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Fditors Note

The fireworks at the beginning of 2026 marked not only the turn of
a calendar, but the start of a new quarter of a century. Yet the mood
felt different from the optimism that once surrounded the close of
the twentieth century. The idea that history had settled into a
predictable path has faded. Instead, the past 25 years have
reminded us that change rarely follows a straight line.

This is the spirit behind this issue: After the End of History—Rupture,
Resistance, Reinvention. We look at unfinished revolutions and ask
what remains when the headlines move on. We explore how
markets have become arenas of geopolitical competition, how digital
power reshapes influence, and how movements once full of
momentum can lose their appeal. We reflect on the resurgence of
assertive nationalism and on the growing urgency of climate
governance in a world that feels both more connected and more
fragile.

This is the only issue produced solely by UPF this year, and we
wanted it to feel meaningful. It brings together different voices,
perspectives and formats, but also highlights something simple and
important: collaboration. We are especially pleased to republish
three pieces from our Webzine, giving printed form to work that
usually lives online. Moving these articles from screen to paper is a
small but tangible sign of the shared effort that connects the
branches of The Perspective Media.

We are equally proud to feature two photojournalism projects shot
entirely on analogue film. In the early 2000s, film photography was
widely considered finished, replaced by digital speed and
convenience. Yet renewed interest in recent years has brought
analogue production back to life. There is something quietly fitting
in that revival. In an era dominated by feeds and constant updates,
analogue photography asks us to slow down, to look more carefully,
and to sit with what we see, perhaps, in a more human way.

As we step into this new quarter century, we do so without easy
certainties. But perhaps that is not a weakness. It is an invitation to
stay curious, to question what we once assumed, and to continue the
conversation together.

Sincerely,

Olivia and Filippo
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UPF President's Address

Dear Readers,

As we reflect on the first twenty-five years of the twenty-first century, it becomes clear how
profoundly the world has changed. New geopolitical realities, technological advances, and
global challenges have reshaped international affairs and the way we understand our role
within it. In times like these, spaces for discussion, curiosily, and critical engagement are
more important than ever.

UPF Lund continues to be one of those spaces. Over the past semester, our members and
committees have worked tirelessly to organise events, produce thoughtful publications, and
create opportunities for students to engage with global issues. These efforts reflect the
dedication and enthusiasm that define our association. I would like to extend my sincere
thanks to everyone who contributes their time and energy to UPF Lund. Your commitment
makes all of this possible.

Looking back, we can be proud of what our community has achieved. Each lecture,
publication, event, and discussion contributes to our broader mission: encouraging students
to explore international affairs and to engage with the world beyond Lund. Looking ahead,
as the global landscape continues to evolve, UPF Lund will remain a place for new ideas and
new voices.

Building on what has already been accomplished, I'm excited to see us continuing to grow
and strengthen our community throughout the remainder of the operational year.

Enjoy your reading!

Ella Hellerup
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Interested in the European Union’s role in
local, regional, national, European or global
challenges?

Visit the Centre for European Studies’ website for
information about activities that may benefit your learning
and thesis work, including funding opportunities for field
studies and a Best Thesis Award.

Also, subscribe to our Swedish-language blog
Europakommentaren.eu.

Centre for European Studies LLUND
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ter the End of History

Hanna Simona Allas | Opinion

In 1989, the US-born political scientist Francis
Fukuyama wrote an intriguing essay titled “The End
of History?” in which he tried to make sense of the
new reality the world was facing. As the Soviet
Union was showing signs of collapse, thus making
the Cold War wage its last |deologlcal bau]es
Fukuyama sensed that something si ant was
about to happen, or mor scifically, was about to
stop happenmg. He predicted that history—

M’s constant  struggle for ideological r
hegemony—had come to an end.

Fukuyama argued that while there would still be
political events and conflicts between nations, the
“unabashed victory of economic and political
liberalism” had made it unlikely that any political
system could rival the “universalization of Western
liberal democracy” in the future. Communism and
socialism in its various forms had proved -
themselves unfit for the modern age, and fascism
had been defeated on the battlefields of World War
I1. Thus, Fukuyama saw no room for any more
major political shifts and concluded that history as
such was going to end with the arrival of the 1990s.

The first major cracks in this theory appeared after
the September 11 terrorist attacks in 2001. The
following year, in his State of the Union address,
President Bush introduced the “axis of evil”
narrative, making it clear that a
with-us-or-against-us  war of _id }

underway. Fuk idnot give up on his theory,
71 Tabeled the. terrorist attacks as a security issue
rather than an ideological battle. He also insisted
the Bush administration was ‘overreacting’.
However, this raised a question whether or not
much of history  that Fukuyama had predicted an

end to—had been formed by moments exactly like E

this: humans over- or underreacting in fear, grief
and anger. Could it be that Fukuyama failed to
consider the wild card in any carefully crafted
theory: human emotion?
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After the End of History

Furthermore, this may not have been the only thing
that Fukuyama missed. A trigger for a strong
response  also when  the
environment around us is becoming hostile in
other ways. Amid an accelerating climate crisis,
access to natural resources, whether for survival or
for creating long-term competitive advantage, has
become the primary driver of conflict. Control over
rare earth minerals, renewable energy reserves, and
fossil fuels will determine which states will have the
strongest position to shape the rest of the 2lst
century. To secure this position, critical
infrastructure and fertile land will be guarded, and
if necessary, fought over.

