversive in 
terms of political equilibrium because introduced elements of conflict - zero sum 
games - in a party system characterised by the prevalence of convergence and 
mutual agreements (Teodori et al. 317; 320). As Panebianco notes, by focusing 
on a new cleavage and re-activating the State-Church one, the PR competed in a 
different space from historical parties (Panebianco 1979, 47-48). The case of the 
RP had been very similar to that of the Israeli’s New Force analysed by Keren, as 
its hyper-democratic goals has had strong anti-systemic implications. It is clear 

8 Obviously, in Sartorian terms, only relevant new anti-system parties can 
influence the overall level of polarization. 

9  For example, the Dutch State Reformed is classified by Rochon (1987, 426) as 
a mobilizing party instead of as a challenger. 
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then, that along with the radical opposition to the existing structure of political 
competition - the partitocrazia - the RP re-activated and polarised the pre-existing 
State-Church cleavage.

Another example of an actor attempting to re-activate an existing cleavage 
line is the Communist Refoundation Party (RC). The party was created by PCI 
members who did not accept to relinquish the Communist symbols, including its 
very name (Kertzer, 1996, 69-70). According to Charalambous (2013, 132) RC is a 
blend of Marxism, ecologism, feminism, post-materialism whose peculiar feature 
is a strategy open to the social movements. Similarly, March (2011, 18) defines the 
RC as a ‘reform communist’ party, as it has abandoned some important features of 
the Soviet model while including some elements of the new-left agenda. Indeed, 
after the Rimini Congress of 1999 the party strengthened its privileged relations 
with social movements and further emphasised its position as part of the world-
wide anti-globalisation phenomenon (Bertolino 2004; De Nardis 2009; Mulè 2009). 
Similarly to the RP, the RC attempted to revitalise an existing cleavage which was 
softening. Indeed, after the disappearance of the main historical referent of the 
class cleavage - the Communist Party - the RC has tried to introduce new elements, 
in particular those belonging to the so-called New Politics agenda, to the ‘old’ line 
of competition. As Kertzer (1996, 171) argues, during the 90’s RC occupied ‘both 
the semantic and the symbolic space that previously belonged to the PCI’10. Despite 
RC has not been successful in this (ambitious) operation, we can certainly maintain 
that this was the very goal pursued by the party. The RC, in order to distinguish 
itself from the PDS, has attempted to counteract the latter’s centrist tendency by 
introducing new and controversial issues aimed at reversing the ongoing softening 
of the class cleavage line.

As we have seen, another possible interaction between a new anti-system 
party and the cleavages constellation is the activation of additional lines of conflict. 
Perhaps the almost ideal-typical example of this can be found in the case of the 
Northern League (LN), which emerged during the 1980’s as an aggregation of 
several regionalist movements. Since the beginning the LN can be considered as 
an ethno-regionalist party with strong elements of welfare chauvinism, thanks to 
the economic prosperity of the Northern Regions. The party challenged for a long 
time the legitimacy of the Italian institutions as well as the established process of 
resources allocation between the centre and the peripheries. For these reasons, 
Diamanti (1996,6) defines the LN of the 1980s an ‘anti-system’ and an ‘anti-party’ 
party, and similarly Messina (1998) considers it as an anti-systemic expression 
of a peripheral culture. Tarchi (2003, 147) maintains that after the initial ethno-
nationalist period, the LN has moved from the contestation of the legitimacy of 
the Italian state to an emphasis to its inefficiency. The crucial point here is that 
according to the Rokkan’s analysis (Lipset and Rokkan 1967; Flora et al. 1999) 
the National Revolution did not trigger a centre-periphery cleavage in the Italian 
case. Indeed, as Diamanti (1996) argues the LN has attempted to establish a new 
and highly controversial ‘Northern question’. Its inception in the realm of national 
politics over the last decades was the clearest result of the action of a new anti-

10 Paradoxically, the most direct ‘heir’ of the PCI can be considered the Party 
of the Italian Communists both because of its organizational structure as well its 
ideological referents (see Bordandini and Di Virgilio 2007).
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system party, which moreover has been very successful to present itself as the 
‘owner’ of this new dimension of competition. 

Another example of a party presenting evident relational anti-systemic properties 
is the newly-born Five Star Movement (M5S) founded by the showman Beppe Grillo, 
which made an impressive performance at its first electoral test, the 2013 general 
elections. According to Corbetta and Gualmini (2013, 12-15) the main contents of 
the agenda of the M5S are the emphasis on environmentalism and its ‘anti-system 
struggle’ against the political class and representative institutions11. The very rapid 
success of the party can be linked to both its anti-establishment rhetoric, which has 
had a strong delegitimising impact on very crucial aspects of the system, as well as 
to its innovative, hyper-democratic conception of the political life, which exalts the 
role of the web as the tool for creating a truly and non-mediated democratic politics. 
Indeed, the minimum common denominator of the electorate of the M5S has been 
described as a form of ‘protest against the system’ (Corbetta and Gualmini, 2013, 
82). In the case of the M5S, thus, it is clear that the party emerged exogenously 
from the existing Italian cleavage constellation. However, differently from the LN 
which has been successful in activating the centre-periphery cleavage, the M5S has 
had a strong delegitimising impact on the structure of the political conflict, and its 
actions appear to be aimed at creating an anti-establishment-establishment line of 
competition as previously was done by the RP. Indeed, both the Radical Party and 
the Five Star Movement are examples of parties that by focusing on democratic 
perfectionism have the side effect of becoming anti-systemic, because of their 
reliance on outbidding or over-promising competitive strategies.

Conclusions

In this paper we argued that the concept of ‘anti-system party’ can be applied 
to the analysis of contemporary party systems if we focus on the concept’s main 
feature, that is the ‘delegitimising impact’ which characterizes the competitive 
strategies of such parties. The application of the concept to the Italian case has 
shown what the Radical Party, Communist Refoundation, Northern League and the 
Five Star Movement have in common: they are all examples of new anti-system 
parties which find their common denominator in a marked diversity from the other 
players of the party system. Thanks to their specificity, such parties attempt to alter 
the existing structure of competition rooted in historical cleavages, because new 
anti-system parties are themselves ‘deviations’ from the consolidated process of 
cleavage reproduction and redefinition.

The crucial feature of relational anti-systemness implies that new anti-system 
parties make a great recourse to anti-party propaganda, as they constantly need to 
underline their difference from the competitors. Their specificity is observable far 
beyond the palisade of rhetoric, as new anti-system parties are either excluded from 
the logic of the alliances or behave as semi-loyal partners  when in coalition (as in 
the cases of the Northern League and the Communist Refoundation, see Albertazzi 
et al. 2011). The main difference between the four parties has been identified in 
the way in which they relate to the existing cleavage constellations, as they either 

11  The core issues of the party are also represented in the five stars of its 
logo: public water, environment, sustainable public transport, connectivity and 
development (Bordignon and Ceccarini 2013, 4).
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try to activate additional lines of competition or attempt to re-active ones that are 
perceived to have softened. In both cases, if the party reaches a sufficient size and 
duration, it may have considerable effect in altering the very foundations of the 
political combat, that is the country-specific cleavages structure either by becoming 
the legitimate ‘owner’ of one pole, or by inducing the competitors (pro-system 
parties) to introduce new issues in their political goals and, through this way, giving 
new content to the existing structure of competition itself.
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DECENTRALISATION AND LOCALISM IN ENGLAND: 
THEORY AND PRACTICE
DAVID M. SMITH

Introduction

This paper is based on a study conducted by Enid Wistrich and myself, funded 
by the James Madison Trust, London, and uses library research, policy analysis 
and empirical material collected from a qualitative study of regional elites to offer 
insight into the idea of Localism in governance and the reality of its practice within 
England. We briefly trace the development of decentralisation within the UK and 
within England. Our empirical material derives from in-depth interviews with key 
figures in three English regions and we look in detail at the ‘inside view’ of how 
these processes are seen by regional and local political, administrative, business 
and voluntary sector elites who tend to see themselves as needed to make policies 
work in practice. 

We trace the development of Localism agendas by the present Coalition 
Government and the previous Labour government to try to evaluate how theory 
meets with practice. Finally we consider the implications for the future. 

Localism and Globalisation

Two strong trends have dominated the context of national governments in 
the last few decades: globalisation and localism.  Held et al (1999) see the two as 
opposite ends of a continuum from global through regional to local. It has been 
argued that the result for the nation state has been that ‘centralised authority has 
given way to new forms of governing. Formal authority has been dispersed from 
central states both up to supra-national institutions and down to regional and 
local governments’ (Hooghe and Marks 2001). One reaction has been that ‘over 
the past fifty years, we have seen a rapid and extensive worldwide trend towards 
decentralisation of government’ (Scott, 2012).

However, decentralisation has many dimensions. Treisman (2007) argues that 
it is possible to distinguish several different types though Smoke (2003) points 
out that there has been a danger in ‘the tendency of disciplinary specialists to 
compartmentalize decentralization’ because the dimensions need to be integrated 
for a proper understanding (Smoke, 2003). Treisman identifies the following:

a) Multi-level governance 
Multi-level governance is an approach in political science and public 

administration theory that originated from studies on European integration. Political 
scientists Hooghe and Marks developed the concept of multi-level governance in 
the early 1990s post- Maastricht Treaty. They looked at how authority structures 
work in the global political economy through mutual interaction producing an 
entanglement between domestic and international levels of authority’. The essence 
of multi-level governance within a nation is partnership between government and 
non-governmental forces and the process of interaction between them. As Edlar-
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Wallstein and Kohler-Koch (2008) say: ‘It’s about participation, stupid!’ For Rhodes 
(1997) governance is about governing with and through networks, frequently 
referred to, following Rhodes as ‘policy networks’ consisting of both formal and 
informal policy connections between government and others which are structured 
around a shared interest in making or implementing public policy with policy 
emerging from the  bargaining process. Rhodes argues that there is a mutual 
need: the government needs legitimated spokespersons and the groups need the 
resources and legislative authority of the government. 

b) Administrative decentralisation, 
‘Administrative decentralization is concerned with the distribution of authority 

within an organization’ (Richards, 2008).  At Government level it is the transfer of 
public functions from the central government to government agencies, subordinate 
levels of government, semi-autonomous public authorities or regional authorities, 
etc.  It is sometimes divided into three types:  de-concentration, delegation, and 
devolution. De-concentration redistributes decision making authority among 
different levels of the central government. Under Delegation central governments 
transfer responsibility for decision-making and the administration of public 
functions to semi-autonomous bodies which are not wholly controlled by the central 
government, but are ultimately accountable to it, for example, public corporations, 
housing authorities, transportation authorities, regional development corporations, 
etc. Devolution usually transfers responsibilities for services to municipalities 
that elect their own authorities, raise their own revenues, and have a degree of 
independent authority.

c) Political decentralisation
Political decentralization refers to situations where political power and authority 

has been partially transferred to sub-national levels of government’ (EU, 2007). The 
aim is to give citizens or their elected representatives more power and influence in 
the formulation and implementation of policies (World Bank website, 2013).

d) Fiscal decentralisation.
Fiscal decentralization means decentralizing revenue raising and/or expenditure 

to lower levels of government while maintaining financial responsibility (Earth 
Institute of Columbia University, 2013). It is often called fiscal federalism. King 
(1984) argues that where the central government gives too much or too little 
money to the lower levels it can create ‘vertical imbalances’ (Sharma, 2011).

The Development of Localism in England

In some respects, the British experience might be seen as following international 
trends. From being a highly centralised state the United Kingdom has moved to one 
where various powers are devolved in various ways to various bodies. However, 
Treisman (2007)’s distinctions are not altogether clear when applied to the political 
debate between the UK political parties. The original regional structure initiated 
by an earlier Conservative Government and developed by Labour, began as an 
administrative decentralisation to Offices of State and in England to Regional 
Government Offices and subsequently to Regional Development Agencies as well.
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The Labour Government of 1997- 2010 developed the decentralisation process 
through the Scottish Parliament, Welsh and Northern Ireland Assemblies and its 
proposals for English Regional Assemblies to a point where there was devolution 
with some degree of political decentralisation. The powers of political authority 
have subsequently been extended somewhat for Scotland and Wales but not in 
England.  Along with demands for Scottish independence there are currently 
also calls for greater fiscal decentralisation to Scotland and Wales. There has 
been genuine devolution of political powers from the United Kingdom central 
government in Whitehall to the Scottish Parliament and, to a lesser extend the 
Assemblies created in Wales and Northern Ireland, each of which has very different 
powers. Indeed, McGarry (2012) describes the UK as ‘one of the most complex 
examples of asymmetric autonomy in existence today.’

England has been the exception within the UK. There were attempts by the 
1997-2010 Labour Government to divest limited authority at least over policy 
implementation and it instituted devolution of governmental authority to 
various levels within England, proposing directly elected Regional Assemblies and 
subsequently, non- elected Assemblies. Even in the year that it lost the election it was 
seeking to create structures which would establish a more democratic partnership 
between central and local government units in a limited decentralisation of power 
at the regional level through the creation of Regional Ministers and a system of 
Parliamentary Regional Committees.

The Labour governments also placed considerable emphasis on partnership 
and community engagement.  Localism as an idea has proved very popular with 
both the political left (Hirst 1994) and the right (Green, 1993) and has rather 
dominated the thinking of the English political elite. Both the Labour Government 
and the present Coalition Government claim to support a further process of 
decentralisation in England through what they both refer to as a ‘Localism’ 
approach. Writing under the Labour regime Griggs et al (2008) said: ‘we have seen 
how the popularity of neighbourhood approaches has grown in recent times and 
how these are increasingly depicted as an answer to many contemporary problems 
within public policy (Griggs, Smith and Bramah, 2008). At Parliamentary level, all 
major Westminster political parties have in recent times advocated some form of 
‘localism’ and there is an extensive ‘think-tank’ literature on it (Burwood, 2006; 
Barrow, Greenhalgh and Lister, 2010; Walker, D. 2007; Boyle et al, 2010; Milburn, 
A. 2004).  The NLGN produced a series of very useful pamphlets outlining each 
political party’s position (Boyle et al, 2006; Hope et al, 2006; Carmichael et al, 
2007). The present Coalition Government has also called for greater political and 
fiscal decentralisation below the regional level to City Regions, Local Economic 
Partnerships, Local Government and ‘Communities’.

Labour Governments and Localism 

The rhetoric of New Labour governments from 1997-2010 placed considerable 
emphasis on ideas of multi-level governance through devolution of power to regional 
bodies like the Scottish Parliament and the Welsh and Northern Ireland Assemblies 
and also on partnership and community engagement within local communities. Our 
regional elite interviewees frequently found merit in the idea of Labour’s system of 
regional governance for England although there was a lot of criticism in detail of 



POLITSCI ’13

359

how the regional institutions worked in practice and of the Labour Government’s 

strongly top-down approach to targets.  Labour then began to develop an agenda 

of ‘new localism’ (Balls 2002) making particular use of two mechanisms: Local 

Strategic Partnerships (LSPs) and the New Deal for Communities programme (NDC). 

The New Deal programme was begun in 1998 to assist regeneration areas. Initially 

17 local ‘community-led’ NDC partnerships were established though this increased 

considerably over time. A final evaluation of the programme was produced by 

the DCLG in 2010 (http://www.communities.gov.uk/publications/ communities/

afinalassessment). Under the Local Government Act, 2000, some localities created 

‘Area Committees’. 

The idea of Labour’s decentralization based on partnerships was in line with 

a multi-level governance approach (Hooghe and Marks 2001) although it was 

hampered by the strong centrist tendency of their top-down target culture.  In 

general our regional elite interviewees were favourably inclined towards these local 

initiatives as they could offer ‘a greater voice for community organizations, more 

joined up local strategies, and improved trust within local governance networks’ 

(Geddes 2008). However, there were problems in practice often around the conflict 

between representatives of government and governance. Coaffee and Johnson 

(2004) have identified problems around issues of trust between local councils 

and citizens, the need for fewer targets, closer consultation with stakeholders and 

greater managerial discretion and flexibility. They argue that the tensions generated 

needed ‘pragmatic localism’ to overcome them.  One of the inevitable tensions 

between elected local government and non-elected community organizations or 

activists was around the idea of ‘public value (Moore, 1995). Each side has different 

ideas which they wish to publicly contest.  Consequently, some argue that New 

Localism should be based firmly in local government ‘by virtue of its electoral 

mandate’ (Goodwin, 2004). However whilst local authorities were given a lead role 

in partnerships, they were not given the related statutory powers (Jones, 2010). 

So while partnerships were capable of working they came to be dominated by 

centrally generated managerialist targets (Hardy, Bibby-Larsen and Freeland, 2004).

What is more, they didn’t always work. Geddes (2008) argues that whilst in some 

localities there was ‘a ‘virtuous circle’ of positive partnership, in others ‘ineffective 

leadership, the limited resources and capacity of partnerships, and the unresolved 

issues of accountability combine in a ‘vicious circle’ in which the transactional 

costs of partnership working outweigh the benefits’.  Also, while supporters of 

governance theory stress that it emphasises collective decision-making within 

the community (Chhotray and Stoker, 2009), it is not always clear who constitutes 

the local community engaged in the decision making. Local Government tends to 

work with community activists. However, there can be ‘an important difference 

between community activists ….. and ‘ordinary’ local people’ (Morris and Heiss, 

1975;  Geddes, 2008). As one of 3rd sector respondents told us: ‘There can be a lot 

of sloppy talk about empowering local communities and the danger of that is that 

it gives undue power and influence to self appointed activists who call themselves 

community representatives and have personal or political axes to grind and don’t 

have roots in the communities at all.’ (3rd Sector CEO).
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The Coalition Government and Localism

The Coalition Government of 2010 is based on a coalition agreement between 
the right wing Conservative Party and the Liberal-Democrat Party which is to the 
right on economic matters but to the left on social issues. However, both the 
Conservative party and the ‘Orange Book’ Liberal-Democrats (Laws and Marshall, 
2004) who dominate the cabinet are both enthusiastic for a smaller state so 
decentralisation of fiscal and political powers goes hand in hand with reduction in 
the size of the local state (Bennet, 1990).  Although they clearly want to give the local 
level greater powers in principle, in reality the dominant intention is to reduce the 
size of the state at all levels and reduce the deficit so that cuts in the income of local 
government and limitations on their tax raising powers place severe limitations on 
action. However, while their economics are strongly influenced by rational choice 
theory the Government has not entirely adopted Public Choice theory (Arrow, K. 
1951/1963). One of Prime Minister Cameron’s pet projects is the idea of ‘The Big 
Society’: the idea that people will volunteer to help others in providing services 
previously offered by the state. 

Since coming to power the Coalition Government has developed its approach 
to Localism through three key Parliamentary Acts: a revision of the Labour 
Government’s Planning Act (2008) the Localism Act (2011) and the Public Bodies 
Act (2011). The revised Planning Act actually gave greater powers to the relevant 
Secretary of State over major infrastructure projects such as railways, motorways 
and power stations and came into force in 2012 along with the new Localism Act. 
The Localism Act (2011) gave local authorities a general power of competence 
to ‘do anything an individual can do which is not specifically prohibited’. It also 
designated Council Leaders in the larger cities as ‘shadow mayors’ and provided for 
a referendum in 2012 in major cities to be designated City Regions on whether to 
directly elect a mayor. The intention was to create strong local leadership although 
Jones (2010) has pointed to the irony that central government’ much criticised for 
its ‘presidential’ prime ministers…. should urge a similar one-person rule on local 
government’ and, in fact, all but of the one referenda held in 2012 in potential City 
Regions rejected this option. The third key act, the Public Bodies Act (2011), allows 
Ministers to abolish, merge or transfer functions of any public body listed in the 
schedules of the Bill to any ‘eligible person’; that is to say a Government Minister, 
a company, community interest company or body of trustees, or a new corporate 
body created for the purpose. They have used this to develop the idea of Combined 
City Authorities, as first originated by Labour in the Local Democracy, Economic 
Development and Construction Act (2009), for City Regions. 

The case for the Coalition Government’s approach to decentralization and 
Localism was clearly stated by the current Prime Minister in 2010. ‘We will be the 
first Government in a generation to leave office with much less power in Whitehall 
than we started with. Why? Because we feel the importance of this in our heads 
as well as our hearts.’ There’s the efficiency argument – that in huge hierarchies, 
money gets spent on bureaucracy instead of the frontline. There is the fairness 
argument – that centralised national blueprints don’t allow for local solutions to 
major social problems. And there is the political argument – that centralisation 
creates a great distance in our democracy between the government and the 
governed’ (Cameron, D. 2010).  At the same time: ‘Decentralisation isn’t about the 
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level of public spending, but who controls it’ and ‘local control  … help(s) to make 
the best use of available resources’. It argues that development should be ‘actually 
led by local communities – because local people get to share in the benefits’ and 
that: ‘Decentralised systems …  enjoy the advantages of both speed and resilience’, 
allowing ‘different communities to do different things in different ways to meet 
their different needs’ (Decentralisation and Localism Bill: an essential guide, 2010). 

As well as City Regions they also created another sub-regional body – the Local 
Economic Partnerships (LEPs). City Regions were first introduced by the Labour 
Government though only one had been fully established by the time they left 
office. Some political powers and limited financial powers should be devolved to 
City Regions though under the Coalition each set of powers is negotiated separately 
with central government. Local Economic Partnerships are also not dissimilar to 
Labour ‘Strategic Leaders Boards’, designed to drive economic development in less 
urban areas. There has also been talk of some powers going to LEPs though little in 
the way of practical evidence so far. 

Using Treisman’s categories, we could extrapolate from this that this vision of 
localism is one in which:

It claims to develop multi-level or multi-tier governance by involving ‘local 
communities’,  

It allows limited political decentralisation largely in policy implementation 
rather than initiation, 

It allows fiscal decentralisation in terms of how funding is spent but not generally 
allowing the generation of tax receipts, except possibly in some City Regions.

The views of local elites

Most of our interviewees were in favour of the idea of Localism in principle; 
that is the idea of decentralisation of authority so that appropriate powers are 
devolved to an appropriate level. However, most were unhappy with the actual 
practice of the Coalition Government. Under Labour they had felt that there were 
far too many top-down targets which inhibited local solutions. However, there were 
even wider issues with the Coalition Government’s policy of Localism; in particular, 
the ambiguity and uncertainty surrounding what powers are to be devolved and 
to whom, and the absence of adequate funding for services. This has lead to 
frustration on the part of local authority leaders as evinced by the reactions of the 
Local Government Association (LGA) who have been calling for localism to be a lever 
for growth and demanding far greater freedoms in order to achieve this. Cockell 
(2012) echoes the demands of our own respondents when he asks for local control 
over how business rates are spent and less interference by central government in 
local planning matters.  

There appear to be a number of contradictions between Ministries within 
the Coalition Government as to what is meant in practice by Localism. Whilst 
all Departments claim to be devolving responsibilities to the local level there is 
considerable variation between Ministries in the definition of local. ‘We know that 
Government departments regard Localism in very different ways’ (City Economic 
Developer). Some central government departments are appointing people or 
offices to ‘listen to’ local concerns. At the same time, there is concern that the 
overly local perspective is in danger of militating against an appropriate national or 
global perspective. 
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City regions are intended to be the driving force behind economic development 
and some have gained limited financial powers. However, some Local Economic 
Partnerships, lacking major cities want similar powers to City Regions. In rural 
Cornwall, for example, the local authority had plans for co-ordination and 
improvement of local road and rail transport, locally funded Further Education 
bursaries and Higher Education scholarships, superfast broadband of a standard 
at least comparable if not exceeding the Government’s targets, and some 
commissioning of Health Services (www.cornwall.gov.uk/).

Despite the present Coalition’s claim that: ‘Decentralisation isn’t about the 
level of public spending, but who controls it’ (Decentralisation and Localism Bill: 
an essential guide, Dec. 2010), it became clear very quickly after the 2010 election 
that the budget made available by the Coalition Government to local authorities 
was to be substantially reduced and that this was going to seriously impact upon 
their ability to provide even existing services.  The comprehensive spending review 
announced in 2010 not only drastically cut their budgets but frontloaded the cuts 
to reduce local authority spending disproportionately in the first year.  Whilst 
the central government’s intention was clearly to rationalise services and reduce 
administration costs, local authorities complained, first, that since many of their 
services were mandatory, the opportunities for cuts would fall disproportionately 
on their support for local voluntary organizations. Secondly, since most cuts came 
in the first year and were announced after staffing commitments had been made, 
there was insufficient time for them to easily find administrative savings through 
reorganisation. Some of the Local Authority CEOs and Political Leaders that we 
interviewed had anticipated this and planned ahead but others appeared to have 
been caught on the hop.  Clearly some control over finance is essential for the 
maintenance of services but local authorities complained that they had been given 
neither the time nor the powers with which to achieve it while protecting essential 
services. One right wing commentator described this negatively as an ‘attempt to 
impose localism from the centre’ (Carswell 2004).

The possibility of having greater control over budgetary matters was very 
attractive to Local Authorities even though it was unclear what freedoms they 
might have. The one initially on offer was the removal of ring-fencing within their 
existing budgets. There was great enthusiasm for having real control over tax levying 
powers. However, there have been increasing complaints about the necessity of 
reducing provision of services in the light of progressive reductions in budgets.  
As we have argued, one intention of the Coalition government’s decentralisation 
is to radically reduce the size of the state. Thus Cameron speaks of ‘less power 
in Whitehall’ removal of ‘huge hierarchies, ‘centralised national blueprints don’t 
allow for local solutions’ and ‘that centralisation creates a great distance in our 
democracy’ (Cameron, 2010 Op Cit).

One of his personal ideas has been that of ‘The Big Society’. This was the notion 
that as well as outsourcing services to private companies who might provide them 
more cheaply, they could also be taken up by either the 3rd sector or by local 
volunteers – ‘the Big Society’.  Unfortunately, given the range of mandatory services 
that local authorities are obliged to provide and given the weakening economy 
which has impacted upon charity giving, research by False Economy based on 
freedom of information requests (http://falseeconomy. org.uk/) claims that £110 
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million in funds was lost to charities in 2011. Whilst the Public Services White 
paper offered a generous extra £2 million to charities, False Economy claimed that 
this would actually be halved as a result of local authority cuts. While some other 
sources of future funding are being created (Rural Services Network On-Line July 
2011), the Association of Chief Executives of Voluntary Organisations claims that 
‘charities are instead going to the wall because of cuts and you cannot magic them 
back into existence again’ (www.acevo.org.uk). Not surprisingly, then, our Third 
Sector interviewees and others were very concerned about the consequences for 
Voluntary Associations and the like: ‘[Big Society] I’d love to know what it is…. The 
fundamental problem I have with ‘Big Society’ and the Localism stuff is that that 
is all well and good but then why chop all of the Voluntary and Community Sector 
budgets that go with it if they are the launch pad of the Big Society?

Conclusions

All three political parties share to a greater or lesser extent a commitment to New 
Public Management theory (Hood, 1991), in that they have aimed to ‘modernise’ 
the state and make the public sector more effective by making it market oriented 
or as Ferlie et al (1996) put it, introducing into public services what they call the 
‘three Ms’ of markets, managers and measurement. As a result both the Labour 
Governments of 1997-2010 and the present Coalition Government have sought to 
outsource public services both at central and local government levels.

All three main political parties have also committed themselves to some form 

or another of ‘Localism’ at least as a rhetorical stance. There are some differences 

in intention. The Labour Governments did seem to particularly stress political 

decentralization in England in that they sought to engage citizens more actively 

in local policy development and the local delivery of policies. The Coalition 

Government has also argued for this but local elites seem to believe that it has 

been mainly concerned with devolving responsibilities to local government and 

below in order to shift the blame for the shrinking of public services in line with its 

commitment to reduce the deficit and the size of the state.

There are serious questions to be asked about the realities underlying the 

Localism agenda.  It has been assumed by the ‘Westminster’ political elite that 

decentralisation and therefore localism is a desirable aim and this has been 

commonplace elsewhere because it has generally been assumed to be ‘a force for 

better government and economic performance. It is thought to bring government 

closer to the people’ (Treisman, 2007). However, as Treisman (2007) points out 

forcefully: ‘We do not – and usually cannot – know whether in a given setting political 

decentralisation will on balance increase or decrease efficiency, accountability and 

other values.’

There does seem to be a tension at least in the short term between the goal of 

achieving greater citizen involvement in policy and the shrinking of the state. Citizen 

involvement requires structures within which they can be properly consulted. 

While some local authorities already had Neighbourhood Committees, the need 

to cut budgets has been the priority for local authorities rather than citizenship 

consultation. Unfortunately when citizens are consulted they often say that they 

want lower taxes but they also do not want services withdraw. Similarly, while 
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volunteering is already extensive and in principle could be extended, volunteers 

require a structure within which their activities can be effectively organised. The 

severity and speed of cuts has disproportionately hit the 3rd sector which has 

traditionally have provided that structure.
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THE CONCEPT OF SOVEREIGNTY: FROM WESTPHALIAN 
SOVEREIGNTY TO POST-WESTPHALIAN SOVEREIGNTY
SELMAN OZDAN

Introduction

The concept of sovereignty has been considered from many different 
perspectives. As Robert Keohane (2002, p.743) states, ‘[s]ince [sovereignty’s] 
invention in sixteenth-century Europe, it has taken on a variety of denotations 
and connotations’. Sovereignty can be defined differently according to three 
perspectives. First, sovereignty represents the absolute power of the state. Second, 
it is absolute independence beyond the state. Third, it is one’s absolute capacity, 
as a legal person, under international law. In some ways, the first two perspectives 
may appear necessarily unjust, as the state applies its power to exploit community 
with impunity. Regarding the third perspective, jus cogens1 imperatives appear 
to be incompatible with the sovereign rights of the state (Endicott, 2010, pp.245-
246). Many authors have considered sovereignty and related questions: who holds 
sovereign power?, what establishes sovereign power?, who or what is to obey 
sovereign power? My aim, in this paper, is to discuss the transition of sovereignty 
from Westphalian sovereignty to post-Westphalian sovereignty, or simply post-
sovereignty.

Background

Carl Schmitt (2005, p.9) states that ‘[S]overeignty resides in deciding this 
controversy’. Here, Schmitt refers to the main norm of Westphalian Sovereignty. 
Stephen Krasner (1999, p.20) also states that ‘[t]he fundamental norm of 
Westphalian sovereignty is that states exist in specific territories, within which 
domestic political authorities are the sole arbiters of legitimate behaviour’.

Many authors state that the concept of sovereignty is the highest authority 
of the state by using different dialectics and language. In this sense, sovereignty 
generally correlates with power (Anghie, 2007, p.179). Albert Venn Dicey (1915, 
p.27), in Law of the Constitution, explains sovereignty as ‘the power of law-making 
unrestricted by any legal limit’, ‘Sovereign power is that which is enjoyed, legally, 
by the holder of a constitutional power to make law, so long as the constitution 
places no restrictions on the exercise of that power’ (MacCormick, 1999, p.127). 
Hence, this power is ‘not subject to limitation by higher or coordinate power, held 
independently over some territory’ (MacCormick, 1999, p.129). In this sense, Jean 
Bodin highlights two important aspects of sovereign power, which are territory and 
a ruler. For Jean Bodin, as the constitutor of the modern theory of sovereignty, 
‘sovereignty is that absolute and perpetual power vested in a commonwealth [and] 
is the highest power of command’ (Franklin, 1992, p.1). Jean Bodin conducted his 

1  M. Cherif Bassiouni (1996, p.67) explains that ‘The term ‘jus cogens’ means 
‘the compelling law’ and, as such, a jus cogens norm holds the highest hierarchical 
position among all other norms and principles. As a consequence of that standing, 
jus cogens norms are deemed to be ‘peremptory’ and non-derogable’.’
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sovereignty analysis by looking at the relationship between ruler and territory; 
therefore, an essential question arises from Bodin’s analysis; to what extent is the 
law bound to sovereign power? (Schmitt, 2005, p.8).

In 1762, Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1971), in The Social Contract, pointed out 
that sovereignty cannot be shared and its power cannot be derogated. Rousseau 
(1971, p.24) held that ‘Sovereignty, being nothing less than the exercise of the 
general will, can never be alienated, and that the Sovereign, who is no less than a 
collective being, cannot be represented except by himself. The power indeed may be 
transmitted, but not the will.’ In this respect, Francis Harry Hinsley (1986, p.1) points 
to the difference between the will of sovereignty and its effect, by stating ‘[m]en 
do not wield or submit to sovereignty. They wield or submit to authority or power’. 
Jacques Maritain (1969, p.62-63) mentions three implications of sovereignty by 
referring to the sovereignty considerations of Rousseau. Firstly, Maritain observes 
that international law cannot intervene in affairs of state by referring to external 
sovereignty. Secondly, the sovereign state has the highest power, which is supreme, 
over the people and the political structure, by referring to internal sovereignty. 
Maritain (1969, p.62-63), therefore, highlights the notion of centralism instead of 
pluralism in the second implication. Thirdly, ‘the sovereign State is possessed of a 
supreme power which is exercised without accountability’ (Maritain, 1969, p.62-63). 
According to Hobbes, the perpetual power of state sovereignty is crucial for human 
security, and he states that ‘absolute state-power, absolute sovereignty, was the 
necessary condition for stable politics and indeed for human safety’ (MacCormick, 
1999, p.129). Subversion of the monarch system brought about sovereignty for 
the people. The people created a constitution by common consent. Ultimately, the 
sovereign state has become a nation state, which is the property of the people. 
Thus, if it is assumed that ‘the sovereign state is a democratic state’ (MacCormick, 
1999, p.125), then any reservations about sovereignty would lead to reservations 
over democracy (MacCormick, 1999, p.125).

After the French revolution, which adopted popular sovereignty as its main 
discourse (Jackson, 2007, p.93), the French Constitution (1791, Title-III) particularly 
emphasized the meaning of sovereignty as an exclusive power by specifying that 
power can only be used by the nation. In 1791, the Constitution literally stated 
that ‘Sovereignty is one, indivisible, inalienable, and imprescriptible: it belongs to 
the Nation: no section of the people nor any individual can attribute to himself 
the exercise thereof’. The nineteenth century German school also describes 
sovereignty as the absolute power and unlimited authority of the state (Mik, 2006, 
p.369). ‘Sovereignty in this understanding is absolute and indivisible, temporally 
and territorially unlimited, and is not a transferable power, but rather an inherent 
attribute of the State’ (Mik, 2006, p.369).

Georg Jellinek (1996, p.159), in his studies, approaches the concept of 
sovereignty from the perspectives of self-determination and self-limitation. 

‘According to Jellinek, sovereignty ‘is the quality of the state by virtue of which it 
can only be legally bound by its own will’. Sovereignty is not lack of limitation but the 
capacity to impose limits. Sovereignty is not about omnipotence. It means that those 
limits cannot be imposed on the sovereign state by another state. It does not mean 
that there is any specific range or enumeration of powers that must accompany 
sovereignty, save the capacity for legal self-determination. Self-determination and 
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self-limitation went hand in hand (Stirk, 2005, p.159). Jellinek (1929, p.159) argued 
that this idea of the auto-limitation of the state was no more implausible than the 
idea of self-limitation was implausible in the theory of ethical autonomy.’

From the viewpoint of Carl Schmitt, the meaning of sovereign has never been 
read as an institution or person that has perpetual power. Schmitt (2005, p.5) 
stated that the ‘Sovereign is he who decides on the exception’. A designation or 
denomination of Schmitt’s sovereign definition is literally based on the world order 
situation. ‘The exception, which is not codified in the existing legal order, can at 
best be characterized as a case of extreme peril, a danger to the existence of the 
state, or the like’ (Schmitt, 2005, p.6). ‘Sovereignty is a distinctive configuration of 
state authority’ (Jackson, 2007, p.5). States approach sovereignty which, basically, 
is an effective part of the state, to maintain territorial order. Therefore, Dominik 
Zaum (2007, p.36), based on Hobbes’s view, points out that the basic obligations of 
the state derive from sovereignty and are to establish and guarantee the security 
of the political community, to legitimise the fulfilment of sovereign authority, and 
to legitimise the state’s monopoly on the use of force domestically. In this sense, 
sovereign power both designates an emergency situation and finds a way to 
manage a state of emergency. Ultimately, an expectation from sovereign power 
is to eliminate the state of emergency (Schmitt, 2005, p.7). ‘Sovereignty primarily 
is an instrument to maintain domestic order; it is not an end in itself but has a 
social purpose’ (Zaum, 2007, p.36). Thus, this social purpose, referring to Schmitt, 
requires having powerful governance over the state’s territory.

This briefing on sovereignty demonstrates that there are different definitions for 
sovereignty in the literature. Some authors describe sovereignty as perpetual power, 
and some of them define it as necessary power to protect human safety. My aim is 
to show, in this research, whether there is any contradiction between sovereignty 
and human rights. In other words, the aim is to demonstrate whether sovereignty 
can constitute an impediment to human rights. As can be seen, the definition of 
sovereignty can change, but sovereignty, as a concept, has never disappeared from 
the literature. In this sense, sovereignty has two basic phases. The first is called 
the Westphalian phase. This phase refers to the international order of sovereign 
states which emerged after the Peace of Westphalia, which ended the Thirty Years 
War in 1648. Constitutional law and international law were essential components 
of the international order (Walker, 2006, p.9). However, Westphalian sovereignty, 
which has a dual legal body, ‘was characterized by a one-dimensional configuration 
of legal authority’ (Walker, 2006, p.9). In other words, some arguments or claims 
(such an international law centric order of Hans Kelsen) other than ‘the state is the 
only institution that has authority’ were not advocated in the Westphalian order. 
The second phase is called the post-Westphalian phase. Increasing concerns over 
international human rights and the effects of international law trump Westphalian 
sovereignty2 (Walker, 2006, p.9).

Westphalian Sovereignty

Richard Falk (2002b, p.147) emphasises that to comprehend the important place 
of the post-Westphalian system in the international order it is useful first to explain 

2  According to Neil Walker (2006, pp.9-10), globalisation pressures (in the 
sense of economy, communication, culture, etc.) and constitutional pluralism have 
surpassed Westphalian sovereignty.
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the Westphalian system. In the modern international system, the term nation state 
arose after the signing of the Peace of Westphalia in 1648. The dominant power had 
been captured by ‘multi-ethnic empires, city-states, numerous tribal set-ups and 
various feudal organizations’ (Lansford, 2000, p.2) before the Peace of Westphalia 
was signed. After signing the Peace of Westphalia, nation states engaged in internal 
integration and organisation; therefore, the nation states effectively enhanced and 
improved their power over foreign affairs and external relations (Lansford, 2000, 
p.4). In this context, in the modern state system, two aspects of state sovereignty 
developed, the internal aspect and the external aspect. The internal aspect refers 
to the state and its relationship to the community (Potter, 2004, p.2). It gives the 
nation state the monopoly authority to use coercive power in its territory (Keohane, 
1992, pp.91-107). The external aspect refers to the relationship between states 
in the international arena (Potter, 2004, p.2). It generally appears in economic 
relationships. In this relationship, the nation state also makes endeavours to 
balance foreign affairs with other states. 

For the external aspect of state sovereignty, the Islands of Palmas Case (United 
States v Netherlands) decision became a landmark case. In this case, the United 
States, as a successor to Spain’s rights over the Philippines,3 claimed that Spain 
was the first country that had discovered the islands; therefore, the US had 
sovereign title over the territory. The US highlighted the geographical location of 
the Islands of Palmas, which were part of the Philippines, in order to lodge a claim 
for sovereignty. On the other hand, the Netherlands argued that the claim that 
Spain had discovered the Island of Palmas was not yet proven, and so Spain lost 
its sovereign title over the territory, if it had a title at any time (United States v 
Netherlands, at 837). ‘The Netherlands Government’s main argument endeavours 
to show that the Netherlands, represented for this purpose in the first period of 
colonisation by the East India Company, have possessed and exercised rights of 
sovereignty from 1677, or probably from a date prior even to 1648, to the present 
day’ (United States v Netherlands, at 837). The arbitrator, Max Huber, considered 
that ‘there were unchallenged acts of peaceful display of Netherlands sovereignty in 
the period from 1700 to 1906, and which … may be regarded as sufficiently proving 
the existence of Netherlands sovereignty’(United States v Netherlands, at 870-71). 
As required by international law, the determinant factors were current control over 
the contested territory and the period of time of current control over that territory 
(Hassan, 1982, p.68). Therefore, Max Huber held that the Islands of Palmas were 
entirely part of the Netherlands (United States v Netherlands, at 871). This case 
displays that sovereignty (over a territory) can only be held by an effective power 
which can provide both protection of the inhabitants’ rights in that territory and 
the non-infringement of other states’ interests (Koskenniemi, 2011, p.63). Hence, 
this becomes a sample case for the external aspect of sovereignty by showing the 
conflict between states over having sovereign rights over territory. In this sense, 
Koskenniemi (2011, p.63) rightly observes that sovereignty ‘is merely a functional 
power possessed by a ruler or a government to rule a population for its own good’.

