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An Introduction from 
the Editor 
 
Sarah McNeil 
 

he Atlantic International Studies 
(ATLIS) Journal is Canada’s first peer-
reviewed, academic journal strictly for 

undergraduate students. Published at Mount 
Allison University in Sackville, New 
Brunswick, the Journal is in its eleventh year 
and is garnering increasing attention. Its 
nationally archived copies are held in the United 
Nations Department of Peacekeeping 
Operations Office of Military Affairs in New 
York. 

The purpose of the ATLIS Journal is to provide 
undergraduate students in Atlantic Canada an 
opportunity to showcase their research and 
engage thoughtfully with their peers. The 
Journal is interdisciplinary and encourages 
submissions from students in any year of their 
undergraduate degree.  

This year, the theme of ATLIS’ annual 
conference held at Mount Allison University 
was, “Rights, Institutions, and Truth: Pursuing 
International Justice.” We were fortunate to host 
Dr. Joanna Quinn from the University of 
Western Ontario, who spoke on the 
complexities of transitional justice in Canada 
and around the world.  

While most years the ATLIS executive matches 
the Journal theme with that of the conference, 
the ATLIS team of 2014-2015 decided to create 
this year’s Journal without a theme in order to 
encourage submissions that covered a diverse 
set of topics. The Journal opens with an essay 

that relays the author’s findings from his 
primary research on natural resource 
development in Greenland and Nunavut. 
Following this, two essays by separate authors 
address different security issues that have arisen 
in Somalia since the collapse of Mohamed Siad 
Barre’s government in 1991. Readers interested 
in improving their understanding of the present 
situation in Somalia are encouraged to read both 
of these analyses. The reader will then find a 
fascinating theoretical analysis of Russia’s 
annexation of Crimea and a discussion of where 
this leaves U.S.-Russian relations. This is 
followed by an anthropological essay on the 
Māori people of New Zealand and the 
challenges surrounding the protection of 
indigenous traditions through intellectual 
property rights legislation.  The Journal 
concludes with a feminist critique of 
microfinance organizations in development 
work. As the journal editor this year, I am 
pleased with the calibre of the essays that have 
been selected by myself, the assistant editor, and 
the peer-reviewers. I hope that the exchange of 
feedback and engagement between the authors 
and reviewers made the creation of this Journal 
a positive and enriching experience for all 
involved. 

T 

ATLIS was created in the winter of 2003 at 
Mount Allison University with the purpose of 
fostering informed undergraduate participation 
in international issues through scholarship and 
social and political engagement. ATLIS actively 
seeks partnerships with other organizations 
and clubs, universities, faculty, and experts in 
diverse fields of international studies. 

ATLIS is run by students for students. For more 
information or to get involved, visit 
atlismta.org or email us at atlis@mta.ca. 
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Oil and Ice: 
 
Natural Resource Governance 
in the High Arctic 
 
Graham May* 
 

BACKGROUND OF THIS STUDY 
 

rom June to August 2014 I completed a 
qualitative research project in western 
Greenland and eastern Nunavut. The 

objective of this project was to investigate the 
existing provisions in Greenland and Nunavut 
for community-based management and 
community engagement in oil and mineral 
development decision-making.  
 
This paper outlines some of the findings of my 
research on the environmental, political, and 
economic context in which oil and 
mineral development takes place 
in Greenland and Nunavut. It 
commences by establishing the 
context of natural resource 
development in Arctic North 
America, including the negative 
impacts of centrally-planned 
mining projects in the mid-
twentieth century. The 
introductory section also describes 
the current sense of opportunity in 
Arctic natural resource 
development, limited by the 
ongoing need for careful 
regulation and increased response capacity. The 
paper proceeds by describing Greenland’s 
context for oil and mineral development, 
spurred by high infrastructure and the politics of 
devolution, but held back by questions of 
economic sustainability, especially the need to 

                                                        
* To request transcripts, author may be contacted at 
grahamhrmay@gmail.com.  

protect the Greenlandic fish and shellfish 
industry. Nunavut’s context stands in stark 
contrast. It holds far higher proven reserves of 
hydrocarbons, but underdeveloped 
infrastructure and a complex regulatory regime 
that empowers Inuit community engagement, 
but may discourage investment in resource 
development. The paper concludes with 
surprising revelations on the significance of 
climate change for Arctic resource 
development. There is also a small section 
dedicated to research methodology, technical 
challenges, and potential limitations of this 
study.  
 

OIL AND MINERAL DEVELOPMENT IN 
GREENLAND AND NUNAVUT 

 
The resource management relationship between 
Arctic communities, corporations, and 
governments has been controversial since the 
colonization of the North American Arctic. 

Natural resource management is 
felt intimately in the North. This 
is especially true in isolated 
and/or Aboriginal communities 
that depend for survival on 
subsistence resources from their 
environment, and often hold 
strong cultural and spiritual 
bonds with local land and 
ecosystems.1 Until the early- to 
mid- 20th century, isolated Arctic 
communities governed their local 
resources without outside 
interference, and did so in an 
arguably more sustainable 

manner. These traditional resource management 
institutions have come into conflict today with 
territorial or state resource governance 
institutions, and with corporate resource 
management practices, especially in 

                                                        
1 Jessica M. Shadian, "Of Whales and Oil: Inuit Resource 
Governance and the Arctic Council," Polar Record 
(2013): 392. 

F 

“MELTING ICE AND 
WARMING CLIMATES 
MAKE ARCTIC 
RESOURCES MORE 
ACCESSIBLE FOR 
EXTRACTION… BUT 
SIMULTANEOUSLY PUT 
ARCTIC ECOLOGIES, 
HUMAN HEALTH, AND 
TRADITIONAL WAYS OF 
LIFE AT RISK.”  
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comparatively new sectors such as oil and 
mineral development.  
 
Oil and mineral development has historically 
caused negative environmental impacts in 
Greenland and Nunavut, affecting health and 
access to subsistence food resources in local 
communities.2 At the same time, oil and mineral 
development represents an opportunity for 
communities in Greenland and Nunavut to raise 
incomes, improve relatively low levels of basic 
infrastructure, and devolve political control 
from southern state governments. Arctic 
communities stand to benefit from natural 
resource development, but only if development 
can be negotiated on the terms of Northerners. 
This may include local employment and co-
ownership, co-management regimes, 
incorporation of traditional indigenous 
knowledge, strict controls on sensitive 
environments, and other initiatives.  
 
Today, in the context of climate change, 
expanding technology, and nascent Arctic oil 
and mineral economies, conversations 
surrounding Arctic resource development are 
more relevant than ever. Melting ice and 
warming climates make Arctic resources more 
accessible for extraction in the mid- to long-
term, but simultaneously put Arctic ecologies, 
human health, and traditional ways of life at 
risk.3 Crucial for communities are subsistence 
food stocks and living resource economies, 
which may suffer from climate changes and/or 
increased resource development. Arctic climate 
                                                        
2 Arn Keeling and John Sandlos, "Environmental Justice 
Goes Underground? Historical Notes from Canada's 
Northern Mining Frontier," Environmental Justice (2009): 
117; Frank Sejersen, "Efterforskning og udnyttelse af 
råstoffer i Grønland i historisk perspektiv," Copenhagen: 
Ilisimatusarfik & University of Copenhagen, January 
2014; Anders Mosbech, "Miljøeffekter af råstofaktiviteter 
i Grønland - Hvad er de mulige effekter på natur og miljø, 
og hvordan kan påvirkningen bedst reguleres?," Roskilde: 
Ilisimatusarfik, University of Copenhagen, January 2014. 
3 Minik Rosing, "Den geologiske baggrund for Grønlands 
naturressourcer." Copenhagen: Ilisimatusarfik, University 
of Copenhagen, January 2014. 

change also damages community infrastructure 
(for example, through permafrost melt), 
compounding existing problems of inadequate 
housing and community services, and increasing 
the need for new sources of community income. 
Natural resource exploitation may alleviate 
some of the impacts of Arctic climate change 
and community challenges, but only if 
transparently discussed and carefully regulated.  
 

GREENLAND: THE CONTEXT FOR OIL 
AND MINERAL DEVELOPMENT 

 
Greenland has a large known quantity of hard 
minerals, and is expected to hold large 
quantities of oil and gas.4 Under ideal 
conditions, hard minerals could start to 
contribute significantly to Greenland’s economy 
in 5-10 years, and oil in 20-50 years, while gas 
exploitation is expected to take much longer.5 In 
recent years, Danish, Greenlandic, and 
international media have portrayed Greenland’s 
natural resource development as rapidly and 
dramatically evolving. In fact, mineral 
extraction has been conducted in Greenland 
since the 1840s, often on a large scale.6 A total 
of 14 exploratory oil and gas wells have been 
drilled in Greenlandic territorial waters, all of 
them in Baffin Bay, between Greenland and 
Nunavut. However, no drilling has been 
conducted since 2011. Furthermore, no 
company has yet declared a commercially 
viable find, and thus no off-shore hydrocarbon 
exploitation has yet taken place in Greenlandic 
waters.  
 
Greenlandic resource management has changed 
significantly in recent decades. Most 
importantly, in 1979 Greenland first 
                                                        
4 Ibid. 
5 Committee for Greenlandic Mineral Resources to the 
Benefit of Society, To the Benefit of Greenland 
(Nuussuaq & Copenhagen: Illisimatusarfik, University of 
Greenland & University of Copenhagen, 2014), 11. 
6 Jonas Nielsen, interview by Graham May. Interview 
with a previous employee of Black Angel Mine (July 14, 
2014). 
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experimented in home-rule, and in 2009, full 
self-rule was established through the 
Selvstyrelov (Greenland Self-Rule Act). Under 
the Self-Rule Act, the Government of Greenland 
has authority over most issues of national 
interest, including most social services, judicial 
affairs, and natural resource management. 
Importantly, more than half of natural resource 
royalties are collected by the Greenlandic 
government.7 Denmark maintains control over 
matters of defence and foreign affairs. 
Greenland could theoretically establish full 
independence at any time (the Self-Rule Act 
includes this power), but doing so would 
eliminate the 3.5 billion kroner block grant 
received annually from the Danish government 
(besides forgoing Danish support in security and 
foreign policy matters).8 This block grant 
currently comprises approximately one quarter 
of Greenland’s gross domestic product (GDP). 
Thus, to achieve independence from Denmark 
while maintaining the social services enjoyed by 
Greenlanders, Greenland has a strong political 
incentive to stimulate its economy, especially 
through development of its mineral and 
petroleum resources. It is yet to be seen whether 
Greenlandic self-rule will trigger a natural 
resource rush on the island, but the implications, 
if so, are large for Greenlandic society.9  
 
Greenland has a small population for its 
enormous territory (approximately 55,000 
people in more than 2,000,000 km2). This 
population is shrinking due to decreased birth 
rates and emigration. Given these demographic 
changes and Greenland’s high social welfare 
services, estimates project that, if the current 
economy remains unchanged, Greenland will 

                                                        
7 Committee for Greenlandic Mineral Resources to the 
Benefit of Society, To the Benefit of Greenland, 11. 
8 Anonymous, interview by Graham May, Interview with 
an Employee of the Ministry of Mining and Industry, 
Government of Greenland (July 1, 2014). 
9 Committee for Greenlandic Mineral Resources to the 
Benefit of Society, To the Benefit of Greenland, 6. 

suffer large and growing budget shortfalls after 
2016.10  
 
Opinion is divided on whether the fishing and 
shellfish industries, currently 94% of 
Greenland’s exports, can be sustainably 
increased. Harvest quotas set for the industry by 
the Greenlandic government are already at the 
maximum sustainable yield, and probably 
cannot be increased in the long-term.11 Some 
argue, however, that Greenland could increase 
revenue by increasing value added before export 
– for example, by processing fish and seafood 
into finished products before shipping them to 
foreign markets.12 Given Greenland’s high 
utility and labour costs, however, this would be 
challenging for the fisheries industry, and might 
reduce the extraction industry itself. Companies 
in high-cost areas like Greenland typically 
attempt to reduce production costs through 
automation, limiting local processing, or 
conducting administrative work at another 
location.13 This is a hotly-contested topic in 
Greenland.  
 
Whether or not Greenlandic fisheries can be 
expanded, special attention must be paid to 
conserving living resources (such as fisheries). 
A prominent recent Greenlandic study put 
forward, as a general rule-of-thumb, that the 
value of revenue from sustainable use of living 
resources is 20 times greater than that from 

                                                        
10 Ibid., 10 
11 Ibid.; Olsen Hans Lars, interview by Graham May, 
Interview with the factory manager of Royal Greenland 
Ilulissat (July 10, 2014). 
12 Naja Steenholdt, interview by Graham May, Interview 
with Naja Steenholdt, University of Greenland (July 1, 
2014); Pitannguaq Tittussen, interview by Graham May, 
Interview with the chairman of Friends on Nuuk Fjord 
(July 1, 2014). 
13 Odd Jarl Borch, Greenlandic Natural Resources - How 
to Improve Regional Value Creation and Ripple Effects 
(Bodo: University of Copenhagen; Ilisimatusarfik, 2013); 
Gerth Jakobsen, interview by Graham May, Interview 
with the Chairman of the Upernavik Enterprise Board 
(July 22, 2014). 
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exploitation of non-renewable resources.14 
Furthermore, unlike mineral and petroleum, 
living resources can be exploited indefinitely, 
and their export does not constitute a net 
decrease in a country’s wealth. For these 
reasons, in discussion around mineral and 
petroleum development, utmost care must be 
made to not disturb Greenland’s fisheries and 
seafood industry.  
 
Although mineral and petroleum development 
in Greenland has great potential, it is difficult to 
translate these resource deposits into potential 
societal revenue or benefit.15 The mineral and 
petroleum industries are characterized by 
uncertainty – about quantity and quality of 
resources, international prices, and logistics and 
technology change. According to a recent study 
published by a group of experts, mineral and 
petroleum development are relatively unlikely 
to support a self-sustaining Greenlandic 
economy. The experts failed to identify a single 
country in the world that has successfully 
developed a stable economy based exclusively 
on mining and petroleum.16 Rather, they can 
contribute positively to economic diversification 
in Greenland, as they arguably have done in 
Canada.17 
 
Natural resource development in Greenland has 
been seen as a force for Greenlandic 
independence since the Second World War 
during which Denmark was occupied by 
Germany, and Greenland was occupied by the 
United States.18 During this time, Greenland 
was able to buy goods from the United States 
                                                        
14 Committee for Greenlandic Mineral Resources to the 
Benefit of Society, To the Benefit of Greenland, 27. 
15 Ibid., 11 
16 Niels Ole Qvist, "Here is Greenland's Salvation," 
Greenland Oil and Minerals (2014), 40. 
17 Rosing, "Den geologiske baggrund for Grønlands 
naturressourcer"; Søren Bo Nielsen, Exploitation of 
Natural Resources and the Public Sector in Greenland. 
(Copenhagen: University of Copenhagen; Ilisimatusarfik, 
2013). 
18 Committee for Greenlandic Mineral Resources to the 
Benefit of Society, To the Benefit of Greenland, 6. 

and Canada by selling cryolite. Although 
Greenland was not entirely financially self-
supporting during this time, the success led to a 
shift in attitudes about Greenland’s ability to 
support itself financially.19 In more recent years, 
a fierce debate on Greenlandic resource use has 
raged, sparking discussions on potential 
Greenlandic independence, the extent to which 
natural resources involve a security policy 
aspect, and whether Denmark should take a 
more proactive role in developing Greenland’s 
resources.20  
 
An interesting modern example of the centrality 
of natural resource management to Greenlandic 
politics is uranium development. As part of the 
Kingdom of Denmark, Greenland is bound by 
the Non-Proliferation Treaty, which forbids the 
extraction of radioactive elements such as 
uranium. If uranium is considered a security or 
foreign policy issue, it falls under the purview 
of the Kingdom, and is prohibited through 
Copenhagen. If, instead, it is considered the 
same way as other mineral natural resources, it 
falls within Greenland’s purview, legislated 
through Nuuk.21 Potential development of this 
mineral has unveiled deep divisions about the 
extent to which Greenland has self-
determination rights. Fortunately, the problem 
does not pose immediate concern: Greenland 
contains less than two percent of the world’s 
supply of uranium, and global demand can 
currently be satisfied elsewhere.  
 
Greenland’s relationship with Denmark, 
although controversial, may provide the 
economic stabilization necessary to avoid 
characteristic boom-and-bust of many primary 
resource industries. Population size and 
infrastructure construction in Alaska is 
famously dictated by oil and mineral 

                                                        
19 Sejersen, "Efterforskning og udnyttelse af råstoffer i 
Grønland i historisk perspektiv." 
20 Committee for Greenlandic Mineral Resources to the 
Benefit of Society, To the Benefit of Greenland, 4. 
21 Ibid., 15. 
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production. When development ceases, an 
exodus ensues, and the now-excessive 
infrastructure cannot be supported.22 With a 
quarter of its annual budget currently subsidized 
by Denmark, Greenland may escape the stretch 
and slack of industry fluctuations. Greenland 
also has free, unrestricted, and in some cases 
preferential access to Danish education, which 
can help build capacity and skills for a 
sustainable home-grown economy. 
 
Before oil or mineral development can proceed 
in Greenland, however, many experts claim that 
more information is needed about potential 
environmental impacts.23 Information is lacking 
on the cumulative and transboundary impacts of 
resource extraction in the comparatively 
undeveloped Arctic environment. Combined 
with the impacts of climate change, which takes 
place in the Arctic at roughly twice the global 
average speed, the unpredictability of resource 
extraction poses significant risks to Arctic 
ecosystem health, and thus to local subsistence 
and living resource economies.24 In the past 
century, mines have caused huge environmental 
damage in Greenland, although this has been 
curbed in recent years.25 By far the largest 
environmental risk of oil development is a large 
marine spill. There are no documented effective 
methods for combating oil spills in ice and 24-
hour darkness.26 As there are no long-distance 

                                                        
22 Ibid., 26. 
23 Ibid., 37; Mosbech, "Miljøeffekter af råstofaktiviteter i 
Grønland - Hvad er de mulige effekter på natur og miljø, 
og hvordan kan påvirkningen bedst reguleres?" 
24 Arctic Council, "Arctic Climate Impact Assessment: 
Impacts of a Warming Arctic," 2004. 
25 Mosbech, "Miljøeffekter af råstofaktiviteter i Grønland 
- Hvad er de mulige effekter på natur og miljø, og 
hvordan kan påvirkningen bedst reguleres?"; Aksel 
Cortzen-Blytman, interview by Graham May, Interview 
with a Tourism and Business Consultant of Qaatsuistup 
Municipality Department of Industry and Tourism, 
Ilulissat Office (July 9, 2014). 
26 Mosbech, "Miljøeffekter af råstofaktiviteter i Grønland 
- Hvad er de mulige effekter på natur og miljø, og 
hvordan kan påvirkningen bedst reguleres?" 

road, rail, or pipeline networks in Greenland, all 
oil must be transported by sea at every stage. 
 
