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Dear readers,

The Graduate Press released its first print edition in Spring 2019, with the hope 
to be the platform for expressions of the IHEID community. With our second 
edition, we hope to sustain the present and engaging press culture we have 
tried to cultivate throughout the Fall 2019 semester. This semester was perhaps 
the most active for us, reporting on important events, as well as publishing 
numerous commentary articles and intriguing lifestyle pieces. We wish to sustain 
the progress we have made over the past semester, and hope that our readers will 
contribute and engage with the Press in the coming semesters as well. 

Drawing inspiration from events occurring across the globe, we decided to 
produce a themed edition. Over the last year, there have been numerous protest 
campaigns across the world. With demonstrations taking place in Hong Kong, 
India, Lebanon, Iraq, Sudan, Algeria, Serbia, Spain, France, Britain, Chile, Ecuador, 
Venezuela, Bolivia, the global climate strikes, and numerous others, popular 
upheaval has become increasingly common. While protests and revolutions are 
not a novel phenomenon, these have travelled from the streets of cities and towns 
to academic classrooms and to coffee-table and tea-time conversations across 
the globe. We wanted to ask what revolutions are and what they mean for the 
community. We were eager to learn about what these conversations comprised of 
and if, like for many of us, these created waves of introspection within us.

We thank everyone who has contributed to the production of this edition, whether 
by being a part of the team or by submitting external articles. We hope that the 
community continues to grow and that there remains a space for the expression 
of all kinds of opinions within the IHEID community.
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The Arab 
Spring is 

Alive & 
Kicking

Since the beginning of the last decade, 
when millions of people rose-up in 
revolutions against corruption and 
dictatorship across the Middle East, 
demanding their legitimate human rights, 
there was a widespread atmosphere of 
optimism and excitement for fundamental 
reforms. 

There was immense enthusiasm and hope for 
a brighter future. However, regretfully, these 
hopes soon faded away, particularly when the 
region’s ruling elite demonized and terrorized 
peaceful protests, effectively transforming 
the peoples’ legitimate and peaceful demands 
for human rights into repression and armed 
conflicts, causing unfathomable suffering, 
pain and destruction. This situation has been 
witnessed in Syria, Egypt, Libya, and Yemen.

However, when witnessing Tunisia’s bumpy 
yet hopeful democratic experience, as well as 
the ongoing revolts in Lebanon, Iraq, Algeria 
and Sudan, toppling long-time dictators 
and challenging corrupt systems, and when 

By Kareem Gerges
kareem.gerges@graduateinstitute.ch
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examining how protestors are learning and 
adapting from the mistakes of prior revolts, 
these evidences show that people across the 
region still believe in a vision of the Arab 
Spring. A vision for a new social contract 
between the ruler and the ruled, founded on 
respect for human rights, social justice and 
democratic principles. These are not mere 
utopian ideals. They represent the values 
of the vision that hundreds of thousands of 
people across the region have fought and 
even sacrificed their lives for.

On April 11, 2019, after several months of 
braving tear gas, detention and bullets, tens 
of thousands of Sudanese people managed 
to overthrow and arrest longtime dictator 
and war criminal Omar al-Bashir, after his 
three-decade rule, through a largely peaceful 
revolution. Building on widespread frustration 
against corruption, high unemployment 
and inflation rates, the revolt was ignited in 
December 2018, when officials removed a 
wheat subsidy, causing the price of bread to 
triple overnight. Following Bashir’s removal, 
and after nearly nine months of violence, 
the revolt’s civilian leadership succeeded 
in pushing the military ruling elite to reach 
a three-year power-sharing agreement in 
August 2019, effectively bringing Sudan a 
step closer to the ideals of its revolution.

In Lebanon, protests erupted in October 
2019 when the 
g o v e r n m e n t 
announced new 
taxes on gasoline, 
tobacco and calls 
made through 
WhatsApp. The 
protests rapidly 
t r a n s f o r m e d 
into a nation-
wide revolution, 
crossing sectarian 
and class divides. 
It is revolting 
against decades-

old corruption, poverty and sectarianism 
that crippled the country into economic 
recession, high unemployment and lack of 
basic services, such as the provision of clean 
water and electricity. So far, the protests 
succeeded in bringing down the government. 
And although a new government was 
announced, the Lebanese people continue 
to courageously protest, in spite of violence 
ignited by thugs and security forces, with 
the further aim of pushing for fundamental 
reforms to revive the country, beyond a mere 
cabinet change. 

Although global mainstream media paid great 
attention to Iraq after the US assassination 
of General Qasem Soleimani and Abu Mahdi 
Al-Muhandis on January 3, 2020, tens of 
thousands of Iraqis have been in the midst 
of a nation-wide revolution, since October 
2019, revolting against foreign interference, 
corruption and sectarianism. Iraqis have been 
courageously demonstrating for months, 
braving open fire and violence from thugs and 
security forces that have caused hundreds of 
deaths. Furthermore, Iraqi demonstrators 
have superseded sectarian divides, calling for 
an end to American and Iranian interference, 
and for a sovereign and just homeland. 
Demonstrators have succeeded in forcing 
then-prime minister Abdul Mahdi to resign, 
and on February 1, 2020,  Tawfiq Allawi was 
appointed by the president as Iraq’s new 
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prime minister. Through a social-media 
video, Mr. Allawi expressed his gratitude to 
the sacrifices and bravery of the protestors, 
promising to hold those responsible for 
killing demonstrators accountable and to 
fight corruption. 

It is worth mentioning that, alongside men, 
women have played a pivotal role within these 
demonstrations, revolting against patriarchal 
systems that help sustain and perpetuate the 
region’s corrupt regimes.

With the notable exception of Tunisia – 
which witnessed a peaceful and democratic 
transition of power with the election of 
Kais Saied as president in October 2019 – 
the regressive transformations particularly 
within Libya, Syria and Egypt, are widely 
referred to as signs of the Arab Spring’s 
failure. However, that conclusion is far from 
the truth. It is true that the Arab Spring’s 
common fundamental demands of freedom, 
justice and human dignity, did not fully 
materialize. Nonetheless, that does not 
necessarily mean that these movements were 
absolute failure or worthless. It is necessary 
that when examining and reflecting on 
these movements we move beyond a binary 

judgement of success versus failure. Even 
within countries that are considered as an 
Arab Spring failure, one can find many people 
persevering and fighting for positive change 
and reform, such as the excellent journalistic 
team of Mada Masr, the alternative and 
independent media source in Egypt, as well 
as many respected human rights activists, 
including the renowned human rights lawyer 
Mahienour El-Massry.

It is important to examine these revolutionary 
movements, or what has become known as 
the ‘Arab Spring’, within historical contexts 
and patterns. These movements did not 
erupt overnight. However, since the region’s 
states gained independence during the 20th 
century, such movements have been part 
of historical civilian grass-root struggles in 
demand for human dignity and rights, albeit 
with complex contextual differences. It is 
also necessary to remember that change is 
slow and non-linear; it takes time, with a lot 
of failures yet with many successes, as well. 
Removing one figure from power is not a 
guarantee for the downfall of a corrupt regime, 
as the region’s authoritarian ruling elite have 
built, over several decades, a complex and 
entrenched corrupt systems. As such, no 

one should expect 
civil movements 
to bring forth 
immediate positive 
change. At the same 
time, everyone 
should support or 
participate in these 
movements as 
much as possible, 
c o n t r i b u t i n g 
towards whatever 
incremental and 
small successes 
may be achieved, 
while keeping 
the revolutions’ 
ultimate vision and 
hopes in sight. 
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Back to 
the Future:

Yes, there were many protests in 2019. But 
no, it was not an epochal year like 1917 where 
poverty caused by brutal warfare led millions 
of people to protest on the streets or 1989 
were protest waves in eastern Europe brought 
communism to its knees. The nature of the 

current protests seems to be less tangible and 
they lack a common ideological frame. This 
does not mean that no common motifs can be 
discerned. I am well aware that a lot of young 
people are protesting and that social media 
plays a key role. In addition, more and more 

By Simon Stocker
simon.stocker@graduateinstitute.ch

What Happens 
with the Calf?
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movements have become “headless” in the 
sense of not relying on one leader figure. But 
this is rather a descriptive way of analyzing 
the similarities of the different protest 
movements which does not go deep into the 
roots of them. 

The conventional wisdom at the moment 
gives two explanations to categorize the 
protest waves. First, in some countries like 
Bolivia or Algeria imperious authorities 
have overstepped in exploiting their powers. 
Second, in Lebanon or in France small 
additional economic burdens were the straw 
to break the camel’s back. Both explanations 
are superficial and just focus on certain 
tipping points which have been reached. 
It cannot be a coincidence that all this is 
happening at the same time.  In my opinion, 
there are more complex, structural reasons 
why all these protests occurred and to see 
them we need to take a broader historical 
perspective. 

