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Dear Reader,
The Yale Review of International Studies Editorial Board is proud 
to present to you our third issue this year: the Spring Issue 2019.

As ever, we were humbled by our pool of submissions, which was 
larger than the Spring Issue has ever had. This issue features 
two Yale students: Alexandra O'Brien ('20) writes about the 
relationship between Venezuela and Russia in the 21st century, 
particularly relevant given the current unrest in Venezuela and 
the politics of Russian involvement abroad. Min Byung Chae 
('20) examines the efficacy of UN peacekeeping in reducing 
the magnitude of violence against civilians within political 
conflict, a perplexing field of inquiry ever since UN peacekeeping 
operations first began in 1948.

We are always pleased to see the YRIS call for submissions land 
further and farther afield, particularly ever since our change 
this year to welcome undergraduates from other universities 
to submit to both the Winter and Spring Issues. In this issue, 
Uzair Sattar and Atrey Bhargav from Tufts University write 
comprehensively about water politics in the Indus River Basin, 
which pertain to both India and Pakistan. Our cover piece, 
written by Anna Lipscomb from the University of Southern 
California's Korean Studies Institute, explores an exciting and 
tasty field: gastrodiplomacy and its relevance to South Korea, 
Thailand, and Taiwan. Finally, Ben Gardner-Gill from Stanford 
University analyzes the political dynamics of post-communist 
Czechoslovakia and the use of political memory in that time 
period to build a lasting narrative of "the people" versus "elites," 
a theme that obviously continues to pervade our political 
discourses today.

We also invite you to try your hand at our first ever crossword, 
located on page 40. The first 10 people to send yris@yira.org a 
picture of a completed, physically-written-in crossword (include 
your name on the page, and only one person can submit one 
completed crossword) will receive a prize!

See you next time,
Elisabeth Siegel, Jake Mezey, and Qusay Omran

YRIS Executive Board 2018-2019
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Introduction
In recent years, Russian interest in Ven-

ezuela has grown considerably, particularly 
in regard to its natural resources. Given Rus-
sia’s historic role in the Cold War and today’s 
geopolitical balance of power, one can see the 
Kremlin’s renewed interest in Venezuela as an 
attempt to recreate Cold War-era spheres of 
influence. This time, however, Vladimir Putin’s 
Russia does not attempt to support the spread 
of Marxist ideals. Instead, Russian and Ven-
ezuelan interests are symbiotic, as Venezuela 
looks to Russia as a lender of last resort and 
Russia looks to Venezuela to expand Russia’s 
oil production, and thereby acquire greater geo-
political influence while gaining wider access 
to international markets. Venezuela’s 46th Pres-
ident, Nicolás Maduro, went as far as to award 

1   “Maduro otorgó premio ‘Hugo Chávez a La Paz’ a Vladimir Putin.” El Nacional. October 7, 2016. http://www.el-nacional.com/noticias/
politica/maduro-otorgo-premio-quothugo-chavez-pazquot-vladimir-putin_1784.
2   “Venezuela’s Maduro Announces Billions of Dollars in Russian Investment.” RadioFreeEurope. December 2018. https://www.rferl.org/a/
venezuela-s-maduro-announces-billions-of-dollars-in-russian-investment/29641832.html.

the inaugural Hugo Chávez Peace Award in 
2016 to Putin for “promoting world peace” and 
supporting a “multipolar world.”1  On Decem-
ber 5, 2018, during a meeting between the two 
leaders in Moscow, Vladimir Putin stated that 
he was against “any attempts to change the sit-
uation [in Venezuela] by force.”2 

The demise of the Soviet Union was con-
current with a decline in its economic power, 
and it could no longer afford to provide support 
for its allies in Latin America. It also saw little 
reason to do so, given that Boris Yeltsin’s gov-
ernment looked to work with Western regimes 
and did not want to alienate them through fur-
ther support for elements antagonistic to the 
United States. Therefore, Russia largely with-
drew from the region throughout most of the 
1990s, as it was not a priority for the struggling 
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nation. Thus, its influence in Latin America 
declined.3

In the late 1990s, Russia’s relationship 
with Latin America began to change, and 
Russian diplomats increasingly found a pres-
ence in the region. In 1997, then-Minister of 
Foreign Affairs Yevgeny Primakov traveled 
throughout Argentina, Colombia, Brazil, and 
Costa Rica, and spoke of the importance of an 
alliance between Russia and Latin America to 
create a multipolar world. The previous rela-
tionship between Russia and Latin America, 
based mainly on similar ideological leanings, 
has quickly evolved, and is now characterized 
as one aiming to promote tangible economic 
and political benefits for both parties in line 
with Putin’s worldview.4

Russia’s Ambitions: Latin America
After the demise of the Soviet Union, 

Moscow’s geopolitical efforts focused on de-
fending its claim to a “sphere of privileged 
interests.” Then-U.S. president Barack Obama 
dubbed Russia a “regional power,” given that 
these “privileged interests” were concentrated 
in Russia’s periphery.  However, since Vladimir 
Putin assumed the Russian presidency in 2012, 
Russia has taken on a campaign to influence 
political systems globally and expand Russia’s 
reach. Putin hopes to achieve this multipolar 
world order through a blend of diplomacy, 
military action, intelligence, energy, and trade. 
His objectives consist of undermining the 
United States and the European-led inter-
national order and its cohesiveness; further-
ing Putin’s legitimacy domestically by raising 
Russia’s profile on the world stage; promoting 
military, commercial, and energy interests; and 
encroaching on regions traditionally under the 
United States’ influence.5

First, Russia looked to undermine the 
Western and transatlantic institutions that 
it views as its adversaries: The United States, 

3   Rouvinski, Vladimir. “Kennan Cable No. 2: Understanding Russian Priorities in Latin America.” Kennan Institute. February 3, 2017.  
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/kennan-cable-no20-understanding-russian-priorities-latin-america#_edn5
4   Farah, Douglas and Liana Eustacia Reyes. “Russia in Latin America: A Strategic Analysis.” National Defense University. https://cco.ndu.
edu/Portals/96/Documents/prism/prism_5-4/Russia%20in%20Latin%20America.pdf.
5   Stronski, Paul and Richard Sokolsky. The Return of Global Russia: An Analytical Framework. Carnegie Endowment for International 
Peace. December 2017. https://carnegieendowment.org/files/CP_320_web_final.pdf
6   Ibid.
7   Stronski, Paul and Richard Sokolsky. The Return of Global Russia: An Analytical Framework. Carnegie Endowment for International 
Peace. December 2017. https://carnegieendowment.org/files/CP_320_web_final.pdf

the European Union, and the North Atlantic 
Treaty Organization (NATO). The Kremlin’s 
security establishment generally holds the 
view that the previous U.S. administrations 
actively attempted to weaken Russia both do-
mestically and internationally, and increase its 
isolation. Russia is looking to do to the West 
what Russia believes the West has done to it, 
and thus has made attempts to exploit any in-
ternal tensions within these organizations. The 
most relevant and consequential example is 
Russia’s attempt to exploit the United States’ 
“America First” foreign policy under Donald 
Trump, which presents an opportunity for 
Russia to fill power vacuums left by the US.6

Russia has attempted to expand its in-
fluence in Latin America, Asia, and Africa, 
creating coalitions with emerging powers to 
rival the international system dominated by 
the West. Efforts in Latin America involve 
fostering relationships with authoritarian 
leaders and taking advantage of conflicts be-
tween the United States and its traditional 
partners. By becoming a more dominant pres-
ence in Latin America, Russia hopes to chal-
lenge the US’s historical sphere of influence, 
and to counter U.S. attempts to bring former 
Warsaw Pact states into NATO. Russia looks 
to impose its own will on former states of the 
USSR on its periphery, and counter the influ-
ence of the West; it is essentially looking to 
create “pro-Russia” buffers. This is exemplified 
by Russia’s aggressive actions toward Georgia, 
Moldova, and Ukraine, countries formerly 
under the Soviet sphere that are increasingly 
looking westward.  Moscow has used its pro-
paganda arm to influence these regions, and 
has made attempts to undermine their polit-
ical transitions and prevent any integration 
with the West.7 

One also cannot discount the benefits 
that Dmitry Medvedev, president of Russia 
from 2008 to 2012, and Putin derived domes-
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tically in terms of popular support. Russian 
military activities in Latin America, as well as 
economic projects and diplomatic efforts with 
Latin American leaders, demonstrate Russia’s 
international influence to the Russian public, 
thereby promoting a sense of pride in the citi-
zenry. For example, Putin’s increasing engage-
ment in Latin America showed to the Russian 
people that Russia was playing a prominent 
role on the world stage, and that his actions 
in 2014 in Ukraine did not fully isolate Russia 
internationally.8

The Bolivarian Alliance for the Peoples 
of Our America, or Alianza Bolivariana para 
los Pueblos de Nuestra America (ALBA), 
founded to promote Latin American political 
and economic integration, has been a key ally 
to the Russian government, having ties with 
Moscow dating back to the Soviet Union.9  
The nations of ALBA, which include Venezu-
ela, Cuba, Nicaragua, and Bolivia, have a sim-
ilar perspective to that of Putin’s government; 
they view the United States as having imperi-
alist ambitions and a willingness to interfere in 
the governments of Latin America. This is not 
unwarranted, since the U.S. has a history of 
orchestrating coups and supporting dictators 
in the region. The member states of ALBA, 
however, have been perceived as authoritari-

8   Ibid.
9   Hirst, Joel D. “A Guide to ALBA.” Americas Quarterly. Accessed December 18, 2018. https://www.americasquarterly.org/hirst/article.
10   Ellis, R. Evan. The New Russian Engagement with Latin America: Strategic Position, Commerce, and Dreams of the Past. Carlisle, PA: 
U.S. Army War College Press, 2015.
11  Ibid.

an or repressive, and at times have 
allied themselves with governments 
antagonistic to the United States, 
such as North Korea, Syria, Zim-
babwe, and, of course, Russia. Ad-
ditionally, ALBA supports organi-
zations listed by the United States 
as terrorist, such as Hezbollah, the 
Basque separatist group ETA, and 
the Revolutionary Armed Forces 
of Colombia (FARC). ALBA and 
Russia mutually benefit because 
they can, through Russia, veto any 
efforts in the United Nations Se-
curity Council to hold their gov-
ernments accountable for human 
rights violations and/or electoral 
fraud.10

Russia-Venezuela Economic Diploma-
cy: Arms Deals 

The Soviet Union had maintained eco-
nomic relationships with a number of countries 
in Latin America beyond verbal support.  For 
example, it relied on food sales from Argentina 
and Brazil, despite their conservative govern-
ments, when the United States cut off grain 
sales. The USSR additionally conducted hy-
droelectric power plant projects in Colombia, 
Brazil, and Mexico, and irrigation programs in 
Venezuela and Peru. Moscow’s re-entry into 
the region after the fall of the Soviet Union 
came with a shift in its economic designs, con-
sistent with Russia’s new post-Cold War eco-
nomic restructuring. Russia looked to focus on 
the industries leading its economy that would 
address its internal needs and foster its global 
ascendance: arms, petroleum, electricity gen-
eration, and mining.  It was within this con-
text that Venezuela became an integral part of 
Russia’s re-engagement in the region.11 

Moreover, throughout the 2000s, the 
governments of Russia and Venezuela became 
closer through a series of arms agreements, as 
Venezuelan president Hugo Chávez saw an 

"Putin’s increasing 
engagement in Latin 
America showed to the 
Russian people that 
Russia was playing a 
prominent role on the 
world stage."
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alliance with Russia as a counterweight to the 
U.S. presence in the region. The lynchpin of co-
operation between Russia and Venezuela was 
forged in July 2006, when Chávez signed an 
arms deal with Russia for $3 billion, purchas-
ing 24 Sukhoi-30 attack aircrafts, 53 military 
helicopters, and in return receiving Russia’s aid 
in building various arms factories within Ven-
ezuela. Shortly before, Venezuela had agreed to 
purchase 100,000 Kalashnikov rifles from the 
Russians. This deal went through only weeks af-
ter the United States banned American weapon 
sales to Venezuela, depriving it of spare parts for 
F-16 fighter aircrafts previously acquired from 
the US. The United States took these measures 
due to Venezuela’s ties to the FARC in Colom-
bia as well as the governments of Iran and Cuba, 
and the suspicion that Venezuela was acting as a 

transit point for arms and individuals threaten-
ing to the United States. U.S. State Department 
spokesperson Tom Casey echoed this sentiment, 
stating “the arms purchase planned by Venezuela 
exceeded its defensive needs and are not help-
ful in terms of regional stability.” Chávez, on the 
other hand, asserted that these purchases were 
necessary for self-defense.12

“The Russians are going to install a Kalash-
nikov rifle plant and a munitions factory so we 
can defend every street, every hill, every corner,” 

12   Wolland, Jeremy. “Venezuela, Russia Sign Weapons Deal.” Arms Control Association. September 1, 2006. https://www.armscontrol.org/
act/2006_09/VenRussia.
13   Blomfield, Adrian. “Chavez in Russian Arms Factory Deal.” The Telegraph. June 1, 2006. https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/
southamerica/venezuela/1520035/Chavez-in-Russian-arms-factory-deal.html.
14   Ellis, R. Evan. The New Russian Engagement with Latin America: Strategic Position, Commerce, and Dreams of the Past. Carlisle, PA: 
U.S. Army War College Press, 2015.

Chávez stated. “The United States is failing in 
its attempts to blockade us, to disarm us”.13 His 
rhetoric in this instance captured the essence of 
his animosity toward the United States and his 
friendliness toward the Russian government. 

Venezuela again made itself available to 
Russia against the backdrop of the 2008 crisis in 
Georgia, a former soviet state. Russia supported 
the republics of Abkhazia and South Ossetia in 
their desire to break away from Georgia and be-
come independent. However, neither the United 
States nor Georgia supported their cause. The 
U.S. brought its navy to the Black Sea during the 
conflict. Russia responded by sending Tu-160 
bombers to Venezuela and deploying a four-ship 
Russian naval flotilla to first conduct joint mili-
tary exercises with the Venezuelan navy and then 
make port calls to Cuba and Nicaragua. This 

was a reminder of Rus-
sia’s military capability, 
and its ability to strike 
the U.S. with nuclear 
weapons. “The Yankee 
hegemony is finished,” 
Chávez was reported to 
have said.  In threatening 
the U.S. in its “backyard,” 
Russia hoped to divert 
U.S. resources going into 
winning over Russia’s 
traditional “sphere of 
influence” on its periph-
ery. This was also signif-
icant in that it marked 

the first time the Russian navy had returned to 
Latin America since the Cold War, and the fact 
that Chávez demonstrated his willingness to act 
beyond anti-U.S. rhetoric and receive Russian 
armed forces that would pose a threat to the 
United States, and even potentially elicit mili-
tary action from the Western powers. Venezuela 
maintained this openness to Russian military 
forces. In March 2009, Chávez announced that 
he would allow Russian strategic bombers to be 
based in Venezuela despite U.S. concerns.14

"'The Russians are going 
to install a Kalashnikov 
rifle plant and a munitions 
factory so we can defend 
every street, every hill, 
every corner.'"
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Most recently, following Maduro and 
Putin’s meeting in December 2018, strategic 
bombers (Russian Tu-160 “White Swans”) 
landed in Caracas, the Venezuelan capital. This 
took place in light of the US’s recent decision 
to pull out of the Intermediate-Range Nuclear 
Forces (INF) Treaty between the United States 
and Russia (Russia and the U.S. accused each 
another of non-compliance). For the past three 
decades, this treaty had prohibited the deploy-
ment of medium-range nuclear missiles and 
prompted the destruction of over 2,600 missiles, 
keeping the European continent free of these 
weapons. According to HIS Markit analyst 
Diego Moya-Ocampos, Russia’s recent deploy-
ment of Tu-160s shows that Russia is “trying to 
force the U.S. to say, ‘listen, if you withdraw from 
this and if you make these moves in Europe, we 
will make these moves as well”.15 

Venezuela’s purchase of Russian arms has 
gone hand in hand with Venezuela’s friendliness 
with the Russian military. In September of 2009, 
Chávez agreed to buy short-range missiles from 
Russia, which would be in range of the U.S. pres-
ence in Colombia, Aruba, and Curacao. This was 
due to Chávez’s discomfort with U.S. military 
activity in neighboring Colombia, and so the 
president stated the missiles were “defense tools, 
because we are going to defend our country from 
any threat, wherever it may come from”.16 Ven-
ezuela was the top client for the Russian arms 
industry in Latin America between 2001 and 
2013, purchasing over 11 billion USD worth of 
Russian weapons. Russian arms sales made up 
69% of Venezuela’s imported arms purchases. In 
fact, Venezuela purchased so many helicopters 
from Russia that the Russian company, Transas, 
decided to open a regional center for helicopter 
instruction in Venezuela.17

As Venezuela’s economic crisis worsened, 
government purchases of Russian military 
equipment decreased, and the relationship be-
tween Venezuela and Russia became increasing-

15   Zennie, Michael. “Here’s Why Russian Bombers Are in Venezuela. And Why the U.S. Is So Angry About It.” Time. December 13, 2018. 
http://time.com/5478644/venezuela-russian-bombers/.
16   Romero, Simon. “Venezuela Says It Will Buy Russian Missiles.” New York Times. September 13, 2009.  https://www.nytimes.
com/2009/09/13/world/americas/13venez.html.
17   Ellis, R. Evan. The New Russian Engagement with Latin America: Strategic Position, Commerce, and Dreams of the Past. Carlisle, PA: 
U.S. Army War College Press, 2015.
18   Desjardins, Jeff. “From Richer to Poorer: Venezuela’s Economic Tragedy Visualized.” The Money Project. September 5, 2017. http://
money.visualcapitalist.com/richer-poorer-venezuela-economic-tragedy/.

ly centered on transactions within Venezuela’s 
energy sector. Russian oil companies were able 
to take advantage of the favorable political con-
ditions between the two countries to conduct 
their business. At first, Russia had provided 
Venezuela with loans guaranteed with Vene-
zuelan oil sales.  Soon, however, deals between 
the two countries became increasingly complex. 
Russia demanded more real assets as guarantees, 
and Venezuela complied by providing Russian 
companies with shares of Venezuela’s oil com-
panies and giving them rights to Venezuela’s oil 
fields.

Venezuela in Crisis
During the 1950s, Venezuela had one of 

the highest GDPs per capita in the world. A 
rentier state throughout most of the 20th cen-
tury, Venezuela today has the largest oil reserves 
in the world at 300 billion barrels, surpassing 
even Saudi Arabia’s. In 1982, Venezuela had the 
wealthiest economy in Latin America, using oil 
revenue to fund social programs and subsidize 
health care, transportation infrastructure, food, 
and education. Its workers were some of the 
highest paid in Latin America. According to 
OPEC, oil currently accounts for 95% of Ven-
ezuelan exports, and these oil exports make up a 
quarter of the country’s GDP. 

However, Venezuela’s dependence on oil as 
a source of revenue made it especially vulnerable 
to fluctuations in prices on international mar-
kets. The mid-1980s saw an oil glut, which put 
oil prices in free fall.18 Subsequent economic 
hardship helped fuel the rise of Hugo Chávez, 
who came to power in 1998, and with him “Bo-
livarian socialism.” 

Fortunately for Venezuela, from 2005 
to 2014, oil prices recovered, and were high 
enough so that the country’s revenues could be 
channeled into welfare programs.  Unemploy-
ment rates were cut in half and poverty rates 
substantially decreased. The infant mortality rate 
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also declined.19  Global oil prices soon crashed, 
however, falling from $111 per barrel in 2014 to 
$27 per barrel in 2016. That same year, Vene-
zuela’s GDP dropped by ten to fifteen percent. 
The state budget experienced a deep deficit, and 
the government, then under Maduro, respond-
ed by printing more money to be able to com-
pensate workers and continue to fund welfare 
programs. This monetary approach triggered the 
hyperinflation we are seeing in Venezuela today. 
According to the International Monetary Fund, 
prices are currently rising with an annual infla-
tion rate of around one million percent. Vene-
zuela’s foreign exchange reserves are dwindling. 
These reserves peaked at $42 billion in 2009 and 
have declined to less than $9 billion today. This 
decline has made it more likely for the govern-
ment and PDVSA, Venezuela’s state oil com-
pany, to default on foreign currency loans, not 
only losing Western creditors, but also putting 
Russian and Chinese interests at risk.20  

Venezuela’s economic woes have had far 
reaching and devastating consequences.  Count-
less lives have been lost in what is considered a 
public health and humanitarian crisis. The Ven-
ezuelan people have not had access to basic ame-
nities, with hospitals in utter disrepair, unable 
to provide basic services. “It is like something 
from the 19th century,” said Dr. Christian Pino 
of the University of the Andes Hospital, in re-
sponse to a number of calamities, like a shortage 
of antibiotics and increasing mortality rates for 
newborns and their mothers.21 Poverty has sky-
rocketed and malnourishment among children 
has become increasingly common. Violence has 
also become a major problem in Venezuelan so-
ciety, and, while Maduro has pledged to use the 
military to combat crime, various human rights 
groups and foreign media outlets have reported 
abuses and even extra-judicial killings.

Venezuela’s economic crisis has largely 

19   Restrepo, Dan. “Venezuela in Crisis: A Way Forward.” Center for American Progress. October 16, 2018. https://www.americanprogress.
org/issues/security/reports/2018/10/16/459352/venezuela-crisis-way-forward/.
20   Chu, Ben.  “Venezuela: How the most oil rich nation on earth was brought to the brink of collapse.” The Independent.  August 18, 2018. 
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/business/analysis-and-features/venezuela-nicolas-maduro-economy-crisis-oil-prices-explained-history-
hugo-chavez-a8494696.html.
21   Casey, Nicholas. “Venezuela’s New, Powerful Assembly Takes Over Legislature’s Duties.” New York Times. August 18, 2017. https://
www.nytimes.com/2017/08/18/world/americas/venezuela-constituent-assembly-maduro.html.
22   Gedan, Benjamin N. “China’s Venezuela Policy Is Losing Popularity – in China.” Americas Quarterly. November 27, 2018. https://www.
americasquarterly.org/content/change-coming-chinas-venezuela-policy.
23   Allen, Kate, Henry Foy and John Paul Rathbone.  “Russia and Venezuela agree $3bn debt restructuring.” Financial Times. November 15, 
2017.  https://www.ft.com/content/5f3084c6-ca03-11e7-ab18-7a9fb7d6163e.

scared away foreign creditors. US-imposed sanc-
tions and economic mismanagement has made 
Venezuela more vulnerable than ever. China had 
been Venezuela’s main foreign lender, but Russia 
has become increasingly influential, given Med-
vedev and Putin’s efforts to cultivate relations 
with Chávez and Maduro for both geopolitical 
and economic reasons. China also has with-
drawn somewhat from its previous economic 
relationship with Venezuela, given the volatility 
of the region and the unlikely repayment of Chi-
nese loans.  Russia has stepped in and become 
Venezuela’s lifeline, its lender of last resort, in-
creasing Venezuela’s reliance on Russia.22 

In fact, in November 2017, the Russian 
government came to the rescue of Venezue-
la, which had recently been declared by credit 
rating agencies to be in default on international 
bonds worth more than 60 billion USD. Mos-
cow announced an agreement for the restructur-
ing of 3.15 billion USD worth of sovereign debt, 
allowing Venezuela to repay the money over a 
ten-year period. This would not only free up cash 
and allow Venezuela to meet shorter-term debt 
obligations, but also allow the country to look 
to creditors apart from traditional Western eco-
nomic powers within the Paris Club and IMF. 
Venezuela has already been denied the ability to 
borrow from the banks of the United States and 
Europe to try to refinance or pay off its debts.23

Maduro’s dealings with the Russian gov-
ernment not only kept Venezuela from default-
ing, but also helped Maduro maintain power. 
The opposition, though heterogeneous, was 
united in its belief that Maduro’s policies were 
ruining the country, and the Venezuelan leader 
was therefore at risk of being deposed. Maduro 
had looked to keep a potentially discontented 
military at bay, and the arms deals struck with 
Russia legitimized him as a leader in their eyes. 

In July 2017, Maduro created a legislative 
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body called the Constituent Assembly, which 
would give him virtually unlimited power. This 
action received international condemnation.24 
Maduro’s allies won all 545 seats, giving them 
the power to rewrite the Venezuelan constitu-
tion and eliminate state institutions, such as the 
opposition-dominated National Assembly, and 
even fire state officials considered dissidents.25 
The majority of officials comprising the Nation-
al Assembly had opposed oil deals with Russia 
and wanted to keep the power to veto them. 
The need to secure Russian loans was one of 
Maduro’s motivations in creating this new leg-
islative body. Russia has been one of the few 
international players to support him politically, 
endorsing Maduro’s dissolution of the National 
Assembly while the United States, Colombia, 
and Brazil refused to recognize 
the newly formed Constituent 
Assembly. In superseding the 
National Assembly, the Con-
stituent Assembly grants Mad-
uro the power to make deals 
with Russia without needing 
the approval of legislators.26

Rosneft in Venezuela
Coming to power in 2000, 

Putin felt he needed to coun-
terbalance the influence of 
Russian oligarchs and reassert 
state control. Given Putin’s thesis that Russia’s 
economy should grow by exploiting its natural 
resources, the development of Rosneft as a suc-
cessful oil company was crucial. He supported 
initiatives to prop up Rosneft as a major player 
in the domestic and international economy, and 
thus further establish Russia as a leader in the 
global oil industry.27 Despite partial privatiza-
tion of the company, the Russian government 

24   Semple, Kirk. “Venezuela’s Two Legislatures Duel, but Only One Has Ammunition.” New York Times. November 3, 2017. https://www.
nytimes.com/2017/11/03/world/americas/venezuela-national-assembly-maduro.html.
25   Parraga, Mariana and Alexandra Ulmer. “Vladimir’s Venezuela - Leveraging loans to Caracas, Moscow snaps up oil assets.” Reuters. 
August 11, 2017. https://www.reuters.com/article/us-venezuela-russia-oil-specialreport/special-report-vladimirs-venezuela-leveraging-loans-
to-caracas-moscow-snaps-up-oil-assets-idUSKBN1AR14U.
26   Ibid.
27   Henderson, James. “Rosneft - On the Road to Global NOC Status?” The Oxford Institute for Energy Studies. January, 2012. https://www.
oxfordenergy.org/publications/rosneft-on-the-road-to-global-noc-status-2/.
28   “History of Rosneft.” Rosneft. December, 2018. https://www.rosneft.com/about/History/.
29   Henderson, James. “Rosneft - On the Road to Global NOC Status?” The Oxford Institute for Energy Studies. January, 2012. https://www.
oxfordenergy.org/publications/rosneft-on-the-road-to-global-noc-status-2/.
30   Chow, Edward C. and Andrew J. Stanley. “Russia’s National Oil Champion Goes Global.” Center for Strategic & International Studies. 
February 22, 2018. https://www.csis.org/analysis/russias-national-oil-champion-goes-global.

remains the majority owner, with a 50% stake. 
Rosneft issued an initial public offering in 2006 
to be traded on the London Stock Exchange, 
with a total placement value of $10.7 billion, 
making it the largest of Russia’s companies.28 
Thus, Rosneft’s dual position of being a partially 
private company but also at the disposal of the 
Kremlin allowed it to mediate between private 
oil companies and the state authorities respon-
sible for the regulation of Russia’s oil industry. 
By 2007, Rosneft had become Russia’s largest oil 
producer.29 As Russia’s national oil company, it 
was able to receive tax cuts and preferential ac-
cess to new resources. It also assumed additional 
responsibilities, such as contributing a signifi-
cant portion of its profits to social programs and 
investing in politically significant regions, such 

as in the Caucuses after the war with Chechn-
ya. Thus, Rosneft became not only a profitable 
enterprise, but also a geopolitical instrument.30

After the global financial meltdown in 
2008, Russia began to expand investment in 
Venezuela’s energy sector, seeing opportunity in 
Venezuela’s vast oil fields. In October 2008, Rus-
sia’s largest energy companies—Rosneft, Gaz-
prom, Surgutneftegaz, Lukoil, and TNK-BP—

"The need to secure 
Russian loans was one 
of Maduro’s motivations 
in creating this new 
legislative body."
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formed the National Oil Consortium (NOC) to 
consolidate previously separate efforts to exploit 
oil fields in Venezuela.31 In 2010, NOC and 
PDVSA began the PetroMiranda Joint Venture, 

which aimed to develop the massive Junin-6 oil 
field of reserves, which could yield more than 50 
billion barrels of oil. Venezuelan law required 
that 60% of the project be owned by a subsid-
iary of PDVSA called Corporación Venezolana 
del Petroleo (CVP), with the other 40% held 
by the NOC.32 It was not long, however, before 
Rosneft consolidated its position in the region, 
and became the only company actively invest-
ing in Venezuela within five years of the NOC’s 
formation.33 In 2014, Russia suffered through 
a collapse in oil prices and economic sanctions 
from the West. Following Russia’s annexation 
of Crimea and military activity in Ukraine’s 

31   Henderson, James. “Rosneft - On the Road to Global NOC Status?” The Oxford Institute for Energy Studies. January, 2012. https://www.
oxfordenergy.org/publications/rosneft-on-the-road-to-global-noc-status-2/.
32   “Oil Production Starts at the Junin-6 Block in Venezuela.” Gazprom Neft. September 27, 2012. https://www.gazprom-neft.com/press-
center/news/612514/.
33   O’Donnell, Thomas W. “Russia Is Beating China to Venezuela’s Oil Fields.” Americas Quarterly. 2016. https://www.americasquarterly.
org/content/russia-beating-china-venezuelas-oil-fields.
34   Mohammed, Arshad and Bill Trott. “U.S. intensifies sanctions on Russia over Ukraine.” Reuters. September 12, 2014. https://www.
reuters.com/article/us-ukraine-crisis-usa-sanctions-idUSKBN0H71N320140912.
35   Rapoza, Kenneth. ‘How Russia’s Largest Companies Have Weathered Sanctions.” Forbes. June 6, 2018. https://www.forbes.com/sites/
kenrapoza/2018/06/06/2018-global-2000-how-the-biggest-russian-companies-have-weathered-sanctions/#1f9a66172d90.
36   Charbonneau, Louis, and Mirjam Donath. “U.N. General Assembly Declares Crimea Secession Vote Invalid.” Reuters. March 27, 
2014. https://www.reuters.com/article/us-ukraine-crisis-un/u-n-general-assembly-declares-crimea-secession-vote-invalid-idUSBREA2Q-
1GA20140327.

