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Preface

A warm welcome to the XIX edition of the Social & Political Re-
view of Trinity College, Dublin. Its publication has been made 
possible only by the hard work and enthusiasm of the editorial 
board members, who have carried out the challenging tasks of 
fund-rasising, editing and publishing with gusto. It has been a 

pleasure to work with this team, and my grateful thanks go to them. I must 
likewise acknowledge the widespread support the Review has enjoyed across 
College, with students, staff and alumni joining to help ensure that this year’s 
Review is of the highest standard. And in a very difficult financial context, I 
am extremely grateful to the various bodies, both in and out of College, who 
contributed to our endeavours.

Yet our labours would all be for nought without our authors, whose time, 
effort and talent is represented here. The range of interests and arguments on 
offer, from an analysis of the Venezuelan media to an examination of David 
Hume’s political philosophy, is remarkable. We intended to create a forum 
for incisive debate; and we have been fortunate in finding authors who have 
amply satisfied this aim. It is worth noting that their works are divided into 
specific groupings. First come the four sections that the review has tradition-
ally employed: Theory, Europe, International and Social Issues. Then comes 
a new addition for this year, a ‘Review’ section. Here, we looked for student 
commentary on contemporary matters, and encouraged authors to address 
personal social and political concerns through a rigorous, but more informal 
style.

Perhaps unsuprisingly, it is in the light of these weighty contemporary is-
sues that I will close. It is clear that the need for intelligent sociological and 
political discourse has rarely been more pressing. As we attempt to navigate 
our way through the present upheaval, and form a clear plan for the future, it 
is vitally important for Trinity students to be involved in such a discussion.

Hugh Taylor, 
Editor
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SECTION I.

THeoRY
Edited by

Caitríona Ní Dubhdha
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“Philosophical concepts 
nurtured in the stillness 

of a professor’s study 
could destroy a civilization.”

 Isaiah Berlin (1909-1997)
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Globalisation & cultural 
change: Tempestuous sites 
of translation
AileeN mcGRoDDY
Visiting Student 
Drama, Sociology & English

Then she told me a story of when Susie was five. 
Time for her to become a citizen. 
The child is taken to the naturalization office to be sworn in. 
When the ceremony is complete and the oath of allegiance taken the judge 
leans over and says to the five-year-old 
‘Susie, you’re now an American.’ 
The child looks back and says, “When I get my blue eyes?’

                     
—Shishir Kurup, 1995, p.49

A s society observes and adjusts to contemporary globalisation, 
the question of culture – and the change thereof – arises from 
all sides of the debate. Some worry about Westernisation, or 
in more extreme cases, “McDonaldization”. Others raise con-
cerns over reactionary cultural polarisation, especially in areas 

that have a tenuous relationship with the Occidental mainstream. Yet others 
argue that a global melting pot is bubbling away, boiling down to a cultural 
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conglomerate. At the base of all this is the fear of losing something that is 
localised and unique: the web of meaning that we call “culture”’ Therefore, 
to address this alarmism, the three aforementioned theses must be brought 
into the light and scrutinised. However, we must first sharpen the tools that 
will be utilised in this operation: that is, by defining the terms culture and 
globalisation.

i. Honing Our Terms: Culture

Culture is clearly more than the sum of its phenotypic parts, so we will begin 
with Saussure’s notion of culture as an intricately woven web of meaning; a 
language. And, as a spoken or written language is present from very mun-
dane to very extraordinary scenarios, such is the case with culture: it is utterly 
necessary for intrapersonal communication of all kinds.

“At the foundation of all systems of belief and all cults, there must neces-
sarily be a certain number of fundamental representations and modes of 
ritual conduct [attitudes rituelles] that, despite the diversity of forms that 
the one and the other may have taken on, have the same objective meaning 
everywhere and everywhere fulfill the same functions.” 

(Durkheim, 1995, p.4)

 It is also necessary for the “cult” to agree on the signs for the system to be suc-
cessful. This is what gels a culture: the individuals that subscribe to the collec-
tive. They not only embody it as a facet of selfhood, but they become part of 
the group identity through (the French is illustrative here) “attitudes rituelles.” 
This feeds into Bordieu’s sense of the habitus, which takes Foucault’s layers 
of history and puts them into everyday social practice. Bourdieu outlines the 
processes of the habitus in Outline of a Theory of Practice, in which actions 
and behaviours are determined by “a whole body of wisdoms, sayings, com-
monplaces, ethical precepts (“that’s not for the likes of us”)…unconscious 
principles of ethos which…determines ‘reasonable’ and ‘unreasonable’ con-
duct for every agent subjected to those regularities” (1977, p.77).

It’s clear that these socially inherited “attitudes rituelles” are a cultur-
al construction. The habitus is a large part of culture’s underpinnings, and 
cross-cultural interactions –“that’s not for the likes of us.” As the word sug-
gests, the habitus is a kind of comfortable social space in which one situates 
the self to parse out the rest of the world. The important function of this is the 
distinguishing of the (individual or collective) self from the luminous Other. 

Appadurai explores this sticky definition in Modernity At Large: Cultural 
Dimensions of Globalization by arriving at difference. If culture is a quality 
that envelops a host of other elements, then the deictic utility of this quality 
defines it. Cultural deixis, which is predicated by the habitus, is the predomi-
nant force of the dialectical cultural boundary with which we are concerned. 
Therefore, Appadurai’s definition of “culture” will take precedence in the fol-
lowing discussion.

“Culture is not usefully regarded as a substance but is better regarded as 
a dimension of phenomena, a dimension that attends to situated and em-
bodied difference […] culture [should be seen] less as a property of indi-
viduals and groups and more as a heuristic device that we can use to talk 
about difference.” 

(Appadurai, 1996, pp.12 – 13)

Here we have a working definition of culture. Now we turn to globalisation 
in its own buzzing nebula.

ii. Honing Our Terms: Globalisation

Holton puts forth a consolidated definition of globalisation as a period of 
accelerated movement, interdependence, and consciousness across borders. 
This sense of the word disassociates it from its pejorative connotations, plac-
ing it as an adjective attached to many processes. Globalisation is less a loom-
ing monolith, like so many of the multi-national corporations (MNCs) asso-
ciated with it, but “an ongoing set of processes shaped by human agency, and 
far too complex to be encompassed within a single master process” (Holton, 
2005, pp.14 – 15). But when is this period demarcated along the societal time-
line? We have always been a moving species – a curious and social one at 
that. If the impulses for movement, interdependence, and consciousness are 
innate, then has globalisation blanketed our entire history? This conclusion, 
while broad, is still a blanket explanation that sweeps over the craggy peaks 
and prickly hollows of history, rendering an un-nuanced landscape. 

Moving to specific periods of acceleration in globalisation’s processes: the 
age of colonial imperialism (Proto), the industrial revolution (Modern), and 
our current era – the information age (Post-Colonial) (Ibid., p.41). Under-
standing globalisation as the net effect of an ongoing set of processes (in-
cluding processes that can be undone and reversed) that has had different 
stages of development allows for precision in discourse while acknowledging 
the history that precedes this present age of globalisation. The focus as we 
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move forward will be this decolonised world where patterns of migration 
are shaped by asylum seekers as well as a transnational capitalist class, by 
activism as well as multinational corporations (Ibid., p.41; Sklair, 2001). The 
primary medium of this age is electronic communication, which brings with 
it a certain loosening of the strictures of the physical world. The time/space 
relationship has been altered, though not universally and not reciprocally; 
Appadurai warns that:

“We cannot simplify matters by imagining that the global is to space what 
the modern is to time. For many societies, modernity is an elsewhere, just as 
the global is a temporal wave that must be encountered in their present.” 

(1996, p.9)

Just as with time and space, the art object (which could be anything from 
Guernica to “Hips Don’t Lie”) is a cultural kernel that must realign itself to 
this of age instant electronic reproduction. In Benjamin’s The Work of Art in 
the Age of Mechanical Reproduction, he outlines this consumerist impetus as, 

“the desire of contemporary masses to bring things ‘closer’ spatially and hu-
manly […] Every day the urge grows stronger to get hold of an object at 
very close range by way of its likeness, its reproduction.” 

(1938)

This is a focal moment where increasing global consciousness coupled with 
ease of communication and proliferation of reproduction leads to a cultural 
tempest: the individual as well as the cultural unit have to express an iden-
tity while being prodded on all sides by notions of modernity, forces of he-
gemony, and layers of history – and all these delivered instantaneously.  As a 
result of their sheer volume and consequent omnipresence in everyday life, 
electronic media equip the society with “resources for self-imagining as an 
everyday social project” (Appadurai, 1996, p.4). How this “everyday social 
project” unfolds on a global scale is the main concern of this argument.

iii. The Threshold of Cultural Change

The boundary is central to both the concepts of globalisation and culture. 
Globalisation is suspected as the assassin of the nation-state and the harbin-
ger of a borderless world, but observable cultural boundaries often map onto 
geo-political borders, defining them without passports or tariffs.  The nation-

state is as much a cultural unit as it is a political one – Appadurai refers to cul-
turism as “identity politics mobilized at the level of the nation-state” – and the 
end of the nation-state would also mean the erasure of this cultural boundary 
that is still very apparent today (1996, p.15).

More so than any other element of the nation-state, culture is manifest at 
the level of the individual. Evidence of such is visible in the border space oc-
cupied by a member of a minority group for a given location. Bhabha writes 
of the cultural in-between-ness of the minority in The Location of Culture as 
“a complex, on-going negotiation that seeks to authorize cultural hybridities 
that emerge in moments of historical transformation” (2004, p.3). Bounda-
ries arise both at the site of transnational intrapersonal relations, accelerated 
due to the increased mobility of people, and  the website, where mobility of 
information brings the global into intimate contact with the local. Culture 
liberated from the nation-state and cast into the more fluid movement of 
people and information across the globe. Borders exist, but they are nebulous 
and porous.

iv. Homogenisation: An Imminent McWorld

Does increased cultural contact inevitably lead to a neon and asphalt Mc-
World? In Resisting McDonaldization, Smart answers the question by invok-
ing Weber’s rationalisation thesis:

“It is clear that for Weber there is really little question of choice; the mate-
rial, technical, and functional complexity of the modern world […] gives 
form to our desires, shapes our tastes and sets the parameters from which it 
is difficult, some might say impossible, to escape, even if we wished to do so.” 

(1999, p.10)

The author takes the position that MNCs, armed with their global brands, 
will bring about a regime of modern rationalisation by way of corporate/eco-
nomic power structures and branding – that the nation-state will be trumped 
by cultural imperialism. Smart gives an ominous nod to Marx: the seduction 
of society by capitalism-fueled false desires and the greedy schemes of the 
capitalist elite. There is a definite lack of agency here, as elsewhere Williams 
discusses the dehumanised, oppressed state of the consumer, aligning MNCs 
with economic and cultural Fascism(2005, p.187). He extends the feeling to 
activists and politicians: 
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“And so a mood is created in which all decisions seem inevitable and in 
which people speaking of different solutions seem remote and impractical. 
It is a mood of submission, under the pressures of an effectively occupying 
power.” 

(Ibid., p.192) 

In spite of this uncharitable critique of contemporary capitalism, we are 
(still) operating under a relatively free market global economy, and, prag-
matically speaking, will continue to do so for the foreseeable future. Look-
ing at the issue from a capitalist standpoint necessitates a deeper search into 
MNC expansion and the global brand. Companies have not been unilaterally 
carpeting the globe with golden arches, but seeking out a cultural sweet spot: 
“glocal” (Sklair, 2001). In The Transnational Capitalist Class, Sklair outlines 
how corporations use foreign direct investment, local marketing, and prod-
uct variability to weave themselves into the economic and cultural fabric of 
a foreign market. This pursuit of the glocal refutes the argument that global 
branding inevitably leads to cultural sameness. A global brand doesn’t have 
precisely the same meaning in every local context.

“In the restless drive for cultural translation, hybrid sites of meaning open 
up a cleavage in the language of culture which suggests that the similitude 
of the symbol as it plays across cultural sites must not obscure the fact that 
repetition of the sign is, in each specific social practice, both different and 
differential.” 

(Bhabha, 2004, p.234)

What Bhabha asserts is what MNC’s have discovered and implemented all 
over the world: the manifestation of brand abroad is a complex cocktail of 
meaning. It combines the associations supplied by the corporation (“It scien-
tifically makes your teeth whiter! Wow! Science!”) with the contextual niche 
that the brand occupies locally (“High-end import”). So as an imported sig-
nifier becomes absorbed into a system of meaning, the signified varies, fil-
tered through different cultural lenses. Though sameness has some very real 
manifestations, it is less heavy-handed than many may fear.

V. Polarisation: A Cultural Duel

An analogous argument in globalisation-fueled cultural change is the polari-
sation thesis. This model is based on a global society of dichotomies: Western/

Non-Western, North/South, or, as Barber puts it, McWorld and Jihad. Mc-
World, the dystopian product of “McDonalization”, encompasses the entire 
Western cultural complex – in all its advertised and “modernised” glory. In 
a word: “fast” (Holton, 2000, p.146). Combating the flashing lights and high-
ways of consumerist capitalism is the steeped-in-tradition jihad, the ‘holy 
war’ for (in this context) freedom from cultural and economic imperialism. 

Significantly, both Barber and Holton’s work is pre-9/11, an event which 
dramatically supports the thesis. The wedge between the two halves of this 
polarised world is another violent cultural boundary driven deeper by eco-
nomic forces – an “invisible hand”. This border is more like a minefield than a 
bridge, as it represents dueling cultural belief systems: habitus versus habitus. 

“Where the West is seen as immoral and pathologically individualist, the 
East or Africa is seen as respectful of moral order and supportive of com-
munity. In this way, global culture is presented in terms of a conflict be-
tween two contrasting cultural stereotypes.” 

(Holton, 2000, p.146) 

Here is the conflict of cultures on a very large scale, where the representation 
of self exceeds the scale of the nation-state. There are misgivings about this 
thesis because it reads as a fatalistic, cynical rendering of society.

“The polarization thesis tells a vivid, morally loaded story, easy to translate 
into one or another version of the struggle between good and bad, sacred 
and profane, depending on the location of the storyteller in time and space. 
The problem is that the story is too simplistic and also perhaps too pes-
simistic inasmuch as it assumes, with Huntington (1996, p.130), that ‘it is 
human to hate.’ ”  

(Ibid., p.148)

There is definitely no denying that polarisation is present in some cul-
tural spheres, but it is dangerous – and rather sad – to apply this thesis lib-
erally and universally. There is too much evidence of cultural hybridisation 
– even at sites of extremism and fundamentalism – for the polarisation thesis 
to hold strong: even the Berlin Wall had weak spots. Increasing freedom of 
information around the world means that the individual can decipher and 
‘translate’ global cultures and the different parts thereof. As translation is an 
act of rewriting, a new cultural node is created, which isn’t chained to a geo-
political location.
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VI. Hybridisation: The Sum of Cultural Vectors

The hybridisation thesis, which has appeared in dialogue with the other two 
theses for global cultural change above, suggests that the cultural border is a 
creative space. Between the accelerated movement of people and informa-
tion, and the growing interdependence of a globalising world, the individual 
undoubtedly comes into (direct or indirect) contact with the Other. Thus, the 
contemporary individual has a much keener consciousness of the wider cul-
tural location of his or her self, and has the agency and information to alter it, 
either by subscribing to a prepackaged values system, reactionary fundamen-
talism, or by creating a fused identity – one that allows for  cultural dialogue 
and change. Of course, this process is not a painless one, and it is a rather op-
timistic view. However, it operates on the scale of the individual as he or she 
participates in a larger society, and thus is the most salient in the discourse of 
cultural change in the post-colonial age of globalisation.

“The megarhetoric of developmental modernization […] is often punctu-
ated, interrogated, and domesticated by the micronarratives of film, tel-
evision, music, and other expressive forms, which allow modernity to be 
rewritten more as vernacular globalization and less as concession to large-
scale national and international policies.” 

(Appadurai, 1996, p.10)

People engage with globalisation processes and products by producing 
responses. This is the primary form of cultural hybridisation, which hap-
pens at the often messy, violent, fertile space of the cultural boundary. Even 
through hybridisation, there remains the function of culture itself: distin-
guishing difference. Hybridisation does not mean a world of “sameness,” it 
points towards a world of active engagement. Similarly, cultural change is not 
universally converging or diverging: both elements are parts of the evolution 
that has been happening since we dragged our knuckles along the primeval 
forest floor. The various forces that produce cultural shift are steadily push-
ing culture against culture, and like tectonic plates, the dangerous but natural 
product arises at specific times and places where a maelstrom makes way for 
something new.
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Questions of punishment 
& society: What can  
Durkheimian theories 
contribute to the debate?

  
Nikki SAARSTeiNeR
Senior Sophister 
European Studies

it has been said that one of Durkheim’s most original sociological con-
tributions was his use of law and punishment as objective indicators of 
societal development (Thompson, 2002, p.77). However, only recently 
have we begun to fully discover these ideas and discuss their merit. It 
is important to pause and reflect upon how we function, and consider 

what it is that regulates us, both as a unit and as individual members of so-
ciety. Durkheim believed that, as concrete representations of how a society 
protects and regulates itself, the legal codes of a society represent the morals 
it upholds, and that exploring the type of sanctions attached to these legal 
codes could explain the nature of the society in which they exist.

Punishment, although not always institutionalised, has existed in every 
society, and as a result its presence is automatically accepted. That is not to 
say that there have not been questions raised about the manner in which the 

R
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law is applied, who it is applied to, or who applies it. This article looks to ex-
plore these questions by putting Durkheim’s theory in a modern context, and 
find out how it can be used to further our understanding of the relationship 
between punishment and society. Moreover, it considers the contentious is-
sues raised by some of his work and the way in which these relate to contem-
porary debate.

In order to do this we must first understand the principles outlined by 
Durkheim concerning punishment and its relationship with social solidar-
ity and morality. Next, we will look at the function of punishment; the rea-
sons why we punish as well as the role of punishment in society. Finally, we 
will turn to some of Durkheim’s later work, which extended into the field of 
criminology, asking what we punish and who determines the classification of 
punishable acts. 

I. Punishment, Solidarity and Morality

The objective of The Division of Labour in Society was, first and foremost, to 
investigate the function of the division of labour, then to determine the caus-
es and conditions upon which it depends, and finally to study its pathologies. 
However, what is of interest here is the way in which Durkheim justified his 
belief that the extent of the division of labour in society corresponded to the 
type of solidarity that existed in that society. 

In an effort to prove that social solidarity arises from the division of la-
bour, Durkheim needed an external, objective indicator that would verify 
his hypothesis. He believed “that visible symbol is the law” (Durkheim, 1984, 
p.24). Legal codes, Durkheim claimed, increase proportionally to the rela-
tionships that they determine and as such, they are indicative of the quality of 
social solidarity. The next logical step was then to “classify the different types 
of law in order to be able to investigate which types of social solidarity cor-
respond to them” (Durkheim, 1984, p.28). He chose to distinguish between 
different types of law according to what sanctions were attached to them; and 
found that there were two kinds. The first type of law was principally penal, 
characterised by repressive sanctions. The second set of legal rules related to 
restitutory sanctions, which cover civil, commercial, administrative, proce-
dural and constitutional law.  

Durkheim concluded that repressive law existed in societies which con-
sidered a crime to be an act that transgressed the “conscience collective,” or 
collective morality of that society. Furthermore, Durkheim controversially 
stated that an act is only criminal when it offends the strong, well-defined 

terms of collective consciousness, and not because it is inherently immoral. 
He argued that repressive law was dominant in simple societies, where there 
was less division of labour and therefore a stronger sense of collective iden-
tity. In these societies, shared beliefs were often of a religious nature, and so 
the law, too, tended to be religious law. Infractions formed “a threat to the 
basic solidarity of the society, which was based on sameness of the mentali-
ties of members, whose minds were largely infused with the collective con-
science” (Thompson, 2002, p.78). Transgressions, therefore, have been histori-
cally severe.

Continuing with this line of logic, Durkheim stated that in societies with 
a highly differentiated work force, a contractual or organic solidarity was 
produced; as exemplified by the increase in restitutory law. This type of law 
developed as a response to the need to regulate the increased number of rela-
tionships between members of society; who, due to their differentiated roles, 
had to rely upon each other to function. Rather than penalising a criminal 
for the sake of punishing him, the sanctions put in place served the purpose 
of restoring the system to normal in order to maintain the functioning of so-
ciety. The rules of such societies do not involve the collective consciousness, 
and consequently, a transgression is not an offence which affects all societal 
members equally. The rules, therefore, “are established directly not between 
the individual and society, but between limited and particular sectors of so-
ciety, which they link together” (Lukes and Scull, 1983, p.53).

Furthermore, Durkheim claimed that in more complex and differentiated 
societies, there was greater scope for crimes to be committed against individ-
uals, rather than the collective, citing murder, theft, violence and fraud as ex-
amples of such crimes (Jones and Scull, 1973). Because these crimes offend the 
individual more than the whole of society, less importance is attached to their 
punishment and it is less harsh in nature. One might question then, how it is 
that there is such a large volume of European laws, often taking precedence 
over national laws, when, as exemplified by the recent failure of the Lisbon 
treaty and EU Constitution, there is clearly a lack of solidarity between Euro-
pean states. Although the European Coal and Steel Community  was founded 
fifty years after writing The Division of Labour, this issue does not escape 
Durkheim’s attention. Durkheim explained that these types of laws, which he 
classified as “administrative,” determine the relationship between a central 
organ and its subordinates. As if foreseeing questions about the problem of a 
lack of solidarity, he stated that administrative law has the power to impose 
co-operation; thus out of necessity, and not as the result of an organic process 
(Durkheim, 1984, pp.166–167). 
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One major anomaly we encounter here is the existence of (sometimes se-
vere) penal law in complex societies with a high division of labour. The data 
of Spitzer’s study leads him to argue that, contrary to the evolution of pe-
nal law Durkheim outlined, “the severity of punishment does not decrease 
as societies grow more concentrated and complex. On the contrary, great-
er punitiveness is associated with higher levels of structural differentiation” 
(Spitzer, 1975, p.631). For instance, a number of modern societies justify the 
use of capital punishment. Critics might claim that the retributive policy 
should have died out along with old-fashioned regimes and the advent of de-
mocracy. The United States of America is among the most advanced societies 
of the western world, yet many of its states still allow capital punishment; this 
is but one example which seems to contradict Durkheim’s theory of penal 
evolution. In order to understand the function of punishment we must first 
ask ourselves what are the motivations behind any punitive action we take. 

II. Why do we punish?

In Moral Education, Durkheim boldly stated that “punishment is nothing 
but meaningful demonstration” (Durkheim, 1961, p. 192). By this, the author 
meant that punishment has no conscious intention at its core, but is born 
out of an emotional and psychological reaction to an offence caused; either 
to an individual member of society or a set of common beliefs. According to 
Durkheim, less cultivated societies in particular demonstrate this vengeful 
punishment; he maintained that they tend to “punish for the sake of punish-
ing…without seeking any advantage for themselves for the suffering which 
they impose” (Garland, 1990, p.31). For the most part modern society does 
not consider revenge an acceptable reason for punishment. Nonetheless, Du-
rkheim contended that while the system behind the administration of pun-
ishment may have become more refined as society evolved, the motivations 
at its heart had not changed and punishment remained an action that has 
normative inputs (Alexander and Smith, 2005, p.24). Society had just become 
more aware of the effects of repressive sanctions and criminal law, while “the 
internal phenomena remain the same…And in truth, punishment has re-
mained, at least in part, a work of vengeance” (Thompson, 2002, p.88).

Even if we take it to be true that punishment is inherently vengeful and its 
roots are non-Utilitarian, this does not rule out the existence of other motiva-
tions and corresponding functions of punishment as it has evolved over cen-
turies. First, and perhaps most important of Durkheim’s theories relating to 
this topic, was that punishment protected moral discipline and social cohe-

sion. He stated that above all else, punishment is a matter of morality and so-
cial solidarity. The latter causes punishments to come about, yet at the same 
time are strengthened and reaffirmed as a result of punishments (Garland, 
1990, p.28). In expressing a common outrage at a transgression of the con-
science collective, members of society are also expressing their solidarity with 
one another, amounting to “a spontaneous reaffirmation of mutual beliefs 
and relationships which serve to strengthen the social bond” (Ibid., p.33).

With regards to moral discipline, Durkheim believed that punishment 
of crimes, especially those committed against the state, served to defend its 
moral authority. Durkheim saw the state’s primary function as fostering re-
spect for beliefs, traditions and collective practices, thereby protecting the 
common conscience. Thus despite it being a distinct apparatus within socie-
ty, it nonetheless represented the conscience collective; and so transgressions 
against the state’s authority were punished as severely as religious crimes.

As there was a progressively greater awareness of the effects of punish-
ment, new trends developed in the type of sanctions and society it gravi-
tates towards using imprisonment as a more common means of punishment: 
“Deprivations of liberty, and of liberty alone, varying in time according to the 
seriousness of the crime, tend to become more and more the normal means 
of social control” (Durkheim, 1961, p.114). In other words; as society evolved, 
incarceration began to replace execution as a more common means of pun-
ishment. If this represented a move away from “punishment for the sake of 
punishing,” what then is the role of the prison system?

The term “social control,” mentioned above, is certainly one of the objec-
tives of the prison system, and indeed most criminal law. It aims to control 
crime by a) ensuring the incarceration of anyone who is considered a threat 
to society and b) setting an example for the rest of society. Thus it plays a 
dual role; in one sense it affects the offender, but more importantly it has 
profound effects on society as a whole. The offender is sanctioned in so far 
as he loses, among other basic rights, his liberty, and it is hoped that through 
this punishment the criminal learns from his or her mistakes and learns how 
to re-integrate into society. Society is given, as has already been discussed, a 
demonstration of moral authority. More than that, the element of rehabilita-
tion in the prison system expresses and encourages a desire for restitution, 
even within a repressive form of punishment. It shows that the role of pun-
ishment should be, where possible, to restore order to society, and is not a 
recourse for impetuous, psychological urges for revenge. Rehabilitation then 
is not so much a kindness to the criminal as it is an example of how the nature 
of society has evolved.
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III. What does Society Punish?

Having discussed the functions of the penal system our final task is to ex-
amine what acts are subject to it; i.e., what is a crime? Durkheim’s stance 
on this issue was quite controversial. The author aimed to show that no act 
was, or could be, inherently criminal, and that what was considered criminal 
depended entirely upon the established beliefs or sentiments of society. His 
exact definition of crime asserted that “an act is defined as criminal when 
it offends strong and defined states of the collective conscience.” Although 
a seemingly obvious statement, its implications (and Durkheim’s following 
elaborations) were important. Rather than accepting the Utilitarian assump-
tion that certain acts were by their very nature criminal, Durkheim insisted 
that an act is criminal because it offends the shared values of a society, it does 
not offend these values because it is fundamentally criminal. Therefore, what 
we as a society criminalise is indicative of the morals we defend. It is this very 
thought that forms the basis for Durkheim’s use of punishment as an objec-
tive indicator of societal development.

