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From the Editors

As we approach the end of the year, it is a perfect 
time to take a snapshot of the year behind us, 
and reflect on the events that are shaping, 
directly or indirectly, the reality of our lives. 
From a vantage point of today, the year 2014 
was marked by two important anniversaries, 
the centennial of the Great War and the 25th 
anniversary of the fall of the Berlin Wall. While 
these two events represent the points in our 
history when peace and solidarity prevailed over 
the dividing forces of war and fear, the current 
events around the globe seem to bring unrest and 
divide back into focus. The economic crisis, the 
Ukraine conflict, various nationalist and anti-
immigration sentiments in Europe, and the ISIS 
threat are some of the worrisome trends that we 
highlight in this term’s issue. With the hope that 
in the New Year, the battle for the hearts and 
minds will once again bring peace and solidarity, 
we present you the new issue of Polemics.

This academic year also marks the growth and 
expansion of Polemics: we would like to formally 
announce the launch of our new website, 
dapolemics.com, as well as the unveiling of the 
new design of our magazine. We look forward 
to your feedback!

As always, we would like to give special thanks 
to Dardis McNamee for her valuable expertise 
and unwavering support to our magazine.

Finally, we envision Polemics as a magazine that 
will provide our readers with food for thought, 
while giving our writers, editors, designers, 
and website developers a creative outlet and a 
space where they can express their ideas in an 
intellectually stimulating way.

Without further ado, we hope you will enjoy 
our this issue.

Sincerely,

Flora Kwong and Jelena Vićić
Editors-in-Chief

Our Team
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Thankfully, the EU institutions have succeeded in preventing 
quarrels between member states related to nationalities and 
borders. However, the enlightenment period and the French 
Revolution already planted the seeds for the right of self-
determination more than 200 years ago, which is now deeply 
rooted all over the world.

The masses voting for Scottish independence demonstrated 
that the globalization has not rendered the nation-state 
obsolete. The British government responded with a series of 
promises for political concessions to the northern territory. 
Regardless of the outcome, the campaign remarkably 
reinforced the people’s involvement in democratic processes 
on both sides. In the words of Scottish author Irvine Welsh, 
“the Scots have just reinvented and re-established the idea 
of true democracy. This – one more – glorious failure might 
also, paradoxically, be their finest hour.”

When on September 11, the National Day of Catalonia, 
nearly 2 million people gathered in Barcelona for the biggest 
independence rally yet, many brought the Scottish flag to 
show support for the upcoming referendum. The protesters 
formed a large “V” representing their will to vote.

Several similarities can be drawn between the Scottish and 
Catalan independence movements. Both have increasingly 
gathered momentum and are wholly non-violent in nature. 
Both focus on economic and historical distinctions, while 
claiming that their central governments in London and 
Madrid rob their regions of prosperity. Particularly, however, 
the cultural element is more pronounced in Catalonia. 

The follow-through of the Scottish vote was an inspiration to 
Catalonian nationalists. They saw this as a confirmation that 
changing borders within the EU is still possible, and that an 
EU member state could grant its citizens a right to vote on 
self-determination. The Scottish referendum demonstrated 
that this could be achieved through peaceful, democratic 
means, leading to an open debate on the advantages and 
disadvantages of being independent.

The follow-through of the Scottish vote was an 
inspiration to Catalonian nationalists. They saw 

this as a confirmation that changing borders 
within the EU is still possible.

The Scottish referendum set alarm bells ringing in national 
governments across the European Union facing similar 

separatist movements within their own territories. Remarkably, 
45 percent of Scots voted “Yes” to Independence, despite 
the broad uncertainty of its economic sustainability as an 
independent nation. An astonishing 84.5 percent of eligible 
voters flocked the polling stations breaking all records in 
voter turnout in both the U.K. and Scotland. The large 
number of votes expressing the wish to secede is remarkable, 
considering the 650,000 voters born outside of Scotland, 
who overwhelmingly opted for “No.” All Scottish inhabitants 
aged 16 and above from the U.K., Commonwealth or EU 
countries were admitted to vote, including students recently 
having moved there from other parts of the U.K. 

The referendum came at a bad time for the EU, currently 
suffering from a vulnerable public image. Right-wing parties 
continue to gain influence and economic crises are posing 
serious challenges to national and supranational institutions. 

Spanish Prime Minister Mariano Rajoy described this 
referendum as “a torpedo below the waterline for European 
integration.” Radical critics fear that the prominence of the 
Scottish case could lead to another great European devolution 
similar to the period between 1918 and 1992, which saw 
many new small states appearing on the map of Europe in 
fewer than 100 years time. The first wave came after WWI 
with the collapse of European empires, when the principle of 
self-determination became prevalent. Former U.S. President 
Woodrow Wilson vigorously advocated this right during the 
Paris Peace Conferences in 1918. “National aspirations must 
be respected; people may now be dominated and governed 
only by their own consent. ‘Self-determination’ is not a mere 
phrase; it is an imperative principle of action,” he said.

A second major wave of disintegration occurred in the 1990s, 
when the Soviet Union and Yugoslavia collapsed and many of 
their constituent regions became independent nation-states.

The EU framework tries to avoid any resurgence of separatist 
movements as, on one side, it attempts to protect, but also 
trivialize sovereign statehood. This is the aftermath of Europe 
being torn apart by two world wars over issues related to nation 
states. Borders are not to be challenged anymore, however 
imperfect they may be.

Scottish Referendum Sparks Catalonia:
A Challenge for the EU?
Simon Tasso

Featured
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However, the negative outcome of the Scottish referendum 
came as a disappointing blow to the Catalans. A poll 
conducted by the major Catalonian newspaper El Periódico 
revealed a strong belief that this would negatively impact the 
Catalan independence movement, known as the ‘Catalan 
Way.’ So far, the Catalan governments efforts to persuade 
Madrid to grant them a vote have not been fruitful. The 
national leadership staunchly refused to give in and dodged 
the conflict by referring to legal issues, such as constitutional 
boundaries. Thus, it suffocated the chance of open negotiation 
and progress, leaving the country ignorant of the pressing 
issues at hand.  

The Catalan government unilaterally set a date for a 
referendum on November 9, 2014. After intense pressure from 
the Spanish government and fears of incriminating himself, 
Catalan President Artur Mas called off the vote. However, a 
simulation referendum took place with over 80 percent in 
favor of independence, although only 40 percent of eligible 
voters voted, as many refused the poll.

Independence movements seem to be a thorn in the side 
of the EU. Officials confirmed several times that in case of 
independence, a long process of integration to the EU would 
ensue. “Any belief that Europe would accept an independent 
Catalonia is deeply wrong,” European Commission President 
Jean-Claude Juncker announced bluntly. Catalonia, on the 
other hand, remains optimistic of EU support and acceptance 

to the Union. President Mas sent a letter to European leaders 
stating, “I am confident I can rely on you to encourage the 
peaceful, democratic, transparent, and European process to 
which I and a vast majority of the Catalan people are fully 
committed.”

Some members of the European Parliament (EP) have 
responded with more affinity. Green’s parliamentarian, Ska 
Keller, expressed support for the Catalans and their efforts 
towards self-determination. Socialists in the EP have been 
more open to discussing independence than their conservative 
counterparts, with internal differences.

However, Parliament’s President Martin Schulz declared it 
“an issue between Spain and Catalonia.” According to Schulz, 
the EU should not take any position in these debates, being 
well aware of the Spanish position. In March 2014, Spain’s 
Foreign Minister García Margallo, stated that if Catalonia 
became independent, it would be cast into outer space, where 
it would wander outside the EU “for ever and ever.” 

By ignoring the extreme frustration of Catalan independence 
movement, the EU only intensified the desire for self-
determination to date. The will for autonomy is not expected 
to subside any time soon, as it has become deeply intertwined 
in the daily lives of the people. Thus, by avoiding outcries from 
a significant part of its population, Europe is threatened to 
lose its democratic credibility and worsen its current crisis.

Featured
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The U.S. Treasury has recently confirmed its intentions 
to try to halt the flow of money to Islamic State of Iraq 

and Syria (ISIS) by targeting its oil business and imposing 
sanctions on the external donors. Since it began its operations 
early this year, the Islamic State went far beyond the definition 
of a terrorist organization, claiming enormous territorial and 
political ambitions, growing in size dramatically and involving 
constant inflow of revenue from a very diverse range of sources.

Simplifying group activities to a war of “believers against 
infidels” does not explicate the situation anymore, as the 
religious motives are not the only ones in place. ISIS is primarily 
focused on financial self-sufficiency and independence, raising 
revenues from oil sales, taxes on businesses and individuals, 
ransom payments, operation of captured factories, selling 
antiquities and the like. Such activities make it function more 
like an operational state than a jihadist group.

The international community is now facing the challenge of 
finding means to prevent further escalation of the conflict 
with ISIS. Experts agree on the fact that revenue has primary 
importance in these terms. The focus of the “War on Terror” 
has become the disruption of “the ISIS economy.”

The estimated total revenue of ISIS per day varies greatly from 
one source to another. U.S. Treasury’s Under Secretary for 
Terrorism and Financial Intelligence David Cohen recently 
described the ISIS as the “best funded terrorist organization 
we have ever confronted,” with a revenue between $1 and 
$6 million per day. One may wonder about the source of 
such substantial wealth, which makes ISIS the world’s most 
financially sophisticated terrorist organization. 

Despite the common belief that most of the revenue comes 
from ransom payments and funding from wealthy Gulf 
partners, most experts agree that these inflows are not the 
dominant source of income for the organization. 

In the early stages of ISIS activity, individual donations sent 
by local and external supporters from the Gulf provided the 

The focus of the “War on Terror” has become 
the disruption of “the ISIS economy.”

main source of the organization’s income. According to a 
recent article in Newsweek, ISIS received $40 million over the 
past two years from governments and individual donations 
from the oil-rich countries of Saudi Arabia, Qatar and Kuwait. 
However, its volume decreased following huge pressure and 
criticism from the international community and the U.S. 
As a result, these countries adopted new legislation aimed at 
countering terrorist financing. 

Despite numerous efforts to stop 
foreign funding, there is evidence 
of private Gulf donors continuing 
to funnel money to ISIS. “Qatar 
and Kuwait continue to stick 
out as two trouble spots when it 
comes to counterterrorist financing 
enforcement,” Lori Plotkin Boghardt, 
a fellow in Gulf politics at the 
Washington Institute for Near East 
Policy, told Newsweek. 

Besides the control of a territory stretching from Aleppo in 
the North to Baghdad in the South, including the cities of 
ar-Raqqah in Syria and Mosul in Iraq, the group has also taken 
hold of natural resources, agriculture and oil fields located 
in this area. Revenue from selling oil is ranked first in the 
ISIS income sources list. The volume of oil extraction in the 
controlled territory, according to various estimates, can reach 
up to 70 thousand barrels daily, which, if sold on the black 
market, can bring up to $3 million. Crude oil and refined 
products are being sold through well-established smuggling 
networks across the borders of Turkey, the Kurdistan Region, 
Syria and Iran. On top of that, not only does this business 
provide funds to keep ISIS’ war-machine running, but also 
benefits buyers and intermediaries of the transactions, who 
buy oil at lower prices and are paid in cash for their services.

The aim of the U.S.-led coalition’s decision to bomb ISIS’ 
oil derricks is to cut the major revenue flow. The most recent 
International Energy Agency report shows that the volume 
of oil production decreased dramatically from 70 thousand 
to 20 thousand barrels per day after the aerial campaign of 
the coalition. 

However, one of the most important shortcomings of this 
strategy is that it has already led to higher diesel and petroleum 
prices for 8 million civilians in the ISIS-controlled territory. 
The local population is now dependent on ISIS to supply them 
with cheap oil. With winter approaching, further bombing 
can lead to an energy crisis in the region, and the problem of 
finding a substitute supplier of oil and petrol will be difficult 
to solve. Civilians will most likely continue paying the price 
for any distortions in ISIS’ money-flow.

Disrupting 
ISIS Funding
Anastasiia Gnatenko
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Amongst the images of terrorist acts perpetuated by Islamic 
State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS), the ones that caused the most 

outrage in the Balkans were those of Levdrim Muhaxheri, a 
Kosovo national, decapitating a Syrian teenager. These images 
uncovered the reality of ISIS’ success in recruiting foreign 
fighters not only in Kosovo, but also in other countries in the 
region, such as Bosnia and Herzegovina and Albania. However, 
the ongoing battle for the hearts and minds of Balkan Muslims 
for radical causes is not new – it started long ago, with the fall 
of Yugoslavia.

Wahhabism, a religious movement that inspires Islamic 
fundamentalism around the globe, first entered the Balkans 
with the start of the Bosnian bloodshed in 1992. According to 
Erdoan A. Shipoli, Program Director at Federation of Balkan 
American Associations, the movement itself was founded by 
Muhammad ibn Abd-al Wahhabi in 18th century Arabia. It 
was then espoused by Muhammad ibn Saud, who founded the 
present-day kingdom of Saudi Arabia. Wahhabism is identified 
today with both al-Qaida and ISIS. 

Preaching hostility against the infidels, Wahhabi warriors coming 
from Afghanistan joined the war in Bosnia to fight against 
the Serbs. In the same manner, using the existing instability 
to infiltrate Muslim-populated areas, they entered Albania in 
1997 and Kosovo in 1999. Some of them stayed behind and 
married locally after the conflicts had ended. According to 
Sarah Schelsinger of National Review Online, harsh economic 
conditions after the war drew another influx of Wahhabis. They 
provided financial support for the Muslim communities in 
Bosnia, Kosovo and Albania, while inseminating their ideologies. 
“After the war, anyone could come and go as wanted. This is 
why some of our youth have been indoctrinated,” said Kosovo’s 
Mufti Naim Trnava.

Known as “people in short pants,” and frowned upon by 
the local, traditionally liberal Muslims, the Wahhabis in the 
Balkans today populate remote villages, such as their settlement 
in Gornja Maoča in Bosnia. This village has been the focus of 
attention in 2010, due to “Operation Light.” The operation 
involved 600 police and security agents raiding the village with 
the aim of “arresting individuals posing a security threat by 
undermining territorial integrity,” according to Boris Grubešić, 
spokesman for the Bosnian State Prosecutor’s Office at the 
time. During the raid, agents arrested Nusret Imamović, a 
native of Gornja Maoča and one of the most important radical 
Muslims in the country. He was later released. Imamović is 
currently fighting with ISIS in Syria and was designated as 

Featured

Muslim Extremism in the Balkans
Jelena Vićić

a Foreign Terrorist Fighter by the U.S. State Department in 
September. 

The success ISIS had recruiting in Kosovo was seen as an 
embarrassment for a country loyal to America. As the U.S.-led 
NATO coalition against Serbia is considered crucial in their fight 
to obtain independence, it is unthinkable to Kosovars that their 
citizens might be joining ISIS. 

According to Valerie Hopkins of Foreign Policy, “as Kosovo 
emerged from war in the 2000s, several foreign, conservative 
Islamic aid organizations established schools and funded the 
construction of mosques in the country.” She notes the concern 
that religious leaders preaching in foreign-funded mosques might 
influence people to join ISIS in Syria has materialized. So far, 
Radio Free Europe reports, “15 influential Muslim leaders have 
been arrested across Kosovo in a crackdown targeting … a 
recruiting network for Islamic State.” 

Prime Minister Hashim Thaci announced in his The Guardian 
op-ed that, “we will crush any cells that believe, wrongfully, that 
they can find cover in Kosovo.” This statement follows the series 
of arrests that started in August 2014, when over 40 Muslim 
extremists were arrested across the country. Meanwhile, in Bosnia, 
Balkanist reports that 16 people were arrested in September in 
an operation aiming to detain suspected sponsors and recruiters 
of Muslim fighters for ISIS.