Donbas region, the United States and Europe 
placed various sanctions on companies and in-
dividuals operating in Russia’s financial, defense, 
and energy sectors. Western oil companies had 

to abandon projects with 
Russian oil companies, 
like Rosneft, thus depriv-
ing them of much-needed 
expertise from companies 
such as BP Plc and Exx-
onMobil. The sanctions 
were hard-hitting because 
they were “designed to 
effectively shut down this 
type of oil exploration 
and production activity by 
depriving these Russian 
companies of the goods, 
technology and services 
that they need to do this 
work,”  according to an 
anonymous senior U.S. 
official.34  ExxonMobil, 
for example, was forced 
to give up a $720 million 
joint venture with Rosneft 

for hydrocarbon drilling in Russia’s Arctic Sea. 
This forced Rosneft to look to new oil fields as 
replacements for its reserves and thus turn to 
places like Latin America, particularly Venezu-
ela.35 Venezuela, Cuba, and Bolivia had declined 
to vote in favor of the UN resolution, condemn-
ing Russia’s actions in Crimea, making them 
even more viable as partners in the region.36

Among the Russian officials sanctioned by 
the United States in 2014 was Rosneft CEO 
Igor Sechin, a further blow to Rosneft’s activity. 
Rosneft, already suffering from the worldwide 
drop in oil prices, was also in major debt from its 
rapid rounds of acquisitions in the early 2000s.  

"Russia’s largest energy 
companies—Rosneft, 
Gazprom, Surgutneftegaz, 
Lukoil, and TNKBP—
formed the National Oil 
Consortium (NOC) to 
consolidate previously 
separate efforts to exploit 
oil fields in Venezuela."
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Instead of focusing on repairing its balance sheet 
and waiting for better and more stable economic 
and political conditions, Rosneft instead looked 
aggressively to expand its international business. 
“Taking into account the future decline of shale 
production in the U.S. and Canada, it is Ven-
ezuelan oil that can become the substitutional 
element for the receding volumes of those mar-
kets,” Sechin stated in December 2014, after 
Rosneft’s stake in the NOC rose to 80%.37

Venezuela’s economic volatility makes it 
difficult to view Rosneft’s activities in the coun-
try as ones that are purely profit-oriented. Given 
the risk, the returns on any investment made in 
the region would have to be extraordinarily high 
in order for the investment to be worth mak-
ing. Rosneft’s activity in Venezuela somewhat 
reflects the developments of 2014, specifically 
Putin’s broader geopolitical strategy and how 
Venezuela’s failing and heavily indebted econo-
my might have a role to play. Venezuela provid-
ed Rosneft with stakes in oil and gas projects 
at a deep discount. The following year, Rosneft 
and PDVSA came to an agreement where over 
1.6 million tons of oil and 9 million tons of oil 
products would be supplied from Venezuela to 
Rosneft within five years, and Rosneft would 
put in 14 billion USD worth of investment into 
Venezuela’s energy sector.38 In February 2016, 
Rosneft and PDVSA struck a deal to increase 
Rosneft’s stake in Venezuelan crude oil producer 
Petromongas JV to 40%, and in December 2016, 
Rosneft took a 49.9% share of Venezuela’s state 
oil refining subsidiary in the United States, Cit-
go, as collateral for a 1.5 billion USD loan to 
PDVSA.39 Venezuela then used the money to 
pay bills and keep its oil fields in production.  In 
December 2017, Rosneft was given a license to 
develop the Patão and Mejillones gas fields off-
shore.40 

37   Kolyandr, Alexander. “Lukoil Sells Stake in Venezuela Project to Rosneft.” New York Times. December 23, 2014. https://www.wsj.com/
articles/lukoil-sells-stake-in-venezuela-project-to-rosneft-1419357721?ns=prod/accounts-wsj.
38   Parraga, Mariana and Alexandra Ulmer. “Vladimir’s Venezuela - Leveraging loans to Caracas, Moscow snaps up oil assets.” Reuters. 
August 11, 2017. https://www.reuters.com/article/us-venezuela-russia-oil-specialreport/special-report-vladimirs-venezuela-leveraging-loans-
to-caracas-moscow-snaps-up-oil-assets-idUSKBN1AR14U.
39   “Rosneft Increases Stake in Petromonagas JV with PDVSA.” Rosneft. February 20, 2016. https://www.rosneft.com/press/releases/
item/180807/.
40   Krauss, Clifford. “Russia Uses Its Oil Giant, Rosneft, as a Foreign Policy Tool.” New York Times. October 29, 2017. https://www.
nytimes.com/2017/10/29/business/energy-environment/russia-venezula-oil-rosneft.html.
41   Shuster, Simon. “Exclusive: Russia Secretly Helped Venezuela Launch a Cryptocyrrency to Evade U.S. Sanctions.” Time. March 20, 
2018.  http://time.com/5206835/exclusive-russia-petro-venezuela-cryptocurrency/.

The Petro
Another recent point of cooperation be-

tween the Venezuelan and Russian governments 
has come in the creation of a cryptocurrency, 
which was launched on February 20, 2018. This 
would take the form of digital cash linked to 
the value of Venezuela’s oil reserves.  Thus, this 
new currency makes it possible for Venezuela to 
sidestep recent sanctions imposed on it by the 
United States, which occured in August 2017. 
Maduro declared that this would be “kryptonite” 
against U.S. power, and thanked his two Russian 
advisors, Fyodor Bogorodsky and Denis Druz-
hkov, for helping him combat what he deemed 
as American imperialism. This elicited an exec-
utive order from U.S. President Donald Trump 
on March 19, 2018, declaring that any buying 
or using of the currency would be in violation 
of the sanctions previously imposed, causing the 
Kremlin to downplay its role in creating it. The 
Finance Ministry of Russia denied any involve-
ment in the creation of the “petro” despite evi-
dence to the contrary. An executive at a Russian 
state bank, speaking on the condition of ano-
nymity, stated that “people close to Putin … told 
him this is how to avoid the sanctions… This is 
how the whole thing started.”41

This push toward cryptocurrencies is a 
challenge to the U.S. dollar as the dominating 
medium of exchange, and therefore a challenge 
to U.S. power. However, Russia has deflected 
claims by the US; “If we say that the only rea-
son we do it is to avoid U.S. sanctions, then the 
U.S. is definitely going to be displeased about it,” 
the aforementioned executive claimed. “Venezu-
ela has nothing to lose. For them it’s the only 
chance.” Also, Russia’s Central Bank refused to 
digitize the ruble to imitate Bitcoin because it 
would destabilize its own currency and posed 
risks it was not ready to handle. Thus, Venezuela 
becomes a test case. Venezuela’s National As-
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sembly remains in opposition to the initiative, 
and has tried to block the creation of the new 
currency. According to Armando Armas, “So 
Russia made its stronghold here in Venezuela… 
Now they are using Venezuela as a guinea pig for 
their experiment.”42

Conclusion
Putin’s hopes of legitimizing Russia on the 

world stage and gaining domestic support have 
greatly affected Venezuela, which is providing 
an outlet for Putin to fulfill his aims. Putin has 
mobilized Russian military forces in Venezue-
la in retaliation for U.S. interventions in what 
Russia considered its own affairs and other ac-
tions that have negatively affected Putin’s inter-
national ambitions. The most recent example is 
Russia’s deployment of “White Swan” bombers 
in Caracas following the U.S. withdrawal from 
the Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty. 
Venezuela has benefited from this relationship 
with Russia given that it too has an antagonistic 
relationship with the United States and hoped to 
deter an invasion. Arms deals with Russia in the 
2000s came after the U.S. cut off weapons ex-
ports to Venezuela, which Chávez claimed were 
necessary for the country’s self-defense. Given 
the proximity of U.S. military bases to the South 
American continent and the deteriorating rela-

42   Ibid.

tionship between the two nations, Chávez felt 
an ever-increasing need to bolster the military. 

Venezuela is also in dire need of creditors 
and investment due to the oil crisis. The coun-
try has been embroiled in social turmoil brought 
about by rampant inflation and lack of food and 
supplies, so it has looked to Russia to provide 
loans in exchange for preferential access to their 
oil fields. This has yielded a multitude of joint 
venture projects between Rosneft and PDVSA.  
Also, the recent petro cryptocurrency project is 
an attempt to circumvent sanctions on Venezue-
la and undermine the U.S. dollar. 

The nature of the relationship between 
Russia and Venezuela extends beyond any at-
tempt to defy the United States.  Russia and the 
ALBA voting bloc are able to help prevent the 
UN Security Council from punishing their gov-
ernments for human rights abuses or electoral 
fraud.  Both Maduro and Putin derive domestic 
benefits from their relationship as well. Russian 
activity in Latin America can be advertised as 
evidence of Russia’s preeminence geopolitically, 
while for Maduro, arms deals legitimize him in 
the eyes of the military. Ultimately, Venezuela 
and Russia are natural partners in challenging 
the Western-dominated world order, and their 
mutually-beneficial relationship supports their 
leaders’ aims.

About the Author:
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Introduction
In February 2002, The Economist coined 

the term “gastrodiplomacy” to describe a new 
effort by the government of Thailand to pro-
mote Thai cuisine across the globe, marking 
the start of state-sponsored food promotion 
campaigns which scholars such as Paul Rock-
ower have sought to explain. Paul Rockower de-
scribes gastrodiplomacy as “winning the hearts 
and minds through stomachs.”1 Other scholars 
including Mary Jo Pham have expanded on 
this definition, adding that gastrodiplomacy is a 

1   Paul Rockower, “Korean Tacos and Kimchi Diplomacy,” USC Public Diplomacy, March 25, 2010, https://www.uscpublicdiplomacy.org/
blog/korean-tacos-and-kimchi-diplomacy.
2   Mary Jo A. Pham, “Food as Communication: A Case Study of South Korea’s Gastrodiplomacy,” Journal of International Service 22, no. 
1 (2013): 5, https://thediplomatistdotcom.files.wordpress.com/2013/01/jis-spring-2013-issue-gastrodiplomacy.pdf.

“government’s practice of exporting its national 
culinary heritage as part of a public diplomacy 
effort to raise national brand awareness, encour-
age economic investment and trade, and engage 
on a cultural and personal level with everyday 
diners.”2 While the state is the primary actor 
in gastrodiplomacy, private organizations, busi-
nesses, and people are also relevant to the dis-
cussion.

The state refers to the government which is 
frequently initiating, directing, and funding gas-
trodiplomacy efforts. Private organizations and 
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businesses include restaurant owners and food 
brands who promote food and gastrodiplomacy 
activities. In some countries such as South Ko-
rea, the government and private sector may have 
a close relationship. During the Lee Myung-
bak administration, which was “self-proclaimed 
pro-business,” the South Korean government 
sought to collaborate more closely with the pri-
vate sector as it undertook its globalization ef-
forts.3 The “people” refer to domestic and foreign 
publics. The domestic pub-
lic includes citizens whose 
support and public opin-
ion may sway government 
actions and hold decision 
makers accountable. The 
foreign public is the receiv-
ing party of another coun-
try’s cuisine. 

First, this paper will 
provide an overview of 
states’ domestic and inter-
national rationale for par-
ticipating in gastrodiploma-
cy. Then, it will compare and 
contrast gastrodiplomacy 
campaigns in Thailand, 
South Korea, and Taiwan 
by providing background, 
explaining implementation, 
and analyzing the outcomes. 
Thailand’s campaign is relatively successful and 
viewed as a model of gastrodiplomacy, while 
South Korea and Taiwan attempted to follow its 
footsteps but have fallen short. 

Previous research analyzes gastrodiploma-
cy campaign execution through either a large 
cross-comparison, as done by Juyuan Zhang, or 
a focused study on an individual country such 
as Paul Rockower and Mary Jo Pham. Zhang 
examines the branding themes and message ap-
peals of gastrodiplomacy campaigns in Japan, 
Malaysia, Peru, South Korea, Taiwan, and Thai-

3   Thomas Kalinowski and Hyekyung Cho, “Korea’s Search for a Global Role between Hard Economic Interests and Soft Power,” European 
Journal of Development Research 24, no. 2 (2012): 246, https://doi.org/10.1057/ejdr.2012.7. 
4   Juyan Zhang, “The Foods of the Worlds: Mapping and Comparing Contemporary Gastrodiplomacy Campaigns,” International Journal of 
Communication 9, (January 2015): 568-291, Academic OneFile.
5   Paul S. Rockower, “Projecting Taiwan: Taiwan’s Public Diplomacy Outreach,” Issues & Studies 47, no. 1 (2011).
6   Paul Rockower, “The State of Gastrodiplomacy,” Public Diplomacy Magazine 11, (Winter 2014): 11-14. http://publicdiplomacymagazine.
com/wp-content/uploads/2014/02/GASTRODIPLOMACY.pdf.
7   Pham, “Food as Communication.”

land and finds that each presents its respective 
cuisine as healthy, exotic, and natural.4 Rockow-
er discusses the function of national cuisine as 
a “niche” area for middle powers to promote its 
values, as well as specific efforts that Taiwan has 
undertaken to follow Thailand’s gastrodiploma-
cy model.5 6 Mary Jo Pham explains the benefits 
of the South Korean gastrodiplomacy campaign 
in spreading its national brand and encouraging 
investment and tourism.7

However, few studies take into account the 
broader, unique socio-political conditions and 
controversies that exist in each country that may 
have influenced the success of the campaigns. 
Socio-political conditions and controversies 
will refer to the current social and political fac-
tors that influence effective policymaking and 
implementation. In many cases, these current 
factors are influenced by a nation’s history. For 
example, Thailand was chosen as a case given the 
global attention and recognition it has received 
from global audiences for its gastrodiploma-

"However, few studies take 
into account the broader, 
unique socio-political 
conditions and controversies 
that exist in each country 
that may have influenced the 
success of [gastrodiplomacy] 
campaigns."
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cy campaign, serving as a backdrop for future 
gastrodiplomacy campaigns in Asia. Howev-
er, it is important to note that the inception of 
this campaign was influenced by socio-political 
motivations that will be explored further in this 
paper. From a historical perspective, Thailand 
has never been colonized by a Western power; 
it was invaded by Japan in 1941 but entered 
into an alliance and did not become a colony of 
the Japanese empire.8 Thailand was previously 
a constitutional monarchy but now has an in-
terim military-affiliated government following 
a 2014 military coup.9 South Korea and Tai-
wan were selected because they initiated their 
gastrodiplomacy campaigns within two years 
of each other— in 2008 and 2010, respective-
ly. They also share additional similarities with 
each other: both are former colonies of Japan, 
are semi-presidential (Taiwan) or presidential 
republics (South Korea), and are recognized as 
“East Asian Tiger” economies for their rapid 
economic growth and increased standards of liv-
ing.10 11 All three countries may be categorized 
as middle powers. Rockower describes middle 
powers as neither great nor small powers, but 
“face the fundamental challenge of recognition 
in that global publics are either unaware of them, 
or hold negative opinions – thus requiring the 
need to secure global attention.”12 The previous-
ly mentioned similarities are intended to high-
light areas in which South Korea and Taiwan, 
and to a certain extent, Thailand, might share 
common ground and experiences that shape the 
way they perceive their position relative to oth-
ers in the international sphere. However, they 
still face unique challenges that influence their 
diplomacy choices.

This paper provides a broader perspec-
tive than just a single country but also allows 
more in-depth analysis on each campaign than 

8   Central Intelligence Agency, “The World Factbook: Thailand,” last modified on January 8, 2019, https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/
the-world-factbook/geos/th.html.
9   Ibid.
10   Central Intelligence Agency, “The World Factbook: South Korea,” last modified on January 8, 2019, https://www.cia.gov/librarY/
publications/the-world-factbook/geos/ks.html.
11   Central Intelligence Agency, “The World Factbook: Taiwan,” last modified on January 8, 2019, https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/
the-world-factbook/geos/tw.html.
12   Paul S. Rockower, “Recipes for gastrodiplomacy,” Place Branding and Public Diplomacy 8, (2012): 237. https://link.springer.com/
content/pdf/10.1057%2Fpb.2012.17.pdf. 
13   Ian Cook and Philip Crang, “The world on a plate: culinary culture, displacement and geographical knowledges,” Journal of Material 
Culture 1, no. 2 (1996): 137.
14   Katarazyna J. Cwiertka, “The Global Hansik Campaign and the Commodification of Korean Cuisine,” in The Korean Popular Culture 
Reader, ed. Kyung Hyun Kim and Youngmin Choe (Durham: Duke University Press, 2013), 365, https://doi.org/10.1215/9780822377566-022.

Zhang’s six-country approach. Her approach fo-
cused primarily on multiple countries’ marketing 
strategies and overlooked the broader socio-po-
litical conditions that influenced such strategies. 
The paper will also synthesize these three cases 
together and look for common themes as well as 
unique challenges. Finally, this paper will con-
clude with the lessons and implications from 
each of these cases.

Why Gastrodiplomacy?
Since a nation’s cuisine is being promoted 

to foreign audiences, gastrodiplomacy may seem 
to be a predominately outward-looking practice. 
There is, however, also a strong domestic com-
ponent. Pham’s definition of gastrodiplomacy 
specifically focuses on governments’ role in pro-
moting culinary heritage as public diplomacy 
abroad, but states must also convince private ac-
tors and citizens within a country of the value of 
gastrodiplomacy and the notion of a unified na-
tional cuisine. In an age of globalization, cuisine 
represents historic identities and associations 
between food, places, and people at national, 
regional, and local levels.13 As a result, cuisine 
is a unifying factor that reflects a country’s nos-
talgia for its past and its government’s nation-
al attempts at identity-building in the present. 
However, national cuisine may also be a divid-
ing force, as a gastrodiplomacy campaign may 
promote just one image of “authentic” cuisine. 
Nevertheless, gastrodiplomacy can still evoke a 
sense of national pride and unity around food. 
For example, South Korea’s Global Hansik cam-
paign intentionally portrays Korean cuisine in a 
selective, nostalgic light, reminding Koreans of 
a time before industrialization and modernity.14 
Promoting Korean cuisine abroad is reflective of 
the promotion of a constructed Korean identity 
at home.
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Gastrodiplomacy also benefits a nation’s do-
mestic economy, especially its tourism industry. 
Prospective tourists are exposed to other nations’ 
cuisines at restaurants in their home countries. 
Their dining experiences can foster a positive 
association between the cuisine and the culture 
it represents, thus driving consumers’ desires to 
visit those places.15 The official tourism websites 
of Thailand (tourismthailand.org), South Korea 
(english.visitkorea.or.kr), and Taiwan (eng.tai-
wan.net.tw) all feature easy-to-navigate infor-
mation about food tours and food information. 
As of December 2018, The Tourism Authority 
of Thailand provides a tool for users to search 
for recommended restaurants based on “lifestyle” 
(street food, all you can eat, romantic dining, and 
Michelin), category (containing specific prefer-
ences such as waterfronts, gay-friendly, or budget 
restaurants), cuisine, destination, price, and tour-
ism standards (such as Halal), and keywords.16 
It also features two structured food tours called 
“Chiang Mai Cafe Hopping” and “Famous Bites 
in Bangkok Old Town.” Meanwhile, the Korea 
Tourism Organization dedicates an entire tab 
to “Food” with an introduction to Korean food, 
what and where to eat, how to cook, recom-
mended food columns, and dining for vegans, 
vegetarians, and halal customers.17 Finally, as 
of December 2018, the Taiwan Tourism Bureau 
features similar information on Taiwanese cui-
sine (gourmet guide, snack guide, local speciali-
ties, and Taiwan’s Michelin restaurants), as well 
as planned snack/night market/food tours in cit-
ies such as Lugang, Taipei, Kaohsiung, Keelung, 
Hsinchu, Taichung).18

The structures of these three websites reveal 
differing motivations. Instead of limiting them, 
the Thai site expands the options that tourists 
have available to them in terms of food. The Ko-
rean site, on the other hand, is more focused on 
educating people on Korean food. Meanwhile, 

15   Wantanee Suntikul, “Gastrodiplomacy in tourism,” Current Issues in Tourism (2017): 1-15, http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13683500.2017.
1363723.
16   Tourism Authority of Thailand, “Food and Drink,” accessed December 14, 2018, https://www.tourismthailand.org/Food-and-Drink.
17   Korea Tourism Organization, “VisitKorea – Food,” accessed December 14, 2018, https://english.visitkorea.or.kr/enu/FOD/FOD_MAIN.
jsp.
18   Tourism Bureau, “Gourmet Guide,” accessed December 14, 2018, https://eng.taiwan.net.tw/m1.aspx?sNo=0002033.
19   John Lenczowski, “Cultural Diplomacy, Political Influence, and Integrated Strategy,” in Strategic Influence: Public Diplomacy, 
Counterpropaganda, and Political Warfare, ed. Michael J. Waller (Washington, DC: Institute of World Politics Press, 2009), 74.
20   Pham, “Food as Communication,” 6.
21   Rockower, “The State of Gastrodiplomacy,” 12-13.
22   Alexandra Talty, “New Study Finds Millennials Spend 44% of Food Dollars on Eating Out,” Forbes, October 17, 2016, https://www.forbes.

the Taiwanese site seems to be a mix of both 
with information on Taiwanese food culture and 
planned activities to experience Taiwanese cui-
sine in Taiwan.

Since gastrodiplomacy focuses on building a 
nation’s image through the spread of its cuisine, 
it fits under the broader notion of “cultural di-
plomacy,” which is the cultural exchange among 
different nations and peoples in order to pro-
mote better understanding of one anothers’ sim-
ilarities and differences.19 Gastrodiplomacy ful-
fills this purpose because people in all countries 
can relate to cuisine even though cuisines may 
vary from one place to another. For example, 
Korean food may seem foreign to an American 
audience, but gastrodiplomacy can lead foreign-
ers to develop an appreciation for it when they 
learn more about it. The use of cultural diplo-
macy to advance state interests is particularly 
useful and expected behavior of middle power 
states. According to Mary Jo Pham, gastrodi-
plomacy allows middle powers, such as South 
Korea, to distinguish themselves in the eyes of 
foreign consumers by creating a “positive” and 
“palatable” image of their national brand.20 Paul 
Rockower echoes this sentiment, emphasizing 
that gastrodiplomacy provides an opportuni-
ty for under-recognized, middle power nations 
to increase their cultural visibility and enhance 
their national brand.21 Cultural visibility is par-
ticularly significant to the case of Taiwan be-
cause it lacks diplomatic recognition from most 
countries.

Investing in food promotion abroad offers 
an opportunity for nations to spread awareness 
of their cuisines as well as meet a rising demand 
and growing international market. Studies show 
that Millennials spend 44% of their food dol-
lars on eating away from home, meaning that 
gastrodiplomacy can access this generation and 
their spending power.22 Furthermore, the Strat-
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egy for Globalization of Korean Food (Plan) 
by the South Korean Ministry of Agriculture, 
Forestry and Fisheries reports that in 2009, 
the global food market was worth $438 billion, 
which is more than both the automobile and IT 
service industries.23 As a result, gastrodiplomacy 
campaigns create an incentive to not only spread 
culture globally but also tap into the booming 
food industry.

Finally, developing a national, cultural brand 
allows nations to empower their diasporic and 
ethnic communities abroad who may help ful-
fill gastrodiplomacy objectives or unite around a 
shared national cuisine. When the South Kore-
an government implemented its gastrodiploma-
cy campaign, members of the Korean diaspora 
community were also opening restaurants and 
developing Korean food (such as Korean fusion) 
abroad.24 Engaging diasporic communities and 
national cuisine abroad also contribute to eco-
nomic growth, as restaurants and chefs abroad 
purchase specific ingredients for their dishes.25 

com/sites/alexandratalty/2016/10/17/millennials-spend-44-percent-of-food-dollars-on-eating-out-says-food-institute/#5574c1413ff6.
23   Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries 농림수산식품부, Strategy for Globalization of Korean Food (plan) 한식 세계화 
추진전략(안) (South Korea: Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries, April 2009), 1.
24   Sam Chapple-Sokol, “Culinary Diplomacy: Breaking Bread to Win Hearts and Minds,” The Hague Journal of Diplomacy 8, no. 2 (2013): 
176, https://doi-org.libproxy2.usc.edu/10.1163/1871191X-12341244.
25   Ibid., 175.
26   Zhang, “The Food of the Worlds,” 7.
27   “Thailand gastro-diplomacy,” The Economist, February 21, 2002, https://www.economist.com/asia/2002/02/21/thailands-gastro-
diplomacy.
28   Krittinee Nuttavuthisit, “Branding Thailand: Correcting the negative image of sex tourism,” Place Branding and Public Diplomacy 3, no. 
1 (2006): 21, https://doi.org/10.1057/palgrave.pb.6000045.
29   Suntikul, “Gastrodiplomacy in tourism,” 8.
30   Zhang, “The Food of the Worlds,” 18.

Case 1: Thailand 
- First Model of 
Gastrodiplomacy

	 In the discourse of 
gastrodiplomacy in Asia, 
Thailand serves as one of 
the earliest examples and 
as an ideal case study due 
to its relatively success-
ful promotion of its cui-
sine abroad from the early 
2000s through the present.

Origins of Thailand’s 
Gastrodiplomacy 
Campaign

	 Thailand’s gastrodi-
plomacy began in early 

2001 as part of a Thai government’s effort to 
brand Thailand as the “Kitchen to the World” 
and “The food basket of Asia.”26 At the time, 
there were only around 5,500 Thai restaurants 
abroad, but this plan sought to increase the 
number to 8,000 restaurants by 2003.27 Under 
the name of the “Global Thai Campaign,” this 
gastrodiplomacy campaign was just one of mul-
tiple national projects related to food, fashion, 
health, culture, and tourism aimed to create a 
positive image of Thailand abroad and draw at-
tention away from negative stereotypes associat-
ed with Thailand’s sex tourism.28 Therefore, the 
Global Thai Campaign is placed in a political, 
post-colonial context, in conjunction with other 
culture-promoting initiatives, to change Thai-
land’s image abroad and market itself as an ideal 
travel destination and unique culture. The Min-
istry of Foreign Affairs, Ministry of Commerce, 
and Ministry of Labor were among the govern-
ment ministries involved in the implementation 
of the campaign.29,30

"Gastrodiplomacy 
provides an opportunity 
for under-recognized, 
middle power nations to 
increase their cultural 
visibility and enhance their 
brand."
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Execution of 
Thailand’s 
Gastrodiplomacy 
Campaign

	 Thai gastrodi-
plomacy has been imple-
mented in multiple ways, 
however, one theme has 
remained consistent: the 
role of the Thai govern-
ment in conceptualizing 
and enforcing its cam-
paign abroad. Multiple 
groups in Thailand were 
involved in the imple-
mentation including the 
Export Promotion Bu-
reau, Ministry of Com-
merce, media and adver-
tising organizations, as 
well as finance and ed-
ucation support.31 First, 
it created “Thai Select”, 
which certifies overseas 
Thai restaurants as “au-
thentic” and of “high 
quality” based on inspections and criteria such as 
being open for at least a year, operating at least 
five days a week, being certified by Visa or Amer-
ican Express credit card companies, employing 
Thai chefs with Thai cooking backgrounds, us-
ing materials and equipment from Thailand, and 
offering at least six Thai dishes on the menu.32 
These standards reveal the government priorities 
regarding Thai restaurants— to be operational 
and accessible, convenient for foreign audiences 
(who may prefer to use credit card payments), 
and “Thai” in its employee demographics, ed-
ucational backgrounds, methods, and food of-
ferings. This gives the Thai government more 
control over the image and quality that restau-
rants abroad are projecting and ensures that the 
restaurants receiving government funding and 
loans align with the image of Thailand that the 
government hopes to project. Likewise, it also 

31   Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries, Strategy for Globalization of Korean Food (plan), 8.
32   Zhang, “The Food of the Worlds,” 11.
33   Ministry of Business, Innovation, and Employment, “About this visa: Thai Chefs Work Visa,” accessed December 19, 2018, https://www.
immigration.govt.nz/new-zealand-visas/apply-for-a-visa/about-visa/thai-chefs-work-visa.

helps promote standardization and consistency 
across Thai restaurants. 

Another method used by Thailand to pro-
mote its food abroad is by training Thai chefs 
to work abroad, which had been supported by 
special visa arrangements with other countries 
so chefs could get work visas. For example, New 
Zealand has a special visa issued specifically to 
chefs from Thailand to promote Thai food. The 
“Thai Chefs Work Visa” allows Thai citizens 
who are also qualified, experienced Thai chefs 
to work in New Zealand for up to 3 years and 
are eligible for a one year extension.33 The Thai 
Chefs Work Visa is a sharp contrast to the visa 
process in other countries such as the United 
States, where there is not a specific visa for chefs 
- let alone from Thailand— and can vary de-
pending on the nature of the job. Efforts by the 
Thai government to facilitate training and send-
ing chefs abroad not only allow Thai citizens to 

"These standards 
reveal the government 
priorities regarding 
Thai restaurants— to be 
operational and accessible, 
convenient for foreign 
audiences, and “Thai” in its 
employee demographics, 
educational backgrounds, 
methods, and food 
offerings."
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experience another culture, but it also provides 
opportunities for those who may have received 
culinary training from government programs to 
go abroad and spread Thai cuisine.