Falk (2002b, p.147) briefly mentions, in his study, the fundamental points of the 
Westphalian system: 

3 ‘[B]y the Treaty of December 10th, 1898, Spain ceded the Philippines to the 
United States.’ (United States v Netherlands, p.837).
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‘[T]he Westphalia rubric is ambiguous as it serves both as shorthand to designate 
a state-centric, sovereignty-oriented, territorially bounded global order, and to 
identify a hierarchically structured world order shaped and managed by dominant 
or hegemonic political actors. In effect, the term ‘Westphalia’ contains an inevitable 
degree of incoherence by combining the territorial/juridical logic of equality with 
the geopolitical/hegemonic logic of inequality’.

Sovereignty has become a semblance of the modern state. From the viewpoint 
of the modern language of sovereignty, Middle Age powers, such as feudal power, 
should not be confused with sovereignty (Loughlin, 2006. Pp.57-58). Three 
characteristics indicate that the modern state is sovereign. First, a superior external 
authority does not intervene in sovereign government. Second, the sovereign state is 
associated with the law (Oakeshott, 1975, p.229). Third, the sovereign state has ‘the 
authority and the procedures to emancipate itself continuously from its legal past’ 
(Oakeshott, 1975, p.229). In contrast with feudal powers, the modern nation state 
has orientated itself towards the new world order by adopting new world policies. 
In this regard, Robert Gilpin (1981, p.122) emphasizes the following statement as an 
example for adopting new policy: ‘through its taxation and conscription policies, the 
modern state has the capacity to mobilize the wealth and services of its citizenry to 
advance the power and interests of the state’.

The relation between nation and state is the most important part of the the 
Westphalian system (Falk, 2002b, p.153). ‘The invention of militant nationalism 
in the 18th century served to consolidate state power, enhancing its mobilising 
capacity, as well as accentuating the contrasts between ‘inside’ and ‘outside’, 
between ‘citizen’ and ‘alien’, and even between ‘civilised’ and ‘barbaric’.’ (Falk, 
2002a, pp.319-20). Kenneth C.  Cole (1969, p.88) characterises the doctrine of 
sovereignty as an ideological instrument and he argues that the nation states use 
this ideological instrument; therefore, the concept of sovereignty has intentionally 
emerged on the political scene, ‘to create nationalism instead of building upon it’. 
Since the rise of the nation state following the Peace of Westphalia, the concept 
of sovereignty has been shaped according to the relationship between nation 
states. Namely, the sovereignty notion can be significant as long as other nation 
states have survived in the international order. ‘Sovereignty is not an attribute of 
the state but it is attributed to the state by other states or state rulers’ (Thomson, 
1995, p.219). Therefore, state sovereignty derives from other nation states in the 
modern world system. In this sense, Hedley Bull (1977, p.37) rightly observed that 
sovereignty principles are based on ‘the rule of non-intervention, the rule of the 
equality of states in respect of their basic rights, and the rights of states to domestic 
jurisdiction’. Non-intervention is a significant principle for the model of Westphalian 
sovereignty (Stirk, 2005, p.163). In the modern international system, all nation states 
are recognized equally before the law, even though there may be big differences in 
term of size and political, economic and military power; (Thomson, 1995, p.219) 
each ‘is recognized as having the final and exclusive authority to use coercion within 
its territorial borders’ (Thomson, 1995, p.219). 

Westphalian Sovereignty ultimately becomes an institutional organization 
allowing nation states to adapt to a new political life; therefore, as Jean Bodin states 
above (without mentioning the Westphalian model), Westphalian sovereignty ‘is 
based on two principles, territoriality and the exclusion of external actors from 
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domestic authority structures, [and] Westphalian sovereignty is violated when 
external actors influence or determine domestic authority structures’ (Krasner, 
1999, p.20). The increasing effect of international law on domestic authorities has 
surpassed the meaning of Westphalian sovereignty.

Post-Westphalian Sovereignty

The Westphalian system has always had an important place in the international 
order; however, ‘[b]lanket condemnation of the Westphalian [system]’ demonstrates 
that the world order is transitioning to a post-Westphalian system, which intends 
to ignore the perpetual sovereignty claims of states in an anarchical world (Stirk, 
2005, p.168). In this sense, Falk (1998) rightly analyses that increasing responsibility 
for and violations of international human rights will change the structure of the 
Westphalian system. ‘The twenty-first century will also be characterized by the 
challenge of institutionalizing responsibility for serious abuses of human rights by 
leaders and others in positions of authority … Such an evolution further erodes the 
Westphalian image of a world of territorial sovereign states by insisting that even 
adherence to the ‘superior orders’ of the state does not override the most solemn 
humanitarian obligations of international law’ (Falk, 2000, p.9).

Michael Keating (2001, p.27) approaches the evolution of sovereignty from 
the perspective of criticising classic sovereignty and finds classic sovereignty to 
be intellectually problematic, propounding the term of post-sovereignty which 
indicates the expiration of ultimate state authority.4 Keating (2001, p.27) also 
observes that classic sovereignty is an inadmissible method in the current world 
order and a system which is incompatible with the modern world.5 Keating 
(2001, p.27) claims that three concepts accelerate the transition towards a 
post-sovereignty system. They are international human rights, transnational 
organisations and minorities’ rights. In this context, Falk (2002b, p.159) emphasises 
that the transition to post-Westphalian sovereignty has occurred because human 
security has become an important issue, as much as the issue of national security 
in world politics. Increasing concerns, related to these concepts, neither lessen the 
sovereign power of the state nor suggest a new model for the state. In this case, 
there are basically two situations; one is to enhance the sovereign power of the 
State to cope with increasing domestic and international issues. Thus, the State 
will not face any bureaucratic problems and will effectively and expeditiously make 
a decision and ultimately perform on the basis of that decision. Nevertheless, this 
situation can result in arbitrary treatment by the State because of its holding of 
sovereign power in one hand. The second situation divides the sovereign power of 
the State. In this sense, Keating rightly states that ‘post-sovereignty does not mean 

4 cf. State sovereignty is an esseni al principle of democracy and the fundamental 
piece of internai onal law. It is a natural desire of states and this desire cannot be 
expressed as nai onal egoi sm. It is also a result of polii cal culture and modern 
democracy (Coughlan, 2004, p.39).

5 cf. Falk (2000, p.69) mounts a counterargument to Keating’s (2001, p.27) 
words; he states ‘[f]or all its complexities, sovereignty continues to provide the 
agreed basis for political order in international life, as it has for several centuries. 
For better or worse, sovereignty, as a matter of rights and obligations, is universally 
affirmed as an unconditional pillar of contemporary world order.’
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the end of all principles of authority. Rather it means that sovereignty is dispersed 
and divided’ (Keating, 2001, p.27). 

Peter Stirk (2005, pp.153-54), in his study, argues that a weak model of 
sovereignty works against absolute sovereignty. From this perspective, the main 
actors are not only nation states but also international organizations involved in 
international relations. This type of sovereignty is still recognised as a Westphalian 
model; however, the importance of states is decreased when international society 
is an effective factor; therefore, the world system has changed from state-centric 
to international organizations-, specifically human rights-, centric. Since 1989, the 
end of the Cold War, the effects of international organisations, non-governmental 
organisations and international courts over the nation states’ both domestic 
and foreign affairs have increased. Hence, this term can be called the era of 
‘post-Westphalian’6 sovereignty. According to Bjorn Hettne (2000, p.38), ‘[p]ost-
Westphalian rationality … implies that the … state has lost its historical usefulness, 
and the new solutions to problems of security and welfare therefore must be found 
increasingly in transnational, multilateral or … regional structures’. Therefore, the 
state keeps its place in the international arena but, qualitatively, its role has changed 
from the perspective of the principle of state sovereignty in the post-Westphalian 
system (Hettne, 2000, p.38).

According to John Boli, a sociologist, ‘sovereignty is a script whose most 
important line is that a state has the legitimate right to exercise authority’ (Krasner, 
2001b, p.6). Boli also alleges that an international intervention in a state decreases 
its legitimate rights; however, global issues, such as universal human rights, force 
the state to share its authority with international organisations and other states 
(Krasner, 2001b, p.6). Stephan Krasner (2001a, pp.229-251) also states that 
human rights issues and the globalisation process become the main dissipating 
factors of sovereignty. Sharing sovereign authority has three important results. 
First, states increasingly join inter-governmental organizations (IGOs). Second, the 
first situation increases the IGOs’ autonomy. Third, the notion of extraterritorial 
legislation emerges because of the increasing pressure on states to maintain a 
balance between states and to have a voice in world policy issues (Boli, 2001, p.69). 
Nevertheless, Georg Sorensen (1999, pp.590-604) comments that state sovereignty 
cannot be shared and that sovereignty is like marriage, a man is either married or 
he is not; namely, there is no legal status of being seventy-five per cent married. 
Therefore, ‘a state does either have sovereignty in the sense of constitutional 
independence or it does not have it’ (Sorensen, 1999, pp.590-604). A sovereign 
state is only supreme authority which makes decision and exercises power over 
both internal and external affairs (Sorensen, 1999, pp.590-604). In this sense, as 
Richard Bellamy (2006, p.172) rightly states, ‘[s]overeignty must be de jure as well 
as de facto’.

Both nation-state actors and non-state actors shape contemporary world politics 
(Vaughan, 2011, p.6). The globalisation process has also turned the world into a 
small village. ‘Powerful non-state actors now vie with sovereign states’ (Vaughan, 
2011, p.6). Hence, the world has been reshaped by international forces and the 
new world system challenges the Westphalian sovereignty system (Raymond, 2005, 
pp.94-106).

6 The term ‘post-Westphalian’ is used by N Walker (2006) in his study, Late 
Sovereignty in the European Union.
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Conclusion

‘The Westphalian state defends national interests against outsiders and frequently 

takes little account of marginal groups within society; the post-Westphalian 

state creates new balance between subnational and other identities within the 

state, traditional nation-state loyalties and the wider sphere of international 

obligations’ (Linklater, 1996, p.98). Consequently, Westphalian sovereignty is 

an inadequate system in the global world order in terms of nation states having 

perpetual and indivisible power; however, this power should not be lost but shared 

with international, transnational and non-governmental organisations to protect 

human-based fundamental rights. A post-Westphalian sovereignty system would 

be convenient in the global world order in terms of adopting new policies for 

international human rights. 

Ultimately, in the contemporary world, each state’s purpose is to protect its 

own interests and intends to rule its own territory without being expos foreign 

intervention. In this case, states’ interests could conflict each other, resulting in a 

chaotic order occupying the international arena.
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WILL NATIONALISM REMAIN THE DOMINANT FORCE IN 
SHAPING OF INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS IN THE XXI 
CENTURY?
DARKO RADIC

In the shadow of globalization and ongoing processes of forming the 
supranational identities we are still witnessing that nationalism is a powerful 
force in shaping of international relations. The main argument of this paper is that 
the focus of international politics in XXI century will be on containment of China 
and democratization of the Islam world (Middle East and the North of Africa) by 
the Western powers (U.S and EU). West is highly committed to strengthen the 
process of democratization in the Islam world. For that purpose they attempt to 
use non-finished process of national-state building and the frozen conflict as an 
excuse for empowerment of human and minority rights and the strengthening of 
democratization in these regions in order to clump the band around the China. 
By the analogy that we always choose the actions which gives the best results, 
author argues that nationalism will remain the dominant force in XXI century and 
that the West is willing to use nationalism as a key component in reshaping of the 
mentioned regions. 

Keywords: Nationalism, Globalization, Democratization, Human and Minority 
rights, Frozen Conflicts, United States, European Union, China, Islam world, Turkey.

Theoretical approach

This paper relies on Parag Khanna’s neorealist theoretization of international 
relations and his concept of the megadiplomacy. According to him, megadiplomacy 
presents a new global diplomatic design located between the concept of diplomacy 
and the global governance in the conditions of intertwining of globalization and 
geopolitics. It implies the formation of specific coalitions between governments, non-
governmental organizations (NGO), private sector, religious groups, international 
donor organizations and all activists who are ready to cooperate in order to reach 
common goals to which they are devoted. (Parag Khanna, 2011, p.22) 

Khanna (2011, pp.10-13) point out that throughout our history we had five 
waves of globalization which were stopped by geopolitical movements. He 
conceptualized the power as a fluid, emphasizing how the power moved from 
China and India during the first globalization (1.0), via Europe during the second 
and third globalization (2.0, 3.0), to the United States (4.0 globalization). Today we 
are again witnessing the strong rise of Asia, or to be more precise, the raise of China 
in the fifth globalization (5.0). 

Today, thanks to the remarkable scope of the Internet network we are in the last 
phase of the globalization which enables involvement of all groups and actors in 
the decision-making process, but the state remains the main actors of international 
politics. If we take a closer look we can see that a lot of new international actors of 
megadiplomacy are under direct control over the national governments. Especially 
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if we understand that the non-governmental organizations (NGO) represent 
Western innovation that aims to strengthen the civil society around the globe. At 
the same time, almost all international donor organization are under the direct 
command and depend upon the financial support mainly from the developed and 
reach Western countries. 

In the globalized world great powers are finding ways to form a sphere of 
influence, which effects on return of the geopolitics on international stage. In the 
past that was the imperialism – but today we can call it globalization.  Khanna 
(2008) asserts that the present of international relations rests on tree columns: the 
United States of America, European Union and China, which he equates with the 
empires from the Middle Age. 

The United States, the EU and China represent three distinct diplomatic styles 
- America’s coalition, Europe’s consensus, and China’s consultation – competing to 
lead the twenty-first century. At the same time they do not have common culture, 
nor do they share the same geographical space, nor are they all democratic. Power 
has migrated from monopoly to marketplace and all three superpowers now use 
their military, economic and political power to build spheres of influence around 
the world (Parag Khanna, 2008, pp.16-21).

In recent years we are witnessing the rapid development and increasing 
influence of China in almost all world regions. Political scientist John Mearsheimer 
(2006) asserts that China cannot rise peacefully. Before we even get the answer 
will the rise of China be peaceful or not, the Pentagon already declared its strategy 
to contain the rise of any other great power or rival, such as China (Parag Khanna, 
2008, p.17).

From the Ancient Greece and Peloponnesian Wars until now nothing has 
changed. Finding coalition partner who share the same goal, even though for 
different reasons, has always brought the best results. We can agree that the 
United States and the EU do not share the same diplomatic design, but they have 
much more similarities than differences, especially because they share more or 
less the same culture based on democratic values. Also they are economically 
and militarily related to each other. Not only that they are connected through the 
NATO (The North Atlantic Treaty Organization), in the context of the hard power, 
but there is a new idea about much closer economic ties through the announced 
U.S-EU economic treaty (Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership). In those 
circumstances we clearly can say that The United States do not see EU as a potential 
threat, on the contrary, they are the most loyal partner to the Americans.

Why democratization of the Islam world? 

In the international politics arena we have three superpowers with different 
systems, where on one side we have two democratic powers (the United States 
and the European Union), and on the other side we have the China as a rising 
power with weaken communist ideology. Among the rising powers, China is much 
more populated with large economy, army and military budget. Its power lies in 
the remarkable economic development and growing rate of their national GDP. 
Breakthrough of China and their economic expansion in Africa and the Middle 
East also increase their political influence in these regions. In these circumstances 
we clearly can claim that The United States see the China as the greatest threat 
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to their global dominance in the world politics. John Ikenberry (2008, pp.23-38) 
argues that the current international order has the openness, economic integration 
and capacity to absorb the China rather than to be replaced by Chinese-led order. 
That’s ungrounded idea since the differences between them are on system level in 
condition when they do not share same values, but in same time they are competing 
for the power and influence.

In the debate about the rising of China, Robert Kagan (2010) argues that China 
aims to replace not only the position of the United States in East Asia, geopolitical 
space where it belongs, but also to challenge America’s position as the dominant 
power in the global stage. He also points out that Chinese leaders must change 
the rules of the international system before the international system changes 
them. However, for many years Chinese rapid economic development has served 
as a curtain to hide their internal fragility embodied in violation of human and 
minority rights, increasing economic inequalities and pollution of the environment 
connected with rapid process of industrialization and using of unclean technology 
for maximizing its profit. 

Tom Donilon (Foreign Affairs, 2013) very clearly points out how energy is a very 
important aspect of the United States national security and foreign policy. At the 
same time it shapes the U.S national interests and international relations. But it 
seems that we are witnessing to a large change in the energy field. How the Forbes 
journalist Kenneth Rapoza (Forbes, 2012) wrote in his article, today the Canada, 
Mexico and Venezuela become the more important oil exporters for the United 
States. Also, technology developments in the U.S provide greater ability to exploit 
its own energy resources, which will lead to the long-term energy independence 
of the United States in the future. Based on those facts he also argues that the 
Middle Eastern oil will flow to Asia rather than to the North of America. According 
to the IEA (International Energy Agency, 2012) and their World Energy Outlook 
(WEO) report in 2012, USA will become number one oil producer by 2020 and 
energy independent by the 2035. At the same time the U.S Energy Information 
Administration argue that the China will become the biggest world importer of 
petrol and overtake the U.S by the end of 2013. All of this provides a condition for 
the strong entry of China to the Middle East market which will increasingly lead to 
its presence in the region. 

In the circumstances of rapid rising of China, the United States and European 
Union reinforce their cooperation through fear of gains of China in international 
order. Their coalition is nothing than mere balancing of power in order to contain 
the rising Asian superpower. Unfortunately, the Islam world (Middle East and the 
North of Africa) in the superpowers clash becomes nothing more than a battlefield 
in which all of them struggle for influence and domination. 

Democratization of the Islam world is the primary goal of the United States and 
the European Union, although with different objectives. These two superpowers 
are clearly devoted to longstanding peace and the democratic transition in that 
region. Here we do not talk about the spreading of democracy, but rather, how 
John Mueller points out, the spreading of the conditions and power that brings 
democracy and peace. His assumption confirms Kenneth Waltz notes that some of 
the major democracies – Britain in the nineteenth century and the United States 
in the twentieth century – have been among the most powerful states. (Kenneth 
Waltz, 2000, p.9)
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United States objective is very clear; it is to tighten the democratic band in order 
to contain the China and attempt to undermine it from the inside. For the United 
States there is a real fear that the countries of the Islam world will accept the 
Chinese model of governance with the closed system and open economy. Guided 
by the fear of the rise of China and its growing influence, the United States put 
the Middle East as a primary goal in order to create future partner who will be 
much closer to the China and perhaps become U.S coalition partner in dealing with 
mentioned issue. 

To paraphrase the Harvard University’s political scientist Joseph S. Nye and 
his view to the Middle East question who points out that in the past American 
strategy in the Middle East was management trough autocratic leaders, but after 
9/11, the Bush administration launched an ambitious new approach. United States 
are trying to transform the region on the same analogy which was used in the 
transformation of Europe during and after the Cold War. The first step of the long-
term transformation was the overthrow of authoritarian regimes. But it seems that 
democracy cannot be imposed by force. The key to success will lie in policies that 
open regional economies, reduce bureaucratic controls, speed economic grow, 
improve educational system and encourage the type of gradual political changes. 
(Joseph S. Nye, 2004, pp.119-120) We can also see the confirmation of that goal 
from one of the Barack Obama’s speech from 2011 where he promises strong 
support to the democratic process named Arab Spring. Obama (The White House, 
2011) sees Arab Spring as moment of opportunity or the moment of promise to 
democratic transition in the region. He points out that they are willing to provide 
assistance to civil society and use the technology to connect with and listen to 
the voices of the people. He also mentioned that in the XXI century information 
is power, and that the legitimacy of governments will ultimately depend on active 
and informed citizens. Talking about human rights, Obama said that the United 
States supports a set of universal rights. They include free speech, the freedom of 
peaceful assembly, the freedom of religion, gender equality, rule of law and the 
right to choose its own leaders. 

On the other side, for the European Union, Islam world is the main security 
question since we have witnessed that a wave of social unrests called the Arab 
Spring conditioned an enormous affluence of migrants from the Islam world, mostly 
from the North of Africa, jeopardizing the southern border of the Union which 
consequently led to changes in the EU Schengen Area. In the outbreak of the Arab 
Spring and the influx of a large numbers of refugees into the EU, some member 
states in an attempt to contain the entry of migrants threatened to return of 
internal control of their national state borders. That initiative of some countries has 
resulted in a new agreement on the terms under which it is possible to introduce a 
temporary border controls in the Schengen zone. Even today southern EU countries 
are facing enormous problems with illegal immigrants who are in search for a better 
life, and are willing to risk their lives in order to enter to European Union in an illegal 
way. Security of the EU can be easily questioned by destabilization of neighboring 
regions. Precisely because of that, the EU interest is to see the stable Islam world 
deprived of the possibility of conflict outbreak. 

The US-EU partnership is not only reflected trough the joint enterprise by 
the NATO intervention in Libya and overthrows of the Muammer Gaddafi, but 
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also trough the job distribution between the U.S and the European powers that 
traditionally have the strong ties and influence in the Islam world. Just like France, 
Spain and Italy in the North of Africa. The Europe is the biggest aid donor in 
the North of Africa and in the same time there is a giant campaign on the way 
connected with the strengthening of civil society trough the NGO’s. How the Sheila 
Carapico (2002, pp.381-385) indicates; international donor organizations donate 
the financial support for dealing with problems on the ground, such as financing the 
projects in the field of agriculture, health care and rebuilding of the infrastructure. 
Also, a large amount of financial assets are used in order to strengthen the process 
of democratization which involves the funding of the projects that aim to provide 
institutional support to election law and legislation, the rule of law and institutional 
capacity building, strengthening of the political pluralism and multiparty system, 
human and minorities rights etc. The largest number of those projects takes place 
through the NGO’s where they become key players in the process of relocation of 
the funds from global to the local level. 

The Europe is populated with the huge number of migrants from the North of 
Africa and the future of Southern European countries will depend on the influx of 
labor from that area. Also, they present an enormous diaspora which may have 
a crucial feedback influence on their state of origin in the process of promoting 
European (or U.S) values based on democracy. It seems that the geopolitics has 
returned on the world stage and how Khanna points out; ‘it is the EU’s principal 
experiment in Europeanization without colonization’ (Parag Khanna, 2008, p.179).

If we take a closer look at the demographic structure of Middle East and the 
North of Africa we will see that they have very young population. Since we live 
in globalized world, access to the mass media and Internet allowed those young 
people not only to connect themselves through the social media but also to come 
into the contact with different worldviews. Just as anthropology suggests to ‘the 
unbreakable bond between anthropological thought and traveling’ (Fabieti, 
Malighetti and Matera, 2002, p.202), today the Internet allows virtual travel and 
during that journey youths starts to change its attitudes, identities, and ideas. At 
the same time they are ‘accepting the norms of Western democracy’. (Steven G. 
Jones, 2002, p.202) All this has contributed to empowerment of democratization in 
which population demands replacement of corrupt regimes and formation of a new 
and more accountable political order. For the first time in the post-colonial history, 
the Arab Spring conditioned a change and an ‘inside out’ settlement of authorities. 
But despite the empowering of democracy, citizens all over the Middle East and the 
North of Africa must understand that this is not one-way road. Democracy requires 
participation of all community members and united struggle for the common goods 
along with understanding that they should represent the future guardians of their 
own democracies.

Democracy comes to existence in the time of the Ancient Greece, but till today 
it stays somewhat elusive and undefined concept. Democracy does not implied 
only free election; it is far more than that. It must be inclusive arena providing the 
equality and rights for all society groups creating common goals established in the 
consensus. The Arab Spring has started well, but what went wrong?

Despite the strengthened process of democracy there is a huge ignorance of 
what democracy really means. The example of Egypt is the most obvious and in 
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the same times the most comprehensive. After the democratic elections, arrival 
of Muslim Brotherhood on power and the inauguration of Mohamed Morsi as a 
president of the Egypt, he tried to increase its own legislation jurisdiction which 
provokes citizens to start the protests again. Many in fact believe that democracy 
in nothing than mere rule of the majority over the minority, which is not true. We 
should consider even those who did not vote for us. Egypt also requires changes 
that would provide placing the military under civilian command in the same way as 
Turkey did in accordance with the requirements of EU integration. As long as the 
military has its own self-governance there will be a threat to the stability and the 
possibility of the outbreak of internal conflict.

Democracy is not a utopia but it is the best what we have today. Even if we 
are talking about different models of governance, just remind our self of the first 
lessons about realism theory of international relations and their attitude related 
to the egocentric and selfish human nature which also constantly argue that those 
who possess the power aspire to multiply and enlarge it. Since Parag Khanna 
(2011, pp.10-21) present time compere with the mid-century in the context of 
decentralization in the world politics, let us be aware that those times were a period 
when the church was ruling over the Europe which presents the darkest period of 
the old continent. Not a single system, except the democracy, has a mechanism 
which allows internal changes without a conflict. Democracy as a concept has a 
characteristic of flexibility, and exactly there lies its greatest value because it leaves 
the space and possibility of evolution. Just like people, system needs to be adaptable 
and variable according to the desire of its participants. Let’s also remind ourselves 
on the most coherent and recognizable programs of study in international relations, 
the theory of democratic peace which clearly indicates the ‘democratic countries 
do not fight with each other’. (Bruce Russett, 1993, p.4) The political science, no 
matter how cruel it is, must provide the ultimate goal and that’s to stop the cyclical 
waves of conflict and contribute to the long standing peace on the global level.

Frozen conflicts and the growing of the nationalism in the globalized era

The process of globalization and informational revolution has contributed to 
the transcendence of the power on a large number of new non-state actors and 
diplomacy is thus no longer the exclusive right of the state. How Khanna writes; 
‘technology and money, not sovereignty, determine who has authority and calls 
for change’ (Parag Khanna, 2011, p.3). Also, how Joseph S. Nye points out: ‘the 
Information Revolution will flatten bureaucratic hierarchies and replace them with 
network organizations. As virtual communities develop on the Internet, they will 
cut across territorial jurisdictions and develop their own patterns of governance. 
States will become mush less central to people’s lives’ (2011, p.114).

The theorists of the globalization, like Arjun Appadurai (2005, pp.11-42) points 
out that the national state is undermined and that the electronic media, migration 
and transnational mobilization demolish the monopoly of the national states over 
the project of modernization. Virtual traveling through the Internet and acceptance 
of new identities and norms is what he called ‘the work of imagination’ as a 
constitutive feature of modern subjectivity. At the same time that process leads to 
the forming of transnational connectivity of the nations, named ‘diasporic public 
spheres’. Noting that the melting pot is no longer possible, diaspora will have an 
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increasing feedback impact to the countries of origin. And indeed, this proved to be 
true since the accelerated connectivity enables other, more autonomous forms of 
community. Diaspora is already reshaping politics through their cash-driven funding 
networks. At the same time ‘social networks are driving the internal change where 
in the Arab Spring, Twitter and Facebook groups’ spawned flash mobs that helped 
brings down regimes’ (Ayesha & Parag Khanna, 2012, p.19).

In the questioning of the nationalism in global era Mitchell Young, Eric Zuelow 
and Andreas Sturm (2007) points out that is impossible to think about declining 
of nationalism without declining of the national-state. They gave historical 
overview which suggests how diaspora, as a trans-border community network, 
played important role in gaining or regaining of the political independence of 
the ‘homeland’. According to them, that it is the diaspora that will contribute to 
persistence of the national identity and nationalism in the globalized world. 

John Mearsheimer (2011) argues that the nationalism is real-world 
phenomenon and the key component of any realistic theory. Nations are, according 
to him, intensely political actors which aspire to operate through specific political 
institutions and the key institutions of nation are the states. He notices that all 
individuals have multiple identities but the national one is especially powerful. 
Precisely because of that he emphasize that all nations aspire to control their own 
political fate which will contribute to resist of the nationalism.

In the analyzing of distinction between the state nationalism and the nationalism 
of nations without a state in Europe during the XX century, Montserrat Guibernau 
(1996, pp.139-150) argued that the state is still par excellence political actor. 
For that reason nationalism of minorities will try to undermine and contribute 
to transformation of the national states. According to her, nationalism not only 
reinforces the nation-state building process, but at the same time it contains 
the seeds of new tension affecting national minorities including those with the 
boundaries of already established nation-states. She indicates that nationalism, in 
the process of globalization, relies upon mass communication as a means of its 
expansion, and because of that the nationalism of nations with and without a state 
will come to be strong. Guibernau also gives a possible solution to overcome the 
mentioned problems and that is the process of forming the supranational identities 
like European that does not erase the local ones. As a step forward she proposes 
mutual acceptance, integration and the democracy as a guiding principle of political 
action, compels that state and the national minority engaged in the conflict find a 
peaceful solution and abandon the use of violence. 

Guibernau wrote its work in 1996, and as far as her prediction about the future 
of European nationalism of nation without a state, she was in right. That period is 
the time of dissolution of Yugoslavia where, instead of finding a peaceful solution for 
growing nationalism, the whole region was plunged into war. Almost all Yugoslavian 
countries aspired for independence from the centralized government in Belgrade. 
At the same time Serbia, in an attempt to maintain its dominant role opposed to 
peaceful dissolution which ultimately resulted with the escalation of violence. 
Overthrow of the Serbian president Slobodan Milosevic was helped by the United 
States support and the NATO intervention which again indicates to the inherent 
U.S-EU relationship. Since the ex-Yugoslavian countries, in geographical terms, 
where almost surrounded by the EU it was planned for them to become a part of 
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Union one day. Guided by the fact that the EU could not absorb the system which is 
crucially different from its own, they approached to transformation of Yugoslavian 
communist system and started the process of democratization of the region. The 
trigger for the mentioned transformation was the nationalism. Instead of peaceful 
dissolution pattern to the Czechoslovakia issue, they unfortunately reach for the 
conflict. The lives were lost, the economies have been destroyed, and the post-war 
recovery and democratic transition came into the scene. What an irony, today the 
former Yugoslavian countries are re-united again in the process of euro-integration, 
abandoning of Yugoslavian and accepting of the supranational European identity, 
but at the same time maintaining their own national ones. 

Despite the strengthened of the democratic movement called the Arab Spring, 
there are major obstacles which threaten to undermine the initiated process. Today 
for example, Azeri and Kurdish landscape is divided between the several national 
states. The Kurdish people are the only one who does not possess their own 
national state in circumstances where they are divided by the borders of several 
countries like Iran, Iraq, Syria and Turkey. Opposite to them, Azeri people represent 
the nation which accounts a more of members outside their national state. The 
Republic of Azerbaijan has over the 9 million inhabitants. But there is enormous 
Azeri community in the Iran mostly populated in the northwest area. According to 
some estimates (Wikipedia, 2013), their number is 16 percent of Iran’s population 
which is around 15 million. They can have a major impact on future internal change 
of Iranian authorities regarding the decentralizing processes and demanding of 
more rights which will consequently lead to the strengthening of their national 
identity. 

Globalization has contributed to interconnectivity among them which results 
in the strengthening of their national identity with desire to be more connected 
along they are divided by the state borders. From the security point of view 
they present the threat to the regional stability, but at same time they are the 
biggest future potential and the perfect excuse for the West to put the issue of 
state decentralization on the table and promote the human and minority rights in 
order to empower democracy and reshape the region. Those examples represent 
non-finished process of national-state building, potential frozen conflict and the 
biggest challenge for strengthening of democracy in the Middle East. Parag Khanna 
emphasized that the process of ‘Balkanization’ of the Middle East is on the way. 
(Parag Khanna, 2011, p.86) But, are they really going in that direction? 

Before we even try to get the answer on mentioning question, let’s actually see 
what the people from the Middle East can learn from the Balkan story.  Establishment 
of an independent state of Kosovo represents the end of Yugoslavia transformation. 
Ones very influential with the strong national identity, the Serbs landscape was 
left divided by the several state borders. After the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
the Serbian political entity called the Republic of Srpska was established which 
represents Serbian majority area populated with over a million Serbs. The Republic 
of Srpska has its own self-governance and at the same time participates in the joint 
institutions of Bosnia and Herzegovina. On the other side in the north of Kosovo 
there is an area mostly populated by the Serbs. According the new Serbia-Kosovo 
agreement, meditated by the European Union, the Serbian region will get the small 
self-governance opportunity but within the institutions of Kosovo. The agreement 
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will resolve the frozen conflict and Serbian minority issue in Kosovo. On the end, 

it will result with the recognition of Kosovo’s independence towards rapid euro-

integration of the whole region. Despite all of the above, the question remains; how 

Serbian nationalism in the Balkan has been overcome? 

The answer is very simple, trough the institutionalism. In the process of 

decentralization of the national states, to the regions with local self-governance 

was given the opportunity to think about their own development, of course within 

the national states as their integral part. For example, the Republic of Srpska was 

left with the mechanism named the ‘Agreement on Special Parallel Relations’ which 

enabled possibility to connect its self with the other world regions as well with 

the other states. Today they have signed agreement, not only with the Serbia as a 

‘homeland’, but also with the Russia Federation in terms of free trade. Trough that 

mechanism the economies are connected and the cultural exchange was improved 

which, on the long-run level, led to the weakening of Serbian nationalism in the 

Balkan region. Closer cooperation among them contributes also to the weakening 

of the state borders that divide them and improve the regional integration. The 

globalization contributed to the transformation of meaning what national states 

really are. States can no longer be the closed system and today they have to provide 

regional cooperation and connectivity. How Khanna argued; ‘globalization makes 

it increasingly important to understand the world as a single organism’ (Parag 

Khanna, 2011, p.9).

The Azeri and the Kurdish issue is one of the most obvious examples of the 

growing nationalism of nations with and without the state in the globalized era. But 

they are not an isolated case, on the contrary, there are many similar examples all 

around the globe like Palestinian issue, Uygur people and the Tibet issue in China, 

Muslim minorities in Russia etc. The North of Africa presents an obvious national 

state building process as a post-colonial influence. All of them will become the main 

protagonists and contribute to the resistance of nationalism in the XXI century.

Despite the growth of nationalism, ‘the Islam, all around the Islam world has 

a huge role in public and political life which also thrives to gather the people to 

demand the responsible and more efficient authority’. (Mark Tessler, 2002, pp.337-

354) ‘There is nothing crucial into the Islam that will oppose to the establishment 

of democracy’, (Sami Zubaida, 1995, pp.151-188) which showing that the ‘Islamists 

in the political sense can evolve into something like the Christian democracy in the 

West’. (Elis Goldberg, 1991, pp.3-4)

Instead of asking ourselves is the ‘Balkanization’ of the Middle East on the 

way, let’s ask is the closer cooperation among them possible and how it can be 

encouraged? How could the rising nationalism, as a burning question, be solved, 

It seems that we will have to wait. Only after the long-term resolving of the frozen 

conflicts we can speak about created conditions for weakening of national and 

strengthening of supra-national identities and the empowerment of democracy 

which will not be bounded by the national discourses. Instead of thinking about 

minorities with and without the states as a place of the future conflict, we need to 

look at them as an islands or bridges of future regional cooperation between the 

existing states.
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Turkey as a model for the changing Islam world

Aggressive politic of the United States and the European Union questioned the 
credibility and lead to declining of its support all over the Islam world. Because 
of Western (U.S, EU) use of hard power in the Middle East and in the North of 
Africa, democracy is called into question throughout the whole region. On the long-
run level it can lead to resistance to a given process. In these circumstances it is 
necessary to have a strong protagonist of the future democratic change in the Islam 
world that will use its effective diplomacy in order to redefine the region and at 
the same time be a good example of how Islam and democracy can thrive. Those 
countries, from the constructivist point of view are conceptualized as a regional 
supporter.

Regional supporter represent the regional power, directly contacted with the 
most powerful state in international order. Also, the assumption is that it must be 
related with the ‘hegemon’ thought the hard power and have the capabilities to 
affects its own region by its economic and cultural diplomacy. (Peter J. Katzenstein, 
2005, pp.149-174) If we test this claim in the case of Turkey we will see that the 
Turkey is not only connected with the United States, but also with the Europe. 
Turkey represents the second power in the NATO after the United States. The 
Turkish EU integration processes contribute to the strengthening teas between 
Turkey and the EU institutions. Also, huge Turkish diaspora in the Europe developed 
the  interconnectivity of Turkey with the most powerful economy and political actor 
in Europe, and that is the Germany. Islam, the cultural heritage of Turkey and the 
incredible economic development only additionally confirm the given assertion. 
According to all of this above, we can easily claim that Turkey has all capabilities to 
take that kind of role in the Middle East and perhaps all over the Islam world.

If we closely look to the Islam world we will see that there is no country apart 
from Turkey which has a longer democratic and secular legacy, history that stems 
from the victorious Ottoman Empire, extraordinary economic development and 
effective multidimensional diplomacy.

Arrival of the Justice and Development Party (AKP) on the power in 2002 is 
considered as a beginning of a political shift not only in domestic but also in the 
foreign policy of Turkey. The processes of putting the Turkish military under the 
control of civilian authorities prevented the possibility of an outback of internal 
conflict associated with the change of governments and empowered the democratic 
processes at the national level. The new foreign policy doctrine which entered into 
the scene is based on the ideas of the current Minister of Foreign Affairs Ahmet 
Davutoğlu described in detail in his book named Strategic Depth. According to 
him Turkey becomes ‘the central country’, locating it in the intercontinental center 
between the Europe, Asia and Africa, or placing the Turkey in the center of ‘Afro-
Eurasian Heartland’. The new self-perception of Turkey required from her to 
take a more active role in the neighboring regions. The high level of democracy 
which was achieved and the economic development opened the door for Turkish 
active participation not only in regional, but also in international political scene. 
‘Zero problem policy’ in front of Turkey sets the imperative of harmonization and 
improvement of its relations with neighboring countries, resolution of all disputable 
problems that threaten their bilateral relations, as well as advancement of relations 
with other countries in the region. Slightly rotating the Turkish politics towards 
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Islam resulted with the increasing of Turkey’s credibility in the Islamic world, or 
how would Joseph S. Nye (2004) conceptualize that as a soft power.

Through progressive government program Turkey improved social, economic 
and political integration of its minorities, especially Kurdish community. Turkey 
possesses the strongest economy in the region which provides them with the 
opportunity to invest in the neighboring countries. At the same time Turkish 
companies all over the Iraqi Kurdish area reconstruct the roads, build their airports, 
drill for oil and help them to construct its urban communities. This proves that the 
Turkey is determined, not only to deal with minorities issue on the national, but 
also on the regional level encouraging the regional cooperation and deepening of 
economic ties all around the Middle East. Exactly this kind of regional cooperation 
and networking can contribute to declining of nationalism all over the Islam world 
where potential conflict can be replaced by the cooperation. 

For Turkey 2013 will be remembered by the two very important steps forward. 
Those are agreement between the Turkish government and Kurdish minority which 
resulted with the ending of armed conflict among them which on the long-run level 
will lead to restraining of the Kurdish nationalism in Turkey. On the other side there 
was the ‘Gezi Park’ movement which demonstrates a huge potential and maturity 
of Turkish democracy. 

How Khanna argues; ‘Turkey is important not only for where it is but also for 
what it is: the most powerful, democratic and secular state in the Muslim world. 
Three trends in Turkish society – development, democratization, and the modern 
Islam – are precisely that America and Europe wish they had the capacity to pursue 
in the Islam world so coherently. According to all of the above, Turkey remains the 
best model of how Islam and modernity can not only coexist but thrive’ (Parag 
Khanna, 2008, pp.36-44).

‘Arabs know that their democratic deficit is what keeps them from living up to 
the Turkish model’. (Parag Khanna, 2008, p.39) It is not a question anymore whether 
the Turkish elites want their country to become a model for the Islam world, It is 
what people from the Islam world really want, and that’s the more freedom and 
responsible governments that will not accelerate more conflicts but offer practical 
solutions and face with the problems on the ground. Under the conditions of rising 
nationalism in the region only Turkey is grappling with resolving minority issues and 
not like the other countries in the region which are trying to put the issue under the 
carpet, which will only reinforce the nationalism of their own minorities. We can 
clearly say, this is the Turkish moment, where it has a unique chance to increase its 
regional influence by offering its experience and contributing to the improvement 
of cooperation all over the Islam world. 

Conclusion 

Non-finished processes of national state building present potential frozen 
conflicts all over the Islam world which tend to destabilize the whole region or to 
become the islands of future cooperation among the existing states. The landscapes 
of the nations do not follow the reality on the ground where minorities stay divided 
between the state borders. Such conditions, along with Internet and mass media, 
contribute to interconnectivities among them which additionally contribute to the 
growing of their national identities in the globalized world. 
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Rising nationalism is used by the United States and European Union in order 
to strengthen their presence in the Islam world, spread their power and increase 
their influence. Again, as during and after the Cold War, human and minorities 
rights become powerful tool in reshaping of world regions where nationalism again 
become trigger for democratic processes. Here we can look at democracy not only 
as a Western perfect strategy in terms of ‘top-down’ process, but also as a request 
of citizens who in looking for a change and forming the responsible and functional 
authorities are pursuing the ‘inside-out’ process. 

