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our work! We are connected with the Kings College London Department of Political Economy.
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vice Impacts, Corruption 

2                      Dialogue •  Spring 2021



DEAR READER,

Scrolling through our social media, switching on the television and 
leafing through newspapers it seems like the political debate has 

been increasingly hegemonised by the Covid-19 pandemic. Looking 
back at the last few months, our relationship with the outside world 
has been forced into an endless cycle of news: the daily numbers 
of cases, states’ rush to vaccinate their populations and talks of fu-
ture reopenings. Despite being stuck inside our homes, the world 
outside had not stopped. Around the globe, women and men have 
struggled every day against incessant and unprecedented attacks 
on their rights as humans. 
Even if the abstract concepts of equality and human rights have 
been enshrined in international treaties and legal statutes since the 
adoption of the UN Declaration of Human Rights, these ideas have 
in no way been translated into practice. Quite the opposite, the be-
ginning of the 2020s, characterised by the acceleration of climate 
change, the growth of deadly military technologies and the prolifer-
ation of online radicalism, have marked a completely new phase in 
the history of human rights. 
For this edition of the Dialogue, “A Million Steps with Open Eyes”, 
our editorial team has considered it imperative to both celebrate 
the conquests made this far in the worldwide struggle for equali-
ty, while simultaneously recognising that many steps still have to 
be taken to create real equality. Our brilliant writers have tackled 
the most diverse and significant instances of human rights abuses 
taking place in the last year and analysed how the very essence of 
what human rights are has changed and broadened its meaning. In 
their articles, they have brought to light the unheard voices of all 
those people whose human rights have been challenged - from mi-
grants in the UK to South Africa - and the inspiring stories of those 
who have bravely fought to assert their freedom - from women and 
LGBT+ people in Poland to anti-dictatorship activists in Venezuela. 
We believe that knowledge is power and that change starts from 
critical information and awareness. Our dearest hopes for this edi-
tion of the Dialogue is that the thoughtful and analytical stories 
written by our contributors will inspire you to learn more about the 
importance of defending and uplifting our human rights. 
Continuing the work our editorial team started with the previous 
edition on Covid-19, this new issue on Human Rights will contain ex-
citing new features - such as a special new section on policy analysis 
and new interviews - and will be as original as possible thanks to our 
creative team. We hope that you will find the whole issue engaging, 
informative and - in light of the issue’s topic - inspiring. 
Stay safe,

CONTACT
Bush House, 

North East Wing, 30 Aldwych, 

London WC2B 4BG 

part of King’s Strand Campus

Email kcldialogue@gmail.com

Website https://kclpolitics.org/
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Amadeo Hachez is a third-year stu-
dent in International Relations. He 
is particularly interested in Chinese 
contemporary politics and Europe-
an Union foreign policy. His hob-
bies include tennis, football, and 
piano.

Amadeo Hachez
BA International Relations

A big thank you to our team, editors and artists !Editors
I am a third year History and Inter-
national Relations student. I am 
very passionate about transnation-
al history and geopolitics. Besides 
my academic interests, I love trav-
eling, discovering new places and 
writing. I hope that in the future I 
will work with international organ-
isations around the world.

Studying and doing Politics is much 
more than just data analysis. Politi-
cal participation and protest art 
showcase how we live together. Es-
pecially when it comes to frustrat-
ing realities, pictures represent our 
emotions accurately. By designing 
this Issue I wanted to interconnect 
art and politics, for people to see 
how the two areas go together.

Originally from India, he was 
born and brought up in Dubai 
but is now well on his way to call-
ing himself a Londoner. An avid 
reader, he believes that reading 
everything from Albert Camus to 
Jeffrey Archer to Slavoj Žižek is the 
main spark behind his passion for 
writing.

Nicoló Vertecchi
BA History and IR

Yvonne Haberlach
BA Political Economy

India Horner
BA European Studies and 

Spanish

Josephine Munch
BA Politics

Vaishnav Rajkumar
BA European Politics

I am Jo, Dialogue’s Interna-
tional Relations’ editor. I’m a 
third-year Politics student. 
You can usuallyfind me at 
training with my lacrosse
team or just getting a drink
at Dover Castle.

I am excited to be back in London 
after studying abroad in the US. In 
my role as Features editor I hope to 
give space for unconventional and 
interdisciplinary thinking, which I 
believe adds immense value to our 
global understanding.

I am grateful to have found my 
home with the team of driven 
and determined students at the 
Dialogue. Ultimately, my passion 
for writing stems from my love for 
English literature. I wish to enter 
a world of journalism and speak 
up about critical issues such as 
climate change, gender equality 
and human rights.

I’m Lily, and I’m a second year Eu-
ropean Studies and Spanish stu-
dent from Oxford. I love writing, 
travel and dance but ultimately 
I’m very passionate about British 
politics and I’m so excited to be 
covering them for Dialogue this 
year

Cassandra Van Douveren
BA History and IR

Lily Hardcastle
BA European Studies and 

Spanish
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I’m a second year German & Histo-
ry student who, outside of studies, 
enjoys various creative arts, heat-
ed political debates and cooking!

Amalia Hajieva
BA German & History

I’m a BSc Political Economy stu-
dent in my second year. I am pas-
sionate in areas of public policy 
and economic development. In 
particular, public affairs across the 
East Asia region. Art has always 
been my favourite way of commu-
nication, especially activist art.

Thanaporn Prayoonrat
BSc Political Economy

I’m a History and International 
Relations third year with a specif-
ic interest in the Middle East (of 
course!). Born in Turkey and raised 
in London, I have a particular in-
terest in geopolitics, security, and 
diplomacy. Outside of uni I am an 
archer, a baker and an amateur 
photographer.

I am a Spanish and Italian student, 
in my third year of a BA in Interna-
tional Relations. My main research 
interests include climate change 
and it’s intersection with human 
rights, as well as issues regarding 
Latin America, international law, 
feminism and current affairs

My name is Manfredi, I am also the 
editor of Dialogue’s Europe section. 
My areas of focus are Transatlantic 
Relations, the politics of European 
countries, and international popu-
list and nationalist movements. On 
the history side, my main interest 
is the Cold War – and basically any-
thing related to the 60s

Born American but never raised 
there, I have always been passion-
ate about US politics, especially 
about voting rights issues. When 
not involved in this, I love to play 
soccer and hike.

I’m Josh and I’m a second year 
History student. I spend my spare 
time between reading, playing 
football and badminton. If I am 
not doing that, I might be out with 
friends having a good time.

I’m Megan and I’m a third year His-
tory and International relations 
student. I’m particularly interested 
in the economic histories of Africa 
and Latin America, focusing on the 
latter in my dissertation this year. 
Outside of academia I love mu-
sic and drama, and can often be 
found with a pint in my hand in an 
overly expensive London pub!

Meryem Kucuk
BA History and IR

Rebecca Visser
BA History and IR

Valeria Sinisi García
BA International Relations 

(IR)

Joshua Ewell
BA History

Manfredi Pozzoli
BA History and IR

Megan Clementson Cox
BA History and IR
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Briefing 
edited by Cassandra Van Douveren
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The 1948 United Nations Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights firmly values the “inherent dignity and of the equal 
and inalienable rights of all members of the human family is 
the foundation of freedom, justice and peace in the world.” 
Human rights, in this view, are laws extended from human 
nature. They are universal, eternal and true. Yet, such con-
fident convictions do not correspond with reality. Human 
rights have not always existed. They have instead been 
shaped by changing socio-economic, political and cultural 
conditions.

Acknowledging that human rights are a dynamic and trans-
forming concept, vastly dependent on the current epistemo-
logical paradigm, how can we imagine the human rights par-
adigm developing further? And what lessons can we learn 
from the history of human rights in predicting the future of 
the pattern? Looking back on the history of human rights, 
there are three important lessons we can learn. Hopefully, 
these will give us some insight into what the future might 
look like.

Human rights have a history, a present and a future. The hu-
man rights movement is not permanently solidified, rather it 
is constantly adapting to the challenges of its time. Where-
as in early modern Europe human rights could only be un-
derstood as a form of religious tolerance, the eighteenth 
century Enlightenment led to the development of a ‘rights’ 
discourse, with equality and freedom of speech emerging 
as new values. The post-Enlightenment period witnessed 
the materialisation of principles of individuality and posses-
sion of the body, with bans on torture and the abolition of 
slavery being major accomplishments. During the Industrial 
Revolution, the focus shifted much more towards fair work-
ing conditions and equal political representation. Against 
the backdrop of two brutal world wars, the twentieth cen-

Eternal Yet Chang-
ing: The Future of 
Human Rights
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tury marked an increased aim to limit war and 
violence, as well as the solidification of decades 
of tolerance advocacy in the form of formal in-
ternational treaties and declarations. Critics have 
pointed out that this human rights regime has 
been asymmetrically shaped by a tradition of 
Christian, liberal philosophy, thereby neglecting 
other cultural forms of justice. For example, the 
Hindu tradition has a far more elaborated tol-
erance for the environment and animal rights, 
and the Confucian tradition strongly emphasises 
pacifism and orderly harmony. Such multicul-
tural understandings of human justice could be 
an addition to the current human rights project, 
which is limited in dealing with challenges to 
our increasingly globalised and interconnected 
world. However, this cultural relativism can only 
be taken so far. In cases of female genital muti-
lation conflicts between the right to freedom of 
religion and to possession of the body warrant 
one streamlined ruling of justice. 

Issues such as the climate and digitally fostered 
extremism will lead to challenges that the hu-
man rights project will have to conceptualise in 
new forms of activism, legal work and education. 
This will be done in the same way, that socialism 
dealt with the changes of the Industrial Revolu-
tion and anti-colonialism with globalisation. The 
human rights movement requires global leader-
ship and cooperation. Changes in global power 
structures, with a potential shift to a Chinese led 
unipolar world order, will naturally have conse-
quences for the philosophical understanding 
as well as the practical execution of the human 
rights project. 

Another lesson to take away from the history of 
human rights is the role art has played in bring-
ing the movement further. The historian Thomas 
Haskell has written on the influence of art in the 
creation of a certain ‘humanitarian sensibility.’ 
This sensibility was a phenomenon of the eigh-
teenth century, where an unprecedented wave 
of humanitarian sentiment swept across Eu-
rope and the Americas. Whilst people had long 
accepted torture and capital punishment, sud-
denly, a newfound form of empathy and com-
passion towards human suffering managed to 

pervade all forms of scholarly as well as in-
formal discourse. In philosophical and legal 
scholarship, this sentiment was captured in 
the works of Enlightenment thinkers John 
Locke, Voltaire and Jean-Jacques Rousseau, 
who advocated for humanitarian compas-
sion and tolerance. In the political sphere, 
the 1787 US Bill of Rights and the 1789 
French Declaration of Rights of Man, made 
an important commitment to value each 
individual as an equal and worthy citizen. 
Although one should not forget that slaves 
and women were excluded from this move-
ment, the advances in the improvement of 
human lives were unheard of. 

The root of this vast increase in humanitar-
ian sensibility, historian Lynn Hunt argues, 
lies in the rise of the literary novel. Although 
novels were not entirely new, Samuel Rich-
ardson’s Pamela and Clarissa (1748), and 
Rousseau’s Julie (1761) reached unknown 
heights of popularity. These novels had a 
much stronger focus on narrative develop-
ment and character depth, thereby empha-
sising the thought patterns and emotions 
of their characters. This allowed readers to 
get to know a person over the span of a few 
hundred pages, thereby strongly and inten-
sively identifying with an Other. Readers 
came to understand that the psychological 
processes of the characters were inherently 
similar to their own. As a result, a general 
trend spread across Europe and the Amer-
icas where a sense of equality and empa-
thy was embraced, based on the idea that 
all humans share similar feelings. Thomas 
Jefferson, one of the American Founding 
Fathers and drafter of the Declaration of 
Independence, wrote that upon reading he 
experienced a “strong
z desire in ourselves of doing charitable and 
grateful acts.” Fiction, in other words, creat-
ed a sense of passion and empathy, foster-
ing a newfound belief that certain rights 
were universal to human dignity. Fiction 
allowed people to recognise and believe in 
human rights. 
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While certainly playing a role in popularising a 
language of the rights of man, the role of fic-
tion should not be overemphasised. Instead, 
this historical insight teaches us that human-
itarian sensibility, compassion and empathy, 
although biological, have a socially construct-
ed aspect to them. This aspect is very much 
tied to the emotional side of humans. The arts 
have a significant influence on the emotion-
al side, as they manage to penetrate human 
consciousness on a deeper and more mean-
ingful level than rational scholarship ever can. 
It is in this light that one can understand the 
power of photos and films. These new forms 
of media not only allow us to become aware 
of atrocities occurring on the other side of the 
world but more importantly allow us to feel a 
part of the pain and suffering. For example, the 
award-winning documentary For Sana records 
the siege of Aleppo during the Syrian civil war 
through the eyes of a mother, speaking to her 
baby daughter. Through images of violence 
and despair, but also of laughter and birth, the 
realities of war manage to enter the conscious-
ness of the viewer for the duration of the film.  

Yet the role of new artistic media to foster gen-
eral humanitarian sensibility has certain limita-
tions. First of all, one can dispute the ethics of 
over-sentimentalisation. Often, pictures and 
film footage of human rights abuses seem to 
aim for a certain Hollywood-like drama. Take 
the picture of the death of three-year-old Syr-
ian Alan Kurdi, washed up on the shore of an 
Italian beach as a result of the Mediterranean 
refugee stream. A picture paints a thousand 
words. The photo prompted a vast increase in 
international awareness of and response to the 
European refugee crisis. Yet such an image also 
raises questions about the ethics of photojour-
nalism, as there is little respect for the family 
in grief or discretion towards individual loss. A 
second complication involves the emphasis on 
emotions and sentimentality, which often hap-
pens at the expense of analytical depth. Third, 
and most importantly, using artistic media to 
foster global forms of humanitarianism can 
only bring the human rights movement so far. 
There is a broad disconnect between feeling 
and doing. Although we have a general under-

standing of the horrors and brutalities of hu-
man rights abuses, the challenge still lies in 
public mobilisation and policy-making. 

Lastly, the human rights movement will al-
ways be followed with challenges. The French 
Revolution was followed by Napoleon’s 
bloodthirsty conquest, the American Revolu-
tion by the pervasiveness of slavery. Workers 
uniting to demand faired labour conditions 
were trampled by the nationalism of World 
War I, and the human rights aspirations of the 
1949 League of Nations were defeated by the 
atrocities of the genocide of WWII. The 1948 
UN Declaration of Human Rights faced simi-
lar doom when superpower competition and 
nationalism in the Third World heightened. 
And finally, if one hoped that 1989 would 
mark a new, liberal human rights regime, 
“The End of History”, as Francis Fukuyama 
wrote in an influential opinion piece, the vi-
olence that erupted in Yugoslavia, Rwanda 
and Iraq proved this idea wrong. Today we 
are also faced with countless human rights 
violations: from the Uighur detention camps 
in China to violations in American prison bas-
es in Guantanamo Bay and Abu Ghraib. 

Does this then mean that the whole human 
rights movement is flawed and pointless? Evil 
will always exist in the world. Moreover, crit-
ics have pointed out that the human rights 
project has never been as doomed as it is in 
our current age, citing the growing gap be-
tween rich and poor, environmental collapse 
and international arms races. Yet, such fatal-
istic pessimism negates the fact that there 
have been considerable achievements in the 
human rights movement: two steps forward 
and one step back, is still important progress. 
Although violence and suffering is an unal-
terable reality of life, it would be senseless 
to ignore that practises of torture, rape and 
slavery occur to the same degree and have 
the same legal standing as they did during 
the Inquisition. If the history of human rights 
teaches us anything, it does make the world a 
better place. It is undoubtedly worth fighting 
for. 
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Human Rights after 
Brexit: an evolutionary 

exploration

written by Katherine James

The United Kingdom’s contemporary human 
rights framework is, amongst other things, a 
product of symbolic legal evolution. Though 
seemingly universal in nature, human rights are 
shaped by the legal and political context within 
which they arise. Despite our human intuition 
of what rights should be considered inviolable, 
look no further than the worldwide outrage in 
response to the killing of George Floyd in the 
United States, jurisdictional differences deeply 
alter a nation’s human rights framework and 
their requisite response to any violation. The 
variability of approach, notably between the UK 
and US, is particularly topical concerning free-
dom of expression. 

Ultimately, human rights have come to rep-
resent a nation’s sense of self and are deeply 
underpinned by constitutional arrangements.
The notion of human rights developed in re-
sponse to the idea of the state, which is a proxy 
for a collective of people and the institutions 
of government. The state equates to the col-
lective will, but the shortcomings are self-evi-
dent; majority decisions are favoured over the 
notion of the rights of an individual. One solu-
tion is to empower those individuals through 
rights that are enforceable against the state. 
Such rights, through the law, are then given 

fundamental status to effectively displace, 
or stand up against, the state. Here in the 
UK, there are several legal sources of human 
rights, a product of an ‘uncodified’ constitu-
tion. Contrarily, in the United States a single 
document contains the human rights frame-
work to be interpreted or expanded only by 
the Supreme Court. The main sources in the 
UK are the European Convention on Human 
Rights 1950 (ECHR) and the Human Rights 
Act 1998 (HRA).

The UK is a signatory to the ECHR, which is an 
international treaty that consolidated sever-
al states’ commitment to upholding certain 
fundamental rights. A series of institutions 
were set up alongside the Convention, in-
cluding the European Court of Human Rights 
in Strasbourg, which decides the meaning of 
the treaty and ensures that it is consistent-
ly applied across the signatory states. The 
Court is an incredibly active institution and 
will continue to be. In the UK, Brexit does not 
bring an end to an international treaty such 
as this one. The UK-EU Trade and Coopera-
tion Agreement asserts that cooperation is 
still based on international law, just not EU 
law, meaning that the UK must observe their 
commitment to the Convention.
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The Human Rights Act 1998 gives direct effect 
to the ECHR in the UK. This means that all sub-
stantive rights contained in the Convention 
have been incorporated into UK law. The Eu-
ropean model was adopted in the interests of 
simplicity and universality, which has received 
criticism. There have been calls as part of the 
Conservative manifesto to repeal the HRA in 
favour of a UK-originated piece of legislation. 
Such has not yet happened as it was interrupt-
ed by the 2016 Brexit referendum, meaning 
that the relationship between UK courts and 
the Strasbourg court subsists. 

Although no longer part of domestic law, it may 
be a helpful clarification to address the Europe-
an Charter of Fundamental Rights in response 
to fears that Brexit has dramatically altered the 
human rights framework in the UK. This piece 
of legislation codified rights and principles of 
EU law and included those encompassed by 
the ECHR. It also extended beyond that to re-
affirm ‘the constitutional traditions and inter-
national obligations common to the Member 
States and the case-law of the European Court 
of Justice, as well as the European Court of Hu-
man Rights (Charter of Fundamental Rights of 
the European Union 2000). Despite Britain’s 
exit from the European Union, the HRA remains 
part of UK law. What no longer makes up part 
of Britain’s legal system is the system of appeal 
previously in use, which meant that a claim in a 
national court could be referred to the Europe-
an Court of Justice (ECJ) in cases where the in-
terpretation of EU law needed clarification. It is 
important to acknowledge the anxiety around 
Brexit’s impact on core national and human 
values, including uncompromised protection 
of human rights, but we should be optimistic 
that with the survival of the HRA, the UK’s hu-
man rights framework has been left intact. 

The UK’s regime is something of a patchwork. 
The threat to the human rights framework in 
the UK stems from the uncodified character of 
the system and the sovereignty of Parliament. 

The constitution itself is not contained in one 
single document, but rather made up of a se-
ries of forms. The legislation that protects hu-
man rights is not fundamental by any written 
document, the opposite is the case with the US 
Constitution, and is open to be repealed and 
altered at Parliament’s will. 

This is a double-edged sword. It does not 
deeply enshrine human rights into the nation-
al makeup, but it also means that the UK does 
not hang on to outdated human rights. The 
benefit this affords is exemplified in the case 
of the Dunblane massacre. Sixteen primary 
school children and their teacher were mur-
dered in the Scottish town of Dunblane. Only 
a year later, the government banned the use of 
cartridge ammunition handguns through leg-
islation in almost direct response to the trage-
dy. Yet, in the US, the right to bear arms, incor-
porated into the US Constitution from the Bill 
of Rights via the 14th Amendment, is enshrined 
and defended despite the countless deaths it 
has incited.

An uncodified constitution and the human 
rights framework that it produces has a large 
amount of flexibility and a strong ability for re-
sponse and development. This does not how-
ever settle the question of rights that some 
consider more fundamental or uncompromis-
able. The right to an abortion in the UK, for ex-
ample, is contained in the 1967 Abortion Act. 
The UK constitutional arrangements mean that 
an Act of Parliament can theoretically reverse, 
or repeal, this or any Act at any point. Parlia-
mentary sovereignty means that ‘Parliament 
can make or unmake any law’ (Dicey, 1885). 
The dangers are self-evident. 

An incredibly topical substantive human rights 
issue concerns the right to freedom of expres-
sion, contained in Article 10 of the HRA. Article 
10 contains several aims that serve as deroga-
tions from unbounded free speech including 
national security, public safety, prevention of 
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crime, to name a few. Additionally, Section 4 
of the Public Order Act 1986 makes it an of-
fence for a person to use “threatening, abusive 
or insulting words or behaviour that causes, 
or is likely to cause, another person harass-
ment, alarm or distress”. This law has been re-
vised over the years to include language that 
is hateful towards races, religions, and sexual 
orientations. This is an example of the UK’s 
uncodified, and more flexible, constitution at 
work.
This inevitably leads to a debate surrounding 
the extent to which the law on free speech 
is a gag on citizens rather than a protective 
mechanism. In the UK, there is a relatively 
low tolerance for hate speech, at least in the 
public sphere. It is an important step in dis-
mantling the systemic nature of many forms 
of discrimination and promotes greater socie-
tal unity and understanding. The derogations 
are appropriate and targeted and seem less 
of a restriction, and more a conscious effort 
by the government to confront and improve 
hate speech and crime towards marginalised 
or constantly threatened groups. 

Such a debate was intensified after Donald 
Trump was banned from numerous social me-
dia platforms, including Twitter, for inciting vi-
olent insurrection, culminating in the Capitol 
riots in January. In the US, rights have a more 
absolute character and the Constitution’s First 
Amendment is no exception. The general atti-
tude is that it is not for the government to leg-
islate on hate speech, and there are far fewer 
free speech exemptions than in the UK. Pro-
ponents of the US system have argued that 
they would ‘rather know that all that poison 
is out there than walk the world in delusional 
innocence’ (Lionel Shriver). Such proponents 
might also have allowed Trump to freely con-
tinue inciting insurrection and violence. To a 
large extent, this system fuels and perpetu-
ates problems that plague the infrastructure 
of the US political and legal system – namely 
racism. Such is undeniably also an issue in the 

UK, but to a lesser extent, at least as a result of 
an unbounded tolerance for free speech.

Interestingly, a private US company is not re-
quired to conform with the First Amendment 
and is empowered to regulate their content 
as they see fit. There is a unique tension here 
where big tech companies have now come 
face-to-face with something considered fun-
damental, protected by a constitution, and re-
jected it. Perhaps they are overstepping their 
role, which might traditionally have been an 
issue for the legislature. Angela Merkel has 
called the ban ‘“problematic”. It raises ques-
tions of how free speech should be limited 
in regulatory-free zones such as the internet, 
and how that approach might be different in 
the US and the UK. The flexibility of the British 
system seems to fit more appropriately with 
the ever-changing character and tolerance of 
today’s society.

The human rights issues of the modern-day 
are becoming ever more complex, and the 
cross-jurisdictional differences are notable. 
The intersection of different human rights 
creates uncomfortable tensions with inde-
terminate solutions. A richer understanding 
of the evolutionary story of human rights in 
the UK gives us confidence post-Brexit. It also 
provides us with a necessary toolkit to make 
normative assessments of the law as it stands, 
through active engagement with human 
rights issues.

“The extent to which the 
law on free speech is a 
gag on citizens rather 

than a protective 
mechanism.”
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Since the creation of the United Nations, human rights and 
human security have become more institutionalised within 
international relations and global affairs with the creation of 
the United-Nations Human Rights Council and the Interna-
tional Criminal Court. This trend originates from countries’ 
desire not to reproduce the atrocities witnessed during the 
Second World War. This is also why the Charter of the U.N 
focused its framework on the protection of people and the 
respect of individual freedom and security. Yet, human rights 
groups, academics and observers have shed light on the dif-
ficulty to implement international standards for respect for 
human rights. It is especially relevant within trade agree-
ments, which tend to prioritise economic benefits over hu-
man rights protection.

Already in 2011, reports to the U.N highlighted the dou-
ble-edged aspect of trade agreements. If the liberalisation 
of trade affects “the human rights of consumers and those 
in poverty” and gives states “the ability to regulate and pro-
tect for human rights of their people”, trade agreements “are 
often negotiated without reference to their impact on the 
rights to health, education, food work and water” according 
to the office of the UN High Commission for Human Rights. 
Although human rights clauses are difficult to implement 
because of national sovereignty and the appeal of good eco-
nomic prospects, a reconciliation between trade and human 
rights is necessary and possible. 

Human rights 
in internation-
al trade: a 
reconciliation?

written by  Josephine Muench
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 The liberalisation of trade since the end of the 
Second World War, being implemented care-
lessly, has led to the political and economic 
support of human rights violations by major 
economic powers. For example, the recent 
deal between Britain and Turkey illustrates 
Western countries’ hypocrisy in their pledge 
to uphold international standards of the re-
spect of human rights. The deal, which took 
effect on the 1st January 2021 and favours 
bilateral trade agreements between the two 
countries, brutally rides over human rights 
concerns. Turkey already faces EU sanctions 
following the mass incarceration of human 
rights defenders, independent lawyers and 
journalists opposed to 
President Erdogan’s au-
thoritarian regime. Yet, 
the £18.6bn deal comes 
into Britain’s Prime Min-
ister Boris Johnson’s 
strategy to enlarge its 
international trade ties 
lost with the U.K.’s deci-
sion to leave the E.U., by 
tightening relationships 
with foreign countries, 
including states with 
disputable human rights records such as 
Egypt, Vietnam, Israel and Tunisia. Economic 
expansion is not the only obstacle to the im-
plementation of effective human rights claus-
es. National sovereignty is often a reason for 
countries’ reluctance to include human rights 
clauses in trade agreements. 

As economic stability and political diploma-
cy have become key aspects of international 
relations, countries fear jeopardising good 
economic and political relations for human 
rights clauses that interfere with national 
sovereignty. In 2008 for example, China can-
celled a summit with European represen-
tatives following former French President 
Nicolas Sarkozy’s decision to meet spiritual 
Tibetan leader Dalai Lama. The Chinese gov-

ernment, which considers the occupation of 
Tibet as a strictly domestic affair, perceived 
the meeting as rebellious and dangerous to 
China’s national security interests. Despite the 
meeting being deferred to the following year, 
Chinese President Xi Jinping reiterated in his 
opening speech of the 2009 meeting, that the 
strength of Sino-European Relations lied in 
both parties’ “respect of national sovereignty 
and non-interference”. 

