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Dear Reader, 
Welcome to the first edition of  Politik for 2019. In this issue, our thirteen authors explore 
international affairs through the theme of  resistance, with issues ranging from terrorism to 
‘leftover’ women. The articles in this issue come from across the faculties of  UNSW and give 
an interdisciplinary voice to questions of  resistance in current international affairs. This year 
we have also included student reflections on internships they undertook through UNSW and 
how this has changed their perspective on international affairs. 

For this special edition issue, we have been fortunate to speak to two incredible lecturers from 
the School of  Social Sciences, Dr Deborah Barros Leal Farias and Dr Elizabeth Thurbon. 
Thank you for your incredible insights into your motivations for pursuing academic careers 
in international affairs and your current research. Dr Farias spoke on her expansive work on 
policy and trade analysis, Brazil, and her move to Australia, while Dr Thurbon expanded on 
her projects on developmental environmentalism and the rise of  financial activism in East 
Asia. We hope our readers will find their work as intriguing and inspiring as we do!

We would like to wholeheartedly thank the UNSW School of  Social Sciences for their 
ongoing generous support of  Politik. Our sincere gratitude extends particularly to Ms Francy 
Fan (School Manager of  the School of  Social Sciences) and Dr Nicholas Apoifis (Lecturer at 
the School of  Social Sciences) for their exceptional guidance and support that has made this 
issue possible. Special thanks to Caroline Lee for her incredible design work on her first issue 
for Politik. Our thanks also to Joshua Munoz and Yulina Walker (Work Integrated Learning) 
for their assistance. 

This year, we welcome Michael Nguyen and Natasha Rose to the executive team as Senior 
Editors and look forward to collaborating with them to make Politik flourish as the student 
publication for international affairs at UNSW. 

On behalf  of  the team, we hope you enjoy the incredible contributions of  the talented authors 
of  UNSW in this issue and extend our thanks for your support. 
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Quantifying Terrorism Risks After 
the Christchurch Attack
Henry Chen (International Studies/ Laws III)

Few would dispute that following the end of  the Cold War, political violence by non-state actors 
has had an increasing influence on global security politics. Yet terrorism rarely causes damage of  
sufficient magnitude to threaten state institutions. This presents International Relations scholars with 
an unresolved problem of  ontology. Security in global politics must be tied to some other referent 
object, not contemplated by the realist tradition. I contend that the framework used is one of  risk and 
that this framework leads us to overstate the objective harm caused by terrorism. 

TERRORISM – AN OVERVIEW
Ulrich Beck’s ‘World Risk Society’ theory contends that following the end of  the Cold War, the 
risks faced by states have become territorially de-bounded and qualitatively different.1 As a result of  
improvements in communications and technology, threats to states in the world of  ‘late modernity’ can 
no longer be isolated, predicted and insured against. The quintessential example of  this phenomenon is 
terrorism. After 9/11, the theory claims that terrorists now have the capacity to strike against Western 
interests from around the world without warning.2 

The Global Terrorism Database defines terrorism as ‘the threatened or actual use of  force and violence 
by a non-state actor to attain a political, economic, religious or social goal through fear, coercion or 
intimidation’.3 This form of  political violence emerged as a global phenomenon in the 1980s, driven 
by domestic conflicts between military dictatorships and communist movements in Latin America.4 
In 2016, terrorism caused 34,676 fatalities globally with 33,486 of  these fatalities taking place in the 
Middle East, Africa and South Asia. Deaths oscillated between 5,000 and 10,000 between 1980 and 
2010, before climbing to a peak of  43,566 fatalities in 2014.5 

To adopt Weber’s famous definition, a state is ‘a human community that successfully claims the 
monopoly of  the legitimate use of  physical force within a given territory’.6 In principle, it might be 
argued that terrorism threatens states by threatening the ideology of  security that states are built on. 
Thus, Mythen and Walklate contend that terrorist attacks ‘effectively undo the liberal myth that the 
state is able to secure order and maintain territorial control’.7 However, to accept this view is to speak of  
metaphorical harm. Given the small magnitude of  physical harm, the claim that terrorism could pose 
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a credible threat to the legitimacy of  governments 
in developed countries seems highly dubious. 

TERRORISM IN OCEANIA
Let us first examine the state of  terrorism before 
the Christchurch attack. The number of  terrorism 
fatalities in Oceania in 2016 was zero, down from 
two in 2015 and four in 2014. In the decade 
between 2004 and 2013, the terrorism death toll 
in Australia was zero.8 By contrast, there were 
238 homicides in Australia in 2014, the result of  a 
steady decline from a peak of  351 in 2002.9 These 
statistics make it clear that the magnitude of  harm 
caused by terrorism lies well below that of  domestic 
crime. Furthermore, far from being a threat to the 
state, the occurrence of  homicide within a state 
generates one of  the primary purposes of  the 
state’s existence. Homicide justifies the exertion of  
force by state institutions in order to prevent, deter 
and punish the crime, with the aim of  securing the 
lives of  citizens.10 Given the small scale at which 
terrorism has operated, one would expect it to 
similarly act as a source of  state legitimacy.

The difficulty of  distinguishing between terrorist 
attacks and mere crimes further weakens the thesis 
that terrorism could conceivably threaten the state. 
Two incidents took place in the Melbourne CBD 
in 2017 wherein one man drove a car through 
pedestrians on a shopping street. The first incident 
took place on 20 January, killing six and injuring 
36. The second incident occurred on 21 December, 
killing one and injuring 18. Although media 
reports initially described both events as terrorist 
attacks, police subsequently denied this link in both 
cases.11 Yet the authors of  the Global Terrorism 
Database disagreed with the official line, recording 
the second incident as a terrorist attack because the 
perpetrator ‘stated that he carried out the incident 
in retaliation for the “mistreatment of  Muslims”’.12

The magnitude 
of harm caused 
by terrorism lies 
well below that of 
domestic crime.”

“
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The killing of  50 worshippers 
in two Christchurch mosques 
by an Australian right-wing 
extremist in March 2019 
modifies this calculus in two 
key respects. On one hand, 
the attack makes 2019 the 
year with by far the highest 
terrorism death toll in 
Oceania since the beginning 
of  the Global Terrorism 
Database’s records in 1970. 

One would hence expect a radical security policy shift towards a focus on far-right extremism, given 
that it has now killed five times more people than Islamic extremism has in the past decade.13 On the 
other hand, the death toll of  the Christchurch attack is still very low when compared to the hundreds 
of  ordinary criminal homicides that take place every year, posing little threat to state security.  

RISK ANALYSIS OF TERRORISM
Kessler and Daase articulate the dominant policy responses to the World Risk Society as being to ‘develop 
means and methods to deal with uncertainty and reduce it to risk’.14 In a classical realist analysis, the 
utility of  deterrence rests upon awareness of  the ‘potential military, political, propagandistic benefits’ 
and the ‘cost and benefit functions of  political actions’ for both states involved. The authors contend 
that this analysis breaks down in the shift from the security dilemma to a ‘security paradox’.15 Where 
the priorities of  parties cannot be known, denying the potential benefit (e.g. publicity from blowing up 
the World Trade Centre) can only be done by preventing the act.16 To bring this argument up to speed, 
it is true that the Christchurch attacker was not on the radar of  security agencies and that his political 
goals were not anticipated by the relevant state actors in Australia or New Zealand.17 

Yet it seems there are two possible explanations for the shift to a ‘security paradox’ as outlined by Kessler 
and Daase. The first is Beck’s observation that new kinds of  risks have been enabled by technological 
and scientific advances associated with ‘late modernity’.18 Yet aside from international finance and 
communication, there is nothing particularly new about ‘new terrorism’. The more convincing 
explanation is that there has been a decline in major violence following the end of  the Cold War.19 

On this latter view, terrorism is now visible only because larger threats, such as nuclear annihilation, 
have fallen away. The physical harm occasioned by terrorism has always been relatively small, with 
most of  the cost arising from the subsequent fearful overreaction.20 States in a realist security dilemma 
are only aware of  each other’s intentions because each side is sufficiently powerful to force the other to 
take notice. The capabilities of  non-state actors fall far short of  the industrial and military capabilities 
of  states resulting in a relationship of  profound inequality. In this environment, it is unreasonable to 

Image 1: Jacinda Ardern - Prime Minister of  New Zealand after Christchurch attack21
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REFERENCES

expect a state to anticipate the cost/benefit functions of  terrorists, just as a state would not be expected 
to eradicate homicide within its borders. 

CONCLUSION
The Christchurch attack has substantially increased the political importance of  far-right extremism in 
Oceania. However, the magnitude of  the harm caused by the attack is not sufficient to justify our focus 
on terrorism in global security politics. Terrorism poses no threat to the sovereign state. The fact that 
our governments have the luxury of  dedicating such attention to so trivial a security risk eloquently 
demonstrates just how fortunate we all are. 
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Biopolitical Totalitarianism: 
Chinese Security and Abortion Law
Jessica Shao (International Studies/ Laws IV)

INTRODUCTION
Family planning and abortion law practices in China exemplify the tensions that exist between gendered, 
human and state security in contemporary International Relations. Drawing on realist security 
cornerstones of  population control and internal economic growth, China’s totalitarian definition of  
security places the state and its progress first – prioritising the collective over the individual. China’s 
bio-political security took practical form in the 1979 ‘one-child policy’ (the Policy). Justified by the 
pursuit of  economic security, this policy went one step further by literally reaching inside its citizens 
and dictating what they were and were not to do with their bodies. Much controversy surrounds the 
way that ‘human security’ is defined; whether it be as bodily sovereignty or as the future economic and 
social wellbeing of  the Chinese population. 

This article will argue that feminist security is better able to recognise individual autonomy and human 
biosecurity rights in relation to abortion. The first section will present the realist security that China’s 
biopolitical totalitarianism draws upon and its conception of  collective, economic, and social security. 
The second section will explore how the 1979 policy can be seen as a symbolic representation of  realist 
conceptions of  population and nation-state security and how it was to function in theory. The third 
section will argue that the legalising and sanctioning of  abortion pragmatically abrogated individual 
human security rights. The fourth section will reflect upon China’s change in abortion policy and the 
recognition of  less draconian alternatives to achieving economic security. Security in contemporary 

Prioritising the 
collective over 
the individual.”

“

Image 1: Political cartoon of  two-child policy1
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global politics is often defined domestically before internationally, based on a nation-state’s context 
and belief. It should be defined in a way that recognises individual bodily rights in the grand scheme 
of  economic or political security.

BIOPOLITICAL TOTALITARIANISM
Traditional conceptions of  realist, state-based security heavily influence China’s choices in contemporary 
global politics and policy.2 China’s realist pursuits typically prioritise external rather than internal 
considerations – the state’s sovereign ‘territory, people, (emphasis added) and government’.3 As early as 
the 18th century, a large population could be conceptualised as a strength. However, overpopulation 
has become a new ‘ecological problem’.4 In the 20th century alone, the world’s population increased 
astronomically, from 1.65 billion to 6 billion, to today’s 7.6 billion.5 With this rise in population has 
come a rise in threats to human, economic, and social security. China has suffered immensely with the 
world’s largest population constituting 1.4 billion people as of  October 2018.6  

Here, Foucauldian bio-politics can be applied.7 Foucauldian biopolitics is defined as the regulatory 
and disciplinary power of  states over populations.8 In the exertion of  this power, the process naturally 
produced ‘docile bodies in the everyday life of  institutions’.9 Foucault argued that populations were 
malleable and should be subject to the government of  the time, whether these determinations be 
‘moderate or radical’.10 In aligning with the latter approach, China developed an authoritative and 
totalitarian ‘program of  reproductive control’ – arguably one of  the most extreme methodologies of  
biological, political, and social regulation.11 

China aimed to build a ‘modern socialist state’ – a macro goal without consideration of  its micro effect 
on women. China aimed to regulate family size to improve the domestic economy.12 Deng Xiao-ping, 
the mastermind behind the policy, stated that unless birth rates fell dramatically, China would ‘not be 
able to develop [its] economy, and raise living standards’.13 Therefore, the population, and women, 
were seen as referent objects to which ‘family planning’ policies could be applied to achieve favourable 
economic results.14 

THE ‘ONE-CHILD POLICY’ IN THEORY
To relieve the ‘human burden’ on the nation-state, China chose to interfere with the civilian body in 
a metaphorically collective but also literal individual sense.15 Instead of  regulating and governing the 
activities of  citizens outwardly, the policy reached inside citizens themselves. The 1979 policy aimed to 
reduce China’s population to fewer than 1.2 billion by 2000.16 This was the first policy of  its kind in the 
world.17 It stipulated a strict ‘one child per couple’ restriction. It introduced a new ‘vertical structure’ 
of  monitoring in the form of  the ‘State Family Planning Commission’, with local officers responsible 
for their constituency.18 Laws and regulations required women who violated policy to terminate their 
pregnancy, and in some provinces, to have intrauterine contraceptive devices inserted.19 The policy 
also imposed fees of  up to ten times an annual disposable income upon families for violations.20 
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THE ‘ONE-CHILD POLICY’ IN 
PRACTICE 
Problematically, there is no clear international 
position or resolution on the vastly under-
theorised topic of  abortion.21 Reproductive rights 
are not included in the United Nations Security 
Council Resolution (UNSCR) 1325, or in the 
Women, Peace and Security agenda.22 With this 
sparse international background, abortion has 
been largely left to nation-state discretion. Image 2: Birth control poster33

The State Family Planning Commission in rural areas of  China were generally the most problematic. 
Here, biopolitical, totalitarian control was most clear in the loose connection between law and sustainable 
practice. There were a number of  abuses of  power by local officials who utilised ‘physical coercion to 
meet government goals’.23 According to government reporting, 13 million women terminated unplanned 
pregnancies each year.24 However, unofficially, there were at least 10 million additional chemically-induced 
abortions carried out in non-government, unregistered facilities.25 

In 1994, Zhu was forced to have an abortion after returning to China carrying her 8-month-old foetus.26 
In June 2012, a photograph of  Feng Jianmei lying next to the body of  her 7-month-old foetus was released 
to the world.27 She had been forced to have an abortion by local Chinese officials after being unable to pay 
the fine for her second child. In December 2013, it was reported and confirmed that the Hotan’s Arish 
Township carried out four forcible abortions utilising abortion-inducing drugs.28 Again, one of  the foeti 
had been 7 months old.