There is also a stated need to strengthen 
Greenlandic civil society, including more NGO 
participation and more robust local stakeholder 
engagement. Such a civil society is needed to 
engage in informed dialogue with decision-
makers and resource development companies.27 
In November 2013, several high-profile 
Greenlandic NGOs voluntarily joined forces in 
Greenland’s first NGO coalition. This 
organization aims to stimulate debate and 
facilitate information flow on potential resource 
development project details and impacts.28 
 
To my surprise, in my research across 
Greenland and Nunavut, I encountered only one 
local Environmental Non-Governmental 
Organization (ENGO) (although several 
international groups operate in the Arctic with 
main offices elsewhere, such as the WWF). 
According to the chairman of this lonely local 
ENGO, history is a major barrier for 
environmental organizations in Greenland and 
Nunavut. Greenpeace’s anti-sealing campaign 
of the 1970s is commonly believed to have 
destroyed the international market for Inuit 
sealskin products, thus harming the livelihoods 
of many Inuit hunters and sealskin craft 
producers. This event left many Northerners 
with a profound scepticism of all ENGOs, even 
those who dissociate themselves from 
Greenpeace and champion Inuit subsistence 
hunting. New environmental organizations have 
to overcome the stigma that they are “pandering 
with Greenpeace.” This may be a major cause of 
the low number of organized ENGOs across 
Arctic North America.29  
                                                        
27 Anita Hoffer, interview by Graham May, Interview 
with the chairman of Transparency Greenland (June 30, 
2014); Tittussen, Interview with the chairman of Friends 
of Nuuk Fjord. 
28 WWF Denmark, "NGO-koalition kræver længere 
høring," December 2, 2013. 
29 Tittussen, Interview with the chairman of Friends of 
Nuuk Fjord. 
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NUNAVUT: THE CONTEXT FOR OIL AND 
MINERAL DEVELOPMENT 

 
“Currently there is no offshore oil or gas drilling 
in the Canadian Arctic... but that may soon 
change,” says Martin von Mirbach, past WWF 
Canadian Arctic Director.30 Lloyd’s of London 
predicts that 100 billion USD will be poured 
into Arctic oil exploration in the next decade.31 
Like Greenland, Nunavut has a history of 
mineral development, including one active mine 
and several large mines in advanced stages of 
licencing.32 Unlike Greenland, Nunavut has 
large proven reserves of commercially viable oil 
and natural gas that have been exploited in the 
past, although none are currently being 
extracted.33  
 
As a pre-devolution Canadian territory, the 
Government of Nunavut does not have purview 
over minerals or petroleum regulation or 
revenue collection. Instead, resource 
development on crown land 
in Nunavut is regulated by the 
Federal government. Unlike 
Greenland, Nunavut also has 
a complex system of Inuit 
Associations, the owners of 
Inuit Owned Land (IOL) and 
implementers of the Nunavut 
Land Claims Agreement. 
Three Regional and one 
Territorial Inuit associations 
share responsibility over IOL 
in the three regions of 
Nunavut.34 Companies 

                                                        
30 Kevin McGwin, Kevin, "There's no time like the 
future," The Arctic Journal (2014). 
31 Ibid. 
32 Anonymous, interview by Graham May, Interview with 
an Employee of the Government of Nunavut (August 12, 
2014). 
33 Peter Frampton, Linda Ham, and Diane Lapierre, 
interview by Graham May, Interview at the Department 
of Economic Development and Transport, Government of 
Nunavut (August 1, 2014). 
34 Ibid. 

hoping to develop resources in Nunavut must 
negotiate with both regional and territorial Inuit 
Associations, for example, by negotiating an 
Inuit Impact Benefit Agreement with the local 
Regional Inuit Association.35 In many ways, the 
Inuit organizations have more power than the 
territorial government in Nunavut resource 
management governance. 
 
Requiring companies to negotiate with Federal 
government, Regional and Territorial Inuit 
Associations, and to a lesser extent, Territorial 
government, may be a disincentive for 
companies to invest in resource extraction in 
Nunavut. This is in contrast to Greenland, where 
there are no Aboriginal associations with legal 
purview over resource development regulation, 
and the bulk of permits and regulation are 
centralized through the federal (Greenlandic) 
government.36 
 
Nunavut does not have the same well-developed 

fish and seafood industry as 
Greenland.37 One reason for this 
may be the comparatively higher 
level of infrastructural 
development in Greenland. This 
was evident from the perspective 
of our sailboat, arriving at the 
harbour of communities in 
Greenland and Nunavut. In 
Greenlandic communities, even 
those of small size, we would 
always tie up at the community 
dock, sheltered from most winds, 
with access to paved roads, 

sometimes even with electricity and running 
water. Nunavut communities of comparable 
size, in contrast, offered no dock to tie up, no 
electricity or water, and rarely paved roads. 
                                                        
35 Rosanne D'Orazio, interview by Graham May, 
Interview with an employee of the Qikitani Inuit 
Association (August 13, 2014). 
36 Jim Bell, "Nunavut officials envy Greenland oil-gas 
model," Nunatsiaq News, February 8, 2010. 
37 Anonymous, Interview with an Employee of the 
Government of Nunavut. 

“REQUIRING COMPANIES TO 
NEGOTIATIE WITH FEDERAL 
GOVERNMENT, REGIONAL 
AND TERRITORIAL INUIT 
ASSOCIATIONS, AND 
TERRITORIAL GOVERNMENT 
MAY BE A DISINCENTIVE 
FOR COMPANIES TO INVEST 
IN RESOURCE EXTRACTION 
IN NUNAVUT.” 
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Even in Iqaluit, the capital city, there is no dock 
or tie-up space: landing boats must be hauled up 
a breakwater, or beached on the large tides. 
Nunavut’s dependence on sea and air travel, 
combined with a lack of maritime transport 
infrastructure, makes it difficult to meet basic 
community needs, including safe 
transportation.38 
 
Because it is not economically dependent on 
fish and seafood, Nunavut might be seen to risk 
less in the case of a pollution event such as an 
offshore oil spill. Arguably more important than 
the wage economy, however, is the traditional 
subsistence economy in Nunavut and 
Greenland. Large groups of the population in 
Nunavut and Greenland sustain themselves from 
hunted country food – especially fish and 
marine mammals.39 This subsistence economy 
helps northern communities to combat poverty 
and food insecurity far above the Canadian 
average.40 Because of the unique risks of a spill 
in the Arctic (such as ice and darkness for much 
of the year), such a pollution event might have 
large and transboundary ecological impacts. 
Thus, offshore oil development is a risky 
economic investment for both Greenland and 
Nunavut.  
 
If petroleum extraction were to re-commence in 
Nunavut, it is recommended that there be a large 
increase in response capacity for potential oil 
spill disasters. In the words of a recent Canadian 
academic report, Canada’s federal government 
has a “worryingly limited capacity to mitigate or 
respond to an oil spill should it occur in the 
extremely harsh, dangerous, yet highly sensitive 

                                                        
38 John Higginbotham and Marina Grosu, "The Northwest 
Territories and Arctic Maritime Development in the 
Beaufort Area," Policy Brief  (Yellowknife, NWT: CIGI, 
2014). 
39 Anonymous, Interview with an Employee of the 
Government of Nunavut. 
40 Katriina O'Kane, "Youth Arctic Coalition Foundation 
Paper: Food Security in the Arctic," Ottawa, 2014. 

Arctic environment.”41 Especially in the 
pervasive context of the Deepwater Horizon oil 
spill disaster, many locals in Greenland and 
Nunavut express fears of the ecological risks of 
Arctic oil development.42  
 
Some important regulations on Arctic offshore 
oil development exist, although they may be at 
risk. The Government of Canada’s two-rig relief 
well policy is an international best practice for 
drilling in Arctic waters, although the 
government faces industry pressure to remove 
it. This requirement obliges offshore drilling 
operations to be supported with two drilling 
rigs, to ensure that one can provide relief well 
drilling in the event that a blowout occurs while 
drilling with the other rig. The two-rig policy 
also requires that drilling must stop with 
sufficient time to allow emergency drilling of a 
relief well before ice and harsh Arctic weather 
prevents drilling at sea. This best practice is in 
place in Greenland and Alaska. In 2013, 
Canada’s National Energy Board (NEB) 
reviewed Canada’s Arctic offshore oil drilling 
requirements following the Deepwater Horizon 
blowout in the Gulf of Mexico, entitled, “the 
Arctic Review.”43 The Arctic Review 
reaffirmed Canada’s commitment to the two-rig 
relief well policy, despite substantial lobbying 
pressure to relieve the requirement from 
Chevron,44 BP,45 Imperial Oil,46 and 
ConocoPhillips.47  

                                                        
41 Higginbotham and Grosu, "The Northwest Territories 
and Arctic Maritime Development in the Beaufort Area." 
42 Anonymous, Interview with an Employee of the 
Government of Nunavut; Lars, Interview with the factory 
manager of Royal Greenland Ilulissat; Cortzen-Blytman, 
Interview with a Tourism and Business Consultant of 
Qaatsuistup Municipality Department of Industry and 
Tourism, Ilulissat Office. 
43 National Energy Board, "Backgrounder - National 
Energy Board Report on the Arctic Offshore Drilling 
Review," accessed May 2013, http://www.neb-
one.gc.ca/clf-
nsi/rthnb/pplctnsbfrthnb/rctcffshrdrllngrvw/fnlrprt2011/bc
kgrndr-eng.html. 
44 Chevron Canada Limited, "Submission to the National 
Energy Board Policy Hearing for Same Season Relief 
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Canada’s National Energy Board is currently 
considering waiving the requirement for two 
proposed drilling projects in the Beaufort Sea.48 

This move would be in conflict with findings 
from an independent study contracted by the 
Inuit Circumpolar Council in Greenland, which 
found that not planning for same-season relief 
well capacity risked that “a well blowout could 
continue unabated during the entire winter 
season” (up to nine months long). According to 
the study, this would cause unacceptable 
damage to the marine environment, including 
commercial fishing and subsistence hunting 
stocks.49 
 
One interesting revelation in my research 
concerned climate change. One mainstream 
discourse asserts that climate change is already 
rapidly changing the physical realities of 
                                                                                          
Well Capability for Drilling in the Beaufort Sea," March 
2010. 
45 BP Exploration Operating Company Limited, "National 
Energy Board, Hearing Order MH-1-2010, Review of 
Policy on Same Season Relief Well Capability for 
Drilling in the Beaufort Sea," March 2010. 
46 Imperial Oil Resources Ventures Limited, "Submission 
Regarding the Relief Well Policy for Offshore Drilling in 
Arctic Waters," Calgary, March 2010. 
47 ConocoPhillips Canada, "Letter to the Canadian 
National Energy Board, Re: ConocoPhillips’ Submission 
in accordance with NEB Hearing Order MH-1-2010 Same 
Season Relief Well Capability for Drilling in the Beaufort 
Sea (NEB File OF-EP-Well 05)," March 19, 2010. 
48 National Energy Board, "Imperial Oil Resources 
Ventures Limited - Same Season Relief Well Technical 
Proceeding," The National Energy Board of Canada 
(2014), accessed September 16, 2014, http://www.neb-
one.gc.ca/clf-
nsi/rthnb/pplctnsbfrthnb/mprlbfrtsdrllng/mprlbfrtsdrl
lng-eng.html; National Energy Board, "Chevron Canada 
Limited - Exploration Licence EL 481 - Same Season 
Relief Well Technical Proceeding," The National Energy 
Board of Canada (2014), accessed September 16, 2014, 
http://www.neb-one.gc.ca/clf-
nsi/rthnb/pplctnsbfrthnb/chvrncndc-l481/chvrncndc-l481-
eng.html. 
49 ICC Greenland, accessed July 2014, 
http://inuit.org/en/environment/offshore-oil-exploration-
and-exploitation.html; Harvey Consulting, LLC, 
"Offshore Drilling in West Greenland, Relief Well 
Planning," Eagle River, Alaska, 2013. 

resource development in the Greenlandic and 
eastern Canadian Arctic. I was of that opinion 
before investigating the issue in Greenland and 
Nunavut. In fact, though climate change is 
having a pronounced and increasing impact on 
Arctic ecosystems and geography (including 
increased water temperatures, decreased sea ice 
thickness and extent, and receding glaciers), the 
impacts for resource development are small and 
often mixed.50 Receding glaciers, for example, 
may produce more icebergs, making navigation 
more challenging in areas where all large-scale 
transportation must be made by sea.51 Decreased 
sea ice and ice cap coverage, although 
significant for ecosystems and communities, 
often are of only small significance for mineral 
and petroleum development, since the average 
ice extent moves over a course of decades, 
which cannot be reliably factored into short- or 
medium-term business plans.  
 
For these reasons, the geophysical impacts of 
climate change have done little to increase 
current resource development in Nunavut and 
Greenland. On several occasions, however, 
Northerners raised the point that increased 
media coverage of climate change in the Arctic 
may bring more foreign interest and investment 
into resource development in the Arctic.52 This 
publicity angle, combined with improved 
technology for resource extraction in extreme 
Arctic environments and depleted supplies of 
resources elsewhere, has increased resource 
development in the Arctic, even if the full 

                                                        
50 Pavia Nielsen, interview by Graham May, Interview 
with a climate change specialist of Qaatsuitsup 
Municipality, Greenland (July 9, 2014). 
51 Greenlandic Parliament Committee Secretaries, 
"Greenlandic Parliamentary Committees & Natural 
Resource Management," July 2, 2014; Nielsen, Interview 
with a previous employee of Black Angel Mine. 
52 Jesper Larsen, interview by Graham May, Interview 
with the head of section of Greenland Mineral Licence 
and Safety Authority (July 1, 2014); Cortzen-Blytman, 
Interview with a Tourism and Business Consultant of 
Qaatsuistup Municipality Department of Industry and 
Tourism, Ilulissat Office. 
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significance of a warming climate is still 
decades away.  
 

CONCLUSION 
 
This paper documents findings from a research 
project, investigating community impacts of oil 
and mineral development for Inuit communities 
in Greenland and Nunavut. It highlights 
contrasts between these jurisdictions, such as 
the high level of infrastructure and devolved 
political autonomy which facilitates resource 
development in Greenland, or the decentralized 
Land Claim mechanisms that effectively 
distribute power to Inuit in Nunavut, while 
creating a complex overall regulatory 
environment. The paper also pays service to 
themes consistent in both jurisdictions, such as 
the need for increased response capacity and 
careful regulation to protect the Arctic 
environment from the unprecedented damage of 
an oil spill. Finally, this paper includes several 
themes that I found interesting, and perhaps 
educational to an audience of non-Northerners, 
such as the (limited) role of climate change and 
environmental NGOs in Arctic natural resource 
development. Arctic natural resource 
development is likely to increase significantly in 
coming decades, as technology improves, 
resource grow scarcer, Arctic infrastructure 
entrenches, and climate change has a more 
pronounced effect. If the benefits of natural 
resource development for Northerners are to 
outweigh the costs, more discussion and careful 
thought is needed.  
 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
 
I conducted qualitative interviews with public 
figures and civil servants in Greenland and 
Nunavut, posing similar questions in each 
interview. Questions centered on the 
mechanisms for local engagement and 
consultation in oil and mineral development 
decisions. I also conducted a literature review of 
relevant government policies, recent studies on 

oil and mineral development in Greenland and 
Nunavut (including Environmental Impact 
Assessments, Social Impact Assessments, and 
Impact Benefit Agreements), and several 
theoretical frameworks of resource 
development.  
 
As I do not speak Greenlandic, Danish, or 
Inuktitut, and only employed the service of a 
translator on one occasion, my interviews were 
constrained to English speakers. This was a 
more significant barrier in Greenland, where 
English is typically only spoken by members of 
the wealthy or university-educated elite. By 
constraining who I could interview, this factor 
may have biased my results. 
 
The platform for the majority of my research 
was Arctic Tern I, a high latitude sloop on a 
five-year research mission in the western 
Greenlandic and eastern Canadian Arctic. 
Because the crew of Arctic Tern I had travelled 
to most of the communities I visited several 
times before, I was able to use their networks in 
these communities to recruit knowledge holders 
and potential interview participants.  
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The Somali Insecurity 
Dilemma:  
	  
How Insecurity and 
Underdevelopment are 
Ensured in a Failed State 
 
Eilish Elliott 
 

 central government is vital to the 
functioning of a state as the institution 
responsible for collecting taxes and 

appropriately allocating these funds to provide 
social programs and security to all citizens.12 
Without such a body carrying out these tasks, 
the state is susceptible to collapse. When this 
happens, the country is designated a “failed 
state”.3 Somalia, a country on the Horn of 
Africa, is one such failed state. There has not 
been a central government in place in the 
country since 1991 when the dictatorial regime 
of Siad Barre fell, earning the country the title of 
the longest-running instance of complete state 
collapse in post-colonial history.4 The lack of a 
central governing body has led to instability, 
protracted conflict, high levels of insecurity, and 
low growth. Citizens have relied on a number of 
less conventional institutions, including 
traditional clan groups, local legal systems, and 
external actors, to provide for them. These have 
seen varying levels of success, but have largely 

                                                        
1 Markus V. Höhne,  “Political Identity, Emerging State 
Structures, and Conflict in Northern Somalia,” The 
Journal of Modern African States 44 (2006): 410, 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/3876301. 
2 Terrence Lyons and Ahmed I. Samatar, Somalia: State 
Collapse, Multilateral Intervention, and Strategies for 
Political Reconstruction (Washington: The Brookings 
Institution, 1995), 1. 
3  Lyons and Samatar, Somalia, 1. 
4 Ken Menkhaus, “Governance without Government in 
Somalia: Spoilers, State Building, and the Politics of 
Coping,” International Security 31 (2006): 74, 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/4137508. 

proved to be insufficient replacements for a 
government. The actors on their own have not 
been able to provide adequate security to the 
population they look to protect, and the 
instability that remains in the country prevents 
the economy from adequately functioning as 
well.5 Both their individual weaknesses and 
inability to work together exacerbate Somalia’s 
insecurity and suggest the sustenance of 
instability in the future. This paper, then, seeks 
to serve two purposes: to explain the makeshift 
structures that have arisen since the state 
collapse to provide for the Somali people and 
how these have proven insufficient, and to 
explain the country’s insecurity dilemma to 
demonstrate the role these actors play in 
exacerbating the problem.  
 
An insecurity dilemma is said to “emerge from 
the paradoxical situation that weak states are 
relatively free 
from serious 
external threat, 
while 
simultaneously the 
weak state itself 
poses a serious 
security threat to 
major parts of its 
population.”6 In 
Somalia, this 
results from the 
makeshift security 
actors seeking to 
provide security to 
their portion of the 
population, and unintentionally challenge other 
segments of the population in the process just by 

                                                        
5 Jutta Bakonyi and Kirsti Stuvøy, “Violence and Social 
Order Beyond the State: Somalia and Angola,” Review of 
African Political Economy 32 (2005): 368, 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/03056240500329379. 
6 Georg Sørenson, “After the Security Dilemma: The 
Challenges of Insecurity in Weak States and the Dilemma 
of Liberal Values,” Security Dialogue 38 (2007): 365. 

A 
“THE MAKE-SHIFT 
ACTORS THAT HAVE 
EMERGED SINCE THE 
STATE’S COLLAPSE 
HAVE PROVEN NOT 
ONLY INSUFFICIENT IN 
FILLING THE CURRENT 
SECURITY NEEDS OF 
CITIZENS, BUT ALSO 
PRESENT A GRAVE 
THREAT TO SOMALIA’S 
FUTURE STABILITY 
AND DEVELOPMENT.” 
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becoming more powerful themselves.7 This 
breeds competition and stifles the possibility for 
cooperation among the different actors of the ad-
hoc governance structure. Both of these results 
increase the insecurity of the population as a 
whole. As a third component of Somalia’s 
complex insecurity dilemma, individual security 
actors often purposefully hinder the functioning 
of any body that emerges with the potential to 
become a central governing body. This is a 
result of the fear that a new government could 
be as repressive as the last regime Somalis 
experienced. In this way, despite thinking they 
are protecting their populations, the local 
security actors are almost certainly ensuring 
future insecurity, because an effective central 
government is very much necessary in Somalia 
for the country to see success in the future.8 The 
current externally-backed Transitional Federal 
Government (TFG) is not necessarily an ideal 
candidate for a central government and the lack 
of support may be justified, but the greater 
concern is that makeshift governance actors will 
prevent future, appropriate governmental bodies 
from succeeding. As a result of the complex 
insecurity dilemma they have both created and 
become entangled in, the make-shift actors that 
have emerged since the state’s collapse have 
proven not only insufficient in filling the current 
security needs of citizens, but also present a 
grave threat to Somalia’s future stability and 
development.   
 
The Somali state gained its independence in 
1960, at which time a government was formed 
representing parties and clans from across the 

                                                        
7 Bakonyi and Stuvøy, “Violence and Social Order,” 368; 
Menkhaus, “Governance without Government,” 76. 
8 Matt Bryden, “New Hope for Somalia? The Building 
Block Approach,” Review of African Political Economy 
26 (1999): 139, 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/03056249908704367; Ioan 
Lewis, Understanding Somalia and Somaliland: Culture, 
History, Society (New York: Columbia University Press, 
2008), xi; Menkhaus, “Governance without Government,” 
94. 

territory.9 Though this government had flaws, 
relative democracy survived in the country until 
Major General Mohamed Siad Barre seized 
power in 1969.10 Barre ran a relatively stable but 
repressive state and many suffered under his 
leadership, causing many strong warlords in the 
country to come together in hopes of ending his 
reign. Increased military and political 
coordination among his many enemies 
eventually led to an erosion of his power, and 
the dictator finally fled Mogadishu, the Somali 
capital, in 1991.11 The state collapse that 
followed not only halted any programs that were 
functioning, but led the two strongest warlords, 
backed by factional militias of other clans, to 
fight for control of the state, creating chaos and 
disorder that directly threatened the security of 
the population. With no group ever emerging the 
victor, there was no replacement central 
government and conflict and lawlessness have 
persisted as a result.12 The war caused further 
damage by deepening the divisions in an already 
fragile society, leaving self-provision as the only 
feasible means of survival at the time as clans.13 
Since 1991, many other actors have attempted to 
fill the gap left by the government’s absence and 
provide for citizens, including traditional clan 
structures, de facto state administrations, private 
security companies, sharia courts, and 
international intervention, but these have proven 
insufficient. The strengths and weaknesses of 
each will be explained in turn.  
 