The prevalence of national sovereignty as a 
barrier to international human rights stan-
dards are also prominent within the European 
Union. This is especially surprising as the E.U. 

has implemented a frame-
work within its human 
rights council to protect 
individuals. The Union 
human rights policies in-
clude the opposition to 
death by penalty and tor-
ture, discrimination or hu-
man trafficking. Despite 
these measures and the 
institutionalisation of hu-
man rights clauses, E.U. 
countries still benefit from 

their sovereignty to implement discriminatory 
measures against minorities. The violation of 
international standards by the Polish govern-
ment for example indicates the prevalence of 
national sovereignty under which Polish judg-
es were able to restrict freedom of speech and 
assembly and target the LGBTQ+ community 
by creating “LGBTQ free zones” in the country. 
Moreover, enforcing Article 7 of the European 
Commission which would strip Poland of its 
voting rights would itself constitute a breach 
of the EU’s underpinning principle of freedom 
and democracy as the Polish people would 
not be able to decide for themselves. 

Although international human rights stan-
dards are difficult to implement because of 
economic reasons and countries’ national 

“Sovereignty is often 
a reason for coun-

tries’ reluctance 
to include human 

rights clauses.”
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sovereignty, human rights clauses in trade agree-
ments have been increasingly included in in-
ternational affairs. Indeed, since the ratification 
of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in 
1948 which now includes the signatures of all 
193 countries members of the U.N, trade agree-
ments contain clauses that require countries to 
meet specific conditions on the respect of hu-
man rights. Theses may include the protection 
of minorities, environmental action, political 
participation or certain standards regarding the 
production of specific goods by forced labour or 
modern slavery. Especially with the prominence 
of liberal internationalism as a mainstream mod-
el in Western countries since 1945, democratic 
principles, human security and 
freedom have remained West-
ern countries’ priority. Recently, 
for example, the Biden’s admin-
istration has announced that it 
will rejoin the UN Human Rights 
Council following Trump’s U.S. 
withdrawal in 2018 and has re-
iterated that respect for human 
rights remained a priority to the 
U.S.

Yet, if human rights and envi-
ronmental organizations such as OXFAM, Green-
peace or Amnesty have raised concerns about the 
respect for human rights and Western countries’ 
paradoxical conditionality, benefits to free-trade 
agreements have been noticed due to the eco-
nomic and social changes that such agreements 
may provide. The World Trade Organization itself 
contains several trade policies encompassing 
human rights clauses that help to marry trade 
obligations and the respect for human rights. 
These flexibilities may include compensation 
and anti-dumping duties, safeguard provisions 
and rights to renegotiate a free trade agreement. 
Moreover, developing countries have access to 
more flexibility to subsidise vulnerable workers 
or infant industries. These actions come in an 
effort from supranational organizations to bring 
both trade and international standards for human 

rights together. Moreover, a more recent 
idea, promoted by a majority of neo-liber-
al personalities within international affairs, 
has suggested that free-trade agreements 
are linked to the improvement of the re-
spect of human rights by engaging with 
economic and social changes. For example, 
the report on the Continental Free-Trade 
Area (CFTA) in Africa by the U.N has shown 
a positive link between free trade, agri-
cultural policy and the right to food and 
health. Indeed, the benefits from the CFTA 
would create stronger market infrastruc-
tures for small farmers who represent 80% 
of farmlands in Africa and enhance food 

availability and ac-
cessibility with-
in the continent. 
Measures include 
the elimination of 
tariffs and other 
financial charges 
and the reduction 
of quantitative re-
strictions. In the 
long term, these 
measures will re-
duce poverty, and 

enhance human rights standards. 

Moreover, several specialists, such as the 
former managing director of the World 
Trade Institute Thomas Cottier go even 
further by arguing that trade agreements 
are the most efficient tool to ensure the 
respect of human rights. Indeed, most hu-
man rights agreements between the U.N 
and states do not offer material rewards 
in exchange for improved practices. Al-
though human rights agreements are a 
necessary structure of regulation defining 
standards of practices that governments 
should uphold. By themselves, they only 
rarely generate the necessary conditions 
for countries to shift towards permanent 
and better forms of human rights compli-

“Human security 
and freedom have 
remained Western 

countries’
 priority.”
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ance. On the other hand, trade agreements 
provide economic and material incentives 
for countries to improve their human rights 
standards. For example, the trade agreement 
between the U.S. and Oman requires both 
countries to respect laws on the protection 
of workers and ensures that the violation of 
these laws can be brought before a tribunal 
for enforcement.

Although state sovereignty and eco-
nomic prospects are reasons to override hu-
man rights clauses, trade agreements are not 
only an opportunity for liberalisation and de-
mocratisation but are also efficient coercive 
tools to enhance human rights standards. 
If the causal link between free-trade agree-
ments and human rights has not been fully 
established yet, it is almost safe to say that 
uncareful liberalisation of trade will have 
negative effects on the upholding of human 
rights. For example, the report on the CFTA 
in Africa also sheds light on the downsides 
of liberalisation of trade such as competition 
between big firms, and market monopoly that 
might jeopardise minorities and vulnerable 
groups such as women and children because 
of unsafe working conditions. This is why it 
is essential for both parties involved in trade 
agreements to consider the effect of uncare-
ful liberalisation, especially on the most vul-
nerable people. It is especially relevant in the 
context of the pandemic. Amid governments’ 
promises on the revitalisation of global trade 
and economic benefits, the rights of minori-
ties and traditionally excluded groups, such 
as women and children, have gone largely 
unnoticed. Yet their inclusion is not only right 
but necessary for the creation of a more equal 
international system after the pandemic. 
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written by  Alice Palmer and Josephine Muench

Render to Caesar the things 
that are Caesar’s and to God 

those that are God’s

Though similar ideas can be traced back to 
antiquity and its modern foundations are 
very clearly rooted in the period of Europe-
an Enlightenment, the formal conception of 
the liberal democratic ideal of human rights 
is grounded in the international arena. Hu-
man rights were first officially outlined under 
the advisory of Eleanor Roosevelt in the 1948 
United Nations Universal Declaration of Hu-
man Rights (UDHR) and henceforth formed 
the basis for significant aspects of interna-
tional and humanitarian law. In their efforts 
to preserve a wide range of human rights for 
individuals under their jurisdictions, numer-
ous national and supranational organisations 
include freedoms of religion and belief as key 

rights to be protected. Amongst others, the 
UN, Amnesty International, the Equality and 
Human Rights Commission and its domestic 
subsidiaries, Liberty, and the European Union 
all advocate such freedoms. Religion is, how-
ever, subject to strong political manipulation, 
making the relationship between religion and 
human rights far more complex. 
Human rights are broadly understood to be 
basic rights and freedoms based on human-
ity’s universal values to which all people are 
entitled by virtue of their humanity, regard-
less of their ethnicity, race, sex, nationality, 
language or indeed their religion. Yet, the 
UN’s concomitant non-interference principle, 
based on its recognition of states as sovereign 

Painting: Gottfried de Bouillon conquers Jerusalem by Emile Signol
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bodies, means that the human rights situation 
varies widely from country to country. Though 
faced with ‘formal’ protests from UN agencies, 
even countries that have formally ratified UN 
treaties on human rights violate those com-
mitments. Some UN treaties even explicitly 
allow exceptions, for which historical and 
cultural factors are often invoked, promot-
ing a sort of cultural relativism within global 
human rights practice. The wide discrepancy 
between formal acceptance of supranation-
al human rights treatise and their reality has 
thus become the rule.
Justifications for continuing violations of hu-
man rights in the name of religion tend to 
come from alliances of politicians with radi-
cal exclusivist religious leaders – of whatever 
religion. The catastrophic Rwandan geno-
cide which witnessed the slaughter of a mil-
lion people can be raised as an example of 
this. Indeed, the genocide occurred in one 
of the most Christian countries in the world 
where the ethnic majority, Hutu, implement-
ed a systematic campaign supported by the 
Church against the Tutsi minority. The Chris-
tian Church has since been criticized for im-
plementing a racial framework within which 
the massacre of the Tutsi minority was made 
permissible. The so-called “culprits’’ of such 
cultural relativism and human rights practice 
dodging are also often Islamic states – Paki-
stan, for example. 

“Islamic standards presume that if God’s will 
and sovereignty are enforced through the 

all-embracing Islamic law, the Sharia, in all 
departments of life by the Islamic state—in-
dividual, collective, private and public—then 
and only then will true equality, freedom and 

justice accrue to all individuals...” (Ahmed 
2015)

In the case of Pakistan, religious ideology pre-
vails over human rights law. The main interna-
tional forum of Muslim countries, the Organ-
isation of Islamic Conference (OIC), issued its 
own Universal Islamic Declaration of Human 
Rights in 1981, followed by the Cairo Decla-

ration on Human Rights in Islam of 1990. They both 
recognised the vast majority of rights laid down in the 
original UDHR, adding that these were to be enjoyed 
with the rules laid down by the Sharia. Human rights 
are superficially accepted but hedged with religiously 
founded restrictions that effectively void their purpose 
and value. 

We must be very careful in our assessment here. Un-
deniably, the fact that until 2006 the Pakistani state 
required four pious Muslim male witnesses for a wom-
an’s rape allegation to be legitimised is preposterous, 
as was their loose administering of the death penal-
ty until very recently. Whatever the grounds for such 
policies, whether or not they be religiously justified, 
does not change the fact they are inhumane and rep-
resent human wrongs. It is true, however, that the lib-
eral democratic ideals of human rights were generally 
conceived of and imposed by Western Europe and the 
United States unto the rest of the world via their he-
gemony in the UN, especially at its earlier stages. The 
wide-reaching conversion to Christianity was originally 
a huge element of colonial practice and the impact of 
these practices persists today. The Western narrative, 
fueled by dominant media, paints the picture of Amer-
icans and Western Europeans as the most enlightened, 
liberal, secular, neutral, progressive, tolerant people of 
the world. Everyone ‘else’ is either radically inhumane 
or tripping over their feet to catch up to them. 

Yet, the West is not as secular as it makes itself out to be. 
Except for some communist states for limited periods 
throughout history, the separation of church and state 
has only truly been successfully implemented in North 
Korea. Most countries today retain signs of their domi-
nant religious heritage in the form of physical artefacts, 
national calendars and official holidays. The main tour-
ist attractions in Italy include St. Peter’s Basilica, the Vat-
ican Museums and the Cathedral Santa Maria del Fiore. 
In 2019, the public amassed the equivalent of $954 mil-
lion in a mere 10 days to repair the prised Notre-Dame 
Cathedral in Paris, France. More recently, Boris Johnson 
faced (light) criticism for focusing the structure of his 
Covid-19 restrictions and regulations around Christmas 
and New Year’s, without ever doing the same for Mus-
lim festivals and holidays, such as the start of Eid al-Fitr 
the previous May. Indeed, the West’s attachment and 
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bias to its Catholic roots are made especially evident 
with the increase of Islamophobic sentiment. 
The allegedly secular and neutral West has a lot to an-
swer for in the wake of the European Court of Human 
Rights rulings with regards to face veil bans in Den-
mark, France, and Belgium over the course of the last 
decade. In the trials for these bans, the Court ruled 
that a ban was disproportionate in the name of public 
safety, given that safety concerns could be addressed 
by a mere obligation to show their face where circum-
stances entail warranted suspicion. The Court also re-
jected the argument of gender equality. The face veil 
is degrading to the women who wear it because it is 
paternalistic and given that the practice is defended 
by women themselves. However, the Court ultimately 
did allow the argument that “the wearing of the full-
face veil by certain women shocked the majority of the 
French population because it infringed the principle 
of gender equality as generally accepted in France”, 
named as the argument from “living together” in that 
Muslim women’s attire challenged the local dominant 
modus vivendi. 

The EU Court’s conclusion undeniably contributes to 
the consolidation of stereotypes affecting religious 
minority groups and encourages Western and Cath-
olic-centric intolerance under the name of secular-
ism. While the argument offered by the nation-states 
claiming that the religious character of the face veil is 
irrelevant to its being banned, the ban exclusively af-
fects certain Muslim women. They are no longer able to 
express themselves as they choose, thus constituting 
an infringement of their human rights. The bans have 
resulted in these women not wanting to go out and 
increasingly cloistering within their homes. The Court 
ruled based on a view of “living together” as seen from 
the perspective of the majority, meaning the actual 
goal was always “living without the disturbing sight 
of the otherness of the minority”, and this goal has 
been attained not only by removing face veils from the 
public sphere but in doing so, also by disincentivising 
the women to appear in public altogether. Traditional 
Western and liberal values are wrongfully drawing a 
parallel between the secularisation of Western societ-
ies. Our commitment to and participation in religious 
practices dissipates governments’ alleged neutrality, 
as it imposes these trends on people who retain their 

commitment to religion. 
More recently, France joined Belgium in ban-
ning halal poultry based on it being a case of 
animal cruelty because Islamic practice spec-
ifies animals should not be “stunned” before 
slaughter. This, even though animal cruelty is 
arguably a defining element of factoring farm-
ing, and that Islam places great emphasis on 
the gentle and humane treatment of animals 
throughout their lives as well as in death. Lo-
cal authorities also began forcing halal shops 
to begin selling pork and alcohol products. 
Though seemingly banal, this policy prevents 
the high percentage of Muslims who only eat 
halal produce from eating chicken, a policy of 
an undeniably Islamophobic and exclusionary 
nature. 

The relationship between religion and human 
rights is complicated. The notion of human 
rights greatly benefits from a firm basis in tran-
scendental beliefs. The Christian faith is seen 
as the foundation of many human rights. Yet, 
an Islamic source for such beliefs can be found 
in the Quran’s surah 49, verse 13: “O mankind! 
We created you from a single (pair) of a male 
and a female …!” The belief in human equali-
ty that forms the grounds for supporting hu-
man rights is sustained by religious ideas that 
all human beings come from a shared origin. 
Reciprocally, religion needs human rights as a 
global justice discourse that puts the human 
being above ideology and its collective organ-
isation. Religion needs human rights especial-
ly as a basis upon which to critique traditional 
religious hierarchies of power. It has become 
clear that leaving to God those things that 
are God’s is impossible: Caesar is likely to get 
involved. An important question, however, 
remains: should supranational organisations 
such as the UN be given more authority to be 
able to intervene in instances like the face veil 
ban ruling or the death penalty in Pakistan? 
Can we separate welfare from religion, protect 
both individuals’ religious freedom and their 
other human rights, whilst ensuring we recog-
nise all religions as equally valid? 

I can only pray we find a middle ground.
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The readers of Dialogue will most likely agree that human 
rights are sacred and they ought to be protected everywhere 
in the world. At first glance, it can be quite confusing to start 
thinking about the reasons why the international commu-
nity decides to militarily intervene to uphold human rights 
in some places but not in others. There are dozens of rea-
sons for this injustice, ranging from domestic political con-
straints to international legal issues. Although these practical 
reasons are important, it is crucial to trace the philosophical 
foundations underlying our conceptions of human rights 
and humanitarian interventions. There are three philosoph-
ical traditions that help structure our way of thinking about 
human rights and humanitarian interventions. These are Re-
alism, Cosmopolitanism and Rationalism. As an Internation-
al Relations (IR) nerd,  I will try my best to translate any un-
avoidable jargon that comes up in this article into an easily 
digestible read. 
 
The Realist worldview is built on the notion of internation-
al anarchy among states, in which each state fights for its 
survival and where the resultant absence of a world govern-
ment is to be dealt with by power politics. While it sounds 
dramatic, Realists believe that conflict is inevitable and thus 
argue that accumulating power is the way to survive. This is 
centred on the notion that the key function of the state is to 
protect its nation. Consequently, saving citizens of other na-
tions, intervening in the matters of other states, and putting 
one’s own soldiers’ lives at risk seem absurd. The inevitable 

Theorising 
Human Rights: 
Order, Justice 
and Categories of 
Thinking 

written by  Matti Spara
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question that then arises is ‘why’? Why is it 
absurd to attempt to ‘save strangers’? Well, if 
you believe that the survival of your state is 
the most important issue in the world, you 
would not send your soldiers abroad and risk 
their lives for another state. Instead, a Realist 
would ask: ‘How can my state benefit from 
this the most?’ Thus for Realists, humanitar-
ian intervention is an appalling idea. 
 
On the other end of the spectrum, nearly 
diametrically opposed to Realism, resides 
Cosmopolitanism. While Realists emphasise 
the importance of safeguarding state sover-
eignty, Cosmopolitanism postulates the ex-
istence of universal moral 
values that go beyond 
territorial boundaries. The 
philosophical foundation 
of this line of thinking lies 
in the idea that the world 
consists of a society of 
individuals, and that indi-
vidual rights are more im-
portant than the rights of 
states. A Cosmopolitanist 
thinks about interventions from the point of 
view of individual suffering, thus conclud-
ing that we are all obliged to safeguard the 
sanctity of human rights. Therefore, Cosmo-
politanists value human rights and support 
humanitarian interventions.  

Finally, Rationalists lie somewhere in be-
tween Realists and Cosmopolitanists on the 
spectrum. Rationalists share their founda-
tional claims about anarchy among states 
with Realists. They differ in the sense that 
Rationalists would argue that states have 
“tamed” anarchy by forming a society of 
states that consists of norms and rules, in the 
same sense as people within states forming 
a society. The purpose of these rules, then, is 
to provide security for the citizens, or in this 
case, the states belonging to that society of 
states. The crucial imperative is to make the 

international society work — this forms the 
core of Rationalist thinking. This internation-
al society, based on shared norms and rules, 
would fall into disorder if the most fundamen-
tal norms of non-intervention and sovereignty 
are abolished. Consequently, when it comes 
to human rights and humanitarian interven-
tions, Rationalists emphasise international law 
and sovereignty, both of which are well-estab-
lished practices that create the “rules of the 
game”. For example, Rationalists would rely 
upon the principle of non-intervention un-
der Article 2(4) of the UN Charter and would 
respect the resolutions of the United Nations 
Security Council. Deviating from these two 

norms and customs would 
disrupt the functioning of 
the international society of 
states and undermine the 
legitimacy of norms and 
rules. In short, to answer 
the question “what would 
a Rationalist respond 
when asked about human-
itarian intervention?” — it 
depends. 

 
The problem surrounding interventions and 
human rights is one of the most important se-
curity issues in contemporary world politics. 
Think about these questions for a moment: 
“Does a state have a right to be free from ex-
ternal intervention?”, and “Are human rights 
more important than state sovereignty?” The 
three traditions — Realism, Rationalism and 
Cosmopolitanism — all have their own an-
swers to these questions. However, the fun-
damental clash that everyone has to deal with 
when talking about how to make the world a 
better place is the endless debate between Or-
der and Justice. Should we pursue Order and 
stability in international relations, or should we 
free the world from injustice? A Cosmopolitan 
on the quest for Justice who disregards the 
claims made by Realists and Rationalists would 
inevitably bring the world into disorder. In 

“individual rights 
are more import-

ant than the rights 
of states”
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their quest, Cosmopolitanists would have to 
abolish the Rationalist “rules of the game”, as 
well as the Realist notions of national secu-
rity and allegiance toward one’s nation. The 
same rings true when considering Realists 
who are more concerned about the survival 
of their own state. They would perhaps pro-
tect their citizens from harm and maintain 
order, but the world would inevitably be-
come more unjust as genocides and crimes 
against humanity wouldn’t be prevented. 
Rationalism could then perhaps be the way 
forward since it combines the two ends of 
the spectrum and allows for moderation on 
both. However, in dif-
ferent instances, a dif-
ferent one of the three 
will provide the best 
questions and the best 
answers.

One can quite quickly 
see the three traditions 
in action by looking at 
the international re-
sponses to China’s hu-
manitarian violations 
towards the Uyghurs, a mostly Muslim, Turkic 
minority population in Xinjiang. According 
to many distinguished newspapers, China 
has imprisoned up to one million Uyghurs in 
prison camps and forcibly sterilised Uyghur 
women. Moreover, according to The Econ-
omist, the Chinese government has forced 
many of those outside the camps to attend 
“indoctrination sessions” and separated hun-
dreds of thousands of Uyghur children from 
their parents. Human rights are being violat-
ed — but what is being done? The UK, for ex-
ample, has sought to take the issue into the 
United Nations (UN) and called for UN access 
to these prison camps. The UK’s request is an 
interesting one. The tradeoffs between Order 
and Justice are being balanced, and philo-
sophically, it represents two of the traditions. 
On the one hand, the UK is Cosmopolitan as 

it makes clear that China’s crimes against hu-
manity are not tolerated, but on the other, it is 
Rationalist in that it seeks to pursue a solution 
through UN mandates, thus avoiding the viola-
tion of the principles of state sovereignty and 
non-intervention. More interesting, is the fact 
that almost no one has advocated for military 
intervention. Indeed, as uncomfortable it may 
feel for some readers, the absence of a hawkish 
interventionist stance indicates that Realism is 
the dominant tradition shaping our thinking 
about human rights. It is clear that the preser-
vation of order prevails over the seeking of jus-
tice, and that the desire to look after our own 

nations prevails over the urge 
to save strangers.

Bearing these traditions in 
mind helps structure our 
thinking in an age of emerg-
ing security issues. Further-
more, these three traditions 
are not by any means merely 
a dull categorisation of aca-
demic debates. Rather, they 
are each a category of think-
ing about human rights and 

military interventions that everyone inevitably 
consumes. Martin Wight (1913 – 1972), one 
of the leading scholars of British international 
thought, made clear that if one wants to un-
derstand international issues, one must use 
all three traditions simultaneously. Indeed, 
everyone engaging with human rights and in-
tervention debates must look at them through 
all these three lenses, since each tradition rep-
resents its own moral position. Realists take the 
survival of their nation-state as the fundamen-
tal point of departure, Cosmopolitanists seek 
universal justice, and Rationalists wish to main-
tain international order by safeguarding the 
functioning of the society of states. Crucially, 
they should not be viewed as incommensura-
ble, or in a struggle with one another. Rather, 
they should be in dialogue with each other.

“the world would 
inevitably be-

come more 
unjust”
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Victims of the Blind Eye

written by Vaishnav Rajkumar

The Political 
Tradeoffs Be-
tween Human 
Rights and 
International 
Alliances

Conflict is universally measured by loss — of hu-
man lives, money, territory, and a multitude of 
other factors. There is an arguably steeper cost 
exacted as part of conflict that is often over-
looked. Primarily, because it is essentially a loss 
of principles and abstract scruples limited in their 
quantifiability: the erosion of human rights. The 
actions of those nations directly involved in con-
flicts that result in this erosion are undoubtedly 
inexcusable. However, true to the deceptive na-
ture of politics there is a distinct lack of account-
ability when it comes to third-party nations with 
no stake in the conflict, and their interactions 
with those directly involved. Most of the conflicts 
used as examples in this article can be classed as 
part of modern history, and generally occur along 
ethnic or economic lines among developing na-
tions. As a result, the aforementioned third-party 
nations that attempt to mediate or resolve the 
conflict, turn out to be developed and democrat-
ic nations. Unfortunately, these efforts are often 
veils to conceal ulterior motives, including the 
projection of an outward image as a protector of 
firm ideals and upholder of staunch principles. 
These sanctimonious displays of developed liber-
al democracies today frequently belie a shameful 
willingness to turn a blind eye to stark differences 
in principles in favour of mercenary pursuits. 

Since 1948, the Arab-Israeli conflict has trans-
formed into one of the most contentious dis-

putes in the Middle East. With Western developed 
nations siding with Israel and most of the Arab world 
recognising and supporting Palestine, the issue quickly 
developed into one with international political ramifi-
cations. In this context, the significant oversight with 
regards to human rights violations as part of the con-
flict is central. Nations like the US, the UK, France and 
other prominent European countries have attempted 
to act as mediators in the issue — the Camp David 
Accords being the most prominent example. Howev-
er, the disturbing reality is that many of these nations 
in the Western world continue to ally, trade with and 
fund Israel despite the many human rights violations 
it has perpetrated in the West Bank and Gaza Strip. The 
Palestine Liberation Organisation (PLO) is also as much 
to blame for many of these attacks, but continues to 
receive recognition and support from the Arab League. 
Meaningful resolution in this instance remains elusive 
due to the ulterior geopolitical motives that incentiv-
ise both the support of Israel by American and other 
Western governments and its opposition by its Middle 
Eastern neighbours. 

This is sadly just one among the many conflicts current-
ly impeding unified global political progress. The base 
assumption regarding ulterior motives contributing to 
a failure for significant action is largely generalisable 
across each and every one of these conflicts. Yet, this 
does not mean that developed countries should stage 
an international military intervention in these conflicts 
in the pretext of human rights — far from it. History has 
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taught us that international  military intervention most 
often results in a shift in blame that manifests as resent-
ment against the invading nation. The conflict and the 
conditions themselves remain as reprehensible as ever 
— Iraq and Afghanistan are testament to this fact. In-
stead, the deplorable thing is the hypocrisy displayed 
by nations that pride themselves on their protection of 
human rights, but seem perfectly satisfied in trading 
and allying with other nations with disputable human 
rights track records. In these situations, it must be re-
alised that to ally with these nations and actors is to 
continue supporting and accepting the oppressive 
regimes and the violence they inflict. It must also be 
accepted that these are lofty virtues that can only be 
wholly upheld in an idealistic world that may never 
manifest. Yet, this excuse has allowed nations to turn 
a blind eye to these conflicts and their human rights 
violations for far too long. Nations must take the first 
step towards putting an end to these contraventions, 
in spite of the knowledge that the solution may be too 
utopian to ever be fully realised. 

There also exists another side of the debate — that 
gaining economic power and political influence can 
assist a country in persuading the international com-
munity to overlook its own mistreatment of citizens. 
This highlights a reality where developed nations are 
no longer third-party bystanders attempting to choose 
sides for selfish interests, but active perpetrators of 
conflict. In this context, conflict is not just about vio-
lent struggles and uprisings. Instead, we must examine 
the entrenchment of oppressive and discriminatory 
practices in some of the most dominant countries on 
the global political spectrum today, and the failure to 
hold these nations accountable. Here, these developed 
nations, albeit undemocratic and authoritarian, can 
still be judged by the same metric of fulfilment of ba-
sic duties and obligations laid out in the non-codified 
social contract that binds all governments. Since 2017, 
China has been building detention centres in a largely 
successful effort to contain and extirpate the Uighur 
peoples, a Muslim minority community in the country. 
The last few years have seen an increasing intensity of 
protests against the anti-LGBTQ+ government policies 
in Russia. Here, a minuscule change in policy, by an 
apparently democratic regime, is often seen as a ma-

jor victory by activists who spend years on the streets 
(and sometimes in jail) advocating for change. The at-
titude of these protestors heralding minor changes as 
large victories are not unjustified, but rather born out 
of years of oppression and subjugation that, upon clos-
er examination, render most of these victories pyrrhic. 