RECONCILING REALITY WITH THEORY
In China’s eyes, the policy was ‘successful’, preventing 400 million births and supposedly securing its 
long-term state security.29 There has even been praise of  this policy for its reduction of  human, ecological 
footprint.30 This article does not propose to delve into the environmental effects of  the policy. Even 
assuming that the policy had environmental merit, a feminist and human security perspective would ask 
– at what cost? 

The overwhelmingly negative criticisms indicate China’s blinding failure or reluctance to consider the 
human aspect of  security. Abortion should be ‘legal, safe and rare’.31 Ironically in China they have been 
legal, not always safe, and not so much rare as terrifyingly common. Contemporary global politics should 
push to create definitions of  security that reflect real experience and pragmatically protect individuals 
from overt state intrusion. 

CONCLUSION
Even outside of  moral or political considerations, state reliance on abortion alone to maintain economic 
security is significantly unsustainable – for its people, women and citizens.32 Biopolitical authoritarianism 
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as a security definition is a flawed conception that wrongfully sacrifices individual human security. 
China’s meaning of  security has been defined as economic security by any means possible, evident 
in its stringent ‘one child’ and abortion policy. However, biopolitical manipulation can be avoided by 
developing more diverse solutions and more considerate definitions of  security in contemporary global 
politics.  
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Paternalism in Humanitarian Aid: 

Quincy Nguyen (Arts/ Laws V)

On 28 September 2018, a 7.5 magnitude earthquake rocked Central Sulawesi, Indonesia. Tsunami 
waves of  up to three metres followed which caused mass devastation to the coastal regions of  Palu 
and Donggala. Foreign agencies flocked to the disaster zone to provide assistance in the aftermath, 
but to no avail after being shooed away by Indonesia’s National Disaster Management Agency (Badan 
Nasional Penanggulangan Bencana – ‘BNPB’).1 At first glance, the issue seems to be rather bizarre – why are 
foreign agencies offering help being ordered to leave? Indonesia is no stranger to natural disasters. In 2018 alone, 
Indonesia experienced several damaging earthquakes along with the Sulawesi disaster, most notably 
those which struck Lombok in August and the Sunda Straits in December. So, it is understandable that 
Indonesia has its own defined procedures and policies to tackle the humanitarian impact of  disasters. 
Though, it often occurs that foreign agencies deploy workers in disaster zones without reverence to 
such local procedures and policies, which is what led BNBP to order foreign aid workers to leave the 
Sulawesi disaster zone.2 As such, this article will delve into the domestic and international responses to 
the Sulawesi disaster and the problems surrounding humanitarian aid that have been raised as a result. 
Ultimately, this article serves to communicate that humanitarian aid is a culturally, politically and 
economically sensitive subject area. Therefore foreign organisations should always exercise caution 
when providing assistance. 

DOMESTIC & FOREIGN RESPONSE 
BNPB and the Regional Disaster Management Agency (Badan Penanggulangan Bencana Daerah – ‘BPBD’) 
are responsible for coordinating the emergency, rehabilitation and reconstruction response to the 
Sulawesi earthquake and tsunami under the overall leadership of  the Coordinating Minister for 
Political and Security Affairs.3 Following the onset of  the disaster, local responders initiated search 
and rescue efforts, and provided urgent assistance to survivors. BNPB and BPBD delegated these on-
the-ground efforts to the Indonesian Red Cross, the National Search and Rescue Agency, Indonesian 
National Armed Forces, and local government agencies.4 The contributions of  these national and local 
NGOs were crucial in the immediate aftermath of  the disaster when broader humanitarian assistance 
was yet to reach many affected areas.5 

Although the Indonesian Government (‘the Government’) is well-experienced and capable in managing 
natural disasters, they welcomed international assistance from the United Nations and international non-

A Case Study on the Disaster Response to the Sulawesi 
Earthquake & Tsunami in 2018
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but shortly after on 9 October 2018, the Government issued a statement ordering foreign personnel to 
withdraw from affected sites.9 This spurred a media sensation where the Government became vilified 
for dismissing help with articles published as ‘Aid groups frustrated as foreign staff told to leave’,10 and 
‘Indonesia Orders Foreign Aid Workers Out in Wake of  Tsunami’.11 While foreign assistance may 
emanate from good intentions, what is frequently omitted from these headlines is the paternalistic 
reality of  humanitarian aid. 

THE PROBLEM WITH AID 
Image 1 shows the guidelines that BNPB issued on 9 October 2018 regarding the involvement 
of  foreign aid workers in the Sulawesi disaster zone. Regulation 6 ordering ‘Foreign NGOs … to 
retrieve their personnel immediately’ is the guideline that has sparked a frenzy in the media. However, 
when construed as a whole, the regulations provide a clear picture of  the problems that may arise 
if  international humanitarian assistance is uncoordinated and unmonitored by local mechanisms. 
Particularly, the guidelines demonstrate the importance of  community and national-level consultation 
and engagement,13 and the need for effective collaboration and co-ordination amongst all actors in a 
disaster response.14 

The Government has implemented these guidelines so as to not repeat the errors made in the responses 
to previous natural disasters, primarily the Boxing Day tsunami that devastated Aceh in 2004.15 Firstly, 
INGOs that operate their own humanitarian efforts independently without cooperating with national 
governments risk derailing the effectiveness of  government-led operations.16 Before the arrival of  
INGOs in the Sulawesi disaster zone, the Government had already identified areas of  urgent need and 
coordinated agencies to address those needs. Independently-acting INGOs may cause a duplication of  
services in some areas while leaving other affected areas with little to no aid.17  As BNPB spokesperson 
Sutopo Purwo Nugroho said on 11 October 2018, ‘letting foreigners enter disaster-hit areas without … 
clear management would just give the country’s task force more work’.18  Coupled with the weight of  
coordinating a huge influx of  INGOs into the region, INGOs place extra pressure on the Government 
if  they implement their own efforts instead of  working with local agencies. 

governmental organisations (INGOs) 
due to the magnitude of  the Sulawesi 
disaster.6 Furthermore, considering 
this disaster followed the series of  
earthquakes in Lombok, the response 
to both disasters became amalgamated 
into one government-led response plan 
– essentially a logistical nightmare if  
domestic and international agencies were 
not coordinated effectively.7 International 
aid began to pour into the Central 
Sulawesi region around 5 October 2018,8 

Image 1: BNPB guidelines to foreign aid workers12
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With the issuing of  the Sulawesi INGO regulations, the 
media and actors in the humanitarian sector framed 
the act to be a political manoeuvre by the Government 
to protect Indonesia’s ‘fragile sense of  nationalism’ and 
show the world that it is capable of  managing its own 
disasters.19 Rather, it is essentially more of  a measure 
to prevent INGOs from operating in self-interest under 
the guise of  aid. This was an issue that permeated the 
Boxing Day tsunami response where agencies sought to 
secure donor funding by competing against each other 
for exclusive control of  areas to work in.20 In effect, the 
needs of  the victims became less of  a priority for these 
aid programmes. 

Moreover, humanitarian aid is not a one-size-fits-
all situation in the sense that every aid programme 
must be carefully tailored to local circumstances.21 
This necessitates an awareness of  community needs 
and sensitivities by humanitarian actors to ensure 
aid is utilised to its full potential. Yet, the Boxing Day 
response saw locals reporting that aid had aggravated 
social tensions between different ethnic groups, and 
the lack of  local engagement by aid agencies led to 
distrust amongst communities with INGOs.22 It must 
be recognised that government and local organisations 
are best suited to understand the cultural, economic 
and political climate of  a disaster, and are able to fulfil 
local needs in an ongoing capacity.23 So it should not 
be considered unusual that the Government is pushing 
back INGOs in preference of  local ones.  If  INGOs do 
want to provide aid, they must collaborate and engage 
with local organisations to do so. 

CONCLUSION 
Given the circumstances of  the Sulawesi disaster 
and the errors made in past disaster responses, the 
regulations issued by BNPB are nothing but reasonable. 
As evidenced in the Boxing Day tsunami response in 
2004, humanitarian aid can potentially cause more 
harm if  it is not delivered in the right way. Therefore, 

The needs of the 
victims became 
less of a priority 
for these aid 
programmes.”

“
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harm can be minimised by foreign agencies effectively coordinating and collaborating with national 
governments and local NGOs to deliver humanitarian aid – a practice which is essentially commonplace 
in any country. As such, the BNPB regulations should not be construed as a politically motivated tactic 
by the Government to declare its sovereignty, but rather an instrument to ensure the interests of  their 
own population are prioritised in the face of  mass devastation. 
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If  You Are the One: 

Sarah Bolger (International Studies V)

Since China’s 1978 ‘opening-up’ reforms, the country has witnessed the emergence of  entertainment 
television, including drama and reality shows.1 Over time, the emergence of  these genres have resulted 
in the ‘over-proliferation of  low-quality “clone” programs’ and consequently, some shows have failed 
to achieve longevity.2 However, this was not the case for If  You Are the One (IYATO), the dating show 
produced by a state-owned television station, Jiangsu Satellite TV, which has established itself  as 
one of  China’s most successful reality shows, both domestically and abroad.3 Since 2010, the show 
has provided a platform for speed dating, with each episode featuring five single men and 24 single 
women.4 The basic premise of  the show is that the women, who stand behind podiums arranged in 
a semi-circle, use their light to indicate whether or not they are interested in the bachelor. The men 
are judged based on appearance, direct questioning and a pre-recorded video to give insight into their 
personality and life.5 IYATO’s appeal is largely based on the women’s brutal honesty, the amusing 
interactions between the participants, and the quality of  production.6 This article will assess the way 
in which IYATO has engaged with gender stereotypes and the stigma of  single womanhood in China. 
Furthermore, it will examine the unintentional soft power value that has been produced by the show.
 
MEDIA REPRESENTATIONS OF SHENG NÜ, THE ‘LEFTOVER 
WOMEN’ 
Scholarly analyses of  IYATO have been predominantly concerned with questions of  female 
empowerment and the perpetuation of  gender stereotypes, with a feminist lens being used to examine 
gendered power relations in the heterosexual dating show. The show depicts women in a somewhat 
unconventional way, as the female participants are often ‘out-spoken and sometimes aggressive 
professionals’ that express ‘materialistic desires’.7 Li highlights such depictions by analysing one 
conversation where the bachelor asked a female participant if  she would like to go for a bike ride with 
him in the future, to which she responded ‘I’d rather weep in a BMW’.8 This not only highlights the 
growing prevalence of  materialist values associated with China’s incorporation of  neoliberal economic 
ideals, but also contrasts with the stereotype of  women as being quiet, polite and submissive.9 Power 
appears to be vested in the women, as their brutal honesty highlights their unwillingness to simply 
settle, despite the stigma of  being labelled sheng nü, a term used to describe unmarried women aged 
in their late 20s and older.10 Therefore, I argue that IYATO provides a platform for the ongoing de-
stigmatisation of  ‘leftover’ women, as the female participants have a platform to express their interest 

Media Representations of  the Unmarried Woman in 
Contemporary China
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in finding a partner whilst simultaneously resisting 
the pressure to settle with the first eligible bachelor 
presented to them. Their scrutiny of  the male 
participants demonstrates the ability of  female 
participants to exercise their agency as unmarried 
women and in doing so, resist the label of  sheng nü.
 
However, the notion that IYATO’s representation of  
women is constructive in advancing gender equality 
in China has been criticised by various scholars. 
For example, Li argues that audiences ‘romanticize 
women’s harsh interrogations of  bachelors as a sign 
of  gender reversal’.11 In other words, claims that 
IYATO empowers women and challenges gendered 
stereotypes are deemed to be naive and inaccurate. 
This criticism is based on the fact that the show’s 
female participants tend to embody reality television’s 
conception of   physical beauty and are presented 
to both the audience and the male participant in a 
beauty pageant manner. Highlighting the centrality 
of  the male gaze, Li suggests that the women’s 
value is framed in terms of  their physical appeal 
as opposed to intelligence or accomplishments.12 
Further, the show fails to represent ‘poor, rural, and 
minority women’, highlighting the absence of  class 
representation.13 Therefore, Li suggests that without 
inclusivity and intersectionality, IYATO cannot be 
understood as advancing gender equality in China. I 
argue that IYATO’s representation of  women is not 
inherently counterproductive in advancing feminist 
objectives as it challenges traditional depictions of  
the submissive and dependent female. However, 
overstating IYATO’s success in challenging gendered 
stereotypes creates the risk of  fuelling post-feminist 
discourse. Post-feminism measures gender equality 
in simplistic terms, which results in the claim that 
feminism is no longer needed.14 Fuelling post-
feminist discourse through exaggerating the impact 
of  IYATO’s representation of  independent women 
is, therefore, not beneficial for advancing feminism in 
a meaningful way that also considers a diverse range 

IYATO provides 
a platform for 
the ongoing 
de-stigmatisation 
of ‘leftover’ 
women.”
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of  factors, such as race, class and sexuality. 