Clans are not a new governance actor in 
Somalia, as they have been important social 
organizers in Somalia since pre-colonization. 
However, citizens have increased their reliance 
on clan ties for security since the state 

                                                        
9 Lewis, Understanding Somalia and Somaliland, 34. 
10 Jeffrey Clark, “Debacle in Somalia,” Foreign Affairs 72 
(1992): 110, http://www.jstor.org/stable/20045500. 
11 Clark, “Debacle in Somalia,” 112; Höhne, “Political 
Identity,” 397. 
12 Menkhaus, “Governance without Government,” 81. 
13 Lyons and Samatar, Somalia, 7; Menkhaus, 
“Governance without Government,” 81. 
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collapse.14 Because of the greater divisions 
caused by the civil war, the country is now 
effectively partitioned along the lines of clan 
territory and each group serves as a “survival 
unit” for its members.15 Clans act as their 
citizens’ connection to what exists of an 
economy, provide social support, and often have 
their own militias as well, meaning an all-
around approach to security for their citizens. 
There are still many shortcomings, however, 
even apart from the basic lack of resources, 
which prevent this actor from lessening the 
citizens’ need for a central government.16 Clans 
and sub-clans provide relative stability for their 
members in that they guarantee a clan elder and 
familial group looking out for their wellbeing, 
but organizing in this manner is an ineffective 
system for ensuring the security of the Somali 
population as a whole.  
 
The instability of the clan system was first 
evident in the colonial era when struggles for 
power between colonial powers and local 
leaders, as well as among Somali leaders 
themselves, were prevalent.17 Today, the 
instability still exists as clans come into contact 
with each other while looking to assert their 
control, define their territory, and claim 
resources in order to provide protection to their 
members in the lawless state.18 These actions 
inevitably create competition with the other 
clans looking to accomplish the same goals. The 
conflict that can arise as a result is exemplified 
in the civil war after the collapse of the Barre 
administration: two clans had worked together 
to oust Barre but turned on each other in order to 

                                                        
14 Bakonyi and Stuvøy, “Violence and Social Order,” 366; 
Patrick Gilkes, “Somalia: Conflicts Within and Against 
the Military Regime,” Review of African Political 
Economy 44 (1989): 53, 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/4005835. 
15 Bakonyi and Stuvøy, “Violence and Social Order,” 373; 
Clark, “Debacle in Somalia,” 112. 
16 Bakonyi and Stuvøy, “Violence and Social Order,” 366; 
Bryden, “New Hope for Somalia?,” 136. 
17 Höhne, “Political Identity,” 399. 
18 Ibid., 399. 

try to assure their own security and obtain the 
national leadership role themselves, causing a 
statewide war in the process.19 This can happen 
in smaller circumstances as well: when one 
group encroaches on another’s territory or poses 
a threat to another through relative power gain, 
this causes the other clan group to feel 
endangered, and any response to the situation 
perpetuates the cycle further.20 Representing an 
example of the larger insecurity dilemma the 
state faces, each clan attempting to assure its 
own security causes the insecurity of members 
of both groups by exposing them to conflict, 
even if not a statewide war. Because they work 
against rather than with each other, the clan 
system as it currently functions cannot serve as 
an effective replacement for a central 
government.  
 
Certain clan groups have become more effective 
security providers to their members: the de facto 
states of Somaliland and Puntland in northern 
Somalia are perhaps the most institutionalized 
and legitimate governance actors in the country. 
Somaliland was established in 1991 immediately 
following the state collapse by members of the 
Issaq clan long desiring autonomy and self-
reliance due to shortcomings under Barre 
administration.21 Puntland was founded in 1998 
at a congress of Harti and Daarood clan 
representatives who saw themselves as a 
cornerstone of a future federal Somalia.22 These 
clans have far outpaced the rest of the country in 
security, economic recovery, and administrative 
development.23 Both regions have defined their 
particular territory and embarked on state-
building projects, including the establishment of 
state-like bureaucracies, legal systems, and 

                                                        
19 Clark, “Debacle in Somalia,” 115; Menkhaus, 
“Governance without Government,” 81. 
20 Stig Hansen, “Private Security and Local Politics in 
Somalia,” Review of African Political Economy 35 (2008): 
589, http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/03056240802569268. 
21 Bryden, “New Hope for Somalia?” 137. 
22 Ibid. 
23 Ibid., 136; Höhne, “Political Identity,” 397. 
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security apparatuses.24 Supported by a 
functional though modest state structure and 
budget, Somaliland especially represents a 
successful experiment in ad-hoc governance. In 
most of this region, citizens are relatively safe, 
and economic recovery has been impressive due 
to investment by diaspora, outside business 
investment, and the attraction of migrant 
labourers made possible by the region’s relative 
stability.25 Puntland is less developed thus far, 
but has also established a relatively stable 
bureaucracy and has effectively engaged with 
private security companies to secure the rich 
fishing waters they claim as part of their 
territory.26 Though the international community 
has not recognized either region as a sovereign 
country, both enjoy the support of their 
governed citizens and the legitimacy crucial to 
ensuring stability as a result, and are now 
successfully providing services and security to 
citizens.27 Despite their success, the de facto 
states have their own challenges in being the 
security solution for Somalia.  
 
Both Somaliland and 
Puntland still suffer from 
administrative incapacities, 
which they are attempting to 
rectify through the use of 
private security companies 
(PSCs). Puntland has further 
challenges: their 
administration is chronically 
short of money,28 meaning 
that it has not seen quite the 
same level of development. 
This region is also the site of lucrative but illegal 
activity like human trafficking, arms smuggling, 
and piracy,29 suggesting some further weakness 
in its legal and security capacity, or reflecting 
                                                        
24 Hansen, “Private Security,” 585. 
25 Bryden, “New Hope for Somalia?” 136; Menkhaus, 
“Governance without Government,” 91. 
26 Hansen, “Private Security,” 585. 
27 Bryden, “New Hope for Somalia?,” 140. 
28 Höhne, “Political Identity,” 410. 
29 Hansen, “Private Security,” 587. 

the area’s need for capital. The significance and 
possible interconnectedness of these last 
concerns is further demonstrated by the fact that 
the fragile peace between the three strongest 
clans in Puntland is only maintained through a 
balance of power in the administrative body, and 
by distributing financial support to key locals in 
each clan.30 However, these issues are relatively 
minor and can be overcome through further 
institutional development.  
 
The greater security weakness of the two 
administrations is that they have not actually 
overcome the problems other clans face in terms 
of competition and insecurity, they are just 
fortunate to be more isolated from other groups 
and therefore encounter less problems. Relative 
to the rest of Somalia, both Somaliland and 
Puntland have been very effective in providing 
for their individual populations. However, 
neither has adopted a cooperation strategy to 
limit the insecurity caused by competition and 
therefore still subject their populations to 

security threats. There remains 
ongoing conflict between the 
two administrations over 
water and other territory,31 
which causes the same 
societal insecurity that other 
clans encounter more 
frequently. This demonstrates 
the ineffectiveness of the 
further development of clans 
into “sovereign” groups as a 
wider solution to Somalia’s 
problems on its own; it is only 

possible in the absence of competition, which 
will not happen in the rest of the country without 
an active championship of this goal by all 
groups. As a result, because they still have their 
own weaknesses and have not effectively solved 
the underlying Somali insecurity dilemma, de 
facto state administrations do not represent a 
sufficient replacement to a central governing 
                                                        
30 Ibid. 
31 Ibid., 595. 
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body in the country – they are merely more 
formally-structured clans that still contribute to 
the insecurity of other populations and their 
own.  
 
In contrast to the overarching security provision 
attempted by the de facto states emerging in the 
North or the clan system of organization, some 
other actors present in Somalia try to fill in 
particular gaps in security provision. Private 
security companies (PSCs), for example, have 
been employed by the TFG and the 
bureaucracies of Somaliland and Puntland 
primarily to enhance coast guard services and 
train local coast guard personnel to prevent 
piracy, illegal fishing, and illegal dumping.32 
The external companies are thus contracted in 
order to compensate for a state’s inadequate 
capabilities in some area of security provision.33 
These have seen varying levels of success in 
each of the three regions of Somalia. In 
Puntland, the use of PSCs initially led to a 
reduction in the frequency of incidents of piracy, 
created an effective British-trained Somali coast 
guard, and helped the state successfully defend 
itself against a foreign company when a 
territorial claim was questioned in a case on 
illegal fishing.34 However, the company 
bringing about this success withdrew from the 
region due to the eruption of conflict, and 
subsequent companies were too closely involved 
with Puntland politics to function effectively, 
either disagreeing with government forces or 
with the larger population of Puntland 
depending on the administration.35 The TFG was 
only approached by illegitimate companies 
looking to exploit whatever opportunities they 
could in the weak state, and never actually saw a 
contract come through to completion.36 
Somaliland has signed a contract with 
Norwegian Nordic Crisis Management for a 

                                                        
32 Ibid., 585. 
33 Ibid., 586. 
34 Ibid., 587. 
35 Ibid., 588. 
36 Ibid., 592. 

project to improve the security of their main 
port, Berbera, funded entirely by development 
aid.37 The company is far more legitimate than 
those operating in other parts of the country, but 
does not acknowledge the contentiousness of 
certain waters between Somaliland and 
Puntland, resulting again in their engagement in 
local issues.38  
 
The weakness with PSCs is, then, their 
unreliability. While they do work to fill in gaps 
left by other governance actors in the absence of 
a central government, their success in Somalia is 
far too contingent on local politics to be 
considered sustainable. In each of the three 
regions, the weak state has hindered the group’s 
security function in some way and led to the 
company’s involvement in politics rather than 
solely focusing on providing security. This 
dependence on a good fit with the current 
administration and the clan comprisal of the 
region is especially difficult given the fluidity of 
both in Somalia.39 PSCs could work to 
exacerbate problems of instability or rivalry in a 
region if they are in a corrupt relationship with 
the state, operate solely in search of profit, or 
lack the real expertise and experience to 
complete the work they have been hired to do.40 
The potentially detrimental multiplier effects 
that could be experienced as a result of the 
functioning of PSCs and the many contingencies 
on the efficacy of their performance demonstrate 
the difficulty in considering them effective 
providers of security in Somalia.   
 
The sharia courts that have been established in 
Somali communities are another example of an 
actor that has arisen post-state collapse to serve 
a particular purpose in the security realm. 
Because of the support and legitimacy they 
enjoy from their communities, municipal and 
neighbourhood level initiatives like these courts 

                                                        
37 Ibid., 594. 
38 Ibid., 595. 
39 Ibid., 586. 
40 Ibid., 596. 
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have been most effective in producing day-to-
day governance in Somalia.41 The first 
generation of sharia courts were created in the 
mid-1990s to serve specific sub-clans and 
provide a local legal authority.42 The courts are 
administered by coalitions of local clan elders, 
businesspeople, intellectuals, and clergy, and 
carry out judicial and law enforcement functions 
through the interpretation of sharia law as 
necessary in their respective communities.43 
This guarantees at least the possibility of 
recourse for illegal behaviour and, in that way, 
provides peace of mind and security for 
citizens.44  
 
There are, again, shortcomings with this 
makeshift security actor. While the variety of 
different community members participating is 
what lends the courts their support, it can also 
lead to internal tension and structural 
weakness.45 This fragility means that, much like 
everything else in Somalia, they can become 
susceptible to outside actors and that their 
efficacy is ultimately dependent on the 
interaction with those in power in the region. 
The courts function well in areas where the local 
warlord’s power is waning or another municipal 
actor is supporting security or development 
efforts, but in places where the warlord is 
powerful, the courts are relatively useless in 
controlling their actions.46 Powerful 
businesspeople and Islamic movements 
throughout the country have also converted the 
courts into militias. They also provided firearms 
and funding to the militias, increasing their law 
and order capacity and, in turn, decreasing the 
power of warlords in some circumstances.47 
Militarization, however, turns these courts into 
another contributor to the insecurity dilemma of 
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Somalia, as their operations can directly threaten 
another’s wellbeing.48 The new form of sharia 
courts, then, cannot effectively take the place of 
a central government either, as they increasingly 
cause insecurity to other groups in the state.  
 
The final prominent way that security provision 
has been attempted in Somalia since the state’s 
collapse is through international intervention, 
including peacekeeping operations and nation-
building assistance. In the immediate years after 
collapse, both US- and UN-led operations were 
launched in attempts to provide humanitarian 
aid, assist with reconciliation, demobilize and 
disarm clan militias, and revive the 
government.49 Positively, the missions led to an 
inadvertent stimulation of the local economy 
through increased employment and contract 
opportunities, and ensured relief supplies 
reached civilians in spite of the civil war.50 The 
UN also brokered a ceasefire between warlords 
Aideed and Mahdi, but this did not hold and 
violence escalated as a result.51 The UN’s failure 
exacerbated the tensions in the state and led to 
previously neutral clan groups engaging in the 
conflict.52 The country plunged into crisis and 
though external involvement continued in some 
capacity until 1995, the missions withdrew at 
that time with the country still in a state of war 
and chaos.53 It is believed that inadequate 
multilateral measures contributed to the very 
circumstances of anarchy and violence they 
were supposed to address.54 This demonstrates 

                                                        
48 Hansen, “Private Security,” 592. 
49 Dan Caldwell and Robert E. Williams Jr., Seeking 
Security in an Insecure World (Latham: Rowman & 
Littlefield Publishers, 2012), 200; Menkhaus, 
“Governance without Government,” 81. 
50 Clark, “Debacle in Somalia,” 109; Menkhaus, 
“Governance without Government,” 82. 
51 Bryden, “New Hope for Somalia?,” 134; Clark, 
“Debacle in Somalia,” 115. 
52 Clark, “Debacle in Somalia,” 115. 
53 Ibid., 109; Menkhaus, “Governance without 
Government,” 81. 
54 Clark, “Debacle in Somalia,” 109; Menkhaus, 
“Governance without Government,” 81. 



 

 
 

17 

the inefficacy of these missions in providing 
security in Somalia.  
 
Recent international efforts have attempted a 
different approach than intervening in conflict 
zones, instead focusing on establishing a new 
Somali central government. Since 1991, more 
than a dozen national peace conferences have 
been launched to try and revive the state, but 
none have succeeded in becoming a locally-
claimed federal government.55 The TFG is the 
most recent attempt, which was created during 
the Kenyan-led 2002-2005 peace process in 
Nairobi.56 In 2004, the president was elected and 
a 275-person government was established.57 The 
TFG is internationally recognized as Somalia’s 
sovereign authority, but is in control of less 
territory than either Somaliland or Puntland and 
is also very dependent on Ethiopian support to 
function.58 The constant turmoil within the 
government since its creation also makes its 
success uncertain.59 This is likely the result of 
the power-sharing attempts inherent to the 
structure, as the government is comprised of 
members of each of the largest clans but clan 
ties are proving stronger than the commitment to 
national unity. A central government is 
necessary for the effective functioning of the 
Somali state in the future, but unless the TFG 
can actually gain the support of the country’s 
entire population, it will not work, and will be 
yet another ineffective security provider to 
citizens.  
 
Having discussed the key strategies for security 
provision in Somalia since the state’s collapse, it 
has been demonstrated that all are insufficient. 
None of the structures currently in existence 
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address the concerns of nor adequately protect 
the whole of the population, leaving them 
insufficient on their own to replace a central 
government. Further, these structures have not 
overlapped in order to accommodate individual 
weaknesses and form a cohesive structure of 
governance; rather, their existence has caused 
greater instability by acting as a challenge to the 
other makeshift structures. Therefore, the 
existence of these actors causes insecurity rather 
than eliminating it as they were created to do. 
This represents just one level of the insecurity 
dilemma plaguing the collapsed Somali state 
and demonstrates the incompetence of makeshift 
actors in replacing a central government. Even 
more problematic, however, is purposeful 
hindrance by these actors of any attempts to 
create the central government clearly needed by 
the Somali state. 
 

The need for a 
central government 
in Somalia is 
evident, not only 
because current 
actors have 
shortcomings, but 
also because there 
are things only a 
central government 
can provide for 
citizens, including 
national security 
and social 
programs financed 
by a broader tax 
base.60 However, 

after twenty-five years, one still has not 
emerged. The only real attempts have been 
propped up by the international community, and 
are not legitimate because they do not enjoy the 
support of the larger population. It is true that 
these externally-driven central governments 
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have their own weaknesses, being created 
relatively arbitrarily by people far removed from 
the Somali context based on what they view as 
best. However, the concern is not necessarily 
that the makeshift actors do not support these 
central governments, but that they seem to 
intentionally undermine any larger attempts at 
state governance. Many clans wish to be the 
dominant group, and they continue to compete 
against others for that role despite it meaning 
insecurity for their citizens and alliance creation 
being potentially more effective. These clans 
also coopt other security providers as it best 
suits their needs, as can be seen with both the 
PSCs and the sharia courts. This pattern of 
behaviour suggests that, should a legitimate 
movement or structure arise that could be a 
potential source of stability and security, the 
clans would continue their efforts for dominance 
and attempt to undermine even a potentially 
effective actor. Once again, even though a clan 
or other actor wants to protect its population, it 
acts in ways that undercut this goal. Adding yet 
another element to Somalia’s complex insecurity 
dilemma, clans likely carry out this action not 
just to further their own drive for power, but 
also because they think it protects their citizens 
by shielding them from another repressive 
government like that of Siad Barre.  
 
In this element of the Somali insecurity 
dilemma, the lack of a central government and 
desire for power cannot be blamed; rather the 
cause is how the state functioned while under its 
last leader. Barre ran a neo-patrimonial state in 
which he integrated clan structure into the 
modern state apparatus.61 He had begun his rule 
by incorporating members of all major clan-
families into the state administration, but a 
decrease in resources in the late 1970s resulted 
in the successive exclusion of certain groups 
from state and economic benefits.62 Much 
evidence suggests that by the mid-1980s the 
state had already failed: there was government 
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repression, heightened clan cleavages and 
animosity, rampant corruption, low production 
on state farms and factories, the civil service and 
social programs were falling apart, and the 
security sector was the only partial exception.63 
The dysfunction experienced under the last 
“government” of Somalia causes many to 
question whether another such body is necessary 
and to almost fear the existence of one. They 
then challenge other potential authorities, afraid 
that they will act as Barre’s administration did. 
This further exacerbates the previously 
mentioned problems, and provides yet another 
dynamic to the Somali insecurity dilemma. It is 
also, however, another point that suggests why 
makeshift actors are not effective security 
providers: the logic of clan leaders and citizens 
is understandable, but it does not change the fact 
that Barre’s administration was not actually an 
effective central government, nor the fact that 
local actors working to prevent one from coming 
into power are causing insecurity for their 
populations.  
 
After more than twenty-five years of its 
existence, the Somali insecurity dilemma now 
seems relatively impossible to overcome. The 
only actors working to provide security to 
citizens have not only proven insufficient 
replacements to a central government, but they 
continuously exacerbate the insecurity of the 
country, both intentionally and unintentionally. 
This insecurity fosters chaos throughout all of 
society and makes it difficult for progress to be 
seen, as development will first require stability. 
The only real solution to the problems - an 
effective central government that works to 
provide for each member of the population 
equally and, in turn, bring the stability needed 
for growth - cannot arise without cooperation, 
which does not exist at any level in Somalia. 
The lack of trust in both other clans and in state 
administrations will prove a difficult obstacle to 
overcome but is one necessary for a successful 
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future for the state.64 Unless the country can 
build trust and patch together their makeshift 
governance system to create an effective and 
appropriate central body with the resources and 
legitimacy to end this long conflict and move 
the country forward, the currently insufficient 
system of governance, and the insecurity 
dilemma and stagnancy that come with it, will 
continue to be the Somali reality.  
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Piracy in the Gulf of 
Aden:  
 
The Impact on Security and 
the Economy 
 
Emma-Jayne Orser-Kooistra 
 

he Gulf of Aden is one of the world’s 
hotspots for pirate attacks on merchant 
ships. Piracy in this area has exploded in 

the past ten years. Although the number of pirate 
attacks has recently declined, it still remains a 
domestic and international issue that threatens 
regional security and global trade. Piracy is 
harmful to global trade and has created a market 
for Private Maritime Security Companies 
(PMSCs) due to the high number of pirate 
attacks on merchant ships. PMSCs should be 
used with caution, and international law 
regarding the operations and conduct of PMSCs 
must be developed in order to establish clear 
regulations and protocol for PMSCs operating 
on merchant ships to make them more 
accountable. This paper will first examine the 
historical context of piracy, specifically how 
Somalia’s state collapse has caused an increase 
in piracy in recent years. The international and 
domestic implications will then be reviewed. 
Finally, the security issues surrounding piracy in 
the region will be analyzed along with the role 
of PMSCs. 
 
