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Dear reader,

Welcome back to Politik in 2017. Throughout this first issue for the year, we explore the theme ‘Action: Reaction’. 
As the new Editors-in-Chief of Politik this year, we are grateful for the warm welcome we have received from the 
student body at UNSW, the Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences and the School of Social Sciences.

We are living in a world that is increasingly seeing disruption of the status quo: the unforeseen United States 
presidential election of Donald Trump, the decision of the people of the United Kingdom to turn their back 
on the European Union, or the failure of economic policy worldwide to respond to long-term stagnant levels 
of growth. ‘Action: Reaction’ sheds light on how the world is reacting to unanticipated changes in the global 
landscape, and how short-term and long-term expectations are readjusting to a world order of disruption 
and unpredictability.

However, earlier this month, the world witnessed the French election victory of Emmanuel Macron, a turn back 
towards the status quo in an election analysed in this issue by Elizabeth Baldwin (p24). Elsewhere in Europe, 
Hugh Davies uncovers the changing Russian perspective on Ukraine (pg29). Closer to home, Tom Corben 
discusses changing attitudes towards North Korea (pg12), Natasha Naidu gives a local account of rising tensions 
against the ruling elite in Cambodia (p16), while Rose Vassel analyses Taiwan’s chequered record of corruption 
(pg8). In the realm of the environment, Georgia McGrath reflects on the inadequacy of refugee policy to keep 
up with changing patterns of migration (pg1), while Toby Findlay-Williams reinforces the need to undertake 
immediate action to mitigate and adapt to global climate change (pg4).

We would like to extend our thanks to the Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences at UNSW for their generous 
financial support in making this issue of Politik a reality. A publication such as Politik requires significant funds to 
produce, so we are thankful for the Faculty’s continued support of the work of students outside the classroom.

On behalf of the editorial team, thank your for engaging with Politik and we hope you enjoy reading the 
following articles from the talented students at the University of New South Wales.

Christopher Valencic and  
Rashmi Shingde
Editors-in-Chief
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Climate Refugee:  
A Misnomer or the Missing Piece?

Georgia McGrath

While the physical manifestations of climate change make global headlines, the 
environment is also increasingly acting as a catalyst in migration trends. Current estimates 
place the number of people displaced from their homes due to climate change at 200 
million or more by 2050.1 It is increasingly common to refer to these people as ‘climate 
refugees’.2 However, the narrow definition of ‘refugee’ in Article 1A(2) of the Refugee 

Convention 1951 makes this term essentially a misnomer. People who have been forced 
to leave their homes, either temporarily or permanently, because of environmental 
disruptions to their existence do not fall under the category of ‘refugee’ as defined by the 
Refugee Convention. 

It is time to recognise that the current refugee definition is outdated and fails to 
protect people displaced in the 21st century. The language of the Convention limits 
its implementation and is therefore selective in aiding those in need. It is imperative 
that action is undertaken to bring so-called ‘climate refugees’ under the protection of 
international law, as they currently slip through the gap in the meshwork system of 
international refugee protection.

For the purposes of the convention, a person considered a ‘refugee’ must have fled their 
country due to a well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, 
nationality, membership of a particular social group or political opinion. Climate change, 
however, is indiscriminate and victims cannot claim to be persecuted on the prescribed 
grounds. Evidence also shows that most climate-induced displacement will be internal 
rather than cross international borders.3 Currently, being outside of one’s country of origin 
is an intrinsic part of refugee status,4 so it is commonly regarded that those displaced by 
climate change do not currently fall within the restrictive Convention definition.

The original drafters of the 1951 Convention could not extrapolate a situation in which 
large numbers of people would be displaced by a climate change. Rather, in the immediate 
aftermath of World War II, the Convention codified the rights of refugees to confront 
the blatant disregard for human life, forced displacement and systematic mistreatments of 
people witnessed throughout the preceding years of conflict. It was initially formed with 
the intention of disbandment after solving what was viewed as a temporary problem in 
the wake of mass migration in the post-war period.5 As such, the definition of refugee was 
formulated with a particular set of displaced peoples in mind. Convention drafters did not 



pg 2 Science & Environment

consider that a broader spectrum of displaced people would one day require protection. 
Then, the Protocol Relating to the Status of Refugees of 1967 removed one of the essential 
criteria to be considered a refugee, but kept the preexisting restrictive definition of 
‘refugee’ intact. Today, a legal instrument that was initially intended to apply to a specific 
group of people at a specific moment in history is now required to be flexible enough to 
protect displaced people in all contexts and periods. 

In many ways, the definition was outdated as soon as the Protocol was passed. This is 
because the Convention definition of refugee may be too restrictive to cover all manner 
of people who require protection. The phenomenon of climate-related displacement is 
an emergency refugee situation and it is becoming increasingly clear that, once again, 
we find ourselves in a situation where the Convention fails to face the challenges of the 
21st century. 

It seems that a lack of foresight has rendered international law unable to protect a whole 
swathe of people in need of protection. The impetus rests on current policymakers to undo 
the harm done in the last century. What, then, is the solution? Since the 1970s there has 

been a trend towards expanding the definition of refugee.6 The 
1967 Protocol demonstrates that the Convention definition has 
a history of changing to incorporate new refugee emergencies. 
Some theorists also believe that it is possible to re-conceptualise 
the Convention definition to include people displaced by climate 
change. For example, Matthew Lister argues that a certain subset 
of ‘climate refugees’ has the characteristics necessary to fit within 
the Convention definition: the environmental problem must be 
of indefinite duration, there must have been international cross-
border movement and the threat posed must be to the leading of a 
‘decent’ life.7 This solution could fit within the normative logic of 
the Convention.

However, it seems unlikely that even this limited subset will be 
adopted as part of the Convention definition, given recent dealings 
between the courts and ‘climate refugee’ cases. In the case of Ioane 

Teitiota v Chief Executive of the Ministry of Business Innovation and 

Employment, the plaintiff argued that environmental degradation 
and sea level rise had forced him to leave Kiribati and apply for 
refugee status in New Zealand. While Teitota’s case failed on 
a number of points, the court had also expressed concern for 
the consequences of deciding to ‘open the floodgates’ to the 
millions of others who could potentially make similar claims to 
that of the plaintiff.8 Therefore, perhaps it is not illusory to claim 
that the Convention could be re-interpreted to include climate 
refugees; rather, it may be that the political will to effect such a re-
conceptualisation is missing.

The next logical step would be to create a modern, superior law. An international treaty 
on climate-related displacement is an attractive solution; it would complement existing 
international law whilst providing a mechanism that could be tailored to the specific 
circumstances of climate change. On the other hand, national and regional mechanisms 
may be best placed to solve this problem. Given the pragmatic barriers to creating an 
international treaty, localised responses may be more appropriate given the inherent 
difficulties in applying a universal instrument to diverse contexts and experiences. 
Regional examples include the Convention Governing the Specific Aspects of Refugee Problems 

“  It seems that a lack of 

foresight has rendered 

international law 

unable to protect 

a whole swathe of 

people in need of 

protection. The 

impetus rests on 

current policymakers 

to undo the harm 

done in the 

last century. ”
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in Africa and the Cartagena Declaration, which both present definitions of ‘refugee’ that 
include those displaced by ‘events seriously disturbing public order’.9 While this does not 
explicitly include climate refugees, it does not exclude them and is flexible enough to bring 
such people under the protection of the law. 