Results of Thailand’s Gastrodiplomacy 
Campaign

Overall, Thailand’s gastrodiplomacy cam-
paign is highly-regarded for its ability to in-
crease the number of Thai restaurants abroad 
from around 5,500 in 2001 to over 13,000 in 
2008.34 According to Sarunya Lertputtarak, 
this increased presence of Thai food and culture 
abroad can provide a good cultural experience 
by foreigners and increase tourists’ intentions 
to visit or revisit Thailand.35 Likewise, through 
interactions between tourists and restaurant 
owners, Thai restaurants positioned themselves 
as spaces to teach Thai culture and treat custom-
ers in a polite, friendly manner that increased 
customer satisfaction towards Thailand and Thai 
food.36 This success has inspired other nations 
to use national cuisine to advance their interests, 
while also spurring broader, deeper engagement 
via gastrodiplomacy between Thailand and other 
countries.

Even though Thai gastrodiplomacy began 
in 2001, it continues to be a priority today. In 
May 2018, the Bangkok Post reported that the 
‘Kitchen of the World’ campaign is getting a re-
boot, citing the Deputy Prime Minister Som-
kid Jatusripitak’s speech at the Thaifex: World 
Food of Asia convention emphasizing the need 
to boost food exports and get Thai food products 
up to international safety and hygiene standards, 
as well as continue supporting Thai restaurants 
abroad.37 The continued advancement of Thai 
cuisine abroad and increasing food exports can 

34   Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries, Strategy for Globalization of Korean Food (plan), 8.
35   Sarunya Lertputtarak, “The relationship between destination image, food image, and revisiting Pattaya, Thailand,” International Journal 
of Business and Management 7, no. 5 (2012): 115.
36   Ibid., 116.
37   Phusadee Arunmas, “Kitchen of the World gets reboot,” Bangkok Post, May 30, 2018, https://www.bangkokpost.com/business/
news/1475441/kitchen-of-the-world-gets-reboot.
38   Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Kingdom of Thailand, “Social & Cultural News,” accessed December 21, 2018, http://www.mfa.go.th/
main/en/news3/6888. 
39   Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Kingdom of Thailand, “Ambassador to Kuwait has given an interview on TV programme ‘With 
Ambassador,’” last modified on March 21, 2018, http://www.mfa.go.th/main/en/news3/6888/87563-Ambassador-to-Kuwait-has-given-an-
interview-on-TV.html.
40   Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Kingdom of Thailand, “Thai Night Market and Thai Night Street Food,” last modified on June 25, 
2018, http://www.mfa.go.th/main/en/news3/6888/90818-Thai-Night-Market-and-Thai-Night-Street-Food.html.

be observed in the activities of the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs at Thai missions abroad. Using 
the featured stories under “Social & Culture 
News” on the website of the Ministry of For-
eign Affairs of the Kingdom of Thailand, mul-
tiple trends emerge that provide insight into 
Thailand’s gastrodiplomacy efforts.38 Figure 1 in 
Appendix A shows a time-series graph of the 
number of articles published per month under 
this category of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
of the Kingdom of Thailand’s website, as well as 
a list of the articles found. Articles were selected 
based on keywords such as “food,” “gastronomy,” 
and “cuisine.” 

From the period of January through De-
cember 2018, over 36 news releases contained 
keywords such as “food” and “gastronomy” in 
conjunction with events, festivals, and other 
activities related to Thai missions abroad. At 
the time of this research, only posts from 2018 
could be retrieved on the site. Over half of them 
of them were published in the months of May 
(20%) and June (34%). Given that these two 
months are popular times for travel and tour-
ism, it may suggest that Thailand is purposely 
promoting itself abroad in the early summer in 
order to appeal to prospective tourists abroad. 
The scope of these events range from the Thai 
Ambassador to Kuwait giving an interview on 
the TV program “With Ambassador” to intro-
duce Thai dishes to the Kuwait audience to Thai 
night markets and street food in the United 
Arab Emirates.39,40 At least seven engagements 
were in collaboration with other countries or 
groups such as Association of Southeast Asian 
Nations (ASEAN) at the ASEAN Bazaar, held 
in the residence of the Thai ambassador in Bue-
nos Aires or at the ASEAN Food and Culture 
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Festival in Brasilia.41 42 
A majority of the recent efforts mentioned 

are not in the United States or Western Europe-
an countries— many were instead in countries 
such as Brazil, Japan, the United Arab Emir-
ates (UAE), and Poland.43 Given that the early 
campaign focused more on the United States 
and other Western countries, current activities 
suggest that the Thai government is broadening 
and deepening the scope of its gastrodiplomacy 
campaign beyond Western countries and restau-
rants to other nations.  

One factor that may have influenced this 
shift from Western to non-Western countries 
as a target of Thai gastrodiplomacy efforts are 
the worsening relations between Thailand and 
Western countries following Thailand’s 2014 
military coup and resulting military govern-
ment. On May 22, 2014, former U.S. Secretary 
of State John Kerry issued a statement con-
deming the Thai military on the suspension of 
its constitution and seizure of government, ex-
pressing concerns for the detainment of senior 
political leaders, freedom of press, human rights, 
and democracy.44 He also emphasized the nega-
tive implications that the coup will have for the 
U.S.-Thai relationship and relationship between 
the two militaries.45 The Secretary-General 
of the United Nations also issued a statement 
expressing its concern for the situation in Thai-
land, urging parties to refrain from violence and 
preserve human rights.46 Finally, the Council of 
the European Union issued its conclusions on 
Thailand, explaining that it has re-evaluated its 
engagement with Thailand, suspended official 

41   Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Kingdom of Thailand, “ASEAN Bazaar,” last modified on May 1, 2018, http://www.mfa.go.th/main/
en/news3/6888/88571-ASEAN-Bazaar.html.
42   Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Kingdom of Thailand, “ASEAN Food and Cultural Festival 2018 in Brasilia,” last modified on June 27, 
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43   Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Kingdom of Thailand, “Social & Cultural News.” 
44   John Kerry, “Coup in Thailand,” U.S. Department of State, May 22, 2014, https://2009-2017.state.gov/secretary/remarks/2014/05/226446.
htm.
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Nations Secretary-General, last modified May 22, 2014, https://www.un.org/sg/en/content/sg/statement/2014-05-22/statement-attributable-
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47   Council of the European Union, “Council conclusions on Thailand: FOREIGN AFFAIRS Council meeting Luxembourg, 23 June 2014,” 
accessed January 17, 2019, https://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_data/docs/pressdata/EN/foraff/143330.pdf.
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49   Cwiertka, “The Global Hansik Campaign and the Commodification of Korean Cuisine,” 363.
50   Yong-Chan Jeon, Global Report on Food Tourism (Madrid: World Tourism Organization (UNWTO), 2012), 38, http://cf.cdn.unwto.org/
sites/all/files/docpdf/amreports4-foodtourism.pdf.
51   Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries, Strategy for Globalization of Korean Food (plan).
52   Ingyu Oh and Hyo-Jung Lee, “K-Pop in Korea: How the Pop Music Industry Is Changing a Post-Developmental Society,” Cross-
Currents: East Asian History and Culture Review, no. 9 (December 2013), https://doaj.org/article/81622b2dc5174a1982ffea69c2f5afb9.

visits to and from Thailand, and refused to sign 
the Partnership and Cooperation Agreement 
until a democratically elected government is 
restsored.47 The impact of this diplomatic fall-
out from the 2014 military coup in Thailand and 
establishment of a military government on Thai 
public diplomacy efforts warrant further atten-
tion in future studies.

Case 2: South Korea 

Origins of South Korean gastrodiplomacy
Inspired by the success of Thailand and other 

gastrodiplomacy campaigns in the region, South 
Korea officially announced the Global Hansik 
Campaign at the 2008 Korean Food Expo with 
the objective of promoting Korean food as a 
leading ethnic cuisine in the world by 2017.48 49 
In 2009, steps were taken to implement it with 
the Hansik Foundation Act and Hansik Glo-
balization Development Agency, in which 36 
members from government, academia, and food 
industry executives including former First Lady 
Kim Yoon-ok took part.50 Similar to Thailand, 
South Korea’s gastrodiplomacy campaign was 
an intra-governmental effort but key ministries 
were the Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and 
Fisheries and the Ministry of Culture, Sports 
and Tourism.51 52

Furthermore, the campaign was consistent 
with other political goals at the time such as 
former President Lee Myung-bak’s “Global Ko-
rea” strategy, which sought to forge closer ties 
between the government and the private sector, 
increase South Korean soft power abroad, and 
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advertise South Korea as a global brand.53 The 
Global Hansik campaign fits within the scope of 
Global Korea because it advances those goals as 
the private business expertise and activities assist 
in the execution of the Hansik campaign abroad. 

South Korean gastrodiplomacy also serves 
as a means of nation-building and promoting a 
selective interpretation of the Korean identity. 
Royal court food from the Joseon dynasty was 
selected as the representative of Korean food 
abroad due to its historical significance as tra-
ditional cuisine passed down over generations 
and containing ingredients from many parts of 
the country, as well as its ability to forge Ko-
rean nationalism by creating a refined image of 
a sophisticated, noble Korea.54 Kim also asserts 
that using court food from the Joseon dynasty 
allows the South Korean government to bypass 
darker periods of Korean 
history such as Japanese 
colonial rule, American 
occupation, the Korean 
War, and the division of 
Korea and instead pro-
mote a more positive im-
age.55

The Implementation 
of the Global Hansik 
Campaign 

The Global Hansik 
campaign was imple-
mented in a similar man-
ner to that of Thailand. 
Like Thailand’s cam-
paign, it focused on the 
health aspects of national 
cuisine. The South Kore-
an government branded 
Korean food with the 
following characteris-
tics: natural ingredients 
and recipes, health and 

53   Kalinowski and Cho, “Korea’s Search for a Global Role,” 245.
54   Chi-Hoon Kim, “Let Them Eat Royal Court Cuisine! Heritage Politics of Defining Global Hansik,” Gastronomica: The Journal of 
Critical Food Studies 17, no. 3 (2017): 7-9.
55   Ibid., 9.
56   Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries, Strategy for Globalization of Korean Food (plan), 1.
57   The Korean Food Foundation was renamed to the Korean Food Promotion Institute in 2017.
58   Pham, “Food as Communication,” 10.

well-being through organic, fermented, and en-
vironmentally-friendly food such as kimchi and 
soy sauce, and low calorie diet using mainly veg-
etables and seafood as opposed to meat.56 Al-
though meat-heavy Korean food such as Korean 
barbecue exist and are popular abroad, it seems 
that the South Korean government is instead 
choosing to focus the attention of the campaign 
on the healthier aspects of Korean food.

Like Thailand, South Korea has also hosted 
multiple overseas events to promote its cuisine. 
For example, in 2011, the Korean Food Foun-
dation57 (now known as the Korean Food Pro-
motion Institute) collaborated with nine NYC 
Korean restaurants to drive a food truck around 
New York City and give out free Korean lunch-
es.58 This event brought Korean food to new 
American audiences who might not otherwise 

"Royal court food from 
the Joseon dynasty 
was selected as the 
representative...due to its 
historical significance…as 
well as its ability to forge 
Korean nationalism by 
creating a refined image 
of a sophisticated, noble 
Korea."
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try Korean food themselves. The Global Hansik 
campaign also created the “K-Food Supporters 
Alliance” which invites foreign university stu-
dents in Korea to participate in food tastings, 
food tours, and other cultural events with the 
hope that they will return to their home coun-
tries and spread their knowledge of Korean food 
and culture.59 

A defining characteristic of Korean gas-
trodiplomacy is that it capitalizes on the growing 

popularity of the Hallyu wave (Korean wave), 
which is responsible for the mass spread of Ko-
rean pop culture, music, and film/TV across the 
world and enhanced South Korea’s image as a 
culture producer and exporter.60 Around the 
same time as the gastrodiplomacy campaign, the 
South Korean government also invested heavily 
in building up and exporting K-pop. In the 2013 
fiscal year, the Ministry of Culture, Sports, and 
Tourism allocated 319 billion won (USD $286.4 
million) to support Hallyu assistance and grants, 

59   Ibid., 11.
60   Kim, “Let Them Eat Royal Court Cuisine!” 6.
61   Oh and Lee, “K-Pop in Korea,” 116.
62   Korean Food Promotion Institute, “K-FOOD SONG,” accessed December 15, 2018, http://www.hansik.org/en/article.
do?cmd=html&menu=PEN5060000&lang=en.
63   Korean Food Promotion Institute,“Super Junior promotes Korean Bibimbap!” last modified May 
20, 2016, http://www.hansik.org/en/board.do?cmd=view&bbs_id=036&menu=pen5050000&art_
id=46630&lang=en&preSearchType=ALL&preSearchWord=&searchType=ALL&searchWord=&cpage=4&row=8&seq=46716.
64   Zhang, “The Food of the Worlds,” 15.
65   Kim, “Let Them Eat Royal Court Cuisine!” 9.

with 8.7 billion won (USD $7.8 million) specifi-
cally for promoting Hallyu, revealing the impor-
tance that the South Korean government places 
on Hallyu and K-pop.61 Therefore, the Global 
Hansik campaign is in addition to the broader 
Korean wave that can benefit from the growing 
awareness of Korean culture as a result of Kpop. 

For example, Hansik.org, the main website 
of the KFPI, features a ‘K-Food Collaboration 
Album’ of Korean food-themed music by Ko-

rean artists such as Jay 
Park, Electro Boyz and 
Big Star, Teen Top, and 
ZEA:A available for the 
public to download.62 
The site also has inter-
views and video clips 
with K-pop idols pro-
moting food such as “Su-
per Junior promotes Ko-
rean Bibimbap.”63 Zhang 
refers to the use of local 
celebrities and figures as 
the “opinion leaders strat-
egy.”64 Drawing a con-
nection between Korean 
entertainment and the 
government gastrodiplo-
macy campaign reveals 
government-business 
collaboration as govern-

ment pays the Korean entertainment industry to 
use its global popularity and name brand recog-
nition to help in the campaign. 

Korean gastrodiplomacy and Hansik cam-
paign is also reflected in Korean TV and film 
culture as well. An early example of using tele-
vision to expose audiences to Korean food was 
the  2003 Korean drama “Jewel in the Palace” 
(Dae Jang Geum), which was exported to over 
91 countries and showed traditional Korean 
cooking and culture.65 More recent shows in-

"Korean TV food dramas 
increase international 
viewers’ recognition of 
Korean food and Korean 
traditional culture and 
leads to an improved 
perception of South 
Korea’s national image."
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clude Let’s Eat (Siksyareul Habsida) (2013) and 
Flower Boy Ramen Shop (Kkotminam Ramy-
eongage) (2011). Using tools such as social me-
dia and TV shows may prove to be an effective 
way to promote Korean cuisine abroad because 
it is creating interest “organically” through cul-
ture and the Hallyu wave rather than through 
state-sponsored efforts.66 A study by Kim et al. 
found that Korean TV food dramas increase in-
ternational viewers’ recognition of Korean food 
and Korean traditional culture and leads to an 
improved perception of South Korea’s national 
image after directly experiencing Korean food.67 
The Korea Tourism Organization has collabo-
rated with notable chefs and Korean entertain-
ment stars to develop food tours and combine 
Korean food culture with TV.68 Packaging Ko-
rean food alongside Korean pop culture creates 
indirect associations between the two and can 
be another inspiration for foreigners to travel to 
Korea to try Korean food. While some of the 
celebrities featured may be top Korean chefs, 
many of them are not in the food industry but 
instead film, music, and TV stars who are not 
necessarily experts in Korean cuisine.

 
Gastrodiplomacy Results

Promoting Korean cuisine to the world 
with celebrity promotions and advanced cook-
ing classes comes at a hefty price of nearly $1 
billion.69 Although the stated key objective at 
the start of the Global Hansik campaign was to 
raise Korean cuisine as among the top five eth-
nic cuisines in the world by 2017, determining 
whether the campaign met this is a challenge 
as critics argue it is unmeasurable. Financial 
Times correspondent Christian Oliver’s criti-
cized the Hansik campaign for lacking breadth 
and argued that Korea is “seeking to quantify the 
unquantifiable” since no objective, official inter-

66   Da-sol Kim, “Sharing recipe for success,” The Korea Herald, October 4, 2018, http://www.koreaherald.com/view.
php?ud=20181004000637.
67   Seongseop Kim, Miju Kim, Jerome Agrusa, and Aejoo Lee, “Does a Food-themed TV Drama Affect Perceptions of National Image and 
Intention to Visit a Country? An Empirical Study of Korea TV Drama,” Journal of Travel and Tourism Marketing 29, no. 4 (2012): 323, https://
doi.org/10.1080/10548408.2012.674869.
68   Jeon, Global Report on Food Tourism, 36.
69   Pham, “Food as Communication,” 16.
70   Ibid.
71   Hyo-sik Lee, “Korea’s ‘hansik’ globalization bears fruit,” The Korea Times, April 16, 2017, http://m.koreatimes.co.kr/pages/article.
asp?newsIdx=227629.
72   Ibid.
73   Ji-sook Bae, “Hansik globalization project ‘utter failure,’” The Korea Herald, May 19, 2013, http://www.koreaherald.com/view.
php?ud=20130519000228.

national ranking system exists to determine the 
most popular ethnic cuisines and whether South 
Korea is among them.70 Without an effective 
method of measuring progress and achievement, 
the South Korean government is, in a sense, 
seeking to fulfill an unreachable goal, which 
could jeopardize the gastrodiplomacy campaign 
if the large amount of resources cannot be justi-
fied or defended politically. 

While the impact of the campaign on the 
global scale is unclear, it still made an impact on 
a more local level. A survey by the South Korean 
Ministry of Agriculture, Food and Rural Affairs 
found that the percentage of New Yorkers who 
were aware of Korean food increased from 24.2% 
in 2011 to about 64.3% in 2016.71 It also found 
that more Korean restaurant franchises have 
opened up overseas, from 234 restaurants by 41 
chains (2012) to 732 restaurants by 73 chains 
(2016).72 While these numbers look promising, 
they do not reveal the inefficient allocation of 
time and resources associated with the project. 
The South Korean National Assembly Budget 
Office (NABO) reported that around 23 billion 
won (USD $20.65 million) had been spent on it, 
and that after the campaign was pushed, similar 
projects by different organizations arose, lead-
ing to inefficiency and a waste of funds.73 The 
Global Hansik campaign cost the South Korean 
government a large amount of money that was 
being used ineffectively and only yielded limit-
ed results, which negatively influences domestic 
public opinion towards the project and makes it 
difficult to justify its costs for the continuation 
of gastrodiplomacy activities.

Finally, political controversy and corrup-
tion charges against South Korean politicians 
and business conglomerates have negatively 
impacted the image and effectiveness of the 
Global Hansik campaign as well. Although the 
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campaign started under the Lee Myung-bak ad-
ministration, it continued under Park Geun-hye. 
After she was arrested and jailed for corruption, 
others close to her were also investigated and 
charged including Cha Eun-taek, an influential 
figure in the Korean culture scene as an ad film 
director who had produced some content for the 
Hansik campaign.74 These arrests, although not 
directly related to the Global Hansik campaign, 
created a negative public perception toward the 
Ministry of Culture and related departments. 
Former president Lee Myung-bak was also in-
dicted for embezzlement and bribery, and for-
mer First Lady Kim Yoon-ok, who was a leading 
figure in the Hansik campaign, also faced in-
vestigation.75 Given the large role that Lee and 
Kim played in promoting Korean globalization 
and the spread of Korean culture and cuisine 
abroad, these scandals exacerbate the criticisms 
of Korean gastrodiplomacy and overshadow its 
achievements.

Despite the controversies of its first cam-
paign, South Korea shows signs of a re-launch 
of its Global Hansik campaign, with the ap-
pointment of Yoon Suk-ja as the new Chair-
person of the Korean Food Promotion Institute 
in 2016. Before assuming this role, she already 
had a strong culinary profile from her experience 
as a teacher at multiple culinary institutes, in-
volvement in overseas fairs and major summits, 
and success of her book, The Beauty of Korean 
Food: With 100 Best-Loved Recipes, which has 
been published in eight languages.76 Among her 
priorities are standardizing the names of Kore-
an dishes in major languages, promoting both 
traditional court food and more creative, “con-
temporary” foods, and educating Korean chefs 
who can be sent overseas.77 The previous expe-
rience from the old campaign offer knowledge 
and lessons about global markets that can be 

74   Rumy Doo, “Cultural Ministry denies being ‘taken over’ by Choi, Cha,” The Korea Herald, October 30, 2016, http://www.koreaherald.
com/view.php?ud=20161030000267.
75   He-rim Jo, “Ex-President Lee Myung-bak indicted on embezzlement, bribery,” The Korea Herald, April 9, 2018, http://www.koreaherald.
com/view.php?ud=20180409000146.
76   Eun-jung Kim, “New hansik ambassador vows to promote Korean culinary culture,” Yonhap News Agency, April 20, 2016, https://en.yna.
co.kr/view/AEN20160419008300320.
77   Ibid.
78   Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries, Strategy for Globalization of Korean Food (plan), 7.
79   Si-Soo Park, “Don’t be ethnic in K-food globalization,” The Korea Times, October 2, 2013, http://www.koreatimesus.com/dont-be-
ethnic-in-k-food-globalization/.
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useful. The 2009 Strategy for the Globalization 
of Korean Food found that some of the cultur-
al factors and obstacles that Korean restaurants 
serving foreigners abroad faced included having 
an excessive number of side dishes, unsanitary 
communal utensils, communication difficulties, 
and the lack of images and explanations of items 
on the menu.78

Todd English, an American celebrity chef 
told The Korea Herald, “[The Global Hansik 
campaign] was too ethnic. It wasn’t fun. People 
(American consumers) didn’t understand it… It 
was too serious, you got Americans the wrong 
way.”79 English explains that Korean food 
should market its health benefits and encourage 
more Korean fusion. Lee Chang-il, the deputy 
director of the Food Industry Promotion Di-
vision in the Ministry of Agriculture, says that 
“Korea should give its campaign to globalize its 
food more time to succeed” and assures that the 
government will continue to globalize Korean 
food and support the private sector in globaliz-
ing Korean food without telling it what to do.80 

Case 3: Taiwan

Origins of the Taiwanese 
Gastrodiplomacy Effort

Inspired by the success of the Global Thai 
campaign, the Republic of China (Taiwan) gov-
ernment also initiated its own gastrodiplomacy 
efforts under the Ma Ying-jeou administration. 
According to Taiwan Today, an English-lan-
guage publication of the Government Informa-
tion Office of the Republic of China, Taiwan’s 
Ministry of Economy Affairs proposed a plan 
passed by the Executive Yuan to invest NT $1.1 
billion (US $35.8 million) from 2010 to 2013 
in order to “internationalize local” and “localize 
international” Taiwanese food.81 This plan was 
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also expected to boost Taiwanese tourism, at-
tract nearly NTD $2 billion (USD $65 million) 
in private investments, establish 3,500 local and 
overseas restaurants, and create 50 new brands 
and 10,000 jobs.82 It was sponsored by the Min-
istry of Economic Affairs, but other players such 
as the Taiwan Tourism Bureau, which is an or-
ganization under the Ministry of Transportation 
and Communications, also played an important 

role.
Like the other two countries mentioned 

before, Taiwan forges its middle power identity 
through cultural diplomacy, but faces a unique 
issue of weak diplomatic recognition. Histor-
ic controversy between the People’s Republic 
of China (China) and the Republic of China 
(Taiwan) has left Taiwan in a precarious polit-
ical situation where it lacks formal diplomatic 
relations and allies with a majority of countries. 
As a result, it relies heavily on public diplomacy 
to bypass its diplomatic isolation and continue 
to spread its value and culture abroad.83 Gas-
trodiplomacy offers Taiwan an area to distin-
guish itself from Mainland China and educate 
foreign audience about Taiwanese culture. As a 
result, Paul Rockower explains that gastrodiplo-
macy in Taiwan seeks to “brand its own cuisine 
as a healthy, light alternative to the heavy image 

82   “Cooking a prosperous future,” Taiwan Today, June 4, 2010, https://taiwantoday.tw/news.php?unit=2,23,45&post=1238.
83   Rockower, “Projecting Taiwan,” 110.
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86   Din Tai Fung, “全球門市・Worldwide Locations・海外店舗・글로벌 지점 鼎泰豐 Din Tai Fung,” accessed December 18, 2018, 
https://www.dintaifung.com.tw/eng/store.php.
87   85°C Bakery Café, “The 85°C Story,” accessed December 21, 2018, http://www.85cbakerycafe.com/our-story/.

associated with Western versions of Chinese 
food.”84

Execution of Taiwanese Gastrodiplomacy
The NTD $1.1 billion (USD $35.8 million) 

investment in gastrodiplomacy funds the  Tai-
wanese gastrodiplomacy campaign that involves 
hosting international gourmet festivals, sending 
Taiwanese chefs to international culinary com-

petitions, establishing 
Taiwanese restaurants in 
overseas shopping malls, 
department stores, and 
airports, and establishing 
a Taiwanese food foun-
dation.85 

One of the most 
successful Taiwanese 
chains is Din Tai Fung, 
known for its xiaolong-
bao (soup dumplings). 
Even before Taiwan’s 
gastrodiplomacy efforts, 
Din Tai Fung already 
achieved international 

success and recognition with chains across the 
world and recognition by the New York Times. 
It has over a hundred chains in 13 different 
countries (Taiwan, Japan, United States, Main-
land China, Singapore, Thailand, Indonesia, 
Korea, Malaysia, Hong Kong, Australia, United 
Arab Emirates, and the Philippines).86 Another 
example is 85°C Bakery Cafe, a Taiwanese bak-
ery chain, which was founded in 2003 and now 
has over 1,000 locations worldwide.87 Both were 
already recognized internationally prior to Tai-
wan’s gastrodiplomacy campaign, yet still served 
as an ideal for aspiring Taiwanese restaurants 
opening abroad. 

Similar to South Korea, Taiwan also saw a 
large number of food-themed film and TV dra-
mas both before and after it launched its gas-
trodiplomacy efforts. This ranges from shows 
such as Love Recipe 料理情人梦 (2011), Hap-

"Gastrodiplomacy 
offers Taiwan an area to 
distinguish itself from 
Mainland China and 
educate foreign audience 
about Taiwanese culture."
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py Michelin Kitchen 幸福三顆
星 (2012) to more recent films 
and TV programs including 
Café. Waiting. Love 等一個人咖
啡 (2014), Pleasantly Surprised 
喜歡·一個人 (2014), Love 
Cuisine 料理高校生 (2015), and 
The Perfect Match 極品絕配 
(2017). Compared to the South 
Korean TV shows, Taiwanese 
television programs are not as 
closely linked to the government. 
Following the end of martial 
law in the late 1980s, Taiwan’s 
broadcasting and entertainment 
programs was increasingly liber-
alized.88 In order to support the 
Taiwan film and TV industry, 
the Taiwan government provides 
subsidies, gives credit guarantees, 
and established an investment 
framework for public-private 
sector investment.89 While the 
extent to which the Taiwan government invest-
ed in food dramas for gastrodiplomacy-related 
purposes remains unclear, the shows reveal that 
Taiwanese cuisine has become a part of packag-
ing Taiwanese culture and the Taiwanese iden-
tity to local Taiwanese audiences and foreign 
audiences through entertainment culture.

Results
Taiwanese gastrodiplomacy succeeded in 

attracting more tourists because of its cuisine. 
According to the 2017 Survey Report on Vis-
itors Expenditure and Trends in Taiwan by the 
Taiwan Tourism Bureau, 67.78 (68 persons per 
hundred) of respondents said that “gourmet food 
or delicious snacks” was one of the top reasons 
that attracted visitors to go sightseeing in Tai-
wan, followed by scenery (60 persons per hun-

88   Ying Zhu, “Transnational circulation of Chinese language television dramas,” Global Media and Communication 4, no. 1 (2008): 66, 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1742766507086853.
89   Oscar Chung, “Money Matters,” Taiwan Today, last modified on January 1, 2018, https://taiwantoday.tw/news.
php?post=127493&unit=20,35.
90   Tourism Bureau, MOTC, 2017 Annual Survey Report on Visitors Expenditure and Trends in Taiwan (Taiwan: Tourism Bureau, MOTC, 
2018), vii, https://admin.taiwan.net.tw/FileDownLoad/FileUpload/20180925173424069133.pdf.  
91   Ibid., ix-x.
92   Tourism Bureau, MOTC, 2011 Annual Survey Report on Visitors Expenditure and Trends in Taiwan (Taiwan: Tourism Bureau, MOTC, 
2012), https://admin.taiwan.net.tw/English/FileUploadCategoryListE003140.aspx?CategoryID=cf41889a-05cd-48b8-961d-2a37d4ddbc74&a
ppname=FileUploadCategoryListE003140.
93   Ibid.

dred), and shopping (26 persons per hundred).90 
Likewise, 81.98 (82 persons per hundred) of 
respondents indicated that night markets were 
the #1 spots they visited, especially Shilin Night 
Market (46) and Raohe Night Market (14).91 

These numbers have increased since 2011, 
when the reasons why inbound visitors decid-
ed to take a sightseeing trip to Taiwan was for 
scenery (61 persons per hundred), food (41), and 
customs/culture (35).92 Night markets were also 
the main spot visited for tourists (74) with Shi-
lin Night Market (47) and Kaohsiung Liouhe 
Night Market (25) as the most popular night 
markets. In terms of the ranking of activities of 
inbound visitors in 2011, shopping was ranked 
as #1 (83 persons per hundred), followed by 
night market sightseeing (74) and historical rel-
ics sightseeing (36).93

These statistics reveal that even in 2011, 

"According to the... 
Taiwanese Tourism 
Bureau, 67.78 percent 
of respondents said 
that “gourmet food or 
delicious snacks” was one 
of the top reasons that 
attracted visitors to go 
sightseeing in Taiwan."
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Taiwan was already well-regarded for its food, 
as night markets and Taiwanese food were large 
parts of the inbound tourist experience. How-
ever, the number and percentage of tourists that 
came to Taiwan for these reasons increased based 
on the data from 2017. Since Taiwan’s gastrodi-
plomacy campaign began in 2011, and gastrodi-
plomacy efforts can benefit the inbound tourism 
industry, it seems that Taiwan’s gastrodiplomacy 
efforts improved during this time period.