If the fair and just treatment of citizens is a factor taken 
for granted among many of the most developed and 
powerful nations today, it is beyond farcical to even 
suggest that China and Russia can be classified as such. 
Yet, their actions continue to go unchecked. They con-
tinue to be among the largest economies of the world 
today. They continue to be globally desired trading 
partners and political allies. It is often easy to dismiss 
the arguments condemning these trends by point-
ing to the veto power held by these nations in the UN 
Security Council, or even the breakdown of the glob-
al supply chain that could potentially halt the world 
economy if these countries were openly denounced, 
rebuked, sanctioned and isolated. However, it is high 
time that the world realises that these issues go far be-
yond the mercenary interests of trade and commerce. 
These issues strike at the very core of what it means to 
be human in the world today — the basic rights that 
many of us take for granted, the simple provisions that 
we assume will always be available, the simplest of op-
portunities to realise the simplest of dreams. 

Sometimes, it is naïve to consider an issue such as hu-
man rights to be black-and-white. It is often foolishly 
optimistic to believe that international politics and the 
system of alliances it spawns are unambiguous and 
easy to follow. The issues here do not fall into this cate-
gory. When considering the violation of human rights, 
there can be only one correct stance in civilised society, 
one that needs no prolonged justification or defence. I 
must reiterate one simple claim: demand for interna-
tional military intervention, or any other action that 
further prolongs the conflict while completely missing 
the essence of the issue. It is, above all, a reminder to 
take a stand based on principles and the need to up-
hold and secure human rights — a stand where, for 
once, the blind eye is instead turned to the mercenary 
objectives. 
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Interviews
edited by Joshua Ewell

Genocide in Xinjiang: Will anything be done 
to stop it?

Recent leaks of documents from China, detailing the detention of their Uighur minority, appear 
to show plans for some kind of concentration camp. This was according to Dr Rodwan Abouharb, 
professor of International Relations at University College London and member of their Institute for 
Human Rights. I spoke with him to try to understand the situation and if anything can be done to 

alleviate a state of affairs that has created much discussion and little action.

written by Jack Hodges

The Uighurs are an ethnic and religious minor-
ity primarily residing in the far-Western Chi-
nese province of Xinjiang. Ethnically, they have 
Turkic roots, are majority Muslim and have for 
decades been treated as second-class citizens 
by the Han Chinese government. The resulting 
tension reached a peak in 2009 when Uighur 
protests against this system descended into a 
riot in the provincial capital, Ürümqi. Having 
long felt uneasy about its grip on this far-flung 
and resource-rich province, the central Chinese 
government has used this as a pretext for the 
institution of a series of increasingly oppressive 
measures against the Uighur population, with 
scant regard for their basic human rights.
A mass surveillance apparatus has grown 
across the province alongside the creation of 
hundreds of internment camps euphemisti-
cally called ‘Vocational Education and Training 
Centres’ in which millions of Uighurs have been 
detained. Though the Chinese state claims that 
these camps are simply there to assist with the 
assimilation and retraining of its Uighurs, par-
ticularly any who hold separatist sentiments, 
testimonies from the few who have managed to 
escape tell a very different story. Many corrobo-
rate Dr Abouharb’s assertion of a concentration 
camp, describing a system of abuse, torture, in-
doctrination and sexual violence. Furthermore, 

those who are detained are often entirely innocent 
and have not “in most recognisable versions of the 
world broken the law”. They have instead fallen vic-
tim to what Abouharb describes as the ’hyper sen-
sitivity’ of the Chinese authorities to ‘anything they 
view as an enemy to the state.’
This genocide has not been limited to the physical 
confines of these camps either. For decades, Beijing 
has been attempting to dilute the culture of the Ui-
ghurs. This has involved the deliberate movement of 
non-Uighur populations into Xinjiang, destruction 
of Uighur gravesites, discouragement of the public 
practice of Islam and an overhaul of the education 
curriculum to minimise Uighur influence. These  at-
tempts to remove any identifiable Uighur cultural 
traits from the Xinjiang population and to assimilate 
it by force into the Han majority are tantamount to 
what many would recognise as cultural genocide.

Given all of this, recent months have seen an increas-
ing focus on Xinjiang province. On January 8th  2021, 
the outgoing US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo 
publicly designated the situation as constituting  
genocide, prompting another wave of calls for the 
end to Uighur oppression. On February 3rd, in the 
wake of further revelations about the sexual violence 
in the camps, the US State Department again raised 
concerns, calling for ‘serious consequences’ for ‘atroc-
ities [that] shock the conscience’ . In the UK, senior 
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backbenchers have called for action too, with many 
arguing that the UK should follow suit by declaring a 
state of genocide in Xinjiang. Despite this increased in-
ternational pressure, any discernible change in policy 
in China has yet to materialise. In order to try to under-
stand any likely manoeuvers by the West and their po-
tential consequences, we raised this with Dr Abouharb.
He drew a comparison between the response to Chi-
na’s oppression of the Uighurs to the US response to 
the genocide in Rwanda. As the crisis was unfolding, 
“the White House press secretary … was very reluc-
tant to actually say those words -[genocide]” he says. 
Instead, they preferred to couch it in more cautious 
terms, “there may be acts of, or evidence for, or an in-
dication [of genocide]”. He goes on to explain “that the 
reason they were not willing to say it directly was that 
it actually places an obligation on states to intervene” 
under the Genocide Convention of 1948. As such, for 
the US, who had already decided that they were going 
to be very hesitant to intervene in Rwanda, such a re-
fusal to fully acknowledge the genocide formed a key 
justification for standing by. 
However, Abouharb also warns us that although this 
designation of genocide makes positive action more 
likely, it is not certain. “What Bush did in Sudan was 
probably worse, he actually said genocide was taking 
place but then didn’t do anything about it”. This ap-
proach was incredibly detrimental to the US howev-
er, undermining their stated desire to want to uphold 

international standards; this may be similar 
to what is currently occurring within the US, 
where the Federal Government recognises 
that human rights abuses are taking place but 
has not moved (yet) to try and prevent them. 
Furthermore, the refusal to act once genocide 
has been recognised also weakens the power 
of such a designation in and of itself and like-
ly encourages further Human Rights abuses 
in future. Given all of these negative conse-
quences to the American reputation and in-
ternational norms, it is likely that some action 
will be taken by the US, even if minimal, to 
avoid falling into this trap again.
We can then begin to see the ‘menu’ of policy 
options that the West may be able to choose 
from to curb the unfolding genocide. These 
are primarily in the form of a range of eco-
nomic measures and sanctions, though each 
approach will have its own drawbacks.
In terms of broad economic sanctions on Chi-
na, Dr Abouharb warns us that getting them 
to work effectively will be a great challenge. 
They require an immense deal of internation-
al cooperation and desire to work effectively 
and to stop the ‘leaking’ of trade with the sanc-
tioned nation. On top of this, their efficacy is 
in doubt when used as a simple blanket meas-
ure of disapproval, often hurting the actor im-
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posing them more than the sanctioned and 
punishing the poorest in the target country 
instead of the leadership. 
Dr Abouharb raises the potential geopoliti-
cal implications of attempting to implement 
broad sanctions, which would likely devolve 
into a trade war. When sparking “a large scale 
trade war the biggest worry is that you might 
see something [escalate] in the South China 
Sea”. As the site of a third of global shipping 
and an area, China considers its sphere of 
influence, an American fleet in this area en-
forcing these sanctions has the potential to 
trigger a wider crisis. He explains, “It won’t 
ostensibly be about the Uighurs but it’ll be 
about China asserting its regional domi-
nance” and attempting to shake off what 
it will see as American aggression. Human 
rights will always remain political and their 
enforcement is often linked to pragmatic 
politics as much as moral arguments. 
Given the inherent risk in the policy of broad 
sanctions, the deployment of more ‘smart’ 
sanctions may be more appropriate, he ar-
gues. These are much more targeted meas-
ures against those in the Chinese Communist 
Party regime where “a strong case for a [con-
nection to a] Human Rights violation taking 
place” can be made. For example, “they can 
have their bank accounts frozen” and interna-
tional travel stopped. This kind of policy has 
been developed in the past in an attempt to 
curb Russian Human Rights abuses, follow-
ing the killing of lawyer and activist Sergei 
Magnitsky. The main benefit of these is that 
they remove a lot of the escalation risk in the 
South China Sea as well as directly target the 
perpetrators of the genocide without also in-
directly punishing an entire population. They 
are not without problems, however, the tar-
geting of lower-level officials in Xinjiang will 
be seen as weak unless accompanied by the 
freezing of assets of the party leadership and 
will also not be without retaliatory measures 
from Beijing.
As the second-largest global economy and 

biggest exporter, any reciprocal measures by China will 
create real economic damage to the US as well as any 
of its allies. The threat of measures such as these alone 
are already great, but China also has another economic 
weapon it can threaten to employ if the West oversteps 
in dishing out sanctions. China currently owns over $1 
trillion of US debt in the form of Treasury bonds and has 
already suggested it might sell a large portion of them 
on the global market as the ‘nuclear option’ of economic 
weapons. “In many ways, the US is in a real bind here be-
cause the Chinese, in terms of leverage, really have them 
over a barrel” Dr Abouharb explains. It is hard to disagree. 
Even if China were to sell a portion of their holdings and 
flood the market, they would rapidly decrease the price 
of such bonds, driving up their yields and therefore the 
borrowing costs of the Federal government significantly. 
Such a sharp devaluation would have a global impact too, 
with the UK holding 13% of its GDP in such bonds and the 
Japanese nearly 25%. As such, this move by China would 
have potentially devastating economic repercussions for 
the international community, including Beijing itself. This, 
therefore, represents a somewhat unlikely threat though 
if China feels that its core economic or strategic interests 
are being threatened by another state, America in par-
ticular, this calculation may change. Debates on human 
rights fit into a larger conflict between the world’s current 
greatest economic powers, as both a common language 
for both sides to compete as well as a point of contention 
and divergence between two very different systems. 
The West appears in a predicament. As Dr Abouharb ob-
serves, “it is easy to sanction a state that is not going to 
cost you anything”. He explains that “given the nature and 
size of the Chinese economy and how critical it is for the 
West … it is going to be very difficult for policymakers to 
explain to their populations that they can no longer have 
the things that they are used to due to Human Rights vio-
lations taking place somewhere you probably cannot find 
on a map and may have no interest in”. This represents the 
crux of the issue the West is currently facing. As more ev-
idence comes to light of this genocide, to do nothing will 
undermine the legitimacy of a Western order, which jus-
tifies its existence on promoting values of freedom and 
tolerance, whilst any action will come at a real cost to a 
domestic audience already reeling from the effects of the 
Covid-19 pandemic. Which side of this equation succeeds 
in the long run is yet to be seen, but as the West waits, the 
plight of the Uighurs is only worsening.
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An Interview 
with Charlotte 
Earl | The West 
Midlands Re-
gional Chair for 
Conservative 
Young Women.
I sat down with Charlotte to discuss her recent campaign to become a County Councillor in 
Leamington Spa and to hear her views on a variety of issues facing students today.

written by Gregory Segal

Could tell us who you are and what you 
are currently getting up to?

I’m Charlotte Earl and I am a second-year Pol-
itics and International Studies student at the 
University of Warwick. I’ve been active in the 
Conservative party since 2015, initially as an 
activist, but I’ve slowly become more involved 
in the voluntary party structure. I’m the Re-
gional Chair for Conservative Young Women 
in the West Midlands. Regarding university 
politics, I’ve been elected as a member of an 
SU committee, as the internal affairs officer 
within the Conservative Association, and I’m 
one of the university’s delegates for the Na-
tional Union Students conference. However, 
I’m now turning my attention to running as a 
County Councillor in Leamington Spa.

Someone running as a County Councillor 
at your age is not something that happens 
every day – this must be very exciting for 
you. How are you preparing for this? 

Due to the restrictions in place, we have faced 

immense difficulty with being unable to cam-
paign as usual. Therefore, the big change this 
election has been phone canvassing. I had 
a massive script with lots of numbers to get 
through of people in the division I am stand-
ing in. To be honest, I do not really enjoy it. 
However, it has been the only way that we can 
feasibly reach voters over the last few months. 
It has been quite a culture shock for many 
people, particularly as the majority of those 
that we work with or are trying to contact are 
from an older generation. With the current 
complex online system, this group can strug-
gle to understand the digital tools we use to 
reach them to coordinate phone calls and so 
forth. Outside of phone calls and a few leaf-
lets through doors, I am sadly quite limited in 
what I can do. 

Are there any key policies that you’re run-
ning on for this position? 

The three main issues that I have discovered 
from speaking to residents, colleagues, and 
through my observations include: speeding 
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and general road safety, maintaining and in-
vesting green spaces, and focusing on the 
cleanliness of the area. Schooling is anoth-
er important issue when it comes to being a 
County Councillor. As somebody who has vol-
unteered in schools and outreach programs, 
I’m keen to get involved with the schools in 
Leamington.

On the subject of education, the Conserva-
tive party have recently announced plans 
for a governmental role to ensure freedom 
of speech and expression is not stifled on 
university campuses. As someone cur-
rently at university, who is active within 
the political conversation, what are your 
thoughts on this matter? 

Back in the winter of 2019, an IDF colonel 
came to talk to the Jewish/Israeli society on 
campus and it received quite a bit of backlash; 
in which there ended up being an occupation 
of the student’s union. I was personally at this 
talk. I thought he was a brilliant speaker and 
I’m glad that the university allowed the socie-
ty to bring him onto campus. I fully believe in 
the right of the people to protest. Yet, I think 
that to try and block him from coming onto 
campus and preventing his unique perspec-
tive from being heard, was wrong. I do think 
that the government taking this stance to 
promote free speech is a step in the right di-
rection. Talking about a lack of free speech on 
campus has become a buzzword to criticise 
the higher education sector. There are occa-
sions when ‘cancel culture’ steps in and that is 
when there need to be protections. 

Where do you draw the line on bringing 
in speakers who might share controversial 
views on a topic, or that might spark said 
‘backlash’? Where is the separation be-
tween a ‘freedom of speech candidate’ and 
someone who merely provokes people?

Someone pledged in an election, for Warwick 

Politics Society, to try and bring Tommy Rob-
inson (British far-right and anti-Islam activist) 
onto campus. Whilst I am unsure of the true 
intentions of bringing in this speaker, it does 
not seem to me that the goal was to hear his 
perspective on the current state of global pol-
itics. I think where I draw the line, in terms of 
bringing external speakers onto campus, is 
when they are brought solely to introduce 
provocative ideas that might cause upset 
amongst the student community. Ultimately, 
you should strive to bring a new speaker who 
may have insights or new ideas and perspec-
tives. Novel these ideas might be, but hurtful 
they may not. 

Aside from free speech, I would be inter-
ested to hear what you think are the other 
big issues that students are facing today?

I think one of the key issues has been the lone-
liness that people have experienced this year. 
The first lockdown was a struggle for the vast 
majority of people in the UK. Many students 
pushed through this period with the hopes 
of going back to university in September of 
2020. With the ever-revolving cycle of lock-
downs, overall student’s sense of isolation has 
become a truly pervasive problem. Nearly a 
year on from the start of the pandemic, many 
students are still struggling. Yes, you can cer-
tainly say that universities should be doing 
more to offer therapy and wellbeing services. 
However, part of it is also down to the exter-
nal circumstances of lockdown. We just need 
this lockdown to end so that people can get 
out there and cure, as I see it, a loneliness pan-
demic. Secondly, I think the cost of living is a 
serious issue right now. The shutdown of the 
hospitality industry over the last year, which 
are massive employers of students and young 
people, has not allowed them to access their 
term-time income. Now, people are paying for 
rooms that they are not living in. Looking for 
alternative student jobs has been impossible, 
there simply aren’t any.
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We’re currently seeing a divide both with-
in the Conservative party and the general 
public on what should be done in regard to 
handling the pandemic and the use of lock-
downs. What’s your perspective on this sit-
uation? 
 
I want nothing more than to get out of this 
lockdown now. Students have been pray-
ing that there would be some form of an an-
nouncement that would reach out to us. All 
we had was silence. It would have been espe-
cially important when the new lockdown was 
enforced and people were stranded at uni-
versity. The uncertainty we were all left with 
was harrowing, and it was not an easy time 
being a student.  Despite some media claims 
that students were causing university quaran-
tine chaos, I do not necessarily agree with the 
idea that we just ‘cracked on’, having a great 
time and breaking the lockdown rules. Most 
students urgently wanted to have an answer 
and go back to university. I am angry about 
the way the government has handled the 
lockdown overall. It is fair to say that mistakes 
have been made...and the necessary solutions 
have not been communicated to us. I think 
that more could have been done to make sure 
that students did not get left behind. 
More recently, I have to give praise to the gov-
ernment’s response regarding the vaccine 
rollout. Despite criticisms about the govern-
ment’s actions, I think that history will judge 
their actions accordingly and look back to our 
vaccine rollout as by far the best in the world.

One of the great political travesties about 
this entire situation is that there does not 
appear to be an effective opposition that 
can combat some of the poor decisions that 
have been made throughout this pandem-
ic. Do you agree? 

As much as I am a Conservative and have a lot 
of faith in the Conservative government, I do 
think that Labour could have held the govern-

ment to account for a lot of things that it just 
has not achieved. Above being a Conserva-
tive, I am someone that has an interest in poli-
tics and improving this country. While I do not 
want Labour to win elections, I fully believe in 
the necessity for a strong opposition… There 
simply has not been such a force of opposi-
tion over the last few months. 

Students and graduates are largely living 
with their parents. They might not have 
a stable job, they lack savings, and life is 
rolling by. The milestones that our parents 
were hitting back when they were our age 
are no longer being met… This is becom-
ing quite the worry for many students – do 
they have a future that they can look for-
ward to?

I am terrified. Sadly, I do not think there is go-
ing to be much change. I fear it is only going 
to get much worse, having not yet felt the full 
financial and economic effects of the pan-
demic. Statistics show that we are set for a re-
cession on par or worse than the one in 2008. 
Hopefully, when the national restrictions 
ease we can open up again in the spring and 
summer. The UK will require full speed ahead 
for some kind of renewed economic growth, 
hospitality, culture and nightlife, everything 
really. Having said this, I think that the type of 
industries that are going to benefit might not 
be the ones that typical graduates are going 
to be looking for jobs in. At the minute, I sup-
pose  things do look bleak. It all comes back to 
what I said about the government forgetting 
about students… We might just be studying 
now but what are we going to do after we 
graduate? I simply hope that we do not have 
a generation of talented graduates living with 
their parents. I equally hope that people can 
start getting on the property ladder, jobs, and 
savings. Whilst it may seem impossible right 
now, I am convinced that we will find a way to 
push through this challenge, and rise to reach 
our potential. 
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Policy Briefs
edited by India Horner, Alice Palmer, Nicolò Vertecchi

The journalistic mission of the Dialogue is based on the 
principle that knowledge is power. We believe that by 
providing critical analyses we can help our readers orient 
themselves in an increasingly complex and multi-facet-
ed world. The last few years have proved however that 
in a globalised environment where information is easily 
accessible, knowledge by itself is often not enough to 
produce real change. 

With the creation of a new “Policy Section” in this semes-
ter’s issue of the Dialogue, our editorial team has taken 
a step toward a more practical and innovative approach 
to the field of journalism. This is based on the interaction 
between traditional journalistic writing and ad hoc poli-
cy suggestions. Such a perspective has allowed our writ-
ers to not solely engage with the issue of Human Rights 
on a narrative level. They have also used their research 
and knowledge to put forward innovative solutions to 
the problems tackled in their articles. 

This project has been made possible thanks to this edi-
tion’s special collaboration with the King’s College Lon-
don chapter of European Horizons, the world’s only 
student-led policy incubator. Their aim is to give young 
people a voice in shaping the future of Europe and trans-
atlantic relations. 
The two policy articles you will read in this section have 
been the outcome of a unique collaboration between 
two Dialogue writers and two European Horizons poli-
cy makers. Alongside one of the editors of the European 
Horizons we have appreciated and enjoyed editing and 
supervising their brilliant work. We hope you will find 
this section valuable and original.

Stay well, 
Nicolò Vertecchi and India Horner 
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Falling Through the 
Cracks: The Plight of the 
Ahmadis
CAA and the Ahmadis’ place be-
tween India and Pakistan

written by   Barbora Tallova and Vaishnav Rajkumar

The animosity between India and Pakistan has always been well 
documented. Its impact extends everywhere from foreign policy 

and border conflict to cricket. In a last-ditch attempt to ensure that 
the former colony would not reach the level of glory it had previous-
ly attained, it was the British empire that first suggested the idea of 
partition. Soon, the suggestion snowballed into a conflict of values, 
identity, and, above all, religion—thus beginning a rivalry that would 
last decades. Many individuals, families and communities are impact-
ed by this rivalry and never make headlines. People that are collateral 
damage in a conflict not of their making. One such people are the 
Ahmadis. 

From Vigilante Violence to Constitutional Discrim-
ination

‘There are few communities in Pakistan who have suffered as much 
as the Ahmadis’, according to a Human Rights Watch report on the re-
cent surge in targeted killings of Ahmadis. These violent attacks, typ-
ically grounded in blasphemy charges, echo the discrimination and 
legal persecution the community has faced since its formation in the 
late nineteenth century. The Ahmadis self-identify as Muslim, but the 
wider Muslim community disagrees, claiming that they violate some 
of Islam’s key principles. In Pakistan, the disagreement has resulted 
in social discrimination including harassment, ostracisation and mur-
der. The anti-Ahmadi public attitudes have led to the demolition of 
mosques, the routine desecration of Ahmadi graves, and over 500 at-
tempted murders in the last four decades. Although Pakistan’s issue 
with the Ahmadis seems religious, some believe it to be political.They 
view the minority’s initial influence within the state as the root cause 
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of their marginalisation: rather than religious 
differences, the Ahmadis posed a threat to 
the Sunni majority. While the origins of an-
ti-Ahmadi sentiment cannot be traced back 
with certainty, the constitutional discrim-
ination of the group remains an indisput-
able political legacy. The Ahmadis were first 
legally defined as non-Muslims through the 
second constitutional amendment of 1974. 
Back then, Pakistan’s electoral system only al-
lowed citizens to vote for candidates of their 
religion. In order to vote the Ahmadis had to 
choose between renouncing their faith or 
being denied suffrage — a Hobson’s choice 
that persists to this day. The violation of civil 
liberties does not end with the right to vote: 
in 1984, the Zia government prohibited the 
Ahmadis from ‘posing as Muslims’, making it 
a crime punishable by death to use Islamic 
symbols in describing their religion or plac-
es of worship. Other countries have enact-
ed similar discriminatory measures against 
Ahmadis, including Indonesia, Malaysia and 
Bangladesh. 

More than Pakistan’s Anti-Ah-
madi Sentiment 

While mob violence, vigilante killing, and 
further human rights implications of the Ah-
madi’s legal discrimination are inexcusable, 
the question remains of whether its mer-
it can be justified: does the Constitution of 
Pakistan have the right to deny Ahmadis the 
Muslim status? To answer the question, it is 
necessary to understand the fundamental 
doctrinal difference between the Ahmad-
is and the Sunni Muslims, concerning the 
status of Mirza Ghulam Ahmad, the sect’s 
founder. Ahmad is believed to have declared 
himself the promised Messiah awaited by 
the Muslim world. Although there are differ-
ences in interpretation within the Ahmadi 
community itself, it is unitarily perceived to 

regard Ahmad as a prophet. But not just any 
prophet: most Islamic schools believe Ahmad 
claimed to be Khatim-an-Nabiyyin, the last 
divine prophet. The traditional Muslim belief, 
however, views Prophet Muhammad as the 
last prophet—any suggestion to the contrary 
violates the first pillar of Islam and is consid-
ered blasphemous. In yet another act of per-
ceived blasphemy, some interpret the Ahmadi 
doctrine as declaring all non-Ahmadi Muslims 
to be non-Muslims.

Pakistan’s blasphemy laws institutionalise and 
legitimise the rejection of Ahmadis, render-
ing this a systemic issue. The highest forms 
of punishment frequently used to charge Ah-
madis include a mandatory death penalty for 
defiling the name of Prophet Muhammad or 
other prophets. Some are lynched or killed be-
fore their trials conclude. Others, or those who 
speak publicly against the blasphemy laws, 
are subjected to various forms of vigilantism. 
Critics argue that Pakistan’s blasphemy policy 
is often used to settle personal disputes, target 
non-conformist individuals, or persecute mi-
nority faiths with very little substantiation of 
the offences. Any attempt by the government 
to oppose or amend the laws is met with pro-
tests by the highly religious parts of the pop-
ulation, including the extremely influential 
Council of Islamic Ideology. 

Looking for a Safer Land

Constitutional and social discrimination com-
bined with the strict blasphemy laws in Paki-
stan often compels the Ahmadis to emigrate. 
In 2017, the top three emigration destinations 
were Saudi Arabia, U.A.E., and India. The latter 
may seem surprising, given its tense relation-
ship with Pakistan. For a Pakistani Ahmadi with 
limited resources, however, India’s proximity 
makes it one of the primary choices of asylum. 
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Yet, considering the recent change in India’s 
citizenship policy, the country’s position on 
the Ahmadis’ list is likely to change. While the 
Ahmadis are being persecuted and forced to 
flee Pakistan for identifying as Muslims, the 
very same reason would make their refuge in 
India untenable today.

The general election of 2014 was a turning 
point for India. The victory of the Hindu na-
tionalist Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) catapult-
ed Narendra Modi to the highest office in the 
nation in a renowned rags-to-riches story. Five 
years later, with his base consolidated and his 
supporters exponentially increasing, Modi 
won the 2019 election with an even larger ma-
jority. It is necessary to have made this detour 
from our story of the Ahmadis, for the rise of 
Modi and the influence of the BJP is pivotal to 
the remainder of their story. The turning point 
that Modi created for India has large-scale im-
plications on many areas — democracy and 
religion being two of the most important. In a 
new report, Freedom House has downgraded 
India from a “Free” country to only being “Part-
ly Free” — from farmer protests that attracted 
an international Twitter-storm, to statewide in-
ternet blackouts in Jammu & Kashmir, there is 
no shortage of catastrophic events to explain 
this change in status. It is one of these recent 
highly controversial policy decisions that has 
proven perilous for the Ahmadi refugees in In-
dia — the Citizenship Amendment Act (CAA) 
of 2019. 

The Ahmadis’ Double Identity

The 2019 CAA amended the original Indian 
Citizenship Act of 1955 allowing refugees from 
the neighbouring Muslim-majority countries 
of Pakistan, Bangladesh, and Afghanistan to 
seek Indian citizenship. The main precondition 
for citizenship, however, was that the refugee 

must be Hindu, Sikh, Jain, Parsi, Buddhist, or 
Christian — the obvious exception of Muslims 
from the list did not go unnoticed. The 2019 
amendment guaranteed a fast-track to Indian 
citizenship, relaxed the restrictions for natu-
ralisation (permanent resident status, some-
times leading to citizenship) among these 
immigrants, and, most importantly, dredged 
up issues of religious discrimination against 
Muslims in an apparently secular country. 
Protests against the CAA had many strands 
of arguments, from the Assamese people of 
the North-East worried about a sudden influx 
of Bangladeshi immigrants into their state, to 
the more widespread disagreement regarding 
whether it is possible for a member of a Muslim 
community to have faced religious persecution 
in a Muslim-majority nation. The Indian gov-
ernment does not think so — this was the basis 
upon which they founded their case to exclude 
Muslims from the list of acceptable refugees. 
However, the Ahmadis would beg to differ. 

