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Editor’s NoteEditor’s Note
 Dear Reader,  

 Welcome to the sixteenth volume of our journal. The Atlantic International Studies Organisation is a 
student-run group at Mount Allison University. Although this journal typically focuses on politics and inter-
national issues, it is interdisciplinary at heart.  
 This year’s edition includes five original student papers that relate to our 2021 theme of Sifting Through 
the Wreckage. We chose this theme in response to the “unprecedented” events of 2020, hoping to attract sub-
missions that reflect on ways of dealing with crisis and vulnerability, institutional failures, and global change. 
The events of 2020 have brought many systemic issues to the forefront of intellectual discourse, and we want-
ed the papers in this journal to emulate this critical evaluation. To some extent, the editing process of this 
journal has reflected this sentiment as we have debated about the Chicago Manual of Style guidelines and our 
political concerns in how ideas are presented. You may notice that we have decided to capitalize Black and 
Slavery. We also added scare quotes to “developed” and “developing” to recognize that this way of classifying 
countries is not well-defined nor accurate. We think that presentation is an important, though small, act of 
recognizing the validity (or not) of these terms and what they represent. 
 Editing issues aside, we invite you to engage with the pieces in this volume with our theme in mind. 
Notice how responses to “wreckage” differ between cases. How might a lens of hope and anger differ from a 
social and political analysis of minority issues? How has the COVID-19 pandemic influenced global connec-
tions and the strength of the UN? Who is given a voice on children’s rights and how do we ensure that they 
receive the kind of education that is both personally and socially engaging?  
 We wish to extend our sincere thanks to everyone who helped with the creation of this 2021 edition. 
We greatly appreciate our peer reviewers and their assistance in our paper selection process. We are continu-
ally grateful for the invaluable support of the Department of Political Science and International Relations. A 
final thank you goes to Dr. Thomas for maintaining our connection with the department and for speaking at 
our annual conference.  
 Thank you for reading, supporting, and inspiring student work.  

–Amy Ward on behalf of the editing team
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Anger, Hope, and Race: Anger, Hope, and Race: 
The Case of America’s The Case of America’s 
Racial Wealth GapRacial Wealth Gap

By Hudson Biko By Hudson Biko 

The power of wealth is profound. Made up of endur-
ing assets and possessions, wealth increases in value 
over time, is transferrable across generations, and acts 
as a source of security and self-determination when 
incomes are lost and earnings are uncertain.1  In the 
United States, wealth has guaranteed and enhanced 
the well-being of generations of white Americans. As 
disproportionate benefactors of a taxation system that 
scarcely taxes income from wealth, along with hav-
ing bigger inheritances and intergenerational wealth 
transfers than Black households, white Americans 
have been able to enjoy sustained access to well-fund-
ed school districts and neighbourhoods, accumulate 
savings that can be invested into retirement programs, 
procure assets that generate further wealth, and, on 
the basis of their economic safety nets, pursue uncer-
tain career paths that result in upward economic and 
social mobility.2 
 For Black Americans, the opportunity to ac-
cumulate and benefit from wealth has been frequently 
repressed and seldom realized. Even with the same in-
come and a similar level of education to white families, 
Black families lack the same opportunities to earn or 
accumulate wealth, they receive smaller inheritances, 
and they are less able to withstand economic and so-
cial hardship.3  Drawing from accrued inequities and 
an institutionalization of white supremacy, America’s 
racial wealth gap illustrates the gravity of its unjust 
foundations, the opportunities denied to Black Amer-
icans, and the continued ramifications of Slavery and 
the exploitation of Black Americans.4 
 In this paper I explore the racial wealth gap 
and its specific impact on Black Americans through 
the lens of hope and anger. In my approach, I follow 
definitions of anger provided by Barrett Emerick, 
Audrey Yap, and Myisha Cherry, and definitions of 
hope provided by Rebecca Solnit and Kathryn Nor-
lock. Firstly, I consider anger as an emotion that is 
produced in reaction to systems of oppression and 
injustice.5 This conception of anger explores how the 
emotion can be warranted in reaction to injustice and 
directed towards an actor that did not cause the in-
justice, what Barrett Emerick and Audrey Yap call, 

“justified-but-misdirected anger.”6 Secondly, I con-
sider hope as a change-focused attitude that is culti-
vated through history and centred on action.7  This 
conception of hope is based on the notion that change 
is the result of sustained effort in uncertain condi-
tions, rather than a blind optimism in things getting 
better.8  Thirdly, I will consider how anger can work in 
cohesion with a reconciliatory emphasis to drive out 
hate, working from Myisha Cherry’s understanding of 
“moral anger.”9  I draw on this lens of anger and hope 
to understand connections between the racial wealth 
gap, America’s history of Slavery and segregation, and 
the country’s economic institutions and policies—and 
as a way of exploring contemporary and future pros-
pects of closing the racial wealth gap.

THE FOUNDATION OF WEALTH 
INEQUITY: SLAVERY, COTTON, AND 
UNFULFILLED PROMISES

The racial wealth gap is the product of multiple inter-
related factors. In addition to the limited opportuni-
ties for Black Americans to earn wealth, mechanisms 
that plundered their earned wealth, and policies and 
laws designed to constrain Black progress, the racial 
wealth gap follows from the country’s history and in-
stitutionalization of injustice, disparity, and division.10  
Prominent in this history is also the enslavement of 
Black Americans. Underpinned by an organized sys-
tem of slavery that commodified and methodically 
exploited Black bodies, America accounted for half 
of the world’s production of raw cotton by 1831, one 
of the nineteenth century’s most widely traded com-
modities. These profits were transferred to the pock-
ets of white Americans.11  Enslavement gave planta-
tion owners, cotton millers, slave owners, traders, and 
several shareholders and stakeholders the capacity to 
amass unforeseen riches as cotton was industrialised 
with the invention of the factory, laying the foun-
dations for white America’s capture and control of 
wealth for centuries to come.12 With the abolition of 
Slavery in 1865, Black Americans were at the preci-
pice of freedom. After being used as tools for the at-
tainment and manifestation of wealth for at least 246 
years, Black Americans were promised compensation 
as the Reconstruction Amendments were introduced 
with a view to make Black people citizens and to grant 
them equal protection under the law between 1865 
and 1870.13  Through the specific order by General 
William Sherman to reallocate hundreds of thousands 
of acres of white-owned land towards Black families 
in forty-acre plots and Congress’ establishment of the 
Freedman’s Savings Bank to allow Black Americans to 
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bank and save, Black Americans were promised the 
tools for their socio-economic security as a means to 
realize their freedom.14

 However, in the years that followed the Re-
construction Act, Black Americans were deprived 
and robbed of the power held by white American cit-
izens. Drawing on a sentiment from Vice President 
Andrew Johnson that America was “a country for 
white men,” which was encouraged by violent rebel-
lions by Southern whites and grounded in a past of 
subordinating Black wellbeing to white wealth, white 
Americans halted and revised efforts to confer land to 
Black Americans and mismanaged the  savings of over 
sixty-one thousand depositors in Freedman’s Savings 
Bank to a tune of nearly three million dollars.15

 Confined to new iterations of suppression and 
conquest, the progress of Black Americans has been 
incessantly impeded. With each succession of leaders, 
a system of governance grounded in white supremacy 
has been preserved through the political, economic, 
and social devaluation and dehumanization of Black 
populations.16  Exemplified by the 1921 Tulsa Race 
Massacre of hundreds of Black Americans that con-
ducted business on Black Wall Street, the few mecha-
nisms available to Black Americans for accumulating 
wealth were viewed as threats to white dominance and 
stripped from Black communities before they had the 
chance to grow and be capitalized on.17 

MAINTAINING THE GAP: THE ROLE OF SEGRE-
GATION AND CONDITIONED SUPREMACY

Efforts to maintain the racial wealth gap have been 
products of sustained and widespread harm against 
Black communities, or “evils” as framed by Kathryn 
Norlock.18  Seeking to promote policies that protect 
and enhance the wealth wielded by white Americans, 
America’s largely white leaders posited and imple-
mented policies premised on the exclusion, wariness, 
and maltreatment of Black Americans.19  In the realm 
of homeownership, one of the principal sources of 
wealth creation and a chief contributor to long-term 
family wealth, this manifested in redlining.20 This 
practice deemed predominantly Black neighbour-
hoods unsafe for investment and prevented Black-
Americans from receiving the federally backed mort-
gage insurance that made homeownership accessible 
for white Americans.21

 A tool for racial segregation, redlining and 
associated de-investments in Black neighbourhoods 
led to reduced access to services such as education 
in Black communities, lower home and land values, 
and white and Black Americans being exposed to and 
experiencing starkly different livelihoods.22 The iso-
lation fostered by racial divisions has caused white 
Americans and Black Americans to be trained in and 
learn from different “social scripts” that have shaped 
how each group acts and what they can expect from 
their actions.23  Through this process, white Ameri-
ca has normalized the inequity of wealth and the 
privilege accrued from its possession. It has also left 
Black Americans marginalized from chiefly white in-
stitutions and services, such as higher education and 
healthcare, which act as gatekeepers and foundations 
of wealth creation and upward mobility.24

 Owing to white America’s historical and in-
stitutionalized privilege, white Americans feel angry 
when they follow the American Dream’s prescrip-
tion to work hard and they fail to receive the scale of 
wealth that has been advertised. Similarly, they are 
upset when Black Americans accrue wealth and can 
afford homes in neighbourhoods over which they, 
white Americans, felt they had ownership.25  Hence, 
even as housing discrimination was outlawed in 1968 
with the introduction of the Fair Housing Act, forms 
of discrimination that contributed to inequality and 
segregated services, such as the tendency for white 
Americans to move away from neighbourhoods with 
a higher presence of Black Americans or “white flight” 
continued and found revised grounds for their per-
petuation.26

 The anger of white Americans would have 
been more appropriately directed towards an iteration 
of American capitalism that constrained upward mo-
bility by maintaining rigid wages and limiting union 
power.27 Or, it could have been used to call for a com-
prehensive social safety net that would give Ameri-
cans access to services, such as healthcare, that tend 
to depend on one’s wealth position.28  Instead, the 
scapegoating of Black Americans as dangerous and 
welfare-dependent was specifically used to misdirect 
and channel white anger to the suspicion of Black 
Americans.29

 The promotion of conservative policies pro-
tected white interests on paper and resulted in Black 
Americans facing greater barriers to finance.30  Irre-
spective of their credit history, Black Americans seek-
ing loans and financing were assessed against a legacy 
of discrimination that had deemed Black neighbour-
hoods as “hazardous” and a risky avenue of invest-
ment.31  As journalist Ta-Nehisi Coates explains,
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UPHOLDING INJUSTICE: AMERICA’S 
DIFFERING COSTS OF WEALTH

As a means towards wealth, the exclusion of Black 
Americans from homeownership and affordable 
lending maintained the marginalization of Black 
Americans from wealth creation. Even as a small 
Black American middle class began to grow in the 
mid-twentieth century, Black families were unable to 
build up assets that would translate income into wealth 
or create inheritances that would transmit the bene-
fits of wielding middle-income status.33 Consequently, 
the standard of living and opportunities enjoyed by 
a middle-class Black American family was often not 
transferred to future generations of that family, di-
minishing the prospect of sustained economic securi-
ty for Black families and their communities.34

 The cost of attaining wealth has been higher 
for Black Americans. Unable to access the conven-
tional sources of finance available to white Amer-
icans, Black Americans were made vulnerable and 
forced to turn to more precarious sources of finance. 
Black Americans have been targeted with offers of 
initially attractive but progressively more expensive 
loans into the twenty-first century, known as sub-
prime loans, as well as contract sales in the twentieth 
century. Contract sales split the cost of a house into 
strict and high-interest monthly payments and did 
not allow Black Americans to own their home until 
they paid off the contract.35  Due to these restrictions, 
Black Americans were unable to save enough outside 
of their house payments to afford other assets and in-
vestments that would have diversified their portfolios 
and expanded their wealth.36  As a result, Black Amer-
icans have lived in houses of similar stature to white 
Americans but have paid more and possessed less to 
become owners.
 In the aftermath of the Great Recession of 
2007–2009, Black Americans had higher debts but 
fewer assets and less financial support or savings to 
finance those debts.37 In a vicious cycle, Black Amer-

icans sold off investments and assets at low prices 
to sustain their livelihoods and afford interest pay-
ments.38  The impact of prevailing inequalities in 
wealth and its link to greater financial insecurity for 
Black families became worse when, in 2008, the finan-
cial crisis culminated in the foreclosure of many prop-
erties in Black American communities.39  Since Black 
Americans had disproportionately higher targets of 
sub-prime loans, their wealth was erased by 31% be-
tween 2007 and 2010.40