REALITY TELEVISION 
AS A SOURCE OF SOFT 
POWER
IYATO’s unconventional representations 
of  Chinese culture have produced an 
unintentional source of  Chinese soft power, 
the ability to attract or persuade without 
the use of  force.16 The show presents 
international audiences with an alternative 

Image 1: Female participant addressing male participant on 
IYATO15

perspective of  China, as the display of  materialism, affluence and the free flow of  ideas contrasts with 
western conceptions of  communism.17 Whilst the show is undoubtedly ‘a product of  China’s state 
television and… subject to its censorship’, it does not appear to foreign audiences as a manufactured 
piece of  state propaganda.18 Instead, it illustrates the increasing influence of  materialist values associated 
with the growing influence of  neoliberal ideology in China, something that Western audiences may 
be surprised by and resonate with. These factors enhance the show’s legitimacy, making it appealing 
to international audiences who are increasingly interested in the ever-emerging global power and its 
culture. IYATO’s international success is evidenced by Australia’s SBS purchasing broadcasting rights 
to the show in 2013 and the special edition episode that featured Chinese-Australian participants.19 
This international interest is largely based on the appeal of  language and culture, as well as the insight 
that the show offers into the world of  dating in contemporary China. Additionally, it challenges Western 
perceptions of  ‘Chinese people and media as victims of  totalizing censorship’.20 Consequently, IYATO 
has become an unintentional and far-reaching source of  Chinese soft power.21 This demonstrates 
that, despite the reality of  state-control and censorship, Chinese media content generates greater 
soft power when it challenges traditional values and does not appear to be state-driven propaganda.  

CONCLUSION
Analysis of  IYATO highlights the complexity of  single womanhood in post-socialist China. On 
one hand, the show depicts women as being empowered by choice and independence, which have 
accompanied the emergence of  neoliberal values in China. On the other hand, female participants 
are still valued based on their physical appeal and are subject to the stigmatisation of  being ‘leftover’ 
women. Despite these conflicting perspectives on the show’s gender representations, IYATO has 
proven to be a powerful source of  Chinese soft power, generating global interest in Chinese culture 
and challenging existing perceptions of  what it means to be an unmarried woman in contemporary 
China.22 
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Studying development can be frustrating, overwhelming and a little confusing. Luckily UNSW, through 
the Global Change Internship, provided me with the opportunity to get development experience outside 
the classroom which helped navigate where my degree could take me. Over December and January, I 
spent two months in Vientiane working with ChildFund Laos as the Communications Intern. 

During my time with ChildFund, I spent two weeks in North East rural Laos collecting stories from 
children and families. Experiencing life in the ‘field’ not only gave me new personal experiences such as 
eating grasshoppers or shotting Lao whiskey with local ministers, but also helped shape my perceptions 
of  a career in international development. I think myself  and many other students of  development 
glamorise the idea of  working overseas in the field but this experience helped me better understand this 
as a reality. Now I feel as though I have a better understanding of  what I need to consider when applying 
for overseas jobs with non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and what I need to do beforehand to 
prepare myself. None of  the experiences and insights I got over the two months in Laos could have 
been gained by sitting in a classroom, although it also made me realise the value of  an academic 
grounding when it comes to development work. 

LIVING AND WORKING IN LAOS 
A former French colony and one of  the few communist regimes left in the world, Laos is the only 
landlocked country and one of  the poorest countries in Southeast Asia, which has significant impacts on 
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Internship Reflection (Laos)
Ariadne Sofianidis (Social Research and Policy III)

Development workers 
must ensure they are 
not accidentally 
increasing inequality.”

“

Image 1: Taken at ChildFund in Laos1



Page 21Asia

their development trajectory.2 Laos’ current place 
in Southeast Asia and the wider international 
community made living and working there a 
unique experience, but I also needed to research 
and prepare before and during my time there to 
ensure I did no harm during my internship. 

As the Lao government strives to achieve 
economic growth and bring their country out off 
the United Nations Conference on Trade and 
Development’s list of  least developed countries, it 
is clear they are placing a much higher emphasis 
on economic development as opposed to human 
development. Human development encompasses 
more than just GDP growth and focuses on other 
factors such as health, education, agency and 
inequality.3 Despite GDP growth averaging 7.4% 
between 2000 and 2012 and absolute poverty 
halving, inequality has increased.4 During the 
same years, the Gini coefficient measuring 
inequality has increased from 0.311 to 0.364, 
and Laos is ranked 139 out of  187 countries for 
human development with a Human Development 
Index of  0.569.5 Rising inequality is especially 
prevalent between rural and urban areas of  Laos, 
which is important as almost 70% of  Lao people 
live in rural areas.6 Understanding the growing 
inequality in Laos is imperative to undertaking 
development work, especially when travelling to 
rural areas. Inequality shapes the lives of  these 
people and when designing and implementing 
programs, development workers must ensure 
they are not accidentally increasing inequality, 
both within and outside rural communities. 

In Laos, ideas of  free speech and censorship are 
very different to Australia. The Lao People’s 
Revolutionary Party maintain control over 
Lao media outlets and have strict legislation on 
what the media can print.7 An important event 
that highlights how ‘far from a…functioning 

civil society’ Laos is,8 was the arrests of  three 
Lao workers in Thailand in March 2016, who 
criticised the government on Facebook and as 
a result received long prison sentences.9 This is 
extremely important for development workers 
to be aware of. Firstly, it is important for your 
own personal knowledge to be aware of  what 
you post online regarding the Lao Government 
or discuss with Lao people. Secondly, there 
needs to be an awareness that the free speech 
we enjoy in Australia is not available to your 
Lao colleagues. Lastly, being aware of  this is 
important when working in the international 
development space, as you do not want to be 
pitching ideas that could negatively impact the 
role of  the NGO in Laos. 
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Academic Spotlight: 
Dr Elizabeth Thurbon 
Nimaya Mallikahewa

Dr Elizabeth Thurbon is the Deputy Head of  School (Research), a Scientia Fellow, and Associate Professor of  
International Relations at the School of  Social Sciences at UNSW. With a vast portfolio across development, techno-
industrial transformation and trade, to name a few, she has also contributed her expertise widely to Senate reports and 
media commentaries. 

Nimaya Mallikahewa (Executive Editor) sat down with Dr Thurbon to find out about her accidental plunge into 
academia, her major areas of  research, and her opinion on Australia’s position on clean energy. Politik would like to thank 
Dr Thurbon for her time, and her incredible insights on necessary approaches to green development and the role of  financial 
activism in developmental governance. 

What brought you to UNSW and more broadly, what attracted you 
to international studies? 
Dr Thurbon: I’ve been at UNSW since 2003 since I finished my PhD at the University of  Sydney. 
My entire academic career, I’ve been interested in questions of  how and why countries develop, and 
in particular, why some countries develop while others do not. I became really fascinated about this 
topic in my second year of  university. I didn’t go to university with any plan of  studying in this area or 
indeed, becoming an academic. I was really interested in theatre and a career in the performing arts. 
But in my second year, I took a course on development in East Asia. For the first time, I was exposed 
to the incredible social, political and economic transformation in that region. I couldn’t believe that 
– despite having spent my entire childhood and teens growing up in Australia – I hadn’t been taught 
anything about the unprecedented development process going on in our own region, or about how 
states were playing a central, catalysing role. It was communicated to me in such a passionate and 
exciting way by the convenor of  that course and from that point on, my entire university career took 
on a different light. I took all the courses I could on East Asian development and did my honours 
thesis in that area, before completing my PhD and moving completely into academia. So economic 
development has been a long-standing passion. 

You contributed to an article on China and the concept of  
developmental environmentalism in The Conversation earlier 
this year. So, what is developmental environmentalism?
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Dr Thurbon: Since the end of  world war two, 
East Asian countries including Japan, South 
Korea, Taiwan and now China have achieved 
remarkable techno-industrial transformation, 
and lifted millions of  people out of  poverty. But 
their original fossil-fuelled model of  industrial 
development also contributed to a number of  
environmental problems, from gross particulate 
pollution to climate change. So while other 
countries might look to post-war Japan, South 
Korea and more recently China as models of  
development, the reality is that their original 
development model is no longer viable. At the 
same time, people don’t realise that Japan, 
South Korea and China are now actually 
leading the green energy transition. They are 
doing so by making massive investments in clean 
energy technologies and industries, as a means 
of  both promoting economic development and 
addressing energy security and climate change 
concerns. In other words, these countries are 
now trying to green and grow their economies 
at the same time. This is what we mean by 
‘developmental environmentalism’ – the idea 
that you can green and grow your economy at 
the same time, and that the state can and should 
take an active role in guiding and shaping this 
process. This is the topic of  my Australian 
Research Council Discovery Project, with my 
colleagues at Macquarie University and the 
University of  Newcastle. 

Do you think a similar model 
of  development from an 
environmental perspective is 
viable for other countries to 
follow? 
Dr Thurbon: Yes. In fact, I think it’s 
essential. There is no alternative to developing 
differently now. We simply cannot follow fossil 

Development is 
a never-ending 
process.”

“

fuel industrialisation, not only because of  the 
environmental challenges but also because of  
geopolitical contests over access to increasingly 
diminishing fossil fuel resources. The benefit of  
a different approach, particularly one based on 
developmental environmentalism, is countries 
focusing on energy security by manufacturing 
clean energy technologies. Instead of  relying on 
importing oil and coal, states would actually be 
creating their own renewable energy industries, 
which at the same time will be creating 
technologically intensive jobs. So really, you’re 
solving two problems at once, which is; how 
do we provide increasingly high-skilled, high-
wage jobs for a larger and larger portion of  the 
population – which is a development challenge 
– while at the same time managing our 
energy security and addressing environmental 
challenges? 

Developmental environmentalism is about a 
philosophy where governments understand 
that growing the economy and greening the 
economy are mutually enhancing goals. We see 
that particularly in South Korea and China, 
and we see important lessons for Australia. 
The current project we are working on, then, 
is looking at South Korea and China, and how 
and why they are growing and greening their 
economies, but also what Australia can learn 
from those processes. I think that the really 
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important point here is that these are not just issues for developing countries. Obviously, China is still 
in its developing phase, but development is a never-ending process. There are lessons to be learnt from 
East Asia which are just as relevant for Australia as they are for India and Brazil, for example. 

These are definitely questions that our young, emerging political scientists could be grappling with. 
Given Australia’s abundant endowments in renewable energy resources, of  solar, wind and geothermal 
energy, under what conditions might we affect a more rapid clean energy shift? What are the political, 
economic and ideational obstacles to this shift? Why are we not seeing a greater sense of  urgency and 
ambition in Australia, especially when compared with our regional neighbours? This is one of  the most 
pressing problems facing our country. Our political leaders need to step up. Insofar as the clean energy 
shift is a job-creating shift and will enliven our techno-industrial base, it is an incredible opportunity for 
us. But in Australia, politicians – especially those on the political right – often frame the clean energy 
shift in terms of  costs – it’s going to cost us jobs, it’s going to cost us export markets. This stands in stark 
contrast to East Asia, where countries like China and South Korea see the clean energy transition as 
an amazing set of  development opportunities. On the political left in Australia, some politicians do talk 
about clean energy in terms of  opportunities. But why didn’t this message resonate in the last election? 
How can this message be better conveyed to make an impact in Australia? What are the anxieties 
preoccupying key segments of  the community, and making them less open to this particular message? 
And how can we address those anxieties? These are important questions for us to consider. 

What are your current major areas of  research beyond 
development and environmental challenges?  
Dr Thurbon: I’m on a Scientia Fellowship at the moment here at UNSW and I have a number of  
inter-related projects that I’m working on. One, as we’ve talked about, is on the clean energy shift, 
developmental environmentalism in East Asia and lessons for Australia. It’s a three-year project funded 
by the Australian Research Council with my three co-chief  investigators, Dr  Sung-Young Kim, 
Professor John Matthews and Dr Hao Tan. We are looking at how China and South Korea built very 
competitive domestic firms in clean energy industries. The two major industries we are looking at are 
smart grids and electric vehicles, both which hold incredible potential for Australia. 

My second project is on the evolution of  financial activism in East Asia, Australia and the United 
Kingdom. Since the early ‘90s, people have acknowledged two things. First, in the countries that have 
developed quite rapidly in the post-WWII era, governments have taken a very strategic approach to 
managing finance and to making sure that finance supports the techno-industrial economy. That is, 
they’ve made sure that firms in manufacturing, in high-technology, firms that are export-oriented have 
access to the finance that they need to grow and develop. I’ve called this kind of  strategic management 
‘financial activism’. Second, since the ‘80s, the embrace of  financial liberalisation and ‘globalisation’ 
has made it a lot more challenging for governments to effectively manage their financial systems: to 
direct them strategically and to insulate them from big financial crises, like the 1997 and the 2008 
global financial crises. As a result, there is now a general assumption in the globalisation literature – 
and indeed in some policymaking circles – that it’s no longer viable for governments to play a strategic, 
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developmental role in relation to finance. My research project questions this assumption. It explores 
the question of  how and under what conditions governments can still play an effective developmental 
role in relation to finance. I ask how and why governments across the world are trying to recapture 
finance and connect it to the techno-industrial economy, in order to promote financial stability and 
ongoing economic development. The project builds on my 2016 book, Developmental Mindset, which 
examined the evolution of  financial activism in South Korea, and the developmental ways of  thinking 
about finance that informed that activism. This project examines the influence of  developmental ways 
of  thinking about finance in other countries – including Australia and the UK – and the conditions 
under which policymakers are more or less likely to engage in financial activism. 