“For what is immortality is precisely what we want to know – and particu-
larly that special form of immorality which society represses by an organ-
ised system of punishments, and which constitutes criminality” 

(Thompson, 2002, p.77)

We come across an interesting point here concerning morality, for it is true 
that not all conceivably “immoral” acts are criminalised, even those that 
cause widespread offense and damage; what is “wrong” is not necessarily 
“criminal.” 

If definitions of crimes remain problematic within homogenous societies, 
then discrepancies in judgement across different nations pose an infinitely 
bigger problem, especially in what is today a global community. If a person 
commits an act which is not penalised in the country they are visiting, but 
is considered criminal in their own, should they be prosecuted all the same? 
Should societal morals of one country be imposed on another; for example, 
in a situation where a country is forced to extradite a foreign national when 
they are being prosecuted for an offence which would be punished differently 
in their country of origin? These are questions that are of greater relevance 
and importance nowadays than they were at the turn of the century, when 
Durkheim first produced his criminological theories, and it is difficult to find 

any real solutions to these problems in his work. Whilst administrative laws 
have developed at an international level, penal laws have yet to develop to 
such an extent. The Geneva Convention, which deals with war crimes, and 
its institutional embodiment, the International Criminal Court, are the best 
examples of the international community enforcing sanctions on war crimi-
nals. These are, however, still hugely limited in scope. The United Nations is 
symbolic of an international effort to resolve cultural differences but its prac-
tical use is constantly in question.

If, as Durkheim claimed, laws emanate from the shared values of society, 
how can societies with such different religious and cultural values co-exist 
in a global community? How can the world legislate effectively if percep-
tions of what is right and what is wrong clash so frequently? For the moment 
the question remains unresolved, but it is currently one of the most pressing 
challenges facing the modern world.

IV. Conclusion

While this essay has offered only a brief exploration of Durkheim’s theories 
regarding punishment, it is clear that his insight into the subject was, in the 
first instance, most original, and secondly, hugely relevant to current debates 
in sociological and cultural theory. Having explored the principles outlined 
by Durkheim concerning punishment and its relationship with social solidar-
ity and morality, we see that these principles still hold true in the twenty-first 
century. Secondly, we find that the function of punishment in today’s society 
corresponds quite closely to Durkheim’s model and at times his theories have 
proven to be visionary. Finally, however, it has been shown that Durkheim’s 
theories on the nature of crime are not easily applied in a world where in-
ternational relations have developed to such an extent that a globalised legal 
code often seems lacking. 

Though his works, especially his earlier publications, were subject to much 
criticism from sociologists and anthropologists alike, it cannot be denied that 
Durkheim’s work offered groundbreaking insights into the “shifting propor-
tions” of, and distinctions between, restitutive and repressive law (Alexander 
and Smith, 2005, p.306). His examination of the concept of punishment chal-
lenged the established notions of “absolute morals” which predated it, and 
this novel approach is still of use in discussions of current moral dilemmas, 
such as that of capital punishment. His theories are also valuable when trying 
to discern what lies ahead for the ever-expanding global community: with 
mass societies constituting most of the western world, what sort of social 
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solidarity would Durkheim say exists nowadays? And how is this expressed? 
If mechanical solidarity engendered repressive law, and organic solidarity 
fostered restitutive law, based on recent legal developments, might we ven-
ture to say that international solidarity gives rise to more administrative law? 
One definite conclusion that can be drawn is that the relationship between 
punishment and society was correctly identified by Durkheim as essential to 
our understanding of the way in which we function. His theories disproven 
or not, Durkheim’s work was groundbreaking and his contribution to con-
temporary sociological debate immense.
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“My contention here is not to exclude the consent of the people from being 
one just foundation of government where it has place. It is surely the best 
and most sacred of any. I only pretend, that it has very seldom had place 
in any degree, and never almost in its full extent; and that, therefore, some 
other foundation of government must also be admitted.”

(Hume, 1748)

David Hume’s Of The Original Contract is a work of political 
realism, and the anti-contractualist arguments it contains are 
the result of a fundamental incompatibility between historical 
fact and highly theoretical ideals. Philosophers who claim sov-
ereign authority comes from peaceful agreement are gravely 

mistaken; for, according to Hume, it is out of pain, violence, fear, subjugation, 
and complacency that men are obedient. In Hume’s eyes, the pages of history 
merely confirm this argument; history (and modernity for that matter) is 
proof that authority is taken via violent means, not given by mutual consent. 

R
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This article shall explore the contentious nature of sovereign authority in 
David Hume’s political thought. After examining Hume’s critique of sover-
eign authority as it relates both to God and modern contractarianism, this 
paper will consider Hume’s conclusion that it is a misguided notion to think 
of political authority as stemming from the Deity or the metaphysical So-
cial Contract.  Rather, in the absence of a true contract, Hume offers “moral 
duties” to serve as the foundation of civil society. Care will be taken in this 
article to show that the concept of moral duties is fundamentally different 
from the concept of a social contract. Thus, this paper will conclude that, the 
original contract (the fundamental contract of a modern society) is a facade; 
it was not contract that created authority, but fear and force.   

i. Sovereign Authority From God

While Hume defends the belief that God is the ultimate author of govern-
ment (and all human actions as well), he rejects this idea as the basis for sov-
ereign authority. If “He” is the ultimate creator and benefactor of mankind, 
then all his creatures are said to “act by His commission” (Hume, 1748, p.1).  In 
saying this, Hume is referring to the perfect wisdom of Deity’s uniform plan. 
The idea of fate is introduced to argue that every member of society is an 
indirect representative of His will. It is for this reason, the fundamental im-
possibility of rationalising fate, that Hume claims, “A constable, therefore, no 
less than a king, acts by a divine commission, and possesses an indefeasible 
right” (Ibid., p.1). Thus a king and a porter each have their individual roles to 
play; moreover, neither can claim a divine or distinct mandate for the social 
power bestowed upon them. As Hume sarcastically notes, “The same Divine 
Superintendent who invested a Titus or a Trajan with authority, did also, for 
purposes no doubt equally wise, though unknown, bestow power on a Borgia 
or an Angria” (Ibid., p.2).  

Furthermore, Hume argues that the sovereign is not given his title through 
miraculous or heavenly intervention. Because it would be impossible to pin-
point a single (Biblical) instance whence a ruler is bestowed power via the 
Deity, the sovereign, therefore, deserves no “peculiar sacredness” or “invio-
lable authority” when compared with his inferiors (Ibid., p.1). According to 
Hume, the Deity, “gave rise to it, not by any particular or miraculous inter-
position, but by his concealed and universal efficacy” (my italics, Ibid., p.1).  In 
fact, just as much as a sovereign acts by His commission, so too does a robber 
or a pirate. The mental capacity does not exist within humans to explain the 
role of such a person in His plan; it must instead be left for fate to decide. The 

theological arguments offered by Hume suggest that it would be logically in-
consistent for a sovereign to claim to be the sole representation of God’s will 
on Earth; according to Hume, such an act would be misguided, leaving the 
political authority derived  from such an act dubious at best. 

ii. Pre-Societal Contractualship 

According to Hume, only at the earliest stages of civil society could the sem-
blance of a social contract have existed. Man’s relative equality in size and 
natural ability would be the cause for such consent. According to Hume, 
“when we consider how nearly equal all men are in their bodily force, and 
even in their mental powers and faculties…that nothing but their own con-
sent could, at first associate them together” (Ibid., p.3). Again, (and in quite 
Hobbesian fashion) Hume states that, “A man’s natural forces consists only 
in the vigor of his limbs, and the firmness of his courage; which could never 
subject the multitudes to the command of one” (Ibid., p.3). It is this idea of 
consent and personal advantage which must have motivated men to experi-
ment with society. But, as a caveat, only the “most ancient rude combinations 
of mankind were formed chiefly by [this] principle” (Ibid., p.3). This is as far 
as Hume is willing to venture into the idea of a fundamental contract, namely 
that, if one did exist, it was the product of only the earliest or most vulgar 
forms of human association. 

That said, Hume believes that if such a contract existed, it would have 
been temporal and self-defeating; power, which may have originally been 
given through contract, would ultimately lie in the hands of the strongest and 
most violent among the group. Hume argues that savages would be incapable 
of maintaining such a complex idea, and that power was more likely relative 
to military strength. So long as the ancient ruler could use force and military 
might to punish dissidents, such a society “could scarcely be said to have at-
tained a state of civil government” (Ibid., p.4). As such, these pre-societal 
chieftains would have ruled by means of persuasion instead of command. 
Decisions would be made on a utility basis and not upon the fundamentals of 
a supposed contract. Rather, each decision would have been made on a case-
by-case basis instead of being founded upon the principles and precedents 
of a contract.  These pre-societal, theoretical arguments suggest that, even if 
there was an initial contract, it was of the crudest form; moreover, the stipu-
lations of the original contract could only have been temporary, as military 
might and violence would have quashed the idea of contractualship. 
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III. Modern Contractualship

After not being able to conceive of a contract existing when man first formed 
societies, it is hard to conceive of one in modern history. For this reason, 
Hume speaks out against those who philosophise about a metaphysical and 
idealistic social contract. Hume challenges such thinkers: “But would these 
reasoners look abroad into the world, they would meet with nothing that, in 
the least, corresponds to their ideas, or can warrant so refined and philosoph-
ical a system” (Ibid., p.4). It is through the historical interpretation of the past 
and critical evaluation of the present that Hume validates these claims.

Athens, the ancient republic praised for introducing democracy to the 
world, is used as an example. Hume argues that neither its establishment nor 
any of its laws had ever been voted on by “a tenth part of those who were 
bound to pay obedience to it” (Ibid., p.5). Taking into account slaves, women, 
and those living in conquered territories, a significant amount of the Athe-
nian population had never entered into any form of compact with their gov-
ernment. This segment of the population was still bound by the coercive laws 
of the city, and was therefore bound by their authority. This authority, how-
ever, could not have arisen out of contract, for these parties were never given 
the option to enter into one. Hume echoes this sentiment when he states of 
disenfranchised Athenians, “How chimerical must it be to talk of a choice in 
such circumstances” (Ibid., p.5). In fact, there was no choice for such people, 
and one need not look beyond the Athenian conquest of Melos to see the 
harsh realities of Athenian democracy (Thucydides, 1954, pp.85 – 113).    

To cite a more modern example, Hume criticises the level of inclusiveness 
typically associated with the French Revolution. He warns its supporters, 
“Let not the establishment at the Revolution deceive us, or make us so much 
in love with a philosophical origin to government, as to imagine all others 
monstrous and irregular” (Hume, 1748, p.5). Central to his critique is the fact 
that seven hundred revolutionaries determined the new form of government 
for nearly ten million French citizens. Hume asks rhetorically whether or not 
those ten million had a choice as to the preferred form of government, or if 
they feared punishment for rejecting the new sovereign. Whatever the case, 
like Athens, a significant majority of the population played no role in the for-
mation of the state or its laws. In light of these arguments, Hume concludes 
that neither ancient nor modern governments can be characterised by basis 
in free and fair contract.

It is for this reason that Hume decries modern governments as products 
of, “usurpation or conquest, or both, without any presence of fair consent or 

voluntary subjection of the people” (Ibid., p.7). Hume criticises those already 
established governments for having original contracts soaked in the blood of 
ancient military conquests. Instead of deriving authority from a contractual 
process, these governments created obedient and docile subjects out of fear 
and physical force. This kind of power, as Locke would suggest, could not 
be called political power. Rather, it can only be despotic power because it is 
taken instead of freely given (1988). Worse still, men have grown complacent 
and unquestioning in their allegiance to such governments. Hume attacks 
those who claim allegiance merely from birthright; their allegiance comes 
from docility, and is not a product of explicit consent.

Seeing modern governments as products of usurpation and conquest, 
Hume argues, “were one to choose a period of time when the people’s con-
sent was the least regarded in pubic transactions, it would be precisely on the 
establishment of a new government” (Hume, 1748, p.7). Hume contends it is 
usually “political craft” which determines the fate of a nation in tumultuous 
times of revolution, war, or conquest. Hume also criticises governments un-
der which elections replace force. These elections, Hume suggests, are eco-
nomically and socially exclusive. According to Hume, elections are nothing 
more than, “a few great men, who decide for the whole, and will allow of no 
opposition; or it is the fury of the multitude, that follow a seditious ring-
leader” (Ibid., p.7).

IV. Moral Duties 

If governments like the ones mentioned above were never founded upon con-
tract, then it follows that (in the absence of a contract) one must look  else-
where to find the source of authority in modern governments. While Hume 
may criticise the foundations of most modern governments, he does not ad-
vocate anarchy. To use an Aristotelian term, man is a “political animal” and 
is therefore bound to conduct his actions toward that end. It is man’s moral 
duty to act justly, respect the property and life of others, and keep his prom-
ises; these aforementioned actions are considered obligatory and fall under 
Hume’s second moral duties. 

Whereas there are certain moral duties that follow from natural instinct 
(i.e., feeling pity for a person in pain), there is also another class of duties 
that follow from “justice” and  “fidelity.” For Hume, justice is equated with re-
specting the property of others, and fidelity is characterised by keeping one’s 
promises. Keeping in line with these moral obligations, man must conquer his 
hunger for domination and unlimited freedom by swearing allegiance to civil 
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society. According to Hume, “Our primary instincts lead us either to indulge 
ourselves in unlimited freedom, or to seek dominion over others; and it is re-
flection only which engages us to sacrifice such strong passions to the interests 
of peace and public order” (Ibid., p.9).

 But why should men be bound by these natural duties? Hume answers, 
“Because society could not otherwise subsist.” (my italics, Ibid., p.9) It is for the 
preservation of society and mankind that men must follow these natural du-
ties of justice. Therefore, Hume argues that the “observation of these general 
and obvious interests is the source of all allegiance” (Ibid., p.9). Man’s alle-
giance is not to a particular government, but rather to this concept of society. 

This idea can be likened to Samuel Pufendorf ’s Contract of Society. Pufen-
dorf claims that men must first decide that, “they are ready to enter into a per-
manent community, and to manage the business of their safety and security 
by common counsel and guidance” (Pufendorf, 1986). This contract must be 
made previous to all governmental contracts. As in Hume, Pufendorf believes 
this step to be necessary for the preservation of mankind.

V. Conclusion

It is important not to misconstrue the moral duties described above as a kind 
of “latent” contractarianism. Hume’s second moral duties are obligatory, fol-
lowing from the fact that society would not be able to exist without them. 
There is no choice with obligation. Where there is no choice, there can be no 
contract. One must make a rational, voluntary choice to enter into a contract. 
A contract must be founded upon these things to be considered legitimate. 
“Justice and Fidelity” are ends in themselves, and are not stipulated by con-
tract. Furthermore, Hume places importance on the idea of free choice. One 
must be able to enter into an agreement freely by one’s own will. For Hume, 
there is no concept of “free choice” when it concerns the preservation of hu-
manity. Rather it is obligatory to contribute to such ends. As mentioned previ-
ously, obligation cannot make contract. 

It is evident from the examples provided in this piece that David Hume 
argued vehemently against sovereign authority or mutual consent as being 
the main foundations of political power. In the absence of a true social con-
tract, Hume argues that moral duties such as justice and fidelity may be the 
real foundations for civil society. Philosophers who claim otherwise, i.e., that 
sovereign authority comes from peaceful agreement, are gravely mistaken. 
According to Hume, it is out of pain, violence, fear, subjugation, and compla-
cency that men are obedient. 
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“Europe has never existed. 
It is not the addition of national 

sovereignties in a conclave 
which creates an entity. 

One must genuinely create Europe.”

 Jean Monnet (1888-1979)
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Although the official terminology expressed in the “European so-
cial model” may be relatively new, the underlying theories and 
values of the system have been in place since the end of the 
Second World War. Post-bellum Europe of the 1940s was wit-
nessing the harsh effects of an industrialised world extremely 

polarized between the two superpowers and consequently set up the modern 
welfare state as a means to control and humanise capitalism whilst avoiding 
the dangers of institutionalised Marxism. However, the ways and means of 
developing these European welfare states varied greatly between nations and 
as a result, the European Union’s member states now face the rapidly chang-
ing demographics of the 21st century equipped with their own unique sets of 
challenges and road maps for success. The purpose of this article is to deter-
mine if a common social agenda for Europe can in fact be developed, and if 
it so, the extent to which it can successfully implement its reforms in the rap-
idly changing and diverse Europe of today.

Before one can question the accuracy and relevance of the European so-
cial model, a precise definition of the term is required. Jens Alber extracts 
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from the European Council meeting in Nice in 2000, four basic elements 
of the European social model: a high level of social protection with serv-
ices for the general public; the social dialogue found in coordinated policy 
making; an emphasis on social cohesion; and a set of common core values 
(Alber, 2006). While at first glance this list may seem concrete and certain-
ly quite noble in its intent, it fails to provide real substance in accounting 
for a social model that is uniquely European and can set itself apart from 
the rest of the world. The Europe many European Union (EU) officials are 
trying to portray in definitions such as these, is a type of “USA plus”, of-
fering all the economic benefits of market dynamism, while retaining that 
uniquely European sense of social justice (Ibid.). While this fabrication of a 
concrete “social Europe” containing historically constructed societal values 
may be useful as a political tool for EU officials in strengthening legitimacy 
(Jespen and Serrano Pascual, 2005), empirical research demonstrates that the 
reality does not quite hold up to the myth. 

i. Culture-Specific Approaches to Welfare: The Scandinavian, Con-
tinental & Anglo-Saxon Models

While the concept of an established welfare state in Europe, tracing its origins 
back to Bismarck and further evolving after the Second World War, does in 
fact hold substance, it is the theory that these individual welfare states are 
similar in nature that falls apart upon glancing at the empirical data. Gosta 
Esping-Andersen’s classification of the three types of European welfare states, 
Scandinavian, Anglo-Saxon, and Continental, is perhaps the most frequently 
referenced system in analysing European welfare states.  In viewing Europe 
from this perspective, one can effectively glean a better insight into the specif-
ic issues facing its various regions. Jens Alber expands on Esping-Andersen’s 
system adding the categories “new member state” and “Mediterranean state” 
for a perhaps more updated look at the EU, however the scope of this article 
will not include these additions and will attempt to look for common pat-
terns and issues rather than delve too far into specifics.  

The first listed model of the aforementioned categories, the Scandinavi-
an welfare state, is generally seen as the most successful in adapting to the 
changing demographics of a globalizing world, whist still managing to re-
tain most of its egalitarian principles. The countries of Denmark, Finland, 
and Sweden have experienced favourable population growth and have even 
surpassed the Lisbon target of seventy percent employment as well as the 
American employment level (Alber, 2006).  However, the Scandinavian ethos 

has historically been egalitarian and it is doubtful whether their successful 
system of high levels of taxation could or should be replicated elsewhere in 
Europe.  In addition, their welfare system is not without some precarious 
aspects, as exemplified in the downturn Sweden experienced in the 1990s. 
Public sector employment is almost twice the OECD-18 average, while con-
versely business employment is slightly below average (Scharpf, 2000). While 
this relative weakness in business employment seems to be sheltered by the 
efficiency of their welfare system, overall the Scandinavian countries are cur-
rently confronting difficulties in financing very expensive welfare states un-
der conditions of high capital mobility and rising political tax resistance, and 
in addition need to expand private sector employment to compensate for 
stagnation in the public sector (Ibid.). 

The second welfare model, used by the Anglo-Saxon countries of Ireland 
and the United Kingdom, and modelled largely after the neo-liberalism of 
the United States (US), has managed to expand employment and job growth 
in line with the market and keep low levels of taxation, but at the same time 
has received copious amounts of criticism for the levels of inequality it pro-
duces. Wage differentiation and flexible employment conditions have greatly 
facilitated the expansion of private-sector services and the system seems to 
encourage growth in high-tech industrial branches and in financial services, 
where success depends on the creativity and motivation of highly skilled pro-
fessionals, the availability of venture capital, and rapid innovation attributed 
to deregulated markets (Scharpf, 2000). In response to the resultant dispro-
portionately high inequality the system perpetuates, forms of social assist-
ance and in-work benefits modelled on the earned-income tax credit in the 
US.  However the definition of inequality in a society is defined by many as 
an inequality opportunity. The neo-liberal welfare state tends to cause un-
equal access to such opportunities (Rasmussen, Lynch, Brine, Boyadjieva, 
Peters, and Sunker, 2008). Therefore, these corrective measures would still 
need to be complemented by investments in education and in measures that 
increase opportunities for training and upward mobility, encouraged by life-
long learning initiatives (Scharpf, 2000). 

In spite of the Anglo-Saxon system’s inherent flaws, the system suffer-
ing most in the modernising world seems to be the corporatist continental 
European welfare state implemented in Germany, France, Spain, Belgium, 
and Italy.  While it maintains moderately high levels of taxation and a high 
level of social spending, its inefficient method is incompatible with today’s 
changing society and is placing considerable strain on the model. The two 
main problems the system faces are an overreliance on the male-breadwin-
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ner/female-carer model with transfers and rigidity of labour laws discourag-
ing international investment (Esping-Andersen, 1996). As low fertility rates 
continue to pose a significant challenge to the already strained pension sys-
tem, the familial bias of the continental model is forcing a new generation of 
highly-educated women to choose between a family and a career by denying 
them basic childcare services.  Needless to say, this generation of women is 
evidently opting for the latter, putting the sustainability of the whole system 
in jeopardy (Ibid.).  Furthermore, employment is in vital need of restructur-
ing as it is widely acknowledged that the labour market requires greater flex-
ibility. Early male retirement and aversion to part-time work that excludes 
huge sectors of the youth and immigrant population are combined to create 
an insider-outsider dynamic leading to an industrial job decline and sluggish 
service employment growth, at times referred to as “Eurosclerosis” (Ibid.).  
Although this system does promote a relatively low rate of inequality, it seems 
more suited to the post-war time period in which it was created, and will 
need to adapt swiftly to the 21st century in order to avoid further decay. 

ii. Shortcomings of the Current Welfare States 

Now that it has been established that there are indeed three vastly different 
systems of sustaining a welfare state in Europe with various strengths and 
weaknesses, the reality of the problems caused by a globalising world needs 
to be addressed in order to ascertain whether a common social model would 
be suited to tackle the various region-specific issues.  It is generally accepted 
that from the early 1970s onward, major changes in the international environ-
ment did increase the economic vulnerability of the advanced welfare states 
(Scharpf, 2000).  While the rise of globalisation would seem to be the logical 
culprit in this broad economic shift, the matter deserves a closer look.  Colin 
Hay poses this very question in the article What’s Globalization Got to Do 
with It? and comes to the conclusion that contrary to popular belief, Euro-
pean countries are experiencing more of a deglobalisation than globalisation. 
He points to empirical evidence of gravity models suggesting that trading 
relations have become in fact more regional and less global due to the proc-
ess of European integration, and foreign direct investment has followed suit, 
with the relative volume coming from a distance falling rather than rising 
since 1980 (Hay, 2006).  

From this analysis one may conclude that Europe is going through a pe-
riod of deglobalisation, but the empirical data has been made irrelevant by 
the generation of a narrative about the inevitable imposition of neo-liberalist 

policies in a globalising world (Hay, 2006). Unless something can be done to 
alter this self-imposed perception of globalisation, the urgency and tangibil-
ity that European officials have placed on the phenomenon will convert the 
myth into a reality. 

In addition to the phenomenon of globalisation, imagined or otherwise, 
substantial changes in the demographics of our society have indeed occurred 
since European welfare states were first established.  Most of these difficulties 
are internal and include changes in the ageing population, the associated issue 
of pensions, and the sharp decline in birth-rates; changes in the family struc-
ture with a sharp increase in single-parenting and more women and children 
living in poverty; and high levels of unemployment coming in some part 
from unreformed labour markets (Giddens, 2005).  In addition, technological 
transformation and the dominance of service employment bring with them 
imminent changes to the social risk structure, no longer ensuring that the 
standard production worker and low-skilled labourers can indefinitely count 
on a paid and secure job in the welfare capitalist era (Esping-Andersen, 2002).  
Each of these three major demographical changes will be examined more 
closely in order to obtain a clearer picture and perhaps eventually, a potential 
European solution.

The issue of demographic ageing is considered a top priority for the Eu-
ropean Commission and a High Level Group, set up in 2002 to examine the 
matter, reported that the period until 2010 provided “the last window of op-
portunity before the working-age population began to shrink.” If governmen-
tal policy continues to function at the status quo, the old age dependency ratio 
will rise from 25% in 2002, to 27% in 2010 and 32% in 2020, a devastating blow 
to the younger generation and the social model as a whole (Hermans, 2005). 
An effective response to this problem must be two-tiered.  Individual coun-
tries, of the continental model, must strive toward increasing employment 
and achieving the Lisbon target of 70% employment through promoting 
more flexibility in the job market, but at the same time all states must find a 
way to persuade or motivate older people to remain in the job market longer, 
with a long term goal of abolishing the retirement age.  Giddens argues that 
this necessary change should be viewed positively as it effectively combats 
ageism and promotes a more inclusive society, as improvements in health-
care and longevity assure that “old age” is no longer the incapacitating factor 
it once was (1998, 2005). 

The second universal difficulty facing European societies is also directly 
connected to the issue of employment. It is the need to incorporate more 
women, especially those with children, into the job market. The repercus-
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sions of solving this problem would be twofold. Actively encouraging women 
to participate in the job market would not only help solve the problem of low 
employment, but would also provide families with incentives to have more 
children, bringing a desperately needed elevation to the low European birth 
rate. The reform most suited to ameliorate the situation would be to incorpo-
rate a system of state-provided care. An institution highly developed in Scan-
dinavia and severely underdeveloped in continental Europe, its effectiveness 
in raising female labour activity as well as fertility rates is praised by the em-
pirical analysis 0f Esping-Andersen (1996). The Fordist model based on the 
male breadwinner compels women to assume the roles of caring for the chil-
dren and the elderly, forcing the statistically more educated sex to opt out 
of the market and out of realising their desires for economic independence 
(Ibid., 2002). The lack of options made available to women also has a direct 
negative effect on the flexibility of the labour market, an issue to be subse-
quently further developed. In addition, the democratisation of marriage and 
the increasing lack of familial stability further prove the need to encourage 
a higher female employment rate in order to address the rampant poverty 
(27% in Germany) found in single-parent homes (Ibid., 1996).