It is imperative that the international community begins to cast its mind towards 
addressing the uncertainty of ‘climate refugee’ status. An effective framework would be 
one that prioritised adaptive measures, allowed for planned migration, provided temporary 
protection status for those displaced by climate change, and organised permanent 
resettlement in situations where it is impossible or impermissible for people to return 
home. Whatever the solution may be, it must be made in a timely manner – while legal 
theorists debate the finer points of Article 1(a) 2 of the Convention, increasingly large 
numbers of people are in the state of being displaced by the impacts of climate change. 
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The Actions of Today and their 
Consequences for Tomorrow:  
Responding to the Threat of  
Climate Change

Toby Findlay-Williams

Introduction
Over the last two decades, the changing climate has shifted from what was a future 
and distant threat, to a current and compelling contemporary issue. In 2014, the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), a preeminent climate change 
research body, published the 5th Assessment Report (AR5) — a comprehensive study of the 
myriad effects of climate change. The AR5 presented two parallel concepts. First, it posited 
that the effects of climate change are beginning to transpire, and will intensify and increase 
in severity over time. Secondly, it stated that the costs of mitigation and adaptation are 
increasing as time passes.1 Historically, the effect of anthropogenic greenhouse gases 
(GHGs) on the climate was identified in the mid to late 20th century. During this period, 
the 1988 World Conference on the Changing Atmosphere established that, ‘humanity is 
conducting an unintended, uncontrolled, globally pervasive experiment whose ultimate 
consequences could be second only to nuclear war’.2 Consequently, the UN Framework 
Convention on Climate Change was established which instigated annual climate 
negotiations through the Conference of the Parties (CoP) system. 

Despite the overwhelming evidence from scientific sources and recognition as a threat by 
the military that the effects of climate change could be,3 very little has been achieved. The 
foregoing establishes the scope of this article: the actions (or inaction) of today and the 
consequential repercussions. This article will explore two forms of action regarding climate 
change: mitigation, in the form of emissions reductions such as those detailed in the Paris 
Accord; and adaptation and resilience-building mechanisms. These are not mutually 
exclusive and both can be pursued simultaneously. If undertaken in sufficient scope, both 
would significantly alter the consequences of climate change.
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Mitigation
Mitigation is the pre-emptive attempt to change the course of climate change through 
mechanisms that reduce GHGs by limiting emissions or diminishing their presence in 
the atmosphere through carbon sinks. In order for mitigation to be effective, it must be 
widely implemented and include the major economies. The IPCC identifies the need 
for comprehensive, coordinated, and cohesive adaptation and mitigation policies at the 
international, regional, national and domestic level.4 Despite the substantial evidence of 
the devastating global effects of climate change, negotiations have not run smoothly.

Two contemporary treaties regarding climate change are the product of the CoP 
framework, the Kyoto Protocol and the Paris Accord. These treaties embody the most 
significant actions palatable to the international society. They codify the intention to 
reduce the impact of climate change in the future. The Kyoto Protocol aimed to reduce 
the emissions of industrialised states by 5.2% to pre-1990 levels. Through the cap-and-

trade method, emissions were 
quantified and allocated into units 
that could be used or traded in the 
emissions market. The Kyoto Protocol 
embodied the concept of ‘common 
but differentiated responsibilities,’ 
allocating states as either Annex 
A or B, according to their level of 
industrialisation.5 The background 
for this system was twofold: firstly, 
developed states had produced higher 
emissions over a longer period of time 
and, secondly, that developing states 
required increasing industrialisation 
to develop further. The treaty has 
been heavily evaluated, but the scope 
of this article does not allow detailed 
analysis.6

Conversely, the Paris Accords 
substantially differed from the method implemented in the Kyoto Protocol. Savaresi 
argues the Paris Accords shifted the focus away from the ‘targets and timetables’ approach 
of the Kyoto Protocol.7 Instead, the mitigation mechanisms were founded on nationally 
determined contributions (NDCs) wherein each state elected their own targets.8

Effective international efforts to mitigate climate change are a crucial element in alleviating 
the global effects of climate change. Climate change negotiations occur through the CoP 
framework and have produced both the Kyoto Protocol and the Paris Accords. These 
treaties embody the intention to act, however they must be accompanied by substantive 
action in order to be successful.

Adaptation
Fundamentally, the purpose of adaptation is to build and enhance the resilience of 
individuals, communities and societies against the effects of climate change. The 
Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) defines the process 
of adaptation as a four-step process.9 First, the risks are identified and subsequently 
characterised, after which policy options are explored and finally the outcome of the 

Image from Max Pixel



pg 6 Science & Environment

preceding steps is evaluated.10 Therefore, adaptation is anticipation 
of and preparation for the risks that a changing climate presents. 

The IPCC identified the risks associated with climate change as 
including rising sea levels, ‘heat waves, droughts, floods, cyclones, 
and wildfires’ coupled with destructive weather patterns.11 These 
will have wide-ranging economic and social consequences. 
Economically, agriculture could be severely impacted. Wheeler 
and Braun, argue that the impact on agriculture could have 
consequences for food availability, stability and food insecurity.12 
This is coupled with a projected long-term decline in agricultural 
yields.13 Jung presents a strong case for the potential impact of 
climate change and the role of adaptation.14 They argue that South 
East Asia is especially vulnerable for two reasons: the region is 
densely populated in low-lying areas; and 27% of the population 
is engaged in agricultural work that is vulnerable to the effects of 
climate change.15 Consequently, the effects of climate change have 
the potential for severe repercussions in terms of unemployment, 
food and economic security.16

This provides the impetus for contemporary adaptation measures. In terms of agriculture, 
adaptation requires innovative technical and technological solutions; for example, 
developing and cultivating crops that are resistant to declining yields due to heat or 
more water efficient irrigation methods.17 Beyond the scope of agriculture, there is a wide 
range of contemporary adaptation measures over a diverse range of subjects and issues 
that are being pursued to alleviate the prospective impacts of climate change. The most 
fundamental is the incorporation of adaptation measures into government planning and 
policy processes around the world.18

The overriding requirement for effective adaptation is cohesive policy at all levels that 
include the government, private sector, NGOs and institutions to orchestrate adaptation 
practices. The IPCC AR5 confirmed this, arguing intra-organisational policy linkages 
increased the overall coordination and efficacy of adaptation measures.19 This could 
take the form of localised management plans for water conservation, provincial coastal 
management plans or national disaster response strategies.20

Conclusion: the consequences for tomorrow
The empirical evidence is clear: climate change is perhaps the greatest challenge 
confronting us today, and for our future. This article has examined both current and 
possible mitigation and adaptation mechanisms to reduce the effects of climate change. 
Serious and substantive collective commitment to these measures is necessary for them 
to be effective. The IPCC concludes that without serious mitigation and adaptation 
measures, climate change has a ‘high to very high risk of severe, widespread and irreversible 
impacts globally’.21

Since the identification of climate change in 1988, time has been critical. Yet, on a global 
level, we have witnessed policy-makers procrastinating and avoiding pursuit of the 
necessary changes. This has been illustrated by the Copenhagen Summit. Furthermore, the 
new United States administration illustrates how government commitments can rapidly 
change. The actions of the Trump administration include cancelling Obama-era climate 
change policies, while the new President has referred to climate change as a ‘hoax’.22

“  Consequently, the 

effects of climate 

change have the 

potential for severe 

repercussions in 

terms of 

unemployment, 

food and 

economic security. ”
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Taiwan’s Presidential Problem

Rose Vassel

As of this year, all three of Taiwan’s democratically elected presidents have been 
indicted on charges of corruption. On 14 March, the Taipei District Prosecutors’ Office 
announced that former Taiwan president Ma Ying-jeou had been indicted for mishandling 
classified information.1

Contrary to what this record might suggest, Taiwan’s political institutions have been 
performing well on almost all measures of corruption in recent years. The island scored a 10 
(out of 10) in the BTI 2016 report for prosecuting abuses of official position,2 and improved 
its ranking in the index of developing and transitional countries. In the 2015–2016 Global 
Competitiveness Index, Taiwan ranked at 15th place, and corruption was barely registered 
as a concern in doing business.3 The Corruption Perception Index reports that Taiwan has 
made no progress on its 2012 score of 61, but the nation continues to rank in 31st place, well 
above comparable South Korea (at 52nd place).4 This begs the question – with its impressive 
anti-corruption record, why have all three of Taiwan’s democratically elected presidents 
been indicted on corruption charges? First, Taiwan’s past must be considered. 