During the last decade, some perpetual 
and stable believed structures lost their 
significance. 15 years ago, the financial 
market followed well-established models, in 
politics the same old positions were reflected 
by the same parties and the allocation of 
roles in a family was hardly questioned in the 
public sphere. Today, we are seeing negative 
interest rates, a French socialist party which 
is almost clinically dead and women’s strikes 
even in the most conservative regions of 
Switzerland. We are now realizing that we 
actually do not understand a lot of complex 
systemic relationships as well as we thought. 
Consequently, this leads to uncertainty and 
insecurity, and social media is accelerating 
this development by fragmenting the public 
sphere. The driver for this development is 
the progress in technology combined with 
globalization. On the one hand, the emergence 
of the GAFAs, platform enterprises like Uber 
or blockchain applications can be seen as a 
success story. On the other hand, a big part of 
the population is not getting anything from 

the benefits and is even suffering because of 
them. Tensions and anxieties arise, and what 
happens next – if possible people react in 
elections, or just protest on the streets. 

One might feel taken back to the 19th century 
where the first industrial revolution caused 
a similar level of disruption to the current 
fourth industrial revolution. The result was 
very similar: people realized that the rug was 
pulled out from under their feet and reacted 
in panic. So, the 19th century became a time 
of experiments and disruptions. After the 
French Revolution, the old order was re-
established in 1815. Only fifteen years later in 
1830, a new wave of revolutions and upheavals 
takes place and in 1848 again. The feeling of 
being overstrained also manifests itself in the 
emergence of new ideologies like Marxism 
or Nationalism since ideologies simplify the 
perception of reality. A suitable illustration 
for the situation in the 19th century but also 
for the current circumstances is the painting 
“Gotthardpost” from the Swiss artist Rudolph 
Koller. The painting shows a stagecoach 
with five horses speeding down the Tremola 
pass road. A calf is fleeing and the cows are 
stunned by the vehicle which disturbs their 
idyllic landscape. The Germanist Peter von 
Matt interprets the painting as an old era that 
is overtaken by a new era and asks - what will 
actually happen with the calf?

I think that the calf is a good analogy for 
those who are anxious and insecure about the 
future. The calf has to be protected and here I 
see our responsibility: we have to learn from 
the past and start realizing that technological 
innovation always demands for societal 
innovation. The current protest waves are 
just a precursor of what might still be in front 
of us. It is our duty to elucidate and to come 
up with creative, deliberate strategies. We 
need reasonable answers from the center of 
society and not from its extremist margins.
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From the White Rose Society to Tiananmen 
Square to Anti-Vietnam demonstrations 
to the present day Hong-Kong Umbrella 
movement - students across the world 
and throughout history have been at the 
forefront of educating and organising 
against repressive regimes and policies. 
Consequently, universities have acquired 
a significant role beyond a place of work: 
they are places of conscience. 

The Institute, however, is different, a 
difference proudly demonstrated in its 
modern architecture, extremely expensive 
student housing that pushes poorer students 
to the periphery, and an overall emphasis on 
CVs and professional development. Given how 
the Institute markets itself as an institution of 
“academic excellence… located in the heart of 
International Geneva” and its establishment 
in the aftermath of the appalling violence 
and devastation of the First World War, it is 
strange how this academic institution can 

foster political ambivalence on global issues 
(world affairs in Institute speak), especially 
issues concerning lives in the Global South, 
with such ease. The Institute has taught us 
the following lesson: the most employable 
of us are the ones flattest in their political 
positioning. 

This ambivalence is palpable in the very (infra)
structure of the Institute. The classrooms have 
been designed less as classrooms and more as 
conference rooms ready for consumption by 
international organisations. There is a lack 
of ‘hanging out’ spaces within the Institute. 
In case of full occupation of the kitchens on 
the disciplinary floors, the space at Salon 
Davis and outside the library cannot be used 
to have conversations over food. Students 
are expected to walk all the way to Picciotto 
Common Room – a place spatially separated 
from the Institute – to heat their food and 
eat! How does one exchange ideas and share 
thoughts beyond the classroom when there 

Ambivalent 
Politics 

of/at the 
Institute

By Fabienne Engler and Surya Ghildiyal
fabienne.engler@graduateinstitute.ch
surya.ghildiyal@graduateinstitute.ch
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are no common spaces available? The very 
thoughtfully designed infrastructure of the 
Institute has reduced an academic institution 
to a place of use, instead of a place of learning 
and unlearning. 

Additionally, the 
task of nurturing a 
political conscience is 
apparently outsourced 
to our respective 
initiatives, while 
the Institute aligns 
itself primarily to its 
role of shaping our 
employability. Various 
events organised by the 
initiatives such as LANI, MENA Initiative, 
CTRG and The Feminist Collective in the 
previous semester came as a breath of fresh 
(political) air. Many important conversations 
on various political struggles were started 
and solidarites were forged. We will 
especially remember the passionate event on 
indigenous land rights – led by indigenous 
leaders themselves and facilitated by LANI 
– or CTRG’s conference Race and Black Male 
Studies with Dr. Tommy Curry.

Furthermore, as the elected representatives 
of student body interest, one would expect 
the GISA student union 
to be at the forefront 
of various struggles 
at the Institute and 
beyond, especially 
considering that all 
the aforementioned 
initiatives are its 
formal offsprings. 
However, instead of 
voicing solidarity with 
international struggles like it used to, we came 
to realize that GISA has instead reproduced 
the politics of reputation espoused by the 
larger institution itself. 

In a particular instance of brutal (and lethal) 
police violence against peacefully protesting 

students in Jamia Millia University in New 
Delhi last month, a solidarity statement 
was drafted by some Institute students. 
GISA misled the students into believing 
that 240 student signatures were required 

for the statement to 
be endorsed by it. This 
clearly went against 
GISA’s statute and, on 
being apprised of the 
rules, it retracted the 
earlier given number. It 
however, maintained its 
position to give voice 
to all student opinions 
and admitted that 

11 people were opposed to the statement; 
whereas more than a 100 students publicly 
endorsed it. Consequently, it changed the 
statement from “the student body of IHEID” 
to “the concerned students”. 

It clearly let a few individuals, who expressed 
in personal messages their opposition to a 
statement against police brutality and state 
repression, circumvent the democratic and 
participatory processes foreseen by its own 
statutes. In the previous three semesters, 
we have not come across a single global 
issue where the students of IHEID have been 

mobilised by GISA. So 
instead of “having an 
opinion” about tear-
gassing libraries and 
beating students black 
and blue, we encourage 
the student body of the 
Institute to make use 
of GISA’s Article VI on 
GISA support for civil 
society movements and 

campaigns to reappropriate politics at the 
Institute. An urgent need for doing away with 
the politics of backroom negotiations and 
creating a more vibrant space and politically 
aware and active student body representation 
is called for. 

How does one 
exchange ideas 

and share thoughts 
beyond the classroom 

when there are no 
common spaces 

available?

The Institute has 
taught us the following 

lesson: the most 
employable of us 

are the ones flattest 
in their political 

positioning. 
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Half an hour from Geneva, overlooking the 
French town of Ferney-Voltaire, you will 
find a fairytale pink chateau on the hill 
overlooking the town, surrounded by grazing 
sheep and rows of 18th-century chestnut 
trees. Pristine and tranquil, ringed by formal 
gardens, the chateau seems a most unlikely 
birthplace for revolutionary ideas. But the 
man who first tended the chestnut trees – 
and gave his name to both the village and 
the chateau – was a firebrand of reason: 
Enlightenment philosopher Francois Marie 
Arouet de Voltaire.  

Portraits of Voltaire, including the benevolent 
statue that supervises the Ferney-Voltaire 
market square, almost always show him 
smiling.  Although Voltaire’s protagonist 
Candide famously retreated from the 

world to peacefully “cultivate his garden”, 
Voltaire’s philosophy is no dreamy vie en 
rose mantra of contemplation and reclusion.  
In a time of bloodshed and profound social 
upheaval, Voltaire advocated courageously 
and ferociously for tolerance and against 
extremism.  At the pink chateau, now a 
museum dedicated to Voltaire’s life, quotes 
from his books are projected on the walls.  
Afterwards, reading through more of his 
work, I found Voltaire’s words profoundly 
relevant – and disturbing: 

“Those who can make you believe absurdities 
can make you commit atrocities,” Voltaire 
warns sharply, from more than two centuries 
ago. 

“Tolerance has never provoked a civil war; 
intolerance has covered the Earth in carnage.” 

The 
Revolutionary
in the Pink
Château
By August Thomas
august.thomas@graduateinstitute.ch
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And – perhaps most frightening, for a 21st-
century reader: 

“Once fanaticism has gangrenated the brain, 
the sickness is almost incurable.”

Voltaire’s 1763 Traité sur la Tolérance is an 
impassioned plea for reason and tolerance.  
In this moment of perilous polarization and 
surging extremist rage around the globe, 
Voltaire’s 250-year-old insights feel like a 
stark warning.  