According to the Westpoint Combating Terrorism Center, Bosnia is 
the fifth largest non-Arab contributor to ISIS, while the Balkan 
region as a whole ranks third. The path to joining ISIS involves 
the jihadists from Bosnia travelling trough Vienna where they 
receive funding, then through Turkey, and into Syria. More than 
330 Bosnian citizens, 50 to 90 Albanians and 80 to 150 Kosovars, 
in addition to a number of fighters from Serbia, Macedonia 
and Montenegro, went to Syria and Iraq to fight. “These are 
mostly people who come from the social, economic and even 
geographical margins, with no propensity for work or abilities, 
with limited education, who believe they are fulfilling their holy 
mission there,” explained Vlado Azonović, Sarajevo Faculty of 
Political Science and an expert on terrorism issues. 

The success ISIS has had in recruiting in the Balkans shows that 
certain conflicts can have unsuspected consequences. One can 
hope that the governments whose people used to live under the 
Yugoslav banner of “brotherhood and unity” will persist in their 
fight against extremism. Otherwise, they might have to join 
forces and fight the ISIS recruitment cells together.

Prizen, Kosovo
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giving itself permission to invade Iraq in 2002 based on 
preventive measures after 9/11. Although this example shows 
a connection between exceptionalism and unilateral behavior, 
his research suggests a dissonance between American popular 
beliefs and government behavior. He references surveys from 
2002 where 70 percent of Americans rejected the statement 
“the U.S. should play the role of world policeman,” while 77 
percent were in favor of strengthening the United Nations 
(UN). Furthermore, he reveals that American people were 
not concerned with a loss of sovereignty that would result 
from strengthening the UN or International Criminal Court 
(ICC), which tends to be an argument used by politicians. 
Most interesting was a 1995 survey where participants were 
asked, “How much of the time do you think you can trust 
the United Nations to do the right thing?” and 47 percent 
of participants responded “just about always,” whereas only 
27 percent gave the same answer about the U.S. government. 

Whether someone interprets exceptionalism as ‘being 
outstanding’ or as ‘being an exception,’ the belief that 
one country is exceptional must be rooted in a particular 
admiration, pride or love for that country. Therefore, it is 
important to look at the role that patriotism and nationalism 
play within exceptionalism. 

Although the terms patriotism and nationalism are sometimes 
used interchangeably, research shows that patriotism is 
compatible with tolerance for diversity and cooperation, 
whereas nationalism breeds less tolerance and more militarism. 
To explain the difference between patriotism and nationalism, 
and how these might lead to dangerous behavior, one can 
look at results from a 2004 study at Ohio State University 
titled “What Does It Mean to Be an American? Patriotism, 
Nationalism, and American Identity After 9/11.” The study 
reveals how politicians could frame a question in order to 
elicit a specific reaction from the public. 

Presented with the statement, “The tragic events of September 
11 have united Americans as never before in our generation. 
We have come to understand what we have in common as 

Research shows that people can believe 
their country is “exceptional” without 

believing that it should be treated as “an 
exception.” 

On September 11, 2013, Russian President Vladimir 
Putin published a letter to the American people, 

challenging U.S. President Barack Obama’s views on American 
exceptionalism. Obama claimed that American policy makes 
America “different and exceptional.” But on this 12th 
anniversary of the terrorist attacks that reshaped American 
foreign policy and American identity, Putin argued, “It is 
extremely dangerous to encourage people to see themselves 
as exceptional, whatever the motivation.” To understand the 
flaw, and perhaps the intention, behind Putin’s argument, 
one must first understand two things: Americans’ patriotic 
belief that their country is exceptional does not necessarily 
influence their country’s foreign policy; and some politicians 
tend to blur the line between patriotism and nationalism in 
order to pursue their own personal agendas.

American exceptionalism is the idea that the United States is 
qualitatively different from other countries, because the U.S. 
was founded on ideals such as the right to life, liberty and the 
pursuit of happiness. However, this often-misunderstood term 
refers to both America being ‘exceptional’ or ‘outstanding’ 
because of its values, and to America acting as ‘an exception’ 
when it breaks an international law or norm that others are 
expected to follow. To understand how these interpretations 
coexist, Dr. Johannes Thimm, from Germany’s Stiftung 
Wissenschaft und Politik (SWP), analyzed the history of 
American exceptionalism as well as the connection between 
American popular beliefs and American foreign policy. 

Thimm’s examples of unilateral behavior include the United 
States claiming it does not condone preventive wars, but 

Is America “Exceptional”?
Ed Alvarado
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necessarily the source of self-centered foreign policy. “Opinion 
leaders may be more influential in shaping discourse than 
the views of the general public,” he writes. This suggests that 
U.S. foreign policy might stem from political framing rather 
than popular consensus. 

So is it truly “extremely dangerous to encourage people to 
see themselves as exceptional?” Research shows that people 
can believe their country is “exceptional” without believing 
that it should be treated as “an exception.” This means that 
perhaps the biggest danger is how a government representative 
decides to frame public debate to pursue his or her own 
personal agendas. 

Vladimir Putin’s letter ended by stating, “There are big 
countries and small countries, rich and poor, those with 
long democratic traditions and those still finding their 
way to democracy ... We are all different, but when we 
ask for the Lord’s blessings, we must not forget that God 
created us equal.” In this final statement, he paradoxically 
tries to refute American exceptionalism by using the same 
idea American Constitution uses: that all men are created 
equal. Therefore, it seems that Putin’s argument is merely 
an exceptional attempt to frame American values in a way 
that pushes his own political agenda.

Featured

Americans. As a nation, our focus is on the core essence of what 
it means to be an American,” people responded differently 
than when presented with the statement, “The tragic events of 
September 11 have united Americans as never before in our 
generation. We now have a common purpose to fight terrorism 
in all of its forms and to work together to help those who 
were victims of this tragedy.” The first group displayed more 
nationalistic attitudes; they showed more intolerance towards 
other cultures and were more likely to define Americans as 
“being born in America.” The second group did not show 
these tendencies. 

What’s the reason for this result? The first statement caused 
people to define American identity as something immutable 
that evoked “the core essence of being American,” while the 
second statement defined Americans as having a shared 
experience and a common interest. In other words, “American 
pride” after 9/11 could translate into either cooperation or 
isolation. Surprisingly, it all depends on how the issue is 
framed. “This can be exploited by leaders who see political 
advantage in mobilizing nationalistic sentiments in the name 
of patriotism,” the study concludes. 

Although Thimm’s research also shows that the American 
population believes their country to be exceptional, this is not 



 Polemics  |  December 2014

What is the profile of a person that takes the ISIS path, 
branding their current life as unworthy? Is it an irrational 
decision or a coldly calculated one? The answers are complex 
and pertain to the realm of psychology. However, there are 
certain motivations driving the recruits which can be divided 
into three: economic and political grievance, spiritual and 
social fulfillment, and psychopathic. 

Reaching out to a broad base of support, ISIS presents 
itself as the panacea for failed governance. With a shrewd 
understanding of human nature, it has found recruits 
worldwide willing to commit their lives to the cause. As a 
number of studies show, ISIS has become a banner for those 
trying to fill a void or grievance with just about anything. John 
Horgan, psychologist and professor 
at the University of Massachusetts 
Lowell’s Center for Terrorism and 
Security Studies, pointed out that “ISIS 
offers a place for everyone, ranging 
from the sadistic psychopath to the 
humanitarian and idealistic-driven.” 

Despite the popularity of their “holy” 
cause, the religious savviness of those 
who join ISIS is skewed. In July 2014 two British individuals, 
Yusuf Sarwar and Mohammed Ahmed, traveled to Syria to 
train with ISIS. Right before leaving, they bought two books:  
Islam for Dummies and The Koran for Dummies. Another 
example is the incident from May 2014, described by the 
Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the 
Syrian Arab Republic in its August report to the UN General 
Assembly. According to the report, ISIS fighters entered a 

Reaching out to 
a broad base of 

support, ISIS 
presents itself 
as the panacea 

for failed 
governance.

Pure evil is how many describe the Islamic State of Iraq 
and Syria (ISIS) after seeing its barbaric acts. Americans 

who viewed the uncensored and gruesome beheading of 
journalist James Foley felt sick to the bone as the reality of 
ISIS hit closer to home. However, while ISIS prides itself 
in its Islamic symbols including its banner and the Takbir 
(God is Great), practice shows that many recruits have little 
religious conviction or knowledge. The religious extremism 
espoused by ISIS is merely the rules of the game rather than 
the motivation to play it.

Playing the ISIS game means embracing violence. However, 
it seems that with each additional videotaped beheading 
the public hears about or sees, they become a little more 
desensitized, almost as if it were part of human nature to 
normalize and tolerate violence. In the same fashion, current 
and prospective jihadists become numb to the wickedness of 
their own actions. It is in this context that ISIS has thrived 
and managed to recruit a vast number of fighters. According 
to U.S. intelligence reports, over 15,000 individuals from 
more than 80 nations have gone to fight in Syria. It has gone 
far beyond the traditional recruitment methods used by al-
Qaida, on to mastering Twitter, YouTube and Facebook, thus 
gaining popularity among the youth. 

Nicole Heydari 
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village in Syria and started executing presumed Yazidi. The 
villagers recited the Quran to demonstrate they were not 
Yazidi, but only one of the ISIS fighters spoke Arabic. A total 
of 15 villagers were executed before the jihadists realized that 
they were executing Sunni Muslims. 

Some of those who join ISIS do so for the same reasons 
that sparked the Arab Spring in Tunisia: indignation and 
despair due to economic exclusion and failed governance. 
As Hernando de Soto, an economist and the adviser to the 
former Peruvian President Alberto Fujimori, points out, many 
regional recruits may very well be merchants or entrepreneurs 
if they had the opportunity. 

Recognizing the power of economic exclusion, de Soto argues 
that the real cure for the “Islamic State” is capitalism. He draws 
parallels with how the Peruvian government dealt with the 
Shining Path, a Maoist guerrilla insurgency in Peru. He points 
to the economic empowerment, not the military action, as 
the real game changer. While serving as an emotional outlet 
for economic letdown, ISIS also offers a form of income. In 
a televised interview, King Abdullah of Jordan stated that 
jihadists make an average of $1000 a month – equivalent to 
a middle- to upper-class salary in Jordan. 

Moreover, in response to failed governance, ISIS has managed 
to create certain stability by establishing alternative governance 
structures. In the territories it controls, it has governors, courts, 
police and even a taxation system.

Some ISIS recruits are motivated by the search for spiritual 
fulfillment or a sense of belonging. A recent study by the Queen 
Mary University in London concluded that when it comes to 
foreign fighters, those with the largest risk of radicalization are 
the youth tormented by social isolation or depression. 

While those most resistant to radicalization are foreign-
born immigrants, it is their children born in the West who 

are most vulnerable to recruitment. ISIS is aware that its 
pool of recruits stems from those unable to identify with 
or integrate into their communities, and seeking spiritual 
meaning in their lives. They try to empathize with those 
feeling a spiritual void and lacking a purpose in life.  “The 
cure for depression is jihad … Feel the honor we are feeling, 
feel the happiness we are feeling,” stated Abu Bara al-Hindi 
(an alleged Briton) in an ISIS recruitment video designed 
for the Western audiences. 

Lastly, others who join ISIS or act as lone wolves may be 
psychopathic. They may have tinkered with ISIS websites 
and recruitment videos, but choose to commit violent acts 
for solely egotistical purposes.  According to the former FBI 
profiler Mary Ellen O’Toole, these are essentially criminals 
that use the banner of ISIS to feel reckless exhilaration and 
feed their perceived importance. These individuals use the 
guise of Islam to justify their “instrumental violence” which 
dehumanizes their victims. 

The paradox of ISIS is that while it has appropriated an Islamic 
cause, its recruitment thrives not so much on the religious 
affiliation (many of its victims are Muslims) as on an astute 
understanding of human nature. Former Taliban recruiter 
Mubin Shaikh points out that jihadist mentors usually focus 
on converts since they tend to be more impressionable.

ISIS claims to offer human dignity, justice and empowerment 
while it exploits spiritual and social vacuums as well as 
criminality to achieve its political agenda. With a keen 
understanding of what drives humans to violence, it uses 
technology to attract young recruits. Rising recruitment levels 
of foreign fighters should serve as a stark indicator that ISIS is 
a very real threat. It also offers an opportunity for introspection 
of what drives each one of us to violence. For some, this 
exercise of self-reflection may lead to chilling revelations.  
However, standing at the sidelines and watching ISIS expand 
may no longer be an option for Western democracies.

Featured



 Polemics  |  December 2014

What followed was the frenzy to try to discern the enemy. 
Many media outlets, including The Globe and Mail and 
National Post, have featured profiles on the personal history 
of Couture-Rouleau and Zehaf-Bibeau, Couture-Rouleau, 
a young father and business owner, converted to Islam in 
2013, while Zehaf-Bibeau, longtime drug addict and petty 
criminal, converted in 2011. However, only Couture-Rouleau 
was on the Royal Canadian Mounted Police’s (RCMP) terror 
watchlist, with his passport having been seized not long before 
his attack. Beyond their religious beliefs, the two men’s paths 
to committing murder share few other similarities. 

With both attackers dead, the real reasons behind the 
assaults will largely be left to conjecture. Yet, the Canadian 
government and authorities have managed to paint a single 
picture of Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) terrorists 
for both incidents. Canadian Security Intelligence Service 
(CSIS), alleged that Couture-Rouleau’s attack in Quebec 
“the violent expression of an extremist ideology.” The RCMP 
called Zehaf-Bibeau’s shootings on Parliament Hill “a terrorist 
attack,” further describing both attackers as radicalized 
individuals driven by Islamic ideology. In his address to the 
nation after the attacks, Canadian Prime Minister Stephen 
Harper referred to both Couture-Rouleau and Zehaf-Bibeau 
as terrorists, associating the two incidents to ISIS and anti-
terrorism rhetoric. 

Understandably, with such discourse being bandied about 
by leadership and authorities, media have tended towards 
analyzing the two incidents together as cases of homegrown 
or lone-wolf terrorism. The subsequent question is then: how 
do we prevent lone-wolf terrorist attacks? Logical answers 
would involve counter-terrorism measures. Canadian 
domestic counter-terrorism measures are certainly in place, 
with relatively modest scale and frequency of terrorist attacks 
occurring in Canada.

Nevertheless, the atrocities occurred, in spite of Canada’s 
anti-terrorism efforts.. Many experts, including Christian 
Leuprecht, a terrorism expert at Queen’s University in Canada, 
argue that this is evidence of the shortcomings in Canada’s 
counter-terrorism measures. Other experts, like Gerald 
Caplan, Canadian academic and public policy analyst, say 
that leaders need to use words like “terrorist” more carefully, 
suggesting that the shootings on Parliament Hill were not 
necessarily a terrorist attack.

The mention of terrorists often invokes images of Islamic 
fundamentalists fighting in the Middle-East. However, 

recent killings in Quebec and in Canada’s own capital, Ottawa, 
have ignited Canadian media outlets into suggesting that the 
enemy is not so far away. While they may have a point, the 
“enemy” may also not be so simple to define or stop.

On October 22, Michael Zehaf-Bibeau opened fire at the 
National War Memorial and on Parliament Hill in Ottawa, 
Canada, leaving two injured and one Canadian soldier dead. 
Just two days earlier, Martin Couture-Rouleau ran his car 
over two Canadian soldiers, killing one, in Saint-Jean-sur-
Richelieu, near Montreal, Canada. Across the Atlantic on 
May 24, Belgium witnessed a similar attack when Mehdi 
Nemmouche opened fire at the Jewish Museum in Brussels. 
Three people were killed and a fourth later died from his 
injuries. Attacks in these seemingly tranquil Western countries 
caught the world by surprise. 
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Some argue that the real issue is the lack of government focus 
and capabilities with regards to individual terrorists. There 
may be a tendency to focus on al-Qaeda and Boko Haram, 
eclipsing the threats posed by lone wolves. In an interview 
for The Times, Simon states that since lone wolves operate 
“outside the box,” they are able to think “outside the box” 
and catch their targets when they least expect it. Furthermore, 
individual terrorists require little to no network or resources, 
leave few traces of their plans, and are thus by nature more 
difficult to identify and to monitor. Along these lines, the 
government should develop more enhanced programs to 
counter lone wolves. It should also be accorded more power 
to trace, monitor and perhaps more easily detain individuals.