 In these conditions, America’s wealth gap wid-
ened, and it has continued to do so. Wielding a typ-
ical net worth of USD$171,000, white families have 
significantly more wealth than Black families, who 
wield a typical net worth of USD$17,150 according to 
a 2016 study.41  The racial wealth gap has changed little 
since 1962 in terms of the inequities in outcome and 
opportunity. As of 2016, the ratio of Black American 
to white American wealth stood at roughly the same 
levels as it was in the two years before the passing 
of the 1964 Civil Rights Act.42  Hence, even as Black 
Americans comprised 13% of America’s population 
in 2019, they only wielded 2.6% of America’s wealth, 
with Black college graduates holding less wealth than 
white high school dropouts.43  These stats highlight 
the economic insecurity in Black communities.
 Defined by diverse iterations of racism, seg-
regation, and regulations designed to maintain the 
wealth security of white Americans, the racial wealth 
gap—and the associated privileges and opportunities 
it accords white Americans and denies Black Amer-
icans—is not only a function of America’s unjust 
foundations but is a part of the design of America’s 
institutions and systems. Through policies as explicit 
as redlining, or other mechanisms like zoning regula-
tions that prevent public housing in some neighbour-
hoods, or a tendency by real estate agents to show 
certain housing to white Americans and others to 
Black Americans, the wealth gap is a manifestation of 
America’s failure to come to terms with and address 
the ways white supremacy shaped and continues to 
shape privilege, opportunity, and freedom.44 

CHALLENGING THE WEALTH GAP: THE ROLE 
OF HOPE AND ANGER

It can be difficult to have hope when looking at op-
pressive institutions.45  In an environment where 
Black issues are subordinate to white interests and the 
ascendancy of Black populations has been conveyed 
as a threat to white livelihoods, Black Americans have 
been harmed recurrently by white Americans who 
turn to hate and evil.46  As the COVID-19 pandemic 

Black home buyers—even after controlling 
for factors like  creditworthiness—were still 
more likely than white home buyers to be 
steered toward subprime loans. Decades of 
racist housing policies by the American gov-
ernment, along with decades of racist hous-
ing practices by American businesses, had 
conspired to concentrate African Americans 
in the same neighbourhoods… [which] were 
filled with people who had been cut off from 
mainstream financial institutions.
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persists, the damage has been manifested more ex-
plicitly. In particular, the absence of economic securi-
ty provided by wealth has forced Black Americans to 
sacrifice their health for income, dying at 2.5 times the 
rate of white Americans at the onset of the pandemic 
in 2020.47

 In instances where Black Americans have ex-
pressed their anger at America’s systems of injustice, 
criticisms and condemnations by a predominantly 
white America are rife. As an example, Colin Kaeper-
nick’s 2016 decision not to stand for the American 
national anthem in response to the country’s contin-
ued oppression Black people and people of colour re-
ceived hostile reactions.48  Black Americans are fre-
quently villainized when they call for fair treatment. 
Arguing for the notion that America should strive to 
be colour-blind or claiming that equity-promoting 
initiatives represent “reverse racism,” the maintenance 
of the status quo is frequently presented as part and 
parcel of a white-centric “American Dream” of for-
tune and social mobility that is threatened by non-
white populations.49 
 Due to the extension of an early practice of 
capitalism that treated Black livelihoods in unequal 
and exploitable terms, America’s racial wealth gap has 
grown over time. The unjust structure of American 
society has led to asymmetrical and discriminato-
ry practices that have seemingly bleak prospects for 
reformation.50 In the words of scholar Matthew Des-
mond:

     

   

        51

 
 Yet, to overcome the injustice that is exempli-
fied by America’s racial wealth gap, hope is paramount. 
A manifestation of hope as “patient hope” can support 
efforts to address the racial wealth gap by providing its 
beholders with the opportunity to reflect on what they 
deem important and the orientation to pursue a future 
which, though distant, is still valuable and, to some 
extent, possible.52  Patient hope may be particularly 
useful in an environment where the role of privilege 

is inadequately addressed and is instead maintained 
by a denial of racist bias and the promotion of racial 
division.53  A patient hope for change will be necessary 
as light is resistantly shed on the role of racism in the 
liberties enjoyed by white Americans and the short-
falls in its fulfilment to Black Americans.54

 Since racism is manifested through struc-
tures and institutions that mask its influence, a hope-
aligned response to the racial wealth gap will require 
recognizing that the marketplace, and the current 
design of America’s oversight and regulatory bodies, 
cannot adequately assess and determine human and 
social values and responsibilities.55  Instead, the racial 
wealth gap requires a more egalitarian approach that 
is informed by America’s history of injustice and the 
need to address the prevailing and present grievances 
of Black Americans.56

 In this context, hope for closing the racial 
wealth gap will require critical thought and recogni-
tion of the grief and anger felt by Black Americans in 
response to centuries of subordination. Correspond-
ingly, there must be action-demanding goals and ob-
jectives that seek to achieve meaningful and repara-
tive social, cultural, political, and economic change.57  
Future papers might explore what a reparative set of 
policies and goals could look like. However, it is likely 
that most paths based on this design will be difficult 
to achieve because of the presence of leaders that le-
gitimize racially charged divisions and present justice 
and social and economic progress based on Black and 
non-white Americans as a threat to the well-being of 
white Americans.58 
 Agape love and moral anger share the com-
mon aim of combatting hate.59 With agape love fo-
cussed on showing empathy towards others in pursuit 
of common wellbeing, and moral anger aimed at rec-
onciliation rather than resentment, these are practices 
that aim to unify and change things without hatred 
and destruction.60 They can challenge the division 
and injustice that prevails alongside America’s racial 
wealth gap.61  Given that the misdirection of white an-
ger is underpinned by white supremacy, a  reconcilia-
tory-informed response that highlights the systemic 
and exploitative forces behind wealth exclusion, and 
the ways those forces affect all communities despite 
being most pronounced in Black communities, can 
cultivate a shared understanding of the ills of racial 
injustice and challenge the barriers to change that fol-
low from racial division.62  As scholar Tom Shapiro 
notes:

If today America promotes a particular kind 
of low-road capitalism—a union-busting cap-
italism of poverty wages, gig jobs and normal-
ized insecurity; a winner-take-all capitalism 
of stunning disparities not only permitting 
but awarding financial rule-bending; a racist 
capitalism that ignores the fact that slavery 
didn’t just deny black freedom but built white 
fortunes, originating the black-white wealth 
gap that annually grows wider—one reason is 
that American capitalism was founded on the 
lowest road there is.
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 White Americans who have frequently har-
boured a wariness for Black Americans, should seek 
to challenge their privilege and realize that the anger 
felt by the Black community is fuelled by an effort to 
challenge white supremacy and pervasive inequality. 
It is not fuelled by a desire to harm white Americans. 
Indeed, while movements like Black Lives Matter are 
often targeted with white anger toward the perceived 
threat to white ideals and livelihoods, the move-
ment’s efforts fundamentally challenge a contempo-
rary configuration of capitalism that benefits people 
who wield power and wealth and that devalues mar-
ginalized people who are deemed most disposable.64  
Challenging the unjust forces that produce the racial 
wealth gap would not only require acknowledging 
the ways in which prevailing systems are designed to 
harm Black Americans, but would also work towards 
a more just system that broadens opportunities for all.
 Recognizing the ways that Black Americans 
are disproportionately harmed by the racial wealth 
gap would further cultivate a more humane society 
and improve the moral wellbeing of Americans.65 By 
addressing the country’s past injustices and the ram-
ifications of those failures on the present, Americans 
may become more attuned to honesty, accountabil-
ity, and the needs of the most vulnerable.66  Indeed, 
wealth takes time to grow and accumulate67 and the 
harm of the past cannot be undone, but a morally sit-
uated approach to the racial wealth gap could allow 
Black Americans to be more powerful agents of their 
livelihoods and truly realize the promise of American 
freedoms.

CONCLUSION

America’s racial wealth gap has been maintained and 
widened by structures and institutions that not only 
promote the wellbeing of white Americans but exploit 
and constrain the progress of Black Americans. Even 
though the promise of freedom for Black Americans 
was relayed in 1865, several mechanisms have con-

strained its full achievement. Prominent among them 
have been efforts by American leaders to instil a sen-
timent of entitlement and privilege in the hearts and 
minds of white Americans through policies of segre-
gation and Black American marginalization. When 
this sense of entitlement is unfulfilled, white Amer-
icans have misdirected their anger towards Black 
Americans.
 Whilst hope in these conditions is difficult, it 
can be a useful tool alongside agape love and moral 
anger to address the racial wealth gap in three ways. 
Firstly, a hope-aligned effort towards reparative action 
allows for a sustained commitment to change amidst 
institutions that were built to maintain white privilege 
and demean Black Americans. Secondly, agape love 
and moral anger can work to combat hate and racial 
division by unifying Americans against economic, 
political, and social systems founded on injustice and 
exploitation. And, thirdly, the view provided by anger 
and hope can work to illuminate the sustained mar-
ginalization of Black Americans and envision a world 
where Black Americans fully realize the benefits of 
wealth and opportunity.
        

Part of the challenge is helping the white 
working class—if I can use that generic 
phrase—to understand how economic pain is 
felt elsewhere, by people who may or may not 
be similarly situated. And, yeah, your sense 
of status might be changing, but the pain is 
much more widespread, and surely deeper in 
communities of colour. Which is not to say 
you don’t count. But if you’re not in this to-
gether, the divide and conquer strategy will 
be successful.
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Looking Forward: Looking Forward: 
The 2030 Agenda in a The 2030 Agenda in a 
Post-COVID WorldPost-COVID World

By Jonathan Laing Ferguson By Jonathan Laing Ferguson 

This paper outlines how the COVID-19 pandemic 
might negatively (or positively, in limited cases) in-
fluence the United Nations Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs) and the 2030 Agenda. Importantly, it is 
a point-in-time perspective piece, offering a snippet of 
early thoughts on the pandemic. Written during the 
first six weeks of the COVID-19 pandemic in Canada, 
it reflects a very early outlook on how the world might 
be impacted, assessed through the lens of the 2030 
Agenda. It opens with a focus on public health; it con-
siders the short- and long-term effects COVID-19 will 
have on the climate crisis; it analyzes shifting power 
dynamics, including dynamics between governments 
and those they govern, leaders and those they lead; 
and, it considers how shifting priorities will impact 
a variety of other global goals, primary the SDGs. In 
this way, it is a profoundly predictive and thought-
based analysis which combines the commentaries of 
experts, academics, and leaders in various fields with 
those of my own.

In a world preoccupied with climate collapse, a rise in 
populist nationalism, and disinformation, it is under-
standable that the “lesser” existential threats such as 
artificial intelligence, nuclear conflict, and pandemics 
get put on the back burner. Of course, these threats to 
our lives as we know them do not exist in silos—they 
are deeply intertwined and interconnected. No global 
effort to acknowledge and decipher the interconnect-
edness of the issues we face has succeeded more in 
support and popularity than the UN 2030 Agenda and 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) with their ac-
companying targets and indicators. With respect to 
its timeline and goals, the generation-defining crisis 
posed by the COVID-19 pandemic could not have 
come at more pivotal a moment: five years into its 
fifteen-year lifespan, the 2030 Agenda’s honeymoon 
phase has passed. 
 At this five-year mark, where is the world in 
terms of the UN 2030 Agenda? Through the Volun-
tary National Reviews now available from a majority 
of member states, we can hear from countries about 
the progress they have made. From global civil so-

ciety and scientists, we can hear whether this prog-
ress is real. From the targets and indicators outlined 
during the 2030 Agenda’s creation in 2015, we can 
measure objective progress. Through the High-level 
Political Forum (HLPF), held every year in New York, 
we can assess all of these variables at once. The take-
away is clear: we are not on track. This outlook was 
echoed again and again at the most recent HLPF at 
the UN Headquarters—an event that I was fortunate 
enough to attend in person in July 2019. A hand-
ful of mostly so-called “developing” countries who 
are “ leap-frogging” the stage of fossil fuel reliance 
are among those on track to reaching an impressive 
number of their goals. However, put into the context 
of their small sizes, both in landmass and popula-
tion, it is clear that overall global progress is nowhere 
near where it is supposed to be one-third of the way 
through the time frame outlined by the 2030 Agenda.
 With this dire outlook, we must now ask the 
big question: how will the COVID-19 global pandem-
ic impact our world, as measurable through the lens 
of the 2030 Agenda? In addition to this, how will the 
2030 Agenda itself be impacted? To properly assess 
these questions, I have decided to break down this 
analysis into five principal thematic areas: health and 
safety, climate, politics, economy and economic prior-
itization, and education and living. Through these cat-
egories, all seventeen SDGs will be assessed to varying 
degrees. As such, this paper functions as a bullet point 
list of arguments that intertwine scientific analysis 
with lived experiences. Due to the vast and all-encom-
passing nature of the 2030 Agenda itself, this approach 
seems most fitting. I will conclude by considering how 
this pandemic may affect the 2030 Agenda specifi-
cally and the institutions of the UN more generally. 
Should the 2030 Agenda and its 2015-era indicators 
be thrown out the window entirely or are they flexible 
and all-encompassing enough to weather this storm? 