Despite the urgency of his message, and his 
disgust for fanatics, Voltaire did not let fear 
and anger consume him.  As the chateau’s 
website describes, “Alternately town planner, 
entrepreneur, and patron of the arts, Voltaire 
transformed the town of Ferney” during his 
two decades there.  Like his more abstract 

wisdom, his good works in Ferney are visible 
still: the houses and theater he built, the 
tiny village he nurtured to prosperity, even 
the chestnut trees he nurtured, whose 
spiky windfalls you can still gather if you 
visit the chateau in the early autumn.  Go, 
if you can, some day when the intolerance 
and fanaticism in the headlines feels 
overwhelming, and sit in Voltaire’s garden.  
For although this may not be, as Candide’s 
Dr. Pangloss satirically claims “the best of 
all possible worlds”, Voltaire stands as a 
reminder of how individual humans can make 
it better: not only with steadfast advocacy, 
and revolutionary ideas, but in the small, 
ordinary humanity of cultivating a garden, or 
leaving a legacy of kindness so indelible, even 
the statue's smile.  
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La démocratie 
helvétique à 

l'heure de 
la crise 
écologique

A quelques 
jours du 
W o r l d 
E c o n o m i c 
Forum de 
Davos, le 
vendredi 17 
janvier 2020 
m a r q u a i t 
le premier 
anniversaire 
lausannois 

de la grève 
c o n t r e 

le climat, 
avec 15'000 

p a r t i c i p a n t s 
réunis à Lausanne 

d’après les 
organisateurs et 

10'000 selon les forces 
de l’ordre. Un an donc, 

que la foule s’est emparée 
de la rue au nom de la défense 

du climat et, ce faisant, s’est 
révélée aux autres comme à elle-

même, bousculant un calme suisse tout 
relatif.    

Bon gré mal gré, certains clichés sont 

coriaces et ont la peau dure. Il n’est ainsi pas 
rare d’entendre des discours qui brossent 
le portrait d’une Suisse où calme et ennui 
règneraient en maître. Surtout, face à nos 
voisins français qui n’hésitent pas à descendre 
dans la rue afin de revendiquer leurs droits 
sociaux et dénoncer une précarité sociale niée 
par les autorités, les Suisses préféreraient 
passer par les urnes. La démocratie directe 
helvétique – ou plutôt semi-directe comme 
vous le rappellerait, pas peu fier de lui, tout 
jeune bachelier en sciences politiques – 
offrirait le luxe de ne pas avoir à s’emparer 
des espaces publics pour y scander haut et 
fort de pugnaces slogans, dont l’originalité 
ferait peut-être esquisser un vague sourire à 
celles et ceux qu’ils dénoncent. 

Toutefois, les grands mouvements sociaux 
– au sujet du climat mais aussi concernant 
l’égalité homme-femme avec la grève du 
14 juin en tête – qui ont émergé avec éclat 
en 2019, renversent le cliché d’une Suisse 
tranquille où bulletins de vote et urnes se 
complètent et se suffisent. En particulier, ce 
sont de nombreux jeunes et adolescents qui 
paraissent plus présents que jamais dans les 
rues, comme le révèle l’exemple des grèves 
du climat et manifestations lausannoises. En 
ce 17 janvier 2020, la jeune et clivante figure 

By Adriana Stimoli
adriana.stimoli@graduateinstitute.ch
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de Greta Thunberg était d’ailleurs l’invitée 
d’honneur de la grève, affichant une mine 
déterminée sous le Palais de Rumine, face 
à des milliers de personnes dont plusieurs 
dizaines de journalistes. D’icône à héroïne, 
mais aussi largement critiquée par des 
politiciens ne prenant pas la peine de voiler 
leur condescendance et sexisme à son égard, 
la célèbre militante suédoise symbolise la 
question générationnelle que la lutte contre 
le climat pose. C’est en effet le champs 
politique dans son entier qui bascule, avec une 
génération qui n’attend pas qu’on lui passe le 
micro (ou dans ce cas, le droit de vote) pour 
élever la voix et faire entendre, clairement 
mais non sans humour, ses revendications. 
Ainsi, lors de la manifestation de vendredi, 
c’est une série de codes et slogans propres à 
une (très) jeune génération qui sont scandés 
comme affichés, et qui viennent porter un 
coup – peut-être décisif – à l’idée d’une Suisse 
lisse. 

Des urnes à la rue : quel écart ? 
Si l’engouement, voire le courage, d’une 
jeune génération attise l’admiration, il pose 
aussi la question d’une classe politique 
suisse parfois hermétique aux actions et 
revendications portées par les mouvements 
écologistes. A cet égard, le fossé entre les 
urnes et la rue, le système politique et les 
citoyens, aura rarement paru aussi tranché 
qu’à l’heure de la non-élection de Regula 
Rytz. Présidente des Verts et candidate au 
Conseil fédéral, la Bernoise n’a pas été élue 
par le parlement national début décembre 
2018, avec seulement 45 voix contre 145 pour 
le membre du Parti libéral-radical Ignazio 
Cassis, fortement plébiscité par l’ensemble 
des partis sous la coupole, à l’exception du 
Parti socialiste et des Verts. 

Ce fossé interroge et, dans le paysage houleux 
d’une Suisse traversée par des mouvements 
sociaux, c’est également la question de la 
légalité des moyens – et non tant des fins 
– qui émerge. Face à l’inertie du système 
politique, et à l’instar d’Extinction Rebellion 

(XR), des activistes écologistes n’hésitent 
pas à recourir à des méthodes extra-légales 
débouchant sur des parties de tennis 
endiablées chez Crédit Suisse, une Limat 
colorée d’un vert inoffensif, du charbon 
déversé dans les locaux d’UBS ou encore 
un Pont Bessière bloqué des heures durant. 
Revendiquant l’usage de la désobéissance 
civile non violente, le mouvement écologiste 
international présent en Suisse, et fondé au 
Royaume Uni en mai 2018, rend sa présence 
visible au travers un continuum d’actions 
chocs, dont la symbolique ne saurait être 
modérée. Surtout, ses méthodes tranchent 
– voire l’annihilent complètement – avec 
le mythe cité en introduction de cet article, 
d’une démocratie helvétique sage comme 
efficace de par la régulière convocation 
des citoyens à passer aux urnes. XR est 
perturbateur, presque par essence car c’est 
là, dans la disruption, que le mouvement tire 
son efficacité. En occupant l’espace public, 
XR s’adresse directement au gouvernement 
suisse, demandant entre autres, « la vérité sur 
l’urgence climatique », la neutralité carbone 
d’ici à 2025 et la mise en place d’assemblées 
citoyennes. 

Finalement, la récente décision délivrée au 
tribunal de Renens d’acquitter les activistes 
écologistes qui s’étaient pris pour des Federers 
en herbes dans la succursale lausannoise de 
la banque Crédit Suisse – dénonçant par-là 
l’usage médiatique du sportif national par 
une institution qui continue d’investir sans 
remord dans des énergies fossiles néfastes 
pour l’environnement – dresse un pont 
entre légalité d’une part et actions extra-
légales justifiées par l’urgence climatique 
imminente de l’autre. En Suisse, où propre en 
ordre est parfois un adage répété (surtout en 
contrées romandes), il est sans doute crucial 
de reconnaître que le cadre légal, et donc 
politique, ne suffit peut-être plus à une époque 
oùw beaucoup de jeunes comme d’autres 
moins jeunes ne restent pas les bras croisés 
face à une planète qui – malheureusement 
très littéralement – ne cesse de brûler.  
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Kashmir Under 
Siege and Anti-

NRC and CAA 
protests

By  Amrita Bhatia and Harvey Parafina
amrita.bhatia@graduateinstitute.ch

jan.parafina@graduateinstitute.ch

NRC: National Register of Citizens
CAA: Citizen Amendment Act
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Over the last month, students 
of The Graduate Institute 
have gathered multiple times 
to protest actions taken by 
the Indian government. The 
protests have meant to highlight 
military presence in Kashmir, 
internet shut down in the region 
and the introduction of the 
Citizenship Amendment Act that 
discriminates against sections of 
the Indian population.

More information can soon be 
found on The Graduate Press 
website.
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On Protests, 
Revolutions, 
and Empire: 

Notes on 
America

By Anne Lee Steele
anne.steele@graduateinstitute.ch

20

REVOLUTIONS



It is hard to deny that 2019 was the year of 
the global protest, especially when headlines 
seemed to pour in from the world over: 
from Hong Kong, from Lebanon, from Chile; 
from Bolivia, France, India, Iran, Spain, 
and the United Kingdom to name a few 
more. The aims of these movements may 
have diverged in their specifics, but their 
very parallel existence speaks to a kind of 
globalized dissatisfaction: in governance, 
in the economic system – indeed, in the 
world as we know it today. Some effects are 
immediate: prime ministers and presidents 
have resigned, and referendums have been 
called for. Others are not 
so visible – they take time: 
time to fester, to take root 
and ultimately, to poison 
the tree.