Others argue that it is the shrinking defense budgets that 
are crippling governments’ abilities to track homegrown 
extremists. Despite NATO’s obligation that Member States’ 
spend at least 2 percent of GDP on defense, countries like 
Canada and Germany are decreasing their defense budgets. 
In an interview for Polemics, Andrew Majoran, Security 
Analyst for Horizon Intelligence, noted the resulting greater 
challenges of combating the threat of homegrown extremism. 
He stated that, “Governments have the ability to strip known 
extremists of their passports and restrict their civil liberties to a 
certain degree, but the resources are not present to ensure that 
radicalized individuals are being observed.” Instead, increased 
resources would help to fund more programs, thus preventing 
radicalized individuals from carrying out an attack.

The lone wolf behind enemy lines indeed threatens a nation’s 
security. However, the greater threat may perhaps be the 
limited perspective on who the lone wolf is. Regardless of the 
measures taken, governments must keep in mind that each 
individual attacker presents a unique case of personal history, 
pathology, ideology, and ultimately, motives. The shock and 
alarm that such attacks have aroused thus highlights the 
need for leaders to be warier in their understanding and 
their countermeasures. Not every lone wolf is an ideological 
terrorist, let alone an ISIS-affiliated one. Therefore, not every 
lone wolf is looking to “intimidate” Canada, as suggested 
by Prime Minister Harper in his address to the nation 
after the attack in Ottawa. Yet, Harper vowed that Canada 
will “strengthen its resolve and redouble its efforts” in the 
fight against “terrorist organizations.” Someone will have 
to remind Prime Minister Harper that the recent attacks 
were carried out by independent individuals, not terrorist 
organizations.

Regardless of the definition of “lone wolf ” or “terrorist,” 
it would be unwise to presume that, due to their religious 
affiliation, both men were organized terrorists affiliated with 
ISIS or other terrorist organizations, and were motivated 
purely by ideology. Instead, the issue of pathology has been 
pushed to the forefront in light of such attacks, including the 
2012 mass killings in Norway by Anders Breivik. Often, such 
assailants struggle with mental illness, among other challenges. 
As terrorist expert Jeffrey Simon describes in his book Lone 
Wolf Terrorism: Understanding the Growing Threat, the dividing 
line between ideology and pathology is rather fuzzy. In fact, 
Doug Saunders of The Globe and Mail notes that the roots of 
such violence are often an overlap of pathology and ideology, 
not one or the other. 

Thus, without adequate evidence, it would be unjust – 
tending towards alarmist and xenophobic – to presume that 
all Muslim lone wolves are organized terrorists. But perhaps 
more relevant to the immediate security concerns of citizens, 
is that such presumptions are counterproductive to the efforts 
of intelligence agencies. In their pursuit of the ambiguous 
profile of “lone wolves,” they must “decide whether we are 
seeking out the damaged or the resolute, the troubled or the 
zealous,” as indicated by Saunders. Incorrect presumptions 
will lead to incorrect action. 

Instead, suspected individuals should be treated on a case-by-
case basis, in order to implement more suitable and responsive 
measures. For example, authorities already knew of Couture-
Rouleau’s extremist behavior and support for ISIS ideology, 
having seized his passport in July. While Canada had successfully 
prevented him from joining a larger terrorist organization abroad, 
it was unable to track him or detain him beyond that, based on a 
lack of evidence and constitutional principles. In such cases, rather 
than insisting on typical counterterrorism measures, Saunders 
suggests we look to the Danish approach of working to remove 
the violent ideology from the troubled minds. 

Remembering Nathan Cirillo, shot dead by Zehaf-Bibeau in 
front of the National War Memorial in Ottawa
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If the media is to be believed, the West is facing an 
apocalyptic threat from extremist groups, especially from 

the Middle East. The picture we get portrays extremism 
as an organic evil that has grown like a weed in a flower 
bed, which needs to be destroyed by force. Even the U.S. 
President Barack Obama, a Noble Peace Laureate, vowed to 
“degrade and destroy” the “Islamic State” at the September 
2014 NATO Conference in Wales. These were words 
reminiscent of the declarations of President George W. 
Bush that, “[the War on Terror] will not end until every 
terrorist group of global reach has been found, stopped 
and defeated.”

However, despite the many military interventions since 
then, the mushrooming of new extremist movements 
continues. The roots of extremism, stemming from religious 
zeal, non-Western cultural values, ethnic antagonisms or 
historical wrongs make the battle against it highly complex. 
The extent to which the West can eradicate its sources is 
arguably limited, and military force has not proven to be 
an effective tool. 

What could make a difference is an assault on poverty, a 
frequently forgotten root of extremism and arguably a far 
more effective focus for Western efforts. Robert Kaplan 

pinpoints the most significant 
difference between “the West and 
the rest” in his 2002 book The 
Coming Anarchy: only a small 
percentage of the world lives in 
relative calm. The rest is exposed to 
a much harsher, Hobbesian world, 
dominated by continual fear and 
danger. 

Put simply, the majority of the world is poor. This is hardly 
news, nor is the link between economic deprivation and 
radicalization, widely written about by political scientists 
and sociologists, like Ted Robert Gurr, Atle Mesøy or 
Bruce Bueno de Mesquita. They explain that extremism 

The rest is exposed 
to a much harsher 
Hobbesian world, 
dominated by 
continual fear and 
danger of violent 
death.
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finds support in environments characterized by hardship, 
frustration, feelings of injustice, relative deprivation or 
having nothing to lose.  According to Brian J. Attwood, 
a diplomat and former Administrator of the U.S. Agency 
for International Development, “a strong correlation exists 
between conditions of underdevelopment and the various 
forms of conflict.”

An incident that demonstrates this is the recent attack on 
Western volunteers fighting against Ebola in West Africa. In 
Guinea, a medical center was attacked in early April. The 
attackers, carrying knives, murdered eight persons including 
doctors and journalists in an affected village in September. 
The bodies were discovered in the village latrine, government 
spokesman Damantang Albert Camara told Reuters. Three of 
them had their throats slit. These murders are only a singular 
instance, yet they show how easily people are pushed towards 
extreme actions due to catastrophic circumstances. 

As perceived injustices increase and as all channgels of 
crectifiation are barred, the probability of encountering 
organized extremism in under-developed regions of the world 
increases. Economic issues may indeed foster frustrations, 
which eventually make people easier prey for extremists. If 
the main focus of analysis is solely on already existing, large 
movements, the first sprouts of radical ideologies can be 
overseen or considered as insignificant eccentricity. 

One such peculiarity is the upsurge of evangelical movements 
in a number of poor African countries. Stephen Ellis and 
Gerrie ter Haar, in their study on “Religion and Politics in 
sub-Saharan Africa,” came across Reverend Ernest Pianim, the 
leading administrator of a dominant Christian movement in 
Ghana. Pianim has issued a booklet in which he predicts the 
re-emergence of Ghana from its current woes after the reign 
of the Antichrist. Oddly, he identifies the European Union 
as the Antichrist. While some believe the facts of Pianim’s 
account, the support for Pianim might also be interpreted 
as an expression of dissatisfaction with the EU countries’ 
activities in Africa. The future consequences of such a radical 
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view of the EU are not clear, but the seeds of antagonism 
and extremism are certainly sown.
  
It would be interesting to know whether Pianim could attract 
many followers in a counterfactual scenario, in which the 
Ghanaian population enjoy Western living standards and 
social safety nets. If they enjoyed the thriving economy of a 
developed country, would the population be as susceptible to 
the demonization of the EU? Intuitively, one could conclude 
that a perceived injustice or threatening behavior of another 
country would lead to support for its demonization.

In some cases, the Western individuals and institutions 
became a scapegoat and the target of aggressions. 
Nevertheless, an alternate cause may explain the various 
kinds of extremism – one that is rarely publicly discussed in 
the West, as it does not fit with the Western self-perception 
of being the liberal “saviors.” 

Dr. April Biccum, researcher at the Australian National 
University, argues that our conception of developing 
countries features a lack of interconnectedness between 
the First and Third Worlds. Five hundred years of colonial 
history have culminated in today’s capitalist, exploitative 
practices and lopsided commercial relations. These have been 
entirely ignored. For instance, the World Trade Organization 
(WTO) has resisted rectifying discriminatory tariff practices. 

This debilitates the promising prospect of great economic 
growth and development by the Cotton-4 African countries: 
Benin, Burkina Faso, Chad, and Mali. 

Resentment against the Janus-headed Western behavior is 
thus unsurprising. No matter at whom the aggression is 
(justly or unjustly) directed, if the West wants to reduce 
the fertile ground for extremism, it should start where it 
could truly effect change – with itself. 

Poverty is only one factor among many fostering extremism 
and is not created simply from Western crippling economic 
practices. Therefore, its reformation will not be a panacea. 
Nevertheless, it might be a step in the right direction. With 
an improvement in living standards and a sense of remedied 
injustice, people may become less susceptible to extremist 
doctrines.

The analogy of extremism as a weed remains a surprisingly 
accurate one: in order to sprout and grow, the seeds of 
extremism need fertile ground to sink their roots into. Thus, 
to do away with extremism means to deprive it of fertile 
ground. One factor fostering susceptibility to extremism is 
poverty. The West can alleviate this by reversing its crippling 
economic practices. The threat posed by extremism might 
finally create sufficient mo-tivation for the West to set right 
a persistent global imbalance.
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America 
cannot afford 
to reluctantly 

watch Hungary 
switch to Team 

Russia.

The U.S. cannot afford to reluctantly watch Hungary switch 
to Team Russia. Neither can Washington afford many more 
diplomatic setbacks. The U.S. has already suffered a major 
diplomatic blow because of its inability to contain Russia in 
the Ukraine crisis. Hence, Washington cannot allow for a 
Kremlin-style Trojan horse within its own alliance. That is 
exactly what Orbán’s leadership increasingly resembles.
 
In January, he struck a multi-billion 
euro nuclear expansion deal with the 
Russians. When Russian aggression in 
Ukraine started, Orbán failed to side 
with NATO and repeatedly denounced 
the economic sanctions against Moscow.
 
Differences further deepened when the 
flow of gas to Ukraine through Hungarian pipelines was 
stopped, as well as most recently, when a shrewd legislative 
amendment gave green light for the construction of Gazprom’s 
South Stream pipeline in Hungary, an endeavor heavily 
opposed by the EU.
 
Orbán claims that his openness to a Russian partnership 
is merely part of a new pragmatic foreign policy directive,  
announced earlier this year. He describes it as one that values 
economic self-interest above ideological considerations.
 
Caught between new commitments eastwards and old ties to 
U.S. dominated NATO in the West, Orbán faces a serious 
dilemma. If he yields to the American pressure and retracts 
from his eastward course, Russian President Vladimir Putin 
can inflict serious harm on Hungary by exerting economic 
power. If he turns the other way, the U.S. may use the evidence 
it holds against corrupt government officials to undermine 
his leadership.
 
However serious, this dilemma should appear ironic to the 
Hungarian prime minister. After all, as a young man in 1989, 
he was the first in Hungary to publicly call for the departure 
of Soviet armed forces stationed in the country, a feat that 
jumpstarted his political career. A quarter century later, he is 
the man who tied the country to Russia once again. Balance 
in this situation will now prove difficult to find. Either some 
of the old, or new ties have to be secured. No matter which 
way this goes, it might end up costly for Viktor Orbán.

Viktor Orbán’s Russian Roulette: 
A Foreign Security Dilemma
András Zágoni-Bogsch

Hungarian media were startled in mid-October when 
the news broke that six of the country’s citizens had 

been banned from entering the United States for alleged 
tax evasion, that harmed American economic interests. All 
reportedly had ties to the cabinet of Prime Minister Viktor 
Orbán. He has governed the country for the last four years 
and, according to the U.S., Hungary’s chargé d’affaires André 
Goodfriend has helped undermine the market position of 
Bunge, an American food company in Hungary.

Few believed this explanation. The American government has 
rarely, if ever, barred citizens of EU or NATO Member States 
because of alleged harm to U.S. business interests.

Most understood the ban as a strong message to the Hungarian 
leadership – a   declaration that the U.S. will no longer tolerate 
a political regime within its sphere of influence edging ever 
closer to Russia.
 
This is not the first signal Washington has sent. In September, 
President Obama mentioned Hungary when expressing 
concern about the repression of civil society throughout 
the world. “From Russia to China to Venezuela, you are 
seeing relentless crackdowns, vilifying legitimate dissent as 
subversive. In places like Azerbaijan, laws make it incredibly 
difficult for NGOs even to operate. From Hungary to Egypt, 
endless regulations and overt intimidation increasingly 
target civil society,” he said. Being featured in a presidential 
statement alongside authoritarian regimes is not business as 
usual, and it should come as a strong signal to Hungary’s 
prime minister.  
 
Nevertheless, the White House apparently decided to pile 
even more pressure on the Hungarian government. The 
current ban prohibits the Chairman of the Hungarian Tax 
Authority, among five others so far unnamed, from visiting 
the U.S.  Orbán should be aware that the time for softball 
and doublespeak is over.
 
The tactics he applied in handling criticism issued by the 
EU will not cut it against the U.S. The ban is not only a 
strong diplomatic gesture, but it also carries implications. If 
Washington knows about this corruption scheme, they might 
know much more, and thus be able to hurt Orbán and his 
government significantly.

International Politics
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equipment, four times as much per soldier, and seven times 
as much on defense research and development,” summarized 
former U.S. Ambassador to NATO Ivo Daalder. Such 
inequality raises the specter of a “capability gap,” making 
it difficult to work with less proficient members and to 
maintain domestic U.S. support for the alliance, given the 
perception, as former U.S. Secretary of Defense Robert 
Gates noted, that Europeans “are apparently unwilling to 
devote the necessary resources or make the necessary changes 
to be serious and capable partners in their own defense.” 
As the center of gravity of U.S. interests shifts toward the 
Asia-Pacific, the continued outsized U.S. role in NATO is 
under question.

Uncertainties are not new to the alliance. NATO responded 
to its post-Cold War identity crisis with a new, less expensive, 
purpose as an institutional framework tying the former 
Soviet republics to Western-style democracy and liberalism 
under Article V’s collective security umbrella. Poland, the 
Czech Republic, and Hungary – the “Visegrad 3” – joined 
the alliance in 1999 and became EU members in 2004, thus 
creating a precedent of membership as an initial step toward 
full integration into the European project. The mission was 

Leaders from the twenty-eight member states of the 
North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) gathered 

in September in Newport, Wales, for a summit considered 
by many as the most important since the end of the Cold 
War. The packed agenda included the looming end of the 
decade-long mission in Afghanistan, the conflict in Ukraine, 
and the ravages of ISIS in the Middle East. The spate of 
crises represents both major challenges and a revitalizing 
opportunity for an alliance searching for a purpose following 
the disappearance of its initial raison d’être, with the collapse 
of the Soviet Union in the early 1990s. Yet, a longer-term 
threat to its viability and, perhaps, existence remained largely 
unaddressed at the Wales Summit: the growing disparity 
in capability between the United States and the rest of the 
alliance.

NATO member states maintain the most technologically 
advanced militaries in the world, accounting for 65 percent 
of global military spending. U.S. military expenditure is 75 
percent of this total, up from 50 percent during the Cold 
War. Only six members meet the minimum threshold of 2 
percent of GDP spent on defense agreed at the 2006 Riga 
Summit. “The U.S. spends three times as much as Europe on 

Falling Short in Wales: 
The 2014 NATO Summit and the Capability Gap
Michael Woolslayer
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redefined again following the invasion of Afghanistan in 
2001 with a major “out-of-area” operation – the International 
Security Assistance Force (ISAF). The undertaking marked the 
first time NATO operated outside of Europe, and brought 
accusations of mission-creep and purpose-drift from some 
critics. The majority of alliance members, particularly in the 
wake of the recent financial 
crisis, shrank their defense 
budgets.