FEWER CAR CRASHES, MORE KITCHEN FIRES 
(SDGS 3 AND 5)

War is a sign of defeat, a failure of politics. The 
overriding goal must be human security: providing 
food, water and a clean environment and caring for 
people’s health.
—Mikhail Gorbachev on COVID-191 

The COVID-19 Pandemic marks the first time in the 
2030 Agenda’s lifespan that the world has pivoted 
so hard and fast to a single sustainable development 
goal: health. The world’s economy, people, and ways 
of life have frozen in time in the interest of upholding 
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this goal. While it is a genuinely incredible and his-
torical development which, although unfathomable 
only months ago, will undoubtedly save many lives, 
self-isolation is not without its negative consequences. 
 Self-isolation will likely lead to upticks in a 
range of physical and mental health problems. Phys-
ical inactivity means that as long as the current form 
of lockdown persists, we will collectively live a much 
more sedentary lifestyle. This inactivity is bound to re-
sult in a variety of physical health problems. In 2002, 
the World Health Organization published that seden-
tary lifestyles “increase all causes of mortality, dou-
ble the risk of cardiovascular diseases, diabetes, and 
obesity, and increase the risks of colon cancer, high 
blood pressure, osteoporosis [and] lipid disorders.”2 
The burden this will put on our health care systems in 
the long run cannot be ignored.
 Our collective mental health will also suffer. 
Sociologists and psychologists have deemed this event 
as a “collective trauma,” the effects of which may be 
felt by an entire generation.3  In contrast, however, 
fourth-year Psychology student at Mount Allison, 
Clare Maguire, points out that the effects vary enor-
mously from situation to situation: “My roommates 
and I have been as productive as ever, able to keep our 
heads down and push through the end of the semester 
with great focus!”4 
 Our new living realities have indeed uniquely 
impacted everyone. While some have found solace in 
the newer, slower pace of life and have been able to 
catch up on tasks and relax, others could not be expe-
riencing a more different situation. One of the main 
targets of SDG 5, Gender Equality, is Target 2: “Elim-
inate all forms of violence against all women and girls 
in the public and private spheres.”5 Unfortunately, 
self-isolation and the subsequent time spent at home 
is what many highlight as being responsible for the re-
cent surge in domestic violence.6  Tracey MacKenzie, 
who was killed by her boyfriend in Hammonds Plains 
on April 6, 2020, can be viewed as the first real victim 
of the pandemic in Nova Scotia as her death pre-dat-
ed Nova Scotia’s first COVID-19 victim who died on 
April 7, 2020.
 “Loneliness is worse than smoking”: this 
phrase, now commonly shared across social media, 
popularized the results of an Indian study that found 
that loneliness could have long-term adverse effects.7  
The negative mental health effects are just as worry-
ing to experts. Ali Beydoun, a second-year McMaster 
Medical School student, highlights that a principal 
worry in the medical community are the psychiatric 
issues to come: “Long periods of isolation and the 
consequent trauma may have a negative effect on the 

wider population—especially the longer this goes 
on.”8 
 Despite these negatives, there are potential 
health-related upsides. The shutdown or limitation 
of restaurants—both fast food and dine-in, local and 
international chains—has adverse effects across all 
levels of the economy. However, it means that more 
people are learning to cook and bake for themselves 
at home, consequently taking better control of their 
diets. While the harmful effects of a sedentary life-
style may result in illnesses in the medium term 
(i.e., the time frame following lockdowns, where we 
see a return to “normal”), it may mean a reduced 
dependency on fast-food and unhealthy eating hab-
its in the long-term. It is one way we can build a 
“new normal,” as discussed below.

CLIMATE (IN)ACTION 
(SDGS 12, 13, 14, AND 15)

An unchecked pandemic is as much bad luck as 
ill-preparedness. But climate risk grinds on, slowly 
and surely.
—Tom Rand9  

We are now in the Anthropocene, a new epoch 
defined by humanity’s dominant influence on the 
environment.10 So what happens then, when a pan-
demic all but freezes humanity in place? What hap-
pens when our globalized, ever-moving world sud-
denly stops moving—in what some claim could be 
the true “end of globalization?”
 There are several immediate environmental 
effects—there is less air pollution, there is less rum-
bling on the earth’s surface, fewer earthquakes, noise 
and water pollution have decreased, and wildlife 
are roaming our now quieter cities.11  Remarkably, 
nearly all of this is positive. This drastic reduction of 
movement is a dream come true for climate activists 
worldwide—at least as long as it lasts. However, in 
conjunction with these beneficial effects, there are 
certainly some negative externalities. For example, 
while Venetians enjoy seeing dolphins and jelly-
fish in their crystal-clear canals, Thai villagers do 
not enjoy angry, hungry monkeys coming in from 
the countryside, confused about the lack of tourists 
usually there to feed them. Despite these relative-
ly small consequences, it is fair to say that positive 
environmental effects are one of the biggest silver 
linings to come from this pandemic.
 Experts question, however, how much of an 
impact this is truly having toward reaching specific 
sub-goals of SDG 13, like keeping the global tem-
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perature increase below two degrees Celsius.12  There 
are two primary reasons for this skepticism: the ex-
pectations that these gains will be short-lived (a rea-
sonable claim given the provincial “re-opening” plans 
we already see coming forward), and more precise-
ly due to the difference between the emissions and 
the atmospheric concentrations of carbon dioxide.13  
Simply put, the continued warming we witness now is 
the result of increased carbon dioxide over years and 
decades, and not the last several months.14  In oth-
er words, unless this decrease in emissions continues 
for an extended period of time, the difference will be 
barely noticeable.
 However, the manner in which our suddenly 
reduced consumption and production play a positive 
role in achieving climate action cannot be overlooked, 
particularly since this may influence our long-term 
consumer behaviours. Most businesses have been 
deemed non-essential and have subsequently been 
closed. While online shopping continues to be an op-
tion, the surge in demand has resulted in outstand-
ing backorders for non-essential items.15  (I have been 
waiting several weeks for a DIY Hair Clipper from 
Ontario). Between closed stores and sites struggling 
to keep up with orders, both the capacity and moti-
vation for individuals to shop for non-essential items 
have been reduced. 
 This lack of essential items will only be fur-
ther exacerbated by the imminent nation-wide strike 
by American Amazon, Whole Foods, Instacard, and 
Target workers set to take place on May 1, 2020.16  The 
striking group is putting forth the radical demand of 
basic on-the-job personal protective equipment, haz-
ard pay, health care benefits, and paid leave, at a time 
when all the aforementioned employers are making 
record high profits. However, quite problematical-
ly, the ability to donate and recycle items has been 
impacted by the closures of these services. At the 
time of finishing this paper, the government of New 
Brunswick, currently one of the first provinces set to 
re-open in Canada, has not specified at which stage 
these services will recommence.

WARTIME LEADERS, WARTIME POWERS 
(SDGS 10 AND 16)

I still vividly remember the first time I watched Fox 
News. My family had gone on a shopping trip to 
Maine, and at our hotel we huddled around a TV in 
the lobby that was playing the news. I was only twelve 
and yet I remember exactly how different it felt from 
a Canadian broadcast. The hosts were as lively and 
eccentric as the graphics changing rapidly across the 

screen. They spoke in theatrical tones, almost as if act-
ing, saying something negative about Barack Obama. 
Fox News has since become the poster child of biased 
news in America.
 It has long been known that the approval rat-
ings of leaders tend to surge during “wartime,” some-
times due to a change in attitude. Prime Minister 
Trudeau’s ratings have surged—the Liberal party’s rat-
ing reached a whopping 38.5% on April 19, by far the 
highest political support of a Canadian party reached 
so far in 2020.17  Even President Trump, who has come 
under a surge of criticism for drastically mishandling 
the situation, has seen increased approval ratings, al-
beit smaller than most.18  This surge in popularity may 
be, in part, a by-product of national unity.
 What leaders choose to do with this newfound 
support determines how this crisis impacts SDGs 10 
and especially 16. Some heads of government, such as 
President Trump, have used the opportunity to for-
ward nationalist (verging on racist) monologues such 
as the now infamous labeling of COVID-19 as the 
“China Flu” in a transparent attempt to cater to his 
neo-nationalist voter base. Others have focused on a 
much more Palpatinesque approach to seize indefinite 
“emergency” powers.19 Most notably, Hungarian 
Prime Minister Viktor Orbán obtained the indefinite 
power to rule by decree, a power he has already used 
to reverse laws protecting LGBT rights in Hungary 
during the pandemic thus far.20 
 Other leaders have risen to prominence 
during this crisis for their unprecedented and adap-
tive leadership styles. The perfect example of this is 
New Zealand Prime Minister Jaccinda Adern. Adern 
gained international praise for her Facebook Live vid-
eo streams, where she engagingly fielded questions 
directly from New Zealanders while at home in her 
pajamas after having put her daughter to sleep.21  Her 
informative, reassuring, and frank tone is being cited 
as one of the reasons New Zealand has already elim-
inated COVID-19 within their borders (for the time 
being) and has earned Ardern praise as “the most ef-
fective leader on the planet.”22  
 Regardless, while we can see the short-term 
political responses play out, the longer-term conse-
quences are harder to predict and will depend in no 
small part on the severity of the ensuing economic 
repercussions. Ken Boessenkool and Dan Robertson 
of Maclean’s Magazine worry that the financial crisis 
could lead to a “populist storm.”23  They claim that the 
pandemic “has created the perfect storm of fear, an-
ger and anxiety which will propel populism at an even 
greater pace.”24 Claims that China has taken advantage 
of the crisis by weaponizing its supply chains further 
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demonstrate how competitive political opportunism 
continues despite calls for unity and may ultimately 
lead to a new global order defined by a hegemon other 
than the United States.25 

WHEN THE MONEY STOPS FLOWING 
(SDGS 1, 2, 6, 7, 8, AND 9)

A great depression seems all but inevitable. 
—Van Jackson26 

Reduced consumption has already been touched on in 
this paper. While it is generally nothing but positive 
from an environmental standpoint for the time be-
ing, our society’s capitalist foundation means that any 
economic repercussions as drastic as this will have a 
direct effect on our livelihoods. Yet these impacts are 
distributed unevenly. One of the 2030 Agenda’s driv-
ing slogans, “leave no one behind,” is truly being put 
to the test.
 The initiative of civil society and other orga-
nizations working to directly affect the 2030 Agenda 
relies heavily on funding—and in the wake of this cri-
sis, funders are not all reacting in the same way. Ex-
ecutive Director of Community Forests International, 
Daimen Hardie, portrays this split as “[funders] paus-
ing their programs or retreating into one camp (often 
due to circumstances outside their control) and those 
pushing forward and meeting [the crisis] head on.”27 
 Then, a risk arises in how much funders (in-
cluding governments) re-allocate their funding and 
where they allocate it. First, how much will the in-
creased “crisis” funding offset what is being held back 
by funders due to uncertainty surrounding the eco-
nomic future? Regardless, it is likely that funding to 
civil society undertaking “non-essential” initiatives 
will decrease overall. This poses a risk to some SDGs 
more than others. I worry in particular about SDG 1, 
No Poverty; SDG 2, Zero Hunger; SDG 4, Quality Ed-
ucation; SDG 5, Gender Equality; and SDG 6, Clean 
Water and Sanitation. It can be argued that states will 
be focusing on these SDGs more than ever domesti-
cally, particularly the first two listed SDGs. For exam-
ple, homelessness in Canada has received great atten-
tion thus far. However, the work undertaken by civil 
society abroad may be negatively impacted.28 
 This leads directly to a second point: where 
will this funding be directed geographically? At time 
where the global community needs to coordinate 
more than ever before, funders (particularly govern-
ments) will be tempted to spend at home first. It is 
hard to blame them. Governments need to take care 
of the citizens they protect first and initiatives abroad 

second. So, international initiatives are naturally the 
first to be scraped when fiscal uncertainty is on the 
rise. The Charities Aid Foundation’s 2019 “World Giv-
ing Index” ranks states in the Global North as making 
up most of the world’s largest funders.29  Frankly, the 
Global North will fare better at the expense of the “de-
veloping” world. 
 One heavily discussed subtopic has been the 
hit to global oil prices, mainly due to maintained pro-
duction in the short term coupled with virtually no 
demand. Last week, crude oil prices dipped to nearly 
negative forty US dollars per barrel.30  Oil distributors, 
left with nowhere to store their oil, were paying for 
people to take it off their hands. The dependency of 
certain economies on oil (in Canada, Alberta specif-
ically) has never been clearer. This resource wakeup 
call may incite oil-dependent economies to diversify 
their energy sectors towards renewable energy sourc-
es. In other words, the oil market crash may indirectly 
support the long-term goals of SDG 7: Clean Energy. 