I would know, because 
I come from a country 
that starts revolutions 
elsewhere, and on purpose. 

In a word, I am American: 
and however many ways 
that identity is hyphenated 
(as Asian-American, as 
Korean-American, as 
Mixed-Race and Second-
Generation; whichever identity has a more 
nullifying effect in the moment), few things 
can disguise the implications of what I mean 
by this. By American, I mean that I am a 
beneficiary of empire, more specifically: 
the same empire so central in creating the 
world as we know it today, the same empire 
that was protested the world over in 2019. A 
different kind of Rome, this time clad in stars 
and stripes, presides over a different kind of 
Empire today.

In the proverbial Rome, revolution is more 
closely associated with the newest ‘disruptive’ 
tech innovation in Silicon Valley than a 
substantive shift in political life. Many have 
asked why Americans haven’t taken to the 
streets in the same way that others around 

the world have. The Black Lives Matter, Me 
Too, and People’s Climate movement have 
shown that mass mobilization is indeed 
possible. However, these protests have rarely 
translated into concrete political change on 
the national level, let alone a palpable shift 
in foreign policy. 

Despite the cries for change, the walls of Rome 
are oceans-wide, and militantly enforced 
along its southern (and increasingly northern) 
borders. Is it a different kind of ‘tyranny of the 
majority’, as de Tocqueville famously claimed 
in his Democracy in America? Few realize, 
let alone acknowledge that enabling life, 

liberty, and the pursuit of 
happiness in Rome seems 
to be deeply tied to the 
disaffection of just about 
everyone else.

The examples of this 
are endless. In an era 
of climate change, the 
average American has a 
higher carbon cost than 
much of the world’s 
poorest - multiple times 
over. The rise of lithium, 
cobalt, graphite and other 
resource extraction for the 

world’s consumer and “green” tech has led 
to entirely new industries – and waste – in 
a multitude of countries. And this is putting 
aside the most obvious examples: of wars 
waged abroad for the sake of comfort and 
convenience at home, and ultimately for what 
has become the largest network of military 
bases the world has ever seen. 

The recent assassination of General Soleimani 
accompanied a resurgence of public interest 
in America’s antagonistic history with Iran. 
As I watched it all, I recalled a professor from 
the University of Tehran asking point-blank 
on live television: “Does America have the 
right to assassinate someone from a country 
they don’t like, simply because they want to?”. 
A sense of collective morality might say no, 

By American, I 
mean that I am 
a beneficiary of 

empire, more 
specifically: the 
same empire so 

central in creating 
the world as we 
know it today.
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but history speaks for itself. In 1953, a covert 
CIA operation overthrew the democratically-
elected (and widely beloved) Mohammad 
Mossadegh to install a brutal Shah that ruled 
over Iran for over 25 years, until the Iranian 
Revolution in 1979. 

But make no mistake: this is not a one-off 
phenomenon. The United States has a long 
history of intervention, first made explicit 
by the Monroe Doctrine and only amplified 
during the Cold War. They were pursued 
in Latin America through the “banana 
republics” of the United Fruit Company, CIA-
backed regimes of Operation Condor, and 
the Chicago-bred economists enabled by the 
Washington Consensus. Intervention sparked 
the Vietnam War. Operations expanded 
under Reagan. Regimes changed worldwide, 
ultimately leading up to the War on Terror, 
which Speaker Nancy Pelosi recently 
admitted on live television was started on the 
widely-criticized hoax of “Weapons of Mass 
Destruction”.

This past January, the assassination and 
accompanying protests brought about hushed 
whispers of a draft, and trending tweets about 
World War III. When I mentioned these fears 
to an Iranian colleague, he bluntly asked why, 
saying: “If there is war, it’s in our region and 
[these] innocent people [that will suffer]… The 
war has already started through sanctions”. 
Rome is insulated from real revolution after 
all.

When Americans leave their nation to walk 
the streets of the rest of the world, streets 
their country was instrumental in shaping, 
they are often both amazed and perplexed, 
even disappointed by how familiar it seems. 
In her recent Notes on a Foreign Country, Suzy 
Hansen talks about the naivety and unease 
with which she confronted her “American-
ness” while living in Istanbul. The United 
States is anti-Empire only in theory, having 
declared itself independent of European rule 
and the centuries of colonization pursued in 
their wake. In practice, it is ubiquitous, even 

inescapable. The American corporation has 
replicated itself worldwide in the form of the 
corporate chain. The citizen of Rome is never 
too far from home if a McDonald’s is nearby.

But for those who do know of this history 
“hidden” in plain sight – my friends and family 
among them – they usually acknowledge 
it, but ultimately shrug their shoulders. “If 
not us, who?” they ask. More often than 
not, our conversations and debates tend to 
devolve into arguments for the net good of 
America’s global presence. When my family 
and I visited Russia in 2017 (as a gift to my 
mother, who hadn’t left the US since her 
naturalization), my brother noted how similar 
his conversations on Putin and national pride 
mirrored that of his American co-patriots. 
This was in the middle of the Special Council 
Investigation and the resurgence of Cold 
War-esque narratives that would have you 
think that Russia was our sworn enemy. 

“We all want the same thing; we were just born 
on different sides of the same cultural coin,” I 
remember him saying, “People are essentially 
the same, even if their governments are not.” 
On some level, this is true; the slings and 
arrows of international politics rarely enter 
the consciousness of everyday people. When 
I brought up our government’s own history 
of interference, he initially acknowledged 
its imperfection. But in the same breadth, he 
argued that because he was American, he was 
ultimately obliged to defend his country’s 
interests in whatever form they take. Said 
another way, he implied that the ends that 
benefited him ultimately justify the means 
through which they were achieved. After 
all, who would willingly strip Rome’s gilded 
gates?

He and many others have decided, for now, to 
side with what could be called the winners of 
the world order. After 2019’s year of protest, I 
wonder how this might change. Maybe it will 
take the fall of Rome for them to realize that 
the Empire has always had a voice of its own. 
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Tunisia, 

On January 14, 2020, some Tunisians gathered 
at Habib Bourguiba Avenue in downtown 
Tunis, the capital of Tunisia, celebrating the 
9 years of the Revolution.

The Jasmine Revolution, as dubbed by many 
western observers at the time,  and the 
freedom and dignity revolution, as called 
by Tunisians. The celebration of the 9 years 
since that incredible day is becoming more 
and more bitter to many Tunisians amid 
economic hardships, repeated political crises 
and an unstable regional context. Last year 
Tunisians went to the polls once again to 
elect a new president and a new parliament, 

in September and October 2019. These 
elections were once again free and fair but 
came as an earthquake to the political class. 
The Presidential elections saw the rise of a 
retired constitutional law professor Kais Said, 
an independent who led a campaign with 
minimal resources but succeeded in beating 
the candidates of all the major parties, some 
of whom benefit from the support of regional 
powers. Kais Said won the second round of 
the elections with about 73% of the votes in 
a moment of national unity. The year 2019 
also saw another major moment of national 
unity, which was when Tunisia said adieu 

By Mohamed Fares Mahouachi
fares.mahouachi@graduateinstitute.ch

9 Years of 
Revolution

23

REVOLUTIONS



to its beloved President Beji Caid Essebsi, 
who passed away on Republic Day (July 25) 
and soon enough different political parties 
and factions, from conservative Islamists to 
left-wing communists rallied together in an 
emotional tribute to a man who had served 
the Tunisian state for over 60 years. 

Yet, behind these moments of unity the 
political class remains very fragmented, the 
outcomes of the parliamentary elections 
wasn't nearly as united as the ones in the 
presidential ones, with no party achieving 
the majority of 109 MPs necessary to 
form a government. The political parties 
remain unable to form a 
government at the time 
of the writing of this 
article about 3 months 
later. As we come near 
the 4-month deadline 
set by the constitution 
before dissolving the 
parliament and calling 
on voters once again, the 
frustration grows among 
the population as they 
continue to suffer the 
economic consequences of 
the years of instability. 

As despair grows, many 
have become cynical to the idea of democracy 
and fantasize of a 'Just dictator', the strong 
man/woman that will bring order to this chaos 
and save the country. This wave becomes 
harder to fight against in a regional context 
unfavorable to the Tunisian experience and 
the lack of interest shown by Western leaders, 
who instead make deals with the strong men 
of the region, seeking stability.  Tunisia’s 
experience is mainly looked at as an exception 
in the Arab world, a mere stroke of luck. I see 
otherwise, I see this boiling democracy as a 
continuation in the journey  of modernization 
that Tunisia embarked on in the mid-19th 
century, a journey that has transformed the 
society into being ready for a democratic 

transition. This journey and its unsteady yet 
continuous path makes me believe in the 
possibility of democracy spreading to the 
rest of the region. The countries that already 
appear to be on the same path are Lebanon 
and Algeria.  Although democracy seems 
unachievable at the moment, I believe it 
will come eventually. It  goes without saying 
however, that the transition remains hard, 
given the globalized world we live in, and the 
global tide of populism. 