emotional oceurs

One could, of course, argue that these kinds of

conflicts would not necessarily need to be
ideological, and that liberal democracy can still
prevail. However, the core issue with that statement
regards an important historical lesson: while
democracy is arguably the most just and humane
form of governing, it often fails to provide tools for
dealing with crises and anxious masses of people.
Fighting over resources may not be caused by
ideological diflerences, but it may make people
receplive and even expectant of ideologies that
emphasise the idea of belonging and strong
leadership. These ideologies may also prioritise
rapid decision-making that may negatively impact
marginalised groups and favour the belief that
‘might is right’, thus, offering an alternative for the
current democratic system.

This is well-illustrated by the ongoing rise of the
far-right political parties in Europe, a response Lo, at
least partly, security and immigration concerns, as
well as economic discontent, including rising
energy cosls. Global markets and diplomatic
alliances have been shaken with Trumpist
tarifl-policies which larget historical allies of the
United States as much as its direct compelitors.

What is more, this all takes place on a backdrop of

Ukraine fighting the Russian full-scale invasion,
President  Donald  Trump issuing a heavy
intervention with the Venezuelan government and
threatening to push through “a deal” to take control
of Greenland, and ongoing tensions in Taiwan
regarding China.

The red thread running through these examples is
—although not limited to—a fight for resources, be
it natural energy sources, including oil and gas, rare
earth minerals, agricultural land and/or production
capacities (e.g. of microchips). Furthermore, these
situations have had a much wider effect: as a result
of heightened security concerns, Finland, Estonia,
Latvia, Lithuania, and Poland have moved to with-

draw from the Ottawa Treaty, one of the key pillars
of the rules-based international order. Furthermore,
the Hungarian government has used their veto
power to obstruct EU decision-making on critical
issues, while maintaining closer ties to Russia,
exposing vulnerabilities in the EU's
consensus-based system.

Thus, the ‘universal Western liberal democracy’
seems to be under continuous threat, both in
Europe as well as in the United States. At the same
time, growing tensions regarding limited resources,
tumultuous  weather conditions, unsatisfactory
mmmigration policies, and a race for obtaining
control over sustainable energy sources, seem to be
turning ideologies not into potential end goals of
social progress like Fukuyama proposed, but tools
for gaining something valuable, often at the expense
ol someone else.

Thus, even though liberal democracy might (and
hopefully will) still prevail, it will not do so without
struggle. As long as members of humankind stand
face-to-face with uncertainty and feel their basic
needs (access to food, heal and drinking water)
being potentially unmet, liberal democracy will
always be threatened by populist movements and
authoritarian  regimes. Therefore, looking at
Fukuyama’s essay in 2026, it seems that history is far
from being over. In fact, some of history's mosl
defining struggles may still lie ahead.

Fighting over
resources may not be
caused by ideological
differences, but it may
make people receptive
and even expectant of

ideologies that
emphasise the idea of
belonging and strong
leadership
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Independence? How

Europes Two Biggest

Independence
Movements [.ost Their
Allure

Leo Elfors & Olov Loyd | Analysis

r[hr'oughoul the 2Ist century, two European
independence movements have risen to political
prominence and | then lost much of. their
momentum: one in Catalonia and one in Scotland.
Both seek independence from their respective
states, Spain and the United Kingdom, have deep
historical ties, and share themes of tactical
miscalculation and missed opportunities. Yet, the
ways in which the movements were brought down
differ significantly, revealing contrasting
approaches to managing secessionist pressure in
contemporary Europe.

The Catalan independence movement, which secks
independence - of Catalonia from.. Spain, has
historical roots stretching back™ centuries, with
modern political nationalism growing stronger in

the mid-1800s. However, the contemporary phase of

the movement is largely a phenomenon of the 21st
century. During the early 2000s, Catalan nationalists
largely pursued a  more moderate position
compared to ecarlier, focusing on expanded
autonomy rather than outright secession. This more
moderate position enabled negotiations and, later
on, an agreement between the Spanish government

in Madrid and the semi-autonomous government of’
Catalonia in.2006, which in-turn led to a further
divestment of powers to the ‘Generalidad “de
Cataluna’—the -~ Catalan parliament ruling the
autonomous community.

That accommodation, however, proved fragile. In
2009, -the” Spanish constitutional scourt declared
some-of the statutes in_the agreement illegal.- For
many Catalan ‘independence.  activists, - this
symbolised the limits of what could be achicved
within the existing constitutional order. Protests
followed, and support for independence increased
the  following  years.  Frustrated, . Catalan
independence activists took to the streets:in protest
of the decision.

Thus, a “eonfrontation between the steadfast
establishmentin Madrid and their equally steadfast
Catalan adversary began to seem mevitable. In 2017,
the Generalidad de Cataluna passed a bill allowing
an independence referendum, which then passed.
Despite heavy criticism, the Catalan parliament
voted yes to independence —although the result
ended up being heavily skewed due to the social
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and political controversy. The Spanish government
responded forcefully by revoking Catalonia’s
autonomous status, thus putting it under direct
government control. Moreover, arrest warrants were
issued for key figures involved in organising the
independence and  subsequent
declaration of independence.

referendum

In the years following the (failed) referendum, the
Spanish political landscape has undergone a
noticeable shift concerning Catalan independence.