Present distribution of power in the international system determinate the 
international politics, which will keep the conditions for maintaining nationalism 
in the XXI century. In the United States and the European Union that process is 
finished in circumstances where they build and maintain the supranational 
European, or hybrid American identity. But in the rest of the world nationalism will 
be strengthened until the moment when the nations will get into the process of 
regional integration and start with formation of the supranational identities which 
will be deprived of the national discourse. The Middle East and the North of Africa, 
in the competition of superpowers like the U.S, EU and China, become a place of 
rivalry and projection of their power and its presence in the region. 

National governments must wisely find compromise and get into long standing 
resolving of frozen conflicts connected with rising nationalism of their own 
minorities. This is the only way to contribute to the long-term peace in the region 
and containment of the growing nationalism. Only after the issues of minorities are 
solved and the beginning of regional integration can we speak of the formation of 
post-national order and created condition for development of cosmopolitanism. 
Despite the globalization it appears that we will not soon witness the declining 
of national discourse and that it will remain a dominant force in shaping of 
international relations even in the XXI century.  
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IDENTITY GROUPS AND FOREIGN POLICY: 
DIVERSIFICATION TROUGH MULTICULTURALISM IN 
TURKEY
CARLOS MANUEL REYES SILVA1

The question of the identity has been transcendental in all-time Turkish history, 
but has increased its interest since Atatürk’s concern for having a society united by 
one and single national identity. The ‘one or single national identity’ model has been 
present along the twentieth century to the point of considering multiculturalism as 
a risk, or even worst, as an evident sign of a fragmented society with several threats 
to governments in power. Nonetheless, in recent years it seems clearly the benefits 
of having a society so heterogeneous, particularly in a world where it is more 
important to participate strategically in several geographic zones at the same time. 

It is very possible that my presentation won’t show any new perspectives since 
it is a very usual matter in turkish literature and media, but I want to underline 
certain topics that I consider useful for the Turkish foreign policy and which should 
remain stable, no matter which political party occupy the government. Contrary to 
Mexico, where our foreign policy remains very attached to economical questions, 
overall with the U.S.A., Turkey hasn’t the same degree of economical attachments 
or at least, has a high degree of manoeuvre, allowing the country to increase its 
international presence. So, the current presentation tries to reflect, by one side, 
the role of the identity factor in foreign policy decisions, and in the other side, to 
highlight the advantages of having a pluri or multi-identitary society as the Turkish 
one, overall if the goal is to diversificate the foreign relations.

Just as Bozdağlioğlu (2003) has showed in his work, one has to take into account 
the social, historical and cultural factors in order to make an integral foreign policy 
analysis; of course these factors aren’t the only ones, as we have seen in rationalist 
researches made by realists or liberalists who overestimate the role of the Game 
Theory, Geopolitics, Strategic Prospective and so on, but please remind that current 
phenomena ask us, the academic society, to analyze the situations in a complex 
way, considering all the possible data of every possible nature into the models of 
explanation. Within these series of socio-historical-cultural elements, it exists the 
‘geographic imaginary’, which shows the way a society thinks about the world they 
live in. This ‘geographic imaginary’ has changed in the last years, or at least the 
elites have tried to change it, as it shows the two main axes of the Turkish foreign 
policy of the most part of the AKP’s period: strategic depth and zero problems. 

According to the first axe, the Foreign Policy Minister has expressed: ‘Turkey 
enjoys multiple regional identities and thus has the capability as well as the 
responsibility to follow an integrated and multidimensional foreign policy’ 
(Davutoğlu, 2009, p. 12), rescuing the historical and cultural roots and bringing 

1 A special thanks to CONACYT for the financial support and also thanks to 
Instituto Tecnológico de Monterrey, particularly to my advisor Zidane Zeraoui and 
the principal of the Ph.D. Program in Social Sciences, Anne Fouquet.
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them into the foreign policy space. But this is not just a political discourse without 
any empirical correlation, as it demonstrates the commercial growth tendency with 
other geographical zones and other data, like for example the destinations of the 
main national flight corporation, which have increased from 70 to more than 120 in 
more than 80 countries (Kutlay, 2011).

Bringing back the main idea of Bozdağlioğlu (2003), it’s necessary to look at the 
domestic level and search for the construction of the national identity, dynamically 
affected by the struggle of certain groups possessing different conceptions of 
themselves and also different perceptions of the nations all over the world. So, if 
this continuous and social struggle between groups leads one elite to come into 
power (e.g. trough political elections), and they feel identificated with another elite 
of a different country, these two possibly will try to institutionalize this recognition. 
Hence, we would have groups within a multicultural society, each one looking for 
some recognition and struggling in order to reflect their identity in the national 
identity, unless the government creates a space where all these groups can 
participate actively in the decision-making process. It is important to distinguish 
here that even if we’re taking into consideration only the dominant groups, the 
construction of a national identity is far from being a ‘top-down’ process, it is just 
one of the perspectives one may find, but not the only one; anyway it is clear that 
this perspective is as useful as the other perspectives, mainly because the dominant 
groups like political parties and economical bourgeoisies are the most important 
actors in any society.

In the case of Turkey, the economic liberalization process and the democratic 
progress lead to the participation of several groups -once relegated at the periphery- 
into the national political field but also in the construction of a foreign policy. These 
groups, even if they’re political or economical, have certainly two characteristics 
that make them so important: first of all, they represent and shape at the same 
time a type of identity, with all the perceptions and misperceptions that it entails. 
Second, they have or they are looking for power and this can be interpreted in 
foreign policy’s attitudes such as trade shifts, education, visa and trade agreements, 
alliances, disputes and so on. 

In this situation, we have witnessed the transformation of the political and of 
the entrepreneurial private sector. According to this change, the kemalist ideology 
of elites belonging to Ankara or Istanbul has lead pass to a different bourgeoisie, 
more conservative and whose identity can be attached to Islamic values: the 
Anatolian Tigers (Atli, 2011; Habibi and Walker, 2011) The Anatolian Tigers have 
allowed the government to search other markets besides Europe, influencing to 
reach commercial and free visa agreements and less bureaucratic procedures, 
increasing the trade flux between Turkey and its southern neighbors.

Still, there exist other entrepreneurial groups, so, in order to make it simpler 
(without thinking in this reductionist way), I will mention the main three: First of 
all and related to the Anatolian Tigers, one can find the MÜSIAD, which seeks to 
expand to the Persian Gulf’s countries and other Muslim States. Second, we have 
the TÜSIAD, who, accordingly to Ünay (2010), support an Occidentalized foreign 
policy (either European or Atlanticist); and for the last we find TUSKON, who has 
expanded to Africa. However, the first and second ones showed the two main 
regional identity positions, not only of the current diversification process but also 
of the historical dilemma of the civilizational identity, if that exists.
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At first sight it would seem that these groups are a clear representation of a 
fragmented national identity. Nonetheless, what I want to emphasize here is that 
far from being an obstacle or a disadvantage for Turkey, this situations leads to 
an incredible diversification, capable of sustaining the main axes of the foreign 
policy. One can argue against this argument that corporate consortiums are not the 
reflection of a multicultural society in the most ethnic sense, but it is undeniable 
the fact that these groups possess identitary features related to the culture in two 
senses: the civilizational gesture and the normative factor. In relation to the first one, 
Benhabib (2006) notes: ‘[the] civilization… refers to values and material practices 
shared by other nations’ (p. 23) 2; having said that, the trends and preferences of 
the destination’s markets are remarkable in these corporate consortiums, whether 
they can be Europe, Asia or Middle East, depending of the identity of the former 
institutions. The second sense, I mean the normative factor, is related to shared 
believes and thoughts, like embracing the Islam in some cases or respecting the 
secular in business practices in other cases, again depending on the particular case 
and institution.

If we take the fast economic growth of the Anatolian Tigers as a point of 
departure, it’s interesting to analyze the situation of Turkey with the Middle East. For 
that to happen, we must first take into account the cultural and religious similarities 
existing in this zone, which have a high impact at the moment of the negotiation, 
as Zalewski (2010) affirms: ‘AKP leaders, most of them religious conservatives from 
the Anatolian heartland, feel far more comfortable in Damascus or Tehran than 
they do in Brussels or Washington’ (p. 101), which is true considering the number 
of visits realized by the Primer Minister to this region, the trade statistics and the 
signed agreements.

If we look at the information provided by the World Trade Organization, 6 of 
13 bilateral trade agreements were signed with countries of Muslim population, 
followed by the Balkan countries. In addition, it’s important to remark the nature 
of the visits realized to these countries, which are mostly bilateral and focusing on 
topics concerning only to both countries and canalizing the efforts more effectively, 
contrary to what happens in other multilateral meetings.

As Bengio (2009) points: ‘the AKP used Islam as a glue between the three 
major nationalities in the region, Turkish, Arab and Iranian’ (p. 44). This means 
that the middle-eastern leadership, lost during the kemalist decades, is now being 
recovered. As the AKP has moved toward this geographical zone, the Anatolian 
Tigers and the MÜSIAD companies have done an important advance in underlying 
the cultural ties with the Arabian countries. According to Kutlay (2011), Turkey has 
tripled the trade flux with those countries that form part of the Gulf Cooperation 
Council. Furthermore, one can appreciate how the trade evolved from more than 
7% to about 13% of the total of the Turkish foreign trade in the current government 
(Turkstat). This seems to continue, as it showed the interest of signing the trade 
agreement ‘Union of the Middle East’, between Turkey, Syria, Jordan and Lebanon 
(Habibi and Walker, 2011; Kaan Renda, 2011), which although was mainly lost 
because of the recent events in the Middle East, indicates nonetheless the latent 
desire of joining efforts with this zone.

2  I want to remark the possibility of not finding the sentences quoted in a textual 
form in their original reference. This happens because of the use of literature in 
Spanish and the subsequent translation into English.
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Even though I have focused on the ‘civilizational’ and religious identitary 
senses, it is significant to regard the ethnical factor, not in its pejorative allusion, 
overall because it has been present in the Turkish reality, whether implicitly or 
in some cases, more explicitly. Therefore, Central Asia deserves special attention 
because of the historical ethnic similarities with some of these countries; as Fuller 
(2008) did mention of it, the Pan-Turkism never got lost, it was implemented 
by Atatürk in a certain manner and nowadays it remains latent. But even if the 
current government wants to make use of it, the economic circumstances of these 
countries, the nature of their governments and the obstacles created by Russia in 
order to avoid an important approach between Turkey and them, have complicated 
this rapprochement. Even if there is no corporate consortium attempting to achieve 
some advances with this region, it is important to mention the role of TIKA, sending 
monetary help because even if the regional trade is low, the energetic projects with 
Central Asia seem crucial in the future.

Following this very same idea, if we consider the Kurdish people as the second 
ethnical group in Turkey, they also have helped to achieve a diversificated foreign 
policy, particularly, motivating the trade shifts with the border zones of countries 
with Kurdish population. For example, in relation to Iraq, according to Zalewski 
(2010) the cross-border trade has been increased to the point that 80% of the 
products sold in the Kurdish zone of this country came from Turkey. On the other 
side, population minorities such as Bosnian or Albanian have also an impact in the 
Turkish foreign policy, which is normal taking into consideration that there is more 
Bosnian and Albanian people in Turkey than even in Bosnia-Herzegovina, Kosovo 
and Albany. Thereby, the relations with the Balkan countries have improved during 
the current government of AKP; the public discourse has focused in underlying the 
ethnical similarity with these groups, mostly with the Bosnians, the only Muslim 
minority in this case. According to Petrović  y Reljić  (2011), besides the official 
discourse, other actions implemented in order to approaching to this region are 
the visa-free agreements, the construction of schools and universities, the explicit 
support to Macedonian candidature to UE and a broad military cooperation with 
Bosnia, Albany and Montenegro. 

But for this analysis to be more integral, we have also to take a look to the 
Occidentalized identity of the Turkish people and the subsequent relations to 
Europe. As I have mentioned before, TÜSIAD represents a kemalist collective 
identity contrary to the one of MÜSIAD, attempting to get approached to European 
countries. Nonetheless, it is not the same with the political party nearest to 
Kemalism, the CHP; this political party prefers to stay timid and skeptical about the 
foreign policy towards the European Union, even despite the efforts realized by this 
same party along the twentieth century to get into the ‘Occidental Civilization’. This 
of course has lead an open way to AKP party of sustaining the European flag as an 
essential element of their diversificated foreign policy.

Still, one must be conscious about the change in the equilibrium of power 
inside Turkey: TÜSIAD is not as powerful as it was many years before, as it shows 
the decrease in the foreign trade with the most part of the European countries, 
either exports or imports. Particularly, it is remarkable the German case which 
shows a reduction in exports in almost 6% and in the case of imports in more 
than 4% since the beginning of the AKP’s government until 2011 (Turkstat). This 
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decrease can be partially due to the European crisis and also because of the several 
disappointments of integrating Turkey into the EU, but it can certainly be influenced 
by the recognition the main current Turkish corporate groups ruling in Turkey and 
their potential recognition with their Arabian and Muslim counterparts. 

Therefore, the identity groups in a struggle to get some power, directly or 
indirectly are helping the AKP’s government to achieve the diversificated foreign 
policy’s goal, mainly because each of these groups has its own interests that don’t 
fit or converge with the other’s, relying here one of the strengths of the Turkish 
multiculturalism, which has been used and underlined several times by the actual 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Ahmet Davutoğlu.

Once we have re-examined the previous outlook and having in mind the main 
goal of this brief presentation, we could ask ourselves which are the benefits 
of having a multicultural society? And overall, to what extent is beneficial to 
implement a diversificated foreign policy based on this multiculturalism? In first 
place, a diversificated foreign policy allows developing commercial, financial, 
cultural, social and technological ties with other countries, besides that enlarging 
the levels of cooperation, the country will increase its visibility and the appreciation 
among the rest of the international society. On the other hand, this strategy of 
diversification has allowed Turkey to continue with high levels of economic growth, 
which would haven’t been possible if it focused it’s foreign trade in an Europe 
living in a crisis period; so it’s essential the diversification in order to have strategic 
flexibility, overall in the current system with a financial cycles full of crisis.

Finally, the public recognition of multiple identities, conceptions and cultures 
is a response to the social requests of the different groups that seek to achieve 
the same degree and the right of participating in the decision-making process. 
Therefore, it has been transcendental for the Turkish government to notice the 
advantages of having so much multiculturalism, once conceived as an obstacle or 
even as an identity’s crisis. The fact of having transformed the identitary questions 
into an opportunity implies the recognition of a heterogeneous society, with so 
many collectivities that can orient the foreign policy either towards Europe, Middle 
East, Central Asia or the Balkans, without sacrificing any option, because it assumes 
itself as a Turkish society, as multicultural as in the ancient times of the Ottoman 
Empire.
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BRAIN CIRCULATION OR BRAIN CONCENTRATION? 
– THE POLITICS OF KNOWLEDGE IN INTERNATIONAL 
EDUCATION
KIRSTEN JÆGER

Introduction

This paper intends to present the results of a qualitative study (involving 
interviews and written documents) showing how a group of Chinese students 
enrolled as guest students at a Danish university perceive the (hierarchical) 
relationship between their home universities and Western universities and discuss 
how these perceptions relate to the hierarchical organization of student flows. 
This hierarchical organization of student mobility is founded on academic, cultural, 
economic and political conditions. The first part of the paper will concentrate 
on describing and explaining what might be called ‘the global student mobility 
hierarchy’. The second part of the paper will report on a study investigating how 
this hierarchy plays out in the imaginations of a group of Chinese students enrolled 
in a Danish university.

Which factors are the most important drivers of international student mobility? 
A simple question with multiple and rather complex answers. One answer, which 
might be called idealistic or even ‘utopian’1 is premised on the idea that students 
are free to move to a place of their own choice, unimpeded by economic, political, 
social and academic constraints. Inevitably, they will pursue the highest levels of 
academic excellence in their assessment of potential destination institutions and 
perhaps consider the possibility of learning an attractive foreign language. This 
view of international student mobility underpins the Bologna process, in which 
mobility is seen as an instrument of strengthened competition and thus – indirectly 
– as a promoter of academic quality and economic growth. This view of the 
principles and effects of mobility is basically (neo)liberal premised on the belief that 
freedom of movement will lead people and funding to flow towards the institutions 
offering the highest level of academic quality, and furthermore promote academic 
excellence by improving high quality institutions and environments. Thus, within 
the European Higher Education Area (EHEA), students’ movements should be 
unimpeded by structural constraints. Standardized structures (for example the two-
tier study structure and a common credit system) will pave the way for an entirely 
quality-based competition among universities to attract students and the funding 
accompanying them. An alternative way of understanding international student 
mobility is to see students’ movements between countries as subject to political 
and economic interests and ensuing attempts to steer the flows of young academics 

1 In the sense of Dale (2005) who – critically – addresses the topic of globalized 
education in connection to the so called ‘knowledge economy’ ‘the neo-liberal ideas 
that drive the KE can be seen as representing what he [Boaventura de Sousa Santos] 
calls an anti-utopian utopia, a utopia that finds its telos in the final achievement of 
its own project’ (Dale 2005, p. 123)
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in certain directions. Adopting this view also involves imagining that students not 
only consider learning gains when deciding their destination. Presumably, their 
choices are shaped by economic and strategic interests as well as academic. This 
paper will first and foremost concentrate on political, economic and sociocultural 
factors influencing international student mobility.. In other words, it adopts the 
‘alternative’ and not the ‘utopian’/idealistic view on international student mobility.

Historical and institutional background for the development of international 

student mobility

There seems to be a strong correlation between governmental policies regulating 
universities, governance and organizational structures of the universities, and 
consequences for student mobility. Thus, studying the individual country’s student 
mobility policies and practices implies a broader consideration of higher education 
politics, because mobility is affected by the state-university relationship in general 
(for example in terms of decentralization or central regulation). As will become 
evident through the subsequent historical account, most Western nation states 
were affected by the surge in public sector restructurings based on the principles 
of New Public Management (Pollitt, Thiel and Homburg 2007). These restructurings 
affected state-institution relations and the models of university governance. These 
restructurings have as intended lead to a redefinition of the university institution 
itself, and not least to a revision of the way that universities understand themselves 
in relation to the global educational market (Luke 2005).

Evidently, it is not possible to account for the entire history of university 
governance. Nevertheless, paradigms of university governance are important to 
the way international student mobility is perceived today. Many will argue that 
academia was ‘born international’ as the first European universities received its 
studentship from all over Europe. But it is probably more correct to conceive of 
the medieval and renaissance universities as relatively disconnected from states 
and nations although they enjoyed some protection from the sovereigns of 
the territories in which they were located. Since the establishment of the first 
European universities (e.g. Bologna, Paris, and Padua), academia had functioned 
as an independent power bastion in the Western society on a par with the state 
and the church. The form of governance controlling academic life was exclusively 
collegial, each individual academic answered only to other academics or the ‘guild’ 
of academics. According to Gürüz (2008), the first fundamental shift in academia’s 
role in society was its inclusion in the nation-building processes of 18th and 19th 
century Europe and its ensuing integration in the state apparatus. The governance 
of academic life became connected to the national political context of the academic 
institutions. In continental Europe, governing structures guaranteeing the state key 
influence on university governance were put in place in the 19th century. These 
structures shaped the Napoleonian and the Humboldtian university models, 
which (especially the latter) still influence the way universities are conceptualized, 
particularly among members of academia. From being exclusively reigned by 
academics, the power base of universities contained two pillars: academia (‘the 
academic oligarchy’) and the (state-controlled) bureaucracy, which (among other 
things) appointed members of the academic staff, whose status became that of civil 
servants rather than independent academics. University administration was closely 
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connected to the state bureaucracy. The boundaries between the university on the 
one hand and the state bureaucracy were blurred. The state played a regulating role 
as it was able to control and intervene in university matters. The early American 
universities functioned to a higher degree as (relatively) independent corporation-
like institutions controlled by boards of trustees consisting of laymen. Universities 
in continental Europe remained closely linked to state bureaucracies until the end 
of the twentieth century 2, whereas American universities continued to exist as 
relatively autonomous entities, which were more responsive to market needs. The 
public sector restructurings initiated by the conservative-liberal governments in 
the 1980s meant much more dramatic changes in continental Europe, in which the 
idea of universities as private revenue-generating corporations was very alienating 
to academia. Despite resistance, especially in academia itself, reforms leading to 
the ‘entrepreneurial’, market responsive university were initiated. Universities 
were to a higher degree made responsible for generating their own funding on a 
competitive basis, for example through charging of tuition fees. In most European 
countries, tertiary education had been offered free of charge. However, many 
countries have introduced tuition fees in some form (for example that students 
pay a part of the study expenses or that they pay tuition fee upon the completion 
of their education). The fact that universities began to see themselves as revenue-
generating corporations made them aware of the source of income that the intake 
of international students contributes. Like private corporations, universities were 
forced to diversify their revenue base, which lead universities to advertise their 
products on the global education market in order to attract fee-paying international 
students.

Scholars discussing the surge of public sector restructurings initiated in the 
1980s (also known as NPM) do not agree on the extent to which it is warranted to 
talk about a convergence of public reform affecting the Western European, North 
American and Australian societies. As pointed out by Pollitt, Thiel and Homburg 
(2007) in relation to public sector reforms in general and Gürüz (2008) in relation 
to university reform, nation states had historically developed their own, rather 
idiosyncratic forms of public governance, which were more or less (in)congruent 
with the principles of NPM. However, in the case of international trends in 
university governance, states and institutions at least in the Western world seem 
to move towards the same goal: the entrepreneurial, market-responsive university. 

2 It is absolutely possible to argue that the restructurings following the student 
revolts in the 1960s represent an era in university governance in its own right. 
Undeniably, a democratization process took place in many European countries 
granting democratically elected bodies such as university senates, committees, 
boards with student and academic staff representation etc. considerable power 
in academic matters. However, when considered in a larger historic perspective, 
the ‘democratic’ period in the history of university governance is very short (from 
the late 1960s to the early 1980s). One might – pessimistically – argue that the 
introduction of more democratic forms of governance just helped pave the way 
for the emergence of the ‘entrepreneurial market-responsive university’ because 
they reduced the power of ‘the academic oligarchy’ (‘in Danish ‘professorvældet’ – 
‘the dictatorship of the professors’) and state bureaucrats in favor of students and 
younger academics (who gained power through democratic election procedures).
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This university model is much more akin to the classic American university with a 
powerful leadership (a university president) and a high degree of control by different 
external stakeholders such as business and industry (as sources of funding) and 
laymen functioning in the university’s board of trustees. 

Economic and social factors

Taken as a whole, the flows of international students move towards the Western 
countries, Northwestern Europe, North America, New Zealand and Australia. The 
most popular destinations are the Anglophone countries, the US, the UK, Australia, 
New Zealand and Canada. Another important trend is that students from developing 
countries (primarily Asia) go to universities in developed countries such as the US, 
Australia and the UK, whereas few students move in the opposite direction. Instead, 
students originating in developed countries go to universities in other developed 
countries, for example in neighboring countries. Thus, the OECD countries receive far 
more students that they send to other countries (including other OECD countries). 
On average, the OECD countries receive 2,7 students from abroad per OECD student 
studying abroad (OECD 2012). Furthermore, OECD students have a strong tendency 
to study in neighboring countries3. In short, students from developed countries 
move to other developed countries, whereas students from developing countries 
move towards Western, more developed countries. The following figures confirm 
the tendency of international student mobility to concentrate in the wealthiest and 
most developed countries:

‘G20 countries attract 83 % of foreign students worldwide. Some77 % of foreign 
students are enrolled in an OECD country. Within the OECD area, EU21 countries 
host the highest number of foreign students, with 40 % of total foreign students 
worldwide. These 21 countries also host 98% of foreign students in the European 
Union. EU mobility policies become evident when analyzing the composition of this 
population. Within the share of foreign students enrolled in the EU21 countries, 
76% come from another EU21 country.’ (OECD 2012, p. 363)

Based on comparison of GDP and inflow of foreign students, Gürüz (2008) also 
concludes that there is a strong correlation between a country’s relative wealth and 
its attractiveness as a study abroad destination. The five ‘Major English Speaking 
Destination Countries’ (MESDCs) ‘produce 38% percent of the world’s income.’ 
(Gürüz 2008, 8). As noted by Gürüz, the leading sender countries, China and India, 
have income levels corresponding to a quarter or seventh of the income level of the 
US. Thus, despite the growing economic importance of China and India, there is a 
strong economic incentive for the individual student to go to high-income countries 
such as the MESDCs, especially if studying in one of these countries involves the 
opportunity to gain a subsequent employment in one of the MESDC countries or 
another high-income Western country. Gürüz makes his observations based on 
2004 figures. If the same figures for 2012 are compared, an interesting picture 
emerges. The US GNI was in 2012 13 times the GNI of India and 5 times the GNI of 
China (50610 compared to 3840 in India and 9210 in China). Thus, despite economic 
growth in both China and India, the income gap between India and the US has 

3 ‘A large propori on of foreign students in OECD countries come from neighboring 
countries. In all OECD countries, around 21% of all foreign students come from 
countries that share land or marii me borders with the host country.’ (OECD 2012)
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widened dramatically, and the income development in China has just been able 
to keep abreast with the growth of the US income development4. Unsurprisingly, 
the income levels co-vary with the tertiary education enrollment rate (Gürüz 2008, 
8). The major sending countries have low enrollment rates (in China and India, the 
rates were 19 and 11 percent), whereas the MESDCs already have high enrollment 
rates. Thus as states by Kehm and Teichler:

‘Internationalization also reflects the existing international inequality between 
nations and world regions because about three fourths of the world mobility is 
vertical’ (Kehm and Teichler 2007, p. 262)

Teasing out the weight of the different drivers of international student mobility 
is difficult because the most important variables correlate: the most attractive 
destination countries happen to be English-speaking and simultaneously the 
world’s highest income countries. These countries also have tertiary education 
enrollment rates among the highest in the world5and thus well-established tertiary 
education systems and produce the major part of published academic work (books 
and journal articles). The same countries were the fastest adopters of neoliberal 
public governance systems, which on the one hand meant decentralization of power 
over institutional policies and on the other a restructuring of economic incentives, 
forcing universities to diversify their revenue base. This included a strong incentive 
to attract international fee-paying students and ensuing efforts to market study 
programs more aggressively. 

However, the fact that there is no direct correlation between the quality 
judgment of individual institutions (according to ranking lists) and patterns of 
student mobility (OECD 2012) warrants the tentative conclusion that transnational, 
national and institutional policies, governance structures, and social and economic 
factors play a more decisive role than the academic merits of individual institutions. 

Thus, based on the above discussion of drivers of international student mobility 
it is suggested that the most influential factors are:

� Income differences between destination and sender countries
� Policies regulating the state-institution relationship and the economy of 

universities
� Institutional policies
� The availability of English-taught programs
� Immigrant-friendly policies and job opportunities in destination countries
� Academic quality of programs and institutions
Gürüz (2008) argues that global student mobility, despite its evidently asymmetric 

structure favoring already developed countries with well-established knowledge 
production systems, is to the sending countries’ advantage because sending young 
students at least allow these countries to partake in the global knowledge economy. 
Some students eventually return to their countries of origin (‘to take advantage of 
the hot labour markets in Shanghai and Mumbai’ as Gürüz quotes an Economist 
article for stating), remittances earned by expatriates play a major role in several 
developing countries, and successful graduates may start businesses abroad which 
may affect poor sender countries positively. Worst off are the countries that are 
isolated from the global knowledge economy because they are unable to send 

4 http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GNP.PCAP.PP.CD, GNI per capita.
5 World bank statistics 2010
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students abroad. Insufficient secondary education opportunities effectively block 
young people from seeking further education abroad. Gross social inequality within 
individual developing countries will also prevent the major part of the population 
from pursuing an education abroad. The fact that partaking in international student 
mobility is viewed as a positive thing per se (Kehm and Teichler 2007) generates 
a hierarchy in the way individual countries are presented in international student 
mobility discourse. At the top of the hierarchy are the MESDCs and other major 
(Western European) recipient countries (e.g. Germany and France), followed by 
Russia, China and India who are well-established sender countries/countries of 
origin, but increasingly also mentioned as ‘emergent destination countries’. Below 
these countries, we find the ‘emergent sender countries’ (e.g. Vietnam). The status 
of ‘emergent sender country’ is much more favorable than being excluded from 
the hierarchy all together (such as is the case for most countries on the African 
continent).  

 
Danish Policies on International student mobility 

Higher education policies and thus policies affecting student in – and outflow 
are framed in a discursive landscape in which the notions of ‘globalization’ and 
‘knowledge economy’ play a predominant role. Although the application of the 
‘knowledge economy’ concept is not necessarily based on solid economic theory 
or research, such notions shape understandings and political agendas (Robertson). 
It is a stated goal of the Danish government that Danish university educations must 
be ‘world-class’. Taken literally, this phrase does not necessarily mean that Danish 
university education has to be among the best in the world (although that is probably 
the intended meaning). But it definitely means that Danish university education 
has to be globally competitive. Among the three most prominent strategies for 
obtaining this goal is internationalization of education. Thus, student mobility plays 
a key role in restructuring Danish university education and in preparing it for a 
globalized world. The function of the Danish University sector in relation to student 
mobility is twofold: on the one hand to send Danish students abroad in order for 
Denmark to profit from the knowledge gained in foreign learning environments and 
on the other to attract highly qualified foreign students and employees to Danish 
growth industries. In other words, Danish universities are identified as one of the 
or perhaps the most important motor guaranteeing Denmark’s growth in the global 
knowledge economy. Student mobility (in – and outflow of Danish and international 
students) one of the most central instruments. 

‘The global international market is developing rapidly, which generates 
competition for the best students and teachers. Thus it is crucial that Danish 
institutions prepare themselves for the increasing competition through the 
development of strong and internationally attractive educational environments’ 
(The Globalization Committee 2006, 52)

As pointed out by Gürüz, there is a marked difference in the way North European 
and South-European countries reacted to the emerging global educational market 
reality. Whereas the so called academic oligarchy has been able to maintain its power 
base in Southern Europe (Greece, Italy and Spain), governance structures were 
changed in Northern Europe. In Denmark, Norway and the Netherlands, boards 
of trustees consisting of external members (and a few internal members) were 
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established, and the power of the hired (not elected) leaders was strengthened. 
Public-private partnerships were encouraged as well as attempts to attract funding 
from diverse sources. As was the case in other Western countries, structure reforms 
were inspired by international evaluation, predominantly by the OECD evaluation 
of Danish universities 2001. Public expenditures on university education are among 
the highest in the world, and Danish universities have not directly been forced to 
diversify its revenues, for example by charging tuition fees, as has been the case 
in other countries. However, the Danish university system is competitive in the 
sense that universities have the economic incentive to accept as many students 
as possible. Danish university education is publicly funded through the so called 
‘taxameter’ system; a form of ‘activity-based’ system in which universities are 
paid for education depending on the number of credits produced by students. The 
universities are free to decide the number of student that they accept, based on 
their capacity (academic and administrative staff, buildings, available technology, 
library capacity etc.). Universities have in other words an economic incentive to 
accept as many students as their capacity allows, including international students. 
International students originating in EU and EØS countries are accepted on the 
same conditions as Danish students. Since 2006, universities have been required 
to charge a tuition fee from students outside EU/EØS, i.e. American, Asian and 
African students. Unsurprisingly, these terms have generated a large influx of 
students from Eastern Europe, especially non-OECD members (Bulgaria, Romania, 
and Lithuania). Whereas the Danish government in 2006 established very favorable 
terms for Danish students going abroad and maintained equally favorable terms for 
at least a large portion of international students, no measures were taken to limit 
the number of foreign national students applying for a Danish university program 
or to ensure that it would in fact be the highly qualified international students who 
would choose Denmark as destination country (as it was stipulated in the report 
of the Danish Globalization committee). Instead, student influx seems, at least to 
some extent to be determined by social and economic factors: the perspective of 
obtaining a university education free of charge in a country with a relatively well-
functioning higher education sector. 

Globalization and Education: Theoretical approaches

Understanding the dynamics of student mobility requires an understanding 
of the relation between globalization and education. This paper will draw on 
understandings of this relation presented in the fields of international education 
and comparative education. To several scholars of international education, the term 
‘brain drain’ is in itself a contested notion. According to Rizvi (2005) it was coined 
in the 1960s by nationalist leaders in the newly independent developing states 
indicating that even after the termination of colonial rule, the developed world 
continued exploitive practices by attracting skilled labor force from developing 
countries to developed countries. The concept’s theoretical underpinning is Marxist 
models of the world economy (e.g. Wallerstein 1974). Wallerstein’s world system 
theory divides the nations of the world into four categories: core nations, nations 
in the semi-periphery, nations in the periphery and nations entirely outside the 
world system. Each category has its specific role to play within the distribution of 
labor of a capitalist world economy with the core states being the centers of capital 
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accumulation and the periphery states as providers of raw materials and low-
skilled and often coerced labor (Wallerstein 1979). The semi-periphery states are 
characterized by their double role as both ‘exploiters (of the periphery) and ‘exploited’ 
(by the core). However, according to Rizvi (2005), in the area of skilled migration 
and international student mobility the world system theory does not provide a 
sufficiently nuanced and broad understanding because of its exclusively economic 
focus. It fails to take cultural and social factors into account. Today, individuals 
are not bound to stay in the territory in which they were born. In agreement with 
Appadurai (1996), Rizvi emphasizes the agency and global orientation of individual 
identities, which emancipates them from narrowing national and social ties to 
specific territories and communities and let them pursue career opportunities all 
over the world. Rizvi’s empirical study shows that individuals are able to reap the 
benefits of international mobility and maintain a level of loyalty to their families 
and communities of origin. Today, various global social arrangements such as 
diaspora networks, communication technologies, and systems for the transfer of 
remittances ensure that expatriate skilled workers do not have to abandon their 
country of origin as a consequence of pursuing opportunities abroad. Mobility 
is enhanced by the fact that we now may see universities as embedded in what 
Luke (2005) calls a global ‘eduscape’, a heterogeneous, but coherent worldwide 
operating higher education universe. As the national orientation of academic 
contents (curricula) diminishes, higher degrees of standardization of university 
education are the likely outcome. The imagination of a global academic ‘culture’ 
is in line with the world-institutionalist view taken by Meyer and Ramirez (2000) 
in the field of comparative education. Adopting a neo-institutionalist approach to 
educational globalization implies conceiving of the nation states as organizations/
institutions interacting within a global institutional/organizational field. Within 
this organizational field, all actors basically strive to attain the same goals: social, 
economic and individual development. In this endeavor, education is seen as a 
crucial factor. The isomorphism arising from the pursuance of similar goals with 
similar instruments is further promoted through the escalation of the use of 
international surveys applying the same standards of comparison between states. 
This further encourages states to ‘do well’ along the same lines as everyone else6. 
Importantly, the world-institutionalist view presents itself as phenomenological 
and non-realist. It is – first and foremost – a world culture adopted by the individual 
nation states, which drives states and educational sectors towards higher degrees 
of isomorphism. Meyer and Ramirez do not address international student mobility 
directly. However, the implication of a world culture of education is a facilitation of 
mobility as increased standardization (as for example resulting from the Bologna 
process) gradually removes cultural and structural barriers for incoming and 
outgoing students. 

Dale (2005) suggests that the key difference between the world-institutionalist 
and the structural (political-economic) view that he adopts is the weight that the 

6 An example would be the national reactions to the PISA tests. Nation 
states performing worse than expected on these tests ramped up their efforts 
to strengthen their educational systems for them to do better in relation to the 
international standards defined by OECD. This included seeking inspiration from 
countries (such as Finland) doing well in the tests.
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approaches place on ‘capitalism’ and ‘modernity’ respectively. Whereas the new-

institutionalists emphasize the worldwide adoption of modernist ideas and ensuing 

global standards, Dale pays more attention to capitalism as an expanding economic 

system resulting in marketization, privatization, and commodification of education. 

Although the nation states (still) have considerable influence in relation to their own 

educational systems and play a key role in the operation of the ‘world polity’ the 

interests that they serve are exogenous transnational economic interests, in other 

words not the interests of the populations in the individual nation states. Dale’s 

analysis of the effects of globalization on the governing of education is based on a 

Marxist understanding of the societal role of education as serving three purposes: 

support of capital accumulation; ensuring social cohesion and identity building 

(at national level) and legitimation of the system as a whole7. As the governing of 

education is redistributed along different ‘scales’ (the supranational, the national, 

and subnational scale), the nation state can be expected to retain its control over 

those aspects of the education system which serve social cohesion, identity and 

legitimation purposes whereas supranational institutions (including transnational 

organizations) can be expected to gain increased importance in relation to the 

governance of accumulation-supporting function of the educational systems. 

The increased supranational control of the accumulation-supportive function 

of education is related to economic globalization: ‘we may also expect, in an era 

of supranational knowledge economy and the reduced importance of ‘national’ 

economies, some of the activities of education associated with the support of 

accumulation to be increasingly governed at a supranational level’ (Dale 2005, p. 

133). Dale’s framework suggests that increased control of accumulation-supporting 

functions of the educational system by supranational level actors constitutes a key 

element in globalization of education. This view is supported by, for example, the 

emphasis put on employability, qualification frameworks, and competence-based 

curricula in the Bologna process, which has had a decisive impact on national 

tertiary education systems. Following Dale’s argument, the emphasis put on student 

mobility within the Bologna process (the creation of the EHEA) suggests that 

mobility has some significance in relation to the accumulation-supportive function 

of education (for example through the promotion of internationally applicable skills 

and competencies).

The Qualitative Study

As stated above, in terms of countries’ ability to attract students from abroad, 

a hierarchy can be established reflecting both the international student mobility 

discourse valorizing mobility activity and intensity, and the actual intake of 

international students. As discussed above various explanations of the hierarchical 

organization of international student mobility have been presented. Scholars 

emphasizing cultural globalization as the main driver of student mobility and 

global standardization of higher education point to the emergence of a world 

culture of education, a global ‘eduscape’ (Luke 2005). Others, however, maintain 

7  In principle ,the same point can be phrased in non-Marxist terms by stating 
that education in general has the purpose of guaranteeing human resources for the 
labor market and citizenship capabilities of individual members of the nation state.
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that the organization of the world economy plays a decisive influence in current 
arrangements of university education and its governance (Dale).

The empirical part of this paper investigates how (if at all) such a hierarchy 
is reflected in international students’ account of their study experience. How do 
they assess the quality of the educational experience in the destination country 
compared to their country of origin. In agreement with the observation made 
above that a variety of factors might affect students’ choice of destination, the 
study does not exclusively address students’ perception of academic quality but 
includes students’ preferences and assessments within several areas pertaining to 
the study abroad experience. 

Setting
The study was conducted at a Danish university in 2012 and addressed the study 

experience of Chinese students enrolled in various programs at the university. This 
particular university is one of two universities in Denmark practicing Problem-
Based Learning, a teaching and learning form famous for student-centeredness, 
participative learning and orientation towards socially relevant problems. 
Furthermore, students are expected to work in groups under the guidance of 
supervisors. Each semester, these groups produce extensive research reports. These 
reports and the research work undertaken to complete them are called ‘projects’. 
In addition to the student-directed project work, students take courses. Courses 
are organized as traditional university teaching but do often contain a considerable 
element of class discussion. Thus, in addition to the shift in physical and cultural 
surroundings (including speaking a foreign language), the Chinese interviewees 
also have had to cope with the novelty of the pedagogic form of their study. 

In depth interviews were conducted with 11 students enrolled in a broad range 
of science, engineering and social science programs. Most of the informants were 
Master’s level students. The study only included students with a minimum of six 
months stay at AAU. The interviews were supplemented with reflective essays 
written by Chinese Master’s degree students on their experience of the Danish 
study environment. The studies were conducted in English despite the reservations 
that a few informants expressed regarding their English language abilities. The 
interviews were transcribed verbatim. Subsequently, interviews and essays were 
coded according to dominant topics in the texts.   

Academic factors
The data material contains multiple instances of students comparing the 

academic level of their studies at Aalborg University with their home universities. In 
nearly all of these comments, the interviewees find that the academic quality of the 
teaching and their learning experience is higher in their destination country than 
at their home university. Importantly, it seems to be the case that at least some 
students acquired the very standards by which to judge academic quality at AAU. 
For example, such issues as methodological reflection and the correct handling of 
academic references were not addressed at their home universities:

‘I have experienced some hard time when I had to master the concept of 
methodology and the formation of reference, both of which are to some extend 
taken for granted in my academic writing in China’
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Almost all students mention that requirements regarding formalities of academic 
work are much more rigorous at AAU than at their home universities. One the one 
hand, this makes the Chinese students realize that they lack specific knowledge 
regarding a Western way of conducting research, which gives them ‘some hard 
time’ when writing the first project. 

I am also confused with the different ways of thinking. In my exam for project, I 
was told that I lacked of the methodology thinking which I am still not sure whether 
I get what he means or not until now.

‘I have learned how to gather information better. how to search for information 
on net and search information’s from papers. Because I didn’t read a lot of papers 
before I came here’.