What, then, would happen to a Pakistani Ah-
madi seeking asylum in India? A landmark rul-
ing by the Kerala High Court (the principal civil 
court for all matters within the state of Kerala’s 
jurisdiction) in 1970 declares that Ahmadis are 
unequivocally a sect of Islam. While this seems 
fortuitous for the Ahmadis at face value, the 
larger religious context in India complicates 
the situation. Under the CAA, an Ahmadi refu-
gee would be ineligible for the fast-track to In-
dian citizenship, and would not even qualify for 
the relaxed naturalisation regulations. To stay 
in India as a Muslim refugee, therefore, would 
subject them to both overt and covert forms of 
religious discrimination in an increasingly Hin-
du-nationalist nation. However, while Muslims 
are a minority in India, one could argue that 
their sense of community is strong enough to 
protect their fellow Muslims from such discrim-
ination. And while this may be true for the vast 
majority of the Muslim community in India, 
the differences in their interpretations of Islam 
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would once again ostracise the Ahmadis from 
their fellow Muslims. The Ahmadis, therefore, 
face a complex conundrum: to stay in Pakistan 
would mean having to denounce their claims 
to Islam in order to avoid religious persecu-
tion; fleeing to India would mean having their 
claims to Islam fully recognised, but facing re-
ligious persecution nonetheless. 

Muslims Without Land, Non-Mus-
lims Without Rights?

Religious beliefs, citizenship policies, and 
blasphemy laws — it appears that the legal 
frameworks of two neighbouring nations 
have conspired to deny the Ahmadis their 
basic human rights. In order to alleviate the 
suffering of the Ahmadis in India, there must 
be a revision in the CAA to include Muslim 
minorities as acceptable refugees, based on 
the understanding that religious persecution 
can exist even within the Muslim communi-
ty. The persecution of the Ahmadis was nev-
er an issue internal to either India or Pakistan 
— the violation of human rights makes it a 
fundamental problem that extends beyond 
national policy and borders. If the CAA truly 
is an attempt at protecting persecuted mi-
norities from neighbouring countries, rather 
than a blatant attempt at religious discrim-
ination, then the policy changes to be made 
are obvious. Religion should be about seeking 
a higher calling, or obtaining inner peace, or 
providing explanations for the many myster-
ies in life. Citizenship should be about a sense 
of belonging, national pride, and a tether to 
a land to call home. When these concepts are 
weaponised, we arrive at the plight of the Ah-

madis. When these concepts are positively 
harnessed, we could instead uphold their hu-
man rights. 
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Waiting for Change by Yvonne Haberlach



Border-zone
 or breach-zone: 

crisis at the Bosnia-Croatia frontier

If Europe is the dream many migrants are 
chasing, the journey is often worse than 
their most wretched nightmare. The Bos-

nian-Croatian border is a porous segment 
of Europe’s frontier which has increasingly 
come to constitute a key security concern 
for the Union. As Hungary erected metal and 
barbed wire fences at its border with Serbia, 
entering Europe from Bosnia through Croatia 
turned into the ‘new’ Balkan Route. This peril-
ous path crosses mountains and forests but it 
is no walk in the park. When internal borders 
were lifted between European member states 
through the Schengen Agreement, the EU’s 
attention in matters of migration control shift-
ed to its external border. In the aftermath of 
the 2015 ‘refugee crisis’ migration has become 
an increasingly politicised issue, perceived as 
a threat to the continent’s security, sovereign-
ty and cohesion. Political parties like Front 
National in France, Lega Nord in Italy and The 

Netherland’s Party for Freedom have fostered 
intense backlash towards open frontiers as 
Europe’s neighbouring regions continue to 
be plagued by instability and volatility. Un-
der these mounting pressures, the EU has set 
up FRONTEX — European Border and Coast 
Guard Agency — and expanded its scope to 
monitor, manage and police border zones. In 
particular, FRONTEX enforces convergence of 
border regulations of non-member states in 
Eastern Europe. Alongside it, the European 
Asylum Support Office (EASO) assists member 
states which face particular pressures on their 
asylum systems by gathering and exchanging 
up-to date information and providing techni-
cal and operational assistance.

As a supranational institution underpinned by 
liberal democratic values, the EU has devel-
oped an extensive framework of protection 
for refugee and migrant rights, in accordance 

written by  Benedetta Galeazzi and Luca Mariano
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Photo: Vucjak camp outside Bihac, northwestern Bosnia and Herzegovina. EPA-EFE/JEAN-CHRISTOPHE BOTT.
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with and reflective of international human-
itarian and migration law. The 1951 Refugee 
Convention sets the definition of “refugee” as 
one which the EU also subscribes to: “…refu-
gees are people fleeing persecution on the 
basis of one of five grounds (race, religion, 
nationality, particular social group or political 
opinion). Refugees are entitled to the funda-
mental right of seeking and enjoying asylum 
(Geneva convention 1951). In the EU, asylum 
claims are processed within the Dublin Reg-
ulation framework, under which an asylum 
seeker must apply for asylum in the first coun-
try of arrival, and it is that state’s responsibility 
and duty to process the 
claim. Most importantly, 
refugees are also safe-
guarded by the princi-
ple of non-refoulement 
(1967 Protocol, Art 33), 
whereby their forcible 
return to a country 
where they are liable to 
be subjected to perse-
cution is forbidden with 
no derogation. Frontex’s 
staff is bound by a code 
of conduct, which ex-
plicitly calls for the “pre-
vention of refoulement and the upholding of 
human rights, all in line with the European 
Charter of Fundamental Rights”.

Despite all this, Croatia alone is accused of 
having forced almost 2,000 people back into 
Bosnia and Herzegovina in the single month 
of October 2020. Throughout 2020, more 
than 800 children were pushed back by the 
Croatian authorities, including many under 
the age of six which is also illegal under Con-
ventions on the rights of any child. On top of 
“push-backs”, reports from NGOs such as Am-
nesty International, Doctors Without Borders 
(MSF) and the UNHCR have documented and 
condemned the systematic brutal treatment 
of migrants by Croatian police at the border. 

Both these questionable practices are ‘rou-
tine’, says Julija Kranjec of the Zagreb Center 
for Peace Studies. Since all refugees that apply 
for asylum are entitled to receive individual-
ly assessed feedback, pushbacks represents a 
clear breach of the aforementioned interna-
tional laws and EU regulations. Could one thus 
go as far as asserting that the term ‘pushback’ 
is a fancy reconfiguration of ‘refoulement’?

Given the ever-growing testimonies of border 
police brutality, the EU has asked the Croatian 
government to design a control body to sur-
vey the allegations of human rights violation. 

Frontex was accused of being 
complicit in the violations, 
conducting deportations 
away from EU borders to Al-
bania and other non-mem-
ber states. Yet, the agency 
is due to receive a massive 
funding increase: its budget 
will grow from 333mln € in 
2019 to 1.1bln € in 2021. Con-
sulting Frontex’s budget ex-
penditure, it can be noticed 
that more than two thirds of 
it are allocated to operational 
expenses comprising barbed 

wire fences and military vehicles. At the same 
time, the ill-founded Bosnian refugee camp 
of Lipa accommodates thousands of people 
in inhumane conditions. This refugee camp 
founded by the EU with 88 million euros pro-
vided to the Bosnian government has evi-
dently not turned into material humanitarian 
assistance.

In light of the discrepancy between EU prin-
ciples and its theoretical legal obligations 
versus the reality of the appalling situation 
on the ground, we will put forth three key 
policy recommendations aimed at ensuring 
the improved safety and living conditions of 
refugees.

“UNHCR have 
documented (...)

systematic brutal 
treatment of mi-

grants by Croatian 
police”

44                              Dialogue • Spring 2021

Interviews



1First, we suggest augmenting the num-
ber of EU registration and identification 
centres at the border between Bosnia and 

Croatia and finalising EASO’s transformation 
into a full-fledged European Asylum Agency in 
order to shorten application procedure times 
and decrease detention time. This would allow 
to supply and supervise decent accommoda-
tion/shelter for individuals waiting for their 
claims to be processed in line with conditions 
required to uphold basic human rights. More-
over, it should be ensured that each centre is 
equipped with the necessary human resourc-
es, infrastructure and equipment for the effi-
cient and consistent registration of asylum ap-
plicants which national authorities often lack. 
With the material support, psycho-
logical support should be offered 
by trained experts to help incom-
ing refugees process the traumatic 
events they may have undergone 
in their journey towards Europe. 
The EU should also provide oper-
ational and technical assistance in 
processing asylum claims in cases 
of overwhelming amounts of ap-
plications; for example by having 
experts and support teams deployed to as-
sist member states under extreme pressures. 
On this point, the EU should launch raising 
awareness campaigns to inform Croatian cit-
izens of the benefits of refugees’ assimilation 
in their home countries, contributing to fight-
ing stigma, promoting a peaceful and fruitful 
coexistence respectful of European values of 
tolerance and inclusivity and incentivising 
national governments to comply with the EU 
Asylum regulations given the improved and 
better informed public opinion on refugees.

2Second, the EU should improve and 
supplement the ongoing efforts from a 
supranational EU level to prevent cor-

ruption and negligence of national guards’ 
misconduct. The policy of increasing officers 
wage so as to avoid the issue of bribery—al-
ready implemented by the EU—should be 
complemented with a reinforced vertical 
structure of surveillance. Frontex delegated 
inspectors should oversee the doing of oper-
ational officers and report directly to Frontex 
designated supervisory bodies. Moreover, 
European Parliament designated third-party 
agencies should supervise the doing of op-
erational officers and of the chain of supervi-
sion within Frontex and produce a periodical 
report to be at the disposal of the European 
institutions. On a side note, the augmented 
budget allocated requires comprehensive and 
disinterested surveillance of expenditures. In 
this regard the EU should carry out periodic 

inspections of budget allocation 
and committed purchases. Lastly, 
given the necessary collaboration 
between border patrol and the 
asylum system, Frontex and the 
EASO should refer to a liaison com-
mittee that would coordinate joint 
operations and provide shared 
knowledge of the respective pri-
orities.

3Third, the EU should establish a perma-
nent committee of inquiry to gather in-
formation by third-party inspectors on 

the conditions of Frontex’s operations and 
salient borders’ facilities. In this way, the Com-
mission would be granted the right to inter-
dict further refugee crisis related funding to 
countries that do not respect the values and 
legal framework of the European Union and 
express its considerations over budget allo-
cation to border patrol and asylum related 
initiatives at European borders. For this rea-
son, the Committee should produce period-
ically a report of the conditions of European 
borders enforcing and a long-period plan to 
replace national guards with Frontex officers 
in European external border’s critical hotspots 
should be commissioned.
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The Shocking 
Reality of Child
Poverty in the UK 
Who is responsible and what 
are the solutions?

written by   Lily Hardcastle

The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 
(UNCRC) is the most ratified treaty in history. Its fifty-four ar-
ticles commit governments to meet children’s basic needs 
and create an environment in which they can reach their full 
potential. However, despite signing this in April 1990 and 
choosing to make it legally binding in December 1991, many 
believe that Britain is currently falling short of its commit-
ments to children and their rights. Many were shocked when 
over the Christmas period Unicef, the United Nations agency 
that provides developmental and humanitarian assistance to 
children worldwide, stepped in to help children in the UK. 
Launching a domestic emergency response in the UK for the 
first time in its 70 year history, they pledged £25,000 to the 
community project School Food Matters, which aims to tack-
le the issue of hunger by supplying breakfasts to children in 
disadvantaged areas..The meals went to children in South-
wark, south London, whose families have been severely im-
pacted by the coronavirus pandemic. However, child poverty 
in the UK dates back much further than the pandemic and is 
more pervasive than we might think.The Child Poverty Ac-
tion group reports that there are currently 4.2 million chil-
dren living in poverty in the UK, amounting to 30% of all 
children. According to sociologist Peter Townsend, children 
‘can be said to be in poverty when they lack resources to 
obtain the type of diet, participate in the activities and have 
the living conditions and amenities which are customary, or 
at least widely encouraged and approved, in the societies 
in which they belong’. Why is child poverty so high? As the 
sixth richest country in the world, the UK is surely in a good 
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position to live up to the promises it made 
by ratifying the UNCRC.Instead, child pover-
ty has been increasing. The Joseph Rowntree 
Foundation reports that the number of chil-
dren living in poverty has risen by 500,000 in 
the last five years. Increasingly, work does not 
provide a guaranteed route out of poverty for 
British families. 72% of children growing up 
in poverty live in a household where at least 
one person works, meaning that, often, a full-
time income falls short of being sufficient for 
a family to survive on.

A recent report, authored by Professor Sir 
Michael Marmot, director of the University 
College London Institute of Health Equity, 
highlights the extent of poverty in the UK. It 
attributes its increase to government disre-
gard for children’s rights and a ‘lost decade’ 
in the 2010s, characterised by little improve-
ment in life expectancy, growing ill-health 
and rising poverty.This has been dangerously 
exacerbated by the Covid-19 pandemic. Ac-
cording to Unicef, the coronavirus pandemic is 
the most urgent crisis affecting children since 
the second World War. Reduced incomes, ris-
ing unemployment and the suspension of 
education has plunged many more children 
into poverty and exacerbated inequalities 
that already existed. According to the Joseph 
Rowntree Foundation, as many as two million 
households in Britain could have experienced 
destitution during the pandemic, and the So-
cial Market Foundation reports that 16 per-
cent of parents’ children have missed meals 
due to hardship during the pandemic.

The educational disparity is another area 
of concern. According to Article 27 of the 
UNCRC, ‘every child has the right to educa-
tion’. Yet, increasing numbers of children are 
missing out. The pandemic has exposed and 
widened the education gap among children. 
School closures, exam cancellations and the 
inadequacy of online learning disproportion-
ally affect children from disadvantaged back-

grounds. According to the BBC, Children at schools 
in poorer areas have lost over six months of learning 
during the pandemic, compared with only a few weeks 
in schools in more affluent areas.

Brendan O’Neill, writing in The Spectator, deems this 
‘deeply disturbing’. He emphasises the inadequacy of 
remote learning, which arguably equates ‘the suspen-
sion of education for millions of children’ who do not 
have access to computers and other resources or live 
in cramped homes.This will have irrevocable impacts 
on the lives of less fortunate children, according to 
Luke Sibieta from the Education Policy Institute. He 
believes that ‘unfortunately, the long-term impacts are 
undoubtedly going to be quite severe’, and will serve to 
exacerbate existing inequalities.Additionally, lockdown 
itself has had severe impacts on the most deprived and 
vulnerable children. While the middle-class can afford 
to shift their lives inside and transfer work and school 
online, lockdown severely disadvantages the most vul-
nerable children. Brendan O’Neill says that ‘some chil-
dren live in big, spacious houses and have books and 
dictionaries and every gadget going; others do not’. 
Domestic abuse, food insecurity, lack of access to on-
line learning and lower mental and physical health are 
just some of the barriers that the most vulnerable chil-
dren might face.Services that should be in place to help 
vulnerable children are failing. The Children’s Commis-
sioner for England, Anne Longfield reports that in a 
school in Walworth, London, 250 of its 400 pupils are 
considered to be highly vulnerable. Yet, only eight were 
receiving support from social services. Mental health 
services, youth work, social care and other services that 
are vital for vulnerable children have faced budget cuts 
in recent years, and have now either been transferred 
online or have disappeared entirely.

Arguably the worst affected by the pandemic are chil-
dren from black and minority ethnic groups. Not only 
are they more likely to be in poverty already, at 46% 
compared with 26% of children in White British fami-
lies, but the socio-economic hardships of the pandemic 
have hit these communities especially hard. Levels of 
deprivation have had an enormous impact on Covid 
mortality rates, and as a result, ethnic minority groups 
and other deprived groups are more at risk. Accord-
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ing to Professor Marmot, the high death rates among 
black, Asian and other ethnic groups are linked to over-
crowded living conditions, poor quality housing and 
working in high-risk jobs. This perpetuates economic 
hardship among these families and their children. Pro-
fessor Marmot warns that these conditions risk ‘con-
demning’ the next generation of children to ‘less flour-
ishing’ and shorter lives than their parents. But who is 
responsible?When discussing poverty and the debate 
about providing free meals over the Christmas holidays 
to children who qualify for free school meals, former 
Conservative councillor Roger Taylor believes that ‘it 
is the parents’ responsibility’. He remarked that ‘if you 
can’t feed, don’t breed’. Leader of the House of Com-
mons, Jacob Rees-Mogg, went further by denouncing 
Unicef’s grant, accusing them of ‘playing politics’ when 
‘it is meant to be looking after people in the poorest, 
the most deprived countries in the world, where peo-
ple are starving’. But what about the children who are 
starving in this country? 16% of parents report that 
their children have missed meals since the start of the 
pandemic.Others condemn the government for bal-
looning levels of child poverty, holding them account-
able via Article 4 of the UNCRC that says that ‘the State 
must do all it can, through passing legislation and cre-
ating administrative systems, to promote and protect 
children’s rights’.

Labour’s deputy leader, Angela Rayner, blames ‘this rot-
ten Tory government leaving 4.2 million children living 
in poverty’. Labour MP, Richard Burgon, concurs, Tweet-
ing that ‘poverty is a political choice. The Government  
could end UK child poverty by making the super-rich 
pay fair taxes. It refuses to.’ Professor Marmot also holds 
the government responsible for rising hardship and 
poverty. He argues that, after a decade of worsening 
health inequalities under the Conservatives, it was ‘un-
fortunately entirely predictable’ that the government’s 
handling of the pandemic would ‘make poor people 
poorer’ and ‘maybe even make [rich people] richer’. 
This was sinisterly evidenced in January by the growing 
wealth of company Chartwells, which has been made 
responsible for providing food parcels to children who 
would otherwise be receiving free school meals. The 
poor quality and quantity of the food have led to accu-
sations that they are profiting from children’s hunger.

Professor Marmot’s report urges a solution. 
It calls for health and social inequalities to be 
reduced through government investment. It 
highlights the urgency of change, and sug-
gests the need ‘to build a society that func-
tions to meet the needs of its members; to 
build a well-being economy that puts the 
achievement of health and well-being at the 
heart of government strategy, rather than 
narrow economic goals’. Stephanie Slater, 
founder and chief executive of School Food 
Matters, agrees that the government must 
fix these issues, and that ‘we cannot continue 
to rely on civil society to fill the hunger gap’. 
The Child Poverty Action Group urges the 
government to adopt a number of policies. It 
suggests removing the two-child limit and the 
benefit cap, which would likely lift hundreds 
of thousands of children out of poverty. Other 
organisations are calling on the government 
to directly incorporate the UNCRC into do-
mestic law, which is already set to take place 
in Scotland.There are reasons to be optimistic. 
Progress has been made in the past concern-
ing children and their rights. Between 1998 
and 2003 reducing child poverty was made a 
priority by the government, which developed 
a strategy and prioritised investment in this 
area, and as a result, the number of children 
in poverty fell by 600,000. According to a gov-
ernment spokesperson, ‘we are committed to 
supporting the lowest-paid families through 
the pandemic and beyond’. However, Profes-
sor Marmot is less optimistic. As it currently 
stands, he believes that the government is 
‘going in the wrong direction’. Following a de-
cade of increasing child poverty and the cur-
rent need for intervention from humanitarian 
organisations, the future for many children in 
this country is uncertain.
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Photo: A group of men at Napier barracks in Folkestone. Volunteers have 
been told they must sign confidentiality agreements if they want to access 
the camp. Gareth Fuller/PA

written by Masha Trosheva

Brexit, Covid and immigration 
laws threaten migrant rights in 

the UK
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In recent years, immigration has become an impor-
tant and contentious topic in Britain. With the Cov-
id-19 pandemic continuing to spread and in the 
advent of Brexit, this has only been exacerbated. 

Suddenly, frontline NHS doctors and nurses risk depor-
tation and European Union (EU) citizens have less than 
six months to apply for UK settlement. Xenophobia 
conjured up during the Brexit debate has generated 
fear among immigrants, and refugees across the coun-
try face mistreatment as conditions at refugee camps 
decline.
This turbulence has revealed a whole host of human 
rights issues. One of the most starkly affected groups 
has been those seeking asylum. Article 14(1) of the Uni-
versal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) guarantees 
people the right to seek asylum in other countries. Yet, 
refugees arriving in this country have been denounced 
as ‘illegal’ by home secretary Priti Patel, and many are 
having other human rights abused in refugee camps.
Refugees in camps in Kent have come forward to reveal 
that they have been told by Home Office officials that 
their claims to asylum in the UK will be harmed if they 
‘misbehave’. This would include participation in hunger 
strikes, discussion of their camp’s conditions with the 
media and not returning to their accommodation by 10 
pm.
In addition to this, in November 2020, The High Court 
ruled that the interview process for asylum seekers had 
not given them a fair chance to discuss their reasons for 
seeking asylum, which would lead to violations of poli-
cy guidelines and injustice.  Legal advice has also been 
denied to refugees until the very last moment before 
they face deportation.
Such treatment of refugees challenges their rights. The 
1951 UN Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees 
and its 1967 Protocol, which the UK is a party to, are 
the international legal agreements establishing the ap-
propriate treatment of refugees. Article 16 states that 
refugees must have access to the same legal assistance 
and courts as a national citizen would. Furthermore, 
Article 32 states that ‘States shall not expel a refugee 
lawfully in their territory’. The Home Office’s treatment 
of refugees violates these two articles of this 1951 UN 
convention. Andy Hewett, head of advocacy at the Ref-
ugee Council, adds that it is wrong to say that it is illegal 
for people to arrive in the UK to seek asylum, which is 

instead perfectly legal under the UN refugee 
convention. He does, however, hope that few-
er will have to attempt dangerous journeys 
across the channel.
£2.3 million were spent on the deportation of 
225 asylum seekers to EU countries between 
July and September. This equates to roughly 
£10,200 spent per person deported. During 
a time of economic troubles engendered by 
the Covid-19 pandemic, this is a shockingly 
large sum. It is believed that the deportations 
were conveniently carried out for the UK gov-
ernment to reap political benefits from the 
Dublin III regulation. This regulation, which 
has now ceased to be active due to Brexit, al-
lowed the UK to send refugees back to those 
EU countries they passed through. Non-refu-
gee immigrants also face issues. According to 
the UN, immigrants can be particularly ‘vul-
nerable to human rights violations’ and there 
is widespread ‘violation of migrants’ rights in 
transit, at international borders, and in the 
countries they migrate to’.
The pandemic has worsened the situation of 
many immigrants in the UK. 1.3 million for-
eign-born workers have left the UK during 
the pandemic, having experienced job losses 
and uncertainty. It is estimated that 158,000 
non-UK workers have left or lost jobs in the 
accommodation and food services sector, and 
217,000 have lost jobs in retail.
It has also exacerbated already low provision 
for the most vulnerable immigrants. Migrant 
domestic workers have been described by 
Human Rights Watch as one of the most vul-
nerable groups. According to a report by Dr 
Parry-Davies and the Kanlungan Filipino Con-
sortium, more than half of Filipino migrant 
workers surveyed in the UK lost their jobs in 
the first two months of the pandemic, while 
others experienced wage cuts to less than £2 
per hour. It reports that of many who became 
infected by Coronavirus as a result of being 
forced to continue working throughout lock-
downs, one in four were too afraid to go to the 
NHS in case it impacted their future status as 
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immigrants.
Changes resulting from Brexit have also 
caused extreme instability for many immi-
grants in the UK. With the end of Freedom of 
Movement from the UK to EU countries and 
vice-versa, EU citizens living in the UK no 
longer have the automatic right to live and 
work in the UK. Visas are in fact now required 
by EU nationals for stays of longer than 90 
days in the UK in a 180-day period. Freedom 
of Movement has now been replaced by the 
EU Settlement Scheme, which expires in June 
2021. This scheme allows successful appli-
cants to gain settled or pre-settled status but 
may mean a high risk of deportation for those 
who cannot meet the July deadline.
According to the charity Newport Mind, up to 
6,000 EU citizens in Wales have yet to apply 
to stay in the UK after Brexit. Many of these 
people are vulnerable, and some groups such 
as the elderly have had to delay their appli-
cations due to a lack of support available. 
Others face barriers to this process, includ-
ing homeless people, who are likely to face 
deportation due to lack of appropriate doc-
umentation and proof of right to work. The 
socio-economic hardship brought about by 
the pandemic might make this process even 
harder. The3million, an organisation that was 
founded to fight injustice facing EU citizens 
in the UK after Brexit, has many concerns 
about the Settlement Scheme. Maike Bohn, 
co-founder of the3million is ‘worried about 
those who have lost everything, who might 
be sleeping rough, who might not get any as-
sistance applying for settled status and who 
are in danger of being removed from the UK.’
Immigrant NHS doctors and nurses putting 
their lives at risk caring for Covid-19 pa-
tients in the UK have also been affected by 
recent changes to immigration policy. A bill 
that would protect migrant NHS healthcare 
workers and give them an indefinite right to 
remain has been cancelled, putting them at 
risk of deportation. There are currently 84,316 
non-EEA (European Economic Area) interna-

tionally educated nurses working in health and care 
across the UK, not including the many who are Europe-
an citizens now facing similar issues. Currently, immi-
grant NHS staff can work and stay in the UK on a Health 
and Care visa, providing their employer signs-off with 
a certificate of sponsorship. Due to financial strains 
put on the NHS during the pandemic, paying for these 
non-permanent visas has become increasingly diffi-
cult. Dr Femi Osunlusi, a senior officer in general house 
surgery said ‘If my employer chooses to stop my cer-
tificate of sponsorship, I can be deported at any time, 
despite the contributions I have made to this country.’
Additionally, it has been claimed that foreign NHS 
workers working on Covid-19 wards are at risk of being 
denied vaccinations. Staff working at vaccination cen-
tres have been told that they must not give the vac-
cine to anyone who cannot provide an NHS number. 
This is disproportionately likely to impact foreign NHS 
workers who are not registered with a GP.
The effects of coronavirus, Brexit and changing gov-
ernment policy have combined and resulted in disas-
trous effects for many immigrants, refugees or poten-
tial migrants. Not only has the current state of affairs 
contributed considerable anxieties to immigrants liv-
ing in the UK, but it also threatens the basic human 
rights of refugees. According to Chris Philip, the im-
migration and compliance minister, ‘the government 
takes the wellbeing of asylum seekers extremely seri-
ously’, while a Home Office spokesperson said that the 
government ‘is committed to protecting migrant [...] 
workers from exploitation and have already made a 
number of changes to better protect workers’. Yet, the 
UK government seems to be testing the limits of the 
UN’s definitions of human rights concerning migrants. 
The3million urges the government to revisit immi-
gration policies and safeguard migrant rights. They 
say that ‘we are not arguing for special treatment or 
to have “more rights” than other groups of citizens in 
the UK. We want to maintain our existing rights’. More 
support for those dealing with possible deportation 
and greater commitment to following UN guidelines 
would be clear solutions to these issues. It is uncertain 
which direction the UK will go in the coming years.
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Belarus: The Birth 
of a New Nation

written by  Jaromír Chroustovsky
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The human desire for dignity is a powerful thing. It gives rise to the no-
tion of justice and impels us to seek it for ourselves as well as for others. 
As a feeling, it is much stronger on the personal than the political level. 
The world knows many societies that lived or still live under oppression. 
But, when the lies of dictators become so obvious that people come 
out on the streets in their thousands - when those who should be up-
holding law and order suppress the will of the masses with truncheons 
and bullets - when, in other words, the personal and the political can no 
longer be separated because dignity and truth become more important 
than personal security, the regime’s claim to legitimacy is destroyed. 
That is exactly what happened in Belarus last August when the coun-
try’s long-time leader Alexander Lukashenko savagely suppressed the 
post-election protests. Yet, hopes for a democratic future that had been 
fostered over the summer were not crushed on the streets of Minsk. On 
the contrary, police brutality only reinforced the resilience of the Belar-
usian people. To understand the present situation in Belarus and to illus-
trate possible scenarios for the future, we must briefly return to the past.