In order to understand the rise of piracy in the 
Gulf of Aden, the historical context of the 
political and economic situations in Somalia 
must first be examined. British Somaliland and 
Italian Somalia both earned independence in 
1960 and merged to form modern-day Somalia.1 
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Following independence, Somalia experienced a 
period of democracy with relatively fair and free 
elections. However, President Shermarke was 
assassinated in 1969 and a military coup led by 
General Mohamed Siad Barre immediately 
followed, putting the government and all 
political power in the hands of his Supreme 
Revolutionary Council.2 General Barre remained 
in power, but faced growing resentment and 
opposition in the 1980s due to his attempts to 
eliminate the clan structure in Somalia.3 In 
response, the clans and their warlords overthrew 
General Barre in 1991 and the government 
subsequently collapsed, leading to civil war 
between clans in an attempt to fill the political 
power vacuum.4  
 
State failure is arguably one of the main causes 
of the rise in piracy in the Gulf of Aden in the 
early 2000s.5 Rule of law ceased to exist, despite 
the brief success of the Council of Islamic 
Courts (CIC) in establishing order in Somalia’s 
capital of Mogadishu by dispelling the warlords 
and gangs in 2006.6 This created an ideal 
breeding ground for illegal activities, such as 
piracy, to flourish.7 There is also an economic 
incentive to piracy. State collapse had a 
profoundly negative impact on the Somali 
economy. As Mwangi S. Kimyeni, John Mukum 
Mbaku, and Nelipher Moyo note, “These weak 
and poorly designed institutions have 
discouraged and in many instances stunted 
indigenous entrepreneurship and prevented the 
creation of wealth.”8 A further blow to the 
Somali economy came in the form of illegal 
dumping and trawling in Somali waters by 
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foreign ships. The lack of a Somali state coast 
guard or navy made it easy for foreign ships to 
dump waste and trawl waters, two activities that 
are banned throughout the world due to their 
harmful impacts on the environment and 
fisheries.9 Fish is one of Somalia’s primary 
exports and so the negative impact on the 
fisheries made the economic incentives of piracy 
even more appealing.10 Piracy can be an 
incredibly lucrative endeavour. According to 
Thomas Keating, a Somali pirate can make up to 
$10,000 in a single attack while the per capita 
income as of 2010 was a mere $600.11 The 
opportunity to earn up to 
$10,000 creates an economic 
incentive to take part in piracy. 
 
Furthermore, with no 
government to enforce maritime 
law, some Somali fishermen 
took matters into their own 
hands and began to engage in 
“defensive piracy”.12 Defensive 
piracy was an attempt to get foreign ships out of 
Somali waters to prevent further damage to the 
fisheries. It did not take long for pirates to 
organize and there are now at least five pirate 
gangs with a total of 1,000 pirates.13 According 
to Martin Murphy, Somali piracy became 
largely successful after 2005 due to the efforts 
of pirate leader Afweyne who shaped piracy into 
the business model still in use today.14 Afweyne 
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relied on experienced pirates and the concept of 
the ‘mother ship’ from which the smaller, faster 
boats are based.15 These pirates are frequently 
financed by clan leaders or warlords and 
continue to be highly organized in their 
operations.16 This sophisticated organization is 
part of what makes them a formidable threat. 
 
Piracy poses a substantial threat to the 
international economy, particularly global trade. 
According to Murphy, “[pirates] have mounted 
what amounts to the most substantial non-state 
threat to the security of international shipping 

for half a century and perhaps 
longer.”17 When 90 percent of 
world trade is done via 
shipping, piracy is a threat that 
must be addressed.18 A fair 
share of international shipping 
goes through the Gulf of Aden 
and around the Horn of Africa 
as it is coming or going from 
the Suez Canal. It is hard to 

accurately quantify the impact piracy has on 
global trade. Estimates of how much piracy 
costs the global economy are anywhere from 
between $1 billion and $16 billion a year.19 
Although these numbers are small when 
compared to global trade, which is in the 
trillions of dollars,20 it does not diminish the 
importance of the piracy issue and its negative 
impact on trade. The bulk of shipping that 
passes through the Gulf of Aden makes ships 
easy targets for Somali pirates in the area. 
 
The increase in pirate attacks in the Gulf of 
Aden and around the Horn of Africa has led to 
insurance companies raising their premiums 
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exponentially on any vessel traveling through 
the area.21 The increased insurance premiums 
add further costs to both the shipping companies 
and consumers.22 This has forced some shipping 
companies to bypass the Gulf of Aden 
completely in order to avoid increased insurance 
premiums. Instead of using the Suez Canal and 
sailing through the Gulf of Aden, shipping 
companies are opting instead to sail around the 
Cape of Good Hope, which cuts down insurance 
costs and eliminates the Suez transit fees.23 
However, despite the decrease in insurance costs 
and Suez transit fees, a route around the Cape of 
Good Hope requires more fuel and more time.24 
Furthermore, the Suez Canal Authority has 
reported a significant decrease in canal traffic 
due to the increase of pirate attacks which has 
led to a decrease in revenue.25  
 
Piracy also has a negative impact on Somalia 
domestically. The increase in pirate attacks by 
Somali pirates has damaged Somalia’s 
reputation in the international community. 
According to Kimyeni, Mbaku, and Moyo, 
piracy has “become one of the most profitable 
industries in Somalia,”26 and also one of its most 
well-known. Somalia has been struggling to 
build a state since the collapse of the 
government in 1991, and its poor reputation in 
the international community associated with 
piracy will certainly not help its state-building 
endeavours. Somalia’s international reputation 
has been further damaged due to the fact that 
most pirate attacks occur after cargo has been 
discharged in Somali ports,27 which indicates 
that pirates are more interested in ransom than in 
the goods onboard. Alexa Sullivan notes: 
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… it is still a very risky situation for 
shipping companies and manufacturers 
alike. Ports in Somalia may not have 
been the cargo’s final destination and 
there is no guarantee that Somalian port 
authorities will ensure that goods reach 
their proper final destinations. In 
addition, most shipping companies and 
manufacturers will not likely risk the fate 
of their goods in the care of Somalian 
port authorities, especially given that 
Somalia ranked last on the 2009 
Corruption Perceptions Index.28  

 
Recent research has shown that piracy has 
contributed to the Somali economy and 
development of regional areas that provide the 
“material inputs” of piracy.29 Despite this 
growth, the coastal villages that many Somali 
pirates come from have failed to see the same 
development.30 There are certainly economic 
benefits to piracy, but the benefits are not evenly 
distributed.  

 
In addition to 
harming the 
domestic and 

international 
economies, pirate 
attacks have 
created a severe 
security issue in 
the Gulf of Aden 
and the increase 
in attacks on ships 
from around the 

world has prompted an international response. 
States around the world have deployed their 
naval forces to combat pirate attacks in the 
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region, including the US and Canada.31 
According to Anna Petrig, the increased naval 
presence in the region has had relative success 
in deterring and preventing piracy attacks. 
However, naval forces have expanded their 
patrol areas while the number of forces has not 
increased.32 Increasing patrol areas without also 
increasing the number of forces can spread them 
thin and decrease their overall effectiveness of 
protecting merchant ships. Petrig proposes that 
Vessel Protection Detachments (VPDs) or 
Private Maritime Security Companies (PMSCs) 
must be deployed along with state navies in 
order to fill the gaps left by state navies and to 
effectively protect merchant ships in the area 
from pirate attacks.33 VPDs are “small teams of 
law enforcement officials embarked on board 
merchant ships … comprised of uniformed state 
officials acting within their capacity as military 
or law enforcement agents who are subject to 
disciplinary procedures and are authorized to 
execute the state’s monopoly on the use of 
force.”34 VPDs are essentially an extension of 
the state. They have a clear set of regulations 
and code of conduct that complies with state law 
to make them accountable for their actions. 
However, the availability of VPDs is limited, 
and so shipping companies must opt for PMSCs 
instead.35 
 
It is estimated that between 15 and 35 percent of 
vessels travel with armed guards from PMSCs 
on board.36 PMSCs should be hired with 
caution. They are private contractors and 
therefore not accountable to the state like state 
navies or VPDs are. It is crucial that these 
PMSCs establish clear regulations and codes of 
conduct that comply with maritime law and the 
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state law whose flag the ship is flying under in 
order to prevent unnecessary conflict and 
violence. The Baltic and International Maritime 
Council (BIMCO), the world’s largest 
international shipping association, advocates 
that the use of PMSCs “must be seen as a 
temporary measure lasting only until 
governments fulfil their responsibility to protect 
crews and ships from pirate attacks and that an 
unnecessary proliferation of PMSCs and their 
institutionalization must be avoided.”37 
However, according to Ilja Van Hespen, it is no 
longer a question of whether PMSCs should be 
used, but rather how they should be used in 
order to ensure safety and accountability.38 
 
Regulating the use of PMSCs has proven to be 
difficult. The most pressing issue concerning 
PMSCs is the use of force by armed contractors, 
but the legalities surrounding the procurement 
and carrying of weapons and equipment has 
proven to be more complicated.39 Domestic law 
or laws specific to PMSCs usually deal with the 
issue of weapons procurement and carrying, and 
contractors are governed by the flag state law 
while on board a ship. If a domestic law does 
not exist, then the ship is subject to international 
rules, which are often ambiguous at best.40  
 
Furthermore, the Suez Canal has its own set of 
rules and regulations, which only further 
complicates matters, since most ships traveling 
through the Gulf of Aden will likely pass 
through the Suez Canal as well.41 The Suez 
Canal Authority and the Egyptian Ministry of 
Defence prohibited all vessels from having 
weapons on board traveling through the canal in 
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2011.42 Failure to comply with this regulation 
would make any ship carrying weapons through 
the canal liable to Egyptian criminal law.43 
 
Petrig notes that some PMSCs have started 
dumping their weapons at sea to avoid 
prosecution by Egyptian authorities while others 
use ships or docks at sea as “floating 
armouries.”44 These are poor solutions that 
should not be condoned. Carelessly dumping 
weapons in to the ocean could harm the 
environment and ‘floating armouries’ are at risk 
of falling into the wrong hands. International 
law regarding the procurement and carrying of 
weapons on board ships could prevent these 
things from happening. It is widely accepted that 
the use of force by PMSCs is governed by 
domestic, rather than international.45 However, 
as Sony Vijayan notes, “This practice of 
deploying armed forces without proper Rules for 
the Use of Force (RUF) may produce serious 
jurisdictional conflicts between the flag states 
and the coastal states.”46 In order to avoid 
jurisdictional conflicts, the use of force by 
PMSCs on board ships should be regulated by 
international law due to potential variations in 
domestic law. PMSCs need to be regulated 
internationally if traveling through international 
waters and numerous ports around the world. 
Richard argues that letters of marque should be 
revived and that they would serve to regulate 
PMSCs.47 However, it would be the duty of 
states to issue letters of marque and to set their 
own state regulations. The issue with this is the 
potential regulation variations from state to 
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state. International law would ensure that 
PMSCs are regulated and acting under a code of 
conduct that applies regardless of the flag state 
they are sailing under.  
 
The key issue surrounding the development of a 
comprehensive and cohesive international law 
regarding not only PMSCs, but piracy overall, 
involves the very definition of piracy itself. 
International law relies on the United Nations 
definition of piracy in Article 101 of the United 
Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea 
(UNCLOS) as: 
 

… any illegal acts of violence, or 
detention, or any act of depredation, 
committed for private ends by the crew 
or the passengers of a private ship or 
private aircraft and directed on the high 
seas against another ship, aircraft; 
against persons or property on board 
such ship or aircraft, against a ship, 
aircraft, persons or property in a place 
outside the jurisdiction of any State; 
any act of voluntary participation in the 
operation of a ship or of an aircraft with 
knowledge of facts making it a pirate 
ship or aircraft.48  

 
The problem with this definition is its inclusion 
of the term ‘high seas’ to define an act of piracy. 
According to Sullivan, this means that an act 
cannot be defined as piracy if it is committed 
within sovereign waters.49 It therefore cannot be 
prosecuted by criminal law. The International 
Maritime Bureau (IMB) has defined piracy as 
“the act of boarding any vessel with an intent to 
commit theft or any other crime, and with an 
intent or capacity to use force in furtherance of 
that act.”50 The IMB removes the problematic 
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term ‘high seas’ and applies piracy to acts 
committed within sovereign waters. However, 
this definition is not supported by international 
law.51 International law should adopt the IMB’s 
definition of piracy in order to prosecute acts of 
piracy regardless of whether they occur in 
international or sovereign waters, especially 
when foreign ships are the vessels being 
attacked.  
 
Overall, the surge of piracy in the past decade 
can be directly attributed to both Somalia’s state 
collapse in 1991 and the illegal dumping and 
trawling in Somalia’s fisheries. The lack of rule 
of law created an ideal breeding ground for 
piracy and the harm being done to the fisheries 
forced Somali fishermen to mobilize “defensive 
piracy” in order to protect their livelihoods. 
Piracy has significant international and domestic 
implications. It has cost the global economy 
billions of dollars and the rise in insurance 
premiums has forced many shipping companies 
to avoid the area altogether. Somalia’s 
reputation in the international community is 
tarnished by piracy and corruption in the country 
has made shipping companies avoid Somali 
ports, taking away potential revenue 
domestically. Furthermore, piracy has created 
severe security issues in the region, creating a 
market for PMSCs. While PMSCs can be useful 
in filling the gaps left by state navies, they must 
be used with caution and in moderation. 
International law regarding the operations and 
conduct of PMSCs must be developed in order 
to establish clear regulations and protocol for 
PMSCs operating on merchant ships in the high 
seas to make them more accountable. 
Accountability is key to preventing unnecessary 
violence and conflict on the high seas. In order 
for a comprehensive international piracy law to 
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be created, however, the very definition of 
piracy itself must change. 
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Theoretical 
Perspectives on the 
Ukraine Crisis 
 
Noah Entwisle  
 

n the 18th of March, 2014, Russian 
President Vladimir Putin signed into law 
a treaty that formally absorbed the 

Crimean Peninsula into the Russian Federation. 
In the months following, Russian-backed 
separatists in the Donbas region of Eastern 
Ukraine purportedly waged a small war against 
the Ukrainian state, which continues unabated to 
this day. Predictably, Russia’s actions have 
soured its relations with the West. General 
Breedolove, the Supreme Allied Commander of 
the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) 
forces in Europe, stated in early 2014, “There is 
absolutely sufficient [Russian] force postured on 
the eastern border of Ukraine to run to 
Transdniestria if the decision was made to do 
that.”1 In light of the perceived threat to 
Transdniestria and the rest of Eastern Europe, it 
has been argued that the U.S. must reassure and 
strengthen NATO to protect its European allies 
and deter Russian expansionism.2  While 
emotionally resonant, this line of argument 
ignores the inherently threatening and 
provocative nature of the NATO alliance and the 
vulnerable strategic position occupied by the 
Russian state. Those who fear unchecked 
Russian aggression in Eastern Europe ignore 
Russia’s accession to the post-Cold War status 
quo, its pattern of loss and risk-averse behavior 
in the two decades following the Cold War, and 
                                                        
1 “NATO says Russia has big force at Ukraine's border, 
worries over Transdniestria,” Reuters, March 23, 2014, 
http://www.reuters.com/article/2014/03/23/us-ukraine-
crisis-nato-idUSBREA2M07O20140323.   
2 Robert Spalding III, “America's Secret Weapon to Stop 
Russia,” The National Interest, March 31, 2014, 
http://nationalinterest.org/commentary/americas-secret-
weapon-stop-russia-10154.  

the structural features of the anarchic 
international system that will continue to 
incentivize its cautious behavior. When Russia’s 
position in Eastern Europe is appraised in its 
entirety, it becomes clear that confrontation, 
especially under the auspices of NATO, will be 
counterproductive. A measured and conciliatory 
response from the United States and her NATO 
allies will be the most prudent way to prevent 
the situation from escalating further. I will 
support this argument through the application of 
prospect theory, neo-realist alliance behavior 
theory, and the geopolitical theory of Halford 
Mackinder. 
 
When discussing how to interpret and react to 
Russia's foreign policy in its near abroad, it is 
essential to understand the manner in which 
Russian policy-makers conceptualize their 
position in the international system. By 
examining the perspective from which Russia 
views events in its near abroad, Russian efforts 
to establish a degree of control over affairs in 
Eastern Europe take on a far less sinister quality. 
Furthermore, an understanding of the 
geopolitical underpinnings of Russia's national 
security strategy challenges the popular notion 
that Russia is motivated by a desire to resurrect 
the Soviet Union.  
 
At the end of the Cold War in 1990, Russia's 
strategic position in Eastern Europe collapsed. 
The dissolution of the Warsaw Pact, combined 
with the withdrawal of Soviet forces from 
Eastern Europe, all contributed to a new status 
quo in which Russia was objectively less 
capable of protecting itself against external 
threats.3 To compound these issues, funding for 
the armed forces plummeted, and by 1993, 
Russia's standing military was operating at 50% 

                                                        
3 William D. Jackson, “Encircled again: Russia's Military 
Assesses Threats in a Post-Soviet World,” Political 
Science Quarterly 117, no. 3 (2002): 374, 
http://search.proquest.com.libproxy.mta.ca/pqrl/docview/2
08267607/fulltextPDF/C120A5A29CD54A4FPQ/6?accou
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of its Soviet personnel strength.4 While military 
funding would decrease amongst NATO 
members, the existence of NATO as a perceived 
threat to Russia's security would persist. The 
mere continuation of the NATO alliance 
following the end of the Cold War was viewed 
by the Russian military as an indicator that the 
West would seek to take advantage of Russia's 
weakness.5 Russian analysts predicted that 
NATO would expand its sphere of influence into 
the Black Sea region, and by doing so establish 
a status quo in which Russia would be 
perpetually threatened on its western borders.6 
However, while this line of thinking was 
common amongst Russia's military 
establishment following the end of the Cold 
War, it would not become incorporated into 
Russia's mainstream policy discourse until 
NATO's rapid eastward expansion in 1994.7 
NATO's incorporation of Poland, Hungary, the 
Czech Republic, and Slovakia would 
dramatically increase its ability to threaten 
Russia militarily.8 Furthermore, the expansion of 
NATO was a clear signal to Moscow that the 
alliance was committed to expanding its 
influence into the former 
Soviet sphere (Poland, 
Hungary, and Czechoslovakia 
are all former signatories to 
the Warsaw Pact).9  
 
Following its expansion in 
1994, further actions by 
NATO members have 
contributed to Russia's 
perception that its sphere of 
influence is being purposefully and maliciously 
eroded by the west. NATO's 1999 intervention 
in Yugoslavia was seen by Moscow as an act of 
bald aggression, intended to eliminate an ally 

                                                        
4 Ibid., 376.   
5 Ibid., 374.  
6 Ibid.  
7 Ibid., 380.  
8 Ibid.   
9 Ibid.  

and diminish Russia's influence in the region.10 
Russia responded by conducting extensive 
military exercises designed to prepare for a 
NATO attack on Russia's encircled Kaliningrad 
Oblast.11 Efforts to install ballistic missile 
defenses in Poland have also been seen by 
Russia as a thinly veiled act of aggression by 
NATO; by negating Russia's nuclear deterrent, 
NATO would become increasingly free to take 
advantage of Russia.12  
 
Russia's anxiety regarding NATO's expansion 
into its periphery may seem unfounded and 
illegitimate to some. It is true that the expansion 
of NATO's influence into Russia's near abroad is 
not evidence of malign intent, and that the 
alliance is ostensibly defensive in nature. 
Nonetheless, NATO possesses significant 
offensive capabilities, and has expanded steadily 
eastward since the end of the Cold War, 
bringing core Russian cities like St. Petersburg 
within easy striking range of offensive NATO 
assets.13 Moreover, Russia has good reason to 
react warily to powerful forces on its borders. At 
several points in its history, Russia has been 

menaced by aggressive 
forces, the most recent 
examples being Nazi 
Germany during the Second 
World War, and arguably 
the NATO alliance during 
and after the Cold War.14 
Instead of attributing these 
acts of perceived aggression 
to the particular nature of 
each belligerent, modern 

Russia has sought to develop a unified 
explanation for the persistent threats it has faced 
from neighbouring powers. During the Cold 
                                                        
10 Ibid., 382. 
11 Ibid.  
12 Ibid., 391.   
13 Rick Rozoff, “NATO’s War Plans for the High North,” 
Global Research, January 19, 2013, 
http://www.globalresearch.ca/nato-s-war-plans-for-the-
high-north/13975  
14 Jackson, “Encircled Again,” 381.  