In the 2024 regional Catalan parliamentary
elections—in contrast to a decades-old tradition—
parties against independence won the election with
54% of the vole.

Several factors help explain this development.
Public opinion surveys point towards the rise of a
new generation of Catalans—including young
Spanish-Catalan people as well as immigrants from
other countries and other parts of Spain—who no
longer see any value in pursuing independence.
Additionally, a large part of the population identifies

as both Spanish and Catalan, suggesting a rise of
dual identities. At the same time, the firm refusal of

Catalan independence by the Spanish government
and the Spanish courts may also contribute to this
shift. Although the Sanchez government has begun
pursuing a policy of detente towards politicians
involved with Catalan independence eflorts, it has
simultaneously refused a vole on independence
itself.

Moving north, the Scottish independence
movemenl—which has long been a thorn in the
side of many governments in Westminster—
presents a parallel but distinct case. Similarly to the

For many Catalan
independence
activists, this
symbolised the limits
of what could be
achieved within the
existing constitutional
order

Catalan case, the Scotlish independence movement
rests on deep historical foundations. Unul 1707,
Scotland had been an independent kingdom, but
through the Acts of Union in 1707, the Kingdom of
England and the Kingdom of Scotland were
politically joined into Great Britain. However, the
Acts of Union were predicated on a power

imbalance  with a  marginalised  Scottish
represenlation, and thus the desire for Scottish
independence persisted over the centuries.

During  the 20th  century, the Scottish
independence movement grew bigger with the
growth of the Scottish National Party (SNP).
Eventually, this led the British government to hold a
referendum on Scollish autonomy in 1997. The
referendum saw a strong victory for greater Scottish
autonomy, and granted the region ils own
parliament and control over fiscal matters such as
healthcare and police. Nevertheless, the British
government retained control over defence and
foreign policy decisions.

The increased autonomy empowered the Scottish
voice, and, with the victory of the SNP in the
Scottish parliamentary election in 2007, paved the
way for a referendum on Scottish independence in
2014. In this way, the UK government took a
completely opposing approach in settling the
question of independence compared to the Spanish
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government, The gamble did however pay ofl; as the
unionist side —campaigning for Scotland to remain
part of the UK—won a solid 55% victory, partly
thanks to a newly awakened sense of British
patriotism.

Although some argued that the failed referendum
should have settled the matter, the Scottish
independence movement endured and the Brexit
referendum in 2016 brought a new sense of urgency
to the independence movement, as Scotland voted
to remain in the EU while England and Wales voted
to leave. Once again, the feeling that Scotland’s
voice was not being heard nor listened to had
returned. The political stage now seemed to be
perfectly set for a new reinvigorated Scottish
nationalism to take hold. However—as was the case
with Catalonia—a kind of political exhaustion had
begun to take a toll on the Scottish electorate. The
main argument for independence —joining the EU

is also undermined by the fact that Scotland
trades more with the rest of the UK than with the
EU. The economic uncertainty independence
would result in would be potentially devastating for
the newly formed country, even if they became part
of the EU (which is far from certain).

A prevalent theme within the Scottish population
has been the generally strong association with the
Scottish identity. Concurrently, there has also long
existed a relatively strong sense of British identity

among many Scots, with this dual identity at times
reaching as much as 60% of the population.

However, support for British-Scottish identity has
significantly weakened in recent years, dropping to
around 25%. By comparison, in Catalonia, a
significant portion of the population (around 50%)
continue to maintain Spanish-Catalan dual identity.
The decline in British identity is more likely a sign
of dissatisfaction with the current status quo, rather
than a longing for independence.

Although both
movements faced
political challenges
and moments of
opportu nill\, the w ay
each government
responded
fundamentally shaped
their trajectories.

When assessing this, one could imagine that the
Scottish independence movement has gained
significant ground in recent years. However, one
must keep in mind that support for Scottish
independence has become inextricably linked with
support for the SNP. The fact that there was one
single strong independence party was an advantage
for the Scottish nationalists, in stark contrast to the
divided and floundering Catalans. However,
following two changes of leadership within the SNP,
its governance has become deeply unpopular. Thus,
the question put before the Scots is: do they want to
cither join a stagnating Europe under the guidance
of an uninspiring prime minister, or stay within a
stagnating UK?

Although  both  movements faced political
challenges and moments of opportunity, the way
cach government responded fundamentally shaped
their trajectories. In other words: the main
difference is that the UK government let the
Scottish independence movement hang itself, while
the Spanish government bullied Catalonia into
submission.
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Bloody Hands and
Saffron Futures: Hindu
Nationalism in the 21st

century
Tara Srikkanth | Analysis

I the last days of February 2002 and for several

weeks therealter, blood stained the streets of

Gujarat. As armed mobs rampaged through the
Western Indian state, upwards of 2000 people were
killed, more than 100 000 were internally displaced,
women were subjected to unimaginable sexual
violence, and homes, shops, and mosques were

attacked and burned. The enactors and targets of
unmistakeable —groups  of

the carnage were
right-wing Hindus had zeroed in on the state’s
Muslim communilies.