The recent tensions in Ukraine 
have revived calls for NATO to 
return to its traditional mission 
of territorial security in Europe. 
According to several Western 
countries, Russian action in 
Crimea is in violation of Russia’s 
obligation to respect Ukrainian 
territorial integrity and refrain 
from the threat or use of force against Ukraine under the 
1994 Budapest Memorandum on Security Assurances. The 
annexation may signal that President Putin is seeking to revise 
established norms of international relations – sovereignty 
and territorial integrity, for example – and may act to further 
destabilize former Soviet states in Eastern and Central 
Europe in order to restore Russia’s regional influence. NATO 
promises to Georgia and Ukraine of eventual membership at 
the 2008 Bucharest Summit revived Russian opposition to 
NATO expansion for fears that the organization is entering 
Russia’s sphere of influence. Russian officials cite enlargement 
as a provocation, although no Membership Action Plans 
(MAPs) have been signed with former Soviet states since 
the fifth expansion in 2004, and Ukraine 
repudiated any long-term affiliation 
plans in 2010.

Recent events and the new atmosphere 
of insecurity in Europe lend the U.S. 
commitment to European collective 
security greater importance. U.S. public 
support for NATO, at 78 percent, 
is the highest it has been in 40 years 
according to a May 2014 poll by the 
Chicago Council on Global Affairs. A rekindled American 
guarantee also fortifies NATO’s function as a propagator 
of shared democratic values and liberalism. The U.S. will 
continue to benefit from maintaining a “coalition in waiting,” 
such as that which assisted operations in Afghanistan. Ad 
hoc joint operations like UN peacekeeping missions rely 
disproportionately on single nations, but NATO provides 
battle-tested common command and control structures 
necessary for complex joint operations. The U.S. will likely 
continue to shoulder the largest share of the burden in the 

Yet, revitalized U.S. commitment 
to NATO may inadvertently signal 

that the U.S. will continue to 
assume responsibility for peace 

in Europe, allowing other partners 
to avoid meeting their obligations 

on defense spending.

alliance, but the benefits from interoperability, coordination, 
and stability will generally outweigh those direct costs.

Yet revitalized U.S. commitment to NATO may inadvertently 
signal that the U.S. will continue to assume responsibility for 
peace in Europe, allowing other partners to avoid meeting 

their obligations on defense 
spending. “NATO is turning 
into a two-tiered alliance with 
a shrinking percentage of 
members willing, and able, 
to pay the price and bear the 
burdens of common defense,” 
former U.S. Secretary of State 
Hilary Clinton warned in 
2013.  At the Wales Summit 
in September, leaders agreed to 
maintain a weak commitment 
to the goal of spending 2 

percent of GDP on defense, with 20 percent to be invested 
in new equipment over the next decade. The now-former 
NATO Secretary General Anders Fogh Rasmussen indicated 
the necessity for greater investment in a statement after the 
Summit, noting that Russia had increased defense spending 
by 50 percent in the past five years, while NATO states’ 
expenditures fell by an average of 20 percent. 

Leaders missed the opportunity in Newport to ensure each 
state meets its responsibility. Amending the North Atlantic 
Treaty to set binding minimums for member state defense 
expenditures with an effective punishment mechanism for 
those that fail would reinforce that collective security requires 

collective commitment to sustained 
levels of outlay in order to maintain the 
credibility of such security guarantees. All 
allied nations, but especially states on the 
alliance’s eastern border that have led calls 
for a stronger NATO stance in the area, 
like the Baltics and Poland, must at least 
meet the minimum acceptable defense 
contribution to which they agreed nearly 
a decade ago. Closer coordination with 
the EU’s nascent defense structures could 

harmonize this expenditure across Europe, and harness the 
EU’s existing accountability mechanisms.

The addition of a binding target would help ensure U.S. 
presence in and the viability of NATO for decades to come, 
while bolstering native European defense capabilities. 
Unfortunately, the lasting legacy of the 2014 NATO Wales 
Summit may very well be the failure to leverage current crises 
to help guarantee the long-term capacity and sustainability 
of the alliance.

International Politics
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Europe has recently seen a surge of nationalism-inspired conflicts 
and disputes, such as the Crimean crisis between Russia 

and Ukraine, as well as the Basque and Catalan independence 
movements. Conflicting identities spark nationalistic clashes, 
and as the number of irredentist claims increases, the question 
of life after the conflict becomes ever more important. One 
successful example is the border region between Denmark and 
Germany that has by now seen almost 100 years of stability 
after years of friction.

The two nations have succeeded in managing bilingualism, cross-
border education, and special taxation laws for commuters through 
efforts from both the German and the Danish governments, as 
well as from the people inhabiting the region. Emphasis was 
put on the implementation of minority rights to enable better 
interconnection by continuous focus on the border region and 
its minority groups since the drawing of the new border.

The bordering regions of Denmark and Germany share a 
substantial common history that has shaped identities, thus 
the regional developments to date seem a fitting consequence. 
However, this entailed many constructive years of work. Both 
nations are still focusing on the border region and continue to 
support the minorities extensively, which explains why it is very 
unlikely for the conflict to re-emerge. The question is whether 
other border regions in Europe could possibly do the same.

Uninterrupted focus on the border region and its people in the 
past century is the major difference between this region and 
others. The continuous efforts of both sides contribute greatly 
to the successful solution of the border conflict. In contrast, the 
recent conflicts in, for example, former Yugoslavia, still need more 
time and effort to heal the old hurts. More than 20 years after the 
breakup of the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia, the legal 
status of minorities is regulated. However, the legal implementation 
varies. In comparison to the Danish-German example, it can be 
seen that even long-time rivalries can be resolved. However, it also 
highlights the necessity of long-term commitments and willingness 
to compromise. Only then, peaceful coexistence and room for 
mutual growth may be fostered. 

Today, the German minority population in the whole of 
Denmark amounts to about 20,000 members. The Danish 
minority throughout Germany comprises of about 50,000 
people. Although the border conflict is buried in the past and 
both minorities are now fully integrated in their respective 
countries, communal identities continue to play an important 

A Peaceful Settlement for Minorities: 
The Danish-German Model
Laura Pelzmann

role in the region. Minority parties, cross-border education and 
joint economic projects remain the pillars of the region’s success.

Recent projects include the establishment of a common 
borderland in the Sønderjylland-Schleswig region within the 
Euroregions framework. Reaching beyond the border, the region 
aims to create more cross-border projects and networks between 
the municipalities on both sides of the border. Since 2007, the 
European Union INTERREG South Denmark-Schleswig-
K.E.R.N. program further intensified integration of the two 
regions by supporting economic, social and cultural cross-border 
development and cooperation. However, it has not always been 
this way.

In the nineteenth century, Schleswig Wars took their toll and lead 
to hateful mobilization, injustice and repression of one people 
against the other. Geographically at the forefront of the conflict, 
habitants of the border region used their respective nationalisms 
to set themselves apart from the peoples on the other side of 
the frontier.

Before 1920, the borders between Denmark and Germany 
frequently shifted back and forth spanning up to 100 km. The 
Schleswig referendum made up of two plebiscites finally put an 
end to this and gave the border its current look. 

Drawing a boundary between the two nations was difficult, 
because it had fluctuated so much in previous years that, however 
it was set, large minority groups of either nation would be left 
on the “wrong” side. 

The two referendums held in 1920 were successful in including 
minority rights that satisfied all parties. When Danes and 
Germans went to the ballots to vote on their future nationality, 
the trust in a successful solution was already broadly shared. 
Thus, the new border went smoothly into force. 

Despite this vast majority outcome, large minority groups were 
left on both sides of the borderline. However, their official 
establishment along with all concessions had already been 
promised in advance. On this legal basis, a unique cross-border 
cooperation has since then contributed to maintaining cultural 
traits and a harmonic cohabitation between the communities on 
either side. The transformation of these two historically divergent, 
yet interlinked regions in Denmark and Germany into a common 
borderland reaching across national boundaries is remarkable and 
can serve as an example for other regional conflicts.

International Politics
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The forecasted gains in household income are also misleading 
because it is assumed that the economy as a whole would 
benefit. In her Deutsche Welle article, ‘With a TTIP, EU 
and U.S. Promise a Transatlantic Trade Miracle,’ Colombia 
sociologist Saskia Sassen wrote that savings for households 
might not translate into larger gains for the economy. These 
days, households and businesses alike are refusing to spend 
the disposable income they currently hold. Juliet Chung and 
Vipal Monga, of the Wall Street Journal, discussed in their 
article, ‘Big Banks Start Charging Clients for Euro Deposits,’ 
how banks responded to this trend by imposing negative 
interest rates. By charging customers for merely holding 
money, bankers are hoping to encourage reluctant European 
households and businesses to spend.

Despite some banks charging negative interest rates since June 
2014, household spending has remained flat. According to 
the BBC’s ‘ECB Imposes Negative Interest Rate,’ consumer 
spending, investment and exports are all growing at a slower 
rate than last year. An indirect increase in disposable income 
through a proposed transatlantic trade deal is unlikely to 
induce more spending by consumers or companies.  

The economy as a whole may benefit through such policies 
as tariff reductions. However, the tariff barriers between 
the U.S. and the EU are already at an extremely low level, 
even without a trade deal. If the agreement only reached a 
conclusion on tariffs that are currently still in existence, the 
disposable income gains across European and U.S. households 
would be €12.9 billion and €5.9 billion respectively, according 
to the seminal report ‘Reducing Transatlantic Barriers to 
Trade and Investment’ by the Center for Economic Policy 
Research (CEPR). Compared to the projected gains from a 
more ambitious transatlantic trade deal that includes non-tariff 
barriers (NTBs), the difference is substantial. The same report 
claims that disposable incomes in EU households will grow 
by €39.8 billion if the EC is able to conclude an agreement 
on NTBs. 

It is significantly more difficult to negotiate a transatlantic 
trade deal that includes comprehensive NTBs. The Economist 
describes the NTBs as including such things as import quotas 
and “Buy American” government-purchasing rules. NTBs 

... the tariff barriers between the U.S. and 
the EU are already at an extremely low level, 

even without a trade deal.

Trading Your Way Out of the Economic Crisis 
Matthew Rae

September’s trade negotiations between the United States 
and the European Union have reignited a heated debate 

about genetically modified foods. Widely disdained in Europe 
by a public wary of the health effects and damages to the 
ecosystem, most of the debate has centered on the U.S. 
genetically modified (GMs) grains infiltrating European 
agriculture. However, a greater dilemma that is harder to see 
is whether the proposed Transatlantic Trade and Investment 
Partnership (TTIP) will actually lead to the economic growth 
that its proponents claim. 

Publications ranging 
from the British magazine 
The Economist to the 
New York-based Wall 
Street Journal claim that 
a trade deal between the 
EU and the U.S. would 
bring untold wealth to 
both. A report released by the European Commission (EC) 
following the close of the talks, ‘TTIP the Economic Analysis 
Explained,’ asserts that a European family of four would 
see their annual disposable income increase by an average 
of €545 annually. This is potentially a huge windfall for 
an average European household, especially in today’s harsh 
economic environment. The same analysis claims that a 
U.S. family of four could see a gain of €336 to €655 in 
disposable income. 

On closer examination, however, such assertions seem 
less promising than originally imagined. The gains from a 
transatlantic trade deal are measured in lower prices. According 
to the report commissioned by the EU, economic benefits 
are determined through potential wage increases and price 
reductions. Households will not see a direct increase in their 
incomes, but an indirect one. A growth in wages is unlikely 
because basic macroeconomic theory stipulates that wage 
increases occur when there is a shortage of labor or an increase 
in productive capacity. 

Both conditions presently do not exist in Europe.  The 
unemployment rate for the EU was 11.5 percent in September. 
According to the Organization for Economic Co-operation 
and Development (OECD), labor productivity in the EU 
area is at 82.5 percent, 18 percent below the U.S. Therefore 
a rise in disposable income could only occur through price 
reductions. 

International Economics
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of Cargill and Royal Dutch Shell Company, the largest 
companies in the U.S. and Europe, drastically outpace the 
potential economic gains of a trade deal. TTIP would lead 
to limited benefits on both sides of the ocean and the per 
capita income gains of these highly developed regions are 
likely overestimated.

European politicians, both in Brussels and various other 
national capitals, have constantly espoused the large economic 
growth potential of the deal. However, one has to question 
whether such gains are actually possible. The indirect rise 
in disposable incomes through lower prices will not induce 
stringent European households to spend. The gains to the 
European economy as a whole are opaque. The potential for an 
agreement that includes the NTBs is unknown at best. Even 
if such an agreement achieved some semblances of regulatory 
convergence, the potential gains in GDP would still be well 
below €100 billion. The EU and the U.S. together represent 
almost half the global economy and any potential increases 
in economic activity would barely register compared to the 
large transactions that already occur between their multi-
national corporations. 

We are reaching a point in global trade where a bilateral 
agreement between highly developed regions does not 
drastically increase economic growth or GDP. If the EC’s 
plan is to trade its way out of the economic crisis, it will be 
in for a rude awakening. 

are more difficult to eliminate than traditional trade barriers 
because politicians endorse them.

According to the CEPR, the primary goal is to pursue a 
convergence of regulatory measures between the EU and the 
U.S. It is here that the political viability of such an agreement 
begins to be questioned. In The Guardian’s article ‘EU Under 
Pressure to Allow GM Food Imports From US and Canada,’ 
Fiona Harvey discusses how EU countries will be forced 
to liberalize their food safety standards and allow greater 
privatization of the healthcare sector. A reduction of NTBs 
through a convergence of regulatory measures implies that the 
EU may have to relax some of its regulations, while the U.S. 
may have to strengthen some. Both options are unpopular 
in each of the respective areas. 

The EC and its subsidiaries constantly refer to how large both 
partners are economically. The EU and the U.S. together make 
up 46 percent of the world economy. A trade deal would 
further integrate these two regions. However, due to their 
sheer economic size, potential benefits may be negligible. 
According to the EC, the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) 
of the Union was €12.9 trillion in 2012. In relative terms, 
an increase of €39.8 billion from a trade deal does not seem 
so large.   

Some of the biggest companies in the world reside within 
the territory of the proposed trade deal. The annual sales 
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their suppliers collaborating “against” the consumer. Vertical 
economic integration (one firm owning its own supply chain) is, 
according to them, negative, because the firms and contractors 
can conspire in order to set the higher price. Tirole and his 
coauthors, on the other hand, stipulated that vertical integration 
does not necessarily have a negative effect to social welfare. Other 
researchers in this field claim that the overall social welfare is a 
trade-off between efficiency gains (creating your own network of 
suppliers) and consumer welfare (reaching the equilibrium price). 
Moreover, Tirole maintains that smart government regulation can 
compensate consumers elsewhere. Simultaneously, the incumbent 
company is prevented from maintaining monopolistic pricing 
and is encouraged to continue improving its services.

In the financial sector, many of Tirole’s ideas have been integrated 
into supranational and national law. Tirole foresaw that moral 
hazard problems would inevitably result in a financial crisis, 
whereby the state would distort the risk assessment of investors. 
The promise of the state coming to the rescue results in investment 
banks taking greater risks than they are able to handle, as seen 
during the latest economic crisis. Tirole argues that governments 
should buy out failing banks (those holding junk assets), but 
at heavily discounted rates. Other investment banks that hold 
intermediately priced assets should seek government financing 
on those same assets. These asset holders would therefore only 
pay a small regular interest payment in order to sell their assets 
once the market price was restored. Therefore, only investment 
banks with the healthiest assets are allowed back on the market. 
Unfortunately, many governments did not take this approach 
in the aftermath of the 2008 crisis – most banks were rescued 
at full rates irrespective of the quality of their assets.  

Jean Tirole is the first Frenchman to win the award in economic 
sciences since 1988. Despite being described by the Nobel 
Committee as the “most influential economist of our time,” 
Tirole remains modest. When asked about his opinion on net 
neutrality, he answered, “… but I should pay attention to what 
I know and not talk more just because I won a Nobel Prize.” 
However, when he has something to say, one should take a seat. 
After all, in light of the inherent moral hazard in state-industry 
relationships, an application of Tirole’s work could prevent the 
next financial crisis.