“THE MERE CONTINUATION OF 
THE NATO ALLIANCE FOLLOWING 
THE END OF THE COLD WAR WAS 
VIEWED BY THE RUSSIAN 
MILITARY AS AN INDICATOR THAT 
THE WEST WOULD SEEK TO TAKE 
ADVANTAGE OF RUSSIA’S 
WEAKNESS.” 
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War, the Soviet Union defined its security 
threats in ideological terms; NATO threatened 
Russia's security because it in turn felt 
threatened by the USSR's communist ideology.15 
In light of NATO's continued existence 
following the dissolution of the Soviet Union, 
Russian military analysts were forced to develop 
a new theory to identify and rationalize the 
persistence of security threats. The universal 
theory of geopolitics first popularized by 
Halford Mackinder in 1904 became the 
foundation for Russia's conceptualization of its 
security environment, and helps to explain its 
attitude towards affairs in its near abroad.16 
 
Mackinder's seminal work, The Geographical 
Pivot of History, provides a comprehensive 
explanation for the external threats Russia faces. 
Mackinder accomplished this by focusing on the 
one enduring feature of the Russian state: its 
geography. Mackinder argued that the vast, 
unbroken expanse of land that makes up the 
Russian state is the most strategically important 
piece of territory in the world.17 Referred to as 
the ‘heartland’, or the ‘pivot area’, this region is 
identified as the key to dominating the Eurasian 
supercontinent, which Mackinder saw as the 
greatest possible prize for any state actor and the 
prerequisite for any attempt to conquer the 
world.18 The implication of Mackinder's 
geopolitical theory for Russian security policy is 
apparent: Russia's occupation of the pivot area 
makes it a threat to the rest of the world.19 
Accordingly, Russia must be constantly 
prepared to defend itself against those who wish 

                                                        
15 Ibid., 387. 
16 Ibid. 
17 Ibid.  
18 Halford J. Mackinder, “The Geographical Pivot of 
History,” The Geographical Journal 23, no. 4 (1904): 
436, 
http://www.jstor.org/discover/10.2307/1775498?uid=3739
416&uid=2&uid=3737720&uid=4&sid=21103602367321
.      
19 Jackson, “Encircled Again,” 388.   

to diminish the advantages inherent to its 
geographic position.20  
 
The influence of Mackinder's heartland theory 
provides an explanation for why Russian 
strategists are preoccupied with territorial 
defense. Sitting on the world's most valuable 
piece of real estate, Russia has understandably 
taken measures to secure it against external 
interference. John Berryman observes that 
Russia's expansive geography makes its military 
defense difficult.21 This makes the imperative to 
defend its borders even more salient to Russian 
geo-strategy. Since no reasonable amount of 
Russian military strength can effectively provide 
for its physical defense, Russia has sought to 
create an insulating ring of buffer states on its 
periphery, as observed by former American 
diplomat and Russia specialist George 
Kennan.22 Thus, Russia's geography defines the 
threats that it faces, and it defines the manner in 
which those threats can best be countered. In 
light of this, NATO members can always expect 
Russia to place great value on its alliances and 
strategic assets in its periphery.23 This should 
have a sobering effect on any who believe that a 
stronger, more active NATO is the best antidote 
to Russian military activity in its near abroad. In 
fact, it is more likely that a dynamic NATO 
would amplify Russia's desire to promote its 
sphere of influence, since the alliance' is one of 
the primary (perceived) threats Russia seeks to 
defend itself against. NATO should be hesitant 
to characterize Russia's assertive security policy 
as necessarily hostile, even in light of recent 
events in Ukraine. The following paragraphs 
will demonstrate that Russia's actions in Ukraine 
have been reactive, and consistent with its 

                                                        
20 Ibid.   
21 John Berryman, “Geopolitics and Russian Foreign 
Policy,” International Politics 49, no. 4 (2012): 532, 
http://search.proquest.com.libproxy.mta.ca/pqrl/docview/1
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22 Berryman, “Geopolitics and Russian Foreign Policy,” 
533.  
23 Ibid.  



 

 
 

29 

geopolitical method of threat appraisal. 
Furthermore, this paper will argue that Russia's 
fundamentally defensive and restrained foreign 
policy has been shaped, and will continue to be 
shaped, by the traits inherent to the anarchic 
international system.  
 
Starting in November of 2013, the Euromaidan 
Protests were highly damaging to Russia's 
interests in Ukraine.24 The existence of a stable 
and friendly Ukrainian state is essential for 
Russia, who formerly derived significant 
economic, geopolitical, and military advantages 
from its relationship with Kiev.25 The vigorous 
opposition to Viktor Yanukovych's fateful 
decision to pursue closer economic and political 
association with Russia highlighted the 
insecurity of Russia's position in Ukraine. 
Despite a concerted effort to stem the tide of 
opposition in Ukraine, Russia was unable to 
prevent the downfall of its client government.26 
Yanukovych's February ouster cemented the 
reality that Russia could no longer rely on 
suzerainty over Ukraine to protect its interests 
there. This was reinforced by recent calls in the 
Ukrainian parliament to annul the Kharkiv Pact 
of 2010, which guarantees Russia's access to its 
naval and air facilities in Crimea.27 Faced with 
the prospect of imminent losses, Russia quickly 
marshaled its resources to prevent the loss of its 
access to Crimea. In spite of its willingness to 
take decisive action, Russia was unable to 
prevent the accession of a vehemently anti-
Russian government in Kiev, which recently 
signed the European Association Agreement, the 
                                                        
24 “Ukraine crisis timeline,” BBC News: Europe, 
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-26248275. 
25 George Friedman, “Perspectives on the Ukrainian 
Protests,” Stratfor Global Intelligence: Geopolitical 
Weekly, January 28, 2014, 
http://www.stratfor.com/weekly/perspectives-ukrainian-
protests.  
26 “Ukraine crisis timeline,” BBC News: Europe.   
27 “Kravchuk, Kuchma and Yuschenko call to denounce 
Kharkiv Pact,” Kyiv Post, March 3, 2014, 
https://www.kyivpost.com/content/ukraine/media-
kravchuk-kuchma-and-yuschenko-call-to-denounce-
kharkiv-pact-338252.html.   

debate over which started the Euromaidan 
movement in the first place.28 Thus, while the 
annexation of Crimea changed the political 
status of the peninsula, it did not improve 
Russia's strategic position in the Black Sea 
relative to the pre-Euromaidan status quo. 
Instead, Russia partially reinstated the status quo 
at great material and diplomatic cost, and 
ensured that the rest of Ukraine would be even 
more certain to pursue a pro-Western foreign 
policy in the future.  
 
Russia's military incursion into Crimea (and its 
subsequent destabilization of Eastern Ukraine) 
can be understood as a bold but calculated move 
to mitigate Russia's losses in the face of ongoing 
turmoil in Ukraine. While it is clear that Russian 
action has merely preserved certain advantages 
Russia already had in the region, many would 
argue that Russia’s demonstrated willingness to 
use military force to accomplish strategic goals 
has ominous implications for Eastern Europe. 
NATO Commander General Philip Breedlove 
recently expressed his concerns regarding 
further Russian action, claiming that Russian 
forces massed on Ukraine's borders may be used 
to annex Molodva's separatist Transdniestria 
region.29 It is easy to see how he drew this 
conclusion - conditions in Transdniestria 
resemble the conditions in Crimea prior to its 
annexation; Transdniestria's population is 
primarily Russian speaking, and the speaker of 
the Transdniestrian parliament had recently 
called for the region to be absorbed into 
Russia.30 Furthermore, as mentioned earlier, 
Supreme Allied Commander General Breedlove 
has judged Russian forces massed on Ukraine’s 
border to be capable of prosecuting a military 

                                                        
28 Adrian Croft, “European Union signs landmark 
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29 “NATO says Russia has big force at Ukraine's border, 
worries over Transdniestria,” Reuters, March 23, 2014, 
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campaign in Transdniestria “if the decision was 
made to do that.”31 While the General's analysis 
of the military feasibility of an incursion into 
Transdniestria was likely accurate, his 
understanding of Russia's decision-making 
process is deeply flawed.  
 
For the sake of argument, I will assume that a 
potential Russian military incursion into 
Transdiestria, or anywhere else for that matter, 
has a risk/reward structure identical to the one 
faced by Russia in Crimea. Operating under this 
assumption, it may be unclear why Russia 
would be willing to act in one case, but not in 
the other; if Russia was willing and able to 
annex a Russian-speaking separatist republic in 
one instance, why not do the same in another? 
This appears to be the assumption underpinning 
much of the rhetoric regarding Russia's 
intentions in Eastern Europe. If it is assumed 
that Russia is equally likely to intervene in 
Transdniestria as in Crimea, it becomes very 
easy to justify a hardline stance to deter any 
further Russian annexations. However, in spite 
of the apparent parallels between the 
circumstances in Crimea and Transdniestria, 
Russia would view action in Transdniestria from 
a more cautious perspective.  
 
There is a clear explanation for this, provided by 
prospect theory, a model of rational choice 
under conditions of risk.32 Prospect theory posits 
that decisions regarding the choice to pursue or 
avoid a high-risk action are not made solely on 
the basis of the expected net value of the 
action.33 Instead, decision-makers are more 
likely to take risks to prevent loss than to secure 
a comparable gain.34 This theory has been 
supported by empirical evidence: the American 
public and legislature were shown to 
                                                        
31 Ibid.   
32 Jack S. Levy, “Applications of Prospect Theory to 
Political Science,” Synthese 135, no. 2 (2003): 216, 
http://search.proquest.com.libproxy.mta.ca/pqrl/docview/1
96698777/6DFFC3D885404F28PQ/12?accountid=12599.  
33 Ibid., 215.  
34 Ibid., 225. 

consistently react more favorably to military 
interventions framed as ‘protective’ of American 
interests than those interventions presented as 
‘promotive’.35  
 
It is clear that Russia was willing to accept the 
risks inherent to military intervention when the 
decision to invade Crimea was made. However, 
the decision to assume those risks was made 
under conditions when losses appeared to be 
imminent. The prospect of losing access to its 
Crimean military facilities would have likely 
been unpalatable for Putin. Not only would the 
loss of Crimea represent a significant strategic 
loss for Russia, it would also harm the 
government’s reputation domestically. Thus, as 
is predicted by prospect theory, risks were 
assumed in order to prevent these losses from 
occurring.36 In the case of Transdnistria, there is 
nothing that Russia stands to lose, at least not in 
the immediate future. Even if the annexation of 
Transdnistria would confer gains equal to the 
losses avoided by annexing Crimea, military 
action would not necessarily be taken, due to the 
disproportionate weight decision-makers assign 
to prospective losses.  
 
The application of prospect theory to Russia's 
military interventions has significant 
implications. It significantly alters the current 
narratives regarding a “resurgent Russia” by 
casting Russia as a reactive, rather than 
aggressive power.  This conceptualization of 
Russia as a loss and risk-averse military power 
can help explain Russia's invasion of Georgia in 
2008 following Mikheil Saakashvili's decision 
to attack the de facto Russian holding of South 
Ossetia.37 It can also be applied to Russia's 
diplomatically risky decision to continue 
providing military support to the Assad regime 
                                                        
35 Ibid., 226.  
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in Syria, where Russia stands to lose a regional 
ally and a symbolic and strategically important 
naval base in Tartus.38 Modern Russia has been 
observed to avoid risk whenever possible, and 
assume risks only when losses are threatened. 
This fact should reassure those who fear that 
Russia will interpret its success in Crimea as 
evidence that a policy of military expansionism 
should be pursued. Thus far, Russia has used its 
military to salvage recently lost influence.  
 
Prospect theory, as it applies to international 
relations, shows that states are likely to take 
risks if they feel that the status quo has changed, 
or will imminently change, in a manner 
unfavorable to their interests. The problem that 
arises when trying to predict an actor’s behavior 
is how to properly identify the particular status 
quo, or ‘reference point’ by which the actors 
define losses and gains.39 Jack S. Levy uses the 
1973 Arab-Israeli war as an example of how a 
dysfunctional conceptualization of the status quo 
can compel a seemingly defensive-minded state 
to act aggressively: “The Arab losses in the 
1967 wars, along with the domestic political 
dissatisfaction generated by those losses, 
contributed to the willingness of Arab political 
leaders to initiate a surprise attack against Israel 
in 1973 in a risky attempt to recover those 
losses.”40 It is clear that, through an expansive 
definition of what qualifies as a ‘loss’, prospect 
theory can be used to predict a wide variety of 
state behaviors, ranging from belligerent 
irredentism to measured restraint. Thus, it is 
important to identify the reference point by 
which Russia defines gains and losses, to 
ascertain what risks Russia is likely to take.  
 
In the case of Crimea, some question remains 
about the reference point Russia is operating 
from, and what status quo Putin hopes to 

                                                        
38 Frank Gardner, “How vital is Syria's Tartus port to 
Russia?,” BBC News: Middle East, June 27, 2012, 
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39 Levy, “Applications of Prospect Theory,” 227. 
40 Ibid.  

preserve and/or 
restore. Some 
argue that 
Russia seeks to 
restore the huge 
territorial losses 
it suffered after 
the fall of the 
Soviet Union 
over 20 years 
ago.41 This 
would be 
problematic for 
obvious 
reasons, and 
would vindicate 
those who 
advocate for a muscular NATO response to 
Russia's annexation of Crimea. There is some 
evidence to support the claim that Russia seeks 
to restore its influence to something resembling 
Cold War levels. Stanislav Secrieru argues that 
Russia seeks to establish the Commonwealth of 
Independent States (CIS) as Russia's vital sphere 
of interest.42 Russia has succeeded in 
establishing the Collective Security Treaty 
Organization (CSTO), a collective defense 
treaty amongst CIS member states.43 In addition, 
Russia has enjoyed a degree of success in 
engaging politically, economically, and 
militarily with its fellow CIS members.44 All of 
this, according to Secrieru, has been undertaken 
with the intention of communicating Russia's 
commitment to exerting control over its near 
abroad.45 However, it is important to note that 
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Russia's systematic efforts to increase its 
influence in its near abroad have all been 
pursued through diplomatic channels. They have 
been relatively low profile, and more 
importantly, low risk. Thus, it cannot be said 
with confidence that Russia's efforts over the 
past 20 years to increase its influence in the CIS 
space have been informed by a feeling of loss 
vis-à-vis the reference point of the Soviet Union. 
 
There has not been any evidence of a systematic, 
risk-accepting strategy oriented towards 
expanding Russian influence in the CIS space. 
Furthermore, over the past 20 years, Russia has 
not made any effort to annex Crimea, forcibly or 
otherwise, which would have returned the 
peninsula to its Soviet-era status. Had Russia's 
reference point been the Soviet-era status quo, it 
would have been willing to pursue the 
acquisition of Crimea far sooner, through 
diplomatic and military channels. Instead, 
Russia chose to cautiously preserve its extant 
interests in Crimea without invoking the Cold 
War-era status quo, and did not take military 
action in the region until the post-Cold War 
status quo was threatened. The annexation of 
Crimea does represent a nominal (and 
incremental) return to the Soviet-era status quo. 
However, it should not be understood as part of 
an intentional effort to restore Russia's Soviet 
sphere of influence in its near abroad. Instead, 
the action should be seen as the post-hoc 
preservation of Russia's pre-Euromaidan 
strategic holdings in the face of uncontrollable 
events. Russia seems to be pursuing a prudent, 
risk-averse strategy to expand its influence in 
the CIS space, which suggests that Russia has 
reconciled itself to the post-Cold War status quo 
and is thus unlikely to take risky military action 
as part of an effort to secure strategic gains 
relative to the post-Cold War status quo.  
 
One key issue that has been ignored thus far is 
Russia's uncertain intentions regarding the rest 
of Ukraine. Based on the account of Russia's 
risk and loss-averse decision-making process 

that has been put forth thus far, Russia would 
see the ouster of Viktor Yanukovych and the 
establishment of an anti-Russian government in 
Kiev as a clear and immediate strategic loss, and 
would be willing to take action to recover or 
mitigate this loss, as it did in Crimea. Ongoing 
events in Eastern Ukraine clearly support this 
conclusion, as Russia continues to expend 
human lives and material resources to 
destabilize the area.46 Russia is clearly willing to 
take material and political risks to prevent the 
formation of a new, undesirable status quo in 
Ukraine. However, there is a limit to the amount 
of risks Russia will assume, regardless of 
whether losses have been sustained. It is highly 
unlikely that Russia will climb the ladder of 
escalation further than it has so far. That is, 
Russia will seek to minimize its military 
footprint in Ukraine in order to maintain a 
reasonable level of deniability amongst domestic 
and international audiences. Furthermore, it is 
nearly certain that Russia’s military will not 
operate in any capacity outside of Ukraine due 
to the patterns of risk-acceptance described 
above.   
 
When assessing the risk associated with overt 
military action in Ukraine, Russia must consider 
three factors. First, Russia must be ready and 
able to assume the risks inherent to any military 
conflict. As mentioned earlier, Ukraine would 
present a significant military challenge to 
Russia, especially when compared to other 
recent instances in which Russia demonstrated a 
willingness to deploy its military. In the case of 
Crimea, Russia occupied a small isolated region 
with a high concentration of Russian military 
installations. Russia's earlier success against the 
Georgian military in 2008 was due more to 
Georgia's weakness than it was to Russia's 
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strength.47 While Russia has put a great deal of 
effort into modernizing its military since 2008, 
the prospect of directly confronting Ukraine 
would require Russia to assume an 
unprecedented level of risk. 
 
Second, Russia must be able to assume the costs 
of a large-scale invasion and occupation of all or 
part of Ukraine. The United States campaign for 
regime change in Iraq cost a staggering $2 
trillion dollars.48 While this is by no means a 
reliable indicator of the precise cost of a Russian 
invasion into Ukraine, it illustrates the vast and 
unforeseeable costs of any military venture, 
especially those with specific political goals and 
the potential for prolonged low-intensity 
conflict.49 Today, Russia is financially ill 
equipped to assume these costs. Its dependence 
on fossil fuel exports has created a highly 
unfavorable situation, in which Russia's 
economy is tied to the global price of oil.50 This 
fact was made painfully evident during the 
financial crisis of 2008, when the global price of 
oil dropped from $145 per barrel to less than 
$40.  Russia's economy suffered accordingly, 
and while the government has been able to 
affect a modest recovery, it is still in a 
vulnerable position.51 Thus, Russia must be 
extremely conscious of the risks a costly and 
prolonged intervention would pose to its fragile 
                                                        
47 Roger N. McDermott, “Russia's Conventional Armed 
Forces and the Georgian War,” Parameters 39, no. 1 
(2009): 67, 
http://search.proquest.com.libproxy.mta.ca/pqrl/docview/1
98080996/fulltextPDF/EFE5B956E38248C3PQ/7?accoun
tid=12599.  
48 Daniel Trotta, “Iraq war costs U.S. More than $2 
trillion: study,” Reuters, March 14, 2013, 
http://www.reuters.com/article/2013/03/14/us-iraq-war-
anniversary-idUSBRE92D0PG20130314.  
49 William Courtney, “Ukraine: Russia Should Fear 
Insurgency,” The National Interest, April 1, 2014, 
http://nationalinterest.org/commentary/ukraine-russia-
should-fear-insurgency-10164.   
50 Yu-Shan Wu, “Russia and the CIS in 2009: Pillar of the 
System Shaken,” Asian Survey 50.1 (2010): 78, 
http://search.proquest.com.libproxy.mta.ca/pqrl/docview/2
24227537/E1B10C59F54B423APQ/13?accountid=12599.  
51 Wu, “Russia and the CIS,” 79.   

economy especially given Ukraine's importance 
to Russia's fossil fuel exports. Russia’s present 
economic circumstances will naturally restrict 
the cost and scope of its intervention in Ukraine.  
 