The violence was sparked by the eruption of a fire in
a train car carrying Hindus returning from a
pilgrimage to the Babri Masjid—the site of further
controversy and communal division. 58 Hindus
died in the fire, and despite its origins being
unclear, it was soon blamed on the Muslim
communily.

The 2002 Gujarat riots are infamous not only for
their brutality, but also for the impunity enjoyed by
the culprits. Most famous among them is India’s
current head of state—Prime Minister Narendra
Modi. Modi—who was chief minister of the state of
Gujarat at the time of the riots—has long faced
accusations of complicity in the outbreak of
violence, although a team appointed by the
Supreme Court failed to find sufficient evidence to
prosecute him in 2012, a decision that was upheld
ten years later.

Despite being dogged by these accusations, Modi
and his Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) proceeded to

to head three consecutive coalition governments,
winning an outright majority in the 2019 elections.
The fervour did not abate with time, either. The
results of the 2024 elections were historic— Modi
became the second prime minister in Indian history
to win three consecutive terms after the country’s
first prime minister, Jawaharlal Nehru. That Modi
has been able to achieve this feat, despite being
followed by allegations of allowing the violence of
the Gujarat riots for most of his political carcer,
seems telling of the nature of Hindu nationalism
and the state of India in the 21st century. Indeed,
Hindu nationalism (a variant of which is the
ethno-nationalist, far-right ideology known as
‘Hindutva’ meaning ‘Hinduness’) has thrived under
the leadership of PM Modi.

Catarina Kinnvall —professor of political science
and director of the Swedish South Asian Studies
Network (SASNET) in Lund—credits this electoral
and popular success to the BJP’s ability to unify the
middle class both in India and abroad, and their
ability to unite their supporters against a common
enemy. While there are some events—like the
demolition of Babri Masjid, the Gujarat riots, or the
26/11 terrorist attacks in Mumbai—that have gained
more attention and generated more animosity than
others, Kinnvall says that what matters more than
the event itself is the way it is spun by politicians
and media.

Every time events such as these play out, Hindu
nationalists seize on the opportunity to reinvent the
myth of the Muslim Other.
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Every time events such as these play out, Hindu
nationalists seize on the opportunity to reinvent the
myth of the Muslim Other. This allows for a
construction of Muslims—both inside and outside
India—as permanent aggressors, feeding into the
narrative of victimisation that underpins Hindu
nationalism. Apart from just religious division, the
BJP has played on voters’ economic situation to win
votes. As long as there is some perceived economic
benefit to voting for the BJP, convincing people to
look to other parties and politicians for solutions
will be a complex task.

The Hindu nationalist construction of Hindus and
Muslims as eternal, irreconcilable rivals has had
wider-reaching consequences than communal
violence. In 2019, nationwide protests were
triggered when the BJP government presented the
Citizenship Amendment Bill, an amendment to the
1955 Citizenship Act. The bill fast-tracked the
citizenship process for Hindus, Sikhs, Christians,
Buddhists, Jains, and Parsis coming from
neighbouring  countries,  excluding ~ Muslim
migrants from the same countries. Despite loud and
widespread criticism, the bill was passed into law as
the Citizenship Amendment Act (CAA) and took
force in March 2024.

The CAA is far from the only way in which the BJP
has  demonstrated its  slow slide  toward
authoritarianism — the last decade has been marked
by internet shutdowns, arbitrary detentions,

restrictions of academic and media freedom, and
the use of spyware against Indian citizens. This
gradual curtailment of civil and political rights is a

Suyash Dwivedi | Members of Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) marching with the saffron flag, 2016

cornerstone of authoritarian governance and can,
increasingly, be seen in various forms all over the
world.

As a tool to unite people against a common enemy,
temporarily effacing differences (like caste) that
otherwise would have kept them firmly apart,
Islamophobia is a weapon in the arsenal of political
movements in more countries than just India. The
rhetoric that echoes in the streets of Delhi—of
Muslims that plot to take over the country and
replace other cultures with their own-—can be
heard in Stockholm, London, and Washington, too.
This rhetoric is as effective as it is divisive and
corrosive, and its effects are being reflected not just
in legislation but in attitudes among everyday
people, who begin to view their neighbours and
former friends with suspicion and fear.

Still, not all hope is lost. While nationalist and
authoritarian forces have progressed at an alarming
rate in India, mirroring a development that can be
seen all around the globe, there are still some forces
that are resisting. According to professor Kinnvall,
student movements, women’s groups, civil society
organisations, and academics across India and in
the diaspora are putting up a fight against the
narrow, homogenous India that the BJP envisions.
In defiance of the saffron-tinged future that Hindu
nationalists seek to build in the wreckage left by
riots and demolitions, it is up to us to imagine a
country that is made stronger through its diversity
—one that is more beautiful for its wealth of
languages, cultures and religions.