In addition to students’ comments on the acquisition of academic standards, 
a frequently occurring theme is the students’ changed relation to the academic 
content of their studies. They state that they, for the first time, feel that they are 
now able to take an independent stance towards the knowledge presented to them. 
They are encouraged to form and articulate an opinion on the academic questions 
they encounter in class and in project work. This results in a for the students 
unprecedented experience of ‘ownership’ in relation to acquired knowledge:

‘And then during the discussion you can have your own opinion, your own ideas. 
That’s the difference.’

‘As a student, I actively joined in many discussions at class and expressed my own 
opinions, I believe discussion or/and argument are critical important in academic 
research. One’s opinion is right understand specific circumstances while not that 
reasonable in some other cases. Discussion in study makes students smart and help 
them understand some specific cases better.’

The experience of relatively self-controlled learning processes in combination 
with more rigorous academic requirements contribute to a change in self-perception 
for some students. They report that the study abroad experience made them feel 
more like researchers than students. 

By comparison, interactions in classes at their home university are described 
as teacher-controlled leaving few possibilities for students to air their opinions or 
ask questions. The form of the courses does not invite independent thinking but 
encourages the students to follow or mimic the teacher’s way of conceptualizing 
the presented topic. The acquired or ‘absorbed’ knowledge is reproduced at exams.

‘Obviously, it is really a challenge especially for Chinese students who are 
accustomed to absorb what professors say without reflection’.

‘I think I need to tell you the most important thing is the course is really different 
from European one, because in China the course is only controlled by the professor 
and really you couldn’t ask a question so you interrupted the course. You couldn’t. 
And also you should be there on time. Really on time. This is what Chinese people 
normally do.’

‘The lectures here, I have to say is very different from course we take in China. 
The courses we take in China are hand–by-hand teaching. Teacher would write 
every process, every ‘equation’ and you just follow and memory it. Than go and 
take the exam.’

‘I also find when Danish students in class is very how to say, is freer , they can 
speak, they can ask any questions , they can all the time, they can arrange the time, 
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how to say, more active. But in China we need to follow the University’s schedule 
and we can’t speak so much in class, as fact we are allowed to do that but no one 
want to do that. It is like, it is just one thing that it is culture because no one do that. 
So everyone will, yeah it is the, how to say, the feeling is very different in class.’

Pedagogic factors
The interviewees in general evaluate their experience of the teaching and 

learning form (PBL) very positively and would prefer such teaching and learning 
forms to be introduced at their home universities. However, the appreciation of 
group work and problem-based learning follows after initial hardships, such as 
experiences of confusion, lacking self-confidence, language and communication 
problems etc. After having endured a period dominated by negative emotions, 
the students come to appreciate the engaging and collaborative mode of problem-
based learning. Apparently the experience of group learning leads the students 
to think of the individualized and competitive academic life in China in slightly 
depreciative terms. The only advantage of the individualized environment is that 
it makes the students work harder than in Denmark.  But students do not acquire 
collaborative skills.

‘Here I should have a description of the Chinese education and examination 
system. If you want to go to an higher level, from middle school to high school, 
from high school to University, from bachelor to master you have take exam every 
time. It is not like you are applying for the project or for a program it is exams for 
the program; you can get a certain score. If your score is above this line you can go 
to this University and this program. So it is a kind of competition, and that make 
the people and especially students in China, they are very how to say, they are fully 
aware of competitiveness. One advantage is that the student’s works very hard 
and they work really hard, but an disadvantage is that it don’t make the student to 
collaborate with others. And that is very crucial and important, in nowadays,’

Social factors
The relation between students and teachers in Denmark puzzles the Chinese 

interviewees at first. In their experience, teachers are authorities who should be 
addressed in a respectful way and not be interrupted during lectures. In Denmark, 
the Chinese students are surprised to see that students and teachers treat each 
other as equals, and that students’ contributions in class are appreciated. That even 
critical student contributions are appreciated and even encouraged is confusing 
and leads Chinese student to adopt similar practices despite their inclination to 
respect the authority of the teacher.

‘But since we are aware of the differences and everyone wants to learn something 
during the lectures, we also develop this critical ability gradually and some of us can 
give quite good comments in the lectures as well’. 

‘However, I still lack a critical eye on development and international relation 
study. I should doubt more about the professors’ statement critically rather than 
take the knowledge as granted.’

Generally, the teachers at the Danish university are experienced as much more 
accessible than the teachers at the Chinese universities. However, that teachers, 
especially in their capacity as supervisors, withhold their opinions and encourage 
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students to seek answers to academic questions for themselves is occasionally 
experienced as lack of guidance. At the Chinese home university, teachers seem 
to be more willing to guide the students in what they see as the right direction. 
One student reports that upon her return to her home university she made a not 
entirely successful attempt to establish a more symmetric relation to her teachers 
similar to the relation that she developed with her Danish teachers. At the time of 
the interview, she was reapplying to be admitted at the Danish university. 

‘they also know that I have experienced for one year in Denmark. They were 
accepting that I have change, and have respect. But I think in their mind I am just a 
student. And I respect them and I need to follow their arrangement and I need to do 
what they require. But now I try to communicate with them. Not just follow what 
they said.’

Within all categories, the study found several statements favoring the destination 
university and some statements expressing (both mild and severe) criticisms of 
the conditions of their home universities. Criticisms address academic quality (for 
example insufficient emphasis on academic rigor and outdated study material), 
missing opportunities for independent learning and thinking, individualistic 
and competitive learning environments, and authoritarian professor-student 
relationships. Some students even express that they would like to see PBL, group 
work, English-language classes and more symmetric professor-student relations 
introduced at their home universities. This is remarkable given the fact that the 
interviewees also experienced considerable difficulties when adjusting to the 
‘exotic’ teaching and learning method PBL practiced at this university8. The results 
of this study suggest that a study abroad experience may strengthen non-Western 
students’ imagination of Western universities as, at least in some respects, superior 
to their home universities. This – tentative - conclusion is supported by the fact 
that some students report that they, as a consequence of the stay at the Danish 
university, acquired the very standards by which to measure academic quality. 
The experience of lacking methodological and theoretical knowledge instills in 
the students the idea that their previous educational experience has not prepared 
them adequately for the international standards of academic work.

Discussion and concluding remarks

The purpose of the first question in every interview session was to elicit 
information on the reasoning behind the students’ choice of university. Why 
did they end up studying at this particular Danish university very far from their 
homes? The answers were quite diverse, and none of them pertained directly to 
the academic quality of the program or the academic reputation of the institution. 
Some of the students ended up in Denmark because of exchange agreements, 
others because of recommendations from teachers or fellow students or simply 
because of the attractiveness of studying in a wealthier and hence technologically 
better equipped environment. However, the advantage of going abroad instead of 
staying at home is emphasized by all interviewee. Thus, these Chinese students 
have pursued every possibility of going abroad, and ending up at this particular 
university simply represents the optimal solution given the circumstances. The 

8 An extensive account of the difficulties experienced by this group of Chinese 
students can be found in Gram et al. 2013.
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following quote illustrates that students on the one hand apply certain criteria in 
their search and decision-making process, but one the other that they are willing to 
accept the second-best or even the third-best if they have to.

‘I first was, I have many places to choose, but I send my application for the 
master to Canada and Hong Kong, yeah and Europe not just in Denmark also in 
Finland, and yes. My first choose was that I wanted to go to Canada, (laughing) 
Because it is, they have very looser migration regulation, you just need to be there 
for two years, to do some migration and that is way I choose that (laughing) They 
are very restrict on the, I don’t know maybe the your language level or something, 
maybe academic things. I didn’t get the permission, yes. I also applied for Hong 
Kong but in Hong Kong it last for one year to get a master. Yes like in the UK and I 
think it is short, just one year you go there and than you just adjust to life and than it 
is finish with your studies, and I also think that Hong Kong is still in China almost like 
that, so I wanted to be in a place a little bit more far away and very different from 
Chinese cultural. I applied in Europe for some places but our program is not that 
easy to find some really, some program that you want to go, if you are an engineer 
it is easy to find a program, I search some program and I liked Aalborg University 
and Copenhagen University and Helsinki University, But I didn’t get permission from 
that two University (laughing).’ 

The fact that the students imagine themselves completing their tertiary education 
wholly or partly in another country is of course itself a product of globalization 
of education. Furthermore, as demonstrated by the figures accounted for above, 
students all over the world seem to share a collective imagination of what counts as 
academic quality. This imagination seems to guide students’ decision-making and 
subsequent temporary or permanent migration to other parts of the world. The 
contribution of this qualitative study has been to demonstrate how imaginations of 
the hierarchical organization of countries in terms of the academic quality that their 
tertiary education systems offer can be strengthened through the study abroad 
experience. To the extent that students’ academic expectations have been changed 
(as this study demonstrates), they are likely to be motivated to pursue further study 
abroad opportunities and perhaps to reach for higher levels in the global higher 
education hierarchy. 

As the study above and the study in general illustrate, students perceive 
themselves as mobile. Some of the interviewees will return to China, some have 
returned and are busy reapplying for new study abroad opportunities, and others 
pursue academic careers in other countries. Thus, the study supports Rizvi’s 
argument that individual identities are not constrained by national boundaries 
or commitments. The study leaves the impression of a group of talented, globally 
oriented individuals circulating back and forth in the pur suit of career opportunities. 
However, the imagery of circulation should not detract our attention from the fact 
that the ‘brain’ circulations show evidence of specific directions, directions which 
are in alignment with the global higher education hierarchy. This indicates the 
shortcomings of studying international student mobility exclusively through the 
economic or cultural/social lens. How economic and cultural factors interplay to 
determine the directions of the global student flows and the economies that follow 
them seems to be the more productive question.
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INFORMATION FREEDOM AND INFORMATION VIOLENCE
ANDREY V. STOLYAROV

The revolution in information-related technologies, which happened in 
the last quarter of XX century, made significant changes to social relations and 
demonstrated certain problems and difficulties that appear to be new for the 
society. The information revolution is based on three key inventions. 

First of them is the ability to use computers in areas outside of computations as 
such, specially for handling text-based information, followed by creation of cheap 
personal computers affordable for individuals; the second, known as ’multimedia’, 
is, in effect, invention of digital representations for virtually all existing information, 
which allows lossless copying of any information at almost no cost; and the third 
is foundation of Internet, a universal, distributed, decentralized communication 
engine, which, in fact, can not be controlled (as a whole) by any particular person, 
corporation or government. M.Castells (2001) compares invention of the Internet 
by its significance to invention of the printing press and, among many other 
authors, points out the well-known strong orientation of Internet community 
towards personal freedom, specially the freedom of speech, or, generally speaking, 
communication freedom.

The possibility for every Internet user to do whatever (s)he wants was not a 
problem in the early years of Internet, when the Internet itself was small and known 
only to few professionals. As the network grew, however, such absence of regulation 
produced some unexpected problems. First of the problems was different kinds of 
unauthorized access to computers and the information stored in them, as well as 
attacking computers to break their normal functioning. Persons doing such things 
can have a wide range of intentions, from plain vandalism to bank robbery and 
military espionage. However, attacking computers looks too much like a crime, so 
the problem in fact was quickly solved by most of governments adopting the notion 
of cybercrime and outlawing it (see, e.g., Schjolberg, 2008).

The other major problem proved to be not that easy to solve. Unsolicited 
commercial emails (and messages of other service types), widely known as ’spam’, 
destroyed the newsconference service (’Usenet news’) and put the existence of 
worldwide email system under a serious danger. Advertizing is lawful under most 
judical systems; furthermore, spam advocates often argue that freedom of speech, 
being one of the most important human rights, gives everyone the right to transmit 
or broadcast any information with any means not denied by law, and, therefore, 
no restriction must be put on spam as it would be a freedom of speech violation; 
sometimes antispam measures are claimed to be ’censorship’. From the other 
hand, many people use the spam problem as an argument against the freedom of 
speech, claiming that in the contemporary society the freedom of speech cannot 
be implemented for various reasons, and the spam problem is an illustration of this 
fact.

It is easy to see that the contradiction between freedom of speech as a key 
part of human rights, from one hand, and obvious impossibility to tolerate some 
cases of information transmission, from the other hand, is not new. For example, 
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law systems of many states contain statements about freedom of speech guarntee 
and censorship prohibition, but, at the same time, prohibit certain kinds of public 
(or even private) speech, such as hate propagate, interracial or interreligion 
discriminating statements, personal insults, etc. Society simply can’t afford to 
tolerate them. Spam is also a thing society (and The Network) can’t afford, as long 
as we want to continue using global communication systems such as electronic 
mail. But, from the other hand, can society afford to sacrifice freedom of speech? 

This contradiction is not the only one sharpened by the digital epoch. Until 
early 1990s, copyright law was a thing most people never heard of, because it was 
physically impossible for an average individual to violate someone else’s copyright. 
Today, when virtually every copyrighted object can be (and, almost in every case, 
is) represented in digital form, lossless and costless copying is technically available 
to every person who owns a computer, so everyone can become a copyright 
violator. Stallman (2001) points out that industrial regulation, which was copyright 
law before the digital age, eventually became a law that affects public freedom. 
Copyright holders demand to outlaw perspective technologies such as peer to peer 
file exchange, and to put other technologies, such as video mastering, under strict 
control of selected entities. For instance, in 2005 in USA a so-called ’Analog Hole Bill’ 
(Bangeman, 2005) was proposed. Should it be adopted, it would lead to prohibition 
for open source video-processing software, effectively granting a few vendors a 
monopoly in this area. Obviously all this is against interests of wide public, people 
in general, who want to benefit from new technologies. Furthermore, according 
to various researches in sociology and social philosophy (Kinsella, 2001; Stallman, 
2004; Boldrin and Levine, 2008), the very notion of intellectual property has 
disputable value for the society and effectively serves interests of publishing and 
media industry (not authors) on the cost of wide public’s freedom. It should be 
noticed that intellectual property didn’t attract public attention at all in pre-digital 
epoch.

There are other contradictions as well, and all them can be reduced to one 
general question: what actions with information should be (in an ideal world) 
considered legal/lawful and what should be outlawed. Some argue that there 
cannot be any logic-based demarcation line here and the law in this area will always 
be a result of disputes and compromises; however, such solution actually seems 
to exist. In the rest of this paper the information freedom will be given a strict 
definition, based on the classic liberal notion of freedom as absence of violence 
(Hobbes, 1651; Locke, 1689).

It is clear that some restrictions put on persons’ actions appear to raise personal 
liberty rather than lower it; the most obvious example of this is the prohibition 
of an aggressive violence towards human beings, because, despite this imposes a 
restriction on everyone, it also provides everyone with freedom not to be a victim 
of aggressive violence. As John Stuart Mill (1869) stated, ’All that makes existence 
valuable to any one, depends on the enforcement of restraints upon the actions 
of other people.’ Actually, the maximum of personal freedom is achieved when 
any interaction between two or more persons is considered legal if, and only if, 
it is done upon explicitly indicated mutual consent between all involved persons, 
and the consent indication itself is made basing on full information about the 
situation, or, at least, none of the involved parties tries to conceal anything related 
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to the deal; that is, every party understands well what is going on, and having such 
understanding, explicitly indicates the consent to take a part in the interaction.

Besides that, any society in which there’s a collaboration between individuals 
must allow individuals to make deals, which effectively means voluntary accept of 
certain non-cancellable restrictions or obligations, in exchange for some obligations 
from the partner.

Returning to the information exchange domain, we might notice that any 
act of information transfer involves at least two persons: the one who transmits 
information, and the one who receives it; sometimes there’s also the owner of the 
communication media to be taken into account. Basing on this fact, we can now give 
a new definition for freedom of information exchange, or, simply, the information 
freedom: individuals are free to communicate any information, provided that the 
one who transmits the information agrees to transmit it, the one who receives 
the information agrees to receive it, the one who owns the communication media 
allows the media to be used for the communication (possibly in exchange for a fee), 
and noone of them has any obligations under previously made deals that make the 
communication impossible.

Any violation of this rule can be considered to be violence, and we will call 
violence of this kind an information violence. It is possible to name three major 
types of information violence. The first is transmission of information without the 
recipient’s consent; this includes, for example, direct personal insults; unsolicited 
advertizement, including spam (but, strictly speaking, not every advertizement); 
almost all social and political propaganda, not only governmental, but oppositional 
too, including street protests; proselytism, be it religious or not, in any form of 
it; door-to-door selling, and other kinds of selling outside of specially dedicated 
areas such as shops; finally, various types of begging. It is easy to see that telling 
lies or, generally speaking, transmitting information which is knowingly false, is 
information violence of this type, too, because hardly anyone would explicitly agree 
to be fooled. Defamation can be considered a special case of this.

The second type of information violence is obtaining information without its 
holder’s consent, e.g., espionage and privacy violations, wiretapping, eavesdropping, 
any communication network traffic interception, be it ’lawful’ or not. Direct theft 
of physical media that carries information is not information violence as such, but 
information violence can be said to be a part of such theft. Besides that, almost all 
jurisdictions assume forced testimony; obviously this is also a kind of information 
violence.

The third type is unauthorized interference of third parties into a consensual 
information exchange, such as censorship — that is, the receiver and the 
transmitter both agree to transfer the information, and there’s no problem with 
communication media (e.g., they can meet together, or they can contact each other 
by a channel owned by one of them, or lawfully rented), but due to someone else’s 
will they are unable to commit the information transfer. Besides censorship, it is 
easy to see that copyright enforcement falls to this category, too, so it appears to 
be information violence of the same kind as censorship. The interesting thing here 
is that the real intention of the earliest known copyright law, the 1709 ’Statute 
of Anne’, was establishing of government control over the printing press, that is, 
censorship (MacQueen, Waelde and Laurie, 2007).
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From the other hand, it is only copyright that appears to be information 
violence, but not the so called moral rights that traditionally belong to the author, 
such as the right of attribution, the name right (which means the author has the 
right to decide whether the work will be published under the real author’s name, 
or under a pseudonym, or anonymously), and the right to the integrity of the work. 
Furthermore, a violation of moral rights, such as plagiarism, can be considered 
information violence, because, in effect, it means to provide false information 
regarding who is the real author of a work, and transferring false information as 
such is information violence, as it was noted above.

It is very important to underline that information as such cannot be considered 
violence until it is transferred, one way or another. Keeping some information 
effectively means owning some storage media, which does not tend to explode, or 
shoot someone, or whatever. Actually, if someone owns a storage media with some 
information, this mere fact cannot be violence on others in any way, regardless 
of what information is actually stored; since the owner of a material thing can 
on his/her sole discretion decide what to do with the property, the owner of an 
information storage media can therefore decide what sequences of digits to place 
on the media— or, in other words, what information to store on it. Any statements 
that try making it illegal or unlawful to own information of any special kind are 
therefore in conflict with the notion of corporeal property.

Adopting the notion of information violence and considering it a crime just like 
any other aggression on an individual, we can strictly (and consistently) define what 
information exchange is acceptable and what is not, as any inacceptable information 
flow appears to be the information violence of one of the abovementioned types.

Among the things recognized as information violence, there are lots of things 
that are traditionally found illegal, such as personal insults, hate and violence 
propagate, diffamation, espionage, etc.; there are things of questionable legality, 
e.g., that are legal under some judicial systems and illegal under the others, such as 
begging, censorship or forced testimony. Finally, the notion of information violence 
covers nearly all kinds of advertisement, propagate of ’socially positive’ matters 
such as smoking ban, political manifestations (such as street protest), copyright and 
patent law. All these are traditionally considered legal and useful for the society; 
however, actually every of these types of activity, despite of their traditional legality, 
contradicts with interests of significant amount of people and makes these people 
unhappy and, in some cases, angry; so, all them are sources of social tension.

As the Internet epoch has shown, some advertisement methods (namely, spam) 
make it hard to use communication channels such as electronic mail. From the 
other hand, it was already noticed long ago that nearly any advertisement methods 
produce social problems. Some famous writers, including Henry Kuttner (1953) and 
Ray Bradbury (e.g., 1953), devoted their novels to dangers of advertisement in early 
1950s.

Political manifestations are traditionally considered a lawful method for 
certain social groups to express their will to the government; however, political 
manifestations in the form of street protest make obvious inconvenience to civil 
people, such as residents of districts where the protest occurs. From the other hand, 
the information society can provide more effective— and non-violent— methods 
to express the people’s will, simply making street protests obsolete and unneeded; 
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this requires some certain steps from the government, and street protests as such, 

as long as they still occur, clearly indicate that government’s attention to public 

opinion is inadequate (while, in the contemporary society, it can be adequate).

Smoking ban, which is now in effect in Europe, makes millions of people angry 

on their governments; most of the adult smokers believe they know what they do 

and have the right to do anything they wish to their own health, so they consider 

all these governments’ initiatives an unauthorized intervention into their private 

lives. For such persons, it is not necessary to know the term ’information violence’ 

in order to feel being under a pressure.

Finally, many famous people, including Richard Stallman, claim that intellectual 

property (especially patents and copyrights) does not serve the purposes it was 

initially intended for, but instead helps publishers fight authors, provides additional 

capabilities for large corporations to control the world by nonmarket means, and 

makes other negative effects within the society.

The abovementioned definition of information freedom is based on libertarian 

model of freedom; however, it is not necessary to share libertarian views to recognize 

the importance of information violence. It is easily seen that each information 

violence case, just like any other violence, makes some citizens unhappy and 

therefore raises the risk of social conflict. As information society develops, social 

relations bound to information processing become more and more critical for the 

society; therefore, information violence as a source of serious social tensions will 

soon become (if not already became) a factor that cannot be safely ignored. Hence, 

the information violence concept adoption and implementation of the information 

freedom in the above-explained sense can solve some well-known contradictions 

in contemporary world, providing a consistent base for universal information 

exchange legality principles. Definitely this paradigm is relatively new, and it will 

take a while to adopt it and settle the appropriate changes in various aspects of 

society existence, such as law, public opinions etc.; and, certainly, strong resistance 

will be faced on this way. However, the model of information violence helps to 

explain the origins of social tensions that come from the information technology 

domain, so at the very least this model can be used to predict where we should 

expect social conflicts from. Even in case we dislike the libertarian point of view and 

do not consider personal freedom an important thing to focus on, we need at least 

to take some measures to lower social tension influenced by this kind of violence.
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 THE ASYLUM RELAY WALK IN SWEDEN 2013: 
SNAPSHOT OF AN ETHNOGRAPHIC STUDY ON 
CONTENTIOUS AGENCY
MARTIN JOORMAN

Aim of the Paper

The purpose of this paper is to function as a snapshot of my upcoming 
ethnographic study of the social movement campaign Asylstafetten. This study’s 
analysis will be based on the field research which I conducted in Sweden during 
the spring and summer of 2013. The data was collected between the months of 
May and August 2013 by means of participation, observation, group discussions 
and in-depth interviews. Having started to enter the field by approaching one of 
the initiators of Asylstafetten on May Day 2013 in Malmö, I ended my field studies 
following the 34 days of protest march on August 17, 2013 in Stockholm.

Since data was collected in different forms (field notes, photos, 10 tape-
recorded key actor interviews & circa 250 video clips), over the timespan of three 
months of research including the five intense weeks of walking, cooking, eating, 
sleeping, laughing, swimming and chanting together with the other participants 
of the march, choices of focus and thus a selection of research topics had to be 
made. Hence the ambition of this paper is limited to providing an introduction 
including an introduction to the subject which includes an account of the events’ 
background. It shall function as a snapshot by presenting a macro, structure-
focused perspective from the inside out (Meyer in Meyer et. al., 2002) defining 
the movement in general and the episode of contentious politics that cumulated 
in the campaign of Asylstafetten in particular. This first outlook on the structures 
involving Asylstafetten is ontologically informed primarily by Tilly’s and Tarrow’s 
(2007) conceptual framework of contentious politics.

Meanwhile, as Opp (2009, pp. 304-325) has elaborated and criticized, the 
dynamics of contention approach (hereafter: DCA; see McAdam, Tilly & Tarrow, 
2001) had been designed as an alternative to, and expansion of, social movement 
theory (hereafter: SMT). In Opp’s book on different SMTs, their strengths and 
weaknesses, he acknowledges the novelty of DCA in its attempt of widening the 
scope of research, also in relation to phenomena otherwise not covered by ‘classic 
SMTs’ (e.g. Olson, 1965; McCarthy & Zald, 1973; Eisinger, 1973; Snow & Benford, 
1986; Melucci, 1988). Important for this paper is the combined judgment of Opp 
(2009, p. 19) and Meyer (2002, p. 12), who from very different points of departure 
- rational choice and social constructivism, respectively - contend that a valuable 
analysis of collective protest must take into account also the interaction of micro and 
macro, of both agency and structure. A good analysis should combine a look from 
outside in with an examination from inside out, as Meyer (2002, p. 15) formulates it. 
Consistently, Opp criticizes the contentious politics framework regarding its general 
macro focus, and thereby again in accordance with Meyer, supports the idea that 
DCA - if applied - should be combined with other theoretical approaches to also 
include the micro and meso level dynamics within social movements.
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‘DCA is a macro perspective. It can thus not be expected that it includes explicit 
micro-macro modeling. As is typical for macro approaches, the micro level is 
often invoked but explicit micro-to-macro or macro-to-micro hypotheses are not 
proposed. This holds for the DCA as well. The question of how macro changes will 
motivate individual actors to participate in contentious action is not regarded as a 
problem’ (Opp 2009, p. 322). 

Taking these arguments into account, it is one choice for this paper to set my 
point of departure as a look from above, by firstly describing and ontologically 
defining what happened as a summary of the field, yet seen from the perspective of 
an insider. Defining the general, by categorizing main topics that emerged from the 
data collected, shall provide a basis for the later focus on the particular, and what 
I want to analyze as the contentious agency of, within and around Asylstafetten.

Of importance in formulating a snapshot of this particular protest walk is the 
empirical turn the study took towards a strong focus on individual and collective 
identity (Meyer in Meyer et. al., 2002). My interest both as participant and 
ethnographer became much occupied with what Tilly & Tarrow conceptualize as 
identity shift (2007, p. 206), which they define by stating that: ‘Contentious politics 
also frequently involves mechanisms of identity shift, as people who formerly 
thought of themselves in a variety of distinct social roles come together and realize 
a unified - if temporary - identity […].’ The shift towards a collective yet temporary 
identity during the 34 days of walking for a group of changing size and composition 
is what caught my sociological curiosity: How were individual and temporary 
collective identities formulated, reflected upon and performed by refugees, activists 
and refugee-activists? How did these individual and collective identity formations 
interact with the social structures within and around the campaign? How were 
larger social and political structures from outside transcending the borders of the 
group, and how were both individual and collective identities shifting when dealing 
with these structures? Such guiding questions, which emerged in the field, led to 
two preliminary research questions for the upcoming ethnographic study:

1. How did different participants reflect upon their individual identity within 
the temporary collective identity of a group engaging in contentious politics?

2. How did Asylstafetten, as a social movement campaign and simple episode of 
contentious politics, interact with larger socio-political structures in order to realize 
its aim of collective contentious action?

Protesting Refugees in Europe

‘In order to gain social equality and to be considered human beings, we must 
overcome the Citizen and Non-Citizen duality, a treatment without racist, social 
or class affiliation-based discrimination. Resistance in this context is the only 
alternative, because in order to obtain freedom and equality as it applies to Citizens 
already, meaning obtaining an equal position in which we are defined as human 
beings and receive the same social rights, we are left with nothing but the struggle 
and a broad resistance to the system and its inhuman laws. In this way, we have 
nothing to lose but our chains’ (Refugee Struggle for Freedom). 

Taken from a recent post on the webpage of the Refugee Struggle for Freedom 
(hereafter: RSFF) this citation may provide an introduction to the current ideological 
standpoint of refugee activism in Germany. Theoretically based on Agamben’s 
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(1995) concept of the noncitizen, the language of this struggle, at the very moment 
(Aug./Sept. 2013) being fought in Bavaria, may be read as a direct input from the 
discursively empowered yet still unwanted migrant engaging in contentious politics. 
Tracing the critique of this duality of ‘Citizen’ and ‘Non-Citizen’ further back still, one 
is confronted not only with the initial academic source of Agamben, but also with 
an event that in English was named the ‘congress of protesting refugees in Europe’ 
(hereafter: CPRE)  held from 1-3 March 2013 in Munich. The English version of the 
CPRE’s homepage describes the congress’ aims and emergence as follows: ‘Since 
March 19, 2012, we, the refugees, have been involved in a struggle for obtaining 
the most elementary human rights, such as freedom and equality, because we will 
no longer accept to be treated as ‘foreigners’ and human beings of third degree, but 
instead as every other citizen. This era of our struggle started with a small tent in 
Würzburg and grew to a huge movement that has been spreading all over Europe’ 
(Congress of Protesting Refugees in Europe).

The unknown authors of this webpage further summarize the history of their 
‘huge movement’ as a development which took its beginning after the suicide 
(28/01/2012, see ProAsyl) of the Iranian refugee Mohammad Rahsepar, who 
had been seeking asylum in Germany and then was placed in a refugee camp 
(‘Gemeinschaftsunterkunft’) in Würzburg. After his suicide in early 2012, the first 
refugee tent action protest in Bavarian Würzburg and successively the refugee 
protest march (hereafter: RPM) to Berlin managed to set into motion, according to 
the authors, a mobilization of refugee protest even in ‘Denmark, Turkey, Bulgaria, 
Greece, France, the Netherlands, and Austria’. Transferred to the conceptual 
framework of Tilly and Tarrow, the initial episode of contention, which had emerged 
locally in and around Würzburg, was physically and discursively taken upwards to 
the national capital Berlin and then even across the border by mobilizing similar 
political protest on an international level. The choice of location for the successive 
CPRE, i.e. by locating it ‘back to’ the regional capital Munich, reflects well what Tilly 
and Tarrow (2007, p. 94) conceptualize as scale shift: Local <-> National <-> supra-/
international (here: EU, plus in this case claiming diffusion even to Turkey).

Yet another site of recent citizen-noncitizen protest, which is not mentioned in 
RSFF’s presentation of ‘protesting refugees in Europe’, is Sweden. The omission of 
Sweden in this enumeration of refugee protest events in different national contexts 
is most likely due to the fact that the episode of contentious politics around 
Asylstafetten, covered mainly by the Swedish media, but also widely organized by 
noncitizens themselves and focusing the political debate on asylum, has just taken 
place this summer.

The Asylum Relay Walk in Sweden, 14th of July - 17th of August 2013

Roughly a year after the RPM through Germany, where noncitizens and citizens 
in solidarity had walked more than 600 kilometers from Würzburg to Berlin during 
September 2012, two simultaneous protest marches through Bavaria and both with 
the destination of Munich, were organized by RSFF. After two weeks of marching, 
having left at the same time from Bayreuth and Würzburg respectively, these two 
heavily policed marches of noncitizen civil disobedience finally reached the regional 
capital on September 3, 2013. Just some weeks prior to these two simultaneous 
marches through Bavaria, notwithstanding the significantly different political 
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circumstances on the regional and national level, a similar form of political protest 
took place in Sweden:

Mainly based on the initiative of one young asylum seeker from Afghanistan, 
currently residing and waiting for a decision on his case in the southern border city 
of Malmö, the protest walk in Sweden came to be planned as a stafett, the Swedish 
word for ‘relay’. The distance over space and time between Malmö and Stockholm 
was to be covered by a group of participants of whom not everybody was meant 
to walk the entire way. Like in a ‘relay race’ known for instance from the Olympics, 
the main message of the walk was to be symbolically ‘carried’ by the group as the 
important entity, bringing their main claim up north to the capital:  ‘From Malmö to 
Stockholm for a humane refugee policy’. 

Ali, the above-mentioned initiator and figurative ‘face’ of the campaign, who 
also became my key informant while entering the field in May 2013, gave push 
to a mobilization of individuals, groups and organizations included in the larger 
social movement against racism and for migrants and refugees in Sweden. Having 
initially met only him and two female key actors of the local movement-network 
for hiding refugees in Malmö, I was able to meet other involved individuals via 
snowballing. Further on I was invited to organizational meetings and eventually 
a festival against the surveillance of migrants based on racial profiling. Towards 
the end of June, we had established a relation of mutual trust and it was during 
another organizational meeting in Malmö when members of what I from here on 
will call the core group of Asylstafetten asked me if I wanted to join the walk, as 
both participant and student of the planned protest relay. My walking the entire 
way, for 34 days together with the other participants over the distance of roughly 
750 kilometers northeast through the southern third of Sweden until Stockholm, 
could give the project an ethnographic insight into something which happened for 
the first time in Sweden: asylum seekers and recognized refugees, walking together 
with non-refugee solidarity activists, and all of them in solidarity with the - officially 
absent - undocumented migrants. 

What meanwhile became the two main identity categories during the social 
movement campaign (Tilly & Tarrow 2007, pp. 113-115) of Asylstafetten were 
firstly those whom the refugee congress in reference to Agamben identified as 
noncitizens, and secondly those citizens in solidarity whom Tilly & Tarrow call 
conscience constituents (2007, p. 91). This highest level of collective identity 
construction within the group - effectively causing the emergence of two main sub-
groups - significantly affected the dynamics and routines during the walk. Meetings 
with the whole group, for instance, were generally held on a daily basis, often in 
the mornings, on certain days there was even more than one meeting. The primary 
language of these meetings was Swedish, while English was the lingua franca used 
for and by people whose Swedish was not sufficient to follow the discussions. For 
the group of the asylum seekers, however, the primary language was Dari, while 
the refugees and migrants who did not speak that language had to present their 
claims either in Iranian Farsi (Dari being a variant of Persian), Swedish, or rarely so, 
in English. Interesting in this context was that there were also special core group 
meetings of asylum seekers discussing exclusively in Dari/Farsi, which led to the 
following initial thoughts on the importance of individual and collective identities 
during the march:



422

POLITSCI ’13

The mentioned key actor and his personal story of persecution as member 
of the Hazara population in Afghanistan, recognizing the hardship he and other 
people of similar backgrounds encounter as often undocumented migrants also in 
Iran and the current difficulties they must face as young refugees (being or having 
been unaccompanied minors plus paperless) from Afghanistan seeking refuge in 
Sweden, was placed as a central narrative for the campaign’s framing (Johnston & 
Noakes [eds], 2005) and thereby as one important rationale for mobilization. This 
key position of one specific refugee identity, i.e. young, male, Hazara, having arrived 
as unaccompanied minor in Sweden, with first-hand experience of ‘paperlessness’, 
currently seeking asylum in Malmö, had apparently resulted from the process of 
mobilization that occurs when recruiting mainly from a network of friends and 
peers. One consequence of this form of ‘snowballing’ for Asylstafetten’s local 
refugee mobilization around the social movement base in Malmö became that only 
very few, and on some days virtually none, of the participants with direct experience 
of seeking refuge were women. During in-depth interviews I recorded with 10 
participants from the walking core group, which included 25 individuals who were 
either walking the entire distance, or most of the way, I tried to discuss also this 
apparent gender-imbalance and the walk’s indirect focus on the specific refugee 
experience of one young, male, Hazara, etc. All of the interviewed asylum seekers, 
and other participants I confronted with this issue during mentioned interviews 
and more informal talks while walking, were conscious of these particular identity 
proportions. However, it was two women, one young academic migrant and one 
middle-aged Marxist-feminist political refugee, both from Iran, who discussed this 
topic with me more at length. 

Looking onto Asylstafetten from the Inside

As Tarrow (2011, pp. 16-37) elaborated, it is especially in reference to Foucault 
that power has been studied increasingly by studying resistance. And while 
the study of everyday resistance (Scott, 1985) in non-Western cultural settings 
and under more authoritarian regimes than contemporary European neoliberal 
democracies such as Germany (Tilly in Bandy & Smith, 2005, pp. xi - xii) or Sweden 
(Harvey 2007, pp. 64-87), may best be dealt with in its own right, more coordinated 
and sustained forms of what McAdam, Tarrow and Tilly (2001) conceptualize as 
dynamics of contention are often summed-up under the term ‘social movement’. 
Or, to cite Tarrow on his definitions concerning the apparent intersections of these 
two central theoretical frameworks for studying political protest:

‘Contentious politics occurs when ordinary people - often in alliance with more 
influential citizens and with changes in public mood - join forces in confrontation 
with elites, authorities, and opponents. Such confrontations go back to the dawn 
of history. But mounting, coordinating, and sustaining them against powerful 
opponents is the unique contribution of the social movement - an invention of the 
modern age and an accompaniment of the rise of the modern state’ (Tarrow, 2011, 
p. 6).

Hence one of the ontological propositions of this paper can be formulated as the 
following: Asylstafetten, as simple episode of contentious politics in form of a social 
movement campaign, can from a macro perspective be analyzed as part of a larger, 
currently emerging trans-European social movement of and for refugees. However, 
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it is more of an open question as to how far the already existent transnational 
network (Bandy & Smith [eds], 2005, p. 3) of refugee activism in Europe currently 
is developing via building coalitions towards becoming a unified movement. The 
‘birth date’ of such an emerging transnational social movement of refugee activism 
could in that case be identified as the 1st of March 2012, the day when the above 
mentioned congress of protesting refugees in Europe (CPRE) was opened in 
Munich. Consequently, its place of birth, the Bavarian capital Munich, may signify 
another layered political reality: established politics concerning refugees in Europe, 
including social policies, are discussed, decided upon and finally implemented 
mainly on three geographical-administrative levels: regional, national and supra-
national (EU). 

In this context, the current civil war in Syria, the public debate on a possible 
US-led military attack, and the related, and internationally acknowledged, decision 
of the Swedish migration board, Migrationsverket, is a case in point. According to 
the news section of the institution’s homepage and a text under the headline  ‘New 
legal stance on Syria opens up for more permanent residence permits’ (Swedish 
Migration Board, 2013a) citizens of Syria, who are already living in Sweden as 
recognized refugees, can from now on apply for permanent residence. The following 
short excerpt from this news text addresses the issue in the European context: 
‘During 2012 and 2013, Sweden received circa 14.700 asylum seeking Syrian citizens. 
Together with Germany, Sweden is the EU member state which receives the most 
asylum seekers from Syria’. Not mentioned in the entire text, however, is the so-
called Dublin Regulation. Since, as journalist Eva Ollson (2013) stresses in her more 
critical article ‘Continuously obstacles for Syrian refugees’, the apparent generosity 
of Sweden’s migration board has to be questioned practically and principally: No 
Syrian refugee can today seek asylum in Sweden without crossing illegally the EU’s 
external and internal borders. And if a refugee is controlled, identified and registered 
in an EU member state before reaching Swedish territory, she or he will be treated 
according to the mentioned Dublin Regulation (European Council, 2003). To put 
this into a wider perspective, it is interesting to compare the numbers presented 
by Migrationsverket with a short review I prepared of statistics on asylum seeking, 
which the UNHCR (2011) published for the year 2011: 

World ranking among ‘industrialized countries’ as countries of destination for 
seeking asylum:  1st  USA, 2nd  FRA, 3rd  GER,  4th ITA, 5th SWE (together 53% of all 
applications filed). 

- Among Northern European countries in 2011, Germany had the highest total 
number of asylum applications filed (3rd world, 2nd EU). Given its population of 
roughly 80 million people, Germany received the highest total number of asylum 
applications among Northern European countries of destination, yet in both total 
and relative numbers less than France, which has roughly 20 million inhabitants less 
than Germany.

- In reference to its current population of roughly 9.5 million people, Sweden 
received in 2011 the highest number (circa 29,600) of asylum applications per capita 
among all EU member states. In 2011 in Sweden, of every 1000 inhabitants 3.1 
were asylum seekers (USA: circa 0,234 per 1000 inhabitants; Germany: circa 0,571 
per 1000 inhabitants). Hence Sweden receives about 6 times more applications per 
capita than Germany and more than 20 times more applications per capita than 
the USA. 
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- For the current year 2013, Migrationsverket (Swedish Migration Board, 
2013b) estimates the number of applications to be somewhere between 38.000 
and 41.000.

Keeping in mind the millions of undocumented refugees globally, for instance 
right now in Syria-bordering countries such as Lebanon, Turkey, or Iraqi Kurdistan, 
the UNHCR statistics for the year 2011 show clearly that Germany and Sweden 
are both primary countries of destination for people formally registering or being 
registered as asylum seekers. Regarding the recent movement of Syrian citizens 
applying for refuge in an EU member state, Germany and Sweden this year (i.e. 
2013 so far) received, according to Migrationsverket, the largest share of this 
group. Meanwhile, and as mentioned, Sweden has been the first nation-state to 
offer permanent residence to every Syrian citizen who is already legally residing 
in Sweden. These are the current realities refugees have to deal with and thereby 
the political structures, which power offers. In the best case, the recent signal of 
offering legal residence to the very specific group of ‘Syrian citizens already legally 
residing in Sweden’, may be interpreted as a minor political opportunity structure 
(Tilly & Tarrow 2007, p. 203) for refugee activism and resistance to migrant-hostile 
politics in both Sweden and the EU at large.