i. Party assets, vote buying and clientelism
In 1994, the Far Eastern Economic Review labelled the Kuomintang (KMT: 國民黨), 
Taiwan’s authoritarian ruling party, as being the world’s richest party. Since fleeing to the 
island from China in 1949, the KMT had amassed huge wealth on a basis of ‘nepotism, 
insider trading, political patronage, and financial sector abuse’.5 ‘By that point, ‘KMT, Inc.’ 
included more than 150 party-invested enterprises and had listed NT$36 billion (US$1.44 
billion) in assets.6

Under the rule of the KMT, the martial law era – which lasted into the 1980s – was defined 
by the normalisation of corrupt practices and abuse of position at a local level. Clientelism, 
which extended power to local factions in return for allegiance to the KMT, vote buying, 
and rampant asset acquisition by the KMT ‘were until the 1990s either openly or tacitly 
accepted as legitimate or “white corruption”’.7 It was only with the rise of opposition 
parties, increased media freedom and the first democratic elections that the status quo 
became the subject of public criticism. It was no longer politically sustainable for the 
KMT to ignore the issues that the opposition parties – in particular, the Democratic 
Progressive Party (DPP: 民進黨) –demanded be addressed. But democratisation was 
not so straightforward, and in some respects it may have ushered in new forms of 
political corruption. 
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ii. Three presidents, three indictments
Lee Teng-hui was Taiwan’s first democratically elected president, but the second to be 
indicted after leaving office. Lee was elected to the presidency in 1996 and served until 2000 
when he resigned his position. He had been a key figure in Taiwan’s move to democracy 
prior to the election, and campaigned on a platform that emphasised Taiwanese identity. 
Nevertheless, his policies did not receive widespread KMT approval, and he made the 
perhaps pragmatic decision to draw on business support to balance against the power of 
factions within the party. This was the paradox of Taiwan’s democratisation, which on the 
one hand exposed corruption whilst at the same time facilitated vote buying, ‘black and 
gold’ money politics and other corrupt practices.9

Lee Teng-hui did not become the subject of an indictment until June 2011, long after he had 
retired from the presidency and been kicked out of the KMT (he developed DPP leanings 
and formed the Taiwan Solidarity Union). Seven months before the 2012 election, in which 
Lee’s DPP protégé Tsai Ing-wen was running against the KMT’s Ma Ying-jeou, prosecutors 

alleged that between 1994 and 1999, Lee had embezzled US$7.8 million from a secret 
diplomatic activities fund and directed the monies toward the creation of a private think-
tank. He was acquitted in short order for lack of evidence,10 but rumours abounded that Ma 
Ying-jeou had grasped an opportunity to weaken Tsai Ing-wen’s presidential campaign.11

But prior to this, in December 2008, Chen Shui-bian was indicted and charged with 
money laundering, corruption and forgery, including embezzling NT$490 million (US$14.7 
million).12 Thirteen others were indicted, including Chen’s wife, son, and daughter-in-
law. In 2000, Chen Shui-bian’s election to the presidency had been ‘a magic moment’ 
that ‘represented a break from the past’,13 symbolising that Taiwan had ‘consolidated’ its 
democracy. President Chen was Taiwan’s first DPP president, and he ran with a strong anti-
corruption campaign, but by 2004, in the lead up to the next election, idealism had been 
‘sacrificed on the altar of political pragmatism’,14 and Chen’s government was plagued by 
corruption scandals including, later, his own. In 2009, after losing the 2008 election to Ma 
Ying-jeou, Chen and his wife were sentenced to life imprisonment.15

Lee Teng-hui  
Image credit: A-giâu

Ma Ying-jeou 
Image credit: Voice of America

Chen Shui-bian 
Image credit: Jamali Jack
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Ma Ying-jeou’s indictment this March was the most surprising. 
In the fallout from the Chen presidency, Ma had campaigned 
convincingly as a ‘clean’ politician, and had a consistent record of 
anti-corruption work behind him – as justice minister from 1993 
to 1996 he ‘cracked down on the drug trade and went after vote-
buying with great zeal’.16 The indictment stemmed from allegations 
that Ma had leaked classified information and abused authority in 
the wiretapping of a telephone conversation between DPP caucus 
whip Ker Chien-ming and legislative speaker Wang Jing-pyng – 
both old political enemies of Ma Ying-jeou. A Taipei District Court 
in April ruled Ma not guilty on charges of libel and incitement to 
disclose classified information arising from private prosecution 
lodged by Mr Ker. The result of the public prosecution, which 
differs substantially from the private case, remains to be seen. 

iii. Three presidents do not a corrupt nation make
Aside from their connection to corruption, there is little 
consistency between the indictment of former presidents Ma, 
Chen and Lee. Unsurprisingly, the story is more complicated 
than the figures might suggest. However, it is possible to sketch 

some broad conclusions. The first is that Taiwan’s highly polarised party dynamics have 
produced an environment that might be seen to justify corrupt practices in the interest of 
one party’s advancement ahead of another. At the same time, politics has been weaponised 
with the promise of corruption investigations and allegations as soon as there is a handover 
in power. In the midst of this ‘general politicisation of society, complete with a sharp and 
growing spirit of partisanship’,17 it becomes difficult to separate the genuinely justified from 
the politically expedient. 

Secondly, these three high-profile corruption 
cases are illustrative of Taiwan’s successful 
transition from a martial-law era normalisation 
of political corruption to an informed, 
engaged media and public that challenges 
illegal and corrupt official behaviour. 
Goebel acknowledges this irony of anti-
corruption campaigns – the more coverage 
anti-corruption investigations and trials 
receive, the worse the problem appears. But, 
he notes of Taiwan: ‘however widespread 
the corruption may be, the probability 
that corrupt activities will be found out, 
investigated and punished has gone up 
significantly over the last two decades’.18 In a 
time of political transition, it appears that both 
parties have at times fallen to the assumptions 
of an old legacy, and behaved accordingly. 
However, the attention given to allegations of 
corruption and the consequences that amount 
are evidence of a strengthening civil society, 
press and judiciary in Taiwan. 

“  Taiwan’s highly 

polarised party 
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of another. ”

Tsai Ing-wen 
Image credit:Presidential Office of Taiwan
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‘Strategic Patience’ Worn Thin: What Lies 
Ahead on the Korean Peninsula?

Tom Corben

Speaking last month in Seoul, South Korea, US Secretary of State Rex Tillerson declared 
in no uncertain terms that the Trump administration would end the Obama era policy of 

‘strategic patience’ in its approach to North Korea. ‘Strategic patience’ had sought to starve 
North Korea of economic and diplomatic opportunities, attempting to coerce Pyongyang 
into demonstrating a sincere willingness to denuclearise by making the first concession, 
before even contemplating negotiations.1 However, years of waiting for North Korea either 
to collapse or relent to external pressures have backfired spectacularly. Instead, ‘strategic 
patience’ only reinforced Pyongyang’s pessimistic, hyperrealist worldview, and ironically 

– provided it with the time and space in which to enhance its nuclear capabilities.2 
Accordingly, Mr. Tillerson stated that any number of policy options were now under 
consideration – including pre-emptive strikes and the redeployment of tactical nuclear 
weapons to South Korea.3

America, though, is not the only power considering a policy change. In South Korea, recent 
polls suggest that Trustpolitik, former conservative President Park Geun-hye’s signature 
North Korea policy, is likely to end come the national elections on May 9th. Mr. Moon 
Jae-in, the liberal-democratic nominee and current favourite to assume the presidency, has 
publicly stated his willingness to visit Pyongyang before Washington post-election, vowing 
to resume inter-Korean economic and political engagement.4 Indeed, his election would 
likely cause deep changes in both inter-Korean and US alliance affairs. Moon’s possible 
victory, the Trump administration’s unpredictability, and the Kim regime’s hard-headed 
foreign policy, collectively, make for an uncertain future on the Korean Peninsula. What 
is certain, however, is that the action and reaction cycle of sanctions and retaliatory 
provocations that has characterised ‘strategic patience’ is going to change, for better 
or worse.