You did your PhD in Government under International Political 
Economy. What was your research question and how did you 
formulate it? 
Dr Thurbon: That’s a really great question. It really goes back to my Honours thesis because my PhD 
is an extension of  that work. I started writing my Honours thesis in 1997 and it was at a time when I 
was really interested in exploring the development of  East Asian countries, especially South Korea and 
Taiwan, and how they had used finance to effectively support the techno-industrial economy. But just 
as I started writing that, the 1997/98 financial crisis happened and I thought ‘oh my goodness’! Almost 
overnight, people went from talking about the miracle economies of  Northeast Asia to the ‘basket 
cases’ of  the region.  I had no idea what to do about my Honours thesis – which had been going to 
focus on these countries’ effectiveness. But then, on closer investigation, I found that not all countries 
had faired so badly. And in fact, South Korea and Taiwan had faired really differently. South Korea 
saw currency depreciation, capital flight and huge contractions of  its economy, but Taiwan escaped 
relatively unscathed. 

In my Honours thesis, I tried to explain why they had fared so differently, with a focus on their 
distinctive approaches to financial liberalisation. I argued that these countries had pursued financial 
liberalisation in very different ways: South Korea took a rapid, reckless and ill-designed approach, 
while the Taiwanese government had been very cautious and strategic, and hadn’t just swallowed the 
neoliberal rhetoric of  being completely ‘hands off’. For my PhD, I wanted to explain why this was so. 
Why did these two countries that had been so similar in the past liberalise so differently? And what does 
that tell us about the ongoing viability of  the role of  the state in financial governance under conditions 
of  globalisation? And really, when I think about it, I’m still working on that question, because we’ve 
seen a remarkable revival, especially in South Korea, of  developmental ways of  thinking about finance 
since the 1997/98 financial crisis. And as a result, we’ve seen the revival of  financial activism and 
developmental governance in that country. What that shows, broadly, is that developmental governance 
is still possible but it’s imperative that we understand the conditions that enable and constrain it. 
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Mass Protests in Basra: 
A City Reached its Boiling Point
Alexander Menai (Political Science/ Economics I)

Basra, the urban centre of  Southern Iraq, was once a popular holiday destination. Visitors from all 
over the world flocked to the city, which served as a gateway to the Iraqi Marshes, an area agreed to 
be the original source of  inspiration for the biblical ‘Garden of  Eden’.1 Now Basra is best known as 
the epicentre of  a wave of  protests that erupted last summer, leading to 27 deaths,2 and the lighting 
of  nearly every government building in the city on fire.3 Poor quality of  life caused by economic 
grievances and environmental pollution are the main drivers behind the rage of  Basra’s citizens.

Basra, Iraq’s economic capital, hosts the sole major port of  the country and the oil fields in its near 
proximity account for over 80% of  Iraq’s GDP. However, despite Basra’s economic importance, its 
citizens have seen little of  its wealth, which is directly allocated to the national government in Baghdad.4 
Although Iraq’s oil production is thriving, Basra’s unemployment rate remains higher than the national 
average.5 Additionally, it is no coincidence that the protests erupted in summer. As temperatures often 
reach 50 degrees Celsius,6 residents were confronted with electricity and water shortages due to a 
lack of  functioning infrastructure. Additionally, the water available was contaminated. Over 110,000 
people suffered from diseases after coming into direct contact with the affected water.7 

The struggle against Daesh previously united the country. Shiite youths from Iraq’s less affected south 
made up the largest proportion of  the Popular Mobilization Forces used against the terrorist threat. 
With Daesh’s defeat, discontent grows among previous conscripts, as they face a lack of  prospects after 
returning to their home cities.8 

DECADES OF DEMISE
The decline of  Basra began decades ago. As a strategically important asset near the Iranian border, 
Basra was on the frontline of  the Iraq-Iran war that endured from 1980-1988, claiming over one 
million lives.10 The siege of  Basra was the biggest battle of  the war and led to major destruction of  
the city and its infrastructure.11 Additionally, the Shia South faced oppression from Saddam Hussein’s 
Sunni regime. After Iraq’s defeat in the first Gulf  War in 1991, Shiites in the South and Kurds in the 
North revolted against the regime in an insurgency commencing in Basra and spreading all over the 
country. While the Kurds managed to achieve some degree of  autonomy, the Shia rebellion was brutally 
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put down by the regime.12 As punishment, Baghdad conducted a bombing campaign against Shiite 
cities and withheld the allocation of  vital resources, food and medicine, in particular to the Southern 
provinces.13 The Baathist regime also drained the Iraqi Marshes in an act that can be considered a 
genocide against the indigenous Ma’dan people (also known as Marsh Arabs), who participated in the 
rebellion.14 Due to the irreversible destruction of  their way of  life, over 200,000 people were forced to 
seek refuge.15 Many of  them settled in Basra, which strained the already impoverished city even more. 
This resulted in another Shia uprising in 1999, which again was successfully suppressed and thus 
cemented the status quo until Saddam Hussein’s regime was overthrown following the 2003 invasion 
of  Iraq by U.S. and international forces.16 

While the fall of  the Baathist regime ended decades of  oppression, quality of  life hardly improved. 
The British, responsible for four Southern provinces including Basra, failed to stabilise and reconstruct 
the region, leaving the area devoid of  stable institutions. The subsequent power vacuum fuelled 
corruption and led to conflicts between various emerging militias, which competed over resources and 
political control in the city.17 Growing discontent due to stagnating living conditions erupted into anti-
government protests in 2015. 

IRAN’S GRIP TIGHTENS 
Iraqi government buildings were not the only ones targeted by the protestors. The Iranian consulate 
and almost every facility that hosted Iranian-backed militia were also targeted by protestors frustrated 
over abuses by Iranian-backed militias.18 After the departure of  the coalition forces from the city, these 
militias quickly filled the power vacuum and became the dominant force in the city.19 Undermining 
the Iraqi government in Basra served two different purposes. On the one hand, controlling Shiite 
majority areas like Basra gave Tehran leverage and helped secure Iranian influence over the central 
government. On the other hand, control over Basra allowed Iran to sabotage Iraqi oil exports. Since 
Iran was already barred from selling oil on the world market due to US sanctions, diminished supplies 
from Iraq, another major oil exporter, would lead to a surge in oil price. This would inflict economic 
pressure on the US economy and force Washington to re-evaluate their approach to Iran.20 Tehran also 

Image 1: Protesters storm and burn the Basra government building9
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The future of Basra and the 
country in general remains 
uncertain.”

“

played a vital role in supplying electricity and water to the border city. However, increasing Iranian 
energy consumption and unpaid bills caused regular power cuts while upstream dam projects in Iran 
led to severe water shortages.21

CLIMATE CHANGE AND WATER COMPETITION: FUTURE 
IMPLICATIONS 
The future of  Basra and the country in general remains uncertain. As the central government has 
repeatedly failed to address the issues the city is facing, support for more autonomy grows. While more 
independence from the central government would mean better access to local oil reserves, Iranian 
influence would grow even further. The central government needs to act quickly and provide water 
and electricity before temperatures surge, if  it wants to contain the protests. 

Iraq is also considered one of  the most climate-vulnerable countries in the region. This is especially 
so as water shortages are bound to increase as temperatures rise, rainfall decreases and rivers shrink. 
Lower water levels will lead to an increase in salinity and water-borne diseases, worsening Basra’s 
current water pollution crisis.22 The shortage of  water is amplified by the construction of  dams in 
upstream Turkey and Iran. The amount of  water flowing in Iraq’s two main rivers, the Tigris and the 
Euphrates, has been reduced by over 50%.23 Implications for human security are dire as well. Although 
over 80% of  Iraq’s GDP is derived from oil rents alone, the agricultural sector employs over 20% of  
the country’s working force.  However, its capacity to continue doing so has been greatly constrained 
by ever-decreasing water flows.24 The country already experienced a loss of  40% of  its agricultural 
capability, a trend which is set to worsen.25 

It becomes apparent that band-aid solutions are not nearly sufficient to deal with the multitude of  
challenges Baghdad faces. The central government needs to address the underlying issues that have 
imperilled the country for decades. Bad governance, weak institutions and endemic corruption have 
caused decades of  economic stagnation.26 With sectarian violence at a low point,27 policymakers are 
arguably at a critical juncture, creating maybe the last opportunity to unite the country and improve 
living conditions before the damage becomes irreversible. 
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How Trump is Corporatising 
Nationalism:

Dylan Sahlin (International Studies/ Laws V)

A Norm-Defying Approach to Environmental 
Collaboration That’s Going Global 

The plethora of  dystopian fiction that grew out of  the paranoia of  the 1960s (equal parts psychedelic 
and Cold War) has had one prediction certainly hold true; our world is decaying around us and it looks 
as if  we are incapable of  even attempting to solve it. 

The Trump administration’s decision to withdraw from the Paris Agreement in 2018 represented a 
crushing defeat for the Western liberals still mesmerised by the Gore-inspired optimism of  the early-
2000s.1 The withdrawal crystallised the world’s genuine fear of  what is to become of  our collective 
environmental security. Looking ahead, however, it seems to be merely the first of  many dominoes to 
fall.

More than just a reckless outburst, Trump’s withdrawal is symptomatic of  a broader transition towards 
a new brand of  nationalism.2 This increasingly in-vogue politics reverts to the suspicious and fearful 
realism of  John Mearsheimer.3 It signals an end to the fervour and hope that surrounded the creation 
of  the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change in 1988. In the eyes of  International Relations  
scholars, it is a neo-realism for xenophobic suits.

This nationalistic trend seems on track to critically endanger environmental security. And, sadly, it 
looks increasingly as if  it is one we are unable, or simply unwilling, to resist.

THE RISE OF NATIONALIST ANTI-ENVIRONMENTALISM
What we are up against is a doctrine of  corporatist nationalism.4 Innately jingoistic, it parades Western 
triumphalism while remaining sceptical of  inter-governmental environmental collaboration. However, 
this is not merely confined to Trump’s America. The Philippines,5 Austria,6 the United Kingdom (read: 
Brexit),7 and of  course Putin’s Russia,8 are all allowing this dogma to seep into their environmental 
policy prescriptions. Without opposition, this ecological ineptitude will, inevitably, begin to threaten 
their (and our) environmental security. 

A core part of  the problem lies in the doctrine’s active encouragement of  global wealth inequality.9 
Corporatist policies hidden underneath the veil of  nationalism, exemplified by Trump’s tax reforms,10 
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and Duterte’s fondness for inequality,11 are allowing 
wealth disparities to thrive. In turn, these inequities 
are directly fueling environmental degradation. 
The rich, incentivised to pollute, choose low socio-
economic status environments where citizens’ 
environmental security are of  no personal or 
political consequence. Systemically disempowered 
through years of  imperialism and wealth inequality, 
there is only so much that these communities can 
do. In the face of  this new paradigm, it seems 
Chomsky’s controversial labelling of  the West 
in the 1970s as a ‘long-term, extractive imperial 
enterprise’,12 exploiting and extracting from non-
imperial powers, is no longer an embarrassing 
critique but a term of  pride for this new breed of  
Western loyalists.

Another tactic is to disseminate popular fables that 
‘red tape destroys [nations].’13 Through charismatic 
‘strongmen’, they are able to popularise ‘cutting-
the-tape’14 – a discourse carrying the implication 
that markets self-regulate. As everyone not trapped 
in the neo-classical economics bubble is aware, 
markets promote corporate short-termism.15 In the 
words of  ecological economist Gregory Mikkelson, 
contemporary market dynamics ‘skew companies 
away from [investment] in sustainable production 
practices and environmental-impact assessments’.16 
This anti-regulatory philosophy, and the conditions 
it creates, leaves the environment at the mercy 
of  the profit motive, granting capital-owners the 
opportunity to profit and remain safely segregated 
from the environmental externalities they create, 
mostly in the actively-disempowered ‘Global 
South’.17 

This corporate nationalism, promoting wealth 
inequality and regulatory reduction, is clearly 
risking our collective environmental securities on 
both a local and national scale.18 Supra-nationally, 

These inequities 
are directly fueling 
environmental 
degradation.”

“
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the agenda poses an even greater existential threat to 
our implementation of  global solutions to environmental 
problems.