BUILDING A NEW NORMAL 
(SDGS 4 AND 11)

We will see ordinary people become saints; we will 
see ordinary people become criminals. We’re not 
prepared for it. And so the end of that, first, will be 
disbelief; bewilderment. And the return to normality 
will be slow.
—Larry Brilliant, leading epidemiologist31 

As the lifestyle of self-isolation begrudges forward, 
alongside the pandemic, a discussion has emerged 
across social media about the degree to which peo-
ple want things to return to “normal.” While some of 
the difficulties surrounding online-only learning have 
become more apparent, the necessity to adapt rapid-
ly has demonstrated how technology could have been 
taken advantage of much earlier to assist students with 
physical disabilities. One German student studying in 
Switzerland pointed out to me how infuriating it was 
for Swiss students’ rights activists to see that much of 
what they had been advocating for over the course of 
twenty years, that bureaucrats claimed could not be 
done, was achieved within forty-eight hours. In light 
of the potential forthcoming “populist storm,” the im-
portance of accessible education should be empha-
sized now more than ever.
 Unfortunately, this pandemic may see the 
un-inventing and disassembly of growing trends in 
both education and professional workspaces, such as 
the temporary end of “open concept” shared work ar-
eas. This is a decision that once again comes with its 
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own associated adverse health consequences. How-
ever, we may see a decline in the pace of urbaniza-
tion and the mass movement of people to cities. New 
Brunswick, alongside other rural areas in Canada, are 
shining examples of how much slower diseases and 
viruses spread in rural areas compared to urban set-
tings—and how, assuming a stable internet connec-
tion and accessible outdoor areas, these settings can 
provide for far more enjoyable and affordable work-
from-home scenarios. In short, rural areas are health-
ier, safer, cheaper, and more enjoyable, at least within 
the pandemic context—and people are starting to no-
tice.

GOING META: HOW THE UN ITSELF MAY BE 
IMPACTED 
(SDG 17)

The Great Depression precipitated the collapse of the 
League of Nations. While it was by no means the only 
contributing factor to the demise of multilateral insti-
tutions at the time, it was undeniably a principal one. 
When the UN turned fifty there were massive cele-
brations, but last year Secretary-General Antonio Gu-
terres announced that there would be no celebrations 
in 2020 for the UN’s seventy-fifth anniversary due to 
worries that the UN is at risk of collapse. The UN@75 
committee had said: 

      

            
            32 
 
 Therefore, this pandemic could very well 
“make or break” the UN and its institutions, defining 
them from this point forward. In the short-term, the 
health of the 2030 Agenda is likely not at risk due to 
its flexibility and all-encompassing nature. However, 
any progress made toward SDGs will be indirect and 
likely made in an individualistic fashion by countries 
focused on improving conditions within their bor-
ders. The HLPF itself will therefore undoubtedly see 
fewer Voluntary National Reviews and may devolve 
into an echo chamber in which “developed” states are 
primarily self-interested and the requests for support 
made by “developing” states go largely ignored. 

CONCLUSION

March 2021 

It has been one year since the COVID-19 pandemic 
began. While the continuous approval and produc-
tion of vaccines are now well underway, the pandem-
ic rages on. Having just escaped the “second” wave, 
a series of more contagious variants are taking the 
world by storm and delivering the “third” wave of the 
year. How the pandemic will impact the long-term 
implementation of the 2030 Agenda remains to be 
seen as the pandemic is far from over. Early steps to-
ward vaccine-distribution agreements, primarily with 
COVAX, suggest that vaccine-nationalism is trump-
ing international cooperation. Still, the 2030 Agenda 
serves as a beacon for post-COVID-19 recovery and is 
as relevant today as it was before the pandemic.

This piece has provided insight and early thoughts on 
a pandemic, the likes of which no one alive in 2020 
had experienced, with the hope that there might one 
day be value in this point-in-time perspective. Future 
readers conducting post-pandemic analyses might 
compare these early thoughts and perspectives to how 
the pandemic impacted the 2030 Agenda. On a final 
note, I hope that readers recognize that no country in 
the world was on track to fulfilling the 2030 Agenda 
prior to the pandemic. It would not be surprising if 
many states cite the pandemic as a major reason for 
being off-track in their forthcoming Voluntary Na-
tional Reviews. This response would be misrepresent-
ing the truth. Pandemic or not, the 2030 Agenda was 
never going to be implemented anywhere except per-
haps a handful of “developed” states. Nevertheless, the 
2030 Agenda is a guide that all states would do well 
to strive to implement, even though its goals may be 
implausible.

just when we need bold collective action 
more than ever, multilateralism is being 
called into question. Unilateralism is on the 
rise as the world becomes more multipolar 
but also more polarized. In many parts of the         
world there is a growing disconnect between        
people and institutions. Renewed support for        
global cooperation could not be more urgent.
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 Number Goal Description
1 No Poverty End poverty in all its forms everywhere
2 Zero Hunger End hunger, achieve food security and improved nutrition 

and promote sustainable agriculture
3 Good Health and Well-Being Ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for all at all 

ages
4 Quality Education Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and pro-

mote lifelong learning opportunities for all
5 Gender Equality Achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls
6 Clean Water and Sanitation Ensure availability and sustainable management of water 

and sanitation for all
7 Affordable and Clean Energy Ensure access to affordable, reliable, sustainable and mod-

ern energy for all
8 Decent Work and Economic 

Growth
Promote sustained inclusive and sustainable economic 
growth, full and productive employment and decent work 
for all

9 Industry, Innovation and Infra-
structure

Build resilient infrastructure, promote inclusive and sus-
tainable industrialization and foster innovation

10 Reduce Inequalities Reduce inequality within and among countries
11 Sustainable Cities and Communi-

ties
Make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient 
and sustainable

12 Responsible Consumption and 
Production

Ensure sustainable consumption and production patterns

13 Climate Action Take urgent action to combat climate change and its im-
pacts

14 Life Below Water Conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas and marine 
resources for sustainable development

15 Life on Land Protect, restore and promote sustainable use of terrestrial 
ecosystems, sustainably manage forests, combat desertifi-
cation, and halt and reverse land degradation and halt bio-
diversity loss

16 Peace, Justice and Strong Institu-
tions

Promote peaceful and inclusive societies for sustainable 
development, provide access to justice for all and build ef-
fective, accountable and inclusive institutions at all levels

17 Partnerships for the Goals Strengthen the means of implementation and revitalize the 
global partnership for sustainable development

FIGURE 1: UN Sustainable Development Goals 
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The COVID-19 pandemic has brought about radical 
transformation in the ways that we form worldviews, 
make decisions, and navigate interpersonal relation-
ships. Besides introducing extensive physical limita-
tions such as travel restrictions, household bubbles, 
and the overall shift to living and interacting virtually, 
the pandemic has also altered how people perceive 
each other, government, and society. Unsurprisingly, 
the pandemic has exacerbated levels of distrust, fear, 
and anxiety across the globe. Such levels of distrust 
and fear, compounded with widespread misinforma-
tion and the growing prevalence of ideological echo 
chambers, have served to highlight and intensify pat-
terns of social fragmentation and political polariza-
tion. One of the more novel and potentially influential 
products of the pandemic has been the growing wari-
ness of public schools and the shift towards private ed-
ucation, most notably seen in the establishment and 
adoption of homeschooling pods. 
 Homeschooling pods are, in essence, self-or-
ganized micro-schools wherein the families of around 
five to ten children collaborate to fund and facilitate 
at-home learning programs.1  For the most part, the 
motivation for adopting homeschooling pods has aris-
en amidst increasing apprehensions about the safety 
of in-person public schooling during the pandemic or 
the quality of a virtual education in areas that have 
made the transition to online learning. However, this 
paper is not so much concerned about inquiring into 
the cause of homeschooling pods as it is about the po-
tential social, political, and cultural consequences they 

may incite or aggravate moving forward. Through a 
detailed evaluation of these consequences, this paper 
will ultimately contend that homeschooling pods, 
under their current formation process and structure, 
threaten to engender social inequality and discord 
and destabilize traditional democratic values and ide-
als. The first part of this paper examines the adverse 
effect of homeschooling pods on various measures of 
social equality and analyzes the intersectional impli-
cations on broader patterns of social fragmentation 
and stratification. The latter part of the essay considers 
the repercussions of homeschooling pods on politics 
and democracy; it highlights the distinct polarizing 
effect of education inequality on society and explores 
how homeschooling pods might reflect and threaten 
anti-democratic sentiment. Finally, this paper spends 
some time examining potential solutions to help dis-
incentivize the adoption of homeschooling pods, as 
well as mitigate the severity of their social and politi-
cal consequences if created. 
 Despite the lack of scholarly literature on the 
direct effect of homeschooling pods on social inequal-
ity, this relationship can still be reasonably and accu-
rately analyzed by exploring literature on the broader 
shift towards private education. Both private schools 
and homeschooling pods reflect a rejection of the 
public education system. Two distinct features of a 
private education are additional costs and indepen-
dence from the public education curriculum. Home-
schooling pods incur similar additional costs, and, 
depending on the pod, their curricula also differ from 
those in public schools to varying degrees. 
 In a paper by Richard Murnane of Harvard 
University and Sean Reardon of Stanford University, 
it is noted that private school enrolment rates indi-
cate that income and class disparity are the primary 
forms of inequality directly produced and reinforced 
in the shift to private education. Murnane and Rear-
don highlight that if affluent families believe that pri-
vate schools provide a better education than public 
schools, the choice to privately educate their children 
tends to be repeated in following generations, creat-
ing an intergenerational economic advantage.2  Not 
only do such generational practices support the rich 
staying rich and paralyze, if not exacerbate, measures 
of wealth inequality, they also further engender class 
divides. Specifically, between the wealthy, white-col-
lar, and privately educated on one side, and the low-
er-middle class, blue-collar, and publicly educated on 
the other. Even if the quality of education in private 
schools is no better than that in public schools, Mur-
nane and Reardon contend that “the opportunity to 
build relationships with children from other affluent, 

19



well-connected families may confer long-term eco-
nomic advantage.”3  In other words, private schools 
afford their students the opportunity to network and 
benefit from nepotism,  which results in socioeco-
nomic inequalities, even if the quality of private edu-
cation mirrors what is provided in public schools. 
 While it is difficult to argue that private educa-
tion directly incites racial inequality, there is a case to 
be made for its indirect impact when examined along-
side income inequality through an intersectional lens. 
In 2013, private education enrolment rates for white, 
Hispanic, and Black students in the US were 11%, 
3%, and 5%, respectively.4  Given that the majority of 
Americans are white, it is clear that white students are 
overrepresented in private education. Thus, the inter-
generational economic advantage offered in private 
education is more so afforded to white students than 
to Black or Hispanic students, which further reinforc-
es intersectional racial inequality in areas like wealth 
disparity, rates of intergenerational wealth, and repre-
sentation in high-paying and influential jobs. Having 
established a general understanding of the deteriora-
tive effect of private education on social equality, the 
disparity implications of homeschooling pods them-
selves can now be better inferred and explored. 
 Like private schools, the additional costs of 
homeschooling pods, in terms of financing educa-
tors or caregivers and in-home education resources, 
renders them inaccessible to those without the neces-
sary disposable income. Furthermore, homeschooling 
pods tend to lack the institutional capacity of private 
schools to provide scholarships or bursaries to low-in-
come students. Given that homeschooling pods typi-
cally require a family to be in the middle–high income 
bracket or higher, it can be assumed that they will pro-
duce and reinforce similar wealth and class dispari-
ties as those in the overall shift to private education. 
However, it seems homeschooling pods also have the 
potential to engender other forms of inequality, such 
as racism, sexism, or ableism. In addition to the ra-
cial inequalities of private education in general, ho-
meschooling pods may also serve to exacerbate race 
inequality given the growing prevalence of residential 
segregation. As family income inequality in the US has 
risen sharply over the past few decades, there has also 
been a rise in residential segregation, wherein afflu-
ent families increasingly live in different communities 
than lower-income families.5  Given the correlation 
between race and income in the US in 2019, where 
on average Hispanic families earned 73% and Black 
families earned 59% of the median household income 
that white families earned, it becomes clear that the 
families who can afford the costs of a pod tend to be 