North Korea’s unrelenting pursuit of nuclear weapons should not be all that surprising. 
Messy international interventions into Iraq and Libya only reaffirmed its perceptions 
that effective diplomacy meant little without superior military capabilities behind it.5 In 
fact, denuclearisation has almost certainly ceased to be a realistic goal for international 
negotiators, given that North Korea’s self-proclaimed status of ‘nuclear weapons state’ was 
enshrined within its constitution in April 2012. Furthermore, the current national policy 
of Byungjin (‘parallel development’) ties nuclear weapons development to the nation’s 
future economic prosperity, not just its survival.6 To relinquish the nuclear arsenal would 
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not only compromise Pyongyang’s capacity to extract concessions from the international 
community,7 but would undercut the entire ideological foundation of the state and 
threaten the survival of the regime.

Essentially, nuclear weapons development has been placed at the very heart of North 
Korean statehood.8 So what options do the international community have? Regime change, 
once considered a possibility under ‘strategic patience’, is no longer an option. Kim Jong-
un may have been vulnerable to the political influence of the military in the early years of 
his rule, but has since consolidated his authority by effecting a power shift within North 
Korean politics.9 Kim has largely stripped the military of the political influence exercised 
under his father Kim Jong-il’s reign, and restored the traditional influence of the Korean 
Worker’s Party. Nowhere were Kim’s intentions made clearer than in the public execution 
of General Jang Song-Thaek in 2013. The General, who was also Kim’s uncle, was the state’s 
second-in-command and a figure identified by China as an agent for policy change.10 With 
the recent assassination of Kim’s outspoken half-brother Kim Jong-nam, another figure 
apparently courted by Beijing,11 it is apparent that the regime remains firmly in control.

An escalation of sanctions, including a freeze on global oil exports to North Korea, has 
been touted by Washington12 at a time when satellite imagery suggests that another 
nuclear test may be imminent.13 However, as the ‘primary sender’ of sanctions, the US does 

not exert particularly strong political or economic 
leverage over North Korea.14 By contrast, China is 
North Korea’s primary trading partner and maintains 
direct political channels with Pyongyang. China, 
however, is unlikely to enforce international sanctions 
regimes to the extent required, given its own strategic 
and economic interests in North Korea’s ongoing 
survival.15 Pre-emptive strikes have been considered 
before, but the risk of a second Korean War is enough 
to deter even the most powerful military in the world 
from provoking a conflict.

The outcome of the South Korean election may well 
determine the future of the international community’s 
approach to North Korea. Indeed, presidential 
frontrunner Moon Jae-in has already flagged his 
intention to return to a policy platform resembling the 
Sunshine Policy adopted by former progressive-liberal 
governments between 1998 and 2008. While this could 
positively alter inter-Korean affairs, it could have 
equally negative consequences for the US alliance, 
depending on the policy route decided upon by the 
Trump administration. That Moon has also flagged 
a rethink on the THAAD missile defence system 

is equally significant. Reversing the deployment could placate both North Korean and 
Chinese anxieties, particularly given Beijing’s view that THAAD constitutes an element 
of a US encirclement strategy directed at China rather than North Korea.16 Abandoning 
THAAD, however, could also drive a wedge between fledgling US and South Korean 
administrations at the precise moment when they ought to be collaborating more closely 
than ever – a proposition North Korea undoubtedly considers with glee.

Given that denuclearisation is essentially a non-negotiable (for now), securing a freeze of 
the nuclear program has been identified as ‘the least terrible of a series of bad options.’17 
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The difficulty, however, lies in Washington, Seoul and Beijing 
finding a mutually acceptable compromise to offer in exchange. 
China has suggested that a nuclear freeze might be achieved 
should the US and South Korea agree to abandon their annual 
joint military exercises, which Pyongyang interprets as rehearsals 
for invasion.18 However, the deep trust deficit between Pyongyang 
and Washington is not so easily overcome and neither party 
is willing to compromise first. Furthermore, while ‘strategic 
patience’ may have failed to secure a denuclearisation deal, it did 
succeed in preserving core alliances and in extracting greater 
Chinese cooperation.19 The suspension of joint military exercises 
could undermine South Korea’s confidence in the integrity of 
the US alliance, perhaps even pushing it to consider developing a 
nuclear deterrent of its own.

Then again, perhaps Trump’s dramatic recalibration of US North Korea policy is really 
an attempt to leverage China, particularly given his vow to ‘go it alone’ in the lead-up to 
a summit with Chinese President Xi Jinping later this month in Florida.20 Given China’s 
obsession with encirclement and stability in its near abroad,21 the prospect of American 
unilateral military action could plausibly motivate Beijing to step up efforts to dissuade 
Pyongyang from its nuclear trajectory. At the same time, a complete enforcement of 
sanctions could potentially compromise Beijing’s limited political and economic influence 
over Pyongyang,22 leaving the international community with no leverage whatsoever. As 
such, China has proposed that the US and North Korea make concessions in parallel 
in order to overcome their mutual trust deficit, avoid the politics of the ‘sequence’ of 
compromise, and restart meaningful negotiations.23

Ultimately, whatever the outcome of the meeting between Trump and Xi on April 6th – not 
to mention the impending South Korean election on May 9th – it is already apparent that 
the holding pattern that has characterised international policy approaches to the North 
Korea issue for most of the 21st century is about to be broken.
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Cambodia’s Road Politics:  
Observations Along  
Monivong Boulevard

Natasha Naidu1 

It is 6 o’clock on a Monday evening in Phnom Penh, Cambodia. A silver Toyota Camry 
tears through Monivong Boulevard in the wrong direction, one of Phnom Penh’s 
busiest and most prominent roads. The Camry ploughs into a crowd of motorbikes and 
pedestrians.2 Three die instantly and six others are seriously injured.3 Dragged from the car 
by the onlooking crowd, the driver is beaten until the police interrupt the scene and he is 
taken to hospital in a coma.4 While the crash on Monivong Boulevard gives the impression 
of a freak accident, instead, it illustrates the physical vulnerability of pedestrians in the 
urban street landscape, and the disillusionment of the people with a corrupt legal system as 
they resort to taking justice into their own hands.5 Phnom Penh’s roads are a site through 
which I seek to examine the actions of the Cambodian Government and the powerful elite. 
It provides an unexpected insight into the reactions of the people to everyday corruption 
and power inequality, especially amongst the Cambodian youth. Here I argue that capacity 
building and support from allies amongst the international community are needed in order 
to allow young people to react and effectively vocalise their disillusionment with their 
ruling elite. 

i. Government action and youth reaction
For those driving in Phnom Penh, traffic “fines” and police bribery are everyday 
occurrences. Local human rights advocate Sophary remarks that being “fined” by the 
police is so common that it discourages her from driving to work.6 This is unsurprising, 
considering the introduction of a 2015 law allowing police to keep 70% of fines they 
initiate.7 When speaking about reacting to police bribery on the roads, 27 year-old Law 
graduate Monica comes forth with the two options available: put up with it and pay the 
bribe, or attempt to dispute the bribe.8 Unfortunately, the second option can be time-
consuming, costly and difficult.9

Sadly, being fined on the roads is a microcosm of the more sinister corruption perpetuated 
by Cambodia’s ruling elite. On 8 July 2016, popular political commentator Kem Ley 
delivered an interview with VOA Cambodia commenting on a new Global Witness 
report which details the alleged business empire of Cambodia’s ruling family.10,11 On 10 
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July 2016, he was shot dead whilst drinking coffee at a 
Caltex petrol station, along the very same Monivong 
Boulevard. Many Cambodians, including former 
leader of the opposition party Sam Rainsy, have since 
stated that this was a political assassination and that 
leaders of the Cambodian Government are to be dealt 
blame.12 Rainsy has since been trialled in absentia and 
sentenced to jail for these comments.13 These are but a 
few examples of the difficulty in reacting to oppressive 
actions by the powerful. 