The third and final general demographic problem, inextricably tied the 
former two, is of chronic and rising unemployment in many European coun-
tries. While recent employment records confirm the widely diverging pat-
terns of employment within Europe, most EU countries still lag far behind 
the strategic goal of the Lisbon European Council to raise the employment 
rate to 70% cent by 2010 (Alber, 2006). As noted by the deficiencies in the 
continental system and strategic adaptations made by the Scandinavian and 
Anglo-Saxon, a general policy shift from passive to active labour market pol-
icy is desired for improved employability and economic performance. The 
Fordist promise of lifelong job stability and steadily rising pay is evidently in 
decline as labour trends shift to more precarious, temporary contracts and 
greater wage differentiation (Esping-Andersen, 1996).  The EU institutions 
play a crucial role in promoting these universal goals and directing the de-
bate, as can be seen in the European Employment Strategy of 1999 and the 
Open Method of Coordination (OMC) of 2005, collectively attempting to 
reach a consensus on employment measures between member states and the 
Commission (Rasmussen, Lynch, Brine, Boyadjieva, Peters and Sunker, 2008; 
Hermans, 2005). The OMC attempts to coordinate policy discussion between 
various sectors of the EU and views “soft regulation” and flexible frameworks 
rather than “compulsory rigid systems” as manifestations of the “Europeani-
sation” of industrial relations (Sisson  and  Marginson, 2001 in Jespen and 

Serrano Pascual, 2005).  As summarised by  Giddens, “it cannot be accidental 
that all the countries that have employment ratios over 70% in Europe have 
active labour markets” (Giddens, 2005: 9). 

III. Flexicurity: The Strengths of an Active Labour Market

While a decline in pay security may seem like a step backwards in a welfare 
state, greater flexibility or EU-coined “flexicurity” in the labour market actu-
ally strengthens the position of European citizens, providing an opening for 
women and youth to enter a previously closed market as well as an oppor-
tunity to attract international business and strengthen entrepreneurship at 
home. As Esping-Andersen convincingly argues:

“From the employer point of view, what counts is wage flexibility (setting 
wages according to productivity and profits), functional flexibility (such 
as greater adaptability to new technologies), and employment flexibility 
(capacity to hire and fire someone according to need).  From the individual 
and family point of view, flexibility means the capacity to manage dual-
career marriages with family obligations, the rising probability of family 
break-ups, the increased possibility of mid-career changes, such as unem-
ployment, reschooling, and occupational change, and generally more dif-
ferentiated and less standardized life cycles.” 

(1996, p.80) 

The concept of flexicurity transcends the scope of pure economic improve-
ment into the needs and wellbeing of European citizens in the 21st century. 
In order to reach a basic level of self-fulfilment, people need protection when 
things go wrong, but also the material and moral capabilities to get through 
major transitions in their lives (Giddens, 1998). The original intent in setting 
up these welfare states was to transfer the risk from the individual to the 
state or community, but risk is now seen to contain many positive aspects in 
bettering people’s lives (Ibid., 2005).  Thus the meaning of equality in many 
social democracies of Europe has shifted, and rightly so, from a pure redistri-
bution resources to a “redistribution of possibilities,” favouring a “cultivation 
of human potential” over “after the event” redistribution (Ibid., 1998). 

iV. The Future of the European Social Model: A Third Way?

While taking into account gravity of the economic problems facing Europe 



Europe

40

europe

41

in some instances, this article does not mean to suggest that the continental 
countries are the furthest behind and that the neo-liberalism exemplified by 
the US is the ideal model. However, the idea of Europe as offering a perfectly 
constructed package of everything the US has to offer along with the decency 
of social justice and respect for equality does contain hints of condescension 
and naïveté, and one may agree with much of the literature arguing that a 
simple comparison between Europe and the US is oversimplified. 

Europe and the US have completely different histories and circumstances 
in their evolutionary processes and consequently their means and opportu-
nities to create an ideal society should not be compared. The right path for 
Europe is to continue their tradition of humanising the effects of capitalism 
with effective measures to ensure as much equality as possible. It is in this 
spirit that the European social model echoes Giddens’ call for a “third way” 
which attempts to transcend both traditional social democracy and neo-lib-
eralism to adapt to a world which has changed fundamentally over the past 
two or three decades (1998). 

Although the attempts made Tony Blair’s “New Labour” and Bill Clin-
ton’s “New Democrats” to claim the third way as their own have been weakly 
received by most social democrats as a guise for neo-liberalism, Giddens’ 
authentic strategy to create a new type of welfare state for Europe ought to 
be taken seriously. Along with arguing for active labour markets as the most 
effective method of strengthening the economy, he also links unemployment 
to the social ill of exclusion, perpetuated by the inequalities resulting from 
unmitigated neo-liberalism. Therefore, investment in human capital is of the 
utmost importance, transforming the welfare state into the “social-invest-
ment state” (Ibid.). The strategic goal of the 2000 Lisbon European Council 
for the EU to become the most dynamic knowledge-based economy in the 
world may not be realised by 2010, but should not thus be pursued with any 
less fervour. The term “knowledge economy” has certainly proven its validity 
as the percentage of Europeans working in manufacturing has dwindled to 
17%, while more than two-thirds of new jobs created are skilled (Ibid., 2005). 
Thus working towards the Lisbon goal and heavily investing in early child-
hood care, third level education, and life-long learning, will benefit the EU 
twofold by stimulating the economy whilst immeasurably bettering the life 
of its citizens. 

In order to prevent exclusion at the bottom as well as an “opt-out clause” 
at the top, the primary objective of the new social-investment state should be 
to engender a positive image of solidarity, of welfare benefiting the society as 
a whole rather than the marginalised few (Ibid., 1998). Consequently the sys-

tem will gain unprecedented legitimacy and eschew political dissidence. 
To conclude, in establishing the validity of various demographic shifts and 

obstacles facing all three categories of EU countries, the plausibility of an 
exclusively European solution to the new challenges of Europe is evident. 
Although the European social model does seem more of a political project 
of an EU attempting to consolidate legitimacy, rather than an essential entity, 
it seems the obstacles are genuinely viewed to be universal and the tools are 
in place for supranational guidelines and directives to move forward in fac-
ing them. This articles set out to establish the legitimacy and relevance of a 
European social model in today’s society, and comes to a mixed albeit opti-
mistic conclusion. Although the claim of an essential social model in Europe 
is dubious at best, the European social model as a political tool, created by 
theorists to confront the new challenges of the 21st century, has proven itself 
more than apt to take on the role. The Scandinavian, Anglo-Saxon, and Con-
tinental models each contain a unique set of strengths and weaknesses, but 
the challenges and shift in demographics facing Europe at the moment have 
proven to be universal, whether due to globalisation or Europeanisation. If 
Europe is to tackle its grave economic challenges while keeping the public 
interest in mind, an attempt at creating a social investment state fostered by 
the EU seems to be the most efficient way of doing so. 
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liquid modernity  
& italian society
AoiFe moRRiS
Senior Sophister 
Italian & Claissical Civilisation

According to Zygmunt Bauman, society is currently in a state of 
flux. In his thesis on liquid modernity he claims that civilisation 
has moved from a stable period to a fluid phase where nothing 
keeps its shape (Bauman, 2000). Consequently, human expe-
rience is said to be going through a transformation into un-

known territory. The image he creates is similar to that of post-modernism 
in which the illusion of social solidarity has been exposed. Bauman main-
tains that nothing man made can achieve permanence and therefore society 
cannot rely on the structures and boundaries it has been given. The level of 
fixity that we once applied to rules and regulations has all but dissolved lead-
ing to a breakdown of loyalties in the workplace, the political sphere and the 
family. In essence, all areas of society have been affected by the melting of 
boundaries.

The image of a liquid society evokes the idea of a society in motion, which 
raises the question, moving towards what? Bauman would argue that this 
is a question that cannot be answered (Ibid., 2005). The very concept be-
hind liquid modernity is that it sets itself no objective and draws no finish-
ing line. Society partakes in a dangerous journey where the destination is 
unknown. Other sociologists might argue that we are merely going through 
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a transitional period. Loss of form is an attribute of any process of change 
that leads from one solid state to another (Giddens, 1991). For example, some 
nineteenth century sociologists saw the relocation of people from the coun-
try to the city as simply a part of life in the industrialised cities. However, in 
retrospect, we can now view such relocation as the change process of urbani-
sation. The more modern concepts of society include the idea of “reflexive 
modernity” posed by British sociologist Anthony Giddens. He attributes the 
sense of insecurity and lack of order to the discovery that human fortune is 
fundamentally mutable. According to Giddens, by looking back upon his-
tory and adopting a scientific method and approach to life, we still cannot 
compete with the forces of nature. Another popular concept on this theme 
has been introduced by the German sociologist Ulrich Beck,  who talks about 
“risk society”.  He argues that society was always under threat but modern 
society has become overly aware of the dangers in the world and has tried 
to calculate and identify risks and therefore control their destiny. From the 
varying thoughts on modern society, we can deduce certain underlying char-
acteristics. These include breakdowns in structure, loss of ideology and the 
spread of insecurity.

I. Liquid Italy

With Bauman’s concept of liquid modernity in mind, how can we relate its 
symptoms to modern society in Italy? By looking at the political climate of 
society in Italy, we can reveal how she is under a current state of transition. 
There are currently 107 political parties registered in Italy which is certainly 
telling of the present trend of political chaos for which Italy is renowned. In 
less than a decade Italy has gone from what can be described as a “blocked 
democracy” to one of extreme fluidity.  In order to show this effectively, one 
must take into account the solid state of affairs that characterised Italian poli-
tics in the post- war era. If we look at the situation between the 1940s to the 
1990s we see that the Christian Democrats (CDs) were repeatedly re-elected. 
Their supporters were united under certain traditional ideologies that the 
CDs stood for, namely, religion and anti-communism. The patronage system 
and their association with Italy’s growing economy also gained them sup-
port. However as ideologies in society began to change, this support was no 
longer apparent. The end of the Partito Comunista Italiano (PCI) meant the 
threat of communism could no longer be manipulated as a pillar of support 
for the CDs. The fall of regular church goers from 50% in the 1950’s to 33% 
in the 1990’s along with the laws on divorce and abortion meant that their 

religious appeal was also dissolving. Patronage was seen as their last pillar of 
support, however in the 1980s limits had to be imposed on state spending due 
to mounting debts. In 1992 support for the party fell below 30%. Their cred-
ibility suffered another blow when the damaging truth about the tangentopoli 
was revealed to the public. Subsequently, scepticism spread among the Italian 
public as they found they could no longer trust their government.

Despite the warning signs, the immergence of Forza Italia as the largest 
party in March 1994 still came as a shock to Italy. The CDs were ousted by a 
party which had existed for less than a year. Silvio Berlusconi, the extravagant 
entrepreneur became prime minister of a centre right coalition. In typical 
liquid fashion Berlusconi’s government lasted less than 7 months. Follow-
ing an interim government led by Lamberto Dini, new elections were held 
in 1996 and a centre left coalition, Ulivo, won a narrow victory dramatically 
changing the political landscape for the second time in two years. This was 
the first time in the country’s history that the alteration of government and 
opposition had taken place. 

ii. Liquid Community

The dramatic shift in the political climate is characteristic of the behaviour 
associated with liquid modernity. The lack of consistency revealed the lack of 
confidence in the system itself. If we consider the unification of people un-
der particular ideologies as a basis for political support, we can deduce from 
the rapid change in government that stable unification under these ideolo-
gies is dissolving. Bauman discusses the contemporary forms of community 
which are replacing those rooted in tradition. These new communities come 
into being for a particular purpose and for a short period of time. He calls 
them “peg” communities which offer a momentary experience of belonging 
but lack any sense of durability or solidarity. They essentially form “bonds 
without consequence” (Bauman, 2001). Such peg communities are constitut-
ed around events or interests, which provide a temporarily limited focus for 
example sports clubs and book clubs. The “peg” is the particular interest itself 
which temporarily holds people together. While in the past people strongly 
identified themselves with the ideology they belonged to, Bauman proposes 
that the individual has turned its back on participation in sub-culture and 
instead has started to look internally to find identity. These liquid and flex-
ible constructs of identity are contrasted with “ethical communities”, which 
require long-term commitments, and offer absolute rights and a planned fu-
ture. Tradition is the basic way of life and identity for these communities. 
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Bauman recognises that what was previously solid– in other words tradi-
tional– in the construction of social identity and belonging, no longer exists. 
If such ideologies were once the building blocks of social identity, what can 
we say defines who we are now? 

iii. Liquid Fear

According to Bauman, we seek security by finding someone else to blame 
for our own fear. Often, it is the foreign immigrants in our own societies that 
become the targets of our paranoia. This climate of suspicion is very much 
present in Italy today. In the 1980s, the influx of people into Italy euphe-
mistically referred to as extracommuitari, that is, from outside the European 
Community, began to take on notable proportions. In that decade foreign 
immigration tripled. By the 2004, the total immigration population made 
up just below 4% of the entire population. In just two decades a country that 
had mainly experienced foreigners as middle class tourists now encountered 
large numbers of foreign street vendors from North and Sub Sahara Africa. 
With the influx of immigrants came a rise in crime-levels. Political parties 
pointed the finger at this new population and began to unite people under a 
banner of hatred and suspicion.

Alleanza Nationale and the Lega Nord have been noted for making anti-
foreign pronouncements and comments verging on the side of racist. Allean-
za Nationale calls for the right to security, in a bid to revive old themes of law 
and order. While the party’s leader Gianfranco Fini has aimed to remove the 
racist character associated with his party he has maintained a strong position 
against immigration. Currently the party represents 13.1% of the Italian vote 
with their strong holds in central and southern regions of Italy. They have a 
close bond with the Catholic Church, but have recently begun to relax their 
strict adherence to tradition in response to modern attitudes within society.  
According to the Alleanza Nationale, security in Italy is currently menaced by 
organised crime that controls illegal businesses, prostitution and drug traf-
ficking, all related to illegal immigration. They claims that organised crime in 
Italy is a major threat to security and suggest a strong-arm approach, includ-
ing strict law enforcement and severe penalties, and a thorough purging of 
the investigation agencies, the bureaucracy and the courts. As for illegal im-
migrants, those essential to the Italian economy should be assisted in regu-
lating their residence status while any others should be deported. The Bossi-
Fini law amended the previous law on immigration and was introduced in 
August 2004. The law imposed strict regulations on immigrants wishing to 

enter into the country and also upon citizens who assisted in smuggling im-
migrants into the country. 

The success of such a law is a sign of the insecurities that are charac-
teristic modern society. Luciano Violante, leader of the largest opposition 
party put it well when he said that the bill would create a “climate of fear 
and hatred” against immigrants. Society’s suspicion of the “outsider” and the 
attempt to assign blame for our personnel insecurities is a classic event in 
liquid modernity. 

iv. Liquid Work

The break down of ideologies in modern Italy has characterised many aspects 
of Italian society in the last few decades including organisation in the work 
place. There has been a major shift in the structure of the work place in the 
post war period. While the rise of Fordism as a social order emphasised or-
ganisation, efficiency and unionism in the workplace, such traits have been 
lost in modern society due to the invention of flexibility. The nine-to-five 
job is losing its status. Flexible employment plays a key role as a determining 
feature of liquid society. In an article on flexibility and stability in Denmark, 
Nielson differentiates between “numerical flexibility” and “pay flexibility”. 
Employees of the former kind are seen as a commodity that can disposed of 
when necessary. There is little emphasis on employee health and security and 
no constraining agreement tying the employee down to one particular area 
of the workplace. Numerical flexibility instead focuses on keeping up its ca-
pacity of employees so they can be used up and renewed according to needs. 
Pay flexibility relates wages to productivity,  which is in turn controlled by de-
mand in the market place. It means that employees do not have a fixed wage 
but instead money is relative to the amount they are required to and proceed 
to produce. This means that wages can fluctuate on a monthly if not weekly 
basis. Both non-standard forms of employment lack the sense of security that 
Fordism had offered. Flexible hours and short term contracts are symbolic of 
the new liquid trend in the work place. 

At a speech in the cathedral at Pistoia, Pope Ratzinger expressed his con-
cern that contemporary society faces many ethical and social challenges. The 
speech, which was discussed in an article in Corriere Della Sera entitled Il 
Papa Contro Il Lavoro Precario, reveals the way in which old institutions are 
clinging on to past traditions which society are leaving behind. The Pope con-
demned the new found flexibility in the work place and claimed that short-
term employment was preventing young people from building families. 
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A case study of a factory in Bologna called Bonfiglioli shows how the new 
form of flexibility in the work place is embraced by those of the liquid gen-
eration but seen as hostile by older members of society. The factory was set 
up in 1956 by Clementino Bonfiglioli to meet the growing demand from the 
mechanical engineering industry for spare parts for motor vehicles. The fac-
tory was forced to introduce flexible working hours in order to perform in 
a global market of constant change. The constant fluctuation in the market 
meant that at different times, different levels of demand needed to be met. 
Flexible hours proved to increase profit dramatically. While the change was 
embraced by workers between 20 and 35 years of age, it was not so welcomed 
by their older colleagues. Amadeo Nasetti, a man who had worked an eight 
hour day from 8 am, five days a week, every day for 20 years, now found 
himself working random hours. Even though his salary remained the same 
despite going from working a solid 40 hour week to fewer than 32 hours, he 
found the changes very unsettling and out of sync with a routine he had long 
depended on.

Nowadays flexible work constitutes the average working experience of 
most Italians. From 1997 to 2000, 82% of new jobs became non-standard and 
between 1999 and 2002 temporary work tripled (ISTAT, 2002). Over 60% of 
flexible workers are between 15 and 34 years of age (ISFOL, 2001). The aver-
age number of hours worked per year has gone from 1850 hours to 1650 hours 
(OECD, 2007). According to Bauman,  

“Jobs come and go, they vanish as soon as they appear. They are cut in 
pieces and withdrawn without notice while the rules of the hiring/firing 
game change without warning– and there is little the job-holders and job 
seekers may do to stop the see-saw.” 

(Bauman, 1998)

v. Liquid Consumers

In the same way that the work place is constantly re-arranging its structure to 
meet the ever changing needs of the global market, Bauman claims that the 
modern consumer is constantly re-inventing themselves based on the needs 
put forth by society. We live in a world of constant upgrading. We purchase 
things and consume them at a rapid rate creating a mass of waste in the proc-
ess. The wheel of consumerism is being perpetuated by a never-ending satis-
faction. We are essentially a bloated but insatiable society, filling our hunger 

for immutable structure with perishable goods. Bauman refers to such exces-
sive consumerism as an economics of deception and waste (1998).

In the post war period, the Ente Nazionale Idrocarburi (ENI) was one of 
the main promoters of mass consumption in Italy. They were a state owned 
energy company set up in 1952 and helped Italy progress from an agrarian 
to industrial society. By the sixties, when people had begun to accumulate 
a stable income, household necessities dictated the trends of consumerism. 
Items that saw an increase in consumption included cars, refrigerators, wash-
ing machines, telephone, TV sets and encyclopaedias. These items represent 
an age where durability was seen as vital. With further economic develop-
ment during the eighties, the steady growth of disposable income promoted 
a trend of individualised consumption. Consumer goods were produced ac-
cording to particular tastes. Items like the Walkman and the mini-TV set 
began to signal the movement away from purchasing out of bare necessity to 
consuming out of desire. Shopping became a way of differentiating oneself. 
In Italy, the eighties represented the time of triumph for la griffe. Goods came 
in huge supply and wide variety leaving the consumer with endless choice. 
A good example is seen in the increased variety that became available in the 
food sector.

The slowing of economic growth since the beginning of the nineties has 
played an important role in the decline of general consumption. This has 
resulted in a shift in consumer focus. Research into consumer behaviour in 
the food sector conducted by Il Dipartimento di Economia dell’Agricoltura, 
dell’Ambiente Agroforestale e del Territorio at the Università di Pisa has shed 
light on the current consumer trends. There has been a decline in the use of 
specialised shops for doing ones shopping. These have been substituted for 
discount chains, supermarkets, hyper-markets and shopping centres. These 
shops are characterised by their greater quantity of items, which means a 
wider choice in terms of quality and price. It also improves the efficiency of 
consumption as the shopper can buy most goods in the one place. Moreover, 
the report revealed there have been relevant changes in food consumption 
habits. The tendency to have a meal out once a day is replacing the traditional 
practise of home cooking that Italy is famed for. Traditional meals are even 
being replaced by “snacking”. In this new scenario of consumption, time be-
comes a central issue, and the demand for convenience food is on the rise. 
The changes in consumer behaviour are emblematic of the modern liquid 
society. Consumers look for an easy quick fix to their problems and use shop-
ping as a means to fill the void. Waste is therefore amassed as the fix can only 
ever be temporary. The consumer cycle continues as the market presents us 
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with “upgrades” and “improved versions”. The more we buy, the more we 
waste, the better the condition of consumer health (Bauman, 1998)

vi. Liquid Love Life

Another area of society which has been severely affected by the disintegra-
tion of traditional values is the aspect of marriage and family life. A lack of 
security in liquid society has led to a heightened consciousness in the risk 
involved in relationships. Bauman refers to the idea that to love someone 
means giving a hostage to fortune and ultimately giving up a sense of control 
(Bauman, 2005). He claims that society is in two minds about the nature of 
forming serious relationships. We covet them and fear them simultaneously. 
This state of the individual’s inner conflict and society’s general inability to 
uphold commitment has led to an increase in the levels of infidelity and in 
the rate of divorce. Indeed divorce in Italy was only made legal in a 1974 refer-
endum which the Catholic Church strongly opposed. The vote was passed by 
a 59.6% majority. The increasing rates of divorce reveal further the weakened 
influence of the church and the denial of the solid catholic values that Italian 
society was once based upon. Thus the evidence supports Bauman’s theory 
that modern society rejects any form of tradition, even religion which is es-
sentially man made, and no longer feels obligation or loyalty to the church.

Another major commitment phobia that is categorising modern society 
is the reluctance to have children. Children are ultimately the most expen-
sive item we can ever own and indeed the most unpredictable. In a world 
where there is constant uncertainty in the stability of a job, where mortgage 
repayments are unfixed and relationships are unsteady, the decision to have 
a child is becoming seen as a major risk. The birth rate in Italy, at a rate of 
1.23 children per woman is the second lowest in the Western world. Women 
rarely have more than one child. The government and the Catholic Church 
have expressed their concerns at the deterioration in family values. The Gov-
ernment’s response has been to try to bribe couples into having babies. In 
2003, Roberto Maroni, the labour and welfare minister in Silvio Berlusconi’s 
administration, offered 1000 euros to every woman who had a second child. 
The bonus was paid to 190,000 women. Maroni has now decided to extend 
the scheme to women who have their first child. However the birth rate con-
tinues to fall with a decrease 2.06% between 2007 and 2006. While shorter 
marriages and increased female participation in the workforce have obvi-
ously had an affect on the birth rate, the reluctance to raise a child in a soci-
ety of insecurity must also play a role. The symptoms of liquid modernity are 

extremely obvious here. Any forms of finalisation or binding commitments 
are seen as hostile and therefore nothing can retain a sense of durability and 
consistency.

vii. A fluid finish

The lack of stability in society is evident in Italian politics today. The major 
scandals including the tangentopoli, the bancopoli scandal of 2005 and brib-
ery among political leaders have led to a breakdown of trust in those who 
are supposed to bring order to society. The lack of trust in politics means an 
absence of confidence in the structures it attempts to create. The overcrowd-
ed political scene of today is further evidence of the lack of consistency in 
the Italian system. The same chaotic image and absence of solidarity is seen 
in the breakdown of ideologies, the changing attitudes in consumerism, the 
fear evoked in terrorism and immigration and the new systems of unstable 
work. Unification in society has been replaced by fragmentation. Based on 
this research into trends in Italy in these areas, this author is confident in 
saying that Italy society carries many of the symptoms associated with liquid 
modernity. The question begs to be asked whether the unpredictable flow of 
modernity will eventually land on solid ground or continue its random jour-
ney until the word “society” itself is discovered as another of the meaningless 
inventions of mankind.
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The irish rejection of the 
lisbon Treaty and the  
eu’s democratic deficit
JAmeS WAlSH 
Junior Sophister 
Business, Economics & Social Studies

“Ignorance is an evil weed, which dictators may cultivate around their 
dupes, but which no democracy can afford among its citizens’”

(William Beveridge, 1944). 

This article poses three questions. Firstly, is there a “democratic 
deficit” in Ireland, brought about by membership of the European 
Union? Secondly, was concern with democratic accountability a 
decisive factor in the rejection of the Lisbon Treaty? And thirdly, 
is it likely to cause a rejection of a second referendum? In seeking 

to address these issues, this essay will argue firstly that there is a “democratic 
deficit” in the European Union (EU). It will furthermore argue that while 
evidence indicates that the Lisbon Treaty’s rejection did not result from di-
rect concerns about democracy, voters are not sufficiently engaged in the EU 
process for them to endorse further integration and expansion without sub-
stantial democratising reforms. At present, EU citizens do not have enough 
control over the direction of EU policy and the rejection of proposals by the 
EU is likely to persist if it continues to appear distant and unaccountable. 
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i. An assessment of the Democratic Deficit

There is considerable academic debate on the democratic legitimacy of the 
EU. Some scholars argue that the EU is a fully legitimate democratic institu-
tion. All actors are either directly elected or appointed by those with indis-
putable mandates, and furthermore, there are rigorous “checks and balances” 
built in to ensure consensus government (Hix, 2005, pp.178-179; Gallagher, 
Laver and Mair, 2006, p.119). In addition, the EU should not be judged as a 
state as it does not have the full powers and responsibilities of a state; 

“the EU’s appearance of exceptional insulation reflects the subset of func-
tions it performs – banking, constitutional adjudication, civil prosecution, 
economic diplomacy and technical administration”

(Moravcsik, 2002, p.603). 

Giandomenico Majone also argues that: 

“because regulatory policies are Pareto-efficient rather than redistributive, 
EU policy making should be isolated from majoritarian democratic politics 
in the same way that courts should be independent of legislatures and cen-
tral banks should be independent from the political business cycle’”

(Hix,2005 p. 178 referring to Majone, 2002).