located near each other, and that these families are 
less likely to be Hispanic or Black.6  Even if families in 
lower-income neighborhoods (that are more likely to 
be Hispanic or Black) could afford the costs of a pod, 
it is unlikely that there would be enough other fami-
lies with similarly aged children in the area who could 
also afford the costs of a pod. 
 The implications of homeschooling pods for 
gender equality arise when looking at who tends to 
take on the burden of organizing and caretaking in the 
pods. In a peer-reviewed study on the public response 
to homeschooling during the pandemic in Australia, 
Lee-Ann Ewing and Huy Quan Vu found that women 
expressed concerns about gender inequality on Twit-
ter. Many users highlighted that men’s jobs have typi-
cally been prioritized in relationships and, as a result, 
women have taken on the majority of childcare during 
COVID-19.7  This burden of childcare often comes at 
the expense of the woman’s career or mental health, 
should they be forced to juggle a career and childcare. 
The statistics seem to be consistent with these anec-
dotes: in a poll conducted by The New York Times 
during the pandemic, 80% of women said that they 
spent more time supervising distance learning than 
their husbands and 66% of women reported that they 
had taken on all or almost all of the childcare duties, 
further demonstrating how the rise of homeschooling 
pods is associated with the reinforcement of tradition-
al domestic labour responsibilities on women.8  
 Lastly, it is important to note the ableist bias 
that emerges in pandemic pods and homeschooling 
overall. In forming pods, there is a risk that disabled 
students who require extra resources for their school-
ing will get left behind altogether. If disabled students 
are included in a pod, there is the potential that their 
learning will suffer, given that some students require 
additional or specific educational support that can be 
difficult to provide when learning from home. This 
disparity is not insignificant either: in the 2018–2019 
school year, 14% of students in the US received spe-
cial education services.9  Home learning for students 
with special education needs is typically much more 
expensive and more challenging to organize than for 
other students, and often parents lack the awareness 
of exactly how to facilitate their child’s special educa-
tion needs. 
 At this point, it seems that there is sufficient 
evidence to suggest that homeschooling pods have 
the potential to exacerbate several different forms of 
social inequality in the long-term. At the very least, 
homeschooling pods appear to hinder progress in ed-
ucational and social equality in the short-term. The 
next section of this paper explores the potential im-
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pact of homeschooling pods and the social inequal-
ities they aggravate on measures of social solidarity 
and shared senses of identity. 
 Inequality, as produced and reinforced in ho-
meschooling pods, has the potential to deteriorate 
levels of social unity and solidarity on the whole. Be-
fore examining the nature of this indirect impact of 
homeschooling pods, it is important to consider that 
critics of homeschooling worry that it may incite so-
cial fragmentation and impoverish the public good. 
Joseph Murphy outlines that academic criticisms of 
homeschooling often revolve around the assertion 
that its practice “is characterized by reduced concern 
for and commitment to the larger democratic society 
by homeschool parents.”10  The retreat from the public 
sphere represented by homeschooling can be linked 
to reduced social cohesion and solidarity, resulting in 
increased social disintegration and disengagement. 
Some critics argue that homeschooling tends to be ac-
companied by a reduction of political capital and ma-
terial resources for public schools.11  Should the pop-
ularity of homeschooling pods grow moving forward, 
especially amidst the widespread economic fallout of 
COVID-19, the public education system could po-
tentially face funding cuts. Reduced public education 
funding would further exacerbate the social discord 
and unrest produced by homeschooling pods in the 
long-term. 
 Sue Winton, an associate professor at York 
University, argues that homeschooling pods lead to 
troubling social consequences by isolating the impli-
cations of the inherent marketization that comes with 
private education. She contends that private educa-
tion positions families and students as consumers and 
enables them to pay for better resources and oppor-
tunities than those found in public schools, effective-
ly reversing the purpose of the education system by 
restructuring it “primarily as a private—rather than a 
collective—good.”12  To get a better idea of the conse-
quences of the social fragmentation and stratification 
that homeschooling pods threaten to cause, it is help-
ful to consider Michael Sandel’s writings on the cul-
tural effects of inequality. He argues that the growth of 
income and class inequality—disparities that homes-
chooling pods and private education threaten to ex-
acerbate—entrenches corrosive meritocratic ideals in 
society, creates a large social class that feels disenfran-
chised, and poses a risk to the dignity of work.13  Not 
only do these effects themselves have a deteriorative 
impact on society and politics, but these are also the 
same kinds of social divides that lead to other social 
issues, such as the paralysis of public discourse, the 
rise of right-wing populism, civil unrest, elitism, ex-

tremism, intolerance, and the overall undermining of 
social solidarity and shared senses of identity. Before 
exploring some possible solutions to address homes-
chooling pods and their potential troublesome conse-
quences, this paper will first hone in on the political 
implications of homeschooling pods and the overall 
shift to private education. 
 While the political impacts of homeschool-
ing pods parallel the social impacts in terms of the 
patterns of fragmentation and polarization that they 
produce, they vary in outcome. This section will high-
light how the political fragmentation and polarization 
that may be caused by homeschooling pods threaten 
to further intensify anti-democratic sentiments, the 
prevalence of ideological echo chambers, and reserva-
tions about the adoption of traditional state-run insti-
tutions. Critical scholarly literature emphasizes how 
homeschooling denies democratic accountability and 
disenfranchises the community from its legitimate in-
terest in education.14  The inherent individualization in 
homeschooling directly inhibits the collective’s ability 
to conceive and express its interest in education, and 
while public schools have their faults, their structure 
at least offers the opportunity to address issues collec-
tively. Homeschooling, on the other hand, does not 
allow this opportunity since it is overwhelmingly pri-
vately funded, privately facilitated, and almost entire-
ly privately regulated.15  Given that collective action 
and decision-making are fundamental principles of 
democratic ideology, it would seem that the inherent 
individualization and privatization of homeschooling 
pods render them both a product and producer of an-
ti-democratic sentiments. 
 Homeschooling pods have the potential to 
cause or exacerbate echo chambers, wherein individ-
uals are primarily exposed to conforming opinions 
and filter bubbles, wherein algorithms amplify ideo-
logical segregation by displaying and recommending 
content with which an individual is likely to agree.16  
Over the past couple of decades, experts have noted 
the growing prevalence of echo chambers and filter 
bubbles amidst the rise of social media platforms and 
advancements in search engine algorithms. The digi-
tal age has brought about an unprecedented supply of 
and access to a wide variety of information and politi-
cal perspectives. Compounded with the growing pop-
ularity of social media, wherein users can view, post, 
and share information immediately with friends and 
followers, and the difficulty of regulating misinforma-
tion and disinformation online, the digital world has 
become a breeding ground for confirmation bias. 
 Unsurprisingly, the drastic shift from the 
physical to the virtual during the pandemic has only 
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amplified the presence of echo chambers and filter 
bubbles. Homeschooling pods can easily organize and 
source their curricula through social media sites like 
Facebook. Dependence on these online spaces can 
make pods more vulnerable to echo chambers and 
filter bubbles. The concern with echo chambers and 
filter bubbles is that they encourage political fragmen-
tation and undermine democracy. Since it is largely 
held that “functioning democracies depend critically 
on voters who are exposed to and understand a va-
riety of political views,” it would seem that the sus-
ceptibility of homeschooling pods to echo chambers 
and filter bubbles renders them a threat to political 
solidarity and democracy.17  
 In the larger scheme of things, the rise of ho-
meschooling pods may be a stepping-stone to the re-
jection of traditional state-run institutions. The public 
education system is frequently viewed as a “unique 
institutional vehicle through which fellow citizens 
from diverse backgrounds may be bonded together 
around a shared set of values.”18  In many ways, the 
public education system functions as a glue that holds 
society together and forms the basis from which the 
state structures the rest of its institutions and exercises 
its power. Therefore, the growing popularity of home-
schooling pods could lead to the rejection of public 
education as an institution and to the abandonment of 
state-led institutions in general. Beyond the potential 
to foster political polarization and identity fragmenta-
tion, evidence suggests that homeschooling pods pos-
sess the potential to acutely aggravate anti-democratic 
sentiment and fundamentally challenge the common 
acceptance of government institutions and the state’s 
traditional role in society. 
 The current homeschooling pod phenomenon 
may pose a significant threat to social equality, politi-
cal solidarity, and democracy. However, there do seem 
to exist methods of mitigating these negatives. This 
section will discuss two such methods in particular: 
(1) adopting policies that deter the initial formation 
of homeschooling pods and/or (2) adopting policies 
that encourage parents to engage in healthy homes-
chooling practices after pod formation. The first av-
enue revolves around financial support. Implement-
ing policies such as universal basic income (UBI) and 
educational subsidies will allow parents to make the 
best decisions for their children regardless of socio-
economic status. The second avenue centres around 
compromise, advocating for more: (1) opportunities 
to negotiate with governments and school boards, (2) 
resources and support needed to form a healthy pod, 
and (3) flexibility to homeschool while still being en-
rolled in public school. 

 The notion of universal basic income has re-
cently come to the forefront of public discourse due 
to the impact of COVID-19. Amidst widespread eco-
nomic fallout and unemployment, many governments 
have implemented stimulus packages that resemble a 
kind of UBI. In scholarly literature, it is often argued 
that a UBI policy would mitigate the deteriorative 
consequences of hard dependent relationships in so-
ciety today, wherein the “have-nots” are widely and 
deeply dependent on the “haves” for survival.19  Given 
that homeschooling pods have been argued to exacer-
bate inequality, and therefore the prevalence of hard 
relationships of the dependence, it seems that a UBI 
policy could help deter the harmful effects of homes-
chooling pods. Not only could the extra income help 
more families be able to cover the costs of homes-
chooling pods, thus mitigating the wealth and class 
inequality produced and reinforced by pods, it could 
also be used by families to facilitate better learning in 
the public school system, either through donations 
to the schoolboard for better learning programs and 
resources or through investments in better learning 
materials and supplies for one’s children, thus disin-
centivizing the creation of pods in the first place.
 Subsidizing education is another, somewhat 
more obvious, policy option to discourage the cre-
ation of homeschooling pods. After all, the central 
motivation for adopting pods arose out of uncertain-
ty around the school year and concerns around the 
quality, especially when delivered virtually, and safety 
of public education during the pandemic. By enabling 
public schools to fund better health and safety proto-
cols, curricula, and education support resources over-
all, education subsidies can significantly reduce the 
initial incentive to homeschool. While these policy 
options may prove to be very effective, they require 
large-scale government action that is both unlikely 
and unrealistic, at least in the short-term. 
 Even if the creation of homeschooling pods 
cannot be wholly disincentivized, there are still sev-
eral ways in which parents can mitigate the negative 
impacts of homeschooling. First and foremost, par-
ents could refocus some of the energy they spend or-
ganizing and facilitating pods into advocating for bet-
ter funding from the government and solutions from 
school boards to reduce the perceived need for these 
pods in the first place. Parents also can make more 
equitable decisions when forming and organizing ho-
meschooling pods to reduce inequality. In terms of 
choosing families to form pods with, pod organizers 
can opt for families to pay a sliding-scale rate based on 
what they can afford. In terms of hiring teachers and 
caretakers, pod organizers can make an effort to hire 
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women and educators of colour, many of whom have 
left childcare and teaching because it did not pay them 
a living wage.20  Lastly, parents also have the option to 
form homeschooling pods that do not reflect outright 
rejection of the public education system. Rather than 
taking children out of public school to form indepen-
dent homeschooling pods, parents can choose to keep 
their children enrolled in public school and use pods 
as a way for students to work through online school 
curricula together. 
 In summary, in this paper I have argued that 
homeschooling pods, as they are currently formed 
and structured, could have significant adverse social 
and political implications, should their popularity 
grow and persist long-term. The case has been made 
that homeschooling pods themselves, insofar as they 
reflect a shift to private education, are incredibly sus-
ceptible to exacerbating wealth, class, race, and gen-
der inequalities. These intersectional inequality im-
plications led to the contention that homeschooling 
pods have the potential to engender social stratifica-
tion, resulting in increased social fragmentation and 
the overall disintegration of a shared sense of identity. 
Finally, homeschooling pods have also been argued to 
possess considerable political repercussions. Not only 
does their vulnerability to echo chambers and filter 
bubbles threaten to amplify political polarization and 
discord, but homeschooling pods also seem to both 
produce and be a product of anti-democratic senti-
ments that may set a dangerous precedent in terms of 
the abandonment of traditional state-run institutions.
 In terms of possible solutions to the adverse 
effects of homeschooling pods, I have suggested some 
policy options in the form of UBI and education sub-
sidies, and I have offered some alternate choices par-
ents can make in the formation and execution of pods 
to mitigate their harmful effects. Moving forward, the 
prevalence and severity of these troublesome conse-
quences of homeschooling pods will depend on three 
factors: the extent to which pods grow in popularity, 
their persistence after the pandemic, and the particu-
lar manner in which pods are formed and executed. 
Should they stagnate in popularity and only persist 
in the short-term, the impact of homeschooling pods 
would likely be reduced to paralyzing advancements 
in the areas they threaten. If they continue to grow 
in popularity and persist long-term, homeschooling 
pods could have a significant adverse impact, though 
at this point it is too soon to predict this outcome.
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During the summer of 2020, a series of  high-profile 
police killings of Black people ignited protests across 
America and the rest of the world. The deaths of 
George Floyd, Tony McDade, Breonna Taylor, Re-
gis Korchinski-Paquet, and countless others sparked 
widespread outrage and compelled many to examine 
the inherent violence within policing institutions. 
Much like the Ferguson protests after the death of 
Mike Brown in 2014 and responses in the aftermath 
of Trayvon Martin’s murder in 2012, these movements 
exemplify an ongoing resistance to anti-Blackness 
and systemic violence. What may be unique about 
the movements of 2020 is that along with the world-
wide resurgence of the Black Lives Matter movement, 
slogans such as “defund the police” entered the main-
stream conversation on race and police brutality. 
 In an interview with Democracy Now, Ange-
la Davis, a well-known political activist in the Black 
community, suggested that the combination of a 
global pandemic and highly publicized cases of rac-
ist policing led us to witness a struggle that “rapidly 
shifts popular consciousness and suddenly allows us 
to move in the direction of radical change.”1  Long-
time political organizers such as Davis have reasons 
to be excited about the radical potential of current 
movements. “Defund the police” is situated within the 
more radical call for the complete abolition of polic-
ing and prisons. To abolitionists like Mariame Kaba, 
defunding the police is a necessary step in undermin-
ing the hegemony of these institutions and a pathway 
to a society free from incarceration.2  
 A key contribution to abolitionism comes 
from the centuries-long legacy of the struggle for Black 
liberation. In her work The New Jim Crow, Michelle 
Alexander draws a direct connection between Slavery, 
Jim Crow-era racial segregation, and the modern sys-
tem of incarceration. Alexander argues that in every 
era since its creation, the United States has employed 
a racialized system of social control.3  This system is 
inextricably connected with all systems of oppression, 
but most prominently white supremacy and capital-
ism. 