NATIONALISM AS A NEW NORM
While quick to embrace the material gains that resulted 
from 1980s globalisation, Trumpian nationalists have 
turned inwards.19 Trump’s aggressive tariffs and China’s 
and Russia’s  retaliatory quid pro quo have played out as 
economic symbols of  a new diplomatic vogue that has 
placed combative and reactionary realism at the heart of  
everything – including global environmental discourse.20,21 

Winding the clock back to 2015, the Paris Climate Change 
Conference gave us a sense that collective action seemed 
to be yielding acceptable results. Labelled a ‘historic 
turning point’ by (admittedly) the conference’s hosts,22 the 
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truth was a little more modest. Goals had been set.23 Some policy had been written.24 Leaders made 
a tacit agreement to achieve the oft-repeated, but wholly conservative, aim of  a 2°C reduction.25 
Critically, however, although no enforceable mechanisms were established,26 most leaders involved 
were normatively social democrats – and happy to (try to) stick to a promise.27

This is where Trump’s firebrand corporate nationalism has turned contemporary IR on its head. His 
Paris withdrawal defined an entirely novel doctrine: one with no need for norms. Not only did Trump 
disregard all emissions targets, but he proved that they could be disregarded. Trump rationalised (and 
quite rightly so) that his voter base had no interest in the constructs of  our ‘international society’.28 
With no political support to gain, why conform at all?

In a contemporary political environment overcome by anti-technocratic sentiment and widespread 
distrust of  bureaucratic institutions,29 his fictions that global solutions are not needed for global warming 
and, even more radically, that environmental security need not be a concern of  the average citizen, 
are becoming more and more popular.30 Perhaps it is a reaction to the failure of  interest-driven 
democracies to institute meaningful change. Or perhaps even a successful extension of  the attempts of  
corporate institutions to placate the West’s growing political consciousness. The success that Western 
corporates have found in convincing us of  the merits of  ‘ethical consumption’, a concept so far-fetched 
and impossibly paradoxical it begs belief,31 certainly lends weight to the latter contention.

Whatever it may be, this new brand of  nationalism, driven by a deeply-embedded corporatist value 
system, is winning – successfully reversing decades of  public information campaigns and tireless 
academic outreach.32 It is portraying a zero-sum game: one where environmental security is pitted 
against economic and militaristic security, in a mutually-exclusive contest between one or the other.33 



Page 33Americas

Confined within this restrictive frame, people are flocking to protect what they know: jobs and troops.34

CONCLUSION
Seizing upon a climate ripe for manipulation, Trumpian nationalism has remade the lens through 
which we view environmental regulation and collaboration. It surely signals opportunity for polluting 
companies. By the same dangerous token, it stands to erode our environmental security and the very 
discourse that it rests upon.

For those not caught up in the nationalist-corporatist zealotry, this movement represents an existential 
threat. Guided by what seems to be an active interest in subtle structural violence, as well as deep racial, 
classist and corporatist agendas, it typifies the new right. It demands an active resistance.
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Were Venezuela’s Woes Foreshadowed 
In Chavez’s Leadership Style?
Tim Edmeades (Arts/ Laws IV)

This article seeks to demonstrate former Venezuelan 
president Hugo Chavez’s charismatic political 
power through an illustration of  my connection 
with him. By doing so, I seek to provide evidence 
for the existence of  that political power and for my 
analysis of  recent difficulties in transitioning power 
and legitimacy in Venezuela. By using this personal 
socio-cultural exploration of  political power 
throughout the article, I explore how Chavez’s 
political approach may account for remaining 
loyalty and thereby may have foreshadowed 
Venezuela’s current crisis. I conclude by suggesting 
that through strengthening democratic norms that 
facilitate handing over power, scope to avoid future 
crises may be developed. 

In 2004, I discovered a documentary, ‘The Revolution Will Not Be Televised’, on an attempted coup d’état 
against Hugo Chavez, Venezuela’s then president. A group of  Irish film makers were with Chavez 
conducting interviews into his presidency during 2002 when a documentary filmmaker’s dream 
situation erupted around them.1 Chavez had been targeted in a coup, in part by a collection of  right-
wing media stations, who were backed by pro-business, pro-United States and conservative groups.2 A 
mixture of  ex-politicians, business owners and public figures, members of  the lauded civil society matrix 
supposedly responsible for the emergence and maintenance of  democratic norms,3 had attempted to 
overthrow a legitimately elected president.4 This film crew had an inside view of  it all and go on to 
tell the story of  Chavez’s struggle to overcome the coup. They show how difficult it was for Chavez to 
voice his views in the complex and then lopsided landscape of  Venezuelan media and to air what was 
happening outside of  the frame of  the right-wing cameras.5 Chavez went on to survive the coup and 
to avoid the exclusion of  his political views by the media. For me, the film initiated a romance with 
Chavez for his capacity to connect contemporary struggles with the broad ambitions of  the unifying 
Bolivarian tradition he embodied.

Image 1: Hugo Chavez 8
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Famously, in the style of  Cuba’s loquacious leader 
Fidel Castro, Chavez pursued his political goals 
by speaking for hours to camera.  This was an 
apparent reconquering of  the digital political 
landscape, accompanied by a politicisation of  
public spaces.6 These marathon speeches often 
included live phone call sessions with constituents 
regarding everyday problems and suggestions.7 
As time went on, Chavez became increasingly 
egotistical in his presentation to camera, and 
perhaps paranoid, having been shaped by his 
experiences of  both sides of  a coup.9 Despite 
this, his followers admired him, and his charisma 
spawned an eponymous movement – the Chavistas  
– who defended the sentiment and broad equality 
ambitions of  this leftist movement. Critics saw 
them as the embodiment of  ‘chavismo’, a term that 
derided their direct democratic and charismatic 
political connection to Chavez.10 These critics 
sought to highlight cronyism and favouritism in 
appointments to positions of  power by the Chavez 
regime as evidence against the efficacy of  this 
model of  direct democracy.11 For the Chavistas, 
their political movement was characterised by 
an anti-elite rhetoric. Critics saw this rhetoric as 
permissive of  an ‘anything goes attitude’.12

For an international audience, Chavez’s capacity 
to cultivate charismatic power through his rhetoric 
was clearest when he spoke at the United Nations 
shortly after US President George W. Bush. This 
was in the wake of  United States’ declaration of  
war against Iraq. Always the exemplary public 
speaker, Chavez exclaimed ‘[y]esterday, the devil 
came here…Right here. And it smells of  sulphur 
still today...’.13 Chavez connected the most 
insulting of  Christian imagery, common to both 
his and the US’s outlook, with condemnation 
of  the war. Public acts like this galvanised belief  
in Chavez as he rode the socialist mood of  this 
era. As Chavez moved into the latter stages of  

Chavez pursued his 
political goals by 
speaking for hours 
to camera.”

“

his presidency, he maintained support across 
class divides, despite questions surrounding the 
authenticity of  election results.14 

Chavez was lauded as a leader of  the ‘Pink Tide’ 
then flowing across the American continent. 
‘Pink Tide’ describes the leftist turn that 
swept through Latin American elections and 
politics during the late 1990s and early 2000s.15 
Despite the momentum of  these successes, he 
increasingly sought to protect his own power, 
and to limit that of  his successors. His public 
life increasingly centred upon himself  and his 
charismatic capacities. After he grew ill in 2011, 
he eventually died from cancer, despite a battle 
that lasted well into 2013. Fourteen years of  
leadership ended with no obvious heir, only 
one anointed in Chavez’s final hours: Maduro. 
This is significant as Chavez, who had led so 
publicly from the front of  his political party, had 
done little to provide breathing space for any 
successor to take the reins. This choice to stunt 
the passage of  power has played a significant 
role in the downward spiral that has followed in 
Venezuela’s internal political struggles.

Now into its third year, a nationwide 
countermovement has gathered momentum. 
Violent struggles and enormous protests have 
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caught international attention and sown the 
seeds of  a movement with its own declared 
leadership and ambitions.16 Because of  
this conflict, Venezuelans are struggling. 
Food and medicines are scarce, and rates 
of  disease and malnourishment are spiking 
sharply.17 Unemployment is high and 
hyper-inflation is entrenched, predicted to 
exceed 10 million percent in 2019.18 An oil 
rich country possessing the world’s largest 
reserves is now close to starving.19 And now 
the US is becoming increasingly involved, 
citing the existence of  civil war conditions 
as grounds for extending sanctions and for 
the threats of  invasion.20 

Chavez did not find 
a mechanism to 
pass his enormous 
personal power 
to an emergent 
new guard.”

“

It is essential to analyse this bellicose pressure.21 The United States’ foreign policy position emphasises 
Venezuelan non-cooperation, and an apparent wastage of  oil wealth and opportunity.22 However, 
Venezuela after the 1973 oil crisis could not be classified as wealthy. Chavez inherited a poverty rate of  
44% with 20% of  the total population living in extreme poverty.23 Even throughout its wealth heydays 
of  the 1960-70s, inequality and poverty were commonplace.24 In one instance, this disparity gave rise 
to conflicts that led to the deaths of  up to 3000 rioters and protesters in 1989.25 By contrast, Chavez’s 
capacity to reallocate revenue from oil into social welfare, including education programs for the poor, 
saw Venezuela’s extreme poverty rate fall to 5.4% and garnered him loyal followers.26 Furthermore, 
literacy rates sharply increased and women’s literacy rates surpassed parity.27 This was accompanied 
by rapid reductions in the Gini coefficient, representing increased income equality.28 These factors 
changed the landscape of  Venezuelan politics and repositioned the poor as political participants. By 
comparison with Chavez’s goals, today, the incumbent Maduro and his military support base are 
grimly holding onto power with an approximate 30% backing from the population.29 Importantly, they 
control the state-run oil giant responsible for much of  Venezuela’s wealth.30 

Any coup the US seeks will require the flipping of  central leadership within and without the military, 
alongside the unification of  popular support against Maduro. This opposition has increasingly centred 
on Juan Guiado, a young outer-right-wing nationalist confident enough to declare himself  Venezuela’s 
interim president.31 Guiado favours a blending of  neo-liberalism, Christian conservatism and ethno-
nationalism, sharing similarities with Tony Abbott and Cory Bernadi.32 

The crisis continues to roll on in Venezuela despite this appearance of  an alternative to Maduro. An 
estimated three and a half  million people have now fled, mostly to neighbouring Colombia and Brazil, 
leaving behind family and friends who continue to struggle, often in abject poverty.33 This failure of  
leadership to the people, in the political sense, has much to do with legitimacy and power and its their 
passage between leadership regimes. It is my view that because Chavez did not find a mechanism 
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to pass his enormous personal power to an emergent new guard, the scene was set in Venezuela for 
hard-line militaristic control over those loyal constituents who remained. This is to the exclusion of  an 
increasingly organised, angry and hostile opposition. 

Professor Rosalind Dixon, a constitutional law expert, has spoken publicly about the significance of  
power transitions in the creation of  democratic regimes alongside a team of  Latin American scholars.34 
She believes that without this often-overlooked transitionary element, reliant as it is in many cases on 
the observation of  tradition than on strict law, democracy can be rapidly undermined. Had Chavez 
listened to voices such as Dixon’s, his legitimacy and power may have tied fragile democratic strings 
tight enough for a crisis to be averted. Unfortunately, this was not the case, and when his death came 
quicker than expected, the scene was set for a race to recapture power and to inhibit competition.

Imagine instead that a peaceful leadership transition had occurred, and free and open elections had 
accompanied that. That Chavez had welcomed all sides to his show to speak about their ambitions for 
the future. Perhaps three and a half  million displaced people might still be living in their homes and 
preparing to watch his successor host a political conversation with rivals and peers alike. Instead, power 
is being squandered for the mere protection of  itself. Venezuela’s creative force is now predominately 
spent on hostility, and Venezuela is suffering for it.

Through the documentary ‘The Revolution Will Not Be Televised’, I fell into a romance that I still cannot 
shake. The attractiveness of  Chavez’s vision and tangible successes for the poor of  Venezuela remains 
compelling. However, this story has become one deserving of  its own new chapter. One that must 
account for the terrible outcomes of  failing to transfer power that has denied a future for so many 
Venezuelans. 
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Academic Spotlight: 
Dr Deborah Barros Leal Farias 
Nimaya Mallikahewa

Dr Deborah Barros Leal Farias is a lecturer of  Politics and International Relations at the School of  Social Sciences at 
UNSW. With an extensive portfolio of  experience across policy and trade analysis, academia, and teaching in Brazil, 
Canada and now Australia, she has specialised in international relations, international political economy and developing 
powers, with special interest in Brazil. 

Nimaya Mallikahewa (Executive Editor) sat down with Dr Farias in June to find out about her interests in international 
relations, how she stepped into academia, her major areas of  research, and how she feels about Australia exactly one year 
after relocating to Sydney. Politik would like to thank Dr Farias for her time, her incredible insights, and her advice about 
not pigeon-holing yourself  while having a country specialty.

What’s your life story? What attracted you to the wide world of  
international relations? 
Dr Farias: My story and interest in international relations has to start with my father being an 
academic, though he was a physicist. From an early age, we moved to several places though we always 
came back to Brazil. From when I was seven to nine, we lived in California, which is where I learnt 
English. When I was fifteen, we moved to Chicago. When I was eighteen, I spent six months living in 
France, which was the only time I went out on my own. When I was twenty-one, we went to Belgium, 
and I think just living [all around the world] sparked my interest for international ‘things’, for variety, 
and I think because I’d been in California, in universities [because of  my father], where you have 
people from all over the world, it was something I really liked.

When I was in my teens, I did think about going into diplomacy but after I got into university, I realised 
that it wasn’t really about diplomacy but about the international aspect. And so I did two bachelor’s 
degrees – one in Economics, another in Law, focusing on the international aspects. It’s always been an 
interest in the domestic and the international elements and how they connect. Law really looks inward, 
whereas economics has much more of  a bigger picture. So, it’s looking at states, how states engage and 
why is it that some are so different. 