Wikimedia Commons | CC BY
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Tahrir Square, Cairo, Egypt | by Nomena Andrianjafy

Fifteen Years After

Tahrir:

F.choes of an

Unfinished Revolution

Nomena Andrianjafy | Interview

On December 10, 2010, a Tunisian street vendor
named Mohamed Bouazizi set himself on fire in
response to the city confiscating his cart, and his
death marked the beginning of the Tunisian
Revolution. This unprecedented popular
mobilisation quickly spread over North Africa in a
phenomenon now known as the ‘Arab Spring’.

On January 25, 2011, thousands of Egyptians took

over Tahrir Square in Cairo, calling for the
departure of Hosni Mubarak, who had been
president since 1981 and had led the country with
increasing brutality and human rights abuses. In
Egypt, Tahrir Square became a physical symbol of
the revolution, where tents were set up, food
distributed, and —for the first time in many years—
there was a place for political discussion.
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A few weeks ago, people in Egypt celebrated the
fifteenth anniversary of the revolution. For this
occasion, | interviewed a friend, Marwan®, on his
thoughts about Tahrir Square’s legacy.

How old were you in 2011, and what do you
remember from this period?

“I was seven years old when the revolution
happened, so I was very young and not directly
involved in the events. However, I clearly remember
how life suddenly changed. Before the revolution,
we used to go out often and stay outside until late at
night. Once the events began, that became
impossible. We stayed at home, and people in our
neighbourhood organised themselves to protect
our street after theft and violence spread. 1
remember young men gathering and using
anything they could find as weapons, like bottles,
wooden sticks, even kitchen knives.”

At its peak, what do you think Tahrir Square
symbolised to Egyptians?

“Tahrir  Square, even from its name, means
‘liberation’. At its peak, it symbolised resistance,
dignity, and revolution. Today, when we look at it, it
feels like a mix of proud memory, painful nostalgia,
and unfinished emotions.”

How do you think young people viewed the events
of Tahrir Square at the time, compared to how
they view it today?

“At the time, many young people saw it as hope and
areal opportunity for change. Today, | think feelings
are more complicated. It is a mix of pride,
disappointment, and reflection.”

Do you feel the story of what happened there is
being preserved, reshaped or forgotten:

“I' think there have been attempts to reshape or
minimise the story. Sometimes it is described as
chaos rather than a revolution. But in my opinion, it
cannot be erased. Almost every Egyptian family was
affected in some way —whether through loss, injury,
or personal experience. Through films, songs, and
memories, it is still present. We may distance
ourselves from it sometimes, but we do not forget.”

Do you feel your own understanding of these

events has changed as you grew older? In what
ay?

way?

“Yes, definitely. As a child, I did not fully understand
what was happening. As I grew older, I began to see

the political and social complexities behind the
events, not just the emotions.”

Looking back after fifteen years, what do you
think was gained, even if outcomes did not match
expectations?

“In my opinion, the main goals were not fully
achieved. However, something important began. A
new political awareness was created, especially
ﬂl’]]()”g .\"(,)l] ”g l)(‘,‘,()l)]e‘

Do you think the spirit of 2011 is completely gone,
has been transformed, or is waiting for another
form?

“I' do not think it is gone. I think it is quiet, maybe
waiting for another form or another moment.
People may step back for some time, but they do not
completely forget.”

Do you think people your age hesitate to talk
openly about it? Why?

“Yes, I believe many people my age hesitate to talk
about it openly, mostly out of fear or caution.”

How have these events shaped the way young
people think about politics, change, or
participation in Egypt?

“At the time, the events encouraged many young
people to participate politically and believe in
change. Over time, that enthusiasm decreased, but
the experience still  shaped a generation’s
understanding of politics and collective action.”

On  February 11, 2011, when Hosni Mubarak
stepped down after eighteen days of protest, Tahrir
Square stood as proof that collective action could
shake even the most entrenched power. The years
that followed, from Mohamed Morsi’s turbulent
presidency to the rise of Abdel Fattah el-Sisi, left
many feeling that the revolution’s promises had
narrowed rather than expanded.

Yet something fundamental changed.

Twenty-five years ago, much of the region seemed
politically immovable, governed by leaders whose
rule felt permanent. In 2011, the illusion broke.
Even if outcomes did not meet expectations, a
generation witnessed its own power. As Marwan
suggests, the spirit of that moment is quieter now
but endures in memory, awareness and the
understanding that permanence is a myth.

*The name of the interviewee has been anonymised.
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Svyria After Assad:
Revolution, or
Rebranded Repression?

Olivia Lindgren | Analysis

In December 2025, Syrians celebrated the one year
anniversary of the toppling of the Assad regime. For
the first time in decades, Syria stood without the
iron fist rule of the Assad family. Across both the
country and the diaspora, many celebrated the end
of an era defined by repression, surveillance, and
civil war.

Yet, while the regime’s downfall is widely
celebrated, the nature of the political order that
replaces it remains deeply contested. The central
political question is no longer whether Assad’s fall
was historic—it certainly was—but whether the
new political order represents a genuine break with
authoritarianism or merely a transformation of it.

Central to this uncertainty is the political
organisation and paramilitary Islamist group Hay’at
Tahrir al-Sham (HTS, or ‘Organisation for the
Liberation of the Levant’)—the group that led the
offensive culminating in Assad’s removal, and which
now dominates Syria’s transitional government.