One element of the Tunisian political scene 
that seems to hold the process of democracy 
on track is the civil society. Different NGOs 

and activists have had 
great success over the 
course of the past 9 years 
in changing the outcome 
of political crises, from 
the powerful Labor Union 
UGTT to corruption 
watchdog iWatch – the 
civil society was there at 
every turn. 

At this moment, the 
main threat to Tunisia’s 
transition and stability is 
the economical question -  
the country’s economy has 
suffered from the years of 

instability and has failed to transform into a 
democratic, open market with ease of access 
for young entrepreneurs. The youth of Tunisia 
still face major challenges in joining the 
labor market or pursuing entrepreneurship, 
pushing thousands to expatriate themselves 
and leave the country to look for better 
opportunities. Such a mass exodus of the 
country’s brightest will only make the future 
look darker. However, despite the bleak 
outlook, Tunisians remain hopeful in seeing 
the light at the end of the tunnel and are 
thankful that their Arab Spring experience 
didn’t take as tragic a turn as it did for some 
of  their neighbors.

As despair grows, 
many have become 
cynical to the idea 
of democracy and 
fantasize of a 'Just 
dictator', the strong 
man/woman that will 

bring order to this 
chaos and save the 

country.
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Common 
Themes in 
the 2019 
Protest 
Wave

Thirty years after the 1989 revolutionary 
wave that precipitated the collapse of most 
Communist regimes around the world, a 
new potential revolutionary wave seems to 
be brewing. With the exponentially growing 
number of large-scale demonstrations, 
popular discontent with current regimes has 
reached a level of participation that has not 
been present since the 1960s.  This can be 
seen in the cases of Hong Kong, Indonesia, 
Iran, Iraq, Lebanon, Sudan, Algeria, Serbia, 
Montenegro, Albania, Czechia, Spain, 
France, Britain, Puerto Rico, Colombia, Chile, 
Ecuador, Bolivia, and the global climate 
strikes. In fact, according to political scientist 

Erica Chenoweth, it is possible that this is the 
largest wave of nonviolent protests in history. 
Given the geographical and socio-political 
diversity of all these protest campaigns, it 
is unsurprising that few of them share the 
same goals, guiding ideologies, or strategies. 
However, within the current protest wave, 
there are a few common themes, namely: 
the relatively high number of young 
core demonstrators, the impact of new 
communications technology, and a general 
discontent not with their governments’ 
policies but with the governments themselves.

Although the demographics of the 
demonstrators in the countries listed has 

By Francis Shin
francis.shin@graduateinstitute.ch
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some variance, notably, young people have 
been noticeably at the forefront in most of 
these campaigns, coordinating action and 
consistently turning out. Shrinking autonomy 
and a lack of opportunity, directly restricted by 
authoritarian governments in some cases or 
indirectly tolerated by incompetent regimes 
in others, seem to be the most frequently cited 
reason for young people to be dissenting. This 
is connected to another motivating factor 
for young people to demonstrate, which is 
the shrinking economic prospects for them. 
More specifically, in places where economic 
inequality is relatively high and young people 
are disproportionately less well-off compared 
to other generations, like in Chile and Iraq, 
young protesters feel that the government is 
not representing their interests. 

An additional factor in the rise of these 
demonstrations is the impact of new 
technology. As noted by Martin Gurri in 
The Revolt of The Public and the Crisis of 
Authority in the New Millennium, every major 
technological revolution in communications 
preceded massive socio-political change 
as the control of information became freer. 
Gurri highlights the impact of the printing 
press, the electrical telegraph, the radio, 
and television on societies, and how these 
technological developments always preceded 
huge socio-political disruption. With the 
increasing spread of Digital Revolution 
technologies, particularly with the rise of 
social media usage, coordination among 
potential protesters has become significantly 
easier, allowing decentralized campaigns that 
are much harder for governments to counter 
as they do not rely on any leadership figures 
to persist. 

Nevertheless, the lack of leadership for 
protesters has likewise probably been a 
contributing factor in their lack of impact; 
notably, while the protests in Serbia and 
Algeria have been continuing for months 
(or a year in Serbia’s case), neither of 
those campaigns have secured the major 

concessions that they have demanded. 
Similarly, in Sudan, the military regime that 
the protesters had been trying to remove was 
able to negotiate a continued role through a 
power-sharing agreement.

The last common factor among all the protests 
is their shared dislike of their governments in 
their entirety rather than just their policies. 
Although many of the protests share the 
same complaints about corruption, growing 
authoritarianism, and/or lack of responses to 
widening socio-economic inequality can be 
traced to specific policies, the governments’ 
initially dismissive attitude towards the 
protesters almost universally inflamed 
tensions. This is another potential reason why 
the demonstrations have been so consistent – 
for example, despite the authorities in Hong 
Kong, Lebanon, Sudan, Algeria, and France 
conceding to some of the protesters’ initial 
demands as the protests intensified, the 
failure of those governments to respond fast 
enough to those demands, combined with 
heavy-handed armed responses in a few cases, 
galvanized the demonstrators to list more 
demands rather than allow themselves to be 
intimidated into silence. Popular upheaval 
has somewhat dissipated only in Sudan and 
France, but protests continue sporadically in 
both countries too. 

For now, it is almost impossible to say how 
the current moment of popular upheaval will 
turn out. Nonetheless, it is worth considering 
how the confluence of factors of youth 
discontent, new technological advances in 
communication, and distrust in governments 
are creating the conditions that paves the 
way for the contemporary protest wave to 
become a revolutionary one. The only thing 
that is immediately certain is that the present 
global proliferation of demonstrations is 
a pivotal time in which the situation can 
change dramatically in mere moments. 
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The Perfect 
Day in Geneva

A light breeze stirs. The birds chirp. 
White, fluffy clouds dot the sky. 

All around, families and friends are gathered 
in small groups. Grandparents are strolling 
with their grandchildren and lovers embrace 
on park benches. 

Countless cyclists whizz by. Novice 
rollerbladers stumble forward, throwing out 
their arms to catch their falls.

Along the horizon, 140 meters of water shoot 
into the air. Yellow and red boats contrast 
perfectly against deep blue waters.

Somewhere not far out of reach lie a half-
eaten baguette, an empty bottle of wine, 
and a bar of chocolate just waiting to be 
remembered. 

There’s a peal of laughter in the distance, 
momentarily shifting the symphonic hum of 
chatter around us. 

It’s been a slow day, full of sunlight and 
laughter. A dip in the lake with friends, a 

plunge in the crisp, crystal clear water, a 
refreshing jolt into the most present moment. 

There’s no stress, no deadlines, no obligations 
to attend to. 

To the left, some friends animatedly discuss 
the rules of a card game. To the right, others 
contentedly doze. 

Soon the group will stir. The bits of bread and 
cheese will start to wear off. The blanket will 
be packed up and books tucked away. Our 
hunger will lead us down the promenade.

Bains des Paquis. We will end our day the 
most Swiss way we know how. With cheese. 

We will be surrounded by dozens of languages 
and nationalities. We will break bread 
and toast our glasses. We will dip into the 
gloriously boiling pot and eat until the very 
last scrape. 

A light breeze stirs. I pause for a moment of 
gratitude for my new city and new family. It’s 
been the perfect day.

By Claire Ransom
claire.ransom@graduateinstitute.ch
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Postcards from Valais
By Michelle Olguin
michelle.olguin@graduateinstitute.ch
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Some people say that when you go to Valais you can always either ski or 
get a tan, sometimes you can do both at the same time. 

How lucky for us that we were there on the one weekend of rain and 
gloom that happens in that part of the mountains.

Going to a ski town out of season can have many downsides, one being 
that you have to walk about 45 minutes to get to the nearest shop and 
then haul the fire wood back up the mountain like in the olden days. 

But it can also be an amazing weekend in what is essentially a ghost 
town to get some pretty pictures.