Jean Tirole: Nobel Laureate and Regulator
Matthew Short

Jean Tirole rocked the world of professional economists when 
he received the 2014 Nobel Prize in Economic Sciences. He 

was awarded for his work in the fields of industrial regulation, 
competition and strategic behavior in non-competitive industries, 
such as banking and telecommunications. The French native and 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology graduate whose work is 
often described by his colleagues with, “It’s complicated,” was 
honored for his groundbreaking insights that have become 
enshrined in government policy and revamped economic 
thought. Compared with the work of previous Nobel laureates 
who were focused on developing new econometric theories, 
Tirole’s work is refreshingly applicable in everyday life.

The French economist, together with a group of his colleagues, 
helped shape government thinking about monopoly regulation. 
Tirole put forward the idea of the Edgeworth price cycle, claiming 
that firms engage in price wars (cutting the prices below those of 
their competitors) to increase their market share. A return to the 
equilibrium price would occur only when the weaker firm has 
exhausted its financial resources by selling too cheap. Therefore, 
whenever a firm perceives a financial advantage over its rival, 
it has an incentive to engage in a price war. Despite the lower 
prices during the battle, the benefit to consumers is inconsistent 
to say the least. Once the dust settles, consumers are left at the 
mercy of the winner who then sets a price just under the loser’s 
marginal cost, and the whole process starts over. This theory only 
addresses duopolies specifically, but his work is also relevant to small 
oligopolies. Moreover, other economists have collected empirical 
evidence confirming this phenomenon in retail gasoline markets. 

Perhaps Tirole’s most notable contribution to economics has 
been his influence on industrial regulation. While the U.S. has 
remained stagnant in implementation of his theories on industry 
regulation, Tirole has played a major role in Europe by way of his 
ideas on telecommunications. The American cable industries are 
thus still dominated by monopolies or small oligopolies whereas 
the Europeans diversified their market by forcing cable company 
owners to offer licensing agreements for existing infrastructure (such 
as sharing tower stations or frequency sharing) to new entrants. 
This way, the entrant and the incumbent reduce their technology 
investment costs, while the initial investment does not act as a 
barrier to the market entry. “What we’ve been trying to do is to get 
regulation which is light enough in order to let innovation happen 
and to promote investment by the incumbents,” Tirole explained.

Some Neo-Keynesian economists have displayed a stark affinity 
for competition laws due to a general distrust of firms and 

Perhaps Tirole’s most notable contribution to 
economics has been his influence on financial 

and industrial regulation.
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unification movement since 1950. He also gives an exhaustive 
account of the ideological origins of the KLA and outlines the 
initial Albanian influence on and guidance to the Kosovo’s 
military unit. 

In subsequent chapters, Pettifer describes in fine detail the role 
that Kosovo expatriates played in Switzerland, the support of 
the Albanian government and Kosovo’s first independence 
movement organized by the Democratic League of Kosova 
(LDK). Its leader, Ibrahim Rugova, followed a policy of 
peaceful resistance and lobbying for international rescue 
which, unfortunately, did not materialize. As a result, the 
rise of the KLA and armed resistance to counter the increasing 
oppression of ethnic Albanians in Kosovo ensued.

Pettifer supports his conclusions with details about military 
techniques and describes shortcomings on both sides. He 
describes the events that led to the retaliation by the Yugoslav 
military. Other countries, as well as NATO, joined the conflict 
resulting in the war in 1999. The most powerful military 
alliance in the world tolerating or even assisting a nationalist 
resistance movement was quite beyond the imagination of 
most followers at the time. Despite its reluctance to engage, 
international community realized that the resolution of 
the political crisis trough diplomatic means was impossible.

KLA’s formation, mobilization and concepts as depicted in 
the monograph make this reading more than just valuable. 
Familiar with the subject matter, Pettifer offers little-known 
details and personal insights into the complex break-up of 
Yugoslavia. It is particularly interesting to see why Kosovo 
was perceived as an underrated opponent to Serbia. This 
is highlighted by Pettifier’s depiction of Serbia’s military 
superiority. However, antiquated doctrines of head-on military 
confrontation did not bring Serbia any success against an 
opponent who had NATO’s assistance. 

This book addresses issues which are of current importance 
in a country that is still stuck in an identity-finding process 
between Albania, Serbia, and the international community. 
From the very beginning, it is clear to the reader that Pettifer’s 
adherence, loyalty and interest lies firmly with the Kosovo 
Albanians. His emotive language illustrates a certain lack of 
objectivity, which is also found in his extremely critical view 
of the international community’s involvement. However, years 
after the statehood was obtained, Kosovo still looks up to the 
U.S. and the EU for direction and support. It remains to be 
seen for how long they will continue to do so.

James Pettifer
The Kosova Liberation Army
Underground War to Balkan Insurgency, 1948-2001
C. Hurst & Co. Ltd., 2013, 379 pages. 20.10.-
ISBN: 978-1-84904-374-8

Book Review: 
Underground War to 
Balkan Insurgency
Sophie Gnesda

After decades of peaceful 
independence movements 

proved as an unsuccessful 
tool for obtaining national 
statehood, Kosovo won 
its independence by force, 
emerging as a new state following 
a series of bloody conflicts. 
Those who fought at the front 
lines are today negotiating 
the future of the country as 
soldiers-made-political leaders. 
The monograph The Kosova 
Liberation Army is the first 
comprehensive publication on 

the military unit that helped Kosovo become independent in 
2008. James Pettifer’s book analyzes how the Swiss diaspora 
gave birth to a guerilla army which formed a strong military 
alliance with NATO twenty years later, in 1999. He highlights 
why Kosovo’s military history still has considerable impact 
on current political actions of its ex-leaders.

Professor James Pettifer, a member of the Oxford University 
History Faculty and an associate of Zurich University, has 
traced the development of the KLA using recently opened 
Russian and Serbian archives and Albanian documents, as well 
as interviews with participants and eyewitnesses. While the 
focus of most other books lies on the international component, 
Pettifer emphasizes the role of Kosovo’s internal force driving 
the liberation movement – nationalism. 

While exploring the origins of Kosovo’s guerilla army, he 
offers a historical account of Europe’s insurgent warfare in the 
last few centuries. The roots of the Balkan guerilla go back 
to the distant past but have been rediscovered, reorganized 
and adapted to new circumstances. 

The origins of the KLA are deeply rooted in the living tradition 
of military memory and oral history about the Serbian army 
conquering Kosovo during the Balkan Wars as part of its 
struggle to take as much of the collapsing Ottoman Empire 
as possible. Pettifer’s explanation of Balkan guerilla prior 
to WWII leads the reader to the analysis of the Albanian 
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rates and so on. All issues associated with integration are of 
crucial importance in order to secure future prosperity and 
social peace in Austria.

Austria started welcoming foreign laborers some 50 years ago. 
However, the Austrian National Action Plan for Integration was 
created only recently. What makes integration more important 
today than before? 

Over many years, there have been hardly any programmes to help 
newly arriving migrants to integrate into their new country. But 
the challenges resulting from direct contacts between different 
cultures and people must not be hidden as it was done before. 
Today, the Austrian federal government has identified integration 
as a key issue on its agenda and continues to positively shape 
social co-existence. We know that we need qualified immigration 
and successful integration achievements to be able to secure 
our well-being in Austria. Today, immigrants do not only fill 
gaps on the job market, they are contributing to the well-being 
in Austria as a whole: They also commit to voluntary services, 
while enriching our art, culture and media landscape. Diversity 
is more and more seen as an opportunity. 

On the topic of diversity, what are in your view the main obstacles to 
creating a multicultural society? 

The presence of different cultures and languages is certainly an 
important source of enrichment for Austria. Yet, we have had 
too often emotionally-charged socio-political discussions in the 
past – this was the main obstacle: having negative propaganda 
on the one hand and naive illusions on the other hand. It is my 
conviction, that facts and extensive expertise must speak for 

Discussing Current 
Issues: An Interview 
with Sebastian Kurz 
(Abridged)

Jelena Vićić

In your view, what are the biggest achievements since the end of the 
Cold War, and what are our biggest challenges? 

When the Central and Eastern European countries joined the EU 
it was a milestone of European solidarity. Accession has benefited 
both countries joining the EU and established Member States. 
EU-Enlargement has boosted economic growth and improved 
living standards in the acceding countries. Today we have to 
overcome the looming economic crisis and to further strengthen 
solidarity among EU Member States – that is crucial from my 
point of view. 

The official name of the ministry you are heading is Ministry for 
Europe, Foreign Affairs and Integration. However, the department 
of Integration joined the Ministry only in March 2014. This almost 
coincides with your appointment as a Foreign Minister in mid-
December 2013, while you previously held the position of the 
State Secretary for Integration. What were the motivations and 
reasoning behind the merger? Also, can you tell us something more 
about immigrant integration in Austria?

Since the very first day of the creation of the then new office 
of the State Secretariat for Integration we have consciously 
adopted a new and objective approach, entitled “Integration 
through achievement.” People in Austria shall not be judged 
on the grounds of their origin, the colour of their skin or their 
religion, but by their achievements. Furthermore I do think 
that early support is much better than to invest money later. 
We, therefore, have implemented measures to support children 
and young people: to have a good command of the German 
language before starting school, to reduce school drop-out 
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are still valid: no foreign troops are allowed on Austrian soil and no 
Austrian accession to any military alliances. The last point means 
that we cannot become member of NATO. But that doesn’t mean 
that we do not engage in European and International Security 
Policy or that we don’t have an opinion. Quite on the contrary, 
we actively participate in the decision making process of the 
Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP). According to 
Art. 23 of our Constitution, Austria fully participates in CSDP. 
Thus, this participation doesn’t affect Austria’s neutrality. We 
deploy soldiers and policemen to military operations and civilian 
missions, for example in Bosnia-Herzegovina and in Kosovo. 
But also as a partner of NATO via the Partnership for Peace 
(PfP) we are actively engaged: Austria is for example the biggest 
non-NATO troop contributing nation in Kosovo. 

Based on that, how does Austria see its role in the world today? 
What is Austria’s sphere of influence and what are its objectives?

Austria as a member of the EU does its best to contribute to 
shaping European foreign policy by expressing our views on areas 
where Austria has specific know-how, in other words where we 
can add value: the Western Balkans, Central Europe or the Near 
and Middle East. Particularly with the countries of the Western 
Balkans and Central Europe, Austria enjoys close historical, 
economic and cultural ties. Therefore Austria can really provide 
an added value in these areas and I think we are even expected 
to give our views and input in this regard.  It is, in my view, no 
coincidence that it is an Austrian who was entrusted with the 
important dossiers of Enlargement and Neighborhood Policy 
in the new European Commission. Furthermore, Austria is also 
very active in promoting human rights, in particular with regard 
to the rights of women and children. Also, Austria is one of the 
most prominent advocates of a world free of nuclear weapons.

Finally, what are, in your opinion, the main advantages of your generation 
in facing the challenges of today and tomorrow?

My generation is the post Cold-War generation ...

itself, away from ideology and deadlocked dogmas. The point 
is to recognise conflicts and offer concrete solutions. 

Why do you think that ISIS had so much success recruiting in 
Austria and how do you comment on the Austrian approach to 
jihadists?

We are certainly very concerned with these developments which 
are currently of key importance for the Austrian government. It 
is true that about 150 young people from Austria have joined 
this network of barbaric terrorists. In this context I would like 
to stress that we definitely must not and will not put Muslims in 
Austria under a general suspicion.  The overwhelming majority of 
Muslims in Austria does make important contributions to society.

Concerning the jihadists we have to separate them into different 
groups: a big share of these people is of Chechen origin. Although 
they have received protection from persecution in Austria they 
are often traumatized from decades of warfare. Others are socially 
excluded persons, some are converts and others, in particular 
young girls, are being seduced via the social media with methods 
normally used by paedophiles. Regarding the issue of jihadists 
coming back to Austria, the Ministry of the Interior questions 
everyone, who is under the suspicion of supporting ISIL. Some 
are certainly disillusioned having experienced the horrors on the 
ground. Others have committed crimes, which they have to be 
held fully accountable for and some are a possible threat, who 
have to be observed very closely by our police. 

We are in close cooperation with the Federal Ministry for Family 
and Youth as well as the Muslim Community in setting up a 
network for prevention and de-radicalization. It follows a two-
track approach of deterrence and prevention, the latter being the 
key to give young people a long term perspective in our society.

Austria is planning to overhaul the Law on Islam from 1912 in response 
to rising radicalism. Most importantly, the new bill would ban foreign 
funding of mosques and imams. What are your thoughts on this new 
bill? Are there any fears that such a change would antagonize the 
Muslim community in Austria, and how would you respond to them?

We have been preparing the overhaul of the Law on Islam since 
three years now and the Muslim Community in Austria has 
always been closely involved. With the new law we make sure 
that Muslims in Austria are granted their proper rights such as 
with respect to cemeteries or Halal-food, but it also sets up certain 
obligations. All official representatives of the Muslim religious 
communities in Austria have been involved in the various stages 
of the drafting process. The current draft bill has led to different 
responses and we remain of course in dialogue with the Muslim 
community. The final objective should be an Austrian expression 
of Islam without influence from abroad: it is not a contradiction 
to be both a proud Muslim and a proud Austrian. 

How do you see Austria’s neutrality today? Has Austrian neutrality 
changed in the face of EU’s Common Foreign and Security Policy 
implementation, and especially in regards to recent sanctions to 
Russia?

Austria declared itself neutral in 1955. Even though neutrality’s 
nature has since then changed to some extent, two core elements 
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La femme du FN qui rêve de l’Elysée a infatigablement tiré 
son parti vers le centre depuis qu’elle en a la présidence, 
gagnant ainsi de nombreux nouveaux électeurs. Créé par son 
père Jean-Marie Le Pen, le FN a souvent été accusé d’être 
fasciste, vichyiste et antisémite. Or Marine « ne veut plus du 
FN ancien modèle », comme l’explique Carl Lang, ancien 
secrétaire général du Front. Il y a longtemps maintenant que le 
parti tente d’abandonner la rhétorique ouvertement antisémite 
et raciste qui avait rendu tristement célèbres les partisans de Le 
Pen senior. Cette stratégie de dédiabolisation porte ses fruits. 
Alors que le vote FN était jadis majoritairement cantonné aux 
classes défavorisées (notamment à cause du positionnement 
résolument anti-libéraliste du parti), les nouveaux électeurs 
viennent de toutes les couches de la population et de partout 
en France. Il devient cependant légitime de se demander si le 
nouveau vote FN est réellement un vote d’adhésion à cette 
identité idéologique remaniée ? 

Certains estiment que le vote FN est principalement un vote 
de rejet. Le taux croissant d’abstentionnisme, affectant tous 
les scrutins, est un argument dans cette direction. Selon le 
politologue Thomas Guénolé, l’abstention est généralement 
la forme la plus radicale du rejet du système politique, dont 
une forme moins poussée serait le vote antisystème, soit le vote 
FN par exemple. Nous assisterions aujourd’hui à une « vague 
blanche » plutôt qu’à une « vague bleu marine ». Guénolé 
affirme aussi que, si l’on s’intéresse aux résultats en pourcentage 
de l’électorat plutôt qu’aux suffrages exprimés, il n’y aurait  
« ni vague, ni percée, le FN a juste moins démobilisé que 
ses adversaires qui, eux, se sont effondrés ». Ainsi, le système 
traditionnel et notamment les gouvernements alternants UMP 
et PS ne répondraient plus aux attentes des électeurs. Ce ras-
le-bol des Français se traduirait soit par l’abstention ou le vote 
blanc, soit par un vote plus fréquent pour les partis extrémistes, 
dont le FN fait partie. Toutefois, il reste la question de l’origine 
de ce mécontentement. S’agit-il d’un rejet des programmes et 
stratégies politiques des partis traditionnels ou plutôt d’une 
insatisfaction liée à une situation économique difficile ? Le 
vote FN serait-il un « vote de crise » ?