The success and popularity of Taiwanese 
night markets inspired seasonal night mar-
ket events overseas such as 626 Night Market 
in Arcadia, California, which was founded in 
2012 by Jonny Hwang, the OC Night Market 
in Orange County, the NorCal Night Market in 
the San Francisco Bay Area, and many others 
in places such as Koreatown, Monterey Park, 
Long Beach, Philadelphia, Minneota, New Jer-
sey, New York, Vancouver, and Atlanta.94 These 
night markets have “authentic” Asian street 
food, as well as creative, photogenic Asian fu-
sion foods that drew attention on social media 
and Instagram.95 The Taiwanese government, 
particularly the Taiwan Tourism Bureau, has 
been particularly active in taking advantage of 
these opportunities to promote these night mar-
kets by acting as a sponsor, as well as giving out 
prizes and plane tickets to Taiwan at these night 
markets.96 Witnessing the power of social media 
in promoting these overseas night markets, the 
Taiwan Tourism Bureau also took advantage of 
Instagram to spread awareness of its brand with 
the hashtag #timefortaiwan. Appendix B con-
tains photos from the Instagram account of Tai-
wan Tourism Bureau, North America (ttb_na) 
at the 626 Night Market, where it raffled away 
prizes and plane tickets if people took a picture 
and posted it on Instagram. The Taiwan Tour-
ism Bureau has separate accounts for different 
regions such as North America, Singapore (trav-
eltaiwansg), India (ttb_in), Australia and New 
Zealand (ttb_aunz), abd Turkey (ttbturkey), 
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which suggests targeted, localized messages to 
each region.

Despite its efforts to distinguish itself from 
the Mainland, Taiwan has faced challenges in 
determining its culinary identity. On one hand, 
gastrodiplomacy – in particular, with bubble tea 
– has enhanced Taiwan’s culinary image abroad 
and had some tangible economic and political 
benefits. In the Philippines, Chatime, a Taiwan-
ese tea house franchise, opened its first store in 
the Philippines in 2011, and is now operating 
over 40 stories in Metro Manila as well as al-
most 400 stores in nine different Southeast 
Asian countries.97 Not only has this expansion 
benefited Taiwanese investors and overseas rec-
ognition for Taiwanese tea, but it is also taken 
as a successful exam by the Tsai administration 
to promote its “New Southbound Policy” which 
encourages Taiwanese investors to invest more 
in Southeast Asian countries and avoid over re-
liance on Mainland China.98 

Despite the success of milk tea and Taiwan-
ese brands like Din Tai Fung and 85°C Bakery 
Cafe, Taiwanese gastrodiplomacy efforts have 
struggled in defining its cuisine. May Chang, 
a chief executive at the Foundation of Chinese 
Dietary Culture, told BBC in a June 2015 inter-
view that it is hard to find one type of food to 
represent Taiwan given that a strong sense of a 
‘Taiwanese’ identity only started to emerge since 
2000, and given that Taiwan’s history is closely 
tied to mainland China and Japan.99 This so-
cio-political uncertainty can cause confusion as 
Taiwanese cuisine is seeking to distinguish it-
self from Chinese cuisine, yet may actually share 
many similarities with it. 

Although 85°C Bakery Cafe is considered 
a “successful” example of Taiwanese food mak-
ing an international impact, it was caught in the 
crossfire between China and Taiwan when Tai-
wanese president Tsai Ing-wen visited a branch 
in Los Angeles in August 2018.100 Since Tsai is a 
part of the Democratic Progressive Party in Tai-
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wan, which has historically advocated Taiwan-
ese independence, cross-Strait relations between 
Taiwan and Beijing have been increasingly tense 
since her inauguration in 2016. After this vis-
it, Chinese companies and netizens responded 
with Chinese food delivery apps such as Mei-
tuan-Dianping and Ele.me removing the chain 
from their apps, investors selling their shares of 
85°C’s parent company Gourmet Master lead-
ing to a 9.8% drop in stock, boycotting the 600 
branches in China, and hacking its Chinese 
site.101 In response, 85°C affirmed its “firm sup-
port” of the 1992 Consensus which states that 
Taiwan and China are “one China”, thus spark-
ing criticism in Taiwan for giving into Chinese 
demands.102 Such a controversy reveals a unique 
challenge that Taiwan faces in promoting its cui-
sine overseas. While their most successful chains 
spread Taiwanese culture and food abroad, they 
are not exempted from the political realities that 
limits Taiwan’s reach and puts them into conflict 
and confrontation with the Mainland.

Comparing Gastrodiplomacy 
Campaigns

Gastrodiplomacy and Identity
The theme of national identity runs con-

sistently across the three gastrodiplomacy cam-
paigns in Thailand, South Korea, and Taiwan. 
Gastrodiplomacy involves national identity as 
national governments make conscious decisions 
when selecting dishes or types of food to brand 
itself with and creating a united image of the 
national cuisine. This may cause controversy as 
government-promoted national cuisine becomes 
a representative of that country, thus uniting the 
country but also failing to take into account the 
diversity within society. In South Korea, royal 
court food from the Joseon Dynasty is chosen 
because of its tradition as well as the fact that 
it is untouched by the darker episodes of South 
Korea’s recent history such as Japanese colonial 
rule and the Korean War. As a result, South Ko-
rea’s gastrodiplomacy becomes a part of the gov-
ernment’s plan to enhance its image as a middle 
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101   Ibid.
102   Ibid.
103   Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Kingdom of Thailand, “Social & Cultural News.”

power and reflects its view towards its own past 
and historical memory that presents Korea as a 
place of tradition, culture, and strength.

Meanwhile, Thailand’s gastrodiplomacy 
campaign was treated as an opportunity to re-
brand itself from negative associations of Thai-
land as a place of sex tourism to a country of 
rich culture, unique foods, and tourism. It en-
sures that a more consistent image of Thailand 
is presented at restaurants abroad by offering in-
centives such as the “Thai Select” certificates and 
funding to restaurants that met government-ap-
proved standards. While variations still may ex-
ist across different Thai restaurants, these types 
of standards help maintain foreign audiences’ 
expectations as they may find similar menus, 
dishes, and hospitality. As Thailand’s campaign 
becomes increasingly successful abroad, it is a 
source of pride for Thailand and a source of envy 
to other countries.

Taiwan’s gastrodiplomacy efforts are close-
ly related to its attempts to understand and its 
own national identity in the midst of diplomatic 
uncertainty and tension with Mainland China. 
Taiwan’s historic ties with Mainland China, Ja-
pan, and its own indigenous populations mean 
that some of its cuisine share characteristics 
with other countries, thus impacting some of its 
claims to being “authentically Taiwanese” food. 
Nevertheless, aspects of Taiwanese food cul-
ture such as night markets and bubble tea have 
reached considerable popularity among interna-
tional audiences.

Common Techniques and Strategies
All three campaigns promoted their cui-

sine at international food events and festivals 
both within their country and overseas. In some 
cases, these were Embassy or Consulate Gener-
al-hosted events, which Thailand continues to 
do throughout the year. While early efforts by 
Thailand seemed to target the West, now most 
of the recent food promotion events happen in 
non-Western countries like Kuwait, Moscow, or 
Morocco.103 For South Korea, many of the ef-
forts by the Korean Food Promotion Institute 
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seem to exclusively target urban, international 
cities with the help of partners in New York, Los 
Angeles, Atlanta, Seattle, Tokyo, Yanbian (a Ko-
rean autonomous prefecture in Mainland Chi-
na), Shanghai, Hong Kong, London, Paris, Syd-
ney, Auckland, and Jakarta.104 In others, it may 
involve government participation in local events 
such as the Taiwan Tourism Bureau’s sponsor-
ship of and participation 
in the 626 Night Market 
in California. Taiwan’s 
efforts seem to be in the 
West but also in South-
east Asia, perhaps given 
its plans to orient away 
from a dependence on 
Mainland China. They 
have all also developed 
educational materials 
and provided funding to 
train chefs in the nation-
al cuisine so that they can 
work at restaurants over-
seas, and constantly send 
top chefs to international 
cooking competitions. 

The use of pop cul-
ture in advancing or 
representing national cuisine and food culture 
was used heavily by South Korea and, to a lesser 
degree, Taiwan. The South Korean government 
directly employed celebrities in the Korean en-
tertainment industries to sing or appear in vid-
eos related to Korean food and gastrodiplomacy. 
Although the Taiwanese entertainment industry 
is not as far-reaching on the international stage 
as that of  South Korea, it still indirectly added 
to Taiwan’s gastrodiplomacy efforts as more Tai-
wanese food-themed television series and films 
were being made and exported to other coun-
tries. Furthermore, the effectiveness of tying a 
close association between Korean pop culture 
stars and the Global Hansik campaign is unclear. 
The Korean government invested a great deal of 
money to produce content filled with celebrity 

104   Korean Food Promotion Institute, “Korean Food Promotion Institute,” accessed December 21, 2018, http://www.hansik.org/en/index.
do.
105   Grace Kuo, “GIO launches Taiwanese food culture website,” Taiwan Today, November 30, 2011, https://taiwantoday.tw/news.
php?unit=10&post=18819.
106   Foundation of Chinese Dietary Culture, “About FCDC,” accessed October 14, 2018, http://www.fcdc.org.tw/english/about/default.
aspx.

endorsements, but doing so could impact the 
authenticity of the promotions. Furthermore, 
many of these videos were promoted on the food 
sites of Hansik.org or the Ministry of Culture, 
Sports, and Tourism websites, which could limit 
the visibility and reach of these materials.

Websites were an important component of 
each campaign, but only South Korea’s web-

site is still live. In 2011, the Republic of Chi-
na’s (Taiwan) Government Information Office 
launched a food culture website (http://taiwan-
foodculture.net) which was available in Chinese, 
English, French, Japanese, and Spanish.105 The 
website is now defunct. Although the govern-
ment-created website is no longer operating, 
other information on Taiwanese cuisine and gas-
trodiplomacy is available from private organiza-
tions. For example, the Foundation of Chinese 
Dietary Culture (FCDC), a private foundation 
founded in 1989 that promotes Chinese dietary 
and culinary culture, maintains regular informa-
tion about ongoing activities, events, and schol-
arships on its website in English and Chinese 
(www.fcdc.org.tw).106 Given that FCDC was 
established before Taiwan’s gastrodiplomacy ef-

"The South Korean 
government directly 
employed celebrities in 
the Korean entertainment 
industries to sing or 
appear in videos related 
to Korean food and 
gastrodiplomacy."

33



forts, it already had an established mission and 
expertise that has allowed it to continue. Thai-
land also had a website (www.thaikitchen.org) 
to accompany its gastrodiplomacy efforts. Like 
Taiwan’s website, however, it is also defunct.

Of the three campaigns, only South Korea’s 
gastrodiplomacy website (hansik.org) is still 
running. This site was an important component 
of the Global Hansik campaign and was run by 
the Korean Food Promotion Institute, a public 
institute established by the Ministry of Agri-
culture, Food and Rural Affairs, and provides 
extensive information about the stories behind 

specific Korean dishes, popular Korean recipes, 
and Korean restaurants in different countries. 
The website is available in six different languages 
(English, Korean, Mandarin Chinese, Japanese, 
French, and Spanish). Many of the pop culture 
materials related to South Korea’s gastrodiplo-
macy efforts such as the K-Food music play-
list and celebrity interviews are also posted on 
this site. Based on the activity under the “KFPI 

107   Korean Food Promotion Institute, “Celebrity chef shares his Franco-Korean recipe for Korean boeuf bourguignon ahead of 
Olympics,” last modified February 9, 2018, http://www.hansik.org/en/board.do?cmd=view&bbs_id=058&menu=pen5080000&art_
id=56813&lang=en&preSearchType=ALL&preSearchWord=&searchType=ALL&searchWord=&cpage=1&row=10.
108   Korean Food Promotion Institute, “Korean Tourism Banks on PyeongChang Olympics to Boost Popularity of K-food,” 
last modified February 9, 2018. http://www.hansik.org/en/board.do?cmd=view&bbs_id=058&menu=pen5080000&art_
id=56812&lang=en&preSearchType=ALL&preSearchWord=&searchType=ALL&searchWord=&cpage=1&row=10.

News” section, the website was frequently updat-
ed and active throughout 2016 and 2017; how-
ever, activity has since waned - only two updates 
have been posted on February 9, 2018 related to 
the 2018 PyeongChang Winter Olympics.107,108 

Interestingly, none of the three sites were 
hosted on government sites even though they 
were launched by their respective governments. 
This might be an attempt to separate the image 
of national cuisine from the larger government 
influence behind the campaign. In other words, 
promoting culture and cuisine too obviously 
may come off as propaganda or as unnatural to 

foreign audiences. Even 
though the national 
government may have a 
huge influence on gas-
trodiplomacy campaigns, 
the website is playing it 
down. Furthermore, Tai-
wan and Thailand’s web-
sites had simple domain 
names that explained 
what they were about - 
“taiwanfoodculture” and 
“thaikitchen” - which 
are easily understand-
able names for foreign 
audiences. South Korea, 
however, chose “hansik” 
which means “Korean 
food” in the Korean lan-
guage instead of promot-
ing it under an English 
translation or name.

Unique Challenges
Despite enormous amounts of money and 

resources, Taiwan and South Korea fell short of 
their objectives and failed to reach the same level 
of success as Thailand in their gastrodiplomacy 
efforts. In addition to a lack of measurable indi-
cators of success, Taiwan and South Korea each 
faced unique controversies and obstacles that 
made it difficult to succeed. 

"None of the three 
sites were hosted on 
government sites even 
though they were launched 
by their respective 
governments...promoting 
culture and cuisine too 
obviously may come off as 
propaganda or unnatural."
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Although Taiwanese gastrodiplomacy has 
benefited the perception of Taiwan and helped 
the Taiwanese tourism industry, the strong polit-
ical and nationalistic implications of promoting 
“Taiwanese” cuisine can hinder its success. The 
recent controversy with Taiwanese President 
Tsai Ing-Wen’s visit to 85°C Bakery Cafe and 
the companies subsequent defense and assur-
ances of the “One China” principle of the 1992 
Consensus raise the questions as to whether or 
not a Taiwanese restaurant can safely be “Tai-
wanese” without endangering its business and 
reputation among Chinese audiences. Further-
more, the most successful Taiwanese chains such 
as Din Tai Fung and 85°C Bakery Cafe were 
already famous internationally long before the 
government gastrodiplomacy campaign started. 
Few other Taiwanese franchises have achieved 
global success since then, making it difficult to 
determine the level of success or failure of the 
campaign in terms of enhancing the profile of 
new Taiwanese brands. Even the success of es-
tablished brands struggle to avert diplomatic 
controversy that threatens their businesses.

South Korea’s gastrodiplomacy campaign 
also suffered for political reasons, specifically 
from the negative perceptions associated with 
government corruption and wasted resources. 
Although Park Geun-hye did not pursue the 
campaign as actively as her predecessor, Lee 
Myung-bak, did, she still supported the cam-
paign and many of her close associates worked 
in the Ministry of Culture and other govern-
ment departments that participated in its im-
plementation—however, the corruption and 
scandals within her administration implicated 
many key officials also created a negative per-
ception of the gastrodiplomacy campaign.109 As 
a result, internal politics and inefficient policies 
overshadowed the positive efforts and intentions 
of the campaign.

In 2008, the Korean government started 
a project to open an upscale, state-run Korean 
restaurant in Manhattan and ended up spend-
ing almost 80 billion won (USD $71.8 million); 

109   Doo, “Cultural Ministry denies being ‘taken over’ by Choi, Cha.”
110   Park, “Don’t be ethnic in K-food globalization.” 
111   Korean Food Promotion Institute, “World of Korean Restaurants [America - United States - New York],” accessed December 2018, 
http://www.hansik.org/en/board.do?cmd=list&bbs_id=062&menu=pen1020100&aid=&lang=en&preSearchType=ALL&preSearchWord=&-
searchType=ALL&searchWord=&searchContinentCd=AM&searchNationCd=AM020&searchCityCd=AM0201&cpage=1&row=8.

however, five years into the project, the plan fell 
apart and was considered to be a “money-losing 
operation.”110  Likewise, even as new Korean 
restaurants were opened up abroad during the 
Global Hansik campaign, many of them ulti-
mately closed down. As of December 2018, of 
the 40 Korean restaurants in New York listed un-
der “World of Korean Restaurants” on Hansik.
org, 11 of them have closed down.111 The open 
or closed status was determined by cross-refer-
encing the listed restaurants from Hansik.org on 
Yelp. These challenges ultimately led to a sense 
of distrust and lack of faith in the campaign, as 
well as the enormous amount of money and re-
sources that made it inefficient.

Conclusion 
Ultimately, Asian gastrodiplomacy cam-

paigns provided an opportunity for Thailand, 
South Korea, and Taiwan to enhance their na-
tional and cultural brands to international audi-
ences. While they adopted similar strategies such 
as funding overseas restaurants and hosting food 
promotion events, the three campaigns achieved 
varying levels of success in reaching their objec-
tives as a result of unique socio-political factors 
at home. Thailand, which is home to the original 
gastrodiplomacy campaign, achieved the greatest 
level of success in boosting its international im-
age and food profile that it continues to promote 
today in non-Western countries. Meanwhile, 
Taiwanese cuisine has also managed to promote 
its brand - most notably bubble tea and night 
markets - to other countries, but still struggles to 
promote a national identity while in the position 
of overwhelming diplomatic isolation. Finally, 
South Korea has devoted enormous amounts of 
money and resources to promote Korean cuisine 
and link it to the Hallyu wave, but struggled to 
justify its purpose and level of success to the Ko-
rean public when people questioned its value. 

Investment in gastrodiplomacy efforts in 
Asian countries reveal the value that nations 
place on its cuisine as a part of its domestic 
national identity, as well as the representation 
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of self that is promoted to the international 
community. As these campaigns require large 
amounts of money and resources, governments 
must adjust their strategies and implementation. 
They are held accountable by their domestic 

publics as well as market forces abroad. Never-
theless, gastrodiplomacy represents an increas-
ingly important aspect of cultural diplomacy 
that states are learning how to utilize.
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Crossword
ACROSS:
1. "City of Life"	  
5. Nuno Monteiro's kind of 
revolution	  
6. Delicacy of the Thai 
heartland	  
9. The answer is Muriel 
Wang	  
17. Course that contributes to #6 
book sales	  
20. Leader completely 
unrelated to the death of Jamal 
Khashoggi	  
21. European capital we never 
ratified	  
22. Smallest military in 
NATO	  
25. "It's the real me, I assure 
you"	  
26. Teddy carries this	  
27. Director of Yale World Fellows 
Program	 
28. Only country whose national 
flag is not rectangular	  
30. Twitter handle of the most 
followed world leader outside 
the U.S. 
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Email a picture of your completed (by hand) crossword to yris@yira.org. Make sure your full name is 
written clearly somewhere on this page. The first 5 people to send in a completed crossword will 
receive a cash prize! One entry per person allowed. Corrections not allowed; the crossword must be 
complete and correct upon submission.

1. Most likely to call another foreign leader "son 
of a whore"	  
2. Most googled TV show is the history of this 
Chinese dynasty	  
3. Yemen, except in the water	  
4. To place inside	 
7. Only nation to lose two wars against flightless 
birds	  
8. Gong xi fa cai! Happy year of the___	  
10. Late leader of the Lion City	  
11. Nuclear guru and Egyptian national (hint: 
Nobel Peace Prize)	  

12. Location of China's only overseas military 
base	  
13. First elected female head of state in 
Africa	  
14. Puts the "offensive" in offensive realism	  
15. Bismarck's alternative to speeches and 
resolutions	  
16. Theresa May's least favorite city	 
18. Co-founder of Alibaba	 
 19. Indonesia's first unicorn company	  
 23. This country recently ended a long, long war 
with Ethiopia	  
 24. Very long and thin	  
 29. It's fun to stay at the ____ (our 501(c)(3))

DOWN:
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Introduction
The fall of the Communist bloc in 1991 

brought high hopes for the international com-
munity. In particular, there arose an “early opti-
mism about the potential" of the United Nations 
to “help settle internal conflicts.”1 Previously, 
the constant clashes between the United States 
and the Soviet Union and the resulting vetoes 
prevented the United Nations Security Council 
from intervening to maintain international se-
curity. With the collapse of the Soviet Union, 
the Security Council seemed to be free to finally 
exercise its primary responsibility through the 
active deployment of UN peacekeepers.  

	 This hope was unfortunately shattered 
by the marked failures of the UN peacekeep-
ing operations of the 1990s. In Rwanda, un-

1   Virginia Page Fortna, Does Peacekeeping Work? Shaping Belligerents’ Choices after Civil War (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
2008), 1. 
2   Lisa Hultman, Jacob Kathman, and Megan Shannon, “United Nations Peacekeeping and Civilian Protection in Civil War,” American 

derstaffed Belgian troops could do nothing but 
watch as Hutu rebels massacred Tutsi refugees 
and moderate Hutus. In Srebrenica, Serb forc-
es held Dutch peacekeepers hostage and killed 
more than 8,000 Bosniaks. These tragedies in-
creased skepticism about the effectiveness of 
UN peacekeeping. This doubt still remains even 
after the United Nations resolved to emphasize 
its protection of civilians in later peacekeeping 
operations. 

No wonder the scholarship remains divid-
ed on whether UN peacekeeping reduces in-
tentional violence perpetrated against civilians. 
Specifically, does UN peacekeeping decrease the 
count of one-sided violence, defined as “pur-
poseful killings” of civilians by combatants?2 
Answering this question through the exami-

Effective or Not?
Causal Features of United Nations 
Peacekeeping in Protecting Civilians

Min Byung Chae
Yale University
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nation of empirical data has proved especially 
difficult. For example, based on a dataset from 
intrastate conflicts in sub-Saharan Africa from 
1991 to 2008, Hultman, Kathman and Shannon 
claim that “UN peacekeepers prevent civilian 
killings when they are appropriately tasked and 
deployed in large numbers.”3 Kocher, howev-
er, finds “little evidence that” peacekeeping has 
“affected the level of violence against civilians,” 
after examining the very same dataset Hult-
man, Kathman, and Shannon used.4 Conflict-
ing scholarship has led 
to opposing policy advice 
on whether to increase or 
decrease the involvement 
of UN peacekeeping in 
resolving civil conflicts. 

This quandary rais-
es two central questions. 
First, does peacekeep-
ing truly reduce violence 
committed against ci-
vilians in civil wars? If 
so, then what are the 
mechanisms that allow 
UN peacekeeping to re-
duce one-sided violence 
against civilians most ef-
fectively? To answer these 
questions, this essay will 
first examine the evo-
lution of peacekeeping 
throughout history and explore the different 
types and components of UN peacekeeping op-
erations. It will then examine the motivations of 
different actors, such as the rebels and the gov-
ernment forces, in perpetrating violence against 
civilians. After discussing the challenges to 
empirical study of peacekeeping, the essay will 
scrutinize the causal mechanisms by which dif-
ferent features of peacekeeping operations, from 
their size to their quality, help reduce civilian 
casualties under specific conditions. 

Journal of Political Science 57, no. 4 (2013): 883. This count thus only reflects “direct targeting of civilians,” not “spurious effects associated 
with random elements of war,” which includes “accidental civilian deaths.” 
3   Hultman, Kathman, and Shannon, “United Nations Peacekeeping,” 888. 
4   Matthew A. Kocher, “The Effect of Peacekeeping Operations on Violence against Civilians in Africa: A Critical Re-Analysis,” Working 
paper, Department of Political Science, Yale University, New Haven, CT, 2014: 11. 
5   UN Charter art. 42 (June 26, 1945), accessed December 12, 2018, http://www.un.org/en/sections/un-charter/chapter-vii/index.html. 
6   When the Korean War broke out in June 1950, the Soviet Union was absent from Security Council discussions, because it was protesting 

The Evolution of UN Peacekeeping
Although peacekeeping has now become an 

essential arm of the United Nations in its mis-
sion to maintain global peace and security, it was 
not originally included in the United Nations 
Charter, the founding document of the UN. The 
UN Charter describes the possible strategies 
that UN member nations can take to prevent 
war in Chapter VI, entitled “Pacific Settlement 
of Disputes,” and in Chapter VII, named “Ac-
tion with Respect to the Peace, Breaches of the 

Peace and Acts of Aggression.” Notably, Article 
42 of Chapter VII states that should economic 
or diplomatic sanctions be insufficient to con-
tain threats to peace, the Security Council may 
stage “demonstrations, blockade, and other op-
erations by air, sea, or land forces” provided by 
the member nations.5 But this power was not 
exercised regularly due to disagreements be-
tween veto-holding members of the Security 
Council, with the noteworthy exception being 
the intervention in the Korean War in 1950.6 
Instead, peacekeeping was a measure original-

"Does peacekeeping truly 
reduce violence committed 
against civilians in civil 
wars? If so, then what are 
the mechanisms that allow 
UN peacekeeping to reduce 
one-sided violence against 
civilians most effectively?"
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ly formulated in response 
to the Suez Canal Crisis in 
1956,7 to “supervise the re-
treat of foreign troops from 
the canal zone.”8 

Until the end of the 
Cold War, peacekeeping 
was primarily used to me-
diate inter-state conflicts. 
Fortna notes that prior to 
1989, the purpose of peace-
keeping was “to contain the 
conflict to prevent direct 
superpower intervention,” 
in lieu of directly prevent-
ing the resumption of war.9 
Most missions consisted of 
observers and small-scale 
troops “unarmed military 
observers and lightly armed 
troops” who monitor cease-
fires and build confidence 
between warring parties, with the notable ex-
ceptions being the large-scale deployments to 
Congo in 1960 and to Cyprus in 1974.10 The 
mostly limited character of UN peacekeeping 
before the fall of the Berlin Wall was thus very 
different from how people conceive of the role of 
peacekeeping today.11

The dynamics in peacekeeping shifted after 
the 1990s. With incidences of inter-state war 
decreasing and those of intra-state civil con-
flict rising, UN peacekeeping also began to fo-
cus not just on the cessation of war but also on 
building sustainable peace. This meant that UN 
peacekeepers incorporated “multidimensional” 
missions that included human rights monitor-
ing, security sector reform, disarmament, and 
re-integration of former combatants alongside 

the fact that Republic of China, not People’s Republic of China, held a Security Council seat. This prevented the USSR from vetoing the UN 
measure to intervene in the War on behalf of Republic of Korea.
7   The Suez Canal Crisis broke out in 1956 when Israel, the United Kingdom, and France invaded Egypt in response to Egyptian nationalisation 
of the Suez Canal. The UK and France vetoed a resolution that called on Israeli forces to withdraw behind the borders. 
8   Egil Aarvik, “Award Ceremony Speech,” Nobel Media AB, accessed December 12, 2018, https://www.nobelprize.org/prizes/peace/1988/
ceremony-speech/. This explanation comes from the presentation speech of the Nobel Peace Prize in 1988, which was awarded to the United 
Nations Peacekeeping Forces. 
9   Fortna, Does Peacekeeping Work?, 4. 
10   “Our History,” United Nations Peacekeeping, accessed December 12, 2018, https://peacekeeping.un.org/en/our-history. 
11   Fortna notes on page 4 that due to this reason, peacekeeping missions before 1989 reveal little about peacekeeping’s ability to maintain 
peace. This also means that empirical studies on peacekeeping’s effect on reducing violence or preventing resumption of civil war often limit 
themselves to studying peacekeeping missions deployed after 1989. 
12   “Our History.” 
13   Fortna, Does Peacekeeping Work?, 5. 

more “traditional” missions involving military 
personnel observations.12 After the widely-criti-
cised missions in Somalia, Rwanda, and Bosnia, 
the Security Council began mandating many 
peace enforcement missions under Chapter VII 
to use force beyond simply self-defence purpos-
es, in order to achieve their objectives.13 At the 
same time, the UN decided to include civilian 
protection in the main agenda of peacekeeping 
missions, reflecting on the mistakes in Rwan-
da and Bosnia. Today, the number of deployed 
peacekeepers has increased to 110,000, a stag-
gering surge from mere hundreds in the mid-
20th century. In addition, peacekeeping forces 
now include military troops, police officers, and 
civilians, such as legal experts and humanitarian 
workers, illustrating a noticeable transformation 
from the unarmed or lightly-armed observ-

"With incidences of inter-
state war decreasing 
and those of intra-state 
civil conflict rising, UN 
peacekeeping also began 
to focus not just on the 
cessation of war but also 
on building sustainable 
peace."
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ers and military personnel in the early days of 
peacekeeping.14 

Types and Components of UN 
Peacekeeping

Contrary to popular perception, the United 
Nations Peacekeeping Forces come in numerous 
forms, varying in their missions and composi-
tions. Distinguishing different types of peace-
keeping missions allows us to disentangle how 
peacekeepers affect the outcomes of war and the 
incentives of the involved actors. Peacekeeping 
missions differ in their scale of involvement, 
from observation missions composed of observ-
ers that monitor ceasefires or troop withdrawals 
to multidimensional missions that “help imple-
ment comprehensive peace agreements” with 
substantial military and civilian involvement, to 
cite just a few.15 

These peacekeeping missions can be fur-
ther disaggregated into three types of roles. As 
UN troops intercede between combatants and 
disarm the belligerents, UN police forces pa-
trol behind the frontlines and protect vulner-
able populations.16 Meanwhile, UN observers 
document combatants’ actions for the general 
public, “report to a global audience on atroci-
ties committed by combatants,” but unlike UN 
troops or police they are not armed and do not 
have the mandate to use force.17 Differentiat-
ing these components is important in analysing 
UN peacekeeping’s effect on reducing violence 
against civilians, since their presence and actions 
alter the motivations of government forces and 
rebels differently.