 In Gramscian terms, these structures and 
values are hegemonic to the nations of Canada and 
the United States.4  Antonio Gramsci’s concept of he-
gemony can be broadly understood as an exercise of 
political power in civil society. It is both a social and 
political project.5  To obtain hegemony, the ruling 
groups strive to maintain control over the subaltern 
groups through extracting consent.6  Social hege-
mony and state domination work in conjunction to 
make the ideas of ruling groups appear universal, 
forcing these ideas onto subaltern groups without 
consent.7  The state, prisons, and police forces are 
all tools necessary for maintaining the hegemony of 
white supremacy and capitalism.8 
 In the past, reforms to the system have typi-
cally been suggested as a solution to the issue of police 
brutality, but today’s activists are calling for the ab-
olition of the current system of policing entirely, as 
represented by the rallying cry “defund the police.” 
The traditional call to “reform the police” versus the 
current calls to “defund the police” demonstrate two 
fundamentally different approaches to the issue of 
police brutality. One is a call to amend and reinforce 
the hegemony of the police and, by extension, the 
state, while the other ultimately calls for the abo-
lition of these institutions. White supremacy and 
capitalism have always been intrinsic to institutions 
of policing, yet many citizens who have consented 
to the socio-political hegemony of the state have 
seemingly participated in an outcry to dismantle its 
institutions. It is therefore remarkable that many are 
challenging common-sense notions of policing by 
rejecting reforms and demanding abolition.
 This paper strives to explore police abolition 
and the potential of sustaining radical momentum 
by examining the traction of the call to “defund the 
police.” This will be done through a combination of 
theoretical analysis and original research. I will uti-
lize Gramscian notions of hegemony, Neo-Marxism, 
and Critical Race Theory to articulate observations 
about abolitionism in the popular consciousness. 
Specifically, I aim to draw a direct connection be-
tween the calls of “defund the police” and abolition 
of all policing institutions. Furthermore, I will an-
alyze Google Trends data surrounding statements 
associated with the 2020 protests such as “defund 
the police.” The rise and fall of these statements in 
popular discourse provide some insight as to how 
abolitionist ideas are sustained within the popular 
consciousness. It reflects the antagonism between 
the hegemon and subaltern, where dominant in-
stitutions attempt to reconcile and negotiate with 
dissenting voices.9   
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 In exploring these works, I strive to under-
stand the relationship between the turmoil of 2020, 
Black radicalism, abolition, and all movements of 
emancipation. I am a non-Black researcher, and there-
fore I do not personally experience anti-Blackness. 
My work must be considered an incomplete summary 
of abolition and Black radicalism. I do not strive to 
articulate the experiences of the Black community, in-
stead I strive to provide an examination of solidarity 
from a non-Black perspective.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

In light of the mass mobilizations against police 
brutality in 2020, Gramsci’s concept of hegemony 
is central to understanding the political state’s rela-
tionship to abolitionism. Notably, Gramsci does not 
characterize hegemony as inherently negative. In fact, 
a hegemonic project is almost essential for any attempt 
at establishing dominance and order. In modern soci-
ety, however, hegemony must be understood in terms 
of colonialism, capitalism, and white supremacy. The 
colonial, capitalist state is one that enacts systemic vi-
olence upon the subaltern and enables structures of 
oppression.10  Therefore, Marxism and Critical Race 
Theory are both necessarily incorporated into this 
framework.
 The institutions of policing are tied direct-
ly to the hegemon’s control over the subaltern, as it 
serves to extract consent and enforce domination.11  
The police provide direct means of suppressing 
 counter-hegemony and maintain a carceral mind-
set within civil society, which shapes how harm and 
criminality are addressed at every level.12  According 
to Steve Jones, a Gramsci scholar, policing institutions 
are coerciveforces of the state that operate with high 
levels of consent.13  A resistance to policing is a resis-
tance of more than excessive force, it is a resistance to 
all the founding ideas and institutions of white suprem-
acy that permeate the state and civil society. It must 
be considered a fundamentally  counter-hegemonic 
movement. 
 According to Gramsci, a  counter-hegemonic 
revolution requires that each community member 
achieve self-consciousness and realize the proletariat’s 
potential to influence hegemony.14  More important-
ly, counter-hegemony must be an ongoing process 
instead of one cataclysmic event.15  Abolitionism has 
been a long building resistance project that evolved 
from the struggle for Black liberation.16  It has always 
aimed to dismantle every institution of white suprem-
acy, from Slavery to incarceration.
 To properly analyze the current reality, we must 
contextualize it in terms of ongoing  counter-hegemony  

movements. Counter-hegemony is closely related to 
the concepts of common sense and good sense. Gram-
sci refers to ideas commonly held by social groups as 
“common sense,” and it is revolutionized by “good 
sense.”17  Thus, our confidence in the effectiveness of 
carceral justice constitute as common sense, whereas 
good sense is developed through counter-hegemonic 
responses to the failures of policing. Those interested 
in abolition must examine whether we are experienc-
ing a common-sense revolution or a moment where 
revolutionary aesthetics are co-opted by state institu-
tions to redirect radical energy towards maintaining 
its hegemony. 

PAST CONDITIONS: THE ROOTS OF 
ABOLITION

Understanding the abolitionist struggle as a non-
Black and non-incarcerated subaltern requires one 
to move beyond the independent, high-profile cases 
of racist policing and consider abolition as an ongo-
ing, collective struggle. Abolitionism is related to all 
emancipatory struggles.18  It is key to study not only 
the Black Lives Matter movement, but also the broad-
er resistance to white supremacy, incarceration, and 
all systems of oppression. The Gramscian analysis lays 
the foundation for conceptualizing the domination of 
these structures and this section details the expansive-
ness of their hegemony.

The Political State and the Hegemonic Project

Gramsci establishes that the hegemon exercises po-
litical dominance through disciplining the subaltern 
when consent does not emerge spontaneously.19  Insti-
tutions of policing are not simply impartial enactors 
of justice but are constructed by hegemonic societal 
forces and are active in maintaining order. Crimi-
nality must therefore be understood as a tool of the 
hegemon. 
 The imposition of colonial law marks the first 
step to the nation-building project of the emerging 
settler-colonial hegemon. By constructing legality 
that justifies colonial possession of the land and crim-
inalizing Indigenous peoples, the United States and 
Canada enable their colonial expansion. The establish-
ment of colonial judicial narratives over pre-existing 
Indigenous ones marks the new hegemonic project of 
white supremacy.20  This process have also facilitated 
the development of Slavery and racial capitalism.
 Davis indicates that Slavery has been, in many 
ways, a predecessor to the modern-day prison.21  
Through the Thirteenth Amendment, Slavery was 
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abolished in America, except as a punishment for a 
crime. This directly resulted in immediate attempts to 
criminalize newly emancipated Black people. These 
mass incarcerations are rooted in the white suprem-
acist tendency to reduce racialized individuals to the 
alien and the criminal.22  The War on Drugs gave rise 
to mass incarceration of racialized poor people and 
served to reinforce the racist assumption that Black-
ness is inherently criminal. It enables a system of 
racialized control and facilitates the globalization of 
capital based on militarism and labour exploitation.23  
Expanding Davis’s analysis, Chandra Talpade Mohan-
ty addresses how criminalization of racialized women 
specifically benefits a patriarchal capitalist empire. 
Prison labour as an emerging industry must be con-
sidered in context of the capitalist demands for cheap 
labour and in conjunction with the exploitation of 
women’s work.24  
 Through these perspectives, it can be con-
cluded that imprisonment is a continuation of social 
structures rooted in the domination and exploitation 
of marginalized groups. The project of white suprem-
acy is built upon the subjugation and disappearance 
of the racialized “undesirable.” Similarly, capitalism 
categorizes individuals in terms of their productive 
value. Criminality is utilized to frame responses to 
alienation and economic exploitation as a matter of 
individual merit. Consequently, adherence to one’s 
group identity becomes synonymous with order and 
security. Prisons emerge as instruments to control, 
segregate, and eliminate the “undesirable” members 
of society. Ruth Wilson Gilmore states that prisons 
are constructed to target the vulnerable of any demo-
graphic.25  Therefore, one must consider the extensive 
systems of oppression which require tools of punish-
ment and segregation.

Counter-Hegemony: Reform or Abolition?

Prison reform is not a novel concept. The management 
and ratification of the modern prison remained preva-
lent throughout its existence.26 Just as most individuals 
today cannot envision a world without imprisonment, 
many once found it difficult to envision a world with-
out Slavery or segregation.27 Yet the modern prison 
itself was previously considered a progressive reform. 
The penitentiary was developed as an alternative to 
publicized corporal punishments, which supposedly 
offered a chance for rehabilitation through the more 
“humane” alternative of incarceration.28 
 Notably, this reform emerged with the rise 
of the bourgeoisie and its concepts of individual 
rights.29 The promises of liberal modernity cannot 
be separated from the elimination of alternate epis-

temologies, nor the prioritization of individual and 
property rights over the wellbeing of marginalized 
collectives.30 From Australia, to the United States, to 
Canada, settler colonial states have been weaponiz-
ing the rhetoric of progress and civilization to frame 
Indigenous and Black communities as morally and 
socially deficient.31 The penitentiary does not address 
its own roots in criminality, punishment, and the na-
tion-state. Therefore, it remains part of the neoliberal 
modern project that is centred around “civilizing” the 
colonized subaltern.32 Nevertheless, the penitentiary’s 
transformations demonstrate that police and prisons 
are not static entities. These institutions are products 
of social processes and have the potential to be altered 
or abolished, despite the common-sense notion that 
they are essential to facilitating social order.
 It is daunting to conceive of a project that 
would be adequate to replace the scope of the modern 
prison system. However, Davis stresses that there is no 
singular replacement to prisons.33 Achieving complete 
decarceration of society requires one to question how 
punishment relates to justice and why punishment is 
tied with corporate profit. As Gilmore states, abolition 
is focused on the presence of life-saving communities, 
not the absence of prisons.34 We must search for a 
“continuum of alternatives” that will replace the spaces 
prisons have taken up in our individual and collective 
consciousness.35 Those who have taken up the chant 
of “defund the police” must expand their imaginations 
beyond shrinking police departments and towards a 
greater emancipatory project.
 It is critical to draw a clear distinction be-
tween defunding and reforming the police. Resistance 
to incarceration has existed since the penitentiary’s 
conception, but those who aimed to reform it have 
fundamentally different ideas from those who strived 
to abolish it.36  Reforms are focused on funnelling re-
sources towards police departments and seeking to 
preserve the power and authority of the police. Ab-
olitionists point out that reform fails to address the 
fundamental issues within policing and reformist pol-
icies have had little to no impact on addressing the 
harms of policing.37  
 When discussing the implications of the 2014 
Ferguson protests, Davis states that organizers must 
“infuse a consciousness of the structural character of 
state violence into the movements that spontaneously 
arise.”38 This corresponds with Gramsci’s discussion 
of common-sense, hegemony, and the subaltern re-
alizing its revolutionary potential.39  In order for the 
spontaneous movements to engage in long-lasting 
counter-hegemony, they must not be reduced to indi-
vidual incidents. Though high-profile events have the 
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capacity to generate rapid mobilizations, organizing 
against police brutality cannot revolve around holding 
a singular perpetrator cop responsible: the movement 
must focus on the relationship between police vio-
lence and the broader industry of incarceration and 
American militarism.40  
 Institutions also strive to neutralize the crisis 
by co-opting social movements and redirecting rad-
ical energy towards sustaining the hegemonic order. 
Gramsci and Fanon have warned that the subaltern 
cannot view incremental concessions as victories.41  
Elevating individual subalterns to positions of power 
cannot be regarded as a substantial shift in the dynamic 
between the hegemon and the subaltern.42  Further-
more, electoral victories and incremental reforms that 
legitimize the colonial, capitalist nation-state cannot 
constitute social transformation. Similarly, Alexander 
highlights the various manifestations of a racial caste 
system in America. This analysis indicates that the 
white supremacist capitalist state has always managed 
to reinvent itself and reassert its dominance in mo-
ments of crisis.43 
 Overall, theoretical discussions about the na-
ture of abolitionism, the hegemony of policing, and 
possible challenges from dominant institutions are 
reflected in the movements of 2020. We must view 
them as a culmination of centuries of critiques and 
resistance to white supremacy, colonialism, and cap-
italism. Defunding the police needs to be considered 
as part of a greater abolitionist movement and funda-
mentally different from reformist efforts.

CURRENT POSITIONS: ANALYZING 
MOVEMENTS OF 2020 

One’s conception of the current moment cannot be 
separated from one’s understanding of abolitionism 
and Black resistance. The call to defund police has al-
ways been situated within a radical counter-heg emonic 
movement to undermine the white supremacist and 
capitalist state. The vitality of counter-hegemony is 
inextricably connected to the popular consciousness, 
as Gramsci notes that the subaltern’s self-awareness is 
integral to the development of revolutionary poten-
tial.4 4   To substantively explore the traction of the slo-
gan, I opted to observe the popularity of the statement 
“defund the police” through Google Trends. Given the 
popularity of Google’s search engine, observing the 
frequency of certain search terms can serve as an in-
dication of the level of public attention directed at any 
given subject. 