Force est de constater que la France n’est pas le seul pays du 
Vieux Continent dans lequel l’extrême droite a gagné en 

Un Elysée « bleu Marine » en 2017 ?
Johanna Lindner

Ces dernières années, le Front National (FN), parti 
politique français d’extrême-droite a le vent en poupe en 

surfant sur la « vague bleu Marine ».* Aux dernières élections 
européennes, le FN arriva en tête des suffrages en France avec 
24,95% des votes. Il remporta alors quatre sièges de plus pour 
ses eurodéputés que l’UMP (Union pour un Mouvement 
Populaire) et neuf de plus que le PS (Parti Socialiste), le 
traditionnel duo du paysage politique français.

Le succès du parti aux européennes fait suite à deux autres 
succès électoraux récents du parti dirigé par Marine Le Pen : 
l’entrée historique du FN au Sénat en 2012 et les municipales 
de 2014 où le FN obtint le meilleur score de toute son existence 
dans une élection locale. La percée du Front National sur la 
scène politique française ne fait donc plus de doutes. L’extrême 
droite semble bel et bien être devenue la troisième grande 
force politique en France.

Si 2014 a été une bonne année électorale pour le FN, 
2015 pourrait l’être encore davantage avec les élections 
départementales en mars prochain. De plus, indépendamment 
de l’issue du scrutin, l’année 2015 donnera l’occasion au 
parti de mettre en œuvre une stratégie d’implémentation 
territoriale avant la présidentielle de 2017. Marine Le Pen 
aurait-elle des chances d’être élue Présidente de la République 
? Selon un sondage réalisé en septembre 2014 pour Le Figaro, 
la présidente du FN se retrouverait effectivement en tête au 
premier tour. Cette idée en fait frissonner plus d’un, certains 
d’excitation, d’autres de peur.

Cette récente montée en puissance du FN, semble être 
soutenue par trois forces distinctes mais complémentaires : 
au niveau interne, par la réforme du parti; au niveau national, 
par le discrédit du système politique actuel et des partis 
traditionnels de gouvernement; et au niveau européen, par 
un contexte de crise économique.

* Fait référence au slogan du FN aux élections cantonales 2011 « Contre le système UMPS : la vague bleu Marine »

L’extrême droite semble bel et bien 
être devenue la troisième grande 

force politique en France.
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En conclusion, un ensemble de facteurs contribue à favoriser 
l‘essor du FN : centrage et dédiabolisation du parti, rejet 
généralisé des partis traditionnels et situation socio-
économique difficile. Le débat sur les probabilités ou capacités 
de Marine Le Pen à devenir le 8ème Président de la Vème 
République est loin d’être clos. Une chose est sûre, sa place 
comme personnage central de la vie politique en France ne 
peut et ne doit pas être niée. 

Néanmoins, il ne faut pas non plus négliger que l’issue du 
scrutin dépendra également du résultat des primaires de l’UMP, 
ainsi que de la capacité du PS à revisiter son programme et à 
rassembler autour d’un candidat unique. Dans ce contexte, la 
popularité croissante de Marine Le Pen sur la scène politique 
française pourrait au moins avoir le mérite de bouleverser un 
système devenu trop statique, et qui ne répond peut-être plus aux 
attentes des électeurs. De plus, on peut prévoir une mobilisation 
accrue des électeurs si le FN passait effectivement le premier 
tour des présidentielles en 2017 – comme lorsque Jean-Marie Le 
Pen avait accédé au deuxième tour 15 ans plus tôt – rappelant 
ainsi aux Français l’importance de leur devoir civique, à une 
époque où l’abstentionnisme bat tous les records.

importance. La percée de ce type de parti en Suisse, en Norvège 
ou encore aux Pays-Bas semble confirmer une tendance 
européenne à la « droitisation ». Selon le politologue et 
chercheur Stéphane François, l’émergence des partis d’extrême 
droite néo-populistes au niveau européen repose en grande 
partie sur la crise économique. Des études confirment une 
forte corrélation statistique en France entre le vote pour 
l’extrême-droite et la précarité, cette dernière s’étant fortement 
aggravée avec la crise. Dans ce contexte, Marine Le Pen aurait 
donc réussi à attirer les électeurs qui se sentent lésés par la 
mondialisation et les décisions de Bruxelles, en liant questions 
sociales et identitaires. Le FN clame haut et fort sa volonté 
de sortir de l’euro, et son rejet de l’Union Européenne et 
des investisseurs étrangers. Pour la première fois, le facteur 
crise semble légitimer ce point de vue puisque la crise serait 
la preuve de l’échec du libéralisme économique et des partis 
politiques qui le soutenaient. En ce sens, l’extrême droite 
tient un discours qui répond davantage aux interrogations 
et mécontentements des citoyens que celui des autres partis. 
C’est un discours qui rassemble autour d’un projet utopique 
commun : revenir à une situation meilleure pour les Français, 
en somme, revenir à « la France d’avant ». 
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Le résultat des élections au Parlement européen (PE) en 
mai 2014 aura été marqué par le succès sans précédent 

des partis dits «d’extrême-droite» ou «anti-européens», et 
encore davantage par l’explosion politico-médiatique qui 
s’en est suivie. Le ton général du débat a été à l’étonnement, 
l’alarmisme, souvent à la condamnation. Or, quand bien 
même la victoire de ces partis est inquiétante, il serait naïf 
de prétendre avoir été pris au dépourvu. La tendance vers les 
partis antisystème ou les partis situés aux confins de l’éventail 
politique se dessine depuis longtemps. Partis majoritaires et 
institutions européennes se chargent bien de le rappeler, agitant 
le spectre de l’extrémisme devant les yeux des européens. Il est 
intéressant de constater que ceux qui adoptent la rhétorique la 
plus consternée face à ces changements du panorama politique, 
sont ceux qui ont le plus à perdre, lorsque les électeurs se 
tournent vers des forces politiques auparavant marginales.

Il convient donc de s’interroger sur ce type de discours qui 
condamne la «montée des extrémismes», et d’en examiner 
les stratégies et motivations. Les exemples sont nombreux. 
Manuel Valls, premier ministre français, décrit les résultats 
des européennes comme un «séisme 
politique». L’ex-Président de la 
Commission José Manuel Barroso 
anticipe la déchirure du «tissu 
social» des mains des «extrémismes 
politiques et du populisme». Herman 
Van Rompuy, ancien Président du 
Conseil Européen, voit la structure 
européenne emportée par «les vents 
du populisme». Jean-Claude Juncker, successeur de Barroso, 
encore plus sombrement, compare l’actuelle «crise» à celle 
qui provoqua la Première Guerre Mondiale. L’imagerie 
violente et l’évocation des conflits passés semblent avoir pour 
but d’effrayer les citoyens. L’invocation d’un nationalisme 
destructeur version pré-1945 perçant la scène politique 
européenne sert à présenter les partis antisystèmes comme 
des menaces à la stabilité du continent, des fantômes venus 
hanter le rêve européen. 

Qualifier les forces politiques émergentes comme «extrémistes»  
et «populistes» – de fait assimilables aux nazis et aux fascistes – 

Dépeindre comme populiste ou 
extrémiste toute opposition au 

courant pro-européen ou aux partis 
majoritaires est une stratégie 

dangereusement simplificatrice.

La montée des extrémismes en Europe : 
sonnez l’alarme ?
Amaia Lezertua Martínez

a le mérite de dissuader l’électeur moyen. Qui voudrait d’une 
résurrection fasciste et d’une Troisième Guerre Mondiale? 
Le problème de cette stratégie est qu’elle implique une 
simplification du choix politique, les seules options étant «pro-
UE» ou «extrémiste». Les médias contribuent à renforcer ce 
dualisme en collant l’étiquette «extrême-droite» ou «populiste» 
à quasiment tous les partis qui se montrent critiques envers 
l’UE. Par exemple, le Washington Post déclarait peu avant 
les élections que «l’extrême droite» allait atteindre «50% des 
sièges» au PE si les intentions de vote se maintenaient vu 
que celles-ci donnaient 24% au Front National (FN), 15% 
au Parti néerlandais pour la liberté (Partij voor de Vrijheid, 
PVV) et 10% au Parti pour l’Indépendance du Royaume Uni 
(United Kingdom Independence Party, UKIP) dans leurs pays 
respectifs. Hormis les erreurs de calcul, cette conclusion est 
problématique car elle ignore les vastes différences entre ces 
trois partis et les subtilités de leurs lignes politiques respectives. 
Ainsi, le PVV est conservateur en ce qui concerne l’immigration 
mais favorable à la cause des organisations LGBT, féministes et 
sécularistes. Le FN dit défendre les travailleurs et penche vers la 
gauche sur certaines questions économiques (protectionnisme, 

nationalisation, augmentation des 
dépenses sociales), tant que les 
avantages sociaux sont réservés aux 
«français d’origine». Contrairement à 
la majorité des eurosceptiques, le pro-
capitalisme UKIP veille aux intérêts 
de la City. D’ailleurs, il refuse toute 
collaboration avec le FN ou le PVV. 
Il est donc réducteur de ranger ces 

trois partis dans un même tiroir et de les présenter comme 
interchangeables. 

Ces amalgames sont fréquents dans la presse et renforcent 
l’idée selon laquelle les partis montants constituent un bloc 
antisystème. Mais qu’ont réellement en commun le FN, le 
PVV, UKIP, le Mouvement Cinq Etoiles italien (M5S), le 
Podemos espagnol, l’Aube dorée en Grèce (XA), Alternative 
pour l’Allemagne (Alternative für Deutschland, AfD) 
ou le Jobbik hongrois? Hormis leur succès croissant, leur 
euroscepticisme et leur marginalité, relativement peu. Mettre 
dans un même sac des partis à tendance fasciste – voire néo-
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toute opposition au courant pro-européen ou aux partis 
majoritaires est une stratégie dangereusement simplificatrice. 
Un tel discours tend à sous-estimer les critiques et doléances 
d’amples secteurs de l’électorat, qui, face à la précarité et 
l’insécurité croissante, se plaignent de l’absence de réponses 
efficaces de la part des dirigeants actuels. Cela revient à 
éluder la critique politique.

Les pouvoirs en place semblent condamner à la marginalité 
politique ces nouveaux partis porteurs de contestation et leur 
tentative de réponse au mécontentement citoyen. Il serait 
pourtant plus constructif de traiter les véritables causes de 
la popularité de ces partis, qui est, en partie, causée par leur 
propre impopularité. Comme le signale Michel Rocard, 
ancien Premier ministre français et député européen : 
« La montée des populismes ... ne résulte pas du rejet de 
l’Europe. La précarité, le chômage de masse, la paralysie de 
nos économies, la stagnation de la croissance et le désordre 
financier mondial sont la véritable cause d’inquiétude des 
citoyens, où l’extrémisme trouve sa source ». L’on ne peut 
qu’espérer que l’arrivée en masse des eurosceptiques au cœur 
de la démocratie européenne déclenchera un renouveau des 
partis traditionnels et des institutions de l’UE, si l’on veut 
qu’ils puissent retrouver le soutien du public et restaurer la 
confiance dans le projet européen.

nazi - comme XA et Jobbik, des partis anti-immigration mais 
constitutionnels tels que le FN ou le PVV, des mouvements 
néo-gauchistes comme Podemos, et des mouvements 
eurosceptiques démocratiques comme AfD ou contestataires 
comme M5S constitue une attitude politiquement maladroite 
et intellectuellement tendancieuse. Les partis désignés sous les 
termes peu nuancés de «populistes» ou «extrémistes» diffèrent 
considérablement dans leur idéologie, discours et programmes. 
Pour comprendre cette tendance à la généralisation, il faut 
regarder de plus près ce que ces étiquettes impliquent et ce 
que cache cette rhétorique.

Désigner un parti comme «extrémiste» ou «radical» revient à 
dire qu’il est «déraisonnable» ou «immodéré», le rapprochant 
des fanatiques et illuminés afin de le discréditer aux yeux des 
électeurs. De même, décrire un parti ou un politicien comme 
«populiste» vise à le rabaisser en présentant ses opinions 
comme de la démagogie: simplification, vide de contenu, 
répondant aux insatisfactions du peuple à des fins purement 
électorales. En effet, le terme «populisme» est souvent utilisé 
avec mépris pour dénigrer ceux qui essayent de faire appel 
à la vox populi pour critiquer les pouvoirs en place. On 
peut déceler là une connotation élitiste, comme si la voix 
du peuple ou des contestataires ne devait pas être prise au 
sérieux. Ainsi, dépeindre comme populiste ou extrémiste 
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Als der ehemalige österreichische Umweltminister Nikolaus 
Berlakovich 2013 in Zusammenhang mit dem Thema 

Bienensterben vom Radiosender Ö1 gefragt wurde, wie viele 
Tonnen Umweltgifte in Österreich jährlich eingesetzt werden, 
verweigerte er die Information und rechtfertigte dies zum Ärger 
vieler Zuhörer mit der sogenannten „Amtsverschwiegenheit“. 
Das Amtsgeheimnis, wie man im Alltag dazu sagt, ist im 
Bundesverfassungsgesetz Österreichs verankert und stellt 
für viele den natürlichen Feind der Informations- und 
Pressefreiheit dar.

Artikel 20(3) des Gesetzes 
schreibt allen Verwaltungsorganen 
Österreichs Verschwiegenheit 
über Tatsachen vor, „deren 
Geheimhaltung im Interesse der 
Aufrechterhaltung der öffentlichen 
Ruhe, Ordnung und Sicherheit, 
der umfassenden Landesverteidigung, der auswärtigen 
Beziehungen, im wirtschaftlichen Interesse einer Körperschaft 
des öffentlichen Rechts, zur Vorbereitung einer Entscheidung 
oder im überwiegenden Interesse der Parteien geboten ist.” 
Eine Umschreibung, die etlichen Spielraum für eine breite 
Interpretation birgt. 

Österreich ist wohl das einzige 
Land der Welt mit einem Amtsgeheimnis in der Verfassung 
und eines der letzten EU-Länder, in denen kein Recht auf 
Informationsfreiheit existiert. Das ist sonst nur noch in Italien, 
Zypern und Luxemburg der Fall. Im Global Right to Information 
Ranking, einer Studie der Transparenzorganisation Access Info 
und des kanadischen Centre for Law and Democracy, landet 
Österreich bei 97 untersuchten Ländern aus aller Welt seit 
vier Jahren in Folge auf dem letzten Platz hinter Tadschikistan 
und Liechtenstein. Dieses Ergebnis wird von Politikern nur 
sehr ungern kommuniziert. Viel lieber hält man da schon 
den Press Freedom Index von Reporter ohne Grenzen hoch, 
denn dort liegt Österreich an zwölfter Stelle von insgesamt 
180 untersuchten Ländern. Kritiker des Amtsgeheimnisses 
sehen darin eine Divergenz, denn Informationsfreiheit ist 
eine wichtige Prämisse für die Recherche von Journalisten.

Das Amtsgeheimnis ist jedoch kein reines Journalistenproblem 
warnt die österreichische Transparenzorganisation Forum 

Im Global Right to Information Ranking 
landet Österreich bei 97 untersuchten 
Ländern aus aller Welt seit vier Jahren 

in Folge auf dem letzten Platz hinter 
Tadschikistan und Liechtenstein.

Informationsfreiheit. Josef Barth, ehemaliger Journalist 
beim Nachrichtenmagazin Profil und Gründer der Initiative 
betont: „Wenn es ein Journalistenproblem ist, ist es ein 
Problem von uns allen, denn Journalisten sind diejenigen, 
die in einer Demokratie Öffentlichkeit für wichtige Themen 
herstellen und komplexe Sachverhalte beleuchten.“ Es sei 
ein enormes Hindernis für kritische Berichterstattung, dass 
Journalisten, aber auch alle anderen Bürger nicht auf ein 
gesetzlich verankertes Recht pochen könnten, um gewisse 

Informationen von politischen oder 
Verwaltungsstellen zu erhalten. 
Man sei auf den guten Willen der 
Behörden angewiesen und diese 
würden oft erst einmal versuchen, 
Informationen zurückzuhalten. 
Will man einen solchen Beschluss 
anfechten, so bedeutet das ein 
kompliziertes Berufungsverfahren, 

wofür den meisten Menschen die Zeit und oft auch das 

Know-how fehlen. „Ein Informationsfreiheitsgesetz könnte 
diesen Prozess deutlich vereinfachen, wenn für die Behörde 
klar geregelt ist, dass sie gewisse Informationen auf Anfrage 
herausgeben muss“, so Barth.