The EU is, however, a source of law which has direct effect on citizens 
in its member states. These laws can be proposed solely by the unelected 
Commission (Gallagher, Laver and Mair, 2006, p.122) and ratified through 
a complex process between the European Parliament and the Council of 
Ministers. If we are to take even the minimalist definition of the democratic 
method as “that institutional arrangement for arriving at political decisions 
in which individuals acquire the power to decide by means of a competi-
tive struggle for the people’s vote” (Schumpeter, 1976 p.269), the EU fails to 
meet this standard. It seems that the “checks and balances” system between 
EU institutions is so complicated and remote from ordinary voters that 
they cannot identify, let alone reward or punish decision makers (Follesdal 
and Hix, 2006, p.536). Furthermore, the “process of electing national politi-
cians and even MEPs is not a contest about the content or direction of EU 
policy’”(Follesdal and Hix, 2006, p.552) but one fought on domestic issues. 
Without the political discourse inherent in electoral competition, voters can-
not engage or form preferences on complex policy issues nor do elites have 

incentive to respond to demands even if they were to develop them. 
Finally, the EU lacks a demos: consisting of “the European people” think-

ing of itself as a self governing unit, another democratic requisite. It could 
however be argued that similar to the United States and Switzerland, rather 
than seeing a demos as a prerequisite for democracy, the practice of demo-
cratic competition itself (in which citizens accept losing political contests in 
the expectation that they will win the next one in the future) will engender a 
demos from the top down (Habermas, 1995, p.306).

ii. Democratic Accountability and the No vote: Lisbon 1

The analysis carried out after the referendum indicates that there is no evi-
dence to suggest that direct concerns over the EU’s “democratic deficit” were 
a decisive factor in the rejection of the Lisbon Treaty. The main reason cited 
for voting no was “lack of knowledge/ information/ understanding” followed 
by “to protect Irish identity”. Issues such as neutrality, the loss of a commis-
sioner, protection of the tax system and trust in politicians were also impor-
tant factors (Gallup, 2008, p.18). While No voters tended to have a diverse set 
of Treaty specific reasons for their decision, much of the Yes vote was “under-
pinned by a strong general feeling of pro-Europeanism [rather] than treaty 
specific motivations” (Millward Brown IMS, 2008, p.ii). This suggests that the 
Yes vote was less influenced by the actual content of the Treaty than a desire 
to support the EU project.

iii. Democratic Accountability and the No vote: Lisbon 2

“The Swiss did not say to Europe. They chose to answer the question later”
(European Commission spokesperson, after a Swiss referendum rejected 

joining the EU in March 2001 in Parris and Mason, 2007, p.178)

Following the rejection of the Treaty, debate in the media demonstrated the 
severe implications of Ireland’s decision. Wolfgang Munchau wrote in the 
Financial Times, that isolation for Ireland, with loss of membership of the Eu-
rozone, was a considerable possibility (Munchau, 2008). Others however, ap-
plauded “Ireland’s bold blow for democracy”, as it had been the only country 
to put the Treaty directly to the people (Rachman, 2008). If voters didn’t spec-
ify concern over democratic accountability as reason for their first decision, a 
second referendum might well suffer such sentiment. In an opinion piece in 
the Irish Times, Mary Lou McDonald, an MEP who campaigned against the 
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treaty, said that a re-run of the Lisbon Treaty would be like “if a Government 
lost a general election but refused to concede defeat” (McDonald, 2008). 
Many voters might feel that their decisions have been ignored, just like in 
France, The Netherlands, Denmark, and with Ireland’s first Nice referendum, 
as they were told to go back and “make the right decision”, or worse, ignored 
entirely as they ratified a repackaged version through Parliament instead. 

iv. Democracy as engagement

After the rejection of the European Constitution by French and Dutch voters, 
An Economist report argued that rather than objecting to specific provisions 
of the text, or desiring to punish their governments, it was “much more likely 
that [voters] were expressing a general feeling of resentment towards the Eu-
ropean project and its remoteness” (Peet, 2007). It seems that “Europeans feel 
themselves, rightly or wrongly, at the mercy of a process of integration that 
they do not understand and certainly do not control – however much they 
may enjoy its material benefits” (Schimmiter, 2000, p.116). 

It could be argued that a No vote caused by “lack of information” was pre-
cisely due to the “democratic deficit”. Because a democratic deficit exists, citi-
zens were ill informed and this led to a No vote because (a) that is the default 
when there is a frustration with an inability to control direction of govern-
ment, but also (b) the very fact that a democratic deficit exists means that ill-
informed voters are more likely to exist, because they are not being engaged 
and informed continually throughout the decision making processes.

 The content of the Lisbon Treaty was agreed upon by Government lead-
ers in private Council meetings (Gallagher, Laver and Mair, 2006, p.130). As 
none of the national elections which put the leaders in office were fought 
on European issues, none of the leaders had engaged in public debate 
over what the Treaty’s contents should be. While it may seem inappropri-
ate to put such a complex array of changes to mass vote, “referendums on 
EU issues are considerably less ‘second order’ than European elections” 
(Follesdal and Hix, 2006, p.552) and therefore may be the most effective means 
of determining public sentiment. Voters’ recent tendency to reject complex 
Treaties perhaps indicates that the EU needs to engage the public with de-
bate at an earlier stage in the process. In order to do this, it must develop a 
mechanism to ensure that EU elites compete on European issues rather than 
domestic ones.

v. The European Union at a Cross Roads

The European Union’s distinct status as both an international organisation 
and as an institution which benefits from the twin doctrines of Supremacy 
and Direct Effect means that it is faced with a struggle between competing 
demands for national sovereignty and democratic engagement. While agree-
ments are non-binding in international organizations such as the World 
Trade Organisation, with member states incentivised to voluntarily enforce 
laws through a “tit-for-tat” reciprocity system, the EU itself is the source of 
law making (Weiler 1985, p.294). Therefore, in order to increase the demo-
cratic power of the EU electorate as a whole, a certain degree of national 
sovereignty must be sacrificed.

The EU’s ability to enforce laws gives it a uniquely powerful ability to 
overcome international public good problems on environmental, eco-
nomic and other issues, which all member states benefit from. Howev-
er, as EU law increasingly affects its citizens in daily aspects of their lives 
(Booker and North, 2005, p.291), it will be only a matter of time before they 
demand that the democratic process by which laws are made at domestic 
level is replicated at the level of the EU. 

As Moravcsik notes, the powers of the European Parliament have been in-
creasing, but it seems a much more fundamental reform is needed. Turnout for 
EP elections continues to fall and suffers from “second order” voting:  fought 
by national parties on domestic issues (Moravcsik, 2002 p.612). “Democra-
tisation requires electoral contest for political leadership at the EU level [to 
give] basic direction of the EU policy agenda” (Follesdal and Hix, 2006, p.552). 
Political elites competing for votes from the entire EU electorate would have 
incentive to engage citizens’ with salient EU issues rather than focus on do-
mestic ones while leaving the EU as a scapegoat. If this is not done, referen-
dums on a complex set of issues put to the electorate by “distant bureaucrats” 
in Brussels are likely to continue to fail to be passed, only serving to engender 
resentment.

vi. Conclusion

This essay has argued that the EU suffers from a democratic deficit and that 
electoral competition among elites is the most effective way to overcome this. 
The first Lisbon Treaty referendum does not appear to have been rejected be-
cause of direct concerns about democratic accountability, but the underlying 
effects of the democratic deficit did however seem to play a decisive factor 
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in the No vote. Concerns for democratic accountability are only likely to in-
crease if there is to be a second referendum on the Lisbon Treaty.

The European Union could learn a great deal from William Beveridge’s 
words. In order for the European Project to continue to progress, it seems 
essential that the public becomes engaged in the policy making process. If its 
citizens remain ignorant, the EU may eventually find itself in considerable 
trouble.  
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“Interest does not
 tie nations together;

 it sometimes separates them. 
But sympathy and 

understanding does unite them.”

 Woodrow T. WIlson (1956-1924)
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Democracy in Central  
Africa: ethnic divisions  
& international boundaries
SéAmuS Ó CoiGliGH 
Junior Sophister 
History & Political Science

This research paper intends to analyse the concept of pre-condi-
tions to democracy by investigating the impact of ethnic diver-
sity on the development of democracy in sub-Saharan Africa. In 
particular this paper will be looking at the tribally linked states 
of Burundi, Rwanda, Uganda and the Democratic Republic of 

Congo and the impact of ethnicity on the development of democracy in this 
region. The question of ethnicity has always been pertinent to the study of 
African politics in general. The events of recent decades have made it partic-
ularly significant to Central Africa; war in the Congo and Burundi, the much 
publicised genocide in Rwanda and the atrocities committed by Idi Amin 
are all directly related to ethnic tensions. The seemingly irreconcilable dif-
ferences and the difficulty of establishing a democratic system in a climate of 
tribal division and cross-border loyalties suggests that ethnic disunity within 
a State is not compatible with good democracy. The conflicts within the state 
are as much a result of tribal arguments as tribal arguments are a result of 
the existence of the state. Borders insensitive to ethnicity force tribes to com-
pete for power, leading to conflict. By first investigating why ethnicity creates 
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problems within a developing state, then illustrating the relevance of this in 
Africa as a whole we will set the framework within which to study the region 
in question. In order to study the concept in regard to the region we will look 
briefly at the history of conflicts in the region and the significance of tribal-
ism in a political sense. Game Theory models will be useful when examin-
ing the interaction of tribal political groups and assessing the choices they 
make.

The development of democracy has been relatively unsuccessful in this 
region and indeed on the Continent as a whole. The Economist Intelligence 
Unit classifies a total of 23 states in sub-Saharan Africa as authoritarian re-
gimes. There are a host of explainations for Africa’s failure to democratise 
successfully, the one most relevant to this paper is that tribalism has had a 
negative effect on the role of a centralised government. The history of mod-
ern African politics is one of constant intervention by the Western World, 
from early colonial adventures and exploitation, to full scale empire building. 
Even after the fall of empires the West did not cease exporting ideology to 
Africa. In hindsight, Cold War power games seem somewhat ludicrous, with 
capitalism and Marxism, the ideologies of industrialised society, attempting 
to dominate the minds of the least industrial societies on the globe. It is pos-
sible that the continuing exportation of the Western political agendas in the 
form of nation-state democracy may seem as ridiculous in the future. The 
western nation-state may simply be incompatible with the African political 
landscape due to the continuing existence of tribal politics. 

The international boundaries defining African Nations were for the most 
part created for the benefit of European Colonial powers with no relevance to 
local ethnic divisions, the exceptions being Rwanda, Swaziland, Burundi and 
Lesotho (Welsh 1996, p.477). As a result “Tribalism and racism are a fact…they 
mean that African States are not in general nation-states, i.e. ones in which 
the State and Nation coincide” (Gonidec 1981, p.29). The influence of colo-
nialism has also been said to exacerbate tribal tensions (Posner 2005, p. 23), 
even in some cases creating a tribal group that did not pre-date colonisation, 
as in the case of the Ngala (Welsh 1996, p.481). In the wake of independence 
the lack of democratic preparation by former colonists often resulted in an 
unstable political climate. This was linked to the legacy of indirect rule, a 
practice whereby colonial powers had used local natives as a proxy for their 
central government. The result of this was the creation of an ascendancy class 
of those favoured by the former colonists. This group was generally deline-
ated by tribe. This was sometimes a created hierarchy, sometimes adopted, 
sometimes accentuated; “Imperial states inevitably magnify these structural 

and cultural differences” (M.G. Smith in Welsh 1996, p.477). The ascendancy 
class were naturally reluctant to lose their privileges in the wake of independ-
ence. Examples of ascendancy groups in Central Africa are the Baganda in 
Uganda and the Tutsi in both Rwanda and Burundi.

“Democracy (in a complex society) is defined as a political system which 
supplies regular constitutional opportunities for changing the governing of-
ficials. It is a social mechanism for the resolution of the problem of societal 
decision making among conflicting interest groups which permits the larg-
est possible part of the population to influence these decisions through their 
ability to choose among alternative contenders for political office” 

(Lipset 1959, p.71).

By this definition it is impossible for a state with an ethnically dominated 
political culture to be a democracy, even with adequate political structures 
and fair elections. If voting takes place along ethnic terms, as is more likely 
in a hierarchical society, the largest possible part of society cannot be said 
to have the ability to choose among contenders for political office. Indeed 
they would remain continually excluded from government as long as voting 
remained based on ethnicity and therefore alienated from the benefits of the 
political process. 

Before using the Game Theory model (see fig. 1 and 2 overleaf) it is impor-
tant to clarify a few terms. To create a Game Theory model I took the strategy 
‘aligning with’ to mean that the actor is choosing to pursue democratic ac-
tion within the existing state framework with the other group. The alterna-
tive –pursuing non-democratic methods– is under the strategy ‘not aligning 
with’. The titles given to different groups are interchangeable. The majority 
group is not necessarily the largest ethnic group but is in ascendancy within 
the status quo system. Generally the “Hardliners” are the group in control 
of the armed forces. In classifying the goals of the groups and consequently 
their scores we are assuming rationality on the part of the actors. For the 
purpose of this article I have chosen to use the goal of political control as 
the standard upon which this rationality is based. This creates the hierarchy 
of preferences outlined on fig.1. “C” signifies the point at which a conflict 
may occur. It demonstrates that there are very few peaceful paths available 
to the actors. The score system is not overly sensitive, it does not allow for 
preferences in the type of political power held, i.e. autocratic or democratic. 
The model tries to take some account for the result of actions taken. There-
fore, if the majority moderates choose to align with the minority they are 
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assumed to have alienated the Hardliners; and it is for this reason Scenario D 
is ranked as exclusion from the political process for the majority moderates. 
Similarly, I have ranked the outcome of Scenario A as political involvement 
rather than political control for the minority since their dependence on the 
majority moderates makes their access to political power unstable. The end 
scenarios are not necessarily final results, the Game has the potential to start 
again, albeit with the players in different starting positions. This is a reflec-
tion of the instability of the political scene in an ethnically divided develop-
ing democracy.

This Game Theory model is easily applied to the development of conflicts 
in both Rwanda and Burundi, since the borders of these states were based on 
kingdoms which pre-dated colonialism. Burundi is 85% Hutu, 14% Tutsi and 
1% Twa, Rwanda is 84% Hutu, 15% Tutsi and 1% Twa. Both are former colo-
nies of Belgium and of a similar size and population. Given that these states 
have boundaries somewhat sensitive to ethnicity they are particularly rel-
evant to the study of ethnicity as a pre-condition to democracy. The failure of 
democracy here cannot be blamed merely on badly drawn borders. It makes 

a strong case for the incompatibility of ethnic politics with democracy. When 
using the Game Theory model to account for the 1994 genocide in Rwanda it 
is easy to identify the players. The Hardliners consist of the future genocid-
aires: the interhamwe and impuzamugambi, the minority tribe are the Tutsis, 
and the moderates are those Hutus such as the Prime Minister, Madame Ag-
athe Uswilingiyimana, who were subsequently also targeted in the genocide. 

The genocide was a result of the democratising process instigated by Gen-
eral Habyarimana. This began when the Western world began to withdraw 
support for Habyarimana’s government. The opposition was manifested in 
Paul Kagame’s Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF),  who invaded Rwanda from 
Uganda in 1990. It also included those from southern and central Rwanda 
who were dissatisfied due to corruption and a lack of development due to ge-
ographical exclusion (Uvin 1999, p.259). By forcing the president into a coali-
tion government which instigated the Arusha peace accords, the moderates 
were aligning with the minority interests manifested by the RPF. However 
the RPF never aligned with the moderates, they never resigned their belliger-
ent status and were obstructed from doing so by the government sponsored 
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intensification of ethnic hatred (Uvin 1999, p.261). The result was a Hardline 
Repression, Scenario C. where both Tutsi’s and moderate Hutus were slaugh-
tered.

The model in Burundi takes a slightly different shape. The Tutsi military 
are the Hardliners, the Tutsi President Buyoya is the leader of the moderates, 
since he had enough influence to promote change, and the Hutus are the mi-
nority. The starting point is 1992 when a new Constitution allowed free elec-
tions to be held. Majority moderate Buyoya aligns with the minority group 
the Hutus’ interests when the election results are announced by following the 
democratic process and stepping down. The result was Scenario A. The in-
stability of this was exploited by the army, when the new President Melchior 
Ndadaye was killed by soldiers the Hutus were outraged. The Game starts 
again. In the face of this violent popular unrest moderates could not remain 
aligned with the Hutu interests, the military stepped in and the result was 
Scenario F, a general repression.

The ongoing practice of cross-border interference in African politics is 
what makes secession/a coup a realistic goal for African minority groups. 
While on their own in their native country they may not have the necessary 
strength to win a war, often there is assistance available abroad. Sometimes it 
is a result of a wider political argument, as in the case of the Lord’s Resistance 
Army in Uganda receiving support from Sudan (Prunier 2004, p.366). The 
RPF were able to use Uganda as a base from which to launch their invasion of 
Rwanda since Museveni was indebted to them for their assistance in his own 
power struggle (Uvin 1999, p.259). Laurent Kabila’s Alliance of the Democrat-
ic Forces for the Liberation of Congo enjoyed strong Rwandan and Ugandan 
support when they overthrew Mobutu’s Zairian regime due to Kagame’s in-
tent to hunt the exiled genocidaires (The Economist, July 26, 2002, p.56). This 
availability of military aid or at least complicity further destabilises democ-
racy in Central Africa.

The last example listed above highlights a very significant trend that 
makes ethnic politics incompatible with the nation-state. The existence of 
large numbers of refugees and expatriated armed forces in Central Africa 
means that essentially the borders of the tribal map change. Even in the case 
of Rwanda, a state initially designed around the shape of existing ethnic 
boundaries the state borders no longer correspond with those boundaries. 
The case of the RPF is a good example, following the organised mass killings 
of up to 250,000 Rwandan Tutsi between 1959 and 1963, hundreds of thou-
sands fled the country (Uvin 1999, p.256). Those that crossed the border into 
Uganda settled in the southern region near Kabale. Thirty years later it was 

these people that formed the RPF and made ready to return to Rwanda. Dur-
ing their time on Ugandan soil the Tutsi exiles remained a part of the Rwan-
dan nation while living outside of the State. This action was mirrored by the 
self-imposed exile of around 1.2 million Rwandan Hutu following the suc-
cessful capture of Kigale by the RPF. This places a severe limitation on State 
power, since it was impossible for the Rwandan government to do anything 
to control these members of their nation, even with a co-alition government 
in power. The failure of democracy in Africa can not then be blamed merely 
on the original drafting of the national boundaries, perhaps it should also be 
considered that the practice of drawing borders in the Western sense is in-
compatible with the realities of the African situation.

Central Africa is a highly contested area with a troubled past and it has 
a very long road to democracy. It is clear that the ethnicity has overall had 
a negative impact on the development of democracy in this region. Intense 
ethnic divisions were certainly partially a hangover from colonial activity but 
the process of intensifying existing divisions continued long after the colo-
nists had gone. In Rwanda, “the system of ethnic identity papers introduced 
by the Belgians in 1935 was maintained by the postcolonial governments until 
the 1994 genocide” (Uvin 1999, p.258). As a result of these now entrenched 
ethnic fault lines the democratic process is very difficult and as the Game 
Theory model shows there is very little room for even those rational minded 
people to manoeuvre within the existing political structures. The cross-bor-
der nature of conflict in this region exacerbates the problems and should 
cause us to pose questions as to the validity of the system in place. This would 
imply that a revision of state borders alone will not be sufficient to secure the 
correct conditions for democracy in Central Africa.
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360 AFRICAN AFFAIRS

Figure 1. Map of Uganda, Sudan and the Congo
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With the proliferation of international organisations, the 
effect of their rules and the role of their officials in bar-
gaining between states has become an increasingly im-
portant topic. Considering the contemporary history of 
the World Trade Organisation (WTO), formerly known 

as the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT), the aim will be to 
demonstrate that the rules of international organisations only minimally af-
fect the bargaining between states. In the case of GATT/WTO, the organisa-
tion’s use of the consensus rule determines two types of influence, law-based 
and power-based. If only law-based influence was possible this would affect 
negotiations dramatically. However, as there is always the possibility for pow-
er-based influence, there are still means by which more powerful parties, like 
the United States and the European Union, can enact their own specific goals. 
Furthermore, the extent to which the activities of international bureaucrats 
affects the bargaining between states will be addressed. It will be argued that 
they add little advantage. Rather, they merely have the ability to aid countries 
in overcoming some domestic or trans-national collective action problems.  
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I. GATT/WTO and modes of Consensus Rule

In international negotiations, states conceal information in order to benefit 
themselves, to the detriment of an efficient bargain. Through the construc-
tion of their rules and the activity of their bureaucrats, international organ-
isations are meant to help overcome this collective action problem and to 
affect bargaining between states positively. We will first consider the effec-
tivity of such institutions, specifically with regards to their decision-making 
rules. In general, there are three modes of decision-making: majoritarian, 
weighted voting, and sovereign equality. Majoritarian rules stipulate that 
each state gets one vote, with a majority being formed (and a verdict decided) 
through bargaining. Weighted voting gives each state a proportion of votes 
based on some factor, like monetary contribution, and then has a majority 
decide the verdict. Finally, sovereign equality requires decisions to be made 
by consensus. 

Within GATT/WTO, decisions are made by consensus. This affects bar-
gaining between states, on the surface level, in that any one state by itself can 
block a decision. Richard Steinberg claims there are two types of bargaining 
between states which occur under this type of decision-making rule; the as-
sertion of law-based influence, and that of power-based influence. Law-based 
influence is asserted when states take the rules seriously and work together 
to create a consensus which is Pareto-efficient. Power-based influence is as-
serted when states use means external to the rules to invisibly weight the 
bargaining in favour of asymmetrical outcomes which are most advanta-
geous for them. Because of the option of power-based influence, Steinberg 
feels that consensus decision-making rules are simply “organised hypocrisy’’ 
which serves to legitimise negotiation outcomes. It seems that in negotiations 
powerful parties are able to use law-based influence when they can and when 
this is not feasible, they simply resort to power-based influence to weight the 
bargaining and achieve their objectives. This has implications for the current 
discussion in that it seems the use of “consensus” based rules does not neces-
sarily affect the way states would negotiate, were the rules different. We will 
consider two empirical examples, which seem to support this claim.

In GATT/WTO the most powerful actors, based on market size, were 
the United States and the European Commission. During the negotiations 
of the Uruguay Round in GATT (1986-95), the US and EC both wanted to 
pass the Agreement on Trade Related Aspects of Intellectual Property Rights 
(TRIPS). This was an agreement which would protect intellectual property 
rights. The US and EC had already moved negotiations on TRIPS from the 

WIPO (World Intellectual Property Organisation) to GATT in order to ob-
tain a negotiation outcome which was favourable to them. However, during 
the Uruguay Round negotiations, they encountered similar resistance. Many 
developing countries had articulated that they would not pass TRIPS, argu-
ing that TRIPS would unfairly impede their economies. Given the consensus 
rule of GATT, this meant that even a single veto from a developing coun-
try would effectively prohibit TRIPS from passing in the Uruguay Round. 
In this example the US and EC were unable to assert law-based influence so 
they resorted to power-based. They simply withdrew from GATT and joined 
the WTO. Their withdrawal from GATT effectively terminated their obliga-
tions to all countries which did not subsequently join the WTO and pass the 
Uruguay Round.

This demonstrates how the consensus rule of GATT had little effect on 
international negotiation. The more powerful parties, the US and EC sim-
ply terminated their membership in GATT when faced with an unfavorable 
outcome. Steinberg articulates the mechanics of this process when he says 
that parties simply, “respect procedural rules and [then] use various prac-
tices to escape the constraints on power apparently intrinsic to those rules” 
(Steinberg 2002, p. 346).  States simply negotiate as they would in the absence 
of the rules of the particular international organisation. Further, if the rules 
were different in GATT/WTO, for example if weighted voting were employed, 
the outcomes would remain the same; the powerful nations would dominate 
negotiations. As such, the negotiations within GATT/WTO provide strong 
evidence for the claim that the rules of international organisations have little 
affect on the bargaining between states. 

We will now consider an example of when the more powerful parties 
(US and EC), faced with an unfavourable outcome, adhered to the rules of 
GATT. Can this example be used as evidence for the claim that, contrary to 
Steinberg, the rules of international organisations do in fact have a signifi-
cant effect on bargaining? We will use the example of the Tokyo Round ne-
gotiations in GATT. In this Round the outcome of the bargaining was unfa-
vourable to the US and EC as many developing countries gained advantages 
without obligations. This could be seen as evidence that the consensus rule of 
GATT was followed by even the powerful parties, and significantly affected 
the bargaining outcome. However, if the context of the Tokyo Round is con-
sidered, this claim is deflated. The Tokyo Round took place in the context of 
the Cold War. Therefore, there is an alternative explanation for the acquies-
cence by the US to the rules, in the negotiations. As Steinberg asserts, the US 
Department of State was reluctant to alienate developing nations at such a 
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delicate time in international politics and consequently refrained from “pow-
er-based” influence. This explanation demonstrates that the Tokyo Round 
cannot serve as evidence for the significant effect of rules of international 
organisations on bargaining. The counter-example shows that these rules do 
not affect international bargaining between states substantially. 

II. International Bureaucrats and Their Impact

We will now consider the possible effect that the activity of international bu-
reaucrats has on bargaining between states. This endeavour will rely mainly 
on the assertions of Andrew Moravcsik. Moravcsik outlines several claims as 
to the prominence of international officials, and follows by demonstrating 
how each claim is flawed. We will consider here the most prominent “positive 
description”: that these officials are honest-brokers in the sense that they can 
carry out impartial mediation. Further, as they have general interest at heart, 
they can solicit information from the parties which otherwise might have 
remained concealed. In doing so, these officials positively affect bargaining 
outcomes, making them more efficient. However, Moravcsik demonstrates 
the falsity of this. He notes the incoherence of the claim that egoistic parties 
would have any more incentive to divulge information to international bu-
reaucrats than they would to other parties in negotiations. Further, he asks 
why states with so many resources at their disposal would need to gain in-
formation from a third party? He notes that “national governments could 
or [do] perform the same functions, thus rendering supranational entrepre-
neurship redundant or futile” (Moravcsik 1999, p.273). Instead he stipulates a 
“two-level” explanation whereby national governments are most influential, 
but international officials can have effects on the negotiations when domestic 
governments fail to overcome collective action problems. These problems in-
clude the failure of organisation, representation and aggregation. By organi-
sational problems he refers to the lack of institutionalisation of a country’s 
interests. Representation failures would be instances where the leader of a 
country is not representing the interests of the people or of the nation. An 
example of this is the failure of the Prime Minister of Poland to represent the 
Polish peoples’ desire for EU integration. Finally, an example of failure of ag-
gregation would be the inability of countries to agree on a constitution for 
the EU, even though a desire for it was widespread. Moravcsik defends his 
explanation by describing the relative advantage international officials had 
in such breakdowns. He suggests that international officials, who could avoid 
the influence of the interest group(s), had access to a wider, more flexible 

trans-national network of social groups which might explain their compara-
tive advantage in overcoming these domestic failures. 