However, as Harvey elaborated on neoliberal policy changes in general, the 
apparent sovereignty of the ‘national decision making’ in Stockholm cannot be 
aptly evaluated without also putting it into the context of overall and ongoing 
neoliberalization of European politics: Asylum seekers in Sweden have to adjust 
not only to supra-national Dublin II, but also face the local and regional disparities 
existing within the particular nation-state. Malmö for example still retains some 
of the social democrat tradition of formally embedded liberalism which has - 
particularly in Sweden, as Harvey points out - ‘resisted’ (2005, p. 71) a wholesale 
neoliberalization including for instance the eradication of social benefits for 
marginalized groups such as refugees. A complete disintegration of the welfare 
state paradigm once called folkhemmet (lit. ‘the people’s home’) could thus not 
(yet) be realized in Sweden on a national scale.

In 15 different Swedish municipalities, however, the reception of refugees is 
entirely rejected. To try to understand this phenomenon for instance in the small 
town of Vellinge, just south of Malmö, one may quote a local politician from 
Moderaterna, the governing neoliberal party in power: ‘We are of the opinion that 
the economic conditions for traditional reception [of refugees] are too bad. […]. 
I see no intrinsic value in having integration problems. I think it is good that we 
do not have those here’ (Persson & Hamrud, 2009). Obviously, the reception of 
refugees, historically an act of international solidarity, is discursively translated into 
the language of neoliberal economics. The asylum seeker as human is verbally made 
into a commodity, which has a certain ‘value’. And while large transnational firms 
have become ‘corporations’, in neoliberalism treated as legal bodies in front of the 
law (Harvey 2005, pp. 5-39), the body of the refugee is reduced to its estimated 
value as a potentially producing and consuming entity to be exploited.

Now, how may the structures between the different regionally and nationally 
based, and thus sometimes rather isolated, campaigns of refugee activism in 
different spaces of Europe be able to deal with this neoliberal re-definition of 
political geography, polity and populations? Empirical data collected during my field 
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studies can give at least some preliminary insights: Most of the individuals planning 
Asylstafetten in May/June 2013, including the organizing core group in Malmö were 
firstly conscious of the fact that a refugee protest march to Berlin had happened in 
2012. Secondly, they were often interested in discussing what had happened there 
and then.

Furthermore, during the third week of the walk in Sweden, a young woman from 
Berlin joined and started talking about her experiences of participation during the 
end of the RPM in 2012, when it had arrived in Berlin, and also about her successive 
engagement in the refugee protest camp that was set up in Berlin-Kreuzberg. Thus, 
by joining Asylstafetten for some days and via presenting her experiences from 
Berlin to the group in Sweden, she became not only a political actor across national 
borders, but also what Tilly and Tarrow (2007, p. 215) call an actor of brokerage, 
i.e. somebody engaging in the ‘production of a new connection between previously 
unconnected or weakly connected sites’. Her personal participation in Asylstafetten 
further included organizing an informal evening-seminar, where she showed video 
clips from the march through Germany 2012 and then invited everyone in the 
group to a discussion on the possible similarities and differences between these 
two primarily nationally- and policy-oriented social movement campaigns. Again 
transferred to the framework of Tilly and Tarrow, this organization of a discussion 
including participants from two different sites of contentious politics can be read 
as an act of diffusion and thereby as the ‘spread of a contentious performance, 
issue, or interpretive frame from one site to another’ (2007, p. 215). A concrete 
example of the diffusion of such an ‘issue’ was for instance the thereupon emerging 
discussion on how to deal with sexual harassment, if it were to happen during the 
protest.

Continuing with the example of this young woman from Berlin, her brokerage 
and active diffusion also included taking the initiative to organize a solidarity rally in 
front of the Swedish Embassy in Berlin. And as the other citizen of Germany in the 
group walking at the time, I became involved. Together we mobilized the networks 
available to us in Berlin: A friend who had been walking for a week in the beginning 
of the relay through the very south of Sweden formulated a short summary in 
German on the aims and purpose of Asylstafetten. Another friend, who was born 
and grew up in northern Sweden, but now lives in Berlin, agreed to come to the 
solidarity rally in order to briefly explain how the context of recent racial profiling in 
Sweden could be related to the protest walk. In addition, a person whom I haven’t 
met yet, more active in the politics on the streets of Berlin and thus with greater 
experience of the local policing of protest, made sure that the rally could acquire a 
formal permit in front of the Swedish embassy.

Finally, shortly after 3pm on August 16, 2013, the planned demonstration across 
borders took place simultaneously in Stockholm and Berlin. While not more than 12 
people had gathered in solidarity with Asylstafetten in front of the Swedish embassy 
at Rauchstraße, the relay walk itself had reached the inner city of Stockholm and 
was, after a short break, with about 150 people on its way to Medborgarplatsen (lit. 
‘the citizen square’), a central space for political gatherings in the Swedish capital 
and our final destination after 33 days of walking. Meanwhile, to maintain the 
general policy of both refugee marches in Germany in 2012 and 2013 in Sweden, it 
had been decided that someone with firsthand experience of seeking refuge would 
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talk from Stockholm to the solidarity gathering in Berlin. To realize this technically, 
we had organized a connection via mobile phone from Stockholm to Berlin, where 
the phone was connected to a megaphone in order to project the message into the 
solidarity group on the pavement as well as onto the walls of the Swedish embassy 
on the other side of the street. Two refugees from Asylstafetten’s core group, 
who could present their views in English, had meanwhile agreed on talking about 
what was happening in Sweden. In this way and in this particular moment in time, 
simultaneously in the Swedish and German capital, a social movement campaign of 
solidarity was staged across one national border, aiming to represent those people 
who are mentioned in Weldon’s following remark on activism against socio-political 
exclusion and disadvantage: ‘[S]ocial movements are important avenues of political 
representation, especially for excluded and disadvantaged groups in established 
democracies. […] Indeed, these movements are so important that we ought to 
further such mobilization wherever we can’ (Weldon, 2011).

Scale Shift: From regional and national social movement bases towards a 

trans-European refugee activism?

On September 2, 2013, one day before the two simultaneous protest marches 
of the RSFF would arrive in Munich, I received a facebook message from a Kurdish-
Swedish poet who had walked the entire distance from Malmö to Stockholm. He 
asked whether I could take a look at a text he had written in solidarity with the 
protests in Bavaria, which were heavily affected by the police harassment that the 
activists of the RSFF had experienced (RFSS Media, 2013). Moreover, he asked if I 
could translate his words of solidarity into German and send the translation to the 
media group of the campaign in Bavaria. Since the RSFF keep their communication 
on the homepage principally in both German and English, the following translation 
of Rûnbîr’s solidarity message reached Munich on September 3, 2013:

‘We are Asylstafetten. This summer, we walked from Malmö in southern Sweden 
to the capital Stockholm and with one voice we shouted NO BORDERS NO NATIONS 
in towns and villages where political slogans had maybe never been shouted. We 
exclaimed that we had already walked through all the thicket which the European 
countries’ refugee-hostile politics planted into the way of people. People, whose only 
aim is to find a safe haven free of war, persecution, poverty, marginalization, and 
oppression. We exclaimed that we were from countries which had been attacked 
with phosphorous weapons, cluster and chemical bombs, which had been exploited, 
marginalized, occupied, which became a laboratory for all the bombs that the great 
powers produce. We stressed that an Afghani 16-years-old needs healthy and sane 
adult role models, just as much as a Swedish 16-years-old needs such, and that 
both need their families’ love and secure environments where they can grow up 
to become strong and free souls. We cannot keep these borders which separate us 
from each other and which differentiate us into humans-with-papers and humans-
without-papers, people with the right to move freely for the sake of their own 
pleasure and leisure, and people who are illegal and marginalized wherever they 
go. By directing our resistance at these constructed borders, we position ourselves 
against a bordered world and protect this world as a whole. We reject a globalization 
of exploitation and slavery, of class inequalities and environmental degradation, of 
sexism and social injustice. We are for a world where empathy includes the biosphere 
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as a whole with all its beings, woods, seas, continents, deserts and plains. We are 
for a world where we welcome each other and where we together can enjoy peace 
and love. We are with you, our friends! We saw how brutally you were mistreated by 
the German police. We share your bruises and want to be with you when you resist 
politics which systematically discriminate and maintain inequality and oppression. 
Together we will tear down the walls; together we will create a world where nobody 
is illegal’ (Asylstafetten, The Asylum Relay Walk through Sweden, in solidarity with 
the National Refugee Strike in Germany).1

Comparing this solidarity message from Asylstafetten with the RSFF’s position 
on the ‘duality of Non-Citizens and Citizens’ as cited above (p. 2), several 
connections become visible: Both campaigns not only refuse the legal, social and 
political dichotomy between noncitizens (‘humans-without-papers’) and citizens 
(‘humans-with-papers’), but they also link this particular inequality of citizenship 
to the larger oppressive systems of racism and capitalism. In this sense, aside from 
physical solidarity manifestations such as the one in front of the Swedish Embassy 
Berlin described above, the different campaigns focusing on Bavaria, Germany 
and Sweden are also intellectually linked. A wish for further unification of the 
movement is apparent in the cited self-image of the CPRE by proclaiming a ‘huge 
movement that has been spreading all over Europe’. This language of international 
solidarity, of ‘nothing to lose but our chains’ (RSFF) and against a ‘globalization of 
exploitation and slavery, of class inequalities’ (Asylstafetten) further illustrates the 
opposition against neoliberal capitalism and the conceptual influence of Marxist 
critique shared by both campaigns.

However, the fact that the informal contact between RSFF and Asylstafetten, i.e. 
communication mainly via social networks, has been established so recently (early 
Sept. 2013), make it for now impossible to speak of more than a social movement 
coalition (Fox, 2002) - a coalition that is active within different regional, national 
and inner-EU spheres of power (political-administrative) and relying on different 
hubs of resistance (social movement bases). If this currently binational coalition of 
different regionally and nationally focused social movement campaigns can indeed 
develop towards a more trans-European social movement of refugee activism, is 
therefore a question that will require further research.
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1 Both Ali and Rûnbîr agreed explicitly on the procedure of being referred to with 

their first name in text. All other participants of Asylstafetten, who did not explicitly 
agree on this procedure, are treated as anonymous sources for ethical reasons.

Martin Joorman
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 HUMOROUS FORM OF PROTEST: DISPROPORTIONATE 
USE OF INTELLIGENCE IN GEZI PARK’S RESISTANCE
PERRİN ÖĞÜN EMRE, BARIŞ ÇOBAN, GÜLÜM ŞENER

‘Every joke is a tiny revolution’
(George Orwell).

Carnival and Madness: Looking at New Social Movements from a Distorted 

Perspective

Unlike conventional ones, new social movements have paved the way for the 
development of horizontal and participatory politics disrupting authority’s network 
of relationships. Accordingly, since the main goal is to criticise the authority, it 
has been aimed to create a social movement through which authority’s network 
of relationships is revealed in every field and disabled by use of humour, as well. 
Process of taking the authority out of social life with the help of non-violent 
protests and humour has historically been in a carnivalesque form as carnivals are 
the rituals used to remind people the fact that authorities do not exist in real life 
or they only exist as tools for the societies. It follows that carnivals are the events 
which show that authorities are vacuous and temporary within the social context 
by criticising them using profanity and humour. A carnivalesque lifestyle is an 
unusual sense of the world, i.e. ‘world upside down’ (Bakhtin 2002, p. 238). This 
inversion is the subversion of authority and recovering of the society in a limited 
time and space. Throughout the carnival, the society having felt the pressure of 
the authority is now free; the carnival proves that fantasy of utopian freedom still 
lives in the social memory. Carnival becomes a way consisting of steps taken out of 
the authority’s boundaries and produces the liberal texture of the social culture1. 
Carnival is like a derailed train, a moment of freedom lived until the train is railed 
again, and though being short and temporary, it enables one to step out of the road 
walked incessantly, see the world from a different point of view, and reach out the 
space lying beyond the standpoint imposed to the society. A short-lived break still 
leaves an impressive mark in both social consciousness and social unconsciousness. 
It proves that fiction of a world belonging exclusively to the society itself and totally 
apart from the authority’s fiction is possible. Carnival with its all contents initially 
humiliates, demolishes and ridicules the authority’s fiction. In its own fiction, 
everyone is equal and social sphere becomes the sphere of freedom since the 
power and authority are grabbed for a short period of time and it is time to enjoy 
this power-grab. Carnival is the criticism of the time being, the social moment being 
lived. As a game, carnival is the process of criticism and liberation during which all 

1 Carnival was ‘the temporary suspension of the official system with all its bans 
and hierarchical obstacles. For a short time, life stepped out of its routine, legitimate 
and sanctified flow and took a step in the sphere of utopian freedom. Fantastic 
nature and utopian radicalism of the images originating from the feast atmosphere 
were enhanced by the very shortness and temporariness of this freedom.’ (Bakhtin 
2002, p. 109).
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rules are shattered and cancelled, and all the borders are defined by the participants 
(performers). The abovementioned criticism is a creative activity revealing another 
prospective world, a world in which the society will be able to fulfil itself in a 
more equal and free way. Carnival is a game in which the routine is broken and 
time is re-fictionalized2. Carnival is a free playground having no authority and it is 
a practice of criticism showing that another world apart from the present one is 
possible3. Society’s idea of future freedom is reproduced with the carnival, which 
means carnival is a contingent reproduction. Creative destruction is completed with 
creative re-structuring. However, the re-structured world is a living utopia in which 
social equity and freedom exist. This living utopia refers to a communal order; 
therefore, communal experiences are the realised forms of utopias.

Madness is a carnival. It is a game with no authority and subject, an inversion, 
subversion and break-down4. Madness is the living form of a dual opposition; it is 
an automatic and living carnival. Thus, madness which is clearly realising and living 
the thing the individual has so far suppressed has an alarming aspect as well; the 
madman discloses everything which are indirectly attempted to be made invisible 
though being visible, and reveals hypocrisy of both the authority and society5. 
Madness is a mirror; it cannot see itself and is drowned in its own secrecy. The 
madman reflects the shortcomings of the society with his smile and disturbs its 
peace through the things it reflects6. Madness refers to a new language and reflects 
its own break-down into this language. The language it uses is a heterodox one 
which has an esoteric structure. The madman has a deviant and sharp tongue 
which has a destructive sense of humour. He neither recognizes the authority 
nor its boundaries, and uses his stark-naked language freed from all covers of the 
society. In this context, the madman’s discourse is alarming for both the authority 
and the society; however, as it is indispensable for social liberation, the society 
cannot relinquish this language even though it fears and avoids its sarcastic and 
humiliating form. The madman’s frightfulness comes from its nudity yet this freed-

2 Carnival ‘tended to reflect the time game itself, the game both kills and gives 
birth by re-shaping the old in the new and letting nothing eternalize itself… What 
is highlighted is the future; utopian features are always contained in rituals and 
images of the celebrating joy of the public.’ (Bakhtin 2002, p. 102).

3  ‘All the children playing games create a world for themselves in the games they 
play; more correctly, they place the objects of the world they live in inside a new 
order they create according to their own wishes.’ (Freud 2001, p. 104).

4 Madness ‘plays on the entirety of that ambiguous texture beginning anew all 
the time on the surfaces of the objects and in the glittering of daylight, in all image 
plays, and in hesitation of the reality and illusion, tearing apart again each time, and 
both uniting and separating the reality and image. It hides and reveals, it tells the lie 
and the truth; it is both dark and light. ‘(Foucault 1995,p.75).

5  ‘Madness holds a primitive power of revelation: it is such a revelation that the 
imaginary is the reality here, thin surface of illusion leads to undeniable depths, and 
momentary glittering of the image makes the world fall prey to the alarming figures 
eternalized in their own nights...’ (Foucault 1995, p. 55).

6 ‘My smile targets the people lacking commonsense whom I sentenced to 
pay for their bad deeds, ungenerousity, hunger, wrath, traps they set, malice and 
jealousy’ (Hippocrates 1997, p. 28).
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from-authority nudity of the society is fascinating as it has a carnivalesque aspect; 
therefore, the madman is carnival which is alive. Today, participants of new social 
movements are like knights mirroring the society as the madmen do. Protesters do 
not differ from madmen at all; they indifferently do the things a ‘normal person’ 
would abstain and recklessly embark on one adventure after another. These 
adventures include resisting the armed police, throwing Stones to them, trying to 
stop police vehicles by standing in front of or lying under them, planting oneself 
unprotected in front of water cannons, plastic bullets and tear gas projectiles, etc. 
The protester does what the madman did in the past; s/he both targets the authority 
with his/her esoteric, deviant and humorous discourse, undermines its discourse, 
and reveals with his/her protests that the authority is desperate and pathetic, and 
that it is actually against the society in every step it takes which means the authority 
is guilty. Participants of the carnival are subjects refusing to join the authority’s 
game besides rejecting its mentality. Accordingly, participants of the carnival are 
called ‘mad’ by the authority. Madness is a prerequisite for a carnivalesque struggle. 
The madman turns the struggle into a game and keeps playing this game in a way 
that the authority cannot deal with.

Cultural activism or breaking down the authority’s discourse

Grindon notes that today’s cultural activists associate their protests mainly with 
Dadaism, Surrealism and Avant-gardism, and with the stance of Situationists who 
have played a crucial role in May ’68 Riots. This is because the emphasis made by 
the social movements on alienating the authority’s discourse through displacement, 
dissonance, fracture, détournement and various combinations thereof comes from 
the said art movements (2010, p. 21). Thompson states that anti-globalization 
movements from 1999 to 2003 were fuelled by 19th century Romantic Movement 
and, at the same time, he notes that activists made their protests and oppositions 
through tactical innovations by way of horizontal organization and cultural 
interventions (2010, p. 35). Kershaw calls the protest styles of today’s social 
movements ‘radical performance’ since this performance is not outside but inside 
the hegemonic power system and practices, and functions through plays in, and 
manipulation of, the authority’s rituals, grammar, syntax, and vocabulary and 
terminology (transferred by Boyle 2010, p. 201).

The authority may appropriate the discourse of dissidents by occupying their 
discursive sphere, empty the dissident discourse by procuring the ideological 
structures which are affiliates of the authority but pretend to be dissidents to 
produce dissident discourses, or marginalize the dissident discourse by expelling 
it from the social communication sphere. However, it can never totally seize the 
discursive sphere since, within the framework of its dialectic, discourse is dynamic 
and cannot be completely fixed or confined. Ideological struggle over the discursive 
sphere goes on incessantly. Discursive sphere is not a monistic area in which only 
a single ideology is voiced; on the contrary, it is a dynamic and dialectic area in 
which breaks and displacements occur and sewing and articulation processes 
are incessantly re-structured. Analyzing the relationship between discourse and 
ideology is at the same time to analyze the processes of understanding the dynamics 
of current social life and justifying the social practices. Social discourse bears the 
traces of the current period’s production style, production relationships, ideology 
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and other cultural practices, thus analyzing the social discourse is to analyze the 
social.

Discourse struggle against the authority has various forms. New discourse 
propositions are made against the authority’s discourse and an alternative discourse 
is created which, at the same time, targets the opponent discourse and try to 
undermine it. Another method is to manipulate and invert the opponent discourse. 
The best example of discourse inversion is the practice of cultural jamming as 
explained in Tim Jordan’s book titled ‘Activist’ (2004). The aim of creating a new 
dissident discourse through manipulation of the hegemonic cultural discourse, 
political discourse, commercials and advertisements, and elements of popular 
culture which criticises all of them is to enable an alternative reading socially; 
however, it may be suggested that this may give negative results as it paves the 
way for popularization and reproduction of these discourses by making them more 
visible -for example, ‘Anti Capitalista’ written using the fonts of the global beverage 
registered trademark ‘Coca Cola’.

As a political subversion and a cultural protest tactic, culture jamming enables 
activists to access the means of communication, improves and strengthens 
solidarity for social change, and protesters poking holes in the surrounding official 
ideology are considered public opinion saboteurs in both corporate and government 
messages (Irzık 2010, pp.138-144). At the same time, social movements strive to 
find and provide living spaces beyond the outreach of the authority. This struggle is 
carried out by finding and creating alternative time and places within the city. Urban 
struggles which have a carnivalesque style exceed the space and time boundaries 
set by the authority and reject such regulations. During Gezi Movement which 
broke out as a movement against urban renewal, modifications by the resisters to 
the city’s signs (Contradiction in Taksim for Construction in Taksim, Tomalı Hilmi 
Street for Tunalı Hilmi Street, etc.) and symbols (‘gezikondu’–modified version of 
‘gecekondu’ which means ‘shanty’– for the resisters’ tents, image of Resist Kuğulu 
Park, etc.) are the examples of intervention to the space while the slogan ‘Ankara 
için direniş vakti’ (Time for Ankara to resist) is an example of intervention to time. 
Time to resist has become the time to enjoy, carnivalesque activity has filled the 
leisure time and resistance has been interlocked with joy and leisure time when 
the time was targeted. Resistance has become the activity where laughter spread 
to everyone. Carnival which has a libertarian reference within the Bakhtinian 
context is the activity of social discharge occurring in a limited time during which 
replacement, subversion and displacement take place.

Functions of humour in social movements

Carnival is a reaction to all kinds of restrictions, confinements and hierarchical 
structure. Carnival basically pokes fun at the authority, ridicules it, uses the 
destructive force of laughter, humiliates everything representing the authority 
and declares war against the authority using discourse and visual violence in an 
aestheticised way. This humour-based war against the authority is carried out on 
the basis of legitimate self-defence against all visible and invisible violence exerted 
by the authority. Guerrilla style and course of action of the humour and its structure 
containing and transcending different social classes and educational levels give all 
the groups and individuals having a problem with the authority ‘the opportunity to 
be involved with the carnivalesque struggle in different ways and at different levels.’
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Unlike the traditional anti-authority protest types and the approaches 
centralizing certain groups and decentralizing the others, humour, within its 
individualism-based emphasis, makes it possible to create a more inclusive and 
open struggle space. Everybody participating in the carnival is equal, no one is the 
authority; anyone trying to be the authority immediately becomes the target of 
the humour maintaining the dynamism incessantly and is ejected from the game, 
thus carnival spews out the authority in any case. Carnival is a game; however, rules 
of this freedom-based game are set and continually changed by the participants 
thereof.

In her book ‘Humour and Social Protest’ (2007), Marjolein’ T. Hart underlines 
that humour is a powerful tool for social movements. In her compilatory work she 
compared European protests of different periods, she defines the common features 
of the humour used in resistance discourse and stresses out its ponderousness in 
dissident discourse. From the questions such as in which cases humour is used, 
how it strengthen the opposition and to what degree it is effective, she concludes a 
chronology from past to present. ‘

‘During carnivals and similar festive periods former ranks and hierarchies 
disappeared. All participants to the carnival were considered equal and free and 
familiar contacts were allowed between different social classes and positions. These 
ritual settings stressed the all-human, all-joyous characteristics of life and opened 
the way for playful and undefined relationships’ (Hart 2007, p. 4).

Skipping to 1960s, humour was used by the students in pacifist protests in 
order to draw media’s attention, and disarm the authorities and lead them to 
dialectic field. As a communication strategy, humour makes its target more open to 
persuasion by shattering its defence mechanisms. Refuting joke-blended criticism 
with rational arguments becomes harder; conscientious statements addressing 
the feelings may tear down the official boundaries. Therefore, humour is called 
‘weapon of the weak’ (Hart 2001, p. 8).

Hart notes that humour needs three factors in order to be effective. These three 
factors are framing, collective identity and emotions. The first one points out the 
need for a framework within which the dissidents- not always ideological- make 
their ‘case’ clear, and objectify the parties and grounds of this case. Gathering 
around tangible grounds and campaign slogans which is a characteristic of new 
social movements plays a role in mobilization of the activists as well. Hart states 
that framing plays a role in creating relationships with social activity which are 
built on self-interest. MADD (Mothers Against Drunk Driving), drawing attention to 
the meaning represented by its initials, stresses out the tempting contradiction its 
movement added to the humorous discourse. It calls the identity of mother, which 
is a reference to the instinct to protect one’s children, into protesting drunk drivers 
acting irresponsibly and out of control. She claims that thanks to this successful 
framing, masses will not be indifferent and consider mobilization. What framing 
points out is that discourse surpasses the content. Collective identity which is 
the second factor is consistent with the nature of new social movements. What 
distinguishes ‘us’ from ‘them’ is that the movement can gather repertoires of action, 
forms of organization, strategies, other methods it uses and differences around 
a collective identity. All in all, as laughing is an activity caused by contradictions 
and differences, differences develop a criticism practice suitable for themselves. 
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Artun Avcı notes that laughing disrupts the reproduction of authority’s network of 
relationships. The sanctified subject is taken out of its context and objectified. 

‘Laughing at a respected thing enables the laughing party to free from the thing 
which is the source of fear and get rid of the oppressive burden of the past. According 
to Hannah Arendt, the biggest enemy of the authority is laughter’ (transferred by 
Avcı, Birikim Dergisi, Arendt 1997, p. 51). 

Authority is sustained by respect. Respect means being serious, sober, balanced 
and solemn. Making fun of the respect is to damage ‘public scenario’ of the authority. 
Worldly and unworldly authorities have no sense of humour. Each laughter results 
in a disharmony. This disharmony is the disruption of the harmony and unity of 
Holy/divine cosmos. Each laughter prevents the individual from reaching the 
‘Universal Intelligence’ organizing the Cosmos in Plato’s idea. ‘Voltaire’s laughter 
was more destructive than Rousseau’s weeping’ (Herzen, transferred by Bakhtin, 
2001, p. 112). Kolonel Klepto, one of the founders of CIRCA Movement, notes the 
following about irony: ‘The police are comfortable with confrontational resistance 
but faced with the art of ridicule, they don’t know how to respond’ (transferred by 
Boyle 2010, pp. 207-208). 

On the other hand, while nearly mocking analogies and grotesque approaches 
which are not ‘politically correct’ are good ways of attracting marginal groups, 
they cause the reproduction of previously existing prejudices among the society 
as well. Particularly in the sense of humour created by Afro-Americans through 
their ethnic (collective) identity, messages are conducted using a discourse having 
the characteristics of both their own language and White People’s language, and a 
style which is arrogant and rebuking (Hart 2007, pp. 10-11). Dick Gregory, an Afro-
American comedian using this style, predicts to release the tension in question and 
enable the probable integration to take place in the future by using jokes. As a 
matter of fact, this collective identity is created around the attribution ‘plunderer’ 
(çapulcu). Discussing emotions as the third and last factor, Hart (2007) notes that 
social aspect of the power of emotions is neglected by the sociologists. She stresses 
out that emotions cannot be reduced only to individual psychology and underlines 
their relationship with collective cultural meanings, social networks and collective 
identities. She exemplifies the role of such emotions as fear, rage, excitement and 
alienation in building social networks with the fact that Black and LGBT marches 
are called Pride Parades. So much so that slogans such as ‘Polis simit sat, onurlu 
yaşa’ which means ‘Police, sell donuts and live honourably’ are created within this 
framework). Melucci (1988) who agrees that emotions have a substantial role in 
initiation of social movements refers to the necessity of studying social movement’s 
‘emotional investment’ in mobilization. Apart from the humour created during 
Gezi protest, anger and rage fuelled by the killing of 5 young men speeded up the 
mobilization process. ‘The impact of humour (brought about by laughing with one 
another) can strengthen and forge long-term responses like feelings of affection, 
solidarity, and loyalty among activists’ (Hart 2007, p. 12). In her study investigating 
new social movements in Madrid, C. F. Fominaya enlists the roles played by humour. 
Humour plays a substantial role in creating a collective identity and solidarity, 
defining and criticizing ‘confrontation’, the integration of new and marginal groups, 
releasing the tension, leading the contradiction to a reconciliatory ground, and the 
self-expression of alternative political dissidents. She underlines that humour is 
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an effective source for creation of collective identity in especially heterogeneous 
groups failing to form any kind of collectivism (Fominaya, 2007, p. 257).

Teasing the authority: Humour in Gezi Park Movement

It can be said that the language and discourse created and used during Gezi 
Movement fed off of the repertoire of contention of the new social movements 
which are against globalization but support alter-globalization and alternatively 
called 3rd Generation social movements emerging as a result of the velocity gained 
by the globalization process since the second half of the 90s. Gezi created a new 
resistance language that refuses violence, carries peaceful, naive and optimistic 
messages, praises apoliticism and inorganization (‘Halkız biz, halk!’ which means 
‘We tell you, we are the people!’), and with these aspects, puts some distance 
between itself and conventional social movements. Resisters adopted a witty, 
wise, funny and fearless language that rather than subverting the political power 
it is against and opposes to, or creating an alternative language to this political 
power’s, restructures its discourse and immediately responds to the statements 
of PM Erdoğan and government officials. M. Erdoğan attributed the term çapulcu 
(plunderer) to the protesters; however, they internalized this term and made it a 
nickname for themselves. The word çapulcu (plunderer) was shared in the social 
media after being transliterated into different languages, and gained new meanings 
other than its lexical meaning. When the whole process within Gezi Movement is 
interpreted as a carnival, it can be seen that it is a game of liberation of the madmen 
who made the word çapulcu (plunderer) their nickname that was originally used 
by the authority to insult them. Types of opposition, slogans, songs and images 
created during Gezi Movement are carnivalesque in nature and make the power 
of discourse, statements and images of humour directly targeting the authority 
visible. Madness, however, is manifested in different ways and forms. For instance, 
one of the impressive examples of inverting the reality is the güzelleme (a poetry 
writing in praise of a special thing, especially a person) for the ‘tear gas’ used by 
the police to disperse, and even injure and kill the protesters; the slogan ‘biber gazı 
oley’ which means ‘yay, tear gas!’ (a slogan which has a masochistic connotation 
suggesting that the person is not affected by, on the contrary, enjoys the tear gas), 
the rhyme ‘sık bakalım’ which means ‘c’mon, shoot it!’ (a rhyme to let the police 
that the protester does not fear its power and authority), the writing ‘bu gaz bir 
harika dostum’ which means ‘dude this gas is awesome!’, and the lyrics ‘biber gazı 
bala benziyor’ which mean ‘tear gas is like honey’ make the practices visible which 
are to neutralise the opponent’s power by using an ironic language and make it 
powerless by turning the whole process to a game. 

It is necessary to know the social statuses and classes of the masses supporting 
the movement in order to understand the use of humour used in Gezi Movement. 
Results of a survey prepared by two academics working at Bilgi University, Esra 
Ercan Bilgiç and Zehra Kafkaslı, from 3rd to 4th of June, 2013 and responded 
online (via Facebook and Twitter) by three thousand people within 20 hours shed 
light on the general profile and objectives of the participants. Of the protesters, 
39.6% were from 19 to 25 years old, 24% were from 26 to 30 years old, and 75.8% 
joined the protests in the streets. Research also shows that Gezi Movement is a 
resistance movement essentially evolving around the government’s policies and 
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police brutality. It is possible to say that 
the language and discourse which was 
used mainly by the people defined as 
urbanite, middle-class7, young, social 
media user and apolitical created 
the language of Gezi Movement 
(HaberVs, 2013). This language which 
is alternatively defined as the use of 
‘disproportionate intelligence’ against 
AKP (Justice and Development Party) 
on the one hand draws attention 
to disproportionate police brutality 
inflicted by the authority, and on the 
other hand it considers intelligence 
one of the tools for dealing with and 
opposing the authority.

Discourses used within the movement are quite various and hybrid. On the one 
hand, Gezi Movement renewed the language of conventional social movements in 
Turkey, and on the other hand it carried the ‘teenager language’ of social media 
(since this language is widely used by the population supporting Gezi Movement) 
into the social movement. This individual, funny and humorous language acted as 
a unifying factor for a social movement based on anti-violence as well. Resisters 
humorously criticised the discourse and language of the authority by responding to 
the statements of RTE (Recep Tayyip Erdoğan), government officials, and individuals 
and organizations close to the government from different cultural contexts.

Another factor affecting the language of resistance is social media. Social media 
played a substantial role in creating and spreading the language of resistance. Wall 
posts in social networks and graffiti in the streets contributed to the development 
of each other; resistance in the street was carried into the virtual environment, and 
vice versa. Since the contents in social media are created by the users, language and 
discourse of resistance were created collectively as well, and humorous messages 
posted on Twitter and Facebook were spread virally in accordance with the nature 
of social media. Social media wall posts have become the platform where the 
digital natives showed their creativity relating to the resistance by using multimedia 
tools differently from stencils or graffiti. Thousands of creative images, audio and 
written materials, banners, slogans, posters and videos etc. were produced and 
went viral in social media. Sometimes the same messages were shared both on 
the street walls and in social media in different forms. Social media users played 
an important role in creating the language of resistance– a way of communication, 
which is participatory and responsive, shatters hierarchy and promotes horizontal 
communication. Rather than opponent political organizations, voices of individuals 

7 In his ari cle on class structure of Gezi Movement, Korkut Boratav suggested 
that the middle-class is not capable of defi ning the class structure of the protesters, 
and notes that ‘Highly-qualifi ed and educated workers, together with future class 
comrades (students), as well as professionals, oppose the at empt of pick-pockei ng 
bourgeoisie and the polii cal power intertwined with it to appropriate and grab the 
urban income and interests’ (Sendika.org, 2013).
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were heard; social media users creating, sharing and commenting about resistance 
messages have become activists. Social media acted as a tool for improving the 
motivation of the resisters as well. Humorous discourse of social media users formed 
the language of Gezi Protest. As the young generation supporting the Movement 
was digital native, humorous language flourished.

Nearly each and every statement of the Prime Minister during Gezi Movement 
was held up to ridicule. The things he said were inverted, and every official 
statement was responded by the protesters with different styles. Protesters caught 
up with the hegemonic power’s language and returned it thereto by manipulating 
it as in the case that the protesters caught the tear gas canister thrown by the 
police to disperse them and threw it back to the police. Struggle was not carried 
out only on the streets, there was a fight going on in the language as well. Against 
the rough and masculine language of the PM which has the motto ‘I did it and that’s 
flat!’, a new language was used and it said that ‘we are still here!’  emphasizing 
diversity, respect and humour. Political humour blended with popular culture 
spread virally through social media and kept the resisters sober during the protests 
and illuminated the non-resisters. Humour replaced violence and brutality and 
established the peaceful language of questioning the system. One of the main 
factors composing the Gezi humour is to reject all kinds of relationships established 
by the authority rather than being an opponent to the authority.  As in all social 
movements avoiding establishing an authority and aiming at ‘changing the world 
without taking power’ (Holloway 2002), authority is also established during Gezi 
Movement in each step and demolished back again: Her yer Taksim Her Yer Direniş 
–Her Yer Maksim Her yer Gazino (Everywhere is Taksim; Resistance is Everywhere – 
Everywhere is Maksim8; Nightclubs Are Everywhere’), Mustafa Kemal’in Askerleriyiz 
– Mustafa Keser’in Askerleriyiz (We’re the Soldiers of Mustafa Kemal – We’re the 
Soldiers of Mustafa Keser9). Additionally, all forms of power-based politics are 
criticised as well: Writings ‘Çare Drogba’ and Çare Morgül’ (‘Hope Lies in the Hands 
of Drogba/Morgül’) created based on the slogan ‘Çare Sarıgül’ (‘Hope Lies in the 
Hands of Sarıgül’) which was once written voluntarily or by any other means on the 
walls across Turkey, make the absurdity of mainstream popular politics visible. All 
in all, humour is produced in a similar fashion to the script of an absurd play and it 
criticises the mainstream politics and culture using all popular, political and cultural 
images.

Although it is the subject of a more comprehensive study to analyze the tactics 
and discourses used by the cultural activists who created their own settings (time 
and space) by inverting the language used by the authority during Gezi Movement, 
in this paper we tried to reveal some of the frameworks/contexts used by the 
resisters when creating a counter-discourse to invert the authority’s discourse and 
language.

Popular culture

Gezi humour inverts the popular culture and through putting it in an anti-
authority format, both undermines this culture and lets the authority know that it 
realizes the trick the authority pulls by using the culture. Protesters using popular 

8 An old, famous nightclub in Turkey which exists no more
9 A renowned Turkish singer
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culture in an opposing and dissident way by preventing it from reproducing the 
dominant ideology, i.e. deconstructing the popular culture, strive to break down 
and invert the world-renowned popular culture during the process of creating an 
alternative culture. Culture jamming has widely been used during Gezi Protests 
as well; it helped the creation of a humour-based image produced through 
manipulation of popular advertising slogans, song lyrics, movie names and lines, 
and tabloid journalism materials, i.e. destruction of popular culture. Beyond the 
conventional dissident stance, humour, by way of both overemphasizing and 
reminding, in an inverted way, the elements of cultural environment the society lives 
in, develops humorous politics and a flexible discourse enabling participation.’Biber 
Gazı Cildi Güzelleştirir’ which means ‘Tear Gas Enhances Skin Beauty’ (a reference 
to cosmetic advertisements), ‘Biber Seni Çağırıyo!’ which means ‘Pepper Calls You!’ 
(are reference to an advertising slogan of Burger King ‘Feel the Fire’ of which Turkish 
version literally means ‘Fire Calls You’),’TOMAladıkça kaçan ateş böceği misin?’ which 
means ‘Are you a firefly fleeing from me as I TOMA (RCV – Riot Control Vehicle)?’ (a 
reference to a famous Turkish song of which original version is ‘KOVAladıkça kaçan 
ateş böceği misin?’ [Are you a firefly 
fleeing from me as I chase down?], 
rhyme intended between TOMA 
and KOVA), ‘TOMAlara göğüs geren 
işte benim Zeki Müren’which means 
‘Here I am, Zeki Müren, who squares 
up to RCVs’(a reference to the song 
titled ‘İşte Benim Zeki Müren’ [Here I 
Am, Zeki Müren] with a Zeki Müren 
image), ‘Toma, Su, Biber, Portakaaaal’ 
which means ‘RCV, Water, Pepper and 
Oraaaange’ (a reference to a famous 
song titled ‘Domates, Biber, Patlıcan’ 
[Tomato, Pepper and Eggplant] with a 
Barış Manço image) 

‘Buralara yaz günü gaz yağıyor’ which means ‘Gas falls down here on a summer 
day’ (a reference to the song lyrics ‘Buralara yaz günü kar yağıyor’ [It is snowy here 
in the summer] by SerdarOrtaç), ‘Hani Benim Recebim’ which means ‘Where Is My 
Recep?’ (a famous Turkish song), ‘No Recep No Cry’ (Bob Marley ‘No Woman No 
Cry’), ‘Neredesin Spartacus’ which means ‘Where Are You Spartacus?’ (a reference 
to the popular TV series ‘Spartacus’),’Ne çektin be Tayyip!’ which means ‘Long have 
you suffered Tayyip!’ (a reference to the famous line ‘Ne çektin be!’ [Long have you 
suffered!] from the high rated TV series ‘Avrupa Yakası’), ‘Polis Bey, çirkin olduğunuz 
kadar küstahsınız da !’which means ‘Mr. Policeman, you are also insolent as much 
as you are ugly!’ (a reference to famous lines from old Turkish movies), ‘Tayyip, 
winter is coming’ (a reference to the lines from the series ‘Game of Thrones’), 
‘Welcome to Fight Club Tayyip’ (a reference to the movie ‘Fight Club’), ‘Gazlı ve 
Öfkeli’ which means ‘Gassed and Furious’ (a reference to the movie ‘The Fast and 
The Furious’), ‘Hülya Avşar’la görüşüp Gülben Ergen’le görüşmeyerek bizi tekrar 
Gülbenci–Hülyacı diye bölmeye çalışıyorlar’ which means ‘They are trying to divide 
us into two groups, Gülben- and Hülya-supporters, by negotiating with Hülya Avşar 
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but not with Gülben Ergen’ (two sensational Turkish celebrities having been rivals 
for a long time), ‘Gaz’a Niye Gelmedin?’ which means ‘Why Did You Not Join the Gas 
Night? (the song of which original version by Ahmet Kaya is ‘Saza Niye Gelmedin?’ 
[Why Did You Not Join the Musical Night?] is in the banner with two Rakı glasses 
made of tear gas canisters),’Mustafa Keser’in askerleriyiz’ which means ‘We’re the 
soldiers of Mustafa Keser’, ‘Freddie Mercury’nin askerleriyiz’ which means ‘We’re 
the soldiers of Freddie Mercury’, and ‘Halk gündüz Clark Kent, gece Süperman’ 
which means ‘The people are Clark Kent during the day, and Superman during the 
night-time’.

Youth culture

As stated above, a major part of Gezi Movement was comprised of youngsters 
who were thought so far to be apolitical. They have participated in a political 
protest for the first time in their lives and they have been called the digital natives. 
As the young people are one of the most prominent components of the Movement, 
the discourse and statements created within the framework of the Movement are 
developed accordingly. While taking a stand against the authority, the young have 
from time to time become a rebellious adolescent not giving a hoot about the 
authority (‘Bibergazı da neymiş, ağzına biber sürülerek yetiştirilmiş bir gençliğiz’ 
[Pepper gas cuts no ice with us; we are a generation raised rubbing pepper on our 
mouths], ‘Bizim gibi üç çocuk istediğine emin misin?’ [Are you sure you would want 
three children like us?]), a generation replacing the authority (father figure) and 
giving advices to it (‘Direnişe gittik hocam yok yazmayın’ [Do not mark us absent 
Mr./Mrs., we are off to resist] – the 
banners left on school desks, ‘Sıkma 
demiyorum hobi olarak yine sık’ [I 
don’t tell you not to shoot, you can 
still do it as a hobby] – a reference 
to a famous comics line which is 
‘Yapma demiyorum, hobi olarak yine 
yap!’ [I don’t tell you not to do it, 
you can still do it as a hobby]), and a 
new social protester distinguishing 
himself/herself from previous social 
movements by highlighting his/her 
apolitical stance (‘Ne yazacağımı 
bulamadım ama anarşi filan işte’ [I 
couldn’t find anything to write but if I 
could, it would be anarchy and so on] 

Slogan bulamadım’ [I couldn’t find 
a slogan], ‘Kahrolsun bağzı şeyler’ 
[Some things be damned]).