Just make sure you download a good playlist before you get there since 
there is no way you are ever going to get internet up there. 
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Advocating 
for 

Students 
with 

Children
A lesser-known 

legacy of student 
activism at the 

Graduate Institute

By Alexa-Rae Burk
alexa.burk@graduateinstitute.ch
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Ask around to your peers 
who have children, and you 
will learn that there are little 
institutional structures that 
seek to support them at the 
Institute. As it stands, most 
support is given at an ad-hoc 
or case-by-case basis under 
the prevailing assumption that 
there “just aren’t many student 
parents.” Further, there are 
assumptions that students 
have started organizing only 
recently for student parent 
interests. When one digs a bit 
into our alumni network and 
the archives of the student 
association since at least 2011, 
student parents at the Graduate 
Institute have been organizing 
for solutions to the same 5 key 
issues: 

• Lack of information provided 
prior and upon arrival to 
Geneva

• Lack of family-friendly spaces 
and atmosphere on campus

• Lack of child-care solutions

• Lack of structural support 
(i.e., ad hoc basis of financial 
support, leave, among others) 

• Lack of inclusivity for class 
times, rescheduled classes, 
registration dates and similar 
events for students with 
children.
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As early as 2012, students under the initiative 
“IHEID Families” advocated to collect 
statistics on information on student parents 
to provide a stronger case for the admin to 
prioritize the institutionalization of support 
for parents. This largely came from a feeling 
that students with children felt that they 
were being treated as a “minority” and 
individual problem, often hearing things 
such as, “There’s only a couple students with 
children for your issues to be an institutional 
problem.” This resulted in a word-of-mouth 
survey in which they found that there were 
19 student parents, with 8 pregnancies and 
22 children, 15 of whom were under five 
years old. A similar survey was conducted 
in 2015 showing very similar numbers. In 
the most recent survey in autumn of 2019, 
the data showed that there were 29 self-
identified student parents, where out of their 
38 children, 30 were under the age of five. 

If there was any question about the feasibility 
of an IHEID crèche, we can conclude that it 
cannot be due to the oft-cited reason that 
there is a “lack of children of the correct age.” 
As the numbers show, IHEID students from 
2012 until today consistently have among 
them between 15 and 30 children; that is 8 
years of consistent and increasing numbers 
of children at the prime age for child-care. 

These numbers don’t even include staff and 
faculty with children under the age of 4. Thus, 
the cantonal requirement for IHEID to have 
enrollment of a minimum 20 children would 
have already been met by students alone. 

In 2015, student parents also reported their 
own challenges and stories in the survey 
conducted. The students reported that 
they felt they were made to feel like “the 
only student parent” at the Institute and 
reported exceptional amounts of stress 
attempting to carry out their studies due to 
the lack of affordable childcare solutions. 
Many reported only getting a couple hours 
a sleep at night, their research being subpar 
compared to their abilities, extreme financial 
stress, and a general feeling that they would 
fail if they do not sacrifice their well-being. 
In conversations with eight student parents 
this last semester, in addition to the results of 
the recent survey, the IHEID Parent Initiative 
found that these stories are all too familiar 
still. 

According to the Quality Assurance 
Standards, students are entitled to equal 
access to carry out their education. Policies 
that purposefully exclude student parent 
needs are no longer acceptable, and it is 
clear that the legacy of such policies has 
negatively impacted student parents and 
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disproportionately disadvantaged them. 

Through the Parent Initiative, I hope to 
create networks for the community among 
students, staff, and faculty parents, which 
will first and foremost dispel the lonely myth 
that student parents are alone in this. Next, I 
hope to create a play area on campus, which 
could be used in a variety of ways such as 
child-care swaps, play dates, and even serve 
as a meeting spot. In an institutional way, 
it is a first step in forging a family-friendly 
environment on campus. In order to address 
the problem of lack of information provided 
prior to moving to Geneva, I created the 
IHEID parent initiative student guide, which 
I will ensure to be included in the Welcome 
Week and Admitted Student guides. In terms 
of childcare and financial support for student 
parents, I believe it realistic to create a special 
child care fund to help student parents who 
need it to cover the expenses of childcare. 
This stipend should at the minimum, cover 
the cost of babysitting for the hours the 
student needs to be in class. Based on a record 
dating back to 2015, it is clear that creating a 
crèche is a firm “no” from admin. Thus, I want 
to exhaust my already limited time towards 
other solutions. Turning the “no” into a “yes” 
will remain to be a consistent priority in the 
background of other issues.

No one can deny that IHEID students have 
organized and come up with solutions on 
behalf of student parent needs for close 
to a decade now. For 8 years, students 
with children have identified their shared 
challenges and proposed solutions. For 
example, the IHEID Parent Initiative, along 
with its predecessor IHEID Families, is an 
unpaid entity providing solutions such as the 
Student Parent Guide, which should arguably 
already be provided by the administration to 
student parents. Students with children are 
already disadvantaged in a variety of ways, 
and it should not be their burden alone to 
create and fund solutions to the challenges 
unique to students with children. It is now 
time for the administration to put resources 
towards supporting these. 

Students are already doing the mostly 
uncompensated work to help themselves. 
Now is the time for administration to 
institutionalize the solutions put forth by 
the IHEID Parent Initiative and Gender and 
Diversity Commission. Let’s not look back 
again in 8 years to see minimal change, but 
rather imagine a shift towards something 
powerfully inclusive and redeeming. 
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Improvise, 
Adapt, 
Overcome

By Shimona Mohan
shimona.mohan@graduateinstitute.ch

Can Our 
International 

Organisations 
Survive 

Contemporary 
Challenges?
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the planet’ via dialogues that will be held in 
various social settings around the world from 
January 2020, ranging from classrooms to 
parliaments, from boardrooms to villages.3 
Their aim is to collate issues that matter 
the most to everyone into a world vision for 
2045, and spark innovative solutions to them. 
While a great initiative in theory, the hope is 
that it will be just as impressive in practice 
as well.

Economically, IOs are at the risk of facing 
considerable funding cuts as most nations 
begin to value their own nationalistic interests 

over global interests. This 
is amplified if the major 
economies of the world 
do not see eye-to-eye on 
a number of issues, and 
would thus rather spend 
their money on their 
own policies than invest 
in a global policy that 
could in any way benefit 
their rival. Moreover, 
IOs like the UN spend 
an inordinate amount 
of their funds on their 
offices and staff4, so much 
so that the funding cuts 
forced them to reduce on 
services like liquor, water 
pitchers, room service, 
etc. before anything 
else.5 The change that 

seems most apt in this context is a thorough 
revision of the budget of IOs, so that less is 
spent on frivolities and opulence and more 
on their mandates. If countries, especially 
big contributors like the United States, halt 
or reduce their funding to these IOs because 
of their enormous budgets, there is a good 
chance that the IOs will lose their undisputed 
authority and become optional service routes 
for powerful nations instead of representative 
platforms for at least most, if not all, nations.

Politically, the policy gridlock faced by a 

At the onset of the post-war period, a 
collaboration of major powers, mainly the 
US and several countries of Europe, arose 
into a cooperative alliance system to ‘reverse 
incipient divisive nationalist trends on the 
continent’, in the words of Dean Acheson1. In 
the seventy odd years since then, the seeds 
sown in the form of mainly security alliances 
and aid networks have grown into a number 
of international and intergovernmental 
organisations across the globe. But have 
these IOs grown so much that they cannot 
grow any more? Some political scientists 
believe that they have lost track of their true 
purpose and exercise 
power autonomously in 
ways unintended and 
unanticipated by states 
at their creation.2 So 
now, one of the biggest 
challenges that these IOs 
must overcome is how to 
adapt and stay relevant in 
a rapidly changing world, 
both with respect to their 
foundational purposes 
as well as in relation to 
current realities.

Socially, it is essential for 
IOs to understand what 
kind of issues they should 
be focusing on. Alleging 
to work for the betterment 
of the world without a 
clear idea about what people actually expect 
from them is an exercise in futility, and 
undermines both the IOs’ measures as well 
as their level of reliability perceived by those 
whom they claim to have helped. Regular 
surveys and data collection from areas where 
IOs believe they may be required to step in 
is a necessity, and should be coupled with 
research about the best ways to tackle the 
situation at hand. The United Nations, for 
instance, as it advances into the 75th year 
of its establishment, has planned to initiate 
a ‘global conversation about the future of 

One of the biggest 
challenges that 
these IOs must 

overcome is how 
to adapt and stay 

relevant in a rapidly 
changing world, 

both with respect to 
their foundational 

purposes as well as 
in relation to current 

realities.
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number of IOs is a huge source of hindrance 
for them in acting to their full potential. 
According to late political scientist David 
Held, the causes for this impasse include the 
emergence of multipolarity in the world order, 
reluctance to take equal responsibility for 
major transnational problems, institutional 
inertia and fragmentation.6 In a manner of 
speaking, the world seems to be going backward 
instead of forward in terms of transnational 
cooperation. He pointed out that the paths to 
change would have to involve pressure from 
either social activism by the people, from the 
heads of powerful states, or from the IO’s 
own authority.7 However, the road to this 
change would also have to be mapped out, 
specific to the context in which they are to 
be applied. Furthermore, I believe pressures 
from within the organisation should be the 
preferred modus operandi, because any other 
method leads to some amount of diminution 
of the IOs’ authority and autonomy of action.