The origins of HTS lie in the ecarly years of the
Syrian civil war, when it operated under another
name as an affiliate of al-Qaeda. At the time, the
group was recognised as one of the most militarily
effective jihadi groups in the fight against the Assad
regime and for its commitment to a global jihadist
ideology, and thus designated a terrorist
organisation by the United Nations Security
Couneil.

Over time, however, HTS underwent a series of

both strategic and ideological recalibrations. In
2017, after formally breaking ties with al-Qaeda, the
group merged with other factions and rebranded
itself as its current form: Hay’at Tahrir al-Shams.
This has by many been regarded as a ‘watershed
moment’ - the group gradually moved away from

global jihadism, and increasingly framed itself as a
Syrian national actor concerned with domestic
governance and stability, with the purpose of
establishing Islamic rule in Syria

This transformation was not necessarily purely
ideological. By distancing itself from transnational
jihadism, HTS also reduced international isolation,
thereby increasing the group’s prospect of
long-term survival.

Additionally, this created space for some pragmatic
engagement with Syrian state actors. In that sense,

IR R

]

O

<oz | apee

d

- A Q'.LB Sysav ]

B YoYE-\Y

0% VS-A¢g D)) | suowor) vipowunyipy | 1 o8



18 After the End of History

the transformation may also have had tactical
molives.

Following almost a decade of opposition against the
Assad  regime—ultimately  resulting in  the
overthrow of the Assad family in late 2024 —HTS’s
leader Ahmed al-Sharaa was announced as Syria’s
new president for the transitional period in January
2025. Two months later, the transitional
government, headed by al-Sharaa, was formally
announced by Syrian authorities. The temporary
government sits on a five-year mandate, tasked with
sleering Syria lowards national elections and a
permanent constitution. However, this structure has
raised concerns, as it heavily concentrates power in
the executive branch —i.e. with the President. Thus,
it has been argued that the arrangement risks

legitimising authoritarianism under the disguise of

necessily for transition. In that light, the transition
may be less of a bridge to pluralism, and more of a
mechanism to consolidate control.

Indications of HTS’s governing style can be found
in ldlib, the north-western city that HTS has ruled
for several years. After eliminating rival factions,
HTS consolidated control over the Idlib region,
eslablishing the Syrian Salvation Government
(SSG)—a civilian technocratic administrative body
—in 2017. The SSG developed a bureaucratic
structure and has been described as a tool for the
HTS in its shift towards a more practical political
approach. Yel, its rule was also marked by a tight
conslraint on civil society and political opposition.
In early 2024, protests erupted against the SSG and
ils repressive governance, human rights violations,
and economic hardship.

A kind of dual dynamic thus seems to define HTS —
while the group has steered towards a more
strategically adaptive approach and managed to
administer territory, this was done through
centralising power and suppressing opposing forces
and dissenL.

At the same time, the new leadership has sought to
eslablish international recognition and legitimacy.
Diplomatic engagements—including high-profile
meelings in Washington and Moscow—signal an
effort to reintegrale Syria into global politics.
Several European states also partially eased

sanctions on Syria following the establishment of

the transitional government, although conditioned
on the premise of inclusive governance and
minority protection.

While HTS has employed official rhetoric
emphasising the role of pluralism in the new Syria,

pledging to respect religious and ethnic minorities,
these commitments have been overshadowed by
severe violence. In March and July 2025 government
and affiliated forces were involved in mass killings
of civilians from minority groups. In March 2025,
forces swept through Alawite-majority areas of
Tartous, Latakia, and Hama, killing at least 1400
people and leaving mass graves and burned homes
behind. In  July, spread to the
Druze-majority Sweida governorate, where around
1000 people were killed, including at least 539
civilians, according to Human Rights Watch and UN
experls. Regime forces have also attacked Rojava,
the self-governed Kurdish region in north-east
Syria, and taken over large portions of its territory
as of January 2026.

violence

Such events expose a central dilemma now facing
the international community. While the fall of the
Assad regime was widely welcomed, supporting
yria’s ~ political ~ transition risks  conferring
legitimacy to a leadership whose historical and
contemporary conducl raises profound concerns,
while quietly legitimising its actions.

Ultimately, Syria’s political trajectory will depend
not only on HTS’s intentions and capacily lo
govern, bul also on pressure from rival domestic
actors and international actors’ approaches towards
Syria and its new government. The fact that HTS
has survived for over a decade, however, does reflect
an endurance and capacily lo reinvent itsell in
response Lo shifting realities. Whether these traits
will translate into an accountable government and
pragmalic state-building, or merely underpin a new
form of authoritarian rule, remains the defining
question of Syria’s new era.

The question 1s no
longer whether
L »

Assad’s fall was
historic but whether
the new order 1s a
genuine break with

(@,

authoritarianism or
|’nel"e|} a

transformation of it



My Damascus Gallery:
Stillness and Change

Santeri Ronty | Reportage

Syria had become accessible to the outside world
overnight. There I was: standing in front of one of

Those who know me know that 1 like to spend
the gates of the Old City of Damascus, Bab Sharqi.

plenty of time travelling. Unsurprisingly enough, in
June 2025, I flew from Cairo to Beirut, then crossed

the land border into Syria. I had been dreaming of

Damascus for years, and now all of it had become What follows is an exhibit of my film photos from

possible. Damascus, all shot with my trusted Canon AE-1,
with which I used my all-time favourite film Ektar

100.