Social media and digital game culture constitute one of the main elements of 
Gezi Movement. Social media and game language used by Generation Y is a teenager 
language which is funny and highly responsive and ‘kisses the authority off’ while 
blending the language of popular culture with the language of the protest. Game 
culture belongs to digital natives and it found a place for itself in the streets, graffiti 
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and social media as it reflects their identity. Even though rising to the bait is actually 
a statement used by the political authorities in order to spread fear, it has different 
meanings for the protesters: ‘DO NOT RISE TO THE BAIT’:the protester sees himself/
herself in the same position as the authority, and brings himself/herself forward as 
an alternative centre of authority against the current one. Humour which is based 
on and revolves around PC games makes the cultural structure of the resisting 
public be visible. Turning the resistance into a game eliminated drawbacks of 
the individuals having participated in no protest before, and enabled mass social 
movements which were managed and directed by one or more participants as 
differently from closed political meetings. Protesters responded to the ‘dirty tricks’ 
of the authority by developing their own game with a childish joy, and both inverted 
the culture they gained from these games and used it against the authority, and 
utilized the skills they achieved playing these games for improving the protests: 
‘Oynamazsan kazanamazsın dostum’ [If you don’t play, you’ll never win, mate], ‘Sis 
atma OÇ’ [Don’t throw smoke grenades, you SOB!] (a catchphrase originating from 
the PC game ‘Counter Strike’. Some players used this phrase when the bomb which 
is called a smoke grenade emitting a white light and making noise is thrown. The 
reason why this phrase is used is that this effect causes the computers with less 
developed properties to lock up and it results in unfair competition in the game), 
‘GTA’da polis döven nesile sataştın’ [You’ve taunted a generation beating the 
police in GTA] (GTA –Grand Theft Auto is a car race-simulated PC game), ‘Hepimiz 
Pokemonuz’ [We Are All Pokémons] (a slogan referring to the original slogan 
‘Hepimiz Hrant’ız, Hepimiz Ermeni’yiz’ [We’re all Hrant, We’re all Armenians] upon 
murder of Hrant Dink), ‘Tehlikenin farkında mısın? Kaç gündür Candy Crush isteği 
gelmiyor’ [Are you aware of the danger? No Candy Crush requests for days!’] etc.

Defeating brutality with humour

Gezi Movement which puts 
passive resistance at its centre has 
basically built its discourse around 
anti-brutality humour. Masses 
moving with the aim of legal 
protest against police brutality 
managed to overcome and defeat 
it with humour: ‘Dün çok çeviktin 
polis’ [Police, you were very agile 
yesterday] (a reference to Turkey’s 
riot police ‘Çevik Kuvvet’ which 
literally means ‘Agile Force’), 
‘Polis Kardeş Gerçekten Gözlerimi 
Yaşartıyorsunuz’ [Police, you literally bring tears to my eyes, bro!], ‘Polis Naber 
CNM’ [Police, what’s up HUN?], ‘Polis dudaklarına yapışıp kalıcam!’

[Imma sitck with your police lips] (a reference to a Turkish song of which original 
version is ‘Çilek dudaklarına yapışıp kalıcam’ [Imma stick with your strawberry 
lips]), ‘Polis, kötü olma lan!’ [Police, don’t be a bad ass!]. Masses resisting the police 
brutality with their unprotected bodies developed a humorous approach evolving 
especially around the claims that they were beginning to become ‘masochist’ tear 



442

POLITSCI ’13

gas addicts. This ‘masochistic’ approach adopted against ‘sadistic’ police brutality 
revealed the brutality and offensive attitude shown by the police and let them 
know that protesters do not fear: ‘Bu bibergazı bi harika dostum’ [Dude, this tear 
gas is awesome!’], ‘Gaz bağımlılık yaptı panpa’ [Now I’m a gas addict, bud], ‘Çilekli 
yok mu?’ [Can I have strawberry-flavoured gas?], ‘Gazın mı bitti Abisi’ [Ran out of 
gas, bro?], ‘Devlet Uyuma İsyancına Biber Sık’ [State, wake up and spray pepper 
to your rebels], ‘haberim yokmuş gibi sık kanka’ [Shoot it as if I wasn’t aware of, 
dude], ‘Oha resmen gazatmış’ [Jeez, you’ve really gassed!], ‘Biber gazı sıkmanıza 
gerek yoktu bayım, zaten yeterince duygusal çocuklarız !’ [Mister, there was no 
need for tear gas,we guys are already emotional enough], ‘Gazlar Meksikadan mı 
hacı?’ [Does the gas come from Mexico, hajji?10], ‘Just in Biber’ [Just in Pepper – 
a reference to Justin Bieber in which ryhme was intended between ‘Bieber’ and 
‘Biber’ which means ‘Pepper’], ‘Sıkma demiyorum hobi olarak gene sık’ [I don’t tell 
you not to shoot, you can still do it as a hobby].Protesters resisting TOMAs (RCVs – 
Riot Control Vehicles) based on anti-brutality humour by building barricades wrote 
on one of the first barricades ‘TOMA’nın Dramı’ [Tragedy of RCV] and showed 
that a passive and humorous resistance to RCV brutality was possible. Protesters 
stated humorously that despite its massiveness and frightening image, they were 
not desperate: ‘Orama TOMA Burama 
Toma’ [Don’t RC there, RC here], 
‘TOMA or not TOMA, işte bütün 
mesele bu’ [To RCV, or not to RCV, 
that is the question!], ‘Çok Yalnızım 
TOMA’ [RCV, I’m so lonely!], ‘3 gündür 
yıkanmıyoruz TOMA gönderin’ [We 
haven’t taken a shower for 3 days, so 
send us RCVs], ‘TOMAyla 8 gündür 
beraberiz ciddi düşünüyoruz’ [We 
have been dating RCVs for 8 days now, 
so we’re planning to get married] 

‘Sizde TOMA varsa, bizde Drogba var’ [You may have RCV, but we have Drogba].
Use of casual language in the protests banalizes, desacralizes and equalizes the 
authority’s language. Hierarchical status of the authority is shattered with a style 
in which, from time to time, resisters talk to the authority on a first name basis and 
from the same level as it is, and sometimes with a supercilious style.

Football and fan culture

Football and fan culture played a substantial role in the popularization of humour 
as well. With the emergence of dissident fan groups in the stadiums which have 
become more popular and gained more supporters day by day, stadiums in Turkey 
began to be the areas for political struggle as well. Especially Beşiktaş Çarşı group, 
the fan club of the Turkish football team BJK, i.e. Beşiktaş, gained sympathy and 
national fame thanks to its dissident stance, civic engagement and slogans (‘Çarşı 
her şeye karşı!’ [Çarşı opposes everything!], ‘Çarşı savaşa karşı’ [Çarşı opposes war!], 
‘Çarşı ırkçılığa karşı’ [Çarşı opposes racism!], ‘Çarşı Nükleer Santrallere Karşı’ [Çarşı 

10 Besides its actual meaning, ‘hajji’ is a slang word in Turkish used just like ‘dude, 
man, pal, bro etc.’.
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opposes nuclear plants!], ‘Evdeki hesap Çarşıya uymaz’ [a Turkish proverb literally 
translated as ‘The calculation made at home does not work out at the shop’ – ‘çarşı’ 
originally means ‘shop’). Upon a quite warm welcome by the dissident groups to 
Çarşıfan club participating in public protests, left-winger dissident fanclubs of 
football teams such as Galatasaray- Tek Yumruk [Single Fist], Fenerbahçe- Sol Açık 
[Left Open] and Trabzonspor- Kemenche [Kamancha] were organized as well. With 
the conversion of football stadiums into political areas where alternative voices are 
heard, in other words, with the disruption of the reproduction of the dominant 
culture, dissidents began to use the means to enable popularization of alternative 
politics. The most important indicator of the success of this move is the attempt of 
the government to ban politics in stadiums with new legal regulations11. Similarly to 
the roles played by dissident fan clubs in the Arab Spring, especially the effect of the 
group called ‘Ultras’ during the street protests and riots in Egypt, one of the main 
actors of Gezi Movement was ‘Beşiktaş Çarşı’ fan club. Following Çarşı, Fenerbahçe–
Sol Açık and Galatasaray–Tek Yumruk fan clubs participated in the resistance as well, 
and struggled for the creation of a solidarist culture and atmosphere by gathering 
under the common name of ‘İstanbul United’ leaving the competition and rivalry at 
the stadiums behind. Football fans carried the slang, creative cheering and humour 
they used at the stadiums with them to the streets and squares and contributed to 
the creation of the resistance spirit. Çarşı fan club’s chasing the RCVs with a heavy 
machine they captured and naming it ‘POMA’ (PRCV – Police Riot Control Vehicle) 
can be interpreted as the blending of discursive humour with an activistic humour. 

Following this stunt achieving a high profile in media including mainstream 
media, and especially in social media, Çarşı fan club paved the way for a multi-
area struggle against the authority with its tweet ‘Anyone who knows how to fly a 
helicopter?’ – i.e. with ‘uninterrupted humour’. All in all, Çarşı fan club’s sense of 
humour enabled legitimization of social protests, though considered an offense by 
the authority, and furthermore, increased the public participation in and support 
for these protests by overcoming the fear. Football-based humour and wits written 
on the street walls during Gezi Movement played a significant role; football’s 
sense of humour interlocked with slang language caused large masses to follow 
or support the movement: ‘PES’te hep Barçayı alan Tayyip’ which means ‘Tayyip 

11 http://haber.sol.org.tr/spor/15-maddede-akpnin-stat-yasaklari-siyaset-yasak-
alkol-yasak-fisleme-serbest-haberi-77380
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who always selects Barça in PES’ 
(PES–Pro-Evolution Soccer, a 
simulated console game), ‘Allahını 
seven defansa gelsin- Jamiryo’ 
[For God’s sake, someone take the 
defence! –Jamiroquai], ‘Holosko + 
Bir miktar para verelim HÜKÜMETİ 
VERİN !’ [We give you Hološko + 
some money and you GIVE US THE GOVERNMENT!], ‘Bir de Beşiktaş'ın savunması 
kötü diyordunuz’ [Huh, once you said Beşiktaş’s defence was bad!], ‘Biber gazı bir 
Alex değil ama portakal gazı bir Hagi resmen’ [Tear gas is not as good as Alex but 
orange gas is literally as good as Hagi], ‘Alex gitti, sen mi gitmiyecen aq’ [Even Alex is 
gone, so how the fvck you think you’ll stay?], ‘Çare Drogba’ [Hope lies in the hands 
of Drogba], ‘Gazları Sabri’ye attırmayın’ [Don’t let Sabri shoot the canisters].

Protest localized

Public opposition made the 
people protect their locality 
against destructive effects of 
global neo-liberal policies. Its 
non-revolutionist nature and 
activity to improve the existing 
system aims not to disregard but 
to convert consumption patterns. 
Localization within the protest 
acted as a tool for both opposing 
globalization and greeting of 
protest movements which have 
gained locality, as well as for strengthening the sense of belonging (A variety of 
movements greeting Gezi Movement). Eventually, the phrase ‘Yaşasın tam bağımsız 
Kurukahveci Mehmet Efendi’ [Viva la fully independent Kurukahveci Mehmet 
Efendi12] 

(in front of the Starbucks logo), and the writing ‘Anti-Capitalista’ by using Coca-
Cola fonts and hung in Gezi Park for days against global brands throughout Gezi 
Movement clearly highlight the embracing of locality. Emphasis on locality can also 
be seen in phrasing the slogans with different accents and local dialects. All local 
dialects and cultural codes along with symbols of Anatolia versus the existing exalted 
and sterile İstanbul accent are carried into walls. ‘Adanalıyık, çapulcunun Allahıyık’ 
which means ‘We’re from Adana and we are the gods of plunderers’(a modified 
version a catchphrase used by the locals in the city of Adana), ‘Gardaş direnmiyek 
mi la’ which means ‘Aren’t we allowed to resist, bro?’ (Ankara accent), ‘Taş da mı 
atmıyağ?’ which means ‘Arent’ we allowed even to throw stones?’, ‘Datça, direnip 
duru gari...’ which means ‘Datça still resists’ (local accent of Aegean geographical 
region of Turkey), ‘Ankara’nın Dikmeni, bir daha gelirsem s..k beni’ which means 
‘Dikmen of Ankara, f.ck me if I come back’, ‘Keçi gibi inadınla diren Ankara’ which 
means ‘Ankara, resist stubbornly as a goat’ (an illustration of a gas masked goat) 

12 A famous Turkish Coffee brand and shop. 
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‘Diren Gezi Parkı çayi biturduk 
geliyoruz, Fındıklı, Viçe’ which means 
‘Gezi Park, resist! We’ve finished the 
tea and set off’ (Accent of Black Sea 
geographical region of Turkey and 
a banner hung in a hazelnut yard), 
the gigantic evil eye talisman banner 
hung on a wall in Gezi Park following 
the press briefing of Necati Şaşmaz, 
‘Tokat’tan mı geliyon da gız sen 
Almus’lu musun? Ben seni alıcam da 
söyle çapulcu musun?’ which means 
‘Oh girl, do you come from Tokat, 
are you from Almus? I’ll marry you 
but tell me first if you’re a plunderer’ (a modified version of a folk song), ‘Parkta 
da mı gezmiyah’ which means ‘Aren’t we allowed to go for a walk in the park as 
well?’ (local Anatolian accent), ‘Gaz düşebülü, Toma çıkabülü’ which means ‘Gas 
canister may fall, RCV may cross’ (local Inland Anatolian accent), ‘İzmir’de polise 
çiğdem diyolarmış’ which means ‘Rumour has it they call police ‘çiğdem’ in İzmir’ 
(a reference to a different word selection for ‘sunflower seed’ in İzmir, that is 
‘çiğdem’ in İzmir and ‘çekirdek’ in other parts of Turkey), ‘İzmir’de TOMAya tomat 
diyorlarmış’ which means ‘Rumour has it they call TOMAs (RCVs) tomat in İzmir’ 
(the same as above).

Changing language of social movements

Language of new social movements, which has been on the spot from the 
beginning, aimed at reaching certain goals and originated from environmental, 
LGBT, peace, feminist, left-wing etc. organizations, has been going through a 
transformation phase and became questionable.

Women played unusually active roles in Gezi Park protests. Language of 
women from barricades to graffiti was embraced by the nature of the resistance. 
Particularly, women’s publicization of their reactions to procurements by the 
Government over the female body and carrying their struggle and protests into 
the streets made them the main heroes of the photos shared via social media. As 
defined by Habermas (2001), women were the featured victims supporting social 
movements making their opposition through grammar of life forms. Accordingly, 
Yücel Kayıran highlights that subjectification of the women is one of the two most 
important features of Gezi Park protest distinguishing it from others. He notes 
that area of activism was largely defined by ‘young men’ in the 60s while women’s 
presence was jammed in the category of ‘sisterhood’ in the 70s, and that despite 
their collective presence in ‘headscarf protests’, they could not get rid of the label 
‘exposed’. He further underlines that although women were said to be the subjects 
of Kurdish movement in the 90s, they were not individual subjects. Women became 
the subjects of an activity and riot’ for the first time in Gezi Park movement (Kayıran, 
106). ‘Ev işlerini bıraktık, iktidarın tozunu atmaya geldik’ which means ‘We’ve left 
the housework behind and come to dust the authority’
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‘Diren Bayan’ which means ‘Resist, 
Lady!’ (a gas masked Ören Bayan [Knitting 
Lady – a famous wool thread brand] 
image) and ‘Kadın yemek değil, devrim 
yapar’ which means ‘Women are not 
for cooking but for revolution’ express 
the uprising against social roles, and 
particularly, politicization of domestic 
roles; ‘Direngeziparkı geliyorum– %95’ 
which means ‘Resist, Gezi Park, I’m 
coming – 95%’ (a ‘loading’ drawing on 
a pregnant woman’s belly) shows the 
conversion of a woman’s body into an 
opposition area on her own will; and 
‘Basenlerim eridi, tşk polis’ which means 
‘My hips got smaller. Thnx Police!’ and 
‘Gözüne rimel süren değil, limon süren 
kadın güzeldir’ which means ‘A woman is beautiful who puts lemon juice in her 
eyes but not mascara!’ cover the re-shaping of beauty norms by way of achieving 
exalted aesthetical standards. Appropriation of the streets by women is best proven 
particularly by the fact that sexist slogans and statements in the street culture are 
‘cleaned away’ by women movements.

Discursive practices of new social movements may from time to time contradict 
discourse practices of conventional social movements or make them ironic through 
manipulation thereof. Converting ‘Revolution is the only way’ into ‘Evolution is the 
only way’ by deleting the initial letter ‘r’, or the additions to existing banners shatter 
the glassware of conventional ways of expression. The addition ‘Pilates is the only 
way’ made to the banner saying ‘Keep your backbone tall, don’t bow to anybody’ 
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replaces a closed, authoritarian political statement using a similar political discourse 
and creates an open, participatory and democratic discourse by nullifying this 
closed, hierarchical and authoritarian discourse. Since discourse transformation is 
associated also with the transformation of public oppositions, forms of organization 
and protest are accordingly brought up for discussion, a humour-based political 
criticism is developed, and opportunities and possibilities of renewal are made 
visible.
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ECONOMIC GLOBALIZATION AND THE STRUGGLE FOR 
LIBERAL DEMOCRACY IN TURKEY: 
GEZI PARK MOVEMENT
AKİF BAHADIR KAYNAK

Abstract

The rise of the global economy and the end of the Cold War opened the way for 
democratization in Turkey in parallel with the political transformations in many other 
emerging countries. The modernization theories linking economic development 
with the advancement of democracy seemed to be proving right as a new wave 
of democratization swept through the Mediterranean region, Eastern Europe and 
Latin America. Authoritarian regimes were replaced with elected governments 
while economic globalization transformed inward oriented national economies and 
integrated them to the international economy. The process resulted in the demise 
of old economic and political structures based on the interdependence between the 
state and business groups. Democratic regimes flourished in the newly emerging 
economies but in many cases institutional structure was far too weak with respect 
to Western democracies leading to illiberal, majoritarian political systems.

In the Turkish case, we have witnessed the decline of bureaucratic structures 
that had previously wielded power and the rise of peripheral forces in the 
political arena such as the Islamist and Kurdish movements in the last decades. 
Though increasing political contestation advanced the case of democracy in many 
respects, the liberal component seemed to be lagging behind or even regressing 
as a result of authoritarian tendencies of the ruling party. Despite an initial leap 
after the negotiations with the European Union started, democratization process 
was stalled and even partially reversed through time. In contrast to constellation 
of interests and power within society, the centralization of political power could 
only be sustained by suppressing the voices of various social groups. When those 
methods failed to work, as in the case of Kurdish opposition, the ruling party opted 
for settling the problem on a case by case basis rather than starting an overall 
democratization process based on Western standards. Consequently, a majoritarian 
and illiberal version of democracy based on a plebiscitarian decision making 
process and charismatic leadership that excluded participation of interest groups to 
policy making emerged. The centralization of power on the political scene sharply 
contrasted with increasing diversification and sophistication of economic and social 
life. The efforts of the ruling party to control business groups and media as well as 
exerting pressure on all aspects of social life backfired with the Gezi Park incidents 
as a result of the tension between those economic and political factors. Starting as 
a protest movement against the project to replace a park with the reconstruction of 
an Ottoman period barracks at the heart of Istanbul, the incidents flared up when 
police opted to disperse the demonstrators by excessive use of force. The ensuing 
events illustrated the degree of government control on the newly arising business 
groups and the traditional communication channels while social protests took the 
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form of resistance against the illiberal and authoritarian methods of governance. In 
this paper, we will demonstrate that globalization has transformed society and the 
economy to such an extent that the efforts to singlehandedly dominate all aspects 
life is doomed to fail. The uprising triggered by Gezi Park incident is a reflection of 
this social dynamic.

Keywords: Global economy, democratization, illiberal democracy, 
authoritarianism, Gezi Park

Introduction

When the police entered the Gezi Park on the morning of 28th May to disperse 
the few demonstrators who camped at the park, neither the Prime Minister Erdoğan 
nor Governor of İstanbul Mutlu could have known that they had been unleashing 
a major backlash against the government. The tents of protesters were burnt 
down as the police used maximum force to expel the tiny crowd from the Park. 
However, what looked like an easy victory on behalf of the government triggered 
massive protests all over the country. The significance of Gezi Park protests was 
not only about the scale of anti-government protests but also about the fact that 
the protesters were neither directly related to an opposition party nor the majority 
of them demanded the overthrow of the ruling party as was the case in the 2007 
anti-government protests1. We argue that the objection to the reconstruction of 
the Ottoman Barracks in place of Gezi Park was mostly a façade while the reaction 
to the arbitrary and unchecked use of power by the ruling party was the main 
reason. The protests were motivated by a desire to delimit government’s powers 
that seemed to pervade all aspects of life and dominate all key centers of influence 
within the society. An all powerful state apparatus that seemed determined to 
disregard opposing groups’ sensitivities and concerns triggered an outcry finding its 
way in Gezi Park. In that respect, the protests had a liberal sprit at its core despite 
participation by a wide range of groups among whom one can also find the most 
anti-liberal political currents.

As we have no intention of going into endless discussions if Gezi Park movement 
was motivated by foreign agents and / or its aim was to overthrow the government 
by a coup d’état as claimed by the proponents of the ruling party, our focus is going 
to be on this liberal essence of the protests. Among the groups participating in 
the demonstrations or supporting protests, the main body was clearly motivated 
by concerns about interventions to their life styles or being overwhelmed by the 
conservative majority who seemed oblivious to their values. The strong support 
given by the Alawite minority to the protests2 is a clear indication of this liberal 

1 Republic protests in 2007 called for the resignation of the government after 
Gül announced his candidacy for Presidency. The fact that these demonstrations 
started right after the military made an e-warning against the government and 
its elitist sprit antagonized many conservative voters. Government’s referral to 
this incident during Gezi Park protests aimed to revive a similar spirit of solidarity 
among the more religious segments of the population.

2 In many incidents Alawites have been among the major support groups of the 
protest movement. Some preliminary research about the protesters gives a clearer 
picture. In fact during the protest, 4 demonstrators have been killed as a result of 
confrontation with the security forces, all of which happened to be Alawites.
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reaction. On the other hand, another minority group, the Kurds, kept their distance 
with the protests even though they have been vocal about their sympathy with the 
protesters and established parallels with their ongoing struggle for political rights. 
Indeed, Sırrı Süreyya Önder,3 was at the forefront of Gezi Park incidents when first 
confrontations with the security forces took place and he was wounded by a pepper 
spray capsule hitting his shoulder in the early days of the protests. Nevertheless, 
the Kurds had already committed themselves to the Peace Process that had 
started in the spring of 2013, after a series of negotiations took place between 
the government and the PKK’s imprisoned leader Öcalan. According to the terms 
of the agreement that has not yet been explicit, armed groups started moving out 
of Turkish borders in anticipation of the recognition of Kurdish rights by the state. 
In such a delicate situation, Kurdish politics was careful enough not to antagonize 
the government head-on but the parallel between Kurdish demands for political 
autonomy and liberal demands of Gezi Park protesters against a too powerful 
government were obvious4. All in all, putting aside the claims that unfolding events 
may have benefited different agendas, the fact that the prime contestation was 
about the limits of the government does not change. As such, Gezi Park was another 
episode of the struggle for individuals’ rights against the power of the State.

The Story of Liberalism and Democracy

In modern Western societies the struggle for the limitation of State power 
precedes the participation of large masses to political decision making processes. 
Liberal politics developed as a reaction to the absolutist regimes of the early modern 
era (Held, 1999, pp. 70-94) while democratic movements had to wait for maturation 
of the industrial revolution (Hobsbawm, 1996, pp. p.98-115). As a matter of fact in 
the 19th century, most liberals perceived democracy as a menace to the rights of 
the individual. Populist leaders who could mobilize impoverished masses against 
the inequalities inherent in the capitalist system would turn out to be a greater 
peril than absolutist rulers. For the liberals, not only the autocrats personally but 
also the majorities not controlled by constitutional checks could pose a threat to 
individual liberties. That is why early liberal thinkers were busy trying to constrain 
the monarch via constitutional amendments while they were equally suspicious of 
populations’ excessive demands.

Western democracies could finally establish a synthesis of the quest for 
personal liberties as well as accepting a universal participation in decision-making 
processes within the 19th century. In a way, recognition of liberal principles such 
as natural freedom and equality made extension of the right to vote inevitable 
(Plattner, 1999) or it may also be argued that the elites opted for democracy in 
order to forestall social revolution (Acemoglu & Robinson, 2000). The democracies 

3 Önder was elected an independent MP from Istanbul and joined BDP ranks 
in 2011. He is one of the most popular figures of the Turkish left and his presence 
brought a visible boost to Kurdish politicians’ desire to connect with the opposition 
groups within Turkish politics.

4 Selahai  n Demirtaş explained that although they kept their distance with those 
who wanted a coup d’état to topple the government, Kurds were in line with the 
spirit of Gezi Park protests. See ‘Gezide Askeri Darbe İsteyenlerle Aramıza Mesafe 
Koyduk’, Özgür Gündem, July 31, 2013
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as such represented a balance of power among the forces in society. This balance 
was comprised of three fundamental dimensions (Huber, et al., 1993, p. 73): First, it 
relied on the balance of class power within the society; second, it required a balance 
in state-society relations and finally the harmony between international economy 
and nation-state. The latter would prove to be the driving force behind the waves 
of democratization and its failure would doom democratic systems in the interwar 
period. Whenever those balances were threatened, economic and political elites 
concluded that their interests were imperiled, as a result of which democracies 
witnessed major setbacks. As Przeworski noted (Przeworski, 1988) democracy is 
possible only when the powerful groups are assured that their dominant position 
within the society is to be preserved. Not surprisingly, by the beginning of 20th 
century when a communist threat was looming in the air, many business elites 
favored right wing populism and fascist extremism to defend their interests. It was 
only the military might of the Allies that crushed authoritarian regimes of Europe 
that assured the return of democracy to the Western Europe.

While Western societies enjoyed democratic politics in the post World War era, 
in the Third World bureaucratic-authoritarian structures that were thought to be 
the most favorable path to economic development and modernization (O’Donnell, 
1978) were being established. Political participation was restricted and power 
was concentrated in the hands of bureaucratic elite that worked in coordination 
with embedded business groups. Democratic elections and populist leaders that 
it brought to power could destabilize the economic stability and open the way for 
radical political movements. So, unlike Western societies who could create a liberal 
democratic synthesis, third World elites chose to rely on autocratic mechanisms to 
avoid social disruption. This situation bodes well to the assertion that capitalists 
would not opt for democracy as long as they needed state protection from foreign 
competition or their fear for social revolution was existent (Bellin, 2000, pp. 182-
183). Thus in many parts of the World economic development did not bring a 
democratic political system for a long time as predicted by modernization theories 
(Lipset, 1959).

As long as the Cold War conditions prevailed this political system could work but 
in the last 30 years we have witnessed a political transformation that went hand in 
hand with a structural economic transformation. The third wave of democratization 
(Huntington, 1991)brought an end to authoritarian regimes in the Third World as 
popular groups now openly participated in democratic processes. However, this 
new trend should not be taken as a full scale democratization of the society and the 
political realm. On the contrary, economic liberalization delimited options available 
to policy makers and a delegative form of democracy (O’Donnell, 1994) emerged 
where the citizens made their choices among a group of competing elites but once 
the competition was over the elected governments were free to pursue their own 
agenda even at the expense of contradicting the promises given to the people in 
the election process. The delegative democracies of the post Cold War era was 
a perfect adaptation of Schumpeterian vision of democracy as elite competition 
(Schumpeter, 1965, pp. 269-273). The rulers were partially accountable to the 
population to the extent that they met the expectations of the people but the 
methods to be implemented were at the discretion of politicians. Furthermore, the 
main task of competing politicians was to gain the consent of the majority which 
from time to time imperiled minorities’ rights.
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This new scheme also suited well to the needs of a globalized world where the 

nation states transformed the economies and societies to conform to the exigencies 

of the economy (Cerny, 1997; Weiss, 2003). In a financially integrated world domestic 

elites could diversify risks in the global markets but at the same time terms of 

ownership in domestic assets were also changed to include international investors. 

More importantly constraints on taxing capital (Freeman & Quinn, 2012) appeased 

the economic elites and removed their opposition to democratic politics. This did 

not mean an altogether disappearance of redistributive policies but rather signified 

anchoring macroeconomic stability to global conditions. Still, populist leaders in 

alliance with bureaucratic structures that are determined to isolate economic 

realm from democratic decision processes, managed to implement market reforms 

in many developing countries. A neo-populist version of democracy emerged out 

of neoliberal policies where politicians partially compensated the losers of the 

process by governmental transfers (Weyland, 1999). The new system required a 

well balanced mix of charismatic leadership, paternalistic political management 

and a bureaucracy isolated from interference through democratic channels. As a 

result, economic elites’ expectations for stability and predictability and ordinary 

citizen’s demands for participation and gradual improvement in material conditions 

could be accommodated.

Hence, the continuous cycle of authoritarian regimes and populist reactions to it 

could finally be terminated but the democracy that replaced the old regime lacked 

substance. While democratic regimes expanded over the globe horizontally and it 

could be triumphantly claimed that liberal democracies prevailed finally (Fukuyama, 

1998), the quality of popular participation had still much to be questioned. Newly 

emerging democracies were adept at diluting or suppressing minority voices and 

creating a strong executive in order to overcome opposition as they transformed the 

economy and the society to suit to the needs of a global economy. Implementation 

of a centralized decision making process required elimination or silencing of dissent 

within the country. Hence an illiberal and majoritarian form of democracy (Zakaria, 

1997) has been consolidated in many emerging economies erasing other resistance 

points. Eventually not only labor unions and other power centers within society 

were suppressed but also the autonomy of local administrations in federal states 

were also curtailed so that the government could meet its commitments to the 

global institutions and financial markets (Eaton & Dickovick, 2004) in order to sustain 

macroeconomic stability and fiscal discipline. As long as the democratically elected 

leaders and their bureaucratic armies played their expected roles, a politically 

stable equilibrium was reached. Nevertheless, the charismatic leaders leading their 

country towards economic globalization always ran the risk of crossing the line and 

monopolizing power at the expense of the interests of global economic forces. This 

is what happened in Putin’s Russia and Kirchner’s Argentina in the new millennium. 

Turkey, too, under the leadership of AKP leader Recep Tayyip Erdoğan followed a 

similar path as throughout the years the ruling party consolidated its rule. Strong 

popular support for Erdoğan enabled him to eliminate pockets of resistance within 

the bureaucracy. But the demise of bureaucratic tutelage did not automatically 

bring in a liberal democratic system.
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A Short History of AKP: A Decade of Struggle for Power

Turkish experience with market reforms and democratization also followed 
a similar pattern with other late developing countries in the period after the 
1980 coup. As in Latin American cases, bureaucratic authoritarian structures had 
accompanied state-led economic development models in the Cold War era. The 
market reforms carried out after the 1980 coup liquidated the old economic and 
political structures but it would take decades before a new system could emerge. 
Macroeconomic instability and political turmoil went hand in hand in the last 
decades of the 20th century until the whole system became bankrupt. 

In 2001, Turkey faced one of its worst financial crises in Republican history 
as the economy contracted by 9.4%. A heterodox macroeconomic stabilization 
program5 based on exchange rate anchor failed at a catastrophic scale as a result 
of structural weaknesses within the economy and political instabilities that had led 
to clashes between the coalition parties and the President. The economic program 
was implemented by a three party coalition government that had major differences 
of opinion with regards to economic and political issues. The nationalist wing of the 
coalition, MHP had significant reserves regarding liberal policies of center-right and 
center-left coalition partners but pressure from the business community and the 
military who wanted to keep Islamists away from power held those parties together 
as long as economic program went more or less on track. When it failed eventually, 
the coalition government would fall apart.

The breakdown of the program at the beginning of 2001 signaled not only 
the end of decades of macroeconomic instability but also a major overhaul 
among political actors. In the elections that were held one and a half years 
after the financial meltdown, electors punished the established parties for their 
incompetence and for their failure to bring prosperity. The winner of the elections 
was the newly established AKP who managed to get slightly over one third of the 
votes but secured a clear majority in the Parliament thanks to the election system 
favoring large parties. A party, founded by former prominent figures of Islamist 
Milli Görüş movement, raised concerns in the old secular establishment as well as 
the financial community in an environment where the economic situation was still 
highly precarious. Previously, Islamist politicians had criticized neoliberal policies 
and macroeconomic stabilization programs claiming that these served the interests 
of a closed circle of rent-seeking groups at the expense of large masses (Yavuz, 2005, 
pp. 115-116). Now, AKP had to prove its reliability in terms of its commitment to 
the stabilization program so that financial flows necessary for floating the economy 
could be sustained. Consequently, AKP’s electoral victory brought two types of 
uncertainties for policy makers: The first being how they were going to handle the 
relations with the fiercely secular military who was deeply suspicious about AKP’s 
agenda and the second being how they were going to carry on with the economic 
reform program.

In both aspects, AKP showed a surprising flexibility as they seemed to 
be accepting the main premises of current market friendly and pro-Western 

5 Heterodox stabilization programs use a variety of tools such as the exchange 
rate anchors, income policy etc. to ensure a relatively painless economic healing 
with respect to orthodox programs. Nevertheless, it requires a more comprehensive 
acceptance and coordination by societal actors in order to succeed.
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policies. They had already declared that despite being originated from Milli Görüş 
movement, AKP was a conservative democratic party rather than an Islamist one 

(Turunç, 2007, p. 81). In fact, the main elite group behind AKP was the emerging 

conservative business groups in Anatolia. In the 1990s, they lent their support 

to Welfare Party whose ideological rigidities failed to match their dynamism and 

expectations. The integration of Turkish economy to the global business networks 

starting from the 1980s, created an atmosphere conducive to the emergence of 

business groups that were not directly linked to the government. Especially after 

the Customs Union with EU, Turkish economy was virtually integrated into Europe 

while at the same time stronger links with neighboring countries were established. 

Turkish businessmen were active in Middle East, Balkans, Russia, Central Asia and 

even Africa (Tür, 2011, pp. 592-598)where they established trade links and sought 

opportunities for commerce. In contrast to previous models of capital accumulation, 

these new business leaders sought little from the central government except for 

macroeconomic stability and leadership in export markets. For the conservative 

business elite, the priority was engaging in economic globalization, engaging the 

boundaries of freedom and access to state resources when necessary (Öniş & 

Türem, 2001, pp. 100-101). Hence these new elites were fully in line with democracy 

as a political system and a liberal market economy. 

Unfortunately for them, Welfare Party led coalition government had not only 

adopted populist policies and initiated an economic program enabling their support 

groups to benefit from government programs but also meddled with Turkey’s pro-

Western foreign policy tradition. Not surprisingly, the soft intervention by the 

military in 1997 toppled the coalition government headed by Welfare Party and 

reinstated the center-right center-left coalition to power. The newly emerging 

economic elites who stood behind Welfare Party in 1990s were among the losers 

of the period but within a few years they would constitute the backbone of AKP 

that seemed to be avoiding the excesses of previous government (Gümüşçü & Sert, 

2009, pp. 962-966). They had always complained about the exclusive relations that 

Istanbul business circles had established with the state and how that damaged 

the democracy (Taşkın, 2013, p. 296). After 2002, AKP was much more successful 

in meeting their demands for economic inclusion and macroeconomic stability, 

an achievement much appreciated by big business as well. As the economic 

turmoil subsided and growth was resumed during AKP government, a mood of 

optimism pervaded among large segments of the society. For long suffering from 

chronic inflation, violent fluctuations in output and employment, Turkish business 

community and the society were yearning for a stable and sustained economic 

performance. Now, thanks to a stabilization program that was initiated during 

the final years of the coalition government and favorable global conditions, AKP 

government had the opportunity to score a significant success story. Their success 

in the elections of 2007, despite high political tensions, owed much to a buoyant 

economic performance. Consequently, AKP policies satisfied those newly emerging 

elites who did not have special relations with the state so far, unlike the traditional 

elites. That is one of the reasons why towards the end of AKP’s first term, political 

tensions rose while the rising new bourgeoisie started to replace old elites with 

their proximity to state resources.
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One interesting aspect of AKP’s first term was the ruling party’s commitment 
to EU process while accession negotiations started. Despite the fact that Milli 
Görüş movement was fiercely opposed to EU membership, preferring an economic 
alliance among Muslim countries instead, AKP turned out to be determined to make 
Turkey a member of the EU. In fact, enthusiasm for EU process and active support 
for the resolution of Cyprus conflict sow the seeds of the first conflict between the 
nationalist establishment and the ruling party. The pressure coming from the die-
hard nationalist elements of the establishment induced AKP to take a pro-Western 
policy as well as to pursue a liberal economic program and ask for consent of the 
multiple layers of society for its actions. The period as such was defined as the 
struggle between conservative globalism and secular nationalism (Öniş, 2007) 
because of the almost xenophobic rhetoric adopted by old secular establishment 
and its supporters.

After the political turbulence in the early years, in its second term of government, 
AKP consolidated of its grip on the commanding heights at the expense of 
bureaucratic structures that had put obstacles to government’ plans and de facto 
ruled the country previously.  The repeal of closure case against AKP in 2008 and 
the referendum of 2010 on constitutional amendments that curtailed the powers of 
the judiciary signaled the defeat of the bureaucratic opposition to AKP government. 
Now, after years of struggle to break the shackles of bureaucratic control, they had 
finally managed to prevail via a series of electoral victories. More importantly, 
criminal investigations against conspiracies to topple AKP government and attempts 
of coup d’état weakened the resistance points to the AKP government. Now that 
the field was cleared, Prime Minister Erdoğan faced the decades old problems of 
the Republic which had to be resolved.

For years, not only AKP but almost all political parties and social groups 
complained from the straightjacket imposed by the 1982 Constitution that was 
put into effect by the military junta. But once in power, almost each and every 
government chose to live with the 1982 Constitution rather than rewriting it. 
Nevertheless major amendments were also undertaken especially in an effort to 
adapt to the Copenhagen Criteria in order to start negotiations with the EU. The 
current Constitution is very restrictive for civil liberties and concentrates power in 
the hands of the central authority. The military regime, after carrying out the 1980 
coup d’état, was highly suspicious of any power centers within society, so not only 
labor unions but also universities and all other possible sources of dissent have 
been taken under control by the state. Now AKP has captured the steering wheel 
of this all powerful structure and the question became whether they would opt 
for full scale democratization with a new constitution or use those powers to bully 
their opponents.

The Kurdish issue which is also highly related to the making of a civil and 
democratic constitution was the next big issue that the ruling government had to 
deal with. The problem had been militarized in the last thirty years at huge material 
and human life costs. The nationalist secular opposition accused AKP for going too 
soft on Kurdish demands and for refraining from using violence even when necessary. 
According to them, the government should have used military option to decimate 
PKK forces in Northern Iraq and take a more intransigent attitude towards Kurdish 
demands. On the contrary the government started talks with the imprisoned leader 
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of PKK to convince the Kurdish guerillas to stop fighting and to disarm if possible. 
But these talks came years after the resumption of fighting between the army and 
the PKK in 2004. Furthermore, although some relatively riskless steps have been 
taken such as allowing for broadcasting in Kurdish on TV many major issues are still 
far from being resolved. The Kurdish issue is still a hot topic and maybe the most 
important problem facing the government in the years to come.

Authoritarianism and Liberal Backlash

In the last couple of years, complaints about government’s authoritarian 
tendencies mounted. Before 2011 elections, there were already criticisms 
against the criminal investigations labeled as Ergenekon, Balyoz etc. that were 
allegedly directed against military and civilian dissenters conspiring to overthrow 
the government through illegal means. As the scope of those investigations 
expanded, opposition groups became convinced that they were not simply judicial 
processes to undercover a plot but rather designs to intimidate the opposition. 
In the meantime, the government increased its control over the judiciary and the 
media, causing criticisms that the ruling party not only wished to create a media 
to communicate its views but also wanted to control the mainstream journals 
and TV stations. Turkish newspapers and TV stations, already problematic in 
democratic standards as a result of their ownership structure and relations with 
the establishment (Kaymas, 2011), transformed themselves to another form of the 
same disease under pressure from the government. There are still TV channels and 
journals who are highly critical of the government but they no longer belong to 
mainstream media groups; they are rather new and until recently could reach to 
relatively marginal groups of society. However, suppression of the dissenters in the 
conventional media and the polarization of society are bringing those journals to 
the center6 stage as more people who are inclined to opposition groups feel that 
the sterile mainstream media do not reflect their opinions. 