During my early teens in the mid ‘80s, Brazil was having hyper-inflation and a lot of  economic problems, 
which meant that mentions of  the IMF (International Monetary Fund) and so on were commonplace. 
It was something you grew up with, it wasn’t just about academia. It was the taxi driver talking about 
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these [IMF] reforms, it was on the news, so I’ve 
always been interested in that. 

But I think if  there was a course on something like 
international crochet, I’d probably do it! That’s 
how interested I am in the ‘international’; so many 
things make us so similar and so different and why 
is it that some places have developed in certain 
ways, you know? Which is why when I was doing 
my PhD, we moved from Brazil to Vancouver 
because my husband and I wanted our kids to have 
that international experience.

After ten years in Vancouver, this job appeared at 
UNSW and I couldn’t have been happier. 

Completely different from where 
you had been before.
Dr Farias: Yes, but at the same time there are a 
lot of  interesting cultural overlaps. I think if  I had 
moved from Brazil directly to Sydney, it would have 
been a much bigger shock but Vancouver to Sydney, 
it doesn’t feel as different. It was also interesting 
to see another country which experienced British 
colonialisation and the way things have been 
different, how systems have been incorporated in 
different ways. There are a lot of  intriguing social 
and cultural norms, pre-conceived notions which 
differ between Brazil, Canada and Australia, but 
I’m very much interested in the political aspect 
which is what drove me to international relations 
and political science rather than anthropology or 
sociology. 

What are your current major 
areas of  research?
Dr Farias: The big picture is global governance 
and international organisations. I’m also interested 
in ‘emerging countries’. Countries like China, 
Brazil, India, Turkey and South Korea, that have 
historically been in the middle of  the road, not 

I’m fascinated 
by the grey 
areas.”

“
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traditionally been considered the great powers, 
but they also cannot be categorised as least 
developed. I’m fascinated by the grey areas. 

Specifically, I’m now working on the concept 
of  developing countries from the perspective of  
international relations and foreign policy. Why 
is it that we label countries as ‘developing’? 
What does that mean in terms of  foreign policy? 
When did the term ‘developing countries’ 
appear and what were they called before that Image 1: Dr Deborah Barros Leal Farias 

term was created? How do countries embrace that identity? It goes less into a development studies 
perspective, which is more focused on elements of  the development process, and more into a foreign 
policy standpoint. How do international organisations categorise these countries as ‘developing’ and 
what are the implications of  them doing so? As always, parallel to all the work I’ve done, there is 
the element of  Brazil. I’m always looking to use Brazil as a case study or as an example. For obvious 
reasons, because I have the background, but there is also not so much written about it unless you know 
Portuguese and so you’re limited to what you can do.

How did you approach your PhD? What made you follow that path 
and what drew you to the topic you chose?
Dr Farias: That’s a good one. One of  the more practical aspects was that we wanted the kids to have 
the opportunity to learn English so we moved to Vancouver. My initial plan before I started my PhD 
was to look into US foreign policy but I didn’t want to live in the US, for both practical and cultural 
reasons. Once I got to Canada, my perspective shifted. My PhD looks into development assistance 
and technical cooperation as a tool of  foreign policy. It looks into literature on why countries give 
development assistance from a foreign policy angle and then delves deeper into one aspect of  that, 
which is technical cooperation. It looks into why countries give assistance in different ways, emerging 
donors, and the case of  Brazil. Why did Brazil choose to provide technical cooperation? Specifically, 
on Brazil’s biofuel diplomacy – their provision of  technical cooperation with no strings attached. It has 
an element of  global environmental politics as well. 

Do you think having focused on Brazil so much has pigeon-holed 
you in any way?
Dr Farias: That’s a good question. I try to look at the big picture first. There are advantages and 
disadvantages to being a country specialist. The advantage is that I have a depth of  knowledge about 
the country and can step up if  there is a need. But if  I was to market myself  as a scholar on Brazil now 
in Australia and if  questions of  global governance or political economy arise, I would be written off as 
‘just doing Brazil’ and not be considered for those opportunities. I don’t want to put myself  out there 
as just being a specialist on Brazil because it’s only one aspect of  what I’m interested in, and so what 
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I’m trying to do now is coordinate my expertise on Brazil with Australia, how that might be relational, 
but it’s still a work in progress. 

From an academic point of  view, I have spoken with the Brazilian Consul-General to coordinate a 
partnership between UNSW and one of  Brazil’s leading universities on international relations. I think 
it’s very practical step to take. 

That sounds amazing. So, do you enjoy being a lecturer in addition 
to your research projects?
Dr Farias: Absolutely. I was working in the Brazilian Consulate for two years in Vancouver before 
coming to UNSW, working in government and policy, but there wasn’t room for what I was really 
interested in and I really wanted to get back to academia because I enjoy research and teaching. For 
some, research is the drawcard to academia and teaching comes as a secondary thing. I like teaching 
because it allows me to keep learning, to search for answers to the questions that students ask when I 
think ‘oh I never thought of  that’. It’s a real joy. Teaching is fun! I know some people find it draining, 
but for me it’s energising and exciting. I spent some time away from it and now I think I value it more. 

Finally, have you seen the biggest difference been between Australia 
and Canada or Australia and Brazil?
Dr Farias: The biggest difference is actually between Australia and Canada, which was surprising. 
Canada is a lot more progressive than Australia and it’s been quite shocking to see some of  the domestic 
political debates. Canada almost feels twenty years ahead, in terms of  political debates on gender 
equality, and how women are treated in parliament, with a lot more misogyny being apparent here. 
There is a much bigger conservative base as well. What is fascinating to me is how Canada and New 
Zealand are much more similar, and Australia is more comparable to the US. 

One of  the challenges I’ve had in the past year is trying to understand Australian domestic politics. 
Brazil is a presidential system and it is a federation like Australia, but we are much more centralised. 
So looking at two different types of  federal structures and having to reconcile that Australia is a 
parliamentarian system, trying to figure out elections and the function of  the House of  Representatives 
and the Senate is still a work in progress for me. Like, for example, how the prime minister changes 
overnight! 
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Chasing Reconciliation: The Trials 
& Tribulations of  Rwanda
Tony Song (International Studies/ Laws VI)

INTRODUCTION
In 1994, one of  the worst genocides in human history took place. In the space of  100 days in Rwanda, 
as many as 800,000 Tutsis and moderate Hutus were killed, often in hand-to-hand violence. In the 
aftermath, the question remained: what to do with the well over 100,000 individual participants to 
achieve any sort of  long-lasting peace. 

By nature, post-atrocity accountability scenarios are incredibly difficult to respond to because of  the 
infinite number of  competing interests, the underlying political tensions that operate, and the striking 
atmosphere that follows deliberately-inflicted human suffering. Complicated negotiation and process-
ing on the ground is further muddied by international involvement in the form of  the UN, NGOs and 
human rights activists. These complex, moving components require any workable solution to be nu-
anced and balanced. In the post-conflict sphere, ‘transitional justice’ has become the dominant lens for 
addressing legacies of  abuse. Encapsulated within transitional justice has arisen approaches of  ‘legal 
pluralism’, whereby two or more legal systems co-existing in the same social field are used. This is seen 
for example when both mainstream and local mechanisms are used to achieve reconciliation. 

In Rwanda’s case however, the execution of  these mechanisms did not achieve the reconciliation it 
ambitiously promised. Far from being a panacea to infinitely complex issues, the processes were heavily 
Western-facing, influenced by ulterior government motives and too neglectful of  local expectations.

THE RESISTANCE TO TRUE TRANSFORMATION
Rwanda was a ‘second generation’ post-conflict case in that, rather than the conflict stemming from 
economic interests, it was over identity.1 Tackling political transitions where large numbers of  civilians 
on both sides are victims of  humanitarian crimes is made particularly difficult by the fractured societal 
infrastructure and ruined institutions that follow.

In the aftermath of  the genocide, the Rwandan government, led by Paul Kagame and the Rwandan 
Patriotic Front, took a retributivist approach to post-conflict justice, arresting and placing on trial 
tens of  thousands suspected génocidaires.2 This was an ineffective way of  approaching the issue as it 
erupted in further chaos. Dilapidated prisons overflowed and extreme backlogs of  cases were enough 
to overwhelm even the most expeditious of  legal systems. 
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Yet, for the ones on the ground standing in solidarity 
and resistance, justice needed to be achieved. Various 
mechanisms were pursued to seek the peace, justice 
and reconciliation that Rwanda so badly yearned, yet 
never fully received. 

THE INTERNATIONAL 
CRIMINAL TRIBUNAL FOR 
RWANDA
On 8 November 1994, under the UN’s Chapter 
VII powers, the International Criminal Tribunal 
for Rwanda (ICTR) was established with the aim of  
prosecuting anyone involved in the commission of  
violence in breach of  international humanitarian law. 

However, the ICTR failed in providing justice for the 
people on the ground. It only indicted 93 perpetrators 
and was plagued by issues of  remoteness. Besides 
logistical obstacles with the ICTR being established 
in neighbouring Arusha, Tanzania, it was staffed 
by an international cohort of  legal professionals. 
The language barriers and lack of  cultural affinity 
made the tribunals alien in structure, appearance 
and proceedings.3 Local populations failed to 
understand their function, exacerbated by badly 
executed ‘community outreach’ programs.4 Further, 
despite mandates to do so, little attempt was made at 
reconciliation. 

The tribunals in fact heightened tensions. 
Impoverished victims saw an excruciatingly slow, 
costly process that conferred the worst perpetrators 
the largest luxuries, benefiting from experienced 
legal counsel and humane detention facilities. This 
gave off the ‘impression of  double standards’ for 
order givers and order receivers and highlighted the 
resistance between international attempts at justice 
and local standards.5 

The ICTR failed 
in providing 
justice for the 
people on the 
ground.”

“
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NATIONAL COURTS
The national courts of  Rwanda also corroded 
any faith in achieving justice due to ‘corruption, 
incompetence and political influence’.6 Paul 
Kagame’s retributive approach saw him jailing 
suspects without charges for years as he was 
motivated by political considerations and 
security concerns from still active Hutu militias 
in neighbouring DRC. Suspects often died in Image 1: Survivors of  the Tutsi Genocide 17

prison before trial.7 Kagame also marginalised the key supporting programmes to reconciliation. Not 
even a symbolic compensation was implemented and community service programmes were under-
funded and disconnected from actual survivors’ needs relating to housing or recreating livelihoods.8 

GACACA COURTS
The ineffectiveness of  these legal systems and a growing discontent among the populace compelled 
conversations for alternative solutions. Rwandan scholars, with pressure from international activists, 
donors and UN officials, turned to ‘gacaca’ or ‘justice on the grass’ to address these issues. Indeed, 
in Africa, where legal pluralism dominates and disputes are often solved outside formal legal system, 
gacaca promised localised justice.9

While initially well received and welcomed by the Rwandans, it fell into the same trap of  being 
an imperfect instrument to retributive justice under Kagame’s influence. Most glaringly, the trials’ 
legitimacy were questioned as no atrocity committed by the Rwandan Patriotic Front was heard, which 
in turn saw many Hutus refuse to participate, seeing it as nothing more than ‘victors’ justice’. Otherwise, 
attendance was forced and Rwandans came to view the process as a ‘top-down, state-imposed edict 
from Kigali’.10 The process became highly politicised and ethnic tensions remained high as Kagame 
continued to generate a climate of  repression while maintaining face as a friend of  the West in an 
attempt to maintain a steady stream of  donations. What was ‘found’ was only a relative truth as any 
critics of  the scheme were silenced and risked imprisonment on charges at the government’s whim. 

The trails were further plagued by major procedural defects. No defence counsel was present, no witness 
protection was given and reliance upon local testimonies led to score settling.11 Judges had minimal 
training, were subject to bias or preconceived ideas of  events, and also highly susceptible to corruption 
as the State did not pay them for their service. Some were even accused of  participating in the genocide 
themselves.12

Thus, under the guise of  promoting intimacy and efficiency, autocratic motives to reinforce government 
control overshadowed gacaca’s noble purposes. The result was that gacaca morphed into an ‘invented 
tradition’ that bore only a ‘cosmetic resemblance’ to tradition.13 Although gacaca convictions arguably 
achieved some measure of  justice, victims remained uncompensated with oppressors living amongst 
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them. As Uvin and Mironko conclude, ‘the strongest element in favour of  gacaca is the lack of  an 
alternative’.14

NATIONAL UNITY AND RECONCILIATION COMMISSION
Truth commissions offer an outlet for public acknowledgement and the chance for closure. However, 
Rwanda’s National Unity and Reconciliation Commission (NURC), was also afflicted by government 
influence. Kagame’s creation of  a false unity, by criminalising the mention of  ethnicities and denying 
any ethnic differences, prevented an honest and open engagement with the past.15 Ethnicity is a strong 
part of  identity and constitutes a critical lens to view the past.16 However, it cannot simply be talked out 
of  existence for both theoretical and practical reasons. In doing so, Kagame is creating a new meta-
identity, negating or disavowing the importance of  ethnic identities despite it being at the core of  the 
genocide. This policy of  ‘de-ethnicisation’ means accounting for the past can never be fully addressed. 
Further, keeping ethnicity as a taboo prevents survivors from the catharsis of  fully expressing what they 
went through. Ultimately, Kagame and his inner circle’s push to erode history has hindered any chance 
of  actual reconciliation.