After the fall of Bashar al-Assad’s Ba’athist regime,
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by Santer:

(L) Café in Khan As’ad Pasha, the largest ‘khan’ (or caravanserai) in Damascus, built in the mid-18th century.
(IL.) The Umayyad Mosque is indisputably the most known sight in all of Damascus. Built in the beginning of
the 8th century, the Umayyad Mosque is one of the oldest and largest mosques in the world. Its large courtyard
and unique mosaics make it one of the most beautiful landmarks 1 have ever visited.

(IIL) *‘Souq al-Hamidiyyah’ is the central market, or ‘souq’, in the old city. There is no better place in all of

Damascus to do your shopping: by the end of my time in Syria, my backpack was filled with spices, soap, and
perfumes from the souq. The holes in the metal roof of the souq? Said to be the result of French air raids on

the city during the Great Syrian Revolt of 1925.
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(IV. and V.) Some of the traditional Damascene courtyards have been made into cafés. This was one of them.
Above the mirror, the Syrian coat of arms that was used during the first six months of the new regime.

On my last day in Damascus, 13 June 2025, I woke
up to news about an lIsraeli attack on Iran. I had
gotten up early to find public transport back to
Lebanon to spend a few days in Beirut before my
flight back to Cairo. You may recall videos from
Beirut circulating on social media depicting a
number of missiles in the night sky around this
time. I was in Beirut then, watching the very same
missiles in the sky from my hostel’s rooftop in the
northern parts of the city. Around a week after I had
left Syria, Islamist militants targeted the Mar Elias
Church in Damascus, killing 30 people. 1 was
staying at a hotel right next to that church. Though
Syria has witnessed improved relative stability since

the regime change, these kinds of events just go to
show that the situation can deteriorate quickly.

In the end, my time in Damascus was definitely
memorable. | ate some of the best food I had ever
had, spent time with locals, bought some of the
most beautiful souvenirs, and sat at numerous
gorgeous cafés. All I regret is not being able to stay
longer and not having the opportunity to see more
of the country: Aleppo, Latakia, Palmyra, and many
others are definitely on my list. The Syria that I saw
was the Syria that I hope the world will now get to
see.
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(IX.) Spice store in the souq

by Santeri Ronty
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China, Outside the Feed:
Speed Seen Slowly
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Hong Kong is where the clock seems to have stalled.
The city still feels very early 2000s. Bilingual signs
everywhere. Roads packed with Western and
Japanese cars. Bamboo scaffolding, for now, still
holding up the skyline. Cash still changing hands
without friction. Hong Kong feels like a humid,
hyper-dense European city dropped into southern
China. Efficient, familiar, and oddly frozen.

The contrast arrives quickly. From Kat O, a small
Hakka island, the outskirts of Shenzhen rise
abruptly behind wooden boats and low houses. One
Country, Two Systems still means a physical
interruption: a border, a stamp, a pause. Then
everything accelerates. A silent 300 km/h train later,
I'am in Changsha, capital of Hunan.

This is where the last 25 years become impossible to
ignore. China 1s now effectively cashless.
Smartphones are no longer accessories but
infrastructure. Being offline is not a choice so much
as an inconvenience. And yet, continuity is
everywhere. Parks are still filled with dancing
crowds, retirees moving in loose synchrony, groups
forming and dissolving as they always have. What
has changed is mediation. Where routines were
once led by instructors with portable speakers,
Chinese social media platforms now set the
choreography, supply the soundtrack, gather the
audience, and turn these everyday performances
into something shared far beyond the park gates.




Just  outside Changsha is
Shaoshan. Mao  Zedong’s
birthplace. People arrive from
across the country. His
favourite cigarettes are placed
beside his statue. Flowers are
arranged carefully. Mao is still
here, not as nostalgia, but as
almost a stable reference point
in a society moving fast.
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Further  north,  Beijing  feels
controlled and stately. The capital has
a stern calm. Tian’anmen Square now
requires a booking. So do most major
sites. Unlike Shanghai or Shenzhen,
Beijing has stayed low. No skyscrapers
loom over the Forbidden City or the
hutongs. Life stays close to the
ground. Siheyuan courtyards now
have air conditioners, alleyways hum
with electric bikes, and old Beijingers
stll sit outside playing mahjong
when the autumn sun is kind.

From the old Beijing Railway Station,
restored to its 1950s look, green slow
trains head north. China has built
tens of thousands of kilometres of fast
and convenient high-speed rail, but |
take the slow and squeaking
Friendship Train instead. It moves at
a different pace. It leads to Dandong,
on the border with North Korea. On
the riverfront, a woman rents Korean
dresses to tourists posing with
Sinuiju behind them. Even the edge
of the map has become a destination.
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In Shenyang, Mao appears again, this time towering
over a central square. Around him: Luckin Coffee,
WeChat-unlocked  bikes, endless rows of
Chinese-made EVs. In the Shenyang Forbidden
City, posing for photos feels mandatory. Historical
costumes, playful exaggeration, influencer logic
applied to imperial space.