Since Belarus gained independence from the Soviet Union in 1991, it 
has experienced only one free and fair presidential election. In 1994, 
the people chose Alexander Lukashenko to be their leader. Lukashen-
ko, however, had no patience for democracy. He quickly established a 
firmly authoritarian, centralist and repressive system of governance. 
Presidential elections became meaningless. Although the opposition 
has always existed, Lukashenko did enjoy popular support in the 1990s 
and early 2000s. A strongman seemed to be a preferable option to the 
instability and chaos that prevailed in other parts of the former Soviet 
Union. However, while Lukashenko’s mindset had frozen in the times of 
late communism - the regime and its leader remained faithful to Soviet 
symbols, traditions and organizational structures more than any other 
post-Soviet country - the Belarusian people moved on.

As a 2019 paper from the Finnish Institute of International Affairs re-
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ports, Belarusian society has undergone a sig-
nificant societal change. While the economy is 
run on the old Soviet-style principles of state 
ownership and massive interventions, the 
people have moved toward more pro-market 
views. The private sector, though small and 
overregulated, has become essential to their 
everyday lives and needs. Belarusians often 
increasingly study and work in the EU. Their 
contact with life in free countries has resulted 
in a significant increase in support for dem-
ocratic institutions and human rights over a 
paternalistic, authoritarian state. The past de-
cade has also seen a rise in grassroots polit-
ical activism. Belarusians have become more 
interested in their own language and national 
culture. The younger generation in particular 
no longer perceives history through the Sovi-
et lens. Such tendencies are naturally at odds 
with Lukashenko’s personal nostalgia for the 
USSR. For all his famous obsession with micro-
management, countless inspections of facto-
ries, hospitals and farms, he has completely 
ignored changing social realities and people’s 
true desires. 
The year 2020 was to see another meaningless 
presidential election, or at least, so Lukashen-
ko thought. Despite the regime’s longstand-
ing practices of systematic elimination of po-
litical opponents, last year produced several 
candidates who struck a chord with the public. 
Banker and opposition figure Viktor Babariko, 
in particular, seemed to have attracted wide-
spread support. As Literature Nobel laureate 
Svetlana Alexievich (now in exile in Germany) 
said to SPIEGEL International, ‘One day, when I 
was out shopping at a market near my home, 
I couldn’t believe my eyes: There was this line 
that was at least five kilometres long. They 
were waiting to sign for Viktor Babariko (…) 
Anybody but Lukashenko, they said.’
Sensing danger, Lukashenko had Babariko 
and other would-be candidates such as Sergei 
Tikhanovsky arrested weeks before the elec-
tion was to take place. Instead of discourag-
ing opposition, these arrests only reinforced 

people’s determination to resist Lukashenko’s 
arbitrariness. 
When all the male challengers to Lukashenko 
had either been arrested or forced to leave 
the country, three remarkably brave women 
came to the forefront of the struggle. Svetla-
na Tikhanovskaya, Tikhanovsky’s wife and an 
English teacher with no prior experience in 
politics or activism decided to run in her hus-
band’s stead. She took it as a symbolic ges-
ture of protest against Sergei’s imprisonment 
and was certain that the electoral commis-
sion would not approve her candidacy. They 
did. Lukashenko seemed convinced that she 
would pose no real threat to him. ‘Our society 
has not matured enough to vote for a wom-
an,’ adding, ‘she will collapse, poor thing’. ‘They 
were sure I was a nobody,’ Tikhanovskaya ra-
tionalised the commission’s decision to toler-
ate her in a recent interview for FT. Letting her 
run was Lukashenko’s fatal blunder. Joined 
by Maria Kolesnikova, Babariko’s campaign 
manager and Veronika Tsepkalo, the wife of 
another candidate who had fled to Russia, 
Tikhanovskaya toured the country with her 
campaign events which attracted thousands 
of people in all parts of Belarus. It was an 
unprecedented occurrence in the country’s 
post-Soviet history. 
On 9 August, the authorities declared that 
Lukashenko had won with 80 % while Tikha-
novskaya was credited with only nearly 10 
%. This was not an unusual result for Belarus. 
However, the movement for change that had 
grown up over the presidential campaign was 
simply so numerous and so obviously pres-
ent in society that such lies could no longer 
be tolerated. Shortly after the result was an-
nounced, the people of Minsk and other ma-
jor cities took to the streets.
The following days were the darkest in Belar-
us’s living memory. The security forces sup-
pressed the demonstrations with extreme 
ruthlessness and brutality. Innocent people 
expressing their fundamental right to pro-
test were beaten up and shot at. Thousands 
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were arrested and transported to detention 
centres. Both domestic and international jour-
nalists and volunteers collected the victims’ 
stories. Mikitar Tselizhenka, a correspondent 
for one Russian publication, described his 
detention experience to RFE/RL: ‘They forced 
people to pray as they started to beat them. 
(…) As soon as you walk in [to the cell], you’re 
forced to the floor face first (…) For 16 hours 
you’d be lying in that position’. People - young 
and old, men and women -  were forbidden to 
move or speak. Many protesters were taken to 
the now-infamous Akrestsina prison in Minsk, 
the scene of the most horrendous brutalities. 
Detainees were forced to strip naked, to lie 
down in the dirt while officers were kicking 
them. The wounded were denied access to 
doctors, women were threatened with rape. 
According to many witnesses, the screams of 
torture were clearly audible from outside.

The regime had hoped that such a brutal reac-
tion would break the spirit of resistance. What 
occurred next was the opposite. Outraged by 
Lukashenko’s actions, hundreds of thousands 
went out to peacefully demonstrate all around 
the country. People brought flowers and the 
white-red-white flags. ‘The demonstrations 
were supposed to be celebrations,’ Alexievich 
has explained, ‘That’s why we brought flowers 
along. We wanted to give them to the men in 
the black masks. We wanted them to realize 
that it was also their victory. (…) The protests 
were like the birth of a new nation.’
The people have kept protesting ever since. 
For weeks there were peaceful demonstra-
tions every Sunday. Eventually, due to system-
atic yet somewhat less brutal repression and 
adverse weather conditions, the scale of the 
protests has decreased. In January 2021, peo-
ple mostly organised quick walkarounds in 
residential areas in order to minimise risks of 
being arrested. Since August 2020, more than 
33,000 individuals have been detained, more 
than a thousand have been tortured in de-
tention centres. According to the Belarusian 

human rights organization ‘Viasna’, the coun-
try finds itself in a state of a profound human 
rights crisis.
In response to the regime’s brutal actions, the 
US, the EU and the UK have imposed sanctions 
against Belarus’s leader and his entourage. Yet, 
in their current form, these measures do not 
represent a fundamental threat to the regime. 
The dictator is still clinging to power. Both 
Tikhanovskaya and Alexievich agree that the 
final blow required to end the regime would 
be a deep economic crisis. In this respect, the 
West’s hands are tied. Although Putin does 
not have the power to do with weakened 
Lukashenko as he pleases, the Belarusian 
dictator remains heavily reliant on Moscow’s 
financial support and promises of assistance 
in the event of a revolutionary confrontation 
between the protesters and the regime (i.e. a 
‘Belarusian Maidan’). To effectively cut loose 
Lukashenko, the lifeline extended from Mos-
cow would have to be severed. There is still a 
chance to do that as the Belarusian protests 
are not charged with the same anti-Russian 
feelings, as those in Ukraine seven years ago 
were. More importantly, Vladimir Putin is no 
admirer of Lukashenko’s. The relationship be-
tween the two eastern potentates is famously 
tense. Even if Putin did stop supporting Lu-
kashenko, the situation could escalate into a 
protracted domestic conflict. As Alexievich 
has said, ‘Lukashenko is capable of anything. 
I can imagine the complete disintegration of 
the country, chaos, a civil war.’

What will happen in the upcoming weeks and 
months is still to be seen. The regime is weak-
ened, but far from defeated. Yet, one thing is 
clear: it will not be the same again. Lukashen-
ko has lost all legitimacy; ‘he’s nobody for the 
people,’ Tikhanovskaya has claimed. Belaru-
sians have broken free from the shackles of 
fear and a new nation has been born. For that, 
they deserve our admiration, respect and sup-
port.
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Revolution is a Woman 
Abortion Law in Poland

written by  Ewa Biaíogíowska and Stanisíaw Borawski

At the time of writing this article, 
women and their allies are flooding 
the streets of all major Polish cit-

ies in an outburst of frustration, anger and 
fear, following the latest development in 
the ongoing row over abortion. ‘This is war,’ 
read the placards held in the air by infuri-
ated Poles, eager to demonstrate their op-
position to the conservative policies of the 
ruling Law and Justice Party (Prawo i Spraw-
iedliwość). In a matter of hours, the Polish 
government will bring into effect a ruling 
of the Constitutional Tribunal. The verdict 
sparked demonstrations of unprecedented 
scale since the fall of Communism in Poland. 
In a blatant attack on reproductive rights, 
the Constitutional Tribunal announced an 
almost total abortion ban, ruling that termi-
nation of pregnancy in instances of serious 
foetal defects is unconstitutional.

Poland already has one of the strictest abor-
tion laws in Europe, shakily upheld through 
a 1993 ‘compromise’ which restricts access 
to abortion to instances of rape, incest, se-
vere foetal defects and the threat to moth-
er’s life. In a country where abortion due 
to foetal abnormalities comprises 80% of 
legal terminations, the Tribunal’s decision 
drastically damages an already grim human 
rights’ landscape. Ever since 2016, when the 
government attempted to crash the exist-
ing compromise for the first time, women 

and feminist collectives have been eagerly tak-
ing to the streets to fight for freedom of choice. 
Never before, however, had the controversies 
surrounding abortion law sparked such an out-
rage and almost revolutionary fervour, with over 
400,000 people gathering at mass demonstra-
tions in big and small cities alike. 

The civic awakening across Poland has been 
building up for years now. In a nation still con-
structing its own ‘self’ in a post-socialist reality, 
the Pole-Catholic identity clashes with West-
ern liberalism, conservatism battles with anar-
cho-radicalism, and unusual alliances emerge 
between factions in the society that seemingly 
share little in common. ‘Solidarity - our weapon,’ 
chant Poles in a unified voice, despite represent-
ing a myriad of groups: from excluded minorities 
to local entrepreneurs neglected by the govern-
ment amidst the economic blow of the pandem-
ic, or intellectual elites, primarily concerned with 
upholding the rule of law and respect for dem-
ocratic institutions that PiS consistently disman-
tles. Their coming together embodies an eman-
cipatory movement of citizens standing in unity 
to speak up against various forms of oppression 
accumulating in Poland’s increasingly illiberal 
state. In the words of Audre Lorde, ‘There is no 
thing as a single-issue struggle because we do 
not live single-issue lives’. 
In the case of recent protests, the problem cen-
tres around access to abortion but it certainly 
runs deeper than that. The intersectionality of 
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Polish feminism and civic engagement comes to 
the forefront in the context of current protests. 
No phenomenon reflects this better than the 
active involvement of the LGBTQI+ community 
in the fight for reproductive justice. Queer ac-
tivists and collectives, such as ‘homokomando’, 
introduce an important sense of radicalism to 
the protests, having themselves been subject 
to oppression by state authorities who violently 
exclude the LGBTQI+ community from their own 
conception of Polishness. ‘When the state doesn’t 
protect me, I will protect my sisters,’ was a slogan 
popularised amidst the brutally suppressed pro-
LGBT demonstrations in the summer of 2020, 
following the arrest of a non-binary radical ac-
tivist, Margot. Many 
months later, a similar 
sense of sisterhood 
comes back with in-
creased force, and a 
colourful presence of 
the LGBTQI+ commu-
nity is felt everywhere; 
from rainbow flags ac-
companying the red 
lightning bolt symbol 
of the women’s move-
ment to coordinating 
street blockades and offering support in the face 
of police brutality. 

Such vibrancy and energy associated with the 
protests are related to yet another demographic 
whose presence could not be missed and whose 
voices could not go unheard by the government. 
The explicit language, humorous slogans, and 
demonstrations in the rhythm of techno music 
are all clear symptoms of youth empowerment. 
Young Poles are not ready to stand by as their 
freedoms are successively taken away from 
them. Recent Ipsos polls have shown that almost 
80% of Poles under 30 support significant liber-
alisation of abortion laws. As noticed by Carolin 
Heilig, a researcher at UCL School of Slavonic 
and Eastern European Studies, young people’s 
engagement helped spread the protests to the 

most remote corners of Poland, successfully 
penetrating the main conservative bastions 
of PiS’ electorate. This almost revolutionary 
desire for change represents a generational 
shift whereby people in their twenties, who 
grew up strongly influenced by Western cul-
ture and liberal values, demonstrate their re-
fusal to accept the moral authority of older 
generations, conservative values and the de 
facto symbiosis of Polish state with the Cath-
olic Church. 

To understand this generational shift, one 
has to look more closely at the history of the 
Polish Catholic Church. A bastion of freedom 

in the times of Solidarity and 
anti-communist riots in the tur-
bulent 1980s, it swiftly changed 
sides to become probably the 
most divisive institution on par 
with the government. Poland 
is still one of the few countries 
that have not separated the re-
ligious from the secular, which 
resulted in a politicisation of 
the former and  growing in-
volvement of the clergy in the 
construction of the PiS gov-

ernment’s general policy. This cooperation 
stems from a long tradition of associating 
Polishness with Christianity that symbolical-
ly started with the country’s Baptism in 966 
and produced a rich heritage, especially in 
early nineteenth century romantic literature 
after the country’s partition between Rus-
sia, Prussia and Austria, where poets would 
proclaim Poland’s tragic fate as that of ‘The 
Christ of Nations’. Paired with the Catholic 
Church’s important role in liberation from 
the Soviet Union led by St. John Paul II, one 
can understand how faith is deeply rooted 
in Polish patriotism and how it symbolised 
hope and freedom from oppression. 

Recent history has, however, contrasted 
that narrative. Amidst the seemingly nev-

“the rhythm of 
techno music are 

all clear symptoms 
of youth empower-

ment.”
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er-ending paedophilia scandals within the 
clergy, accurately presented by the Siekiel-
ski brothers in two powerful documenta-
ries ‘Tylko nie mów nikmou’ ( Just don’t tell 
anyone’) and ‘Zabawa w chowanego’ (eng. 
Hide-and-seek), these highlight numerous 
accounts of clergy’s sexual abuse of chil-
dren. The string of rumours has recently 
reached new levels when last November it 
came out that the right hand of John Paul 
II, Cardinal Stanisław Dziwisz, has been ac-
cused of glossing over many cases of sexual 
abuse among the highest-ranking clergy-
men. Along with the active antagonising 
of the LGBTQI+ community and constant 
diminishing the role of women 
in society to reproduction, the 
Church has become the gov-
ernment’s most powerful tool 
for propagating conservative 
and inherently patriarchal val-
ues. This produced a massive 
backlash, in cities particular-
ly, best exemplified by a poll 
conducted by IBRiS that shows 
the support for the church 
plunged from 58% in 2016 to 
40% last year. Moreover, the 
protests incentivised a wave 
of apostasies with 1752 offi-
cially declared since the beginning of the 
protests. A considerably higher figure com-
pared with the 459 occurred in 2010.

The apostasies were complemented by acts 
of vandalism that saw red bolts of lightning 
- symbols of the protest - sprayed on frontal 
doors or elevations of various churches in 
Warsaw, Gdańsk or Szczecin. The organisers 
of the Women’s March, however, clearly said 
not to attack places of worship. This did not 
prevent the leader of PiS, Jarosław Kaczyńs-
ki, when referring to the protests, to call on 
all of the party’s supporters ‘to defend the 
churches’ and hinder ‘the destruction of the 
Polish nation’. Kaczyński’s words resonated 

significantly among the right-wing groupings 
who were responsible for a considerable spread 
of violence throughout the October protests. 
Unfortunately, violence has also been applied as 
a method of suppression by the police. During 
the 18th November protest, a couple of non-uni-
formed officers used batons and tear gas to 
quell protesters. All of this happened against the 
backdrop of prolonged detentions and mostly 
illicit arrests that violated basic rules of the con-
stitutional rights to protest or the right to refuse 
self-identification. On top of the already dense 
atmosphere, extreme cases of aggression oc-
curred. An officer of the Internal Security Agency 
went as far as to drive right into the crowd, over-

running two demon-
strators. Those actions 
are not only violations 
of personal freedom 
but showcase grave 
trespassing of Human 
Rights. 
 
 ‘Revolution is A 
Woman,’ Revolution is 
also so much more. Al-
though Human Rights 
are at the core of the 
dispute, the protests 
signify a major so-

cial and cultural upheaval. Old values are being 
contested by new ones, a cross-generational 
dialogue is taking place with young people dis-
puting the seemingly unquestionable dogmas 
disseminated by those in power. Frustrations 
peak with the Church’s unfettered intrusion 
into people’s lives and its attempt to uphold an 
anachronistic vision of society. With the protests 
still unfolding on the streets of Poland, Poles are 
yet to find a definite answer. The more pertinent 
question is whether Polish society will be able 
to establish a constructive dialogue and reach 
a compromise. One free of hatred and violence 
that left it deeply fractured and at risk of losing a 
chance for reconciliation.

“Church has be-
come the (...) most 
powerful tool for 
propagating (...)
patriarchal val-

ues”
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Black Lives Matter 
in Africa Too: 
An Appraisal of Police Brutality in 
South Africa

written by Megan Clementson Cox 

In May 2020 George Floyd became the latest victim of racialised police 
brutality in the US, losing his life to a white policeman for the alleged 
crime of using a counterfeit $20 bill. Widely shared video footage of the 
event sent shockwaves across the globe; it showcased the harrowing re-
ality of police and judicial disregard for black lives, exposing an institu-
tional failure to protect basic human rights. Sadly, Floyd’s death did not 
occur in isolation. It reflects a deeply troubling trend across the globe: 
that those employed to protect the public are often the ones who com-
promise our safety. This much is clear in Africa, where police brutality 
and solidarity with BLM has unique and complex implications. The con-
tinent’s ongoing struggle with the lived experiences and legacies of 
colonialism have in part contributed to widespread poverty, instability 
and state violence, circumstances which tend to generate minimal no-
tice from the wider world. It is not uncommon for governments across 
Africa to respond to these structural insecurities with increased polic-
ing. Such responses can culminate in the excessive use of violence and 
the loss of human life, resulting in the securitisation of issues that would 
be far more effectively alleviated if addressed through a human rights 
perspective. 
 
Protests and vigils in South Africa held in honour of George Floyd demon-
strate the global solidarity people feel for the plight of US citizens: it led 
many in Africa to question why black lives in Kenya, Nigeria and South 
Africa, where police brutality is a major issue, don’t seem to matter as 
much. Julius Mlema, leader of the South African ‘Economic Freedom 
Fighters’ party stated: “we must start caring about the lives of black peo-
ple here in Africa first”, stressing “when you kill Zimbabweans, Nigeri-
ans, Mozambicans here in South Africa, you’re teaching the world that 
it is OK to kill black people.” According to the UN Basic Principles on the 
Use of Force and Firearms by Law Enforcement Officials, it is the “utmost 
obligation of state authorities, including police, to respect and protect 
the right to life”, meaning that lethal force should only be used when Ph

ot
o:
 “
Th

ey
 s
ho

t L
oc

ki
es

!”
 T
he

 fu
ne

ra
l f
or
 N
at
ha

ni
el
 Ju

lie
s 
in
 E
ld
or
ad

o 
Pa

rk
, S

ou
th
 A
fri
ca

. (
O
J K

ol
ot
i/
G
al
lo
 Im

ag
es

, v
ia
 G
et
ty
 Im

ag
es

). 
20

20
.

Spring 2021 • Dialogue  63

 Africa



strictly necessary and as a last resort. This prin-
ciple is too often violated. South Africa is no 
exception to this. Since the end of Apartheid 
in 1994, the South African Police Forces (SAPF) 
have gained a reputation as the face of en-
forcement, facilitating the implementation of 
repressive policy and the punishment of dis-
sent. Minister of police in South Africa, Bheki 
Cele, who’s responsible for all branches of the 
police services (including the Independent 
Police Investigative Directorate, IPID), was re-
corded as instructing his forces to “shoot to 
kill” and “worry later” in 2018. This statement 
effectively granted the SAPF permission to 
commit grievous vi-
olence and murder 
against their country’s 
civilian population, a 
move that not only vi-
olated international 
law regarding the ap-
propriate use of force 
but also assured police 
forces that they could 
commit abhorrent acts 
of violence without 
impunity. These con-
ditions have fostered 
a national environment of fear amongst the 
inhabitants, wherein the police occupy a posi-
tion of power but are not held to account. 

It is clear that even at the best of times po-
lice conduct in South Africa threatens human 
rights and poses a danger for the citizens they 
claim to protect. However, the coronavirus 
pandemic has provided a mandate for Pres-
ident Ramaphosa to increase the scope of 
his governance and expand police presence, 
whilst simultaneously limiting accountability 
for both institutions. Following the implemen-
tation of ‘stay at home’ orders across nations of 
the world, alongside the rapid rise in domestic 
cases of covid-19, South Africa entered a strict 
lockdown on the 27th of March 2020. Accom-
panying lockdown orders were restrictive 

measures that limited individual freedoms, in-
cluding a ban on the sale of alcohol and ciga-
rettes, enforcement of mandatory mask-wear-
ing, and the imposition of a curfew between 
the hours of 9 pm-6 am. At the end of March, 
Ramaphosa oversaw the deployment of 3000 
soldiers across the country, ostensibly to en-
sure compliance with these new lockdown 
measures designed to slow the spread of the 
virus. In April, troop numbers grew exorbitant-
ly, with a further 73,100 Defence Force troops 
mobilised - the highest number since the end 
of apartheid. 
Ramaphosa legitimised the securitisation 

of the pandemic by likening 
the coronavirus emergency 
to being at war: “we will have 
a lockdown for 21 days to go 
out and wage war against an 
invisible enemy, coronavirus.” 
This jingoistic discourse was 
designed to do what all lead-
ers do when compliance from 
their citizens is necessary to 
mobilise against a common 
enemy: enhance popular sup-
port for the curtailing of their 
freedoms and extend feelings 

of national unity amongst a country usually di-
vided by socioeconomic and racial differences. 

However, at this time of national crisis, the 
general public has learnt to look at the police 
forces not as their protectors, but as an in-
stitution to be feared. Since March 2020, the 
number of violent incidents committed by the 
SAPF against civilians has more than doubled. 
Police forces have been reported as respond-
ing to minor violations of lockdown rules - like 
poor social distancing, or being out minutes 
after the curfew - with water cannons, rubber 
bullets and tear gas. This asymmetrical re-
sponse from the police constitutes a definitive 
violation of the UN proclamation stipulating 
that lethal force should be used by police only 
when necessary. In the three months between 

“public has learnt 
to look at the police 

forces not as (..) 
protectors, but (..)

to be feared”
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the beginning of the March lockdown and 
the 1st of June 2020, more than 230,000 
people were arrested for violating lock-
down rules, whilst eleven people have be-
come victims of police murder. Such gross 
displays of police brutality and disregard for 
civilian lives has caused the UN to fear that 
South Africa may be on the verge of a “hu-
man rights disaster”. 

The greatest increases in policing and se-
curitisation since the pandemic’s inception 
have occurred in South Africa’s townships, 
areas outside the cities that are overwhelm-
ingly inhabited by low-
er-income populations. 
Ramaphosa has justified 
this uneven distribution 
of troop deployment 
on the basis that more 
violations of lockdown 
rules occur in those areas 
than in the more affluent 
suburbs. Strictly speak-
ing, he isn’t incorrect; 
crowded housing, poor 
sanitation and high levels of reliance on 
work in the informal sector are all obstacles 
township residents face when attempting 
to follow the new lockdown rules. Howev-
er, solutions to these issues don’t demand 
increased policing and punishment of dis-
senters, but humanitarian responses such 
as the granting of financial aid towards 
those who lack employment protection. 
What has instead occurred is the effective 
criminalisation of poverty and the legalisa-
tion of police brutality, an alarming situa-
tion for human rights organisations and the 
residents of South Africa’s townships.

It is therefore unsurprising that increased 
security presence has led to increased po-
lice violence. One incident which caused 
widespread anger and discontent across 
South Africa was the murder of Collins Kho-

sa, a resident of the Alexandra township in Jo-
hannesburg. Khosa, who was neither armed nor 
violent, was beaten to death by the South Afri-
can National Defence Forces (SANDF) in the front 
garden of his house. Troops’ use of lethal force on 
Khosa, whose only alleged crime was drinking 
alcohol at home, suggests that they engaged in 
this brutal attack knowing that emergency Covid 
legislation provided them with almost certain 
immunity. Indeed, upon review of the case, the 
SANDF moved to exonerate the soldiers accused 
of Khosa’s murder. Refusal to prosecute perpe-
trators of murder because they wear a police 
uniform sends a dangerous message to security 

forces throughout the coun-
try and continent: that the 
police function above the 
law. 

The increase of police and 
security force presence 
across South Africa presents 
a significant threat to the 
protection of human rights, 
especially in the townships 
where lockdown violations 

are often impossible to avoid. The murder of in-
nocent individuals across South Africa by police 
forces, such as Nathaniel Julies in Eldorado Park 
and Mthokozisi Ntumba at the University of the 
Witwatersrand in Johannesburg, have become 
symbolic of the severity of police brutality in the 
nation, reinforcing widespread perceptions of 
the police not as protectors, but as perpetrators 
of violence. Despite this, all hope is not lost: the 
initiative rests with President Ramaphosa and 
his government, who must take action to make 
it clear that Cele’s permission to “shoot to kill” will 
not stand up in court, and move to convict secu-
rity forces who commit these brutal acts. Howev-
er, there is still a lot more work to be done before 
the general public can trust that the police are 
there to provide protection and safety, rather 
than to be the ones who threaten it. 