In reacting to the unfair actions of Cambodia’s 
governing authorities, social media and smartphones 
have become instruments of the people used to 
document and share their authentic experiences. On 
the roads, 22-year-old legal intern Vichet tells me 
that the movement of people videoing and sharing 
incidents of being ‘fined’ has resulted in the police 
now issuing an official receipt for the fine, as opposed 
to pocketing the cash outright14 – a bribe nonetheless, 

but a small victory of people’s power for Vichet. Social media is similarly becoming a 
platform for youth engagement and expression of political and legal issues. According to 
Vichet, the use of social media allows young people to be better informed about politics 
than in the past.15 Sophary comments that the use of Facebook gives young people s forum 
to express their political discontent and test their confidence by engaging in dialogue with 
like-minded peers.16

However, political expression by the youth on social media is heavily regulated and 
perceived as an unnecessary risk. Following the alleged political assassination of Kem 
Ley, Al Jazeera released a documentary which included evidence heavily implicating the 
Government in the orchestration of the killing.17 When a screening of the documentary in 
a private residence was organised online with approximately 15 attendees, roughly 50 armed 
police surrounded the residence and arrested the four young organisers.18 Similarly, Monica 
tells me that she fears the introduction of a law that may make it illegal to share material on 
social media that is considered to criticise the Government.19 The United Nations Human 
Rights Council has criticised the secretive law as posing a serious threat to the right to 
freedom of expression in Cambodia.20 Even before the introduction of the law, a local 
activist who posted a video of herself throwing a shoe at a sign featuring Prime Minister 
Hun Sen’s face was summoned to court for questioning.21 With these dangers in mind, it is 
essential to ask how the youth can be better equipped to voice their disillusionment with 
the Government. 

ii. Giving voice to youth
A. Capacity Building

According to Sophary, capacity building programs for young people will enable them to 
engage meaningfully in debates on law and policy. This serves the purpose of extending 
dialogue beyond general disillusionment with the Government.22 Capacity building 
and civic engagement amongst youth in developing countries is widely recognised as an 
essential tool in enabling young people to mobilise for change.23 Specifically, capacity 
building experiences that focus on political issues and ways to react effectively (such 
as activities which follow current events or facilitate discussion on problems in the 
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community) have been demonstrated to effectively foster civic participation.24 This capacity 
building can occur through mentoring programs, training and seminars or overseas study 
where youth can engage in a robust and meaningful democracy. 

A powerful example of youth engagement with law and policy can be found if passing 
through Monivong Boulevard on a weekend morning. With the help of the Red Cross, 
young Cambodians are running a program which aims to regulate the behaviour of 
motorists on the road by using flags to stop and slow traffic.25 Further, the youth remind 
passer-by motorists of traffic regulations through a loudspeaker. Monica tells me that in 
this small way, they are engaging in traffic policy and promoting respect for the law.26

B. International Community

Secondly, it is evident that the international community has 
a greater degree of freedom of expression when it comes to 
criticising the Government, especially when compared to 
those living in Cambodia. This is evidenced in the Al Jazeera 
documentary where one national figure, Sam Rainsy, and multiple 
international advocates and human rights institutions accuse the 
Government of assassinating Kem Ley. While Rainsy has since 
been tried and sentenced to jail for his comments, the international 
advocates have been left untouched.27

It is essential that the international community use their privileged 
position to protect and project the voices of Cambodian youth. 
Supporting, creating or increasing access to youth-led Cambodian 
internet spaces can allow for safe political expression, peer-to-peer 
networking and policy debate via discussion fora.28 For example, 
supporting and raising the profile of local youth-run political blog 
Politikoffee

29 will allow for further reach of Cambodian voices and 
wider engagement. Further, the creation of platforms similar to 
ActNow or GetUp! could provide a means by which Cambodian 
youth can create grassroots campaigns and movements.30 By acting 

as allies in this way, the international community can create a safe space for young people 
to express their disillusionment and collectivise for change.

The politics of Phnom Penh’s Monivong Boulevard are revealing of the incessant bribery 
and corruption perpetuated by those in power. They are also representative of the steps 
youth in Cambodia are already taking to react and be vocal about policy and Cambodian 
laws. Capacity building and further support from allies in the international community are 
needed in order to effectively increase the ability of the youth to voice their disillusion with 
the Government and mobilise for change. 
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France Introduces Opt-Out Organ Donation 
Policy – Should Austrlia Take Heed? 

Interview featuring Dr Adrienne Torda,  
Kim Do, Allen Zhou and Rashmi Shingde.  
Article by Rashmi Shingde.

Introduction
At any given time, there are 1,400 Australians on the wait list for life-saving organs.1 
Moreover, at any given time, there are an additional 12,00 Australians with kidney failure 
on dialysis waiting to join the organ wait list itself.2 Even the queue comes with a queue. 
Australia is lauded internationally for its successes in transplantation medicine, yet we 
have struggled to match organ donation rates of developed countries worldwide. Why 
is this so, and how can we address this? One solution with ever-growing international 
precedent is a proposed ‘opt-out’ organ donation framework. 

The current process of donating organs in Australia is based on an ‘opt-in’ system. 
Through the Australian Organ Donor Register online, individuals can voluntarily register 
to either give or withhold consent for organ donation.3 In the case where no legal consent 
has been registered before death, next-of-kin or family members can give consent the 
individual’s behalf. Note the registration of consent is not legally-binding – next of kin will 
always be asked to agree to donation before it can proceed and can change their minds up 
to the point the person is taken to the operating room.4

In contrast, as of January 1st 2017, France joined the likes of Spain, Wales and Australia 
by introducing new opt-out organ donation legislation.5 An opt-out donation framework 
rests on the principle of presumed consent, where every citizen is an organ and tissue 
donor at death unless they specifically choose to opt out. Opt-out methods in France’s 
new framework include via the national rejection register, or via a written refusal or oral 
testimony relayed to a relative. 

However, it is clear opt-out organ donation systems raise certain ethicolegal concerns. 
Some of these questions are discussed in the first interview of the new podcast series, ‘Sllim 

Pickings’. ‘Sllim Pickings’ (Student-Led Learning in Medicine) is the brainchild of UNSW 
Medicine Phase 1 Ethics Convenor, Dr Adrienne Torda. A select transcript of the podcast 
is shown overleaf. 
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(To listen to the podcast in its entirety, visit theBox, https://thebox.unsw.edu.au/mp3/
sllim-pickings-episode-1-organ-donation-opt-in-versus-opt-out-systems, or via Facebook, 
‘Sllim Pickings’). 

‘Sllim pickings’ podcast – opt-out organ donation
In Attendance:  
Dr Adrienne Torda (UNSW Medicine Phase 1 Ethics Convenor) 

Rashmi Shingde (Medicine, Year 3) 
Kim Do (Medicine, Year 3) 
Allen Zhou (Civil Engineering, Year 4) 

ADRIENNE: So Kim, have you registered to be a donor on the Australian Organ Donor 
Register online?

KIM: I have not. 

ADRIENNE:  And why not?

KIM:  It’s a part of laziness and part fear that I need to overcome with organ 
donation itself.

ALLEN:  I signed to be a donor when I got my full license. It was something that was 
just completely out of my mind, nothing I’d ever considered. When it came 
along, I sort of winged it and said, ‘you know what, I’ll sign it!’

ADRIENNE: Is that enough Rashmi?

RASHMI: Currently to be a donor, you have to register on the National Organ Donor 
register online. And even if you have done so, before donation actually 
occurs, your family also has to consent. 