14   “Our History.” 
15   Fortna, Does Peacekeeping Work?, 7. 
16   Hultman, Kathman, and Shannon, “United Nations Peacekeeping,” 879-880.
17   Ibid., 880.
18   Lisa Hultman, Jacob Kathman, and Megan Shannon, “United Nations Peacekeeping Dynamics and the Duration of Post-Civil Conflict 
Peace,” Conflict Management and Peace Science 33, no. 3 (2015): 232, https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0738894215570425.
19   Hanne Fjelde, Lisa Hultman, and Desirée Nilsson, “Protection Through Presence: UN Peacekeeping and the Costs of Targeting 
Civilians,” International Organization 73, no. 1 (2019): 4-5, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020818318000346. Fjelde, Hultman, and Nilsson 
remark that this is “generally considered a cheap tactic.” 
20   Allison Carnegie and Christoph Mikulaschek, “The Promise of Peacekeeping: Protecting Civilians in Civil Wars,” working paper, 2017: 
4-5, https://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.2909822.
21   Carnegie and Mikulaschek, “The Promise of Peacekeeping,” 5. 
22   Fjelde, Hultman, and Nilsson, “Protection Through Presence,” 4. 
23   Hultman, Kathman, and Shannon, “United Nations Peacekeeping Dynamics,” 233. 
24   Jacob D. Kathman and Reed M. Wood, “Stopping the Killing During the ‘Peace’: Peacekeeping and the Severity of Postconflict Civilian 
Victimization,” Foreign Policy Analysis 12, no. 2 (2016): 152, https://doi.org/10.1111/fpa.12041
25   Security dilemma refers to a case in which under anarchy, states’ actions designed to increase its security unintentionally provoke other 
states to take similar measures, eventually leading them towards military conflict. 

Motivations for Committing Violence 
against Civilians

Why do belligerents attack civilians in civil 
conflicts? The rationalist school of literature ar-
gues that in civil wars, combatants are motivated 
“to misrepresent privately held information” to 
bargain for a more beneficial outcome and wage 
war, rather than to pursue “peaceful solutions to 
their grievances.”18 They are thus motivated to 
show their will to continue fighting by inflict-
ing significant losses on others. Since attacking 
civilians involves lower risk for the perpetrator 
than confronting armed adversaries does, bel-
ligerents often target civilians strategically to 
improve their relative position vis-à-vis their 
opponents.19 Combatants might also resort to 
coercion and violence against civilians to secure 
their loyalty and punish them for supporting 
their adversaries.20 This violence could intensify 
if there is a possibility that adversaries are hiding 
among civilians for support.21 In addition, bel-
ligerents may commit violence against civilians 
to acquire valuable resources and land.22 

	 Combatants, however, also have the 
incentive to attack civilians even after the ces-
sation of conflict. A particularly strong motiva-
tion comes from the commitment problem, in 
which the belligerents believe that “gains from 
fighting outweigh the concessions offered by a 
negotiated outcome,”23 especially when there is 
“uncertainty over future distribution of political 
power.”24 The security dilemma from disarma-
ment aggravates this,25 since combatants give up 
their ability to protect themselves by disarming 
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and make themselves vulnerable to government 
forces that can renege on their “previous com-
mitments to the group.”26 This compels warring 
factions to maintain military capabilities and 
“use violence to shape civilian” behaviour to grab 
power in the post-conflict political process.27 

Factionalism within combatting groups 
may also motivate belligerents to victimise ci-
vilians. Hardliners or informal militia members 
sometimes worry that the negotiated settlement 
could marginalize them from the post-conflict 
political process; as such they may view settle-
ments as more costly than continued fighting.28 
In this case, inflicting violence on civilians can 
“signal a fringe faction’s willingness to contin-
ue the fight” and to spoil the peace negotiations 
by portraying their more moderate partners as 
noncredible.29 

Finally, profit-seeking behaviour among 
armed factions lends itself to violence against 
civilians. The absence of “a strong security appa-
ratus” allows former combatants to loot resourc-
es from unarmed civilians.30 Some combatants 
might also form new organisations or “apolitical 
militia groups” solely dedicated to exploit prof-
itable resources, potentially instigating another 
civil conflict and jeopardising the recently-at-
tained peace.31 

These motivations illustrate how combat-
ants could be incentivized to perpetrate violence 
against civilians, both during and after the con-
flict. The success of peacekeeping operations in 
protecting civilians from these threats hinges on 
their capacity to attenuate or alter these mali-
cious incentives. How can peacekeeping opera-
tions achieve that? 

26   Hultman, Kathman, and Shannon, “United Nations Peacekeeping Dynamics,” 234. 
27   Kathman and Wood, “Stopping the Killing,” 152. 
28   Kathman and Wood, “Stopping the Killing,” 152. 
29   Kathman and Wood, “Stopping the Killing,” 152-153.
30   Kathman and Wood, “Stopping the Killing,” 153. 
31   Kathman and Wood, “Stopping the Killing,” 153. 
32   As an example, consider a simple regression model, the ordinary least squares (OLS). According to the Gauss-Markov Theorem, 

for OLS to be an efficient estimator, it must meet three assumptions: a) that the model is correctly specified as 

; b) the error term  is independently and identically distributed with mean of 0 and a finite variance; c) the 

variance of  is strictly positive. In this case, the second assumption is easily violated, since the deployment of peacekeepers can be 
correlated with unobserved omitted factors captured by the error term. 
33   Hultman, Kathman, and Shannon, “United Nations Peacekeeping,” 876.
34   Hultman, Kathman, and Shannon, “United Nations Peacekeeping Dynamics,” 232.
35   Hultman, Kathman, and Shannon, “United Nations Peacekeeping Dynamics,” 232.

Challenges to the Quantitative Studies 
of UN Peacekeeping

Identifying causal mechanisms requires a 
closer examination of the relationship between 
causes and effects. Many scholars use some 
forms of regression to empirically studying this 
relationship. But grave danger exists in naively 
regressing civilian casualties on the presence 
of UN peacekeepers, because many regression 
models require strict quantitative assumptions 
that the data often does not meet.32 There are 
two empirical challenges to studying the effect 
of peacekeepers on civilian casualty reduction, 
which merit discussion before exploring the 
causal mechanisms themselves. 

Issue with Coding Peacekeeping as a 
Dichotomous Variable

	 The aforementioned variety in peace-
keeping implies that UN peacekeeping differs in 
their forms and abilities. But many scholars rely 
on a blunt measure of peacekeeping by mere-
ly documenting the absence or the presence of 
peacekeepers. This does not “capture nuances 
across and within missions.”33 For instance, the 
peacekeeping mission sent to Burundi in 2005 
included only 200 observers, whereas the one 
to Somalia had 30,000 military troops in late 
1993.34 Moreover, the peacekeeping mission to 
Mozambique grew in size from 200 to 1,000 
police members within 10 months in 1994.35 
Yet, the binary coding will treat these differ-
ent peacekeeping missions in identical fash-
ions, failing to measure the variations across 
and within missions. It would also “ignore the 
tools available” to peacekeeping operations and 
“their capacities for” dealing with post-conflict 
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instability.36 The diverse features in peacekeep-
ing must therefore be disaggregated to scrutinise 
how each mission affects the level of violence in-
flicted on civilians differently. 

Issue with Causality in the Study of 
Peacekeeping

Another challenge in empirically inves-
tigating peacekeeping operations comes from 
issues with causality. Researchers must thus 
employ innovative empirical strategies to en-

sure that their results are robust against statis-
tical insignificance. A prominent concern is the 
non-randomness of peacekeepers’ placement 
and the resulting endogeneity. For instance, the 
assignment of peacekeeping forces “may seem to 
lead to more deaths” if peacekeepers are inten-
tionally sent to regions with high civilian casu-
alties, when even higher level of civilian victimi-
sation could have occurred without the presence 
of the peacekeepers.37 In essence, these studies 

36   Kathman and Wood, “Stopping the Killing,” 155. 
37   Carnegie and Mikulaschek, “The Promise of Peacekeeping,” 2. 
38   Carnegie and Mikulaschek, “The Promise of Peacekeeping,” 2. 
39   The technical explanation for this strategy is beyond the scope of this paper. Essentially, using the matching strategy allows researchers 
to compare datapoints from similar contexts and backgrounds.
40   Fjelde, Hultman, and Nilsson, “Protection Through Presence,” 13. 
41   Carnegie and Mikulaschek, “The Promise of Peacekeeping,” 2.

fail to establish a baseline for what would have 
happened had the UN not sent peacekeepers.38 
While a randomised control trial involving the 
random assignment of peacekeepers to different 
regions in a conflict would be the most effective 
way to measure the causal effect of peacekeepers 
on civilian casualties, this method be unfeasible 
and also highly unethical. It would be difficult to 
conduct the experiment on a national scale, and 
no scholar or policymaker would tolerate inflict-
ing harm on civilians. A possible way to over-

come this issue could be 
to use a matching strat-
egy.39 This would ensure 
a more balanced dataset 
that ensures results will 
not be caused by system-
atic differences between 
regions with or without 
peacekeeping deploy-
ment.40 Another strategy 
would be to use an exog-
enous instrumental vari-
able that causes an “as-if 
random” variation on the 
assignment of peacekeep-
ers. For instance, using 
the rotating presidency in 
the Security Council that 
determines the placement 
of peacekeeping forces 
could account for possi-
ble unobservable factors 
that could affect the level 

of civilian victimisation.41 

Features and Causal Mechanisms of UN 
Peacekeeping

Previous sections discussed the evolution of 
UN peacekeeping, its diverse types and compo-
nents, and the combatants’ incentives to inflict 
violence on civilians. The following part of this 
paper moves on to describe in greater detail how 

"...Grave danger exists 
in naively regressing 
civilian casualties with 
the presence of UN 
peacekeepers, because 
many regression models 
require strict quantitative 
assumptions that the data 
often does not meet."
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certain features of peacekeeping better reduce 
violence against civilians than other features 
do, with robust empirical evidence from recent 
studies. In particular, peacekeeping operations’ 
size, role, diversity, and quality will be consid-
ered, along with the type of violent perpetrator. 

Returning to the controversy mentioned 
in the introduction, Hultman, Kathman, and 
Shannon claim that greater numbers of UN 
troops and police are associated with fewer civil-
ian deaths, while more observers increase civilian 
casualties. They point to the role of UN troops 
in creating buffer zones between combatants as 
barriers and disarming them. This alleviates the 
security dilemma by removing “each faction’s 
threat of subjugation by the other”42 and in turn 
remove the “incentives to coerce civilian loyalty” 
and the means to “inflict harm upon the civilian 
population.”43 Similarly, the UN police patrolled 
behind the frontlines and increased “the costs to 

the combatants” for inflicting violence on civil-

42   Hultman, Kathman, and Shannon, “United Nations Peacekeeping,” 888.
43   Hultman, Kathman, and Shannon, “United Nations Peacekeeping,” 879. 
44   Hultman, Kathman, and Shannon, “United Nations Peacekeeping,” 880. 
45   Ibid. 
46   Hultman, Kathman, and Shannon, “United Nations Peacekeeping,” 881. 
47   Kocher, “The Effect of Peacekeeping Operations,” 10. 
48   Kocher, “The Effect of Peacekeeping Operations,” 11. 
49   Hultman, Kathman, and Shannon, “United Nations Peacekeeping,” 887. 
50   Kathman and Wood, “Stopping the Killing,” 149. 

ians. The researchers maintain that the increase 
in the numbers of deployed troops and police 
amplifies “the capacity and the credibility of the 
UN’s commitment to protecting civilians.”44 To 
the contrary, the presence of observers creates 
more incentive for belligerents to target civilians, 
since observers cannot actively protect civilians, 
which belligerents interpret as the UN’s lack of 
resolve.45 Alternatively, the arrival of observers 
may signal the imminent arrival of stronger UN 
peacekeepers, which increases the belligerents’ 
incentives to improve their relative power before 
the status quo is consolidated.46 

While Kocher objects to Hultman, Kath-
man, and Shannon’s interpretation, his argument 
is questionable. Kocher observes that “declines 
in violence typically led, rather than lagged, 
the introduction of peacekeepers,”47 hypoth-
esising that combatants might have “reduced 
their targeting of civilians” with anticipation 

of peacekeepers’ arrival.48 
Hultman, Kathman, and 
Shannon, however, al-
ready accounted for this 
argument by including a 
variable that represents 
the passing of a Securi-
ty Council resolution to 
launch a peacekeeping 
operation in the regres-
sion. They confirm that 
the interpretation of their 
regression coefficients 
does not change after 
including the variable.49 
Furthermore, Kathman 
and Wood demonstrate 
that greater numbers of 
peacekeeping troops re-
duce anti-civilian vio-
lence,50 a valuable result 
keeping in mind that 

post-conflict violence against civilians remains 

"To the contrary, the 
presence of observers 
creates more incentive 
for belligerents to target 
civilians, since observers 
cannot actively protect 
civilians, which belligerents 
interpret as the UN’s lack 
of resolve."
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a serious concern. They show that the caus-
al mechanisms Hultman et al. explain remain 
mostly valid for post-conflict violence, further 
noting that increasing troop deployments al-
lows peacekeepers “to distribute resources to 
other tasks that promote human security.”51 
One difference between the results of Kathman 
and Wood and those of Hultman, Kathman, 
and Shannon is that the effect of the UN po-
lice force on reducing violence against civilians 
varies across the types of violent perpetrators. 
While the UN police’s alleviation of the security 
dilemma reduces violence committed by rebels, 
it does not decrease that of militia who treat the 
UN police as “a threat to their ability to engage 
in illicit activities” and inflict further violence to 
resist political order.52 

Peacekeeping operations’ reduction of civil-
ian violence also has a different effect if the state 
is the main perpetrator of the violence. Carnegie 
and Mikulaschek show that after “exploiting ex-
ogenous variation in power” within the Security 
Council, peacekeepers have a greater impact on 
civilian casualties inflicted by rebels than those 
by government forces.53 This is because peace-
keepers are incentivized “to not respond harshly 
to civilian” victimization by government forces, 
due to their need to actively collaborate with 
host government.54 This is especially crucial to-
wards a successful peacekeeping mission, since 
host governments often provide knowledge on 
local language, customs, and geography. Con-
versely, peacekeepers can “reduce rebel-caused 
civilian fatalities” through disarmament.55 
Moreover, higher number of peacekeepers “can 
signal the UN’s determination to stop the con-
flict to combatants,” since their size makes them 
more visible, and their withdrawal would “incur 
greater costs.”56 

51   Kathman and Wood, “Stopping the Killing,” 156. 
52   Kathman and Wood, “Stopping the Killing,” 164. 
53   Carnegie and Mikulaschek, “The Promise of Peacekeeping,” 20. 
54   Carnegie and Mikulaschek, “The Promise of Peacekeeping,” 6. 
55   Carnegie and Mikulaschek, “The Promise of Peacekeeping,” 7. 
56   Ibid. 
57   Fjelde, Hultman, and Nilsson, “Protection Through Presence,” 26. 
58   Fjelde, Hultman, and Nilsson, “Protection Through Presence,” 6. 
59   Fjelde, Hultman, and Nilsson, “Protection Through Presence,” 8. 
60   Fjelde, Hultman, and Nilsson, “Protection Through Presence,” 7. 
61   Fjelde, Hultman, and Nilsson, “Protection Through Presence,” 26.
62   Felix Haass and Nadine Ansorg, “Better Peacekeepers, Better Protection? Troop Quality of United Nations Peace Operations and 
Violence against Civilians,” Journal of Peace Research 55, no. 6 (2018): 744, https://doi.org/10.1177%2F0022343318785419. 
63   Haass and Ansorg, “Better Peacekeepers, Better Protection?”, 744. 

Fjelde, Hultman, and Nilsson find using 
subnational data that while the local presence of 
peacekeepers reduces rebel-inflicted anti-civilian 
violence, it is less effective in preventing govern-
ment-inflicted violence.57 They argue that since 
the presence of peacekeeping forces increases the 
costs of violence for rebels, which may include 
directly fighting the peacekeepers or facing dis-
armament,58 the likelihood of violence against 
civilians by rebelling groups would be lower.59 
In contrast, since host governments facilitate 
the peacekeepers’ “access to civilian population” 
and can effectively veto UN’s access to particu-
lar areas,60 the deployment of UN peacekeepers 
would not affect the probability of anti-civilian 
violence by government forces. To reconcile this 
result with previous national-level research, Fjel-
de et al. suggest that applying political cost on 
the national level through international shaming 
may be more effective for reducing anti-civilian 
violence by government forces.61 

Meanwhile, characteristics like troop quali-
ty and diversity can influence the efficacy of UN 
peacekeeping in reducing violence against civil-
ians. Haass and Ansorg assert that peacekeeping 
forces with higher troop quality protect civilians 
better. Firstly, high-quality missions “deter vi-
olence” by further increasing the “combatants’ 
costs of civilian victimisation.”62 Secondly, they 
can create buffer zones more easily using superi-
or military equipment like transport helicopters 
and airplanes, which are crucial “in the absence 
of functioning streets and railways.”63 Finally, 
high-quality peacekeeping missions can mon-
itor combatants’ behaviour better through ef-
fective reconnaissance with superior equipment 
like airplanes and satellite imagery. Financially 
committed home governments can also apply 
greater diplomatic pressure on warring parties, 
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enhancing the quality of their peacekeeping 
missions.64 Using the contributing nations’ mil-
itary expenditure per capita as a proxy for troop 
quality, Haass and Ansorg report that “substan-
tial commitment by troop contributing countries 
with a better equipped military can substantively 
reduce the killing of civilians.”65 

Similarly, Bove and Ruggeri claim that 
greater diversity in the peacekeepers’ countries 
of origin improves their capacity to protect ci-
vilians, and “incorporating linguistic and geo-
graphic distances” into the measures of diversity 
strengthens the effect of peacekeepers’ diversity 
on reducing civilian casualties.66 Bove and Rug-
geri attribute this to diversity’s complementari-
ty: greater diversity increases the probability of 
“having more technical capabilities and more 
recent campaigning experience,” which discour-
ages combatants from using violence.67 Fur-
thermore, they claim that peacekeepers from 
multicultural backgrounds are more effective in 
dealing with culturally diverse environments. In 
addition, diversity ensures “mutual monitoring 
among contingents” and reduces incidences of 
misconduct,68 which debilitate the cooperation 
between peacekeepers and locals and adversely 
affect their ability to protect the local civilians. 

Whether the effect of higher quality troops 
dominates the effect of greater diversity among 
troops or vice-versa is uncertain. It is also pos-
sible that the two effects are complementary, as 
Bove and Ruggeri suggest: pooling skills from 
troops of diverse backgrounds could aggregate 

64   Ibid.
65   Haass and Ansorg, “Better Peacekeepers, Better Protection?”, 751. 
66   Vincenzo Bove and Andrea Ruggeri, “Kinds of Blue: Diversity in UN Peacekeeping Missions and Civilian Protection,” British Journal 
of Political Science 46, no. 3 (2016): 683, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123415000034. 
67   Bove and Ruggeri, “Kinds of Blue,” 686. 
68   Bove and Ruggeri, “Kinds of Blue,” 687. 

their expertise and supplement their ability to 
protect civilians. Discerning this would require a 
careful empirical evaluation, preferably through 
randomisation. 

Conclusion
Taking into account the evolution of UN 

peacekeeping, its diverse types of missions, and 
the challenges in empirically studying it, UN 
peacekeeping is effective in reducing violence 
against civilians through altering the motiva-
tions of perpetrators, under certain conditions. 
Military troops of substantial size and high 
technical capabilities tend to protect civilians 
best. If they are stationed near the population 
and the conflict zone, they also contain threats 
from non-state actors better than those from 
government forces. 

What does this mean for future peacekeep-
ing operations? It should be recognised that the 
success of peacekeepers in protecting civilians 
depends not only on their presence but also on 
their characteristics like size, quality, and place 
of origin. Moreover, imposing military cost 
works better when subduing rebels, whereas in-
flicting political cost affects government forces 
better. Policy-makers should thus consider the 
spatial and political environments of the region, 
in order to craft the most context-appropriate 
peacekeeping operation for that specific time 
and place. 
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 “The struggle of man against power is the struggle 
of memory against forgetting.”
	  — Milan Kundera,  The Book of 
Laughter and Forgetting1

Introduction
February 2, 1993: As Václav Havel 

crossed the Charles Bridge in Prague to attend 
his inauguration as President of the Czech 
Republic at the Prague Castle, he embodied 
the democratic ideals for which he and his 
compatriots had tirelessly fought. The Charles 
Bridge is one of the landmarks of Prague and 
has seen the ups and downs of the city’s history, 
from glorious independence to treacherous 
oppression. Democracy was not new to Prague; 
the city had served as the capital of a democratic 
Czechoslovakia from 1918 to 1939. After so 
many years under Nazi and Soviet influence, the 
memory of democracy, among other motivations, 
propelled Havel and millions of others to 
make demands of the communist regime in 
1989. From the beginning of the revolution, 
Havel pushed for a popular democracy, and 

1   Milan Kundera, The Book of Laughter and Forgetting, (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1981), 3.

like the founders of interwar Czechoslovakia, 
he saw democracy as an aspirational goal. The 
memories of both democracy and communism 
remain powerful political tools in the Czech 
Republic to this day, but are not necessarily used 
in the positive, motivational way that Havel did. 
Rather, historical memory has been used across 
the political spectrum for a wide variety of goals. 
In this paper, I will examine how historical 
memory was used in Czechoslovak politics 
from 1990 to 1992, and how those usages 
established the framework for populist rhetoric 
surrounding historical memory, particularly 
that of the communist era and its abuses of 
power and societal cohesion. Despite their 
policy disagreements, parties from across the 
political spectrum used history and historical 
memory to build a collective framework, with 
quintessentially populist rhetoric pitting “the 
people” against “the elite,” that survives and 
flourishes to this day.

Crossing 
a Bridge of Memory
Historical Memory and Populist Rhetoric in 
Post-Communist Czechoslovakia

Ben Gardner-Gill
Stanford University
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Methodology

Populism
I define populism as a political ideology in 

the purest sense, in that it is used by politicians to 
get elected. To define its scope I will use a version 
of Cas Mudde’s 2004 definition of populism: “A 
thin-centered ideology that considers society to 
be ultimately separated into two homogeneous 
and antagonistic camps, ‘the pure people’ 
versus ‘the corrupt elite,’ and which argues that 
politics should be an expression of the volonté 
générale  (general will) of the people.”2 I will 
make only two edits to Mudde’s definition: to 
remove the adjectives of “pure” and “corrupt” 
before “people” and “elite,” respectively. While 
the purity of the people and the corruption 
of the elite are two prominent themes within 

populist rhetoric, they do not fully encompass 
the range of themes that populists employ.

Mudde’s definition has been among 
the most cited in the field, and much of our 
contemporary (academic) understanding of 
populism is influenced by his work and this 
article in particular. Mudde also brings to the 
scholarly conversation two important points 
regarding what counts as populist. First, Mudde 
concludes “Most mainstream parties mainly use 

2   Cas Mudde, “The populist Zeitgeist,” Government and Opposition 39 (2004), 541-563.
3   Katherine Hite, “Historical Memory,” International Encyclopedia of Political Science, edited by Bertrand Badie, Dirk Berg-Schlosser, 
and Leonardo Morlino, 2011. http://dx.doi.org/10.4135/9781412959636.n251. 

populist rhetoric, but some also call for populist 
amendments to the liberal democratic system 
(most notably through the introduction of 
plebiscitary instruments).” Rhetorical tools do 
not comprise a full strategy in and of themselves; 
populism is not a binary, with politicians either 
being fully populist or not, as many parties 
and politicians can engage in populist rhetoric. 
Second, Mudde says, “While charismatic 
leadership and direct communication between 
the leader and ‘the people’ are common among 
populists, these features facilitate rather than 
define populism.” In other words, populism is not 
dependent on the method of communication, 
but on the content of communication. We may 
think of the typical populist as being brash, 
outspoken, and male, but a populist can be 
quiet, technocratic, or female, and any other 

trait one could ascribe 
to a politician. In other 
words, it’s what they’re 
saying, not how they’re 
saying it.

Historical Memory
Historical memory 

is a process wherein 
people “construct 
and identify with 
particular narratives 
about  historical  periods 
or events,” according to 
Katherine Hite of Vassar 
College.3 This paper 
addresses both historical 
memory and history, 
though for use in political 
rhetoric, the two are 
practically inseparable, 
so the distinction is 

commented upon only when salient.
This paper addresses historical memory 

in the context of one country, Czechoslovakia, 
and one use, its role in populist rhetoric. This 
specificity and interaction have been ignored 
in the field of memory studies partially because 
they do not fit within the field’s theoretical 
debates. This paper will not adjudicate between 
Western European narratives based on “trauma” 
and Eastern European narratives based on 

"While the purity of the 
people and the corruption 
of the elite are two 
prominent themes within 
populist rhetoric, they 
do not fully encompass 
the range of themes that 
populists employ."
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“mourning,” as described by Uilleam Blacker 
and Alexander Etkind, because both sorts 
of memories co-exist.4 Nor will this paper 
attempt to classify different sorts of memory 
in politics, as Michael Bernhard and Jan Kubik 
do in “Twenty Years after Communism” and 
Grigore Pop-Eleches and Joshua A. Tucker do 
in “Communism’s Shadow.”5 The focus of this 
paper is what binds memory rhetorics together, 
in the sense that they contribute to populist 
rhetoric, rather than what splits them apart. 
Nor will this paper attempt to put memory 
in transnational context as with many recent 
works, including those of Timothy Snyder and 
Philipp Ther.6 Instead, this paper only looks at 
Czechoslovakia.

The work that has been done on the 
intersection of memory politics and populist 
rhetoric in Czechoslovakia is limited. James 
Krapfl’s “Revolution with a Human Face” is 
a must-read for its depth and care taken to 
highlight the voice of the common man between 
the years of 1989 and 1992, the turbulent period 
that is also covered in this paper.7 In his 2015 
article “Anti-Communism of the Future,” Petr 
Roubal explores the intellectual rise and fall 
of the Civic Democratic Alliance (Občanská 
demokratická aliance, ODA), and while his deft 
touch makes the article an important addition 
to the field of Czechoslovak intellectual history, 
his focus is on the party’s conservatism, not 
its populist rhetoric or use of history.8 Finally, 
in his 2010 book The Unfinished Revolution, 
James Mark shows that politicians like to ‘write’ 
themselves into the history of the revolution 
as a means of elevating their stature in front 
of voters.9 While this may be characteristic 
of populist leaders, it does not define populist 
rhetoric. This paper thus seeks to fill a gap in the 
literature on populism and historical memory 
by examining the two concepts together in a 
specific place, at a specific time, in a way that has 
not been done so before.

4   Uilleam Blacker and Alexander Etkind, “Introduction,” in Memory and Theory in Eastern Europe, eds. Uilleam Blacker, Alexander 
Etkind, and Julie Fedor (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), 9.
5   Michael Bernhard and Jan Kubik, editors, Twenty Years After Communism: The Politics of Memory and Commemoration (Oxford UP, 
2014). Grigore Pop-Eleches and Joshua A. Tucker, editors, Communism’s Shadow: Historical Legacies and Contemporary Political Attitudes 
(Princeton UP, 2017).
6   Timothy Snyder, Bloodlands: Europe Between Hitler and Stalin (London: Basic Books, 2010). Philipp Ther, Die dunkle Seite der 
Nationalstaaten. “Ethnische Säuberungen” im modernen Europa (Göttingen: Vanderhoek and Ruprecht, 2011).
7   James Krapfl, Revolution with a Human Face: Politics, Culture, and Community in Czechoslovakia, 1989-1992 (Ithaca: Cornell UP, 2013).
8   Petr Roubal, “Anti-Communism of the Future: Czech Post-Dissident Neoconservatives in Post-Communist Transformation,” in Thinking 
through Transition, eds. Michal Kopeček and Piotr Wciślik (New York: Central European University Press, 2015), 171-200.
9   James Mark, The Unfinished Revolution: Making Sense of the Communist Past in Central-Eastern Europe (New Haven and London: Yale 
UP, 2010).

Sources
To examine political rhetoric, this paper 

investigates documents published by parties and 
politicians whose audience was the voting public. 
These documents range from comprehensive 
party platforms to issue-specific pamphlets to 
personal manifestos of politicians. Some of the 
latter type of document likely were aimed at a 
more limited audience, but were nonetheless 
publicly distributed. Public documents, unlike 
internal party communications, display populist 
rhetoric in the context which is most important 
for defining “populist:” when politicians were 
seeking votes.

This paper will focus its analysis on 
several parties active in the early 1990s, namely 
the Communist Party of Czechoslovakia 
(Komunistická strana Československa, 
KSČ), the Christian Democratic Party 
(Křesťanskodemokratická strana,  KDS), the 
right-conservative-Rally for the Republic 
- Republican Party of Czechoslovakia 
(Sdružení pro republiku - Republikánská 
strana Československa, SPR-RSČ), the liberal-
conservative Civic Democratic Party (Občanská 
demokratická strana, ODS), and the big tent 
liberal Civic Forum (Občanské fórum, OF).