“increased security 
presence has led 

to increased police 
violence”
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On the surface, the twenty-first century has 
seen significant advancements in the rights 
and freedoms of LGBTQ+ people on the Afri-
can continent. In 2006, South Africa became 
the first nation in Africa to legally recognise 

gay marriage, having decriminalised homosexuality in 
1994 following the end of apartheid. More recently, there 
have been landmark rulings in Botswana and Angola de-
criminalising homosexuality in June 2019 and Novem-
ber 2020 respectively. Despite these advances, LGBTQ+ 
rights, or rather the lack thereof, are still a significant issue 
in many African countries. In 2018, Amnesty Internation-
al reported a resurgence of anti-LGBTQ+ sentiment on 
the continent, contributing towards the erosion of legal 
rights and protection, as well as increased violence over 
the last few decades. Nowhere is this situation more pro-
nounced than in Uganda.

In December 2013, the Ugandan parliament passed 
the ‘Anti-Homosexuality Act’, which reinforced existing 
legislation criminalising same-sex relationships in the 
Ugandan penal code. This law dictates that homosexual 
sex acts and relationships are punishable by life impris-
onment, strengthening government condemnation of 
the ‘promotion of homosexuality’ as ‘undermining the 
national culture’. Fears of facing legal repercussions for 
appearing to facilitate or even condone homosexual re-
lationships has therefore caused many in Uganda to ac-
tively discriminate against those they suspect of being 
gay. This has significantly limited LGBTQ+ citizens’ access 
to vital healthcare services, with clinics refusing to treat 
them and most workplaces and landlords refuse to rent to 
or employ homosexual individuals for fear that this would 
constitute breaking the law. 

In addition to de jure discrimination, LGBTQ+ Ugandans 
have also faced a rise in homophobic and transphobic 
hate crimes, a trend that has been actively encouraged 
by violent rhetoric from politicians and the media. In 
2011, gay-rights activist David Kato was murdered after 
the Ugandan newspaper ‘Rolling Stone’ published his 
name and photo in a list intended to ‘out’ people accused 
of homosexuality. Moreover, in 2019, Ugandan politician 
Simon Lokodo proposed the reintroduction of legislation 
colloquially known as the “Kill the Gays’’ law, informing 
a surge of violence towards LGBTQ+ people. Following 
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this incident, gay rights activist and trained 
paralegal for vulnerable communities, Brian 
Wasswa, was murdered in his own home 
with a garden tool. These horrific events are 
deeply concerning for human rights organ-
isations. Politicians and lawmakers increas-
ing use of homophobic rhetoric have had a 
profound effect on the general populations’ 
perceptions of homosexuality, contributing 
towards a national environment in which 
LGBTQ+ individuals and communities are 
profoundly unsafe. 

The Covid-19 pandemic has globally ex-
posed and sharpened inequality and injus-
tice. In Uganda, the pandemic has worked 
to exacerbate homophobic and transpho-
bic abuses. The introduction of lockdown 
restrictions has given the police forces a 
pretext for the targeting of LGBTQ+ people. 
In March 2020, 23 people were arrested at a 
homeless shelter run by the LGBTQ+ char-
ity ‘Children of the Sun’, which was largely 
inhabited by vulnerable LGBTQ+ youth. The 
police claimed that the arrests occurred be-
cause they suspected the residents of the 
shelter of being “likely to spread infection 
of disease” and allegedly violating laws im-
posed to prevent the spread of the virus. 
However, such a justification fails to hold 
up under scrutiny, considering there are 
no rules regarding the number of people 
that can live in sheltered accommodation. 
According to the Human Rights Awareness 
and Promotion Forum, the arrests came af-
ter members of the neighbourhood com-
plained to local leaders about the presence 
of the shelter and its LGBTQ+ residents. In 
this instance, the mayor used coronavirus 
restrictions to legitimise unwarranted ar-
rests, violating residents’ human rights and 
the principle enshrined in international law: 
the entitlement to freedom from arbitrary 
arrest. With the complicity and even leader-
ship of politicians and state forces, vulner-
able members of the LGBTQ+ community 

have become the targets of violence.
In the run-up to the January 2021 elections, Ugan-
dan LGBTQ+ communities and activists reported 
an even higher prevalence of harassment, abuse 
and public shaming. President Yoweri Museveni, 
who was reelected for his sixth term, has open-
ly shared his disdain for LGBTQ+ people, calling 
homosexuality “disgusting”, unnatural, against 
the will of God, and most recently a “deviation” 
from sexual norms. According to Real Raymond, 
the head of the LGBTQ+ organisation Mbarara 
Rise Foundation, other politicians across Uganda 
have touted the final erasure of homosexuality 
in Uganda as a campaign promise to lure voters. 
This is not the first time that LGBTQ+ individuals 
and organisations in Uganda have reported an 
uptick in homophobic and transphobic abuse as 
a result of hateful rhetoric by politicians. Howev-
er, this time they reported that the situation had 
become so extreme they were too afraid to show 
up at the polls to vote. 

It is not just members of the LGBTQ+ commu-
nity who are harmed by the popular and insti-
tutionalised homophobic sentiment in Uganda; 
those who openly advocate for LGBTQ+ rights 
have also been subjected to persecution and 
harassment. Nicholas Opiyo, one of Uganda’s 
leading Human Rights lawyers, was arrested and 
charged with money laundering in December 
2020. The ‘Partners for Democracy and Gover-
nance Group’ among other Human Rights activ-
ists have expressed concern that Opiyo was tar-
geted because of his roles as an advocate for the 
LGBTQ+ community and as the lead attorney/
executive director of the civil liberties organisa-
tion: ‘Chapter Four Uganda’, which works against 
discrimination of all forms. Chapter Four claims 
that the charges are fabricated and that Opiyo 
was arrested because of his criticism of Musev-
eni’s government and for his representation of 
LGBTQ+ people in court. These allegations sug-
gest that the judicial system in Uganda is also 
complicit in the violation of individuals’ right to 
the protection of their lifestyle choices from ‘ma-
joritarian or populist infringement. It is apparent 
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that the suppression of dissent and the vi-
olent marginalisation of LGBTQ+ people in 
Uganda has created a culture of fear, where-
in people are too afraid to speak up in case 
they are brutally silenced.  

During his campaign, Museveni escalated 
and capitalised upon anti-LGBTQ+ senti-
ment, suggesting that opposition protests 
were being supported or manipulated by 
outside forces and more specifically “homo-
sexuals”. Museveni’s campaign of fearmon-
gering was underpinned by ideas that are 
emblematic of homophobia in and across 
Uganda, Africa, and the African diaspo-
ra: that homosexuality is an imported and 
unequivocally un-African phenomenon. 
It is widely believed that homosexuality, 
transgender identity, and gender non-con-
formity are foreign impositions, intended 
to weaken African patriarchal family struc-
tures and poison the minds of African peo-
ple. However, LGBTQ+ activists and histori-
ans refute this claim, arguing instead that 
it is homophobia, not homosexuality, that 
is a foreign import to the continent. Most 
anti-LGBTQ+ laws that exist in African coun-
tries today were taken directly or adapted 
from colonial anti-sodomy laws, which were 
then retained upon independence. There 
are an abundance of historical examples 
from pre-colonial Egypt, Zimbabwe, Nige-
ria, Ghana, and Uganda of what we today 
would define as trans or non-binary gender 
identities and same-sex sexual orientations. 
Scholars such as Thabo Msibi highlight the 
existence of culturally accepted same-sex 
relationships prior to European colonisa-
tion; in what is now present-day Northern 
Uganda, the Langi ethnic group established 
a society in which effeminate men called 
the “mudoko dako” occupied the same gen-
der role as women and were able to marry 
men. Moreover, the famous myth of Kabaka 
(King) Mwanga II of Buganda, present day 
Uganda, is that he had sexual relations with 

his male and female slaves, supposedly execut-
ing Christian converts who refused to partake in 
sexual relations with him. These Christians have 
since been considered martyrs in Ugandan histo-
ry, applauded for choosing death rather than en-
gage in homosexual acts. This narrative, whether 
truth or myth, highlights a crucial link between 
the arrival of Western Christianity in Uganda and 
the onset of widespread homophobia. It is there-
fore historically myopic to contend, as the poli-
ticians and institutions promoting homophobic 
sentiment do, that there is no tradition of homo-
sexuality or transgender identities in Africa. 

If claims that LGBTQ+ identity is ‘un-African’ are 
debunked by history, then it is important to 
consider the real reasoning behind the political 
promotion of anti-LGBTQ+ legislation and sen-
timent in Africa. Michel Foucault’s theory that 
discourse surrounding sexuality can be used 
as a tool of control in society is extremely rele-
vant here. Ugandan political figures continue 
to use homophobia in their efforts to maintain 
patriarchal heteronormative societal structures 
as well as preserve their own personal power, 
illustrating how the violation of LGBTQ+ rights 
has become a platform upon which politicians 
like Museveni promise order, control and most 
significantly, moral and political superiority. The 
promotion of violent discrimination of LGBTQ+ 
Ugandans is thus intricately connected to Mu-
seveni’s need to crush dissent, utilising fear and 
scapegoating as a method to gain and maintain 
control. Perhaps the amelioration of political re-
pression would lessen the need for government 
figures to use these symbolically and physically 
violent tactics of political control, allowing an 
embrace of African traditions of homosexuality 
and a wider return to pre-colonial conceptions 
of LGBTQ+ identities and rights. 
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Middle East
edited by Meryem Kucuk

Photo: Romina 
Ashrafi’s picture 
before and after 
the media pho-
toshopped her 
to look more ‘ap-
propriate’ when 
reporting on her 
honour killing.
Pinterest (2020)
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The deficient Protection, 
Dignity, and Security of 
Women in Iran

written by   Ala’a Sukhera

The Islamic Republic of Iran adopted Sharia law as the basis for their legisla-
tion after the Islamic Revolution of 1979. The country has continuously pre-
sented itself in an anti-imperialist light, but the construction of an indigenous 
Islamic model of modernity was the true message of the revolution. Although 
the revolution credited the oppression of women to Western cultural imperi-
alism, Iran has since used Sharia – and religion more generally – as a veneer to 
justify their own medieval, patriarchal system of denying women equality, and 
thus their human rights.
Iran hasn not always emulated such oppression of women. During the Pahlavi 
monarchy (1920-1979) women made major progress in education, employ-
ment, and political participation. The first group of women enrolled in Tehran 
University in 1934, women obtained the right to vote in 1963  and the first 
female minister of education was appointed in 1968. Before the revolution, 
Khomeini expressed that women would enjoy the same rights as men in an 
Islamic order. They were to have the right to vote, to own, to education, and 
to work. However, this language of female empowerment was just an emp-
ty design to garner popular support. After the revolution, Khomeini opposed 
women serving in parliament, removed all female judges, and decreed all 
women – regardless of religion or nationality – would wear the hijab. They 
were also encouraged to raise large families, and household duties were to be 
their most important concerns. 
Women’s inadequate legal protection in Iran is completely contrary to the vi-
sionary Islamic modernity and prosperity that the revolution had promised. 
Despite Iran’s emphasis on the role of women as mothers, the law grants child 
custody to the father or grandfather. Iran’s laws regarding women’s rights 
are just one example in which religion has been used to legitimise unrea-
sonable rules, regardless of whether they truly reflect the religion. A woman 
who aborts her child has to pay the blood money for the foetus, but fathers 
and grandfathers are considered owners of blood and thus are entitled to the 
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right to kill their children. Iran remains one of 
only four countries that has not ratified the 
UN Convention of Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination Against Women, and among 
fewer than fifty countries that do not have 
specific domestic violence laws. This explicit-
ly demonstrates the absence of sufficient hu-
man rights for women in Iran. The patriarchy 
has remained robustly intact.
Iran’s posturing of such gender inequality as 
Islamic law is unjustified. Religious scripture 
has been purposefully interpreted in such a 
way to invoke the inferiority of women. Under 
Article 1108 of the Iranian civil code, for exam-
ple, women lose their rights to maintenance 
for refusing to have sex with their husbands. 
This law supposedly finds its roots in the Qu-
ran, as Surah al Baqarah verse 223 states ‘wom-
en are your field: go, then, into your fields as 
you please’. Unfortunately, the orthodox inter-
pretation of this validates men’s right to sex-
ual gratification on demand, regardless of his 
wife’s willingness. However, the context of this 
verse indicates that it refers to the permissibil-
ity of different sex positions, rather than sim-
ply doing as you please with any woman who 
‘belongs’ to you. Many scholars would argue 
that gender equality can be achieved through 
a different reading of the Quran and Sharia. It 
is nevertheless unlikely that relying on a dif-
ferent version of the religious argument will 
solve issues with patriarchal structures that 
exist outside the realm of religion. 
Scholars have long debated their diffe

ring interpretations of the Quran and will con-
tinue to do so, yet Iran’s constitution has de-
cided to interpret Islam in a specific context 
that perpetuates the oppression of women 
and diminishes their human rights. As the civil 
code allows a husband control over his wife’s 
movements, for example where she lives and 
works, Iranian women are at risk of domestic 
violence. The law also criminalises consensual 
sexual relationships outside of marriage – pun-
ishable by flogging – so women are in danger 

of being persecuted for reporting a rape if the 
authorities do not believe her. Women are also 
deterred from reporting rape as the manda-
tory punishment is death. Furthermore, the 
definition of rape under the Iranian civil code 
is limited and problematic, specifically ex-
cluding marital rape. Unsurprisingly, judges 
have unrealistic standards for evidence they 
require. Often the evidence they want is im-
possible to produce. The general nature of the 
Iranian legal system denies women the right 
to be fairly heard and thoroughly limits their 
ability to achieve any true safety. 

Despite the intensification of men’s author-
ity over women since the revolution, there 
have never been so many educated women 
in Iran. More than 60% of university students 
are female, though this is not reflected in the 
workforce as only 15.2% of Iranian women are 
employed. Still, the level of education, literacy 
rates, and percentage of women in university 
increased after the revolution because of the 
Islamic reforms. Families who previously per-
ceived education as a source of potential mor-
al corruption were more willing to send their 
daughters to study under a system that was 
less ‘improper’ and more Islamic. Unfortunate-
ly for the regime, this increased education has 
meant women are demanding rights. Iranian 
society has changed. The majority of both 
young men and women are highly educated 
and reject discriminatory laws. For example, 
the ‘One Million Signatures Campaign’ ran be-
tween 2005 and 2009, mobilising young men 
and women to collect signatures against legal 
discrimination in Iran. This was identified as a 
danger to the regime and hundreds were ar-
rested, convicted, and sent to prison. Although 
the campaign did not reach its signature goal, 
the activists succeeded in creating awareness 
by hosting hundreds of seminars and protests 
in front of government buildings, courts, and 
public spaces. Iranian women will need to or-
ganise politically to affect real change in gain-
ing more rights, but these coordinated pro-
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tests have marked a strong beginning. 
The present-day global atmosphere and at-
tention to human rights also necessitate a 
reinterpretation or reformation of the laws 
in the country. A series of widely publicised 
incidents of violence against women since 
2019 created growing national attention to 
gender-based violence. The honour killing 
of 13-year-old Romina Ashrafi particular-
ly sparked outrage. She had eloped with 
a 35-year-old-man but had been ordered 
back home, even though she told the au-
thorities she feared for her life. Her father 
beheaded her in her sleep. Under Iranian 
law, the intentional murder is punishable 
by death unless the victim’s family forgives 
the killer. However, if a father or paternal 
grandfather kills his child or grandchild the 
sentence is reduced to up to ten years. Her 
father immediately confessed and received 
nine years in prison. Many were also out-
raged that the press censored Ashrafi’s pic-
ture by photoshopping her hijab to cover 
more of her hair, to make it seem more ‘ap-
propriate’. There is a pervasive feeling that 
this was representative of women’s bodies 
being policed even in death in Iran. 
Protest rallies after this death amplified the 
need for legislative reform and greater con-
sideration of human rights in the country. 
The Iranian cabinet began reviewing the 
draft bill “Protection, Dignity and Security 
of Women against Violence” on September 
17, 2019, and adopted it on January 3, 2021. 
It recommends forming an inter-ministerial 
national committee to draft strategies and 
coordinate government responses to vio-
lence against women. It obligates agencies 
to take measures to help prevent violence 
against women broadly and suggests the 
formation of special police units. The draft 
law also hopes to strengthen prosecution, 
including obliging enforcement agents and 
judicial authorities to expedite investigat-
ing complaints. It also requires authorities 
not to ask the woman irrelevant or unnec-

essary questions or investigate the woman’s re-
cord. The draft bill will be a great improvement 
in providing protection orders for victims and a 
step in the right direction towards more gender 
equality in the country. 
However, at present, it defines violence against 
women broadly and does not criminalise certain 
forms of gender-based violence, including mar-
ital rape and child marriage. It does not change 
discriminatory laws in this way, which severely 
hinder women’s quality of life and freedoms in 
the country. Similarly, in cases where a father or 
husband is accused, the bill advises authorities 
to refer the case for mediation for a month. The 
UN Women’s Handbook for Legislation on Vio-
lence Against Women says mediation should be 
prohibited in all cases of violence against wom-
en and at all stages of legal proceedings for the 
victim’s safety. Promoting reconciliation would 
assume that both parties have equal bargaining 
power and may be equally at fault, reducing ac-
countability. The bill’s advocacy for family media-
tion could pose many problems for protection. It 
could also easily undermine and dissuade survi-
vors of gender-based violence from committing 
to their reports. 
The Iranian institution of the bill is a positive step 
forward for women’s rights in the country, but 
it needs to be reformed and improved to offer 
women true protection, dignity, and security. 
By March 2019, Iran had 24 safe houses across 
the country, with space for up to 1500 women 
to stay for up to a year. This small improvement 
demonstrates the nation’s ability to progress and 
provides a small amount of comfort that perhaps 
the country is seriously listening to women’s 
cries for help now. The bill grants women some 
form of protection, but Iran undoubtedly has a 
long way to go before they reach genuine gen-
der equality. 
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Human Rights in Egypt: 
al-Sisi’s crackdown and International 
Influence

written by   Ala’a Sukhera

On Monday 7th December 2020, the Egyptian 
leader Abdel Fattah al-Sisi was discreetly dec-
orated with the Grand Cross of the Legion of 
Honour. One of France’s highest distinctions, 
it was presented by the French president Em-
manuel Macron. During al-Sisi’s visit to the 
Elyse, the two presidents spoke like friends and 
Macron reiterated his support for the Egyptian 
leader stating that he ‘refused to give lessons’ 
to his guest. Macron’s behaviour toward al-Sisi 
is but another example of the domination of 
economic relationships on the international 
diplomatic stage at the expense of any human 
rights or justice considerations. 

In 2013, in the context of growing popular 
protests against the Egyptian government, 
General Abdel Fattah al-Sisi overthrew Pres-
ident Mohamed Morsi and endeavoured to 
suspend the constitution. The popular move-
ments were instigated by widespread discon-
tent with Morsi’s rule, a clear lack of national 
security, a crippling economic and diplomat-
ic crisis and regular energy shortages. Under 
al-Sisi’s rule, the country quickly sunk into a 
total state of repression against all strands of 
the population from pro-democracy militants, 
independent journalists, human rights organi-
sations, and minority communities. Disappear-
ances, torture, arbitrary detentions, and re-
pression of individual and collective freedom 
has become the reality in Egypt. Although the 
US had always kept Egyptian governments 
in check insofar as human rights regulations 
were concerned, former US President Trump’s 
laissez-faire politics towards al-Sisi’s behaviour 

further allowed him to rule without constraint. 
NGOs, such as Amnesty International, esti-
mate there are almost 60.000 arbitrary pris-
oners in Egypt, whilst Macron’s opposition in 
France describes al-Sisi as a ‘dictator’. The two 
presidents showed their convergence on sev-
eral major regional security issues, from the 
fight against terrorism to the Libyan crisis and 
displayed a common front against Ankara’s 
behaviour. Indeed, Macron and al-Sisi’s opin-
ions seem to perfectly converge, as they dis-
played unfailing support for Marechal Haftar, 
the commander in chief of the Libyan National 
Army, poorly concealed behind official neu-
trality and a questionable plea for peace. 

Egypt’s diplomatic allies’ support allows for an 
ever-worsening human rights situation in the 
country. NGOs report counter-terrorism mea-
sures put in place in the aftermath of al-Sisi’s 
coup, are also used to suppress peaceful op-
position. Amnesty International worries that 
‘never in the history of modern Egypt have 
so many lawyers, human rights activists and 
trade unionists been arrested’. France remains 
silent in the wake of this escalation of violence 
in a country with which it has close economic 
and strategic ties as it is an essential custom-
er for its military industry. The International 
Human Rights federation warned that France 
needed to stop selling weapons and electron-
ic surveillance devices to Egypt. The hypocrit-
ical and paradoxical discourse of France on 
human rights with regards to Egypt, reveals 
how much European countries’ concern for 
the protection of basic rights is subordinate to 

Photo: Drawn by Ganzeer of Sisi on 20 September 2019 following protests against the Egyptian government.s
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the preservation of their economic privileges. 

Egypt’s political situation has gotten much 
worse since Marechal Sisi’s arrival in power. Af-
ter the Arab Spring protests deposed military 
dictator Hosni Mubarak’s regime, the hope for 
the development of human rights in the coun-
try was high. Although popular protests man-
aged to successfully create a power vacuum, 
the only party which seemed to offer a viable 
alternative was the Muslim Brotherhood. This 
led to the election of Mohamed Morsi from the 
Freedom and Justice party (an offshoot of the 
MB), as president, whose 
government encountered 
fierce opposition after he 
attempted to enact an Is-
lamic constitution. 

Al-Sisi’s 2013 coup d’état 
marked the end of the 
great hopes the Egyptian 
population had for their 
country’s democratic de-
velopment. Indeed, in 
April of the same year, the 
parliament passed a constitutional amend-
ment lengthening the presidential term to 
six years, which could allow al-Sisi to stay in 
power until 2030. Human rights violations in 
the country spared no one in the population. 
Women are still victims of high levels of sexual 
and gendered based violence, while LGBTQI+ 
people are arbitrarily detained and subject to 
atrocious torture methods such as invasive 
anal and sex determination tests. In January, TV 
presenter Mohamed al-Ghiety was sentenced 
to one year’s imprisonment and a heavy fine 
as he was accused of interviewing a gay man. 
Such intimidation techniques are widespread 
around the country. Moreover, although guar-
anteed by the Egyptian Constitution under 
Article 64, the freedom of belief and worship 
is far from being effective. In 2019, 25 Chris-
tian churches were closed while thousands 
of others were denied the right to be built or 

repaired. Systematic discrimination against 
religious minorities and religious inequalities 
continue to plague the country’s diversity. 

Human rights advocates hope that the arriv-
al of President Joe Biden in the White House 
last year, who has hinted that he would take 
a firm stance on human rights, will force Cairo 
to make concessions after Donald Trump gave 
President Sisi a blank cheque. For instance, for 
the first time, the White House has made 75 
million dollars in military aid conditional on the 
release of political prisoners. After the Dem-

ocrat’s victory, Egypt has 
indeed released Mohamed 
Sultan’s relatives, an Egyp-
tian dissident in exile in the 
United States. It, however, 
seemed to be more of a ges-
ture towards the US than a 
genuine change of heart on 
human rights issues. It is im-
portant to keep in mind that 
even if the Biden administra-
tion made certain issues con-
ditional on an improvement 

of human rights in the country, these political 
prisoners constitute useful bargaining chips 
for Cairo. Abruptly reversing American sup-
port to Egypt will not be an easy task consid-
ering the long-standing relationship between 
the two countries. For more than 30 years, the 
US has supported the successive Egyptian re-
gimes through training and equipment of its 
military while, in return, Egypt helped facilitate 
the displacement of US military assets across 
the region by granting them priority access 
to the Suez Canal and permission to fly over 
Egyptian territory. 

The two countries also share a common stance 
on the Iranian case, as their display a shared 
concern on both the nuclear case and the 
growing influence of Iran in the Arab world, 
as well as on their alliance with Israel, as Egypt 
was the first state of the Arab world to recog-

“the freedom of 
belief and worship 
is far from being 

effective.”
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nise the state of Israel after Anwar al-Sadat vis-
ited the country in 1977. 

French President Emmanuel Macron was con-
fronted with heavy criticism by French op-
position parties on his lack of action and his 
leniency towards al-Sisi’s poor human rights 
record. However, he argued that a policy of di-
alogue was far more useful than one of polit-
ical boycott which would undermine France’s 
fight against terrorism, alienate a significant 
ally and erode the Middle East’s regional sta-
bility. These arguments, however, do not hold. 
The ‘fight against terrorism’ 
claim, for instance, does not 
stand, as Egypt has clear-
ly shown that it is abusing 
anti-terrorism legislation to 
eradicate legitimate human 
rights and suppress peace-
ful opposition. In the wake 
of the wave of contestations 
and vivid discontent from 
the Arab world towards 
France, following the assas-
sination of Samuel Paty in October 2020, Em-
manuel Macron indeed needs allies in the re-
gion more than ever. Fortunately for Macron, 
Egypt is also a valuable economic partner as 
its economy reached a growth rate of 3.6%, 
the highest in the region, amid the pandemic. 
It was not long before the International Mone-
tary Fund and the World Bank, praising Egypt’s 
economic growth, encouraged the world and 
France to have confidence in Egypt. This could 
only fuel the already lenient attitude of Euro-
pean countries towards al-Sisi’s regime. 

The matter of France’s arms exports is increas-
ingly criticised at both a national and interna-
tional level. In recent years, France overtook 
the United States to become Egypt’s largest 
arms supplier with more than 1.4 billion euros 
worth of military and security equipment sold 
in 2017 alone. al-Sisi’s complete disregard of 
human rights is therefore not only a domestic 

issue but extends over the whole Middle East. 

Although European countries repeatedly 
turned a blind eye to human rights violations 
both in Yemen and Egypt, to only cite a few, 
German chancellor Angela Merkel established 
precedent as she decided to stop German 
arms exports to the region. Countries such as 
Belgium, Norway or Canada have also frozen 
their exports. However, too few countries fol-
lowed for circumstances to change. The pow-
er of international coalitions has been prov-
en to be effective more than once in history, 

nevertheless, the devas-
tating crisis in Yemen is 
still raging while human 
rights in Egypt continue 
to be flouted. Those two 
striking examples are un-
fortunately not isolated 
cases. Merkel’s decision 
is further proof of how 
political will can tend to 
conflict resolution. The 
lack of such will, often 

prompted by economic considerations, is to 
be condemned and constitutes a major threat 
to world stability and international human 
rights, this is especially true for the Middle 
East. 

To conclude, the case of Egypt is a compelling 
example of how a lack of a diplomatic will can 
lead to a worsening human rights crisis in a 
country where authoritarianism and human 
rights abuses are daily occurrences for popula-
tions. Biden’s strong stance as well as Merkel’s 
political initiatives however shed some light 
on Egypt’s gloomy situation. One can only 
hope that the two leader’s actions will inspire 
many other political leaders to take a com-
mon stance to uphold human rights, not only 
in Egypt but in the whole Middle East. 