Moravcsik offers a strong empirical example to support his two-level ex-
planation. He remarks on the influence of international officials in the Single 
European Act (SEA) of the European Union in the 1980s. Explaining how 
Europe had had a shared interest to create a single market, but that suprana-
tional activities would be decisive in effectuating it, he comments that “su-
pranational officials did not so much override national interest as activate it” 
(Ibid., p.297). It is important not to misinterpret Moravcsik’s point here. With 
his two-level theory he wants to assert that only when the national govern-
ments failed in some aspect of negotiations do international bureaucrats ex-
ert any significant influence. Even then it is important to note that they affect 
the negotiating only to a certain extent. In the case of the SEA they simply 
aided in packaging a deal which was in the interests of all the nations. They 
did not have privy knowledge or superior expertise on the topic, but rather 
were simply able to mobilise an already interested constituency on the issue. 
While one cannot say the international bureaucrats had no effect on the in-
ternational negotiations of the SEA, neither was their impact primary.  

iII. Conclusion 

In this article we have considered the extent to which the rules of interna-
tional organisations, and the activism of international bureaucrats, affect the 
bargaining between states. To sum up, the rules of international organisa-
tions seem to have a very minimal effect on negotiations. The rules seem to 
only affect the specific process by which powerful parties achieve the out-
comes which are most favourable to them. In such a context, the individual 
international officials seem to have a marginally greater influence. They can 
affect international negotiations between states in cases where the national 
governments fail to perform crucial functions. Even so, undoubted further 
enquiry into the frequency of this breakdown of state functioning is required, 
to assess the affect of these individuals.



International

78

Inter national

79

Bibliography

Moravcsik, A. 1999. “New Statecraft? Supranational Entrepreneurs and Inter-
national Cooperation”, International Organization, 53. pp.267-306.

Sebenius, D.A and Lax, J.K. 1986. The Manager as Negotiator: Bargaining for 
Cooperation and Competitive Gain.  New York: Free Press.

Steinberg, R. 2002. “In the Shadow of Law or Power? Consensus-Based Bar-
gaining and Outcomes in the GATT/WTO”, International Organisation, 56. 
pp.339-374. 

international affairs:  
Two core conflicts 
PATRiCk DAViD SkiNNeR
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‘“As a historical phenomenon, the struggle between modernisation and Is-
lamic radicalism may ultimately have less impact on international affairs 
than the struggle among the great powers and between the forces of democ-
racy and autocracy.”

(Robert Kagan, 2008). 

it is the opinion of many realist commentators that the behaviour of 
states will remain the most important factor in international rela-
tions. The statement in the above question forwards the notion that 
it is nationalist tension, which has returned to the forefront of inter-
national relations after the ideological struggle of the Cold War, that 

will dominate international affairs. Kagan’s term, “The hopeless dream of 
Radical Islam,” gives the impression that the struggle between Islamic radi-
calism and modernity will have significantly less impact than the struggle 
between great powers. Despite Kagan’s dismissive assessment of the evolu-
tion of religiously inspired “new terrorism”, the violent, amorphous goals of 
these new terrorist groups has been a dominant feature in international af-
fairs post September 11, 2001. 
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Richard K. Betts notes, “On September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks that ap-
peared to declare war on the global tide of westernization raised the spectre 
of a future frighteningly violent”(2008, p.1). The perceived threat of Islam-
ic radicalism increased enormously after the terrorist attacks of September 
11. This threat felt by the world’s most powerful country led to an epiphany 
that an extreme group(s) had the potential to attack civilians and institutions 
world-wide. The following invasion of Afghanistan, where the United States 
removed the radical Islamic Taliban regime, was a telling example of the im-
pact that cultural tensions have on international affairs. 

Francis Fukuyama comments that after “the United States was attacked 
on its soils by the radical Islamist group al-Qaida…dramatic and sweeping 
new policies” were put in place (2006, p.1). Two of these policies in particular 
would have a significant impact on world affairs, the war in Afghanistan and 
the war in Iraq. The first is clearly an example of the struggle between moder-
nity/westernisation and Islamic radicalism. The Taliban regime in Afghani-
stan was hostile to many aspects of western society and was said to be har-
boring Islamic terrorists such as the notorious Osama Bin Laden. Although 
the Afghan War was a conflict between democratic states and an autocracy, 
one could conceive that it was a western riposte to the actions of militant Is-
lamic fundamentalists. 

Mark Weber et al. propose that by invading Afghanistan, “the United States 
garnered widespread international support, including that of states such as 
Russia and China normally ill-disposed to expressions of military power” 
(2006, p.33). This international reaction could be interpreted in two different 
ways. Firstly, it could be proposed that normally anti-American states such 
as China and Russia may have supported this action as they genuinely feared 
and/or were unwilling to tolerate aggression from sub/trans state terrorist 
networks. If this is the case then militant Islamic fundamentalism has had a 
massive impact on international affairs as Western culture, an enemy of Is-
lamic radical ideology, is increasingly being embraced in Russia and China. 
Alternatively the likes of Russia and China may see the tensions between 
modernisation and Islamic radicalism as a relatively insignificant sideshow 
in international affairs. Although radical Islamists working in terror cells can 
cause significant damage, their threat is, perhaps, minute compared to the 
military capabilities of the world’s most powerful states.

The policy to invade Iraq, however, cannot be seen in the same way as 
a struggle between Western modernity and Islamic radicalism. Iraq, un-
der Saddam Hussein, was an autocratic, secular regime, not one ruled by 
Islamic fundamentalists. Although the people of Iraq were and remain 

predominantly Muslim, the state under Hussein’s Ba’ath Party was secular 
in nature. The invasion of Iraq was not an obvious response consistent with 
the perceived threat of Islamic terrorists. Therefore, one may be inclined to 
assume that if the invasion of Iraq was a measure to prevent war, then it was 
one fueled by the potential of conflict between a democracy and an autoc-
racy. If this analysis is correct then the invasion of autocratic Iraq, without 
any actual pre-war attack on US soil by the Hussein regime indicates that the 
main concern of America in international affairs is rogue autocracies. There 
is also the possibility that this international conflict was not fuelled by cul-
tural or ideological friction but instead by the realist view that countries are 
inherently greedy and that the aim of the war was to increase certain coun-
tries’ access to oil. 

When the United States took to deposing the rogue autocratic state of 
Iraq, there was uproar from the same powers that supported the Afghan war. 
Weber suggests, “Fundamentally, the Iraq operation called into question for 
some the very foundations of international order” (Weber et al., 2006, p.33-34). 
It would appear the assertion of power by democratic states, led by the Unit-
ed States, against an autocratic state had a great impact on international re-
lations as it had the potential to undermine the balance of power between 
democracies and autocracies.   

The realist John Mearsheimer compares the current international climate 
to that of the first half of the twentieth century where there were numerous 
world powers competing for dominance. Although now the United States 
is clearly the leading superpower, this position is not necessarily secure as 
there are several other significant world powers such as China and Russia 
demonstrating that the global power structure is developing into one of 
multipolarity. It is Mearsheimer’s opinion that “the resulting four-or five-
power system will suffer the problems endemic to multipolar systems – and 
will therefore be prone to instability” (Weber et al., 2006, p.22). The collapse 
of the USSR ended the bipolar system that dominated international relations 
from 1945-89. The instability following the collapse raised issues such as the 
clash between Islamic radicalism and the west. Previously, such clashes had a 
limited impact on world affairs as they were dwarfed by the conflict between 
communism and capitalism. 

An example of the insecurity caused by the new multipolar system is Iran. 
Iran is an increasingly powerful radical Islamic autocracy (theocracy) with 
nuclear potential and- certainly on a governmental level- has not hidden its 
dislike for  Western society. Kagan notes “Iran defines itself by its willingness 
to stand up to the United States, the predominant and overbearing super-
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power, which also happens to be the Great Satan” (2008, p.47). Moreover it 
has violently threatened, arguably, the one truly democratic state in the Mid-
dle East: Israel. Iran is an autocracy, with the ability to become a world power, 
which is very hostile to Western society. John Huntington argues that the two 
conflicts in the question are interlinked stating that “Islamic culture explain 
in the large part the failure of democracy to occur in the Muslim world” 
(2002, p.29). Therefore, arguably, religious/cultural conflicts are intertwined 
and interlinked with political/ideological rivalry. However, Huntington’s as-
sessment may be deemed inaccurate as there are many Muslims living in the 
west who embrace the democratic political system that their state employs.

It has been apparent for many years that there was a potential cultural 
conflict between radical Islamic groups and the West, however, the bipolar 
system of the Cold War reduced the threat of a true conflict coming to place. 
The main security concern from 1945 onwards in international affairs was the 
potential nuclear threat from great powers. Fukuyama observes that U.S for-
eign policy had been concerned with Islamic radicalism at least since the Ira-
nian revolution of 1978. However, “the possibility that a relatively small and 
weak non-state organization could inflict catastrophic damage is something 
genuinely new in international relations” (Fukuyama, 2006, p.62).

It is possible that the “genuinely new” development of fanatical Islamic 
trans/sub national terror cells and their potential to cause mass destruction 
led to an evolution in international affairs. Super states no longer hold the 
monopoly of political and military power, thus creating a new context, in 
which what were once relatively insignificant cultural conflicts became a 
major concern in international relations. Fukuyama comments, “The entire 
edifice of international relations theory is built around the presumption that 
states are the only significant players in world politics” (2006, p.67-68). This 
presumption may now be deemed somewhat naïve. If so then Kagan’s as-
sumption that cultural issues will have ultimately less impact on internation-
al affairs than state-state political/ideological struggles may not be wholly 
accurate. However, in defense of Kagan’s theorem the radical element of the 
Islamic world is not united, being fragmented between the Shi’a and Sunni 
groups, and therefore reducing its power.  

Fukuyama in The End of History? described the conclusion of the Cold 
War as an “unabashed victory of economic and political liberalism”,  believing 
that there was a “total exhaustion of viable systematic alternatives to western 
liberalism” (Betts, 2008, p.6). Yet this victory of Western democracy did not 
occur worldwide. Although, after many years of conflict, democratic sover-
eign states did emerge in many of the former mega-states of the USSR, in Yu-

goslavia and Czechoslovakia Western democracy was not readily embraced. 
Old autocratic regimes have survived and grown in power and others have 
sprung up across Africa, the Middle East and across Asia. Even though the 
United States still has a legitimate claim to being the sole super power others 
are emerging. The increasing power of China, a resurgent quasi-autocratic 
Russia and the potential nuclear threat of Iran and North Korea has given 
birth to a fractious environment between states, which has conceivably be-
come the prime concern in international affairs.  

To conclude,  one may argue that the real economic/military power re-
mains in the hands of states. The gradual evolution from a bipolar to a unipo-
lar and, conceivably, a multipolar world has brought back tensions caused by 
competition between great nation states. Although the events of September 
11 have had an immeasurable impact on world affairs, the potential conflict 
between numerous emerging powers has not been this great since the turn 
of last century. Although Kagan has questioned the impact Islamic radicals 
will have on international relations, this writer is inclined to agree with his 
concluding judgment that “the reemergence of the great autocratic powers, 
along with the reactionary forces of Islamic radicalism, has weakened [the 
international] order and threatens to weaken it further in decades and years 
to come” (2000, p.105). Both factors have and will continue to cause instabil-
ity in international affairs.
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le Rêve ou la Révolution? 
Feminism and soap opera
CoNoR GANNoN
Senior Sophister 
Sociology & Social Policy

From marriages to divorces and murder to single-motherhood, soap 
opera is certainly not short of excitement. Watched by over a third 
of the population in Britain, the majority of whom are women, 
the characters of popular soap operas such as Coronation Street 
or Eastenders are a part of the popular psyche and play a pivotal 

role in shaping societal values.  But why, one might ask, should we devote 
academic expertise into researching such a seemingly trivial genre of pop-
ular culture? Especially when the lady in the corner shop has as much, if 
not more, familiarity with the subject matter of soap operas than the erudite 
academics who write scholarly papers about them. One might legitimately 
question the necessity and value of academic engagement when the object of 
study is already in the domain of popular culture and is familiar to most out-
side of the academy. Or perhaps one might feel that it is just too ‘girly’ a sub-
ject to be taken seriously. As Brundson observes, resistances to recognising 
the value of studying popular culture are very often enhanced given that the 
object of study - soap opera - is connotatively gendered as feminine (2000). 

This article will demonstrate that soap operas are a sociologically signifi-
cant area of study. Firstly, by exploring the relationship between women and 
soap opera and questioning whether soap opera contributes to their subor-
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On one hand, Modleski claims they play upon the spectator’s expectations 
of the melodramatic form, continually stimulating the desire for a just con-
clusion to the story (by means of the hermeneutic code), and on the other 
hand, they constantly present the desire as unrealisable by showing that con-
clusions only lead to further tension and suffering. Thus the narrative, by 
placing ever more complex obstacles between desire and fulfilment, makes 
the anticipation of an end, an end in itself. She argues that soap operas, con-
trary to many people’s conception of them, are not conservative but liberal, 
and the mother is the liberal par excellence. However, by constantly present-
ing her with the many-sidedness of any question, by never reaching a perma-
nent conclusion, soap operas undermine her ability to form unambiguous 
judgements. 

In support of Modleski’s argument that American daytime soaps charac-
teristically construct a maternal position for their viewers, we can see that 
this is the very antithesis of Laura Mulvey’s portrayal of the masculine spec-
tator position in classical Hollywood cinema (1982) (1975). The latter is char-
acterised by the image of the woman as passive, raw material for the active 
gaze of the man, thereby reinforcing the patriarchal order. Consequently, the 
male viewer is not concerned with inter-personal dynamics, frivolous gos-
sip or the emotional management of social dilemmas. Rather, he is drawn 
to clarity, concision and determinacy of ending, none of which are met in 
form of a soap opera. However, it is of interest to note that recent storylines 
in Coronation Street and Eastenders have been considerably more active, not 
to mention, violent. Perhaps this is an attempt to extend their appeal to the 
male viewer?

Irrespective of this, the majority of viewers are female and soap operas 
and, according to Modleski, they persuade women that their primary objec-
tive is familial unification and pacification, while consoling them for their in-
ability to realise this. The character of the good mother on soap operas rein-
forces this. In contrast to the manipulating mother who tries to interfere with 
her children’s lives, the good mother must sit helplessly by as her children’s 
lives disintegrate; her advice, which she gives only when asked, is temporarily 
soothing but usually ineffectual (Modleski, 1982). 

A perfect example of this is the figure of this maternal figure is Gail Platt 
in Coronation Street. Herself unable to remain in a stable marriage, she tries 
desperately to create a sense of familial harmony, but to no avail. Her daugh-
ter is a single mother and she has a hostile relationship with her truculent 
and recalcitrant son. Using Modleski’s analysis, her primary function is to be 
sympathetic, to tolerate the foibles and errors of others (1982). She is there 

dination in our society, or whether it challenges it. Secondly, through taking 
a closer look at the content of a number of soap operas in order to investi-
gate if, as Rapping suggests, they are excessively melodramatic and unrealis-
tic (2002). Thirdly, by arguing that the feminist movement needs to reengage 
with soap opera and recognise it as a powerful medium through which to 
challenge gender stereotypes.

However strange a subject of academic enquiry they may appear to be, 
soaps are nonetheless a representation of the values of society. From a so-
ciological perspective, they offer us a valuable insight into the way values 
are formed within popular culture and, in particular, the ways in which gen-
der roles are constructed. The sociologist must ask: do soaps merely reflect 
the values that are currently present within society, which therefore makes 
them identifiable and appealing to their target audience, or do they present 
an alternative moral framework which acts as a catalyst for social change? 
Are soap operas a portrayal of nothing more than a dream to which femi-
nists aspire (le rêve), or do they offer the real possibility of social change 
(la révolution)?

At the outset, it is useful to note that the term ‘soap opera’ originated from 
the early American radio serials which were broadcast in the 1930s and spon-
sored by detergent manufacturers (Doherty, 2008). Not surprisingly, these 
soap powder companies specifically targeted housewives who would regular-
ly tune in for some afternoon entertainment. Soaps are unlike traditional dra-
mas such as situation-comedies which have a beginning, middle and an end: 
soaps have no beginning or end, no structural closure. ‘The longer they run, 
the more impossible it seems to imagine them ending’ (Geraghty, 1991: 11). 
Every hour or half-hour, the programme needs to have a crisis which will 
compel the viewer to watch the next episode. The programme has to be a 
“tease” (Macionis and Plummer, 2005). 

This has led Tania Modleski to argue that soaps spring from a feminine 
aesthetic, in contrast to most prime-time TV (1982). She bases her argument 
on the fact that soap opera invests:

“exquisite pleasure in the central condition of a woman’s life: waiting 
whether for her phone to ring, for the baby to take its nap, or for the family 
to be reunited shortly after the day’s final soap opera has left its family still 
struggling against dissolution”

(Modleski, 1982: 80). 



Social Issues

90

Social Issues

91

(2000) describes as “realist paradigms”: the glamorous presentation of real, 
hard-working women, from a variety of ethnic backgrounds and with no at-
tempt to disguise their imperfections. Indeed, according to Doherty (2008) 
these representations are still found in shows such as Coronation Street and 
EastEnders, where overbearing characterizations of bygone female stere-
otypes are now celebrated. He contends that although there has been consid-
erable change in television in the past twenty years, most notably with regard 
to the acceptability of feministic attitudes and the analysis of women; argu-
ably, the portrayal of the woman in soap opera has developed little beyond 
the archetypal housewife, mother or sex-object. 

This brings onto our second point of investigation. Is the content of soap 
opera so excessively melodramatic and emotional, that it becomes unreal-
istic? On one hand, it has been argued by feminist scholars such as Elayne 
Rapping that because soap operas represent society and, in particular, the 
dilemmas of women in such an unrealistic manner, their power to shape so-
cietal values is limited (2002). She argues that soaps are presented from a 
female perspective which is, by its very nature alterior. The private sphere 
is privileged and valorised on soaps and the things that women do in that 
sphere are seen as central to the maintenance and proper functioning of hu-
man life (Rapping, 2002). In so privileging private values, soaps construct a 
highly unrealistic but nonetheless prominent and public sphere in which all 
institutions are forced to conform to private, feminine values. In the soap 
opera, Rapping claims that women are free to “play house” with the world 
(2002, p.54).  If anything, she argues, that because they so fragrantly reject the 
conventions of aesthetic realism valorised in our culture, they risk the laugh-
ter and derision of those who maintain the artistic and literary cannons. 

However, I find this to be something of a generalisation. For example, in 
the popular British soap opera EastEnders, realism is considered paramount. 
Gritty, working class, life in the east end of London comprises the mise-en-
scène of this microcosm of urban living. Far from provoking “laughter and 
derision”, Eastenders presents a startlingly accurate portrayal of dilemmas 
faced by the modern woman. For instance, Peggy Mitchel underwent radio-
therapy for breast cancer in 1996 which frighteningly returned again in 1999. 
She was forced have a mastectomy procedure which provoked considerable 
public attention and led to the greater recognition of charities working to 
promote awareness of the issue (BBC, 2009). In fact, such was the realism of a 
storyline involving the domestic violence suffered by Little Mo Morgan at the 
hands of her tyrannical husband Trevor, that 17,000 people made enquiries to 
the British Broadcasting Company following the episode (BBC, 2009). Sensi-

to console her children and try to understand them as they have illegitimate 
babies and separate from their spouses. In contrast, Jackie the mother of the 
innocent rouge Tyrone, is the antithesis of the sympathetic matriarch. She in-
terferes in her son’s affairs; is loud, uncouth and has upset his wedding plans 
in a recent episode.

Given that Modleski’s arguments are somewhat dated, would it be fair 
to suggest that they are now anachronistic? On the contrary, I would argue 
that the characters of the hugely successful American soap opera, Desper-
ate Housewives are the apotheosis of her archetypes. With a Goffmanesque 
dichotomy between the front stage image of the ‘ideal mother’ and the back 
stage image of a woman struggling with the emotional labour of keeping up 
appearances, Desperate Housewives reveals the superficiality of the subur-
ban bourgeois paradise. It also exemplifies the vilification of deviant actors 
in the community, through the powerfully coercive force of gossip. Christine 
Geraghty has written about the role of gossip both within and without the 
soap opera (1981, 1991). Through her discussion of the female characters in 
Coronation Street along with Emmerdale Farm and Crossroads, she shows 
how the viewer’s tacit participation in the gossip gives credence to the no-
tion that gossiping is a woman’s activity and hence, women will be naturally 
inclined toward a form which represents an important activity in which they 
engage.

Soap opera is a significant instance of the historical connotative feminin-
ity of mass culture, as pointed out by scholars such as Patrice Petro (1986) and 
Andreas Huyssen (1986). They argue that soap opera, with its connotational 
set, metonymically signifies the worst of television. Ien Ang in her study of 
the popular soap Dallas, found that a common response from her respond-
ents was: “I like watching the TV Serial Dallas but I often get odd reactions 
to it” (1985, p.10). Pertti Alasuutari, put it concisely in the title of her article: 
ìI’m Ashamed to admit it but I Have Watched Dallas: The Moral Hierarchy of 
Television Programmes” (1992). 

However, notwithstanding its apparent stigma, soap opera remains endur-
ingly popular. As Terry Lovell observes, with regard to Coronation Street: 

“[Despite] this almost universal denigration, soap opera does provide the 
pleasures of validation, and of self-assertion, which must surely go some 
way to accounting for its lasting popularity with women “

(1981, p.51).

Part of the women’s fascination was, no doubt with what Brunsdon 
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want. Soap opera and feminism signified connotationally opposed under-
standings and practices of femininity. In the popular imagery, feminists were 
still women who didn’t wear make-up, didn’t shave their legs and disapproved 
of getting married and having doors held open for them (Ibid). Among re-
searchers, there was a patronising approach taken to the study of “ordinary 
women” of watching soap opera. Thankfully, there has been a re-emergence 
of attention among second-wave feminists in the potential of soaps to change 
societal values.

The third and final point I wish to make is that the feminist movement 
needs to reengage with soap opera and recognise it as a powerful medium 
through which to challenge gender stereotypes. I take this position, not im-
pervious to the advances that have been made in Western Europe and North 
America, but in recognition of the great many women who are oppressed in 
developing countries throughout the world. It can be very easy to fall into the 
trap of generalisation. Soaps are equally important in forming the values of 
Nicaraguan as of Canadian women and huge disparities exist with regard to 
the progress of women’s rights between the two countries (Criquillion, 2004). 
While many emphasise that globalisation tends to have a homogenising ef-
fect on value systems, perhaps these global processes are not only homoge-
nising the oppression of women, but increasing the differences and potentials 
among them?

To put this value-forming power of soaps into context internationally, let 
us take a look at two contrasting examples. First, a Tehranian soap opera 
broadcast on Iran’s state-run television which has recently caused much con-
troversy among female journalists and other educated women in the capital, 
who claim it is being used as “propaganda machine for sexism and discrimi-
nation against women” (Mostaghim, 2008). The soap, entitled Bano ye Digar 
(Another Lady) describes the trials and tribulations of two husbands and is 
broadcast across the nation on Channel 5. 

As Mostaghim informs us:

“One is an uneducated, almost illiterate, man who has an appetite for more 
wives. The other is a journalist whose childless wife searches for a fertile 
woman who can make [him] a happy father. As the soap opera unfolds, 
viewers find out that the barren wife faces imminent death due to a malig-
nant disease she has kept secret. God ‘’rewards’’ her search for someone to 
have her husband’s child by making her pregnant. As a result, the journal-
ist becomes the father of two children from two wives.”

(2008)

tive issues such as the rape of Kathy Mitchel at the age of 14 and subsequent 
rape in 1988 by her boss raise issues which are often concealed from public 
attention, but are unequivocally part of women’s lived experiences. 

It is interesting that the creator of Eastenders, Julia Smith once remarked 
that “we don’t [aim to] make life, we reflect it” (cited in Geraghty, 1991, p.32). 
In contrast, Danielle Blumenthal has written that soaps can actually contrib-
ute to social change, for “communal viewing is an act of power” (1997, p.106). 
She puts forward the view that for too long women’s soap opera has been 
thought of by feminists and nonfeminists as an unproductive waste of time. 
In opposition, Blumenthal argues that women’s “indulgence” in these pro-
grams is actually liberating, offering sustenance and salvation to women. 
Soaps, she claims, offer a glimpse of a promised land where relationships are 
central and highly valued. Furthermore, in overcoming the social opposi-
tion to the stigma attached to the feminine content and style, and engaging 
in soap opera viewing, women celebrate their femininity; particularly their 
gendered identification with romance, relationality, intuitiveness, talkative-
ness, and other aspects of emotionality (Blumenthal, 1997).

However, Carol Lopate has raised the pertinent question, as to wheth-
er soaps should be applauded because they depict women’s culture, or de-
nounced because they represent a culture of oppression (1977)? On one hand 
there is the recognition that there is an important labour in dealing with the 
personal and emotional problems of dear ones, but on the other, the recogni-
tion is devalued because only women have the time to do it (Ibid). She sug-
gests that women are portrayed and accepted as inferior in soap opera. As 
an emancipatory alternative, she proposes a development model in which 
women would leave ‘this infantile world’, by learning about silence and soli-
tude (implicitly by turning off the television) and thereby gaining a grown-up 
self. 

Lopate’s solution is rather draconian. It could be argued that representa-
tions of women in soap opera have changed considerably over time and this 
transition is empacipatory in itself. For instance, the portrayal of women in 
Sex in the City, is of confident, independent women who are adept at manag-
ing their emotional lives. They subvert patriarchal norms and demonstrate 
that women can be in control of their relationships. But perhaps it is neces-
sary to question if this is an accurate depiction of the real challenges faced by 
ordinary women? Then again, is there such a thing as an “ordinary woman” 
and is it appropriate that feminism should seek to change her? 

In the past, feminist response to the genre has been one of repudiation 
(Brundson, 2000). Soap opera represented to feminists what they did not 
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societal values and ultimately provoke social change. This article has shown 
that although certain soaps may be unrealistic, melodramatic and overly 
emotional as Rapping suggests, nonetheless they belong to women (2002). In 
line with the arguments put forward by Blumenthal I believe that soap opera 
can and does, in the case of the Turkish soap opera Noor, have a role to play 
in the feminist movement (1997). The challenge, I argue, now lies with politi-
cal and academic feminists to re-engage with the “ordinary women” of the 
world and adopt soap opera as an integral part of the struggle for women’s 
liberation. In the words of Christabel Pankhurst (1880-1958): 

“We are here to claim our right as women, not only to be free, but to fight for 
our freedom. It is our pride and our joy, to take some part in this militant 
movement, which, as we believe, means the regeneration of all humanity”

To conclude, soap opera, however stigmatised and insignificant a genre it 
may be it, can play an important part in the movement toward the liberation 
of women and regeneration of all humanity.