A Case Study in Google Trends

Google Trends is a tool for inputting key terms and 
rendering a graphic of their popularity over a certain 
timeframe. The data demonstrate the search fre-
quency for any given term or phrase. I collected data 
surrounding two sets of terms. The first set is “defund 
the police,” “abolish the police,” and “police reform.” 
The second set is “prison abolition” and “police ab-
olition.” This comparison can demonstrate whether 
abolitionist slogans are overtaking reformist ones. I 
compared their popularity from December 1, 2019 to 
December 1, 2020. The regions were respectively set 
to either the United States or worldwide.

FIGURE 1
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represent search interest relative to the high-
est point on the chart for the given region and 
time. A value of 100 is the peak popularity for 
the term. A value of 50 means that the term is 
half as popular. A score of 0 means that there 
was not enough data for this term.

FIGURE 2

FIGURE 3
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 The three figures demonstrate the findings 
from Google Trends. It is important to note the signif-
icance of the values on the vertical axis. The website 
states that the numbers on the graph
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The graphs all clearly depict a heightened interest 
in all topics related to policing during June and July, 
which corresponds with the height of the Black Lives 
Matter protests in 2020. From Figure 1, it is clear that 
“defund the police” did significantly overtake “re-
form the police” during its peak. It also continues to 
generate more search interest than reform over the 
next few months. However, “defund the police” and 
“reform the police” both vastly overshadow “abolish 
the police,” indicating that they remain part of the 
mainstream discourse, while abolition is less dis-
cussed.
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 In Figures 2 and 3, the statements “police ab-
olition” and “prison abolition” also show a peak in 
search interest over June and July of 2020, and both 
exhibit a more sustained popularity over time. “Prison 
abolition” seems to have an ongoing level of interest 
that is higher than that of “police abolition” prior to 
June 2020, but “police abolition” shows a sharp surge, 
and then overtakes “prison abolition” in search inter-
est. Afterwards, the two remained close in popularity. 
Their eventual proximity suggests that the smaller 
number of individuals with sustained interest engaged 
with both slogans. The worldwide and the American 
results did not contain any major differences.
 I have omitted a comparison of “Black Lives 
Matter” and other related terms because they drastical-
ly surpassed the ones examined in search popularity, 
making it impossible to visually distinguish between 
the less popular terms. A similar effect was revealed 
when comparing the statements “defund the police,” 
“police abolition,” and “prison abolition,” where the lat-
ter two were simply too insignificant to meaningfully 
compare. These trends are significant as they indicate 
that individuals who are searching Black Lives Matter 
have substantially decreased interest in engaging with 
its core issues. It also suggests that individuals who 
are aware of defunding the police are not necessarily 
drawing connections to the action’s radical abolition-
ist roots. Overall, it reveals superficial engagement by 
so-called allies of the movement who have favoured 
apolitical statements as part of wide-sweeping diversi-
ty declarations without acknowledging the true extent 
of the emancipatory project.
 This case study clearly demonstrates the dra-
matic rise and fall in popularity of “defund the police.” 
It offers imperfect yet important insight into how 
the popular consciousness engages with notions of 
abolition. The data can be easily interpreted as dis-
couraging, as the rapid rises quickly fell over the next 
few months. However, Gramsci characterized power 
as an ongoing process, therefore it is counterproduc-
tive to search the data for some indicator of a drastic 
decisive common-sense revolution.46 According to 
this definition, it would be impossible for one cata-
clysmic event to dramatically shift common-sense. 
The overall message of defunding the police has not 
necessarily been outright rejected, but it is certainly 
at risk for being repurposed to align with hegemon-
ic interests. The subaltern will inevitably come across 
contradictions, pushbacks, and moments of radical-
ization as it reckons with the hegemonic project. 
 Despite these challenges, the data demon-
strate a clear moment when many are recognizing 
the possibility for abolishing policing. Regardless of 

whether they are aware of the full extent of defunding 
the police, many are encountering the notion that the 
authority of the police can be challenged. The signif-
icance of this moment cannot be discounted. Much 
like how abolition places incarceration and policing 
in the context of many systems of oppression, the fer-
vour of this moment is propelled by other social and 
economic crises such as the increasing threat of cli-
mate change and the COVID-19 pandemic. An overall 
sense of insecurity holds potential to either allow the 
state to consolidate its power or unite the subaltern to 
resist hegemonic structures that are ultimately unsus-
tainable.

FUTURE DIRECTIONS

This case study on Google Trends has created a de-
parture point for conceptualizing continuous and 
non-continuous solidarity with abolitionists. Ana-
lyzing the impact of the 2020 protests allows one to 
understand the potential of the current moment and 
to identify the obstacles that organizers currently face. 
To view police brutality as an isolated incident and 
call for the punishment of individual perpetrators 
reinforces a carceral mentality. As Davis stated, the in-
dictment of officers is not necessarily an indicator for 
change. It is precisely in the interest of the hegemon 
to allow these perpetrators to be regarded as faulty ac-
tors that can be eliminated, rather than viewing the 
entire system of policing as inherently flawed.47  This 
fragmented understanding of social movements rein-
forces the idea that one can simply isolate and amend 
one piece of an entire system, which corresponds 
with the notion that imprisonment corrects inherent-
ly faulty actors in society. Both of those approaches 
overlook the functions of structural violence, which 
is simultaneously the most significant cause of social 
harm and inseparable from the notion that individ-
uals can be categorized as inherently productive or 
inherently criminal.
 Utilizing incarceration to combat the violence 
of policing ultimately upholds the hegemony of the 
Prison Industrial Complex and enables it to continue 
to harm marginalized communities. If the outrage of 
the non-incarcerated and non-Black subaltern only 
concerns itself with searching for justice through 
individuality, then it fails to substantially align itself 
with the oppressed. The rapid rise and fall of popu-
lar interest towards defunding the police exhibits this, 
as mainstream resistance to policing materialized in 
the face of high-profile incidents of police murders 
and failed to recognize the ongoing violence by the 
white supremacist state. One of the major challeng-
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es for subaltern groups is realizing the revolutionary 
potential of interconnecting liberation movements, 
therefore viewing emancipation as inextricably con-
nected to one’s life and happiness, not as an objective 
separate from it.
 Both Fanon and Gramsci have warned that 
the hegemon will attempt to maintain its hegemony 
through negotiations and concessions. Often, these 
concessions will be regarded as victories despite the 
incremental changes they bring.48 The hegemon is 
forced to constantly reinvent itself as a response to the 
resistance of its hegemony, which is precisely what the 
modern prison has done. 
 By allowing for concessions and representa-
tions of the subaltern within hegemonic institutions, 
the subaltern is inclined to continue to relate and 
consent to hegemony.49  For instance, the Democratic 
Party in the United States positions itself as the opposi-
tion to white supremacy and perpetuates the message 
that voting is the ideal solution to social problems. 
As the 2020 presidential election approached, the 
corresponding decline in the calls to defund or abol-
ish the police demonstrated a detachment between 
progressive policies and mainstream discourse. The 
Democratic Party’s utilization of the faces of racial-
ized people, women, and other marginalized groups 
demonstrates an attempt to appeal to the subaltern, 
yet this results in watered-down policies and obfusca-
tion of the violence inherent to the white supremacist 
state.
 Regarding the electoral victory of Joe Biden 
as an absolute victory of the subaltern is dangerous 
for organizing counter-hegemony. Despite grass-
roots organizing being integral to the victory of the 
Democratic Party, it attributes its success to the party 
establishment. Through elevating individual mem-
bers of  “diverse” groups to positions of power, the 
administration will continue to reinforce the notion 
that the subaltern has been adequately represent-
ed. Gramsci specifically warns about this form of 
representation.50  Organizers who critique state in-
stitutions will be regarded as “divisive.” This has been 
demonstrated through Democratic Party members 
blaming their electoral losses on the so-called “rad-
ical” calls to defund the police.51  The decline in the 
interest towards defunding and abolishing the police 
that occurred during the electoral process is indica-
tive of the attempt to remove abolitionism from the 
popular consciousness, because despite their claims 
of anti-racism, the Democratic Party is complicit in 
enabling structural violence.
 Ultimately, it is important to note that al-
though abolition may have been erased in mainstream 

discourses surrounding police brutality, it does not 
indicate a lack of organizing efforts. The sustained 
interest towards prison abolition demonstrates how 
organizers have been constantly preparing for oppor-
tunities for mass movements to arise. Prison abolition 
mirrors the abolition of Slavery precisely because 
many understand it is a struggle that may outlive 
them.52  Yet this does not dim the hopes for a shifting 
hegemony. Most community organizing that relates 
directly to developing networks of resistance to incar-
ceration occurs outside of the spotlight. The outburst 
of energy during moments of mass mobilizations are 
a product of decades of ongoing organizing. It is un-
realistic to expect individuals to constantly sustain the 
same high levels of energy, and therefore, it is integral 
to view social movements as continuous and inter-
connected.53 
 Overall, the conditions for  counter-hegemony  
are being developed through heightened interest to-
wards vocabulary associated with abolition. It is no 
doubt a powerful moment and perhaps a beginning 
of many individuals’s radicalization. However, it is 
also evident that the connection between defunding 
the police and the abolition of all institutions of polic-
ing has not been substantially established. The more 
“radical” goal behind the slogan is being omitted in 
hegemonic social justice discourse. This creates oppor-
tunities for the state to posture itself as the champion 
of the subaltern and maintain its hegemony. Hege-
monic institutions present themselves as the solution 
while simultaneously perpetuating the conditions of 
systemic violence. Abolition must be realized through 
transforming how harm and conflict are addressed at 
the interpersonal and institutional levels. It cannot be 
isolated from all emancipatory struggles. Establishing 
continuous ways of practising abolition and strength-
ening ongoing community care networks are key to 
sustaining counter-hegemony. Abolition must neces-
sarily become so integral to life that it is impossible to 
isolate it. Only then will the subaltern understand the 
full scope of the hegemonic project, reject incremen-
tal solutions, and realize its revolutionary potential.
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If global governance is, as James Rosenau describes 
it, the “systems of rules at all levels of human activity 
… from the family to the international organization,” 
then children are inevitably included within the scope 
of global governance.1 However, what distinguish-
es children from other actors in the global system is 
their limited (if not non-existent) agency. Children 
tend not to represent themselves in matters of inter-
national relevance but are often represented by par-
ents, teachers, social services, or other adult actors. 
Since 1989, when the UN General Assembly adopted 
the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), 
the human rights of children have been considered in 
policy by both state and non-state actors. Although 
child rights are now considered to be an essential and 
undisputed branch of global governance, problems 
persist within the current paradigm. 
 My analysis explores the current landscape of 
child rights governance in two parts. First, I will brief-
ly discuss the history of child rights governance since 
the adoption of the CRC and provide an overview of 
its current status in the governance framework. Sec-
ond, I will examine the controversies in child rights 
research and advocacy at the international level, fo-
cusing mainly on the tension between attempts to 
globalize childhood norms and conflicting levels of 
material development. This later section will also ex-
amine the problem of how child rights research relies 
almost exclusively on Western constructivist theories 
that are based on “Western historical experiences, 
which [excludes] the experiences of childhood in de-
veloping countries.”2  In balance, I will conclude that 
although the CRC and other institutional measures 
have indeed resulted in “important processes of social 
change,” there is not enough empirical data to draw 
meaningful conclusions about how the material con-
ditions of children have improved as a result of inter-
national child rights advocacy.3  I will also argue that 
there is no single correct institutional solution that 
can apply to all local contexts. The current approach 
has not yet contextualized efforts to reach children 

needing protection and has a long way to go before 
including them in matters of international relevance 
as “important actors in their own protection.”4  It is
important to note that the problem presented here 
does not constitute a ‘crisis’ in the traditional material 
sense. Rather, the ‘crisis’ lies in the nature of the over-
arching child rights discourse.