Formal intergovernmental organisations 
have been around for the better part of a 
century, but they have always been dynamic 
entities. Limitless conjectures can be made 
about the possibility of their change for better 
or for worse, which is also hard to do because 
there is no objective ‘better’ or ‘worse’ that 
encompasses all nations within its fold. Thus, 
IOs turning into Frankenstein’s monsters for 
some nations is a real possibility. 8 On the flip 
side, I imagine the malleable characteristic 
of IOs is what has kept them around and 
valuable for so many years. As long as they 
keep improvising, adapting and overcoming 
contemporary global challenges, their future, 
and from an optimistic perspective our future, 
should be secured.
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As he stands before his torturers, Coetzee’s 
Magistrate is asked to decipher some barbarian 
script. Without flinching, he replies that such 
character stands for war, but it can also be 
read as vengeance, or even justice.1 Standing 
before the law’s 
violence - in what 
used to be his old 
office, surrounded 
by ceremonial robes 
and legal archives, 
prisoner of his own 
jurisdiction – the 
Magistrate savors 
the polysemic irony 
that connects law 
and violence. Even 
as it aims for justice 
(and claims to discard vengeance), the rule of 
law cannot separate itself from violence. It is, 
to return to a famous aphorism, war by other 
means. This does not mean, however, that law 
is simply reducible to war. Rather, the legal 
form has a particular relationship to violence 
and authority. Law derives its legitimacy 
from a specific way of exercising war: the 
colonial western state. In this essay, I argue 
that this specific way of waging war – and the 
institutions created to sustain it – underpin 
law’s authority in the western imagination.

I support this claim by reading Robert Cover2 
and HLA Hart’s3 understandings of the law 
vis-à-vis Coetzee’s Waiting for the Barbarians. 
After this short (I) introduction, (II) I turn to 
Cover’s analysis of the relation between legal 
interpretation and violence, highlighting 
the centrality of torture and martyrdom in 
both his and Coetzee’s account. Then, (III) 
I review Hart’s understanding of “law as a 
system”, showing how it implies a particular 
understanding of history, civilization, and 
colonial authority, which is also shared by 
Coetzee’s agents of Empire. (IV) I conclude 
by turning Hart’s affirmation that the legal 
system is “Janus-faced” upon itself: indeed, 
the legal system depends on two faces of 
violence. On the one hand, it relies on the 

exercise of institutionalized violence. On the 
other, it actively -and violently- excludes all 
other claims to authority that do not operate 
in the register of colonial state-centric 
institutions. Barracks and courtrooms, as 

Coetzee suggests, 
are not only two 
sides of the imperial 
rule (Coetzee, 
at 148), but also 
the blooming 
black flowers 
of civilization 
(Coetzee, at 86).

Violence and the 
Law
Painfully, Cover 

reminds us that legal interpretation does not 
occur in a vacuum, but rather in “a field of pain 
and death” (1601). The Black Panther trials of 
the late 60s had shown him that the fictive 
image of the courtroom as the pure domain 
of law’s truth could only emerge sustained 
by an “overwhelming array of violence” 
exercised upon those who stood before the 
law (1607). Normative world-making, in his 
own words, is “never just a mental or spiritual 
act. A legal world is built only to the extent 
that there are commitments that place bodies 
on the line” (1605). Legal interpretation, first 
and foremost, is not inscribed in the court’s 
archives or the fine print of the judgment, 
but rather on the body of the condemned: 
“interpretative commitments of officials 
are realized, indeed, in the flesh” (1605). 
Coetzee’s Magistrate agrees, acknowledging 
that peace always comes with a price (at 15).

Cover uses torture to analyze the relationship 
between the breaking of human bodies and 
the making of the law. In his view, torturers 
not only inflict pain to punish or to question 
their victims, but to destroy an alternative 
vision of normative ordering (1603). 
Coetzee’s magistrate agrees, as he duly notes 
that a “body […] can only entertain notions 
of justice only as long as it is whole and well” 

Normative world-making, 
in his own words, is “never 
just a mental or spiritual 
act. A legal world is built 

only to the extent that there 
are commitments that place 

bodies on the line”.
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(126). Torture precisely attempts to disrupt 
the possibility of a human body – let alone 
soul – to imagine a horizon of justice. Martyrs, 
for both Cover and Coetzee, are those who 
are able to sustain torture without allowing 
death to break the “imagined triumph of 
[their] normative universe […] over the 
material world of death and pain” (Cover at 
1605). This is why the Empire sees no need 
in killing Coetzee’s Magistrate; he is already 
broken, no longer willing to die and kill for 
an alternative normative future. As the 
American war of Independence shows, if Law 
fails to punish its martyrs, it stands exposed 
to their claim for a new revolutionary legal 
imagination. If those who make revolution 
half-way only dig their own graves, any Law 
who tortures mid-way meets the same fate.

With this in mind, Cover then proceeds to 
critique a common assumption in the western 
legal imagination: the separation between 
the interpretative “ought to be” and the 
execution of the “ought to be done” (1627). 
Thus, Cover argues the idea that judicial 
interpretation is a practical activity, instead 
of a purely speculative enterprise. Thus, by 
imposing meaning 
on a determinate 
legal institution, 
judges create a 
legal mandate 
for deeds (1611). 
Adjudicatory acts, 
in other words, 
cannot merely be 
read, but most be 
actively performed: 
they reaffirm 
their existence 
through the social 
organization of legal violence (1628). A 
judge never sits alone, but in a network 
of “secondary rules [which] determine 
the situation” (1625). For Cover, these 
rules establish the “conditions of effective 
domination” (1616) and might be properly 
understood as the “transmission of the engine 

of justice” (1619). These rules allow legal 
actors to navigate the narrow gap between 
interpretation and action, judicial reasoning 
and violent enforcement, word and deed. 
They provide the framework to articulate the 
court’s gavel with swing of the executioner’s 
mace. Like Cover, we will turn now to Hart, to 
understand how these “secondary rules” play 
a role in the imposition of legal torture.

Colonial Institutions and the Law
For both better and worse, Hart’s concept of 
the law as “the union of primary and secondary 
rules” has become a canonical reference 
in contemporary legal thought, venturing 
beyond the parochial debates in English legal 
theory from where it first emerged. This essay 
does not offer me the space to reproduce 
Hart’s critique of Austinian sovereigntist legal 
positivism. For our discussion, what matters 
is that Hart attempted to trace a model of 
law that was able to explain the operations of 
“municipal law in a modern state” (79). Hart’s 
innovation lied in his theorization of a body 
of “power-conferring” rules: those related to 
legislation, adjudication, recognition, and 
duty-creation (81). Contrary to what Austin 

had held, Hart 
claimed that these 
rules could not be 
reduced to “orders 
backed by threats.”  
Rather, these rules 
were conceptually 
distinct from 
primary rules, which 
imposed duties and 
were largely backed 
by a binding sense of 
obligation (87).

One could imagine, says Hart, a society with 
only primary rules: “a society without a 
legislature, courts, or officials of any kind” 
(91). Hart, in fact, was not only imagining 
this world, but pointed to offshore “primitive 
communities” to offer an example. Only in their 
backward huts could a world of mere primary 

While primitive barbarians 
had an “elemental” 

conception of primary 
rules (which were closer 

to custom than true law, at 
any rate), modern states 

were the custodians of law 
as a system.  
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rules thrive. However, this was not the case 
of “municipal law in modern states”, which 
had a “developed legal system” (95). While 
primitive communities where condemned to 
“a regime of unofficial rules” (92), modern 
states had robust edifices of secondary rules, 
including “a rule of recognition”, “rules of 
change”, “rules of adjudication.” An implicit 
teleology of civilization lies at the heart of 
Hart’s famous conception of law as an union of 
primary and secondary rules. While primitive 
barbarians had 
an “elemental” 
conception of 
primary rules 
(which were closer 
to custom than true 
law, at any rate), 
modern states were 
the custodians of 
law as a system 
(94).  The history 
of law, in his view, 
had proven the 
importance of 
“official agencies” 
and “secondary 
rules” in the 
formation of legal 
systems worth 
their own name 
(93). Willingly or 
not, Hart offers us 
a narrative of the 
consolidation of 
the British bureaucratic and colonial state.

We can imagine Coetzee’s Magistrate had 
just read The Concept of Law when he asked,

what has made it impossible for us to live in 
time like fish in water, like birds in air, like 
children? It is the fault of Empire! Empire 
has created the time of history. Empire has 
located its existence not in the smooth 
recurrent spinning time of the cycle of the 
seasons but in the jagged time or rise and fall, 
of beginning and end, of catastrophe. Empire 

dooms itself to live in history and plot against 
history (146).