Understandably, the subjugation of women to the whims of chauvinistic 
Iranian men, caused outrage among women’s rights advocates. This recently 
prompted them to stage a sit-in protest against the soap opera in the Iranian 
Journalists Association building (Ibid). This demonstrates that the unreal-
istic content of the soap, can become a counter-utopia which challenges the 
notion put forward earlier by Rapping (2002). If anything, this shows that the 
unrealistic content can have a positive effect in the sense that it encourages 
women to militate against their unfair representation.

Second, in contrast to the oppression of women through Iranian soap 
opera, the Turkish soap opera Noor has proven enormously popular in the 
Arab world, except among Muslim clerics. This is due to the dreamy ëMo-
hannadí, husband of the show’s namesake. According to Tracy Clark-Flory 
it is reportedly shaking up marriages from Saudi Arabia to Syria (2008). A 
report from NBC describes how a recent divorcee allegedly told her hus-
band: “I want to sleep with Mohannad one night and then die. You should 
learn from him how he treats her, how he loves her, how he cares about her” 
(cited in Clark-Flory, 2008). Women’s breathless devotion to the star has even 
inspired a Mohannad joke: 

A Saudi woman was touring Turkey with her husband and son when her 
husband went missing. As she described him to the police, her son shouted, 
“But that’s not what Daddy looks like.” “Be quiet,” she whispers, “They might 
just give me Mohannad” (Clarke-Flory, 2008). 

Mohannad is a male icon, but, more significantly, he is a loving and sup-
portive husband who allows his wife to pursue her passions and career out-
side of the home. In an interview with NBC, women’s activist Dr. Fawzaya 
Abu Khalid explained:

“[Saudi women] haven’t seen such a sensitive, passionate, giving personal-
ity. It is the first time women have a role model for male beauty and pas-
sion and can compare him with their husbands. It is the first time they have 
found out that their husbands are not nice, that they are not being treated 
the way they should be, and that there is an option outside.”

www.current.com

Tracy Clarke-Flory also informs us that access in rural India to soap oper-
as with independent female characters brought about feminist thinking and 
measurable improvement in women’s status (2008). “Maybe the revolution 
will be televised’, she muses... ‘In the form of a soap opera”. 

In conclusion, the soap opera does have the power to significantly shape 
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Developing effective  
immigration policy: The 
role of social psychologists
SéAmuS mcmANuS
Senior Sophister 
Psychology

Do social psychologists have a meaningful contribution to make 
to the development of immigration policy? The answer to this 
question is a resounding “Yes”. Developing effective immigra-
tion policy (whether on a sub-national, national or regional 
level) is about forming an understanding of the factors in-

volved in a person’s decision to migrate, and to make use of this understand-
ing in planning for the future of a country or region. This is achieved through 
creating and implementing legislation that reflects the aims of the relevant 
governing body. Policy-makers should, therefore, have a comprehensive 
knowledge of the likely short- and long-term consequences of any legislation 
they may enact. The factors involved in a decision to migrate can be broadly 
classified as: Economic, e.g. to gain more resources; Or sociocultural, e.g. es-
caping domestic abuse, or fleeing an oppressive ruling regime. Incidentally, 
such resource modelling and an economic emphasis on behaviour is some-
thing that mainstream social psychology theories do not incorporate very of-
ten, if at all. Recent interdisciplinary work at the interface of psychology, eco-
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read mainly by “blue collar” workers, as defined by the National Readership 
Survey for Great Britain, a grouping of social classes which is likely to be 
much affected by changes in immigration policy (NRS, 2008).  The reason for 
this is that “blue collar” jobs are those most likely to be sought by new immi-
grants to a country who may, although otherwise skilled, have none or little 
local language knowledge, thus on average making them less eligible for tech-
nical or management positions. Increased job competition in this sector is 
one reason why individuals from lower socioeconomic backgrounds would 
be expected to oppose liberal immigration policy (McKenzie, 2008).

 This opens a debate as to whether immigration policy should reflect a 
Smithian free market approach, or whether the government should provide 
some form of protection to its citizens in being able to guarantee them paid 
employment.  One could argue that protectionism, in a goods market, has 
never been a wise strategy, and the same should apply to the labour market 
(Dean, 2006).  Again, social psychologists would have much to contribute 
on this topic.  Any inequality of opportunities between immigrants and host 
population would create a disparity in status and power relations, making the 
immigrant population feel inferior and possibly cause low self-esteem and 
sense of worth.  It would also likely create feelings of relative deprivation the 
effects of which are outlined below (Grant and Brown, 1995).

i. Relative Deprivation: the French case 

If one group feels that it is not receiving something to which it is entitled; and 
other comparable social groups are receiving this benefit/privilege, feelings 
of relative deprivation can be engendered in the target group.  Such feelings 
can, in extreme cases, lead to civil unrest and public protests.  Immigration 
and related social policy should, therefore, ensure that immigrants are given 
equal opportunities when it comes to job, housing and education opportu-
nities, and fair treatment by state institutions.  An example of relative dep-
rivation in action is the large-scale civil unrest that took place across France 
in late 2005.  Riots were triggered by the accidental deaths of two teenagers 
from a social housing project, as they fled from police in a Parisian suburb 
populated mainly by first and second generation immigrants.  Their friends 
maintained that they were wholly innocent, and fled to avoid the long ques-
tionings which youths from such areas often face (Crampton, 2005).  This 
prompted a national reaction from minority youth populations and sympa-
thisers across the country, resulting in then interior minister Nicolas Sarkozy 
calling for the expulsion of foreigners involved in the disturbances.  The so-

nomics and other social sciences has sought to change this.  For example, the 
Centre for Behaviour and Decision Research at Carnegie-Mellon University; 
and the Centre for Behaviour and Health, at University College Dublin. So-
cial psychologists are ideally positioned to contribute in this area because, ul-
timately, developing immigration policy is about understanding people, and 
the decisions they are likely to make about their own long-term movements 
and those of their relatives and friends.  

It is unfortunate that social psychological principles are not utilised more 
by governments and applied to a greater number of issues of the “real world” 
that affect the lives of large numbers of people; for example, immigration 
policy, environment policy, education policy etc.  Although there is a large 
evidence base within mainstream social psychology to draw on, as well as 
more specific research into the psychological processes of immigration, the 
relevant policy-makers have largely failed to incorporate any of these findings 
(Allport, 1954; Berry, 2001). In contrast, many large businesses and corporate 
organisations make good use of occupational psychologists to improve the 
efficiency and productivity of their organisations, and to gain a better under-
standing of their target market.  Thus, it is evident that applied psychologists 
have a lot to contribute in this regard.  If governing bodies were to adopt a 
similar approach in their development of public policy, specifically immigra-
tion policy, host populations, source populations and immigrants alike could 
benefit.

With this in mind, exactly what contributions can social psychologists 
make to the development of effective immigration policy?  Firstly, social psy-
chologists tell us that there is a prevailing ethnocentrism in our intergroup 
behaviour (Hogg and Vaughan, 2005).  In the case of immigration, this eth-
nocentrism would be largely defined by national, ethnic or religious identity, 
as the “lowest common denominator” of group identity.  It is now widely held 
that where there is competition between groups for scarce resources, conflict 
between the groups will arise, and ethnocentric views come to the fore in 
people’s minds (Esses et al, 2005).  

Taking a real-life immigration-related example: Polish immigrants to the 
UK enter the labour market and seek employment.  They compete with the 
host population for available jobs (particularly in the unskilled and semi-
skilled sectors).  This can result in prejudice and discrimination aimed at the 
Polish as a nationally-bounded group from the host population, for example, 
in elite discourse of the national print media (Zaller, 1992). In the UK, such 
anti-immigrant sentiment may be found in “red-top” newspapers such as the 
Sun and the News of the World (Iversflaten, 2005).  These are newspapers 
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intimidation.
However, are such intolerant attitudes from the host community ration-

ally justified?  There is a strong case for freer migration providing economic 
benefits to both the emigrant and immigrant countries, and yet there is still 
much intolerance to immigrants in host countries (LeGrain, 2006).  This is 
well summed up by the quote: 

Migration is the oldest action against poverty. It selects those who most 
want help. It is good for the country to which they go; it helps break the 
equilibrium of poverty in the country from which they come. What is the 
perversity in the human soul that causes people to resist so obvious a good? 
(Galbraith, 1979; as cited in LeGrain, 2006:1)

If governments want to allow freer migration into their state, then a likely 
aim would be to break down this “perversity in the human soul” and increase 
the openness-to-diversity of the host population at large. It would appear that 
(like many things in life) this is best done sooner rather than later. Social psy-
chology research tells us that national and ethnic identities (and subsequent 
stereotypes) are formed early in childhood. Tajfel et al. investigated national 
preferences in 6-8 and 9-12 year old children from six different nations and 
found a strong in-group effect (even with the youngest group) (1970). Put 
simply, the children liked those who looked like them, and disliked those 
who didn’t. There was also a very accurate preference for fellow-nationals, 
without the participants being given this information. Another study among 
UK 5 to 10 year olds found that as factual information about different na-
tionalities increased, preferences for nationality became less affectively (i.e. 
emotionally) based and were judged along more objective lines (Barrett and 
Short, 1992). However, the authors argue that affective responses to national 
preferences developed early in childhood appear to be relatively stable, and 
may continue into later life even after factual information is incorporated 
into the child’s Weltanschauung or world-view.

ii. Using Psychology in Policy Implementation 

This evidence should lead immigration policy-makers to conclude that at-
tempts at cultural integration should begin as early as possible; at first in the 
home, through prior education of parents; then in preschool; and then from 
the start of primary education. Here again, social psychologists would have 
an important contribution to make, this time not to the development of im-
migration policy, but to its implementation. Hypothetically, psychologists 
could work in tandem with education professionals to tailor a cultural in-

cial unrest can be interpreted as a result of relative deprivation in the Parisian 
immigrant communities of largely North and West African descent, many 
of whom felt discriminated against by police and employers as a result not 
only of their ethnicity, but also their religion (Islam) and the areas where they 
lived (socially deprived suburbs).

When developing any public policy, it is of central importance to be able 
to accurately gauge the attitudes and, more importantly, the intentions of the 
population (Ajzen and Fishbein, 1980). This gives the government an evi-
dence base from which to create policies. It should be noted however that 
just because a government knows what the people want does not mean it 
will actually give it to them. With immigration, surveying the public allows a 
government to track attitude change over time on the topic, and evaluate the 
effects of public policy on mass opinion. Although such opinion polling and 
attitudinal surveying has customarily been the realm of political scientists, 
economists and market researchers, increasingly social psychologists have 
been able to make unique contributions in this area.

Investigating the nature and causes of intolerance to immigrants is an 
example of such a contribution. In its simplest form, one can model group 
relations along the following lines: competitive relations will lead to preju-
dice and intolerance, whereas cooperative relations will promote integration 
and intergroup stability (Allport, 1954). In developed societies, such compe-
tition is most evident in the areas of jobs, healthcare, homes, and education 
(McKenzie, 2008). The earliest social psychological work in this area, by All-
port, also focused on the effects of the geographical distribution of minority 
groups.  It was argued that the presence of densely populated (and thus high-
ly visible) areas of minority groups which are segregated from the dominant 
culture reinforces the ingroup/outgroup divide (Esses et al., 2005). Another 
contribution from social psychology in this respect has been the mere expo-
sure effect (Zajonc, 1968). The mere exposure effect predicts that repeated 
constructive interactions with an unknown “Other” (e.g. members of a dif-
ferent religious faith or race) are enough to improve intergroup relations, as-
suming there is no previous history of conflict between the two groups.  

In respect of the two above points, immigration policy should seek to 
house new entrants to the country in as integrated a manner as possible, both 
maximising the opportunities for interaction between groups and prevent-
ing the emergence of areas dominated by a minority culture. The latter phe-
nomenon is known as ghettoisation: sizeable urban areas, inhabited almost 
exclusively by one ethnic, national or religious group. Such areas may be seen 
as “no go” to denizens not of that minority, for fear of discrimination and/or 
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policy development, this should not be a reason for psychology to become 
disengaged with the process. It is evident that social psychology has a lot to 
contribute to applied issues and it would be a shame to let it descend into 
the “science of self-reports and finger movements”, to quote a well-known 
researcher (Baumeister et al, 2007). Whither the discipline’s future?  With 
increasing interdisciplinarity and consilience in the social sciences, social 
psychology may be able to exert greater influence on policy development 
through a multidisciplinary approach, featuring alongside recommendations 
by economists, demographers and sociologists. If and when that happens, 
we can expect the development of more psychologically grounded policies, 
improving both the economic and social psychological wellbeing of receiving 
countries, source countries, and immigrants themselves.

tegration programme that would be executed in the host nation’s preschools 
and primary schools. Examples of this might include games based on the 
mere exposure effect, or on the minimal group paradigm. The latter is the 
phenomenon whereby cooperation in a group and in-group preference can 
be engendered through arbitrary and irrelevant criteria such as taste in art or 
eye colour (Hogg and Vaughan, 2005). Culturally mixed groups of children 
could be picked by the teacher seemingly at random to instigate the minimal 
group effect. This would promote cooperation between children of different 
backgrounds and reduce fear of the “Other”. As in the classic Robber’s Cave 
experiment, tasks requiring cooperation between opposing groups to gain a 
mutual benefit could be used to reform the original group identity and pro-
mote group stability (Sherif et al, 1961).

Interestingly, a similar strategy has been proposed by Esses, Dovidio, 
Jackson and Armstrong (2001). In an attempt to reduce intolerance shown 
to immigrants, Esses and colleagues investigated educating and changing the 
views of the receiving population about immigration-related zero-sum be-
liefs (i.e. your gain is my direct loss) and about national identity. The authors 
argue that by adjusting the beliefs of the host population to encompass im-
migrants as part of the ingroup, intolerance can be reduced through the su-
per-ordinate identity that is shared between immigrants and receiving popu-
lation. For example, with reference to the earlier example, by heightening 
British awareness of their European identity, intolerance towards Poles could 
be reduced, as they are also a part of this superordinate group. Results in the 
above study showed some support for this idea, although it was more suc-
cessful with those who were high in social dominance orientation, outlined 
below. The social psychological concept of social dominance orientation is a 
related phenomenon to that of Esses et al. (2001). Attitudes to immigration 
may be influenced not only by perceived group competition for limited re-
sources, but also by the prevailing manner in which people view the world.  
Those who view the world as innately hierarchical in nature, and as requiring 
an inevitable struggle between groups for resources are deemed to be high on 
social dominance orientation (Sidanius and Pratto, 1999). Such people often 
accept rumours and myths about outgroups that legitimise their lowered sta-
tus in the host society.  

In conclusion, social psychologists are well positioned to contribute to 
the development of effective immigration policy through their comprehen-
sive knowledge of people’s mental processes and behaviour, especially at the 
intra-individual and intergroup levels of analysis. Although to date, govern-
ing bodies have taken limited notice of social psychological principles in 
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This essay aims to critically evaluate the impact that lifelong learn-
ing has on mature graduates’ opportunities when (re-) entering 
the labour market. The essay begins by outlining the concept of 
lifelong learning and some of the theoretical approaches to it. It 
will then proceed with an outline of the importance of adult edu-

cation and why it is of vital necessity. Mature students pursuing third level 
and their motivations for study will also be discussed. The main focus of the 
essay will be on the opportunities mature graduates have (re-) entering the 
labour market. This paper will conclude with a discussion on the future of 
adult education in light of the evaluation of the question posed. For the pur-
pose of the discussion, this essay will focus predominantly on adult educa-
tion as an important form of lifelong learning. The findings of research stud-
ies conducted in the UK (England and Scotland) and the Republic of Ireland 
will be presented throughout the essay in order to evaluate mature graduates’ 
opportunities in  (re-) entering the labour market. There are certain theoreti-
cal perspectives that claim lifelong learning should be an integral part of eve-
ryone’s working life. These theories will now be explored.
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Human beings have a basic need to learn, especially in a rapidly chang-
ing world in which the form and content of knowledge evolves rapidly. The 
process of  “transformative learning” is at the very heart of adult education 
and provides adult learners with the opportunity to: “transform frames of 
reference through critical reflection on the assumptions upon which inter-
pretations, beliefs and habits of mind…are based” (Mezirow,  1997, p.7). In 
this way, adult education can be seen to promote autonomous thinking and 
prepare individuals for a fast paced labour market. Similarly, Maslow’s Hier-
archy of Needs (Maslow, 1968), attributes the utmost importance to self actu-
alisation. Many would argue that this can be achieved through education. It 
also serves as a motivational aid. If workers are offered continued profession-
al development, then they are more likely to work harder (Jarvis, 1995, p.14). 
It should be noted that Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs has been criticised by 
many sociologists as being over-simplified and lacking in empirical evi-
dence (Long, 1983; Jarvis, 1985, p.211). Human Capital Theory predicts that 
the more training a worker has, the more productive s/he is and the more 
revenue they earn for their employer (Becker, 1964). They are also likely, as 
a result, to earn more themselves. However it is important to bear in mind 
that training may not boost workers’ productivity levels, but rather it may 
be the case that the most productive firms provide training to employees 
(Vignoles et al., 2004, p.275). These theories highlight the necessity of adult 
education from a social development perspective and also predict that life-
long learning will increase the earnings of those who gain qualifications. 

The main reasons governing the necessity of adult education are econom-
ic. Society has transformed from industrial to knowledge-based. Government 
policy to stimulate economic growth is now centered on advanced technol-
ogy and constant innovation (Longworth and Davies, 1996; Dieckhoff, 2007). 
This renders many skills previously needed to carry out a job as obsolete and 
creates the demand for a highly skilled and adaptable workforce. Workers 
will need to re-train and upskill. and in the near future most adults will be 
expected to hold post-school qualifications in order to remain competitive 
in the labour market (Jarvis, 1995, p.26; Gregory et al., 2000, p.45). Qualifi-
cations are essential in economies where there is a low demand for labour 
because those who are least qualified will be ‘bumped down’ the employ-
ment ladder (Gregory et al., 2000, p.41). This concern is particularly pertinent 
in the Irish labour market at present due to the global economic recession, 
whereby many workers have lost their jobs and only those with high qualifi-
cations have a sense of job security. Increased competition on a global scale 
and internalisation of economies results in national labour markets growing 

together. Individual employability has never been more important and it can 
only be assured through the acquisition of up-to-date skills and qualifica-
tions (Heidemann, 2000, p.12). Adult education is also an important means 
of keeping older people in the labour market (Jarvis and Griffin, 2003, p.207). 
A Green Paper published by the Irish government in 1998 predicts that 80% 
of those in the Irish labour market at that time would still be there in 2010. 
As a result of this it is necessary to look within the current workforce to meet 
the new skills requirements of the market rather than looking for new labour 
pools (Collins, 2000, p.72). The National Skills Strategy Bulletin outlines that 
in order to keep up with the demand, predicted for 2020, for a highly skilled 
labour market in a knowledge-based economy, 45% of the Irish labour force 
will need to hold a third level qualification (Behan et al., 2007, p.11). Eco-
nomically, lifelong learning and adult education are of great importance. This 
is also recognised by the European Union and as a result it has undertaken 
many endeavours to encourage adults to return to education. 

The Maastricht Study on Vocational Education and Training highlights 
the necessity of increasing the skills level of the EU workforce (2004). More 
than one third of the Union’s eighty million strong workforce is classified as 
low-skilled. The study also estimates that by 2010, half of all new jobs in the 
EU will require tertiary qualifications and only 15% of jobs will be suitable for 
those with basic schooling. In response to these findings, the EU is commit-
ted to upskilling the European workforce in order to re-integrate older peo-
ple into the labour market by providing them with the skills and competen-
cies required to participate in a fast-paced knowledge-based economy. ‘The 
Lisbon Objectives in Adult Education and Training’ set a benchmark of 12.5% 
as the proportion of adults participating in lifelong learning within any four 
week period in 2010 (2000). The 2008 Report on Progress towards the Lisbon 
Objectives highlights that Ireland is still below this benchmark but is catch-
ing up. In 2007, across the Union an average of 9.7% of adults participated in 
lifelong learning, falling short of the benchmark. Ireland had a participation 
rate of approximately 7-8% (2008, p.26). The EU no longer expects to reach 
the average benchmark by 2010 but it will continue to promote the impor-
tance of adult education to ensure that all citizens have up-to-date skills and 
qualifications throughout their working lives (2008, p.23). 

It has now been established that adult education is an economic neces-
sity recognised by both national governments and the European Union. The 
economic reasons provided for the importance of lifelong learning are also 
some of the motivations mature students themselves state as reasons for 
returning to third level education. Returning to education provides adults 
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with the opportunity to develop socially and personally. Mature students, 
in the course of their study, learn how to adapt to changing circumstanc-
es and develop important social skills which are needed later in the work 
place (Jarvis, 1985, p.58). For many mature students, the opportunity to at-
tain a third level qualification is one that was not available to them at an 
earlier age. Therefore, returning to study often fulfils a long-term ambition 
(Egerton, 2001 a, p.136). Third level study is also frequently undertaken sim-
ply as a personal challenge to learn something new and not for economic 
reasons (Pritchard and Roberts, 2006, pp.5-6). Of course, economic motiva-
tions also play an important role in an adult’s decision to return to higher 
education. The opportunity to invest in one’s future in the hope of increasing 
earnings or gaining a promotion post-qualification in the labour market is 
of great significance to mature students. In Woodley et al.’s study of adults in 
education, 67% of mature students had entered higher education for ‘instru-
mental reasons’, that is, reasons pertaining to improving job prospects and 
facilitating (re-) entrance into the labour market (1987, p.86). In taking into 
consideration the motivations of mature students, it is important to note that 
one key motive of many female mature students in obtaining a third level 
qualification is that it will facilitate their (re-) entrance into employment af-
ter family formation (Woodley et al., 1987, p.88). The motivations of students 
and the aims of adult education are important in this discussion of the labour 
market impacts of education. Mature students begin their studies with the 
hope that acquiring a qualification will positively affect their opportunities in 
the labour market following graduation.

In order to assess whether or not these aims are fulfilled by a third level 
qualification, it is important to first look at some factors that have a consider-
able impact on the experience of mature students at third level. Some exter-
nal factors not only reduce the chances of an adult returning to education, 
but they also impact his/her experiences as a mature student. Geographical 
location is one such factor. Due to familial responsibilities, mature students 
often have a smaller number of third level institutions to choose from when 
deciding on where to study. As a result of this, mature students, in compari-
son to their younger counterparts, tend to study in less prestigious institu-
tions, such as polytechnic colleges in the UK (Egerton, 2001 b, p.272). This can 
have knock on effects in the labour market if mature graduates’ qualifications 
are not as prestigious as those of rival job-seekers. Mature students can also 
suffer inequality in attaining places on third level courses. Egerton highlights 
that the majority of mature students in third level institutions tend to come 
from working class backgrounds, yet there are proportionately more mature 

graduates from middle class backgrounds. Mature students from working 
class families far outnumber early graduates from the same background in 
earlier stages of education (2001 b, p.271). This would appear to back up the 
earlier assertions of Jarvis who states that third level curriculums tend to 
have a middle class orientation, which from the outset, disadvantages stu-
dents from lower social class backgrounds (1985, p.200). Moreover, previous 
participation in lifelong learning also increases an adult’s chance of partaking 
in adult education again. In light of this Jenkins et al. have coined the phrase: 
“learning leads to learning”  and this has indeed become the mantra to adult 
education (1987, p.86). In Inglis and Murphy’s study undertaken at Univer-
sity College Dublin, they too conclude that many students they surveyed had 
prior experience of higher education and the majority had done well in the 
Leaving Certificate at the end of their post-primary education (1999, p.43). 
Likewise, the “2008 Report on the Progress of the Lisbon Objectives” reveals 
that: “twenty-five to sixty-four year-olds are three times more likely to par-
ticipate in lifelong learning if they have completed at least upper second-
ary education” (2008, p.9). This further highlights the inequalities that exist 
for mature students before they take up study and during their time at third 
level. These disadvantages in comparison to traditional students often impact 
mature students after graduation upon (re-) entering the labour market. Be-
fore this is discussed in further detail, it is worth noting that mature students 
tend to perform comparatively well academically amongst their, often much 
younger, peers (Egerton, 2001 a, p.137). 

The acquisition of a third level qualification does present the mature grad-
uate with some opportunities (re-) entering the labour market. It is, however, 
often the case that these opportunities are few and far between and so the ma-
ture graduate is faced with difficulties and sometimes discrimination when 
seeking employment post-qualification. The majority of mature graduates 
who (re-) enter the labour market take up employment in the public sector. 
In their study on the first destinations of mature graduates from University 
College Dublin, Inglis and Murphy highlight the fact that mature graduates 
end up working in the public sector as a direct result of their subject choice 
at third level. A disproportionate number of mature students choose subjects 
in Arts and Humanities (1999, p.62). Woodley’s research backs up this trend 
and she points out that a reason for such a high number of mature students 
in Arts and Humanities might reflect the difficulties adults encounter when 
applying for a place in a science/medicine course (1991, p.92). Another pos-
sible explanation as to why mature graduates tend to find employment in the 
public sector is that they encounter less discrimination from public sector 
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employers in comparison to those in the private sector (Egerton, 2000, p.289). 
Mature students are overwhelmingly represented in the welfare sectors un-
like early graduates who tend to enter employment in the private sector. In 
fact, it would appear that the older the mature graduate, the more likely s/
he is employed in the teaching or social welfare professions. Conversely, the 
younger the graduate, the more likely s/he is to be working in science or fi-
nance (Woodley, 1991, p.95). It can be concluded, therefore, that mature grad-
uates, for the most part, are not in direct competition with early graduates in 
the labour market (Egerton, 2001 a, p.145). 