ADRIENNE:  So you, Kim and Allen basically, what you’ve done, if nobody else could 
speak for you, neither of you would be organ donors at this current point 
in time in Australia.  
You guys may already have illustrated some of the problems of an opt-in 
system with a register… laziness, apathy, lack of knowledge, and you know, 
even I had technical issues with the online form. Do you think this is 
representative of the Australian population?

ALLEN:  Well I haven’t met everyone in Australia, but if we took a sample, yes I’d say 
most people wouldn’t have put any thought into it. 

ADRIENNE: Do you think opt-out in Australia should happen? What’s your opinion? 

KIM: I think with opt-out, the ethics are a bit strange because you’re assuming 
consent, but at what age are you assuming consent? When you’re an adult, 
do you get a pamphlet? I think other third options might be better, like 
mandated choice, where it doesn’t have to be a no or yes automatically, but 
you can choose.

\ADRIENNE: You think forcing people to actually make a decision and actually decide 
yes or no, and actually make a decision is perhaps a fairer way than saying, 
‘look you’re in unless you tell us.’ or an in our system, where you’re out 
unless you do something very active?
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KIM:  I think it might but the best case scenario is where everyone knows about it 
and everyone makes a decision to go out and make that known to everyone 
themselves. So maybe there should be more education.

ADRIENNE:  So you do think it’s a coincidence, where the countries that do have higher 
rates of donation have opt-out systems?

RASHMI:  It’s definitely a contributing factor, and also each of these countries has 
a really unique sociocultural environment. For example, Spain is a world 
leader in transplantation rates, and a lot of that is because it’s engrained in 
the culture that once you have the ability to donate, you actually do, it’s a 
civic responsibility. And that takes a lot of political will to make happen. 

ADRIENNE:  What’s your preferred donation system for Australia, Rashmi?

RASHMI:  I would propose a system where if you are willing to receive a transplant, 
you should be willing to donate. 

ADRIENNE:  So you have a reciprocity system. If you want a heart, can you just donate 
some skin or an eye, or do you have to donate a heart as well?

RASHMI:  Oh that’s a whole other issue, but I think the idea of that transplantation 
is a two-way street would really put value on what an organ can actually do 
for you. 

ALLEN:  I think I do lean towards op-out. At the end of the day, being objective 
about it, here are lives that you can save, and here is a life that is about to 
finish. So why not? I understand that grief plays a role, for family members. 
For opt-in, the person must’ve had a discussion or action to opt-in in the 
first place, in which case the family will be in a place to go through with the 
operation. 

RASHMI: From the people I’ve talked to, people are worried that if they choose to opt 
out, they might receive a sub-standard level of medical care. 

ADRIENNE:  Yes, that’s definitely a concern, that if people choose to be donors, services 
might be withdrawn more quickly, but I think the other big issue is that 
we’re taking away people’s freedom by giving them a predetermined choice. 
People really think that that’s close to a government controlling your body, 
and to stop that we would  have to stop that fate, if we were in a situation 
where our organs were usable. 

RASHMI:  Well I think when you’re giving control to the state, you’re asking for 
a great level of trust. History has shown us that establishments like the 
government aren’t perfect, and are vulnerable to dysfunction. When you 
leave so intrinsic as your body into the control of this sense of overarching 
cloud, yes, it can cause resentment. 

ADRIENNE:  So in real terms, how do we get community engagement with the organ 
donation process?

KIM:  Education would have to be delivered by a person’s GP at some point in 
their life. GPs have to talk to their patients about any any-of-life decisions, 
such as wills and advanced care directives, so maybe organ donation can be 
a part of that?
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ADRIENNE:  But whose organs do we want?

RASHMI:  Young people who die in motor vehicle accidents.

ADRIENNE:  That’s a simplistic view, but yes. We can’t wait for young people to go to 
their GP and discuss end of life decisions.

ALLEN:  Is that why in the past, you signed your driver’s license form for organ 
donation?

ADRIENNE:  Yes! I think that was capturing a target audience in a sense, because as you 
get older, your organs might not be as great or useful as a young person’s. 
Kim touched on an interesting point earlier, where legal decisions come to 
us at the age of eighteen. So what I get from you is that, at that age, people 
would totally not be ready to make such decisions. 

RASHMI:  Yes actually, there’s this whole concept of organ donation being this ‘gift 
of life’, or ‘gift of a lifetime’. That’s definitely true but I think we also have 
to shift to this idea of organ donation being a civic responsibility. If we 
can see the positive gains that it has and make this a part of our everyday 
thinking, then organ donation would be picked up on. 

KIM:  There is discussion of a way to increase organ donation by changing the 
veto rules and getting rid of it. The argument is that, if your family can’t 
veto your will or advanced care directive, why can they suddenly veto your 
decision with your body? 

ADRIENNE:  Yes, I think the main reason is that it’s a cultural thing, we tend to involve 
the family in end-of-life decisions. It just hasn’t been something that 
Australian doctors have felt comfortable about doing so far.  
Ok we’d better wrap! I want you guys for being a part of our first ‘Sllim 
Pickings’ podcast! 

RASHMI, KIM, ALLEN: Thank you! 
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A New Order in Western Europe:  
Making the Impossible, Possible?

Elizabeth Baldwin

In the wake of Donald Trump’s electoral victory in the United States and Britain’s Brexit 
vote, far right Nation Front leader Marine Le Pen opined that these events had made ‘the 
impossible possible’1 for the establishment of a New World Order in Europe. Le Pen is 
calling for the abolition of the European Union (EU) and reduced immigration in her 
native France, in which she is not alone. Across the continent, like-minded populists 
are making their presence felt at the ballot boxes, as disaffected constituencies appear 
more willing than ever to accommodate euro-sceptic and ultranationalist rhetoric from 
nominees. The prognoses are grim, with some pundits even predicting the dismantling 
of the long-suffering EU by the resurgent right. President Trump’s vacillating comments 
regarding such institutions2 are sentiments that have found a home in the populist parties 
of western European democracies.3 His election and the recent invocation of Article 
50 of the Lisbon Treaty by UK Prime Minister Theresa May have been instrumental 
in promoting the belief that the winds of change are blowing resolutely towards the 
Right. Some credence can be accorded to this idea – European elections have seen a 
proportionately greater measure of the electoral vote going to non-mainstream parties – 
however, the ‘implosion of the EU’4 predicted by commentators has been overstated, and 
fails to recognise the underlying strength of multilateral co-operation extant in Europe. 

Harbingers for the Populist Right
For many, the Dutch elections represented a portent of what was to come. In reality, 
expecting the Netherlands to operate as a litmus test for the resurgence of the political 
right was misguided. Their system operates under the D’Hondt method, allocating 
seats based on the proportion of votes that are obtained, and usually results in a varied 
coalition government. Although the elections witnessed Mark Rutte of the liberal-
conservative VVD maintain government, with Geert Wilders polemical Freedom Party 
underperforming in second place with 20 seats to Rutte’s 33,5 a definitive message about the 
state of European politics was not conveyed by the Dutch. An increase in populist fervour 
did not translate to a change of government in the Netherlands.

Elsewhere, the Austrian re-run of the December 2016 election yielded no triumph for 
the apparently insurmountable populists either. Alexander Van der Bellen, a steadfast 
advocate for European federalism, emerged victorious against divisive Freedom Party 
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(FPÖ) candidate Norbert Hofer.6 ‘I will be a pro-European president of Austria open to the 
world,’ Bellen declared in his victory speech,7 a clear signal of Austria’s position in a post-
Brexit international sphere.