Dass die Forderung nach einem Transparenzgesetz alle Bürger 
betrifft, zeigen auch verschiedene Fälle aus der Praxis. So wurde 
kürzlich etwa dem Wiener Stadtschulrat der Negativpreis 
„Mauer des Schweigens“ verliehen, weil er sich hartnäckig 
geweigert hatte einem Vater eines Volksschulkindes den Text 
auszuhändigen, den seine Tochter bei einem Lesetest in der 
Schule vorgelegt bekommen hatte. In einem anderen Fall 
verweigerte die Medizinische Universität Innsbruck einem 
jungen Mann die Herausgabe der Zahlen an jährlichen 
Studienabbrechern. Er hatte keinen Studienplatz bekommen 
und wollte sich Klarheit darüber verschaffen, wie seine 
Chancen standen, auf den Platz eines frühen Studienabbrechers 
„nachzurücken“.

In den meisten anderen europäischen Ländern haben Bürger 
die Möglichkeit per Freedom of Information Request (FOI 
Request) an solche Informationen heranzukommen. In 
Großbritannien etwa, sind über 100,000 Behörden durch 
den Freedom of Information Act aus dem Jahr 2000 

Informationsfreiheit? Nicht im Land der 
Amtsverschwiegenheit
Teresa Reiter
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nach einer nicht zufriedenstellenden Antwort sofort beim 
Verwaltungsgericht klagen“, sagt Huter.

Rechtsexperten des Forum Informationsfreiheit gestalteten 
daraufhin einen Gegenentwurf für das Gesetz. Dieser, eingebracht 
von den Grünen und den österreichischen Neoliberalen 
(NEOS) liegt seit über einem Jahr dem österreichischen 
Verfassungsausschuss vor. „Bis zu diesem Tag wurde dieser im 
Ausschuss noch nicht einmal behandelt und er wurde auch noch 
kein einziges Mal öffentlich debattiert“, beklagt Josef Barth. 
Zwar freue man sich, dass sowohl Außenminister Sebastian 
Kurz (ÖVP) als auch Kanzleramtsminister Josef Ostermayer 
(SPÖ) sich nun öffentlich für ein Informationsfreiheitsgesetz 
ausgesprochen haben, doch wolle man langsam auch Taten 
sehen: „Ich erwarte dass die Regierungsparteien ihre Versprechen 
endlich einlösen. Eigentlich hätten sie das schon lange tun 
sollen“, so Barth.

Für einen Beschluss eines Informationsfreiheitsgesetzes 
wäre eine Zweidrittelmehrheit im Parlament nötig. 
Zu den Oppositionsparteien, die ein solches Gesetz 
befürworten, gesellen sich vereinzelt nun auch Mitglieder 
der Regierungsparteien und die Organisation für Sicherheit 
und Zusammenarbeit in Europa (OSZE). Letztere betraute 
den Juristen Bernd Holznagel mit einem Gutachten, in dem 
verschiedene Lücken im Regierungsvorschlag für das Gesetz 
aufgezeigt werden. So 
vermisst Holznagel etwa das Recht Originalunterlagen der 
Behörden einzusehen. „Ein solches Recht auf Akteneinsicht 
gehört heute jedoch zum europäischen Standard“, schreibt er. 

Die neuerliche Verzögerung und die im Gesetzesentwurf 
eingebauten Schlupflöcher und Lücken lassen wenig 
Hoffnung darauf verbleiben, dass ein echter Sinneswandel 
stattgefunden hat und man sich nun zügig in Richtung eines 
starken Bürgerrechtes auf Informationsfreiheit bewegen 
will. Viele Medien zitierten in diesem Zusammenhang 
Max Weber, der sagte Geheimhaltung sei ein „reines 
Machtinteresse der Bürokratie“ und würde von ihr „mit 
Fanatismus verteidigt“.

verpflichtet, auf Anfrage Informationen herauszugeben. 
Dies muss innerhalb von 20 Arbeitstagen nach Erhalt der 
Anfrage geschehen und der behördliche Aufwand dafür 

darf den Betrag von 600 Pfund auf Landesebene und 
450 Pfund auf Regionalebene nicht übersteigen. Davon 
ausgenommen sind Agenden, in denen zum Beispiel aus 
Gründen nationaler Sicherheit oder Datenschutz keine 
Auskunft erteilt werden kann. 

Zwar können Österreicher auf EU-Level per offiziellem 
Ansuchen, etwa über die Website asktheEU.org Anfragen 
an europäische Behörden schicken, doch bleibt ihnen 
diese Möglichkeit auf nationaler Ebene verwehrt. Sich 
scheinbar dem Druck durch Transparenzorganisationen 
und Medien beugend, beschlossen die Regierungsparteien 
SPÖ (Sozialdemokraten) und ÖVP (Volkspartei) vergangenes 
Jahr im Mai, das Amtsgeheimnis abzuschaffen und ein 
Informationsfreiheitsgesetz einzuführen.

Dieser Schritt bedeutet jedoch nicht, dass der Stern der 
Amtsverschwiegenheit zu sinken beginnt. Mathias Huter, 

ehemals bei Transparency 
International, sagt: „Mit dem Entwurf der Regierung 
zur Verfassungsänderung wäre das Amtsgeheimnis 
zwar aus der Verfassung entfernt worden, aber kein 
Informationsfreiheitsgesetz eingeführt worden, das 
internationaler Best Practice entspricht.“ Er kritisiert, dass 
im Entwurf in seiner jetzigen Form mehrere und auch breite 
Ausnahmen von einer Informationspflicht vorgesehen seien. 
Diese könnten das Amtsgeheimnis in der Praxis sogar noch 
weiter ausdehnen. Huter merkt auch an, dass die Regierung 
keinen Informationsfreiheitsbeauftragten vorgesehen hätte, 
wie es ihn etwa in Slowenien und Kroatien gibt. Eine solche 
Institution hätte die Aufgabe zwischen öffentlichen Stellen 
und Bürgern zu vermitteln, wenn eine Auskunft verweigert 
würde und müsste dann zwischen öffentlichem Interesse und 
„legitimen anderen Interessen“ abwägen. Anschließend könnte 
sie gegebenenfalls eine Veröffentlichung von Daten anordnen. 
„Nach dem österreichischen Entwurf aber müsste ein Bürger 
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Die aktuelle Krise in Syrien und Irak hat in den 
vergangenen Monaten international, medial wie 

politisch, viel Aufmerksamkeit erhalten. Eine Volksgruppe, 
welche derzeit stark vom Vormarsch des Islamischen Staates 
im Irak und Syrien (ISIS) betroffen ist, sind die Kurden. 
Diese bekämpfen den IS militärisch sowohl in Syrien als 
auch im Nordirak. Die Autonome Region Kurdistan-Irak 
beherbergt zudem derzeit über 1,5 Millionen Flüchtlinge und 
Binnenvertriebene – und dies bei einer Einwohnerzahl von 
gerade einmal fünf Millionen Menschen. Dennoch stehen 
die Zeichen gut, dass die Kurden zumindest in manchen der 
von ihnen bewohnten Länder mittelfristig als Gewinner der 
aktuellen Krise hervorgehen. Ihr mutiger Kampf hat ihnen 
viel internationales Ansehen und Unterstützung verschafft, 
weiteren war die Legitimation als auch die Solidarität für die 
Gründung eines unabhängigen kurdischen Staates wohl selten 
größer. Doch wer sind eigentlich die 
Kurden? Konstituieren sie überhaupt 
eine Nation? Und gibt es Perspektiven 
für ein gemeinsames unabhängiges 
Kurdistan?

Gemäß einer Sage aus dem 9. 
Jahrhundert gab es weit vor Beginn 
unserer Zeitrechnung einen Tyrannen 
mit dem Namen Zahhak, welcher 
im Gebiet des einstigen Persiens eine 
Terrorherrschaft errichtete. Dieser litt an einer seltsamen 
Krankheit, die seine naturgegebene Grausamkeit noch 
verstärkte. Ihm wuchsen zwei Schlangen aus den Schultern, 
welche einen Schmerz verursachten, der nur zu Stillen war, 
indem den Schlangen täglich zwei menschliche Gehirne 
verfüttert wurden. Dementsprechend ließ Zahhak jeden Tag 
zwei Kinder töten, deren Gehirne seiner Linderung dienen 
sollten. Der Schlachter, dem diese Aufgabe erteilt wurde, hatte 
jedoch Mitleid mit den Kindern, weshalb er stets nur eines 
tötete und das andere Hirn durch das eines Schafes ersetzte. 
Die verschonten Kinder wurden aus dem Land in die fernen, 
unzugänglichen Berge geschickt, wo sie sich verstecken sollten. 
Mit der Zeit entstand dort eine Gemeinschaft, in welcher 
die Menschen untereinander heirateten und Nachwuchs 
hervorbrachten und in welcher sich durch die räumliche 

Das Schicksal der Kurden bleibt 
spannend, die aktuelle Krise in der 

Region wird die Kurden noch vor viele 
Herausforderungen stellen, könnte 

jedoch auch die Geminschaftsbildung 
weiter vorantreiben.

Abgrenzung eine eigene Sprache bildete. Diese Menschen 
nannte man fortan Kurden.

Die vermeintlichen Nachfahren dieser Kurden, welche heute 
vor allem im Osten der Türkei, im Norden Syriens, im 
Norden des Iraks und im Nordwesten des Irans beheimatet 
sind, werden mit ihrer Anzahl von circa 35 - 40 Millionen 
Menschen oft als „größte Nation ohne eigenen Staat“ 
bezeichnet. Der Nationenbegriff muss im Falle der Kurden 
jedoch mit Vorsicht verwendet werden, denn verschiedene 
Nationalismus-Theoretiker haben diesen auf unterschiedlichste 
Arten geprägt und definiert. Einer von ihnen, Anthony Smith, 
erkennt in Nationen ethnisch homogene Gebilde, welche 
gewissermaßen eine gemeinsame Vergangenheit teilen, durch 
eine Art Verwandtschaft verbunden sind und eine gemeinsame 
Sprache sprechen. Zwar gibt es wenig Zweifel, dass die Kurden 

als identifizierbare Gruppe seit mehr 
als zwei tausend Jahren existieren. 
Allerdings ist es gemäß dem Historiker 
David McDowall unwahrscheinlich, 
dass die Gesamtheit der Kurden 
eine ethnisch homogene Gruppe 
bildet, welche die gleichen Vorfahren 
besitzt. Weiterhin gibt es auch kaum 
Belege dafür, dass sich die Kurden 
vor dem späten 19. Jahrhundert als 
eine Gemeinschaft erkannt haben. 

Zudem ist hinsichtlich der Sprache auch umstritten, in 
welchem Verhältnis Kurmanji, das von nördlichen Kurden 
gesprochen wird, und Surani, das von südlichen Kurden 
gesprochen wird, zueinander stehen. Obwohl sie meistens als 
unterschiedliche Dialekte bezeichnet werden, sind besonders 
grammatikalische Strukturen so fundamental unterschiedlich, 
dass Sprachwissenschaftler eher von verwandten Sprachen 
als Dialekten sprechen,  so wie auch Persisch eine verwandte 
Sprache der beiden ist.

Eine wirkliche kurdisch-nationale Bewegung entstand erst 
im frühen 20. Jahrhundert mit dem langsamen Zerfall des 
Osmanischen Reichs. Nationalisten begannen unterschiedliche 
Mythen wie die anfangs erwähnte Sage zu verwenden um 
eine nationale Identität zu kreieren, womit die kurdische 

Die Kurden –– der lange und steinige Weg zur 
Selbstbestimmung
Daniel Reinhardt
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weitestgehenden Selbstverwaltung, pflegt selbstständig 
die auswärtigen Beziehungen, ist schon seit Jahren im 
Vergleich zum Rest des Iraks eine Insel der Stabilität und 
Sicherheit und kann vielleicht sogar als Musterbeispiel für 
Pluralismus, Demokratie und Minderheitenrechte im Nahen 
Osten gelten.

Die aktuelle Krise in Syrien und im Irak hat für die Kurden 
neue Entwicklungen und Möglichkeiten in Gang gesetzt. 
Kurdistan-Irak, welches vorher in der Öffentlichkeit 
weitestgehend unbekannt war, steht nun durch die ständige 
Präsenz in verschiedensten Medien im Rampenlicht, ferner 
haben zahllose westliche Regierungschefs und Minister die 
Region in den vergangenen Monaten besucht. Auch wenn die 
offizielle Linie vieler westlicher Staaten weiterhin die Erhaltung 
des Iraks in seiner bisherigen Form ist, kann kaum jemand den 
irakischen Kurden beim Fortbestand der politischen Probleme 
im Land die Legitimation ihrer Unabhängigkeit absprechen. 
Weiterhin haben sich im Zuge des Bürgerkrieges kurdische 
Kantone in Syrien Anfang dieses Jahres zusammengeschlossen 
und ihre Autonomie unter dem Namen Rojava ausgerufen. 
Mit internationaler Unterstützung könnte ihnen dadurch 
mittel- bis langfristig ein ähnlicher Werdegang wie den 
Kurden im Irak nach dem Zweiten Golfkrieg blühen. Ein 
weiteres Szenario ist die Wiederbelebung einer pankurdischen 
Bewegung, wie jene nach dem Ersten Weltkrieg. Rufe 
nach Bereinigung der Differenzen, was zweifelsfrei kein 
einfaches Unterfangen wird, und nach kurdischer Solidarität 
haben sich in den vergangenen Monaten rapide gemehrt. 
Weiterhin wurden die Sicherheitskräfte der irakischen Kurden 
(Peshmerga – „die, die dem Tod ins Auge blicken“) trotz 
ihrer Rivalität mit der PKK bei ihrer Durchreise durch die 
Türkei, auf dem Weg zur Unterstützung der syrischen Kurden 
in Kobane, von jubelnden türkischen Kurden empfangen, 
was die pankurdische Solidarität zeigt und deshalb in allen 
kurdischen Gebieten für viel Resonanz gesorgt hat. Das 
Schicksal der Kurden bleibt spannend, die aktuelle Krise in 
der Region wird die Kurden noch vor viele Herausforderungen 
stellen, könnte jedoch auch die Gemeinschaftsbildung weiter 
vorantreiben. Somit werden die kommenden Jahre zeigen, 
ob die Bezeichnung „größtes Volk ohne eigenen Staat“ 
Fortbestand haben wird. 

Nation vielleicht eher als künstliches, elitäres Konstrukt im 
Sinne des Historikers Eric Hobsbawm verstanden werden 
kann. Mit dem Vertrag von Sevres von 1920, welcher das 
Schicksal des Osmanischen Reichs nach dessen Niederlage 
im Ersten Weltkrieg besiegeln sollte, hatten die Kurden sogar 
vielversprechende Aussichten Autonomie, wenn nicht gar 
Unabhängigkeit zu erlangen. Als die Türkei jedoch 1922 
den griechisch-türkischen Krieg gewann, konnte sie mit 
dem Vertrag von Lausanne entsprechende Entscheidungen 
revidieren und einen großen Teil des Gebietes, welches die 
Nationalisten als Kurdistan identifizierten, in den türkischen 
Staat inkorporieren, während der Rest auf Syrien, Irak und 
Iran aufgeteilt wurde.