I. DEFINING THE CHILD RIGHTS GOVERNANCE 
FRAMEWORK SINCE THE CRC

The inclusion of children on the human rights agen-
da is a relatively recent phenomenon. Until the 1980s, 
many scholars claimed that children, as human beings 
entitled to rights, did not require a specialized human 
rights instrument such as the CRC.5  The adoption of 
the CRC in 1989 shifted this narrative completely, ac-
knowledging that children not only require the stan-
dard protections of conventional human rights law 
but also additional protections given their vulnerable 
legal and developmental position. Moreover, adopting 
the CRC involved acknowledging that children con-
stitute a minority group that can be oppressed and ex-
ploited by adults, who form the political majority, and 
therefore require special protections.6  
 Four core principles guide the CRC: (1) 
non-discrimination, (2) devotion to the best interests 
of the child, (3) the right to life, survival, and develop-
ment, and (4) respect for the views of the child.7  Pro-
tections made under the CRC include the child’s right 
“to say what they think should happen when adults 
are making decisions that affect them and to have 
their opinions taken into account,”8  “to think and be-
lieve what they want and to practice their religion,”9  
and “to relax, play and to join in a wide range of lei-
sure activities.”10  According to the United Nations’ 
International Children’s Emergency Fund (UNICEF), 
the CRC is the most “complete statement of children’s 
rights ever produced and is the most widely-ratified 
international human rights treaty in history.”11  How-
ever, the CRC alone cannot guarantee progress; it 
merely expresses international consensus on a certain 
standard of rights for children. Despite its lack of en-
forcement teeth (as is typical for any formal declara-
tion of human rights), the CRC has proved a useful 
tool for: (1) encouraging governments to better pro-
tect children, (2) shaping the agendas of child advo-
cacy organizations, and (3) establishing corporate 
policies that protect children from exploitation (e.g. 
child labour laws, prohibiting child sex tourism).12  In 
general, scholars agree that children “are in a better 
position with [the CRC] than without it.”13  The results 
of a 2012 UNICEF review support this point empiri-
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cally; interviewees from countries that have incorpo-
rated the CRC are more likely to say that children are 
perceived as rights-holders than interviewees from 
countries that have not.14  
 While the CRC serves mainly as inspiration 
for government action regarding children, countries 
that commit to ratifying it are responsible for carrying 
out its aims in legislation. Every five years, representa-
tives from these countries must provide implementa-
tion reports to the CRC detailing the measures it has 
taken to realize the rights of children. Such measures 
might include an analysis of government spending 
to determine what portion of public funds are being 
used on children, awareness-raising initiatives, and 
the development of a national agenda for children’s 
rights.15  In total, 196 countries are signatories.
 The adoption of the CRC gave rise to new 
international human rights standards that include 
children. For example, in 1996, UNICEF changed 
its mission statement to clarify that the organiza-
tion’s work begins from a child rights perspective. 
This change represented a significant departure from 
its previous objective to set specific health goals for 
universal achievement. Despite the CRC’s substantial 
norm-setting power, a problem persists: there is a lack 
of comprehensive data that can be used to identify 
the most vulnerable categories of children in affected 
countries. Although there is plenty of data on child 
development and well-being, attempts to develop and 
employ child rights indicators are rare.16  This lack of 
up-to-date and disaggregated data makes it difficult to 
track the causal effect of the CRC and its knock-on 
effects on government policy. Although the CRC has 
had a profound influence on the material conditions 
of children in that it has established an internation-
al standard of what such conditions ought to be, it 
is difficult to observe how these commitments have 
played out on the ground. The CRC has been applied 
inconsistently across national contexts, however since 
the convention’s widespread ratification in the 1990s, 
many countries have solidified their commitment to 
the rights of children in legislation. 

IIA. CURRENT CONTROVERSIES IN CHILD 
RIGHTS GOVERNANCE

Although scholarly work addressing the problemat-
ic aspects of the CRC is sparse, some work has been 
done to examine the document more critically. The 
most commonly cited problem with the CRC is its 
tendency towards a liberal and Western bias.17  Giv-
en that the CRC is the canonical text for child rights 
governance, most of the child rights scholarship that 

has emerged since its adoption has perpetuated these 
biases. However, we must first acknowledge that the 
CRC was the first document of its kind to open up av-
enues for thinking about children’s rights “with regard 
to gender, ethnicity, and culture, addressing inter alia 
issues like harmful traditional practices, freedom of 
religion or the right of children to privacy.”18  While 
it is undisputed that this aspect of the CRC is a sig-
nificant and necessary advancement in child rights 
governance, we must also look at the ways that it has:
      
        

            19 

 The CRC’s ethnocentrism is especially obvious 
as it favours Western cultural perspectives over equal-
ly valid perspectives from the rest of the world. Susan 
Bissell and colleagues use the example of international 
child labour standards to prove this point. They ar-
gue that the child labour standards promoted by rich 
countries tend to be based on the West’s own historical 
experiences with industrialization, which inform pol-
icy that is not necessarily compatible with the diverse 
economic and settlement patterns found in many “de-
veloping” countries.20  For example, the CRC protec-
tions that might have made sense for nineteenth and 
twentieth century industrial Europe might not make 
sense for many “developing” countries, where most 
child work is done on family farms.21  
 When child labour policies do not reflect the 
contexts in which they are meant to operate, Bissell et 
al. argue that children can frequently be put at greater 
risk of exploitation in informal, non-regulated sec-
tors. In this case, the ethnocentrism that comes with 
a homogenized international standard like the CRC 
harms the children it seeks to protect. However, de-
spite its practical failings, accusations of ethnocen-
trism in policy-making circles are not often welcomed: 
“the question of ethnocentrism … is so emotionally 
charged that most rights advocates and most analysts 
have been reluctant to address the issue.”22  Differenc-
es in local values and contexts tend to be dismissed as 
moral relativism, and the Euro-American implemen-
tation strategies of child rights tend to be prioritized 
as more beneficial for children. While not inherently 
harmful, these highly individualistic strategies have 
not been proven to be more beneficial for children 
than approaches that rely more heavily on non-state 
social institutions (e.g. communities, kinship-based 

Formalized, universalized and homogenized 
the understanding of childhood and rights of
children, thereby disregarding how class, eth-
nicity, gender or culture, then and now, shape 
local perceptions of for example corporal 
punishment, disability or the environment.
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systems, religious affiliations).23  These Western in-
dividualistic strategies must not be adopted uncrit-
ically, for they may “[displace] the rich resources of 
[I]ndigenous approaches that might have been more 
useful.”24  

IIB. CHILD RIGHTS GOVERNANCE THROUGH 
THE CONSTRUCTIVIST LENS

Western social constructivist theories heavily influ-
ence the current approach to child rights governance. 
Not long after its adoption, social constructivist stud-
ies identified that the CRC is a purely Western con-
struction that bases itself almost entirely on childhood 
norms and the history of childhood in the Global 
North.25 Viewing child rights governance through 
the constructivist lens has revealed some significant 
findings that have material consequences for children. 
Vanessa Pupavac, whose paper takes this specific ap-
proach, argues that child rights advocates have fo-
cused too heavily on moral and institutional reform 
while de-emphasizing the social, political, and eco-
nomic conditions that have prevented the realization 
of children’s rights in certain countries.26  Moreover, 
she argues that the Western cultural ideal of child-
hood, which has been elevated into a “utopian space, 
upon which broader political hopes and fears [are] 
projected,” is conceptually distinct from the experi-
ence of childhood, particularly in the Global South. 
On the surface, this distinction may merely appear to 
be academic anxiety.27  However, in practice, the mo-
bilization of these Western idealized understandings 
of childhood limits how effective children’s rights in-
terventions might be. Without a better understanding 
of the “social conditions and the social solutions” that 
children face across diverse socio-economic climates, 
child rights advocates are unlikely to succeed in re-
alizing children’s rights and improving their overall 
well-being.28  Pupavac takes this point even further, 
arguing that seeking to enforce post-industrial cultur-
al norms in “developing” societies with the expecta-
tion of improving the material conditions of children 
is “perverse and only reinforces international inequal-
ities.”29  However, the social constructivist approach 
emphasizes that if childhood norms are constructed, 
they can also be reconstructed to support material 
and social progress for children more appropriately. 
How these norms might be reconstructed will be the 
focus of the remainder of this analysis.

III. SUGGESTIONS FOR REFORMULATING THE 
CONSTRUCTIVIST APPROACH

Thus far, the state-centric approach to child rights 
governance has been insufficient for accomplishing its 
intended goals, particularly in the Global South. Cur-
rently, the CRC establishes that national governments 
should be among the most central parties responsible 
for the well-being of children. Many of the fifty-four 
articles in the CRC make explicit the role of govern-
ments: “governments should protect children from 
sexual abuse,”30 “governments should provide extra 
money for the children of families in need,”31  and 
“governments should make the Convention known to 
all parents and children.”32  I am not making the case 
that governments ought to have less of a hand in the 
well-being of children, as these CRC protections are 
important and a certain level of government interven-
tion is necessary and effective in most contexts. My 
argument here is that the CRC and the internation-
al conventions that followed it do not make adequate 
provisions for alternative constructions of childhood. 
For example, although Western childhood norms sug-
gest that children ought to be exclusively concerned 
with play and school, children flourish in many parts 
of the world where children share some econom-
ic and social responsibilities with their families and 
communities.33 Article 32 of the CRC, which states 
that “governments should protect children from work 
that is dangerous or that might harm their health or 
education,” might be uncritically employed as a pro-
tection against this alternative construction of child-
hood. Many experts agree that Article 32 is an unreal-
istic standard for some of the world’s poorest families, 
who depend on their children’s labour at home.34  The 
implementation of children’s rights must not become 
weaponized, in a moral sense, against alternative cul-
tural perspectives on childhood and child protection. 
Furthermore, assigning near-primary responsibility 
of child protection to governments might not work 
in instances where countries cannot cope with the 
high levels of standardization and bureaucratization 
that the implementation of the CRC requires.35 My 
suggestion for the reformulation of the constructivist 
approach here is to adapt the state-centric language of 
child rights governance in such a way that alternative 
social organizations (e.g. communities, religious orga-
nizations, and kinship-based systems) are included in 
the framework alongside governments and are offered 
adequate access to the resources offered by the major 
child rights institutions. Recognizing both the state 
and the community as central actors in the protection 
of children is an important step in acknowledging a 
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wider range of experiences of childhood and recon-
structing the Western child rights paradigm.
 Mónica Ruiz-Casares and collegues argue 
that, although it is difficult to realize in practice, chil-
dren’s rights require the “respect and implementation 
of both the protection and participation of children 
and young people.”36  Bissell et al. draw a similar con-
clusion: “children themselves must participate as im-
portant actors in their own protection, and all inter-
ventions in their lives need to be in part accountable 
to them.”37  If child rights are something that all actors 
in society must support and contribute to, then chil-
dren themselves must participate. Importantly, they 
must be recognized as both “recipients of opportuni-
ty and capability [and] contributors to them as well, 
both for themselves and for others.”38 Indeed, the 
inclusion of children in child rights advocacy might 
seem somewhat intuitive in principle, but it is actu-
ally a new frontier of child rights and protection. In 
2018, UNICEF released a report detailing the benefits 
of children’s participation in National Human Rights 
Institutions (NHRIs). First and most obviously, in-
cluding children in NHRIs leads to creating more ef-
fective, relevant, and sustainable services and policies 
that better serve children’s interests. Second, by pro-
viding children with direct access to policy-makers 
and complaint and redress mechanisms, they are bet-
ter equipped to challenge violations of their rights and 
are better able to hold governments to account. It also 
provides a space for children’s concerns to be heard 
in safety, without the threat of violence, abuse, or dis-
crimination. Lastly, the UNICEF report argues that 
children’s participation in NHRIs enables children to 
develop civic engagement, tolerance, and respect for 
others that positively contribute to the child’s develop-
ment, education, and future employability.39 This per-
spective represents a significant and necessary shift in 
the child rights paradigm, one that is just beginning to 
play out around the world. 
 In Nepal, children were given a voice in draft-
ing the country’s new constitution; In France, a na-
tional program offers high school students a stipend 
to undertake comprehensive child rights education. 
Upon successfully completing their training, stu-
dents are offered mechanisms to alert authorities in 
instances where children’s rights are being violated.40  
These types of programs, while still in their infancy, 
are important because they challenge the institutional 
norm of adults being the exclusive representatives of 
children’s rights and interests. It is only through the 
inclusion of children in policy-making and rights ad-
vocacy that adult child rights advocates can “practice 
what they preach” and recognize children as full    

rights-endowed citizens entitled to a voice in the mat-
ters that concern them. Guidelines for best practices 
when including children in these matters are still in 
the early stages. However, it is imperative that in-
terventions are properly contextualized and do not 
uncritically disregard Indigenous practices or local 
values and customs. The participation of a few “pro-
fessionalized children” in child rights advocacy must 
be avoided.41  To properly address the social and ma-
terial needs of all children, the voices of the most vul-
nerable must also be included. 

IV. CONCLUSION

First, the adoption of the CRC has made an important 
contribution to promoting children’s rights by estab-
lishing what children’s rights ought to look like. De-
spite its lack of formal enforceability, it has proved a 
powerful tool for establishing global respect for chil-
dren’s rights and normalizing certain child protection 
standards. However, we will not fully understand the 
material consequences of the CRC until mechanisms 
are created to evaluate the progress of child rights in 
countries that undertake the CRC’s recommenda-
tions.
 Second, the CRC must be undertaken as a 
subject for critical review. The CRC’s glaring Western 
and liberal biases, ethnocentrism, and limited provi-
sions for alternative experiences of childhood make 
clear that we have not yet arrived at a truly interna-
tional standard of children’s rights that is inclusive of 
all children, especially those who are most vulnerable. 
 Lastly, if the CRC is interpreted as a Western 
construction informed by Western experiences and 
histories, it can reasonably be reconstructed with oth-
er approaches to better serve its goals. It is imperative 
that we do not impose a conceptual or moral hierar-
chy that places Western approaches to childhood and 
child protection above non-Western approaches. Pos-
sible suggestions for the reconstruction of the current 
child rights paradigm include: (1) the proper recog-
nition of community-based actors as central to the 
support and implementation of children’s rights, and 
(2) the inclusion of children’s voices in human rights 
policy and advocacy.
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