Carnegie academic Stefan Lehne posits that the US election and Brexit had led, 
paradoxically, to increased support for the pro-European candidate in the Austrian 
elections,8 as the electorate chose out of fear of a Brexit repeat in their own country. Lehne 
is not alone in this supposition – Pierpaolo Barbieri, writing for Foreign Affairs, outlines 
his contention that 2017 will see a ‘Reverse Domino Theory’ in action as the corridors of 
power are populated with pro-European, outward-looking globalists. He concludes that 
‘worries about an impending EU collapse...may in turn further the very opposite outcome’ 
as Europeans rally to defend the tenets upheld in Brussels.9

Germany’s future
German politics has followed suit. The 2013 national elections saw the inchoate Alternative 
for Germany (AfD) garnering 4.7% of the vote,10 just under the 5% needed to access the 
Bundestag. Today, they maintain about double that figure,11 but receive disproportionate 
media attention as part of the perceived populist resurgence.12 This idea was fuelled by 
the AfD’s victory over Merkel’s Christian Democrats (CDU) in the state election in 
Mecklenburg-Vorpommern; the incumbent Chancellor’s own constituency. The euro-
sceptic AfD poll numbers in the region contributed to fears that anti-immigrant, anti-EU 
sentiments may evince themselves in Europe’s largest economy. These fears, like in Austria 
and the Netherlands, are unfounded. Critics argue that AfD polls only serve to air the 
grievances of citizens in areas of higher unemployment and in sites of economic stagnation. 
It is also a response to Merkel’s open door immigration policy, much derided by AfD party 
leader Frauke Petry. Merkel’s position on refugees has been used as ammunition against her 
by the Right in Germany, and is demonstrative of a wider disappointment felt throughout 
Europe that the EU has handled the refugee crisis poorly.13 Like his contemporaries in 
France and the Netherlands, Petry contends the twin forces of Islamic fundamentalism and 
globalisation pose the greatest threat to their societies – Le Pen goes so far as to refer to 
them as the ‘twin totalitarianisms’ besieging the continent.14

Image credit: H-stt
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In reality, Germany is not threatened by burgeoning anti-establishment populism. Former 
President of the European Parliament and leader of the Social Democrats (SPD) Martin 
Schulz has emerged as Merkel’s main rival in the elections held at the end of the year. The 
Chancellor’s CDU/CSU coalition is nearly deadlocked against Schulz. Regardless of who 
carries the day, Germany appears to be in no danger of being headed by a euro-sceptic.

All eyes on France
Compared to Germany, France’s left-right balance is far more precarious. Despite 
sensationalist headlines forecasting her win and its ramifications in Brussels,15 Le Pen’s path 
to the Élysée is hindered by her opponents across the floor. Fraud charges levelled at her 
beleaguered centre-right contender François Fillon have been damaging to the Republican 
candidate. Meanwhile, independent nominee and former Socialist party member 
Emmanuel Macron has made great strides since the establishment of his party En Marche! 
The latest polling has the two neck and neck, with only a few percentage points between 
them.16 Le Pen’s contempt for supranational integration is juxtaposed with Macron’s 
platform, which is staunchly pro-European and globalist in character.17 Le Pen campaigns 
for an EU membership referendum within six months of her investiture,18 and has said she 
would welcome ‘another Europe’ after the EU’s demise.19

Commentators have indicated that a Le Pen victory in France, or a Geert Wilder win 
in the Netherlands, would signify a greater shift towards an EU collapse.20 In truth, Le 
Pen’s National Front would need a parliamentary majority that they cannot deliver, while 

the Netherlands system of proportional representation would 
struggle to carry out an EU departure even if the Freedom Party 
had prevailed.

Politics in the name of the people
The strength of the populist right is borne out of a rejection 
of orthodoxies, on a background of disaffected classes and a 
perfidious political culture. Its figureheads market themselves 
as iconoclasts standing against established state architecture, 
representing the true mood of the citizenry.21 Le Pen stands by her 
slogan ‘In the Name of the People’. What is missing from their 
discourse, however, is a willingness to embrace all their electorate. 
Vilification of ‘the Other’22 has transitioned from being the 
mainstay of outlying fundamentalist party platforms, to become 
a pervasive element within electoral politics. Le Pen advocates 
reducing immigration to 10,000 per year23 and withholding from 
them government services. Geert Wilders has been embroiled in 
court cases for hate speech and inciting racial discrimination.24 

Both candidates frame immigrants as existential threats to the state. In the Hexagon, 
where the touchstone of French identity is equality, Le Pen essentially advocates for a dual 
class system.25 She justifies this incongruity by invoking nationalist rhetoric about what it 
means to be French.26 ‘[France] isn’t Burkinis… France is Brigitte Bardot. That’s France,’27 
Le Pen has remarked. This demarcation goes to the heart of the election challenges faced 
by Europe’s citizenry, who must reconcile policy issues with their perception of national 
character. Although the Right has experienced renewed support in light of the refugee 
crisis and increasing disillusionment with established institutions, populism remains a 
reactionary force obfuscating the core of multilateral co-operation residing within Europe, 
and that is what will prevail.

“  The strength of the 

populist right is borne 

out of a rejection 

of orthodoxies, on 

a background of 

disaffected classes 

and a perfidious 

political culture. ”
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The Russian Eurasian Concept and the 
State of Ukraine

Hugh Davies

This paper discusses the Russian Federation’s neoimperialist political ideology, its 
implementation in Ukraine, and its effect on Ukrainian society and politics. The sudden 
disintegration of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) in 1991 left a social, 
cultural and political void for Russia that could only be filled by a series of reintegration 
and rapprochement processes, of which Ukraine is arguably the most important and 
challenging for the Russian political establishment. The political and humanitarian crises 
that continue to occur in Ukraine are a result of the collision of Russia’s political will with 
the diverse cultural and political interests of Ukrainians.

The concept of Eurasianism – an idealised geopolitical entity termed ‘Eurasia’ between 
Asia and Europe, yet ideologically distinct from either continent – provides the basis for 

a theoretical discourse that appeals to a nostalgia for Russia’s 
past regional hegemony, resistance against globalisation, and 
the contestation of Western expansionism under NATO and 
the EU.1 This ideology derives from an historical imperial logic 
that stems from centuries of conquest over the vast territories 
that comprise contemporary Russian spheres of influence. The 
concept of Russkii mir – mir the Russian noun for both world and 
peace – is a reconstruction of Imperial Russia and a proto-Soviet 
identity of the Homo Sovieticus combined to preserve a certain 
linguistic and cultural heritage and to revive the orthodox faith 
which had been largely suppressed within the Soviet entity. This 
has led to the creation of a patriotic and historical pride in Russia 
as a continental construct that has sought cultural and political 
definition for centuries, and therefore claims de facto hegemonic 
status over the former SSRs (Soviet Socialist Republics). Part 
of this concept of a Eurasian entity is the revisionist posture 
adopted by Russia, whereby a combination of historical grievances 
and ideological distinctions has inevitably led to a fundamental 
Russian dissatisfaction with the structure of the international 
political system. 