Dies war weitestgehend das Ende einer gesamtkurdischen 
Nationalbewegung, denn über die Grenzen der Länder 
hinweg  etablierte sich nur bedingt ein grenzüberschreitender 
„Pankurdismus“. Es entstanden eher Subnationalismen und 
Autonomiebestrebungen innerhalb der einzelnen Länder, 
ebenso wie teils gewaltsamen Auseinandersetzungen zwischen 
verschiedenen kurdischen Gruppen. In der Türkei wurden 
nationalistische Bewegung vollkommen unterdrückt, indem 
nicht nur die Existenz einer kurdischen Ethnie generell 
bestritten wurde – Kurden wurden dort lange als „Bergtürken“ 
bezeichnet – sondern auch indem durch ein Verbot der 
kurdischen Sprache, eine Assimilierungspolitik durchgeführt 
wurde. Diese Politik der Repression förderte letztendlich 
unbestreitbar die Entstehung der später als Terrororganisation 
gebrandmarkten „Kurdischen Arbeiterpartei“ (PKK). Eine 
ähnliche Unterdrückung erlebten die Kurden in Syrien, denen  
in den 60er Jahren teilweise der Ausweis abgenommen und 
sie zu Ausländern erklärt wurden. 

Interessant sind besonders die Entwicklungen im Irak, denn 
dort konnte die kurdische Nationalbewegung (Kurdayeti) in 
den 70er Jahren erstmals eine autonome Region etablieren, 
welche vor allem nach dem Zweiten Golfkrieg Anfang 
der 1990er Jahre und nach dem Sturz Saddam Husseins 
2003, Gestaltungskompetenzen erlangte. Obwohl auch die 
Geschichte der irakischen Kurden mit den Giftgasangriffen 
des Baath Regimes unter Saddam Hussein keine durchwegs 
glückliche ist, steht Kurdistan-Irak heutzutage unter einer 

Mehrheitlich von Kurden bewohnte Gebiete im Nahen OstenMustafa Barzani 1970, ehemaliger Führer der Nationalbewegung 
in Kurdistan-Irak
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In the shadow of the devastation caused by the Islamic State 
of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) – the summary executions, the 

hostage taking and the beheadings currently terrorizing the 
Arab region – looms another threat, potentially even more 
crippling. Since last winter, Iraq and Syria have been plagued 
by drought caused by climate change, combined with water 
shortages that have recently become yet another weapon in 
the ISIS arsenal. Although nearly invisible in the press, the 
problem is endemic and unless action is taken soon, the water 
crisis could spiral out of control.

The water crisis in the Middle East began last winter when 
Syria and Iraq were hit by crippling drought. In neighboring 
Turkey, which is a naturally water-rich country and home 
to the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers, precipitation was also 
far below the normal seasonal percentage. For the last two 
decades, the area has experienced some of the driest winters 
to date. Studies show that one of the main reasons for the 
crisis is anthropogenic climate change. Moreover, the speed 
with which the region’s climate continues to change is rapidly 
forcing politicians and policy makers alike to reconsider how 
they view political destabilization in the Middle East. 

Since early April 2014, ISIS has been actively exploiting 
natural resources to gain a foothold in Syria and Iraq. In 
Iraq, ISIS fighters exacerbated the severity of the drought by 
seizing control of the Falujah Dam on the Euphrates River. The 
significant flooding that resulted overwhelmed Iraqi troops 
seeking to displace ISIS from the region. The tidal waves also 
flooded crops, washed away livestock and local residences, 
affecting approximately 40,000 people. 

In August, ISIS took control of the Mosul Dam, which 
blocks access to the Tigris River. As a result, numerous Iraqi 

towns experienced flooding, water shortages and disruptions 
of electricity. Twelve days after the Mosul Dam was taken, 
Kurdish militia, aided by American and Iraqi airstrikes, 
reclaimed it. Nevertheless, ISIS has more recently cut off 
the water supply to the village of Balad Ruz and continues 
its policy of drowning towns that refuse to meet its demands. 
The lack of water in this region now threatens the viability 
of oil production, which requires 1.8 billion cubic meters of 
water per annum.

ISIS is also playing its cards on Iraq’s water supply shortages: 
since 2012 the UN has considered Iraq to be the country 
most vulnerable to climate change in the Arab region. Unlike 
its neighbor Syria, Iraq has more potable water available per 
person. But the fact of the matter is, surface water resources 
are dwindling, and Iraq’s dependence on water reserves outside 
of its borders will make it increasingly vulnerable to climate 
change in the coming years. Like Syria, disastrous, long-
lasting droughts coupled with the widespread migration of 
agricultural workers seeking gainful employment will serve 
only to intensify the gravity of the situation.

In Syria, ISIS has claimed ar-Raqqah as its capital city, located on 
the historic crossroads of Syria and Iraq and only 25 kilometers 
east of Syria’s largest dam. There, they have continued their 
policy of “water wars” by diverting Lake Assad toward the Iraqi 
border in order to threaten Iraqi forces. Typical for regions 
experiencing a shortage of water for drinking and irrigation, 
“water wars” are conflicts that have become commonplace over 
the last two decades. By trying to engage Iraqis in such a conflict, 
ISIS is drying up a lake that provides water to more than five 
million people. Naturally, this has forced the people residing 
in the area to draw drinking water from reservoirs which are 
unfit for human consumption. 

ISIS and the Water Crisis in the Middle East
Victoria Haykin

Aerial view of the Mosul Dam in Iraq and the Kurdistan Region
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Without any sense of unity in the Arab region, it is unlikely 
these environmental and humanitarian crises can soon be 
remedied. The ramifications of climate change and the water-
wars in Iraq and Syria are just two exemplars of crises that 
will surely become commonplace throughout the globe if 
a sustainable, democratically motivated water policy is not 
developed and pollution levels continue to rise unchecked. 

Scholars and journalists alike are already heralding water as 
the “new oil.” In truth, water is far more precious than oil. 
Unlike oil, water has no close substitute and is necessary for 
the preservation of life on earth. Water is also heavier than 
oil and extremely difficult to transport far distances. If the 
global need for clean drinking water eventually outstrips 
the desire for oil, it is inevitable that countries with access 
to water reserves will yield overwhelming political power 
and influence.

By using such methods in Syria, ISIS is worsening an already 
worrisome situation resulting from climate change. By the 
end of Syria’s last severe drought, which lasted from 2006 
until 2010, more than one million farmers had relocated to 
urbanized areas, already largely overpopulated, in the hopes 
of securing employment outside of the agricultural sector. 
According to a New York Times op-ed piece by Thomas 
Friedman, climate change, rising poverty rates, and the 
Syrian uprising, which began in early 2011 in response to 
government corruption and human rights violations, are 
intimately interconnected. Prolonged civil strife in the region 
will serve only to fast track the ecological deterioration.

According to local NGO officials, the only hope for resolution 
lies with Turkey who, under the aegis of the World Bank, has 
until very recently been restricting the region’s water supply. 
In light of recent events, however, Turkey has still done little 
to remedy the situation. The Turks are adamant that the water 
reserves belong to them and have gone so far as to cut water 
to Syria in an attempt to keep the Syrians from supporting 
the Kurds. Local Iraqi and Syrian politicians have likewise 
done little to remedy the situation. They have, for quite some 
time now, failed to step in as Turkey and Iran have expedited 
their own dam-building programs.

According to local NGO officials, the only hope for 
resolution lies with Turkey who, under the aegis 
of the World Bank, has until very recently been 

restricting the region’s water supply.

Environment & Technology

Editorial Cartoon

Yana Prosvirova
Divide and Conquer



 Polemics  |  December 2014

“We have started our final descent to Imam Khomeini 
International Airport, please return to your seats 

and fasten your seat belts.”

It is October 2013 and I am on my flight from Istanbul to 
Tehran, Iran, to begin my internship at the Austrian Cultural 
Forum. As soon as the plane starts to descend, women begin to 
fix their hair, getting their scarves from their purses and covering 
their perfect hair-dos. I watch them, trying not to seem like a 
complete amateur. Slowly, I too, begin to wrap my black scarf 
around my head and continue to pull it around until I think it is 
positioned perfectly on my forehead. Arriving at Imam Khomeini 
International Airport at 1 a.m., I pass through immigration 
relatively quickly and a friendly officer welcomes me to Iran. 
In the arrival hall, I try to spot a person holding a sign with my 
name – apparently there is no one waiting for me yet. This gives 
me some time to rest. Looking for a place to sit, I quickly spot 
a small café that looks familiar. Although everything is written 
in Farsi, it looks very much like something one would call a 
McCafé. I watch the people walking by – families, businessmen 
and women in chadors. The majority of women, though, wear 
tight trousers, high heels and scarves that merely cover the very 
backs of their heads. Finally, my driver spots me through the 
crowds, “Salam, and welcome to Tehran, Ms. Jonas!”

What I learned quickly was that my biggest day-to-day challenges 
would not be meeting the cultural norms, but rather getting 
from A to B in a city with the population of 15 million (where 
traffic rules are not necessarily binding) and communicating 
without knowing a single word of Farsi. On top of that, I had 
to familiarize myself with Taarof, which is the Persian concept 
of politeness based on a complicated set of unwritten rules on 
behavioral norms. (Don’t be surprised if your taxi driver tells 
you at the end that the ride was for free – this is just a polite 
way of asking for more tips.)

Working at the Austrian Cultural Forum offered a great advantage 
of being close to many young Iranians attending the German 
language school. The people I met in the city were mainly 
students from various social and religious backgrounds. What 
I had in common with those born and raised in Iran impressed 
me more than all the differences in our lifestyles. My friends 

in Tehran talked about their new courses at university, met in 
cafés to chat and have coffee, and loved to party on weekends. 
Thus, my Iranian social life was not much different from my 
European one – attending Zumba classes, taking weekend trips 
and enjoying Tehran’s cafés and restaurants were regular parts 
of my weekly schedule. In addition to that, I adopted a new 
Iranian motto, “Khaste nabashi,” which is the Taarof phrase 
literally meaning, “I hope you are not tired/Don’t get tired.”

One day, a good friend told me, “Don’t be blinded by what 
might seem like a ‘normal’ life that you’re living here at the 
moment.” While not always visible, the political system is present 
in all aspects of daily life. Although Iranians take advantage of 
their freedoms as far and as much as they can, they sooner or 
later come across certain limits. Young Iranians celebrate and 
have drinks on the weekends, but this happens behind closed 
doors. Iranian women wear their scarves at the backs of their 
heads, but on an unlucky day, a policeman might come up 
to them and tell them to “dress properly.” Young couples do 
live together in apartments before they get married, but they 
would do better not to let too many people know. Asking my 
friends about their opinions on the Iranian political regime, 
I received varying responses. Some people saw hope in the 
recently elected Hassan Rouhani administration, while others 
viewed it only as a matter of alternating more “liberal” and 
more “restrictive” legislative periods. However, both secular and 
religious individuals I spoke to were highly critical of the regime. 
The politicized Shiite Islam in the Islamic Republic had nothing 
to do with their own Muslim beliefs is what they always told me.  

Considering such critical voices and the Arab uprisings 
surrounding Iran, one question continues to arise: Why are such 
movements not present in Iran at the moment? “We are tired 
of revolutions,” many Iranians would tell me. The outcomes of 
1979 and the violent defeat of the ‘Green Revolution’ in 2009 
were horrifying examples of Iranian uprisings and revolutions. 
Only recently, five young Iranians were punished for putting 
their version of Pharrell Williams’ song, “Happy,” online. 
Meanwhile, conservative factions attack women for dressing 
improperly. It remains to be seen how long the critical masses 
will stay silent or whether there will be gradual change from 
the bottom. Until then, Khaste Nabashi!

Salam and Khaste Nabashi from Tehran
Anna Jonas

Travel
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fake bands and even the fake government seals. At night in the 
lively streets of the Cuban capital, you will be offered salsa shows 
for the equivalent of two monthly Cuban salaries or any other 
kind of goods and services imaginable, from a photo with a hawk 
to a straw hat to a poached lobster.

Do not be mistaken, this was not written to complain about the 
Cuban hustlers and other tourist traps. Although the ceaseless 
soliciting endured in the streets can be tiring, it illustrates the need 
for locals to find alternative ways to make a living. And who can 
blame them when their weekly salary is equal to the price of a 
Big Mac in Europe?

Finding alternative ways does not only mean scamming tourists, 
but also engaging in mutual help. Solidarity is very important 
to Cubans. You go to get some ice from the neighbors because 
they have a freezer, and the next time you will give them some 
of the extra mangos you collected. If you give something to a 
Cuban family, they will most likely share it with their community. 
Moreover, despite the hard conditions of life and the limited access 
to various basic goods, many locals would show great generosity and 
hospitability towards visitors. For a few years now, the government 
has made it possible for Cubans to transform their homes into casa 
particulares, which means keeping one or two rooms for tourists to 
rent. For locals, it is a chance to make some extra money despite 
the heavy taxes, and for visitors, it is an opportunity to live the 
Cuban life while avoiding ridiculously expensive hotels. 

Cuba’s charm does not simply come from its beaches, alcohol and 
tobacco, but also from its people. They know how to survive as 
a community, and despite their hardships, many would tell you 
that they would not exchange their lives for a fancy life in the old 
continent. Broaching the subject of politics remains very difficult. 
Cubans hardly dare to criticize the regime, though sometimes a 
bit of humor and irony can explain everything. If you befriend a 
cheeky Cuban and show too much interest in politics, he may grab 
a bottle of rum and ask you over and over, “Do you want a lie,” 
while smiling at your confused face, until sardonically reformulating 
the question, “Do you want a Cuba Libre?”

Travel

Un Cuba Libre Por Favor...
Quentin Pache

In many ways, Cuba lives up to its reputation. White beaches, 
delicious rum, tasty cigars, old cars and passionate salsa – tourists 

can definitely enjoy them all when traveling to the biggest island 
of the Caribbean. But Cuba is above all the spirit of la revolución, 
the U.S. embargo and the last real socialist country. In this regard, 
the visitor will not be disappointed. Socialist propaganda and 
homages to the revolution still decorate half of the island’s walls. 
Sixty-year-old Mustangs and Chevrolets drive through the streets 
of La Havana as an anachronism on wheels and el comandante 
“Che” Guevara is still portrayed as a flawless hero of the socialist 
revolution.

Yet, behind the seductive smoke of Cuban cigars and other exciting 
stereotypes lies the profound malaise of the Cuban society: a 
system that is not functioning, though still surviving despite all 
the prognoses of American and European experts. In 1959, Fidel 
Castro overthrew the American-backed dictatorship of Fulgencio 
Batista. He nationalized businesses and factories, provoking the 
clash with the American government and consequently, in 1960, 
the infamous embargo. Since then, specialists have continued to 
give Castro’s socialist regime five to ten years of life expectancy. In 
spite of all expectations, the island has endured the embargo for 50 
years without giving in to American capitalism. The country has 
nevertheless shown a tendency towards a slow opening, especially 
since Raúl Castro took over in 2008. Some modern cars and 
imported products can be found, but at unthinkable prices vis-à-
vis the standard Cuban wage.

No matter how well you prepare yourself for being a tourist in 
Cuba, no guidebook will reveal a surprising truth that on the island, 
a taxi driver can earn more than a doctor. The average monthly 
salary is the equivalent of $20—shockingly low in comparison 
to the price of certain goods such as soap or gasoline ($1.20 per 
liter).  Of course, Cubans enjoy a range of free social benefits such 
as education and health care, as well as reduced housing costs and 
the infamous libreta, or ration book, which allows each family to 
receive some rice, sugar, matches and oil each month. Nevertheless, 
this is not enough to make ends meet and extra goods are very 
costly. Cubans thus find alternative sources of income to survive 
and tourists are understandably a very attractive one. Do not be 
surprised if you encounter a university professor driving his car 
around for tourists. He can easily make better money this way.

A classic tourist trap is the cooperativa. The friendly Cubans you 
meet in the streets of La Havana will most likely bring you to an 
apparently official shop where cigars of famous brands can be 
bought at discounted prices – in most cases a dark bar where a 
guy will draw out a box of “real” cigars from below the counter 
while looking at the window. These fancy places are usually a 
touch too expensive – especially considering the fake boxes, the 
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