Turkish media had previously failed to stand up for democracy when the 
military directly or indirectly intervened to overthrow the elected governments. 
Furthermore, for most of the time, mainstream media had been oblivious to the 
demands of the disadvantaged groups. Not only minorities such as non-Muslims, 
Alawites and Kurds have been unfairly discriminated against but also religious 
groups have also been perceived as a threat and were suppressed at certain times. 
Having strong bonds with business groups, Turkish mainstream media from the 
beginning failed to uphold the banner of democracy and notoriously acquiesced 
to attacks on democratic rights if not backed them. Now that AKP wielded power, 
the first instinct of the party was to eliminate the old mainstream media that 
was allied with the traditional state elites. On doing so, the ruling party created 
its own embedded media that was designed to communicate its own agenda and 

6 Sözcü newspaper is established by fierce opponents of the government who 
were expelled from Hurriyet, the most influential newspaper of the recent decades. 
Renowned for its extreme version of Kemalism and ultra-nationalist attitude, Sözcü 
consolidated throughout the years. Gezi Park protests brought it to the front as well 
as the corresponding TV station, Halk TV.  The newspaper’s sales are now about to 
catch up with Hürriyet that fails to reflect the feelings of an increasing number of 
pro-opposition readers. 
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perspective to society. In the early years of its rule, AKP tolerated the presence 

of liberal democrat writers in the newspapers and TV channels that it controlled, 

for they fought against secular authoritarianism as well. But once AKP started to 

establish its own hegemony, gradual erosion in opposing commentators’ numbers 

in the mainstream media was witnessed. Having important connections to business 

world and relying on good relations with the government, media groups started 

silencing the voices of those columnists that annoyed the ruling party. Especially 

after the Gezi Park demonstrations, a full-scale purge in the media took place7 

eliminating a significant number of commentators that questioned the policies of 

the Prime Minister. Erdoğan’s furious reaction to the outbreak of events at the end 

of May and his repeated warnings that friends and foes will be apparent at the end 

of these events gave a hint about what was about to come. 

Not only dissenting journalists were fired but also business groups that 

supposedly supported protesters were also penalized. The government started 

a highly suspicious auditing process of the biggest refinery of Turkey, TÜPRAŞ, a 

company owned by Koç Holding. The conglomerate is the biggest group in Turkey 

and has a history going back to the early years of the Republic but had their ups 

and downs in their relations with the government. In fact, after demolishing the 

old political structure that relied on the cooperation between state bureaucrats 

and business groups, AKP replaced it with its own clientalist network. Still, if not 

more than ever, business groups needed the connections with the politicians to 

protect their interests. To be fair, the crack down on opposition cannot be defined 

as full-scale authoritarianism but there are clear symptoms of a trend towards 

competitive authoritarianism (Levitsky & Way, 2002, p. 53). Of the four criteria that 

define a democracy, the criteria of free and fair elections and universal suffrage are 

completely met. Similarly the condition that elected authorities should be able to 

govern without intervention from military or other bureaucratic institutions is also 

realized during AKP’s reign. But increased restrictions on freedom of expression, 

association and freedom to criticize government without reprisal are compromising 

the quality of democracy.

The stagnation of EU accession process and possibly a virtual monopoly of AKP 

in the polls that was evaluated as a ‘free pass’ by the ruling party (Öniş, 2013, pp. 

109-114) are considered to be main reasons behind the problems emerging in the 

democratization process. Once considered the main driving force behind Turkey’s 

democratization process, the EU became increasingly embroiled in its own affairs. 

In the early years of its rule, AKP welcomed the EU membership process as a 

guarantee against the wrath of the army but as military tutelage was overcome 

throughout the years, ruling party felt secure enough to change priorities. Turkish 

politics seemed to reach an equilibrium where AKP dominated local and national 

level elections. Underneath the illusory tranquility in the main communication 

channels, deep frustrations and fears of a certain segment of population were 

boiling and it would take a sparkle to bring this unrest to the fore.

7 According to Turkish Journalists Union, after the outbreak of incidents at the 
end of May, 22 journalists were fired, 14 were forced to take a leave and 37 had to 
resign. For details see link: http://t24.com.tr/haber/gezi-direnisinde-kac-gazeteci-
kovuldu/234872 
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Gezi Park protests, although related to a relatively minor incident, brought 

millions of people to the streets but at the same time enflamed the debates going 

on around the authoritarian tendencies of the government or more suitably Prime 

Minister Erdoğan. Gezi Park, from one perspective, seems to be the last straw for 

those who opposed government’s plans for creating a new Dubai from Istanbul and 

an outburst of environmentalist concerns. On the other hand, the confrontation 

in the Park may have a historical context. The initial plan was to reconstruct the 

Ottoman period barracks that have been standing in the same place where we have 

Gezi Park now, right behind the famous Taksim Square. Most probably the symbolic 

meaning of the barracks also played a major role, because many conservative 

people see themselves as heirs to the last ditch defenders of the Abdülhamid 

regime in 1909. In those barracks supporters of Hamidian regime took a last stand 

to fight against the revolutionary forces8 who wanted to establish a Constitutional 

regime but ended up in a military dictatorship instead. 

In Gezi Park protests, initially there was a small group of activists putting up 

tents to resist against the reconstruction plans but when in the morning of May 28th 

police launched an attack on the protesters to evict them from the Park, causing a 

snowball effect. The images of police brutality quickly spread throughout the social 

media and the next day larger crowds gathered in the Park to protest. Further 

interventions by the police amplified the number of demonstrators while the 

groups gathered around Taksim and its roundabouts which became a battleground 

between the protesters and the police force.

Without going further into the details of the clashes, we would like to make the 

first observation that became obvious after a couple of days: Gezi Park events were 

much more than protecting the trees from environmentally insensitive politicians. 

The ruling party’s efforts to consolidate all the power within its own hands and 

attempts to control all aspects of civil life created an explosive amalgamation. Gezi 

Park became a symbol for all those who wanted to show the government that its 

power had its limits and that it should not overextend its arm to every aspect of 

life.  Ironically what possibly started as a symbolic move by AKP to restore Ottoman 

glory and undo the damages of Westernized elites to its soul, turned out to be 

a psychological battleground against a too powerful government. Prime Minister 

Erdoğan, upset with the unexpected reaction in Gezi Park, gave furious speeches 

condemning protesters and even accusing them as ‘looters’ and ‘drunkards’. 

8 March 31st in Islamic calendar marks the day of the uprising against the 
Constitutionalist government in Istanbul in 1909. Constitution was adopted under 
the pressure of the revolutionary elements in the army in 1908. When supporters of 
Abdülhamid II started a rebellion to reverse the political course next year in March 
31st, the revolutionary divisions of the army in Salonika marched to Istanbul to 
depose the Sultan. There were minor clashes one of which happened around Topçu 
Barracks located next to Taksim Square. The revolutionary forces prevailed at the 
end of skirmishes and put an end to the reign of Abdülhamid II, whom they accused 
of being a despot. The barracks were demolished to be replaced by a stadium 
first and Gezi Park later on. Today conservative politicians show utmost respect to 
Abdülhamid II, who was on the losing side in 1909 and the attempt to reconstruct 
the barracks may be considered as a symbolic move to undo his defeat.
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Those comments were another provocation for those who have been uneasy on 

government’s recent amendments restraining alcohol use and its commercialization. 

These regulations were already perceived as a prelude to full-scale ban on alcohol 

consumption for many people who led Westernized lifestyles, so labeling all those 

who consume alcohol as ‘alcoholics’ gave a clear picture of the mindset of the Prime 

Minister. Considering the fact that the Prime Minister saw any checks on its power 

as illegitimate, who could stop him from going that far?

After the ruling party got over the initial shock, they established their 

communication strategy on the grounds that Gezi Park protesters were part of an 

international conspiracy that sought to overthrow the government. The demands 

for individual freedoms and popular participation in decision-making processes 

were deliberately disregarded while an analogy between current protests and 

Republican demonstrations of 2007 was established. Six years ago, urban secular 

masses had again taken to the streets, but at that time after a strongly worded 

military statement against the government. Then, the military objected Abdullah 

Gül’s candidacy to Presidency for he was coming from an Islamist background and 

his wife wore a headscarf. The demonstrations of 2007 were clearly in support 

of the continued exclusion of conservative elites from key positions and implied 

a caste system among Turkish people. Erdoğan and his advisors sought to revoke 

those unpleasant memories among the culturally conservative people in order to 

re-instigate their reaction as they successfully did in 2007 elections. Those elections 

brought a catastrophic defeat on the military and their urban secular allies who 

wished to exclude religious people from top positions among the state hierarchy. 

So, why not repeat the similar strategy and rely on the ocean of pious Turkish 

citizens provided that they can be persuaded into believing that Gezi Park was an 

attack on their values and their rights, Erdoğan concluded.

This explains why Prime Minister persistently implied that the protesters were 

disrespectful to Islamic values going so far as to consume alcoholic beverages in a 

Mosque or insulted a woman because she was wearing a headscarf. Furthermore, 

right after the protests reached a massive scale and spread through the major cities 

of Turkey, Erdoğan decided to assemble two massive demonstrations in Istanbul 

and Ankara as a show of force. It was not only a tactical move to shock and awe the 

demonstrators by illustrating the amount of support behind AKP but also the same 

trick of bringing in the discussions around values in order to consolidate right-wing 

electors’ loyalty. Analogies have been established with the 1960 coup d’état after 

which Prime Minister Adnan Menderes was executed to become the democracy 

martyr of right wing masses. There were also rumors that the conservative reformist 

Prime Minister of the 1980s and the President of the 1990s, Turgut Özal, who died 

of a heart attack in 1993 might have been poisoned. So, the logic followed that 

Erdoğan was the next in line because he shared the values of religious people who 

constituted the overwhelming majority of the population. Conservative people 

were summoned to protect the Prime Minister in whom their values, rights and 

expectations of the future were personified. Accordingly, Gezi Park movement 

represented an attack on religious people, another wave that denied them the 

most basic rights.
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Indeed, a significant group among the Gezi Park protesters was inclined to 
vote for CHP, the party of urban secular groups9. It is probable that some had also 
participated to the anti-government protests in 2007 and now wished to bring down 
the government if possible. However, focusing on the presence of opposition groups 
among the protesters and their previous deeds would not give a proper assessment 
on the spirit of Gezi Park incidents. Conservative segments of the population have 
complained for a long time that their democratic demands have been easily labeled 
as subversive and in conflict with the values of the Republic but when it came to 
the protesters, a similar logic were used by the government. Erdoğan wanted to 
present the protesters as auxiliary groups for a prospective coup d’état, but the 
natural conclusion to this claim would be denying citizens the right to object to 
governmental decisions. During the high time of clashes between the police force 
and the protesters, both Erdoğan and one of his close aides Aziz Babuşçu10 insisted 
that democracy was about the elections only. So, if any group wanted to express 
opinions on politics, election polls were the only venue and once the decision is 
made, all groups had to acquiesce to decisions taken by the government until the 
next polls. This definition of democracy could be a perfect match for a delegative or 
a majoritarian political system but apparently has nothing to do with contemporary 
liberal democracies. Not only checks and balances on executive power are seen as 
unnecessary nuisances at best or rather vestiges of military tutelage but also any 
pluralist notion of democracy (Held, 1999, pp. 199-214) is rejected. According to 
that point of view, there should not be any independent centers of power within 
the society such that all the power should be accumulated in the hands of the 
Executive. This conception of democracy explains why the government wishes to 
delegitimize all forms of protests, labeling them as attacks on popular sovereignty 
or why Erdoğan is opting for a presidential system. 

While clashes flared up between the protesters and security forces in Gezi Park, 
the peace process in Turkey’s decades long military conflict with Kurdish insurgents 
were under way. The PKK fighters, in line with an accord made between the 
government and their imprisoned leader Öcalan, were on their way to exit Turkish 
borders for camps in Northern Iraq. Although the details of the accord were not 
made explicit, it is widely assumed that the government will grant further rights to 
Kurdish minority, a general amnesty and better conditions to PKK leader Öcalan in 
return for disarming. It is a delicate process as a result of heightened nationalistic 

9 According to a poll conducted right after the protests started in June 2013 by 
Metropoll, approximately half of the participants declared that they did not wish 
to vote for any of the current parties. However, among those who did have a party 
preference, more than 40% declared that they were inclined to vote for the main 
opposition party CHP.

10 Babuşçu is a loyal advisor to the Prime Minister whose previous statements 
about parting ways with liberals were much discussed during the protests. 
According to him, during the period when AKP fought against the military tutelage, 
there was a natural alliance between the conservatives and the liberals. But after 
2010 referendum on constitutional amendments a period of reconstruction had 
started such that not every supporter of the ruling party would agree. This evidently 
implied a political project with a dominant conservative tone rather than a liberal 
one.
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feelings among Turks and Kurds after decades of fighting and pro-government 
commentators were quick to condemn Gezi Park protests as a plot to destroy the 
peace process. 

Despite the fact that Kurdish politicians themselves also kept their distance 
from the protesters after a brief support in the beginning, there are important 
overlaps among the demands of the Gezi Park and the Kurds. The problem in both 
cases stem from an overextended government that seeks to dominate all social and 
political life. Government’s claim that democracy is mostly about the elections, after 
which all the powers should be delegated to the political authority is a deal breaker 
for both groups. A limited government and a liberal constitution that guarantees 
individual freedoms is what it takes to reduce tensions in both of these fronts. 
Erdoğan’s claim that Gezi Park movement is incited by foreign agents to undermine 
Turkey’s accelerating economic development is a reproduction of the initial reaction 
given to the Kurdish problem in the 1980s and 1990s. Historically, the Turkish state 
refused to accept the legitimacy of opposition to its policies, so the claims that 
Gezi Park protesters are at best fooled by foreign agents are a déjà vu. The efforts 
to delegitimize protests against the government and silence the dissenting voices 
in the media are a natural extension of the conception of illiberal democracy. But 
at the same time, it is also in strict conflict with the Peace Process that aims to 
demilitarize the Kurdish problem. If establishing a majority in the elections ensures 
unlimited powers to the executive and opposition should only be allowed at the 
polls how minority rights could be protected? Or putting from the opposite angle, 
if the government is wise enough to end a thirty year long armed conflict that cost 
tens of thousands of lives and hundreds of billions of dollars, would not it be an 
oxymoron to label mostly peaceful Gezi demonstrations as terrorism? 

The most interesting aspect of protests was that it also drew a wedge between 
the government and some groups among its support base. Not only Gülen 
community who rigorously supported the government for almost a decade against 
the secular opposition but also the independent business groups in Anatolia 
started to show signs of discontent11. The ruling party was successfully assisting 
business groups that were close to itself but many other enterprises that had to 
work their way through the ups and downs of the market were getting hurt by 
the increasing political risks. While on the one hand, the government assumed 
that electoral victories granted them unlimited powers to distribute favors as they 
wished, predatory business groups figured out that access to state resources was 
more useful than having competitive power in the market. This was in contradiction 
with the interests of independent business and ordinary citizens from the middle 
class who benefited greatly from the macroeconomic stability brought by AKP 
government. Those groups were starting to become uneasy as dark clouds gathered 
over the horizon. Turkish economy increasingly depends on trade with the world 
and more importantly on capital inflows that covers the gap in national savings. That 
is why unlike resource rich countries where state plays a major role in distributing 
wealth and independent actors are weak, Turkey has to rely on the dynamism of 
private sector that may have different points of view from the government.

11 Boydak Group, known for their conservative lifestyles, warned the government 
against starting a witch-hunt against business groups that seemed supportive of 
Gezi Park protests. The groups itself was subject to a similar governmental pressure 
at the end of 1990s as a result of their conservative inclinations. 



462

POLITSCI ’13

Conclusion

For those who saw Gezi demonstrations as an opportunity to bring down the 
government, the turn of events may not be satisfactory. Besides, those demands 
constituted the Achilles heel for protestors as the government directed its counter 
fire at the allegations that the protests were a prelude to toppling the government 
by a military intervention. However for those, who took to the streets to curb 
excessive powers of the government and demand a more liberal Constitution to 
guarantee individual liberties, Gezi Park represented a major breaking point. The 
recent purges in the media and threats against certain business groups support this 
point of view and contrary to Prime Minister’s intentions, is another proof of his 
authoritarian tendencies. A pluralist version of democracy accepts a constellation 
of power centers within society (Held, 1999, pp. 217-218). The elected government 
has the right to rule the country but the contours of this authority should be clearly 
defined so that the rights of minorities can be protected (Sartori, 1987, pp. 136-
137) and support for democracy can be sustained. 

This form of distribution of power is also congruent with a globalized economy 
where the source of richness is not in establishing privileged relations with the 
government but the value created in the market. Firms and individuals who have 
a value independent of government will ask for protection of their liberties rather 
than favoring a paternalist and clientalist form of government. Although in his early 
years AKP questioned the clientalist relationship between big business, media and 
secular establishment, it seems to be on the road to create a similar symbiotic 
system for itself, albeit in a conservative disguise this time. Prime Minister Erdoğan 
accuses the demonstrations as a preparatory stage for a coup d’état, so against 
such a grave threat extraordinary measures are sought to be justified. The business 
groups, media, trade unions and even football clubs are asked to keep their distance 
from Gezi Park protests because the Prime Minister thinks otherwise. He is also 
using the opportunities provided by the economic boom in emerging markets to 
press his agenda. Although Turkey does not have the resources to finance populist 
expenditures (Mazzuca, 2013, pp. 115-120) like Chavez’s Venezuela or Putin’s Russia, 
sustained low interest rates provided a similar tool for buying loyalty. However, at 
one point and probably not in a too distant future, this economic aberration will 
be corrected and liquidity glut will disappear. Hence once the economic trends for 
a global boom ends, the government may find itself unable to sustain its support 
base.

Apparently, suppression of civil society by all means that the state possesses is 
against the conception of a pluralist society. Civil society stands by itself without 
the need to rely on the goodwill of bureaucrats and politicians. Trying to constrain 
opposition to the polls claiming that elections are the only venue for democratic 
participation and bullying dissenting voices by economic exclusion degenerate 
democracy. This is also a drag on the medium and long term performance of the 
economy because it establishes the perception that having good relations with the 
government is the way to having success rather than efficiency and innovation. 
An all powerful state will create rent seeking behavior (Krueger, 1974) such that 
the business groups and the media they control will be forced to promote the 
government’s agenda in return for economic favors. However as long as political 
considerations rather than economic ones dominate the agenda of business 
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community, the winners would be the politically correct rather than productive and 
creative. Now that the Turkish economy is more and more integrated into the global 
network, this setting is going to create a disincentive for foreign and domestic 
players. In a world where the capital is looking for the most lucrative and riskless 
investments, a country subjected to an unchecked political power may not look 
very attractive. A politically illiberal system cannot guarantee economic liberties as 
well.

Under these circumstances, Turkey is now headed towards a more turbulent era 
when compared to AKP’s first decade in the government. Democratic consolidation 
has reached its limits and AKP seems to be in the process of turning into a more 
conservative version of center right of the years between 1965-1980  (Taşkın, 
2013, p. 294). The hardening in the political arena seems to be irreconcilable to 
a globalized medium sized economy that has a chronic savings deficit and relies 
on foreign funds for growth. Government’s initial reaction to Gezi movements was 
tightening its grip on society. In Turkey’s current conditions, it is more of the illness 
rather than the cure. The solution should be to lay out the basis for a more liberal 
society by guaranteeing individual liberties.
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SOCIAL CAPITAL AND ITS CONSEQUENCES ON POLITICAL 
PARTICIPATION: A COMPLEX PUZZLE?
CONCEIÇÃO PEQUITO TEIXEIRA, PAULO PEREIRA

Abstract

The current decline in political participation is a great cause of concern 

among political scientists, opinion makers and political leaders. There are two 

main approaches to this decline that occurs especially in Europe. The first one 

is the ‘modernization’ thesis. The second is the ‘social individualization’ thesis. 

Nevertheless, the empirical debate has not been successful in providing a detailed 

record of the relations between social capital and political participation. Much of it 

is due to a reductionist use of both concepts’ operationalization.

In this article we have two main goals. Firstly, we showed that the concepts 

of social capital and political participation are, theoretically and empirically, 

multidimensional concepts. Secondly, we assessed, through multivariate regression 

analyses, the explicative capacities of the more traditional political participation 

explanatory models: ‘the individual resources model’ and the ‘civic voluntarism 

model’ together with the more recent ‘social capital relational model’. 

Introduction

The concept of social capital is far from being new despite its enormous 

influence. Robert Putnam mostly holds the credit for recovering and universalizing 

the concept through his pioneer work Making Democracy Work: Civic Traditions in 

Modern Italy (1993), written with Robert Leonardi and Raffaela Nanneti. However, 

its origins go back to the nineteenth century and Alexis de Tocqueville, in his work 

Democracy in America (1835/1840), can be held as its great inspirer.

Still, the first authors in the twentieth century to systematically develop the 

concept of social capital were two sociologists: Bourdieu (1986) and Coleman (1993, 

1999). In one of the very first publications in this area Pierre Bourdieu defined 

social capital as ‘made up of social obligations (‘connections’)’ and underline the 

fact that we are dealing with relations between individuals within specific groups 

or categories (Bourdieu 1986, p. 246). Coleman developed a similar approach but 

stressed the common aspects of social capital by their functions: They all consist 

of some aspect of social structure, and they facilitate certain actions of individuals 

who are within the structure (1990, p. 302). Putnam (1993) further improved 

the concept to address ‘features of social organization, such as trust, norms, and 

networks that can improve the efficiency of society by facilitating coordinated 

actions’ (Putnam, 1993, p. 167). Therefore, high social capital communities should 

act together collectively more often than low social capital communities. Thus, 

many authors defend these social-relation-based resources were expected to be 

particularly effective in solving problems that lack collective cooperation, often 

called ‘dilemmas of collective actions,’ ‘the prisoner’s dilemma, ‘ ‘the free-rider 

problem,’ (Coleman, 1990a, 1990b; Putnam, 1993).
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Accordingly, the results of higher levels of social capital were usually associated 

with benefits or gains in productivity, efficiency, or cooperativeness (Coleman, 

1999; Fukuyama,1995; Knack and Keefer, 1997; Paxton, 1999; Putnam, 2000). 

Researchers who were particularly interested in revealing how an individual’s 

participatory behavior in the political arena could be facilitated by these social 

resources have examined the roles of what they have termed distinctively as ‘social 

capital serving civic ends’ (Putnam,1995), or ‘politically relevant social capital’ (La 

Due Lake and Huckfeldt, 1998).

Despite the frequent use of the term political participation, its terminological 

vagueness leaves room for different definitions. This also applies to the study of 

political participation which is comprehensively and simultaneously defined as 

‘being part of’ and ‘taking part in’, i.e. as the ability and right to belong to a certain 

political community, on the one hand and, on the other, as the ability and right 

to take part in a certain political act or process, or participate in political decision 

formation (Schultze, 1998, p. 470).

Even though they social capital and politicalparticipation are not synonymous. 

Although there is a thesis formed in these last decades that draw the concept 

of social capital and political participation together, making the first one of its 

independent or explicative causes. By this we mean the thesis of the ‘decline of 

political participation’. In effect, according to some scholars, there has been a 

decline in political participation in the last three decades or so, which was associated 

by Putnam in ‘Bowling alone: America’s declining social capital’, fundamentally to 

the decline of some dimensions of the social capital stock. Having for reference the 

data of General Social Survey, the author suggests that the social capital is eroding 

in USA, for force of the ‘movement of women into the workforce’, the ‘re-potting 

hypothesis and other demographic changes have made impact on the number 

of individuals engaging in civic associations, but also and mainly technological 

‘individualizing’ of leisure time via television, Internet and eventually ‘virtual reality 

helmets’.

It is no surprise that the topic of political participation has been widely covered 

recently among academics, journalists and politicians in most liberal representative 

democracies. These concerns are mainly the decline in voter turnout and growing 

electoral volatility (Blais and Rubenson, 2013), the decrease of partisan identification 

(Garzia, 2013; Thomassen and Rosema, 2009), as well as partisan affiliation and 

activism (Whitetely, 2011) and other mainstream political activities.

Social Capital and Political Action Repertoires

There are two main approaches to the thesis of the ‘decline of political 

participation’ observed in the last decades.  The first one is the ‘modernization 

thesis’, which finds in Inglehart (1977, 1990; 1997) and Inglehart and Welzel (2005) 

some of its most representative authors among many. Secondly, we have the ‘social 

individualization’ or ‘social atomization’ thesis, with Robert Putnam and his theory 

of social capital as one of its most prominent authors.

As a forerunner of cultural modernization theories, Ronald Inglehart claimed 

there was a substantial transformation in the values prioritization among modern 

industrialized societies (1990; 1997). With this transformation, post-materialistic 
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values overlap traditional materialistic values. This cultural change in mass public 

values will have led to a deepening of democratic values, a larger participation and 

political intervention in public life by citizens, together with the great support for 

the improvement of the functioning of democratic institutions and the creation of 

alternative political intervention channels.

‘Critical citizens’ (Norris, 1999. 2002), ‘post-materialistic citizens’ (Inglehart, 

1997) or ‘disaffected citizens’ (Torcal and Montero, 2006) would focus their civic 

energy in those new ways of political participation, characterized by direct action 

(without the interference of parties that represent them) and carried out by non-

hierarchical organizations marked by their horizontality, fluidity, pragmatism, direct 

mobilization form through the new information and communication technologies, 

namely the Internet and punctual in time.

Be that as it may, when treating empirically many researchers argue that the 

alleged decline in political participation observed in previous studies might be due 

to a measurement artifact: in focusing solely on the level of political participation, 

these studies failed to consider possible new forms and patterns of political 

participation (Dalton, 2008, Stolle and Hooghe, 2004). Still, it has been argued that 

researchers should focus more on the structure of political participation and not 

only on participation levels.

Social Capital and Political Participation Explanatory Models

One of the main goals of this article is to identify if, and to what extent, social 

capital strengthens both conventional and unconventional participation. Our 

research consists of empirical verification in several European regions with stronger 

and consolidated democracies and weaker ones still in consolidation. Many 

different theories have been discussed to explain who becomes involved in political 

action,some have been more or less fashionable at different times.

Consequently, we will seek to compare the more traditional explanatory models 

of political participation:  the ‘individual resources model’and the ‘civic voluntarism 

model’ with the more recent, yet less explored, ‘social capital relational model’.

A brief revision of existing literature in this area is suffices to show how much 

we still must learn regarding the causes of political participation (Leighley, 1995, 

Rosenstone and Hansen, 1993). Thus, it is no surprise that researchers have 

shifted their main focus from individual resources and attitudes associated with 

participation to social interactions regarding individual levels of participation 

(‘social capital resources model’).

One of the possible reasons for this gap is the surely the fact that social interactions 

are apparently always present in any act of participation, therefore not allowing 

a classification that sets participants in political life apart from non-participants. 

Another reason is that if existent literature has underlined the importance of formal 

interactions, such as belonging or activism in voluntary organizations, as a cause 

of political participation (Leighley, 1995; Radcliff and Davis, 2000), it has, however, 

omitted the importance interactions in interpersonal or informal networks may 

assume in political participation, perhaps due to empirical analysis difficulties.
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Reaction to the Unitary View of Social Capital and Its Effects on Political 

Participation

So far it has been assumed that social capital has the capacity to increase 
political participation. As a matter of fact, such assumption implicitly derives from 
Putnam’s pioneering work (1993) where he exemplifies how civic engagement as a 
social capital asset led to various participatory processes for a working democracy. 
However, precisely how and why such a connection to non-political organizations 
stimulates political participation has not been widely recognized as a study worthy 
empirical issue (Erickson and Nosanchuck, 1990; Levi, 1996). Putnam fails to pursue 
his inquiry and never fills the gap between social and political participation. He 
simply juxtaposed two chapters (2 and 3), as if the relationship between the two 
forms of participation was a matter of common sense.

Nevertheless, the empirical debate has not been successful in providing a 
detailed record of the relations between social capital and political participation, 
as claimed by some authors. This is much due to an insufficient and reductionist 
use of both concepts’ operationalization. It is true that Putnam makes a distinction 
between different forms of social capital, but, as Bjørnskov (2006) stresses, in his 
conception of social capital trust, norms and networks are all different aspects of 
the same functional notion (p. 23). In support of a unitary concept, he argues that 
individuals congregate in different types of voluntary organizations where they 
learn to trust each other through ‘repeated interaction’.

This shortcoming happens partly due to the dominance of Putnam’s work and, 
consequently, the inability to draw on a wider and more sophisticated theoretical 
framework. Putnam’s theory, although innovative, has struggled to explain how 
social capital forms – ‘the so-called circularity problem’ (Portes, 1998; Woolcock, 
1998). Such limitation has hindered the possibility of researching the different 
dimensions social capital can have and stress the importance of recognizing these 
multiple dimensions in terms of statistical measurement.

In order to overcome such methodological and measuring problems, it is 
essential that both concepts be treated as a unitary concept, gathering different 
attributes. This implies that one must stop using one-dimensional additive indexes 
to measure social capital and political participation and start seeing both as 
multidimensional phenomena.

The theoretical approach described above developed as a reaction to the unitary 
view of social capital and its effects (Bjørnskov, 2006; Woolcock, 1998). Such view 
argues that social capital can possess different dimensions and sub-dimensions— 
combinations of dissimilar social relationships (structural and cognitive) — and 
such dimensions are linked to also diverging political participation modalities.

Social Capital and its Operationalization

Our empirical analysis compares the multifaceted composition of social capital 
in six predefined European regions. The regions are: 1) Northern Europe (Denmark, 
Finland, Norway and Sweden); 2) Western and Central Europe (Austria, Belgium, 
France, Germany, Netherlands and Switzerland); 3) Britain and Ireland; 4) Southern 
Europe (Greece, Spain and Portugal) and 5) Eastern Europe (Czech Republic, 
Hungary, Poland, Slovakia and Slovenia) and the Baltic Countries (Estonia and 
Lithuania). We used data from the five European Social Survey (ESS) waves between 
2002 and 2010.
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As stated above, it is consensual that social capital is an especially complex and 
problematic concept due to its multidimensional nature. 

If we were to adopt Putnam’s definition (1993, 2000) — which, even with 
great criticism around it, is still the starting point of many scientific analyses — we 
would easily identify its components and integrate them in structural and cognitive 
dimensions. According to Putnam (1993), social capital includes ‘the features of 
social organization, such as networks, social norms and trust that can improve the 
efficiency of society by facilitating coordinated action’ (Putnam, 1993, p. 167). 
Social norms and networks ‘provide defined rules and sanctions for individual 
participation in organizations’ (Putnam, 1993, p. 166), and promote reciprocity and 
cooperation ‘founded on a lively sense of mutual value to the participants of such 
cooperation, not a general ethic of the unity of all men or an organic view of society’ 
(Putnam, 1993, p. 168). On the whole, networks and norms provide a mechanism 
for such an internal mutual commitment where ‘rational individuals will transcend 
collective dilemmas’ (Putnam, 1993, p. 167).

Social Networks Dimension
In the fifth round of the ESS (2010), the participation in informal social networks 

can measured by two survey questions that ask people ‘How often do you meet 
socially with friends, relatives or work colleagues?’ and ‘Compared to other people 
of your age, how often would you say you take part in social activities?’ The ESS 
contains two survey questions that can be used to measure the participation in 
formal social networks. People are asked ‘Are you or have you ever been a member 
of a trade union or similar organization? If yes, is that currently or previously?’ and 
‘During the last 12 months have you participated in a voluntary organization or 
association?’

Social and Institutional Trust Dimension
Trust and trustworthiness are integral elements of reciprocity. Information 

regarding the trustworthiness of others is an essential input to the reciprocal 
decision of an individual of whether he will cooperate or not. That the norm of 
reciprocity prevails in a society implies that a significant proportion of individuals 
in it are trustworthy. 

What he defines as ‘generalized reciprocity’ can be summed up as short-
term altruism grounded on the expectation of a long-term benefit can facilitate 
cooperation and make trusting relationships easier to maintain while suppressing 
self-interest or opportunism (Putnam, 1993, pp. 182-183). We used three survey 
questions from the ESS and built an index which allowed us to measure generalized 
trust: 1) Generally speaking, would you say that most people can be trusted, or that 
you can’t be too careful in dealing with people? 2) Do you think that most people 
would try to take advantage of you if they got the chance, or would they try to be 
fair? 3) Would you say that most of the time people try to be helpful or that they 
are mostly looking out for themselves? This three-item scale can be considered 
reliable, with a Cronbach’s alpha of .860

Concerning institutional trust, we make a important distinction between (1) 
trust in institutions on the representation side of the political system (parties and 
parliament) and (2) trust in institutions on the implementation side (government 



470

POLITSCI ’13

and legal system), in accordance with the existing questions in the Social European 
Survey to measure the institutional confidence, being in this case the value of 
Cronbach’s alpha 942.

Civic Norms and Awareness Dimension
This dimension refers neither to people’s relations with others nor to their trust 

in others, but to specific behavioral traits do they demonstrate. What matters most 
is the reciprocity, cooperation and civic commitment of people. Social norms often 
facilitate more predictable or beneficial behavior patterns of individuals. In fact, it is 
hard to imagine how interaction and exchange between strangers could take place 
without norms.

According to Putnam, ‘reciprocity’ is clearly the underpinning norm amongst 
social norms, which is strongly reflected by the ethics of ‘do unto others as you 
would have them do unto you’. We used the following questions to measure civic 
norms and civic consciousness in 2010’s ESS: ‘How wrong is it to make exaggerated 
or false insurance claims?’, ‘How wrong is it to buy something that might be stolen?’ 
and ‘How wrong is it to commit a traffic offense?’

At this point it is important to state that our basic assumption and research 
proposal in this sub-section is: theoretically, social capital constitutes a 
multidimensional concept. Empirically, it is not an unitary concept that can be 
translated in a complex index based in the sum of different indicators but a stable 
and multifacetedsocialconstruct, although the relative importance of alternative 
social capital components or dimensions may differ in European regions with 
different overall economic and political development levels. Therefore, the 
following research hypothesis states that:

H1a. Social capital is a multidimensional concept and its components are robust 
and similar in European regions. 

To test the empirical validity of social capital’s multidimensionality we used 
an exploratory factor analysis. This analysis was conducted using the principal 
components method with varimax rotation. First, we used the Kaiser criterion to 
decide the number of factors. Bartlett’s test of sphericity is significant. The KMO 
test statistic is .802, showing that the factor solution is good and stable. Altogether, 
the five extracted factors explain 62.68% of the total variance of 15 initial indicators 
included in the analysis. The saturations of the variables in each factor are always 
above the required minimum of 40%. The table 1 shows the associations between 
the factors (or dimensions) and variables:
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Table 1. Factors of Social Capital

The structure of social capital components would be further clarified by a 
confirmatory factor analysis. Since the exploratory analysis gives us the factors that 
can be correlated to each other, we use them here as input in the first-order CFA.
This enables the structure and aggregation possibilities of social capital indicators 
to be further clarified, as we can see in Figure 1.

Figure 1. Global Model of Confirmatory Factor Analysis (Standardized Estimates) 
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The findings of CFA show that the loadings are high (M > 0.500) and significant 
(p < 0.001). The internal reliability is verified by the composite reliability (higher 
than 0.7). The extracted variance is higher than 0.5 for most dimensions. On the 
other hand, they also demonstrate that all dimensions show significant correlations. 
Lastly, they reveal that measurements indicate a good fit according to CFI (CFI > 
0.90), RMSEA (RMSEA < 0.08) and NFI (NFI > 0.80), but not according to Chi-square 
(p < 0.05), which is affected by the large sample dimension and CFI.

At this point, we can conclude that our first research hypothesis (H1a) is 
theoretically and empirically valid. The proposition stating that the concept of 
social capital is multidimensional is empirically valid (see Figure 1) in all European 
regions. Moreover, its components are robust in all regions, i.e. social capital has an 
unchanging structure or composition in Europe’s regional context.

The Operationalization of Political Participation

The concept of social capital has not been the only one approached in an 
empirically reductive way. We can extend such criticism to the concept of political 
participation. Therefore as with social capital, political participation should be 
operationalized in a multidimensional way. To that end we first used an exploratory 
factor analysis and secondly a confirmatory factor analysis. Our research hypothesis 
suggests that:

H2b: Political participation is a multidimensional concept and its components 
are similar and robust in European regions.

There are many mainly dichotomy classifications that distinguish institutional 
from non-institutional participation or conventional from unconventional 
participation, and they tend to use different criteriato differentiate the types 
or modalities of political participation that should or should not be part of both 
political action repertoires in the context of advanced industrial democracies. 

In this article, we will follow the conceptualization of political participation 
provided by Ekman and Amnå (2009). Indeed, it serves the purpose of mapping 
political participation in its various forms, which is in line with our objectives. They 
consider political participation to be composed of a ‘manifest’ and a ‘latent part’. 
‘Manifest’ political participation comprises parliamentary and extra-parliamentary 
forms of activism. The ‘latent’participation and its forms refer to behaviors and 
types of engagement that could be of great significance for future manifest political 
actions, such as activities based on personal interest to politics and societal issues 
(Ekman andAmnå, 2009). 

In other words, while ‘manifest political’ participation refers to activities 
intended to influence actual political outcomes by targeting relevant political or 
societal elites (which is more than just electoral participation), in ‘latent’ political 
participation, ‘the notion of latency is based on the simple observation that citizens 
actually do a lot of things that may not be directly or unequivocally classified as 
‘political participation’, but at the same time could be of great significance for 
future political activities of a more conventional or unconventional type. If we are 
interested in declining levels of political participation’ (Ekman and Amnå, 2009, p. 
8), we must not underestimate such potential political forms of engagement.

In the fifth round of the ESS, ‘latent participation’ is measured by the following 
questions ‘How interested would you say you are in politics?’, ‘How much of this 
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time is spent reading about politics and current affairs?’, ‘How much of your time 
listening to the radio is spent listening to news or programs about politics and 
current affairs?’, and  ‘How much of your time watching television is spent watching 
news or programs about politics and current affairs?’.

Such questions can be indicators of higher political participation in the future. 
However, we also assume a set of attitudes related to the potential future of political 
protest (semi-legal or illegal) in the sphere of ‘latent participation’, thus recognizing 
the growing part it has been playing in present societies — some talk about the ‘art 
of protest’ as an increasingly generalized form of political action. Here we used the 
following questions from the ESS: ‘Do you consider you don’t have the duty to obey 
police decisions if you disagree with them?’ and ‘Do you consider you don’t have to 
do what the police says, even when you don’t understand or agree?’

As to ‘manifest participation’1, the ESS questions we found most fit to measure 
it are divided in two distinct sets. The first asks respondents whether they have ‘...
contacted a politician, government or local government official?’, ‘...worked in a 
political party or action group?’, ‘...worn or displayed a campaign badge/sticker?’, 
‘worked in another organization or association?’, and can be of greater importance 
at the level of conventional political participation forms.  In the second set we 
tried to measure the respondents who choose less conventional forms of political 
participation: ‘...signed a petition?’, ‘...taken part in a public demonstration?’, and 
‘boycotted certain products?’.

In order to test the similarities and differences of the political participation 
structure in European regions, we performed the exploratory factor analysis on 
pooled data (N = 38.974). The exploratory factor analysis was conducted using 
the principal components method with varimax rotation. First, we used the Kaiser 
criterion to decide the number of factors. Bartlett’s test of sphericity is significant. 
The KMO test statistic is .656, showing that the factor solution is good and stable. 
Altogether, the seven extracted factors explain 54% of the total variance of 12 initial 
indicators included in the analysis. The results also show that the indicators of social 
capital are clearly divided into two groups describing the predefined dimensions 
of political participation (i.e., latent participation and manifest participation), and 
every indicator corresponds to the expected dimension. The saturations of each 
factor’s variables are always above the required minimum of 40%. Thetable 2 
illustrations the associations between the factors and variables:

1 In manifest political participation, we do not consider here the parliamentary 
forms of activism, which are not included in European Social Survey.
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Table 2. Factors of Political Participation

Afterwards, we undertook a confirmatory exploratory analysis. It allowed us 
to confirm the adjustment degree of observed data to the typology of political 
participation we adopted. In Figure 2 we can see the results of the global 
confirmatory analysis model:

Figure 2. Global model of confirmatory factor analysis (standardized estimates) 
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The findings of CFA indication that there is convergent validity in all dimensions, 
since saturations are high and significant and so is construct consistency, with the 
relative exception of the ‘conventional political participation’ dimension. They all 
show that all dimensions present significant correlations. Lastly, we have a good 
structural adjustment of the model in all its evaluation criteria, whether we take 
into account Chi-Square (p > .005), CFI (p > 0.90), RMSEA (p < 0.08) and NIF (p > 
0.80).