Concluding Remarks
Colonial institutions are Empire’s bulwark 
against the menace of history. They execute, 
legislate, and adjudicate an ever-lasting 
vision of law. While the sovereign might 
perish (leading to Austinian dilemmas of 
regime-continuity), Hartian secondary rules 
and institutions – like Coetzee’s ruins in 

the dunes – stand 
against the passing 
of time. They, 
indeed, constitutes 
what distinguishes 
the Empire from the 
brutish barbarians, 
either fisherfolk or 
nomads. Once, the 
Magistrate had told 
a deserter under 
his jurisdiction 
that “we are all 
subject to the law” 
(152). This memory 
comes when he sees 
imperial soldiers 
destroy the tents of 
the fisherfolk (150-
1). This memory 
comes after the 
magistrate himself 
has been subject to 
the torture of his 

own law (133). This memory, in fact, provides 
us an entry point into law’s double violence. 
On the one hand, when the Magistrate used 
to tell the deserter he was law’s subject, he 
reminded him of the wide array of violent 
institutional practices that permitted him 
to be caught, tried, and tortured under the 
Empire’s jurisdiction. One the other hand, 
this memory makes the Magistrate aware 
that law also violently expelled the fisherfolk 
from its jurisdiction; they were not even 
worthy enough of being subjected under the 

Colonial institutions 
are Empire’s bulwark 
against the menace of 
history. They execute, 

legislate, and adjudicate 
an ever-lasting vision of 
law. While the sovereign 
might perish (leading to 
Austinian dilemmas of 

regime-continuity), Hartian 
secondary rules and 

institutions – like Coetzee’s 
ruins in the dunes – stand 

against the passing of time. 
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law. While the deserter stands before the law, 
the barbarian appears out-law-ed.

With Cover, we have seen that law depends, 
coexists, and perhaps even demands violence. 
We have understood, however, that its rites 
of blood are not aleatory. On the contrary, we 
have seen that law’s violence is patterned in a 
Hartian conception of “secondary rules” and 
modern municipal institutions. This vision, 
in turn, depends on a teleological reading 
of civilizations and legal history, in which a 
barbarian and pre-legal customary world of 
primary rules eventually gave way for the 
legal system and its colonial institutions. 
If political power grows out of the barrel of 
a gun, this essay turns to the question of 
which type of gun. In Coetzee’s narrative, 
it is clear that authority does not emerge 
from the chief barbarian’s dusty musket (let 
alone his bow and arrows) (at 71). Instead, 
it is derived from the Empire’s capacity to 
exercise violence on an institutional scale. 
From the weapons and embroiled standards 
of the soldiers, to the magistrate’s robes, 
or even the torturer’s pincers, authority is 
derived from Empire’s claim to “effective 
domination” over subjects, non-subjects, and 
even martyrs (Cover at 1616). And, in this 
way, Magistrate and Colonel are simply two 
sides of the same coin. Even if the Magistrate 
would like to think himself as “a defender of 
the rule of law, enemy in his own way of the 
[s]tate” (Coetzee at 118), his descent is paved 
with reminders that the distance between 
him and the torturers is “negligible” at best 
(29). After all, Magistrate and Colonel are 
equally afflicted by Empire’s “mad vision” of 
history (146). Both crow and albatross, in her 
eyes, he is the double-headed eagle of Empire 
(89).
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Empirical results inform both academics and 
policy makers, and hence influence our lives 
as citizens. As students, we are taught that 
any kind of data analysis requires care and 
rigor in order to avoid bias and to make our 
findings transparent. One central concept 
used specifically for the interpretation of 
quantitative data is “statistical significance”.1 

Anyone who has ever come across a regression 
table has seen “statistical significance” 
applied, and so will many of you, at least the 
ones who are taking a statistics course at 
the Institute. A coefficient with a little star 
(or multiple) next to it, and in the footnotes: 
p < 0.05. Upon completion of the course, 
you will understand the message: star(s) = 
significant, no star(s) = not significant. 
A valuable rule of thumb? This seemingly 
magical formula has attracted a lot of 
criticism, and a recent special issue of the 
Journal American Statistician published in 
March2 was titled “Statistical Inference in 
the 21st Century: A World Beyond p < 0.05”. 
Its main message - "Stop using the term 
‘statistically significant’ entirely".

“I’ve always forbidden my students to put 
little stars”, says Professor Jean-Louis Arcand, 
head of the Department of International 

Economics, whom we interviewed in May 
to discuss this issue. “The basic critique, 
which I think that no one who uses statistics, 
economics, or any other discipline could 
disagree with, is about having these magical 
cut-off values.”

The critique of the common alpha values 
(0.1, 0.05., 0.01) is not only grounded in 
theoretical debates among statisticians, but 
also has to do with the political consequences 
of “significance” being associated with a 
concrete number. It perpetuates a perverse 
dynamic in quantitative sciences, not only 
economics. “P-Hacking” is the term used for 
manipulating your analysis until a significant 
effect on the coefficient in question appears. 
“When you look at the distribution of 
p-values in leading economics journals, 
the distribution is strangely centered and 
highly concentrated at 0.05.“ notes Professor 
Arcand, referring to a recent study3 that 
looked at 13,440 hypothesis tests in the 25 
leading economics journals in 2015, the 
results of which you see in the title image. 

An important characteristic of these 
statistics is that they don’t display the full 
distortion. Many studies that fail to produce 
“significant” coefficients, albeit this being 

A heads-up with 
Professor Arcand 
for students of 
statistical methods
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an equally important finding, struggle to be 
published. “Unfortunately, the norms of the 
profession require you to have something 
which has a small p-value to get it published. 
This leads to a publication bias,” so Professor 
Arcand. Such practices arguably expose many 
economics papers to criticisms related to what 
the philosopher Karl Popper called “pseudo-
science” . According to Popper’s definition, 
true “science” tries to prove a hypothesis 
by gathering possible 
evidence against it, while 
“pseudo-scientists”4 will 
bend any data-point in 
favor of their own theory. 

A second important 
thing to understand is 
that the alpha values are 
entirely subjective. The 
significance of a 10 percent, 
5 percent, or 1 percent 
chance of interpreting 
something wrongly should 
always depend on the 
context of each individual 
study. Professor Arcand 
provides a very personal 
example to illustrate this, 
“When I was slightly older 
than you guys, not much, 
my mother was diagnosed 
with uterine cancer. As an 
economist, I looked up the literature and told 
my mother that given the current literature, 
if she had a radical hysterectomy, the 
probability of her surviving was 97 percent. 
If this was the result of a test on her chance 
of dying, we would think that this is very 
insignificant, right? The chance of a ‘false 
negative’ is low. But the life of my mother 
was on the line in this case. She died. Thus, 
given the risks and given the cost, one and 
the same p-values might be interpreted very 
differently.” 

Why do these magical-cuts off values, - 
which, according to a common legend were 

developed to improve the quality of Guinness5 
- persist today? The answer to this question is 
not simple, but the need for simplification is 
certainly one reason why the concept is still 
taught in classrooms. “A quick recipe is easier 
for the teacher and the students, especially 
when we teach our MINT students” says 
Arcand. But are these quick recipes worth 
the cost of simplification? Professor Arcand 
himself views the role of his own department 

critically: “At the Institute, 
this is something which 
is really, really, really, 
important, and we've 
probably failed.”

But how then, should 
we interpret statistical 
results? The answer, if 
we like it or not, moves 
the interpretation of 
statistical data back to its 
due level of complexity. 
According to Professor 
Arcand, we should stick 
to the original form, the 
confidence interval, as a 
basis for interpretation. 
“That's something which 
brings home the fact that 
the p-value is not this 
magical number and that 
there's uncertainty in 

terms of our results. We know that there's 
uncertainty and we should embrace that 
uncertainty.” 

Eventually, the key thing to take away is that 
p-values are continuous variables and that, 
both technically and politically speaking, 
the dichotomy between “significant” and 
“insignificant” is misleading. Or as Professor 
Arcand puts it: Don’t put little stars!

Note: A link to the summary transcript of the 
full interview with Professor Arcand can be 
found in the footnotes

The answer, if we 
like it or not, moves 
the interpretation 
of statistical data 

back to its due 
level of complexity. 

According to 
Professor Arcand, 
we should stick to 
the original form, 

the confidence 
interval, as a basis 
for interpretation.
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Figures

The spike in the distributions around the ‘little 
stars’ is evidence for so-called ‘P-hacking’. Source: 
Brodeur, Cook & Heyes (2018, p. 15); see footnote 3

Sources

1  “Statistical significance” in based on the p-value. 
A quick reminder: Consider I randomly test 20 
people from the MINT compulsory stats class after 
the winter break to see if they remember what the 
p-value is (getting 1-YES, or 0-NO, as a result). 
If I take the average of all results and run a test, 
then the p-value indicates the likelihood of any 
result I might get, if I assumed in the beginning 
that nobody remembers anything (which would 
yield the result 0). If a “significant” amount of 
people pass the test, I would get a p-value of 0.05, 
or 5 percent, which tells me that there is only a 5 
percent chance that in reality nobody remembers, 
given that people could get it right by chance.

2  https://amstat.tandfonline.com/toc/utas20/73/
sup1

3  https://www.iza.org/en/publications/dp/11796

4  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-X8Xfl0JdTQ

5  See this article for the true story: https://
priceonomics.com/the-guinness-brewer-who-
revolutionized-statistics/

6  https://drive.google.com/file/d/1DRb2GjVqpK1lg
T3apt5HphIscBWuexDJ/view?usp=sharing
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