Mature graduates tend to earn less than early graduates over the course 
of their working lifetime. The main reason for this is that mature gradu-
ates spend less time in the labour market than their younger counterparts 
(Egerton and Parry, 2001, pp.11-12). Mature graduates have a higher rate of 
foregone earnings, due to the time they take out of employment to gain qual-
ification. It must also be taken into consideration that rates of pay in the 
public sector tend to be considerably lower than those in the private sector 
(Egerton, 2001 a, p.146). Woodley reports that the older a mature student is on 
graduation the less s/he can expect to earn over their working lifetime. Her 
research shows that mature graduates in the oldest age group, forty years and 
older, earned just 85% of what younger graduates were making (1991, p.103). 
It is interesting to note that some research has show that mature graduates, 
on first (re-) entering the labour market actually earn more than younger 
graduates. This, however, is not sustained and after seven or so years early 
graduates take over in the earning stakes (Egerton and Parry, 2001, pp.16-19). 
As far as earnings are concerned, mature graduates tend to fare a lot worse 
than early graduates. 

A large number of older mature graduates tend to be unemployed due to 
age-based discrimination which is rife in many sectors of the labour mar-
ket. This greatly hampers the opportunities of mature graduates seeking em-
ployment. Thus, if older age is associated with a higher chance of being un-
employed for longer periods of time, this will have detrimental effects on 
mature graduates if they eventually do find employment because long spells 
out of the labour market are also looked unfavourably upon by employers. 
It is important to note that this may not be the case for women if they took 
time out during family formation period (Jenkins, 2004, p.18). That said, the 
evidence points overwhelmingly towards discrimination of mature graduates 
by employers. Some employers view the acquisition of a third level qualifi-
cation later in life as a sign of inability and lack of motivation because stu-
dents did not study at a younger age (Vignoles et al., 2004, p.266). Employ-

ers often have preconceived misconceptions about mature graduates who do 
not fit the mould of the ideal type of employee that a firm is looking for 
(Egerton, 2001 a, p.137). Employers with a “younger” image are particularly 
associated with such levels of discrimination against mature graduates. “Fast 
track” recruiters are one such example of employers who consider mature 
graduates as having failed because they did not enter the fast track at the 
traditional age (Pitcher and Purcell, 1998, p.197). It would appear, however, 
that mature graduates do not face this level of discrimination in the public 
sector or retail industry (Egerton and Parry, 2001, p.22). This is also likely to 
be another reason which impacts on the subject choice of mature students, as 
previously discussed. Not all employers discriminate against mature gradu-
ates. Some see older employees as providing a better rate of investment be-
cause, on average, they tend to have had few jobs and also spend longer in a 
job than their younger counterparts (Woodley, 1991, p.103). Also, it can often 
impress a prospective employer if a female mature graduate has managed to 
raise a family, while successfully updating her qualifications through lifelong 
learning (Jenkins, 2004, p.18).

Male mature graduates have better labour market opportunities than 
female mature graduates. They even perform better in the labour market 
than female early graduates and female mature graduates fare the worst 
(Egerton, 2001 b, p.279). Women tend to make up a high proportion of the 
older age group of mature graduates due to family formation in most cases. 
They also earn less in all occupations (Woodley, 1991, p.103).

We have already looked at the impact social class has on the opportunities 
of mature students at third level. Class also affects the opportunities of mature 
graduates (re-) entering the labour market. Mature graduates from working 
class backgrounds have less success in the labour market than their middle 
class counterparts (Egerton, 2000, p.291). Social class influences the type of 
third level institution a mature student attends. Working class students tend 
to attend less prestigious institutions which has the knock-on effect of de-
creasing their opportunities in the labour market (Egerton, 2001 b, p.272). 
As with most areas of life, those from working class backgrounds tend to be 
more disadvantaged than middle class backgrounds. The labour market is no 
different. 

Another factor that must be considered when discussing the limited op-
portunities of mature graduates in the labour market is that of geographical 
location and mobility. This has been mentioned in relation to the opportuni-
ties for study that adults have when choosing a university. Mature graduates’ 
lack of geographical mobility may also be viewed as disadvantageous by pro-
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spective employers (Woodley, 1991, p.101; Egerton, 2000, p.291). Mature grad-
uates with familial responsibilities may not be able to move to a larger town/
city to seek employment. This contributes to the general trend in research on 
mature graduates which suggests they are disproportionately more likely to 
be unemployed than early graduates (Pitcher and Purcell, 1998, p.200).  

Up until now the discussion has been centered on the differences between 
mature graduates and early graduates. It is clear that there is great dispar-
ity in the labour market opportunities of both groups. However, if we con-
sider the benefits that mature graduates themselves claim to have gained 
from their studies, it is clear that completing third level education gives the 
mature graduate better opportunities in the labour market than they had 
previously. A study of mature graduates from part time distance courses 
shows that graduates achieved substantial gains in their earnings compared 
to their previous employment (Woodley and Simpson, 2001, p39). Jenkins et 
al.’s study of the labour effects of lifelong learning points out that males who 
left school with very low qualifications and who acquired degrees as adults 
earned substantially more than those who did not partake in lifelong learning 
(Jenkins et al., 2003, p.1712). The study also found that earning a higher level 
degree increases males’ earnings by 15% and females’ by 22% (2003, p.1718). 
Possessing a higher degree greatly improves the mature graduates’ opportu-
nities in the labour market. In fact, Egerton finds that male mature graduates 
with higher degrees are just as successful, occupationally speaking, as early 
graduates (2001 a, p.140). It would also appear that initial difficulties in (re-) 
entering the labour force are eventually overcome after a number of years as 
a result of obtaining a higher degree (2001 a, p.141). 

The outlook for mature graduates is not as bleak as it may first appear. 
In this discussion we have seen that mature graduates tend to earn less over 
their working lifetimes and that the older the graduate, the less opportuni-
ties s/he has in the labour market. There is also a worrying tendency for old-
er job seekers to be discriminated against by employers, but it is important 
to remember that there are also those who prefer to hire mature graduates. 
There are some groups of mature graduates for whom opportunities in the 
labour market are even more limited. Females and those from working class 
backgrounds are the most disadvantaged it would appear. The geographical 
location of a mature graduate and his/her freedom or lack of it to move in 
order to seek employment or take up a job elsewhere is also an important 
factor which influences labour market opportunities. When we look a little 
closer at the evidence presented in the literature we can see, however, that 
lifelong learning, in the form of third level study, does have a positive influ-

ence on the opportunities of mature graduates, particularly if they attain a 
higher degree. This allows non-traditional graduates to close the gap in the 
labour market between them and younger graduates, though this may take 
some years. If the opportunities of mature graduates are compared only to 
those of early graduates then it would appear that third level education does 
not benefit adults as much as it does younger students, monetarily speaking. 
It is, however, important to note that mature and early graduates are not of-
ten in direct competition in the labour market. If we contrast the earnings of 
mature graduates post-qualification to what they earned pre-matriculation 
we see a very different picture. Lifelong learning does, in fact, improve the 
circumstances of older graduates. As Human Capital Theory predicts, ma-
ture graduates do earn more than they did before they gained a qualifica-
tion. Given the fact that mature students tend to be as successful academi-
cally as traditional students, we can assume that any personal motivations for 
self-development and acquisition of knowledge are fulfilled upon graduation 
(Egerton, 2001, a p.137).  

To conclude, lifelong learning does have a positive effect on the labour 
market opportunities of mature graduates. Partaking in third level education 
is a great personal challenge for all, but it appears to be an even greater chal-
lenge for mature students who must overcome many stumbling blocks on 
their path to the labour market. That said, lifelong learning provides vital op-
portunities for adults and it is crucial that national governments continue to 
promote and support these endeavours into the future. The current financial 
crisis provides EU members states with even more reason to work towards 
the 2010 benchmark of 12.5% participation in adult education because only 
those with higher level qualifications will have opportunities in a labour mar-
ket, where demand for labour is low. On the other hand, if Irish Minister for 
Education and Science, Mr. Batt O’Keefe T.D implements the proposed re-
turn of third level fees it will have disastrous consequences for adults in third 
level education. Mature students have a much greater financial burden than 
traditional students as they are often providing for dependents and paying a 
mortgage. Returning to education may no longer be an option for older peo-
ple. The knock on effects of this on the Irish economy will be detrimental in 
future years. I believe it is the responsibility of governments throughout Eu-
rope to ensure that every possible opportunity is offered to adults who wish 
to return to education. Lifelong learning not only offers mature graduates 
increased opportunities in the labour market, it also plays a vital role in the 
creation of a highly skilled, globally competitive labour force. 
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The Republican dream: 
on temporary partition 
& the uncertainty which 
harms Northern ireland
JoNATHAN WYSe
Junior Sophister 
Economics & Mathematics

T here is an assumption in Irish society that reunification is the nat-
ural conclusion of our national narrative. This review will con-
sider the possibility of a United Ireland, and analyse the costs of 
maintaining that option open for future generations. The argu-
ment is that keeping the “Republican Dream” alive is not worth 

the damage wrought to the society of Northern Ireland in the interim.
As long as the national question is left on the table, politics will continue 

to be drawn along sectarian lines in Northern Ireland. Republicans will not 
be committed to making certain elements of their state work, seeing them 
as temporary institutions and mechanisms. Political partisanship will frame 
each and every issue of governance, and stifle much-needed progress for the 
people of Northern Ireland. In keeping the “Republican Dream” alive, we are 
doing their entire people a disservice and obstructing the development of 
their state.



Review

124

Review

125

The current coalition government in Northern Ireland barely functions. 
The minor partners speak out against the actions of the government, while 
Sinn Féin and the DUP are constantly at each other’s throats. Government 
was only ever achieved because so much was at stake. Since the threat to 
Northern Ireland of failure to co-operate is less immediate and pressing, the 
parties are now free to bicker and fight once again. For a long time, each elec-
tion has been in effect a referendum on the national question. In the North-
ern Ireland Assembly, relatively innocuous pieces of legislation become bit-
ter conflicts between Sinn Féin and the DUP. For example, the debate over 
the Irish Language Bill became the source of significant ire between the rul-
ing parties, variously portrayed as something sinister or employed as prop-
aganda. While uncertainty rules, each concession comes at great cost and 
advantages are jealously guarded. Sectarian politics will only be abandoned 
when Unionists have nothing to fear, and Republicans have nothing to gain. 
Meanwhile, communities continue to be divided along these lines. The aban-
donment of these political ideologies could do a great deal towards proper 
healing of the social rift.

The illusion of transience that the state of Northern Ireland suffers has ef-
fects elsewhere too. It colours the behaviour of members from both commu-
nities. The St Andrew’s Agreement in 2006 begrudgingly secured the support 
of Sinn Féin for the Police Service of Northern Ireland (PSNI). At their Ard-
Fheis, members voted to support the force. However, the official line belies 
the reality. Republicans today are still untrusting of that organisation. Full 
control has not been handed over to the government of Northern Ireland. 
Reservations unfortunately persist as the Patten recommendations have not 
yet entirely been fulfilled. Although progress is slowly being made in areas 
such of recruitment, that lack of faith has harmful consequences for law and 
order in the interim.

Sinn Féin stubbornly refused to engage with the PSNI, because to do so 
would be to embrace the status quo and work towards making more tolerable 
the prospect of Northern Ireland within the framework of the United King-
dom. It would work entirely against their own interest, and reduce the incen-
tive for reform. Perhaps it is to the credit of Sinn Féin that progress has since 
been made, although political pressures would make any alternative stance 
unsustainable. This is the most clear manifestation of refusal to engage with 
the institutions in Northern Ireland by Republicans, although other exam-
ples abound. While the national question is still open, they will not be wholly 
committed to the state of Northern Ireland in its current form. The subcon-
scious belief is that the current framework is only temporary. It encourages 

The fear that reunification inspires amongst Unionists should not be 
underestimated. The removal of territorial claims to the entire island was a 
sine qua non for the Good Friday Agreement in 1998, without which Union-
ists would not have negotiated alongside the government of the Republic. 
The difficulty was that interested parties could not possibly oversee the peace 
process. Thus, the symbolic removal of Articles 2 and 3 from the Irish Con-
stitution demonstrates the Republic’s willingness to place the demands for 
peace ahead of nationalist philosophy. That process is not complete.

I. The Present

Let us discuss the damage wrought by the “Republican Dream” to the follow-
ing elements of Northern Ireland – politics, communities and the peace proc-
ess. While uncertainty over the national question continues, progress in these 
areas will be hampered. Fear of reunification stems from the same self-iden-
tity that leads Republicans in Northern Ireland to pursue it. While we have 
the assurance from the Good Friday Agreement that all parties will employ 
“exclusively peaceful and democratic means” to achieve their political ends, 
this does not make those ends any more palatable to the relevant actors.

In the most extreme case, this may explain why some loyalist para-militaries 
have still not embraced disarmament, despite the IRA giving up their weap-
ons as verified by the Independent Monitoring Commission in 2006. How-
ever, there are very many other people who will staunchly oppose movement 
towards reunification. As long as Unionists fear the possibility, sectarianism 
will subsist in politics. These people are unwilling to risk turning around in 
years to come, only to find that the structure they relied on to ensure parti-
tion has disappeared. The necessity of maintaining an organised political op-
position to reunification will prevent the party boundaries being redrawn.

Consider the shift in support to the Democratic Unionist Party (DUP) 
after revival in support of the radical separatists Sinn Féin. Voters moved 
away from the more moderate Ulster Unionist Party (UUP) because they 
were intimidated by the changing political landscape, and sought refuge in 
the DUP. It may be claimed that this polarisation has been partially under-
mined, but not nearly to the extent necessary and progress is extremely slow. 
Politics in Northern Ireland are hugely partisan. Each question of governance 
is framed within that conflict. The dominant perception amongst people of 
Northern Ireland is that political gains for any single group comes at the ex-
pense of another group losing ground, as evidenced in opinion polls and 
public dialogue.
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ing denied control over their own destiny in Northern Ireland, and yet they 
would be perfectly happy to impose the same fate on British Unionists if the 
opportunity arose. Unfortunately, there is no solution that satisfies everyone 
in Northern Ireland. It may be that the status quo is the best outcome pos-
sible. The current reality has a place for Irish Republicans in Northern Ire-
land, who can express their identity and political desires as part of the United 
Kingdom. The geography, their cultural connections with the Republic, all-
Ireland institutions, Irish citizenship; all of these factors facilitate greater sat-
isfaction amongst these people with the reality of their political situation.

The “Republican Dream” has no such ability to accommodate British Un-
ionists, who fear the prospect of being tourists in their own country. There 
can be no doubt that identity within the United Kingdom is more inclusive 
than that of a United Ireland. Those compromises have not least arisen from 
the many years of debate and negotiation, and allow both traditions to exist 
side-by-side in Northern Ireland. It is no small achievement that all parties 
are comfortable with the current arrangement, and this should never be for-
gotten.

Considering the damage done to current institutions and politics in 
Northern Ireland, it is difficult to argue that the prospect of a United Ireland 
could ever justify such harms (even if we ignore the possibility that reunifica-
tion will just never occur). The aforementioned injuries are being incurred by 
the people of Northern Ireland right now, while the Republican Dream seems 
less capable of accommodating the two peoples comfortably than the status 
quo. It doesn’t seem worth it.

If the uncertainty over the national question could be removed from the 
politics, the landscape would change dramatically. The spectre of reunifi-
cation inspires fear amongst Unionists, and hope amongst Republicans in 
Northern Ireland. However, the status quo serves no-one. Both parties are 
constantly striving to out-maneuver each other, but their political machina-
tions are entirely pointless. They are ultimately working against their self-
interest in allowing sectarianism to dominate their political divide and par-
tisanship to cripple the progress that can be achieved by their government. 
By keeping the door to reunification open, even though we do not know 
whether it will ever be possible or desirable to go through it, we are permit-
ting Northern Ireland to suffer.

Political exigencies may have brought mainstream parties in the Republic 
to rediscover their nationalistic roots, now that the philosophy is less tainted 
by its association with physical-force republicanism. This was in response 
to the revival in support for Sinn Féin. However, the “Republican Dream” 

them to tolerate certain institutions and not invest in them.
Finally, it could be argued that the national question damages the peace 

process. Unionists could be forgiven for believing that engagement with the 
peace process from some parties may be cynically-motivated. It could con-
ceivably be seen as a means to an end, as progress towards reunification could 
only happen once the atrocities perpetrated during the Troubles had been 
forgiven and atoned for. In some corners, this attitude may create scepticism 
towards the peace process and the atonement for the terrible things which 
happened. Until all parties genuinely believe in the repentance of those who 
sinned against them, there can be no true closure in this arena. In its more 
extreme form, it could be used to justify violence against those former actors 
who never learned their lesson. At the very least it creates greater under-
standing for the perspective which led to such acts, which is an inherently 
bad thing.

II. The Future

Let us consider the changes that would be necessary to pass the reunifica-
tion referendum in Northern Ireland. Although it is believed that Catholic 
and Protestant populations will achieve parity with the next twenty to thir-
ty years, even the most generous population estimates would not see these 
changing demographics shift massive political control into the hands of Re-
publicans. The political will necessary to pass the referendum would be ab-
solutely immense. Meanwhile, each generation that passes is likely to have 
reduced resolve to endure the inevitable strife which would accompany the 
movement towards reunification. As time passes, young people will become 
more and more removed from the question. Moreover, the opposition from 
those who strongly identify themselves as British will not be subject to the 
same change.

The people of the Republic meanwhile base their perception of the politi-
cal landscape of Northern Ireland on flawed heuristics. The commitment to 
tolerance, most apparently manifested by the “co-operation” of Sinn Féin and 
the DUP, would be severely shaken by any genuine shift in political power. 
Thus, genuine dialogue on the national question amongst political leaders is 
sensibly stifled. The political sensitivity leads to the absence of debate on the 
issue, which in turns allows the latent nationalism to subsist. However, the 
fact that Unionism is not as commonly expressed ignores the satisfaction that 
most people in Northern Ireland enjoy within the current arrangement.

The people of the Republic bemoan the injustice of self-identified Irish be-
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can only stay alive as long as people in the Republic support the plan in 
principle.

If they truly care about the welfare of those living in Northern Ireland, 
they will place the proper running of their state above the vestiges of nation-
alism. As the prospect of achieving that dream fade, the shackles of history 
will be removed from the people of Northern Ireland and their society can 
finally move forward into the future.
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in this review I wish to ascertain whether or not it is desirable to legalise 
torture as a means of combating terrorism. In doing so I will adopt a le-
gal and moral approach, which will consider moral rights theories and 
the academic debate surrounding the ticking bomb scenario, as well as 
the approach of the European Court on Human Rights. I will also draw 

upon Israel’s practical experience with legalising coercive interrogative tech-
niques in the fight against terrorism, in assessing whether we should follow 
this example or leave the prohibition on torture intact. 

When the “Twin Towers” fell on September 11 2001 over half a century 
of towering achievements in the spheres of international human rights and 
humanitarian law crumbled to the ground. The attack prompted the United 
States, one of the most celebrated democracies in the world, to wage a “war 
on terror”,  and pursue a number of counter-terrorism policies which lacked 
the commitment of their founding fathers to fundamental rights, leading one 
academic to the conclusion that “the events of September 11th ... should make 
all of us rethink even our most fundamental beliefs about law.” This proposal 
by Harvard Professor Alan Dershowitz sparked a debate about the legitimisa-
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the prohibition in high regard as the need to exhaust domestic remedies was 
waived in this case, which recognises the fact that no country will willingly 
admit they have tortured its citizens.

However, the Court did struggle with the definition of torture, where in-
terrogative techniques such as wall-standing, hooding, subjection to noise 
and deprivation of sleep, food and drink were not classified as torture but 
instead these techniques only met the threshold of inhuman and degrading 
treatment. In its reasoning the Court also noted that circumstances such as 
the duration of treatment, its physical or mental effects and, in some cases, 
the sex, age and state of health of the victim should be taken into consid-
eration which suggests the facts of the case were thoroughly assessed. Yet 
it appears that a deciding factor in this case may have been the fact that the 
applicants were suspected terrorists and arguably in that respect the Court 
was reluctant to attach the political stigma of torture to a member state as 
powerful as the United Kingdom, especially when there was no international 
consensus as to what is acceptable when interrogating terrorist suspects. It is 
worth noting that since that decision the United Nations Convention Against 
Torture and Other Cruel Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment 
has been ratified which defines torture in Article 1 as “any act by which severe 
pain or suffering, whether physical or mental, is intentionally inflicted on a 
person”.

Even so the categorisation of interrogation techniques at issue in the Ire-
land v. United Kingdom (1980) case is very interesting when compared with 
those authorised by the United States Secretary of Defence which were to be 
used on suspected terrorist detainees at Guantánamo Bay, Cuba and have 
been repeatedly condemned as torture. In my opinion not only torture but 
all forms of ill-treatment should be outlawed in the fight against terrorism. 
This view has for the most part been shaped by the argument that interroga-
tors could escape liability if “ill-treatment not amounting to torture” were to 
be inflicted while interrogating suspected terrorists. This would amount to 
an undesirable development in the law which would undermine the essence 
of the prohibition itself and could undoubtedly be a subject of abuse. Such 
abuse is exemplified in the broadening of the definition of torture by a US 
Federal Court judge in 2002 to include “only the most extreme form of men-
tal harm” and physical pain “of an intensity akin to that which accompanies 
injury such as death or organ failure.” Furthermore, former Chief Counsel 
to the CIA’s counter-terrorism centre, Mr. Jonathan Fredman, has stated that 
torture is “subject to perception” – a view which I do not support nor should 
any citizen who wishes to uphold the values of a liberal democracy.

tion of torture as a means of combating terrorism. It must be noted that the 
notion of legal torture is hardly a novel phenomenon: the rulers of Ancient 
Rome often employed torture against enemies of the state. Likewise, its prac-
tice has always been the subject of criticism; according to the 18th Century 
philosopher Cesare Beccaria, torture “is a sure route for the acquittal of ro-
bust ruffians and the conviction of weak innocents.” Nonetheless it now falls 
to us – as a global community – to decide whether we should fight terror 
with torture?

I. The Absolute Prohibition on Torture – A European Perspective

Before summoning a hasty answer to this question we must take into account 
that the absolute prohibition on torture has enjoyed worldwide acceptance 
for many years and it has also been codified in a number of international 
treaties, including the Universal Declaration on Human Rights and the Euro-
pean Convention on Human Rights (ECHR). According to Article 3 (prohi-
bition on torture) ECHR “no one shall be subjected to torture or to inhuman 
and degrading treatment or punishment.” It is worth noting that even during 
the drafting stage of the European Convention Mr. Seymour Cocks, a Brit-
ish delegate, emphasised the need for universal condemnation of torture and 
although there was some disagreement as to the definition of torture, its ab-
solute prohibition was unequivocally accepted. In the last fifty years govern-
ments in the West have continually strived to recognise and protect human 
rights – or so it appeared. Since the 9/11 attacks we have learned that once 
national security is at issue human rights no longer take centre stage.

For example, during “the Troubles” in Northern Ireland a number of in-
terrogation techniques were used in order to gain intelligence about suspect-
ed terrorists. In relying on Article 3 ECHR some of the affected individuals 
sought to enforce their human rights in the European Court in Strasbourg. 
Having learned from the horrors of its past, the European Court responded 
strongly in asserting a general policy of a collective guarantee not to revert 
back to the days of institutionalised torture and ill-treatment which further-
more applied to the treatment of terrorist suspects in Northern Ireland. In 
the cases of Ireland v. United Kingdom (1980) and Donnelly and Others v. 
United Kingdom (1973) the Court was concerned that the repetition and of-
ficial tolerance of prohibited acts would lead to an “administrative practice” 
of torture. This astute assertion is often overlooked in the modern academic 
debate on torture and it is worth noting that once torture is permitted it is 
impossible to control its use. Additionally, it was clear that the Court held 
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to proceed on course and kill a drunk lying on the tracks or to swerve onto 
another track and crash into a bus full of schoolchildren. I would contend 
that such a situation, while unfortunate, does not involve a choice between 
evils: it may not occur to the driver to make any conscious decision about 
his predicament and he may simply proceed on track. In that case the drunk 
will die, yet in omitting from making a decision the driver has not engaged in 
any kind of evil conduct, and moreover would not be held liable for his omis-
sion in criminal law. This hypothetical example has been used by Professor 
Dershowitz to justify another hypothetical example: using torture to obtain 
information from a terrorist suspect as to the whereabouts of a bomb which 
is to explode imminently. This has been labeled the ticking bomb scenario 
which – according to the utilitarian “lesser of two evils” argument – justifies 
the use of torture. I would argue that this line of reasoning is flawed, in that 
the ticking bomb is the only prevailing evil in this situation as the other evil, 
i.e. torture, only comes to the fore once the interrogator has made a conscious 
decision to employ it. Thus, in my opinion these hypothetical examples are 
not comparable with one another. Even if one accepts that the train driver 
was faced with a “choice between two evils”, his situation is entirely different 
from the ticking bomb scenario which requires a new evil to be brought into 
the equation. As a result, unlike Dershowitz, I do not think the “lesser of two 
evils” argument can justify torturing a terrorist suspect. 

In considering the time-bomb argument, Richard Jackson has made the 
observation that torture has been permitted “under similar presumptions, 
from Algeria to Israel, [and] no bomb has ever been found.” Moreover, ac-
cording to a US military interrogator’s handbook (Field Manual 34-52), the 
“results” of coercive interrogation techniques are described as low quality 
intelligence. The executive director of Human Rights Watch, Kenneth Roth, 
has noted elsewhere, that any intelligence is rarely good enough to provide 
the advance warning necessary in the time-bomb situation, which leads in-
terrogators to pin-point suspects based on circumstantial evidence, such as-
sociation with a terrorist organisation. In my opinion, if the intelligence is of 
such high quality that interrogators are entirely certain they have the correct 
individual to the extent that they are willing to torture them, I would suggest 
the authorities should build on that intelligence which may lead them to the 
bomb itself, without resorting to torturing a potentially innocent individual 
who may be entirely unaware of a terrorist attack.

A fellow Harvard Professor, Elaine Scarry, also finds issue with Dershow-
itz’s important assumption that any actors placed in a situation that “re-
quires” torture would act rationally and base their decisions on clear evi-

II. The Academic Debate on Torture

It is worth noting that after the tyrannical reign of legal positivism in dicta-
torships such as Nazi Germany more consideration is often given to the role 
of morality in law. 

There are two main moral theories relating to the absolute ban on tor-
ture: deontological and consequentialist. Deontological theorists, such as the 
former Harvard Professor and leading philosopher John Rawls, focus on the 
moral value of each action with the aim of protecting the rights of individuals 
whereas consequentialist theory tends to concentrate on net happiness alone. 
The modern legal philosopher Ronald Dworkin reasons that “the general 
good is never an adequate basis for limiting rights” yet he also recognises that 
the state may have to interfere with rights in the event of “some grave threat 
to society.” Deontological rights-based moral theories are often attacked as 
being unfounded and fanciful in nature as well as being “incapable of pro-
viding answers to questions such as the existence and content of proposed 
rights.” Instead I suggest that the only way to sustain the common good is to 
closely examine the moral value of each action, while simultaneously taking 
the rights of every individual into consideration. I will try to demonstrate be-
low that if one seeks to achieve net happiness by utilitarian means, each act of 
evil employed along the way will demoralise society on the whole, resulting 
in a community which has lost its way in the pursuit of happiness. 