This paper will be analyzing the OF and 
ODS as separate parties, despite the fact that 
since the ODS is a successor party to the OF, the 
two parties could be considered one contiguous 
political party. The OF and ODS shared some 
members, but former OF members who founded 
the ODS took the ODS in a decidedly more 
right-wing direction than its predecessor. On 
occasion, the ODS recalled and refuted the OF’s 
rhetoric of a year or two prior, and where relevant 
this paper notes the dates of these interactions. 
The two parties also had other salient differences 
beyond ideology. The OF was the party of the 
Velvet Revolution that set up a big tent across 
the political spectrum to include all anti-
communists, whereas the ODS defined itself 
on a distinct portion of the political spectrum 
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and looked to present a policy program that was 
much less centered around anti-communism. 
Because of the differences in ideology and 
goals, these two parties 
represent fundamentally 
different perspectives in 
Czechoslovak politics, 
and can thus be compared 
in opposition to each 
other when analyzing 
political rhetoric. 

Historical 
Background

The Czech and 
Slovak peoples were part 
of the Austro-Hungarian 
Empire for years. They 
had varying degrees of autonomy largely based 
on the whims of Vienna or Budapest, but 
nonetheless maintained their culture. Thanks in 
part to these strong traditions as well as some 
clever politicking, the victorious Entente of the 
First World War supported the establishment 
of a democratic Czechoslovakia, founded 
on October 28, 1918.10 The new democracy 
faced hurdles when establishing a functional, 
multiethnic democracy, but also had significant 
advantages in industrial production that allowed 
it to rebound from the war. While not a perfect 
state by any reckoning, Czechoslovakia and its 
internal faults cannot be blamed for its downfall.

After the National Socialists took power 
in Germany, Adolf Hitler began to pursue 
Lebensraum for the German people. First on 
his checklist of territories was the Sudetenland, 
a thin strip of land in the north and west of 
then-Czechoslovakia. The majority of the 
Sudetenland’s residents had ethnic German 
roots, but the lands had been under Czech 
control for hundreds of years and many of the 
Germans had integrated with their Czech 
neighbors. However, the Western allies feared 
German aggression and, throwing Czech 
claims out the window, attempted to appease 
Hitler by granting him the Sudetenland at the 
Munich Conference of 1938. Hitler did not 
stop there, and during the subsequent World 
War subjugated Czechs under a “Protectorate” 
with a Nazi Reichsprotektor in charge. For the 
Czech people, their time under Nazism was a 
harsh withdrawal from the system of European 

10   Mary Heimann, Czechoslovakia: The State that Failed (Yale University Press, 2009).
11   Mary Heimann, Czechoslovakia: The State that Failed (Yale University Press, 2009).

democracy which they had so treasured in the 
interwar years.

After the war, hope for a democratic 

Czechoslovakia returned, but so did a desire to 
take revenge for the country’s suffering. President 
Eduard Beneš pursued retributive justice against 
ethnic Germans in the country through a series 
of decrees, which remain on the books to this 
day. However, domestic politics were unstable 
and the democratic parties proved too weak 
to maintain their foothold. The Communist 
Party staged a coup in February 1948, known in 
Marxist historiography as Victorious February 
(Vítězný únor). They quickly consolidated their 
control of state apparatuses, initiating forty-one 
years of one-party rule.

The communist state was all-encompassing 
but not all-powerful, as demonstrated by the 
1968-1969 period of reform and protests known 
as the Prague Spring. Responding to public 
dissatisfaction with the prior twenty years of 
communist rule, the Central Committee of the 
KSČ under First Secretary Alexander Dubček 
adopted a reformist “Action Programme.” The 
effort was quickly met with backlash from the 
Soviet Union, which organized a coalition of 
Warsaw Pact troops to invade Czechoslovakia 
and extinguish the small light of hope that 
the Prague Spring had provided the people. 
The next iteration of the regime, referred to 
as “normalization,” lasted from late 1969 to 
late 1989, and was marked by authoritarian, 
conservative rule under close Soviet 
supervision.11 Fed up with their oppression, 
a growing movement of underground anti-
communist activists began building support, and 
as the communist regimes in the Warsaw Pact 

"While not a perfect 
state by any reckoning, 
Czechoslovakia and its 
internal faults cannot be 
blamed for its downfall."
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states around them fell, these activists took the 
opportunity to revolt.

This democratic revolution, among the last 
to occur in the former Warsaw Pact countries, 
was quick, prompting historian Timothy Garton 
Ash to quip in its midst, “In Poland it took ten 
years, in Hungary ten months, in East Germany 
ten weeks; perhaps in Czechoslovakia it will take 
ten days!”12 The revolution was also bloodless, 
earning it the nickname of the Velvet Revolution. 
The Czech group which was the dominant 
‘party of the revolution,’ the Civic Forum, 
became a fully-fledged 
political party and the 
odds-on favorite to 
dominate the 1990 
Czechoslovak federal 
elections. They set the 
tone for Czechoslovak 
democracy from the 
outset, but that became 
complicated over 
time with ideological 
and rhetorical 
disagreements among 
numerous factions.

Setting Democratic 
Norms

The Civic 
Forum focused on the 
foundation of interwar 
Czechoslovakia to 
provide historical 
context and inspiration 
for the task of 
d e m o c r a t i z a t i o n 
at hand. The 1918 
revolution was depicted 
as a broad-based popular movement, with 
references to a “rabid crowd” that established 
“our common house.”13 This rhetoric helped 
reinforce the OF’s message of historical justice, 
that the post-communist movement was merely 
a restoration of the status quo, rather than the 
establishment of something new. Politicians 
were also keen to drawn on the parallels 

12   Timothy Garton Ash, “The Revolution of the Magic Lantern,” The New York Review of Books, January 18, 1990, https://www.nybooks.
com/articles/1990/01/18/the-revolution-of-the-magic-lantern/. 
13   Ladislav Šenkyřík, “Od totality k demokracii,” 4 May 1990, Czech subject collection, Box 13, Folder 2, Hoover Institution Archives, 
Stanford, California. Page 2. Note on archival citations: I follow the requirement of the Hoover Archives to identify the item, collection, 
and box, and when possible add other information in the format of this footnote. Translations are by the author with the assistance of online 
machine translation, and by professional translators. Miloš Zeman, “Přijmout Odpovědnost za Vlastní Budoucnost,” 2 March 1990, Czech 
subject collection, Box 13, Folder 1, Hoover Institution Archives. Page 1.
14   Václav Klaus, Proč jsem optimista?, 1992, Václav Klaus miscellany, Box 1, Folder 3, Hoover Institution Archives. Page 5.

between the two periods, and continued to do 
so for some time. Two years after the fall of 
communism, Václav Klaus, leader of the ODS, 
wrote, “This task stood before our families or 
grandparents in Czechoslovakia after the First 
World War, this task facing us after the collapse 
of the communist regime.”14 Klaus and others 
placed the contemporary democratization of 
Czechoslovakia in the grand arc of history, 
making themselves historical actors of great 
importance whose decisions would immediately 
be written into the history books. When this 

rhetoric was combined with the reminder of 
the popular nature of the first revolution, a clear 
message emerged, encouraging the public to get 
involved in their democracy, and to strike a new 
path forward. However, this did not mean the 
communists were entirely removed from the 
political discourse.

As the Communist Party began to 

"As the Communist Party 
...tried to contend in the 
1990 elections, they 
simultaneously tried both to 
make a range of historical 
arguments to legitimize 
their continued presence in 
a democratic system and 
to delegitimize the previous 
communist regime."
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pick up the pieces of their oppressive regime 
and try to contend in the 1990 elections, 
they simultaneously tried to make a range 
of historical arguments to legitimize their 
continued presence in a democratic system 
and to delegitimize the previous communist 
regime. Among the most prominent of these 
was the argument that the past state was 
deeply flawed: “The state of development of the 
society we have achieved in the past cannot be 
considered as genuine socialism. The name of 
the republic as socialist was unwarranted and 
voluntaristic.”15 The KSČ argued that genuine 
socialism is compatible with democracy, whereas 
the disingenuous socialism of the past regime 
was naturally autocratic and incompatible with 
democracy. This was a legitimate rhetorical 
strategy, as the Czechoslovak people had been 
relatively welcoming of the liberalizing, yet still 
communist, reforms of the Prague Spring. The 
leader of those reforms, Alexander Dubček, said 
only a few months prior to the publication of this 
platform, “The idea of socialism with a human 
face became the idea of the people, the memory 
of the nation… Its inheritance is in you.”16 The 
Communists of 1990 were trying to build upon 
this memory of the Prague Spring, the memory 
that communism could be promising and invoke 
passion for change, uplifting the people rather 
than crushing them. Perhaps this memory of 
the Prague Spring weakened under the harsh 
“normalization” regime that followed it, but the 
Communist Party, like so many others, believed 
memories could endure through oppression. 
However, most parties had a radically different 
interpretation of history, and historical memory, 
than the communists did.

There was general consensus amongst non-
communist parties established prior to the 1990 
elections, and carried from there on, that the 
KSČ was inherently undemocratic, regardless 
of the successor party’s declared commitment to 
reform. A Civic Forum pamphlet in December 
1989 declared that “democracy can only be 
promoted and improved by democrats,” reflecting 
a cautiousness about allowing undemocratic 

15   “Průvodce: Volebním Programem KSČ,” Czech subject collection, Box 12, Folder 4, Hoover Institution Archives. Page 1.
16   Ivan Hoffman, “Report of the Soft Revolution,” Czech subject collection, Box 8, Folder 2, Hoover Institution Archives. The speech in 
question was delivered in Bratislava on November 23, 1989. Page 41.
17   Civic Forum pamphlet, Czech subject collection, Box 13, Folder 1, Hoover Institution Archives. Page 2.
18   Jaroslav Chloupek, “Člověk a Komunismus, Ideologie a Skutečnost,” Czech subject collection, Box 13, Folder 1, Hoover Institution 
Archives. Page 2.
19   Václav Benda, public letter, 1992, Czech subject collection, Box 12, Folder 5, Hoover Institution Archives.
20   Jaroslav Chloupek, “Člověk a Komunismus, Ideologie a Skutečnost,” Czech subject collection, Box 13, Folder 1, Hoover Institution 
Archives. Page 2.
21   Volby 1990, Czech subject collection, Box 15, folder 3, Hoover Institution Archives. Page 9.

actors into the newly established system.17 This 
cautiousness was widely shared when considering 
the KSČ’s role in the political system, with a 
profound sense of distrust driving the rhetoric of 
other parties. The OF’s Jaroslav Chloupek wrote, 
“KSČ is likely to be willing again to promise 
anything in its election program that could 
bring success to it in the upcoming elections 
even when it is clear that these promises will 
not be able to be fulfilled because its unlimited 
government for the last forty years has left us 
a sad legacy.”18 Similarly making no distinction 
between the past and present Communists, 
the Christian Democrats invited the public to 
“vote against totalitarianism.”19 This rhetoric 
does not distinguish between the contemporary 
KSČ, which wanted the voters to believe it 
had reformed from communist times, and the 
KSČ which was the ruling party for over forty 
years. By doing so, the non-communist parties 
sought to tie the present and past communists 
in the voters’ minds, and hoped that the voters’ 
bad memories of the past would motivate them 
to oppose the KSČ in the election. The OF 
proclaimed “We must not allow these forces 
to gain [an advantage] in the forthcoming 
elections, because that would mean the end of 
our still weak, yet being born, democracy.”20 The 
natural counter, of course, was to vote for a non-
communist party. To advocate for themselves as 
non-communist parties, the KDS campaigned 
on the martyrdom of its political forefathers 
who opposed communism during the 1970s, 
and the OF campaigned on the platform that 
its leaders were the ones who had overthrown 
communism in the Velvet Revolution. 

However, even these mainstream parties 
were still dogged by the fact that some of their 
leaders had held, even briefly at local levels, some 
affiliation with the Communist Party. In a strike 
against both the communist regime and their 
contemporary foes, Miroslav Sladek’s SPR-RSČ 
proclaimed to voters that “Republicans are not 
burdened with past and cooperation with the 
KSČ, they are the only guarantee of freedom and 
democracy, and they can defend your interests.”21 
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Despite other illiberal statements, the SPR-
RSČ was still fundamentally a democratic party. 
Whether or not the mainstream parties would 
include them among their number is a separate 
issue, but the SPR-RSČ pushed themselves 
forward as a truly democratic, committed anti-
communist party.22 Other parties recognized 
the poor political optics of having members 
with a communist past involved in a democratic 
future. The process of preventing said members 
from taking public office, known as lustration, 
came up in the debate about the democratic 
future of Czechoslovakia.23 In a statement 
typical of the era, Jan Chudomel of the Civic 
Movement (Občanské hnutí) argued that both 
legal and political routes needed to be traversed 
in order to deal with the issue of lustration: “It 
is necessary to condemn all individuals to whom 
we can blame. However, we think it is an illusion 
to think that we can deal with the past by law or 
by some administrative decision.”24 The law, after 
all, had been monopolized by the communist 
regime. Under the democratic state, the basic 
laws were promulgated within a few months. 
However, it takes time for the legal institutions 
of any new regime to take root in the minds of 
the public and of politicians, and Czechoslovakia 
was no different. There were also invocations of 
the last, failed effort to establish Czechoslovak 
democracy after the Second World War, such as 
an OF pamphlet written by Miloš Zeman: “The 
Communist Party, after three years, took absolute 
power and did not intend to deal with any of 
the other domestic political forces. It follows 
that [the party] also bears full responsibility for 
what’s been going on for another forty years in 
the country.”25 Zeman is making three points 
here. First, he implies the law was no barrier to 
the last communist rise and would be no barrier 
to another. Second, he makes a point against 
a political rival. Third, and most importantly, 
Zeman highlights the monopolization of power 
by the Communist Party on the political level, 
subduing dissent and opposition. When viewed 
in conjunction with the concerns surrounding 
lustration and individual connections of party 
members to the past regime, as the OH and 
SPR-RSČ emphasized, one may ask how these 
characteristics came to be the defining traits 
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23   Roman David, Lustration and Transitional Justice: Personnel Systems in the Czech Republic, Hungary, and Poland (University of 
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25   Miloš Zeman, “Přijmout Odpovědnost za Vlastní Budoucnost,” 2 March 1990, Czech subject collection, Box 13, Folder 1, Hoover 
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when politicians were denouncing the anti-
democratic nature of the prior regime. The 
answer lies in the same place: the intensely elite 
nature of the communist regime, in which a 
small group of individuals wielded the entirety 
of the party’s power.

Anti-Elitism
Non-communist parties seized upon the 

prior regime’s elite character as a central point of 
criticism, and won political points by invoking 
the memories of the bygone communist 
structures and the harm they did to the public’s 
trust of the state and political engagement. 
Under the communist regime, political power 
was highly centralized, and the same cadre of 
people controlled every party and state function. 
As Miloš Zeman wrote, the regime’s elites did 
not allow much dissent, especially not during 
the post-Prague Spring normalization or by 
any other organized political parties. According 
to this interpretation of history, the elites were 
shut off from the rest of society, only debating 
amongst themselves to make political decisions 
and only communicating to the outside world 
when it was politically expedient. Orthodox 
communists may have disagreed with this 
interpretation and argued along traditional 
ideological lines that strong central control was 
needed in an economically unstable, ethnically 
fractured state which required significant central 
planning. They may have also disagreed with the 
characterization of the central leaders as elites, 
and rather cast those leaders as public servants, 
in the same way that a democrat might.

However, the dominant view amongst non-
communist parties was that these Communist 
political leaders were elites disconnected from 
their subjects and exercised their power in 
ways detrimental to Czech society. From the 
very beginning, the Civic Forum argued that 
communism was an ideology that inherently 
promoted elite structures: “The Communists’ 
objective, as shown by Marx’s teachings, is the 
violent takeover of power and the establishment 
of the dictatorship of the proletariat, which 
has always been in fact a dictatorship of a 
narrow ruling Communist Party, a dictatorship 
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directed against all, including the proletariat.”26 
Marxism-Leninism was grounded in the idea of 
a vanguard to lead the revolution, but the Civic 
Forum ultimately overstated the proletarian 
nature of Marx’s own teachings. Regardless, 
Czechs and Slovaks recalling their experience 
under communism would not distinguish 
between Marxism and Marxism-Leninism, 
and so the OF had no need to do so, either. 
The notion of “dictatorship of the proletariat” 
is relevant because it invokes another negative 
memory: the Soviet Union’s dictatorship and 
its dominance over Czechoslovak politics. 
Another operative concept is a dictatorship 
“directed against” the proletariat. This “elite” 
antagonism towards “the people” is a crucial 
component of populist rhetoric, because it serves 
the larger populist message that “the people” 
are not properly represented or listened to. In 
this manner, the OF cast the communist elites 
against the people living under the regime, and 
thus established, in one small way, the “elite” 
versus “people” paradigm of populist rhetoric.

Some of the OF’s members echoed the 
overall party line, but others added their own 
perspectives that strayed from the party’s typical 
stance. Miloš Zeman took slight turns in his 
own rhetoric that are suggestive of the populist 
rhetoric he would later employ as President of 
the Czech Republic. As he wrote in 1990 for 
an OF pamphlet, “The system of uncontrolled 
power without feedback leads to the general 
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27   Miloš Zeman, “Přijmout Odpovědnost za Vlastní Budoucnost,” 2 March 1990, Czech subject collection, Box 13, Folder 1, Hoover 
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degeneration of political 
culture, to the extinction 
of political personalities 
of interest.”27 Zeman 
adopted the OF line 
to the extent that 
he characterized the 
past regime as one of 
“uncontrolled power” 
that was a “degeneration” 
of a political culture, 
meaning interwar 
C z e c h o s l o v a k 
democracy. However, 
Zeman’s choice of 
words suggests that the 
personalities of interest, 
meaning political 
figures with ties to both 

the public and the government, were, in fact, 
beneficial. As such, Zeman argued the self-
sequestration of elites under the communist 
regime was fundamentally harmful to the 
people at-large. Since the previous regime’s 
power had gone unchecked, the subsequent 
system of government necessitated checking 
power by creating a “feedback” relationship 
between the politicians and their constituents 
in such a way that leaders were bound to serve 
the people rather than themselves. For the Civic 
Forum, the only option capable of meeting this 
criterion was a representative democracy. Thus, 
Zeman simultaneously advanced the OF’s chief 
rhetorical goal of promoting a democracy in light 
of an undemocratic past while also constructing 
a framework to support “political personalities of 
interest.” As one of those personalities, Zeman 
later could and would take advantage of this 
framework. Regardless of Zeman’s own future 
ambitions, though, his characterization of the 
communist regime as lacking “tangled bonds” 
was resonant for other parties in the early 1990s.

Other politicians critical of the communist 
regime’s elitism focused their attacks on the 
lack of engagement with the populace. This 
lack of “tangled bonds” was a common theme 
in the context of contemporary political 
struggles. When discussing the rough first few 
years of democratic growth in Czechoslovakia, 
Václav Klaus was particularly keen to link the 

"It takes time for the legal 
institutions of any new 
regime to take root in 
the minds of the public 
and of politicians, and 
Czechoslovakia was no 
different."
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lagging areas of contemporary development to 
the harms inflicted by the past regime. In the 
context of a discussion on political decision-
making and the struggle of politicians to 
balance party and public, he characterized 
the communist leaders and “intellectuals” as 
possessing a “‘central’ reasoning” and as “a group 
of people who have acquired the feeling of total 
decision-making freedom.”28 In other words, 
politicians felt as though they were always right, 
and did not feel bound in their decision-making 
capacity by the people they claimed to represent. 
Klaus’s frequently stated dislike of communist 
central planning manifested itself in a more 
generalized anti-elite sentiment in the post-
communist period. “Intellectuals” in this context 
is an anti-elite term because of the implication 
that intellectuals are removed from the people 
and popular concerns. Klaus further frames this 
anti-elite sentiment in both a historical and 

social context, advocating for a “government for 
the citizen” and for the restoration of the “most 
precious social values.”29 This directly contrasts 
the model of communist leadership, thus setting 
Klaus up as a consummate anti-communist 
democrat. Nevertheless, not every party took the 
opportunity to portray itself as the sole perfect 
solution to the democratic ills of the country.

The Christian Democratic Party took a 
less individual, but still bombastic, approach to 
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the issue. The KDS had a small, devoted base of 
conservative Christians, and constantly sought to 
expand its potential electorate without deviating 
too far from its Christian principles. The party 
railed against the communist regime, and in its 
1992 electoral program referred to the regime’s 
political and economic system as “absurd” 
because it was completely self-contained and 
did not engage in any dialogue with subsidiary 
components of the system.30 Their main point 
of contention similarly targeted the lack of 
“tangled bonds” which Zeman had referred 
to two years prior. The lack of bonds between 
leaders and subjects created a small, elite-
centered incentive system, which in turn had 
deleterious effects on democratization because 
there were too few people sufficiently equipped 
to hold the high offices of the country. The 
KDS thus urged voters to exercise caution when 
considering the development of a new political 

elite in post-communist 
C z e c h o s l o v a k i a . 
Implicitly, this was a 
point in favor of the 
KDS, which consistently 
portrayed itself as a 
sensible, honorable party 
with a long history of 
opposing communism 
and many ties to the 
people.31 The KDS’s 
strategy stood in contrast 
to Klaus and his political 
vehicle of the ODS, who 
were more outspoken 
about their own fitness 
for a ‘democratic 
rebuilder’ role. In spite 
of these differences, both 
parties spoke the same 

language regarding the deficiencies of the past.
	 A range of parties acknowledged that 

the main task in building a post-communist 
democratic society was repairing the “tangled 
bonds” first established between voters and 
their representatives during the interwar First 
Republic, but these parties also expressed 
concerns about potential weaknesses in the 
rebuilding process. The KDS engaged in a 
theoretical exposition on the subject, arguing 

"In other words, politicians 
felt as though they were 
always right, and did 
not feel bound in their 
decision-making capacity 
by the people they claimed 
to represent."
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that the institutionalization of “self-governing 
structures” was ultimately the right path, with 
a “natural involvement of the individual” in 
the system serving to “effectively [prevent] 
the emergence of monopolized structures of 
power.”32 The KDS was advocating for a balance 
between the individual and the structures of 
power. The rhetoric utilized to describe those 
structures of power, such as “monopolized,” 
however, could easily be deployed in more anti-
elite rhetoric as well; the elite monopolization of 
power necessarily means that “the people” do not 
have that power, which plays into the hands of 
politicians using populist rhetoric.

Although this may not have been the 
intention of the program, it certainly left the 
door open for such applications. So, while 
parties agreed that the main task of building a 
democracy was to build confidence, or bonds, 
between the voters and the representative, they 
had to confront another rhetorical challenge: 
what would happen if one of the sides of the 
“tangled bonds,” either voter or politician, 
did not trust the other? The answer was that 
politicians would take advantage of the voters.

In early 1990, the Civic Forum posited that 
the threat to democratization in Czechoslovakia 
would come from politicians failing to properly 
engage with voters, prompting parties across the 
political spectrum to attempt to engage voters 
with rhetoric that drew on the memory of 
communist elitism and its relation to the present 
danger of contemporary politics. In December 
1989, the OF laid out an aspirational goal for 
what voters should look for in a leader, including 
the “trust” and “confidence” required to rebuild 
bonds between voters and their representatives, 
but with provisions for a voter’s “admiration… 
anger, and annoyance.”33 Ultimately, though, 
the OF promulgated a cautious message, saying 
that while the public and honest politicians 
(including themselves in this category) were 
working to build a democracy, “We can be 
threatened both from the outside and from the 
inside.”34 To some extent, this is not a surprise. 
Emerging from decades of authoritarian 
leader-driven politics, including Nazism and 
communism, the Czechoslovak people were 
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naturally skeptical of individuals who claimed 
political leadership after the fall of communism. 
Voters in 1990 tangibly felt the weight of their 
country’s long and complicated history: some 
harmful leaders had come from outside and 
imposed themselves, such as Rudolf Heydrich, 
the Nazi Reichsprotektor of the Protectorate 
of Bohemia and Moravia, while others had 
come from within to betray their people, such 
as Klement Gottwald, who led the 1948 coup 
that signaled the beginning of forty years of 
communist domination. Yet neither case is 
cut and dry as “outside” or “inside” political 
players. Heydrich had domestic collaborators, 
and Gottwald received significant aid from the 
Soviet Union. With these grim memories at 
the forefront of the Czechoslovak voter’s mind, 
the OF set out an optimistic path, winding 
through the dark forests of Czech history to 
a brighter, democratic future. However, this 
prompts another question: presuming that 
voters’ memories would lead them to be on the 
lookout for unscrupulous politicians, why were 
politicians able to threaten the voters? Wouldn’t 
the voters be able to pre-empt and monitor such 
politicians? The answer, according to parties 
in the first few years of democratization at 
least, was no: voters did not have the capacity 
to keep their politicians in check because the 
communist regime had harmed them and their 
Czechoslovak society.

Addressing a Broken Society
Parties from across the political spectrum 

argued that the communist system had broken 
Czechoslovak society to such an extent that the 
people could not properly hold their politicians 
accountable and prevent them from acquiring too 
much power. The OF argued that the destruction 
of the Czechoslovak citizen began with the core 
conceit of the communist regime. In the context 
of a pamphlet urging laborers to protest on 
International Workers’ Day, May 1, the party 
charged that the Communists had abandoned 
their working-class roots and cared little for 
the common man, forcing injured workers 
to the “periphery” of the workforce without 
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compensation.35 The publishers of this pamphlet 
wanted to motivate workers to continue their 
anti-elite fight on International Labor Day, 
and the best way to do so was through utilizing 
the past, rather than the present. In a pamphlet 
written for the OF around the same time, Miloš 
Zeman cautioned that the present process would 
be a slow one because the injustices of the past 
are hard to overcome: “For forty years, we have 
been trained to behave normally [according to 
communist rules], and it is not to be expected 
that adopting new rules of behavior will take 
place [quickly] and painlessly.”36 Together, 
the two OF arguments say that communism 
fundamentally changed the way society 
functioned and the relationships of individuals. 
Ondřej Matejka of the Prague-based Institute 
for the Study of Totalitarian Regimes remarked 
that “the danger for democracy and freedom 
in our country is more in the habitus we have 
inherited from the communist regime.”37 In 
other words, the common people were so 
neglected under communism, and so unable 
to change their disenfranchised status until 
the Velvet Revolution, that they had retained 
much of their inherent disposition, or habitus, 
from the communist era. This theme, that these 
peripheral laborers, people “trained” to behave 
normally, would be unable to maintain and 
defend democratic government from power-
hungry politicians, was central to the rhetoric 
that the Civic Forum set out in early 1990.

The Christian Democrats echoed the Civic 
Forum’s rhetoric in their own campaigning, 
though with more provocative wording befitting 
their electoral base. The main problem as the KDS 
put it was an “atomized society after 40 years of 
communist totality.”38 The KDS viewed its role 
as bonding those atoms together, a process they 
initiated through the incorporation of historical 
rhetoric: “We are obliged to decipher a deeper 
understanding of how oppression, lies, and fear 
associated with the communist totality have 
destroyed everything human.”39 This dramatic 
rhetoric was intended to attract the attention of 
voters, and perhaps to provoke them to consider 
the injustices of the communist regime. To invoke 
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the voter’s humanity is a strategy to invoke their 
sense of self-worth, thereby potentially making 
the voter perceive the party more positively. The 
KDS hoped that the voters would conclude 
that drastic change was necessary to handle a 
drastic situation, and thus would vote for the 
KDS to accomplish that change. However, the 
KDS’s approach that distinguished leaders and 
voters as two separate entities was not a popular 
approach amongst other parties.

The ODS agreed that the national habitus 
needed repair, but framed their vision for the 
rebuilding process in inclusive terms that 
portrayed the ODS as a party of the common 
man, which in turn established a template for 
future populist appeals. Like the KDS, their 
argument had a historical basis, saying, “Yes, we 
have to deal with our past,” but the immediate 
political and legal applications of dealing with 
the past, such as lustration and releasing prisoners 
wrongfully convicted under the communist 
legal system, were of less importance overall.40 
Rather, as Václav Klaus argued on behalf of 
his party, “The most complex [problem] is the 
eradication of Bolshevism in us, the eradication 
of the habits and the comfort of communism, 
collectivism and irresponsibility, a process that is 
far more difficult than several… processes and 
laws.”41 According to Klaus, dealing with the 
past would only work by engaging society and 
individuals, and it could not be handled at just 
the political level. This view informed his politics 
and led to his use of rhetoric that shifted the 
emphasis away from political leaders and toward 
the collective task of the people. Klaus very 
much saw himself as a part of this collective task, 
using “we” as the operative subject dealing with 
“our past” and the “Bolshevism in us.” Klaus’s 
message reaffirmed that the ODS was a part 
of the people and shared their experiences and 
concerns. Thus, even though they said dealing 
with the past cannot solely be a political process, 
Klaus and the ODS turned it into one. This was 
a critical part of the political strategy of the 
party, which recognized that the average voter 
was not going to have their voice automatically 
injected into the national conversation, and so 

62



in response the ODS framed itself as the means 
for the people to have their “own chance.”42 This 
positioned Klaus to be the person to carry the 
voter’s “chance” to the national stage, and for 
the ODS to be able to stand up and, per their 
own rhetoric, claim to be speaking truthfully on 
behalf of the people. This stands in contrast to 
the KDS’s more provocative rhetoric about both 
history and the role of leaders, but at the roots  of 
their rhetoric, the KDS and OF are still similar.