The third, and final factor that will compound 
the risks faced by Russia in any expanded 
military confrontation with Ukraine is the 
uncertain reaction that it would provoke 
amongst the international community. While the 
response to Russia's annexation of Crimea and 
destabilization of Eastern Ukraine has been 
fairly moderate, it is not clear how the world 
would react to a direct invasion of Ukraine. 
Depending on how other nations react, Russia's 
military and economic liabilities may be 
amplified. In order to understand how countries 
might react to further Russian action in Ukraine, 
it is useful to apply the neo-realist model of 
alliance behavior put forth by Stephen Walt.  
 
Walt's balance of 
threat theory 
offers valuable 
insight into how 
Russia can best 
minimize its 
security risks in 
the ongoing crisis, 
and how the United States and NATO can 
prudently maintain stability in Eurasia following 
Russia's recent adventurism. Building off of the 
traditional realist notion of a natural balance of 
power, in which weaker states combine to 
counteract the power of stronger states, Walt 
argues that a state's capability to threaten other 
states is only one of many factors that influence 
the degree to which other states will balance 
against it.52 Instead of balancing against the 
most powerful state in the international system, 
states will balance against the most threatening 
                                                        
52 Stephen M. Walt, “Alliance Formation and the Balance 
of World Power,” International Security 9, no. 4 (1985): 
9, 
http://www.jstor.org/discover/10.2307/2538540?uid=3739
416&uid=2&uid=3737720&uid=4&sid=21103602367321
.   

“THE MORE RUSSIA IS 
MADE TO FEEL 
INSECURE, THE MORE 
LIKELY IT WILL BE 
WILLING TO TAKE 
DESTABILIZING RISKS.” 
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state. A state's power, defined by Walt in terms 
of its resources, offensive capabilities, and its 
proximity to other states, is only one factor in 
determining how threatening it is to other 
states.53 In defining a state's threat level, a fourth 
variable must be accounted for: offensive 
intentions.54 If a state is believed to have 
aggressive intentions, it will impel other states 
to balance against it, even if the balancing 
coalition is comprised of states with greater 
resources and offensive capabilities. Walt cites 
Nazi Germany as an example of how a state will 
be countered by an overwhelmingly powerful 
coalition if it demonstrates aggressive 
intentions.55  
 
The dominance of balancing behavior in the 
international system has two very important 
implications for policy-makers seeking to 
prudently defuse the current tensions in Eastern 
Europe. First, if one assumes the Russian 
perspective, the immodest use of offensive 
power on its part will compel other states to take 
collective action to diminish Russia's ability to 
influence affairs in its near abroad, which, as 
mentioned earlier, is a necessity for Russian 
strategists. Regardless of NATO’s response, 
Russia will continue to exercise caution, as is 
most prudent for a constrained power operating 
in a world where counterbalancing is prevalent 
and proportional to its level of military 
activity.56 Second, from the perspective of 
NATO members, the prevalence of balancing 
behavior implies that the United States' effort to 
strengthen the NATO alliance by physically 
‘reassuring’ members of its commitment is both 
unnecessary and inflammatory, given the small 
probability of Russian aggression outside of 
Ukraine.57  

                                                        
53 Ibid.  
54 Ibid., 12.   
55 Ibid. 
56 Ibid., 14.  
57 Jim Garamone, “U.S. Looking to Reassure NATO 
Allies About Ukraine,” U.S. Department of Defense: 
American Forces Press Service, April 1, 2014, 

 
The balancing tendency can be observed 
amongst vulnerable states in Eastern Europe. 
Lithuania and Poland have increased their 
capability to counter a potential Russian threat 
on their borders, while other NATO members, 
including the United States, simultaneously 
decreased their own military commitments in 
the region.58 There is little indication that 
Lithuania and Poland's commitment will waver 
in the face of Russia's assertiveness and 
declining NATO commitment. Even if NATO 
does not take a firm stance against Russian 
aggression, it is evident that concerned states in 
Russia’s immediate vicinity will. This provides 
a natural and non-inflammatory deterrent against 
any further action by Russia. Lithuania and 
Poland have security concerns at stake in 
Eastern Europe; any action that they take in 
reaction to Russian behavior is far more likely to 
be perceived by Russia as defensive and non-
threatening. States like Lithuania and Poland are 
also more likely to be cautious in their treatment 
of Russia than NATO’s leadership due to their 
immediate proximity to Russia. Strengthening 
the capabilities and cohesiveness of the NATO 
alliance will be seen by Russia as a hostile act, 
as was the case in 1994 and 1999. The more 
Russia is made to feel insecure, the more likely 
it will be willing to take destabilizing risks.  
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crisis,” Reuters, March 28, 2014, 
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December 19, 2013. http://www.aei.org/outlook/foreign-
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One final issue that must be addressed regarding 
Russia's annexation of Crimea is the fear 
amongst a select group of commentators that 
Russia's annexation of Crimea will jeopardize 
the status of other contested territories, namely 
Taiwan.59 The validity of this fear rests on its 
two implicit assumptions. First: the US 
military’s deterrent underwrites peaceful cross-
strait relations. Second: the efficacy of the US 
military’s cross-strait deterrent depends on its 
willingness to intervene wherever and whenever 
state sovereignty is at risk. The first assumption 
can be accepted outright, for the sake of 
argument. However, the second assumption is 
problematic. Belief in the second assumption 
has led commentators to conclude that, in order 
to deter China from annexing Taiwan, additional 
military resources must be deployed to the Black 
Sea region.  
 
By committing itself to an increased military 
role in the Black Sea region, the United States 
would downgrade its ability to provide tangible 
security for Taiwan in the Western Pacific in 
order to defend liberal principles on the opposite 
side of Asia. The argument that China would 
interpret the U.S.'s unwillingness to intervene 
directly in Crimea as a sign that the U.S. would 
not intervene directly in the case of Taiwan's 
invasion is misguided. Similar concerns were 
raised after Russia's unopposed military 
invasion of Georgia in 2008, but in that same 
year China actually increased diplomatic and 
economic engagement with Taiwan.60 China 
undoubtedly understands that the annexation of 
Taiwan would have a unique set of geostrategic 
implications for the United States, completely 
distinct from the geostrategic implications of 
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March 14, 2014, 
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Russia's annexation of Crimea. Thus, China is 
aware that the measures that the U.S. is willing 
to take in Crimea will have little relation to the 
measures that it would be willing to take in 
defense of Taiwan.  
 
Russia’s recent and ongoing adventurism in 
Ukraine has understandably produced fear and 
uncertainty in the international community. 
However, for the reasons outlined above, there 
are many reasons to be relatively optimistic 
about the current state of affairs. The possibility 
that Russia prosecutes a wide campaign of 
forcible annexations in Eastern Europe is 
negligible; it has neither the capacity nor the 
desire to do so. Any further military activity by 
Russia in its near abroad will be strictly limited 
to the Ukrainian context, and even there, overt 
military action by Russia will be minimal. 
However, whether conflict in Ukraine escalates 
depends on the ability of NATO to empathize 
with Russia’s national security concerns. 
Understanding the sources of Russia’s insecurity 
is critical. As NATO members work to interpret 
Russia's behavior and intentions, they must not 
forget to regulate their own behavior, and 
consider how Russian policy makers will 
interpret it. Russia's actions in Crimea should be 
an occasion to seriously evaluate the role that 
NATO has played in the years following the 
Cold War. It is apparent that NATO's continued 
assertiveness following the break-up of the 
Soviet Union has exacerbated Russia's perceived 
insecurity, and produced a willingness amongst 
Russian policy-makers to take destabilizing 
risks. In light of this, NATO should assume a 
passive stance, and avoid flaunting its unity and 
military power at a time when Russia is 
vulnerable and embroiled in conflict.  
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Protecting the Past:  
 
Māori ‘Vision of Life’ and 
Intellectual Property Rights 
 
Susannah Franklin 
 

āori of New Zealand are a vibrant and 
complex cultural group. Descendants 
of ancient seafarers who journeyed to 

New Zealand thousands of years ago, Māori 
remain a dynamic part of global culture. 
Anthropologist E. Wade Davis discusses that 
ethnobotanists must record a “vision of life 
itself.”1 The vision of life is the sum total of a 
specific group’s perceptions of the natural 
world, and the ways in which their experiences 
shape the way in which they view the world. A 
vision of life is constantly in flux, and exists as a 
fluid concept to describe the numerous ways in 
which different culture groups comprehend their 
place in the natural and supernatural realms. 
This paper explores the Māori vision of life 
through two aspects of Māori cosmology: the 
importance of kumara (sweet potato) and the 
importance of moko (tattooing). It is argued that, 
in relation to these traditional practices, modern-
day Māori are facing complex challenges in 
their attempt to secure Intellectual Property 
Rights. Intellectual Property Rights are the 
innovations and creations of human ingenuity 
that can be protected under law, which includes 
physical objects as well as ideas and beliefs .2 It 
is imperative that, in an investigation of Māori 
practices relating to the vision of life, one 
                                                        
1 E Wade Davis, “Ethnobotany: An Old Practice, A New 
Discipline,” in Ethnobotany: Evolution of a Discipline, ed. 
Richard Evans Schultes and Siri von Reis (Hong Kong: 
Dioscorides Press, 1995), 44. 	  
2 New Zealand Ministry of Business, Innovation and 
Employment, “What Is Intellectual Property,” Intellectual 
Property Office, last modified September 14, 2013, 
accessed March 27, 2015, 
http://www.iponz.govt.nz/cms/what-is-ip/what-is-
intellectual-property. 

acknowledges the challenges associated with 
intellectual property.  
 

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF KUMARA AND 
MOKO IN MĀORI TRADITION 

 
Kumara (sweet potato) is a vegetable with a 
long history of both subsistence and spiritual use 
in the Māori world. Some of the earlier 
ethnographic records illustrate the importance of 
kumara as more than just food. From his article 
published in 1901, Edward Robert Tregear 
states, “The Kumara was itself a god, not to be 
cooked with common food, nor handled except 
with restriction and deference.”3 This notion of a 
food being the actual body of a deity is not 
uncommon to many indigenous peoples, or even 
to the Christian ethnographers who may have 
partaken in Communion. In regards to Māori 
belief, kumara is associated with Rongo, the 
deity of the environmental realm.4 In order to 
understand the importance of kumara, attention 
must be drawn to the integral association 
network of Māori belief, the whakapapa, as 
“…this framework is most commonly used to 
record human descent lines and relationships in 
which the lineages connect each papa or layer.”5 
Whakapapa is not only associated with human 
relationships, but also the relationships between 
living and non-living beings. This is due to the 
premise in Māori custom that a distinction 
between the two does not exist.6 Thus, Rongo 
and kumara share a whakapapa; “…whether 
living or non-living, everything in the 
whakapapa is ‘related’ in some way to the 
kumara.”7 Kumara is explicitly related to a 
deity, and is thus treated with the reverence that 
is expected toward such a spiritual entity. In this 
case, kumara is much more than a starchy plant 
                                                        
3 Edward Robert Treager, “The Spirit of Vegetation,” The 
Journal of the Anthropological Institute of Great Britain 
and Ireland 31 (1901): 157.  
4 Mere Roberts, “Mind Maps of the Maori,” GeoJournal 
77 (2012): 745. 
5 Ibid., 743.  
6 Ibid., 745. 
7 Ibid. 
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that provides required nutrients, but a plant that 
exists as a direct link to the gods. This 
relationship between the living and the non-
living (and unknowable) entities is the basis of 
Māori vision of life.  
 
Another aspect of Māori cosmology is the moko. 
Moko refers to both lizard deities and traditional 
Māori tattooing practices. Lizards are important 
to the Māori belief system because they 
represent the mischievous gods (and kumara 
was representative of the benevolent deities). As 
Mere Roberts suggests, 
“Moko (lizards) are 
generically regarded by 
Maori as water-dwelling 
representatives of malevolent 
lizard gods, and can manifest 
as their aria (incarnation).”8 
Although there does not 
appear to be many academic 
sources concerning the direct 
relationship between moko 
(tattooing) and moko 
(lizards), it is important to note the connection 
between the natural world of creatures like 
lizards and the supernatural world of the gods. 
This integration of natural and supernatural is a 
key aspect of Māori vision of life, as there is no 
distinction between the two worlds. In Henry 
Ling Roth’s ethnographic work, “Maori Tatu 
and Moko,” he makes the connection between 
tattoo moko and lizard moko: “In New Zealand, 
however, moko, meaning properly ‘lizard,’ or 
‘serpent,’ is used – perhaps in reference to the 
peculiar curves and spirals of which their 
tattooing consists.”9 This goes to show that the 
relationship between a traditional practice and a 
belief system about the natural world is 
intricately connected.  
 
To explore the practice of moko (from here 

                                                        
8 Ibid., 746.  
9 Henry Ling Roth, “Maori Tatu and Moko,” The Journal 
of the Anthropological Institute of Great Britain and 
Ireland 31 (1901): 30.  

onwards, moko refers to tattooing unless 
specified) in Māori vision of life, one must 
investigate the traditional practice of receiving 
moko. Famed navigator Captain James Cook 
(the first European ‘discoverer’ of New 
Zealand) made the observation, “Their lips were 
stained with something put under the skin (as in 
the Otahite tattow), and their faces marked with 
deeply engraved furrows, also coloured black, 
and formed in regular spirals.”10 As a primary 
source of Māori moko, Captain Cook’s 
observations enhance anthropological 

understanding of the tradition 
of moko by providing a 
historical frame of reference. 
In a more modern definition 
of moko, it is described as 
“…the practice that involves 
the chiseling of human skin 
and the insertion of 
pigment... related to tatau, 
the Pacific tradition of 
puncturing and colouring the 
flesh.”11 It is abundantly 

clear that the process of receiving moko is 
incredibly painful and therefore has spiritual 
importance beyond fashion.  
 
Moko is not merely an ancient art form, but is a 
tradition that is thriving among Māori people 
today. Moko, as Māori cultural tradition, has 
become inherently political to the wearers as “it 
signals the continued existence and resistance of 
Maori and points to all the failed efforts to make 
Maori subservient. Moko takes on a symbolic 
power that questions hegemony by presenting 
alternative ways of viewing and being.”12 Thus, 
the tradition of moko has changed due to the 
changes in the society in which moko wearers 
live. However, the belief that moko is integral to 
Māori heritage has not changed: 
                                                        
10 Ibid.  
11 Linda Waimarie Nikora, Mohi Rua, and Ngahuia Te 
Awekotuku, “Renewal and Resistance: Moko in 
Contemporary New Zealand,” Journal of Community and 
Applied Social Psychology 17 (2007): 478.  
12 Ibid., 481.  

“MOKO, AS A MĀORI CULTURAL 
TRADITION, HAS BECOME 
INHERENTLY POLITICAL TO THE 
WEARERS AS ‘IT SIGNALS THE 
CONTINUED EXISTENCE AND 
RESISTANCE OF MĀORI AND 
POINTS TO ALL THE FAILED 
EFFORTS TO MAKE MĀORI 
SUBSERVIENT’.” 
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Metaphorically, it is Hawaiiki— our 
place of origin and yearning, the abode 
of our ancestors. Their constant 
influence through signs and symbols 
mediate relations between mythical and 
‘real’ persons and spirits, human and 
godly, historic and contemporary. By 
transforming their bodies moko wearers 
instantly transform themselves. They are 
no longer bare; they are layered with 
meaning. They contest, negotiate and re-
negotiate meaning, relevance and 
interactions within their social 
ecologies.13 

 
Although the method and tools used in receiving 
moko may have changed with the advent of 
modern tattooing technologies (although 
traditional chiseling is still practiced), the very 
act of moko has not. Moko continues to act as a 
symbol of Māori heritage and culture.  
 

THE SIGNIFICANCE AND CHALLENGES 
OF BEIGN A MOKO WEARER 

 
A study of eighty-three participants from 2001-
2005 revealed intimate details into the process 
of becoming a moko wearer, the cultural 
discourse surrounding the wearing of moko, the 
process of educating non-moko wearers, 
representing Māori traditions, and the building 
of social networks for moko wearers to support 
cultural identity.14 Many of the study 
participants recognized, “…the desire for moko 
inspired a quest for a clean lifestyle, some 
recognized this as a life-long goal rather than 
something to be achieved in a couple of 
years.”15 Thus, . These expectations range from 
having a healthy lifestyle to living in a 
politicised body. Also included in these 
expectations are concerns regarding knowledge 
of heritage: “They were expected to be 

                                                        
13 Ibid., 478.  
14 Ibid., 481.  
15 Ibid., 482.  

knowledgeable in Māori culture and be able to 
command authority on cultural matters, and the 
general public assumed all facial wearers must 
be language and protocol experts.”16 Thus, if 
someone is a moko wearer, they are expected to 
have all the necessary background knowledge 
on Māori culture to warrant the art. It does not 
matter how accurate these expectations are, but 
rather that the expectations exist; to visibly 
portray your Māori heritage through a 
permanent alteration of the body as moko you 
must exhibit knowledge on many areas of Māori 
heritage and, subsequently, Māori vision of life. 
The study further highlights that wearers often 
felt an obligation to champion moko and all 
things Maori.17 Moko is not a practice that is 
undertaken lightly, for the wearers understand 
that they may be met with hostile stares from 
non-Māori, rude pronouncements, and 
unfounded assumptions to their heritage and 
character.18  
 
There is often a lack of conversation between 
the moko wearer and the viewer because 
educating the public (particularly non-Māori) on 
moko and Māori heritage and vision of life is 
inherently difficult. Many are not willing to 
listen. Many moko wearers bond with other 
moko wearers to form relationships and create 
micro communities to assist in cultural identity 
and navigating the daily realities of being a 
moko wearer. Throughout this study it has 
become abundantly clear that moko is far more 
than just a tattoo. It is a cultural identifier and an 
image of heritage and tradition. Although the 
reasons for becoming a moko wearer may differ, 
moko has become a poignant symbol of Māori 
identity and cultural heritage, and has come to 
represent many aspects of Māori vision of life.  
 
A key relationship exists between kumara and 
moko. This relationship is the importance of 
lineage, in that everything exists because of its 
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relation to others: “…for something to exist and 
be known, it must have a whakapapa; put 
another way, in order to ‘know’ about a thing 
(or a person) one must know its whakapapa.”19 
The intrinsic link between the natural and 
supernatural worlds is illustrated through the 
existence of the whakapapa, which transcends 
western limitations. Likewise, the moko acts as a 
whakapapa, in that it displays more than just 
personal accomplishment or aesthetic, but shows 
the wearer’s place in the world in relation to 
others:  
 

Patterns identified the wearer to others 
and were unique to that person, though 
they could also be recognized as derived 
from the traditional repertoire of design 
forms unique to his or her tribe. 
Traditional chants and oral histories tell 
us that moko was a part of everyday, 
ordinary, mundane Maori life, although 
some things marked some wearers as 
different from others. There were male 
and female design conventions. Some 
were more elaborate than others and, as 
moko took years to acquire, older people 
tended to be much more adorned than 
younger.20  

 
Therefore, the whakapapa of kumara and the 
traditional practice of moko both illustrate the 
importance of acknowledging cultural tradition 
and the lineages that comprise one’s story. From 
plant life to genealogy through tattooing, the 
notion of relationships is a key aspect of Māori 
vision of life: everything is interconnected, and 
nothing exists in isolation.  
 

CONTEMPORARY CHALLENGES TO 
MĀORI TRADITION AND INTELLECTUAL 

PROPERTY RIGHTS 
 
Māori culture has been threatened with assault 

                                                        
19 Roberts, “Mind Maps of Maori,” 743. 
20 Nikora et al., “Moko in Contemporary New Zealand,” 
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and extinction for centuries due to the 
encroachment of European settlers and, more 
recently, to the struggle for securing Intellectual 
Property Rights. This threat attacks Māori 
tradition and thus, Māori vision of life. A 
poignant example of European encroachment is 
the visceral attack on the natural environment of 
New Zealand, particularly in land that was 
considered traditionally Māori. As explored 
through, “The Moral Life of Trees: Pastoral 
Farming and Production Forestry in Northern 
New Zealand,” the white New Zealanders 
(hereby called Pakeha) overtook Māori land, 
threatening the very fibre of Māori life. For 
example, “large tracts of Maori land were 
logged and ‘broken in’ for farms by pioneering 
Pakeha in the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries”21 and “…is an archetypal symbol of 
settler colonialism and nation building”.22 This 
encroachment of pastoral farming and 
production forestry has adverse affects on Māori 
vision of life, for it interrupts the economic, 
environmental, spiritual, and social 
sustainability of Māori culture.23 The attack on 
Māori environment is an attack on Māori vision 
of life. As previously explored in this paper, the 
environment is an integral aspect of Māori 
cosmology through the belief that the natural 
and supernatural worlds are intrinsically linked.  
 