“European coun-
tries repeatedly 

turned a blind eye 
to human rights 

violations(..)”
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edited by Amadeo Hachez Photo: “Commissioned 

artwork used in LICAD-
HO’s latest Cambodian 
prisons condition illus-
trates the overcrowded 
prisons.

Photo: LICADHO has collected serious allegations that prison 
guards beat the prisoners, sometimes in front of children.
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Prisoners lie on the floor, shoulder to shoulder, their legs entangled as 
they sprawl side-by-side. They try to carve out precious real-estate for 
themselves in a cramped cell. Others sit cross-legged, facing the con-
crete wall. Another inmate fans his body to relieve himself of the humid 
Cambodian air that hangs in the circulation-free cell. 

The footage obtained by Amnesty International reveals a desperate situ-
ation evidencing Cambodian authorities’ apparent ‘neglect for inmates’ 
basic rights, even during a pandemic’, according to the organization. 
While the Cambodian Department of Prisons spokesperson brushed off 
overcrowding as a ‘temporary problem’, Cambodian prisons have been 
plagued by issues of overcrowding and deplorable conditions for years. 
The brief clip represents ‘just the tip of the iceberg of egregious, totally 
out of control prison crowding in Cambodia’, according to the Deputy 
Asia Director of Human Rights Watch (HRW). Now, as the Covid-19 cri-
sis rages on, prison overcrowding is as dangerous as ever. Accordingly, 
Amnesty, HRW and the Cambodian Defenders Project are urging the 
government to take action to protect its inmates from the potential 
devastation of a mass outbreak inside detention facilities.
In recent years, Cambodia’s prison population has surged, with the num-
ber of people behind bars increasing by an astounding 78% since 2016. 
This massive increase in incarceration is said to be a result of Prime Min-
ister Hun Sen’s rigorous and unrelenting anti-drug crusade. The cam-
paign was announced in 2017, shortly after a state visit by Philippine 
President Rodrigo Duterte, who has sought to acquire regional partners 
in his country’s bloody ‘war on drugs’. Hun Sen pledged Cambodia’s 
cooperation in the regional fight against narcotics and has introduced 
its own harsh drug policy which, like the nearby Philippines, flaunts its 
own set of ‘punitive and abusive’ practices. In March of last year, Cambo-
dian Interior Minister Sar Kheng advocated for legal action against all 
‘drug addicts and dealers in small-scale drug use and distribution cas-
es’. Between January 2017 and March 2020, the Government’s anti-drug 
witch-hunt has resulted in the arrest of at least 55,570 people on the 
suspicion of using or selling drugs. Today, those arrested on drug-re-

The Crisis threatining 
Cambodia’s Prisoners

written by  Ella Hurworth
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lated charges account for a staggering 57% of the 
nation’s inmates. 
Yet rather than reflecting a veritable drug crisis, it 
is likely that this figure reflects an upwards trend 
in arbitrary, mass arrests that are part and parcel 
in the authoritarian regime’s efforts to crack down 
on crime and gentrify the nation’s poorest areas. 
Indeed, poor and marginalised individuals have 
been disproportionately targeted for arrest, ‘irre-
spective of whether or not they use drugs’, accord-
ing to Amnesty. Many have described how they 
were arrested as a result of police raids on poor 
neighbourhoods, or ‘beautification’ sweeps, where 
officers intentionally round up people suspect-
ed of using drugs, homeless people, people with 
mental illnesses and sex workers. Often, suspects 
are arbitrarily detained and held with no due pro-
cess, either in prisons or in the country’s notorious 
‘drug detention centers’, where deplorable condi-
tions and torture have been reported. Amnesty 
has deemed the unrelenting campaign an ‘un-
mitigated disaster’ founded in ‘systematic human 
rights abuses’ at the expense of ‘public health and 
safety’. Evidently, in attempts to take an extreme 
stance against narcotics, Hun Sen’s strong-man 
campaign has demonstrated a complete disregard 
for human rights whilst exacerbating the over-
crowding crisis in prisons. 

Conditions on the inside have been described as 
‘harsh’ and even ‘life-threatening’ in the U.S Gov-
ernment’s 2019 Cambodian Human Rights Report. 
Basic necessities such as adequate food and water 
are lacking, heightening the risk of malnutrition 
and disease. Overcrowding in itself introduces a 
host of human rights issues. With often less than 
one square meter of personal space per prisoner, 
former detainees described their inability to sleep 
on their backs on the floor of the cell due to over-
crowding and recounted how prisoners resorted 
to sleeping in shifts in the ‘hot, windowless cells 
infested with mosquitoes’. Inmates are reportedly 
confined to these conditions for 22 to 24 hours per 
day. What emerges from these accounts is a glum 
picture of a chilling reality of the Cambodian cor-
rectional system where inmates are reduced to 

what one prisoner described as a hellish, sub-hu-
man existence.
Amnesty has condemned the state of Cambodian 
prisons, saying the conditions which inmates are 
subjected to ‘were never acceptable’ and noting 
they are particularly ‘unconscionable’ given the 
Covid-19 crisis. Specifically, Amnesty’s Region-
al Director warned that overpopulated prisons 
and drug detention centers are fertile breeding 
grounds for disease transmission and may be a 
‘ticking time bomb for the country and potentially 
its neighbors’. 

Indeed, prison environments are particularly sus-
ceptible to the spread of Covid-19. While the World 
Health Organization’s (WHO) Cambodia country 
representative, Dr. Li Ailan, has urged the public 
to avoid the ‘three Cs’: crowded places, close-con-
tact settings and confined spaces in efforts to 
avoid community transmission, the reality is, these 
high-risk environments are essentially inescapable 
for prisoners in Cambodia’s overcrowded deten-
tion facilities. A former inmate described the high 
transmissibility of disease in the cramped quar-
ters, telling Amnesty: ‘If one person got a respira-
tory infection, within a few days everyone in the 
cell got it’. Certainly, the enclosed, over-populated 
environment and the lack of access to clean water 
render basic preventive practices such as physical 
distancing and hand-washing impossible. Thus, 
while the WHO has applauded Cambodia for keep-
ing infection rates at bay, its over-crowded prisons 
are hyper-conducive to the spread of the virus.

Several organizations have sought to remind the 
government of its duty to ‘[provide] healthcare to 
those it has deprived of their liberty’. Specifically, 
Amnesty, HRW and the Cambodian League for the 
Promotion and Defense of Human Rights issued a 
joint statement urging the Royal Government of 
Cambodia to ‘take urgent action to safeguard the 
right to health of people in detention, prison offi-
cials, and the wider community by conducting rig-
orous testing of those in prisons for COVID-19’ and 
by ‘implementing effective hygiene and physical 
distancing measures in prisons and taking imme-
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diate steps to reduce prison overcrowding’. 
The statement, released in December of last year, 
came after several prison officials, including the 
General Department of Prisons director-general, 
tested positive for Covid-19. These authorities may 
have been in near contact with prisoners at the 
time they had already contracted the virus. Am-
nesty found that although more than 250 prison 
officials at the same prison had been tested for the 
virus, no inmates in Phnom Penh’s ‘CC1’ correction-
al facility had been tested, despite having poten-
tially been in contact with the department director 
who tested positive. In order to curb the spread of 
the virus among detainees, authorities are urged 
to ‘immediately devise and implement a proactive 
plan for monitoring any potential infection across 
the detainee population’, according to the state-
ment.

The statement also pressured the government to 
follow the WHO guidance on ‘Preparedness, pre-
vention and control of Covid-19 in prisons and 
other places of detention’, issued in March of last 
year. In particular, the WHO implored states to alle-
viate overcrowding by exploring options of ‘condi-
tional or temporary release of pre-trial detainees, 
people held for minor offences or nearing the end 
of their sentences, as well as women incarcerated 
with their children, and detainees who are under 
18’. 
While other countries like Ethiopia, Bahrain and 
Iran have moved swiftly to release prisoners follow-
ing WHO guidelines, Cambodia has failed to follow 
suit. The government has arrested individuals for 
allegedly disseminating ‘false information’ by dis-
cussing the outbreak of Covid-19 on social media. 
Of the seven charged and sent to prison based on 
inciting ‘fear among people’, six were members of 
the banned opposition party, the Cambodia Na-
tional Rescue Party. Amnesty’s Regional Director 
aptly observes that the increasingly authoritarian 
government used the ‘pandemic as an excuse to 
further harass and detain government critics’ in-
stead of remedying the overcrowding crisis and 
looming threat of mass infection in detention cen-
tres. It appears that Hun Sen has chosen the count-

er-productive path of pursuing anti-dissent, an-
ti-drug and ‘beautification’ campaigns, even amid 
the public health crisis. The likely and lethal result: 
more bodies behind bars in a time where just the 
opposite is desperately needed. 
Indeed, the steady rate of incarceration during the 
pandemic has offset any feeble efforts to reduce 
overcrowding and address the human rights vio-
lations. Last May, Cambodia’s Minister of Justice 
vowed to establish alternatives to incarceration 
and pursue the early and conditional release of 
current prisoners. Yet, these measures have pro-
duced lacklustre results and HRW called for ‘more 
comprehensive measures’ to tackle the human 
rights crisis.
Moreover, while a spokesperson from the Interior 
Ministry’s department of prisons detailed mea-
gre steps officials had taken last March to prevent 
the spread of Covid-19 in prisons, they conceded 
that conducting mass-testing of inmates was not 
financially viable. Thus, a year into the pandemic, 
human-rights observers remain unsatisfied by au-
thorities’ inability to tackle overcrowding, test in-
mates potentially exposed to the virus, or supply 
prisoners with the resources necessary for main-
taining proper hygiene. 

Although overcrowding and human rights abuses 
in Cambodia’s prisons have been prevalent well 
before the onset of the pandemic, the Covid-19 
crisis has cast a sense of urgency on the need for 
Cambodia to take swift and decisive action to ad-
dress the endemic issue of prison overpopulation. 
If the government is unable or unwilling to act 
urgently to uphold the right to life and health of 
those incarcerated, it invites further health and hu-
man rights disasters. Hun Sen’s government must 
put politics aside for the sake of preventing a cat-
astrophic health calamity. The lives of those who 
have lost their liberty at the hands of the govern-
ment may depend on it.  
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Will the EU hold China accountable 
for its repression of the Uighur 

population?

Over the past months, the human rights 
violations being reported from China 
have  painted an increasingly wor-

risome picture for the rest of the world. Their 
human rights record in Hong Kong, Tibet and 
the Xinjian region has been scrutinised by the 
West for several years, while China denies re-
search and reporting on their national issues. 
The Europe-China Investment Agreement will 
give European companies greater access to 
Chinese markets, spurring foreign direct in-
vestment in China. However, the agreement 
has received increasing criticism, for securing 
a partnership with a nation that does not up-
hold basic human rights such as freedom of 
speech and nondiscrimination against eth-
nicities. Human rights have been on a path of 

deterioration in China. One ought to uncover 
whether or not the new deal will amplify this 
problem by contributing to or benefitting 
from forced labour in China.

The situation in Xinjian dates back to the ac-
quisition of the province by China during the 
Chinese Civil War which ended in 1949. Within 
this region, China has been enforcing practic-
es that are aimed at curbing the separatist ac-
tivity in the region, due to the long-standing 
ethnic, political and religious differences be-
tween the local Uighur people and their Han 
Chinese rulers. China has publicly stated that 
its ambitions in the Xinjian province are to sta-
bilise these differences and to stop separatist 
sentiments through strong propaganda and 

written by  Amy Specogna
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investigation and organising schools. Howev-
er, as Human Rights Watch points out, these 
tools are used to implement cultural and ed-
ucational censorship which severely impedes 
one’s right to religion and expression. In par-
ticular, the forced labour campaigns in the 
Xinjian region have received explicit attention 
from western media. Reeducation camps es-
tablished around 2017, have been a tool for 
detaining parts of the Uighur religious minori-
ty communities on the grounds of combatting 
the aforementioned fear of separatism. China 
views the Uighur Muslims as a threat due to 
the perceived affiliation to terrorist groups 
and attacks in the past, which is why the reg-
ulation on de-extremification provides the le-
gal basis for the ongoing discrimination and 

detainment. The use of reeducation camps 
and mass surveillance systems has separated 
families and forced implementation of family 
planning. These violate not only basic human 
rights but seem to want to extinguish the 
entire Uighur population. Due to the height-
ened media attention these violations were 
attracting, the Chinese government appears 
to have shut down some political education 
camps. Nevertheless, some released Uighur 
detainees are forced to work in factories and 
fields around Xinjiang, under what the au-
thorities describe as poverty alleviation ef-
forts. The CCP government facilitates arrange-
ments with private sector manufacturers and 
provides them with the forced labour of the 
ethnically targeted, showcasing how China is 

Photo: A Uighur woman cries as reporters visit a Uighur district that protested in Urumqi, Xinjiang Uighur 
Autonomous Region, western China, July 9, 2009. (AP Photo/Eugene Hoshiko)
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profiting from the restraint on Uighur rights. 

The Chinese practice of forced labour and 
forced population controls significantly influ-
ences countries participating in the Belt Road 
initiative, as the practices China engages with 
domestically are being spread abroad. The 
Chinese practice of no string’s loans largely 
ignores human rights standards, and active-
ly engages with authoritarian regimes which 
have the potential of such abuses increasing 
globally if they are not countered. Since the 
last EU- China summit in 2019, Beijing has 
escalated its assault on human rights inside 
China, while EU representatives fail to attach 
consequences to their concerns raised at 
high-level meetings.  The 
economic growth trig-
gered by the expansion of 
commercial ties plays a cru-
cial role in aiding the po-
litical legitimisation of the 
communist party. Multiple 
stakeholders’ profit from 
the repression against Ui-
ghurs, as the Han Chinese 
locals profit from state-
owned enterprises main-
taining regional business operations in the 
area. The same officials and government in-
stitutions likewise profit from private security 
companies involved in the schemes and the 
foreign direct investment which international 
companies are increasingly being scrutinised 
for. Given the European Unions’ emphasis on 
norms and human rights, one would assume 
that they would be the first to make sure that 
the proliferation of repression doesn’t occur. 
Yet in 2019, Siemens was accused of cooper-
ating with Chinese companies, while Adidas, 
Unilever and Nestle are examples of com-
panies utilising forced labour in their supply 
chain. 
Outside companies benefit from the fact that 
Xi Jinping’s leadership aspires to neutralise 
the ability of any system to hold governments 

accountable for human rights violations. Chi-
na continuously denies its suppression of 
the Uighur population, making it difficult for 
changes to be measured. On an internation-
al level, China actively seeks to reposition in-
ternational human rights discussions to the 
bilateral discussion instead of engaging with 
multilateral talks through the United Nations, 
for instance. Instead of discussions being fa-
cilitated through the UN Security Council, Chi-
na persists in ensuring they take place on a 
more bilateral basis. The discussions with the 
European Union would have provided a per-
fect opportunity to condemn and seek coop-
eration on human rights given the repercus-
sions of allowing investment which indirectly 

contributes to the human 
rights abuses. 

The recent EU-China in-
vestment deal will allow 
European companies 
greater access to Chinese 
markets and provides the 
opportunity for Europe to 
investigate the re-educa-
tion and labour camps in 
Xinjiang. The deal aims at 

liberalising trade between Beijing and Brus-
sel, with foreign direct investment in the past 
twenty years accumulating to $140 billion. It 
boasts to be the most ambitious agreement 
that China has concluded with a third country, 
opening new market opportunities. However, 
the discussions and the attempts to enforce 
a binding agreement between China and 
the modern slavery statutes were ignored at 
discussions, suggesting the deal will have lit-
tle impact on the Chinese practice. While the 
European Union claims it will ensure that its 
interests and core values will be upheld, de-
tails are lacking on how exactly human rights 
abuses will be mitigated. However, one can-
not neglect the fact that in December 2020, 
the European Parliament passed a resolution 
condemning Chinese forced labour. Specifi-

“Chinese prac-
tice of no string’s 

loans largely 
ignores human 

rights standards”
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cally denouncing the “continued transfer of 
forced labourers to other Chinese adminis-
trative divisions and the fact that well known 
European brands and companies have been 
benefiting from forced Chinese labour. Fur-
thermore, on trade policy, the EU argued for 
the “importance of including an ambitious 
chapter on trade and sustainable develop-
ment to protect human rights, including core 
labour standards’’. Stating that every deal 
must respect and commit to international 
conventions against forced labour, one can 
only hope that the EU puts this into practice 
and makes European companies accountable 
for their potential contribution to forced la-
bour in China. 

A motion for a resolution on 
the forced labour in Uighur 
by the European Commis-
sion urged the investment 
deal, to ensure that EU 
companies do not cause, 
contribute or benefit from 
Uighur forced labour. While 
explicitly urging the agree-
ment to enforce that China 
terminates stateless mass 
detention, sterilisation and 
enslavement. Likewise, the 
motion considers the players like tech compa-
nies, by calling out entities that directly or in-
directly are involved with the creation of mass 
surveillance systems used in Xinjiang. The cur-
rent European Commission statements claim 
that the agreement will enforce China’s com-
mitment by ratifying the International Labor 
Organization. It is unclear whether China will 
commit to these demands. Furthermore, the 
deal has received a lot of backlash from the 
public as 35 civil society organisations signed 
an appeal which states that any deal without 
a human rights clause implies that the EU will 
push for cooperation disregarding the human 
rights abuses in China. The European Union it-
self was fragmented by the deal, drawing crit-

icism from Italy, Spain and Belgium. 

One can only hope that the EU implements 
strategies similar to those of the UK in curbing 
the usage of forced labour in China. On Janu-
ary 2021, the UK Foreign Secretary, Dominic 
Raab announced measures which will ensure 
that British organisation aren’t complicit in 
human rights violations against Uighur Mus-
lim. Steptoe International Compliance reports 
that the UK will enforce robust due diligence 
for companies to undertake in order to miti-
gate any contributions to the Chinese abus-
es. Likewise, financial penalties for failure to 
publish the modern slavery statement will 
be implemented. Experts have discussed that 

material and political re-
wards are often more 
effective incentive struc-
tures at the initial stages 
of compliance which the 
European Union should 
take into consideration. 
As multilateral demands 
have not proved effective 
when dealing with Chi-
na, due diligence should 
be implemented into the 
supply chain structures 
of European companies 

benefitting from the EU - China investment 
deal. If the EU does not adopt an approach 
that enforces repercussions, the abuses in Chi-
na are unlikely to stop. Without a hard stance, 
requiring China to ratify the aforementioned 
conventions will be a significant challenge. 
More disturbingly, a failure to implement 
change and cooperation from China will re-
sult in European businesses directly profiting 
from and being complicit in the forced labour 
and repression the Uighur population faces in 
Xinjiang. Ultimately, the EU may fall short of 
advocating its principles in China, permitting 
the Chinese continuation of severe human 
rights abuse. 

“well known Euro-
pean brands and 
companies have 
been benefiting 

from forced Chi-
nese labour”
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The people behind the 
populist: human rights 
policy-making under 
Trump 2017-2021

Human rights were never going to be at the top of Trump’s agenda, 
running as he did from the New Right. In his inauguration, Trump 

insisted on ‘America First’ and that ‘it is the right of all nations to put their 
own interests first’. With this, he rejected any universal belief in an inter-
national community and emphasised a state’s first duty is to its own citi-
zens. Taken with memorable statements in his vitriolic campaign—from 
endorsing torture of America’s enemies to supporting harsh treatment 
of illegal immigrants—Trump offered an exclusive, narrow conception 
of rights. Simply put, this vision claimed rights as not ‘human’, but na-
tional. 
By casting doubt on the universal validity of liberal values, this ideologi-
cal program downplayed judging states by the morality of their actions. 
Indeed, this philosophy reduced state interaction to inevitable compe-
tition in which success is zero-sum, dismissing multilateralism. Ironically 
given his boasts about making the nation “Great Again”. This retreat from 
moral leadership substantially damages its international prestige. These 
dangers are, however, well-mapped; it is a truism in academia that na-
tionalisms everywhere function by linking rights to identity. More than 
this, almost no progressive political commentary on the New Right is 
complete without pointing out that this exclusionary ideology under-
mines America’s claim to be ‘leader of the free world’, which is tradition-
ally based on its supposed unique commitment to and representation 
of democratic principles. What is less explored is how this philosophy 
translated into policy, and who were the key interpreters. 
The Trump administration sought to redefine human rights, at home 
and abroad. Unsurprisingly, given his famous aversion to detail, Trump 
had a limited role in most of these conceptual changes. Secretary of 
State Rex Tillerson also made only a limited contribution. A novice in the 
diplomatic world, his early focus was on restructuring and cutting costs 
in his department. Lower-level forces within the White House provided 
the early impetus instead. For instance, the National Security Council 
made changes in its National Security Strategy early; the 2017 docu-
ment offered ‘principled realism’ that unapologetically re-focused the Ph
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US on its national interests, especially economic, 
and mentioned human rights directly only once. 
Written mostly by Nadia Schadlow and General 
McMaster, commentators argued it reflected their 
wealth of foreign policy expertise and conven-
tional conservatism more than the intentions of 
Trump’s core cadre of officials. Regardless, this was 
an early indication that the Trump administration 
sought to re-rank human rights, changing its place 
in international strategy in favour of seeking na-
tional economic strength.   

In later years, the Trump administration grew more 
assertive and the administration sought to make 
the pantheon of human rights a more exclusive 
club. Trump had followed the pattern of Republi-
can presidents since 1984 and signed an executive 
order limiting funds to NGOs whose work includ-
ed abortion counselling or services. His officials 
would go further than before,  later removing the 
section on reproductive rights from the State De-
partment’s yearly human rights report and work-
ing to remove references to ‘sexual and reproduc-
tive health and rights’ in UN documents. Tillerson’s 
March 2018 replacement by Mike Pompeo also led 
to the increased initiative from the State Depart-
ment and, in June 2019, the new Secretary of State 
announced a ‘Commission on Unalienable Rights’. 
This, staffed by several conservatives who had 
histories of anti-LGBT comments, concluded that 
there were ‘ad hoc’ and ‘inalienable’ rights; most 
important of the latter were rights to property and 
religious freedom. In his remarks in 2020 unveiling 
the draft report, Pompeo further stated  ‘differ-
ences of judgement about the relative weight to 
assign to rights are unavoidable and appropriate’. 
From the White House to the UN Delegation to the 
State Department, the Trump administration con-
ceived of a hierarchy of human rights and made 
choosing the importance of various human rights 
a legitimate state decision. 

Key figures in the Justice Department took to this 
license with glee.  On June 11th 2018, Sessions 
ruled asylum would not be granted for fear of do-
mestic or gang violence and would later make this 

even stricter. On 10th December 2020, the Jus-
tice Department required applicants for asylum 
to prove they had a ‘credible fear of persecution 
or torture’, specifically disallowing where this was 
from gang violence, and requiring there to have 
been some acting on the threat, not just a threat. 
For desperate individuals seeking the protection 
of the US, the definition considering their human 
rights violated—and so need for asylum legiti-
mate—was set higher than ever before. 
These marked substantial changes because, in 
human rights issues, the terminology used is cru-
cial. Some commentators take this as a sign of su-
perficiality in human rights policymaking – mere 
debate on the terms of the debate. However, the 
qualifications for US human rights action are es-
sentially legal, mostly because much of this policy 
originates in the detail-oriented State Department 
or Justice Department. Without fulfilling the new 
standards set, funding to key charity organisations 
was halted, understanding of human rights issues 
around the world overlooked and asylum applica-
tions were denied. 

Standards were not the only things that changed; 
so did the terms of the US taking action. Trump’s 
White House led the way on the administration’s 
hard-line response on some human rights issues. 
Trump himself ordered and revelled in the 2017 
Syria airstrikes that punished Assad’s regime for 
using chemical weapons on its people. The White 
House also drew attention to human rights abus-
es under the International Religious Freedom Act, 
which identified 11 countries of concern. At a low-
er level, the administration continued standing up 
too. In the case of Egypt, even as Trump praised the 
dictator al-Sisi, the State Department was building 
to formally accuse him of human rights violations, 
and would later freeze nearly $100 million in eco-
nomic and military aid over these abuses.
Nonetheless, power players in the administration 
led a sustained, holistic shift on when to exert 
American power. From a leaked State Department 
memo in 2017 arguing the US should use human 
rights as a ‘club’ to attack Iran and China with, 
Trump pardoning numerous US soldiers convicted 
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of war crimes, to disagreeing with his own intel-
ligence community and supporting Crown Prince 
Mohammed bin Salman despite him ordering the 
murder of journalist Khashoggi, human rights 
standards were applied selectively. Such examples 
make clear that US action on human rights was de-
pendent on US advantage. Moreover, UN Ambas-
sador Nikki Haley fiercely attacked the UN Human 
Rights Council as corrupted by states with poor 
records and having a “chronic bias” against Israel, 
announcing America’s withdrawal in June 2018. 
This made it clear the administration favoured 
unilateral action, explicitly grounded in American 
rather than international law or diplomatic con-
sensus. Indeed, Pompeo and Haley even repeated-
ly criticised the International Criminal Court (ICC), 
culminating with the US government sanctioning 
ICC officials over the possibility that investigations 
in Afghanistan would be into American citizens. 
Rather than uphold the rules-based international 
order, Trump and some executive branch mem-
bers most aligned with him shifted the rules of 
engagement on international human rights issues. 

These policies were not without internal challeng-
es. In part, this was because cycles of resignations 
and firings meant high staff turnover: Trump had 
four National Security Advisors in four years, each 
bringing a different perspective. This itself was sig-
nificant; the situation-dependent outlook of this 
philosophy, administrative overturn, and institu-
tional resistance to change that carried some past 
behaviour over introduced greater levels of unpre-
dictability to policy on enforcing human rights.  
Turmoil would also be a hallmark of the final and 
most controversial part of the administration’s 
human rights record – immigration policy. If Rea-
gan saw America as the ‘shining city on the hill’, 
Trump saw a position that needed to be fortified. 
After years of tightening the definitions and hav-
ing already taken the cap on annual numbers of 
refugees to an all-time low, public health concerns 
were cited in March 2020 to quietly suspend ref-
ugee resettlement altogether. More famously, 
Jeff Sessions announced in April 2018 that there 
would be a ‘zero tolerance’ policy when prosecut-

ing illegal migrants. It was on this basis that the 
policy of family separation was dramatically ex-
panded: over 2600 children were separated from 
their parents before the policy was reversed amid 
public outcry in August 2018. So, as well as shut-
tering traditional US human rights outreach, bor-
der policy would even open the US to charges of 
human rights abuses; the UN High Commission for 
Human Rights publicly criticised the US in 2019 for 
this, calling separation policy a ‘serious violation of 
the rights of the child’. 