The ODS and KDS both agreed upon the 
systemic problem at hand set out by the OF 
in 1990: the people’s spirits have been broken 
down and that was dangerous not only for them 
but for the system as a whole. The OF had 
developed that rhetoric while it was still the big 
tent, relatively apolitical 
party of the revolution, 
but quickly had to come 
up with a corresponding 
electoral strategy 
as it transitioned to 
being a political party 
contesting an election. 
Miloš Zeman described 
the basis of this new 
strategy in March 1990: 
“We therefore appeal 
to the self-esteem of 
each of us, not to the 
humiliation that has 
long been cultivated in 
us.”43 This was a fairly 
simple strategy: appeal 
to peoples’ idealized selves, and tell them that 
the OF values these idealized selves. This is a 
different type of messaging from the KDS’s 
separation of leaders and voters and the ODS’s 
call to collective action; the OF was distinguished 
from the latter because the ODS framed the 
process in negative terms, e.g. the “eradication” 
of Bolshevism, whereas the OF framed it in 
positive ones, e.g. an “appeal to the self-esteem.” 
All three parties, though, recognized the need 
for some sort of popular action. Regardless of 
the nature of the balance they sought to strike 
between voter and representative, they agreed a 
balance needed to exist. But even as their lofty 
political goals aligned, the question remained 
how those goals would be achieved and how 
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politicians would take advantage of the fractured 
society. The answer begins with the “appeal to 
self-esteem.”

The non-communist political establishment 
predicted a nationalist incursion into the nascent 
democratic system because voters’ desires for a 
sense of purpose and worth could be fulfilled by 
nationalism. These non-communist parties had 
established early on that the individual spirit had 
been bruised and battered under a communist 
regime that shunted the people off to the side 
in favor of an elite political system. The KDS 
came to the conclusion that such a battered 
individual would be in no position to resist an 
attractive candidate who would convince the 
voter to renounce “their individual veil in favor 

of some personality or in the spirit of skillfully 
manipulated group interests (local, social, 
professional, religious, national, etc.)… [There 
is] only a single functional way: one movement 
and one leader. Thus, to the corporative, 
authoritative state of the Franco-Spanish or 
Mussolini Italy. The process… inevitably leads 
to the end of democracy.”44 This call back to 
two fascist regimes served as a clear reminder; 
the KDS wanted its voters to understand that 
the newborn democratic system could slide 
back to the authoritarian depths from which it 
came. The logic was that any reasonable voter 
would hear this appeal and turn up their nose 
at any politician seeking to “manipulate” group 
interests. But this logic is not complete, and not 

"To invoke the voter’s 
humanity is a strategy to 
invoke their sense of self-
worth, thereby potentially 
making the voter perceive 
the party more positively."
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fully fleshed out considering the circumstances 
of the day. As expressed by the ODS, “people 
are looking for a group to associate them on 
the basis of shared characteristics - language, 
customs, traditions, historical experience - and 
this is a good reason for the rise of nationalism.”45 
This draws yet another contrast with the 
KDS, as the ODS portrayed the nationalist 
decision as understandable given the context 
of forty years of communist rule, whereas the 
KDS fundamentally believed the people were 
good liberal, individualistic citizens who had 
just been harmed, and once recovered, they 
would reject nationalism. 
The Communist Party 
ultimately bet on a 
nationalist approach 
similar to that which the 
ODS had described.

The Communist 
Party’s support for 
nationalism provoked 
other parties to 
both denounce the 
Communists and then 
position themselves as 
distinctly opposed to the 
now-tinged nationalist 
rhetoric. The KSČ 
attempted to adopt a wide 
range of strategies in the 
few years immediately 
following the fall of the 
prior regime. One strategy 
which won the favor of 
party leadership was the 
national unity strategy, 
described as follows: 
“We are committed 
to bringing together 
patriotism, a feeling of 
national pride, common interest, and a concern 
for the better future of the country. We are in 
favor of developing the national identity.”46 At 
first glance, this seems to be in opposition to 
traditional Marxist-Leninist doctrine, which 
de-emphasizes the role of nations in favor of 
emphasizing class struggle as the primary driver 
of society’s ills. In practice, though, there was 
some leniency during the communist regime 
for expressions of national goodwill, so the 
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KSČ’s position was not historically baseless. 
The national strategy was their replacement 
for communism’s role as a governing ideology 
in people’s lives; for those voters who felt that 
communism gave them a sense of unity, the 
KSČ hoped they would feel the same about 
national unity in a democratic system. 

Referring to the mainstream parties’ 
predictions of voter behavior, the KDS was 
proved wrong. Not all voters rejected the KSČ’s 
nationalist message, whereas the ODS’s position 
was somewhat validated. Writing in 1992, Václav 
Klaus struck an assured tone: “people have 

always tried to get followers by playing on the 
strings of their national sentiment… Sometimes 
the left-wing politicians use it, almost at 
regular intervals, at a time when they feel that 
national demagogy can get more sympathy than 
social demagogy.”47 Klaus criticized not only 
the communists, but also the left wing, more 
broadly speaking, as being unprincipled and 
prone to destructive nationalist thought. He 
was confident that this “national demagogy” was 

"But even as their lofty 
political goals aligned, 
the question remained 
how those goals would 
be achieved and how 
politicians would take 
advantage of the fractured 
society. The answer begins 
with the 'appeal to self-
esteem.'"
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nothing more than a tactic to be deployed at 
will. More piercing than just his basic dismissal 
of nationalist leaders, however, was Klaus’s 
explanation for why precisely, in his democratic 
worldview, the communists could not employ 
nationalist rhetoric:

Different socialist thinkers are trying to re-
define socialism and give it a whole new, un-
compromising sense, but it seems they will not 
succeed. They had to make sense of the people 
to erase the experiences of several decades, they 
would have to find a new Marx, someone who 
would… once again convince romantic dream-
ers among the intellectuals that it is possible for 
the state to organize our lives better than how 
we are able to organize ourselves.48

Here, Klaus linked the re-establishment 
of socialism with the erasure of memory. By 
neglecting to clearly define socialism, Klaus 
could apply this rhetoric to a wide variety of 
left-wing parties, ascribing to them a great 
sin: disrespecting the memory of the Czech 
people. He also incorporated anti-elite rhetoric 
by saying that only “romantic dreamers among 
the intellectuals” would buy the new iterations 
of socialist thinking and thus ignore the 
“experiences of several decades,” which were 
presumably those of “ourselves,” meaning 
the common man, including Klaus himself. 
As such, Klaus wielded historical memory 
as a tool to forward a populist outlook on the 
present and future of Czech politics. The core 
of his rejection of the post-Velvet Revolution 
KSČ lay in his own memory and his belief that 
many voters felt the same way he did. Not only 
the political mainstream attacked the KSČ’s 
newfound nationalism, however, as the far-
right Republican Party also took issue with the 
communist rhetoric of national unity.

The SPR-RSČ attacked the KSČ along 
similar lines as the ODS, focusing on the history of 
communist rule and the insincerity of the sudden 
rhetorical shift. The SPR-RSČ naturally wanted 
to promote a republican view of government 
and hung its hat on comparing communism to 
republicanism. It characterized communism as 
a fraudulent ideology, going so far as to ask of 
communist voters, “Are they people who do not 
want to admit their life misconceptions, or real 

48   Ibid., page 11.
49   “Dnešek: pravicový opoziční list,” July 1991, Czech subject collection, Box 8, Folder 4, Hoover Institution Archives. Page 14.
50   Václav Klaus, Proč jsem optimista?, 1992, Václav Klaus miscellany, Box 1, Folder 3, Hoover Institution Archives. Page 14.

supporters of fraudulent ideology?”49 At face 
value, one might say that the SPR-RSČ believed 
there was no ‘understandable’ nationalism in the 
same way that Klaus might posit. In fact, the 
SPR-RSČ engaged in nationalist rhetoric at 
many points, so their issue with the KSČ was 
twofold. First, the SPR-RSČ disdained the lack 
of respect that KSČ supporters had for their 
own memories. This is because the SPR-RSČ 
wanted to communicate to its potential voters 
that their memories would be respected and 
elevated in the political discourse. Second, the 
“fraudulent ideology” of the KSČ was similar to 
how Klaus derogatorily discussed an attempt to 
“redefine socialism.” The SPR-RSČ and ODS 
alike painted the KSČ as swindlers, liars, and 
opportunists, characteristics which they hoped 
would send voters into their arms and away 
from the communists. The SPR-RSČ, ODS, 
OF, and KDS all firmly opposed the KSČ and 
its political strategy in the new democratic 
Czechoslovakia, focusing their criticisms on the 
KSČ’s lack of respect for the people’s memories 
and belief that the KSČ policy of national 
unity was not constructive for rebuilding a 
strong Czechoslovak democracy. Because the 
non-communist parties were unified against 
explicitly nationalist rhetoric, they each had to 
present their own distinct rhetorical alternative 
that would simultaneously reach out to the 
people through an “appeal to self-esteem” and 
re-establish the “tangled bonds” that would limit 
the government and thus new elite formation.

Solutions within a Democracy
The non-communist parties sought to 

promote themselves as honorable and relatable, 
and emphasized their solidarity with their 
voter base rather than a broader national unity 
with all Czechs or Slovaks. Prior to the 1992 
elections, Václav Klaus opined that, despite his 
less-than-stellar confidence in the success of 
the country’s future democratization, he still 
trusted that some political actors would be more 
successful than others: “it will not be ambitious, 
nationalist slogans of the desperate politicians 
(ohánějící politikové) who say the last word, 
but the thoughtful and pragmatic thinkers.”50 
Klaus contrasted “desperate politicians,” a way 
to disparage elites, with “pragmatic thinkers,” 
a category in which he implicitly put himself. 
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He thus situated himself as a man of the people 
ready to fight against the worst tendencies of 
those politicians. Klaus’s more general sentiment 
of “thoughtful and pragmatic thinkers” proves 
to be informative when analyzing other parties’ 
rhetoric; through their campaign materials, they 
each answer what it means to be “thoughtful and 
pragmatic.” 

The Civic Forum portrayed itself as a 
practical party that sought to unite the people 
under a shared mission to build a better society. 
They prefaced some of their more negative 
rhetoric by reminding voters that they were 
the ones who had “stood at the head” of the 
revolution.51 This was a way to remind voters of 
their leadership credentials and hopefully make 
the party’s pessimistic program more palatable. 
The program did not pull punches, saying “the 
current state of our house is therefore bleak,” but 
also responded to this harsh truth directly: “the 
electoral program of the Civic Forum is primarily 
a rescue program for the house.”52 Such rhetoric 
framed the task of democratization as a mutual 
struggle to be shared by the party and its voters. 
The OF wanted to emphasize that they, too, 
lived through communism, and shared the same 
experiences as the voting public. One experience 
they highlighted was that of the common laborer 
under communism: “Millions of people have 
worked honestly, but their work has often been 
falsified in absurd jokes, ruining our birthplace.”53 
With this proclamation, the OF sought to 
capture voters on two counts: the “falsification” 
of experience, and the invocation of the shared 
past, as in “our birthplace.” Regarding the 
falsification of experience, the party recognized 
that its voters deserved to be acknowledged for 
their work in a way that they weren’t previously, 
and by bringing light to this injustice, the OF 
implied their own ability to correct it. Regarding 
the shared past, such rhetoric created a strong 
sense of belonging and togetherness, in addition 
to the OF’s unique position as being the party 
of the revolution. Despite all of the historical 
motivation and popular rhetoric, the OF 
understood its “rescue program” might not be 
popular amongst voters, and so pre-empted a 
backlash: “We are aware that the willingness of 

51   Miloš Zeman, “Přijmout Odpovědnost za Vlastní Budoucnost,” 2 March 1990, Czech subject collection, Box 13, Folder 1, Hoover 
Institution Archives. Page 3.
52   Ibid., page 2.
53   Ibid., page 1.
54   Ibid., page 3.
55   Václav Klaus, Proč jsem optimista?, 1992, Václav Klaus miscellany, Box 1, Folder 3, Hoover Institution Archives. Page 32.
56   Ibid.

the victims is not very popular in the electoral 
program and that the formulation of this goal 
can be abused in the electoral struggle by those 
who have caused our shameful lag behind 
the advanced world.”54 This is indicative of a 
key political point, as the OF characterized 
its political opponents as opportunists who 
hindered the country’s democratization. In 
this sense, the OF appealed to the desire of 
the Czechoslovak people to move away from 
communism and back into the community of 
democratic states. It is simultaneously a popular 
and anti-elite argument, but in such a way that 
built off of the OF’s rhetorical strength as the 
party of the revolution. The OF was thus both 
thoughtful and pragmatic with this approach, 
which incorporated an understanding of 
challenges facing the party on both policy and 
political fronts, but also was pragmatic for 
the sake of its own political gains. As the OF 
predicted, though, other parties would be quick 
to decry its outlook.

Despite being a successor party of the 
Civic Forum, the ODS was quick to criticize the 
OF’s rhetoric as being elitist and insufficiently 
conscious both of history and of contemporary 
popular sentiment. Writing in 1992, Václav Klaus 
remarked that political parties had a duty to fight 
on behalf of their voters, but some parties were 
less suited to do so than others: “Elite clubs… 
can not fulfill this task. They can not get people 
“down” for such a program.”55 Klaus attributed 
this to a chief weakness: “The lack of respect for 
historical experience, continuity and tradition.”56 
This was a direct repudiation of the Civic 
Forum’s effort to build support by energizing 
voters to vote for a program. In the abstract 
realm, away from policy, Klaus was also setting 
up an important anti-elite rhetorical construct 
by describing the former OF politicians as 
belonging to “elite clubs.” This harkens back 
to the concern about the “uncontrolled power 
without tangled bonds,” in other words the 
elite club of the communist regime. So, when 
Klaus slammed “the lack of respect for historical 
experience,” he was attempting to refocus the 
historical debate away from the OF’s leadership 
role in the Velvet Revolution, and toward the 
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character of its leadership. Embedded in this 
was the implication that the ODS was not an 
elite club, because to be an elite club would 
be disrespectful of “historical experience, 
continuity and tradition,” and for Klaus, that 
disrespect was a most foul crime. He wanted 
voters to believe the same thing about the ODS 
that the OF wanted its voters to believe: that our 
party is comprised of people just like you, who 
understand your historical experience and who 
will fight for you. This thoughtful and pragmatic 
end goal was shared by 
parties outside of the 
political mainstream, 
namely the SPR-RSČ, 
even if the means to reach 
that end were different.

The SPR-RSČ 
used flamboyant 
rhetoric to emphasize 
its comprehension of 
contemporary dynamics 
between the elite and 
the people. Underlying 
most SPR-RSČ rhetoric 
was a recognition of the 
importance of the past, 
and the “honor” of the 
people to speak openly 
of their memories.57 
Accompanying this, 
however, were drastic 
statements about the 
harm done to the people 
under the communist 
regime, and how it had not 
ended when the regime 
left. A few months after 
the Velvet Revolution, the 
SPR-RSČ insisted that 
“The public is perfectly 
emotionally and intellectually manipulated. All 
the means of this psychotechnical manipulation 
are concentrated in the hands of a narrow group 
of internationals.”58 The word “internationals” 
in this context is code for the elite who worked 
against the people from abroad. This evokes the 
communist era, when Moscow pulled strings 
in Prague. Encompassed within this argument 
are domestic collaborators as well, implied to be 
the SPR-RSČ’s political opponents. The SPR-

57   “Dnešek: pravicový opoziční list,” July 1991, Czech subject collection, Box 8, Folder 4, Hoover Institution Archives. Page 14.
58   Ibid., page 6.
59   Ibid.

RSČ warned voters that the other parties may 
not be as tame as they seem, and not genuinely 
concerned with, or ingrained in, the public 
consciousness. The SPR-RSČ’s positive message, 
to accompany this doom and gloom, took on a 
revolutionary, almost philosophical tone: “The 
only real danger to the government is free and 
brave citizens, morally autonomous, powerful 
and independent people… Our people have 
forgotten that freedom must not be left before 
life, for living without it is mere shame.”59 The 

SPR-RSČ engaged in the “appeal to the self-
esteem” that Miloš Zeman set out as the task 
of all political parties at the time, in advance of 
the 1990 elections. The SPR-RSČ characterized 
the people as powerful, and reminded them 
that their power must be put to good use, lest 
freedom “be left before life” as it was under the 
communist regime. “Our people” evoked the 
sense of camaraderie that other parties also 
desired, and suggested that the SPR-RSČ also 

"Because the “non-
communist parties were 
unified against explicitly 
nationalist rhetoric, they 
each had to present their 
own distinct rhetorical 
alternative that would 
simultaneously reach out 
to the people through an 
“appeal to self-esteem” 
and re-establish the 

67



recognized the value of aligning their personage, 
and thereby their goals, with voters. In this sense, 
the SPR-RSČ was not much different from the 
ODS or OF: all portrayed themselves as parties 

of the people, standing with their voters rather 
than being aloof leaders. After all, nobody 
wanted to be accused of being an elite.

Conclusion
In the immediate aftermath of the fall of 

an oppressive communist regime, Czechoslovak 
parties and politicians sought to win support by 
using history and historical memory to construct 
populist rhetoric. This rhetoric appealed to 
voters’ dissatisfactions with the communist 
regime’s elitism and destruction of Czechoslovak 
society. The post-communist parties responded 
accordingly, on the former issue deploying anti-
elite rhetoric, and on the latter issue advocating 
for the reconstruction of “the people” as a unit. 
These two rhetorical tools, “the people” and “the 
elite,” define populist rhetoric, then and now.

On the basis of painful historical memories, 
the non-communist parties rejected attempts by 
the Communist Party both to stake a place in the 

democratic system, and to introduce explicitly 
nationalist rhetoric into political debates. The 
non-communists debated fiercely about what 
non-nationalist path should be taken, but all 

converged on the same 
principle of “thoughtful 
and pragmatic” popular 
representation. This was 
deployed in a variety of 
fashions, with the Civic 
Forum proclaiming 
a big tent to face the 
practical problems of 
the era, the Christian 
Democrats seeking to 
lead the people based on 
a shared set of values, 
the Civic Democrats 
pushing a policy agenda 
forward from a place 
amongst the people, and 
the Republicans riling up 
their voters with fervent 
rhetoric in order to stand 

out.
Partisan ideological differentiation in the 

Czech Republic has become richer over the 
years, and so has the overt presence of populists 
in Czech politics. These populists include the 
current President, Miloš Zeman, the very same 
who was a loyal member of the Civic Forum, 
and Prime Minister, Andrej Babiš, a political 
outsider. While some analyses seek to explain 
their success, and the success of other populists 
in the region, as a new phenomenon, this paper 
has sought to show that their success is merely 
building on a long rhetorical tradition. The focus 
of their messages change, perhaps corruption 
one year and immigration the next, but the 
framework that undergirds their appeal has a 
long history. In order to best understand the 
present, we must understand the past, and in 
order to best advocate for the future we want, 
regardless of ideology or tactics, we ought to 
educate ourselves on what successful rhetoric 
looks like.

"All portrayed themselves 
as parties of the people, 
standing with their voters 
rather than being aloof 
leaders. After all, nobody 
wanted to be accused of 
being an elite."
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Introduction
Pakistan could be water scarce by 2025.1 

In recent months, this prediction has generated 
headlines and galvanized the country as a whole. 
However, this is not new information; the UN, 
IMF, and Pakistan Council for Research in Wa-
ter Resources (PCRWR) have been deliberating 
potential water scarcity for the past few years. 2 

The fact that the seriousness of this  dan-
ger was not well known within the Pakistani 
populous for so long is unsurprising, as the 
warnings of water security experts have been 
largely ignored.3 But today—primarily due to 
three events that occurred this past year—the 
water crisis seems to be getting the attention 
that it deserves. First, Pakistan’s Permanent In-
dus Commission objected to the Kishanganga 
hydroelectric project initiated by Indian Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi on grounds that it vi-

1   Wasif, Sehrish. “Pakistan may run dry by 2025: study.” The Express Tribune. May 30, 2016. https://tribune.com.pk/story/1112704/
pakistan-may-run-dry-2025-study/ 
2   Kugelman, Michael. “Water Scarcity,” Dawn. Jun 19, 2018. https://www.dawn.com/news/1414710 
3   Ibid.
4   Mustafa, Danish. “Exactly how doomed are we?” Daily Times. Aug 9, 2018.  https://dailytimes.com.pk/280434/exactly-how-doomed-
are-we/
5   Ahmad, Meher. “Pakistan Tries A New Way To Pay For A Dam: Crowdsourcing.” The New York Times. Oct 5, 2018. https://www.nytimes.
com/2018/10/25/world/asia/pakistan-dam-fund.html

olated the Indus Water Treaty. Simultaneously, 
the Pakistan Council of Research in Water Re-
sources predicted that Pakistan could “run dry” 
by 2025. Both of these events catalyzed  pub-
lic outrcry and brought the severity of the sit-
uation into mainstream discussion.4 These first 
two events then culminated in the most tangible 
representation of the urgency of the water crisis: 
The Supreme Court of Pakistan and the Prime 
Minister of Pakistan Diamer-Bhasha created 
the Mohmand Dams Fund — an attempt initi-
ated by the Chief Justice of Pakistan to crowd-
source $14 billion for the construction of a large 
dam.5

These events successfully created awareness 
amongst the public regarding the severity of 
the crisis Pakistan faces. At  the same time, this 
awareness  has led to the spread of rampant mis-
information about the nature of the water crisis. 

Hydropolitics 
in the Indus Basin: 
The Indus Water Treaty and Water 
Mismanagement in Pakistan

Uzair Sattar & Atrey Bhargav
Tufts University
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The general public has yet 
to understand what the 
water crisis is, how it is to 
be defined, what its causes 
are, and where the solu-
tions lie. This paper will 
attempt to remedy this. 

The paper will be 
structured based on our 
findings regarding the fol-
lowing three questions:

1.	 What is India’s 
role in Pakistan’s water 
crisis and how effective 
are the existing mecha-
nisms, namely the 1960 
Indus Waters Treaty, in  
safeguarding Pakistan’s 
interests?

2.	 What is and 
what is not the water 
crisis —  how to define 
exactly the causes, com-
ponents, and realities of 
Pakistan’s true water crisis?

3.	 What steps should be taken by all 
stakeholders that will contribute to improving 
the understanding, management, and distri-
bution of water resources?

Part One of this paper will address inter-
national transboundary water sharing challenges 
in the Indus Basin between Pakistan and India. 
After the Uri attacks in September 2016, Indian 
Prime Minister Narendra Modi made a provoc-
ative statement targeted at Pakistan claiming 
that “Blood and water cannot flow together”.6 
Sartaj Aziz, the de facto foreign minister of Pa-
kistan at the time, emphatically replied by say-
ing that any attempts by India to revoke or quell 
the flow of water into Pakistan can be taken as 
an “act of war.”7 Two years later, the Kishen-
ganga inauguration on the Jhelum river played 
into these pre-existing dispositions. An atmo-
sphere of fear was created in Pakistan through 
a widespread perception that India possesses the 
ability to stop water flow into Pakistan through 
their projects. Our findings will show that this 
is merely a perceived crisis, as the legal mecha-
nisms in place for transboundary water sharing 

6   Mohan, Vishwa. “Blood and water can’t flow together: PM Narendra Modi gets tough on Indus treaty.” Sep 27, 2016.  https://timesofindia.
indiatimes.com/india/Blood-and-water-cant-flow-together-PM-Narendra-Modi-gets-tough-on-Indus-treaty/articleshow/54534135.cms
7   Aziz, Sataj. “Revocation of Indus Waters Treaty Can Be Taken as an Act of War.” Dawn. Sept 27, 2016. https://www.dawn.com/
news/1286437/revocation-of-indus-waters-treaty-can-be-taken-as-an-act-of-war-sartaj-aziz
8   Wasif, Sehrish. “Pakistan may run dry by 2025: study.” The Express Tribune. May 30, 2016. https://tribune.com.pk/story/1112704/
pakistan-may-run-dry-2025-study

between the countries are strong enough to en-
sure Pakistan’s complete water security.

Part Two will detail the true nature of Pa-
kistan’s domestic water crisis. Based on our find-
ings, we will examine the substance behind Pa-
kistan Council of Research in Water Resources 
prediction that Pakistan could “run dry” by 2025 
by analyzing the historical, structural, and mac-
ro-economic deficiencies in domestic water re-
source management and policy.8 It is here that 
we identify the real crisis and formally define 
Pakistan’s water crisis, identify its causes and 
components.

Part Three uses the analysis and evidence 
presented in the paper to make recommenda-
tions on how to best move forward with India 
through the mechanisms outlined in the Indus 
Water Treaty (IWT) as well as addressing the 
domestic structural deficiencies in Pakistan’s 
water resource management. We hope that the 
discussion in this paper will contribute towards 
practical policy discourse on tangible structur-
al, legal, and normative measures stakeholders 
in the region can undertake in the hope for in-
troducing new approaches to understanding the 

"This is merely a 
perceived crisis, as the 
legal mechanisms in 
place for transboundary 
water sharing between 
the countries are strong 
enough to ensure 
Pakistan’s complete water 
security."
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water crisis and positing 
long-term solutions for 
Pakistan. 

But before launch-
ing into this inquiry, we 
turn to the basin itself. 

Indus Basin Over-
view

The Indus Riv-
er is Pakistan’s lifeline. 
Originating from Tibet 
in the upper reaches of 
the Himalaya, the river 
moves through Indi-
an-controlled Kashmir 
(a disputed territory) and 
finally enters its most de-
pendent area, across the 
international boundary 
into downstream Paki-
stan.9 It flows through 
the fertile plains of Pun-
jab and then Sindh, even-
tually draining into the 
Arabian Sea. 

The British expand-
ed the irrigation network 
in sheer size and scale to 
the point where the Indus 
Basin in Pakistan is the 
largest irrigation network 
in the world, accounting 
for seventy-one percent 
of the country’s territo-
ry.10 The Basin is directly 
responsible for the employment of nearly half of 
Pakistan’s labor force and a quarter of the gross 
domestic product.11 Given the size, magnitude, 
and dependence Pakistan places on the basin, it 
would be difficult to overemphasize the impor-
tance of the Basin in the security calculus of the 
country. 

Part One: Indo-Pak Transboundary Wa-
ter Challenges

The most significant addition to the polit-

9   United Nations Peacekeeping: “United Nations Military Observer Group in India and Pakistan.” United Nations.  https://peacekeeping.
un.org/en/mission/unmogip 
10   “Indus Water Basin: geography, population and climate war.” Aquastat. http://www.fao.org/nr/water/aquastat/basins/indus/indus-CP_
eng.pdf 
11   Briscoe, John et. al. 2005. “Pakistan’s water economy: running dry” Washington, DC: World Bank. http://documents.worldbank.org/
curated/en/989891468059352743/Pakistans-water-economy-running-dry. Pp 89.
12   Sattar, Erum et. al. “Evolutions of Water Institutions in the Indus Basin: Reflections from the law of the Colorado River.” University of 
Michigan Journal of Law Reform, Volume 51, Issue 4, 2018. Aug 23, 2017. https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3023589

ical framework of the Indus Basin’s water infra-
structure was the signing of the Indus Waters 
Treaty (1960) between Pakistan, India, and the 
World Bank.12 The Treaty established how wa-
ters in the Indus Basin are to be shared between 
the two countries, established technical engi-
neering parameters for construction projects, 
and outlined a dispute resolution mechanism 
in case of differences from either side. It is here 
that we will begin our discussion. 

73



Salient Issues in Indo-Pak Water Relati-
ons:

• The Indus River encapsulates a host of 
sensitivities for Pakistan’s national security 
apparatus. By flowing through Indian-ad-
ministered Kashmir, India has theoretical 
control over the water flow and timing as 
they are upper riparian’s of the river. Giv-
en the adversarial relationship between the 
two countries, Pakistan has always viewed 
the Indus River through a security lens and 
consequently views Indian projects a po-
tential threat to the country’s security.

• Many in Pakistan’s political and security elite 
believe their security concerns regarding Indi-
an encroachments on the Indus are valid due 
to the burden of history. India stopped water 
flow into Pakistan on April 1, 1948.13 For the 
first (and only) time, India had demonstrated 
their willingness and ability to control water 
flow into Pakistan. This heightened the state’s 
insecurity as it became evident that the lifeline 
of Pakistan’s economy—the Indus River—was 
at the mercy of a hostile Indian government. 
The act defied the natural geography of the 
Indus Basin, leaving the newly-formed Pa-
kistani state with the acute realization that it 
had to guarantee access to the waters of the 
Indus river system. For many in the Pakastani 
bureaucratic elite, the memory of April 1, 
1948, is still alive, giving rise to paranoia con-
cerning Indian projects on Pakistani rivers. 
Subsequently, Pakistan tends to view Indian 
projects through a security lens.

• The Indian government itself has politi-
cized the 1960 Indus Waters Treaty. In 2016, 
Modi infamously said that “blood and water 
cannot flow together.”14 A few weeks later on 
the banks of the Ravi, he said that he “would 
not let a drop of the Ravi flow into Pakistan.” 
Some reports indicated that India was even 
reconsidering their participation in the Trea-
ty.15 This inevitably brought all Indian projects 
on Pakistani rivers under political scrutiny and 

13   Gilmartin, David. “Blood and Water: The Indus River Basin in Modern History.” University of California Press. 2015. Pp 206.
14   Mohan, Vishwa. “Blood and water can’t flow together: PM Narendra Modi gets tough on Indus treaty.” Sep 27, 2016.  https://timesofindia.
indiatimes.com/india/Blood-and-water-cant-flow-together-PM-Narendra-Modi-gets-tough-on-Indus-treaty/articleshow/54534135.cms
15   Mohan, Vishwa. “Uri Attack Response: PM Modi To Take Stock of Indus Waters Treaty.” NDTV. Sep 26, 2016. https://www.ndtv.com/
india-news/uri-attack-response-pm-modi-to-take-stock-of-indus-water-treaty-1466307
16   Sattar, Erum et. al. “Evolutions of Water Institutions in the Indus Basin: Reflections from the law of the Colorado River.” University of 
Michigan Journal of Law Reform, Volume 51, Issue 4, 2018. Aug 23, 2017. https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3023589. 
Pp 28
17   Zafar, Adeel et. al.  “Imagining Industan: Overcoming Water Insecurity In The Indus Basin.” Springer International Publishing. Pp 12-13.

caused people in Pakistan to be overly skepti-
cal about India’s role in Pakistan’s water crisis. 