The merits of the utilitarian approach have been advocated by scholars 
of Jeremy Bentham as a decision between the forces of evil. They challenge 
those who “take their stand on principle(s)” i.e. those persons who hold mor-
al “values” that may not be based on rational argument. Utilitarian thinkers 
call upon these individuals to define with precision the scope of their “val-
ues” and to specify in detail the circumstances, if any, under which excep-
tions to their “principle(s)” might be admitted. As one of the first advocates 
of the utilitarian approach to torture, Bentham proposed that torture would 
be permissble to extract information from a criminal as to the whereabouts 
of innocent persons who were themselves being tortured. He claims that “to 
say nothing of wisdom, could any pretence be made so much as to the praise 
of blind and vulgar humanity, by the man who to save one criminal, should 
determine to abandon one hundred innocent persons to the same fate?”

More recently this argument has found favour with a fellow civil libertar-
ian and Harvard Professor Alan Dershowitz. In his writings he argues that 
one must choose between the lesser of two evils and in doing so provides the 
example of a train with mechanical failure, whose driver must decide whether 
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mentator Oren Gross takes issue with the idea that torture warrants should 
only be granted in exceptional circumstances. 

He draws an analogy with the familiar search warrant whereby the gov-
ernment, according to the Fourth Amendment of the US Constitution, must 
prove “probable cause” in order to receive the warrant. Yet there are many 
recognised exceptions to the search warrants rule, such as searches in which 
the special needs of law enforcement make the probable cause and warrant 
requirements impracticable. Gross comments that since there are many “ex-
ceptional” cases where search warrants are unnecessary it would be illogical 
to create a legal framework for torture warrants which should only be grant-
ed in exceptional circumstances. It seems to me to contradict established le-
gal principles and leads one to question the logic of torture warrants at all, in 
that it may lead to a situation where we create exceptions to the exceptional 
cases. Moreover, the historical example of the use of torture warrants during 
the reign of King Henry VII gives rise to other concerns as the information 
obtained during torture sessions was used in special royal tribunals, e.g. the 
Star Chamber, which has been well documented as an abusive institution. In 
reality torture was used for political reasons and not a means of obtaining the 
truth. The recent experience in Abu Ghraib suggests that it is likely that the 
torture warrant proposed here would also be the subject of abuse, in that it 
would only be used for political gain rather than to defuse the ticking bomb.

In considering the proposed legal framework for torture, Scarry contends 
that the documentation of a warrant would not provide greater accountabil-
ity: on the contrary, it undermines the work already being carried out by Am-
nesty International and other NGOs. Arguably, it would be more favourable 
to rely on international bodies such as Amnesty or the European Convention 
for the Protection against Torture to continue investigating alleged instances 
of torture, as they will not be influenced by politics and their primary con-
cern is the vindication of the rights of individuals. Shue also notes the impos-
sibility of effective judicial administration of such a warrant and claims the 
retention of the prohibition on torture is preferable to relying on public offi-
cials to administer torture in exceptional, yet acceptable, circumstances.

Finally, it has been noted by Bentham scholars that act-utilitarianism of-
ten leads to rule-utilitarianism which in turn provides for the institutionali-
sation of torture. According to Eitan Fehler’s analysis of the legalisation of 
torture in Israel, it is impossible to restrict the use of torture to exceptional 
cases. In 1987 the Landau Commission produced a report on the interroga-
tion techniques used by Israel’s General Security Service (GSS) during 1971-
1986 and recommended - like Dershowitz - that moderate physical and psy-

dence. However, over the last eight years numerous miscalculations have 
been made on the part of the US administration with regard to the “war 
on terror”, e.g. weapons of mass destruction in Iraq. Elsewhere, Bob Brecher 
notes that the fallacy of the ticking bomb argument lies in the emphasis on 
time and he is particularly concerned that if torture were to be administered 
in a short space of time it would most likely be of greater intensity than the 
non-lethal standard set down by Dershowitz. In reality it is also likely that a 
terrorist may have had training to resist torture and is so dedicated to his/
her cause that he/she would never reveal any information. Henry Shue voices 
other pragmatic concerns, such as the problem of assuming that the right in-
dividual has been captured who will reveal the location of the bomb prompt-
ly and accurately after being tortured. If, which is highly likely, the wrong 
person has been captured or somebody with loose connections to a terrorist 
organisation, this would amount to the torture of innocents; no safeguards 
against this possibility have been presented in this reasoning. Therefore, the 
ticking bomb scenario is flawed and may even be described as a fantasy, as 
per Brecher, which cannot and should not justify derogation from the prohi-
bition on torture. 

Nevertheless, Dershowitz does recognise the undeniable fact that secu-
rity forces worldwide are using torture/inhuman and degrading treatment to 
fight terrorism. For him, allowing such practice to continue without a legal 
framework is worse than living in a theoretical climate of torture prohibition 
which does not reflect the reality. As part of this, Dershowitz looks to the Is-
raeli Landau Commission’s assessment of the security situation which aims 
to achieve a balance between ensuring the security of the state and fulfilling 
legal obligations. According to the Commission, a state has three options in 
dealing with the issue of torture and terrorism: (a) allow security services to 
fight terrorism in a twilight zone; (b) act as a hypocrite and condemn torture 
yet still use it or (c) recognise the grim reality of combating terrorism and 
introduce a consistent legal framework for torture. Dershowitz chooses the 
third option and expresses concern that a state may forgo torture and allow 
“preventable” terrorist attacks to occur. Clearly, this would be highly unde-
sirable. 

He then calls for a judicial warrant to be introduced, which would le-
gally authorise torture in exceptional circumstances. Dershowitz claims that 
this legal framework would reduce instances of torture as well as enhanc-
ing the accountability of interrogators (i.e. documenting each warrant which 
has been granted) and affording greater protection to suspects. However, no 
practicable evidence is provided in support of this argument. The legal com-
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in Gaza is not only Israel but the Zionist-crusader coalition, with America, 
the leader of evil ... at its head.” I sincerely agree with Michael Ignatieff that 
“those of us who oppose torture should also be honest enough to admit that 
we have to pay a price for our own convictions.” Perhaps President Obama 
should look to the words of his predecessor Thomas Jefferson for guidance 
in drawing up a new law-abiding counter-terrorism strategy: “he who trades 
liberty for security deserves neither and will lose both.”

chological pressure may be used in a “ticking bomb scenario” provided it 
is judicially supervised. However the Commission’s broad understanding of 
the ticking bomb (“the deciding factor is not the element of time, but the 
comparison between the gravity of the two evils”) highlights the fact that this 
scenario is only used as a guise to conceal the legitimisation of torture. This 
was amply shown in the legal arguments of Shai Nitzen, state attorney, who 
stated that “even an act causing death, if justified, is acceptable.” As a result 
the ticking bomb argument slides down the slippery slope into the realm of 
routine institutionalised torture, which has been more recently exemplified 
in the use of torture on detainees in Abu Ghraib where there was no threat of 
a ticking bomb. Unsurprisingly, until the Israeli High Court of Justice over-
ruled the use of torture in 1999 the supervision mechanisms proposed by the 
Commission were also proven to be merely superficial as interrogators were 
often acquitted.

iii. Final Thoughts

Before closing, it’s worth surveying some recent developments. I welcome the 
decision of the recently appointed US President Obama to close detention 
centres such as Guantánamo Bay, where torture is rife - yet there is concern 
as to his reluctance to outlaw the practice of rendition (the transportation of 
suspects to countries where torture is commonplace). In 2005 the UK gov-
ernment quashed control orders which had been placed on suspected terror-
ists and allowed for them to be deported to countries where there was a real 
risk of torture. This action amounts to a breach of the UK’s positive obliga-
tions under Article 3 of ECHR. Thus, I would contend that if this practice is 
not also eradicated it may undermine and possibly circumvent the prohibi-
tion against torture.

My essential argument is that Israel’s experience is testament to the fact 
that Dershowitz’s proposals are impracticable. It is clear that torture can nev-
er be limited to exceptional circumstances, and in overlooking individual ac-
tions happiness will not result; rather consequentialist theory will only lead 
to the establishment of an amoral society built on fear and mistrust. While 
we now live under the threat of terrorist attack, it is highly unlikely that the 
legalisation of torture will lead to the quelling of terrorist activity. Even in a 
world where states repeatedly breach the prohibition on torture, attacks con-
tinue: the London attacks of 2005 stand testament to this. Neither has the will 
of terrorist organisation been affected by the use of torture, evinced by the re-
cent comments of Al Qaeda fundamentalist Ayman al-Zawahri: “our enemy 
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on the 15th February 2009, 11 million Venezuelans turned up to 
vote in a constitutional referendum which asked the people 
whether term limits for elected officials should be removed. 
This referendum was described by some members of the me-
dia as a re-run of the referendum that took place in December 

2007, which asked the Venezuelan people more specifically if the term limits 
for the position of president should be lifted. For the first time since his elec-
tion in 1998, the president of Venezuela, Hugo Chavez lost a political vote, 
albeit narrowly. In his speech, following the defeat in 2007, Hugo Chavez 
acknowledged that his Socialist Revolution had been derailed, but offset this 
disappointment with a note of hope, using his famous quote “only for now”.

In hindsight, the derailment of this neo-Bolivarian revolution in Vene-
zuela was indeed only temporary given that on 15h February of this year, 
54% of the Venezuelan electorate voted in favour of lifting the term limits 
on elected officials. Hugo Chavez’s reasoning for extending term limits was 
that he needed another 10 years to secure the victory of Venezuela’s social-
ist revolution. Hugo Chavez has been the president of Venezuela since 1999 
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dom within the democratic sphere, it privileges a choice of ideas and fair 
competition between policies and ideas. The media of the 21st century are 
facing unprecedented challenges everyday, but by compromising these values 
and standards, is the age of misinformation creeping in?

Using the case of Venezuela and the Western media portrayal of Hugo 
Chavez, this review will assess the role of omission as a journalistic tool and 
the tendency to dichotomise issues that could otherwise create lively debate.

There is no question that the 21st century has witnessed some remarkable 
developments, not just in terms of the amount of information that is avail-
able to people, but also the accessibility of this information. Gone are the 
days when books reigned alone in bibliographies; now we can supplement 
our knowledge with articles and journals that have been published today or 
that have been archived for decades. It is evident that the Internet has revo-
lutionised communication at every level of society and in every part of the 
globe. Our parents tell us how lucky we are to have Google; the world and its 
information available at the touch of a button. But do we take this accessibil-
ity for granted? How often to we look beyond the first page of Google search 
results?

There is an increasing suspicion among some people that the abundance 
of information has made us complacent. The quantity of knowledge available 
has numbed the need to scrutinise and interrogate the rolling headlines that 
glare at us from 24 hour news channels, and the free information thrust into 
our hands by the early bird distributors of morning newspapers. It is easier 
to accept this information, putting our trust in reputable news agencies and 
the professionals who have earned such reputation. We don’t need a second 
opinion.

Or do we? The divergence between certain commentators on the case of 
Hugo Chavez, particularly in the wake of his referendum win in mid-Febru-
ary 2009, demonstrate a need for more balanced analysis of political issues. 
There is no doubt that Hugo Chavez has his flaws, from his manipulation of 
the state media, his dubious links with the Colombian terrorist group FARC, 
and his “wave-making” on the international scene from a state visit to Iraq in 
2000, and his courting of Iran and Libya. Simultaneously, it is erroneous to 
deny the fact that his policies have vastly improved education and healthcare 
for millions, which ultimately translates into electoral success when coupled 
with his charismatic rhetoric. The Chavez-induced polarisation that charac-
terises the current Venezuelan political scene should be a prime opportunity 
for the age of information to display its dynamism and precision and engage 
in a debate that transcends the left-right, north-south paradigms.

when he took office after winning the election in 1998. His rhetoric of “Pa-
tria, Socialismo o muerte” resounded with the majority of Venezuelan voters, 
many of whom suffered a sudden slide into poverty after the economic crash 
in the 1970s. Chavez’s left-wing policies are no doubt populist, and he has 
established an elaborate network of social programmes aimed at improving 
illiteracy, access to healthcare and alleviating poverty. These huge “Misiones” 
are funded by Venezuela’s oil revenues, which are estimated to make up 80% 
of the country’s total export revenue. From 1908 until 1935, Venezuela was 
the world’s leading exporter of oil and the country continues to have some 
of the world’s largest proven oil deposits, which often translates into signifi-
cant political clout on the international scene. Aside from the oil fields, Ven-
ezuela is also a country of outstanding natural beauty which encompasses the 
Snow-Peaked Andes, the Amazonian jungle and the idyllic beaches along the 
northern coast. With a population of 28 million, it is the fifth most populous 
nation in South America and the only South American nation whose official 
name includes a direct reference to the legendary anti-colonial liberator, Si-
mon Bolívar.

There is no doubt that Venezuela is an exquisite country, with a rich po-
litical history and an ecologically diverse landscape, but none of these ele-
ments feature in the media coverage of Venezuela that is available to us in 
this corner of the globe. Particularly in the English-speaking press, we hear 
little of the 200 Venezuelan baseball players who have succeeded in playing 
in Major League Baseball in the USA, but plenty about the allegedly undemo-
cratic and autocratic rule of Bolivarian republic’s president. Editorials in the 
newspapers from London to New York denounce the tyrannical proceedings 
of the Chavez government citing cases of human rights abuses, the wide-
spread poverty, corruption and high rates of violent crime in urban centres 
such as Caracas and Maracaibo to illustrate their points. The social prob-
lems that Venezuelans face on a daily basis cannot be disputed, but the sort 
vengeful finger-pointing at a “non-aligned” government perpetrated by the 
Western media serves only to misinform its public about the situation on the 
ground. The reactionary coverage of a politically polarised country – such 
as Venezuela– by a media who seem to prioritise dichotomous reporting is 
telling. We are allegedly in an age of information, where knowledge has reas-
serted itself as power, a force to be reckoned with. Democracy returns power 
to the people and as agents of this power transfer, the media have an incred-
ibly important role in sustaining democracy in the information age. 

However, is the media itself at risk of morphing into an actor rather than 
an agent in transfer of power in democracy? Liberal democracy values free-
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the 2009 referendum victory for Chavez as a result of the monopoly that the 
Chavez campaign had on state television, without acknowledging the huge 
increase in turnout compared to the previous referendum.

The quality of news reporting depends on several factors, but in an increas-
ingly globalised world, there is no doubt that pluralism has become crucial. 
In the immediate aftermath of the scandal at the Ibero-America summit in 
2007, the current Spanish premier, José Luis Rodríguez Zapatero stated that 
“People can strongly disagree about anything, while keeping respect for oth-
ers.” The case study of Venezuela shows that certain sectors of the media are 
guilty of overlooking the importance of respect in critical debate. A pluralis-
tic approach demands a certain level of mutual respect between the opposing 
sides, without which, debate often descends into dogma, with each homog-
enised side claiming to hold the absolute truths. The world has exhausted 
the paradigms of the post-cold war era and so the new challenges of the 21st 
century deserve new critical analysis. Yes, Hugo Chavez should be criticised 
and held accountable for the success and failures of his government, but his 
supporters should not be derided as naïve, nor should his detractors be la-
belled fascists. Information should empower people, but by distorting the 
facts available, and refusing to explore new ways to understand the world, the 
media merely succeed in diluting the value of knowledge. The media are no 
longer the agents who transfer power within a democratic framework; they 
have become actors themselves, they are actors of misinformation. The ques-
tion here is not whether it is time for the media to overhaul their standards, 
but rather will they have time to do so?

However, media outlets tend to revert to the antiquated tradition of point-
scoring, refusing to concede genuine achievements to the “other” side and 
emphasising and even exaggerating the few facts that are published. Critics 
of Chavez fiercely criticise his dominance of the media by measures such as 
the Resorte law, and the State refusal to reissue a licence to Venezuela’s oldest 
private TV station, Radio Caracas Television. In spite of the fact that elec-
toral observers from all over the world including the European Union have 
asserted that the 15 elections that have taken place during Chavez’s time in 
office have been free and fair, critics continue to seize on the faults and use 
them as ammunition. In the same vein, Chavistas overemphasise the suc-
cesses of Chavez’s social programmes, while ignoring the fact that Venezuela 
has the highest inflation rate in South America and problems of unemploy-
ment. They denounce automatically all opposition as fascist and the most fa-
mous example of this was at the Ibero-Latin America summit in 2007. Hugo 
Chavez called former Spanish premier, José Maria Aznar of the mainstream 
right-wing Partido Popular in Spain a fascist, only to be reprimanded by King 
Juan Carlos II of Spain who was also present.

This type of sensationalist reductionism only serves to foment the di-
chotomy that reigns supreme in modern media. The media today are under 
extreme pressure to capture the attention of consumers quickly. Consequen-
tially, for each issue, there are only two possible answers, just like a referen-
dum. Instead of making the February referendum all about being pro or anti 
Chavez, the media could have provided a lengthy analysis of the two possible 
outcomes and the implications on the political scene in Venezuela. There was 
scarcely any discussion about what the opposition would do in the event of 
a No vote. Furthermore, there is an absence of debate about the technique of 
referenda in politics. No-one broaches the subject of how astute politicians 
can widen their catch of voters by phrasing questions in a particular way or 
by lumping several issues into one question. This example demonstrates the 
inherent problems of the modern media who suffer from a lack of time to 
delve into serious issues and thoroughly interrogate and analyse facts. The 
pressure is on to be the first to air breaking news, whether it is accurate or 
not. In a consumer-driven industry where people feel little need to scrutinise 
publications that are deemed reputable, they are content to consume passive-
ly while on the way to work, or going about their daily lives. No-one has time 
to look beyond the surface, and as a result, false information is rife. For exam-
ple, people understood the referendum in 2007 as a question about having a 
“president for life”, when in fact other reforms were also being tabled, such as 
whether to reduce the voting age from 18 to 16. The Western media explained 
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in 2007, Irish Times journalist Paul Gillespie wrote that “what we take 
most for granted is often what makes us most distinctive.” This could 
certainly be argued in the case of TDs and the diversity of their job 
portfolio. It is not unusual that our TDs’ role is to legislate, and that this 
is their primary function. However, over the years brokerage has gone 

hand in hand with being elected. This reality-which many consider damag-
ing- has been well documented in broad terms, but rarely have the nuances of 
the relationship been analysed. I propose to examine the term brokerage, and 
investigate whether this “service”, offered by TDs, is a cause of governmental 
weakness or rather a consequence. By exploring issues such as Ireland’s his-
torical suspicion of government and the small size of the state, and compar-
ing this with the effect brokerage has on the Dáil and the public perception 
of the state, I will attempt to evaluate the relationship between brokerage and 
the weaknesses of the Dáil.  In this context, I want to uncover some of the rea-
sons why “politicians have no option but to give the public what they want.”
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tween politicians and voters. Many constituents still maintain that this sys-
tem is the most efficient in resolving their personal concerns as it bypasses 
the formal structures of government bureaucracy. Furthermore, due to the 
heavily centralised nature of decision making in Ireland, it is commonly be-
lieved amongst voters that local concerns rarely get resolved by local authori-
ties. Myles Tierney has declared that “the parish pump dominates all politics 
and most politicians. Drawing political success from priming the pump, the 
average TD is quite unable to break away from it and, so, all politics in Ireland 
is demeaned and reduced to triviality.” Of interest here-in relation to Ireland’s 
small society and its TDs- is the creation and maintenance of ‘political dynas-
ties’ through the brokerage services of those relatives who previously sat or 
continue to sit in Dáil Éireann. Although waning in recent times, there has 
been a recurrent theme of TDs being elected on their family’s reputation at 
brokerage. This case could be argued even for current deputies such as the 
Aylwards or the Lenihans.

Tierney furthers his argument by asserting that “national politicians find 
themselves overwhelmed by local issues and thereby are unable to give suf-
ficient attention to national, European and international issues.” Much of 
this is largely due to the bureaucratic administrative structures of the gov-
ernment, with their failure to adequately separate the amalgamated role of 
TDs to both legislate and to cope with the many individual demands of the 
electorate. Although a number of moves have been made in recent years to 
move away from this system (in particular  with the prohibition of the dual 
mandate since June 2004), as Gallagher has pointed out, “the Irish elector-
ate’s desire for representatives who will perform a brokerage role between 
themselves and a state machinery” remains. However, calls for government 
reform have only grown louder especially since the rise of “extreme forms of 
brokerage” have led to corruption in politics resulting in tribunals such as the 
Mahon and Moriarty among others. Nevertheless, as UCD pofessor Richard 
Sinnott notes, “those who wish to reduce the brokerage burden and foster a 
legislative role for TDs would have to make many changes to the government 
system in addition to changing the electoral system.” 

It almost goes without saying that the brokerage services TDs offer re-
duces the time which they can spend focusing on discussing legislation and 
drafting policy; in other words “national affairs”. TDs who continue to get 
re-elected – and successfully balance their local and national duties – have 
become known as “super-brokers”. Yet to simply assert that the Dáil is weak 
due to TDs brokerage services to constituents may be somewhat misleading. 
A TD could almost be described as similar to a CEO of a small company. In 
charge of a parliamentary assistant and a full time personal secretary, the TD 

According to Eunan O’Halpin, what has developed in Ireland is a “cul-
tural predisposition to seek help of an intermediary when dealing with the 
official state, even if such help is unnecessary.” An intriguing misconception 
is produced , in which politicians are rarely seen as having influence over 
the actual allocation of state resources, but rather as holding critical infor-
mation about bureaucratic procedures and having access to the bureaucrats 
themselves.  Thus a broker can offer their services to a constituent who finds 
themselves unable to access certain resources they understand they are enti-
tled to. Of importance at this point in defining brokerage is that, according 
to commentators John Coakley and Michael Gallagher, “once the service has 
been provided, the brokerage relationship ends.” This emphasises the main 
difference between brokerage and clientelism, a term which many have in-
correctly used as an alternative term for brokerage. The system of clientelism 
is more formalised and permanent, with clients directly in the debt of a TD’s 
assistance. In Ireland, the inherent characteristics of  brokerage generally en-
sures that no constituents are under direct obligation to their TDs for their 
brokerage services. Still, Irish Times journalist Paul Gillespie has surmised 
that the brokerage services Irish politicians offer between voters, bureaucracy 
and government, and the personal contact involved in such activities has be-
come “the kernel of campaigning.”

Liam Weeks, another Irish Times writer, has noted that “brokerage is a 
feature of Irish political culture that stems from, among other things, the 
nature of Irish society, where a value is placed on face-to-face contact with 
politicians, and the smallness of the State, where politicians are personally 
known to most voters.” This desire to know who one is dealing with large-
ly stems from a pre-independence historical suspicion towards the central 
government in Dublin, which much of the agrarian population perceived 
as alien. Peter Pyne highlights this uneasiness towards the government and 
re-emphasises constituents’ “tendency to operate through personal contacts 
rather than through organisational procedures.” Although more recent times 
have highlighted that a lack of social mobility may be the cause of this, par-
ticularly when compared with modern social networks, there is little doubt 
that brokerage is rooted in a pre-modern political culture. 

As mentioned before, the smallness of the State has also played a signifi-
cant role in developing the system of brokerage that is now evident in mod-
ern day Ireland. It remains true that,  as Katie Hannon has commented, po-
litical brokerage has moved on since the times when “the job was more about 
doing personal favours.” However, a reality that has not changed is that the 
small size of the Irish state continues to lend itself to personal contact be-
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that they are both inextricably linked –and are in fact necessary– to maintain 
our functioning government system. Therefore, both brokerage and govern-
mental weakness most certainly are related to each other. I, like Kelly (in 
Myles na Gopaleen’s “Faustus Kelly”) before me, have seen this anomaly as a 
considerable hindrance to the practice of open and balanced government. It 
is worth summing up in the words of Richard Finnegan: “the key features of 
Irish electoral politics make the politicians prisoners of parochial pleading, 
rather than policymakers balancing the demands of groups in the context of 
the political agenda of the whole society.” 

delegates his/her workload among the team. Regularly dealing with issues re-
lating to policy development, public engagements and constituent concerns, 
the TD is constantly trying to manage time more efficiently. Thus while bro-
kerage services may be farmed out within the TD’s “organisation”, he/she re-
tains oversight on control style. This analogy may gain more credence when 
you view a TD as a political entrepreneur, particularly one who becomes em-
broiled in intraparty competition. In this scenario, as Basil Chubb describes: 
“a candidate cannot fight his fellow candidate on policy; he tries to seem a 
more assiduous and more successful servant of his constituents.” Yet it sure-
ly is a weakness that local issues often win candidates national elections or 
maintain for deputies their esteemed positions. The reason for this and for 
local government being widely regarded, in Chubb’s irreverent phrase, as the 
“Cinderella of democracy”  is due to there being underlying feeling, common 
to most of the electorate, that local politicians are “on the make”, probably 
dishonest, and little interested in their constituents. Nevertheless, the conse-
quences of this reality are such that an over-concentration of parliamentar-
ians on constituency service has developed (as observed by Philip Norton)– 
and such service is now regarded as vital to political success. This became 
particularly apparent following the 2007 General Election, in the case of Gal-
way West TD Noel Grealish. Apart from the Minister of Health Mary Harney, 
Grealish was the only other Progressive Democrats to win a seat following the 
election, even though he had the lowest Dáil attendance during the previous 
five years. Such an exapmle seems to strongly vindicate Katie Hannon’s belief 
that “most backbenchers are not interested in legislation.” 

Leaving aside the baggage resulting from extreme forms of brokerage, 
TDs’ brokerage services have a mixed impact on the perception of the state. 
With national politicians offering brokerage services to constituents, they 
are slowly reducing the historical stigma and alienation associated with the 
central government in Dublin. However, TDs requiring support from con-
stituents has created a situation where, according to Lee Komito, “escalat-
ing political competition engenders exaggerated claims of influence and so 
threatens political credibility.” Further credibility issues have emerged from 
what is now described as the “funeral coat syndrome”, where certain TDs 
supposedly always carry their funeral wear in their car so that they are always 
prepared for an appearance at a funeral, where there would be a large group 
of constituents, even when having no knowledge of the deceased.

There is no doubt that, as Komito notes, “brokerage ‘succeeds’ because it 
mitigates.” Yet in examining brokerage’s effects, both as a cause and a conse-
quence, I have been left only to conclude that perhaps it is both of these, and 
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