At this point we can conclude that the concept of political participation 
is multidimensionaltoo (see Figure 2) in all European regions. Moreover, all 
components are identical for all regions. The concept’s structure is consistent and 
unchangeable, as occurs with the concept of social capital.

Theorizing Individual Drivers of Political Participation

How does biographical availability shape political participation?
Literature on participation focuses on four major factor groups that shape 

political participation: resources model, political attitudes model, social capital 
model and institutional opportunities and constraints models. Using ESS data, we 
will sequentially explore the first three of these models of explanation. Afterwards, 
we will examine their interaction through a multivariate regression analysis of 
political participation.

The earliest major empirical studycarried out by Verba and Nie (1972) that 
covered the entire range of political actions taken in the United States used 
resource-based explanations of behaviour. People participated in politics, who had 
the resources to do so; this placed variables such as education, occupation and 
income – the ‘socio-economic status’ (SES) –at the centre of the analysis.

Many previous studies of political participation found the causal foundations of 
political activity in class and other socioeconomic and demographic variables. For 
instance, older citizens have been regularly identified as more likely to engage in 
political activities than young ones since the elderly have greater experience and, 
typically, a greater stake in society that they need to defend. Those with greater 
socioeconomic resources, as evidenced by higher income levels, can apply them 
in their political activity (e.g. greater contributions to political candidates, parties 
or campaigns) and, of course, have a greater property stake at risk in the political 
sphere, which they may wish to protect through participation in politics (Brady, 
Schlozmanand Verba, 1995). 

In turn, educated citizens usually participate more in politics than less educated 
ones since they show better political abilities and, therefore, hold more information 
regarding the importance of political affairs as well as a better perception of their 
proximity and influence over political decision-making 

How do civic and political attitudes and behavior can shape political participation?
In the 1990s, the SES approach was supplemented to create an extended 

model known as ‘civic voluntarism’ (Verba, Scholzman and Brady, 1995), which 
included other resource aspects, such as time, money, civic skills, as well as political 
engagement and involvement in major social institutions. People participated in 
politics if they had the resources – and the opportunity – to take part. People who 
are more motivations and civic and social resources could be seen as having more 
opportunities, and were thusmore likely to participate. 
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Political participation as a basis of democratic citizenship has also been 
traditionally understood as the result of rational choices made by individuals who 
are motivated, are informed and capable of participating. Empirical studies have 
subsequently focused on the extent to which individual-level variables account 
for both the willingness (‘psychological predisposition’) to take part or engage in 
various political activities. In those ‘psychological predispositions’, four elements 
are eventually taken into consideration by Verba, et al. (1995): political interest, 
political efficacy and sophistication political information and partisanship. As Verba, 
et al. (1995, p. 354) summarize it: ’interest, information, efficacy and partisan 
intensity provide the desire, knowledge and self-assurance that impel people to be 
engaged by politics.’

On the other hand, the instrumental considerations should be seen as a 
separate set of motivations and they will have their own place in the model. These 
‘instrumental motivations’ are motivations which are rationally relevant to include 
in the decision to participate or not. This instrumental motivation is expected to have 
a positive effect on political participation since it is the issues that motivate a citizen 
to defend their interests. We should also consider the theory of rational choice, 
which is arguably the dominant approach in the analysis of political behaviour. A 
rational choice approach would predict that only people who perceive the benefits 
of taking part in political action to be greater than the costs are likely to participate.

However, looking at political participation - or the lack of it - as a function of 
these individual-level influences has, however, left much room for challenged and 
contradictions. Therefore, researchers in political science began to seek alternative 
mechanisms to better describe the democratic participatory process. Among 
other things, relational and social contexts in which individual choices are made 
and behaviors take place drew particular attention. For example, Uslaner (2003) 
proposed that motivations for individuals to take part in political activities could be 
modified by sociability or group consciousness that adds incentives to narrow self-
interest. This attention shift to social factors made up for the remaining deficiencies 
of individual capabilities or motivation regarding different levels of political 
participation. Political participation does occur as a rational outcome and the lack 
of it may be overcome when it is mobilized by socially interested.

How do social capital dimensions shape political participation?
Here we must mention social capital theory. Coleman (1999a, 1999b) affirms 

that this ‘embededness’ of individual choices in social relations can occur while 
individuals use specific resources. Defining them as ‘social capital’, he posited that 
they contribute to ‘facilitate certain actions of actors within the social structure 
that in its absence would not be possible or could be achieved only at a higher 
cost’ (Coleman, 1999b, p. 304). Putnam (1993) further improved the concept to 
mean ‘features of social organization, such as trust, norms, and networks that can 
improve the efficiency of society by facilitating coordinated actions’ (Putnam, 1993, 
p. 167). 

According to Knack and Keefer (1997), individual participation in political affairs 
is regarded as ‘civic duty’, based mainly on cooperative norms or social expectations 
with less regard to costs and benefits. Smith (2002) holds a similar view. He argued 
that political disengagement is a problem of ‘too few opportunities and resources, 



POLITSCI ’13

477

or too little cooperation upon shared interests’ rather than too much individual 
freedom to avoid participation. Coleman (1990b, 1990) and Putnam (1993, 2000) 
based on their account of results that undermine collective action, offer a rationale 
that supports seeing political participation as an outcome of social resources.

According to these authors, both the free-rider behavior and its opposite, 
‘an excess of zeal’, occur under the same structure of interests, where these are 
all realized by the same outcome. What determines the prevalence of zealous 
involvement over free riding is whether or not additional incentives exist ‘to reward 
the others for working towards the outcome’ (Coleman, 1990b,p. 275).

In other words, the work of social resources, i.e. encouraging others or 
providing positive sanctions, explains a unique aspect of political participation 
that otherwise would have simply been avoided. Smith (2000) argued further that 
individuals are capable of altering situations not only by just ‘reacting’ to these 
resources, but also by ‘acting’ cooperatively and pooling resources to overcome the 
perverse incentives. In summary, taking social relations into consideration beyond 
the individual-level influence of capability, motivation or information can redefine 
issues of political participation in terms of the abundance or lack of available social 
resources.

It then becomes important to examine how the general constitution of social 
resources (dimensions) actually works to facilitate political participation. In this 
specific debate, social capital is supposed to increase the capacity for political 
action and thus enhance the likelihood that individuals are politically engaged.

Methodology and Hypotheses

We thus have established three general areas from which relevant hypotheses 
about political participation b can be drawn and tested: resources or bibliographical 
availability, psychological predisposition or political engagement and social resources 
(social networks, social and institutional trust, norms and social cohesion). Before 
we discuss our findings, we need to describe our hypotheses and look more closely 
at some keymethodological challenges.

Based on the arguments presented in the previous section, we tested the 
following research hypotheses.

H3 - The model that best explains citizen political participation is that of the 
‘social capital relational model’ when compared to alternative theoretical models 
from the ‘individual resources model’ or by ‘civic voluntarism model’. 

If we look exclusively to the ‘social capital relational model’, we can assume the 
following research sub-hypotheses:

H3b. Social networking is positively related with latent interest in politics and 
negatively related with latent potential for political protest (or civic disobedience).

H3b. Social networking is positively related with conventional political 
participation and negatively related with unconventional political participation and 
civic disobedience.

H4b. Institutional trust is positively related with latent political participation, 
i.e., interest in politics, and negatively related with latent potential for political 
protest (or civic disobedience).

H4b. Institutional trust is positively related with conventional political 
participation, and negatively related with unconventional political participation.
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H5a. Social and generalized trust is positively related with latent political 
participation, i.e., interest in politics, and negatively related with latent potential 
for political protest (or civic disobedience).

H5b. Social and generalized trust is positively related with manifest conventional 
political participation and negatively related with manifest unconventional political 
participation. 

H6b. Civic consciousness is positively related with latent political participation, 
i.e., interest in politics, and negatively related with latent potential for political 
protest (or civic disobedience).

H6b. Civic consciousness is positively related with manifest conventional 
political participation and negatively related with manifest unconventional political 
participation. 

In order to test these hypotheses we used three regression analyses separately 
related to the three explanatory models of political participation. The next step was 
a regression model with the variables that are specific to all three models in order 
to compare their performances with each other.

The following empirical analysis compares the three explicative models of 
political participation in six predefined European regions. The regions are: 1) 
Northern Europe (Denmark, Finland, Norway and Sweden); 2) Western and Central 
Europe (Austria, Belgium, France, Germany, Netherlands and Switzerland); 3) 
United Kingdom and Ireland; 4) Southern Europe (Greece, Spain and Portugal); 5) 
Eastern Europe (Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland, Slovakia and Slovenia) and 6) 
Baltic Countries (Estonia and Lithuania).

Findings

We began by testing the ‘individual resources model’, which focuses on 
the sociodemographic profile or bibliographical availability of citizens. Its main 
characteristics are independent or explicative variables, and the dependent or 
explained variables are the factors resulting from the confirmatory factor analysis 
of political participation. Table 3, in Appendix A, shows that individual resources 
are important in all considered types of political participation, especially in latent 
participation and at the level of conventional participation regarding forms 
of manifest participation. The predictors of latent and conventional political 
participation match the specialized literature.

It is men with higher formal instruction and greater income those who participate 
more in public life, both in latent and manifest forms. Still regarding manifest 
participation, we see that those who choose unconventional forms of participation 
are younger (ß= -.035), higher educated (ß= .026) and have less income (ß= -.053). 
In turn, those who reveal greater latent predisposition to resort to radical protest 
actions, including civil disobedience, are characterized especially by the fact that 
they are men, have a higher level of formal instruction and, in a complementary 
fashion, a lower level of socioeconomic income and are also outside of the labor 
market (See Appendix A).

As to what regards inter-regional differences, these do not exist at the latent 
or manifest levels, if we take into account only conventional and unconventional 
political participation. This does not happen if we take into account the potential 
predisposition of individuals to participate in radical protest actions. The negative 
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highlight goes to the Baltic countries but also to England and Ireland. Eastern 
Europe shows positive values, although they are not statistically significant.

Regarding this model’s explicative capacity for different models, it performs 
better at the level of latent participation (R2

  
=.129) and conventional manifest 

participation (R2
 
= 0.068) than at the level of latent participation related to the 

potential of political protest (R2
 
= 0.026) or non-conventional manifest participation 

R2
 
= 0.039) 8 (See Appendix A).
Subsequent, we tested the ‘civic voluntarism’ model, where political attitudes, 

closely related to socioeconomic status and education, were also an important 
reason for political participation: ‘people are more likely to participate if they feel 
informed, interested and efficacious, if they care strongly about the outcome, and 
if they think that they can make a difference. The independent variables we used 
were the following: the importance individuals give to politics, where they position 
themselves in the ideological scale (left vs. right) and their support for post-
materialistic values, the assessment of the government’s political performance and 
the state of their country’s economy. The dependent variables are the different 
types of participation. So what does the data show about the predictors of political 
participation here?

As we can observe in Table 4, in Appendix A, that role is stronger and statistically 
significant regarding latent political participation, where those for whom politics 
matters most and consume more political information position themselves to the 
left in the ideological spectre and share post-materialistic values. However, latent 
participation tends to decrease among individuals who negatively value their 
government’s performance and the economy. 

If we look at manifest political participation, namely conventional participation 
forms, Table 4 shows that only those who value the government’s political 
performance negatively resort less to such types of political action. At the same 
time, the assessment of the country’s economy is not statistically significant. On the 
other hand it is those who position themselves more to the right and share mostly 
materialist values those who use conventional political action more often. 

However, when we look at unconventional participation forms, we see that, 
except for the importance given to politics, all independent variables in the model 
determine the resort to the unconventional action repertoire in a statistically 
significant and negative way. In other words, the more to the left individuals place 
themselves, the higher their adherence to post-materialistic values and the more 
negative their assessment of government and the economy, the higher is their 
tendency to engage in unconventional participation forms. 

Finally, regarding the propensity to engage in radical protest as a form of latent 
manifestation, it is present among those who value politics, position themselves 
ideologically to the left and assess the state of the economy very negatively.

As to what concerns inter-regional differences, if we exclude the Baltic countries 
and Western Europe, they are practically non-existent at the level of latent 
participation. However, if we only take into account conventional participation 
regarding manifest participation, we have to exclude Northern Europe. As to 
unconventional participation, the Baltic countries are, again, the exception. 

Finally, this model’s explicative capacity is variable according to the forms of 
political participation at stake. Therefore we see the model performs better when 
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explaining conventional manifest participation (R2
 
= 0.440) and, even if to a smaller 

degree, also latent participation understood as interest in politics and cognitive 

mobilization (R2
 
= 0.173). The model’s performance declines when it comes to non-

conventional manifest participation (R2
 
= 0.067) and latent participation related to 

more radical potential political protest actions (R2
 
= 0.073) (see Appendix A)

Therefore, we tested the model resultant of the ‘social capital relational 

perspective’, using the different dimensions of social capital from the confirmatory 

factor analysis as independent variables and the different types of political 

participation from our confirmatory analysis as dependent variables.

Table 5, in Appendix, shows a strong, positive and statistically significant 

correlation between formal and informal social networks, social or generalized 

trust plus civic conscience and latent participation, understood here as interest in 

politics and cognitive mobilization. However, this is the weakest determination, 

although it is positive and statistically significant (p = .084).These observations 

partially confirm hypotheses H3a, H4a, H5a and H6a.  On the other hand, regarding 

conventional participation and with the exception of informal social networks, all 

the other dimensions of social capital tend to increase resorting to conventional 

participation. That is what occurs with civic conscience (ß =.114), systemic or 

institutional trust (ß= .10), formal social networks (b= .074) and also with social or 

generalized trust (ß= .027). 

The data apparently confirm the impact of formal social networks over 

conventional political participation, thus confirming the classical social capital 

approach, which focuses solely on formal and vertical voluntary organizations 

instead of informal and horizontal ones. If these data are correct, there is no 

determination replica between them and the different forms of conventional 

participation, which helps explain the primacy given to the first ones over the rest. 

The different dimensions of social capital determine all types of unconventional 

participation in a negative and statistically significant form, especially in the cases 

of systemic or institutional trust (ß= - .247), civic consciousness (ß= - .140) and 

social or generalized trust (ß= - .098), apparently confirming hypotheses H3b, H4b, 

H5b and H6b.

The negative and statistically significant effect of social capital dimensions is 

equally felt when speaking of latent forms of participation related to radical protest 

potential, including civil disobedience. In this case, the social capital dimensions 

that strikingly reduce this potential are formal social networks (ß = -.390), informal 

social networks (ß = -.152) and institutional trust (ß = -.115). Therefore, hypotheses 

H3b, H4b, H5b and H6b are confirmed. 

We can now conclude that social capital and its different dimensions amplify 

latent political participation understood as the interest for political life and cognitive 

mobilization over political affairs, as well as conventional political participation. On 

the other hand, they significantly reduce unconventional political participation and 

potential future political protest, thus being in accordance with the main social 

capital scholars regarding the relation with political participation. It should also 

be noted that, in inter-regional terms, there are no differences regarding these 

trends with the exception of Eastern Europe in the case of protest potential or civil 

disobedience.
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Finally, this model’s explicative capacity is variable according to the forms of 

political participation at stake. We see a better performance of the model when 

explaining latent participation related to potential protest actions including civil 

disobedience (R2
 
= 0.153), as well as latent participation understood as interest 

in politics and cognitive mobilization (R2
 
= 0.115). The model’s performance is 

also good at the level of conventional manifest participation (R2
 
= 0.108) and its 

explicative capacity increases when related to conventional manifest participation 

(R2
 
= 0.056) (see Appendix A)

At this point we should start addressing the central research hypothesis 3.The 

model proposed by the ‘social capital relational perspective’ strengthens the 

explicative capacity of citizen political participation proposed by other alternative 

theoretical models given by the ‘individual resources perspective’ or the ‘civic 

voluntarism perspective’. And our conclusion is that it is partially confirmed. Why?

When we have a regression model that gathers the proposed independent 

variables by all models and relates them to different participation types, we can 

see that both sociodemographic or biographical availability variables and variables 

related to political attitudes and values are statistically significant (can be negative 

or positive) and maintain almost unaltered (the level of significance doesn’t 

change). The same occurs with social capital dimensions. On the other hand, when 

we look at the explicative weight of this integrated model, we soon realize that it 

is the one that better predicts how citizens resort to the different types and forms 

of participation, showing an adjusted R2of .184 for latent participation understood 

as interest in politics and one R2 of .185 for latent participation seen as potential 

political protest or civil disobedience. Conventional political participation has an 
     

R2 of .442 and unconventional participation one 
 
R2 of .116. 

We can therefore conclude that none of the multiple linear regression models, 

when considered separately, presents a determination coefficient (R2) that explains 

the variance of dependent variables as high as this last model. This allows us to 

conclude, in line with Granovetter (1985), that the ‘social relational approach’ 

occupies the middle ground between two distinct ways of understanding human 

action and its consequences. So, there are good and justifiable reasons to state that 

in respect of political participation the ‘social capital really matters’.

Concluding Remarks 

This article mainly addresses the relations between social capital and political 

participation starting from two basic premises: the great proximity between both 

concepts, resulting from thesis on ‘the decline of political participation’ in recent 

decades in and outside Europe, but also from their insufficient and reductionist 

empirical operationalization. In social capital’s case, and looking to overcome one 

of Putnam’s biggest weaknesses, it consists of treating social capital as a one-

dimensional concept through a single additive index.

Our theoretical approach can be seen as a reaction to the unitary view of social 

capital and its effects. Our adopted view defends that social capital as a complex 

and multifaceted construct, which is constituted by different dimensions (structural 

and cultural) and that dimensions and sub-dimensions are linked to also diverging 

political participation repertoires. Our analysis confirms this hypothesis. 
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However, social capital has not been the only concept approached in an 
empirically reductive way. Such criticism is extendable to political participation. 
Based on Ekman and Amnå’s classification (2009), we showed that political 
participation is a multidimensional concept that also comprehends different 
dimensions and sub-dimensions. Therefore, within latent political participation 
we can fit interest in politics and cognitive mobilization, as well as more radical 
potential protest actions, while within manifest participation we find political 
participation forms traditionally seen as conventional and non-conventional.

Finally, and given the current challenges and contradictions regarding older 
explicative models of political participation, namely those proposed by the 
‘individual resources perspective’ and by the ‘civic voluntarism perspective’, we 
tested the most recent model presented by the ‘social capital relational approach’.  
We wanted to know if, and to what extent, motivations for individuals to take part 
in political activities could be reinforced by social capital’s dimensions – social 
networks, social and institutional trust and civic norms that add incentives to 
overcome self-interest and utilitarian actions.

In order to test thesehypotheses we used successive multivariate regression 
analyses, related to the three explanatory models of political participation. Finally, 
we build an integrative regression model with the variables that are specific to all 
previous models in order to compare their explanatory performance with each 
other. We could saw that the explicative capacity of the last model showed a high 
increase for all political participation categories with the introduction of structural 
and culturaldimensions of social capital. This leads us to conclude that, concerning 
political participation, ‘social capital really matters’.
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GENDER QUOTAS: AN INSTRUMENT FOR POLITICAL 
EMPOWERMENT OF WOMEN IN LEGISLATURES
MUSSARAT JABEEN

Introduction

Elections are instrumental for empowering the masses with legislative powers 
in modern state-system. They are also generating a sense of participation and 
representation in civil societies. The citizens feel satisfaction as their roles become 
mandatory for the formation of government conferring legitimacy to legislatives. 
The elections transferred the authority of government in peaceful manner to 
the new elected members. For the masses, this participation is a voluntary act 
where they seek opportunity to influence the public policy. However, women had 
been excluded from this process since the olden times ignoring the fact that they 
constitute half of the total population of the world as well as the labour force. 
Decision making remained largely in men’s control. To gain access to political 
institutions, women demanded for vote right as suffrage was conceived exclusively 
a male-right. The males justified it assuming women inferior to them in mental and 
physical abilities and the political domain gave no room to this weaker sex for a 
long time (Pateman, 1988). Historically, women were not given equal status while 
launching political and social movements for gaining human rights and they were 
not considered human. Taking them a weaker gender, they were treated as second-
class citizens who need shelter and assistance of opposite gender. Furthermore, the 
ideological beliefs and the cultural norms aimed to relegate women in social setup 
were also followed in political thought and practice. For example French Revolution 
of 1789 strengthened human rights and promoted the ‘ideals of liberty, equality 
and fraternity’ but none of these values were benefited women (Scott, 1996). 
Protesting this, those women who participated in all this process demanded the 
equal citizenship rights and political participation without gender discrimination. 
They also launched campaign, organized political groups, made petitions and 
lobbied the intelligentsias for securing equal rights (Mousset, 2007; Scott, 1996).

The denial of voting right to women was against the spirit of democracy and 
all this generated resentment in those countries where women were educated 
and aware about their positions and status in the society. They launched mass 
movements demanding equality in politics through ballot. The first female suffrage 
was introduced in in 1890. Olympe de Gouges played a crucial role and even 
sacrificed her life for this cause. Being a radical revolutionist, she equally fought 
alongside her male companions in French Revolutionary years. She outlined 
her demands in the Declaration of the Rights of Woman and the Female Citizen 
(1761) for political representation and equal citizenship. She was influenced by 
those thinkers who believed in the social contract and offered many progressive 
programs for women and natural justice philosophers also impressed her. Their 
great contribution was recognition of women’s legal existence for the sovereign 
nation, accepting them equal to male in term of rights and attributed the vote as 
a mechanism for inclusion in national representation (Lee, 2013). The demands of 
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Olympe de Gouges were rejected by male elites of the Enlightenment who were 
not prepared to extend citizenship rights to women along with right of political 
representation and she was executed by guillotine in 1793 on “charges of hysteria 
and wanting to be a statesman (Tomasevski 1993).  Her death was not the death of 
demand of gender equality and other women continued struggle for this cause and 
after one hundred years, their demands were recognized and legal reforms were 
introduced for women’s political rights and representation. Olympe de Gouges 
became a symbol and women followed her throughout the world. Her declaration 
served as model for charters and statements of women’s rights in coming two 
hundred years. In fact, it was a testimony to women’s hard and long struggle.

Women’s Struggle for Equal Rights

The gender activists continued their struggle pursuing the strategies to gain 
access to the political offices and methods to strengthen their political rights. 
They also promoted transnational solidarity to expand their demand and shared 
their experiences with likeminded groups of other gender movements across 
diverse regions, which led to the first transnational congress of women, held in 
Paris in 1878 (Rupp 1997, p. 14). In first quarter of the twentieth century, women 
got a little share in Europe and North America. In Britain, women became violent 
during their demand of vote right and moved to civil disobedience. Consequently, 
Representation of the People Act of 1918 granted vote-right to householders over 
30 years age and spouses of householders of 35 years old as well. This right was 
extended to all women having age of 21years in 1928. In Switzerland, this right was 
given in 1971 (Axford et al, 1997, pp. 116, 132). But until 1970s, they were far from 
their target of gender balance, in political offices and elected institutions. Their 
worldwide representation in legislatures remained low and this representation 
forced the gender activists and scholars to address the issue of female political 
representation. In 1975, it was 10.9 percent of all parliamentary seats worldwide. 
After three decades of “pledges, prescriptions and persuasion,” women occupied 
only 19 percent until 2010 (Legislative Quota for Women, 2012).  It was assumed 
in developing countries that key to gender balance was democratization and 
modernization. To them, without gaining these pre-requisites, gender balance or 
political representation was a far off cry. However, it was not true as women living 
in democratic and industrialized countries of the United States, France, and the 
United Kingdom were facing the same problem and the levels of female political 
representation was low in these societies despite women’s access to formal political 
rights in the early twentieth century (Paxton, 2000). They had the vote-right, access 
to education, professional development, democratization in the political sphere and 
political participation but this representation was not translated into a significant 
increase in their power and there were still disparities and discriminations in 
legislatures.

The tactics applied in the past are still working for marginalizing women in 
the political field. In several countries, same excuses and practices are keeping 
women away from political arena making it a prohibited area. Women’s exclusion 
from politics is not due to their lack of interest or requirement but it is deliberately 
engineered by male political leaders. They have been following this path since 
the ‘dawn of democracy’ inaugurated by the American and French revolutionary 
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assertions of 1776 and 1789 respectively. Those charters claimed equality for all 
human beings but ignored voices of more than half of the population comprising 
on women and racial minorities. The underlying assumption was that domestic life 
and rearing of children are priority for women and their participation in policy and 
politics would damage their roles as mothers and wives. Furthermore, woman’s 
biological nature also prevented them to such activities and even some modern 
democracies also advocated this argument. No doubt, such notions are not overtly 
inscribed in the official policies but cultural beliefs and practices supported them 
and it is evidenced from governmental policies and the way women’s economic 
and productive actions are viewed (Waring 1999). Due to low representation in 
the political structures, women are facing social and legal discrimination, which are 
affecting their rights in health, education and other areas.

Considering the severity of issue, the First World Conference of the United 
Nations held in Mexico City in 1975, which acknowledged that gender rights and 
equality is not working in politics. This led the gender activists to launch movements. 
Consequently mounting protests forced the UN Economic and Social Council to set 
a target of giving 30 percent of total representation in decision-making bodies to 
women in 1990 and this target was to achieve until 1995. The 1979 Convention 
on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) also 
ensured commitment to the equal participation of women and men in political 
arena and this convention received universal endorsement. This development 
brought change and the UN took further measures introducing the scheme of 
“Gender Mainstreaming” in early 1990s (Legislative Quota for Women, 2012). 

The UN’s Fourth World Conference on Women held in Beijing (China) in 1995, 
which was a major milestone as far as women’s rights were concerned. It explored 
that gaps between the two sexes are widening in the political field in spite of 
democratic setup and socioeconomic advancement. Beijing Conference went a 
step forward and emphasized the governments to “ensure equal representation 
of women at all decision-making levels in national and international institutions.” 
Beijing Platform for Action identified “inequality between men and women in the 
sharing of power and decision-making at all levels and insufficient mechanisms at 
all levels to promote the advancement of women as two areas of significant concern 
where action was critical for the advancement of women” (Beijing Declaration, 
1995). Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action emphasized the governments 
to take some more positive steps for enhancing women’s participation ensuring 
their share in the decision-making process. Women participation increased only 0.7 
percent from 1975 to 1995 in legislatures (IDEA, 2010). This was nominal change 
and in unicameral or lower houses, it raised only 10.9 to 11.6 percent while in 
upper houses, a reverse position occurred; from 10.5 to 9.4 percent (Karam, 1998). 
In 2000, in the Millennium Development Goals, the United Nations recognized 
women’s role pivotal to development and included women’s empowerment as one 
of its ‘measurable goals.’ The proportion of seats occupied by women in legislative 
bodies is one of the key indicators for measuring improvement in this field. To 
make more incremental measures, the UN included women’s share in post-conflict 
state building and passed Resolution 1325 on Women, Peace and Security in 2000. 
Opening the house for debate on this Resolution, UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan 
stated that “peace is inextricably linked to equality between women and men … 
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maintaining and promoting peace and security requires equal participation in 
decision-making.” Indeed, women are involved in all facets of conflict (Dahlerup, 
2003). In 2002, reflecting on this developments, Secretary General Kofi Annan 
wrote in his report entitled Women, Peace and Security,

“We can no longer afford to minimize or ignore the contributions of women and 
girls to all stages of conflict resolution, peacemaking, peace-building, peacekeeping 
and reconstruction processes as sustainable peace will not be achieved without the 
full and equal participation of women and men” (Muleya, 2012 p. 50).

There was also another common assumption that women’s limited access to 
material resources and nominal share in labor market were also keeping them 
away from political representation. However, this argument is not established by 
the findings of current studies and precedents of the Republic of Korea and Iran 
reject this simple equation. In these countries, women’s enrollment in educational 
institutions is high but their political representation is even below than 10 persons 
in legislative bodies. On the other hand, Pakistan and Nepal have low ratio of female 
literacy but high levels in female representation as their share is about 20 percent 
in assemblies. Therefore, economic activity has no correlation with a country’s 
political representation. According to a UNDP report, Cambodia and Gambia have 
the high levels of female economic activity ranging from 70 to 80 percent but gender 
representation is 10 percent or below in assemblies. Some countries in communist 
bloc and other with agrarian back ground have also high percentage of women’s 
representation. These studies have highlighted complex factors that contributed 
to low share of women in politics (UNRISD, 2005). Hence, it seems that political 
representation is not connected to a state’s level of formal democracy or economic 
development. It is concluded from these explanations that researchers are required 
to map out new dimensions and factors that in practice are hurdling women access 
to political offices within democratic setup (Paxton et al, 2007).

Quotas, Electoral System and Representation

Different geographic regions have clusters of quota systems. This is due to the 
variation in political systems and political histories across the world. Political quota 
means that a particular group of people constitutes a “certain principle of the body, 
whether it is candidate list, parliamentary assembly, a committee, or a government” 
(Dahlerup, 1998, p. 1). Different types of electoral quotas systems extend different 
levels of representation as some make citizens more vigorous than others. 
Introducing reforms, a political system becomes more viable and instrumental to 
enhance true democratic representation. It is electoral system that influences the 
development of political organizations, party policies, party system, and the ways 
to engage the citizens in political process and activities. In fact, it is the type or 
nature of the  electoral system that matters as its implementation influences a wide 
range of factors that shape the political character of a specific society, including 
its emphasis on regional and national levels, operationalization of political parties, 
selection of candidates, procedure of elections and many other such aspects. For 
example, some electoral systems treat nations as a single entity, and candidates/
elected members not necessarily represent a specific area but the whole country 
while in other systems, country is divided into constituencies and elected members 
are considered to secure interests of their specific areas. These two systems have 
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different characteristics for engaging civil society in democratic process and bringing 
them to parliament. Apart from this, countries having two-party system tends to 
dominate the political scene, with little room for third party or smaller parties or 
independent candidates. In this system, winning an election is required 51 percent 
votes. The United Kingdom, Canada, and the United States are such precedents 
where smaller parties have not managed to break into the political structure 
except through alliance with larger parties (Hoodfar & Tajali, 2011). In practice, 
two-party system or similar systems limit the voters’ options where voters’ views 
vary from dominant ideology of political parties and have no voice in the decision-
making process. Whereas electoral systems based on proportional representation 
provides room for multiple parties. In this system, seats are allocated according to 
percentage of votes, a party receives. But the fact remains that representatives are 
loyal and accountable to their respective parties rather than to their constituencies. 
Multi-party system is common in the majority of European and Nordic states and 
is functioning under the proportional representation system in many countries 
including Austria, Sweden and Italy. However, the complexities of electoral systems 
have implications for women’s political representation as they support on one hand 
and obstruct on the other. In this situation, current quota systems are considered 
a befitting approach as they enable women to get access to the formal political 
structure but they are related to particular electoral systems. For example, Nordic 
countries introduced quotas in early seventies and Norway’s Socialist Left Party 
initiated it in 1975 and 40 percent was the minimum target for either sex (Pande and 
Ford, 2011). Following it, political parties in Denmark and Sweden also applied this 
practice immediately and the female representation increased in these countries. 
In fact, females had already one fourth representations in legislatures of these 
countries and quotas were just introduced to consolidate their share and position.

Types of Quotas

Different quota systems exist but three types of gender quotas used in politics. 
First is voluntary party quota, which is adopted by political parties. Generally 
political party quotas are “specific measures aimed at increasing the proportion of 
women among party candidates or elected representatives. Specific percentages, 
proportions or numeric range of the selection of women candidates are usually 
established, sometimes also the ordering of candidates on the party list” (Freidenvall, 
2003). In this system, parties are legally bound or they voluntarily decide about 
it. In many countries, political parties nominate a certain proportion of female 
candidates for elections (IDEA, 2002, p.2). This type is present in almost all the 
continents but it is relatively less common in developing countries. Scandinavian 
countries are exemplary in bringing more women in parliament by using quotas in 
political parties. In fifty countries of the world, voluntary party quota is resumed by 
major political parties for gender involvement in legislatures (Dahlerup, 2009, p.45). 
Voluntary party quotas are also popular in Western Europe, Australia and Canada 
where it is being applied by political parties to enhance women’s participation 
in political decision-making. Germany, Poland, Sweden and the UK are applying 
voluntarily party quotas. In the Eastern Europe, it is least acceptable. However, 
Czech Republic and Hungary have adopted the voluntary party quotas (Pande and 
Ford, 2011). According to the review of European Network, the current situation 
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of women in decision-making in European politics needs to be improved (Hoodfar 
&Tajali, 2011). 

In Argentina, political parties are restricted by Ley de Cupos (Law of Quotas) 
to reserve 30 percent nomination for women candidates (Ibid). From this share, a 
significant change is occurred and its outcome is evident from female representation 
in the Chamber of Deputies, which has been increased from “5.5 percent in 1991 to 
12.8 percent in 1993 and 26.4 percent in 1998” (Del and Feijoo, 1998: 42). African 
National Congress (ANG) in South Africa has adopted 30 percent reservation 
of seats for women on party basis at the national level and 50 percent seats of 
party for women at the local level. Many countries like Nepal and Argentina have a 
combination of the two system described above (IDEA, 2002). Caul (2001) applied 
a cross-country analysis in eleven European countries involving 70 political parties 
from 1975-1995 and showed that quota was correlated with values dominated 
in leftist parties. He observed that changing trends in public behavior and 
political commitment to gender led the political parties to contribute for female 
representation. Uganda, Eritrea, Tanzania, Belgium, Italy and Namibia have written 
quota policy in their constitutions. For example, in Uganda, a parliamentary seat is 
reserved for a woman in each of the 39 districts (Del and Feijoo, 1998).

The second type named legislated candidate quotas, which require that a certain 
number of candidate-positions must be reserved for women and this is stipulated 
by the constitutional law or national legislation of a country and instructed 
accordingly. Sometimes conditions are inscribed for the women’s position on the 
electoral list. For example each second entry on the list must be different gender 
and automatically seats go to women. Belgium and Nepal are such examples while 
India and France have followed it at local government levels (IDEA, 2002, p.2). India 
has no quota for women in the parliament or the state assemblies but local councils 
have 33 percent quota for women (Legislative Quota for Women, 2012). During 
the last one and half decade, almost fifty countries in the world have introduced 
legal quotas and quotas rules are inscribed in their constitution or the electoral 
laws (Dahlerup, 2009, p.44). About 33 countries are applying it either developed 
or developing and developed world including Angola, Argentina, Belgium, Bolivia, 
Bosnia-Herzegovina, Brazil, France, Indonesia, Mexico, Nepal, Spain, and Uzbekistan 
(Legislative Quota for Women, 2012). 

Legislated candidate quotas are the least successful in ensuring female 
representation and guaranteeing a target to achieve. Keeping women on candidates’ 
list is not a guarantee that they would get seats and their success often depends 
on the nature of electoral system. In many European parliaments, legislative 
gender quota is introduced for national elections for example in Belgium, France, 
Greece, Portugal, Spain, Slovenia and Poland. These electoral quotas are useful to 
prevent the ‘gatekeepers’ in the election processes and to control ‘secret garden 
of nominations’ by the political parties. Quotas are delivering representation to 
women and they are making foothold in constituencies and doing more for women’s 
rights.

Finally, reserved seats candidate quotas characterize those seats, which are 
fixed for female candidates and they only contest or compete on these seats. These 
are regulated either by the electoral law or inscribed in the constitution, which 
is not easy to amend (Krook, 2009). It is also assumed that quotas and reserved 
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seats are to give representation to minority groups and women are predominant 
among these groups. But the point is that women are a ‘political minority’ rather 
than a ‘numerical’ minority (Lijphart, 1999, p. 280). Reserved seats are considered 
as a more direct way of regulating the number of women in elected positions. 
This system is working in 16 countries of Asia and Africa. South Korea, Taiwan, 
Bangladesh, Pakistan, Nepal and India are among those countries, which have 
introduced reserved seats in parliaments (Halder, 2004). 

In Pakistan, government has reserved 60 seats for women in the National 
Assembly, 128 in four Provincial Assemblies and 33 percent are reserved for 
women in local governments. This practice has provided space to women 
extending them a strategic opportunity to make a difference in setting the 
agenda of local governments. India has 33 percent reserved seats at local level, 
which are enshrined in the constitution (Legislative Quota for Women, 2012). It is 
acknowledged by the analysts that the quota has brought a critical mass of women 
to political offices as nearly one million women are entering into councils at the 
local government level. In both countries, women have different socio-economic, 
political and religious backgrounds but quotas in local councils are demonstrating 
that the doors are opened for oppressed groups. Rwanda is currently at the top 
of the IPU (2013) ranking having 56.3 percent proportion of seats for women in 
the lower house as 45 females are member of the house of 80 after elections of 
2008. Rwanda superseded Sweden as its percentage from 47.3 to 44.7 and several 
developing countries like Andorra Uganda, Argentina, Nicaragua, and South Africa 
surpassed the western countries. Rwanda has the system of reserved seats with 
electoral system of proportional representation (PR) as its constitution states: “The 
State of Rwanda commits itself that women are granted at least 30 percent of 
posts in decision making organs” (Hoodfar and Tajali, 2011, p. 205-06). No doubt, 
reservation of seats for women by law is guaranteeing their inclusion in mainstream 
of politics with an increase in female leadership to different levels. However, several 
states are not fulfilling the target fixed by the UN for reserved seats as the UN has 
recommended 30 percent seats for women in parliaments. Consequently, female 
representation is low in those countries, which are not complying with the UN 
rules. For example, Niger and Djibouti have 10 percent reserved seats while Jordan 
has given 5.45 percent seats. However, situation is better in Pakistan, India, the 
Philippines, Burundi, and Eritrea as all these countries have either 30 percent or 
above it. This change cannot be attributed to quota system only as other factors 
also contributed to it. But the higher levels of representation at leadership level 
cannot be translated into forceful implementation of quotas.

These quotas reflect respective states’ commitment to gender parity particularly 
their inclination to accept women as equal partners in decision-making. Without 
legislated quotas, women representation is high in Sweden, Norway, Denmark, 
Netherlands and Finland as the percentage of their share in parliament is 44.7, 
39.6, 39.1, 38.7 and 42.5 respectively (IPU, 2013). It indicated that quotas are 
not the only way to get a balanced representation in legislative bodies as culture, 
political system, social values and traditions equally contribute to it. No doubt, the 
fact remains there that role of gender activists cannot be denies as they launched 
campaigns worldwide for a long time to get this target, which ultimately paved the 
path for gender equality and political representation.
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Apart from all this, women access to legislation through quotas does not 
necessarily translated their influence on policy or freedom of action, although 
occasionally these mechanisms expanded gender political roles. Women are 
required to develop skills and become experts to participate in the decision-making 
process of political parties as well as in government offices. Quotas are justified 
only for protecting women’s share and representation in politics. Gender disparity 
is also reduced by increasing the numerical participation in parliaments. Quotas are 
perceived as a transitional way to pave the path for acceptance of women’s roles. In 
all over the world, among the different types of quotas, 61 percent countries have 
voluntary party quotas generally in combination with the other types of quotas 
while 38 percent states have legislated candidate quotas and reserved seats are 
less popular and only 20 percent countries are following it. The other two types give 
a minimum share of women on the candidate lists. The United States is the only 
country, which has not applied any type of quota (Pande & Ford, 2011).

Conclusion

Quota system has brought an overall change motivating women throughout the 
world to have their share in decision-making. The civil societies supported women’s 
right of representation letting them to launch campaigns to overcome all types of 
discrimination and inequalities in politics, which would ultimately strengthen their 
position. With the introduction of quotas, women have become part of legislatures 
as the period of democratic transition has strengthened the masses. The quotas 
have brought a specific number of women in committees and assemblies reducing 
the stress often experienced by the token women. Quotas system enables women 
of sharing their distinct experiences and those experiences benefited the political 
life. Quota is a decisive factor after its implementation and the pool of candidates, 
reserved seats or electoral lists are such examples. Despite it, there are a few dismal 
aspects and some disappointments. Quotas alone cannot ensure gender balance in 
political field as its success is highly linked with the nature of system and electoral 
procedure. The quotas are also considered undemocratic as voters never decide who 
is elected and real power lies with the political party, which controls the nomination 
and voters are not to decide who gets elected. But this weakness is related with its 
implementation and can be easily overcome by allocating constituencies to women. 
Representation in governmental institutions makes gender balance. Another 
problem with reserved seats is indirect mode of election for them, which prevents 
women exposure to the general elections. No doubt, quotas have institutionalized 
and legitimized gender representation in the politics but in several countries, it 
has not translated into real political representation and participation of women. 
Some supportive measures and reforms are required for empowering women 
through quota system. The image of traditional women is changing and political 
parties are also accepting the importance of women’s role in politics. Gender quota 
is not an end but a mean to empower women. Without inclusion of the half of 
the population, there would be no change in politics or proper representation at 
any level. Quota is a tool to empower women and its proper implementation can 
become an effective means of fast tracking women’s access to decision-making 
bodies. At present, gender quotas are in practice throughout the world except a 
few regions and their parliaments cannot be called inclusive without inclusion of 
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women. Societies become equitable with women’s participation in all aspects of 

politics. 
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