CONCLUSION
While transitional justice mechanisms promised transformation, in Rwanda’s case they were met with 
too much institutional resistance. To be effective, mechanisms must consider the cultural, political, 
social and economic climate on the ground and balance them appropriately. They must be flexible and 
cannot be generic tools as success ultimately depends on reception on the ground. The focus should 
always be to deliver results to those most affected by the conflict on the ground as only then can we 
really achieve justice in times of  transition and beyond.
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The Paris Dilemma
Natalie Coppolelli (Media II)

From the City of  Love to Bloodshed, Paris struggles against the brutal and unabating protests of  
the gilets jaunes, otherwise known as the Yellow Vests movement. Streets flood with fluorescent yellow 
vests and echoes with the chants of  the disgruntled French working class. The sea of  yellow is spotted 
with a navy blue as policemen fill the air with a miasma of  tear gas that wafts across the crowd of  
demonstrators.

REVOLUTION HAS BEEN INGRAINED IN FRENCH CULTURE
This tumultuous image of  France has continued for over five months and incessantly worsens every 
week. However, this is not the first time France has been overcome by political protests. The French 
Revolution of  1789-1799 was the dawn of  France’s culture of  political demonstration. The Revolution 
was a crusade by the French working class against the absolute monarchy that ruled France under King 
Louis XVI. Disgruntled farmers and factory-workers lobbied against contemptible economic decisions 
and exorbitant spending by the King and his wife, Marie Antoinette that almost sent France into a 
famine.1 The second wave of  political discontent in France sparked La Résistance, otherwise known as 
the French Resistance of  1940-1944. Following France’s Armistice with Nazi Germany, humiliated 
French army officer, Charles de Gaulle, led a sanction of  ex-military to protest for their ‘impassioned’ 
rejection of  the Armistice.2 De Gaulle’s organisation of  revolutionists deemed him the leader of  the 
French Resistance. His political demonstrations are monumental in France’s political history and 
culture as it allowed the French nation to rebuild national self-esteem and forget the humiliation that 
descended upon the country as a result of  Nazi occupation.3 Akin to these previous waves of  political 
rebellion, the Yellow Vests movement disputes what they believe are repugnant economic and political 
decisions by France’s leaders, namely the introduction of  a fuel levy and the consequential rise in the 
cost of  living for the working class.

WHO ARE THE YELLOW VESTS AND WHAT ARE THEY 
FIGHTING FOR?
The Yellow Vests movement is a populist political organisation who have convened every Sunday for 
weekly demonstrations since November 2018, in opposition of  the fuel-levy introduced by French 
President Emmanuel Macron in accordance with the Paris Agreement.4 The Paris Agreement is an 
international convention aiming to combat climate change and advocate for a ‘sustainable, low carbon 
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future’.5 Macron’s tax would raise the price of  the 
diesel pump by 60%, meaning that for the average 
French worker who commutes by car, expenditure 
on fuel currently at approximately EUR 1,700 per 
annum, would increase by more than EUR 1,000.6 
The protests originated as a peaceful rejection of  
the tax by workers from rural areas who had to drive 
long distances to travel to work. Now, the protests 
have ‘evolved into a wave of  economic anxiety and 
anti-establishment sentiment’,7 leading to violence 
and police intervention. In addition to their desired 
repeal of  the fuel levy, protesters are pressing for a 
raise in the minimum wage, which has continued 
to rise following Macron’s election in 2017 and 
currently stands at EUR 1,500 per month, equating 
to nearly AUD 2,370 per month.8 The Yellow 
Vests demonstrations persistently became more 
violent and radical as tensions worsened between 
the French working class and the elites who ‘worry 
about the end of  the world while we [the working 
class] worry about the end of  the month’, Yellow 
Vests participant Jean-Marc Mourey states.9 

THE CONTROVERSIAL 
MACRON
Macron’s endorsement of  the Paris Agreement 
since his declaration to ‘make our planet great 
again’ in 2017,11 provoked the introduction of  
controversial economic policies which lie at the 
crux of  the contention and discontent experienced 
by the Yellow Vests. Prior to the 2017 election, a tax 
on the mega-rich was implemented for those who 
earn more than EUR 800,000, or approximately 
AUD 1,800,000. However, this was abolished by 
Macron when he came into Presidency. Now, in 
addition to their rejection of  the diesel fuel levy, the 
Yellow Vests are insisting that this wealth tax be re-
enacted and for the tax to be increased from 0.5% 
to 1.5% of  one’s income.12 The protesters have 
lacked focus on Macron’s policies that have seen 
France excel in the social and economic sectors. 

This is not 
the first time 
France has 
been overcome 
by political 
protests.”

“

Image 1. ‘Together, change is possible’, Yellow Vests 
protest peacefully through the streets of  Paris10
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Since his election, Macron has successfully 
tackled unemployment. In 2017, France’s 
unemployment rate was 10.1% and as of  
January 2019, it has been reduced to 8.8%.13 
Macron’s policies have been more beneficial 
than harmful for France. In addition to 
steadily reducing the unemployment rate, 
Macron’s presidency has seen the minimum 
wage reach an all time high, currently at EUR 
1521.22, or AUD 2, 417 per month.14 The 

Image 2: Yellow Vests protests turned violent in Central Paris as 
cars are torched17

Yellow Vests protests have begun to lose focus on their original cause, becoming distracted by ulterior 
points of  discontent, such as the wealth tax. In this confusion, Macron has lost significant amounts of  
public support as destructive demonstrations prevail on French streets every weekend.

FROM PEACE TO DISCORD: DETERIORATION OF THE 
PROTESTS’ INTEGRITY
What started as peaceful demonstrations on the streets of  France has quickly debauched into a disorderly 
chaos. In December 2018, protesters defaced the Arc de Triomphe and the Tomb of  the Unknown 
Soldier,15 and have continuously torched cars and ransacked stores. Political leaders such as Marine Le 
Pen (leader of  the far-right National Rally party), and Jean-Luc Mélenchon (leader of  the far-left France 
Unbowed party) have tried, although without success, to engage with the Yellow Vests protesters.16 This 
holds appreciable significance when analysing France’s political atmosphere. The impotence of  the far-
left and the far-right, who are typically successful in appealing to those who feel marginalised, signals that 
the Yellow Vests movement is more than a demonstration against Macron’s fuel levy or minimum wage, 
but instead an anti-establishment rally.

GOVERNMENT RESPONSES
Following the incessant increase in violence at the Yellow Vests protests, the French government introduced 
the ‘Anti-Riot bill’ in February 2019. The bill gives security forces the capacity to ‘ban suspected hooligans 
from demonstrating’ in Macron’s attempt to stop the violence that has tainted the protests.18 France’s 
‘Anti-Riot’ bill is contentious as opponents claim it contravenes the democratic right to demonstrate 
by imposing a six-month prison sentence and a EUR 7,500 fine for suspected ‘hooligans’.19 However, 
French Prime Minister Edouard Philippe insists the that bill will allow for the ‘onus [of  responsibility] to 
be on the troublemakers, and not the taxpayers, to pay for the damage caused’ to businesses and property 
during the protests.20 The ‘Anti-Riot’ bill acts as a scare tactic, targeting possible ‘hooligans’ present at 
the Yellow Vests demonstrations in a rather controversial attempt to reduce violence while maintaining 
the basis of  democracy.

CONCLUSION
France’s culture of  revolutionary demonstrations is both a showcase of  democratic values but concurrently 
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limits the effectiveness of  the government. The Yellow Vest protests initiated as a peaceful protest by the 
disgruntled working class for the abolition of  Macron’s new diesel fuel levy. Had the protests continued 
in a mild manner, the basis of  democracy would have been unrestrained and law enforcement would 
not have become involved in policing. However, over the past four months, the protests have become 
increasingly depraved and hence, the intervention of  law enforcement and the introduction of  the 
‘Anti-Riot’ bill were necessary measures in regaining control of  France.
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Populism for All
John Mouratidis (Economics/ Laws II)

In the Netherlands, a political party unheard of  three years ago is now the nation’s most popular. Its 
name is the Forum voor Democratie, or FvD, and its leader Thierry Baudet is the latest populist in a long 
line of  Dutch right-wing political apostates. 36 years old and telegenic, he pursues the same message 
as that of  his predecessors; multiculturalism is a destabilising force, and the failure to even try and offer 
a coherent alternative is immoral.1 But the coherence of  Baudet’s message sets him apart. While not 
completely lacking in the bluster of  his immediate predecessor Geert Wilders, Baudet encapsulates his 
resistance to modernity in a shell of  philosophical introspection. In this way, Baudet is a poster child 
for a new and emerging tactic for reactionaries and traditionalists in the 21st century: appeal to the 
highly educated to legitimise one’s popularity. 

RISE TO PROMINENCE
Rarely do the local elections of  one of  Europe’s smallest countries become newsworthy, but the 
2019 Dutch provincial elections were certainly of  interest to foreign observers. The FvD obtained 
86 seats spread across the nation’s state legislative assemblies, becoming the largest provincial party 
and increasing their overall presence by 86 seats. The result also means that the FvD will become 
the largest senatorial body.2 It may appear that they came from the blue, but support for the FvD has 
brewed slowly since its establishment in late 2015. 

Baudet, an upper-class PhD graduate of  Leiden University, founded the party not initially as an 
electoral force but instead a think tank. Some early acquaintances have implied Baudet’s motivations 
were personal as much as they were political - that Baudet was increasingly dissatisfied with his life as 
a right-wing intellectual as his articles were blacklisted from mainstream academic journals.3

With nothing to lose by entering public life, Baudet’s movement was ultimately propelled into the 
spotlight by a petition it created which led to a 2016 referendum. The referendum asked the Dutch 
people to support or reject an agreement of  association between the European Union and Ukraine, 
and they obliged with Baudet’s wishes, rejecting the motion. It was the same year that Britain voted to 
leave the EU, and another small victory for the Eurosceptics, who argued the association agreement 
would soon evolve into unconditional Ukrainian membership.4 Even more relevantly, it was a personal 
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triumph for Baudet, who was on the winning side 
of  a referendum he had instigated. With a low 
turnout, the Dutch government went on to largely 
disregard the non-binding result, but it showed 
that the same nationalist forces were present in the 
exceedingly socially liberal Netherlands as they 
were elsewhere in Europe, and it was the beginning 
of  Baudet’s rise.

The light notoriety that the referendum had 
accumulated for the FvD was enough to propel it 
into the Dutch House of  Representatives, winning 
two seats in 2017.5 Baudet and his right-hand man, 
lawyer Theo Hiddema, took the seats. In what was 
to foreshadow Baudet’s future role in the nation’s 
discourse, he began his maiden speech in Latin and 
had a grand piano installed in his parliamentary 
office.6 He was just an overeducated eccentric; few 
would have predicted that the chant of  ‘future 
prime minister’ would soon ring through his ears. 
But with the party’s exceptional performance 
in 2019, it did. A serious eye was cast towards 
Baudet’s academic work as the media examined his 
criticism of  ‘degenerate art’, and his advocacy for 
the preservation of  ‘our Boreal [White European] 
world’. Baudet described himself  as the ‘most 
important intellectual in the Netherlands’, a claim 
increasingly difficult to disprove.7 

A NEW PATH
Baudet is a man of  his time, and his rise can be 
attributed to the rise in the popularity of  his 
ideology in reaction to the European refugee crisis. 
Railing against what he calls oikophobia, a fear of  
the home, Baudet laments multiculturalism as an 
expression of  national fatigue and disunity.8 Some 
have suggested that Baudet therefore deserves less 
personal credit for the 2017 and 2019 results. Chaos 
and disunity in Geert Wilders’ Party for Freedom 
(PVV), the existing right-wing populist party, 

Baudet laments 
multiculturalism 
as an expression 
of national fatigue 
and disunity.”

“
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might have encouraged supporters to find 
refuge in an ideological clone. They argue 
also that the 2019 result, while impressive 
for Baudet, was delivered largely at the 
expense of  other populist and centre-of-
right parties - the accusation is therefore 
that Baudet’s intellectual approach has 
failed to broaden his ideology’s appeal.9 But 
this deliberately uncharitable view of  his 
performance is to some degree challenged 
by reality. Indeed, right-wing populists at 
large increased their vote share in 2019 
compared to the 2015 provincial elections, 

Image 1: Thierry Baudet celebrating the FvD’s 2019 provincial 
victory14

with Baudet undoubtedly the largest beneficiary.10 The question then becomes this: to what extent did 
Baudet’s 2019 success reflect a ‘shuffling of  the cards’ as opposed to a new path for the expansion of  
reactionary appeal?

Both the sceptics of  Baudet’s effectiveness and those more favourable towards him do not deny his 
political acumen. That his party was able to use its foothold in the House of  Representatives to usurp 
the populist political base from Wilders in less than two years is a testament to Baudet’s talent for self-
marketing. His ubiquitous presence on social media is enough to generate a feverish aura of  support in 
its darkest corners, and his refusal to shy away from media attention ensured that Baudet was always 
able to meet the ideological demand if  it arose.

Arose it did, and Baudet sceptics are correct to say that Wilders’ brand of  populism proved itself  
inadequate for a changing country. Geert Wilders’ political approach is famous for its distinctly 
polarising tone. In the panic which followed September 11 and the 2015 Charlie Hebdo Islamic terrorist 
attack, Wilders’ often jarring anti-Islamic message was accepted by the Dutch right wing, even as he 
was charged for incitement to violence and elicited strong condemnation for his publication of  the 
anti-Islamic documentary Fitna.11 But Wilders’ rise also had another explanation. In 2002, the previous 
occupant of  Wilders’ ideological territory was assassinated. Pim Fortuyn was murdered by a left-wing 
activist, and the nation’s horror morphed into acquiescence as right-wing populism consequently 
began to face less public resistance.12 It was the perfect atmosphere for demagoguery, and Wilders 
answered the call.