The protection of the natural environment is 
essential to protecting Māori cultural tradition 
and vision of life. This is explicitly explored 
through the importance of plants to Māori 
tradition, particularly in healing. Traditional 
healing methods are not extinct, as “…there is 
no doubt that medicinal plants play an important 
role in the livelihoods and welfare of a vast 
number of people in both developed and 

                                                        
21 Julie Park, Kathryn Scott, Chris Cocklin, and Peter 
Davis, “The Moral Life of Trees: Pastoral Farming and 
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22 Ibid., 528.  
23 Ibid., 533.  
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developing countries.”24 Plants have been used 
for centuries to heal the injured and the ill, with 
a large degree of success. Captain Cook 
recorded the use of vapour baths, which utilised 
herbs to heal.25 Even more poignant to the 
protection of the natural environment is the idea 
that, “of the approximate number of two 
thousand species of higher plants found, 75% 
are endemic to the country.”26 This means that 
majority of the traditional healing plants that 
factor so heavily into Māori cultural tradition are 
only found in New Zealand.  
 
In recent years, the New Zealand government 
has established an Intellectual Property Office to 
address the concerns of its citizens (both Māori 
and non-Māori) 
regarding their rights 
surrounding intellectual 
property .27 Intellectual 
Property Rights relates 
strongly to the ideas 
previously explored in 
this paper. For example, 
only Māori can wear 
moko, as it is offensive 
for someone of non-Māori descent to wear moko 
anywhere on his or her body (although many 
moko artists will create moko-inspired designs 
for non-Māori). To wear moko without being 
Māori is to steal the intellectual and creative 
property of the Māori artist and his or her 
cultural tradition. Moko is therefore a ‘property’ 
that should be protected under Intellectual 
Property Rights legislation. Likewise, the 
natural environment can also be protected by 
                                                        
24 Carsten Smith-Hall, Helle Overgaard Larsen, and 
Mariève Pouliot, “People, Plants and Health: A 
Conceptual Framework for Assessing Changes in 
Medicinal Plant Consumption,” Journal of Ethnobiology 
and Ethnomedicine 8, no. 43 (2012).  
25 S.G. Brooker and R. C. Cooper, “New Zealand 
Medicinal Plants,” Economic Botany 15, no. 1 (1961): 1.  
26 Ibid.  
27 New Zealand Ministry of Business, Innovation and 
Employment, “What Is Intellectual Property,” 
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intellectual-property.  

such legislation: 
 

As early as 1991 this resulted in a New 
Zealand Māori claim to the Waitangi 
Tribunal regarding indigenous forests 
and seven species of flora and fauna that 
are unique to New Zealand, namely the 
kūmara (sweet potato), pōhutukawa 
(New Zealand Christmas tree), koromiko 
(shrubs), puawānanga (native climbing 
plant), pūpū harakeke (flax snail), 
tuatara (reptile like a large lizard), and 
the kererū (wood pigeon).28  

 
This claim was made to address the alarming 
depletion of indigenous species of flora and 

fauna, and the 
subsequent 

implications of this 
loss in Māori culture. 
The six tribes who 
made the claim 
believed that, “The 
main aim of this claim 
is to protect Māori 
cultural and 

intellectual heritage rights in relation to 
indigenous flora and fauna and their traditional 
knowledge, customs, and practices related to 
it.”29 This is particularly important to note in 
that many of the traditional healing practices 
cannot be explained through western science. 
This is due to numerous factors, including the 
idea that non-Māori lack the intrinsic knowledge 
to understand Māori tradition, especially in areas 
related to the supernatural aspect of Māori 
vision of life. The biochemical makeup of a 
plant is only one aspect of a larger experience of 
indigenous healing: “The Maori certainly used 
plants in various mystical rites associated with 
sickness and death, and it is hard to decide 

                                                        
28 Toon van Meijl, “Māori Intellectual Property Rights and 
the Formation of Ethnic Boundaries,” International 
Journal of Cultural Property 16 (2009): 341.  
29 Ibid., 344.  

“AS WITH MANY INDIGENOUS GROUPS 
AROUND THE GLOBE WHO FACE SIMILAR 
DIFFICULTIES, THERE IS A CONSTANT 
FRUSTRATION AS TO THE REQUIREMENTS 
FOR ANCIENT TRADITIONS TO BE 
APPRECIATED AND PROTECTED THROUGH 
PIECE-BY-PIECE LEGISLATION.” 
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where magic ended and medicine began.”30 The 
knowledge of how to use the medicinal plants to 
bring about treatment is arguably just as 
important as the plants themselves. Thus, the 
concept of Intellectual Property Rights is 
innately tied to the protection of plants in Māori 
vision of life.  
 
A challenge to the study of Māori tradition and 
Intellectual Property Rights is the identity of the 
researcher and their connection to Māori. The 
so-called Māori perspective is lacking in 
exploration by Māori scholars, for those of a 
western background have done most of the 
existing research. Māori scholar Te Maire Tau is 
quoted as saying, “…a vision of traditional 
Māori knowledge (mātauranga Māori) is a 
separate way of knowing in contrast with the 
western worldview.”31 This way of knowing 
permits Māori claims of cultural and intellectual 
ownership of knowledge.32 It is incredibly 
difficult for non-Māori to research Māori 
cultural traditions, and since legislation is almost 
always exclusively Pakeha-dominated, Māori 
cultural tradition and the Intellectual Property 
Rights that accompany tradition have not been 
adequately served by New Zealand legislation. 
As Meijl concludes: 
 

In practice, the discourse of intellectual 
property rights when applied to prevent 
the misappropriation of Māori cultural 
aspects functions chiefly to reinforce 
ethnic boundaries between Māori and 
non-Māori by employing a rhetoric of 
cultural appropriation, piracy, or theft 
and ending as far as possible the 
external movement of virtually anything 
originating in Māori society.33 

 
The division between Māori and non-Māori is 

                                                        
30 Brooker and Cooper, “New Zealand Medicinal Plants,” 
7.  
31 Meijl, “Māori Intellectual Property Rights,” 349.  
32 Ibid. 
33 Ibid., 351.  

sharp in regards to researchers, which acts to 
both protect Māori research in traditions 
(attempting to avoid cultural appropriation or 
misunderstanding/simplification), but also 
confines Māori Intellectual Property Rights to 
Māori society.   
 
Key challenges to securing Intellectual Property 
Rights are the legal hurdles to obtaining patents 
and obtaining legal acknowledgment of 
intellectual property (being that property is not 
always a tangible, concrete object). Procuring 
patents, trademarks, copyrights,34 and other 
legal forms of protection for property requires 
time and money to pay for legal proceedings and 
the bureaucratic paperwork required to sign the 
protection into legal documents. As with many 
indigenous groups around the globe who face 
similar difficulties, there is a constant frustration 
as to the requirements for ancient traditions to 
be appreciated and protected through piece-by-
piece legislation. Each facet of Māori vision of 
life has to be protected separately (i.e. moko, 
plant varieties, language, etc.), which requires 
time to process all required documents, as well 
as funds to pay for the cost of securing 
documented protection. There is also the 
challenge of how to convert cultural tradition 
into fragments that fit the current Intellectual 
Property Office’s categories of intellectual 
property. This is incredibly time consuming and 
requires knowledge of the New Zealand legal 
system, as well as the intricacies of submitting 
government documentation. In order to protect 
their cultural history, Māori need to secure 
Intellectual Property Rights. However, this is an 
arduous task, complicated by the administrative 
confusion of government services. Māori have 
the right to their own history, but only if they 
have government documents to support it.  
 

 

                                                        
34 New Zealand Ministry of Business, Innovation and 
Employment, “What Is Intellectual Property,” 
http://www.iponz.govt.nz/cms/what-is-ip/what-is-
intellectual-property. 
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CONCLUSION 
 
In conclusion, Māori vision of life remains tied 
to the traditional practices of centuries past. The 
importance of particular plants in subsistence, 
medicine, and spiritual connection remains 
intrinsic to Māori. Although Māori have been 
met with many challenges in regards to 
protection of their natural environment, the 
natural world continues to be integral to Māori 
life. The kumara acts as a conduit through which 
the natural and supernatural worlds can 
communicate, for kumara is directly related to 
Rongo, god of the environmental realm through 
a shared whakapapa. The whakapapa itself acts 
as a lineage and record of relations, much like 
the moko. Moko, in reference to the lizard 
deities, further represents the intrinsic union 
between the natural and supernatural aspects of 
the world. The act of receiving a moko tattoo 
represents an acknowledgment and reverence of 
Māori tradition and their vision of life. 
However, moko wearers become instantly 
politicised due to the visual nature of their 
Māori identity, and the centuries of cultural 
appropriation and forced condemnation of Māori 
heritage by European settlers.  
 
Related to the practice of moko is the concept of 
Intellectual Property Rights as, “Māori consider 
their cultural knowledge as their property 
because it is understood to have been 
transmitted over generations of Māori people.”35 
The knowledge in creating and understanding 
moko is the property of Māori people, and to be 
used for mere decoration or entertainment is a 
grave insult. Within the concept of Intellectual 
Property Rights is the protection of indigenous 
species of flora and fauna in context of cultural 
and intellectual heritage. This includes the 
healing practices associated with many of the 
indigenous plants found in New Zealand. Lastly, 
the difficulty in creating conversation with 
legislators about Intellectual Property Rights and 
the protection of Māori culture is exasperated 
                                                        
35 Meijl, “Māori Intellectual Property Rights,” 343.  

through the conflict between Māori and non-
Māori researchers. It is abundantly clear that 
Māori vision of life is intimately tied to the 
natural environment that bred Māori culture 
through the centuries. The significance of 
kumara and moko in the Māori cosmology 
demonstrates this relationship, and it is only 
through the protection of Māori cultural 
practices by way of Intellectual Property Rights 
legislation that Māori vision of life will be 
preserved for future generations. 
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Liberalism, 
Patriarchy, and 
Development:  
 
The Case for a Structural 
Analysis of Microfinance 
 
James Beirne  
 

INTRODUCTION 
 

icrofinance organizations (MFOs) 
have become a significant part of the 
development agenda in recent 

decades, principally due to the recognition by 
state and non-state actors of the important role 
women must play in development. In contrast to 
the gender-blind structural adjustment programs 
of the past, which often worsened conditions for 
women, many MFOs target women primarily or 
exclusively as a matter of policy. As a result, 
microfinance is often touted as a standard bearer 
for a progressive approach to development. 
However, gendered analyses of microfinance 
have been limited in scope and deal 
predominantly with the immediate or short-term 
effects of microfinance on households. Founded 
as it is on a neoliberal and patriarchal 
framework, microfinance poses severe 
challenges to any serious attempt to alter the 
status of women in societies. Surprisingly, 
structural analysis of microfinance has been 
quite rare; even discussions of MFOs based in 
feminist theories have been largely liberal in 
nature, focusing on equal rights and 
opportunities for women. It has been questioned 
whether microfinance has been effective or 
ineffective at achieving its goals. Moreover, the 
question of whether the goals themselves are 
beneficial or harmful to women – or indeed, to 
states as a whole – has been raised by a number 
of researchers.  

Against the backdrop outlined above, gender 
development scholar Naila Kabeer observes that 
the ‘evangelism’ of microfinance institutions’ 
proponents might give one the impression that 
MFOs alone are the key to development. 
However, she asserts that “there are no magic 
bullets in the policy world, development or 
otherwise.”1 Indeed, as the word ‘microfinance’ 
means substantially different things to different 
people, the effect that MFOs have on 
‘development’ is not self-apparent.2 Not all of 
the definitions of microfinance are compatible, 
so in determining the goals and effects of 
development policy, it is crucial to be cognizant 
of which definition is being used. The 
mainstream view of development – which, as 
Dhammika Herath notes, focuses on stable states 
and market economies – focuses on political and 
economic indicators of progress. Feminist 
researchers almost universally acknowledge 
such neoliberal approaches as disguising 
patriarchal relations. Alternative views of 
development, such as those espoused by 
Amartya Sen, often react by examining power 
hierarchies between and within societies, 
emphasizing social and cultural relations rather 
than political and economic factors. 
Unfortunately, as will be elaborated below, 
microfinance generally operates under the 
narrower mainstream view, leading to a 
reinforcement of neoliberal attitudes and 
structures that have typically originated in the 
Global North. Ultimately, a view of 
microfinance that combines social and cultural 
concerns with political and economic 
considerations would result in a more holistic 
and localized impression of the structures 
affected by MFOs and would better address the 
needs of women. 

                                                        
1 Naila Kabeer, “Is Microfinance a ‘Magic Bullet’ for 
Women’s Empowerment? Analysis of Findings from 
South Asia,” Economic and Political Weekly 29 
(2005): 4709. 
2 Dhammika Herath, “The Discourse of 
Development: Has it Reached Maturity?,” Third 
World Quarterly 30, no. 8 (2009): 1449.  
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THE NEOLIBERAL AND PATRIARCHAL 
NATURE OF MICROFINANCE 

 
The very term microfinance – or microcredit, as 
it is also known – evokes comparisons to 
Western, post-Bretton Woods financial 
markets.3 Since the 1970s, conventional wisdom 
has held that, given appropriate levels of 
personal financing and personal responsibility, 
almost anyone can turn their 
circumstances around and 
achieve success in their lives. 
Implicit in this view is a 
definition of success based 
primarily on economic 
circumstances. Based on this 
view, a model of private 
financing was used for many 
years to fund large-scale, often 
state-sponsored projects in the Global South.4 
Likewise, MFOs have often adopted a similar 
financial approach to development, with an 
additional gendered component. They believe 
that if women were provided with financial 
resources and given the training required to 
handle those resources responsibly, they could 
take charge of their own lives and break free of 
their dependence on men. Such a view has been 
reflected in much of the literature examining the 
impact of MFOs on the status of women.5 
Indeed, empowerment of women and the 
mainstream view of economic development 

                                                        
3 The term “microfinance” has been preferred 
throughout this paper to emphasize that the 
dominant approach today is centred on the lending 
and repayment of liquid assets. 
4 C. Randall Henning, “Political Economy of the 
Bretton Woods Institutions: Adapting to Financial 
Change,” The World Economy 19, no. 2 (1996). 
5 For example, see Fauzia Erfan Ahmed, 
“Microcredit, Men, and Masculinity.” NWSA Journal 
20, no. 2 (2008) ; and Govind Kelkar, Dev Nathan, 
and Rownok Jahan, “Redefining Women's 
'Samman': Microcredit and Gender Relations in 
Rural Bangladesh,” Economic and Political Weekly 
39, no. 32 (2004). 

have for decades been considered to go hand-in-
hand.6 
 
Microfinance and neoliberalism therefore share 
at least one fundamental assumption. Given 
feminist theorists’ clear and generally consistent 
criticism of neoliberalism as oppressive and 
patriarchal, analyses of microfinance that leave 
out a discussion of neoliberalism may be 

ignoring a crucial element of 
the debate. The prevailing 
view, especially among 
American international 
relations (IR) theorists, is that 
the so-called ‘neo-neo 
synthesis’ marked the end of 
ideology through the 
consolidation of various 
paradigms. Many feminist 

scholars contend that the focus on ‘ideology-
free’ analysis of IR only masks the 
fundamentally ideological nature of all policy.7 
Thus, to determine whether microfinance is 
beneficial to women, a more in-depth 
examination of the foundations of microfinance 
and neoliberalism is warranted. 
 
Miranda Joseph’s discussion of patriarchy and 
personal finance was explicitly intended to fill a 
gap in the literature in the Global North, but her 
analysis still largely applies to the South. It 
contains an overview of the types of attitudes 
and structures that are developed and sustained 
by the institution of personal finance. This 
provides a strong indication of how femininity 
could be further marginalized in the South by 
the continued imposition of neoliberal values. 
Joseph identifies at least two components of 
neoliberalism that have direct relevance to 
                                                        
6 Karabi Chaudhuri Bezboruah and Vijayan Pillai, 
"Assessing the Participation of Women in 
Microfinance Institutions: Evidence From a 
Multinational Study,” Journal of Social Service 
Research 39 (2013): 616. 
7 J. Ann Tickner, Gendering World Politics: Issues 
and Approaches in the Post-Cold War Era (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 2001): 65. 

“BY INSISTING ON 
PRIVILEGED AND 
MASCULANIZED FORMS OF 
RESPONSIBILITY, 
NEOLIBERALISM LABELS 
WOMEN WHO FAIL TO LIVE 
UP TO ITS OBJECTIVES AS 
FAILURES.” 
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microfinance: personal responsibility and 
entrepreneurialism. Neoliberalism solicits and 
encourages the development of these personality 
traits in its subjects.8 It is reasonable to expect 
that MFOs, by their nature as debt-collecting 
organizations, would do the same. 
 
Personal responsibility can be contrasted with 
other forms of responsibility, such as familial or 
community responsibility. The gendered 
implications are evident: Likewise, 
entrepreneurialism emphasizes agency, 
initiative, and risk-taking, and encourages 
women to establish their own businesses and 
engage in market economies.9 Training 
programs that seek to develop these skills are 
important priorities for many MFOs. By 
encouraging or requiring women to take part in 
these liberal skills programs, MFOs could be 
perpetuating femininity’s lower societal status in 
the long run. 
 
Joseph’s arguments go still deeper. There is a 
general perception, she argues, that women are 
bad at finance.10 It is easy to see how patriarchy 
would cause such a perception to develop as 
everyday life becomes “financialized”. Whereas 
women manage affairs within their households, 
financial matters are extra-household – ie. men’s 
– concerns. Microfinance and neoliberalism 
therefore give women a very difficult choice: to 
feel like failures by remaining within the 
household, or to challenge this dichotomy by 
becoming responsible entrepreneurs. Joseph 
writes, “Moreover, as a statistically defined 
population, ‘women’ are explicitly pathologized, 
represented as displaying the symptoms of 
neoliberal depression as Ehrenberg describes 
it.”11 If being bad at finance is seen as a 
“disease”, then the “cure” is to behave in a more 
masculine way. 
                                                        
8 Miranda Joseph, “Gender, Entrepreneurial 
Subjectivity, and Pathologies of Personal Finance,” 
Social Politics 20, no. 2 (2013): 246. 
9 Ibid., 247. 
10 Ibid., 252. 
11 Ibid., 254. 

It also bears mentioning that when women 
become successful entrepreneurs with the 
assistance of MFOs, they often engage in the 
same activities as they would anyway, but in the 
public sphere rather than the domestic.12 
Microfinance programs rarely address the 
gendered division of labour. It is worth 
observing that this neoliberal approach presumes 
an essentially liberal feminist view of gender 
that does little to help women in general. By 
simply masculinizing some women, neoliberal 
development strategies not only ignore the 
underlying structures that cause oppressive 
gender relations to arise, but often exacerbate 
them.  
 