“  The political and 

humanitarian crises 

that continue to 

occur in Ukraine 

are a result of the 

collision of Russia’s 

political will with the 

diverse cultural and 

political interests 

of Ukrainians ”
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This ideology is felt so strongly today due to the abrupt political destruction of the USSR 
and stagnation under Boris Yeltsin in the 1990s. It underpins the aggressive stance of 
Russian foreign policy towards its former SSR neighbours in that while Russia is willing to 
provide a framework for rapprochement and reintegration into this continental construct, 
such as through the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS), resistance will be 
met with political and military intrusion as has been witnessed on numerous occasions, 
notably in Georgia and Ukraine. Nationalism plays an important role in this framework. 
An important distinction has emerged between classical Russian nationalism, in which the 
Russian nation is defined by its imperial and Soviet ethnic diversity, and the emergence 
of new nationalism, inspired by Russian ethnic homogeneity that is restricted to those 
populations who consider themselves to be ethnic Russians (russkii) while excluding non-
ethnic Russians that live in the Russian Federation (rassiiski) despite their historical ties to 
the USSR.2

The rhetoric of nationalism through patriotism is extremely convoluted in nature, but 
it is an ideology that no political party within the Russian political establishment can 
overlook if it wishes to have any relevance under the dominance of the ‘Russia United’ 
party.3 Patriotism is created through a very purposeful propagation of fear of ‘threats’ to 
Russian political power and the Russian identity construct, a ‘pragmatic patriotism …supra-
ethnic and statist’.4 This is then used to fuel domestic support for Russian foreign policy, 

and to create support within Russian populations 
abroad that are antagonised by linking preconceived 
ideas of ‘the West’, ‘fascism’ and ‘terrorism’ together 
through a process of political and social persuasion 
and provocation of scorn, hatred and, in more serious 
cases, violence against anyone who does not adhere 
to this identity construct. This can be seen, for 
example, in the link between Vladimir Putin and the 
Night Wolves, a ‘patriotic’ motorbike gang, who ride 
through Ukraine, Crimea and Belarus to promote the 
Russian identity.5 Zaldostanov makes it quite clear 
that, even if the Night Wolves are against violence for 
the sake of violence, they will resort to suppression, 
discrimination, intimidation against whomever they 
perceive as Russia’s enemy, interpreting the law as 
they like, even when acting on Ukrainian soil.6 The 
supposedly close personal relationship between 
Alexander Zaldostanov and Putin – the former often 
receiving invitations to the Russian White House or 
the group organising motorcycle rides accompanied by 
the President – creates the sense of a sort of political 
immunity and even encouragement of vigilantism for 
likeminded individuals and social groups.

Legislation within the State Duma to employ Russian Cossacks as security enforcement 
units was passed in 2005,7 and they have since been used both in their role as internal 
security and police forces. Having created their own Cossack Party of the Russian 
Federation in 2012, they have established a privileged position within Russian society as 
symbolically representing a sort of 21st century patriotic enforcer and protector of the 
‘morals’ and ‘values’ that are intertwined with the Russkii mir concept. Indeed, Cossack 
paramilitary units stationed around the Crimean peninsula lent policing and auxiliary 
support during the annexation in 2014, as well as ‘anti-fascist’ support and enforcement 

Image credit: Press service of the government of Russia.
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of ‘traditional’ Russian and Slavic values – those which the Crimean Cossack Union feel 
they proudly represent, both as adversaries and historical enforcers of Imperial Russia. 
These values have informed the justification for the use of violent repression of Crimean 
and Tatar populations.8 This repression continues in Crimea today, as individuals are 
forced to accept Russian citizenship or else be considered foreigners or fifth column 
representatives of internal and external enemies.9 It is these large minority groups that face 
suppression of freedom of speech and identity, disappearances, discrimination and threats 
of violence by local law enforcement personnel.10 Russia is willing to essentially pit Russian 
minorities with historical grievances against weaker minorities abroad, such as Crimea’s 
Tatar population, which is in itself a harmful influence of the way in which Russkii mir 
is developed.

Allegiances are polarised, meaning that one is either a ‘patriot’, or a traitor, an enemy or 
a foreign instigator with ‘anti-Maïden’ groups relatively invulnerable to recrimination. It 
transforms the discourses of Slavic fraternity or Russian fatherhood into a discourse of 
segregation for those whose political and ethnic identity is more complicated than simply 
belonging to a Russian continental equivalent. Indeed, this approach is undermined 
by what is in contrast a callous, almost contemptuous outlook by Russian politicians, 
including Putin himself, of Ukrainian independence. Statements like ‘Ukraine is not a 
real country’ … but ‘artificial’by Putin,11 or of Ukraine as having ‘no industry or state’by 
Medvedev,12 work to devalue the fibre of Ukrainian identity both within Russian public 
opinion and in Ukraine itself. This paves the way for micro-nationalist discourses and 
agendas in areas with a Russian ethnic and linguistic majority, and thus ultimately 
facilitates the territorial division of Ukraine despite numerous attempts by the European 
Union and the US to broker a meaningful peace agreement.

The 2014 Euromaïden protests and the subsequent growth of the anti-Maïden movements 
solidified the divide between East and West Ukraine and led to direct conflict between 
the Ukrainian army and separatist forces supported by Russia through the provision of 
sophisticated military hardware and training.13 There was enormous political risk involved 
in this support, and as was the case of the targeting of MH17, it has led to harsh sanctions 
and from Moscow’s perspective has posed dangerous, irrational and, to some extent, 
uncontrollable outcomes. With the recent renewal of violence between separatists and 
Ukrainian forces in early February 2017, the total number of casualties since 2014 has risen 
to close to 10,000.14 The Kremlin will nonetheless maintain a policy of plausible deniability, 
all the while continuing to exert military pressure on the Ukrainian government as well as 
appealing to the Eurasian concept instilled anew in Russian ethnic minorities in Ukraine.

References

1. M. Lee, ‘Nostalgia as a feature of “Glocalization”: Use of the past in post-Soviet Russia’, Post-Soviet Affairs,  

vol. 27, no. 2, 2011.

2. A. Mitrofanova, ‘Le nouveau nationalisme en Russie’, Herodote, vol. 144, 2012. 

3. M. Laruelle, ‘Patriotisme, nationalisme, xénophobie’, in La Russie Contemporaine, G. Favarel-Garrigues &  
K. Rousselet (eds.), Paris, Fayard, 2010, p. 348.

4. R. Sakwa, Russian Politics and Society: Fourth Edition, Routledge, New York, 2008, p. 360.



pg 32 Europe

5. T. Parfitt, ‘Putin’s outrider: ‘The Surgeon’ vows to quell anti-Kremlin dissent’, The Telegraph, March 24 2015, 
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/europe/russia/11492898/Putins-outrider-The-Surgeon-vows-to-
quell-anti-Kremlin-dissent.html (accessed 2 April 2016).

6.  J. Losh, ‘Putin’s Angel: the bikers battling for Russia in Ukraine’, The Guardian, 29 January 2016,  
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/jan/29/russian-biker-gang-in-ukraine-night-wolves-putin (accessed 
2 April 2016).

7. Sputnik News, ‘Cossacks return to state service’, Sputnik News, 30 June 2005,  
http://sputniknews.com/analysis/20050630/40822655.html (accessed 2 April 2016).

8. M.H. Van Herpen, Putin’s Wars: the rise of Russia’s new imperialism, Rowman & Littlefield, Lanham, 2015.

9. T. Kuzio, ‘A new framework for understanding nationalisms in Ukraine: Democratic revolutions, separatism 
and Russian hybrid war’, Geopolitics, History and International Relations, vol. 7, no.1, 2015, pp. 30-51.

10. Human Rights Watch, ‘Ukraine: fear, repression in Crimea’, 18 March 2016,  
https://www.hrw.org/news/2016/03/18/ukraine-fear-repression-crimea (accessed 2 April 2016).

11. Van Herpen, op. cit., p.8, 239-40.

12.  A, Dolgov, ‘Russian Prime Minister: Ukraine has no industry, or State’, The Moscow Times, April 5 2016,  
http://www.themoscowtimes.com/news/article/russian-prime-minister-ukraine-has-no-industry-or-
state/564756.html (accessed 2 April 2016).

13. J, Dempsey, ‘Pro-Russian separatist tank variant supports Russian source, International Institute for Strategic 

Studies, 2 August 2014, http://www.iiss.org/en/militarybalanceblog/blogsections/2014-3bea/august-ca01/pro-
russia-separatist-tank-variant-supports-russian-source-4c62 (accessed 2 April 2015).

14. OHCHR, ‘Report on the human rights situation in Ukraine 16 November 2016 to 15 February 2017’, 2017,  
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=21383&LangID=E (accessed 10 
March 2017).





politikunsw.com 
www.facebook.com/PolitikUNSW

For enquiries or expressions of interest for our next issue, please contact editor@politikunsw.com



ISSUE 1 • MAY 2017