Even in places I expected to feel left behind, the
future is already under construction. In a historic
village in Shanxi, workers warn me about freshly
laid pavement. They are restoring the entire area.
When I tell them I came to see the locations where
films by Jia Zhangke were shot, they laugh. I arrived
justin time, they say. Soon, everything will look new
again. When 1 ask for a photograph, they gladly
pose, smiling with pride at their role in the steady
march of progress.

Over the past 25 years, China has changed in ways
that go beyond infrastructure and wealth. Time
itself feels compressed. Photographs taken in 2015
already sound like echoes of a transition now largely
complete, a moment | am glad I did not miss.
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American Hegemony in

the Digital -

ra: Stability

or Decline?
Erika Ellingsworth | Analysis

For some, the last twenty-five years have been
marked by a transformation from life with
analogue media and limited, stationary access to the
internet—to a life of digitalisation, with constant
exposure to mass and social media. For others, this
is the only known reality. The early 2000s were

shaped by new technologies and the emergence of

social media platforms. While platforms such as
You'Tube, Facebook, and Instagram were launched
during this time, it was not until the 2010s that they
became truly omnipresent, just as Gen Z had grown
old enough to use them. These developments
brought in a new digital culture — one that was also,
unavoidably, American. How has the American
technological hegemony affected us, and where are
we headed?

It 1s difficult to identify ajstarting point at which
digital media became a comstant presence. What
can be observed, however. is that the 2010s marked
a time when the internet became the domain of Gen
7. Millions of watchers floeked to YouTube and
newly founded Instagram. Soon, everyone was
watching American films shopping hauls, and
mukbangs. Digital culture beeame its own, separate
vet inseparable from thephysical world. The
language was English, amd“the aesthetics were
playful, colourful and brighteBeneath this surface,
however, American valucs fwere central, even if
concealed by consumerism and lifestyle content. To
young European Gen 7. America appeared as a
playground—a place full fofmoney, fun, and
freedom.

Mario Sessions | Unsplash
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Digital culture became
Its own, separate yet
inseparable from the

physical world

Digital culture has never been separable from
American  culture, as leading technological
companies have mainly been American. From 2005
to 2012, media platforms like Facebook and
YouTube exploded on the internet, and the
American economy allowed for largely unrestricted
growth in Silicon Valley. America—which already
held hegemonic power over the Western world —
was further eslablished as a global epicentre. In
turn, European youth grew up exposed to an
oversaturated digital culture in which life on the
other side of the Atlantic was instantly idealised.
American ideals were transferred onto trends and
movements worldwide. I’ any generation was raised
under American hegemony, it was Gen Z, and they
contlinue lo carry it with them.

Just as difficult as it is to determine the beginning of

American influence over European Gen Z, it is
equally diflicult to identify what many view as the
beginning of the end. At some slage, Europeans—
much like a nation colonised by a sovereign power
—began to criticise the culture they had been living
under. A growing consensus emerged: not only was
American politics increasingly questioned, but
American slereolypes of loudness, ignorance, and
disrespect also gained traction.

While being far from over, American cultural power
became, if' not compromised, criticised. Not long
alter, American politics seemed lo escalate
drastically, from the 2024 election of Donald Trump
to a slew of extreme events. In 2025, Venezuelan
drug boats were bombed by the U.S. government, a
development which ultimately ended with the
capture of Maduro in January 2026. The Epstein
files were intermittently released and censored,
seemingly with no noteworthy consequences to the
president. Perhaps most egregiously for the Nordic
population, Trump threatened to bring Greenland
under U.S. control in early 2026. The ways in which
American power was suddenly brought closer to
Europe than previously imagined led to a new,
uneasy consensus: America is both an impending
threat and an essence to the digital and cultural
existence.

Today, European Gen Z faces a dilemma. Ever
fascinated by America and raised by its pervasive
cultural power, they watch. They watch as the U.S.—
the country they grew up to idealise—appears to
rapidly dismantle its democratic foundations, while
increasingly threatening the world around it. They
speak with American accents they picked up from
watching American YouTube on American iPads,
picking apart everything that seems to be going
wrong with that distant, elusive place. One must
wonder whether this moment represents a true
turning point for American hegemony, or if its sheer
power will leave us all helpless. Helpless, not only in
the face of military or political aggression, but also
under the dominance of American culture, which —
with  the risk of sounding nationalistic—
continuously makes Europe turn toward the other
side of the Atlantic rather than on our own
continent, or, dare we ever imagine it, the east.

This is certainly a pessimistic view, one that
imagines Europeans as colonised by a great distant
power, unable to free themselves from something as
vague yet potent as culture. America has shaped the
Western world long before the internet, but digital
media has widened and saturated its reach. If
anything, the compounding of American digital
culture has granted American hegemony a new form
of influence: the power of being perceived as
natural. American culture was long—as if by
coincidence, rather than design—disguised as
digitalisation itself. Now, as the United States shows
signs of political and, consequently, cultural decay,
that influence becomes visible.

They speak with
American accents they
picked up from
watching American
Youtube on American
1Pads, picking apart
everything that seems
to be going wrong
with that distant,
elusive place



















