If microcredit is to work for the long-term 
advantage of women, its programs and 
structures must be carefully planned to support 
women collectively, rather than simply 
rewarding women who have or acquire 
masculine traits. Kabeer builds on the work of 
Marguerite Robinson to distinguish between 
MFOs that are run on the debt-repayment model 
and those that depend on philanthropy or 
government funding to provide debt-free grants. 
The former fits within the neoliberal paradigm 
and its resources are largely directed toward 
recovering debts. In contrast, the donor model 
rightly sees the problem as structural and is 
more focused on training and social issues.13 
Another advantage of the debt-free model is that 
it lends itself more readily to group loans with 
shared responsibility. These loan structures give 
women more agency to choose the people with 
whom they work. According to Kabeer, this type 
of loan is more effective at empowering women 
than individual loans, based on the distribution 
of decision-making in the household.14 
Unfortunately, due to the debt-repayment 
model’s underlying neoliberal nature, it has 
become hegemonic, meaning that the donor 

                                                        
12 Kelkar, Nathan, and Jahan, “Redefining Women’s 
‘Samman’,” 3629. 
13 Kabeer, “Magic Bullet,” 4709. 
14 Ibid., 4713. 
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model is rarely implemented.15 Karabi 
Chaudhuri Bezboruah and Vijayan Pillai echo 
this sentiment: “In short, since their initiation as 
nonprofit and cooperative small credit-making 
entities designed to address poverty, [MFOs] 
have grown and evolved to formal, profit-
making, and regulated commercial financial 
enterprises.”16 
 
Kabeer asserts that the donor model, as an 
alternative to the conventional debt-repayment 
model rooted in a neoliberal understanding of 
development, would be more effective at 
empowering women: 
 

What is needed instead [of a purely 
financial approach] is a more holistic 
understanding of the nature of 
inequality and a more comprehensive 
approach to tackling it. ‘Poverty 
lending’ in the way it is characterised 
by its detractors does not provide this 
alternative: charity, patronage, 
welfarism, and subsidies have little to 
offer poor people except the 
perpetuation of their dependency 
status. A more viable alternative is 
represented by organisations which 
combine financial services with other 
forms of support and which use group-
based strategies to build organisational 
capacity of the poor. Such 
organisations are not indifferent to 
issues of sustainability but define it in 
terms of the capacity of poor people to 
sustain themselves over time through 
integration into mainstream markets 
and service provision rather than in 
terms of the capacity of the 
organisation to reproduce itself over 
time.17 

 

                                                        
15 Ibid., 4710. 
16 Bezboruah and Pillai, “Assessing Participation,” 
617. 
17 Kabeer, “Magic Bullet,” 4717. 

MFOS AND STRUCTURAL 
VIOLENCE 

 
To date, MFOs have had mixed success at 
achieving their goals of empowerment and 
poverty alleviation.18 For example, while they 
have undoubtedly increased the financial well-
being of some areas, there is very little evidence 
to suggest that they actually remove people from 
poverty; rather, they may just make poor 
households less poor (though it is important to 
note that household wellbeing is not necessarily 
synonymous with women’s wellbeing). 
Additionally, the extreme poor are almost 
universally excluded from MFO programs.19 
Other metrics of success also show mixed 
results. While some studies indicate that 
domestic violence increases for women who 
stand up to their husbands by acquiring agency, 
others suggest that financially-capable women 
become more respected within their families and 
violence is thus reduced.20 In Kabeer’s view, 
mixed results are to be expected with a purely 
financial approach.21 This assessment is in 
concordance with a modern feminist analysis, 
and with the above discussion of neoliberalism 
and masculinity: if women are superficially 
‘empowered’ through masculinization while the 
structural causes of violence remain 
unexamined, violence will not simply disappear. 
Rather, “[i]ntrafamilial violence is simply an 
expression of the way in which gender relations 
are structured; the society, not the family, is the 
setting.”22 
 
The focus on domestic violence as a metric of 
MFO success is prudent. Not only is domestic 
violence a horrific reality for many women, 
including in countries where MFOs operate, but 
as Fauzia Erfan Ahmed suggests, domestic 
violence draws from and feeds into other 

                                                        
18 Ibid. 
19 Ibid., 4711. 
20 Ahmed, “Microcredit, Men, and Masculinity.” 
21 Kabeer, “Magic Bullet,” 4718. 
22 Ahmed, “Microcredit, Men, and Masculinity.” 
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systems of power and violence. Crucially, a 
strong case can be made that oppressive gender 
structures contribute significantly to war. Some 
feminists, such as Cynthia Cockburn, even 
consider them to be the root cause of war by 
encouraging men to act violently towards 
women.23 Thus, weakening the structures of 
violence could potentially have far-reaching 
implications for the developing world. 
 
Gendered structures of violence can be linked 
conceptually to state structures. The imposition 
of the European state system upon the Global 
South has not always been successful: arbitrarily 
defined borders, European governance, 
exploitation, and other colonial practices are 
widely consider to have led, directly or 
indirectly, to the lack of security – in the 
traditional, military sense of the word – present 
in some of these states.24 Even if Western 
standards consider the European state model a 
success, it is not apparent that this is the best 
way to measure the success of a state. Though 
he was writing specifically about ethnic 
violence, Stuart Murray’s comments below 
seem equally applicable to the kind of gendered 
violence that is exacerbated by neoliberalism: 
 

The fear has been that, in utilizing the 
model of the nation, the postcolonial 
structure will become locked into the 
European paradigm, capable of 
reproducing only the structures and 
vocabulary of a nationalism founded 
during the colonial relationship.25 

                                                        
23 Cynthia Cockburn, “Gender Relations as Causal in 
Militarization and War,” International Feminist 
Journal of Politics 12, no. 2 (2010). 
24 For example, see E.C. Ejiogu, “The Roots of 
Political Instability in an Artificial ‘Nation-State’: 
The Case of Nigeria,” International Journal of 
Comparative Sociology 42, no. 3 (2001); and Darryl 
C. Thomas, “Africa's Post-Cold War Demilitarization: 
Domestic and Global Causes,” Journal of 
International Affairs 46, no. 1 (2002). 
25 Stuart Murray, “Introduction,” in Not On Any 
Map: Essays on Postcoloniality and Cultural 

Feminists such as Cynthia Cockburn argue that 
the distinction between macroscopic and 
microscopic violence is illusory; one leads 
necessarily to the other. Not only could 
Western-style states lead to direct violence 
against women by instituting their own form of 
patriarchy, but they could also lead to seemingly 
gender-agnostic, violent situations that result in 
oppressive behavior. Ultimately, gender cannot 
be extricated from violence.26 The corollary to 
this is that by choosing policies that reduce 
neoliberal and violent influences, these self-
reinforcing processes can be reversed.  
 
Kabeer proposes that 
MFOs should attempt 
not only to help women 
meet their short-term 
survival needs but also 
to reduce their 
vulnerability to poverty 
and physical and social 
violence in the long 
run.27 Thus, by 
increasing the security 
of women – in the 
feminist sense of 
liberating them from 
oppressive structures – 
these so-called ‘failed 
states’ could see a return to peace and 
prosperity. This is one of the ostensible aims of 
MFOs; by helping women to become self-
sufficient, it is hoped that peace and prosperity 
will ‘trickle up’ and impact the state and society 
as a whole. However, it seems unlikely that the 
continued entrenchment of neoliberal attitudes, 
structures, and practices through present-day 
MFOs will achieve this goal. A truly successful 
project must allow women to contribute to the 
development of their own societies. If it is true 
that the Westphalian, neoliberal state has not 

                                                                                           
Nationalism, ed. Stuart Murray (University of Exeter 
Press, Exeter. 1997), 7.  
26 Cockburn, “Gender Relations as Causal,” 151. 
27 Kabeer, “Magic Bullet,” 4710. 

“IF WOMEN ARE 
SUPERFICIALLY 
‘EMPOWERED’ 
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VIOLENCE REMAIN 
UNEXAMINED, 
VIOLENCE WILL 
NOT SIMPLY 
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taken root in some parts of the developing 
world, then this could offer an unprecedented 
opportunity for something feminists often wish 
for: the opportunity to build states (or some 
other form of political organization) that are 
beneficial to women from the ground-up. In 
short, MFOs must broaden their perspective to 
take into consideration structural sources of 
violence and discard the facile view that women 
must simply become more entrepreneurial.  
 

MFOS AND MEN 
 
Thus far, this analysis has focused almost 
exclusively on women, except where the 
masculinity of neoliberalism is concerned. This 
reflects the status of the literature on masculinity 
and microfinance, which “is strikingly absent in 
the vast literature on microcredit, the 
cornerstone of gender empowerment programs 
worldwide.”28 Indeed, Ahmed notes that even 
where men have been considered, they have 
been conceptualized as the ‘universal man’. Just 
as all women are not the same, all men are not 
the same. In Ahmed’s view, this must be 
recognized for MFOs to have any hope of 
societal transformation. As Robert Connell 
points out: 
 

[It is] clear that the questions 
politicians classify as ‘women’s issues’ 
are also issues about men. Men are 
gendered too. Once this is 
acknowledged, hard questions arise 
about how men become gendered, how 
masculinity is related to gender 
inequality, and how men can become 
part of the solution rather than part of 
the problem.29 

 
Ahmed learned that this view is shared by the 
very women targeted by MFOs, who feel that 

                                                        
28 Ahmed, “Microcredit, Men, and Masculinity.” 
29 R. W. Connell, “Gender Politics for Men,” The 
International Journal of Sociology and Social Policy 
17, no. 1, (1997): 63. 

targeting men is also an essential part of altering 
gender relations: 
 

Sharecropper women repeatedly told 
me that they cannot reach their full 
potential and help their families climb 
out of poverty unless their male 
relatives also transform their attitudes 
and practices. The everyday existence 
of poor women is embedded in 
multiple spheres of extended family 
and village community; it is 
inextricably interwoven with that of 
their male kin. Women want these 
different contexts to be included in the 
formulation and implementation of 
microcredit and poverty alleviation 
strategies.30 
 

In Bangladesh, one of the most patriarchal 
societies targeted by MFOs, men invariably 
control the assets that are essential to women 
running their largely agricultural businesses, 
such as capital and land.31 For women to gain 
access to these assets, it is therefore essential to 
have the cooperation of men. Though feminist 
theorists and the affected women themselves 
agree that men cannot be ignored in 
microfinance programs, MFOs have not made 
much attempt to engage with men.32  
 
Ahmed identifies four different types of 
masculinities that characterize Bangladeshi 
husbands (other countries might have analogous 
but different manifestations of masculinity). One 
type is characterized by its complete deference, 
at least in private, to the will of the wife. Two 
others are differentiated by lesser or greater 
degrees of domestic violence and domination. 
The last – the ‘high-minded’ man – sees his 
spouse as an equal partner.33 Ahmed proposes 

                                                        
30 Ahmed, “Microcredit, Men, and Masculinity.” 
31 Kelkar, Nathan, and Jahan, “Redefining Women’s 
‘Samman’,” 3628. 
32 Ahmed, “Microcredit, Men, and Masculinity.” 
33 Ibid. 
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that MFOs promote high-mindedness by 
recruiting high-minded men to speak to and 
organize workshops for other men. 
 
Though Ahmed correctly identifies men as 
essential to a successful MFO strategy, the 
specifics of her analysis are critically flawed. 
From the beginning, she derides MFOs that treat 
all men as members of a single, homogeneous 
class. Her resolution to this is to divide men into 
four homogeneous classes and, crucially, to 
attempt to transform all men into members of a 
single one of these classes. This hardly 
addresses the fundamental problem, which is 
that individuals can diverge so far from the 
‘universal’ conception of men that any attempt 
to target them collectively, even with separate 
classifications, is doomed to fail. A more 
complete analysis would perhaps include 
individualized – or at least localized – programs 
that worked with men individually or in small 
groups, similarly to how MFOs operate with 
women. 
 
On an even more fundamental level, it becomes 
clear that Ahmed’s analysis is very limited in 
scope. It is important to note that her 
conceptions of masculinity are fundamentally 
differentiated by how men perceive the 
husband-wife relationship. She uncritically 
accepts for her analysis the familial household 
as the fundamental unit of society. This is 
almost disturbing in its similarity to 
neoliberalism, which is also centered on the 
household.34 While this focus simplifies the 
analysis by distinguishing between the 
‘domestic’ and ‘public’ spheres, a focus on the 
familial unit may mask gender violence. It is 
conceivable that patriarchal gender relations, 
such as the gendered division of labour, are so 
ingrained in society that they escape the notice 
of those who live them. Thus, even when men 

                                                        
34 Ryan Patrick Murphy, “United Airlines is For 
Lovers? Flight Attendant Activism and the Family 
Values Economy in the 1990s,” Radical History 
Review 112 (2012): 100.  

and women self-report equality within the 
household, one must be cognizant of the 
structural factors at play. While the abolishment 
of gendered societal organization remains a gray 
area, failing to acknowledge structural gender 
issues renders Ahmed’s conclusions, if not her 
theoretical contributions, unhelpful, 
inapplicable, and even problematic. 
 

RETHINKING APPROACHES TO 
MICROFINANCE 

 
Through the use of a feminist lens, it becomes 
evident that MFOs in their current form are not 
effective vehicles of poverty alleviation, 
development, and women’s empowerment. 
While it is debatable whether microfinance is 
effective in the short run, it is clear that MFOs 
are actively, if unintentionally, working against 
the aforementioned goals in the long run. 
Conceived as it was during the last third of the 
20th century, it should come as no surprise that 
microfinance depends on and promotes 
neoliberal attitudes, practices, and modes of 
organization. This fundamentally patriarchal 
ideology is incompatible with the modern 
feminist movement that seeks to eliminate 
oppressive gender relations rather than simply 
redefine them. Thus, microfinance must undergo 
significant changes before it can truly help 
women in the Global South. We can make use 
of the above discussion of microfinance’s faults 
to inform our view of MFOs and to recommend 
changes to the current model and stated goals of 
microfinance programs. 
 
Perhaps the most common and well-defined goal 
of MFOs is poverty alleviation, which is 
admirable if done in conjunction with other 
initiatives aimed at reducing vulnerability. 
Following Kabeer’s observation that poverty 
and vulnerability are separate but related issues, 
it is apparent that MFOs should not only provide 
women with the resources required to meet their 
present needs (food, shelter, healthcare, 
education, et cetera), but should do so in a 
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manner that allows women to meet their needs 
in the event of unexpected shortfalls. MFOs can 
achieve this by refusing to subscribe to the 
neoliberal rhetoric of personal responsibility. As 
previously mentioned, the vast majority of 
microfinance loans are used for agricultural 
purposes.35 Thus, it is reasonable to expect that 
the economic vulnerabilities faced by borrowers 
would be, in at least some cases, similar to those 
faced by other farmers. 
MFOs would be well 
served by examining the 
institutions and protections 
offered to other small-scale 
farmers and adapting them 
to the needs of their 
debtors. In other words, 
rather than force women to 
become entirely responsible for their own fates, 
MFOs should plan for the inevitable misfortunes 
and construct new – or better yet, build on 
existing – frameworks of community and social 
responsibility. 
 
Kabeer’s research provides guidance in this 
regard. She finds that MFOs using donated 
funds provide more sustainable, long-term 
solutions to poverty and vulnerability by 
emphasizing the community aspect of 
development. Thus, eliminating the almost 
ubiquitous focus on debt collection found in 
today’s MFOs would serve the dual purpose of 
providing more effective solutions and reducing 
the influence of neoliberalism on development 
policy. Through careful planning, organizations 
may be able to restructure their loaning model 
without incurring significant costs or depending 
too heavily on continuous donations from third 
parties. This possibility presents an intriguing 
topic for future research. 
 
A second common goal of MFOs is 
‘development’. As discussed previously, there is 
no universal definition of this term. Mainstream 
                                                        
35 Kelkar, Nathan, and Jahan, “Redefining Women’s 
‘Samman’,” 3628. 

views often focus on political and economic 
aspects while ignoring societal and cultural 
perspectives. This focus falls short of the 
standards set by feminist theorists, who have 
observed that the interrelations between politics, 
economics, society, and culture are so complex 
that any attempt to separate them is misguided. 
A purely financial approach is insufficient. 
Rather than simply addressing symptoms – 

individual manifestations 
of poverty and 
vulnerability –, MFOs 
should also aim to counter 
the deeply-rooted societal 
problems that manifest as 
individual struggles. In this 
regard, MFOs stand to 
learn much from feminist 

theorists, who have made tremendous progress 
at identifying such causes over the last few 
decades. Addressing such research is beyond the 
scope of this paper, but it is apparent that MFOs 
must conduct extensive and continuous 
consultation with feminist theorists when 
reforming their approach to microfinance.  
 
Perhaps the most vaguely defined goal by MFOs 
is the empowerment of women. There are 
numerous issues related to this goal. First, the 
biggest concern is the neoliberal foundations of 
current microfinancial operations. As discussed 
previously, it is unlikely that the entrenchment 
of neoliberalism globally will work for the 
benefit of women in the long term, even if it 
may work to benefit individual women in the 
short term. Thus, MFOs must move away from 
the various forms of the debt-collection model 
and begin to provide debt-free grants subsidized 
by governments or NGOs. Without such a 
change in approach, it seems that MFOs will be 
ineffective, if not outright oppressive. After all, 
training women to fulfill masculine gender 
ideals is not empowerment. A second concern is 
the link between microfinance and domestic 
violence. The literature to date has reached 
conflicting conclusions. If it is true that MFOs 

“MFOS USING DONATED FUNDS 
PROVIDE MORE SUSTAINABLE, 
LONG-TERM SOLUTIONS TO 
POVERTY AND VULNERABILITY BY 
EMPHASIZING THE COMMUNITY 
ASPECT OF DEVELOPMENT.” 



 

 
 

51 

and domestic violence are indeed positively 
correlated, then it is imperative that we discover 
why, not only for the sake of the direct victims 
but also for the security (against war) of 
recipient states as a whole. 
 
Finally, much of the current literature 
concerning women’s empowerment and MFOs 
centres on the effects of loans on intra-
household decision-making.36 This metric of 
empowerment seems to assume the largely 
critiqued public-private dichotomy . Though the 
ability of women to make their voices heard 
within their home is critical to empowerment, so 
too are other forms of power, such as respect 
within one’s community and the ability to speak 
one’s mind in public. If women cannot, for 
instance, drive or own property, then even if 
personal autonomy is asserted in the home, 
patriarchal values remain dominant. The focus 
on domestic affairs inevitably overlooks broader 
indicators of empowerment, and thus 
empowerment must be redefined at all levels.  
 

CONCLUSION  
 

A theme consistent throughout this paper is the 
poor state of the literature concerning 
microfinance. Despite the gendered nature of 
MFOs, analyses that focus primarily on gender 
are rare. Among the studies that consider gender 
relations, most fail to consider feminist 
methodologies or epistemologies. Thus, the 
effect of MFOs on the status of women is rather 
unclear. In order to reach definitive conclusions 
on how to appropriately approach the gendered 
problems MFOs seek to address, considerably 
more research – both practical and theoretical – 
must be performed. Moreover, microfinance 
organizations themselves must conduct full 
reviews of their operations and structure to 
determine that they are, indeed, meeting their 
goals. These should entail extensive consultation 
with feminists, who specialize on the impact of 
structural and societal issues on individual 
                                                        
36 Kabeer, “Magic Bullet,” 4713. 

wellbeing. In fact, MFOs would be well advised 
to keep a large number of feminist executives, 
managers, and advisors employed full time. 
Only after this research has been done can we 
fully appreciate the true impacts that 
microfinance organizations have on women. 
 
As neoliberalism is dependent on patriarchal 
modes of social and economic organization, a 
neoliberal approach to microfinance cannot 
succeed at empowering women. MFOs that wish 
to disrupt the power hierarchy must find 
alternate methods of distributing aid to women. 
These can include the provision of grants, 
training, workshops, and community or group 
work to encourage and enable women to work 
together toward common goals. Furthermore, 
MFOs must reach out to men and determine 
how to provide men with the will and skills 
required to adjust their relationships with 
women. Providing services only to women is 
insufficient to truly transform gender relations. 
 
Finally, MFOs should critically reexamine their 
goals. Modern-day notions of empowerment, 
development, and poverty are heavily based on 
neoliberal ideals of personal responsibility and a 
reduction in state activity. One must consider 
whether institutions that seek to accomplish 
these aims inadvertently liberalize the 
communities in which they operate, even when 
they switch to donor models. MFOs should 
consider their roles and their means to determine 
what is realistically within their means, and 
whether the long-term benefits of those actions 
are positive or negative. If women had the 
ability and the resources to participate fully in 
their own communities, a revolutionary societal 
transformation could take place. MFOs should 
defer more to the knowledge of the women 
themselves. Instead of deciding alone what 
workshops and loan structures women need, 
MFOs should simply ask them. 
 
Despite the growing excitement surrounding 
MFOs, it is evident that they suffer from 
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significant challenges. A lack of information, an 
uncritical ideological approach, and often 
poorly-considered programs and structures have 
meant that in their current form they are unlikely 
to help elevate private and public autonomy of 
women in the long term. MFOs must overcome 
a number of institutional difficulties and consult 

with feminist in order to restructure their 
organizations to better meet the needs of 
women. Until and unless microfinancial 
organizations become more introspective and 
critically examine their methods and impacts, it 
is doubtful that they can make real progress at 
improving the status of women. 

 


