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FROM THE EDITOR
Throughout the process of creating this journal over the past four years, although especially so in 

this past semester, I have been often reminded of the saying “may you live in interesting times.” This 
phrase, supposedly a translation of an ancient Chinese curse, refers to the idea that it is better to live 
during a time when the world is uncomplicated and simple, devoid of strife and conflict, as those times 
lead to more peaceful, straightforward lives for those within them. While, upon further research, this 
saying has proven to be neither ancient nor Chinese, it remains painfully relevant to the world and time 
in which this journal was created. 

While I agree that the sentiment of this saying is accurate, that it is much easier to live during a 
time when the world is at peace, it fails to mention that these “interesting times” often breed innova-
tion, ingenuity, and cooperation, that the existence of insurmountable problems leads to the creation 
of groundbreaking ideas that promote development beyond the scope of the problems themselves. The 
Internationalist is evidence of this concept, as the students featured in this edition drew upon the mo-
mentous issues facing the world, whether it be Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, China’s growing influence 
on the international system, or heightened xenophobia due to coronavirus, and sought innovative solu-
tions through their research. The creativity, dedication, and acumen of these authors continues to be in-
credibly inspiring and foretells a brighter world built on the ideas of these students and those like them. 

The publication of this journal would not have been possible without the hard work and coop-
eration of everyone involved, from our incredible executive team, Hannah, Jay, Robert, Mariana, and 
Emma, our dedicated staff and design editors, or our amazing authors, photographers, and blog con-
tributors. This semester was significant to the growth of The Internationalist, as we received a record 
number of submissions, and were able to expand the journal beyond UNC, receiving articles and photo 
submissions from several other universities along the East Coast, including North Carolina State Uni-
versity, Wake Forest University, Duke University, and Johns Hopkins University. Every person involved 
in this journal’s publication was truly instrumental to its growth and continued success, and The Inter-
nationalist is a testament to everyone’s commitment.

I have worked on this journal since my freshman year at UNC, going from staff editor, to managing 
editor, and finally to Editor-in-Chief. The Internationalist has been one of the best parts of my time at 
UNC and it has been an incredible honor to have been a part of this team. As I leave UNC, I look for-
ward to watching the future of The Internationalist in the hands of next year’s amazing executive board. 
I have loved working with every one of you, and I know that you all will do a phenomenal job. You all 
represent the best that UNC has to offer, and I am so grateful to have been a part of such an incredible 
effort. 

Sincerely,

Ash Huggins
Editor-in-Chief
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Rural Reform and State 
Legitimacy in Colombia

Reynaldo Santos Reyes-Arroyo

issues are consequences of Plan Co-
lombia’s emphasis on attacking coca 
production instead of pursuing pol-
icies that helped civilians affected by 
the Civil War.

Regions where insurgents op-
erated during the conflict are faced 
with a host of issues, including ag-
ricultural inequality and civilian 
distrust in state institutions. Much 
of this skepticism stems from the 
low quality of institutions before 
conflict, which resulted in the for-
mation of “rebelocracies.” In these 
rebelocracies, rebels assumed the 
role of the state in governing the  
occupied territory.4 This gover-
nance by rebels negatively affected 
local perceptions of state legitimacy, 
which citizens came to view as im-
permanent. This article will show 
that state action is vital to reassure 
rural citizens’ growing expectations 
of the state in the post-conflict peri-
od. Rural reform efforts such as Plan 
Colombia, the Areas for Munici-
pal-Level Alternative Development 
(ADAM) project, the Additional In-
vestment for Sustainable Alternative 
Development (MIDAS) project, and 
the Plan de Consolidación Integral 
de la Macarena (PCIM) indicate 
that livelihood programs and secu-

rity deployments can build trust in 
the state when they can provide a 
viable means of sustaining agricul-
tural work and improve citizen se-
curity. However, past rural reform 
efforts have generally failed to move 
farmers away from an overdepen-
dence on coca, and security forces 
have a pattern of abusing civilians.  
These efforts exacerbated agrarian 
communities’ dependence on coca 
while making their lives even more 
dangerous.  

Rural reform efforts failed due 
to the overemphasized coca erad-
ication, the inability to protect ci-
vilians, and the forced cease of op-
erations during the conflict period.  
These shortcomings were and are 
largely the result of the Colombi-
an government repeatedly empha-
sizing coca eradication over rural 
reform policies that would address 
the actual concerns of impoverished 
farmers, such as infrastructural de-
velopment. These responses created 
grounds for the state and nonstate 
actors’ contestation of legitimacy. 
This article defines trust as how ci-
vilians regard the state in terms of 
consistent procedure-following, 
while the similar concept of state 
legitimacy is  derived from more 

The past two centuries of Co-
lombian history have been 
marred by bloody internal 

violence and civil war.  The root of 
various conflicts in Colombia has 
often been the extreme inequali-
ty of rural land property structure.  
In May 1964, the Colombian army 
attacked guerrilla fighters led by 
FARC Chief Manuel Marulanda, 
leading Marulanda and other gue-
rilla leaders to coalesce into the 
Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias 
de Colombia (FARC). As Colombia 
faced pressure to address their grow-
ing narcotics problem from key al-
lies like the U.S., who delivered a $6 
billion aid package to aid in Colom-
bia’s war on drugs, they deployed 
security forces and embarked on 
coca eradication efforts to target 
nonstate actors and their funding.1 
Even then, peace talks between Co-
lombia and FARC saw multiple in-
terruptions until FARC declared a 
unilateral ceasefire in 2015.2 This 
was reciprocated in June 2016 by the 
Colombian government, ending a 
five-decade long conflict that killed 
more than 220,000 and displaced 
nearly seven million.3 Colombia is 
now addressing a series of new is-
sues in the post-war period. These 
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sources than consistency: namely, 
the effectiveness of public institu-
tions in service delivery, the degree 
of accountability, and resonation 
with cultural norms. States are not 
the only political forces which pos-
sess legitimacy. In fragile settings, 
legitimacy can be highly contested 
between multiple competing sourc-
es. Colombia faced a similar situ-
ation during the conflict period, 
where the state was competing with 
non-state actors for legitimacy in 
the rural context. 

The main issues faced by ru-
ral Colombians are ongoing armed 
conflict and lack of economic op-
portunity. Wong’s analysis of po-
litical trust in post-conflict Sierra 
Leone suggests public services that 
fail to prioritize the needs of civil-
ians negatively affect their percep-
tion of the state, a finding that has 
been demonstrated by Colombia’s 
coca eradication efforts.5 Linking 
coca eradication to rural reform has 
been harmful because it does not 
address the material circumstances 
that lead farmers to resort to grow-
ing coca.  In this article, I argue that 
past efforts demonstrate that rural 
reform should prioritize alternative 
livelihood development policies and 
greater access to constructive pub-
lic services as a means of increasing 
state legitimacy, and that tying coca 
eradication to either of these would 
harm trust-gaining efforts. This is 
demonstrated by a review of the 
successes and failures of recent ru-
ral reform efforts and how they have 

affected civilians’ perception of the 
state in the following order:

• An analysis of Plan Colom-
bia’s implementation of a 
strategy emphasizing aerial 
fumigation and militariza-
tion and how this strate-
gy failed to accomplish its 
original goal or foster rural 
trust.

• A summary of the failures 
of certain alternative liveli-
hood programs like ADAM 
and MIDAS because of an 
inability to commit to pro-
viding needed services in 
the absence of comprehen-
sive infrastructure, another 
necessary public service.  

• An exploration of PCIM 
and how a plan prioritizing 
the stated needs of rural 
citizens saw more relative 
success than other plans.

Plan Colombia: The Dan-
gers of Aerial Fumigation 
and Militarization

Plan Colombia was part of 
Colombia’s “War on Drugs,” which 
involved an aggressive campaign 
partially funded by the U.S. that 
sought to halt coca production in 
rural Colombia and cut off supplies 
FARC was financially dependent on.  
This war on drugs followed Colom-
bia’s growth into the world’s prima-
ry coca producer in the late 1990s; 
Colombia grew to be responsible for 
80 percent of global cocaine pro-
duction in the late twentieth centu-
ry.6 The growth of rural coca culti-

vation was difficult for Colombia to 
address because of the civil war and 
their loss of territory to the FARC. 
Thus began Plan Colombia, a coun-
ternarcotics program funded jointly 
by Colombia and the U.S. meant to 
address coca growth through mili-
tary aid meant to train troops, sup-
ply technology and weapons, and 
support aerial fumigations destroy-
ing coca crops. The extension of se-
curity forces into many previously 
FARC-controlled territories and the 
decline of their ranks led many to 
deliberate Plan Colombia’s security 
successes. This deliberation often 
fails to account for widespread civil-
ian victimization and human rights 
abuses inflicted on rural Colombi-
ans during the implementation of 
the program.

Aerial fumigation reduced 
confidence in state institutions be-
cause it failed to lower coca growth 
in the manner promised and en-
dangered humans. An average of 
128,000 hectares were sprayed an-
nually from the introduction of the 
strategy.7 While aerial fumigation 
was an attractive option because it 
required less manpower than man-
ual eradication and covered more 
distance, these advantages are nul-
lified by its inefficiency. The reduc-
tion cost of a single kilogram of co-
caine through aerial fumigation is 
about $240,000 USD.8 Despite this 
expense, Colombia failed to meet 
its coca cultivation reduction goals. 
Evaluations of aerial spraying con-
ducted by the Universidad de los 
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and Sweden indicate that glypho-
sates have carcinogenic properties, 
increasing risks for lymphoma and 
the development of skin tumors, all 
of which demonstrate a clear risk to 
humans who have been exposed to 
aerial fumigation campaigns.12 In 
light of the dangers posed by aerial 
fumigation, it is no surprise that it 
has negatively impacted rural trust 
in the government and, by exten-
sion, state legitimacy.

Coca eradication and aerial fu-
migation have impacted state legit-
imacy through their various harms 
to civilians.  Research conducted by 
the Universidad de los Andes po-
litical science department indicates 
that aerial fumigation campaigns 
have contributed to slightly greater 
dispersion of narcotics trafficking 
and health issues.13 These negative 
externalities inspired less confi-
dence and trust in the government, 
resulting in the government’s per-
ceived decline in legitimacy.14 Ul-
timately, any benefits derived from 
aerial fumigation are overridden by 
its overwhelming financial costs and 
losses of possible legitimacy caused 
by its damages to civilians. Aerial 
fumigation and coca eradication 
campaigns have been ineffective in 
their implementation, have failed to 
fulfill their purpose, and have been 
harmful to the health of rural pop-
ulations, damaging other legitimacy 
gaining efforts. However, other as-
pects of Plan Colombia were more 
successful.

An important part of Plan 

Colombia centered around the do-
nation of military technology and 
training to Colombia in their fight 
against non-state actors. This fo-
cus on militarization had clear ef-
fects on FARC and other non-state 
armed actors but failed to produce 
greater trust in the state due to state 
violence against civilians.  Regard-
less, Plan Colombia has purport-
edly seen great success in the form 
of reduced non-state violence and 
crime; successes in rural Colom-
bia have allowed for newly trained 
national police to be deployed to 
rural areas and major roadways, 
inspiring confidence among rural 
citizens.15 A United States Agen-
cy for International Development 
(USAID) review of Plan Colombia’s 
performance points to success in 
the form of generally increased state 
presence, but this was tempered by 
a tenuous security situation in wide 
swaths of rural Colombia in the 
1990s and early 2000s, which has 
hampered developmental capacity 
in these regions.16

While on the surface these 
achievements seem praiseworthy, 
they fail to account for the escalation 
in violence against citizens during 
the initial years of the plan.  While 
illegal armed groups such as FARC 
or the paramilitaries carried out ex-
trajudicial executions and crimes, 
U.S.-backed forces in Colombia also 
committed many crimes, among 
which were collaboration with para-
military groups and “false positives,” 
where security actors executed civil-

Andes have found that aerial spray-
ing only has a marginal effect, with 
32 hectares of coca needing to be 
sprayed for one to be eliminated.9 Its 
effects may have been marginal, but 
aerial fumigation has still impacted 
illicit crops.  

While coca cultivation rates 
have fallen, the plan contributed to a 
greater dispersion of coca through-
out the country. Data indicates that 
coca crops are concentrated into 
200 municipalities in the country, 
with 10 of these municipalities con-
taining almost half of all coca culti-
vation.10 Despite this concentration, 
the Gini coefficient, an indicator of 
coca cultivation concentration, has 
been steadily declining, indicating 
a greater dispersion of illicit crop 
growth.11 This can be explained in 
large part by coca cultivators mov-
ing to different regions to avoid ae-
rial fumigation missions and other 
means of coca eradication. While 
coca cultivation has dropped, its 
dispersion to other regions demon-
strates that aggressive coca eradica-
tion policies do not meaningfully 
affect its cultivation and may en-
courage it. Unfortunately, aerial fu-
migation has not only been ineffec-
tive in preventing coca cultivation, 
but it has also been proven to be 
dangerous for humans.   

Research strongly suggests that 
aerial fumigation is a clear danger to 
human health. Oncology research 
conducted by scientists from elev-
en countries, including case studies 
of exposure in the USA, Canada, 
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ians and categorized them as FARC 
members. Collaboration between 
official forces and Colombia’s Au-
todefensas Unidas de Colombia 
(AUC) resulted in the former turn-
ing a blind eye to the several mas-
sacres and crimes committed by the 
AUC.17 Colombian security forces 
also played a direct hand in human 
rights abuses and mass killings.  A 
report by former Colombian secu-
rity officials estimates that the mil-
itary killed roughly 5,000 victims 
between 2002 and 2008, many of 
which were to boost body counts. 
The army would present the civilian 
deaths as members of illegal armed-
groups killed in combat.18 Naturally, 
this adversely affected rural Colom-
bia’s already deteriorating trust in 
state institutions and security forces.

A study composed of face-to-
face interviews conducted by the 
Universidad de los Andes found that, 
while 53.4 percent of respondents 
claim that either police or military 
maintain security where they live, 
41.9 percent claim that a permanent 
police presence would be harmful to 
security.19 Numerous human rights 
abuses have gravely impacted rural 
Colombians’ perception of the state, 
which holds grave implications for 
future trust building efforts between 
civilians and security forces. Though 
Plan Colombia recovered territory 
for the state, the abuse of civilians 
in the process makes the operation 
difficult to justify. Civilians became 
less trusting of state institutions and 
security responses.

Plan Colombia also harmed the 
rural population because it priori-
tized military action, but did little to 
offer an alternative to coca farming, 
which was partially induced by Co-
lombia’s “zero illicit crops” strategy.  
Plan Colombia’s crop substitution 
efforts took the form of monetary 
incentives and training as opposed 
to providing greater access to dif-
ferent markets through the devel-
opment of rural infrastructure, so 
farmers were unable to take advan-
tage of these programs due to lack of 
access to markets.  A USAID review 
of Plan Colombia’s performance 
found that the inflexible nature of 
Plan Colombia disincentivized co-
operation because it provided few 
viable alternatives for farmers facing 
systemic structural obstacles.20 The 
“zero illicit crops” policy adopted 
by Colombia disincentivized farm-
ers because it blocked market ac-
cess through persecution of farmers 
cultivating coca and made access to 
land titles in coca growing territo-
ries difficult to obtain.21 Faced with 
untenable alternatives, coca farm-
ers turned to outmaneuvering coca 
eradication efforts, making eradica-
tion campaigns more difficult and 
costly. 

Aerial spraying has been made 
even more ineffective by this outma-
neuvering. Coca farmers have found 
a variety of means of avoiding coca 
eradication efforts.  Such measures 
include spraying molasses over coca 
plants making herbicide reaching 
the leaves more difficult, cutting the 

stems of coca bushes a few hours 
before the aerial spraying missions, 
and growing and keeping addition-
al seed beds that farmers plant im-
mediately after spraying missions 
in the case that they were unable 
to protect their plants.22 Hence, the 
state created a negative feedback 
loop, where the prioritization of 
coca eradication resulted in farmers 
becoming more protective of coca 
as their most stable product while 
not being presented with enough 
opportunities to turn to other crops.  
Rural Colombians faced a unique 
situation where the state’s rural re-
form efforts were often detrimental 
to their livelihood. While coca cul-
tivation was often headed and sub-
sidized by illegal armed actors, it is 
difficult to ignore that many turned 
to these because of a lack of any vi-
able alternative livelihood program 
offered by Plan Colombia.

Plan Colombia ultimately 
failed in gaining trust in its initial 
implementation because the institu-
tions involved in the plan perpetrat-
ed abuses against citizens, whether 
indirectly through aerial fumiga-
tion, directly through human rights 
abuses arising from militarization, 
or through weak initial efforts to of-
fer a feasible alternative livelihood 
to coca farmers. Aerial fumigation 
campaigns were initially detested 
among coca farmers because they 
threatened their livelihoods, and 
later research demonstrated that 
these efforts had immediate impli-
cations for the health of rural Co-
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mentation implies it is likely more 
effective to commit to providing 
alternative livelihoods and services 
to rural communities as opposed to 
denying them services on the basis 
of growing coca. Using public as-
sistance to fulfill citizens' explicit 
needs accounts for the fact that coca 
cultivation is often a result of un-
derdeveloped access to alternative 
livelihoods. Plan Colombia’s failures 
in its early implementation had a 
clear effect on citizen trust of state 
institutions due to its contributions 
to increasing the  distrust of the Co-
lombian government throughout 
the conflict going into the post-con-
flict period.
ADAM and MIDAS: Difficul-
ties of Geographic Scope, 
Crop Substitution, and 
Roads

The USAID funded and de-
signed the ADAM (Areas for 
Municipal-Level Alternative De-
velopment) and MIDAS (More In-
vestment in Sustainable Alternative 
Development) programs to promote 
sustainable development in rural 
Colombia as a means of addressing 
the economic situation that forced 
many into unsanctioned methods 
of work to earn an income.  Many 
Colombian farmers involved with 
illicit crops were often forced by 
local armed groups or lacked other 
feasible opportunities.  Geographic 
separation from USAID and trans-
portation infrastructure limited the 
access of small farmers to existing 
markets. These plans were imple-

mented to address the issue of rural 
dependence on coca by presenting 
alternative livelihoods. ADAM fo-
cused on strengthening national, 
departmental, and local institutions 
while MIDAS prioritized small and 
medium agribusinesses that could 
remain competitive via market ex-
posure. Although these develop-
ment programs provided alternative 
livelihoods, sustained economic 
development in regions vulnerable 
to coca growth, and attempted to 
address grievances held by citizens, 
the programs failed to offer assis-
tance in regions with inadequate 
infrastructure and had little visible 
impact on coca growth. ADAM and 
MIDAS failed on account of their 
lack of geographic scope during 
conflict, issues that constrained the 
effectiveness of alternative liveli-
hood programs, and a lack of com-
prehensive rural infrastructure. 

While both ADAM and MI-
DAS were funded by USAID to en-
able substantive support for farmers 
and regions that rely on coca culti-
vation as most of their income, the 
programs differed in approaches. 
ADAM was designed to implement 
strategies that would promote sus-
tainable and profitable activities for 
farmers and strengthen organiza-
tions on the national, departmental, 
and local levels, as a means of cre-
ating institutions that can take over 
operations as USAID phases out.  
Such a plan was focused on address-
ing land inequality and underdevel-
opment.  Elite land ownership of the 

lombians.23 While the government 
suspended the program in 2015 and 
the Colombian Supreme Court lat-
er placed heavy restrictions on fu-
ture campaigns in 2017, Colombia 
has still considered resuming these 
efforts. A lesson drawn from Plan 
Colombia’s aerial fumigation pro-
gram indicates that it was not only 
ineffective in eradicating coca, but 
that this inefficiency and the adverse 
effect the campaign had on citizens 
created greater distrust in the gov-
ernment. 

Security deployments to Rural 
Colombia were equally damaging 
to rural Colombians’ perception of 
state legitimacy.  It is likely that the 
multiple human rights abuses per-
petrated by state security forces on 
civilians negatively affected rural 
perceptions of the state.  As eradi-
cation campaigns continued, there 
have been a number of clashes be-
tween small-scale coca-growers and 
security forces, with police killing 
unarmed protestors in multiple 
instances. Restoring faith in state 
institutions, specifically security 
forces, would require the state to 
commit to non-violent acts against 
noncombatants.  

The “zero illicit crops” policy 
has also had clear negative effects 
on state trust as a result of its pun-
ishment of villages for the actions 
of a few who have failed to buy into 
alternative livelihood programs’ 
and the policy’s inability to address 
the material circumstances of rural 
coca farmers. This policy’s imple-
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majority of agricultural space in Co-
lombia is a fundamental cause of ru-
ral underdevelopment. Evidence in-
dicates land ownership limits rural 
employment and incomes, resulting 
in an increasing threat as landown-
ing elites take advantage of techno-
logical developments to consolidate 
their control of land resources.24 
The strengthening of institutions 
to address these issues could cer-
tainly help to resolve them.  Unlike 
ADAM, MIDAS prioritized the pri-
vate sector, focusing on the devel-
opment of sustainable businesses 
and enterprises that could operate 
competitively in legally sanctioned 
markets. While these efforts provide 
better access to legal markets than 
many otherwise had, both alterna-
tive development programs faced a 
challenge in the form of their limit-
ed geographic scope. 

ADAM and MIDAS failed to 
provide sustainable alternative live-
lihoods for coca farmers because 
the programs failed to reach regions 
susceptible to coca growth. A U.S. 
Government Accountability Office 
(GAO) report found that alternative 
development programs were often 
focused in areas of economic im-
portance in western Colombia as a 
direct result of the access to existing 
markets, infrastructure, and state 
presence. These programs failed to 
address issues in eastern Colom-
bia, where state presence was very 
limited. Regions with inadequate 
state presence and poor infrastruc-
ture did not benefit from programs 

meant to repair these issues.  This 
can be seen most clearly in the prov-
ince of Meta-Guaviare. Meta-Guav-
iare had the greatest coca cultiva-
tion in regions analyzed by the UN 
from 2003 to 2006; after which it 
fell to fourth in the country, behind 
the Pacific, Central, and Putumayo 
Caqueta regions.25

Meta’s decline in coca cultiva-
tion is not proof of the success of 
these programs but is likely owed to 
the adverse side effects of coca erad-
ication campaigns. The Meta de-
partment showed a decreasing trend 
between 2004 and 2008 because of 
a dispersal of actors involved in 
coca cultivation.26 This and the 
drastic increase of coca production 
in the Pacific and Central regions 
over the same period point to the 
inadequacy of these alternative de-
velopment programs at a national 
level.27 Many citizens living in and 
outside of these regions expressed 
discontent with coca eradication 
programs because of the lack of fea-
sible alternative livelihoods present-
ed to those farmers most affected 
by eradication. ADAM and MIDAS 
struggled to build trust due to a lack 
of geographic scale and inadequate 
state presence.  Due to this and poor 
rural infrastructure, the alternative 
development programs impacted 
the efficacy of harvest substitution 
programs.

The most popular alternative 
livelihood plan arising from ADAM 
and MIDAS included harvest sub-
stitutions that sought to move farm-

ers away from cultivating coca and 
toward growing crops such as ca-
cao, rubber trees, and coffee, but the 
success of these plans was heavily 
affected by how much technical as-
sistance farmers were offered and 
whether aerial fumigation had been 
undertaken in that region.28 Har-
vest substitution programs, espe-
cially those prioritizing cacao cul-
tivation, are likely to contribute to 
and boost the regional and nation-
al economy in all but a few regions 
like the Catatumbo region, where 
agrochemicals promote illicit crop 
growth overall.29 Otherwise, few 
substitution crops can offer a com-
petitive profit to coca farmers.

Cacao substitution has poten-
tial, but its price fluctuations can 
be threatening to those used to the 
relatively steady stream of profit 
derived from coca cultivation. The 
instability of markets for substitu-
tion crops along with the education 
and technical assistance required 
to switch farmers toward cultivat-
ing cacao are what compose most 
of the criticism levied at this pro-
gram. Crop substitution fulfills the 
stated needs of rural citizens and, 
given enough time and resources, 
would likely serve as a more effec-
tive means of transitioning farmers 
away from the cultivation of illicit 
crops than eradication programs.  
However, something that was par-
ticularly harmful to the dispersal of 
this program to more regions and 
the ability of farmers to take advan-
tage of crop substitutions was the 
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utter lack of rural infrastructure.
A large portion of the popu-

lation in Colombia makes a living 
through employment in low pro-
ductivity farms or the production 
of subsistence crops. This was espe-
cially true of rural regions during 
the implementation of ADAM and 
MIDAS. These regions were dis-
advantaged by a lack of access to 
roads that could connect them to 
markets.  The civil war, which hin-
dered any possible development 
for these roads, combined with the 
mountainous terrain of the Andes 
Mountain range, made connectivity 
difficult. ADAM, MIDAS, and other 
rural alternative development pro-
grams focused on growth and pro-
ductivity, ignoring infrastructure 
development and market access. 
Lack of attention to these import-
ant assets to economic development 
resulted in rural policies failing to 
address anything beyond the ag-
ricultural plane; a lack of access to 
roads that would enable ease of crop 
transportation to markets in near-
by cities limited growth of income 
or quality of life.30 Lack of access to 
roads impacted the course of alter-
native development programs and 
disabled the transportation of crops 
to markets, disabling the ability of 
farmers to actually benefit from 
these programs.  

ADAM and MIDAS struggled 
to meaningfully address the needs 
of rural Colombians because of a 
lack of geographic scope, poor im-
plementation of crop substitution 

programs, and poor rural infra-
structure. Scope is relevant in that, 
while security was extended into 
territories they were previously un-
able to during the conflict, there 
were still more territories that had 
greater needs. Failing to assist them 
had negative effects on Colombian 
perceptions of state legitimacy. This 
failure to adequately commit on a 
large scale resulted in a decline in 
trust. While citizens enthusiastical-
ly engaged with crop substitution, 
other coca-reduction programs, 
such as manual and aerial eradica-
tion, faced more resistance. While 
the two approaches are intended to 
complement each other and bring 
stability to regions dependent on 
coca growth, forced eradication 
has progressed more quickly, which 
resulted in violent encounters be-
tween state security forces and small 
farmers.31 Coca farmers were also 
often aware that eradication cam-
paigns invalidated crop substitution 
efforts, which created an impression 
of Colombia ignoring their needs. 

Essentially, Azad is pointing 
out Had these approaches remain 
balanced, rural lack of access to 
infrastructure and equipment was 
a plain reality for coca farmers.  
ADAM and MIDAS’ inability to re-
pair this reduced the effectiveness of 
their efforts in increasing agricultur-
al growth. Transporting crops from 
rural areas to urban centers or mar-
kets is exceedingly difficult, with a 
drive from Cartagena to Bogota, the 
capital, taking about 17 hours, de-

spite the driving distance between 
these two cities being 647.5 miles, 
which is similar to the distance be-
tween Atlanta and Miami. Farmers 
will be less likely to trust the state 
if the movement away from illicit 
crops is marred not only by issues 
inherent to other plants like cacao 
such as unstable pricing, but by lack 
of access to land ownership creating 
an inability to access the markets 
necessary to sell agricultural goods.  
This was demonstrated by ADAM 
and MIDAS, which had little mea-
surable effect on aggregate trust of 
state institutions.
PCIM: The Success of Rapid 
and Coordinated Efforts in 
Ensuring Security

TPCIM was established as a pi-
lot project of the new integral terri-
torial control recovery policy, basing 
itself in the Macarena region where 
there was previously little to no state 
presence before the implementation 
of the program. This would normal-
ly be regarded as a death sentence 
for similar programs, which strug-
gled even reaching into the regions 
that would benefit most from their 
presence because of a lack of scope 
and commitment. PCIM succeeded 
where so many other alternative live-
lihood programs failed, integrating 
state presence into a coca-growing 
region by focusing on issues relevant 
to citizens such as health, education, 
justice reform, and police presence.  
Despite its relative success, however, 
the Colombian government failed to 
expand this model to other similar 
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regions, which ultimately resulted 
in the ending of an otherwise suc-
cessful project. Little reason has 
been presented by the Colombian 
government for the abrupt stoppage 
of the program, but the project was 
successful in securing a livelihood 
for its recipients and nurturing trust 
in state institutions. The PCIM’s 
greatest successes could be found in 
actions arising from highly effective 
inter-agency coordination, but ar-
eas for improvement could still be 
found in unequal land distribution 
and lack of access to adequate farm 
equipment. 

The PCIM was a pilot pro-
gram implemented in the Macarena 
Mountain range found in the Meta 
department, where six municipali-
ties near the mountain were selected 
for an alternative livelihood program 
focusing explicitly on development.  
This region was chosen because 
it was previously held by FARC, 
meaning it was a narcotrafficking 
route and dependent on illicit crop 
production. The plan’s goal was to 
recover territory and eradicate coca 
by presenting a feasible alternative 
means of earning income. The plan 
followed three phases where secu-
rity forces would arrive to clear the 
area of illegal armed groups and 
protect the area from future attacks, 
crop substitution and coca eradica-
tion programs would ensue, and the 
state would extend basic institutions 
such as education programs and 
health services to these municipal-
ities. Unlike previous programs, this 

program laid a foundation for eco-
nomic development while challeng-
ing the control armed groups had in 
rural regions, forcing them to de-
pend on other income resources to 
fund their operations. A Center for 
Strategic and International Studies 
(CSIS) team conducted a field visit 
and found:

PCIM embodies what appears 
to be an important shift in 
the government of Colombia’s 
hitherto not fully coordinated 
approach to establishing ef-
fective state presence in areas 
formerly controlled by illegal 
armed groups. As a strategy for 
consolidation of sustained state 
authority, PCIM’s emphasis on 
rapid and sequenced action 
coordinated on an interagen-
cy basis has much potential for 
success not only in the Macare-
na but as a pilot project for use 
in other areas of Colombia.32

PCIM emphasized rapid ac-
tion by multiple coordinated agen-
cies that was responsive to the needs 
of citizens in these municipalities.  
The region had long been held and 
surrounded by guerilla activity and 
conflict, and, because of a lack of 
government presence until the im-
plementation of this program, a lack 
of strong local institutions created a 
rebelocracy, where the promise of 
income and the threat of violence 
motivated citizens in the Macare-
na region to grow coca. While coca 
prices were more stable and guar-
anteed an income for citizens, it 

was not lost on many of them that 
a failure to grow coca would result 
in illegal armed groups perpetrating 
violence against them.  While it was 
impossible to collect the opinions of 
these citizens during conflict, sur-
veys conducted after conflict or after 
they’ve become reacquainted with a 
state presence all indicate that the 
two most common problems they 
faced were violence and armed con-
flict. 

The first portion of PCIM ad-
dressed instability in the region 
by deploying security forces into 
these areas to combat illegal armed 
groups and protect the regions once 
they were secured. While there was 
no data collected during active con-
flict, surveys conducted in 2015 
and 2017 found that the 2015 re-
sults showed 28.1 and 12.4 percent 
of respondents felt violence and 
armed conflict respectively were the 
main problems surrounding them, 
while the 2017 results show a drop 
to 14.3 percent for violence and 
11.1 percent for armed conflict.33 
Such a decline indicates that there 
were likely declines in this opinion 
immediately post-conflict, which 
may indicate that the threat of vio-
lence was palpable during conflict.  
There has been little negative outcry 
against the now permanent security 
presence in the area, and this is par-
tially evidenced by a CSIS meeting 
with community leaders in the Vista 
Hermosa municipality expressing 
satisfaction with their new status as 
a “transition” zone and development 
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projects that had already been initi-
ated.34

It was beneficial to PCIM that 
there was a separation between mil-
itary and police forces, with the mil-
itary playing a role in clearing out 
illegal armed groups while police 
would target illegal sources of in-
come. This is an instance in which 
Colombia’s reaction to needs by ci-
vilians was carried out in an effec-
tive manner, guaranteeing civilian 
security by ensuring that security 
forces were divided in a way that 
promoted the safety of noncomba-
tants. This has resulted in a positive 
civilian response indicative of grow-
ing trust, which made them more 
receptive to the state institutions 
that were eventually placed in the 
region. The quick response of the 
state to civilian needs also made the 
implementation of quick-impact 
projects easier.

Quick-impact projects used 
labor provided by the state and the 
help of residents to build or refurbish 
schools, community centers, health 
posts, walkways, libraries, and ru-
ral homes as a means of improving 
living conditions in their communi-
ties, and they have had clear effects 
on trust-gaining efforts among citi-
zens. These projects lend to the idea 
of a permanent state presence and 
allow a great amount of community 
autonomy in development, incen-
tivizing the host community to take 
responsibility for its welfare.  These 
projects generate credibility and le-
gitimacy for the state, as they create 

a state presence that can be trusted 
where there wasn’t one. This feel-
ing of autonomy combined with a 
state presence was accomplished by 
a methodology that called for active 
community involvement whenever 
possible. While there were active 
requests for labor assistance among 
citizens, these citizens and local in-
stitutions were encouraged to in-
teract and work with state workers.  
This created a cooperative state pres-
ence which allowed for citizens to 
address their needs more effectively.  
Community inclusion was effective 
in building trust, but there were is-
sues that could not be addressed by 
quick-impact projects.  

Land ownership cannot be ad-
dressed by quick-impact projects, 
and this was clear to all participat-
ing in the PCIM. Land ownership 
has long been at the heart of vio-
lence and armed conflict in Colom-
bia. The Colombian government 
didn’t address land reform until the 
1930s, which was a trigger for La 
Violencia and served as a partial 
motivation for the 50 year civil war 
between FARC and the Colombian 
Government. The municipality host 
of Vista Hermosa was one such area 
still affected by land ownership is-
sues despite the renewed presence 
of the state. A meeting between a 
CSIS team and community leaders 
of this municipality revealed that 
untitled lands made it impossible 
for agriculturalists to get credit for 
their farming needs, and lack of 
credit made it difficult to afford the 

machinery necessary to cultivate 
crops in local farms, both of which 
presented clear issues to develop-
ment.35 Such an issue could not be 
addressed by quick-impact projects 
and would take commitment and 
time to resolve. If centralization and 
nonviolence got in the way, that did 
not matter to Azad. Who knows? 
If Azad had been the true leader of 
the INC, India might not have been 
partitioned at all.

PCIM serves as an example of a 
rural reform program where the im-
plemented policies created a greater 
aggregate benefit to the communi-
ties it was implemented in, indicat-
ing that the community can learn 
from the successes of the program 
and apply them in the post-conflict 
situation. Ultimately, PCIM suc-
ceeded in the Macarena region be-
cause of its emphasis on rapid and 
coordinated actions by cooperating 
agencies. While the PCIM could not 
address land ownership issues, the 
program created more favorable cir-
cumstances to address rural Colom-
bian grievances. One of the great-
est successes of the PCIM was the 
deployment of security forces into 
these previously FARC-held terri-
tories in a strategy to flush out reb-
els and protect these regions from 
violence once the rebel presence 
was eliminated. This was highly ef-
fective in the region and was also 
much more expensive because of 
the ongoing conflict and capabilities 
of the FARC. The security ensured 
by a state presence derived from a 
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program similar to the PCIM, along 
with the trust derived from this 
presence and the benefits it brings, 
created a favorable situation for the 
implementation of other policies 
that previously could not be imple-
mented in other conflict zones, such 
as quick-impact projects.   
Conclusion

Ultimately, a review of rural 
reform efforts in Colombia reveals 
that past efforts have been harmed 
by combining coca eradication pro-

grams and an irresponsible security 
presence with programs intended to 
address the plight of rural citizens.  
When these programs have been 
able to respond to the wishes of 
communities by involving them in 
bottom-up infrastructure projects, 
there have been yet more regions 
of Colombia that were unreach-
able by a state presence. And when 
a state presence has been available, 
they have often abused noncomba-
tants and committed human rights 

abuses. A review of these programs 
reveals that rural reform is most ef-
fective when it addresses the mate-
rial circumstances of farmers who 
have had to resort to coca farming 
through infrastructural develop-
ment and subsidization of agricul-
tural equipment for disenfranchised 
workers. Colombia’s prioritization 
of coca eradication over rural re-
form has been directly harmful to 
rural trust in government and, by 
extension, state legitimacy. 
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Preserving the Status Quo or 
Revising the System? China's New 
Role in the International System

Morgan Hanchard

When the Cold War created 
a bipolar international system, the 
world looked towards the newfound 
Republic of China, expecting their 
immediate allegiance to the Soviet 
Union based on their ideological 
ties to communism. After the Si-
no-Soviet split occurred in the 1950s 
over a dispute involving the mono-
lith of international communism, 
the United States began to view the 
People’s Republic of China (PRC) as 
a pawn to combat the Soviets. The 
Americans quickly turned to the 
People’s Republic of China (PRC), 
in hopes of rapprochement. In 1971, 
Secretary of State Henry Kissinger 
and Chinese Premier Zhou Enlai 
met secretly in Beijing, to discuss 
normalizing relations between the 
United States and the PRC. Both 
countries quickly found common 
ground in their enemy of the Soviet 
Union, eventually engaging in tri-
angular diplomacy until the dissipa-
tion of the Soviet Union in 1991.  

When the Cold War came to 
an end, the aftermath of Sino-U.S. 
relations left many in Washington 
and Beijing pondering the future 

of this relationship. This question 
approached the forefront of inter-
national relations in 1989, when the 
pro-democratic protests at Tianan-
men Square took place. The Ameri-
can view of China drastically shifted 
as Americans watched the People’s 
Liberation Army forcibly and vio-
lently suppress those who gathered 
in Tiananmen with tanks and as-
sault rifles. Since then, the United 
States’ foreign policy towards Chi-
na has differed greatly depending 
on the administration. For China, 
lasting sentiments from the Cen-
tury of Humiliation have molded 
their conduct in foreign affairs and 
continuously shape the U.S.-China 
relationship.  

This article will break down 
China’s actions within the inter-
national system, specifically look-
ing at President Xi’s involvement 
in international organizations and 
foreign policy. In political scientist 
Graham T. Allison’s 2012 article on 
the Peloponnesian War, the fear of 
the centuries-old Thucydides Trap 
brought the potential dangers of the 
Sino-U.S. rivalry to light. In accor-

Before former Chairman Mao 
Zedong’s establishment of 
the People’s Republic of Chi-

na in 1949, China struggled through 
approximately 100 years without a 
stable government, losing many bat-
tles to imperial enemies. This period 
is known as the Century of Humili-
ation, beginning in 1839 when Chi-
na lost to the British Empire in the 
first Opium War, and lasting until 
1949 when Mao Zedong stood atop 
Tiananmen Square and proclaimed 
the establishment of the People’s Re-
public of China. Suffering losses at 
the hands of foreign powers, a cha-
otic domestic environment due to 
a lack of central government, and 
partial territorial colonialism taint-
ed the next 100 years of Chinese his-
tory with humiliation.  In a contem-
porary context, an entire century of 
humiliation at the hands of foreign 
powers has tainted China’s view of 
the world order with skepticism.  
President Xi Jinping’s policies today 
often reflect the importance of the 
Century of Humiliation, resulting 
in China approaching foreign affairs 
cynically.
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dance with Spartans going to war 
with the newly powerful Athenians, 
the Thucydides Trap describes the 
phenomena of a rising power and 
an existing great power tending to-
wards war.1  Allison proposes that 
the existing hegemon, the United 
States, and the rising power, Chi-
na, might be following this inevita-
ble path to war. With this theory in 
mind, U.S.-China relations remain 
extremely important to internation-
al relations. This article will demon-
strate how the Thucydides Trap fails 
to analyze that China’s rise is not a 
threat to the existing world order, 
but instead hopes to preserve the 
status quo without falling victim to 
Western hegemony once again. The 
narrative created by the Thucydides 
Trap has created a great power com-
petition paradox, resulting in ag-
gressive foreign policy on both sides 
in self-defense. The preconceived 
notion of aggressive Chinese actions 
within international diplomacy has 
led to many historians placing a re-
visionist label on China. Because of 
China’s distinct political and eco-
nomic systems, American histori-
ans and political scientists tend to 
examine Chinese politics through a 
critical Western lens. Communism, 
as a dialectical opposite of capital-
ism, has been portrayed as the an-
tithesis to democracy for the latter 
half of the 20th century throughout 
the Cold War. By this definition, 
China is often presumed to have 
intentions to deconstruct today’s 
global order. By analyzing both old-

er and more recent Chinese history 
simultaneously, this article will pro-
vide evidence that China’s actions 
within the international system lean 
towards preserving the status quo 
of the current world order, and of-
fer evidence against the narrative of 
China as a revisionist power looking 
to uproot the current system.  
Chapter 1: China’s Rise to 
Power – China Joins the 
WTO

After Mao took power in 1949, 
ending China’s 100 years of humil-
iation within the international sys-
tem, his attempts to strengthen the 
newfound republic resulted in rad-
ical ideological movements creat-
ing a new form of chaos within the 
country. The upheaval that ensued 
from the Great Leap Forward, the 
Hundred Flowers Movement, and 
the Cultural Revolution produced 
millions of deaths at the hands of 
the regime. As the deadliest of Mao’s 
radical ideas, the Great Proletarian 
Cultural Revolution was a program 
created to rid the newly established 
People’s Republic of China (PRC) 
of the counter-revolutionaries and 
capitalist-roaders that were infiltrat-
ing the Party. During the Cultural 
Revolution, Chairman Mao and his 
government rallied the youth under 
the name of the Red Guards to in-
flict terror upon others, specifically 
intellectuals and scholars.2  The Red 
Guards were the heart of the move-
ment at the beginning of the revo-
lution, especially during a drastic 
increase in violence against teachers 

and intellectuals from 1966 to 1968, 
known as the Red Guard Phase. The 
violence that ensued over this ten 
year period resulted in the death 
of 500,000 to 2,000,000 Chinese 
citizens; a number that is still con-
tested today.3  This disaster scathed 
the Chinese Communist Party’s im-
age, and after Mao’s death, the Par-
ty desperately rallied to rebuild its 
image. When technocrat Deng Xia-
oping took office in 1982, the PRC 
rebranded itself through a period 
of major reform, characterized by a 
pragmatic approach of fiscal chang-
es in order to enhance political le-
gitimacy.    

 Deng Xiaoping’s period of 
reform and opening up led to rap-
id economic growth, rebuilding the 
regime’s image in the public eye, 
and heightening its status within 
the world order.  Deng’s plan shift-
ed course from ideological-centered 
reform similar to Mao’s programs to 
a new pragmatic model. While Mao 
aimed to consolidate power within 
the Party, Deng believed that de-
centralization of authority was the 
precursor to economic growth.  Be-
ginning in 1978, Special Economic 
Zones (SEZs) were formed near the 
coasts of Macao, Hong Kong, and 
Taiwan, and were granted unique 
privileges and regional autonomy. 
These zones allowed for less strin-
gent environmental regulations, 
lowered tariffs and taxes, and im-
proved infrastructure in order to 
attract foreign investment and stim-
ulate economic growth.4  With these 
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China’s entrance into the global 
economy and the international sys-
tem as a whole. Rapprochement in 
1972, via former American Presi-
dent Richard Nixon and Chairman 
Mao paved the way for the formal 
establishment of diplomatic ties be-
tween the U.S. and the PRC in 1979 
when the United States announced 
its recognition of the People’s Re-
public as the legitimate government 
of China. The U.S. also signed the 
Taiwan Relations Act within the 
same year, maintaining commer-
cial relations with Taiwan, but re-
stricting diplomatic ones.9  With 
the United States as an established 
global powerhouse, China’s decision 
to harness amicable relations was 
crucial to the regime’s place in the 
global economy. Once this formal 
bond between the two nations had 
been established, the U.S. quickly 
became China’s number one recip-
ient of exports.10  With over one 
billion citizens, China’s large labor 
pool allowed for the production 
of extremely cheap manufactured 
goods. This factor in itself provided 
the rest of the world with inexpen-
sive imports, while allowing China 
to tap into more overseas markets. 
The duality of this cycle served as a 
major deciding factor in China’s of-
ficial accession to the WTO.

 After 15 years of debate, Chi-
na was granted admission into the 
WTO, symbolizing China’s official 
leap into the global economy. Their 
accession did not come without 
skepticism and backlash from West-

ern powers, resulting in a detailed, 
conditional agreement and constant 
negotiations. Though the WTO was 
only formed in 1995, the norms 
guiding international trade pre-ex-
isted through the General Agree-
ment on Tariffs and Trade (GATT). 
China had placed its bid for admis-
sion into the GATT in 1986, but was 
met with opposition until further 
examination into the Chinese econ-
omy had been completed.11  After 
no real progress had been made in 
the GATT admissions process, Chi-
na turned its efforts directly to the 
United States and former President 
Bill Clinton, due to the U.S.’s dom-
inant influence over the organiza-
tion. In bilateral meetings between 
former Chinese Premier Jiang Ze-
min and President Clinton, China 
implemented multiple tariff reduc-
tions in a short time frame, even-
tually opening up communication 
between China and many other 
prominent WTO members.12  These 
summit meetings led to numerous 
concessions by the Chinese in an ef-
fort to receive approval and admis-
sion, as they were forced to open up 
more markets than planned. In the 
final agreement, China conceded to 
many regulations, most notably on 
intellectual property, agreeing to a 
50-50 deal in which foreign inves-
tors were allowed to control 50% of 
the telecommunications markets, 
as well as another round of low-
ered tariffs for imports, among oth-
er difficult agreements.13  The one 
condition the Chinese stood their 

zones, the PRC began embracing 
some aspects of the market econo-
my, simulating Western neoliberal-
ism. Often referred to as “socialism 
with Chinese characteristics,” Deng’s 
reform and opening up period rep-
resented a new era, symbolizing a 
step into the international playing 
field through economics.5  Through-
out the entire country, not just in 
the SEZs, the economy was largely 
characterized by exposure to foreign 
trade and foreign investment, which 
accounted for approximately 75% 
of GDP. 6 By 2003, China had be-
come the world’s biggest recipient of 
foreign direct investment, surpass-
ing the United States.  In quantita-
tive terms, China’s Gross Domes-
tic Product (GDP), measuring the 
market value of goods and services 
produced annually, jumped from 
205.1 billion U.S. Dollars in 1982 
when Deng took office, to 1.094 tril-
lion by 1999.7  This upward growth 
trend shocked the world, as the U.S. 
GDP growth rate remained stagnant 
at 2.16% in 1999, while China’s had 
reached 7.7%.8 This unprecedented 
growth turned heads, forcing other 
global superpowers to pay attention 
to the PRC, while smaller countries 
awaited the response of the current 
hegemons, specifically the United 
States.

 Coupled with econom-
ic growth, the normalization of 
U.S.-China relations preluded Chi-
na’s eventual accession to the World 
Trade Organization (WTO) in 2001, 
serving as a vital stepping stone for 
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ground on occurred when the U.S. 
pushed for China’s admittance as a 
“middle-level developed country,” 
while China argued for its status as 
a developing country, to which the 
Americans eventually, and reluc-
tantly, conceded too.14  This will-
ingness to engage in trade talks and 
cooperate with international insti-
tutions demonstrates China’s com-
pliance with the world order. While 
its entrance to the WTO may have 
had the primary motive of stim-
ulating its own economy, China’s 
open disposition toward abiding by 
international guidelines suggested 
that their participation in the global 
economy could be characterized by 
conformity and cooperation. 

 Nearly 20 years after their 
accession, China’s modern ap-
proach to the international system 
remains tied to its role in the global 
economy. In President Xi Jinping’s 
collection of his own writings, The 
Governance of China, he specifical-
ly points out China’s integral role in 
the world order, stating that “China 
cannot develop without the rest of 
the world; nor can the world as a 
whole prosper without China… we 
must open still wider to the outside 
world, strengthening our connectiv-
ity and interaction with it.”15  Even 
with his staunch support of Chinese 
nationalism, President Xi stresses 
the importance of China’s role at the 
international level, and their depen-
dence on global affairs.  With their 
newly interconnected global econo-
my, China has begun development 

efforts in other nations, specifically 
various African countries. In 2009, 
China officially surpassed the U.S. 
as Africa’s largest trading partner.16  
Since then, China has built railways, 
government buildings, and power 
projects, lending a total of $95.5 bil-
lion in loans to Africa between 2000 
and 2015.17  As their own economy 
has become more dependent on 
the global economy, China’s devel-
opment and investments have also 
shifted towards more outside proj-
ects rather than solely domestic 
development projects, proving that 
there has been a shift in China’s eco-
nomic structure that has led them 
to further integrate into the interna-
tional system.
Chapter 2: The Shift to the 
East – The Asian Infrastruc-
ture Investment Bank, the 
Asian Development Bank, 
and Foreign Direct Invest-
ment

Following their recent rise as 
an economic powerhouse and their 
official step into the global economy, 
China began the next steps in estab-
lishing their new position within 
the international system. As a de-
veloping country, China has now 
inserted itself into the economies of 
other developing nations, becoming 
a large contributor in development 
financing and foreign aid.  Within 
Africa, Chinese investment and aid 
has become a prominent source of 
economic growth in various indus-
tries and sectors. From an outside 
perspective, specifically those with-

in the United States, China’s new 
position as a source of financial 
development for Africa and their 
creation of the Asian Infrastruc-
ture Investment Bank (AIIB) is a 
ploy to push their domestic agenda 
on vulnerable nations and domi-
nate international politics. On the 
contrary, rather than uprooting the 
current status quo of politics and 
governance surrounding foreign aid 
and development, China is using 
their position of power and finan-
cial wellbeing to aid other countries 
who were not benefitting from tra-
ditional economic institutions.

The Asian Infrastructure In-
vestment Bank provides an alterna-
tive to the previous neoliberal in-
ternational institutions that operate 
under the premise of conditionality. 
Based on their frustrations with in-
ternational economic institutions 
such as the International Monetary 
Fund (IMF) and the World Trade 
Organization (WTO), China creat-
ed the AIIB in order to offer other 
developing countries a new way of 
promoting development. The AIIB 
is akin to the IMF in the sense that 
the IMF promotes sustainable eco-
nomic growth, and the AIIB similar-
ly aims to provide funding for infra-
structure in the Asia-Pacific region. 
However, the AIIB does not operate 
on the premise of conditionality or 
structural adjustment programs, 
which force countries to cut spend-
ing on certain social programs and 
subsidies, often resulting in  back-
lash amongst citizens. The purpose 
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system. The foundation of the AIIB 
was originally intended for Asian 
countries only, but “the enthusiasm 
with which European countries, led 
by the United Kingdom, sought to 
join the AIIB soon led China to wel-
come non-Asian founding members 
as well,” highlighting the influence 
of previous international economic 
institutions on China’s role in the 
international system and the cre-
ation of the AIIB.20   Even in the 
case of the BRI, its functionality is 
dependent on the creation of amica-
ble relationships between countries 
in the name of trade and fostering 
economic benefit. The softening of 
these relationships between China 
and other nations allows for their 
increasing integration into the in-
ternational system, even if their new 
projects seem regional by nature.

China’s increasingly intercon-
nected relationship with Africa is 
mutually beneficial for the growth 
of both economies, allowing Afri-
can economies to develop without 
suffering from traditional structur-
al adjustment programs under in-
ternational institutions such as the 
International Monetary Fund. Since 
the end of colonial rule in Africa, 
many areas across the continent have 
struggled with widespread poverty 
and delayed development. On top of 
the devastation left behind during 
the colonial period, the continent’s 
abundance of natural resources has 
trapped it in the ceaseless resource 
curse; a paradoxical phenomenon in 
which countries harboring natural 

resources are often exploited by de-
veloped countries, usually resulting 
in slow economic growth and lower 
chances of stable government.21  This 
happens to be the case in Africa, as 
many African nations suffer from 
a lack of economic independence. 
When China’s period of rapid eco-
nomic growth led to new policies 
opening towards the global econo-
my, Africa set its sights on a mutu-
ally beneficial relationship with this 
rising power.  A formal relationship 
between the PRC and African na-
tions was established in 2000, when 
the Forum On China-Africa Coop-
eration (FOCAC) provided an offi-
cial stage for engagement.22  Once 
this pathway opened, both sides cre-
ated a regional alliance that would 
be mutually beneficial for African 
countries’ growth and economic 
independence, and the PRC’s goal 
of global interconnectivity. This in-
cluded two-way trade, which totaled 
$185 billion USD in 2018, $3.3 bil-
lion in foreign direct investment to 
the entire continent of Africa, and 
many infrastructure development 
projects.23 Due to their increasing 
capital account inflows, China has 
assumed the new role of “Africa’s 
creditor.” 24  In terms of develop-
ment financing, developing coun-
tries within Africa rarely receive 
aid without structural adjustment 
programs that often harm their 
economies by forcing them to ad-
here to regulations created by other 
countries. China’s debtor relations 
have been quite lenient in compar-

of the AIIB is to “foster sustain-
able economic development, create 
wealth and improve infrastructure 
connectivity in Asia by investing in 
infrastructure and other productive 
sectors.”18  This new version of an 
international economic institution 
is appealing to many Asian-Pacific 
countries looking to develop their 
national infrastructure and stimu-
late their economies. A major aspect 
of the AIIB is the Belt and Road Ini-
tiative (BRI), which is President Xi’s 
vastly interconnected trade route 
between Asia, Europe, and Africa. 
Some critics label China’s new ver-
sion of development financing as 
an exclusively regional institution, 
based on its original formation in 
China for the benefit of Asia. How-
ever, because China’s BRI aims to 
connect China to the rest of Asia 
and Europe, the AIIB cannot be 
labeled as a merely regional insti-
tution. The AIIB and the BRI serve 
as tools “connecting China and its 
border regions to all parts of Asia, 
the Baltic States, the Mediterranean, 
eastern Africa, and the ‘developed 
European circle’, [the BRI] is much 
more interregional or pan-continen-
tal than truly ‘regional.’"19  The AIIB 
is molded from the current liberal 
world order that relies on interna-
tional institutions to ensure cooper-
ation amongst states; it is an alterna-
tive version that offers more benefits 
to Asian countries. In fact, the AIIB 
shows just how influenced the Chi-
nese government is by the liberal 
world order and the international 
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ison to those of the IMF, including 
their recent rescheduling deal with 
Ethiopia, which allowed the Ethio-
pian government to have a 20-year 
extension to finish paying out their 
previous loans.25  When President Xi 
announced his Belt and Road Initia-
tive, many African nations jumped 
at the chance to gain economic in-
dependence and open up their mar-
kets to the global economy. Africa’s 
engagement with the PRC through 
the BRI stimulated intra-African 
relations, as cross-border trade has 
greatly increased amongst specific 
states. Regional connectivity is one 
of the pillars laid out in the African 
Union’s Agenda 2063, aiming for 
“an integrated and interconnected 
Africa,” fueling economic develop-
ment, which in turn will hopefully 
strengthen the continent’s position 
in the international system.26  

Rapid economic success has 
given the Chinese government the 
ability to aid in infrastructure de-
velopment and stimulate economic 
growth throughout the continent. 
China’s unprecedented growth and 
expertise in specific economic sec-
tors put the country in a crucial 
position to promote a new phase of 
development throughout the conti-
nent.27  Not only does China’s rise 
put them in the position to assist 
in the development and industri-
alization of Africa, but it also pro-
vides potential benefits to African 
countries in the future. With Chi-
na’s massive consumer base, African 
producers will likely gain market 

access in China, inevitably opening 
more paths to other export-oriented 
countries. This “co-transformation” 
serves both Africa’s industrial de-
velopment and China’s “industrial 
upgrading.”28  China’s financing of 
projects in Africa in the name of 
mutual development demonstrates 
a trend towards China’s cooperative 
engagement within the world order.  
Although it is led by the PRC, the 
BRI is not merely a Chinese initia-
tive, but rather a segue into the inter-
national system by demonstrating a 
dedication to global interconnectiv-
ity. The joint development in the Si-
no-African relationship based on an 
“opening up” to the global order has 
sparked a shift to the peripheral. To-
day’s world order is no longer a uni-
polar system dominated by Western, 
capitalist powers, but instead excels 
in global connection, including de-
veloping countries that previously 
stood on the outskirts. This, again, 
demonstrates how the PRC’s poli-
cies have attempted to simulate the 
openness the United States claims 
to have within the international sys-
tem, coupling their domestic and 
global success with their relation-
ships with foreign powers.

While the rise of China raises 
many concerns to some diplomats, 
politicians, and economists, their 
economic endowments can actual-
ly be beneficial in the realm of for-
eign aid. In regards to development 
financing, China has become an 
important source of infrastructure 
aid in Africa. In addition, the recent 

creation of the AIIB demonstrates 
the broad influence of traditional 
economic institutions, proving that 
China is adhering to the liberal in-
ternational system in its creation of 
similar organizations, not complete-
ly veering away from the status quo.  
China’s rise allows for a new, parallel 
system to those frustrated with the 
current system of international eco-
nomic aid institutions and can stim-
ulate development across the globe.
Chapter 3: Avoiding the 
Thucydides Trap – The Case 
of the South China Sea Dis-
pute

One of the largest points of 
contention within current Sino-U.S. 
relations is whether or not China 
will conform to the “China threat 
theory” within the South China 
Sea Dispute. The debate over mar-
itime sovereignty in the region has 
been an area in Chinese policy that 
President Xi has shown unwavering 
interest in, evoking fear within the 
international system about how far 
Beijing is willing to go to protect its 
interests. Despite fear of conflict, 
China has actually been embrac-
ing multilateralism in their recent 
approach on the dispute, viewing 
regional stability as an essential en-
vironment to maintain domestic 
economic growth. China’s willing-
ness to compromise with its East 
Asian neighbors, while also utiliz-
ing international norms for conflict 
resolution, demonstrates China’s ac-
cordance with today’s liberal world 
order.
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 Chinese claims to the South 
China Sea date back to the early Han 
dynasty in the 2nd century B.C.E., 
according to the current regime.29 
However, current tensions rose 
when the PRC began publishing of-
ficial maps of its sovereign claims, 
beginning in 1947, when “China” in-
cluded a largely significant portion 
of the sea in its map, drawing elev-
en dots signifying its claims.30  The 
most recent map was published in 
1953 by the PRC under former Pre-
mier Zhou Enlai, erasing two of the 
dots from the Gulf of Tonkin, creat-
ing the nine-dash line, a U-shaped 
demarcation line including contest-
ed islands claimed by other states. 
Because these claims existed years 
before the establishment of the 
United Nations Convention for the 
Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), the main 
overseer of maritime law in today’s 
world order, the CCP argues that 
their claims to sovereignty should 
not be subjected to current regu-
lation of the area.31  These historic 
claims, in China’s eyes, support their 
current label of the South China Sea 
as Chinese territory, specifically as 
their exclusive economic zone that 
other claimants cannot exploit.32  As 
China quickly flew into a period of 
intense economic growth, the South 
China Sea became an increasingly 
integral source for oil.  After Chi-
na became a net importer of oil in 
1993, the PRC’s policy towards the 
region has been of utmost impor-
tance to their foreign policy ne-
gotiations, ensuring that these oil 

sources remain readily available 
to them.33  In regards to the South 
China Sea specifically, the Chinese 
Ministry of Land and Resources 
named the maritime region as “one 
of the ten strategic energy zones,” 
formalizing its significance within 
their economy.34  With 88% of Chi-
na’s natural gas production coming 
from the South China Sea itself, Xi’s 
regime continues to assert its claims 
in order to protect their economic 
interests.

The reluctance to budge on 
other nations’ claims to the South 
China Sea out of concern for their 
own economic security raises fears 
about China’s future policy stance 
towards the region. However, Chi-
na’s recent actions have demonstrat-
ed incentives to shift to multilateral 
diplomacy guided by compromise 
and cooperation. While China is a 
hegemon within Southeast Asia, the 
Association of Southeast Asian Na-
tions (ASEAN) plays a major role in 
the region as well. This multilateral 
organization promotes economic 
cooperation between the ten South-
east Asian Nations, attempting to 
create stability and mutual trust 
amongst each other. While China 
is not a part of the ASEAN, its rela-
tionship with the group is crucial to 
its own economic success, incentiv-
izing the maintenance of amicable 
relations between the PRC and its 
regional allies in ASEAN.

By engaging with these mul-
tilateral institutions, China abides 
by norms and regulations mandat-

ed by supranational organizations, 
entering into joint developments 
guided by compromise. One of the 
major points of contention Chi-
na faces in the South China Sea is 
Vietnam’s claims to some of the is-
lands within the nine-dash line. The 
Vietnamese claim ownership of the 
Paracels, Pratas, and Spratly Islands, 
and the Chinese have asserted their 
dominance over these islands since 
the original eleven-dash line from 
the PRC’s 1947 demarcation of Chi-
nese territory. The tension between 
Beijing and Hanoi had the capacity 
to erupt into conflict, but China’s 
recent adherence to international 
norms demonstrated their amicable 
approach to crises. The two nations 
eased tensions in the Sea by sign-
ing a border delimitation treaty in 
December of 1999, marking an of-
ficial division of the Gulf of Tonkin, 
allocating approximately 46.77% to 
the PRC, and 52.32% to Vietnam.35  
This joint development paved the 
way for China’s shocking switch 
from its previous insistence on bi-
lateral agreements, to a multilateral 
approach under formal regulations. 
In 2002, Jiang Zemin signed the 
Declaration on the Conduct of Par-
ties in the South China Sea, which 
laid out the guidelines to “joint ex-
ploitation” in the area, protocol for 
peaceful conflict resolution, along 
with a pledge for mutual respect.36 
Simultaneously, China pledged to 
abide by the ASEAN Treaty of Ami-
ty and Cooperation, legally pledging 
to not use force towards any ASEAN 
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member, as a subtle affirmation to 
its neighbors that it was commit-
ted to the Declaration on Conduct.   
37Later that year, China ensured its 
economic cooperation in the region 
with its entrance into CAFTA, the 
China-ASEAN Free Trade Agree-
ment, securing its own investments 
and promising amicable trade re-
lations.38 This recent trend towards 
regional multilateralism, guided by 
principles of supranational organi-
zations, opposes the “China threat 
theory,” and instead promotes Chi-
na’s rather cooperative outlook on 
the current custom of participating 
in international organizations.

 This cooperative sentiment, 
proven by China’s willingness to 
adhere to at least certain interna-
tional norms, solidifies its label as 
a status quo power. China’s unwav-
ering interest in the South China 
Sea, while daunting in theory, has 
not only avoided major conflict, 
but even turned to mutual resolu-
tion tactics with other nations. This 
shift to multilateralism has created 
an interdependency between Chi-
na and the rest of the international 
system, which cannot be ignored. 
However, the perception of China 
as a threatening rising power poses 
the risk of conflict, especially as the 
United States in particular strug-
gles to maintain its position as the 
world’s “super power.” This brings 
about discussion of the Thucydides 
Trap, the explosive surpassing of the 
current super power by the rising 
power. 

To avoid this fatal conclusion, 
the international system must re-
assess China’s actions and foreign 
policy, formulate their own opin-
ions on the subject, and open lines 
of communication to foster deeper 
relationships and alliances with the 
PRC. Countries cannot blindly ac-
cept the constructivist narrative of 
China as a revisionist country; oth-
erwise, global warfare could ensue. 
Purely based on GDP, China is set 
to surpass the United States in eco-
nomic success, meaning that in-
creased competition will likely fol-
low. However, this competition does 
not need to result in catastrophe. 

Managed competition, specif-
ically through limitations on each 
country’s security policies, could 
help guide multilateral agreements 
based on shared interests.39 These 
limitations and regulations would 
serve as checks for both countries, 
incentivizing them to abide by the 
rules out of protection for their own 
interests. If either side violates these 
guidelines, they will lose out on re-
cent joint developments as Presi-
dent Xi and President Biden both 
attempt to reopen lines of commu-
nication destroyed by former Pres-
ident Trump. 

One way of doing this is find-
ing common ground in which both 
countries can collaborate as allies 
rather than competitors. In con-
temporary foreign policy, climate 
change has been at the forefront 
of global discussion. As two of the 
top contributors to atmospher-

ic pollution, both China and the 
U.S. should collaborate on their 
approaches to mitigating climate 
change, which could significantly 
stabilize their relationship.40 This 
bilateral arrangement would simul-
taneously aid in research for China’s 
protection against inclement weath-
er, while also allowing Biden to fol-
low through on his administration’s 
promises to reduce carbon emis-
sions, creating a win-win situation 
for all parties involved, as long as 
the two abide by the regulations set 
forth by international institutions in 
this certain policy area. 
Conclusion: Grasping Chi-
na’s New Role

With China’s integration into 
the international system through 
their accession into the WTO, in-
frastructure development projects 
in Africa, President Xi’s foreign pol-
icy push for global interconnectivity 
through the BRI, and their willing-
ness to abide by international law in 
dispute resolution, China’s behavior 
mimics a status quo power that is 
seeking to preserve the current in-
ternational system. Previous percep-
tions of China, created with a faulty 
argument derived from fear, make it 
easy to incorrectly label China as a 
revisionist country.

Based on the research present-
ed in this article, I label China as a 
country that adheres to many in-
ternational guidelines, respecting 
the norms of the current world or-
der more than it is often character-
ized to. The “China threat theory” 
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has been largely dramatized out of 
American fear of a rising power, au-
tomatically characterizing them as 
a rising hegemon. In reality, China’s 
actions in the current world order 
have not all proven to be aggressive, 
nor revisionist in any sense. Within 
the global economy, China conceded 
to demands of current super powers 
in order to join the largest interna-
tional organization for world trade 
(the WTO). When the PRC’s rapid 
economic growth put them in a po-
sition to increase engagement with 
other nations, it launched parallel 
supranational institutions to stimu-
late the economies of their regional 
allies, specifically through the ADB 
and the AIIB.  Even when faced with 
disputes in the South China Sea, Xi’s 
regime engaged in joint develop-
ment programs and signed a decla-
ration on conduct as a means for a 
resolution to the conflict. As Pres-
ident Xi said himself, China can-
not develop without the rest of the 
world, and that has become increas-
ingly obvious as the PRC continues 
to open itself up, forming alliances, 
giving foreign aid, and utilizing in-
ternational law, further confirming 
China’s status quo characterization.  

From the perspective of the 

Thucydides Trap, the rise of China 
is a threat to the U.S. mainly be-
cause of their relative decline. While 
China is, very much, on the rise, 
transforming into a new great pow-
er within the international system, 
China came to power specifically 
through unprecedented econom-
ic growth, coupled with a seventh 
of the Earth’s population. At heart, 
China is still highly influenced by 
its experience in the former inter-
national system, and their current 
regime, specifically its focus on 
domestic stability, proves how its 
experience as a semi-colonized na-
tion has had lasting effects on the 
skepticism the PRC demonstrates 
in foreign relations. They lead with 
caution and pragmatism, willing to 
collaborate with others in hopes that 
forming alliances will deter any fear 
of aggression. While this reiterates 
China’s submissive position and low 
likelihood to behave as a revisionist 
power, the United States still harbors 
fears from the “China threat theory,” 
as its extreme budget deficit and 
protracted current account deficit 
make Americans painfully aware of 
its own economic challenges.41

Moving forward, China’s posi-
tion as a status quo country could 

prevent conflict from arising and 
keep Sino-U.S. relations amicable. 
If China sticks to the status quo and 
does not seek to change the current 
system, but rather integrates itself 
more into the world order, it can 
maintain the peaceful relationship 
that both China and the U.S. would 
like to see continue in the future. 
Communication remains a crucial 
aspect within Sino-U.S. relations to 
avoid the Thucydides Trap, allowing 
the two countries to openly interact 
and gain a better understanding of 
the others’ foreign policy initiatives, 
avoiding any misconceptions or 
misinterpretations of the others ac-
tions. With the opening of the Bei-
jing-Washington hotline in 2008, 
direct lines of communication were 
provided to leaders in both China 
and the United States, specifically 
for use during crises in the Pacific 
Ocean.42  Both countries would like 
to avoid direct conflict, especially 
with possession of nuclear weap-
ons, and by effectively communicat-
ing and building understanding of 
one another, China and the United 
States can avoid the explosive fate of 
the Thucydides Trap. 
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(Above) This photo was taken in the Mea She'arim neighborhood of Jerusalem, Israel. Mea She'arim is one of the 
most thickly populated and religiously orthodox (Haredi) neighborhoods in the country of Israel. It also suffers from 
extreme poverty. This building stands at the edge of the neighborhood.
Photo by Mikhal Ben-Joseph, Third-Year Statistics and Peace War and Defense Double Major

(Left) El Retiro Park is a beautiful oasis in the heart of Madrid Spain. This monument honors Alfonso XII, also 
known as El Pacificador, who was known as "The Peacemaker" during his reign as the King of Spain.
Photo by Brooke Chow, Second-Year Public Policy and Business Double Major and Philosophy, Politics, and Eco-
nomics Minor 
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628 W 47th St, New York at sunset. 
Photo by Jamie Collier, Fourth Year AD/PR and Media Production Double Major
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Papa Ibra Tall and the 
Celebration of Senegalese 
Tradition in the Context of 

Négritude
James McClure

sources and international attention 
towards his tapestries and paintings 
during this period.4 

Much of Tall’s artistic training 
was heavily supported by Senghor’s 
government investments into fine 
arts education.5 In 1947, one of Tall’s 
first mentorship experiences came 
as a result of an apprenticeship with 
a French artist in a private studio 
in Dakar. Soon after, Tall received 
a government scholarship to travel 
to the École spéciale d’architecture 
in Paris. Studying in Paris caused 
Tall to be discovered by Senghor 
himself, who supported his artis-
tic endeavors by funding a grant 
to continue his studies at the École 
Supérieure des Beaux-Arts.6  While 
many of Tall’s most influential ar-
tistic encounters were in Paris un-
der European mentors, Tall was 
inspired heavily by the Négritude 
movement during his studies. After 
returning from his studies abroad, 
Senghor asked Tall to “help shape 
a new institutional structure for the 
visual arts” in newly independent 
Senegal.7 

Two of Tall’s most notable 
tapestries, Judu Burafet (Beautiful 
Birth) and Seamstress of the Stars 
may resemble purely decorative 
pieces at first glance. These two 
pieces are so abstract that it can be 
difficult to make out recognizable 
symbols or themes within the tapes-
try. Upon close analysis, the works 
embody Tall’s artistic sensibilities 
and represent a Senghorian vision 
of Négritude that incorporate Afri-
can motifs in a prideful manner. In 
Judu Burafet, one can note themes 
of fertility and agriculture by the 
depiction of a field on a pregnant 
woman's stomach, as well as refer-
ences to the use of Calvary in the 
anti-colonial struggle against France 
via the horse diagonally bisecting 
the image. While Seamstress of the 
Stars is more abstract, the work is 
dominated by bright shades of red 
and yellow, with stars coming from 
the bird-like figure that potentially 
alludes to the star in the center of 
the Senegalese flag. Without consid-
ering cultural context, it may be dif-
ficult to identify Tall’s artistic vision 

The election of Leopold Sédar 
Senghor as the first presi-
dent of the newly-indepen-

dent country of Senegal in 1960 was 
a significant turning point for visual 
art in West Africa. A poet, politician, 
and founding theorist of the cultural 
Pan-African movement Négritude, 
Senghor was an ideal figure to es-
tablish a new vibrant national iden-
tity of  a formerly colonized African 
country under direct French control 
since 1816.1 One major component 
of the Négritude movement was the 
continued application of European 
stereotypes to African culture, yet 
also embracing these tropes in a way 
which made African culture distinct 
and beautiful.2 Senghor saw culture 
as an invaluable asset to the forma-
tion of an independent Senegalese 
state, which prompted the policy of 
large investment into art institutions 
in Senegal and the formation of a 
new school of visual artists known 
as the “École de Dakar.”3 Papa Ibra 
Tall was one of the key figures of 
this movement and benefited sig-
nificantly from greater financial re-
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Dakar-centered artistic production, 
Senghor invested 25% of Senegal’s 
state budget on funding contem-
porary Senegalese artists.11 He saw 
national art as the literal and figu-
rative “promise and possibility of 
the young nation's development” 
due to its connection to African 
heritage and the ability of art styles 
to change over time.12 Just as Seng-
hor wanted to include Senegal in 
the international community and 
modernize the state, he also wanted 
Senegalese art to be recognized by 
international critics included in the 
European modernist movement.13 
While Senghor’s attempt to create 
Senegalese national art institutions 
has been characterized as purely na-
tionalist, scholars dispute this claim. 
Cohen describes these policies as 
international, due to the fostering 
of cultural diplomacy between for-
eign governments when Senegalese 
art was displayed abroad, and trans-
national, as artists in the Ecole de 
Dakar created works that consisted 
of a mix between French and tradi-
tionally Wolof techniques.14 Over-
all, Senghor’s aim did not primarily 
concern the audience of the Senega-
lese masses, but rather had a vision 
of projecting modern African cul-
ture internationally, occuring  most 
frequently “through official and 
high-brow venues.”15 Cohen argues 
that visual art played little to no ef-
fort in the development of national 
pride within Senegal, as he describes 
that the artists of the Ecole de Dakar 
created art “largely within a second 

and almost entirely separate inter-
national domain of state-sponsored 
cultural activity.”16 This strategy has 
caused many to criticize the Ecole 
de Dakar as elitist, and not a true 
representation of genuine African 
culture.17

Even though one of Senghor’s 
goals in the creation of the Ecole de 
Dakar was to include West African 
artists into European modernity, he 
did not intend to compromise the 
artist’s African identity. Elizabeth 
Harney characterizes the Ecole de 
Dakar’s aesthetic as one that,

“was to be composed of recog-
nizable, pan-African motifs—
masks, carved statues, incised 
combs—all of them, ironical-
ly, commodified signs of l’art 
primitif (primitive art) within 
the European marketplace and 
imagination.”18

By pridefully reclaiming tropes and 
symbols that Europeans used to ste-
reotype the entire continent of Af-
rica, Négritude-inspired Ecole de 
Dakar artists were able to manipu-
late European primitivist depictions 
of Africans on their own accord 
via “acts of creative transcendence 
and satirical forms of mimicry.”19 
State-sponsored Senegalese art-
ists did not mindlessly copy clas-
sical forms of African art such as 
masks or sculptures; rather, their 
reinterpretation of these art forms 
is characterized as the creation and 
innovation of “a visual language al-
luding to generalized African forms 
and motifs while capitalizing on the 

in each piece. Even though an initial 
view of these two tapestries to re-
veal a deeper meaning, these works 
showcase a profound appreciation 
for West African tradition and pro-
vide meditations on newly acquired 
Senegalese independence in the de-
colonization era. 
Senghor, Négritude, and the 
Ecole de Dakar

According to scholar Joshua 
Cohen, Senghor’s goal in establish-
ing a Senegalese national culture 
after independence was to ignore 
the “artificial boundaries drawn by 
European powers” and restore a 
pre-colonial sense of tradition.8 The 
omission of European influence in 
the case of Senegal was particular-
ly difficult due to the French’s colo-
nial policy of “Direct Rule”, which 
immersed colonized people into 
French culture.9 The Direct Rule 
philosophy resulted in the erosion 
of traditional political institutions 
and cultural practices throughout 
the French colonies in Africa. In 
some cases, the upper class of Afri-
can society was granted French cit-
izenship, which fully incorporated 
them into French society. Senghor’s 
conception of Négritude and forma-
tion of the Ecole de Dakar were ef-
forts to subvert the effects of Direct 
Rule, and restore a sense of West Af-
rican tradition and identity.10

One of the driving forces be-
hind the creation of the Ecole de 
Dakar was Senghor’s belief that cul-
ture was integral to the formation 
of an independent state. To support 
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West African culture and a newly 
independent Senegalese state.

Tall’s Role in the Ecole de 
Dakar and Academic Analy-
sis of His Works

Papa Ibra Tall was at the fore-
front of Senghor’s plan to create new 
art institutions and styles in Senegal. 
He had a significant role in a vari-
ety of government art organizations 
and teaching establishments such as 
the Section de Recherches en Arts 
Plastiques Nègres, the Division des 
Relations Culturelles et Sociales, 
and the Manufacture Nationale de 
Tapisseries.25 When collaborating 
with the Division des Relations Cul-
turelles et Sociales, Tall organized 
and participated in the first exhibi-
tion of Senegalese art in Europe in 
the early 1970s.26 Beyond showcas-
ing his own work abroad, Tall guid-
ed future Senegalese artists in the 
creation of work for international 
audiences. His teaching style fully 
embraced Senghor’s conception of 
Négritude, as he stressed the impor-
tance of using ‘identifiable’ African 
subject matter” in one’s work and 
employed a “hands-off pedagogy to 
encourage creative output” which 
placed emphasis upon the supposed 
inherent creativity that Africans 
possessed, as was asserted by Négri-
tude philosophy.27 Like Senghor, Tall 
embraced many European views of 
African nature and expressivity, in-
cluding their inherent connection 
to “rhythm, emotion, and symbol-
ism.”28 Beyond encouraging the use 

of inherently African subject matter, 
Tall also tried to distance his stu-
dents from Western art teachings, 
claiming that “when one leaves the 
European schools of fine arts, one 
spends the next ten years of life try-
ing to undo these learned habits.”29 
Tall’s championing of Senghorian 
Négritude can be seen in academic 
analysis of his works.

Tall’s tapestries can be diz-
zying and overbearing to analyze. 
In his work, he celebrates African 
culture through the representation 
of folktales, fantastical images30, lo-
cal cultural figures, and indigenous 
practices in his works.31 These de-
pictions fulfill Senghor’s wish for 
Ecole de Dakar artists to place spe-
cifically African motifs in visual art 
works. Visually, scholars character-
ize his style by the use of “flowing, 
sinuous lines which radiate out-
ward”32 as well as bright colors and 
lively landscapes which result in the 
appearance of flatness and boldness 
in his tapestries.33 His preferred me-
dium of tapestry is significant to his 
aims as well, as Tall believed that the 
practice of weaving was “inherently 
African in its practice,”34 compared 
to the use of European oil painting.
Close Analysis of “Judu Bu-
rafet” (Beautiful Birth)

Differing shades of green and 
blue are the primary colors used to 
compose Beautiful Birth, yet there is 
some inclusion of red and pink tones 
to contrast. The overall mood of the 
tapestry is somber, yet the presence 
of lighter colors towards the center 

visual tactics of modernist abstrac-
tion.”20 For the Ecole de Dakar, Af-
rican visual traditions were formal 
resources to draw inspiration from 
and reinvent, rather than their sole 
source of creativity. 

While Ecole de Dakar artists 
were all guided by Senghor’s Négri-
tude philosophy to some degree, 
these artists did not identify on the 
“on the basis of shared style or ideo-
logical point of departure.”21 Harney 
describes how each artist guided 
their work through issues such as 
personal innovation, artistic creativ-
ity, and individual style.22 Although 
the use of Senghorian Négritude as 
the guiding principle for the Ecole 
de Dakar resulted in the creation of 
a variety of unique visual art styles in 
Senegal post-independence, it also 
created the expectation that Senega-
lese art must explicitly discuss Afri-
can culture. Harney describes how 
modern Senegalese artists criticize 
the Ecole de Dakar for “institution-
alizing the Primitivist assumptions” 
of Europeans that Africans must be 
inherently artistic and creative.23 In 
addition, government funding of the 
Ecole de Dakar may have stifled cre-
ativity in some instances, as funding 
was conditional upon the artist sub-
scribing to Négritude philosophy 
and incorporating these viewpoints 
into their work.24 Regardless of these 
objections, Senghor’s government 
patronage of the Ecole de Dakar al-
lowed for a new generation of Sen-
egalese artists to establish unique 
visual arts traditions that celebrated 
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many felt with  the end of French 
colonialism by celebrating the beau-
ty of Senegalese tradition.

Beyond the examination of the 
visually striking colors and shapes 
in this tapestry, Judu Burafet in-
cludes references to several African 
motifs and symbols. The horse de-
piction in the center of the image 
may seem meaningless without the 
cultural context of the Wolof peo-
ple. Specifically, the inclusion of the 
horse is a reference to anticolonial 
resistance struggles in Senegal un-
der French occupation.35 Tall is ref-
erencing traditions of chivalry with-
in Senegal, stemming back to Wolof 
resistance leader, Lat Dior, who was 
originally from Tall’s hometown 
of Tivaouane. In addition, the pa-
ternal side of Tall’s family was his-
torically involved in the mastery of 
horse-riding in Senegal.36 According 
to historical records, Dior’s military 
skillfulness allowed him to defeat 
the French in battle; yet he was the 
only Senegalese resistance fighter 
to do so.37 Dior’s horse, Maalaw, has 
become a symbol of national resis-
tance in Senegal and is depicted as 
a metal statue in front of the Great 
Mosque in Dakar.38 The reference 
to Lat Dior suits Tall’s goal of visu-
ally depicting Négritude philosophy 
given that Dior is a well-celebrated 
figure in the Senegalese anti-colo-
nial struggle against France. Even 
though Senegal was independent  
from France at the time this tapes-
try was created, the visual depiction 
of a Senegalese resistance symbol in 

Tall’s work evokes feelings of pride 
and may suggest that some saw the 
creation of a successful, indepen-
dent Senegalese state as a continua-
tion of the anti-colonial struggle.

Images on the stomach of the 
pregnant women in the upper left 
of the tapestry provide several other 
allusions to Senegalese culture. The 
most striking symbol on the woman 
is the form of a colorful field, which 
likely refers to the role of agriculture 
in Wolof culture. Traditionally, the 
Senegalese economy has centered 
around growing peanuts as a cash 
crop. Under Senghor, state inter-
vention became commonplace in 
Senegal’s agricultural sector, a  stark 
contrast to the large role of private 
companies from France dominat-
ing the peanut trade pre-indepen-
dence.39 While it is ambiguous if the 
field on the woman’s stomach is de-
picted as being used to grow crops, 
the vibrant and contrasting lines of 
different blue and green shades con-
tribute to a representation of a fertile 
and well-irrigated field. The bright 
colors used in this portion of the 
tapestry contrast with the various 
shades of dark green and black used 
in other areas of the image to create 
a celebratory tone towards the role 
of agriculture in Wolof culture. 

To further elaborate on the de-
tailed faces illustrated in the bottom 
left portion of the tapestry, Harney 
notes that these figures showcase 
“textured forms of local beaded 
headdresses, elaborately plaited 
hairstyles, and finely detailed jewel-

bottom of the piece creates the illu-
sion of a glimmer of hope in a dark 
void. Several human-like shapes are 
included towards the bottom right 
of the work, which are depicted as 
shadows due to the lack of any de-
tail included in the drawing of their 
bodies or faces. These figures con-
trast heavily with a different hu-
man figure depicted in the top left 
of the tapestry, in which one can see 
the figure’s clothing and a profile of 
their face. This figure is far less om-
inous than the shadowy people in 
the bottom left of the work since  it 
is illuminated by the backdrop of 
a yellow circle resembling the sun. 
Upon first glance, the rest of the tap-
estry seems to lack coherency, but 
after closer inspection, one can see 
an image of a horse and several oth-
er abstractly-drawn human figures 
in various styles and colors. Overall, 
bright shades of pink and orange 
differentiate the horse from the rest 
of the image and seem to divide the 
painting into two distinct halves. 
The upper left contains the person 
in the sun, seemingly  representing  
hope with its brighter tones, which  
contrasts with the bottom right that 
contains the shadowy figures and 
darker tones. When considering the 
historical time frame of this work, 
the purpose of the tones and figures 
included in the tapestry are contex-
tualized. Judu Burafet evokes feel-
ings of uncertainty for the future of 
Senegal in the context of the decol-
onization era, while also potentially 
highlighting the optimism and joy 
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ry.”40 The round cheeks on the left-
most figure and the feminine facial 
features on the larger figure to the 
right seem to suggest that they are 
a mother and child, which solidi-
fies themes of birth and fertility in 
the tapestry. Rather than exaggerat-
ing stereotyped features of Africans 
as is often employed in European 
art, Tall uses a profile perspective 
to represent these two figures. The 
deep shades of blue and green used 
to color the skin of the mother and 
child, as well as the blending of the 
mother’s hair into the field, create a 
sense of fantasy over realism in their 
depiction. In totality, the use of dif-
fering colors and inclusion of elab-
orate hairstyles and jewelry in this 
portion of the tapestry conjures up a 
sense of pride for African tradition. 

  There are several other notable 
symbols and features in the top right 
portion of the tapestry. The black 
bars on the edge of her stomach 
are likely a xylophone, known as a 
“balafone” in Wolof. The instrument 
has been historically used by the 
Mandé people, a group that inhabits 
many parts of West Africa.41 In Sen-
egal, Mandé griots use the balafone 
to convey oral history and historical 
narratives passed  down across gen-
erations to ensure that their future 
descendants remember  these tradi-
tions.42 Tall’s use of the tapestry al-
lows for the visual depiction of Sen-
egalese cultural practices that  are 
generally only practiced orally. In 
the creation of Beautiful Birth, Tall 
takes the role of a griot by visually 

depicting Senegalese traditions, and 
ensuring they are immortalized by 
the creation of this tapestry. 

The inclusion of references to 
Senegalese tradition paired with 
symbolism of birth and fertility 
evokes the image of a Senegalese 
state that was “newly born” at the 
time of the tapestry’s creation,in 
1978. While the long period of 
French Direct Rule may have been 
detrimental to the preservation of 
Senegalese cultural traditions, Tall’s 
inclusion of vibrant representations 
of African cultural tradition shows 
that Senegalese culture remains vi-
brant and unique. The internation-
al exhibition of Tall’s works caused 
him to target a European audience 
in his art, and it is unlikely that most 
European critics could identify the 
specific meaning of pan-African 
motifs used in the tapestry. The use 
of these recognizable allusions to 
Wolof and other West African tra-
ditions throughout the work show 
that Tall’s targeted audience did not 
cause him to compromise his dis-
tinct African identity in the creation 
of Beautiful Birth. 
Close Analysis of “Seam-
stress of the Stars” in Rela-
tion to “Judu Burafet”

The second tapestry of Tall’s 
that I will analyze, Seamstress of the 
Stars, is significantly more abstract 
than Beautiful Birth and lacks the 
multitude of recognizable symbols 
of African origin in the former tap-
estry. Initially, one’s eyes are drawn 
to the female figure in the center of 

the image. The pure white tone used 
to color her skin causes the wom-
an to appear ethereal and angelic, 
while her feather-like flowing hands 
make her appear almost as a bird. 
Surrounding the woman are rhyth-
mic patterns and lines, with differ-
ing shades of blue, red, and yellow 
contrasting greatly with the dark 
backdrop. These swirling lines give 
the image a sense of motion, and in 
combination with the bird-like fea-
tures of the woman in the center of 
the image, sentiments of freedom 
and rhythm are invoked. The stars 
depicted throughout the tapestry 
may be a reference to the star in the 
center of the Senegalese flag, which 
contributes to Tall’s goal of convey-
ing Senegalese pride and culture in 
his works. One can observe a red 
circular object towards the bot-
tom middle of the  tapestry, which 
is likely a sewing wheel. Therefore, 
the thin lines throughout the tapes-
try likely represent string, and the 
woman in the center is in the pro-
cess of sewing given the tapestry’s 
title, Seamstress of the Stars. Holisti-
cally, Tall’s depiction of the woman 
invokes a sense of pride in the prac-
tice of sewing, as the facial expres-
sion of the woman in the center of 
the image suggests that she is deeply 
focused on her craft.

Tall subtly includes several 
motifs in reference to Senegalese 
culture in this tapestry, even though 
they may be less obvious in compar-
ison to Beautiful Birth. Gold is one of 
the most prominent colors present-
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and ornate dress contributes to the 
theme of pride in status and culture. 

Judu Burafet and Seamstress of 
the Stars convey two distinct visions 
of pride in Senegal and potential for 
the newly independent nation. Judu 
Burafet provides a reflection on his-
torical Senegalese tradition through 
allusions to Wolof culture, agricul-
ture, and dress. Seamstress of the 
Stars attempts to include Senegal in 
European modernity by depicting 
a high-class, cosmopolitan woman 
partaking in the skillful craft of sew-
ing. Tall’s use of motifs and symbols 
in each tapestry is able to achieve his 
vision of creating a unique artistic 
language which belonged “to Africa 
and to Senegal,”45 even if the works 
were targeted for an international 
audience.
Conclusion

Through these two tapestries, 
Tall conjures up fantastical and 
whimsical scenes which pridefully 

employ symbols of localized Wolof 
tradition as well as Pan-African cul-
ture. Even though these works were 
made to appease an international 
audience rather than a nationally 
Senegalese one, Tall embraces his 
knowledge of West African customs 
and culture in the form of recog-
nizable motifs in both works. Judu 
Burafet illustrates references to birth 
and fertility, agriculture, traditional 
jewelry and headdresses, and the 
anticolonial resistance struggle in 
Senegal. In contrast, Seamstress of 
the Stars focuses on a central female 
figure, whose wearing of gold jew-
elry and mastery of weaving evokes 
the image of a sophisticated, mod-
ern Senegalese woman in the decol-
onization era. Both works embody 
Senghor’s conception of Négritude, 
as the subject matter of each tap-
estry is innately African and rep-
resents the rhythmic and expressive 
tendencies that Senghor believed all 

ed in this tapestry, and  one of the 
most abundant natural resources in 
Senegal. While gold was historically 
extracted from Senegal by French 
trading companies, exploitation 
of gold reserves by the Senegalese 
government post-independence has 
allowed the country to diversify its 
economy.43 Goldsmithing and the 
creation of gold jewelry remain a 
common practice in Senegal today. 
In Senegalese culture, women wear 
gold jewelry to “create a cosmopol-
itan identity of power and prestige” 
to appear sophisticated and cele-
brate the role that Senegalese wom-
en played in the gold trade with the 
Portuguese.44 The inclusion of gold 
bracelets and a gold headdress on 
the woman in the center of this tap-
estry shows that Tall is attempting to 
represent the sophisticated practices 
of the “modern” Senegalese women 
in the post-independence period. 
In addition, the woman’s colorful 
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(Above) Papa Ibra Tall's Seamtress of the Stars 
Photo by Lauren Richards, First-Year Political Science and Peace War and Defense Double Major

(Right) This photo was taken in the Golan Heights of Israel near the borders of Syria and Lebanon. In the back-
ground you can see a soldier cutout memorializing the contributions of soldiers who defended this position during 
the 1973 Arab-Israeli war.
Photo by Mikhal Ben-Joseph, Third-Year Statistics and Peace War and Defense Double Major
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Pushing Anti-Immigration 
Agendas: 

An Analysis of U.S. Refugee 
Policy During COVID-19 

Hannah Gilmore
Abstract 
The travel bans, social distancing mandates, and economic relief legislation enacted during 
COVID-19 have only exaggerated the problems that many face on their arrival to the United 
States: including, but not limited to, isolation, scarcity of job opportunities, the threat of home-
lessness, a lack of adequate education, as well as a lack of adequate mental health care support. 
These problems existed prior to the COVID-19 pandemic; however, the pandemic underscores 
the necessity for infrastructural change in policy. By examining the weaknesses that present 
themselves throughout the resettlement process, and identifying those most negatively impact-
ed economically and socially during the pandemic, this research analyzes the limited congres-
sional policy and federal law upon which the structure of the American resettlement process is 
based. As it exists presently, the transition during the resettlement process for immigrants in 
America is insufficient and ineffective in providing adequate financial resources and assistance 
programs, such as English language classes, employment coaching, and inclusion and integra-
tion programs (Nilsson & Jorgenson, 2021). Anti-immigration sentiment in American politics 
and the presidential proclamations enacted during COVID-19 have consequently led to the 
structural and institutionalized discrimination of refugees, which can be seen as reduced access 
to legislative relief throughout the pandemic. Legislative relief bills and travel bans enacted as 
a result of COVID-19 have reinforced negative stereotypes, such as the idea that immigrants 
commit more crimes, steal American jobs, and take money from tax-payers, normalizing dis-
crimination against refugees in America via xenophobic and intolerate perspectives aganinst 
immigants.
In addition, social distancing mandates and ineffective health care systems in the United States 
have revealed numerous disadvantages that immigrants have faced upon resettlement to the 
U.S.

mantling of government immigra-
tion benefits and the resettlement 
processes that act as social safety 
nets for refugee and asylum seekers. 
The political response to COVID-19 
emphasized pre-existing problems 
in the resettlement process such 

as a lack of housing and inefficient 
social support systems in language 
integration and employment oppor-
tunities. Political discourse and pol-
icies regarding immigration are per-
petuated by long standing negative 
stereotypes such as the perceptions 

Inefficiencies of America's 
Response to COVID-19 

The United States’ national 
response to the COVID-19 
pandemic disproportionate-

ly affected the refugee population, 
leading to the deterioration and dis-
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that refugees cause more crimes, 
steal American jobs, and take mon-
ey from tax-payers.1 During the 
pandemic, the Trump administra-
tion used COVID-19 as a pretense 
for pushing anti-immigration polit-
ical agendas. Current policy enacted 
as a result of COVID-19 reinforces 
negative stereotypes and normaliz-
es discrimination against refugees 
in America by utilizing xenophobic 
and intolerate perspectives against 
immigants to enact policies that 
“conflate immigrants with public 
safety or health concerns.”2 In 2019, 
an initiative was implemented by the 
United Nations High Commissioner 
For Refugees (UNHCR) called The 
Three-Year Strategy on Resettlement 
and Complementary Pathways with 
the goal of helping states improve 
strategies regarding resettlement. 
In March 2022, the “Final Report 
on The Three-Year Strategy (2019-
2021) on Resettlement and Comple-
mentary Pathways” was published 
and highlighted that only 60% of 
their goals were accomplished in the 
three years, citing COVID and in-
sufficient quotas from resettlement 
countries. The resettlement process 
in the United States does not meet 
the minimum requirements set by 
this initiative for the foundation that 
is crucial for a successful integration 
into American society.3 COVID-19 
exposed the lack of adequate social 
programs and welfare benefits avail-
able to refugees and asylum-seekers 
as they settle into their new lives in 
the United States. COVID-19 exag-

gerated and amplified deficiencies 
associated with the resettlement 
process including limited and poor 
housing options, economic disem-
powerment, accessing healthcare, 
and a lack of support when combat-
ing mental health illness, feelings of 
isolation and a lack of identity.
Background and Analysis 
A History and Analysis of the 
Resettlement Process 

To highlight the inefficiencies 
and shortcomings of the American 
refugee resettlement process, we 
must first assess the resettlement 
process as it presently exists. The 
process begins when an individual 
is displaced from their home. They 
reside in a refugee camp and remain 
a displaced person until they are as-
signed to a country that will become 
their permanent home. Individuals 
must register to be recognized as a 
refugee by the definition established 
by the 1951 Geneva Convention,

 “someone who is unable or 
unwilling to return to their 
country of origin owing to a 
well-founded fear of being per-
secuted for reasons of race, reli-
gion, nationality, membership 
of a particular social group, or 
political opinion.” 

The process of being identified as 
a refugee is administered by the 
UNHCR, an agency dedicated to 
the aid and protection of refugees 
worldwide. The UNHCR appoints 
a resettlement country, and the 
host country then accepts or rejects 
that individual. Refugee applica-

tions that are assigned to the United 
States are reviewed and assessed in 
accordance with U.S refugee admis-
sion priorities; the applications go 
through several levels of screening 
before approval. If the individual is 
accepted for resettlement, they must 
travel to the United States, “and are 
responsible for repaying to the De-
partment of State their travel loans 
to resettle to the United States.”4 The 
U.S Department of State Reception 
and Placement program then as-
signs them to a location within the 
U.S where their refugee case files 
will be handed over to a voluntary 
agency based upon the ability of 
that agency to provide “financial 
support, human assistance, [and] 
community cooperation” to that in-
dividual during their resettlement 
and integration into American so-
ciety.5 The voluntary or non-profit 
agency assigned to the case usually 
supports refugees for their first year 
in the United States, assisting with 
visas, housing, employment and ad-
equate educational programs while 
providing various other social ser-
vices such as community engage-
ment. However, the U.S Department 
of State Reception and Placement 
Program only extends financial sup-
port for refugees from one to three 
months.6 This includes rent, food, 
clothes, furniture, cooking appli-
ances, dishware, application fees for 
visas and greencards, and various 
other expenses. Furthermore, the 
federal government only provides 
funding for 39 percent of the cost for 
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restrictions and, “slow-walked the 
interview, screening and admissions 
processes.”12 Further restricting the 
entrance of refugees and immi-
grants, the United States temporar-
ily shut its borders at the onset of 
the pandemic, making the already 
difficult refugee admissions process 
nearly impossible.13 Internationally, 
countries are using the COVID-19 
pandemic to ignore international 
law on the quotas they are expected 
to withhold, setting a record mini-
mum for the number of refugees ac-
cepted worldwide in the past year.14 
This has caused large numbers of 
refugee groups to becoming increas-
ingly “vulnerable to discrimination, 
marginalization, abuse and violence 
from the state.”15 According to a re-
port by the National Immigrantion 
Forum, in 2020 11,814 refugees 
were resettled in the United States.16 
This is a staggering decrease com-
pared to previous years; in 2010, the 
U.S. took in 73,311 refugees and in 
2016, 84,994. 
Conceptual Definitions 

This section focuses solely on 
providing conceptual definitions for 
key terms and how they relate to one 
another throughout this study. A fo-
cus is placed on refugees, asylum 
seekers and the resettlement process 
in the United States.  

A refugee, defined by the 1951 
Geneva Convention, is someone 
who is in  “fear of being persecuted 
for reasons of race, religion, nation-
ality, membership of a particular 
social group or political opinion” 

and therefore is unable or refus-
es to return to their home country 
out of the fear of being persecuted 
or killed.17 An asylum seeker is an 
individual seeking refuge from in-
side the country whereas a refugee 
is appointed and transported to 
the host country. Under this defi-
nition, undocumented immigrants 
that flee violence and traumatic past 
experiences and enter America by 
crossing the U.S-Mexican border, 
are classified as asylum-seekers. 
The most common origin of refu-
gees worldwide for the past three 
decades was and is presently war or 
armed conflict causing a mass influx 
of displaced persons. As a result, a 
large majority of refugees and asy-
lum seekers undergo traumatic ex-
periences such as violence, tourture, 
sexual violence, war, and the death 
of family members before resettle-
ment. 

For the scope of this article, 
the resettlement process is defined 
as admission into the United States 
and the time in which the voluntary 
agency is responsible for the resettle-
ment of an individual. This includes 
their arrival and a year after their ar-
rival into the United States. During 
this time they receive support and 
assistance in finding housing, em-
ployment, educational programs 
and schools as well as applying for 
visas or greencards. This period of 
resettlement is crucial, protecting 
people from dangerous and over-
crowded situations. Resettlement 
provides opportunities for displaced 

resettlement during those first three 
months.7 Each refugee, regardless of 
age, receives $800 per month. This 
becomes problematic when there 
is an individual versus a family, a 
family would get $800 per person 
whereas the individual would only 
get $800 a month for rent, food 
and all other expenses. Most places 
where refugees resettle to average 
$800 for low-income apartments, 
based on information from the U.S. 
Committee for Refugees and Immi-
grants, for obvious reasons this is an 
issue. In the three months that the 
federal government extends support 
to refugees, they are expected to be-
come completely self-sufficient, but 
“for many refugees, 90 days are not 
sufficient to acculturate, find em-
ployment, and become financial-
ly independent.”8 In 2018, only 27 
countries in the world took in ref-
ugees for resettlement.9 In 2020, out 
of the 70.8 million refugees around 
the world, only 3.5 million are in the 
process of resettlement.10 This pro-
cess can take several years, and indi-
viduals may remain in overcrowded 
refugee camps with limited resourc-
es for decades or may even be re-
turned to the country from which 
they fled if their resettlement ap-
plication is rejected by the country 
they were assigned too. The number 
of refugees accepted for resettle-
ment only decreased since 2018 due 
to a rising anti-refugee climate due 
to populist and nationalistic rhet-
oric and hostility.11 In the last few 
years, the United States tightened 
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persons to escape trauma, violent 
situations and supplies an opportu-
nity for growth and recovery. Sup-
port and guidance from federal and 
local funds throughout this process 
is essential for successful reloca-
tion. Throughout the resettlement 
process, most if not all refugees are 
subjected to economic disempow-
erment due to insufficient federal 
funding and difficulties associated 
with finding employment upon ar-
rival to the United States. Economic 
disempowerment includes the idea 
that a group of people (refugees and 
asylum seekers) are less likely to 
have or achieve economic influence 
or power leading to increased feel-
ings of a loss of control, helplessness 
and the inability to make choices 
regarding health and social services. 
Implications of Discrimination 
and Negative Sterotypes 

Negative stereotypes and per-
spectives on refugees and immi-
grants increased in recent years, 
leading to anti-immigration rhet-
oric in policy. According to the 
American National Election Studies 
(ANES) 2019 survey, 47 percent of 
Americans do not favor allowing 
refugees fleeing war persecution or 
natural disasters in other countries 
to come live in the U.S.18 In addi-
tion, 67.5 percent of Americans be-
lieve that the number of immigrants 
should either be maintained or de-
creased despite the fact that 2019 set 
record-breaking lows for the num-
ber of refugees and asylum-seekers 
granted access to resettlement in 

the United States (ANES, question 
immignum). Perspectives, such as 
viewing refugees and asylum seek-
ers as synonymous with terrorists 
and criminals, the idea that the 
United States lacks the resources to 
admit more refugees (the idea that 
refugees are “taking taxpayers mon-
ey” and “stealing American jobs”) 
and the misconception that refugees 
are lazy – whether unwilling or un-
able to participate fully in Ameri-
can society – lack any real validity 
or evidence.19 Despite being inac-
curate, these perspectives lead to 
the destruction of protections and 
policies that assist and aid refugees 
and asylum seekers. In combina-
tion with the policies enacted in re-
sponse to the COVID-19 pandemic, 
these stereotypes  perpetuate xeno-
phobia and racist mindsets against 
refugees and immigrants. Anti-ref-
ugee sentiment in American poli-
tics and policy during COVID-19 
consequently fueled the structural 
and institutionalized discrimina-
tion of refugees which can be seen 
as reduced access to public services, 
social welfare programs, and health-
care entitlements based off of race, 
ethnicity, or religion. Prejudice and 
physical discrimination against ref-
ugees and asylum seekers can be 
identified through hate crimes, ra-
cial slurrs, microagressions, and 
physcial assault.
Political Response To 
Covid-19 

Post 1950s, the United States 
Refugee and Resettlement program 

flourished. The Displaced Persons 
Act of 1948 “led to the admission 
of 400,000 refugees and the Ref-
ugee Relief Act of 1953 to another 
200,000, beyond then existing na-
tionality quotas.”20 

The Refugee Act of 1980 estab-
lished the U.S Refugee Admissions 
Program and  aided in the successful 
resettlement and integration of hun-
dreds of thousands of refugees for 
the past four decades by almost tri-
pling the annual number of refugees 
admitted and establishing a process 
that quickly helps refugees and asy-
lum-seekers become self-sufficient. 
The U.S has a long history of accept-
ing and providing protection for the 
persecuted and oppressed; however, 
anti-immigration sentiment, nega-
tive stereotypes and inaccurate and 
disreputable perspectives regarding 
refugees and asylum seekers influ-
enced and infiltrated political rheto-
ric and immigration policy. Chang-
es in immigration policy integrated 
practices from criminal law, allow-
ing the creation of immigration and 
court policies and practices, “which 
are not regulated by the constitu-
tional protections afforded to indi-
viduals within the criminal justice 
system.”21 In other words, because 
refuges and asylum seekers are not 
recognized as legitimate until they 
are either granted asylum or status 
as a U.S citizen, they are legally not 
entitled to constitutional protec-
tions such as search and seizure, due 
process, or the right to counsel. The 
consequence is that refugees and 
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tration's response decreased pro-
tections and services allocated to 
refugees and asylum even further, 
using COVID-19 as a reason to 
push  extreme anti-immigtation 
political agendas. On March 17th, 
the UNHCR temporarily stopped 
the resettlement departures of refu-
gees. On March 18th, 2020, refugee 
cases stopped being reviewed and 
accepted. Two days later on March 
20th, anyone attempting to cross 
the Mexican or Canadian border for 
any reason was banned, both exec-
utive orders from former President 
Trump were cited to be in response 
to the pandemic to protect public 
health concerns.24 Throughout 2020, 
immigration bans and social dis-
tancing guidelines made it increas-
ingly harder for refugees and asy-
lum-seekers to resettle in the United 
States, obtain visas and green cards, 
and be granted citizenship. 
Immigration Bans

Early on in the beginning of 
the emergence of COVID-19, for-
mer President Trump released a 
Presidential Proclamation ban-
ning the entry of immigrants and 
non-immigrants who were present 
in the Republic of China during the 
14-day period before their entry 
into America.25 On the same day, 
Mr. Trump signed a proclamation 
that stated,

“the immigrant entry into the 
United States of persons de-
scribed in section 1 of this 
proclamation would be detri-
mental to the interests of the 

United States, and that their 
entry should be subject to cer-
tain restrictions, limitations, 
and exceptions.”26

Effective on February 21st, 2020, this 
proclamation restricted the entry of 
immigrants, refugees and asylum 
seekers from Myanmar, Eritrea, Kyr-
gyzstan, Nigeria, Sudan, and Tanza-
nia. Countries already restricted in 
terms of immigration included Iran, 
Libya, Somalia, Sudan, Syria, and 
Yemen.27 According to the UNHCR 
and data provided by the United 
Nations Relief and Works Agency, 
over two thirds of the world’s refu-
gees and asylum seekers originate 
from Syria, Afghanistan, Myanmar, 
Sudan, and Venezuela.28 Immigra-
tion from three of these countries is  
restricted by the Presidential Proc-
lamations of 2020, implying that the 
government does not prioritize pro-
tecting refugees or asylum-seekers. 

Throughout 2020, the Trump 
Administration implemented nine 
presidential proclamations that re-
stricted immigration and refugee 
travel and resettlement to the United 
States; not for the purpose of stop-
ping the spread of the COVID-19 
pandemic but instead citing reasons 
that include preventing the recov-
ery of the economic crash due to 
COVID-19 and claiming that ref-
ugees provide a risk to the recov-
ering labor market. Proclamation 
No. 10014, which suspended the en-
trance of immigrants to the United 
States, not limited to any particular 
region, was signed by Mr. Trump on 

asylum seekers may face warrant-
less searches, be deported without 
judicial review, or fail to have a legal 
representative at their immigration 
hearings. 

Throughout the Trump Ad-
ministration, the breakdown of 
protections for refugees and asy-
lum-seekers increased by separating 
children from their parents at the 
border, expanding the prosecution 
and deportation of unregistered im-
migrants, and decreasing the num-
ber of refugees admitted to the Unit-
ed States on an annual basis.22 The 
Trump Administration’s implemen-
tation of the Zero-Tolerance policy 
(which separates children from their 
families unethically) on the South-
ern border, and the use of teargas on 
children and families trying to cross 
the Mexico-U.S border exemplifies a 
clear agenda to decrease immigrant 
numbers into the United States. The 
number of refugees admitted into 
the U.S during the Trump Admin-
istration decreased by 84 percent 
from the 2017 Obama Administra-
tion.23 Previous policy implement-
ed by the Trump Administration 
prompted questions regarding the 
U.S response to the pandemic. Was 
policy implemented as a response 
to COVID-19 prompted by public 
health safety concerns, or was there 
an ulterior motive related to rising 
anti-immigration sediment? 
The Trump Administration’s 
Political Response to COVID-19 

Throughout the COVID-19 
pandemic, the Trump Adminis-
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April 27th and stated,
“There is no way to protect 
already disadvantaged and 
unemployed Americans from 
the threat of competition for 
scarce jobs from new lawful 
permanent residents by direct-
ing those new residents to par-
ticular economic sectors with a 
demonstrated need not met by 
the existing labor supply. Exist-
ing immigrant visa processing 
protections are inadequate for 
recovery from the COVID-19 
outbreak.”29 

In other words, the cited reason for 
restricting access to undocumented 
immigrants (including refugees and 
aslyum-seekers) was to prevent un-
documented immigrants from tak-
ing away employment opportunites 
from American citizens and hinder 
them from contributing to the eco-
nomic recession brought about by 
the COVID-19 pandemic. The claim 
that undocumented immigrants 
somehow take away American jobs 
is ineffective, inauthentic, and lacks 
any real validity or evidense based 
in academic literature. The rhetoric 
and perspectives used by Procla-
mation No. 10014 (as well as many 
other proclamations and executive 
orders) are founded in anti-Refugee 
sentiment  and xenophobia. 
Border Security 

Since the pandemic’s start, de-
tention facilities located at the Mex-
ican-U.S border have turned away 
thousands of individuals seeking 
refuge and asylum in the United 

States. These facilities routinely use 
the pandemic as a guise to restrict 
entry into the United States as a 
‘public health and safety concern.’ 
Rules implemented by the Trump 
Administration, effective December 
11, 2020 titled Procedures for Asy-
lum and Withholding of Removal; 
Credible Fear and Reasonable Fear 
Review, make it increasingly evident 
that the Trump Administration used 
the COVID-19 pandemic as a front 
for advancing their anti-immigra-
tion agenda. Under this rule, judges 
can easily  reject asylum cases be-
cause the policy limits the number 
of people qualifying for asylum by 
restricting what qualifies as perse-
cution of race, religion, or political 
opinion.30 The rule increases the 
burden of proof put on the asylum 
seeker as well as severely hinders 
the ability for women and children 
facing domestic violence and abuse 
to seek shelter in the United States. 
Under the Migrant Protection Pro-
tocols (MPP) implemented by the 
Trump Administration, if asylum 
seekers are granted a court hearing, 
they must return to Mexico and wait 
there until their court date. This pol-
icy led to the rejection of more than 
20,000 people who are forced to 
live in unsafe conditions. Makeshift 
camps created just outside the bor-
der lack “basic sanitation, reliable 
access to medical services, food or 
water services, or security.”31 Citing 
a ‘public health concern’ in response 
to the pandemic, policy inadvertent-
ly created a situation that has gener-

ated conditions in which people are 
more susceptible to contracting and 
spreading COVID-19.
Social Distancing As A Priv-
ilege 

U.S. legislators enacted the fed-
eral mandate of social distancing on 
March 16th, 2020 with high hopes 
that it would prevent the further 
spread of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
However, very little attention was 
given to refugees in the U.S, those 
of whom the social distancing tech-
nique not only presented itself as a 
daunting task, but an impossible 
one. Kimberly Higuera introduces 
the idea that social distancing is a 
privilege instead of a common nar-
rative that presents social distanc-
ing as a self-sacrifice that one offers 
to help protect the general public 
from the deadly COVID-19 virus. 
She writes, “in the global pandemic, 
there is a group of people who are 
not socially distancing: the precar-
iously employed, the workers who 
live paycheck to paycheck and lack 
the flexibility to stay home,” refu-
gees, asylum-seekers and non-cit-
izens fall into all the listed catego-
ries.32 

Refugees and asylum seekers 
are more likely to live in overcrowd-
ed conditions, work in jobs that offer 
lower incomes, and live in poverty. 
Facing food and housing insecurity, 
they are disproportionately exposed 
to COVID-19. Many refugees work 
as housekeepers, janitors, or work in 
the food service, and retail or man-
ufacturing positions; all of these 
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employment opportunities lack the 
ability to work remotely. Subse-
quently, “those who are unable to 
work remotely are exposed signifi-
cantly more to risks right from the 
outset.”33 The living conditions for 
many asylum seekers in the U.S can 
be characterized as below the bare 
minimum since several families 
may be forced to share a confined 
room with little circulation and 
limited ability to implement social 
distancing guidelines. For individu-
als who cannot even afford privacy, 
a concept that the United Nations 
deems as an unalienable right in 
Article 12 of the Universal Decla-
ration of Human Rights, what hope 
do refugees have of affording extra 
space for social distancing purpos-
es? Furthermore, the state of the liv-
ing quarters for refugees and asylum 
seekers makes evading the deadly 
COVID-19 virus a hopeless dream, 
as “basic public health measures, 
such as social distancing, proper 
hand hygiene, and self-isolation are 
thus not possible or extremely diffi-
cult to implement.”34

The social distancing mandates 
enacted during COVID-19 led to 
increased isolation and depression, 
leaving a loss of identity in refugees. 
Refugees and asylum-seekers are of-
ten exposed to “ongoing wars, inter-
nal political conflicts and violence,” 
experiencing numerous traumatic 
and emotionally scarring events.35 
The stress factors that young refu-
gees face, including a loss of control 
over their own lives and the feeling of 

an unknown future, combined with 
a loss of their home culture, leads to 
an increase in mental health illness. 
It was found that a vast majority of 
individuals in the resettlement pro-
cess face severe mental health issues, 
and over 50% of individuals display 
symptoms of PTSD. Social distanc-
ing mandates only worsened these 
symptoms. Because of the pandemic 
and mandatory social distance prac-
tices, the mental health side effects 
such as that of isolation, loneliness, 
and increased rates of depression 
have increased dramatically among 
the refugee population in the U.S. 
Several reasons that explain why ref-
ugees have increased mental health 
risks during the COVID-19 pan-
demic include the fear of death, the 
inability to care for sick loved ones, 
many refugees and aslyum seekers 
have trauma histories of torture or 
the death of a loved one.36 Atkinson 
and Hauck write,

“isolation and lack of control, 
prominent conditions in the 
COVID-19 setting, are known 
to exacerbate PTSD. Memories 
of forced hiding may be evoked 
by lockdowns and empty 
streets, and the pandemic may 
be reminiscent of Ebola and 
cholera.”37

Refugees and asylum seekers have 
increased fears of losing their job be-
cause of the pandemic and often fear 
for family members that are back 
home where resources are extreme-
ly limited. Mattar and Piwowarczyk 
discuss the switch to teletherapy for 

refugees and asylum-seekers during 
the start of the pandemic. They 
claim that teletherapy has been inef-
fective due to the following reasons: 
teletherapy is isolating, patients may 
be unwilling to share stories of trau-
ma or stories that bring up painful 
memories or histories due to the im-
personal connection that telethera-
py presents, and unstable housing 
conditions that many patients are 
living in may not have any private 
areas to discuss personal stories or 
traumas.38 Several studies connect 
the degradation of refugee’s mental 
health with:

“risk factors for COVID-19, 
[include] overcrowding; dis-
rupted sewage disposal; low-
er standards of hygiene; poor 
nutrition; reduced sanitation; 
and lack of shelter, health care, 
public services, and safety.”39

Impact Of Covid-19 Legisla-
tion On Resettlement 

The travel bans enacted near-
ly ended the refugee resettlement 
process and programs in the Unit-
ed States leaving refugees behind in 
unstable and vulnerable positions. 
The suspension of resettlement and 
related programs prolonged the 
persecution of refugees, delayed 
family reunifications, modified re-
settlement assistance programs, 
created several economic hardships, 
increased disease vulnerability and 
exacerbated mental health illness in 
refugees and asylum seekers.40 
Suspension of Resettlement Pro-
grams 
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When refugees and asy-
lum-seekers first arrive in the Unit-
ed States, they are met by a prepared 
and extremely educated team of pro-
fessionals and volunteers ready to 
welcome them into their new home, 
help them with medical appoint-
ments and employment as well as 
provide  general support and a con-
stant point of contact. These teams 
of professionals and volunteers pro-
vide a welcoming and humane ex-
perience that comforts refugees in a 
scary and uncertain time. However, 
during the COVID-19 pandemic, 
the constant human interaction that 
is an essential component to the re-
settlement process has been limited 
by social distancing mandates and 
mandatory quarantine periods. For 
example, Atkinson and Hauck write, 

“the International Rescue 
Committee (IRC) in Char-
lottesville, Virginia typically 
provides an orientation for 
refugees attending their first 
medical appointment. Staff 
members transport clients 
to the family medicine clin-
ic and show them how to find 
the waiting room and register. 
COVID-19 restrictions do not 
allow such transportation or 
accompaniment, and refugees 
must navigate the unfamiliar 
health system alone.”41

Refugees face many hardships 
such as language barriers, cultural 
shock, and limited social  contact 
from lack of friends and family be-
cause resettlement to the United 

States often means the loss of an 
entire support system. Because 
many volunteers have been limited 
due to social distancing guidelines 
and have reduced in-person con-
tact, many refugees have lost the 
most essential part of the resettle-
ment process.42 The resettlement 
process is long and strenuous, in-
volving “bureaucracy, [a] different 
culture, poverty, and racism;” with-
out volunteers to offset some of this 
stress throughout the COVID-19 
pandemic, refugees are left largely 
alone to deal with complex issues 
such as culture shock and racism 
while trying to provide for them-
selves and their families by becom-
ing self-sufficient.43 Indeed, many 
refugees leave behind families in 
dangerous and unstable situations. 
COVID-19 delayed the unification 
of many families and prolonged the 
separation of loved ones. A 30-year 
old refugee from Afghanistan who 
has resided in the United States for 
a year had the reunification with his 
wife prolonged for six months due 
to the travel restrictions of COVID-
19.44 This has caused increased anxi-
ety, loneliness and depression in the 
Afghan refugee while also leaving 
his wife in unsafe, dangerous and 
unclean living conditions. 
Suspension of Immigration Ben-
efits and Citizenship Processing 

As a result of the social distanc-
ing guidelines in effect to reduce the 
spread of COVID-19, immigration 
court hearings and refugee resettle-
ment processing were suspended. 

This has caused refugees to have 
limited or reduced access to reset-
tlement resources and programs 
that negatively impact refugees in 
the United States who are “affected 
by income loss, health-care insecu-
rity, and the ramifications that come 
with postponement of decisions on 
their legal status or reduction of 
employment, legal, and administra-
tive services.”45 The U.S. Citizenship 
and Immgration Services (USCIS) 
carries out all of the processing 
and paperwork that is required to 
receive immigrantion benefits pro-
vided by the federal government 
such as granting U.S citizenship to 
those who are eligible to naturalize, 
authorizing permanent resignation 
in the United States, and provid-
ing non-citizens with eligibility to 
work and live in America. Howev-
er, from March to May 2020, the 
USCIS completely suspended all 
in-person services, only re-open-
ing offices in certain locations after 
May. Because of this, interviews for 
immigrant benefit applications and 
asylum cases were suspended indef-
initely, causing “downstream effects 
such as expiration of security checks 
and overseas health examinations.”46 
Furthermore, according to the 
American Immigration Council, 
the USCIS “temporarily suspend-
ed naturalization oath ceremonies 
through June, resisting video oath 
ceremonies and instead instituting 
socially distant in-person oath cer-
emonies.”47 This resulted in the de-
lay of thousands of refugees from 
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obtaining immigration benefits and 
becoming citizens. 

Left Out of Legislative Relief 
The inability and the suspen-

sion of naturalization and granting 
refugees citizenship due to social 
distancing mandates have been 
extremely taxing to  refugees and 
asylum seekers, increasing their 
vulnerability during a pandemic. 
The economic relief passed during 
COVID-19 have included several 
economic stimulus packages and 
the Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and 
Economic Security Act (CARES 
Act); however, refugees and asylum 
seekers have been largely left out of 
these legislative relief packages. The 
CARES Act provides $2.2 trillion 
in aid to individuals, families and 
businesses. The American Rescue 
Plan Act enacted in March of 2021 
provided economic stimulus pay-
ments of $1,400 to individuals and 
qualifying dependents. Millions of 
immigrants, refugees and asylum 
seekers have been left out of the 
legislative relief packages and Con-
gress has failed to provide economic 
relief and support to the most vul-
nerable people in American soci-
ety. Payments are distributed by the 
Internal Revenue Service (IRS) and 
to receive these payments, an indi-
vidual must have a social security 
number. Non-citizens who are un-
able to be granted asylum or obtain 
citizenship due to the suspension of 
immigration benefits and citizen-
ship processing, are consequently 

unable to receive these economic 
relief payments. Non-citizens who 
file taxes using Individual Taxpayer 
Identification Numbers (ITIN) are 
still considered ineligible to receive 
economic relief payments. Accord-
ing to the American Immigration 
Council, on average 4.35 million 
people file tax returns using ITINs 
annually.48 This means roughly 4.35 
million people (a large majority of 
refugee and asylum seekers) were 
unable to receive stimulus payments 
from either the CARES Act or the 
America Rescue Plan Act. 
Economic Hardships and Increased 
Exposure to COVID-19 

Refugees and asylum seek-
ers have faced economic hard-
ships throughout the COVID-19 
pandemic disproportionately, and 
have experienced increased rates of 
job loss and unemployment. They 
have a more difficult time access-
ing economic relief and aid, along 
with higher rates of homelessness, 
and are more likely to have lower 
incomes and temporary positions. 
However, in data collected by the 
International Organization for Mi-
gration (IOM), refugees were “60 
per cent more likely than host pop-
ulations to be working in highly im-
pacted sectors such as construction 
and food services, manufacturing 
and retail.”49 Because refugees are 
more likely to work in temporary 
jobs, they are more likely to be im-
pacted by COVID-19 due to the in-
ability for employment to be moved 
to remote work, COVID-19 has re-

sulted in a loss of employment and 
an increase in poverty for refugees 
across the United States. Atkin-
son and Hauck present the case of 
a refugee living in the U.S.; a single 
mother of four who lost her house-
keeping job because of COVID-19 
remains unemployed and is unable 
to afford her rent payments, fearing 
eviction.50 Throughout the pandem-
ic, refugees have been, “more likely 
to experience poverty and live in 
crowded housing, [and be] em-
ployed in less-protected, service in-
dustry jobs.”51 Refugees who are of-
ten forced to find work in low-skill 
and low-income jobs in the service 
industry, do not have the option 
to work remotely, increasing the 
probability of contracting COVID. 
Being increasingly susceptible to 
poverty (especially during a pan-
demic) refugees and asylum-seekers 
are forced to use public transport 
systems, live in crowded housing 
complexes, and work in low-paying 
jobs “where physical distancing and 
recommended hygiene measures 
are impossible because of poor liv-
ing conditions and great economic 
precarity.”52 Lacking basic sanita-
tion measures, such as access to 
clean working conditions, the in-
ability to self-isolate or quarantine 
and reduced access to testing and 
treatment, refugees are dispropor-
tionately exposed to the COVID-19 
pandemic. In addition, refugees and 
asylum seekers lack “culturally and 
linguistically accessible informa-
tion about COVID-19 and how to 
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protect oneself and others” which 
not only increases their chances of 
contracting COVID-19, but also en-
courages the spread and transmis-
sion of COVID-19 to U.S. popula-
tions.53 

Refugees are also less likely to 
seek medical help when exposed to 
the COVID-19 virus. Several schol-
ars have suggested that refugees 
might not seek medical care due to 
the fear of expensive medical bills, 
mistrust of the health care system, 
misinformation about COVID-19 
or a loss of legal protection lead-
ing to deportation.54 Furthermore, 
“widespread testing and contact 
tracing are less feasible in low-in-
come settings.”55 This represents 
the limited access that refugees and 
asylum-seekers have to adequate 
health care systems; they are limited 
in their lack of financial resources 
as well as limited support and infor-
mation regarding health and medi-
cal care.
Uncovering The Veil And 

Looking Towards The Fu-
ture 

The COVID-19 pandemic ex-
emplified the critiques and short-
comings of the American resettle-
ment process and has unveiled the 
inefficiencies within the govern-
ment while also putting on display 
political priorities and goals. Mil-
lions of Americans became unem-
ployed and the U.S. fell deeper into 
national debt in an attempt to fight 
the spread of the virus. As one of 
the richest countries in the world, 
“there is no reason why, in a society 
which has reached the general level 
of wealth ours has, the first kind of 
security should not be guaranteed 
to all without endangering gener-
al freedom.”56 Refugees and asylum 
seekers are a particularly vulnera-
ble population and they have been 
deprioritized and left out of legisla-
tive relief, “measures to control the 
outbreak of COVID-19 will only be 
successful if all populations are in-
cluded in the national and interna-

tional responses.”57 
Despite the many challenges 

that refugees and asylum seekers 
have faced during the COVID-19 
pandemic, Congress has failed to 
pass sufficient legislation that allow 
refugees and asylum-seekers to fo-
cus on their health and wealth-be-
ing or allow them to become and 
remain  self-sufficient. Through the 
COVID-19 pandemic, the ineffi-
ciencies and shortcomings of the 
American resettlement process have 
been put on full display. 

It is time to look towards the 
future to improve and protect the 
lives of the people coming to the U.S. 
in search of a better, more peaceful 
life. An analysis of immigration pol-
icy during the COVID-19 pandem-
ic has revealed the need for a more 
inclusive and accessible health care 
system and the suspension of laws 
and policies that prohibit refugees 
and asylum seekers from accessing 
health care, economic support pro-
grams and immigration benefits.
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(Above) An insect (leaf bug?) crawling on a lamp at a bed and breakfast north of Portsmouth, Maine. 

(Right) I thought I would offer pictures taken over my last year. They exhibit increments of diminishing focus on the 
natural and increased focus on the unnatural. Most natural of all we have a picture of a flower in the middle of a 
frozen lake at the base of Mt. Washington in Vermont.

I chose this series because I feel like it best displays my emotional progression through the past year, trying to re-
connect with a grounding sense of the natural but still feeling different; like what was once natural has changed. I 
suppose that’s fundamentally what nature is: change.

Photo series by Alexander Snow, Fourth-Year History Major
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Indigenous American and 
Hawaiian Olympians and 

their Influence in Indigenous 
Relations with Surrounding 

Nation-States 
Bryan Corbett

Indigenous peoples and the Unit-
ed States, as well as participated in 
changing the nature of this relation-
ship directly or indirectly as a result 
of their participation in the Games 
and the attention they garnered as a 
result.

Dr. Daniel Cobb, an associ-
ate professor of American Studies 
at the University of North Caroli-
na at Chapel Hill and a historian 
of twentieth-century Native Amer-
ica, authored Say We Are Nations: 
Documents of Politics and Protest 
in Indigenous America since 1887, 
an anthology created from a vari-
ety of primary sources. The sources 
include: essays, letters, interviews, 
speeches, government documents, 
and other testimonies. Dr. Cobb 
crafts a timeline through the twen-
tieth century that conveys the evolv-
ing relationship between Indigenous 
peoples and Settler Colonial States. 
Dr. Cobb explains how activists, 
tribal leaders, and intellectuals used 
a variety of strategies and mecha-

nisms to resist settler colonial pow-
ers and demand Indigenous Sover-
eignty. The documents show how 
Indigenous peoples have adopted 
various ways of invoking Western 
and international democratic ideas 
of citizenship, freedom, justice, con-
sent of the governed, representation, 
and personal and civil liberties. Dr. 
Cobb also investigates these ideas 
with indigenized meanings.

Dr. C. Richard King is a profes-
sor and chair of humanities, history, 
and social sciences at Columbia Col-
lege Chicago, as well as an author of 
several books and essays concerned 
with Native Americans and sport. 
One such book is Native Americans 
in Sports, which can be described as 
a coverage of Native American ath-
letes and athletics from a historical, 
cultural, and indigenous perspective 
ranging widely from pre-European 
arrival to the twenty-first century. 
Entries cover athletes, broader cul-
tural themes, and how these themes 
affect and are affected by sport. 

Indigenous American athletes 
have participated in the Olym-
pics as early as 1904 in St. Louis, 

where the self-representing Mohawk 
Indian Nation played lacrosse. Al-
though the early Olympics seemed 
isolated from domestic affairs, as 
time went on the Games would be-
come a setting to bring political and 
ideological questions to the interna-
tional stage. Lacrosse, a sport which 
is rooted in multiple Native Ameri-
can cultures and was made into its 
modern form by the adaptation of a 
Mohawk ball game, tewaarathon, by 
English speaking Canadians. It was 
only an official medal sport at the 
St. Louis games and the following 
1908 London games, with only Can-
ada and Great Britain participating.1 
In this article, I will look at four 
different Indigenous athletes who 
participated in the Olympics under 
the United States over the course 
of the twentieth century. Each of 
the Olympians’ lives provides in-
sight into the relationship between 
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In this article, I intend to ex-
pand upon Cobb’s and King’s work 
by taking a closer look at an Olym-
pic aspect of Native activism and 
sport.

The United States federal gov-
ernment attempted to erase Native 
American identity and indigene-
ity through their process of Native 
assimilation throughout the nine-
teenth century. The induction of 
Indigenous peoples into American 
society did not offer an opportunity 
for cultural pluralism. The reach of 
assimilation went beyond the bor-
ders of the country. In the Hawaiian 
Islands, the United States used the 
guise of “benevolent assimilation”  
to overthrow the Hawaiian monar-
chy in 1893, which would lead to the 
annexation of the territory in 1898. 
The pressure exerted by the United 
States through assimilation extend-
ed its territorial, economic, and gov-
ernmental control.2

Tsökahovi Tewanima was a 
member of the Hopi nation before 
he was removed from his home and 
forced to work in road construc-
tion in Keams Canyon for nearly a 
year before being sent to attend the 
Carlisle Indian Industrial School 
in Pennsylvania, where the school’s 
founder’s motto was, “Kill the Indi-
an, save the man.”3 Many students 
at the institution did die as a result 
of abuse, disease, and starvation. At 
Carlisle, students faced punishment 
from the administration if they en-
gaged in their own cultures or used 
languages aside from English. Tew-

anima was given a new first name: 
Louis. All of these requirements 
were common standards at these 
institutions to destroy indigenous 
identity and incorporate indigenous 
youth into the American life. It was 
at Carlisle that Tewanima started his 
athletic career by participating in 
running. In the face of social erad-
ication, Tewanima looked to run-
ning as an escape.4

Tewanima was 18 years old 
when he first enrolled at Carlisle. 
Life at Carlisle provided enough 
pressure and discomfort that Tew-
anima escaped for his home early 
into his time there. Ultimately, Te-
wanima and two other Hopi that 
attempted to leave as well were 
caught by a sheriff offering to pur-
chase a meal for the men. The at-
tempt of escape fell short 500 miles 
from the Hopi Nation before Tew-
anima would be sent straight back 
to Carlisle via train. Before Carlisle, 
Tewanima would often run over six-
ty-five miles with his friends during 
the heat of the summer. Running is 
a spiritual and traditional practice 
of the Hopi nation. In traditional 
ceremonies, Hopi runners ventured 
out into the desert to find springs 
and return with the water. The water 
was then spread by elders over the 
Hopi fields to symbolize well-being 
for all people.5

At Carlisle, students ran to 
achieve glory. Tewanima, appear-
ing small and sickly, joined Carlisle’s 
track team. Tewanima certainly 
earned glory, beating out more sea-

soned runners from universities and 
similar institutions. Tewanima’s skill 
was without a doubt recognized by 
the American public, often being a 
favorite for gambling in marathons. 
The reputation he garnered would 
follow Tewanima to the 1908 Lon-
don Games where he put on a val-
iant display, advancing through the 
pack of fifty-four runners. Although 
once in a favorable position, Tewan-
ima and his American trainer on a 
bicycle had difficulty communicat-
ing in English. Ultimately, Tewani-
ma would finish ninth.

Tewanima expected to go 
home to Arizona after the Olym-
pics but was instead sent back to 
Carlisle where he would perform 
labor and pose for promotional 
photos for the institute. Tewanima 
continued to run and gained more 
fame for his accolades. Newspapers 
soon referred to him as the “Speedy 
Red Man.” It was not uncommon 
for athletes at Carlisle to be depict-
ed as savage warriors or referred to 
with some racial term on the field 
of competition. The public formed 
many opinions about the players at 
Carlisle. Tewanima was an example 
at Carlisle of the transition from a 
“savage Hopi Indian” to a “model 
student.”6

In 1912, Tewanima returned to 
the Olympics, this time with team-
mate and fellow student at Carlisle, 
Jim Thorpe. Thorpe dominated 
these Games winning multiple gold 
medals. Tewanima won the silver 
medal in his event, also setting a 
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Foundation, naming him as a mem-
ber of the All-Time U.S. Track and 
Field Team. Three years later when 
Tewanima was sixty-nine years old, 
he was inducted into the Arizona 
Sports Hall of Fame. Tewanima, in 
spite of his successes, would seem to 
fall into obscurity behind the high-
ly decorated Jim Thorpe. While his 
civic work in the Hopi Nation did 
not receive national attention, Te-
wanima remained involved in his 
Nation’s organized spiritual and 
traditional work until his death. 
On January 18, 1969, Tewanima 
was preparing for an event with his 
nephew, ten-year-old Lomayestewa. 
Tewanima himself was eighty-one 
years old at the time. Tewanima’s 
nephew was intended to assist him 
on his journey home, but Tewanima 
left early so that he could sleep. So 
Tewanima walked home alone that 
night. On that moonless night, Te-
wanima would take an unfortunate 
step off of a cliff and plunge to his 
death. Although no one can be cer-
tain of the cause of his miscalcula-
tion, it is generally accepted that 
Tewanima saw lights in the distance 
and, believing them to be his home, 
walked straight without regard for 
what was immediately in front of 
him. Today the Hopi hold an annual 
Louis Tewanima Footrace, open to 
anyone, in honor of the accomplish-
ments of Tewanima’s life.8 A lot can 
be learned from Tewanima’s story. 
Even at his peak popularity he was 
not allowed to return home nor did 
he have much of a say in his future 

or his image as it was written in the 
news. Many Indigenous peoples of 
the early twentieth century shared 
a similar fate to Tewanima. The 
United States assimilation program 
meant the destruction of native 
thought and thus removed many 
choices and freedoms of Native 
individuals, even those who were 
Olympic champions. 

Duke Kahanamoku may be 
the most famous Hawaiian to have 
ever lived, and it is due to far more 
than his amazing Olympic career. 
Kahanamoku made his Olympic 
debut in Stockholm at the 1912 
Games, where he participated in 
the 100-meter freestyle swimming, 
winning gold with a world record 
time of 1 minute and 22.5 seconds. 
Kahanamoku would go on to win 
four more gold medals in his Olym-
pic career as well as his share of sil-
ver medals. In 1920, Kahanamoku 
won gold in both the relay and the 
100-meter freestyle swimming 
events. Upon winning the free-
style, officials and other countries’ 
coaches questioned whether or not 
Kahanamoku had cheated or done 
something outside of the rules to se-
cure his time. Kahanamoku agreed 
to redo the race where he ultimately 
produced an even faster time. That 
same year silver went to fellow Ha-
waiian, Pua Kealoha.9

At the Paris Games in 1924, 
Kahanamoku won silver, having 
his previous record broken by his 
first-place competitor Weissmuller. 
Again, Kahanamoku was not the 

national record. This combination 
of feats would not be realized again 
until 1964 when Billy Mills would 
break the record.  When Tewanima 
returned to Carlisle after the Games 
this time, he and Thorpe were greet-
ed with a massive display of fire-
works and other celebrations for 
their achievements. Several speak-
ers, such as Pop Warner, the school’s 
superintendent, and Tewanima’s 
former coach at Carlisle, addressed 
the crowd gathered for the festiv-
ities. Even Thorpe and Tewanima 
were given the opportunity to speak, 
to which the former chose to thank 
their hosts for “splendid times” to 
which the latter only responded, 
“Me too.” It would be nearly six 
more years before Tewanima could 
finally leave Carlisle freely and re-
turn to his village in 1912. Tewani-
ma would never run again for glory, 
only for his religion and ceremoni-
ous purposes.7

While living in Hopi Nation, 
Tewanima married a Hopi wom-
an and together they raised a child. 
The child was taken to an Indian 
boarding school just as Tewanima 
and so many other youths. Some-
time during the 1920s, Tewanima’s 
child returned home where they 
died of an undiagnosed illness and 
medical complications. After the 
Games, it seems Tewanima deferred 
to a quiet life in Arizona where he 
tended the land, participated in tra-
ditional Hopi ceremonies, and rare-
ly spoke English. In 1954, Tewanima 
was honored by the Helms Athletic 
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sole Hawaiian winning a medal 
for the 100-meter, as his brother, 
Samuel, placed third, earning him 
the bronze medal. Although that 
would be the last of his medals, Ka-
hanamoku did serve as an alternate 
on the U.S. water polo team in Los 
Angeles at the 1932 Olympic Games. 

Kahanamoku was born in 1890 
while Hawaii was an independent 
and sovereign nation. During his 
life, he witnessed the hostile over-
throw of the queen of Hawaii. Be-
fore becoming an influential and 
successful champion, Kahanamoku 
left his formal education at eigh-
teen years old before graduating 
and started working to contribute 
to his family’s income and focus on 
athletics. Kahanamoku spent the re-
mainder of his time on the beach at 
Waikiki, where he would further de-
velop both his swimming and surf-
ing skills.10

Kahanamoku fundamental-
ly changed the world of competi-
tive swimming with his flutter kick 
technique that proved more effec-
tive than the standard scissor-kick 
technique used by virtually all other 
swimmers. Kahanamoku credited 
the development of his technique 
to his time surfing where he first 
learned the flutter-kick to swim 
with the board effectively. Addi-
tionally, Kahanamoku used power-
ful strokes in his technique for im-
proved propulsion. These choices 
made Kahanamoku nearly unbeat-
able for some time before the rest of 
the swimming world would adapt 

and catch up to him.11

Kahanamoku’s success and 
personality gained him respect and 
admiration, making him an inter-
national sporting and cultural icon. 
The Duke, as he was sometimes 
referred to, possessed an electric 
personality to go with his athletic 
feats. Olympic teammates claimed 
that Kahanamoku was constantly 
telling jokes and enjoying himself. 
The Duke would put on swimming 
exhibitions and would later incor-
porate surfing as well to spread the 
sport to the mainland United States 
and the rest of the world. He is cred-
ited with the establishment of the 
earliest surfing clubs and the for-
mal rules and etiquette of surfing. 
Kahanamoku made several careers 
for himself outside of the realm of 
sports as well. In between the Olym-
pics and after his Olympic career 
had ended, the father of surfing 
spent a fair share of his life as a Hol-
lywood actor, sheriff of Honolulu, 
and official greeter of the city.12

During the early twentieth-cen-
tury, the United States American 
Museum of Natural History and its 
anthropologists considered Hawaii 
to be a “racial laboratory” that could 
be controlled to study racial theo-
ries, which included “racial mixing” 
and the effects of migration on the 
body. Scientific racism was main-
tained by elite American institutions 
and philanthropic foundations, who 
were competing to define Polyne-
sian bodies, mindsets, and identity. 
The American public, while sup-

portive and admiring, placed their 
own defining label on Kahanamoku: 
American. In this period where an-
thropologists were studying race as 
a science, Kahanamoku served as a 
bridge between cultures and better 
representation of Polynesian bod-
ies and life than any findings of the 
involved anthropologist.13 From the 
earliest encounters of Native Ha-
wai’ians by white Europeans, and 
later white Americans, the peoples 
of the Pacific Islands were labeled 
“natural and primitive.” A fascina-
tion with the anatomy and phys-
iology of Polynesian peoples and 
their “racial origins,” assumed to be 
an early form of white civilization, 
boldly remained through the nine-
teenth century and onward to the 
early twentieth century. Dr. Maile 
Arvin describes a logic of possession 
through whiteness that still persists 
today when considering the United 
States relationship with Native Pa-
cific Islanders and the ideas of race 
forced upon Native bodies.14

Duke Kahanamoku’s life 
spanned through periods of so-
cial change and different ideas sur-
rounding the constructs of race and 
identity. A beloved athlete and char-
acter, The Duke was accepted as both 
a Polynesian and an American. It is 
important to remember that Kah-
anamoku was competing in 1912 at 
Stockholm when nonwhite athletes 
were widely barred from competing 
in professional and amateur sports 
alike, excluding the case of a few box-
ers, jockeys, and collegiate athletes. 
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progress made. The Duke’s legacy 
lives on and his spirited influence is 
still affecting the Olympic Games - 
the most recent 2020 Tokyo Olym-
pic Games included surfing for the 
first time. The regulations of current 
Olympic surfing are not far from 
the original organization and rules 
founded by the Duke himself.

By the 1930s, the United States’ 
relationship with Native communi-
ties had progressed little. Although 
allotments were beginning to slow, 
adjacent legislation continued the 
work of removing Native peoples’ 
power and possessions. Nearly half 
of a century after the General Allot-
ment Act, The United States govern-
ment liquidated over 100-million 
acres of Native land. At this point, 
the remaining 48-million acres scat-
tered across Native America, and if 
pressed together, could fit within the 
borders of South Dakota with excess 
room. Not only were Native lands 
still being divested by the govern-
ment, but Native culture and tradi-
tions were also still in jeopardy. The 
Office of Indian Affairs outlawed 
dances, giveaways, and other tradi-
tional ceremonies. Furthering the 
disarray caused by the federal gov-
ernment’s overreaching arm in Na-
tive affairs, exogenous institutions 
were implanted into Native com-
munities. These institutions, such 
as Indian police forces and Courts 
of Indian Offenses, gave power to 
some Native individuals to control 
and punish others, leading to com-
plicated conflicts within communi-

ties themselves. Awareness of these 
threats of the late 1920s throughout 
the 1930s brought about the call for a 
reevaluated federal-Indian relation-
ship, catalyzed by the Great Depres-
sion and President Franklin Roo-
sevelt’s response to it. In 1934, the 
Indian Reorganization Act (IRA) 
was passed, attempting to end al-
lotment and the targeting of Native 
ceremonial practices. Legislation 
was used to create mechanisms for 
increased tribal self-government, 
legal reclaiming of tribal lands, and 
the development of economic infra-
structure.18

The Second World War 
brought changes to the United 
States’ and Native Nations’ relation-
ship. Firstly, it derailed Roosevelt’s 
domestic reform agendas along with 
the IRA. The war did, however, con-
tribute to revitalization efforts and 
presented new opportunities to Na-
tive peoples. An approximate twen-
ty-five thousand Native individuals 
served in the United States Army, 
Navy, Marines, Air Force, and aux-
iliary corps. Another forty thousand 
sought opportunities in war indus-
tries off reservations. The war rein-
vigorated war societies and created 
new ones for many Native Ameri-
cans. New ceremonies were created 
to send loved ones to war and wel-
come them when they returned. The 
increased mobility indirectly creat-
ed a new regional network for Na-
tive Communities across the coun-
try. Like the rest of the world, Native 
peoples looked toward the post-

The Duke himself is responsible for 
the integration of private and public 
pools and surfing spots. Although 
beloved, Kahanamoku was not es-
tranged from ignorance or racism. 
The Duke was a symbol that literally 
embodied the culture of Hawaii but 
represented the United States inter-
nationally. Kahanmoku’s broad im-
pact on the sporting world and race 
relations makes him one of the most 
influential athletes and an agent for 
positive change.15 Kahanamoku was 
so influential that some felt that, “...
Duke Kahanamoku was sometimes 
looked upon as the personification 
of the prophecy of King Kamehame-
ha who in the late 19th century pre-
dicted the complete subjugation of 
the islands by the white man, but 
that before the Native Hawaiian 
race died out, one man would bring 
it fame.”16 There is no concrete ev-
idence of the prophecy being said, 
but Kahanamoku certainly filled the 
role of a man to bring fame to Ha-
waii.

One of Kahanamoku’s relatives 
once stated to David Davis, author 
of Waterman, Kahanamoku’s biog-
raphy, that, “All that you read now 
‘bout the Duke is false, and for me to 
divulge the facts would place him in 
the shallow of the family worth. Let 
beliefs be if they help the progress 
of the entities of surfing and aloha 
as they need a historical hero for 
commercialization…”17 The Duke 
was a hero for many and his service 
was not lost on his fellow Hawai-
ians who benefitted from the social 
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war world with great expectations. 
Many hoped for a dual victory, one 
over fascism abroad, and the other 
over racism at home. Tribal gov-
ernments believed that the return 
of tribal lands as compensation for 
winning the war was to be expected. 
Old threats returned to tribal sov-
ereignty in new forms. A new gen-
eration of assimilationists persisted 
in the goal of incorporation under 
a new federal policy known as ter-
mination. During the period of the 
mid 1930s to the mid 1950s, Native 
Americans continued to express a 
vision of their communities, and 
as Dr. Cobb describes, “reclaimed a 
future from a majority society bent 
on consigning Native peoples to the 
past.” Much of this period can be 
understood as Native peoples acting 
on the right of self-determination 
and expressing that right in various 
forms.19

The period from the mid 1950s 
to the late 1960s for Native America 
is characterized by activism and in-
creased visibility of racial and oth-
er social issues. The added visibility 
was largely thanks to the momen-
tum gained by Black activist groups 
of the time. The increased attention 
offered an opportunity in the form 
of new spaces for dialogue about the 
rights of racial minorities. However, 
riding the coattails of the civil rights 
movement was not done without 
added challenges. One such issue 
was difficulty faced by well-intended 
liberals to distinguish between the 
Native and Black civil movements. 

As far as many Native nations were 
concerned, if the civil rights move-
ment meant equality, and equality 
meant sameness, Native peoples 
wanted no part in it. The greater 
threat stemmed from “termination-
ists” whose goal was to destroy the 
relationship between Native nations 
and the federal government and 
place Native bodies into their own 
narrow model of belonging. The op-
ponents of Native sovereignty used 
legislation designed to deconstruct 
Native communities. These mo-
tives were hidden behind rhetoric 
of equality, freedom, and emancipa-
tion. Public Law 280 was one such 
piece of legislation. Particularly, this 
law allowed for several states to ex-
tend their jurisdiction over civil and 
criminal cases into tribal communi-
ties at their own discretion, regard-
less of the consent of the tribe. This 
was a large blow against the progress 
made over the last several decades 
for tribal sovereignty. Congress was 
aggressive in the pursuit of target-
ing and terminating Native nations 
during the mid 1950s. Despite ef-
forts from the National Congress 
of American Indians and similar 
groups to slow the process, the issue 
carried into the 1960s.20

The American Indian youth 
became more involved in activ-
ism and the struggle for sovereign-
ty during the 1960s. This is largely 
due to the increased number of Na-
tive students on American college 
and university campuses after the 
Second World War. Native youths 

were able to build new networks 
and communities across academia 
in the form of clubs and workshops. 
These networks created new spaces 
for young Native Americans to dis-
cuss ideas and form organizations 
that could use effective activism 
and protest to support the greater 
Native civil movement. The War on 
Poverty from this period provided 
an interesting angle for federal-In-
dian interplay. Many saw the Office 
of Economic Opportunity as an ally 
against the paternalistic nature of 
the Office of Indian Affairs and a 
necessary aid to self-determination. 

This period as a whole can be 
broken down into a couple of ma-
jor themes that widely describe the 
time and situation between Native 
nations and the United States. First-
ly, Native activists “drew parallels 
to and created alliances with or-
ganizations” involved in the Civil 
rights movement. The next theme 
encompasses how Native activists 
drew parallels between internation-
al politics and the decolonization 
movement. Deciding how to act on 
these parallels proved complicated 
and at times controversial for Native 
activists. Veteran and new activists 
alike were influenced by concerns 
over loss of identity and the concept 
of modernity, struggles for econom-
ic and racial justice, global decolo-
nization, and their own experiences 
and local circumstances. The inten-
tion of many tribal governments 
may have been to take a clear and 
firm stance on the topics of civil 
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rights and sovereignty, but in actu-
ality, these governments needed to 
perform and engage in complicated 
political balancing acts and delicate 
discussions, of which the repercus-
sions were unknown.21

Billy Mills, born Tamakoce 
Te'Hila, is perhaps the most well-
known indigenous Olympian of 
them all. Mills made an unexpect-
ed victory in 1964’s Tokyo Olympic 
Games, which would change the tra-
jectory of his life forever. Virtually 
unknown in the world of sport, Mills 
would become the first non-Euro-
pean to win gold in the 10,000-me-
ter run, beating the national record 
in the process. To further intricate 
Mills' identity, he served as a marine 
in the United States military.22

Mills was born and brought 
up in Pine Ridge, South Dakota 
on the Pine Ridge Indian Reserva-
tion set aside for the Oglala Lakota 
Nation. Mills became an orphan at 
age twelve before he attended Has-
kell Institute in Kansas where he 
began his athletic career. Although 
Mills was skilled in both running 
and boxing, he would leave the lat-
ter behind to focus on his running. 
Afterward, Mills attended Kansas 
University on an athletic scholar-
ship where he accumulated several 
major running accomplishments, 
including being named a three-time 
NCAA All-American cross-country 
runner and winning the 1959 and 
1960 outdoor national champion-
ships with his collegiate track team. 
During his junior year of college, 

Mills had run in the AAU Cham-
pionships and as he lined up with 
his peers, a photographer asked 
him to be removed from the shot. 
Mills specifically recalls the man 
saying, “'You. Yeah, you — the dark-
er-skinned one. I want you out of 
the photo.' And that just went to the 
depths of my soul, and it just — it 
broke me.”23 Moments of racism like 
these would leave a deep impression 
on Mills. Afterward, Mills was dis-
traught and returned to his room in 
a depression where he says he con-
templated suicide. In that moment 
Mills recalled words from his father, 
from when he was a child, about 
how his “broken wings” would heal 
if he continued after his passion. It 
was after he graduated from Kansas 
with a degree in physical education, 
Mills joined the United States Ma-
rine Corps.24

Mills qualified for both the 
10,000-meter race and the marathon 
for the 1964 Games. At the time he 
was a First lieutenant in the Marine 
corps. There were several runners 
who were speculated to come out on 
top in 1964, but few would have sus-
pected Billy Mills as a strong con-
tender. Ron Clarke of Australia was 
the favorite to win the 10,000-meter, 
as he held the world record at the 
time. The challenging athletes were 
returning Olympic champion, Pyotr 
Bolotnikov of the Soviet Union, and 
Murray Halberg from New Zealand 
who had won the 5,000-meter at the 
previous Games. Ultimately, it was 
Mills that overtook Clarke and won 

the gold.25 Although the story itself 
has been recounted time and time 
again because of its prominence in 
Olympic history, it is Mills' person-
al recount that I believe is the most 
insightful to the significance he car-
ried forward from that race. As the 
Games recently returned to Japan 
for the 2020 Games, Mills has come 
forward with more of his personal 
recounting of the ’64 Games and 
his victory there. Mills emotionally 
recalled his story and filled with ex-
citement as he recalled the historic 
last lap in which he overtook Clarke 
for the gold. 

Mills was no stranger to racial 
discrimination, as he grew up in 
a period of progress for many Na-
tive nations and participated in the 
Olympics at a heightened time of 
awareness for racial injustice. Mills 
goes as far as to say that on the po-
dium he was nearly overcome with 
emotion over his feelings of being 
unaccepted for his complex identity. 
Mills stated,

“I felt emotion being a citizen 
of our country, but overriding 
that was something more pow-
erful. I whispered to myself, ‘I 
don’t belong’. I came close to 
crying on the victory stand. 
People probably thought I was 
crying because I’d won a race. 
It was more powerful than 
that.”26 

Mills was well aware of the fact that 
despite becoming beloved in an in-
stant by the nation he was repre-
senting, those same citizens would 
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not understand him as quickly as 
they became aware of him. Mills 
would harbor these feelings and use 
his success to springboard himself 
onto a track of spreading awareness 
of racial injustice and the idea of 
identities that transcended simple 
or narrow ideas of race.

After the Games, Mills re-
turned to the United States feeling 
distant. “I came back as a gold med-
alist who created one of the great 
upsets and was introduced to an-
other world,” he said. “I wasn’t ready 
for the introduction.” Mills toured 
cities where he received invitations 
to business clubs that typically did 
not allow minorities to join. He de-
clined, as it reminded him of frater-
nities that were similarly exclusive 
in college. Experiences with racism 
inspired Mills to explore the histo-
ry of his people and the expropria-
tion of their land, which effectively 
removed Native Americans from 
the American Dream. “The rac-
ism in America came real close to 
destroying me,” Mills said. “How 
could I cope with that, never feeling 
like I belonged?... I can honestly say 
I never wanted to kill myself, but I 
wanted to have the quietness. I find 
that quietness now by addressing is-
sues.”27 Today, Mills wants his words 
to unify all people. 

Mills reflects on the most re-
cent racial injustices in the United 
States and is hopeful but concerned 
about the future. Mills’ hopeful at-
titude toward global unity and a 
focus on the next generation is pos-

sibly reflective of the attitudes pres-
ent during the period between the 
1950s and mid-1960s, which paral-
leled Native issues with global poli-
tics. Mills stated, 

“We see all the framework of 
destroying America from with-
in and it worries me but I feel 
very strongly in global unity, 
global diversity, and the fu-
ture of humankind. I believe in 
the youth of the world and the 
youth of America.”28

After his running career came 
to a close, Mills set out with his 
wife to give back to the communi-
ty and, “empower the visions of the 
elders and inspire the dreams of the 
youth,” as Mills put it. Mills pro-
duced inspiring content in both film 
and literature, as well as co-founded 
Running Strong for American In-
dian Youth with Eugene Krizek in 
1986. The charitable organization 
helps to provide water, healthcare, 
housing, and other basic needs to 
Native communities. In addition to 
the aid provided, the organization 
implements mechanisms and pro-
grams to encourage self-sufficiency, 
as well as pride in their heritage.29 In 
this way Billy Mills has directly tried 
to help Native individuals create or 
better understand their own iden-
tities in the world. Mills still travels 
around the country today, speaking 
to Native youths with the hope of 
inspiring them to proudly embrace 
their own identities. 

Alwyn Morris is a member of 
the Mohawk Nation and a legendary 

Indigenous Canadian athlete. At the 
time, Morris is one of the only three 
North American indigenous athletes 
to earn a gold medal at the Summer 
Olympics, along with the aforemen-
tioned Jim Thorpe and Billy Mills. 30 
Appearing at the 1984 Los Angeles 
Olympic Games, Morris won gold in 
the men’s K-2 1000m and bronze in 
the K-2 500m canoeing events with 
his teammate Hugh Fisher for the 
Canadian Olympic team. Beyond 
the triumph in his sport, Morris 
captured the attention of everyone 
watching after receiving his gold 
medal on the podium. While on the 
medal podium, Morris performed a 
demonstration in which he held an 
eagle feather over his head. The sa-
lute, as Morris explained during an 
interview, was meant to be a tribute 
to his grandfather who inspired his 
athletic career. The demonstration 
was also meant to symbolize friend-
ship, honor, and life, as well as pay 
respect to his First Nations heritage. 
Morris is considered to be one of the 
most influential Indigenous Ameri-
can Olympians for his demonstra-
tion that grabbed the attention of 
both Indigenous and non-indige-
nous viewers and media.31

Morris considered a number of 
ways in which he could express his 
message. Ultimately, Morris decided 
on the salute as his demonstration 
because of his comfort with the ges-
ture and the reach he felt it would 
have. Morris spoke about the feather 
salute and his position as a Canadi-
an and Mohawk, stating, 
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“It was pretty obvious I was 
there as an athlete represent-
ing Canada, and Canadians as 
a whole certainly were jubi-
lant and happy that Hugh and 
I had accomplished our goal 
and brought home a gold med-
al for Canada...I am a Mohawk 
person, and I'm aboriginal in 
Canada and it was important 
for me to be self-identified in 
order to share that with the 
other part of who I am.”32 

Similar to Billy Mills’, Morris recog-
nized a dual conscious identity as 
both a citizen of Canada and mem-
ber of the Mohawk Nation. Morris 
used his demonstration to engage in 
activism and resistance. 

American newspapers, while 
not reporting negatively on Mor-
ris, misinformed the public about 
the meaning of the feather and used 
racially coded language to describe 
Morris generally. One American 
newspaper published out of Geor-
gia, The Atlanta Constitution, stat-
ed Morris was a “full-blooded Mo-
hawk.” The paper also stated Morris 
was from the “Caughnawaga” Res-
ervation in Quebec. Almost eighty 
years after Tewanima’s participation 
in the Olympics, newspapers are 
still incorrectly writing Indigenous 
names and communities and de-
fining Native Americans by their 
amount of “Indian-blood”. The ar-
ticle claims the feather salute was 
to pay respect to “Indian heritage” 
and represented honor. The articles’ 
choice of language is reflective of a 

lasting ignorance in the American 
public surrounding Native individ-
uals.33

In a 2021 podcast inter-
view, Morris further discusses his 
thoughts on aboriginal sport and 
his own story of success as an In-
digenous person. The feather was 
given to Morris by a group of Indig-
enous people in Sacramento. Morris 
called Billy Mills for his thoughts 
on the salute, for which Mills of-
fered his full support. Morris ex-
plains how many people missed the 
point of his message. Many equated 
the feather salute to the Black Pow-
er salute demonstrated by United 
States Olympians, Tommie Smith 
and John Carlos, at the 1968 Mex-
ico Olympic Games, although that 
was never Morris’ purpose. Morris 
mentions that he never received any 
negative or derogatory comments 
from the IOC directly in regard to 
his demonstration. Likewise, Morris 
received unyielding support from 
his teammates.34

After the Games, Morris used 
his Olympic career and recogni-
tion to create a viable political ca-
reer. The 1990 Oka Crisis in Cana-
da acted as the ignition for Morris’ 
political start, in which he primar-
ily focused on problems surround-
ing Indigenous self-governance. 
The Oka Crisis was a dispute over 
land in Canada between the Mo-
hawk Nation and the City of Oka in 
Quebec, Canada. The event lasted 
seventy-seven days and resulted in 
two fatalities and is one of the first 

violent conflicts between the Cana-
dian government and First Nations 
in the late twentieth century. Morris 
became a member of the Mohawk 
Council of Kahanawake and an ad-
visor to policy related to aboriginal 
rights and land disputes. Morris also 
helped develop several programs to 
inspire Indigenous youth in Cana-
da. One such program, founded in 
1995, is the Aboriginal Sport Circle, 
a national organization that relates 
to Aboriginal sport interests. Morris 
is the acting chairperson of Aborig-
inal Sport Circle. Morris stresses the 
importance of sport to Indigenous 
peoples and its significance to his 
own life. Additionally, he recognizes 
that he was very fortunate to be able 
to find an accessible sport in Kahan-
awake that he could excel in. Mor-
ris wants the same opportunity to 
be offered to the Indigenous youth 
of Canada with the hope that First 
Nations national teams and other 
aboriginal teams may develop and 
grow.35

Today, both the struggle for In-
digenous Sovereignty continues and 
multiple Native nations are hoping 
to have their own national sports 
teams recognized by the IOC to 
compete at the Olympics. To com-
pete as an independent nation at 
the Olympics apart from the United 
States or Canada would be an enor-
mous step toward national sover-
eignty. Both the Hawaiian Kingdom 
and the Haudenosuanee peoples 
have hopes of self-representation at 
upcoming Olympic Games. In most 
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competitions, surfers from Hawaii 
are allowed to compete under their 
own flag, but at the Olympics, they 
compete for the United States. The 
World Surf League recognizes surf-
ers from Hawaii as representing 
Hawaii or the United States, not 
both. At the Olympics, this distinc-
tion is done away with and Hawaii 
disappears as a surfing entity de-
spite being the cultural heart of the 
sport. Many Hawaiians believe that 
the United States is still unlawfully 
occupying the island and in recent 
years several questions of sovereign-
ty and identity have resurfaced. Just 
before his Olympic debut, famous 
Hawaiian surfer John John Florence 
stated, “There’s a little bit of tension 
with that, going into the Olympics 
under a U.S.A. flag. I don’t want to 
divide at all. I’m not anti-anything. 
I’m pro-Hawaii.”36 For Florence, it 
is not important to remove him-
self from America as much as it is 
to support his home and heritage. 
Interestingly, surfing was almost 
wiped out in the nineteenth century 
by white colonizers. Fortunately, the 
sport survived and spread thanks to 
Duke Kahanamoku. The Duke even 
mentioned he hoped that surfing 
would become an Olympic sport 
one day. For many Hawaiians, surf-
ing is a great source of pride, es-
pecially given the fact it survived 
obliteration when so much Hawai-
ian history and culture was lost. It 
is apparent even within the surfing 
community that Hawaiian surfing is 
set apart from the rest of the world. 

When considering the possi-
bility of surfing at the 2020 Olym-
pics, another pro surfer, Seth Moniz 
from Hawaii shared that, 

“I’d be honored to represent 
U.S.A., obviously, but I would 
prefer to represent Hawaii if I 
went there. I do wish we could 
have a voice or representation. 
Me and other Hawaiian surf-
ers, maybe we have to make a 
push for that, to have the Ha-
waiian flag at the Olympics.”37 

Moniz along with other pro surf-
ers did not qualify for the Olympic 
team. Had the United States team 
been split between America and Ha-
waii, other Hawaiian surfers could 
compete, like Moniz who was the 
second-highest ranked surfer in Ha-
waii.38

Another group that wants 
self-representation at the Olympics 
is the Iroquois Nationals lacrosse 
team. The IOC granted the sport of 
lacrosse preliminary status for the 
2028 Olympic Games set to take 
place in Los Angeles. With this pro-
visional status also came inclusion 
in the 2022 World Games. Despite 
finishing in third at the 2018 World 
Lacrosse Championships, the Iro-
quois Nationals were not initially 
included with the eight teams cho-
sen to compete at the 2022 World 
Games. Members of the team voiced 
their frustrations on social media, 
particularly Twitter. Most people 
responded with support for the Ir-
oquois. Further, the voluntary step-
ping-down by the Ireland Lacrosse's 

Senior National Team incentivized 
the World Lacrosse and the Inter-
national World Games Association 
to change their decision on Iroquois 
Nationals participation in the 2022 
World Games. The Irish Lacrosse 
Association believed it was import-
ant for the Iroquois to be compet-
ing at the Games because lacrosse 
originated in the Iroquois nations. 
The sport holds great significance 
in the Six Nations and was believed 
to have been given to the Iroquois 
as a gift from the Creator, a spiri-
tual figure present across multiple 
First Nations cultures, to help heal 
individuals physically, mentally, and 
spiritually.39

Of course, the game of lacrosse 
has changed plenty since its origina-
tion with the Haudenosuanee and 
other First Nations. In 1867, the Na-
tional Lacrosse Association (NLA) 
was formed and with it came exclu-
sion of Native participants in white 
clubs. One rule clearly states, “No 
Indian must play in a match for a 
white club, unless previously agreed 
upon.” The NLA became the Nation-
al Amateur Lacrosse Association 
in 1880 with Native players barred 
from championship events. Indige-
nous teams had to play each other 
if they wanted to play at all. Allan 
Downey, a professor in the history 
department and Indigenous studies 
program at McMaster University in 
Hamilton, Ontario, Canada, views 
the development of the game as an 
appropriation of Iroquois culture to 
create a distinct Canadian identity. 
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place but it's not going to be without 
a long difficult struggle.” The only 
other option for the Iroquois would 
be to compete under the IOC’s flag, 
but this would ultimately defeat the 
purpose. The decision for the 2028 
Games is set to be announced in 
2024.40

Like Daniel Cobb’s Say we are 
Nations, this article highlights the 
complexities around Indigenous 
sovereignty more so than gives di-
rect conclusions about the state of 
Native America and Hawaii. Ad-
ditionally, I have explored in this 
article how Indigenous American 
and Hawaiian Olympians have used 
their Olympic status to directly aid 
Native communities and inspire 
Native youth to comprehend and 
expand their own understanding 
of their identities. Participation at 

the Olympics also indirectly, and in 
the case of Alwyn Morris, directly, 
raised previous and new questions 
about Indigenous identity, sover-
eignty, and representation to a glob-
al stage. I argue it is apparent from 
these cases that Indigenous Olym-
pians played a key role in the posi-
tive progress made in the relation-
ship between Indigenous nations 
and the nation-states that surround 
them, although it is equally appar-
ent that there is progress to be made 
in securing self-representation as a 
sovereign nation recognized by the 
IOC and world governments. 

With growing support for 
self-representing Indigenous sports 
teams, it seems hopeful that in the 
near future we may see the Hawai-
ian and Iroquois flags present at the 
Olympic Games.

Downey says, 
“It had the effect of limiting, 
if not almost eliminating, the 
right of the Haudenosaunee to 
represent themselves as a sov-
ereign nation, as a team in, not 
only Canadian championship 
classifications, but also in in-
ternational competitions.” 

To be able to compete at the Olym-
pics, the Iroquois Nationals will 
have to prove to the IOC that they 
represent a sovereign nation. The 
IOC is based on the recognition of 
nation-states, which a First Nation 
would undermine if recognized as 
sovereign. Downey claims that giv-
en the political angles surrounding 
the IOC and the Olympics, there 
needs to be a “reworking of the po-
litical process for their recognition 
and I'm hopeful that that will take 

References
1. Frank A. Salamone, The Native 
American Identity in Sports: Creat-
ing and Preserving a Culture, (Unit-
ed States: Scarecrow Press, 2013), 
11 
2. Daniel M. Cobb, Editor, Say We 
Are Nations: Documents of Politics 
and Protest in Indigenous America 
since 1887, (Chapel Hill: Universi-
ty of North Carolina Press, 2015): 
10 
3. Kathleen Sharp, ”The Sacred 
Runner,” (Smithsonian; Wash-
ington Vol. 52, Iss. 3,  Jun 2021): 
12 
4. Ibid 
5. Ibid, 16-17 
6. “SAVAGE HOPI INDIANS ARE 
TRANSFORMED INTO MOD-
EL STUDENTS,” Carlisle Indian 

School Digital Resource Center, n.d. 
https://carlisleindian.dickinson.
edu/images/savage-hopi-indi-
ans-are-transformed-model-stu-
dents-c1910 
7. Sharp, “The Sacred Runner,” 16-
17
8. Ibid, 17
9. Michael Cavana, “Google gives 
Duke Kahanamoku, ‘father of mod-
ern surfing,’ a swell of popularity,” 
The Washington Post, last modified 
August 24, 2015 
10. David Davis, Waterman: 
The Life and Times of Duke Kah-
anamoku (United States: Univer-
sity of Nebraska Press, 2015), 2, 
22 
11. Ibid, 34 
12. Ibid, 3 

13. Current Anthropology 53, no. S5 
(2012): S95. 
14. Maile Arvin, Possessing Polyne-
sians: The Science of Settler Colonial 
Whiteness in Hawai`i and Oceania, 
(United Kingdom: Duke University 
Press, 2019), 3 
15. Davis, Waterman, 2 
16. Ibid 
17. Ibid 
18. Cobb, Say We are Nations, 
55-57 
19. Ibid. 
20. Ibid, 97-99 
21. Ibid 
22. Dan Simmons. “I Healed A 
Broken Soul’: Billy Mills' Unex-
pected 1964 Olympic Win,” Only a 
Game, last modified May 22, 2020, 
https://www.wbur.org/onlyag-



67

VOL VII || ISSUE II ||  Spring 2022

ame/2020/05/22/billy-mills-olym-
pic-gold-runner 
23. Ibid
24. Ibid 
25. Ibid 
26. Ibid 
27. Ibid 
28. Ibid 
29. Ibid 
30. Matt Sekeres and Blake Price. 
“Sekeres and Price,” (2021 121cast 
Pty Ltd., 2021. September 30): 
3:30. https://omny.fm/shows/se-
keres-price/september-30-2021-al-
ways-morris-indigenous-olympic#-
description. 
31. Shelby Johnston. “Team Can-
ada Celebrates National Indig-
enous Peoples Day,” Canadian 
Olympic Committee, last modified 

June 21, 2019, https://olympic.
ca/2019/06/21/team-canada-cele-
brates-indigenous-day/. 
32. Dirk Meissner, “From a Sin-
gle Feather to a Top-Flight Pro-
gram,” The Canadian Press, last 
modified December 2009, https://
www.thestar.com/sports/olym-
pics/2009/12/27/from_a_single_
feather_to_a_topflight_program.
html. 
33. Wire Reports, ed. “Games Will 
Close Sunday with a Bang,” The 
Atlanta Constitution, last modified 
August 12, 1994, https://www.pro-
quest.com/docview/1630157400/
C8F012537CF84DC7PQ/1?accoun-
tid=14244. 
34. Sekeres and Price, 30 Septem-
ber, 2021. 39:58-50:00. 

35. C. Richard King, Native Amer-
icans in Sports (United Kingdom: 
Taylor & Francis, 2015)
36. Branch, “Surfing for the United 
States But Representing Hawaii,” 
New York Times, last modified May 
17, 2021 
37. Ibid 
38. John Branch, “Surfing for the 
United States But Representing 
Hawaii,” The New York Times, last 
modified May 18, 2021 
39. The Canadian Press, “Iroquois 
Nationals Lacrosse Team Aims to 
Make Olympic Competition under 
Its Own Flag,” CBC/Radio Canada, 
last modified March 13, 2021 
40. Ibid 



68

THE INTERNATIONALIST

(Previous page and above) These  pictures are from a Mount Everest expedition in 2019 by my father, when we have 
successfully climbed the highest peak in the world and completed the 7 summits program (which has only been com-
pleted around 450 times). We have climbed it from the Tibetan (North) side.
Photo series by Dmitry Tertychnyy, Fourth-year Economics and Mathematics Double Major and Minor in Geogra-
phy
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Київ or Киев? 
Vivienne Timchenko

of power in the reigns of Volodymyr 
the Great and his son, Yaroslav the 
Wise. In the year 988, Volodymyr 
adopted Christianity as the religion 
of the polity and had the Kyivan in-
habitants baptized, and Kyivan Rus’ 
assimilated with Byzantine, or later 
Orthodox Christianity and culture. 
The propagation of Byzantine cul-
ture cultivated ingenuity in fields 
such as architecture, art, and music. 
It also gave rise to a written language 
(Old Church Slavonic) and the be-
ginnings of literary culture.1 Yaro-
slav continued his father’s legacy 
in reinforcing Kyivan Rus’ political 
unity and helped embellish Kyiv as 
Eastern Europe’s cardinal, cohesive, 
and cultural center in the early elev-
enth-century. Following Yaroslav’s 
death, Kyivan Rus’ disintegrated 
into a myriad of principalities, and 
the thirteenth-century Mongol con-
quest reduced the empire to merely a 
shadow of its former self. Following 
the Mongol invasion, Ukraine was 
divided by three external states, the 
Golden Horde, the Grand Duchy of 
Lithuania, and the Kingdom of Po-
land by the middle of the fourteenth 
century. Unquestionably, the flat 
steppes of Ukraine, which posed 
no natural boundaries, accounts for 
the frequency and ease with which 
empires throughout history have 

conquered it. Ukraine’s topography 
makes it a uniquely desirable land 
and has transfixed its territory as 
a battleground, “for domination 
by the states which surrounded it, 
such as the Grand Duchy of Lithu-
ania, the Ottoman Empire, the Pol-
ish–Lithuanian Commonwealth, 
the Crimean Tatar Khanate, Mus-
covy, the Russian Empire, and the 
Habsburg Empire.”2

Ukraine’s relationship with a 
separate Russian state began after 
the abolition of the autonomous 
Hetmanate and Sloboda Ukraine, 
one of the many empires that the 
territory of Ukraine was controlled 
by throughout time. Following this, 
Ukrainian territory was then reor-
ganized into provinces under Rus-
sian control, administered by gover-
nors appointed from St. Petersburg.3 
Much later, Soviet influence over 
Ukraine began in 1917 and tactical-
ly responded to and squashed any 
rising Ukrainian nationalism, yet it 
was only after, “two unsuccessful at-
tempts to gain control over Ukraine 
in 1918 and 1919, [that] the third 
Soviet Ukrainian government was 
established in December 1919.”4 
While Ukraine was advanced tech-
nologically and underwent notable 
industrial development, it was also 
disproportionately abused, as many 

In a violent contest spanning over 
hundreds of years, Ukraine has 
been plagued by battles against 

despotism in the hopes of safeguard-
ing a sovereign Ukrainian identi-
ty and country. The creation of the 
state of Ukraine began in the ninth 
century, with the first unified East 
Slavic state Kyivan Rus’. The name 
“Kyiv” (Київ) can be attributed to a 
legend concerning three brothers of 
the Polyanion tribe of the East Slavs 
and founders of the Kyivan Rus’ em-
pire: Kyi, Shchek, and Khoryv. The 
city of Kyiv was named to honor Kyi, 
the eldest brother. The ancient state 
amassed a vast amount of territory 
during its lifetime, and by the end 
of the tenth century, the Kyivan em-
pire stretched from the far ends of 
the Black Sea to the Baltic Sea, and 
from the Carpathian Mountains to 
the Volga River. Strategically situat-
ed at the intersection of major trade 
routes by way of access to the Black 
Sea and the Baltic Sea and with fa-
vorable agricultural conditions, Ky-
ivan Rus’ flourished until its dissipa-
tion in the thirteenth century. Akin 
to other medieval states, central po-
litical institutions were largely un-
developed, and instead Kyivan Rus’ 
was loosely controlled by dynastic 
clan enterprises. 

The empire reached its height 
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injustices were inflicted on Ukraine 
by the Union of Soviet Socialist Re-
publics (USSR) in comparison to 
other Soviet states. These injustices, 
such as Stalin’s “Holodomor,” or the 
brutal Soviet engineered mass fam-
ines (1921-1922 and 1932-1933), 
were a result of direct discrimina-
tion against the Ukrainian people 
and were conducted to exterminate 
the entirety of Ukraine and resettle 
the land with Russians. The collapse 
of the USSR in 1991 and the subse-
quent declaration of Ukrainian in-
dependence wrought many political 
changes, and by nature of the USSR’s 
dissolution, Ukraine has thus been 
set free and given the chance to forge 
a path for its nation. Ukraine’s long, 
rich, and stormy history with Russia 
can be examined throughout history 
as turbulent at best, and translated 
to the present-day “Ukrainian ques-
tion” -- one that is integral to Rus-
sian identity, and questions whether 
or not Ukraine should be reunited 
with modern Russia.5 To this day, 
Ukraine desperately attempts to 
escape Russia’s embrace by devel-
oping political and governmental 
institutions disparate to Russia’s, as 
well as making an aim to safeguard 
Ukrainian society from Russian ag-
gression. Ukraine also developed 
relationships with its neighbors and 
with the West, which furthers the 
premises of Ukrainian ascendancy 
over hegemonic Ukrainian-Rus-
sian authority. A weighty point of 
contention regarding Ukraine-Rus-
sia relations is the Russification of 

many aspects of Ukrainian indi-
viduality, such as the translitera-
tion of the capital city of Ukraine, 
the ongoing conflict in the Russia 
annexed region of Crimea, and the 
war in Donbas. The chronic abuses 
inflicted by Russian centric political 
powers on Ukraine warrants a sov-
ereign Ukrainian state, one in which 
Ukraine is sanctioned and bolstered 
by multinational states. 

After the dissolution of the 
USSR in 1991, Ukraine, Russia, 
and other post-Soviet states were 
prompted with choosing a newly 
interpreted political order. While 
Ukraine chose to pursue a more 
democratic form of government, 
one to secure rights for its citizens, 
Russia took a vastly different, more 
autocratic direction towards its 
form of government. This can be 
demonstrated by beginning with 
the contrasts between the Ukrainian 
and Russian governments.
  Russia is classified as a 
semi-presidential federation, 
whereas Ukraine is classified as a 
semi-presidential republic by the 
United States Central Intelligence 
Agency. In actuality, Russia has 
“shifted toward a centralized au-
thoritarian state under President 
Vladimir Putin (2000-2008, 2012- 
present) in which the regime seeks 
to legitimize its rule through man-
aged elections, populist appeals, a 
foreign policy focused on enhancing 
the country's geopolitical influence, 
and commodity-based econom-
ic growth.”6  While both countries 

have a separate chief-of-state and 
head-of-government, executive and 
legislative elections in Russia are 
significantly less free than elections 
in Ukraine. According to Freedom 
House, a non-governmental orga-
nization that measures the degree 
of democracy, political freedom, 
and human rights in a country, the 
Russian electoral process is given a 
rating of 1.25 out of 7.00, citing: 

“[Russia’s] elections and ref-
erendums continue to be con-
trolled and manipulated by 
the Kremlin. Administrative 
techniques - such as denying 
permits to rally or appear on 
the ballot, using systematically 
controlled political parties to 
set candidate slates, engineer-
ing legal violations and crim-
inal charges to prosecute op-
position figures or politicians 
with an independent power 
base, and more traditional acts 
like ballot stuffing - are com-
monplace across Russia.”7 

Ukraine is given a score of 4.50 
out of 7.00 in regard to its elector-
al process, and during the country’s 
most recent election, “[Ukrainian] 
candidates were free to campaign, 
although misuse of administrative 
resources by incumbents was wide-
spread. Private media were mostly 
biased and provided unbalanced 
coverage…”8 Unlike Ukraine, Rus-
sia has made a minuscule effort to 
distance itself from its predecessor’s 
form of government. Similarly to 
the USSR, the Russian government 
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the idea of a ‘Russian world’, an idea 
of a community based on markers 
of Russian culture, language, and 
Russian subjugated past. Russia was, 
“not prepared and unwilling to rec-
ognize Ukraine as an equal state and 
as a separate nation.”11 Russia culti-
vated an obsession with returning to 
its former Soviet glory and remains 
focused on antagonism towards 
Ukraine, in a way to attempt the 
consolidation of a modern Russian 
empire. Ukraine’s unique location 
between Russia and Europe furthers 
Russia’s hunger to strategically sow 
chaos, to exploit Ukraine’s domestic 
vulnerabilities, and to keep Ukraine 
solely under Russian control. How-
ever, since gaining independence 
in 1991, Ukraine has proven that it 
operates independently from Rus-
sia, for which the government has 
aimed, “at the maintenance and ex-
tension of state’s sovereignty and at 
relations with Russia on the basis of 
equality.”12  Additionally, Ukraine 
views Russia as the main threat to 
its national security.13 Change was 
reflected in Ukrainian foreign poli-
cy only after the Orange Revolution, 
when “[Kyiv] abandoned the policy 
of multivectors and began to pursue 
a pronounced pro-Western policy. 
At the same time, Moscow [began] 
to realize that it [would] not be able 
to enter the community of demo-
cratic states on its own terms, and 
[began] to position itself as an inde-
pendent center of power, opposing 
the West.”14 Upon this realization, 
Russia began attacking Ukraine, 

again in an attempt to weaken it 
and isolate the country to force it 
under Russian control, brazenly be-
ginning with the illegal annexation 
of Crimea in early 2014, and war in 
Donbas in 2014. By covertly deploy-
ing Russian military forces to the 
Ukrainian region of Crimea, illegal-
ly annexing Crimea from Ukraine, 
and incorporating Crimea into the 
Russian Federation in 2014, Russia 
sought to complicate Ukraine’s de-
velopment and future trajectory as a 
country. Russia additionally, 

“engineered the rise of new 
separatist movements in east-
ern Ukraine (the Donetsk and 
Luhansk regions, collectively 
known as the Donbas, with a 
population of about 6.6 mil-
lion in 2014). Militants forc-
ibly took power in several 
cities and towns, announced 
the establishment of two sep-
aratist entities…and gradually 
expanded their control in the 
two regions. Ukrainian gov-
ernment and volunteer forc-
es fought back, restoring state 
control over a portion of each 
region but suffering some ma-
jor defeats, including in battles 
in which regular Russian forces 
reportedly participated.”15 

By reaffirming threats to Ukraine’s 
territorial integrity, Russia wants 
to encourage Ukraine to believe 
state-building is a futile effort and 
seeks to promote polarization be-
tween the Ukrainian people and 
their government. The annexation 

is consolidated around the leader, 
which in this case is President Vlad-
imir Putin, and “is composed of the 
premier, his deputies, and ministers, 
all appointed by the president; the 
premier is also confirmed by the 
Duma.”9 Additionally in Ukraine, 
the Orange Revolution in 2004 
and the Revolution of Dignity (Eu-
romaidan) in 2013–2014 led “to a 
re–orientation of Ukrainian policy 
and a rapprochement with Russia” 
and both focused on public outrage 
over corruption within the govern-
ment, as well as the public’s desire to 
eliminate Ukrainian ties to Russia.10 
After facing copious political turbu-
lence throughout its time as an in-
dependent state, Ukraine is quite far 
from total democracy and prosper-
ity, with Russia being glaringly fur-
ther still. The incongruities between 
Ukraine and Russia’s retrospective 
governmental structure highlight 
just a few of the multitudinous non-
aligned interests of Ukraine and 
Russia. These incongruities further 
reasoning to support that Ukraine’s 
nonaligned interests with Russia 
indeterminably translate towards 
more than just government. 

With a Pandora’s box of choic-
es after the dissolution of the USSR, 
both Ukraine and Russia were left 
to interpret how their nation and 
peoples would be represented in 
post-Soviet space, and if the rela-
tionship between the two countries 
would emanate hostility or amiabili-
ty. After 1991, the newly formed Rus-
sian nation centered itself around 
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of Crimea and the war in Donbas re-
veals Russia attaches strong impor-
tance to Ukraine as a part of Russian 
legacy, a territory to reconquer, and 
a tactical area of confrontation with 
the West. 

 The Russian President, 
Vladimir Putin’s decision to illegally 
annex Crimea and invade Donbas 
in 2014 was a direct breach of the 
Budapest Memorandum. Struck in 
1994, this key instrument, provid-
ed an agreement in which “Ukraine 
transferred the Soviet-made nuclear 
weapons on its territory to Russia 
and acceded to the Treaty on the 
Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weap-
ons (NPT) as a non-nuclear weap-
on state (NNWS).”16 This treaty was 
signed by Russia, Ukraine, the Unit-
ed Kingdom, and the United States, 
with security assurances pledged to 
Ukraine by the nuclear powers, in 
exchange for Ukraine’s denuclear-
ization.17 Yet, the West did not know 
how to handle this blatant violation 
of the Budapest Memorandum, as 
evidenced by the absence of support 
for Ukraine in 2014, and the failure 
to uphold the promises made in the 
Budapest Memorandum.18 West-
ern powers were aware of Russia’s 
autocratic actions, yet they did not 
respond, out of fear that a response 
to these Russian affronts to the fa-
cilitation of democracy might pro-
voke Russia, a nuclear power.19 The 
betrayal of Western promises and 
failure of the Budapest Memoran-
dum has invited serious scrutiny of 
security commitments.20 

This failure bolstered Russia 
to commit its most recent assault 
on Ukrainian sovereignty and peo-
ple, the war in Ukraine, beginning 
in February 2022. What Ukraine is 
experiencing currently is the result 
of years spent appeasing Vladimir 
Putin in Crimea, Donbas, Georgia, 
Belarus, Syria, Moldova, and Trans-
nistria. Yet, as the war develops, 
Western powers have met Russia’s 
violence in a different way than in 
the past.21 This shift in attitude and 
action seems strange, as similar-
ly to the 2014 war in Donbas, the 
Ukrainian-Russian War in 2022 is 
another brutal attack on not only 
Ukraine, but democracy. Yet, this 
shift is tremendously necessary. 
Western powers must extend their 
support for Ukraine drastically fur-
ther, to ensure the livelihood of de-
mocracy.22 Like Russia, many former 
Soviet countries are burdened by 
their past. However, Ukraine sets it-
self apart from its fellow post-Soviet 
states by its fragmented history and 
the political and cultural traditions 
it inherited from the states that once 
ruled various parts of its territory. 
Within the comparisons between 
the former Soviet Republics, there 
are fewer differences than similari-
ties. After achieving independence 
from the Soviet Union, many states 
saw initial democratic gains, with 
some regressions towards autocracy, 
and now sit within a political gray 
zone between authoritarianism and 
democratization. Yet, in Russia, the 
process of autocratic entrenchment 

was lasting, while popular protests 
in many of the post-Soviet countries 
culminated in regime changes.23 
These countries, like Ukraine, have 
had to rebuild their nationalism and 
forge an identity-- either outside or 
inside of the Russian orbit. During 
the era of the Soviet Union “the 
economies of the republics had been 
closely intertwined, and Ukraine 
and the other Soviet republics were 
dependent on the Soviet centre."24 
But this economic entanglement 
with Russia did not change funda-
mentally for any of the post Soviet 
states after 1991. 

The events that have transpired 
in Ukraine, as well as in other for-
mer Soviet states, do prompt in-
volvement from the West. Indeed, 
institutions such as the North Atlan-
tic Treaty Organization (NATO) and 
the European Union (EU) represent 
a remedy for the violent problems 
that continue to plague these states. 
As Ukraine has moved decisively 
away from Russia’s grip, it has faced 
challenges while constructing a uni-
tary national identity. This is be-
cause Ukraine contains significant 
national minorities, with the titular 
Ukrainian nationality comprising 
around 80% of the population, com-
bined with contestation to Ukraine’s 
national territory.25 Post-indepen-
dence politics of nationalism divide 
Ukraine, as “people in the more 
heavily Ukrainian-speaking west 
have tended to disagree with those in 
the more Russian-speaking east on a 
range of issues, and Ukraine’s politi-
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continues to produce detrimental 
effects on Ukraine. Reading like a 
declaration of war against Ukraine, 
in an article written by the Rus-
sian President Vladimir Putin, “the 
name Ukraine was used more often 
in the meaning of the Old Russian 
word ‘okraina’ (periphery), which is 
found in written sources from the 
12th century, referring to various 
border territories. And the word 
‘Ukrainian,’ judging by archival 
documents, originally referred to 
frontier guards who protected the 
external borders” authoritatively re-
duces Ukraine to nothing more than 
a borderland territory of Russia.29 
Here, Russia continues to prosely-
tize the idea that Ukraine is a terri-
tory belonging to the Russian em-
pire. Yet, the concept of Ukrainian 
identity makes the country hard to 
control, as Russia hopes to do. From 
treating the Ukrainian language as 
a dialect of the Russian language 
to the Russian spelling of Ukraine’s 
capital city, Kiev, as opposed to the 
Ukrainian transliteration, Kyiv, 
Russia continues its attacks on 
Ukrainian nationhood. The great 
Kiev or Kyiv debate must be viewed 
through the “terms of the deep-root-
ed national identity crisis caused by 
centuries of Tsarist and Soviet russi-
fication,” and should be appreciated 
through Russia’s historical quest to 
downgrade Ukrainian identity, as a 
national security priority.30 Howev-
er, by recognizing and implement-
ing, “the Ukrainian transliteration 
for Ukraine’s capital, Western pub-

lications and other prominent or-
ganizations can restore a voice to 
those from whom it has been stolen, 
returning dignity and respect to the 
Ukrainian people.”31 By acknowl-
edging the true spelling of “Kyiv,” a 
powerful resistance to Russian influ-
ences emerges, while simultaneous-
ly strengthening Ukrainian autono-
my, and “[promoting] freedom and 
justice for Ukraine.”32 The difference 
between the western and eastern 
Ukrainians, and in the spelling of 
Kyiv seems almost inconsequential. 
However, this difference represents 
centuries of colonial oppression, in-
tending to eliminate any recognition 
of Ukrainian national identity on a 
global scale. The perpetuation made 
by the global community to not rec-
ognize the correctUkrainian spell-
ing of its own capital city reflects 
international indifference and lack 
of respect towards Ukraine. Only 
when Ukraine’s statehood and au-
tonomy from Russia are recognized, 
will a turning point begin, and the 
complicity towards a historical Rus-
sian effort to erase Ukrainian na-
tional identity will cease. 

As evidenced by its histo-
ry, Ukraine has struggled through 
countless periods of oppression, 
ones that lead to the rupturing 
of any attempts made to solidify 
a stable regime oriented around 
Ukrainian identity. Ukraine’s pur-
suit of its nationhood in the face 
of Russia’s prolonged oppression 
must be upheld and recognized by 
international states, to promote the 

cians and electorate are similarly di-
vided” resulting in an “ongoing con-
tention between the two parts of the 
country.”26 Additionally, over 80% 
of Ukrainians are bilingual, which 
is used to substantiate the argument 
made by Russia that, “the Russian 
nation includes all Russian speakers 
or even all people within the terri-
tory of the former USSR.”27 From 
the historical interconnectedness of 
Russia and Ukraine to their mutual 
economic interests, it is clear Rus-
sia’s political class will consistently 
refuse to treat Ukraine as a separate 
nation with the right to sovereignty, 
again signifying Ukraine as an im-
portant and disputed region. 

Another essence concerning 
Ukraine is the name of the coun-
try itself, and its capital. Names 
carry significance and strength, 
and when examining Ukraine as a 
country, names are especially poi-
gnant and emotionally charged. In 
fact, “the name Ukraine, [meaning] 
‘borderland’, reflects its location on 
the borders of other states, which 
dominated that part of Europe over 
the centuries after the disintegra-
tion of the first state on the territo-
ry of today’s Ukraine-Kyiv Rus.’”28 
In addition to being symbolized 
as the borderland territory of Rus-
sia, Ukraine is often reflected as the 
younger brother of Russia. The form 
of spreading and enforcing Russian 
culture and language, or the russifi-
cation, among Ukraine to suppress 
Ukrainian nationalism, has im-
pacted Ukraine in many ways and 
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achievement of a sustainable, firmly 
Ukrainian political settlement. Rus-
sian and Ukrainian political devel-
opment divulged in more ways than 
one after the collapse of the USSR 
in 1991, with the Russian govern-
ment moving toward a profound-
ly autocratic regime. However, the 
Ukrainian direction regarding its 
political institutions has taken a 
more complex route, beginning as 
a hybrid regime similar to the ter-
minal regime of the USSR, and has 
continued to shift and develop into 
a more democratic nation-state. 
The direction of Ukrainian develop-
ment is similar to many of the oth-

er post-Soviet states. Many of the 
other post Soviet states have close 
ties to the West, as the West hopes 
to de-escalate tensions with Russia, 
but not so much so that it risks a di-
rect confrontation with Russia. The 
asymmetrical relationship between 
Ukraine and Russia is exacerbated 
by the War in Ukraine. Despite the 
ongoing conflicts and adverse rela-
tionship with Russia, Ukraine has 
resiliently continued the facilitation 
of democratic reforms throughout 
the country, with the determination 
to retain a future as a sovereign na-
tion. Presently, Ukrainian history, 
memory, and identity are as inter-

twined as ever and are strongly con-
nected to domestic and foreign poli-
cies. After the assertion of Ukraine’s 
integrity as a territory and sovereign 
state by other international actors, 
a question arises on how Ukraine 
should assert itself as an indepen-
dent state, and how other states can 
support Ukraine, in what is one of 
world history’s last great battles for 
independence. The Ukrainian-Rus-
sian war of 2022 signals the relation-
ship between two hostile states, and 
most importantly implores the need 
for a continuance of Ukraine’s na-
tion-building journey.
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