Pim Fortuyn was a much more measured and intellectual presence than Wilders, similar in this way 
to Baudet. Both disunity in the PVV, caused by a formerly prominent member’s recent conversion to 
Islam, and scepticism of  Wilders’ political acumen after he missed an important debate during the 
2017 elections, have floundered his popularity.13 Baudet has presented himself  as a foil to these flaws: 
while Wilders offers bombast, Baudet’s message is less overtly anti-Islamic. Indeed, as the refugee 
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crisis has slowly dissipated in its sensationalism, so has the need for a thunderous reaction to it. But 
the fundamental change is still there; the Netherlands is more multicultural than ever before. It would 
be foolish to assume the absence of  any resultant political ramifications – and as the change becomes 
increasingly existential, so does the perceived solution.
 
CONCLUSION
Baudet is the intellectual response to a problem which is becoming increasingly intellectual. The most 
chaotic days of  the refugee crisis are over, and despite the doomsday proclamations, crime has not 
skyrocketed in those areas to which they have fled. European society remains largely harmonious, even 
if  dramatically changed existentially. Baudet’s tactics therefore seem fit for his time, but the question 
remains whether the broader right-wing movement will perceive his style as effective and adopt it. 
There is little doubt that right-wing populism – whether with Italy’s Matteo Salvini, France’s Marine 
Le Pen or Donald Trump in the United States – still largely lacks appeal to the academic class. But 
Baudet’s rise seems to argue for viability of  the paradoxical; the next stage in the West’s political 
evolution may well be populism for the elite, populism for the downtrodden, populism for all.
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HUMS2000 
Internship Reflection (Greece)
Sophia Katsinas (Media/ International Studies V)

Throughout the few months I have spent interning at the Greek Consulate General in Sydney, I have 
found myself  continuously amazed by the mutual respect and intercommunication between diplomatic 
missions. I feel it necessary to note how comforted I have been by the work of  diplomats, who truly 
seek to solve global, regional and local issues through negotiations that aim to meet both the needs of  
their country, and the needs of  others. I have experienced this through my direct work with the Trade 
Commissioner of  Greece in Australia and New Zealand, Ms Katia Gkikiza. 

Among the highlights of  my internship was the opportunity to learn more about the Australia-EU 
Free Trade Agreement (FTA). This negotiation aims to reduce trade barriers in order to increase 
trade between the included states. A major point of  discussion in these negotiations is Geographical 
Indications (GIs), namely ‘indications which identify a good as originating in the territory of  a Member, 
or a region or locality in that territory, where a given quality, reputation or other characteristic of  the 
good is essentially attributable to its geographical origin’.1

GIs are a major part of  the conversation for Europe, who remains passionate about traditional products 
that its countries hold close to their cultural identity.

Greece, like most European countries, believes its agricultural traditions and internationally acclaimed 
food products are an important part of  their legacy. With half  of  Greece’s exports to Australia being 
food products, it is particularly crucial for Greece that their GIs are addressed in the FTA. 

Australian stakeholders ranging from The Australian Dairy Industry Council to the Australian Labor 
Party have voiced scepticism over the FTA and GIs, and how this would impact Australia’s local export 
and labour market, but the Europeans argue this is not the case at all.2

 
Dr Michael Pulch, the European Union Ambassador to Australia, addressed these concerns before 
the third round of  FTA negotiations which concluded at the end of  March 2019. He insisted that GIs 
will grant many conditional exemptions that are reasonable and will not affect Australia’s agricultural 
industry.3 
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More specifically, common names such as brie, 
camembert, gouda, mozzarella and salami have 
not been proposed for inclusion since they are not 
considered GIs in Europe or Australia, and are 
globally recognised as being generic goods. It is 
products such as Feta cheese and Parmesan, that 
have specific association and cultural branding 
by their respective countries, that are being 
discussed for inclusion under the GIs and Protected 
Designation of  Origin (PDO) scheme.4

The second round of  negotiations for the FTA was 
held in November 2018. During the negotiations, 
the EU Delegation in Australia, in cooperation 
with the Embassies of  Greece and Italy, hosted an 
event, ‘Food for Serious Thought: Geographical 
Indications Day’. Here, ambassadors, diplomats, 
EU officials, Australian producers, academics 
and interested stakeholders exchanged views and 
information, over a  degustation of  GI-stamped 
European and Australian food and wines.5 

Dr Pulch noted that ‘these things do have a 
material value, they protect the brand and they 
protect the place and they create other employment 
opportunities in rural communities around activities 
such as retailing, tourism and hospitality’.6 

There are important benefits for Australian 
consumers as well. GIs guarantee the quality 
of  products available to consumers and protect 
consumers against imitation products of  
significantly lesser quality. Not only will Australia’s 
traditional products – such as wines and cheeses 
– be protected under the same clauses, but it will 
create a pathway for Australian consumers to have 
guaranteed access to quality products. 

As an International Studies student and Global 
Goals Ambassador for UN Youth, I entered this 

internship highly sceptical about the future of  
globalisation. With movements such as Brexit, 
and nationalistic influencers seeping through 
universal foundations of  institutions such as 
the United Nations, it seemed to me that the 
world was steering away from globalisation 
and toward dangerous patriotic territory. 
While the work of  Trade Commissioners is 
undeniably viewed through an economic lens, 
their presence in consulates and embassies 
across the world influences them to consider 
diplomatic relations in the highest regard. From 
the work and communications I have witnessed 
via my internship, I have been enlightened by 
the mutual respect with which diplomats and 
commissioners view trade negotiations and 
their genuine desire to achieve an outcome 
that benefits both sides. Greece, Europe, 
and Australia are all currently committed 
to providing their consumers with authentic 
products that act as a small representation of  
the globalised and supportive network that is 
our global community.  

Image 1: Her Excellency, the Ambassador of  Greece in 
Australia, Mrs Katerina Xagorari (centre), Executive 
Chef  of  Alpha Restaurant Sydney, Mr Peter Conistis, 
and the Trade Commissioner of  Greece in Australia, Mrs 
Katia Gkikiza7
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The Geopolitics and Economics 
of  5G
Von Bacani (Arts/ Laws IV)

INTRODUCTION
The technological landscape of  the 21st Century is no stranger to rapid change. From the early days 
of  the Internet, the world that witnessed the emergence of  wi-fi technology is bracing for a brand-new 
milestone in global communications. The incoming 5G network ‘can provide data speeds at least 20 
times faster than 4G’, and will ‘underpin the great advances of  the next era, from self-driving cars and 
augmented reality to smart cities and artificial intelligence’.1 There is much to be said regarding the 
technological capabilities, security and private risks surrounding the incoming 5G revolution, making 
the 5G network intriguing from the perspective of  international relations, geopolitics and economics.

BEASTS OF THE EAST AND THE WEST: THE RACE TO 
INTRODUCE 5G TECHNOLOGY TO THE WORLD
As various ‘big players’ have emerged in a technological revolution likened to the modern-day space 
race, the question of  which country will be the first to launch 5G has become an contentious one. 
South Korea, a leader in telecommunications technology known for its miraculous economic recovery 
in the second half  of  the 20th century,2 made headlines once again after telecommunications companies 
launched the country’s 5G network. As of  April 2019, residents of  Seoul are able to sign up for 5G 
network services, with plans to expand to over 80 cities nationwide.3 The South Korean 5G network 
offers faster online networks, improved audio and video streaming capacity, as well as a wider array 
of  virtual reality services.4 This breakthrough was described by You Young-min, the South Korean 
Minister for Science and Information Technology, as proof  that the country was ‘undoubtedly the 
top powerhouse in information and communications’.5 Moreover, President Moon Jae-in believes that 
the early release provides another opportunity for the technological powerhouse to reinvigorate the 
economy and focus on developing advanced projects such as smart cities and driverless cars.6

On the opposite side of  the Pacific Ocean, the United States is brandishing its technological prowess 
in the hopes of  gaining a competitive advantage with the release of  its own 5G network. Chicago 
was the first American city to experience preliminary 5G systems thanks to telecommunications 
company Verizon, which released the world’s first commercially available 5G smartphone.7 In select 
areas of  Chicago, users were able to utilise lightning-fast download and streaming speeds which were 
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They ultimately report to the Chinese 
Communist Party and will be employed...to 
undermine American interests.”

“
‘theoretically enough to download a movie from Netflix or Amazon Video Prime in seconds instead of  
minutes’.8

These rapidly accelerating efforts underpin geopolitical tensions that have extended into the realm 
of  tech companies. As previously addressed, the success of  South Korea’s 5G release was due to 
the collaborative efforts of  a few notable telecommunications companies, including the Chinese 
firm, Huawei.9 Recently, the United States accused Huawei of  utilising 5G wireless equipment and 
exploiting them to ‘spy on American citizens and companies’. US President Trump banned the use 
of  telecommunications equipment from Huawei and other Chinese firms (including ZTE) by signing 
the National Defence Authorisation Act.10 Moreover, additional measures were taken through the 
Telecommunications Denial Order Enforcement Act, with Rep. Mike Gallagher stating that ‘Chinese 
telecommunications firms like Huawei represent a growing threat to American national security … 
As state-directed enterprises, they ultimately report to the Chinese Communist Party and will be 
employed where and whenever possible to undermine American interests and those of  our allies’.11 
Similar tensions have risen in close allies of  the US,12 including the Five Eyes alliance comprising 
Australia, Canada, New Zealand, the United States and the United Kingdom. These countries, along 
with Japan,13 have expressed their intention to ban Huawei from interfering with their domestic 5G 
networks in the future.14

Huawei has since sued the US government, claiming that the ACT and its ban are unconstitutional.15 
Although the impact is unclear, such harsh measures taken in what should otherwise have been a 
collaborative effort to drive innovation will most likely tarnish the international reputation of  the US 
when it comes to transnational business. According to Huawei CRO Ren Zhengfei, it may even frighten 
off investors.16 Nonetheless, Zhengfei believes that such competition and hostility can be beneficial for 
the company. He believes that this event has led to a shift in the employees’ attitude and the company’s 
productive output in a China that does not want to return to its failing economy and poor living 
standards before implementing the open-door policy in 1978.17

TIME FOR BUSINESS: HOW 5G WILL CHANGE THE WORLD 
ECONOMY
The overall economic impacts of  5G can be summarised in terms of  increased productivity, general 
economic growth and a growing competitiveness among cities to implement quick solutions to 
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economic and social issues. In Australia, 
telecommunications firms such as Telstra, 
Optus and Vodafone have conducted trials of  
5G technology. The Australian government 
believes that a nationwide implementation of  5G 
technology in the near future would bring long-
term financial benefits which outweigh the short-
term costs of  construction and installation.18 It is 
estimated that 5G implementation will result in 
an additional $2,000 in GDP per capita after the 
first decade of  the rollout.19 Of  course, the overall 
outcome of  5G in Australia will depend on 
several factors, including the speed of  delivering 
such services to major cities and regional areas, 
as well as the speed to which potential barriers 
to 5G implementation can be solved, including 
the absence of  robust data protection standards, 
the safety and quality of  5G software, and the 
laws and regulations which must be amended 
to accommodate advancements brought about 
by 5G-enabled goods and services.20 Australian 
businesses have honed in on the hype, with 
around 80% of  businesses confirming that they 
have implemented, or expect to implement in the 
near future, 5G-compatible technologies such as 
‘artificial intelligence, virtual reality or augmented 
reality’.21

5G will also have a profound impact on 
infrastructure projects and related industries. 
When implemented in whole cities, 5G will enable 

local governments to install smart surveillance or 
CCTV systems on public transport and will allow 
regulating bodies to oversee the introduction 
of  self-driving cars. Given this, 5G, when 
combined with upcoming artificial intelligence 
(AI) technologies, can have profound power to 
implement solutions to infrastructure issues, 
including the improvement of  road safety in the 
world’s major cities with the introduction of  self-
driving cars.22 Such widespread implementation 
may result in a profound shift in the technological 
competitiveness and overall productivity of  tech 
industries in leading countries, particularly the 
United States, which led the 4G revolution 
earlier in the 21st century. UK firm GSMA 
predicts that around 2.7 billion people, which is 
approximately 40% of  the world’s population, 
will be connected to 5G networks by mid-2020s.23 
The United States ‘worked hard to establish its 
place as a 4G leader, with the introduction of  
4G mobile broadband adding USD 100 billion 
to the nation’s GDP… But should the US lose 
its position as a world leader in wireless, it will 
likely feel the effect in terms of  job losses and 
technology innovation being exported abroad. 
The economic benefits the US enjoyed with its 
leadership in 4G would be gone’.24

CONCLUSION
In the wake of  the 5G revolution, the world will 
see various changes in the way governments, 
businesses and consumers function in daily life. 

Image 1: The performance characteristics and specifications of  4G and 5G technology25
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It is interesting to observe how corporations and the international community behave as the result of  
trends in technology and innovations in science (e.g. artificial intelligence), as their motivations for profit, 
economic stability or control become evident in their geopolitical and economic decisions. It will be 
exciting to see these technological tools in practice despite the geopolitical complications surrounding 
them.
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