• Pakistan has been particular concerned 
regarding two Indian projects: the Baglihar 
and Kishenganga hydroelectric dams. Both 
have become highly emotive issues for Pa-
kistan as there is a perception that India 
can affect the timing and flow of water into 
Pakistan using these structures. 
Before delving into the substance of these 

issues, it is imperative to understand how history 
shaped the water sharing arrangements between 
the two countries. 

Making Nature Conform to the Territorial 
Nation — Partition and its Aftermath

The partition of the Indian subcontinent 
divided the Indus Basin between India and Pa-
kistan. The Radcliffe Commission’s 1947 demar-
cation of the border drew a line over the largest 
contiguous gravity flow irrigation system in the 
world.16 The political leaders at the time were all 
too aware of this and used their influence to gain 
strategic advantages for their respective coun-
tries. This was especially true for the manner in 
which Punjab—the most important province at 
the time of partition given its central role in In-
dian politics—was partitioned. The Commission 
deviated from their duty to fairly and impartially 
draw the boundary between India and Pakistan 
a day or so before the announcement of the of-
ficial land award because of one reason: water. 

Radcliffe’s private secretary at the time of 
partition, Christopher Beaumont, revealed that 
Britain’s last viceroy, Lord Mountbatten, was 
apparently goaded into action by Indian leader 
Jawaharlal Nehru, who pressured him to alter 
the first draft of the land demarcation.17 We 
now know that the division was changed to give 
India a substantial tract of land - the Zira and 
Ferozepur sub-districts of Punjab’s Ferozepur 
district. Both were Muslim majority, and thus, 
should have ordinarily gone to Pakistan. But im-
portant infrastructure that controlled the flow 
of water in the Sutlej river lay in these districts, 
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making them an area of immense strategic im-
portance.18 In the words of Beaumont, this inci-
dent brought “grave discredit on both men” and 
undermined the legitimacy of the ostensibly im-
partial Radcliffe Commission.19 Therefore, the 
tensions between India and Pakistan predate the 
very inception of the two states and set the tone 
for what was to follow. 

In the post-partition era, the relationship 
between people, territory, and state was frag-
mented. This led to a crisis of legitimacy which 
caused both states to take measures to establish 
their undisputed sovereignty. The Indus Riv-
er directly challenged unified sovereignty by 
flowing across borders. Pakistan had territorial 
sovereignty over the river, whereas India, as the 
upper riparian, ensured its absolute sovereignty 
through control of the headworks infrastruc-
ture. Controlling water flows within national 
territory was essential to establishing legitimate 
state sovereignty. In this light, “controlling wa-
ter” revealed the contradic-
tions the partition had en-
gendered by attempting to 
make nature conform to the 
political boundaries.

The Water Stops
The most overt exam-

ple of an exercise of con-
trol occurred on April 1, 
1948. After the expiration 
of a standstill water-sharing 
agreement between India 
and Pakistan, India unilater-
ally stopped water flow into 
Pakistan.20 Ironically, it used 
the very headworks India 
had covertly procured from 
Pakistan in the Mountbat-
ten meetings pre-partition 
to do so. The Ferozepur headworks stopped the 
water coming into Pakistan from the Dipalpur 
canal as well as the upper Bari Doab Canal. In-
dia’s action left 5.5% of the sown area and al-
most 8% of the cultivable land in West Pakistan 
at the time without water.21 It also became an 
issue of provincial rhetoric for the Punjabi mid-

18   Ibid.
19   Kaushik RK, “How Ferozepur Became Ours.” Times of India, 19 April 2016. https://times ofindia.indiatimes.come/india/how-ferozpur-
became-ours/articleshow/469742. 
20   Gilmartin, David. “Blood and Water.” University of California Press. 2015. Pp 206.
21    Ibid
22   Rehman, Nida. “From Artifact to Site: Understanding the Canal in the City of Gardens.” Master’s thesis, Massacussetts Institute of 
Technology. 2009.

dle class as the impact was most visibly felt in 
the province’s cultural capital of Lahore, whose 
population saw a barren canal in the heart of 
the city. As The Pakistan Times editorialized, in 
the five weeks without water, “what should have 
been green fields” had “shimmered barrenly in 
the merciless sun.” When “water gurgled” once 
again in the canal on May 5, the paper reported 
that the “great excitement of the Lahori people” 
was palpable as they “flocked” the canal bank.22 

Overnight, Pakistan and its people under-
stood what it meant to be the lower riparian. 
The country was now all too aware of the fact 
that India possessed the ability to create  a wa-
ter shortage in the country at will. It was at this 
critical juncture that Pakistan swiftly moved to 
protect its water rights and security through ne-
gotiation with their Indian counterparts.

Pakistan’s Need for Protection — Intro-
ducing the Indus Waters Treaty, 1960

While New Delhi insisted that water is no 
different from any other natural resource within 
India, Islamabad asserted that the natural flow 
of rivers across borders produces shared sover-
eignties. These diverging narratives caused the 
bilateral talks between Pakistan and India to 
fail and created a space for the international 

"Pakistan had territorial 
sovereignty over the river, 
whereas India, as the 
upper riparian, ensured 
its absolute sovereignty 
through control of the 
headworks infrastructure."
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community to step in and broker an agreement. 
David Lilienthal, Chairman of the Tennessee 
Valley Authority, visited the Basin and pushed 
for the World Bank to take an interest in the 
dispute and broker talks for its resolution.23 Un-
der the pretext of the Cold War and increasing 
Soviet influence in the region, the United States 
decided to take interest in this dispute. Using its 
auxiliary economic institution, the World Bank, 
the Eisenhower administration took a funda-
mentally challenging role in offering its “good 
offices” to mediate the water dispute.24 With 
this, the decade long negotiation process began.

During the initial stages of the negotia-
tions, India originally offered Pakistan control 
over five rivers. Pakistan rejected this as they 
felt they should claim all six rivers. As the talks 
went on, India offered Pakistan fewer conces-
sions, until Pakistan was forced to accept control 
over only three rivers.25 Thus the Eastern Rivers 
whose courses run more in India were allocated 
to India, and the three Western Rivers that pri-
marily run through Pakistan were allocated to 
Pakistan. 

While this negotiation meant that Pakistan 
had to give three rivers to India, further analysis 
reveals that Pakistan gained substantially more 

23   Lilienthal, David. “Another Korea in the Making?” Colliers, Aug 4, 1951.
24   Haines, David. “Rivers Divided: Indus Basin Water in the Making of India and Pakistan.” Oxford University Press, 2016, 38
25   Naqvi, Feisal. Personal Interview. 10 August 2018.
26   Ibid.
27   “The Indus Basin Development Fund Agreement.” World Bank. Sept 19, 1960. http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/
en/239781468100481033/pdf/Loan-0266-Pakistan-Indus-Basin-Project-Development-Fund-Agreement.pdf

waters than they lost. All 
river flows are measured 
at rim stations in the 
northernmost monitor-
ing stations. Pakistan ex-
tracted this information 
during the negotiations 
to understand how much 
water flowed in each river. 
The information revealed 
that Pakistan only gave 
up 29 Million Acre Feet 
(MAF) of water at the 
time in the three East-
ern rivers and gained 114 
MAF from the Western 
Rivers.26 

However, Pakistan’s 
major population centers 
such as Lahore, Bahawal-
pur, and Multan are more 
situated towards the 

Eastern rivers. . The IWT’s sponsor entities (US, 
UK, and the World Bank) decided to launch an 
ambitious infrastructure plan to compensate for 
the loss of the Eastern rivers.27 A new system of 
barrages, dams, and link canals was intended to 
be constructed to divert excess water from the 
Western Rivers to the Eastern rivers. The cost 
would be borne by governments around the 
world, including India. However, this plan was 
delayed for nearly ten years as talks dragged on. 

In the latter half of the negotiations, Pa-
kistani officials switched their position from 
claims over river waters to discussions about the 
extent of the financial compensation for devel-
opmental works on the three rivers Pakistan was 
losing. Therefore, the bulk of the negotiations 
were not over Pakistan’s water rights, but the 
amount and scope of the aid package Pakistan 
was to receive for the construction of these de-
velopment works. This is most succinctly articu-
lated by Aloys Michel, a seminal writer on the 
Indus Basin, who noted that the final Treaty was 
appropriately “an Annexure to the Development 
Fund Agreement rather than vice versa” and that 
“the Bank and friendly governments, chiefly the 
United States, had actually purchased an agree-

"Therefore, the bulk of 
the negotiations were 
not over Pakistan’s water 
rights, but the amount and 
scope of the aid package 
Pakistan was to receive for 
the construction of these 
development works."
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ment.”28

However, what was critical in the agree-
ment from a security perspective was not the de-
velopmental assistance, but the manner in which 
the water was to be shared between India and 
Pakistan. This, ultimately, was why there was a 
need for the Treaty in the first place.29 In this 
regard, the basic postulations of the Treaty can 
be summarized as follows:

• The waters of the Western Rivers (Indus, 
Jhelum, and Chenab) would be given to 
Pakistan and India would be under an obli-
gation to “let flow” their waters (subject to 
certain specified limitations for domestic, 
non-consumptive, and agricultural use). 

• The waters of the Eastern Rivers (Ravi, 
Sutlej, and Beas) would be given for use to 
India exclusively.

• India would be free to construct “run-
of-the-river,” hydroelectric projects on the 
Western Rivers (subject to various dam 
design limitations aimed to restrain India’s 
capacity to affect water flows).

• The Treaty also obligated both countries 
to regularly exchange data regarding flow 
and utilization of the waters and constitute 
a Permanent Indus Commission that serves 
as a regular channel of communication on 
matters related to the implementation of 
the Treaty.30

To say that the Treaty established a mecha-
nism for “water sharing” or “cooperation”  would 
be false. The Treaty effectively divided the Indus 
River into two independent segments: the East-
ern and Western Rivers. India was not allowed 
to make large storage projects on these rivers 
or impact the flow and timing of water coming 
into Pakistan. In this regard, Pakistan’s immedi-
ate security concerns were resolved as the Treaty 
ensured their protection. 

28   Michel, Aloys, “The Indus Waters.” Pp 254.
29   Naqvi, Feisal. Personal Interview. August 10, 2018.
30   1960 Indus Waters Treaty, Available at: 
https://siteresources.worldbank.org/INTSOUTHASIA/.../IndusWatersTreaty1960.pdf
31   “Avoiding Water Wars:Water Scarcity And Central Asia’s Growing Importance For Stability In Afghanistan And Pakistan.” US Senate 
Report. Pp 7. https://www.foreign.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/Senate%20Print%20112-10%20Avoiding%20Water%20Wars%20Water%20
Scarcity%20and%20Central%20Asia%20Afgahnistan%20and%20Pakistan.pdf
32   Naqvi, Feisal. “The Kishenganga Conundrum.” Dawn. Nov 18, 2018. https://www.dawn.com/news/1445800
33   Article IX of the 1960 Indus Waters Treaty, Available at: 
https://siteresources.worldbank.org/INTSOUTHASIA/.../IndusWatersTreaty1960.pdf

Evaluating the Success of the Indus Wa-
ters Treaty

The Indus Waters Treaty, signed in 1960 af-
ter almost a decade of negotiation, is considered 
to be “the world’s most successful water treaty.” 
The treaty has remained intact for over fifty years 
and survived three Indo-Pakistani wars.31 While 
there exists no doubt that it has been successful, 
we will address the various complexities and in-
tricacies of the Treaty and its implementation.

We will evaluate the success of the Treaty 
using three metrics. First, we will analyze the 
technical issues that have arisen in the Treaty by 
using the Baglihar and Kishenganga hydroelec-
tric projects as case studies. Next, we will look at 
the normative impacts of the Treaty through its 
politicization, securitization, and perception in 
both countries. Finally, given that the treaty has 
not been revised since 1960, we will attempt to 
analyze whether or not it is structurally sound in 
the 21st century and attempt to shed some light 
on what the future may hold.

Technical Issues
From 1960 to 2002, the Treaty seemed to 

work effectively. In this time, there were no ma-
jor disputes between the two countries regarding 
water. While small issues did arise, such as the 
Salal and Wullar projects initiated by India, but 
they tended to subside after both parties stated 
their respective positions. This changed in 2002 
when India started aggressively pushing ahead 
with the Baglihar and Kishenganga projects.32

Under the Treaty, all “questions” are first 
required to be addressed bilaterally by the In-
dus Waters Commission. If the two sides cannot 
resolve this, then questions become “differenc-
es,” and finally “disputes.” If the two sides can-
not resolve a “question” or “difference” bilaterally, 
they are referred to either a Neutral Expert or 
an International Court of Arbitration, depend-
ing on the nature of the question.33 For example, 
technical or engineering differences are referred 
to a Neutral Expert. Other disputes are referred 
to a Court of Arbitration. In nearly six decades, 

77



the options to resolve a “dispute” have only been 
used twice; once for the Baglihar and the other 
for the Kishenganga project.34

Baglihar
The first dispute that Pakistan formally lit-

igated related to the Baglihar hydroelectric proj-
ect and was taken up by Raymond Latiffe who 
was designated as the Neutral Expert. The most 
important question was India’s usage of low-lev-
el outlets.35 In simple terms, the level of an outlet 
matters because it allows India to drain all the 
water above the outlet. The act of draining all 
water in a reservoir is called “drawdown flush-
ing.”36 Drawdown flushing’s primary role is to 
clear sedimentation from the reservoir.37 This is 
done by having low-level outlets. However, the 
lower the outlet, the greater India’s capability to 
interfere with Pakistan’s water flow, and conse-
quently, a greater threat to Pakistan’s security.38

The ability to control water flow through 
low-level outlets is especially relevant in the win-
ter months. The Indus River is unique in the sense 
that most of its water flows from the months of 
April to October (the summer) are due to glacier 
melt and monsoons.39 In the winter months of 
November to March, water flow reduces signifi-
cantly. Experts in Pakistan stated that the proj-
ect would deprive Pakistan of 321,000-acre-feet 
of water during the three months of Rabi season 
and would have far-reaching consequences for 
agriculture as well.40 The project would cause a 
serious setback to wheat production in Punjab, 
Pakistan’s biggest wheat-producing province. 
This fear is compounded with the possibility 
of India constructing a cascade of projects with 
low-level outlets, as they would have control of 
Pakistan’s water supply.41

India argued that the low-level outlets were 
a necessary design requirement for sediment 
control.42 In purely engineering terms, India is 
correct — low-level outlets are more effective in 
clearing sedimentation. However, knowing the 

34   Naqvi, Feisal. “The Kishenganga Conundrum.” Dawn. Nov 18, 2018. https://www.dawn.com/news/1445800
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40   Anwar Iqbal and Khaleeq Kiani. “World Bank’s Baglihar verdict may not end dispute, says expert.” Dawn. Feb 10 2007. https://www.
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43   1960 Indus Waters Treaty, Available at: 
https://siteresources.worldbank.org/INTSOUTHASIA/.../IndusWatersTreaty1960.pdf
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security implication that low-level outlets cause 
for the lower riparian, the treaty has ostensible 
measures against these designs. Subpoint (d) of 
Paragraph 8 of Annexure D states that outlets 
“shall be of the minimal size and located at the 
highest level” consistent with the sound design 
of the project.43 The only time outlets for sedi-
ment control could be built were in an “unfore-
seen emergency.” Therefore, Pakistan’s argument 
to Latiffe was as follows

a) Low-level outlets are only superior to 
higher outlets for drawdown flushing — 
lowering the level of water in a reservoir.

b) The Treaty prohibits lowering of the res-
ervoir water level except in the case of an 
“unforeseen emergency.”

c) Sedimentation does not constitute an 
unforeseen emergency.

d) Therefore, the low-level outlets built by 
India were a violation of the Treaty. 
The Neutral Expert rejected Pakistan’s ar-

gument and sided with India. Feisal Naqvi, Pa-
kistan’s legal counsel for Baglihar and Kishen-
ganga, believed that Latiffe made several grave 
errors in his interpretation of the law and the 
facts of the case. One of these errors was his in-
terpretation of sediment control constituting an 
“unforeseen emergency:”

“Contrary to popular belief, issues like siltation 
were known in 1960. Paragraph 8(d) clearly 
stipulates that outlets are available for sedi-
ment control. The people drafting the Treaty 
were the best engineers that the World Bank 
could get a hold of. So it’s not like people woke 
up in 2010 and suddenly realized sedimenta-
tion was an issue. It was a known issue with 
known problems and solutions. How could it 
then have been an unforeseen emergency?”44
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The Pakistani legal 
team failed to convince 
Raymond Latiffe that 
sedimentation did not 
constitute an unforeseen 
emergency. They then 
argued that India’s dam 
design was a violation of 
the Treaty. They argued 
that the Treaty had to be 
seen as part of Pakistan’s 
broader security con-
cerns. But to the dismay 
of the legal team, the 
Neutral Expert was bent 
on interpreting the Trea-
ty from a purely engi-
neering perspective with 
a singular focus on the 
Treaty’s technicalities:

“India wanted to con-
struct its dams in a 
more ‘modern’ way…
integrated manage-
ment and that sort of thing. My answer was 
that the Treaty is not about optimization. It is 
there so that we don’t kill each other in wars, so 
I don’t want you controlling my waters. Build a 
different design but build them with the mini-
mal ability to control my [Pakistan’s] water. 
So the point is India needs to build the proj-
ects differently. You [India] can’t just say that 
because we have these dam design in Nepal or 
China or wherever we will continue to do it 
this way…[apart from] that there is no dispute 
within the Treaty except dam design. And the 
only problems that arise are because of Indian 
intransigence.”45

However, Indian officials persisted. They 
argued that the current design with its low-lev-
el outlets was necessary for the “sound design 
of the project.” They justified this by making 
a distinction between “operation” and main-
tenance.”46 In simple terms, they argued that 
low-level outlets for sediment control were nec-
essary for the maintenance of the plant, which, 
in turn, was essential for the “sound design of 
the project.” The glaring problem was that the 
Treaty itself makes no such distinction between 

45   Ibid.
46   Ibid.
47   Ibid.

“operation” and “maintenance.”
 Latiffe ultimately agreed with the Indian 

position and used the new distinction to justify 
the low-level outlets. This represented a security 
risk for Pakistan as drawdown flushing would 
allow India the ability to control water flow and 
timing, especially with the large number of proj-
ects India was planning to build using the same 
model. 

For these reasons, Mr. Naqvi is of the belief 
that Pakistan was unlucky with the appointment 
of Raymond Latiffe as the Neutral Expert.

“We were dealing with a 70-year-old engi-
neer-cum-professor from Switzerland, an up-
stream country, whose view was that dams are 
beautiful and large dams are more beautiful 
and why can’t you [India and Pakistan] just 
get along. To which we were though ‘how many 
times do we have to kill each other for you to 
understand we can’t get along. That’s why we 
have a Treaty!”47

The Neutral Expert’s judgment sent shock-
waves through Pakistan. By ruling in favor of 
low-level outlets, India had the potential to 
control the timing and flow of water into Pa-
kistan. It emerged shortly after the award that 

"This represented a 
security risk for Pakistan as 
drawdown flushing would 
allow India the ability to 
control water flow and 
timing, especially with the 
large number of projects 
India was planning to build 
using the same model."
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India was planning to construct 135 dams on 
the Western Rivers, 24 on the Indus, 77 on the 
Jhelum, and 34 on the Chenab.48 Overnight, the 
issue was not a minor question about the dam 
design of one project anymore, but a matter of 
life-and-death for Pakistan. 

Kishenganga
Pakistan tried to contain the fallout of the 

Baglihar decision by challenging India’s con-
struction of the Kishenganga hydro-electric 
project on the Jhelum river. As India had sim-
ilar designs of low-level outlets in Kishengan-
ga, Pakistan could hope to reverse the Baglihar 
decision indirectly by taking up Kishenganga. 
According to Naqvi, Pakistan attempted to hit 
“two birds with one stone.”49

The Kishenganga project is a run-of-the-
river plant designed to divert water from the 
Kishenganga river to the Jhelum river. After the 
diversion, the water flows down the Jhelum riv-
er and into Pakistan (this is shown in the figure 
below). However, Pakistan believed the project 
violated the IWT due to engineering issues in 
its dam design that could supposedly affect Pa-
kistan’s water security.

Pakistan framed two legal questions and 
four technical questions. The two legal questions 
were:

a) “Whether India’s proposed diversion of 
the Kishanganga (Neelum) into another 
tributary, i.e. the Bonar-Madmati Nullah, 
being one central element of the Kishan-
ganga Plant, breaches the legal obligations 
India owes Pakistan under the Treaty, as 
interpreted and applied in accordance with 
international law, including India’s obliga-
tions under Article III(2) (let flow all the 
waters of the Western rivers and not per-
mit any interference with those waters”) 
and Article IV(6) “maintenance of natural 
channels?” 

b) Whether under the Treaty, India may 
deplete or bring the reservoir level of a run-
of-the-river plant below dead storage level 
in any circumstances except in the case of 
an unforeseen emergency? 
Whereas, the four technical questions were 
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as follows:
a) Whether the design of the plant is in 
conformity with Paragraph 8(a) of Annex-
ure D to the Treaty? 

b) Whether the design of the Kishanganga 
Plant is in conformity with Paragraph 8(c) 
and Paragraph 8(f ) of Annexure D to the 
Treaty? 

c) Whether the design of the plant is in 
conformity with Paragraph 8(d) of Annex-
ure D to the Treaty? 

d) Whether the design of the plant is in 
conformity with Paragraph 8(e) of Annex-
ure D to the Treaty?50

The legal questions affected all Indian proj-
ects, whereas the specific technical questions 
only affected Kishenganga. For this reason, the 
legal questions were naturally of more impor-
tance to Pakistan’s long-term water security. 

These legal questions were posed in an 
International Court of Arbitration (ICA). This 
was a risky move as the ICA’s ruling would 
have precedential value, and if it ruled against 
Pakistan, India would be allowed to construct 
low-level outlets for all of their future projects. 
Nevertheless, Pakistan’s legal team was confi-
dent that the Baglihar ruling was not grounded 
on a sound legal basis and would prove to be un-
sustainable.51 

The first question Pakistan posed was sole-
ly concerning the Kishenganga project (and 
not a general question applicable to all projects 
such as that of drawdown flushing). They asked 
whether or not the Kishenganga project vio-
lated Paragraph 15 (iii) of Annexure D, which 
stipulates that India cannot construct a Plant 
on the Jhelum river if it adversely affects “the 
then existing…hydro-electric use by Pakistan.” 
Pakistan argued that since their Neelum-Jhe-
lum hydro-electric dam was conceived before 
Kishenganga, the project constituted “the then 
existing use,” and therefore made the construc-
tion of Kishenganga illegal. However, this ques-
tion posed problems for the Pakistani legal team. 

“Neelum-Jhelum came up in the late 80s, 
whereas Kishenganga came up in 1996…The 
Pakistani team was aggrieved by the fact that 
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the ICA rejected evidence that we had start-
ed first. The ICA said India started first, and 
therefore Neelum-Jhelum did not constitute an 
existing use. My argument was that it was a 
‘continuous obligation’ — this meant that In-
dia could use the waters as long as Pakistan 
was not using them. We referred to the Helsinki 
rules of 1966 and the London/Barcelona rules 
of 2004, but the argument failed.”
Mr. Naqvi also indicated that the ICA had 

to give some credence and meaning to a special 
clause in the Treaty by ruling against Pakistan:

“The further problem was there was an entire 
chunk of the Treaty that said that India can’t 
touch Pakistani waters, that it had to let the 
water flow. But then there is one clause which 
says that you can take a specific tributary of the 
Jhelum and put it in another tributary. Why 
was this put in the Treaty? The short answer 
is that someone had thought of it earlier; it was 
an exception. To that extent, [the ICA] had to 
give some meaning to this stupid clause even 
though it applies to no other project known to 
humanity.”52

However, Mr. Naqvi didn’t believe that the 

52   Naqvi, Feisal. Personal Interview. Aug 10, 2018.
53   Naqvi, Feisal. “The Kishenganga Conundrum.” Dawn. Nov 18, 2018. https://www.dawn.com/news/1445800
54   Ibid.

ICA ruling on this point was a big blow to Pa-
kistan’s overarching concerns regarding security. 
Average water loss at Neelum-Jhelum was sup-
posed to be 16%, whereas after Kishanganga it 
would be 10%.53 Secondly, the water from the 
Kishenganga diversion eventually comes to Pa-
kistan. And if the proposed Kohala hydropower 
project gets constructed, any electricity lost will 
get be recovered.54

The second legal question was of far greater 
importance to the long-term water security of 
Pakistan. Pakistan asked whether or not India 
was allowed drawdown flushing except in an 
unforeseen emergency. This question attempted 
to overturn the verdict in Baglihar, where it was 
decided that low-level outlets and drawdown 
flushing were permitted for sedimentation con-
trol. According to Mr. Naqvi, there was no need 
for low-level outlets for the Kishenganga project 
because there isn’t a sedimentation problem on 
the Kishenganga river:

“Why do you [India] have low-level outlets 
when you don’t have a sedimentation prob-
lem…Where Pakistan gets paranoid is when 
India decides to use low-level outlets when 
there is absolutely no need for it. According to 
our research, Kishenganga would last 80 years, 
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if not indefinitely, without any form of sedi-
ment control.”55 
On the question of low-level outlets, the 

ICA ruled emphatically in Pakistan’s favor. They 
stated that no future Indian project design could 
include low-level outlets for sediment control 
as it does not constitute an “unforeseen emer-
gency.” Because of the precedential nature of the 
ICA’s ruling, the Baglihar decision was “grand-
fathered.”56 This meant that the Neutral Ex-
pert’s decision contained no precedential value 
and was limited to the Baglihar project. In this 
regard, the Kishenganga ruling represented an 
unequivocal win for Pakistan. 

However, the ICA’s decision was not 
self-executing, and further steps had to be tak-
en before it  could be fully implemented. The 
steps included taking the four remaining tech-
nical questions to relevant forum. Pakistan did 
not take these steps and failed to capitalize on 
Kishenganga.57 

As mentioned above, the two forums avail-
able to India or Pakistan for dispute resolution 
was either the Neutral Expert or the Interna-
tional Court of Arbitration. Naturally, technical 
or engineering questions fall within the purview 
and jurisdiction of the Neutral Expert. 

With Pakistan’s poor experience with Ray-
mond Latiffe, the Neutral Expert for Baglihar, 
Pakistan was hesitant to take the remaining four 
questions to another Neutral Expert. However, 
this is incorrect as a new Neutral Expert would 
have been bound by the Kishenganga Award, 
which ruled in favor of Pakistan. A Neutral Ex-
pert appointed for the Kishenganga case would, 
therefore, not be able to repeat the same mis-
takes as in Baglihar. Finally, if the Neutral Ex-
pert ruled against Pakistan, their decision would 
only have affected the Kishenganga case, and 
Pakistan could challenge such an adverse find-
ing in a Court of Arbitration on a legal basis.58

Instead, Pakistan wanted to immediately 
take the matter to the ICA, where previous-
ly they had greater success. India categorically 
refused to go to the ICA and rightfully stated 
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that the questions belong within the purview 
of the Neutral Expert.59 This impasse led  the 
World Bank to declare in 2016 that both coun-
tries had to agree on the forum. The stalemate 
that followed has resulted in the Pakistan being 
unable to capitalize on the Kishenganga Award, 
and India has since been able to construct the 
Kishenganga project.

Pakistan’s stubborn decision to attempt to 
go to the ICA instead of the NE baffled Mr. 
Naqvi.60 He argued that it made no sense to go 
the ICA and that it was in Pakistan’s interest to 
accept India’s offer and take the matter up with 
a Neutral Expert. 

First, he believed the risk of going to the 
ICA greatly outweighed the benefits. As stated 
earlier, the ICA’s design has precedential val-
ue. Any ruling against Pakistan would not only 
overturn the Kishanganga Award but apply to 
all future Indian projects. He explained the Pa-
kistani decision in crude terms as follows:

“Look, Kishenganga has been decided in a fa-
vorable manner…why should Pakistan reopen 
a case they won? In my opinion, it should be 
India who should want to go the ICA as it ben-
efits them, not us. Pakistan’s view is moronic 
beyond belief.”61 
Secondly, he argued that India’s refusal to 

participate in any ICA proceedings would sig-
nificantly harm the legitimacy of any outcome. 
He even stated that any ex-parte trial would 
pressure the Court to “bend over backwards” for 
India.62 

Mr. Rafay Alam, a Lahore-based lawyer 
who has worked on the Treaty, also believes that 
Pakistan should have gone to the Neutral Ex-
pert, but is confident that they now will:

“It was the first time you could take one issue 
and plug it into two different forums. The dif-
ference is where there is tension. But I think 
that more powerful vested interests have pre-
vailed, and Pakistan will go to the Neutral 
Expert.”63

In a recent column, Mr. Naqvi succinctly 
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summarized the case as follows: “Imagine a case 
involving the most sensitive issues of national 
security possible. Imagine that Pakistan wins 
a conclusive victory in that case. Now imagine 
that Pakistan wastes that victory and spends five 
years blundering about in a dead end. Kishan-
ganga is that case.”

The Securitization and Politicization of 
Water

“It’s India, it’s Pakistan, it’s Kashmir, and it’s 
water. How much more sensitive can you get?” 
— