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EDITORS’ NOTE	
So, here you have it. The last issue of The Perspec-
tive for the operational year of 2017/2018. We have 
both talked about this day as something in the far 
distance. Like thinking about the day you will go 
here, or do that, but it never happens. Now the day 
has come and it does not feel like we imagined it 
would. Not as grand as we expected. There is no 
orchestra playing in the background, no glimmer-
ing light to indulge us, there is just the office and 
some lukewarm coffee. The realization sets in; a 
cliché, as it might sound, it is not the ending nor 
the beginning that should define our experience. 
It is the time between stepping into the office for 
the first time as editors and leaving for last time,  
that counts.

Remembering the nervousness before the first 
committee meeting, the stress of meeting dead-
lines, the fourteen hour shifts finishing issues 
before sending them to the printers, the the frus-
tration when choosing a team out of many, many 
great applicants, the privilege of working with 
talented and inspiring people, the joy of having 
engaged and committed members. The friend-
ships made, the discussions had, the hangouts, the 
brunches, the pub-nights. This is what our time as 
editors-in-chief has given us. So, really, this is not 
about us, not entirely at least. We have seen en-
gagement, energy, and time invested in this maga-
zine greater than we could ever imagine. So, to all 

those involved we can only say, from the bottom 
of our hearts, thank you. There have been many 
great editors before us, and surely many amazing 
people taking on the task after us. We have poured 
our hearts and souls into the past four issues. We 
had the pleasure to enjoy the ride for a little while. 
Hopefully, you did too.

Our dear UPF members, our work is now fin-
ished. Here, at last, sitting in the office, comes the 
end of our time as editors-in-chief. We will not say 
do not weep, for not all tears are an evil.

For one last time, enjoy your read!
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PRESIDENTS’ ADDRESS     

Whoa, where did the time go?!

It seems like yesterday we were begging you to sign up to join 
our organisation at the student association fairs, and we are so 
pleased that you gave us your time. I hope you didn’t regret join-
ing us, but if you did - sorry - no refunds.

We were discussing the other day, in fact, about what a fantastic 
year it has been. An organisation is only as good as its members, 
and we are beyond lucky to have such a fantastic bunch of people 
willing to dedicate their spare time to foreign affairs. It is very 
difficult to choose highlights, because there have been so many, 
and every committee seems to have pushed the boundaries of 
what we thought we could achieve. But if there is one highlight 
we can all bask in, share and brag about to our friends, it is this 
one: UPF has a record of 800 new members since August.

At the time of writing, we still have a good month left in Lund 
and lots of great activities on the horizon. We are sure that the 
UPF ball on May 5th and the Annual Election Meeting on May 
12th are already in your calendars, and we look forward to shar-
ing those occasions with you.

For an organisation like ours, the members are everything. 
Whether you’re a board member, active in a committee, or oc-
casionally attend a lecture when you have the time, you’re the 
backbone of UPF! It’s thanks to all of you that we can look back 
at the year with such pride. To the two of us, at least, UPF has 
become somewhat of a home away from home in Lund, and 
while we’re sad to be leaving, we’re confident that you will take 
the baton forward and continue to do great things.

Once again, on behalf of the board, thank you for a great year!
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World Brief

1.
2.

1. Remembering An Activist 

2. Feed the kids, feed the economy

EMMA EHRENBERG, ILARIA DI MEO, & ZIGNE EDSTRÖM

On April 14 thousands of people gath-
ered in cities around Brazil to re-
member Rio de Janeiro city coun-
cilwoman Merielle Franco who was 
murdered one month earlier. Frano, 

a black bisexual, feminist, and human rights advo-
cator, openly criticized police violence in the low-
er income communities of Rio de Janeiro. She also 
spoke critically of recent security intervention by 
Brazil’s armed forces. But before her death, Fran-
co faced a harsh defamation campaign on social 
media. She represented something that was oppo-
site to the country’s “traditionally rich, white, and 
male political atmosphere.” Even though prosecu-
tors are claiming that the case is advancing, rights 
groups have expressed concerns as many cases in 
Brazil go unsolved. The country has more than 
60 000 homicides each year and only around 10 
percent are resolved. “If the state fails to bring the 
culprits to justice it sends a message that human 
rights defenders can be killed with impunity,” 
warned Jurema Werneck at Amnesty Internation-
al Brazil in a statement. The organisation docu-
mented 58 human rights defenders killed in Brazil 
last year. Å 

About 40 percent of schoolchildren 
in Nigeria suffer from malnutrition, 
which generates a high rate of school 
absenteeism. To fight this problem, 
the Nigerian government began a 

new food scheme in December 2016: the Home 
Grown School Feeding initiative. It was launched 
in 2003, its aim was to improve the lives of both 
schoolchildren and farmers. Through the pro-
gramme, the Nigerian government aimed at ad-
dressing poverty, hunger, and unemployment. The 
programme has been a huge success as it provides 
an income for thousands of people, from the local 
farmers growing the crops to the cooks working 
for the project, and all the workers involved in oth-
er phases (like the processing and transportation 
of the food). According to Adeleke Adewolu, the 
commissioner of special duties and intergovern-
mental affairs in Ogun state in Nigeria, the meals 
that are served to schoolchildren from grades 1 to 
3 every school day, do not only represent an im-
portant nutrition source, but they also serve as a 
“social safety net”, mostly for low-income fami-
lies. “If children eat nutritious food it will enhance 
their learning ability and this will have a knock-on 
effect on their cognitive development and help to 
encourage enrolment and retention”, he stated. 
This programme is currently providing free nutri-
tious meals for about 7 million pupils in about 40 
000 schools, in 20 out of Nigeria’s 36 states. Å 
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4. Demonstrations at the border

3. Checking Cryptocurrencies

Vietnam has recently urged for great-
er measures of checking crypto-
currency transactions and invest-
ments. A cryptocurrency is a digital 
form of money that can be used to 

pay for transactions online, where Bitcoin is the 
most popular one. The financial system to vali-
date bitcoin transactions is known as the block-
chain and rely on a decentralised network of 
computers connected online. The Prime Minis-
ter of Vietnam, Nguyen Xuan Phuc, ordered the 
State Bank and the Ministry of Public Securities 
to ensure that the management of and the activ-
ities around cryptocurrencies were tightened. 
His order came after officials had asked for an 
investigation into what could potentially be the 
country’s largest cryptocurrency fraud so far. He 
further instructed banks not to provide any pay-
ment serviced related to illegal cryptocurrencies 
and told the Ministry of Justice to complete the 
legal framework for managing virtual assets.  The 
co-founder of the bitcoin website warned, earlier 
this year, that bitcoin is “the riskiest investment 
you can make” after it reached a record high of 
$19,000 a coin in December. Å

At the end of March, demonstrations 
took place at the Gaza-Israel border. 
The demonstrations are calling for 
the ‘right of return’ for the Palestin-
ians and their descendants who ei-

ther fled or were forced to move from their homes 
after the creation of the state of Israel. The ‘right 
of return’ stems from a 1948 UN resolution, which 
declared that Palestinians would be able to re-
turn to their homeland as soon as possible. Based 
on this unfulfilled right, the demonstrations were 
planned to continue every Friday until a culmina-
tion on the 15th of May 2018. On this date, Palestin-
ians commemorate the mass displacement of peo-
ple during the creation of Israel, also known as the 
Nakba. The vast majority of Gaza’s residents are 
refugees from this displacement, many of which 
engaged in the demonstrations for the right to re-
turn. Israeli forces that were deployed to the bor-
der responded to the demonstrations with rubber 
bullets, tear gas, and live ammunition. During two 
weeks of demonstrations, Israeli forces are report-
ed to have killed approximately thirty people and 
injuring over a thousand. Despite both the UN and 
the EU demanding independent investigations of 
the events, Israel is claiming that the violence was 
justified. On Sunday the 8th of March, the Inter-
national Criminal Court made an announcement 
that the violence against the demonstrators might 
constitute a war crime. The court is now following 
developments of the situation closely.Å
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Guest Writer Age: 22	      Studying: Media and Communication

Voluntary work -
an industry of contradictions

In this guest article, Karolina Boyoli continues the discussion on the moral 
dilemma regarding volunteer work. 

In the last issue of The Perspective of 2017 
guest writer, Isa Diamant, wrote about her 
moral dilemma regarding volunteer work. 
One of her arguments was that it’s more 
effective to have long-term employees in 

schools and other institutions in developing coun-
tries rather than “western volunteers”, because 
this inspires more confidence among the people 
receiving help and is better for the local commu-
nity since it creates work opportunities. I agree 
with her that this is a moral dilemma. Another 
moral dilemma is the fraudulent aspects of the 
volunteer industry with deceivers and deceived.
			 
I spent a semester in Sri Lanka. I decided to find 
some volunteer work during my period there. 
A friend who had worked for three months on 
the island strongly recommended her organiza-
tion. She assured me that this organization was 
truly charitable, non profit. At first contact with 
the person in charge of the organization, every-
thing seemed trustworthy. We even discussed 
the problem with foreigners coming to Sri Lanka 
to volunteer and paying a lot to do so. He clearly 
stated that he was against that kind of business.
					   
He told me that I was going to assist with the de-
velopment of a school he had started as a bene-
factor to the poor. This was certainly not the case. 
After further research from a local contact, it be-
came clear what the activities actually were. In 
reality, it was a public school owned by the gov-
ernment for people in general and not, especial-
ly, for the poor and needy. We later arrived to a 
point in our correspondence where the manager 
explicitly stated that volunteers were required to 

live in a shared room in his house at the cost of 
14.000 SEK per month for two persons. In com-
parison with the monthly wages for hairdressers 
and drivers in Sri Lanka that are about 600 SEK. A 
three bedroom flat of a high standard from a local 
perspective also costs 600 SEK per month. It be-
came obvious that the man in charge invested the 
money he earned in his luxurious villa, building 
a pool, an extension to the main building among 
with other private upgrades. In reality, he was the 
recipient of naive people’s charity. With less inves-
tigation it could have been easy to fall into his trap.
				  
Voluntary work has partly become an industry 
that misuses the well meaning people who pay 
a lot for volunteering, money that end up in the 
wrong pockets, or private residences instead of 
going to the community and people in need. This 
industry is of course not regulated and is difficult 
to control. Volunteers join an organization in or-
der to help poor people but end up being deceived.
					   
This is only one example of how a lot of charity 
work (not all) has become business at an indus-
trial scale. Therefore, it can be risky to volun-
teer without doing a thorough research. I share 
the moral dilemma with Isa Diamant regarding 
voluntary work. My opinion is that if your main 
aim is to create a great story to tell your face-
book-friends or get points for your resume, you 
should rethink the way of accomplishing that 
purpose and abstain from “contributing”. On an-
other note, I ultimately found a real charitable or-
ganization in Sri Lanka. It is possible to volunteer 
without harming the community or contributing 
to the wrong people. But that’s another story.Å

Name: Karolina Boyoli	    UPF Member since: 2016



9.

E-mail your Suggestion to 
Magazine@Upflund.se

We want to your 
thoughts, Comments, 

and Ideas!



10.

Travel
JULIA BERGSTRÖM 

The good, the bad and 	
the utile: 
experience Belarus

UPF Lund organised an exchange with the Centre for Swedish Studies in 
Minsk, Belarus during the spring of 2018. Julia Bergström reflects on the 

experiences they had.
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The good, the bad and 	
the utile: 
experience Belarus

I was convinced that I would be able to last 
a whole week without Facebook. The KGB 
was not going to get to my messages, es-
pecially not my secret brownie recipe! We 
had all prepared what to say at the border 

control. I am only here for tourism. The long dis-
cussions on whether or not to meet that student 
organisation that was not endorsed by the state 
had been going on for weeks. 

I first realised how silly our worries had been 
when we arrived at the airport. Except for a small 
insurance mishap that cost me 10 euros, we all 
came through without any issues or questions 
asked. Two hours into the trip, I put in a Belaru-
sian SIM card and went on social media. And so a 
very ambiguous Belarusian experience had begun.

The Belarus exchange project between UPF Lund 
and the Centre for Swedish Studies in Minsk start-
ed as a joke during a fika with a Swedish diplomat. 
After taking my diplomat friend a bit too seriously 
and receiving a grant from Forum Syd to execute 
the project, I was very excited for our exchange to 
begin. Little did I know we were set to go on three 
parallel journeys: one to the beautiful, sophisticat-
ed and cultured city of Minsk; one to a different 
and tougher political environment than my own; 
and one with people who were just like us but a 
bit more thrifty. 

The mask of a benevolent and beautiful Belarus 
filtered many of the visits we were granted. The 
most mesmerising one was the ballet, Anyuta, at 
the Opera House. We were glued to our chairs 
with enchanted looks at the Belarusian ballet 

dancers flexed toes and impossible movements. 
The food was fantastic: comforting dumplings and 
draniki (potato pancakes), exciting borschts with 
flavours exploding in your mouth and beers for the 
price of a glass of water in Sweden. The buildings 
of the city were magnificent. Modern buildings 
with a Soviet design were laid out along wide ave-
nues and the beautiful Svislach river. 

The pretty exteriors of Minsk are contained to 
the city centre. Our Airbnb was just outside the 
centre in what can only be described as one giant 
latent construction site that sparked conversation 
topics such as “what’s your favourite type of grav-
el?”. Our host had built the house we were stay-
ing in with his own hands and anyone with eyes 
did not need to be told that. He seemed to have 
forgotten to use his spirit level, because the floor 
was crooked enough to turn into a waterslide with 
enough water. The ceiling was covered with wall-
paper. 

Just as the buildings and streets, the exteriors of 
society were only contained on the surface.  At the 
House of Representatives, you could see the cracks 
in the façade. After a meeting with the only parlia-
mentarian from the opposition, Anna Kanopats-
kaya, who has been called “the token Belarusian 
opposition MP” by the media, we had been invited 
to a tour of the House. We could enter because we 
were foreigners, but as we arrived we were told we 
could not enter because we were foreigners. It was 
due to security reasons – they were going to host 
an event in two weeks. In the end, we were grant-
ed a two-hour tour of the library. The Nazi stamps 
in the books were a painful reminder of the many 
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times Belarus has been occupied by various states. 
All books were sent to Germany during the occu-
pation due to the cost of paper.

Last but not least, we have the people of Be-
larus. The Belarusians (bel-a-rus-i-ans, with a 
pronounced “i” unlike the sh-sound in the word 
Russians) were what can only be described as 
equivocal and utterly utile. They were open-mind-
ed closed people; some only wanted economic se-
curity and others fought for their freedom; they 
were angry with the government and they loved 
their country. They were not Russian. They were 
Russian. They were Belarusian. But mostly, they 
were kind-hearted and caring. 

Belarusians, like Swedes, have a reputation of be-
ing cold and uncaring. Nothing could be further 
from the truth. Maria, our host from the Centre for 
Swedish Studies, was the embodiment of the kind 
Belarusian. She never yelled at us when we were 
late for our visits and together with the Swedish 
Deputy Ambassador to Belarus, she secured visits 
to the foreign ministry, the (library of ) House of 
Representatives, civil society, the EU delegation to 
Belarus, the UNFPA, and the Belarus State Univer-
sity. She accompanied us to dinners and called tax-
is for us to make sure we got home safe. She gave 
us Belarusian chocolate and the love of a mother. 

Oleg Kravchenko, the Deputy Foreign Minis-
ter of Belarus, represented all three sides of the 
country: sitting in a beautiful building with cheap 
toilet paper, he was charming and funny, but he 
was not afraid to speak about the hardships of the 
country. After the events in Ukraine in 2014, Be-
larus was put in a rather awkward position. Putin 
could no longer be trusted, and if he could annex 
Ukraine he would surely be able to annex Belarus, 
a post-soviet country with Russian as one of the 
official languages. After that, the attitude towards 
the EU thawed slowly but surely. Still, Lukashenka 
needs Putin, so being too close to the EU and too 
open to change is a dangerous move. It is a balanc-
ing act on a very thin wire. 

The people who made the Belarus experience es-
pecially special were the civil society representa-
tives and our visitors to Sweden. They were curi-
ous, kind, and full of fighting spirit. Sasha and her 
friends from a civil society group struggling for 
their rights showed us around Minsk and told us 

about their problems with organising anything in 
Belarus. You need to be the top student if you want 
to engage in civil society and not get kicked out 
of university, and unless you are state sponsored 
there are no domestic scholarships to receive. Our 
visitors in Sweden were ten of the 400 students 
studying Swedish in Belarus and they provided 
more insight and laughter than we could have 
asked for. Their experience in Sweden and the 
many civil society actors in Lund sparked a flame 
in a few of them. 

“I know now that I won’t learn everything I need 
in school,” one of the girls told me at the end of her 
week in Lund. “There are more important things 
than a good grade, and to achieve any change in 
my country I need to be the change.” Å

	 I KNOW NOW THAT 
I WON’T LEARN EVERY-
THING I NEED IN SCHOOL. 

THERE ARE MORE IM-
PORTANT THINGS THAN 
A GOOD GRADE, AND TO 

ACHIEVE ANY CHANGE IN 
MY COUNTRY I NEED TO 

BE THE CHANGE

“

Photos: Julia Bergström
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My unexpected 
case for the lobbiysts

I have been active in UPF for three years now, and while I have at-
tended many interesting lectures, read eye-opening articles, and 

gotten the opportunity to visit organizations in four countries, our 
study visit to lobbyists in Brussels was the first time that I really felt 

changed by the experience.

I have a long and deep running suspicion 
of corporations and towards the idea of 
a world where multinational companies 
have even the slightest power over politics. 
The idea that those already in possession 

of financial power are able to use that money to 
influence democratic politics seems fundamen-
tally undemocratic. In line with these opinions, 
I have been quite worried about the lobbying in-
dustry. It seemed only to enable corruption and 
a simple way to make sure that the status quo of 
capitalism and corporate influence was kept in 
place. Of course, this opinion was colored by the 
American system of lobbying, from the pharma-
ceutical to the tobacco industry and their extreme 
influence over American politics. So, when we en-
tered the open, light and very Scandinavian offices 
of Kärcher I was determined to keep my guard up 
and not be swayed by the first really good, strong 
cup of coffee of the week and the bowls of Easter 
candy that were strategically placed both at the re-
ception and with even intervals on the conference 
table around which we all sat. 

It is easy to see how money and corporations can 
have an unreasonable influence over politics. In 
more ways than one the United States is becom-
ing a clear and concise example of how not to 

run a country, and the influence of corporations 
is definitely one of them. With lobbying playing 
a big role in that influence, it is reasonable to be 
wary of the role similar actors have in the Europe-
an Union. The comparison does come with some 
clear exceptions that make all the difference. 
While the American lawmakers are all democrat-
ically elected the European Union is filled with 
bureaucrats, for better or worse. In the case of lob-
bying, I might argue that it is for the better. With-
out pending elections, those in the European com-
mission writing the policy proposals have no need 
for the financial contributions on which American 
political candidates depend. As such the ties and 
dependencies are less prevalent. 

We can see the impact of this in some of the re-
search on the differences in the two systems. It  
has, for example, shown that lobbying groups in 
the EU share their victories and both sides influ-
ence usually end up affecting different sides of the 
same legislation. The more dependent lawmakers 
are on the corporations represented by lobbyists, 
the more they need to align themselves with their 
interests and work entirely towards their goals. 
More importantly, this dependency on money 
for reelection causes the wealthier, corporate in-
terests to be substantially more successful com-

Travel
EBBA BERGSTRÖM
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pared to citizens groups or NGOs. When visiting 
Kärcher and FleishmanHillard they both strongly 
argue that their power fades in comparison to that 
of NGOs. While they aren’t entirely fair, lobbying 
firms still get their way more often, the margins 
are very slim.

Lobbyists can be an asset, and all the different 
companies and organizations, as well as lawmak-
ers, that we met in Brussels said as much. This 
includes both those working for corporate inter-
ests, the environmental organizations, and small 
business owners. Political policy affects everyone, 
but usually some more than others. Unlike indi-
viduals, companies generally are experts on their 
own existence and how changes will impact them. 
While companies should not be allowed to dic-
tate policy, it is always relevant to have as much 
information as possible when making decisions. 
As such, the information regarding how decisions 
affect a specific line of business, or specific organi-
zations, can help alleviate issues caused by aspects 
that are simply missed by lawmakers without the 
input of lobbyists. The two lobbyists we sat down 
with at Kärcher stated that “the reason that lob-
bying is legal […] is because politicians ask for it”, 
and with lawmakers hopefully wanting the best, 
most helpful law for all, it isn’t too hard to see why 
lobbyists are helpful in building the understanding 
necessary. Dan Baxter at FleishmanHillard simi-
larly said that their work is to “translate between 
regulators, our clients, and society” and as such 
create the best possible law.  

Of course, input easily turns into dependence, 
lobbying turn to corruption, without certain stan-
dards of transparency and control. While regula-
tions has been unable to control the rampant mis-

use of lobbying in Washington DC it seems like the 
European Union work under more favorable con-
ditions. Since 2005, the lobbyists working within 
the European Union are encouraged to adhere to 
the European Transparency Initiative. Most im-
portantly, it grants accreditation and physical ac-
cess to buildings of the European Parliament and 
requires the public display of goals, interests, and 
employers. The lobbyist we met all seemed hap-
py to comply with the regulations, and as Baxter 
exclaimed; “if we’re doing our job right then we 
have nothing to hide”. It is worth pointing out that 
the selections we had were all companies happy to 
sit down with a group of educated and interested 
students, and so it would not represent potential 
deviants who would wish for a less secure, more 
Washington-like form of lobbying. 

While I do not agree with the direction Kärcker 
and FleichmanHillards clients often want to steer 
the world in, I can still understand the need for 
their opinion and input. Even more important is 
perhaps the large number of groups representing 
small business owners, environmental organiza-
tions, women organizations, regions and cities, 
who all have relevant input for the decisions taken 
hundreds of miles away. The Commission might 
be staffed by a large number of experts, but many 
of them are old politicians. While politicians have 
many qualities, an extensive and deep knowledge 
of all issues and angles in their portfolio are usu-
ally not one of them. Politicians need to know a 
bit about a lot and hope that the experts will help 
them out. In a functioning system, the lobbyists 
can be those experts. As long as there is transpar-
ency and lobbyists representing many, and pref-
erably all sides, it seems lobbying can do good. 
Which is far from what I thought a month ago. Å
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Over 6 days  in Brussles the UPF 
travel committee of the spring 2018 
visited diffrent EU instituritions, 
embassies, NGOs, and lobbying or-
ganisatoins. 



17.Photos: Ebba Bergström



18.

Feature
TOBIAS ADLOFSSON



19.

Many are those who recoiled after 
the Facebook and Cambridge 
Analytica revelations. Everyone 
knew that Facebook was col-
lecting information about pref-

erences and behaviour, but few had realised its 
significance. Grasping that their likes, comments, 
and conversations can be used not only for com-
mercial purposes, but social and political too, anx-
ious questions are beginning to grow in the minds 
of users. What are the potential consequences of 
this? Could this information be exploited, and if so 
by whom and what for?

Meanwhile, in China, extensive systems are 
already in use to from online behaviour infer 
and judge people’s ‘trustworthiness’. Private 
tech-companies like Tencent and Alibaba try to 
centralise online behaviour, providing platforms 
to send private and public messages, pay in online 
and in physical stores, pay bills, and manage book-
ings. Alibaba uses your data to give you a ‘Sesame 
Credit’-score, the most sophisticated system as of 
yet, which is graded along five axes. The first three 
more or less reflect credit-rating scores used in all 
countries: whether you pay bills on time, how well 
you uphold financial contracts, and whether you 
have stable employment. The latter two, however, 
diverge categorically from ordinary rating sys-
tems. The fourth grades your behaviour and pref-
erences–your ‘character’. If you buy lots of video 
games, and spend a large proportion of your time 

gaming–which, of course, the system knows–you 
can, as considered an ‘idle person’, be downgrad-
ed. If you buy diapers instead, your score can be in-
creased because you are a responsible, care-taking 
adult. The fifth category rates your ‘interpersonal 
relationships’. That is, your score can be affected 
by how you relate to others–positively if you com-
ment on social media how well the economy is do-
ing, or negatively if you befriend dissidents. Your 
Sesame score is also affected by the behaviour of 
people you are connected to. If a friend writes crit-
ically of the government or if your family members 
get fined or commit legal offences, your score can 
fall.

The idea is an allusion to the story of Ali Baba 
and the Forty Thieves, in which ‘Open Sesame’ is 
the magical phrase that unlocks the cave of trea-
sures. And indeed, the Sesame-system primarily 
acts by providing an incentive-structure. With a 
higher score you can get access to lower-interest 
loans, cheaper goods and services, travel permits 
and visas, your profile on the dating-site Baihe 
can figure more prominently, and a host of simi-
lar privileges. In other words, your ability to get a 
loan is not only affected by whether you have pre-
viously been financially irresponsible, but by your 
political views, if you are a homosexual, and if a  
friend or family member has a drinking problem. 
Further, a considerable cult of social status have 
spawned around the scores. Hundreds of thou-
sands of people are bragging on social media about 

Inside President Xi’s new surveillance paradigm, 
every day is judgement day.

Meanwhile, 
in China

Photo: thierry ehrmann/flickr
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to the most recent five-year plan on the behaviour 
of the citizens. The scope will be larger than Ses-
ame today, augmented by the CCP’s massive in-
vestments in artificial intelligence-infused camera 
surveillance. Facial recognition software is grad-
ually being employed on a larger scale, and “one 
hundred percent of Beijing is now blanketed by 
surveillance cameras.” In this way, ‘offline data’ 
too will be used in the gradation of citizen’s trust-
worthiness, and not at any point in time or space 
will the people of China gain respite from the ev-
er-judging eyes. “The ways of man are before the 
eyes of the lord,” as it were, “and he pondereth all 
his goings.”

The sanctions too are likely to be tougher. Even 
the current version is designed so that you could, 
at the press of a button, make ‘untrustworthy’ 
people wholly unable to get a loan, find housing 
or even a job. There has been talk of restricting ac-
cess to welfare services and of your score affecting 
the quality of the school your children can enter. 
Nobody knows as of yet what the CCP rendition 

their high ratings, and those in the lower trenches 
get frowned upon. Both material comfort and so-
cial approval, in other words, can be bought with 
the currency of adherence to orthodoxy.

While enrolment in the Sesame-system is volun-
tary, and it is managed by a private company, it is, 
in contrast with Western alternatives, subject to 
national security and cyber-security laws which 
give the Chinese Communist Party unrestricted 
access to user information. Private conversations 
on WeChat have already been used in criminal 
court-cases to convict citizens to multi-year pris-
on sentences.

At the same time, the CCP is currently construct-
ing its own Social Credit-system, which will build 
upon and substitute private alternatives and be 
mandatory for all 1.3 billion Chinese citizens. The 
aim is to implement the system by 2020, and that 
in it, everything that you do, be it day or night, at 
home or in public, in company or solitude, will not 
only be seen and recorded but graded according 
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will entail, or whether it will be as harsh as it could 
be. But the government have said that their vision 
is that it will “allow the trustworthy to roam every-
where under heaven while making it hard for the 
discredited to take a single step,” and so we get an 
idea at least of the potential.

In employing big data to surveil and according to 
CCP-prescribed standards evaluate its citizens, 
China is entering a new surveillance paradigm. 
Control will not flow from the top down, but from 
the inside out. When people can get their lives ru-
ined by simply being friends with people who dis-
agree with the government, and algorithms will be 
able to scan you second-to-second for unorthodox 
behaviour, no guards will be necessary. When ac-
cess to social and material benefits, welfare and 
career opportunities loom for you and your fam-
ily, loyalty is a small price to pay. When everybody 
will be able to see your value, and will treat you ac-
cordingly, nobody wants to be left behind. “What 
China is doing here,” as one internet privacy ex-
pert puts it, “is selectively breeding its population 

to select against the trait of critical, independent 
thinking.”

Our own experience with Facebook and Cam-
bridge Analytica is instructive of how this all 
might play out. Because all the while our person-
al information was being shipped off to Trump’s 
campaign offices, deep down we knew, and we 
consented. In a Faustian bargain we gave up our 
innermost secrets for a spoonful of likes and the 
convenience of messaging with our friends. The 
Facebook-debacle reveals the astonishing will-
ingness of people to comply with the incentive 
structure of their social context at the expense 
of integrity and liberty. And this is what the CCP 
knows and counts on. This is what makes millions 
of people strive for Sesame Credit even while it 
is voluntary. And it is what will guarantee the ex-
traordinary effectiveness of a surveillance system 
based on social relations, positive incentives, and 
self-control. The lure of approval and belonging is 
just too strong, and so our fate is in the hands of 
the lords. Å

Photo: Wikimedia Commons
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What is the GDPR 
and why does it 
matter?
The General Data Protection Regu-
lation (GDPR) will enter into force in 
May and is certainly already one of 
the most famous piece of EU legisla-
tion. But what makes it so special?  
With the GDPR, the EU positions itself 
as the world-leader in data protection 
and privacy.

Feature
MAXIMIN ORSEO

During the Communist-era, the 
East-German intelligence service 
and secret police, the Stasi, carried 
out one of the deepest surveillance 
operations in history. It created files 

documenting virtually every aspect of citizens’ 
lives. After the reunification of Germany, the EU 
wanted to ensure this would never happen again. 
In 1995, it enacted the first data protection direc-
tive. At the time, less than 1 percent of Europeans 
even had access to the internet. The GDPR repeals 
and replaces it. Martin Selmayr is more famous for 
his controversial appointment as Secretary Gen-
eral of the Commission, but he also is the main 
architect of the GDPR. His father headed the 
West-German intelligence agency during the cold 
war, his job was essentially to fight the Stasi. It is 
based on this historical and personal backdrop 
that Martin Selmayr has driven the reform with 

the view that data protection is a fundamental 
right whose foundation is the concept of human 
dignity, thus justifying the adoption of a tough and 
highly protective regime.

The GDPR creates the highest standard in the 
world for the protection of personal data. Its main 
goal is to offer data subjects, consumers like you 
and I, a greater control over the processing of their 
personal data, and to hold data controllers, like so-
cial medias, to a greater standard of transparency 
and accountability. Without getting too technical, 
I will outline the key takeaways from the reform.

For consumers, the most visible innovations of 
the GDPR deal with their consent, their rights to 
access their data and to be forgotten, as well as 
being informed in case of beach of their data. Do 
you read the terms and conditions before agree-
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ing to any digital service? Probably not. It is an 
unreadable legalese and makes you thank God you 
did not go to law school. The GDPR changes that: 
the request for consent will have to be accessible, 
in plain language and making clear for what pur-
pose, where and to what extent your data will be 
used. Moreover, it will be possible to have access 
to all your personal data detained by a service pro-
vider upon request, and to ask for the erasure of 
this data, this is the right to be forgotten. Lastly, 
you will be notified within 72 hours if your data 
has been mishandled. For example, if your email 
platform gets hacked. Companies will no longer be 
able to hide the dust under the carpet in case of a 
failure of their cyber-security systems.

For businesses, the GDPR codifies a ‘privacy by 
design’ mindset. The protection of privacy will 
have to drive the very design of information sys-

tems and data infrastructures. This aims to guar-
antee the ‘minimization’ of data processing, to 
protect against the unjustified dissemination of 
personal data. For example, a random app deal-
ing with the flashlight of your cell-phone will not 
be allowed to access your location or your email 
history. What is more, the GDPR has an extrater-
ritorial scope and creates hefty penalties. Simply 
put, this means that EU law will apply to every 
single EU citizen’s data, wherever in the world. 
For example, if you are an EU-citizen, even if you 
start living in the US, EU law will still apply to you. 
Companies will have to afford you a GDPR level 
of protection, even though US laws would not re-
quire them to do so. In effect, the EU is imposing 
its reform to the rest of the world. If a company 
fails to comply with the new rules, it faces a fine 
of up to 4 percent of its world-wide turnover or 20 
Million Euros, whichever is greater.
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After having set the scene, let’s briefly look at two 
practical implications of the GDPR. The economic 
impact of the GDPR is debated. It has been argued 
that it will hamper innovation and the competi-
tivity of European businesses, in particular in the 
sector of artificial intelligences. AI require huge 
sets of data to train their algorithms and power 
better services. This involves unpredictable pro-
cessing of data, whose consent is nearly impos-
sible to guarantee, and is something that GDPR 
greatly restricts. It would be easier for companies 
in China or the US to train AIs in their home mar-
kets where regulations are weaker. In turns, they 
would render their services more efficient com-
pared to European ones, largely based on EU-cit-
izens data. Another critique is that the regulation 
is designed for large players like Google who can 
afford armies of lawyers and consultants to set up 
strategies to remain competitive despite the tight-
er laws. It would thus be harder for start-ups who 
do not have these resources to compete. Where 
the GDPR seems to combat companies like Face-
book, it might actually strengthen their market po-
sition by making it harder for smaller companies 
the data industry to grow.

The GDPR will impact the developments in 
‘data-campaigning.’ Disruptive techniques have 
been propelled in recent years via a heavy use of 
big-data in targeting voters. This is at the heart of 
the Cambridge Analytica scandal, who is accused 
of having manipulated the data of tens of millions 
of voters to influence them towards the Trump 
or Brexit campaigns. It has been argued this this 
would have never been possible if safeguards as 
GDPR’s had been in place.

In the age of digitalization, when social medias 
permeate our lives, when privacy becomes a com-
modity, when surveillance is the new-normal, the 
EU’s ambition with the GDPR is to take the lead in 
the race for more protection and to export its rules 
and influence worldwide. Å

Photo: Kaitlyn Baker/Unsplash
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CUTTING EDGE

Humanitarian agencies face diverse challenges to their work - especially 
in war zones like Syria and Yemen. But necessity is the mother of in-

vention and organizations like the World Food Program are employing 
young fresh minds to tackle the problems of today with the technology of 

tomorrow.

Feature
Swaantje Marten
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When war strikes, basic needs 
often remain unfulfilled. Not 
only do people in war zones 
face the constant threat of 
violence and death, but they 

also struggle with a lack of food, medical supplies, 
clean water and many more things. Conflict is 
one of the main reasons why hunger is on the rise 
again after a decade-long decline. In times of des-
peration, international organizations often take 
it upon them to provide some relief – especially 
where the state is not capable or willing to do so.
 
Unfortunately, the relief goods do not always 
reach their destination. In Yemen, for example, 
where the civil war has left millions of people, 
and especially children, in dire need of food aid, 
the UN were kept from delivering wheat and vac-
cines for three weeks straight in November last 
year. The Saudi military coalition was accusing 
the Houthi rebels of smuggling weapons using the 
relief deliveries as cover and blocked the harbours 
and airports close to the rebel-controlled areas. 
According to UNICEF, over 11 Million children 
in Yemen are currently in need of humanitarian 
assistance. The conflict between the rebels and 
the Saudi Arabian military coalition has become 
“a war against children”, says Geert Cappelaere, 
UNICEF’s regional director for the Middle East 
and North Africa. 

Syria is no less problematic when it comes to de-
livering the desperately needed goods. The regime 
has been blocking deliveries to regions controlled 
by the opposition, de facto employing the UN’s hu-

	 WE NEED TO CONNECT 
HUMANITARIAN RELIEF WITH 
TECHNOLOGICAL 
INNOVATIONS OF THE 21ST 
CENTURY

“
manitarian relief work as a weapon to their own 
advantage. And even if the situation was not as po-
litically critical, there is still a huge risk for the aid 
workers to enter a war zone. Now, the World Food 
Programme (WFP) is trying to come up with new 
approaches to the problem. Their Motto:

To do exactly that, WFP opened the “Innovation 
Accelerator” in Munich, Germany. Their office 
that shares a building with Google helps start-ups 
to test out their ideas on how to disrupt hunger. 
They create a place for people to meet and try out 
their innovations in practice. The start-ups get 
the necessary resources and the space they need 
to work, and WFP staff, development experts, and 
researchers are there for consulting and support. 
The accelerator has already produced promising 
results that reach from rather simple solutions to 
common problems to highly complex technologi-
cal innovations.
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One problem the humanitarian relief organiza-
tions face begins before the goods even reach their 
country of destination: the costly and time-con-
suming delivery. During the Ebola crisis in 2014, 
for instance, pandemic relief supplies arrived 
from partners in different palletized forms, with 
no packaging standards for size, quality, or pack-
aging of individual items. This hindered the ability 
of the humanitarian response and of the supply 
chain to provide the right supplies on time. Inef-
ficiencies in cargo handling and transit, as well as 
concerns for cargo safety, emerged as pain points 
during the Ebola response. To increase efficiency, 
the innovation accelerator in cooperation with the 
United Nations Humanitarian Response Depot 
Lab (UNHRD) and private companies are devel-
oping a standardized system. This nesting storage 
system – essentially a box in a box – would be the 
first standard container for humanitarian supplies 
and is supposed to reduce the time it takes to de-
liver the goods by 20 percent. 

On a more technical note, WFP’s “Building Blocks” 
initiative sounds simple, but is anything but child’s 
play. It uses blockchain technology to supply over 
10.000 Syrian refugees in the Azraq Refugee camp 
in Jordan with food assistance. Since the launch of 
the pilot project in January 2017, the refugees can 
pick up their food supplies from local stores and 
identify themselves through an eye-scan, instead 
of using cash, vouchers, or e-cards. By tracking the 
ownership of assets, without the need for costly 
intermediaries like banks and other institutions, 
WFP and its donors could save transaction costs 

and costs to third parties of millions of dollars per 
year - if the technology is implemented on a large 
scale. Blockchain also mitigates the risks of identi-
ty fraud and data mismanagement, ensuring great-
er security and privacy for refugees as sensitive 
data does not have to be shared with third parties 
such as phone companies.

	 Using blockchain 
can be a qualitative 
leap – not only for WFP, 
but for the entire hu-
manitarian community

- WFP’s Director of Innovation and Change 
Management, Robert Opp 

 As the wars of today continue to confront human-
itarian agencies with seemingly unsolvable prob-
lems, WFP’s Innovation Accelerator sets an exam-
ple in approaching challenges with a fresh mind, 
using the knowledge of young innovators and cut-
ting-edge technology to cope with the crises. The 
times we live in do not only present challenges, 
they can also provide the solutions. Å

“
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FOCUS:
THE MIDDLE EAST 
War torn, neglected, exploited, beautiful, vibrant, heaven, and hell. 
The Middle East is a region which is all over the news, often contest-
ed, often misunderstood. This spring, the Perspective media channels 
had a very interesting seminar with Tomas Andersson and Stefan Fo-
coni – the authors of The Levant: The Middle East without boarders 
(Levanten: Mellanöstern utan gränser). They spoke about the region 
from a street-side view, how ignorant and misinformed the public, and 
the media, are when discussing it. This map, believe it or not, is less 
relevant than one might think. It is a representation of a history of col-
onization, struggles between both global superpowers, ancient tribes, 
and the scramble for natural resources. In reality, the lines drawn are 
transparent. As you shall see – events in one corner effects the whole 
region.

When conflicts turn cold, when media redirects its gaze, the people are 
left behind. This is our attempt to show a more just perspective on the 
region; a project which, to some extent, is impossible
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The lost Enlightenment

One of the most advanced civilizations of all time, an example of toler-
ance and reverence for knowledge that nevertheless fell in the oblivion 
of history. Now, when its legacy is seen as doomed, it is more necessary 

than ever to revisit its history.

Photo: Florian Wedhe/Unsplash
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Once upon a time, when Europe was 
plunged into darkness, the forefront 
of human progress was placed in 
the Middle East, the heart of the Is-
lamic Empire. Although the empire 

reached its greatest size in 750 AD under the Uma-
yyad Caliphate, the Golden Age dawned during 
the Abbasid Caliphate (750-1258). The founda-
tional pillar of the empire was commerce. The 
Middle East is a natural bridge between Asia and 
Europe, and the Arabic tribes of the region had a 
long standing tradition of trade when the prophet 
Muhammad was a merchant. Due to a relatively 
uniform set of laws and homogenization in cur-
rencies, the transaction costs of trade decreased 
significantly allowing the commerce to flourish 
and making the Islamic countries prosper for cen-
turies. Each year, hundreds of caravans from Chi-
na and India full of species and ceramics and from 
Al-Andalus (South of Spain) with metal goods and 
wool arrived to Baghdad, the capital of the empire 
and a melting pot of cultures and religions. The 
period was characterized by remarkable toler-
ance, which allowed all kinds of people to live in a 
multicultural environment. 

Furthermore, numerous scholars from all parts 
of the empire moved to Baghdad due to the pa-
tronage of the Caliphas, who spent huge quanti-
ties of money on academic institutions, such as the 
House of Wisdom. There, scholars from different 
religions and backgrounds studied humanities and 
sciences, achieving numerous contributions in dif-
ferent fields such as medicine, astronomy, mathe-
matics and chemistry.  Especially remarkable was 
the translation of classic books into Arabic in order 
to preserve them. Thanks to these scholars we can 
now read Aristotle, Plato, and other Greek philos-
ophers. This focus on the acquirement of knowl-
edge was partly based on the rise of Mu´tazila, a 
school of Islam theology that relied on a synthesis 
of reason and revelation in order to ascertain the 
existence of God. Its followers believed that only 
speculative reasoning leads to knowledge of God. 
The school of theology did not become hegemonic 
in the Islamic world until approximately the be-
ginning of the VIII century.

However, the end of the period of scientific, cul-
tural, and philosophical flourishing took place in 
1258 with the sack of Baghdad by the Mongols. 
Nevertheless, that was just the final blow, the de-

cay of the empire had already begun some decades 
ago, caused by a conjunction of different events. 
Firstly, a period of political instability arose in the 
empire during the last decades of the XI century, 
which resulted in the fragmentation of the terri-
tory into small kingdoms. Some tribes of Central 
Asia, like the Turkish Seljuks, took advantage of 
the opportunity and conquered some territories in 
the Eastern part of the Middle East. Furthermore, 
those tribes contributed to the spread of the Sunni 
Islam, which was experiencing a revival at those 
times. That happened mainly through the creation 
of a new education system known as “Nizami-
yah”, that focused on religious studies. Thereby, 
the Sunni interpretation of the Islam was adopted 
and taught in the madrasas (Islamic schools). An 
important figure, that was key for the articulation 
of the Sunni interpretation, was the great Islamic 
theologian, Abu Hamid al-Ghazali, who lived from 
1055 to 1111. In his influential work “The incoher-
ence of the philosophers”, he began to question 
the relation between faith and reason, arguing 
that doubt about both the self and the material 
universe is insurmountable. Instead, he explained 
that religious experience is the only source of in-
tellectual certainty and the only path to God. His 
doctrine put an end to the compatibility between 
faith and reason in Islam. In the following de-
cades, the Sunni Islam became hegemonic in the 
most part of the Islamic world, prevailing its pre-
dominance until now.

“	 This shift in the hi-
erarchical structure 

of power had enormous 
influence in the follow-

ing centuries and shaped 
the future of Islam
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Furthermore, the disintegration of the Abbasid 
Caliphate also changed the governmental struc-
tures in the Islamic kingdoms. A new military and 
religious elite emerged, substituting the secular 
bureaucracy (composed by the Persian aristoc-
racy) that was characteristic of the Abbasids, be-
coming the main representatives of the civil soci-
ety and controlling the evolution of the countries. 
This shift in the hierarchical structure of power 
had enormous influence in the following centuries 
and shaped the future of Islam because since then, 
Islamic countries and empires always dragged be-
hind the West in terms of scientific knowledge. 

The main reason for this fall behind of the Middle 
East can be found in the now differential sources 
of legitimacy of the governments. Legitimacy in-
volves the capacity of a political system to transmit 
the belief that existing political institutions are the 
most appropriate ones for the society. Hence, the 
emergence of religious leaders as representatives 
of the society and their control over educational 

and intellectual institutions conferred them the 
power of legitimizing the governments. So, their 
key position within the governmental structure 
granted them the competence of imposing the 
“sharia” (Islamic law) over the territory. 

This is not bad “per se”, but it confers huge veto 
power to one agent that will always defend his 
privileged position and can be pernicious if the 
interests of the agent are not in line with some de-
velopments that would benefit the country. In this 
case, it was harmful to the Islamic countries main-
ly through two channels. The first one was through 
trade laws, which in some centuries before had 
been key for the rise of the empire. However, with 
the rise of the Modern Age and the discovery of 
new commercial routes to America and Asia, the 
capital needed for big enterprises required that 
many individuals pooled their money. In Europe, 
join-stock companies and corporations managed 
to overcome those challenges. In the Middle East, 
however, the Islamic laws discouraged partner-
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ships because the law stated that one partnership 
was dissolved after the death of one member. This 
prevented Islamic countries from benefitting from 
the new developments in trade routes and harmed 
the economic development of the region. 

Secondly, discoveries of new technologies in Eu-
rope never reached the region. The governments 
prevented the import of new goods that could risk 
the hegemonic position they had in their coun-
tries. A good example is the invention of the print-
ing press in 1450. While it had a great importance 
for spreading scientific knowledge in Europe, in 
the Middle East it was heavily repressed. In the 
Ottoman Empire, it was banned for three centu-
ries due to the pressure of the ulama (the religious 
elite) in order to control all the publications and 
to avoid the spread of “hieratical” ideas. This pre-
vented the transmission and assimilation of new 
scientific knowledge over the empire and has con-
tributed to widening the gap between the Middle 
East and the West. Of course there are several oth-

er factors that have worsened the situation of the 
Middle East, such as the division of the region af-
ter the WWI by the colonial powers and the deep 
rivalry between Iran and Arabia Saudi. However, 
those factors appeared when the Middle East had 
already fallen far behind the developed countries.

As we have seen, belonging to a particular religion 
does not determine the way of living. Religious 
doctrines are abstract writings that leave a lot of 
scope for interpretation and that can therefore 
influence society in very different ways. Because 
in the end, it is the balance of power between dif-
ferent actors and their preferences which shapes 
the decisions and set the incentives. The future of 
Islamic countries is not yet predetermined, it will 
be written by its people.Å
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The Peace That Broke 
The Middle East

One of the issues at the 1919 Paris Peace Conference was
how to deal with the aftermath of World War I in the Middle East. 

The decisions made here would radically alter the political
landscape of the region up to present day.

Photo: Wikimedia Commons

With the current troubles in 
Syria and, by extension, on-
going news stories of con-
flicts in the Middle East, it 
becomes necessary to reflect 

on the history that laid the foundation for current 
state of affairs. It was back in World War I, and 
the peace negotiations that followed, that many of 
the events took place that would shape the region 
into what it is today.

The Middle Eastern front of World War I opened 
as a result of the Ottoman Empire’s decision to ally 
with Germany in late 1914. This lead the British to 
deploy forces against the Ottomans, and recruiting 
local Arabs living in Ottoman provinces to revolt 
against the empire.

Surrendering in late 1918, the Ottomans found 
themselves in a vulnerable position, as the victori-
ous Allies sought to impose harsh peace terms on 

FEATURE
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Map of the Sykes-Picot Agreement

the defeated nations at the 1919 Paris Peace Con-
ference. The empire was stripped of its provinces 
in the Levant and Arab Peninsula, and its central 
Turkish territories were to be mostly partitioned 
off as well. The hope was to ensure peace by crip-
pling the nation’s ability to make war in the fu-
ture. This plan quickly backfired as resentment 
over these terms lead to the rise of a Turkish 
nationalist movement that came to supplant the 
old Ottoman government. A war of independence 
to resist the peace terms ignited in the Turkish 
heartland, eventually transforming the Ottoman 
empire into the Republic of Turkey.

Meanwhile, the Peace Conference’s delegates 
were trying to decide what to do with the Arab 
provinces that had formerly belonged to the Ot-
tomans. This issue was complicated by a series 
of wartime promises, made mainly by the British 
government to different parties, that supported 
seemingly conflicting claims to the same territo-
ries in the Middle East.

At the time of making these deals, the outcome 
of the war was far from clear. Desperate to secure 
alliances in the Middle Eastern campaign, the 
British had adopted an attitude of ruthless prag-
matism. Deliberately vague and obfuscating lan-
guage was used in negotiating these agreements, 
to give the impression of promising more than 
what the British government intended to deliver. 
The idea was to do whatever necessary to secure 
any alliance needed at the time, while hoping to 
maintain enough leeway to sort out conflicting 
promises by the war’s end. This strategy might 
have made sense at the moment but would prove 
naïve and shortsighted in the long term.

In the Husayn-McMahon Correspondence, the 
British had seemingly agreed to recognize an 
independent Arab nation, in return for Arab na-
tionalists rising up in revolt against the Ottomans. 
This nation, under the rule of the Hashemite fam-
ily, would span the entire Arabian Peninsula and 
the Levant. However, this seemed irreconcilable 
with the Sykes-Picot Agreement. Made between 
Britain and France to outline each country’s in-
terests in the Middle East, it made clear France’s 
intention to claim Syria in the Levant. Likewise, 
the Treaty of Darin may also have conflicted with 
the promises made to the Hashemites. This treaty 
recognized Abdulaziz Al-Saud as the legitimate 

ruler of Nejd, in the interior Arabian Peninsula, 
and turned it into a British protectorate. In return, 
he would fight a proxy war against the Al-Rashid 
family, which were sponsored by the Ottomans.

The most contentious point in these agreements 
made by the British government concerned the 
region of Palestine. In the Husayn-McMahon 
Correspondence, it was to become part of the in-
dependent Arab nation, while in the Sykes-Picot 
Agreement, France and Britain agreed to put it 
under an “international administration” to be de-
termined later. It is then perhaps surprising that 
a third promise made in 1917, called the Balfour 
Declaration, publicly endorsed turning Palestine 
into a Jewish state for the Zionist national move-
ment. This declaration was made in hopes of mo-
tivating American and Russian Jews to push their 
respective governments to further commit to the 
war efforts.

Faced with these irreconcilable claims, no deci-
sion made by the Supreme Council of the Peace 
Conference could possibly satisfy all parties. Ulti-
mately, Britain and France were given “mandates” 
to govern the Middle Eastern territories in the 
Levant with the understanding that they would 
eventually be given self-rule. France got mandates 
over Syria and Lebanon, while Britain got man-
dates over Palestine (including Transjordan) and 
Mesopotamia (present day Iraq). In addition, Pal-
estine was to be turned into a Jewish state.

Few of the promises made to the Hashemites 
during the war were upheld at the Peace Con-
ference. Only the region of Hejaz, on the Arabian 
Peninsula’s west coast, became a fully indepen-
dent Arab state under Hashemite rule. This out-
come was seen as a betrayal by Arab nationalists. 
In response, Syria attempted to declare itself in-
dependent but was quickly and brutally quelled by 
French soldiers. Similarly, a massive insurgency 
against British rule in Mesopotamia lead to wide-
spread fighting, with the toll of dead or wound-

“    This outcome was 
seen as a betrayal by 
Arab nationalists
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ed natives numbering over 8000. In Palestine, as 
Jewish immigration rapidly increased, riots broke 
out both among Arab and Jewish communities. 
Whatever the intentions of the Peace Conference, 
the Middle East had become mired in chaos, re-
sentments, and violence.

The British government made later attempts 
to mitigate the bad blood within the Arab popu-
lations, by appointing Hashemite princes, Faisal 
and Abdullah, as monarchs in Mesopotamia and 
Transjordan. But this proved insufficient as these 

monarchs were still second to British authority, 
demonstrated when both were blocked by British 
interests from intervening when the kingdom of 
Hejaz was invaded by Nejd and transformed into 
Saudi Arabia.

The end of World War I saw Turkish dominance 
in the Middle East replaced with western imperi-
alism, with most new national borders drawn up 
according to British and French preferences rath-
er than local needs. The effects of these changes 
continue to be felt today, as Arab-Israeli tensions, 
suspicion against western meddling, and unstable 
national identities continue to be sources of strife 
and conflict.

As we look back at the effects of World War I in 
the region, it becomes important to remember that 
the seeds of conflict in the Middle East were plant-
ed not just by the war itself, but also the failure to 
make peace.Å

Photo: Wikimedia Commons

Prince Faisal (front) representing the Hashemites and Arab nationalists at the 
1919 Paris Peace Conference.

        The effects of 
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Saudi Arabia insists that Iran is a terrorist-funding, warmongering, dan-
gerous country trying to export its islamic revolution throughout the 
Middle East. Iran responds that the Saudis invented al-Qaida, and as a 

puppet state to the west, works to destabilize the Middle East. Whatever 
the rhetoric, the bottom line is that these two powerful nations, are fight-

ing what seems as an everlasting proxy war.

For decades Iran suffered under ex-
ploitation and abuses from the west 
which was heavily dependent on the 
supplies of Iranian oil. In 1953, after 
an attempt to nationalize the oil sector, 

America and Britain orchestrated a coup which 
toppled the democratically elected president - an 
event which still resonates in Iranian politics to 
this day. Monarchy, under the Shah Mohammad 
Reza Pahlavi, was reintroduced. In order to keep 
control of power, the Shah constructed a rigid and 
abusive police state with political, military, and 
economic support from the west. After years of 
protests and civil unrest, the religious leader Aya-
tollah Ruhollah Khomeini seized power in 1979 
and turned Iran into a religious state of Islam. This 
created a ripple effect throughout the Middle East, 
where every American supported government felt 
the tensions rising. Both Sunni and Shia Muslims 
across the region celebrated the transition of in-
dependence; Khomeini was the personification of 
anti-American, anti-monarchy politics. He wanted 
the western cultural, military, financial, and polit-
ical influences out from the Middle East through 
the spread of his revolution. 

The Islamic revolution was the recognition of 
the Iranian history and identity, showing that the 
people could defeat the brutal Shah regime. Iran 
had chosen its own direction for the future of the 
country: not capitalism nor communism, but the 
way of a strict version of Islam with the implemen-
tation of sharia laws and one religious leader with 
a mandate from God. Perhaps, more importantly,  
Khomeini politicized what used to be two old re-
ligious doctrines of Islam, the Shia, and Sunni in-
terpretations. The revolution, although based on a 
pan-Islamic ambition, was indispensably looking 
out for Shia interests. Something which did not go 
unnoticed by Iran’s neighbors.

most vulnerable to the spread of Khomeini’s rev-
olution was the monarchy of Saudi Arabia, which 
had very good relations with Iran up to 1979. The 
Iranian revolution indirectly undermined the Sau-
di royal family’s legitimacy, not only as rulers but 
also as the rulers of Islam’s most holy sites, Mec-
ca and Medina. The royal family rules every part 
of Saudi society, however, this has to be done in 
symbiosis with Wahhabis religious leaders, giv-
ing the impression that the royal family is directly 
connected to Islam. In reality, they got their social 
status from the unification of Arab tribes during 
formation of the Saudi state in 1932.  Wahhabism is 
a strict form of Sunni beliefs, without any nuanc-
es, where Shiites are heretics. This is a challenging 
trilemma within the royal family’s rule, the bal-
ance between religious tradition, modernization, 
and maintaining the political power.

As the Iranian revolutions shook the Middle East, 
thousands of Shiites started protests in the oil-rich 
eastern province of Saudi Arabia. This was what 
the royal family feared the most, that the margin-
alized Shia Saudi population would gravitation to-
wards Iran, which in fact urged for this through 
state radio. The protest was violently stopped and 
the royal family pumped oil money into the reli-
gious sector to spread the Wahhabist thought to 
strengthen their domestic religious legitimacy and 
battle Iran’s sectarian influence over the region. 
The new religious reforms in Saudi Arabia main-
ly cracked down on women’s rights in the country 
and increased sectarian influences coming out of 
Saudi Arabia through increased support for Wah-
habism in the Sunni world. 

In the backdrop of this turbulent turn of events 
during the late 20th century, it is important to un-
derstand that the sectarian politics, coming out 
from both Iran and Saudi Arabia, has its roots not 

VIDE WASSBERG
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only an entrenched conflict of interpretations of 
Islam, but also in a political power play over Mid-
dle Eastern political dominance. 

As the Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan in late 
1979, the Saudis took it upon themselves to help 
their Muslim brothers and expand their influence 
in the region. Also, the Americans, determined to 
stop the Communist expansion, saw the religious 
tensions in the Middle East as a way to influence. 
Together they found the mutual ally in Pakistan, 
who decided which rebel groups to be backed 
inside Afghanistan when battling USSR. The lot 
fell to the most radical jihadist, the Mujahideen. 
As the war raged on for years the support for the 
Afghan guerrilla increased during Ronald Reagan, 
and Saudi Arabia encouraged volunteers to trav-
el to Afghanistan under jihad, the most famous of 
whom was Osama Bin-Laden, then working under 
CIA directives. When the Soviet army withdrew 
after a decade of fighting, the Americans lost their 
interest and it was up to the Saudis and Pakistan 
to give away the governance of Afghanistan. Natu-

rally the Islamist extremist, anti-Shia Mujahideen 
were the first in line.

While Saudi Arabia was involved in Afghani-
stan, Iran interfered in Lebanon– a country with 
a Shia minority. In 1982, in a hunt for armed Pal-
estinian groups, Israel entered the country after 
rockets were fired from Lebanese territory. Israel 
advanced towards Beirut, shelling the city exten-
sively. Iran sent their revolutionary guards in re-
sponse, promoting Khomeini’s cause among rural 
villages, spreading the ideological fight against 
their eternal enemy, Israel. What was born in that 
process was the militant and fanatic Hezbollah. 
Today, Hezbollah has grown to a powerful polit-
ical party with a big militia with close ties to Iran.

Despite creating secularist groups around the 
Middle East, what was to become crucial in the 
Iran / Saudi power clash was the US invasion of 
Iraq. The American aggression opened the pan-
dora’s box of the Sunni and Shia divisions with-
in Iraq. As Saddam Hussein was toppled and the 
Iraqi military was dissolved, former generals, and 
military personnel joined sectarian groups aim-
ing at grasping power within the nation. Violence 
spiraled out of control and Iraq was engulfed by 
the ignited religious identity division driven by 
the Iranian and Saudi regimes. The power vacu-
um gave Iran the perfect opportunity to increase 
its influence in the region through the support of 
Shia militias, forcing Saudi Arabia to counteract. 
While supporting Sunni sectarianism, Saudi Ara-
bia also inspired Saudi volunteers to go and fight 
the Iraqi Shias and destabilize the country. As the 
video of Saddam Hussein’s execution was released 
with Shia hate chants at the former Sunni leader, 
the sectarian genie was finally let out of the bot-
tle, elevating the dictator as a Sunni martyr, a hero, 
who stood up against the west and the Shias. 

“        The American 
aggression opened 
the pandora’s box
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Today, Iran is standing on the side of the victors 
in both Iraq and Syria. By providing military 

and financial aid, and rebuilding schools in 
Syra, Iran is spreading the teachings of 

Ayatollah Khomeini. Hezbollah is also 
working with Bashar al-Assad in order 

to safeguard Iranian interest, as Syri-
an territory is used as a land route for 

Iranian goods. Even more alarming 
is that military equipment could 

now flow from Iran through Iraq, 
into Syria and finally into Leb-
anon. This corridor is a way to 
pressure Lebanon’s neighbour; 
Israel– through the support of 
Hezbollah, pursuing the ideo-
logical struggle against Israel.

The Iran-Saudi divide is, of 
course, only one piece in the 
mosaic of factors behind the 
situations in the Middle East 
today. Unfortunately, this is a 
perspective often neglected 
in mainstream, western me-
dia. In order to comprehend 
this complex region, one 
needs to understand the forc-

es at play locally. Saudi Arabia 
and Iran have never directly in-

volved themselves in the fight-
ing against each other, but rath-

er fight through influencing and 
supporting proxy groups, which 

do the fighting on their behalf. The 
bloody conflicts between the Sun-

nis and the Shias are a form of mod-
ern, political violence. There have 

been more than a million casualties 
in the Middle East in the last decade. It 

is Yemenis, Syrians, and Iraqis who have 
paid the heavy price of the power struggle 

between Iran and Saudi Arabia. Their own 
citizens do not feel the death and destruction 

of their leaders’ dance of war, tearing the Middle 
East and Islam apart. Å
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nuclear weapon going off in Manhattan.” One year 
after – in September 2015 – Russia starts a military 
intervention in Syria. But not on its own. It does it 
upon invitation of the internationally recognized 
Syrian government.

The reinstitution of the Russian presence in the Middle East once again 
takes place not because of coercion or intervention, but upon invitation. It 
happened before during the Cold War and it is happening again decades 
after the collapse of the Iron Curtain. What brings Russia back after all 

these years? And is it here to stay?

It is fair to say that decades have passed 
since Russia was considered a major 
player on the international scene. The 
overwhelming predominance of the U.S. 
has not been contested by its former an-
tagonist for what 

has almost been 20 years. 
Similarly, the presence of 
Russia in the Middle East 
was barely visible up until 
recently. It seems now that 
Russia has been gaining 
back its previous influence 
and position in the region. 
But what has triggered 
Russia to come back and 
start contesting the region 
once again?

The Russian Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs officially 
refers to one of Obama’s 
replies during the 
press-conference in The 
Netherlands as a turning point in its foreign agen-
da. This event took place in March 2014, shortly 
after the change in the territorial status of Crimea. 
In his reply, Obama referred to Russia as “a region-
al power that is threatening some of its immediate 
neighbors, not out of strength but out of weak-
ness,” adding that he is “more concerned when it 
comes to the U.S. security with the prospect of a 

Russia is just a 
regional power that 

is threatening some 
of its immediate 

neighbors, not out of 
strength but out of 

weakness

“
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According to the 2016 foreign policy concept 
note, Russia’s overall goal in the Middle East is to 
reestablish the lost status and role of the USSR. 
Other key points on the agenda include contain-
ment of extremism and fight against terrorism, 
cooperation with the resource-rich countries and 
attraction of foreign investments. 

Russia has already made progress in terms of 
“winning back” the loyalty of several Middle East-
ern countries including Algeria, Egypt, Iraq, Iran, 
Jordan, Kuwait, Libya, and Yemen. The majority 
of countries named above have concluded a num-
ber of arms contracts with Russia, spiking its arms 
sales to record-high levels. Almost historically im-
possible, but Russia has also managed to normalize 

the relationships with one of the NATO members, 
Turkey. The Islamic Republic of Iran, as one of the 
central figures and supporters of Russian policy 
in the region, on several occasions has provided 
Russians with access to their military air bases to 
support Russia’s involvement in the Syrian civil 
war. Furthermore, Russia’s traditional support of 
the Palestinian National Authority in its right to 
self-determination and establishment of an inde-
pendent state is an additional point explaining the 
quick return of Russia to the Middle East and the 
readiness of Arab countries to reestablish its ties 
with the legal successor of the USSR.
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The second item on the foreign policy agenda – 
the fight against terrorism – is viewed by the Rus-
sian MFA as an issue of national security. Due to 
its proximity to the number of politically unstable 
states where terrorism flourishes, Russia takes a 
strong stand and commits “to contain, weaken and 
(ideally) crush manifestations of extremism and 
radicalism.” This statement is further extended to 
the major terrorist groups and organizations like 
Al Qaida and the ISIS in the foreign policy concept 
note. 

The threat of radical Islamism has already taken 
its toll on Russia in the early 2000s in the Republic 
of Chechnya, the Republic of Dagestan, and some 
other parts of the Russian Northern Caucasus. 
Around 15% of the total Russian population are 
Muslims and there are several millions of labor 
migrants from the post-Soviet Muslim countries 
working in the country. According to the Feder-
al Security Service and the General Staff of the 
Armed Forces of the Russian Federation, there are 
at least four thousand descendants from Russia 
and five thousand from the post-Soviet states that 
are fighting alongside ISIS as well as with Syria’s 
state forces. Russia fears the possibility of these 
descendants coming back to Federation and re-
peating the havoc of the early 2000s.

Strengthening connections with the states pos-
sessing substantial hydrocarbon resources, name-
ly Saudi Arabia and other members of OPEC in the 
region, is the third item on Russia’s foreign agen-
da. The aim here is simple and intuitive: ensuring 
the stability of energy prices on the global market 
through coordination of actions with the oil and 
gas exporters.

Russia does not have any permanent allies in the 
region. It rather chooses to manoeuver and meet 
its short-term needs in pursuit of a bigger goal 
– returning the influence on the global arena. 
Russia’s goal now is to be viewed as a non-ideo-
logical, pragmatic player in the Middle East with 
diplomatic and military power to influence in-
ternational affairs. Russians clearly understand 
their limitations in terms of means and financial 
resources in comparison with other major global 
players. Nevertheless, the blistering return to the 
Middle East has shown that we should not neglect 
the possibility of Russia regaining its recently lost 
power. Most likely, the Middle East is going to be-
come a proving ground for Russia in its attempt to 
reinstate its former influence and role in the inter-
national arena. So, yes, Russia is here to stay until 
it fails or succeeds in its grand pursuit. Å

The middle East is 
going to become a 

proving ground for 
russia in its attempt 

to reinstate its 
former influence

“
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THE 
TWO-

GABRIEL ZETTERSTRÖM

A new superpower with giant global companies and fancy sports events - 
or simply a cruel terror financier? 

-The Perspective discusses the Quest of Qatar.

D
uring the last decade, the small emir 
state Qatar has moved its positions 
forward in the international arena. 
Backed-up by the seemingly endless 
oil supply, Qatar went from being 

one of the world’s poorest countries to become 
one of the richest. Doha, the capital, transformed 
into an ultramodern city with grand science cen-
tres, shopping malls, and a newly-opened airport 
where the airline giant, Qatar Airways, has its 
base. In 2015, Doha was named as one of the “New 
7 Wonders Cities”- a company of cities that “best 
represent the achievements and aspirations of our 
global urban civilization”. What’s more, the state-
owned news channel, Al-Jazeera, is now one of the 
world’s largest, and the 2022 FIFA World Cup is 
one of many huge sports events that will be taking 
place in the country. With the help of its oil, Qatar 
was on its way to establish a prominent position in 
the international political economy.

This was true at least up until June last year when 
Saudi Arabia, the only neighbouring country, sud-
denly cut off their diplomatic relations with the 
small Middle Eastern state. Bahrain, Egypt, and 
the United Arab Emirates rapidly followed. The 
primary reason for the boycott: allegations that 
Qatar was a “terrorist financier”. US president 
Donald Trump tweeted enthusiastically that this 
boycott might have been ”the end of terror”. Fur-
thermore, the coalition demanded that Qatar cut 
its relations with Iran and close down Al-Jazeera; 
they regarded the news channel as a propaganda 
tool disguised as a serious, English-speaking me-
dia giant. 

”What happened on the 5th of June was nothing 
else than an attempt to a Saudi-controlled coup 
d’état”, Jamal Elshayyal, Middle East correspon-
dent at Al-Jazeera said to Dagens Nyheter last 
summer. 

Feature
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To Qatar, the boycott was, of course, a national 
disaster. The countries within the coalition were 
all important trade partners, and suddenly, the 
powerful and rich Qatar stood quite alone in the 
region. 

The allegations that Qatar - by an American 
official called ”the most two-faced nation in the 
world” - supports terrorism aren’t new ones. In 
the U.S., which for a long time cooperated with 
Qatar financially and in defence politics, the emir 
state’s stand against terrorists has been an issue 
for over a decade. During the first years of the new 
century, the U.S. Congress gained reports that a 
plethora of charities, based in Qatar, supported 
al-Qaeda by money laundering. In 2014, the Israe-
li diplomat Ron Prosor called Qatar a ”Club Med 
for terrorists” in New York Times, claiming that 
the country is trying to build up a good reputation 
internationally by donating money to Western 
universities and host major sports events, while at 
the same time financing al-Qaeda, Hamas and the 
Muslim Brotherhood. 

In December the same year, two American con-
gressmen requested that the U.S. should imple-
ment economic sanctions against Qatar, and also 
gain full economical insight in the activities of 
individuals, charities, and organizations with-
in the country, accused of funding terror groups. 
The congressmen pointed out the importance of 
a productive relationship between the two coun-
tries, and that Qatar had improved its counter-ter-
rorism efforts, even though more was needed. In 
2016, the Republican senator Mark Kirk criticised 
Qatar’s lack of engagement in the so-called Jed-
dah Communiqué, a statement for counter-terror-
ism. Kirk added that Qatar remains a ”permission 
environment for terrorist financing”. Shortly af-
ter, the U.S. State Department presented a report 
that claimed that although Qatar participates in 
several counter-terrorism initiatives, ”entities and 
individuals within Qatar continue to serve as a 
source of financial support for terrorist and vio-
lent extremist groups.” 

Then what made the coalition ready to act in June 
last year? According to the Financial Times, mem-
bers of the Qatari royal family were captured by 
jihadist groups, which had Qatar paying billions 
in ransom. Sources claim that ransoms are a reg-
ular Qatari method of financing terror groups in 
Syria, and when this ransom was paid, it seemed 
to be enough for the coalition countries. 

Almost a year has passed since the diplomatic 
crisis escalated. Qatar is still standing in its lone-
ly corner. In January, officials of Qatar accused 
the Saudi coalition of ”economic warfare”. In 
March when the country presented a terror list, 
which only included twelve Qatari citizens, the 
region was still not satisfied. The UAE Minister 
of Foreign Affairs tweeted that Qatar continues to 
prove that the main issue is its support of terror-
ism. Right before this edition went to the printers, 
reports came from Al-Jazeera that Qatar Airways 
during the past year has suffered substantial loss, 
due to the company losing access to 18 cities in 
countries from the coalition.

When the emir Tamim bin Hamad Al Thani visit-
ed the White House in April, however, President 
Trump took a completely different approach to-
wards Qatar than the tweets from last summer. 
He called Al Thani a ”great gentleman” and a 
”friend of mine”, while also praising the count-
er-terrorism measures taken place by Qatar. Even 
though the American president is characterised 
by his shifting temperament, this reaction was 
still surprising and probably come as a relief for 
the Qatari regime. In four years, the “two-faced 
nation” will host the FIFA World Cup, the largest 
sports event in the world, and if this diplomatic 
crisis continues - nothing suggests that it won’t - 
it will need all international support it could get. 
Qatar is still moving its positions forward, even 
though the country might take a detour. Å
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Feature 
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Even though the Syrian civil war is decreasing, another deadly conflict 
have been looming in the war-torn country. The Israel - Hezbollah conflict 
is building up again as a response to Iranian military influence expanding 
in Syria.

Clash of the Titans
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Benjamin Netanyahu - PM of Israel Sayyed Hassan Nasrallah - Leader of Hezbollah

Tensions are high, a variety of actors 
are involved, and the outcome will 
be devastating. Iran, who is a long 
time supporter and ally of Hezbollah, 
have been involved in a proxy warfa-

re in Syria combined with Hezbollah since 2012. 
Hezbollah’s increasing power in Lebanon, their 
Iranian support, and the involvement in Syria 
have been a gradually concern for Israel - who is 
feeling progressivly cornered with the Iranian po-
wer growing combined with Hezbollah’s new we-
aponry and influence. Israel argues that Iran has 
used the civil war as an opportunity to build up an 
perceptibly military influence in the region, and 
are now getting bit by bit involved in the conflict. 

Not wanting Hezbollah getting stronger, Israel 
is strategically targeting military shipments from 
Iran to Lebanon, seizing and destroying weapons 
in large amounts. Some weapons, however, make 
it to Hezbollah. Israel has mounted numerous 
air attacks towards Iranian and Hezbollah tar-
gets in Syria, trying to destabilize their network 
and cooperation. Although not officially at war 
in Syria, Israel has been increasingly more active 
in the aerial space in the country. Israel and Hez-
bollah share a lot of bad blood as the latter was 
established in 1980 to fight the Israeli occupation 
of Lebanon. Their relation is, and has been, high 
strung ever since, where in 2006 the two enemies 
fought a terrible 34-day war. Long time enemy of 
Israel, Iran, has steadily established influence in 

Iraq, and now in Syria, they have in some ways su-
ccessfully installed themselves all the way to the 
Mediterranean. This is worrisome for Israel. Not 
wanting Iran established in Syria like they had in 
the aftermath of the Iraq War, they are now trying 
their hardest to interrupt this development. Israel 
is saying that there is a zero percent chance they 
will let Hezbollah build a missile base towards Is-
rael, provided by Iran.  

Israel made a “historic mistake” according to Hez-
bollah leader Sayyed Hassan Nasrallah when they 
attacked a Syrian airbase, killing at least seven Ira-
nian soldiers. This has now put Israel in direct con-
flict with Iran, stated by Nasrallah. “The situation is 
very tense in the south and we are closer than ever 
to conflict,” the Hezbollah official said. “The Irani-
ans and Hezbollah are now at the borders of Israel 
in Lebanon and Syria; any upcoming war will be 
endless.” As of late April 2018, there have been two 
military events that have escalated the situation 
further. Firstly, an Iranian drone was shot down in 
Israel. This was followed by a second round, whe-
re Israel bombed T4, an Iranian target, proving 
a truly shocking moment considering it was the 
first direct attack on the Iranians. What will the 
third round look like and who will commence it? 
Other factors include sources from the US and Is-
rael stating that Iran is building long distance and 
precision missile bases in Lebanon, who shares a 
border with Israel, and is the biggest concern for 
Israel.
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Hezbollah is currently in Syria with roughly  
8000 soldiers, about twice as many as in 2006. 
Both Iran and Hezbollah are deeply involved 
in the civil war, and Israel clearly does not want 
them gaining any influence in the area. In 2017, Is-
rael started a 10-day military drill at the Lebanese 
border, the biggest one in 20 years. There are also 
tensions rising in regards to the new fence Israel 
is planning to build at the Lebanese border. “We 
are facing a new reality — the Lebanese Army, in 
cooperation with Hezbollah, the Syrian Army, the 
Shiite militias in Syria and above them Iran — are 
all becoming a single front against the state of Is-
rael said Israeli Foreign minister.

Even though Hezbollah might be tired from figh-
ting in Syria the past six years, the militant Islamist 
organization has also acquired new weapons and 
better military tactics. Hezbollah has been on the 
front lines in many battles in Syria, and has recei-
ved a huge amount of training and expertise from 
fighting battles and training with the Quds speci-
al forces. By training and supporting other Shiite 
militants they have now gained a vast network of 
non-lebanese fighters which includes Iraqis, Afg-
hans and Pakistanis. Commentators from the civil 
war in Syria were surprised seeing such a high ca-
libre military fighting from Hezbollah, who in the 
past have engaged in guerilla style warfare, whe-
re they have mostly relied on hit and run tactics.  
Hezbollah has several times showcased advanced 
military tactics and superior weaponry. Hezbollah 

WE ARE VERY READY 
FOR THE POSSIBILITY OF A 
WAR BREAKING OUT, AND 

IT WILL BE UNLIKE ANY 
OTHER 

- AHMAD, A HEZBOLLAH 

“Border between Lebanon, Israel and Syria

has refined its guerilla-style fighting and are now 
employing “counter-value strategies”. This stra-
tegy is deployed to target civilian and non-milita-
ry targets in order to create chaos and instability. 
This tactic is difficult for Israel, who will go to 
extreme lengths to protect their civilian populati-
on and therefore will be unable to provide an ap-
propriate military response. Israeli have themsel-
ves improved on many fronts, and are now being 
regarded as one of the absolute strongest military 
powers in the region. 

A concern for Israel is Hezbollah’s new missiles, 
which they fear might cause huge destruction on 
Israeli soil. Same goes for Hezbollah, since the or-
ganisation is now much bigger, it is also  an “eas-
ier” target for Israel and their advanced missiles, 
making the civilian casualties much greater. 
 
In 2006, Israel tried to systematically bomb 
known Hezbollah whereabouts, but in 2018 this is 
not that easy, seeing that the organisation is spread 
all around Lebanon and Syria - consequently the 
probability of mass civilian casualties are high. Gi-
ven Hezbollah’s influence and power in Lebanon, 
Israeli commentators say that Hezbollah and the 
Lebanese are very much the same. Israel points to  
that fact, saying that in the next military conflict 
Israel will not distinguish Lebanon and Hezbollah, 
as the country regards them as one and the same.
A reason why this conflict yet is not full scale is be-

Photo: Wikimedia Commons
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THEY (THE ISRAELIS) 
HAVE COMMITTED A  

GREAT FOLLY AND HAVE 
PUT THEMSELVES INTO A 
DIRECT FIGHT WITH IRAN 

- SAYYED HASSAN 
NASRALLAH

“
Photos: Wikimedia Commons

cause of the regional proxy wars, which are multi 
layered and very uncharted. The fear of dragging 
in a whole array of different actors might be dan-
gerous.

A military clash between the military powers 
could also trigger other actors, such as the US and 
Russia, who have now something of a cold proxy 
warfare going on in Syria. However, one might 
not see a conventional full fledged war yet, armies 
versus armies, given Hezbollah’s guerilla warfare 
history it might be cloak and dagger, possible drag-
ging on for a very long time. A growing shadow 
warfare. The situation is complex and filled with 
uncertainty. With eight proxy wars ongoing in Sy-
ria, one might not realize the potential outcome of 
a new clash between these military giants. Å
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Fire flames throughout the city of Gaza 
as the sun sinks between half eaten 
buildings.  Fear flows naturally, it is a 
city that never sleeps. Smoke surrounds 
the streets, drowning the war-torn 

buildings. Today, the Gaza Strip is home to 1.9 mil-
lion individuals, including 1.3 million Palestinian 
refugees. The prospects for peace between the 
countries seem distant and non-negotiable. Ten-
sions between Israel and Palestine have fluctuated 
throughout the 19th century but in the past decade 
the battle for land has been at its peak, escalating 
hostility. The United Nations Security Council 
Resolution 242, which is securing peace between 
the nations in the Middle East, was adopted in 
1967. However, the several peace proposals and 

land partitions between Israel and Palestine sug-
gested failed to be noted as fair solutions. Since 
then, violent periods of conflict have been sparked, 
initiated by both the Israelis and the Palestinian 
Sunni-Islamic fundamentalist organization, the 
Hamas. The innocent locals of both regions are the 
most affected by the acts of aggression. 

Mohammed Aljakhbir, a Palestinian parkour ath-
lete who grew up in the hostile environment of 
Gaza, describes his journey from Gaza to Sweden 
as a refugee and the obstacles he encountered. He 
urges for the stories of individuals to be stretched 
across the globe. Safety, freedom, and opportunity 
have restored the conditions of his well being, con-
ditions he did not have in Gaza. He states; “in Gaza 
I did not have the feeling of freedom, the dreams 
we had were deeply stored, locked away, as oppor-
tunity was distant and felt nonexistent. We never 
said ‘goodnight’ when going to sleep, knowing that 
we would wake up to the sound of bombs, shoot-
ings, and F16s. Now that I am in Sweden, I have 
opportunity, I feel everything is possible. I can 
feel peace, energy, the electricity, the water. I can 
travel to all edges of the globe and I can face all 
the inspiring people I want to face without being 
bombarded by questions from migration authori-

			   As one closes 
one’s eyes at night, the distant rum-
ble of F16s can be heard, the bomb-

ings and shootings begin. Echoing 
into one’s ears, the sounds bounce 
off the walls, just like the parkour 

free runners of Palestine do.

Overcoming Obstacles

Interview
NICOLE SKOGLUND 

Photo: Jeremy Bishop, Unsplash
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ties. Sweden has given me the possibilities to live 
like a human, I have the rights I feel every human 
deserves and I can practice my days and my life as 
I want.” 

Mohammed’s love for parkour was sparked in 
2005 when he and his friend came across a doc-
umentary by accident, “we started practicing the 
sport outside and from that moment on we had 
an ambition stuck into our heads - we wanted to 
be the first to pursue parkour in Gaza - so we be-
gan training by the cemetery walls for at least five 
hours a day with very simple equipment such as 
sandbags and old car tires.” Unlike the parkour 
athletes of Gaza, athletes typically begin to train 
parkour in gyms with the safety nets of gymnas-
tics equipment and trampolines, progressing step 
by step.

I tell myself how much much I want to jump over 
this wall, this problem, so I try until I achieve this 
goal.” This mindset has reinforced Mohammed’s 
perseverance and commitment to escape the hard-
ships in Gaza and became the foundation of his 
motivation to come to Sweden. “We always learnt 
from our mistakes and never gave up on some-
thing we wanted, even when there was no equip-
ment and no medical supplies for when we were in 
need of them. We faced many difficulties and inju-
ries but we kept our heads high and did not believe 
in failure. I hope I’ll be able to change the factors 
that hindered me and instead enable the athletes 
of Gaza to develop themselves in sports without 
putting them at risk of dangerous injuries.” 

Social media played an immense role in Moham-
med’s strive for freedom. When he created “Park-
our Gaza”, a YouTube channel which contains 
extreme forms of overcoming obstacles by jump-
ing, running and climbing, his team grew into 14 
professional members. Collectively, they captured 
films of the power and hope which persisted in 
Gaza, despite the difficulties, by displaying their 
high qualifications in parkour. “From that moment 
on people changed their mind about us and about 
what we do in Gaza. The social media and TV 
channels began focusing more attention on what 
we are able to do in Gaza, instead of what we are 
unable to do. This fueled motivation for all of us to 
develop more and surprise our viewers with more 
tricks.” 

“	 PARKOUR HAS 
ASSISTED ME IN 

OVERCOMING ALL MY LIFE 
OBSTACLES

Photo: Jeremy Bishop, Unsplash
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Digitally mapping the everyday life of the team, 
Mohammed was able to communicate more effi-
ciently as well as make precious social connections 
within the parkour community. As their popularity 
escalated, the team began to receive invitations to 
join parkour events, competitions and the parkour 
community urged for the “Wallrunners of Gaza” 
to host workshops all over the globe. Nevertheless, 
the inconvenience and hardship having the status 
of a refugee restricted each one of them from at-
taining visas and being able to depart from Gaza, 
“When we were travelling we faced many, many 
problems when crossing between Gaza and Egypt. 
The borders were always flooding with people and 
this made our journey difficult, especially since we 
do not have an airport in Gaza.” After multiple ap-
plications in strive for a visa, Mohammed was able 
to receive visa acceptance and cross the borders 
through Egypt, describing it as “pure luck”. 

He hopes for a unified Palestine in the future, and 
for more efforts to be made in resolving the rela-
tionships with Israel. Today he is united with his 
loving family in Sweden and is overflowed with 
empowering feelings of dignity as well as grate-

fulness. He depicts his dreams in a vivid image; 
“I am proud to say I worked hard to achieve my 
dreams and received what I believe I deserve. I am 
proud of what I have made and the crowd I have 
inspired, because today all the parkour athletes in 
Gaza put their goal in front of them and put effort 
into meeting these goals. I dream of assisting the 

parkour athletes of Gaza by starting a gym so that 
the athletes can be more inspired to train and gain 
the opportunity to develop without facing the risk 
of drastic injuries.” Å

“	 I dream of helping 
the parkour athletes 
of Gaza by starting a 

gym 

Photo: Jeremy Bishop, Unsplash



54.

what has shifted 
in people’s mentality

EDITORIAL 
suhaib m. ibrahim

Arab Spring
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On December 17th, 2010 a young man 
named Mohammed Elboauzizi set 
himself on fire, sparking the so called 
“Jasmine Revolution” in Tunisia. It 
triggered an unexpected series of po-

litical revolutions in the Arabic world, seeking deep 
reformations and the governments’ resignation. 
The revolutions kept spreading from one country 
to the other; Egypt, Libya, Yemen, Syria, and Bah-
rain in what became known as the “Arab Spring”.
 
Except for a few, non-correlated incidents, the 
Arab region had never witnessed people’s revolu-
tions on such a scale. People had been living under 
authoritarian governments since the founding of 
their states, and they did not know any other sys-
tem. Maybe partly because of that, people in the 
Arab world were impatient with their revolutions 
and lost faith in the process half way through. 
They had great expectations towards the move-
ments and were hoping for immediate change. 
When this did not occur, many were frustrated 
and lost their motivation. Throughout history, 
revolutions rarely change the conditions imme-
diately. In one of the most prominent revolutions, 
the French, instability continued for 10 years be-
fore people actually started to feel the difference.

Tunisia with 219 lives lost, was considered to have 
been relatively peaceful and is by many seen as the 
only successful revolution in the Arab spring. All 
others were brutal, destructive, and did not suc-
ceed to meet the peoples basic demands nor to sat-
isfy the slogans that were raised (bread, freedom, 
social justice) which escalated to governments’ 
resignations. Libya, Yemen, and Syria eventually 

turned into civil wars and are still ongoing, caus-
ing the death of hundreds of thousands and forc-
ing millions of people to flee. In Tunisia, four years 
after the revolution, the people elected an old 
president from the previous authoritarian system.

Egypt, after its first ever free election, has prov-
en that it is very difficult to get rid of the deeply 
rooted regimes. The populations have been un-
der these governments for so long that they feel 
safe and are afraid to challenge and, perhaps, even 
change it. How else would you be able to explain 
that Mohammed Morsi (the first free elected pres-
ident) won the election against Ahmed Shafiq 
(the former prime minister of the government the 
people had just overthrown) by a very slim mar-
gin? Furthermore, the democratic system did not 
last for more than one year. On the 30th of June 
2013, the people went out on streets supporting 
a coup by General Abdelfattah Elsisi who turned 
out to be a worse dictator than all his predeces-
sors. Some might argue that it happened because 
they were not satisfied with the ideology, the re-
forms, and generally the performance of the new 
government, but they could and should have wait-
ed until the end of the elected government’s term.

During the course of these revolutions, there 
was a major distinction between generations and 
how they acted. Older generations, who grew up 
under dictatorships, often believe in the princi-
ple of “a safe stable dictatorship is better than 
an unsafe unstable democracy”. In fact, dic-
tators are often using the same argument, and 
promote themselves as safeguards and fight-
ers against terrorism. They create a situation in 

Photo: Hossam el-Hamalawy/Flickr

“people want to overthrow the government” Photo:  Wikimedia commons

On one hand, the Arab spring failed to produce sustainable and functional 
democratic states. A lot of people lost their lives and most countries are 
less stable than before. On the other hand, the Arab spring brought about 
an important change in peoples’ mindsets that cannot be reversed. It gave 
the region the perspective of further political development after decades 

of stagnation.
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which they will be looked at as protectors. Many 
from the older generation claim that the revolu-
tions were mistakes, reckless movements by the 
youth who made their whole nation suffer for 
- what they perceive as luxurious - freedom and 
democracy. They say that with all the atrocities 
and instabilities they cause, they would never 
think of protesting and conducting revolutions.

The younger generation, on the contrary, is ex-
posed to and has active interactions with the out-
side world through various channels. Consequent-
ly, they are closer to the West and imbued with the 
Western values of democracy and human rights. 
They were convinced – to some extent – about 
the good outcomes and prosperity that democracy 
can achieve; economically, politically, and socially.

Looking from a broader perspective, the major 
mind-shifts after the Arab spring are overall posi-
tive. People in general, but mostly the youth, have 
started to get more involved in the political life. 
Previously they thought of it as a luxurious atti-
tude that only rich, well-educated people could 
afford. Today they realize that their living is an 
integral part of politics. Politics is meant to ad-
dress the needs and concerns of people. Anoth-
er major positive shift was that people started to 
realize that they have power. They started to feel 
their weight in the political equation, and how 
their voice should be heard and given attention 
to. The government is working for the people not 
the opposite. It might sound obvious, but it was a 
major finding and a big positive mind-shift in the 
region. The relationship between governments 
and their people was always in favour of govern-
ments, and as a result people tried to keep their 
interaction with the government to a minimum. In 
order for that to change, they need to actively en-
gage in the political life and to try to pay more at-
tention to the political practices in their countries.

On the other hand, there were also some negative 
mind-shifts, where some people – mainly for the 
older generation – lost faith in politics in general. 
They see it as a futile process. That could be – in 
addition to many other factors – a result of the lack 
of knowledge about how a state functions, how it 
is built, and how democracy works.  Even that de-
mocracy – in its modern definition – was originally 
imported, and actually imposed by the West after 
the colonization era. But democracy is a system of 
governance and a process, it is not a discrete ac-
tion, and reforming political systems requires time 
and sacrifices in order for it to start bearing fruit.

Overall, despite the frustration and the nega-
tive present picture that might appear now, this 
mind-shocking and disturbing experience was 
essentially needed to awake both people and gov-
ernments in the region. It was hard and costly, and 
the international intervention failed to improve 
the situation. In fact, it made it worse, where 
countries like Syria and Yemen are now power 
battles. However, what has changed in peoples’ 
mentalities and the lessons learnt from the revolu-
tions have indeed changed the political equations. 
Governments have realized that they need to pay 
more attention to and start to care more about 
their people, and the people have started to real-
ize their role in the political arena. Despite all the 
frustration, tragedies, and the present situation, it 
is a huge step forward that can never be reversed.

It is a revolution for the youth, who are fed up 
with all the conventional political practises. Em-
ploying a powerful tool - the internet and social 
media, an advantage that they have over the old 
generation. They have invented a new way of po-
litical actions. Both the governments and opposi-
tion parties in all countries underestimated their 
power and ended up either paying the price or 
joined and tried to take advantage of revolutions.Å
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57.

FEATURE
jonatan pupp

An eye 
for 

an eye
In the wake of the retreat of the Islamic State (ISIS) in Iraq, a long-awaited 
revenge is being carried out. Once oppressed by the Caliphate’s forces, lo-
cal civilians are now forming militias in order to hunt down suspected ISIS 
fighters. Assisted by Kurdish security forces, captured detainees are faced 

with the ultimate penalty.

Photo: Flickr



“I have shrapnel in my head and legs, my ribs were 
broken, but that didn’t stop me from fighting.”, Wa-
hida said in an interview with The Independent. In 
addition, she also reveals what actions she and her 
militia are carrying out against former ISIS mem-
bers to avenge the loss of the ones closest to them.
“I fought them, I beheaded them, I burned their bod-
ies”, she explains to CNN in an interview. The mili-
tia leader has put up both photos and videos on the 
Internet, one where she poses with a severed head, 
and another with two heads lying in a cooking pot. 

According to Human Rights Watch, strong evi-
dence suggests that mass executions of ISIS fight-
ers can be traced back to the early beginning of fall 
2017. The perpetrators behind these mass killings 
are suspected to be Kurdish Asayish Security Forc-
es from the Kurdish Regional Government in Iraq, 
according to a retired security force member. The 
prisoners, detained by Peshmerga forces, were 
reportedly handed over to the Asayish Security 
forces and driven out to a prison in the village of 
Shilgia, northwest of Mosul. From there, the pris-
oners were taken and executed near the flooded 
area of the Mosul Dam reservoir. Similar reports 
indicate further killings made by Asayish Security 
forces near the village of Bardiya in northern Iraq. 

After the discovery of a mass grave in the vi-
cinity of the town Zummar, Lama Fakih, deputy 
Middle East director at Human Rights Watch, 
believes that the number of victims due to 
these actions range up to the hundreds. She ex-
plains to Sveriges Television (SVT), that both 
Iraqi and Kurdish authorities should initiate 
an investigation of the allegations of mass exe-
cutions and bring those responsible to justice. 

Belkis Wille, investigator at Human Rights 
Watch, elaborates such actions must be subject to 
investigation of war crimes and the ones highest 
up in the chain of command must be prosecuted.  
“If Iraq wants to show that, unlike ISIS, it actual-
ly cares about victims, justice, and rule of law, it 
needs to develop a plan to fairly prosecute people 
for the full range of crimes they committed, and 
with a clear role for victims’ voices.”. Although 
the Kurdish Regional Government has denied 
any involvement in the reported allegations of 

One of the earliest legal charters is 
the Code of Hammurabi, the an-
cient king of Babylon. During his 
reign from 1792-1750 B.C. his code 
was carved in a pillar of black di-

orite, one of its most famous doctrines being 
the law of retaliation, more commonly known 
as “an eye for an eye.” For instance, a doctor 
found guilty of killing a rich patient would have 
his hands cut off. Likewise, a man who knocked 
out the teeth of a person from the same social 
class would have his teeth knocked out in return. 

The moral principle of retribution can be traced 
from the rule of king Hammurabi to present time 

in the state of Iraq. After several years 
of fighting, ISIS is on the run and 

has begun regrouping out-
side the country’s borders. 

Purged by unspeakable acts 
of terror and brutality, the 
time for vengeance has 
now come for all those 
who suffered under the 
authority of the Caliphate.

A former housewife 
and widow to a husband 
murdered by ISIS, Wahi-
da Mohamed has taken 
a role that is a rare sight 
in rural Iraq. She is now 
the commander of a mili-
tia south of Mosul in the 
town of Shirqat. During 
the intense fighting be-
tween the government’s 
forces and ISIS, Wahi-
da’s militia supported 
in the cause of driving 
the latter’s troops out 

of Shirqat. Thereaf-
ter, collaboration be-
tween the national 
forces and Wahida’s 
men has been estab-
lished, and the hunt for 
ISIS suspects has been 
evolving ever since.
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mass executions, Wille says that the spokesper-
son for a Kurdish authority claims that these acts 
were carried out by a commander of a lower rank.

The deafening silence from the Kurdish Region-
al Government regarding these acts speaks its 
own language. Apparently, these actions of re-
taliation carried out against former ISIS fight-
ers are not seen as a disturbing element by the 
people who suffered during their ravaging cam-
paign. Wahida Mohamed is one of them. “ISIS 
came and bombed and murdered, cut the throats 
of people and raped. You have probably seen all 
the movies. Small girls, five years old, they took 
as spoils of war. And in the Western countries 
they do anything to protect children, how would 
they tolerate people getting their throats cut?”

The moral principle of retribution was carved 
in a pillar of black diorite over 3700 years ago. 
And yet former oppression can still bring about 

vengeance in its wake. One could assume such a 
reaction to be originating from an instinctive, hu-
man response to past atrocities. Or perhaps as a 
cry from the past, proclaiming the unbroken grip 
of the Code of Hammurabi over the lands of an-
cient Mesopotamia. The contrast between king 
Hammurabi’s laws and the current international 
legal charter illustrates how the evolution of man’s 
mindset regarding punishment has not been a uni-
fied process. In addition, it shows the numerous 
challenges shifting norms of society pose against a 
common and globalized legal system. The roots to 
the principle of retribution go thirty-seven centu-
ries deep. How does one successfully change such 
a norm without threatening to violate the cultural 
independence? Maintaining a balance between re-
spect for cultural differences and a universal code 
is truly one of the great challenges of our time. Å

I fought them, I beheaded them, I burned their 
bodies 

Photo: Haider A./flickr
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Beneath the Surface 
Democratisation in Iran

It has been over four months since the demonstrations in Iran sparked 
hopes that the country was on the brink of democratisation, but it was 

not its first political upheaval . In Iran, the voices for change are never far 
beneath the surface.

Feature
ZIGNE EDSTRÖM
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To understand the struggle for de-
mocracy in Iran today, one must first 
understand the Iranians long and 
complicated history of attempts to-
wards a political system that answers 

to its people. The first major uprising, The Con-
stitutional Revolution, took place during the first 
years of the 20th century. The revolution resulted 
in the creation of a constitution establishing the 
formation of a parliament that was meant to check 
the powers of the Shah – the monarch. The new 
constitution was considered a first step in the di-
rection towards a system working in the interest 
of the people rather than that of a few elites, but 
it only took two decades until the parliament had 
lost the control it was meant to have. Once again, 
moving 50 years into the future, at a time when 
Iran’s oil industry was controlled by the British 
government, a nationalist movement sparked a 
second revolution. However, when the country’s 
Prime Minister Mohammad Mosaddeq, a reform-
ist who strongly supported the parliament, was 
overthrown in a coup largely initiated by the Brit-
ish intelligence service and the CIA, the Shah re-
gained his power. 

Nevertheless, it did not take long until voices in 
Iran were speaking of winds of change again. In 
the late 70s, a coalition of students and academics, 
entrepreneurs and merchants, shop owners, and 
blue- and white-collar workers demonstrating 
against the Shah was the beginning of the Islamic 
Revolution. The movement was led by Ayatollah 
Ruhollah Khomeini who many believed was a sup-
porter of at least some sort of democratic rule. Re-
ligion was a central part of the values of the groups 
that supported the revolution, and their slogan 
read “Independence, Liberty, Islamic Republic”. 
After the monarchy had been overthrown the Ira-
nians voted for Khomeini and a constitution that 
placed him in the centre as the Supreme Leader. 
Khomeini was dedicated to new policies that in 
some ways worked in the favour of the poor, but 
he also actively made sure to get rid of and silence 
any opposition. Many of those who voted for the 
creation of an Islamic republic did not expect the 
extreme theocracy that emerged, and the third 
attempt to establish a more democratic political 
system became a disappointment. The nationwide 
protests against the new government began with 
the 1979 Kurdish rebellion, but over the years to 

come the uprisings were brutally subdued and 
the new government began purging itself of the 
non-Islamist political opposition.  

Despite three failed revolutions, the idea of re-
form remained alive. Throughout the years, voices 
in Iran have continued making their disapproval 
of election tampering, restrictions of the press, 
and violence towards the opposition heard. For 
example, in 1997, Iran elected Mohammad Kha-
tami as president. He promised more freedoms 
and better rights for the Iranians. While he never 
challenged the Islamic republic and the regime it-
self, he tried to ease the country’s control on polit-
ical activity. However, steps in the right direction 
have often been followed by backlashes. When 
protests erupted at the University of Tehran soon 
thereafter, the regime’s response was to send se-
curity forces into student dormitories. The harsh 
reaction sparked further protests, but the regime 
responded with intensified brutality. A large num-
ber of students was arrested, some never to return. 
The regime set up a massive counterdemonstra-
tion in support of the government and argued that 
democracy was leading to destruction and dan-
gerous anarchism. 

Khatami never managed to cease enough control 
to go through with his promises during his time 
as President. In the 2005 election, the conserva-
tives won a majority and Mahmoud Ahmadinejad 
won the presidential election. Ahmadinejad im-
mediately cut short hopes for political reform. In-
stead, he introduced greater state control and mil-
itarization. Yet, he was also challenged by other 
politicians. Some candidates received widespread 
support, leading to open criticism of the govern-
ment. One of them, Mir Hossein Mousavi, was ex-
pected to win, but despite the size of opposition 
rallies and the large turnout on the voting day, 
Ahmadinejad was declared the winner again. Na-
tionwide protests broke out the day after. Iranians 
who had put their hopes in Mousavi, and eventu-
ally even those had been supporting other count-
er candidates, gathered. The protests became 
known as the Green Movement. Once again, the 
regime responded harshly and several demonstra-
tors were killed, but nevertheless, the movement 
shook the country in a way it had not experienced 
since the revolutions. 
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A decade later, in December last year, the Irani-
ans walked out on the streets once again and major 
demonstrations spread across Iran. The protests 
started with a focus on the failed economic and 
foreign policies of the government, but expanded 
to include political opposition to the current Pres-
ident Hassan Rouhani and the Supreme Leader Ali 
Khamenei. The demonstrations were met, just as 
previous upheavals had been, with violence and 
staged pro-government rallies. For the Iranian 
people, the scars from the past revolutions were 
still fresh, and the opposition had problems with 
mobilising, on one hand, themselves, and on the 
other hand, all social groups. In this instant, the 
complicated ethnic and religious composition of 
the Iranian society, cannot be disregarded. Fur-
thermore, the fact that a large group of the Irani-
ans does not support the present Supreme Leader 
and are criticising some of the policies of the gov-
ernment, does not mean that they do not support 
the clergy regime as such. 

Another aspect, is the legitimacy of the clergy re-
gime being based on Iran’s internal religious cri-
teria. As mentioned above, religion played a ma-
jor role in the Islamic revolution, and is still very 
present in the lives of the Iranians. Nevertheless, 
within Iran’s authoritarian system there is a dem-
ocratic heart, with elective, presidential and par-
liamentary chambers, beating against the regime 
where the supreme leader, who holds the position 
for life, has the ultimate control. The system was 

meant to combine democratic involvement with 
theocratic oversight, but in practice, the two often 
clash. The democratically elected president and 
parliament, let alone the media and the ordinary 
citizen, have no hope of checking the powers of 
the supreme leader, and they are regularly over-
seen by institutions staffed by clerics. Further-
more, the Iranian elections themselves are part of 
an impressive mechanism of social control. The 
Islamic republic’s elite knows how revolutions 
start and what keeps them going. Consequently, 
they have designed an advanced system for demol-
ishing social bonds, isolating citizens from each 
other, and raising the cost of any public action that 
might weaken the regime.

Even so, the fragility of the political system reveals 
itself at times of crisis, and the clashes existing in-
side the Iranian elite become clearer. Despite the 
backlashes over the years, the Iranian’s centu-
ry-long struggle for a representative government 
has not been abandoned. Many of the countries 
that went through the Arab Spring had no alterna-
tive apparatus to replace their ousted ruling gov-
ernments, but this is not the case with Iran. Surely, 
the opposition is scattered and disorganized, there 
are ethnic and religious divergences that cannot be 
disregarded, many Iranians still support the clergy 
regime, and it is difficult to say when or even if de-
mocratisation will eventually happen. However, 
one thing is certain; the hopes for reform remain 
just beneath the surface. Å
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Interview
THOMAS KUIJPERS 

UN intervention in the Middle East – 

What does the peacekeeper know?

A total of 10 UN peacekeeping missions have been or are currently active in the 
Middle East. One of the longest has been the UNIFIL, the United Nations Inter-

im Force in Lebanon. Tens of thousands of peacekeepers have served under this 
mission from 1978 until the present, one of them being my father. He recounts 

his experience as a UN-soldier in the Middle East.

Photo: René Kuijpers



64.

It was 1980 when my father was complet-
ing his basic training as part of his military 
service, then compulsory for all men in 
the Netherlands over the age of 18. After 
a couple of months of such training, re-

cruits would be placed on active duty in one of the 
Dutch military operations. For most conscripts 
this meant servicing at an army post in West-Ger-
many – it was the time of the Cold War, and the 
threats to the Netherlands and its allies were seen 
as coming from the east.

However, starting 1979, the Dutch army contrib-
uted an infantry battalion to the UNIFIL, under 
the name of Dutchbatt. The UNIFIL peacekeep-
ing mission itself had started one year prior, as 
an attempt to 
bring stability 
to the deterio-
rating security 
situation in 
South Leba-
non. In 1975 
the Lebanese 
Civil War had 
started; this 
very complex 
conflict can 
be seen as the 
result of the 
escalation of 
interior strive 
for power 
among differ-
ent ethnic, religious and political groups in Leb-
anon, most of which were supported by foreign 
powers, such as Syria and Iran.

The situation was especially unstable in the south 
of the country after it had become the base of op-
erations of the Palestine Liberation Organization 
(PLO), then under the leadership of Yasser Ara-
fat. From southern Lebanon, towns and cities in 
northern Israel were attacked, as well as alleged 
targets of pro-Israeli militias in Lebanon. As the 
Lebanese Army did not have the means to win a 
military confrontation with the PLO, it took con-
trol over the area and southern Lebanon became 
a de facto Palestinian free state. As Israel feared 
further attacks and a possible invasion of its terri-
tory, Operation Litani was being called into order, 
as to drive away the PLO from the Israeli-Leba-
nese border and to destroy its infrastructure.

The UN, however, saw the Israeli occupation as a 
further deterioration of the already unstable sit-
uation in the Middle East as a whole, and Leba-
non in particular. The Security Council called for 
the restoration of Lebanon’s sovereignty, and the 
establishment of the UNIFIL mission in Resolu-
tions 425 and 426 in 1978. Even though Israel only 
gradually withdrew its troops from the area, and 
some of the occupied territories were carried over 
to its ally the South Lebanese Army, the UNIFIL 
started operations to restore security. 

My father, at the time a 19 year conscript from 
a rural area in the south of the Netherlands, had 
no idea of the complexities of the conflict when 
he got recruited for Dutchbatt. He says: ‘’Sure, I 

knew through 
the evening 
news that in 
Lebanon a 
civil war was 
taking place, 
and that 
there was in-
v o l v e m e n t 
by Israel and 
the UN. But 
I had no idea 
about all the 
different mi-
litias that 
were fighting 
in Lebanon 

or why, for ex-
ample, the Syrian government would support the 
pro-Israeli militias in Lebanon. I just accepted, 
since completing my duty in an exotic-sounding 
place such as Lebanon seemed much more excit-
ing and adventurous than completing it in Ger-
many.’’ Furthermore, participating in Dutchbatt 
was incentivized by giving conscripts a 6-month 
reduction in their compulsory military service. 

About 800 Dutchbatt-soldiers at the time con-
trolled an area between the Mediterranean Sea, 
the town of Haris, and territory occupied by the 
Defacto Forces (DFF), a pro-Israeli Christian mi-
litia in Lebanon. The most important task was to 
counter infiltrations in this area, and other UN-
FIL-controlled territories, from the DFF, Pales-
tinian Militias and the Israeli army, by the means 
of patrols, roadblocks and checkpoints. In prac-
tice, this meant that my dad spent most of his time 
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guarding the barracks or undertaking vehicle con-
trols at checkpoints to counter the trafficking of 
arms into the area. 

‘‘Of course, it was far less of an adventure than 
what it seemed at first.’’ my father says. ‘‘It was not 
often that we intercepted arms that were being 
trafficked. Whether it was a Mercedes or a donkey 
passing by, we, of course, checked thoroughly, but 
some of them must have gotten through. Anyway, 
no major incidents really happened where I was 
stationed.’’ He considers himself lucky, to have not 
been involved in such incidents. Even though the 
troops came under crossfire almost daily, he and 
the other members of his unit never got serious-
ly injured or saw anyone getting seriously hurt, 
or even die. Others were not so lucky; the story of 
the young conscript that died after the army truck 
he was in hit a landmine, haunted my dad and his 
companions.

Time after duty was mostly spend playing cards 
in the barracks. ‘’Apart from an occasional visit to 
the local shops across the road from the barracks, 
we were not allowed out. Except, of course, for the 
time we were on official leave. During my leave, a 
comrade and I travelled to Cyprus, others in our 
unit went to the Lebanese capital Beirut. Some of 
those guys even shook hands with Arafat during a 
military parade! Of course, an entire spectacle was 
made of such a parade, just to show off ’’ my father 
continues.     

‘’When looking back at it, I see most of my time 
being there as pretty boring with the occasional 
moment of intense stress when you would hear 
another gunfire. Apart, of course, from the time we 

were on leave and could travel.’’ However, when I 
asked if he still thought that was a good decision 
to fulfil his duty in Lebanon, rather than being sta-
tioned in Germany, he wholeheartedly agrees. ‘’Ac-
tually, the most important aspect for me was the 
comradeship between me and the other guys. You 
are in the same situation, one completely different 
from what they – the recruitment officers – had 
made us believe. So you just try to make it through 
your time there, and you have only got each other 
to rely on. I am still in touch with most of the guys 
in my unit. Even though, we don’t see each other 
that often, as we live scattered all across the coun-
try, the reunions do provide for great times.’’

The UNIFIL and other UN peacekeeping oper-
ations in the Middle East are criticized by many 
for several seasons. For example, they are seen as 
lacking the hard power to enforce actual differ-
ences in the areas, or they are seen as taking sides, 
rather than being a neutral actor that protects the 
‘common citizen’. My father does not completely 
agree with this: ‘’I do think it did bring a certain 
degree of stability to the area. You know, local 
people living in the area were just left to be con-
trolled by one militia after the other. When the 
UN-peacekeepers were there, they could continue 
operating their barbershop or herding their sheep, 
without fear of being attacked by them.’’ Howev-
er, he also acknowledges that even after years of 
reading up on and watching documentaries about 
Lebanon, the Civil War, and the UNIFIL, he still 
does not grasp the full picture. ‘’Perhaps it is best 
to leave it at that the intentions of the UN were as 
what they perceived the best interest of the Leba-
nese population. But what do I know?’’ Å
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From Fertile to Futile:
The Battle for Peas  in the Middle East

For centuries the luscious Fertile 
Crescent region has been a hub for 
agricultural development and hu-
man innovation. Today, in the face 
of more modern ecological pres-
sures, this former land of milk and 
honey has begun to take a sour turn.

In the small farmer village of Terbol, nestled 
in the eastern pocket of Lebanon, a cadre 
of zealous researchers and hardworking 
farmers cluster into the confined space 
of a newly reconstructed herbarium. The 

group works tirelessly amidst sweltering tempera-
tures, sifting through dusty folders containing the 
genetic material of florae that have flourished in 
the region for countless generations. Their mis-
sion: to hunt and breed ancient seed-strains capa-
ble of enduring the district’s increasingly inhospi-
table climate. 

The agricultural troop is a part of the ‘Inter-
national Center for Agricultural Research in Dry 
Areas’ (ICARDA)—a non-profit development 
program, which combines traditional agrarian 
knowledge and experimental forms of agronomy 
to develop sustainable farming solutions for those 
living in forbiddingly hot terrains. And while the 
main offices of this research is now located in Leb-
anon and carried out by this small team of ecolog-
ical experts, the organization’s original operations 

were once run by a much larger research society, 
scattered across the ill-fated city of Aleppo. 

Until a decade ago, ICARDA had played a lead-
ing role in Syria’s agricultural development. With 
hopes of revitalizing the country’s faltering agri-
cultural sector, the Syrian state took an avid inter-
est in the farming foundation’s work. Its Aleppo 
headquarters were home to some of its most gran-
diose projects, most notably its central seed bank. 
The bank housed over 155.000 varieties of crops 
native to the Middle East— wild strains of assort-
ed wheat, barley, and legumes whose genetic lin-
eage can be traced back thousands of years. The 
direct impacts of these intensive undertakings 
were equally appreciable; for an extended period 
of time, Syria was almost entirely self-sufficient in 
wheat production. 

These gains, however, were not to be sustained 
forever. As tumultuous riots started sweeping 
the streets in early 2011, ICARDA’s facilities con-
tributed to the soaking up of what was left of the 

Feature
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city’s underground water, hastening a widespread 
drought. And when civil war began precipitating 
across the state, it didn’t take long before ICAR-
DA’s prized scientific stations were seized. Forced 
to flee, what remains of these research centers is 
still uncertain. 

While projects like those in Terbol have start-
ed anew, with the use of emergency seed copies 
tucked away in Norway for safekeeping, the case 
of ICARDA’s abandoned Aleppo headquarters 
remains an ominous harbinger for the future of 
the region. The problems here are two-fold and 
inexorably intertwined: on the one hand, global 
warming has turned the once “Fertile Crescent” 
into splintered plains of sun-baked clay, and on the 
other, socio-political tensions threaten to unravel 
the very fabric of society. 

The extent to which Syria’s agricultural crisis can 
be blamed for feeding the fire of the war is disput-
able. There is little dispute, however, over the im-
pacts of global warming on the region. ICARDA’s 

establishments condense most heavily in the Mid-
dle East, a fact which underscores the incredible 
degradation of its formerly fecund land.  Cutting 
across modern-day Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, Is-
rael, Syria, Iraq, Turkey, and Iran, this expansive 
cradle of agrarian abundance is recognized as the 
birthplace of agriculture and, with it, the dawn 
of human civilization. For thousands of years, its 
bountiful resources served as sources of stabili-
ty for these complex human settlements, during 
times of both peace and peril. Only very recently 
has this harmonious cooperation between man 
and nature begun to turn sour.

Over the past half a century, extensive damming 
and drainage projects have plagued the Middle 
Eastern landscapes. As a consequence, the Fer-
tile Crescent has seen a steady desiccation of its 
formerly overflowing Nile, Euphrates, and Tigris 
rivers. This has coincided with escalating tem-
peratures and decreased periods of rain, leading 
to more frequent and intense water shortages. 
Taken together, these factors have produced large 

Photo: Alexandra Lukas Budimaier/Unsplash 
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expanses of arid and resource-poor land. Joining 
this unholy union of man-made meddling and 
global climate change, existing socio-political ten-
sions have both contributed to and fed off of the 
deterioration of the local climate. In many coun-
tries, as the amount of arable land has diminished, 
that which is left has become increasingly valuable 
and used to fuel the rise and fall of political elites. 
In other words, war has made grains a priceless 
weapon, and owning their means of production 
a prerogative of the powerful, and in some cases 
even a prerequisite for power. 

ICARDA’s battle thus highlights the complexity 
of challenges facing the Fertile Crescent. As glob-
al warming continues to turn up the heat, existing 
cracks of discord are likely to deepen. In this light, 

finding adaptive solutions is pivotal, not only to 
abate tensions in these regions, but also to inspire 
areas around the world who might face similar 
fates in the near, inevitably warmer future. For 
ICARDA, the possibility of a sustainable future 
is rooted in seed banks— rich repositories of the 
region’s telling history. Yet, this future is tenuous 
and ultimately shaped by the external forces of 
economics, politics and power. The future of sus-
tainability in the region can be seen as a continu-
ous crusade for peace and prosperity against the 
trials and tribulations of war and weather. Å
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THE ART OF WAR

Not everything stops when a war breaks out. People do not stop dreaming, 
falling in love, or creating art – all the things that make us intrinsically 

human. And yet, when thinking about the modern areas of conflict, we do 
not stop to consider the art that is created there. 

The question is, why not? 

ANNA JASTRZEMBSKA
Feature
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When I sat down to write this 
article in the comfort of my 
family home, my mum was 
shocked by the choice of my 
topic. Why on Earth would 

anyone in this part of the world be interested in 
the Syrian cinema? Unintentionally, she had found 
the precise reason. Why do we allow the journal-
ists to tell us everything we know about Syria in-
stead of going straight to the source? We certainly 
do have the means. Do we simply forget that art 
thrives in the times of war and revolution? And 
there is arguably no more internationally-under-
stood language than film – especially since the 
internet contributed to the viralization of videos.

According to the Syrian filmmakers, there is no 
such thing as the Syrian cinema at the moment. 
There are only individual filmmakers, largely 
hesitant to be in any way connected to the offi-
cial state production and distribution networks. 
However, Syrian filmmakers have decades of ex-
perience in working under authoritarian regimes. 
In the second half of the twentieth century, all 
Syrian films were produced by the National Film 
Organization. It provided training and took care of 
distribution, however, it also decided which top-
ics can be brought up in films and which cannot. 
Despite that, this era became the “Golden Age” of 
Syrian cinema. As stated by one of the best known 
Syrian filmmakers, Mohammad Malas, “censor-
ship is a gift because it forces one to look for new 
and more interesting structures through which to 

speak.” Especially the fact that there used to be 
no clear rules about what is allowed to be spoken 
about and what is not, made the filmmakers both 
uncertain and, at the same time, unleash their 
creativity. After all, according to the filmmakers 
of that era, cinema provides a multitude of ways 
to engage with the forbidden themes implicitly. 

The problem was that this type of films was most 
appealing to the intellectuals, and the masses were 
expecting the film industry to represent the issues 
that concerned them in a more direct way. The 
change of power in 2000, when a young Bashar 
al-Assad became the President after thirty years 
of his father’s rules, provided a new hope for Syr-
ia, and, eventually, created the ways for the young 
filmmakers to work independently from the state 
structures. The key figure here was Omar Amiralay, 
who was directly involved in the short lived move-
ment of Damascus Spring in 2000 and became fa-
mous for his groundbreaking documentaries that 
inspired plenty of others. That is also when the film 
started to be more appealing to the mainstream.

As expected, Syrian cinema underwent signifi-
cant changes starting in 2011. A lot of films started 
appearing online, many of them, not a form of art 
but rather citizen journalism, documenting im-
portant events and moments. It became a signifi-
cant tool for the activists during the civil war and 
began to be called “emergency cinema”. However, 
the “artistic” filmmakers didn’t vanish, though the 
distinction between them is more about the way 

Why do we ALLOW the journalists TO tell us 
everything we know about Syria instead of 

going straight to the source?
“

FEATURE
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of filming, length, and distribution, rather than 
the topics. Most of the best internationally-known 
Syrian films come from recent years. There are 
the full-length documentaries such as “Baladna 
al-Rahib” (“Our Terrible Country”) or “Taste of 
Cement”, as well as short films available online, 
like “Hadinat al-shams” (“The Sun’s Incubator”), 
and “Light Horizon.” Some of them follow the 
displaced Syrians, the refugees, and discuss more 
elusive meanings of freedom and revolution. Still, 
plenty of them focuses on themes that are more 
relatable to the Western audiences, such as rela-
tions between people, mental illnesses, or equality.

Plenty Syrian filmmakers nowadays operate 
from abroad. Avo Kaprealian filmed internation-
ally-recognized “Manazil bela abwab” (“Houses 
Without Doors”) in Lebanon. Talal Derki fled to 
Germany with his wife and son but continues to 
travel back and forth between Syria and Berlin, 
which is quickly becoming a center of the Syri-
an film industry abroad. Finally, the best known 
Syrian female director and cinematographer Hala 
Al-Abdallah Yacoub moved to Paris after spend-
ing fourteen months in Syrian jail in the 1970s. 
Ever since she has worked with a number of fa-
mous Syrian filmmakers, often commuting be-
tween France and Syria. What makes her story 
even more unique is that not only is she  one of 
the few females in the male-dominated indus-
try, but also that her best known works (includ-
ing “I Am the One Who Brings Flowers to Her 
Grave” and the most recent “Farouk, Besieged 
Like Me”) were released after she turned 50. 

What all these films have in common, is that their 
plots – mostly real life, but also fictional – focus 
on the human experience. Unlike with the earli-
er Syrian artistic masterpieces from the twentieth 
century which subtly imply some undercurrent is-
sues and problems, now you do not need a degree 
in Film Studies to deconstruct the hidden mean-
ings – the recent Syrian films often scream bluntly 
in your face what is wrong. So why is it nearly im-
possible to watch a Syrian film in a cinema? Sure, 
it might simply be the question of entertainment 
– these are not easy films to watch. However, plen-
ty of people closely follow the happenings in Syr-
ia on news, and the films do not show a different 
story. They simply show them through the eyes of 
everyday Syrians, not Western (or non-Western, 
for that matter) journalists and politicians. This 
change of focus from the whole country or city to 
individuals brings in a human aspect and makes 
the stories of war much more relatable. They, 
too, have loved ones, friends, and families. They 
have dreams and aspirations, fears and limita-
tions. They might suffer from heartbreak or deal 
with mental illnesses. Most importantly, there 
might be no more “us” and “them.” Just human 
beings, some unlucky to live in a place of conflict. 

Therefore, the real question is: Are we 
too scared that we might relate to the peo-
ple who we work so diligently to differenti-
ate from us? Are we too scared that we might 
find them too similar to us? Are we too scared, 
that at the end of the day, we are all human? Å

there might be no more “us” and “them.” Just hu-
man beings, some unlucky to live in a place of 

conflict
“
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A tale from Afghanistan
Afghanistan, a country with a turbulent history. But what is really going 
on in Afghanistan? In this interview by Sofia Gjertsson, Andreas Stefans-
son, secretary general of the Swedish Committee for Afghanistan, tells us 

more about his work in Afghanistan.

The Swedish Committee for Afghani-
stan (SCA) has been active in Afghan-
istan since 1982, working with rural 
development, health care, education, 
gender equality, and much more. 

They believe in a long-term approach to develop-
ment. Andreas Stefansson started working for the 
organisation in 2000. In an exclusive interview 
with The Perspective he tells us about how he 
ended up in Afghanistan, the challenges the coun-
try faces, and the development that SCA, among 
others, have contributed to over the past decades. 
 
As I understand it, you used to study in Lund. 
How was that experience, and what was the 
best falafel place?
It was great, I loved Lund. It’s where I realised my 
interests in international development. I think a 
lot of what happened outside the classes was as 
useful as what happened in the classes and the lit-
erature. I think the one I used to go to was Falafel 
Kungen, next to Ariman’s. That was a regular stop 
for the late-night falafels before you headed home.
 
How did you get involved with SCA? Was it just 
something you aimed for or did the opportuni-
ty fall into your lap?
I realised, throughout my studies, that I wanted to 
focus on development work. My dad was a mem-
ber in the Swedish Committee and used to get 
their magazines. I saw they advertised for what 
they called ‘development workers’ to be placed in 
rural areas. I found it extremely fascinating, to end 
up in the middle of nowhere in Afghanistan, while 
the Taliban were still controlling the country. So, I 
applied, and luckily, I got it.
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I came to Afghanistan in 2000, and everything 
changed in the first few years, after 9/11. It went 
from being an area you felt had been forgotten, to 
suddenly having the whole world looking at Af-
ghanistan. I got to spend a lot of time in the coun-
tryside, where most Afghans live. It was fascinat-
ing, and I fell in love with the country. I got a lot of 
respect for what the Swedish Committee does and 
how much it means to people.

What did you find challenging when you first 
came to Afghanistan and also now?
It took quite some time to understand how society 
works. In the absence of a functioning state, a lot of 
Afghanistan has been locally self-governed, built 
on traditional systems ruled by different influen-
tial people, such as local elders. An organic society 
with ancient traditions takes time to understand. I 
have now lived in total around 10 years in Afghan-
istan and I think something fascinating about this 
country, which also makes some of us go back, is 
that you never fully end up understanding every-
thing. Today many of the challenges are related to 
a combination of poverty, conflict, and different 
countries trying to influence Afghanistan. You also 
have challenges with the opium mafia, the corrup-
tion, the political games. But it’s also what makes, 
I suppose, Afghanistan intriguing.
 
Do you feel as if you have seen overall improve-
ments for the people in Afghanistan, in what 
sectors?
Yes, there has been tremendous improvements, 
across different sectors. Though there are certain 
areas that improved for a while, but then deteri-
orated, for instance security, the police force, the 
army, and their lack of respect for human rights. 
However, infrastructure has had an enormous de-
velopment over the past 15 years. There are now 
paved roads between most of the cities, whereas 
before you would have to travel on dust roads. 
Also, communications and basic services have im-
proved. When the Taliban controlled the country, 
there were only a few hundred thousand children 
in school, today there are around 7 million and 40 
percent of them are girls. In some conservative ar-
eas there is still some negative bias towards girls 
going to school, but also that is changing. Now 
children even in remote villages know some read-
ing and writing which means a big change for rural 
areas. It helps them to organise and mobilise the 
local community in a different way, develop their 

economy, interact with other regions and authori-
ties, becoming more active in democracy, claiming 
and fighting for their rights. Health services have 
also improved, now two thirds of the country have 
access to basic health care. The Afghan Parliament 
has around 25 percent women representation, 
which is higher than the American Congress. Even 
though the country has a lot of challenges, there is 
still quite some development that has taken place.
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 How does SCA’s work change in regard to de-
velopment theories? Do you implement new 
theories and trends or follow your own thing?
Well, I think we, of course, are influenced by de-
velopment theory and the concepts that become 
more prevalent during certain periods. Though 
I hope that the theories that come out are based 
on studies of the best practices. For example, “em-
powerment” is kind of a buzzword, but it makes 
sense once you open up the conceptual box. There 
are different concepts and theories that are some-
times pushed through by the big development 
actors and sometimes they make sense and some-
times they are more of buzzwords.

The gender equality agenda is sometimes con-
sidered by Afghans as donor driven. For us in the 
SCA, we talk about gender equality as one of our 
core values. We focus a lot on empowering wom-
en, girls, children, and people with disabilities, the 
marginalised groups. We aim at taking small steps 
over a long period of time towards giving people a 
greater chance at influencing their own lives and 
taking control of their development.

I must add that most of our Afghan colleagues 
take their faith very seriously and, when working 
with the rights based approach and our gender 
and equality work, many of them articulate these 
values from within an Islamic perspective and 
through progressive ideas they find in their own 
religious context. This makes it easier for the Af-
ghan population to relate to our work on gender 
equality.

As I have understood it, the people do not feel 
that the state is accountable to them, but rath-
er to the countries giving aid to Afghanistan. 
What are the implications of this in, your opin-
ion?
The Afghan state has always been quite fragile and 
very dependent on support from the outside. The 
state has had weak links to its own population, 
struggled to get taxation and basic services going, 
and faced difficulties getting a presence outside 
Kabul and control over the territory. The country 
has also been a kind of buffer state between pow-
er spheres, such as the British colonial India and 
Tsarist Russia, and during the cold war between 
the US and Soviet Union. Different powers have 
had interest in supporting and funding the state to 
keep it as a buffer, but they have also been pull-

ing Afghanistan in different directions. After the 
Soviet invasion in 1979 and the civil war that fol-
lowed, the small state that existed collapsed. Af-
ter 2001, there is now a process of state building. 
Of course, in the long run the government, and I 
think the current president knows this, needs to 
build and strengthen a social contract with its cit-
izens where the state provides safety, rule of law 
and services, and the population pays taxes and 
accepts the state as legitimate. But due to its de-
pendence on foreign support, there is currently 
still the risk that the state is more accountable to 
external donors than to its population.
 
Would you say, that the foreign powers med-
dling in Afghanistan are somewhat responsible 
for the situation Afghanistan is in today?
For sure, though it’s double, because the tremen-
dous developments over the last two decades are 
also due to foreign support. After 2001, Afghani-
stan had the opportunity to start afresh. Without 
the international community, Afghanistan might 
have continued being a forgotten and underdevel-
oped area in the world. However, international in-
terference has also been part of creating the mess 
which Afghanistan has been in the last 30-40 years 
through direct invasions or proxy wars. Afghani-
stan has a diversity of ethnic and religious groups 
which some foreign powers have exploited, put-
ting them against each other.
 
On a final note, do you feel optimistic about the 
long-term future, around 100 years, of Afghan-
istan?
I’m glad you mentioned this because if you take a 
long-term perspective, two or three generations, 
yes, I’m optimistic. I think that all countries and 
all people that go through war and suffering soon-
er or later get out of it. The paths towards devel-
opment are many and conditions vary in different 
parts of the world. Afghanistan has a long journey 
ahead, but the basic structures that one day will 
sustain peace and development are slowly being 
put in place. Of course, there are a lot of clouds 
ahead, but Afghanistan is a country with tre-
mendous potential and courageous people, and I 
really do believe that one day it will be a country 
free from poverty, violence, and discrimination. 
And the Swedish Committee for Afghanistan will 
keep working with and for Afghans until that day 
comes. Å

Andreas Stefansson
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