The strikingly disruptive, distinctive aspect was 
further clarified in the way these policies were 
created. Stephen Miller, White House policy ad-
visor, almost single-handedly upended normal 
processes. Highly influential, he disrupted normal 
congressional negotiation, personally intervening 
to steer the President away from a deal protecting 
DACA. He frequently pushed his policy priorities 
across multiple agencies and was known to call 
Department of Homeland Security (DHS) officials 
to berate them if he perceived they weren’t mov-
ing quickly enough. Though officially in charge 
of border policy, DHS itself was handicapped by 
frequent turnover, with Trump having five heads 
of the department amidst institutional shuffling 
or his frustration about them not being ‘strong’ 
enough on the border.
Often chaotic, frequently controversial and ha-
bitually crossing policy process norms as well as 
political ones, Trump’s administration translated 
his outlook on human rights into far-reaching pol-
icy changes. By refocusing on the scene behind 
the curtain, not just the flashy show in front, we 
can understand just how far human rights poli-
cy was changed under Trump, and who was truly 
responsible. More than this, some may be sated 
by Trump’s term ending, many aspects will be re-
versed by Biden, but the details above make clear 
it takes more than a new occupant of the White 
House to change the direction of policy. Those 
who wish America to chart a different course on 
human rights than it did from 2017-2021 must rec-
ognise - and push - for administration-wide policy 
overhaul. 
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Is Social Media 
Content 
Moderation a 
Violation of 
Human Rights?

Twitter took bold action on January 8, 2021, 
when they permanently banned former US 
President Donald Trump’s Twitter account 

due to the incitement of violence. Just two days 
prior in Washington DC, during one of his polit-
ical rallies challenging the 2020 US election re-
sults, Trump allegedly encouraged a crowd of his 
supporters to storm the US Capitol building. It 
resulted in the evacuation of House and Senate 
members, extensive looting of and damage to 
the building, and most unfortunately, numerous 
injuries and the deaths of five people.
Following Trump’s Twitter ban, many fiercely 
debated the legality and ethics of social media 
content moderation and bans by American Big 
Tech companies, such as Twitter, Facebook, and 
Apple, to name a few. Supporters of Trump ar-
gue that the social media ban violates the First 
Amendment of the US Constitution, which pro-
tects the freedom of expression, speech, press, 
and petition from interference from the US gov-
ernment. It is not just Trump’s supporters that 
caution against the social media ban. Steffen 
Seibert, the main spokesman of German Prime 
Minister, Angela Merkel, called this act “prob-
lematic.” He advocated that it can be dangerous 
when private companies, rather than the gov-
ernment, get to decide on the limitations of free 
speech and control the political narrative. 

written by Grace Hunley
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On the other end of the debate, many see 
the most problematic aspect being that the 
former US President was using social media 
platforms to share disinformation in order to 
overturn official election results, which culmi-
nated in the storming of the US Capitol. This 
contentious debate has brought up several 
questions. Does social media moderation in-
fringe upon human rights and who should 
decide if and what content should be moder-
ated online? 
Importantly, Trump’s Twitter ban does not vi-
olate the First Amendment rights granted by 
the US Constitution. The US government and 
public may have pressured Big Tech compa-
nies to issue the social 
media bans, but in reali-
ty these private compa-
nies abide by their own 
rules and conduct their 
own unregulated content 
moderation, even consid-
ering that they maintain 
a widespread public fol-
lowing and power over 
public discourse. For this 
same reason, Amazon, 
Apple, and Google were all able to legally re-
move from their app stores the Parler social 
media app, which is known for hosting many 
right-wing extremist users, including a large 
influx in users after Trump’s Twitter ban. Al-
though these companies have acted legally, 
many still fear the power that Big Tech has in 
skewing political discourse in today’s digital-
ised world by moderating social media con-
tent. 
According to a survey conducted in 2015 by 
the Pew Research Center and the Council on 
Foreign Relations, 67% of Americans surveyed 
believed that people should be able to make 
offensive statements towards minorities pub-
licly without consequence, claiming that free 
speech is a human right. Article 19 of the Uni-
versal Declaration of Human Rights does rec-
ognise freedom of speech, which includes the 

ability to hold, seek, and receive information 
through any form of media without interfer-
ence. Simultaneously, some laws criminalise 
hate speech and incitement of violence, such 
as those outlined in the International Cov-
enant on Civil and Political Rights. The issue 
is that the interpretation of what constitutes 
hate speech can be prejudiced, especially 
when that role is given to political power. An-
ti-hate speech criminal laws have historical-
ly been used by many governments to stifle 
public discourse unjustly, often against mi-
nority groups themselves. For example, Israel 
is known to crack down on pro-Palestinian 
freedom activists in the media, with a prime 

example being Palestinian 
poet, Dareen Tatour, who 
was imprisoned for writing 
a poem about Palestinian 
resistance. The Israeli gov-
ernment charged her for 
incitement of violence – 
the same charge given to 
Donald Trump. This demon-
strates relying on govern-
ments to censor the media, 
even if they are using legal 

routes such as protecting against hate speech 
or the incitement of violence, can be chal-
lenging. 
Conversely, the events at the Capitol on Jan-
uary 6 2021, made it clear that allowing dis-
information to reach the masses not only 
skews the political narrative but can result in 
extreme violence, as seen in the attempted 
coup on the US government. This danger also 
needs to be mitigated. 
Governmental concern about the spread of 
disinformation online has led to the monitor-
ing of social media accounts of Congression-
al members, such as Marjorie Taylor Greene 
(R) from Georgia. Evidence on her social 
media accounts shows she enthusiastically 
embraced conspiracy theories arguing that 
school shootings were staged events and that, 
as many QAnon supporters contend, Hillary 

“but in reality 
these private 

companies abide 
by their own 

rules”
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Clinton was part of a child sex-trafficking ring 
being run from the basement of a pizza shop 
in Washington DC. This ‘Pizzagate’ theory has 
since been debunked after it was found that 
the restaurant does not even have a base-
ment on site. Twitter also banned Greene for 
twelve hours after she posted that Trump sup-
porters should “mobilize” before the storming 
of the Capitol, presumably assisting in incit-
ing violence that occurred that day. Based on 
Greene’s previous posts on social media, the 
Democrats succeeded in removing her from 
serving her committee roles in the House of 
Representatives. Since this occurred, she has 
partially denied and apologised for her asso-
ciations with QAnon and fringe theories on 
school shootings. Not only is media censor-
ship a threat to democracy, but unbridled free 
speech has proven to be a threat, too. 

This points to another important question 
regarding social media content moderation: 
is the failure to effectively moderate social 
media a threat to human rights?  Besides the 
issue of free speech, other human rights laws 
established by the United Nations outline the 
rights to life, liberty, and security of person, 
the right to social protection, the protection 
of minority rights and the prohibition of dis-
crimination and racial or religious hatred. Uti-
lising the right to free speech cannot infringe 
upon other human rights, especially when it 
comes to protecting human life. 
For this reason, the incitement of violence lim-
itation was argued in the US Supreme Court 
case Brandenburg v. Ohio in 1969. In this 
case, an Ohioan Ku Klux Klan (KKK) member, 
Clarence Brandenburg, organised and filmed 
a rally full of white hooded and robed men 
brandishing burning crosses and firearms. 
Brandenburg made several speeches that 
showcased antisemitic, racist and xenophobic 
language and visuals. This group was planning 
another protest on Congress. Regrettably, one 
can see the parallels between Brandenburg’s 
rally in Ohio in 1969 and the insurrection at 

the Capitol building, which also featured an-
tisemitic and white supremacist tropes. After 
this event, Brandenburg was charged with 
incitement of violence for this speech under 
Ohio law, which was later reversed by the US 
Supreme Court. This created the Branden-
burg test, otherwise known as the “imminent 
lawless action test,” which principally argued 
that speech is no longer protected by the First 
Amendment if it is evidently going to lead to 
violence or disorder. Trump’s speech before 
the storming of the Capitol fell into this cat-
egory.

Navigating the new political terrain that has 
emerged with digitalisation and politicised 
media will never be easy. In a statement by 
Michelle Bachelet, the United Nation Com-
missioner for Human Rights, she notes that “it 
is not always straightforward to qualify hate 
speech” but “any solution proposed to tackle 
hate speech in social media should work to-
wards closing an enormous gap in transpar-
ency and democratic accountability in the de-
cision-making of the platforms.” Both sides of 
the debate hold valid points.
 Freedom of expression is and should remain 
a human right as protected by the US Consti-
tution and the Universal Declaration of Hu-
man Rights. However, there will be times that 
democracy and other human rights are se-
verely challenged by disinformation and hate 
speech that is rife on social media, and solu-
tions are needed to prevent further discrimi-
nation and violence. The events leading up to 
the storming of the Capitol presented one of 
those challenges. In this unfortunate case, the 
five people lost their lives and Congressional 
workers suffered workplace violence before 
social media platforms banned Trump’s access 
to rally his followers. 
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Latin America
edited by Valeria Sinisi Garcia

‘No volverán’: 
Broken Promises 
of Chavez’s
Bolivarian 
Revolution

written by  Henrique Arívalo

In 1999, then newly-elected president Hugo Chávez 
called for the creation of a new constitution and a re-
gime that would radically transform Venezuela: the 
Bolivarian Revolution. It promised the end of Vene-
zuela’s Fourth Republic (1956-1999), which was the 
country’s first experience with democracy. For nearly 
five decades the political elite of only two parties – 
the Christian democrat COPEI and social democrat AD 
– realistically competed for the presidency and by the 
1990s both were seen by the public as corrupt and 
inefficient. Chávez was determined to end this bipar-
tisan system which, in his opinion, benefited the top 
few and oppressed the economic needs and human 
rights of the majority. By January 2001, the country 
had adopted a new constitution, which Chávez be-
lieved would root out corruption and social injustice 
and create a more democratic and egalitarian Vene-
zuela. 

Twenty years later, Venezuela finds itself in a very pre-
carious situation, facing hardships on all fronts. The 

political crisis faced by Chavez’s successor, 
Nicolás Maduro, has only exacerbated the suf-
fering of Venezuelans affected by the scarcity 
of food, medicine and other basic resources. 
It is therefore evident that Chávez and his 

Photo: A woman in front of a tank in Venezuela 
by Manaure Quinter, 2017.
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successor have transformed Venezuela in 
many ways, although perhaps not in the way 
they had initially planned to. “Venezuela has 
changed forever,” declared Chávez a few years 
into his presidency, “there’s no going back to 

the past.” He finished his statement with a popular 
catchphrase, a rallying cry amongst his supporters: 
“no volverán!” meaning, ‘they will not return’. By “they” 
Chávez meant the ‘corrupt’ political elite that ruled 
Venezuela in the 1990s and that he had run against. 
However, the Bolivarian Revolution seems to have 
failed to live up to its promises, as human rights viola-
tions have, in fact, returned, even stronger and more 
widespread than ever before in Venezuela’s history. 

Chávez’s victory in the 1998 elections came against 
the backdrop of ten years of political instability in 
the country. Both of the main political parties at the 
time took a strong stance against socialist militias in 
Venezuela and often relied on security forces to deal 
with these groups in an extrajudicial manner. In the 
Massacre of El Amparo in 1988, fourteen fishermen 
suspected of working for a local armed group were 
killed by government forces. Similarly, as civil dissent 
increased, so did repression. Following the mass pro-
tests and riots against the austerity measures of 1989, 
which culminated in 200 official (and 2,000 estimated) 
casualties, the Inter-American Court of Human Rights 
ruled that the AD had committed several human 
rights violations, including disproportionate use of 
force and extrajudicial killings. In the two failed coup 
attempts of 1992, one of which was led by Chávez, 
arbitrary detentions of security and civic leaders be-
came common. As a result, the 1990s saw a decline 
in political freedoms and an increase in human rights 
abuses. 

In his campaign, Chávez promised to end these in-
justices. He called for a structural transformation of 
the state in order to end corruption and poverty, as 
well as to end discrimination and the disproportion-
ate repression of the poor. By 2001, he appeared to 
have achieved this. The new constitution declared 
that the Venezuelan state would be composed of five 
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independent branches: Executive, Legislative, 
Judicial, Electoral and Citizens. According to 
chapter IV of the Constitution, the Citizens’ 
branch would be
responsible to “prevent, investigate and sanc-
tion all actions that violate public ethics and 
administrative morals,” and instead “promote 
liberty, democracy and social responsibility” 
in the country. The Citizens Branch would be 
made up of the Prosecutor General, Comp-
troller General and, lastly, the Defender of the 
People, or ombudsman, who would head a 
state-funded human rights agency. Therefore, 
with this new and independent organisation 
serving as a check and balance to politicians 
and security forces, there 
was hope that the hu-
man rights abuses of the 
90s would not continue 
in Chávez’s new vision for 
Venezuela. 

Despite the changes in 
the constitution being 
welcomed by many hu-
man rights organisations, 
Chávez soon found him-
self reverting the prog-
ress he had facilitated. 
After surviving what he 
deemed a ‘coup attempt’ 
in April 2002, he was re-
moved from office only to be reinstated by 
loyal forces two days later. Chávez moved for 
the radicalisation of the Bolivarian Revolution. 
By reforming and intervening in the country’s 
security forces and the military, Chávez filled 
key posts with loyal figures and prosecuted 
those that supported his removal from of-
fice, but failed to properly investigate the 19 
deaths and 160 injuries that occurred in the 
coup attempt. Amnesty International report-
ed that the deaths and injuries were not prop-
erly investigated and that “the impunity en-
joyed by the perpetrators encourages further 
human rights violations.” 

As Chávez strengthened his grip on power in 
the years following the coup, civil and politi-
cal liberties began to steadily decline. In 2002, 
Freedom House gave Venezuela a 3.5 in its 
freedom rating (1.0 equals free, and 7.0 not 
free), down from 4.0 in 1999, signalling prog-
ress. By 2011, however, Venezuela’s freedom 
rating increased to 5.0 and The Economist’s 
Democracy Index no longer considered Ven-
ezuela a democracy. Unfortunately, this was 
just the beginning. Twenty years after the con-
stitutional reforms, Venezuela has turned into 
an authoritarian regime now led by Maduro, 
whose human rights violations have caught 
the eye of multiple organisations. The Office 

of the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Human 
Rights (OHCHR) published 
a report in 2018 titled: “Hu-
man rights violations in 
the Bolivarian Republic of 
Venezuela: a downward 
spiral with no end in sight.” 
In 2019, UN High Commis-
sioner for Human Rights, 
Michelle Bachelet, visited 
Venezuela on a fact-finding 
mission and wrote a report 
heavily criticising Venezue-
lan security forces. In 2020, 
the Organisation of Ameri-
can States (OAS) released a 

report which concluded that there is evidence 
suggesting that Maduro has committed mul-
tiple crimes against humanity since 2014. 

These reports have concluded that the govern-
ment has relied on excessive use of force and 
vast repression in the mass protests against 
the government in 2014, 2017 and 2019, 
which left 43, 165 and 51 fatalities respective-
ly, plus tens of thousands injured, arrested 
and/or persecuted. Many of these deaths and 
injuries were caused by ‘colectivos’ (armed 
gangs affiliated to Maduro), which work in co-
ordination with security forces to intimidate 

“Human rights 
violations in the 

Bolivarian Repub-
lic of Venezuela: 
a downward spi-
ral with no end in 

sight”
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citizens, as well as participate in extrajudicial 
killings. Moreover, Bachelet called on the gov-
ernment to dissolve the FAES, a branch of the 
national policy created in the second reforma-
tion of the security forces, which has been de-
scribed by local NGOs as a ‘death squad’ that 
carries out arbitrary detentions and torture, 
with impunity. The government’s intelligence 
service SEBIN has also been criticised, reports 
impling that torture occurs in its underground 
detention facility La Tumba (The Tomb).

Additionally, the rights of opposition politi-
cians and civil society leaders have been a 
source of concern for both the OHCHR and 
OAS. Since 2015, politi-
cians have often faced 
arbitrary imprisonment, 
extortion and harassment, 
like the cases of Leopoldo 
López, Antonio Ledezma 
and Fernando Albán. Sim-
ilarly, NGOs and media 
companies have also faced 
censure and barriers from 
the government. Amnesty 
International reported that 
dozens of human right defenders, journalists 
and indigenous rights leaders have also been 
killed or imprisoned by security forces and 
‘colectivos’ in 2019. 

The Citizens Branch, in particular the Defend-
er of the People, has been complicit in the 
return of human rights abuses in Venezuela. 
Bachelet’s report concluded that the “ombud-
sperson has remained silent vis-à-vis human 
rights violations,” often failing to even open 
investigations on the reported abuses, and 
recommending that the government take 
measures to restore the independence and 
impartiality of the office. The current Defend-
er of the People, Tarek William Saab, has been 
a member of Chávez’s movement since its or-
igins and Governor of the Anzoátegui region 
under Maduro’s party. Saab was also the head 

of the Citizens Branch during the 2017 and 
2019 protests and has been sanctioned by the 
US, EU and Switzerland due to human rights 
violations and deterioration of democracy in 
the country. Even though he is due to step 
down later this year, there is no evidence that 
his successor will be more just than Saab. 
Twenty years after the implementation of the 
radical changes that Chávez pushed for in his 
new constitution, human rights in Venezuela 
are quickly worsening. Extrajudicial killings, 
torture, harassment and other human rights 
violations happen alongside an econom-
ic crisis, dire food shortages and a refugee 
emergency in the country. Maduro, who is 

not recognised as 
the legitimate presi-
dent of Venezuela by 
over sixty countries, 
has de facto control 
of all five branches 
of government and 
has even strength-
ened his grip on 
power throughout 
the Covid-19 pan-
demic. The Bolivari-

an Revolution has thus failed to live up to its 
promises. With over 18,093 extrajudicial exe-
cutions, 15,501 cases of arbitrary detention, 
724 instances of enforced disappearance and 
653 documented cases of torture in the past 
five years alone, human rights abuses have 
not only returned under Chávez and Maduro, 
they have also been stronger and more wide-
spread than ever before. A country whose 
people once chanted no volverán, now finds 
itself again in desperate need for change.

“The Bolivarian 
Revolution has thus 
failed to live up to its 

promises.”
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Armed Conflict: 
Sexual Violence in War
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The Colombian Armed Conflict has 
now been ravaging the country for 
more than half a century. 
It is an asymmetric war between 
several entities including extremist 

guerrilla and paramilitary groups, organised 
crime, as well as the Colombian government 
itself. In 2016, the Colombian government 
and Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Co-
lombia (FARC) - a Marxist-Leninist group in-
volved in the conflict - finally agreed to a for-
mal peace with the government. Nonetheless, 
armed conflict between paramilitaries and 
other guerrilla groups continues. Amongst 
multiple human rights violations, there is one 
war crime that has received little explicit at-
tention: sexual violence. While conflict-related 
sexual violence has gained more attention in 
recent years, it is still a grossly underreported 
abuse on human rights largely met with im-
punity, making it difficult to comprehend its 
full extent. 
 
Within sexual violence, there are several facets 
of it regarding conflict, such as ‘conflict-related 
sexual violence’, which refers to what occurs 
during times of conflict and ‘combat-related 
sexual violence’, that is instead perpetrated by 
armed actors of war. While in the Colombian 
Armed Conflict the latter is more relevant, it 
must be acknowledged that sexual violence 
in both private and public spheres is exac-
erbated by war and conflict, as has occurred 
during the conflict in question. 
 
The Colombian Armed Conflict has been 
fought between an array of armed organisa-
tions including government, paramilitary, and 
guerrilla forces. Eventually, most of the para-
militaries merged into Autodefensas Unidas 
de Colombia (AUC) and many guerrilla groups 
came together as either FARC or Ejército de 
Liberación Nacional (ELN). Investigated by 
both the Colombian Constitutional Court and 
the Inter-American Court of Human Rights, all 
of these militant groups, including the gov-

ernment, are guilty of employing and allow-
ing widespread sexual violence as part of the 
war. The war in Colombia has aggravated the 
occurrence of sexual violence, making a great-
er number of civilians, especially women and 
children, exceedingly vulnerable.
 
Although men can also be victims of com-
bat-related sexual violence, women are over-
whelmingly affected by this issue. A 2018 
report by The Guardian found that between 
1985 and 2016, 15,076 people were victims of 
conflict-related sexual violence in Colombia. 
Additionally, according to the National Centre 
of Historical Memory, 91% of those individu-
als were women. An Oxfam/Casa de la Mujer 
report found that around 20-22% of these 
cases were perpetrated by armed actors, and 
of these, 58% were attributable to paramili-
tary forces, 23% to government security forc-
es, and 8% to insurgent and guerrilla groups. 
These numbers indicate the systematic use of 
sexual violence as a military strategy by the 
belligerent groups in the conflict. As many 
human rights groups have already suggest-
ed, it should therefore be labelled as a crime 
against humanity.
 
Sexual violence in war, when perpetrated by 
armed actors, has different aims depending 
on whether a woman is a civilian or a combat-
ant. In Colombia, gender relations are still ma-
jorly dictated by traditionalist patriarchal val-
ues. These values, in turn, heavily dictate the 
usual aims of combat-related sexual violence 
against civilian women: to dominate, terror-
ise, humiliate, or psychologically weaken an 
enemy by the defilement of a woman’s body. 
Some of the effects of these acts include life-
time psychological scars for the surviving vic-
tims, as well as more abstract notions such 
as the tarnishing of a community’s honour. 
Colombia’s patriarchal society is not solely to 
blame for the prevalence of sexual violence, 
but it does indisputably create the grounds 
upon which sexual violence becomes a justi-
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fied practice. Given women’s statuses in patri-
archal societies, their bodies become battle-
grounds over which armed actors can exert 
control over a population.
 
Besides this, the Colombian armed conflict 
has an added and unique dimension to com-
bat-related sexual violence, which is embod-
ied in territorial control. Often, when certain 
armed factions raided villages or other rural 
areas, pregnant women were targeted be-
cause they carried the ‘seed’ of other men. 
Fetuses would be torn from their wombs and 
the women left to die, all while soldiers cried 
out, “don’t leave even the seed behind.” Un-
fortunately, this extreme violence is a severe 
manifestation of pa-
triarchal violence. It 
demonstrates how 
the parameters of 
patriarchal societies 
breed such heinous 
human rights abus-
es—enabled by the 
lack of agency, sta-
tus, and equality giv-
en to women. Such 
animalistic and brutal domination over wom-
en’s bodies would be used to geographically 
establish the territories of certain armed forc-
es, especially paramilitaries. Women in com-
bat also experience sexual violence, with the 
effort to instil certain domination and remind-
ing women of their place in a male-dominat-
ed environment. According to the U.S. Office 
on Colombia, such forms of forced sex or rape 
is frequently seen as necessary ‘payment’ for 
the protection of the families of female com-
batants.
 
Furthermore, many women soldiers who be-
came pregnant were forced to undergo abor-
tions, which is also considered a human rights 
violation, and in widespread instances also 
a crime against humanity. The U.S. Office on 
Colombia noted that FARC was a huge propo-
nent of this practice, perceiving pregnant sol-

diers to be a hindrance to the war effort. FARC 
has strict rules and demands the use of con-
traceptives, and when these rules are broken, 
women reap the punishment. By constrast, 
men very rarely face repercussions within 
their own organisations for raping or impreg-
nating women.
 
Combat-related sexual violence is usually 
neither a commanded strategy of war nor is 
it opportunistic. Besides certain AUC paramil-
itaries that went into villages with the specific 
intent of instilling fear by massacre and rape, 
according to the United States Institute of 
Peace (USIP), most incidents of combat-relat-
ed sexual violence are not ordered. Yet, given 

the extreme violence of 
many of these incidents, 
USIP rendered that they 
also cannot be impulsive 
or driven by desire. Indeed, 
USIP found that the expres-
sion of domination and 
power was more cause for 
this. Combat-related sexual 
violence is more a practice 
tolerated by commanders, 

rather than an order. 

Why is it tolerated?

USIP concludes that disciplining troops for a 
crime generally seen as not serious would ex-
pend too many resources—leading directly 
to why this humanitarian crime has been met 
with such impunity.

Recognising that Colombia’s overburdened 
justice system is plagued with corruption, 
often, those committing or tolerating these 
crimes have infiltrated the political system. 
It has been reported that many paramilitar-
ies have assimilated themselves into various 
levels of the Colombian government, lead-
ing to the threatening of judges, lawyers, and 
witnesses. Because of this, women who are 
victims of combat-related sexual violence are 

“Fetuses would be 
torn from their 
wombs and the 

women left to die”
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seldom left without neither voice nor justice 
when their human rights have been violated. 
 
The protraction of the Colombian armed 
conflict has led to both the normalisation of 
armed violence in the country and the nor-
malisation of sexual violence as a practice 
perpetrated by armed actors. Despite peace 
agreements, as of December 2020 FARC had 
only delivered a small fraction of the compen-
sation pledged to conflict victims four years 
before. Hence, leaving many still without ac-
knowledgement, voice or reparations. None-
theless, as part of the 2016 peace agreement, 
a provision was made that calls for a special 
peace tribunal which The Guardian states, 
“will allow victims and 
survivors to have their 
day in court - albeit 
with reduced penal-
ties for the perpetrator, 
who can avoid sen-
tences in traditional 
prisons if they confess.” 
This holds promise for 
combat-related sexual 
violence victims by at-
tempting to give them 
a platform by which 
they can seek justice 
and be formally acknowledged. Yet, this plan 
will also allow many who were perpetrators or 
accessories to heinous crimes to walk free. 
 
Despite Colombia’s violent situation, there 
are actions the state can take to ensure great-
er justice to victims of combat-related sexual 
violence and promote the eradication of this 
crime against humanity within Colombia’s 
armed groups. Until now, the government has 
been more inclined to deal with the aftermath 
of the issue rather than trying to identify and 
take action towards preventing it from hap-
pening. For the latter, the government could 
firstly provide more resources towards sexu-
al violence investigation and research units, 
which would ensure the problem is eradicat-

ed from its root. Secondly, perpetrators must 
be held fully accountable for their crimes; 
reduced sentences can still be a motivator 
for confessions, but drastically reducing or 
completely removing them will not dissuade 
the continuation of this issue. Third, generals 
must be held accountable for the actions of 
their subordinates. By threatening command-
ers with consequences for the actions of their 
soldiers, tolerated criminal practices will be-
come much less frequent if generals, should 
they be found complicit or negligent of their 
duties, are to face criminal charges.
 
Combat-related sexual violence has the pri-
mary objective of humiliating the enemy or 

establishing dominance. 
Yet, every single person 
has a right to govern 
their own bodies and the 
breach of this principle 
should be punished. War 
crimes regarding the mu-
tilation or murder of civil-
ians are, generally, more 
actively prosecuted and 
condemned than sexual 
violence, even though 
they are equally serious. 
Moreover, this violation 

of human rights, which women are far more 
likely to experience than other genders, has 
spread through society due to the chaos in-
stilled by the conflict. Governments and so-
cieties must strive to shed more light on this 
problem and establish the necessary means, 
both legal and practical, to prevent the con-
tinuation of such abuses and to support its 
victims.

“this plan will also 
allow many who 

were perpetrators or 
accessories to

 heinous crimes to 
walk free.”
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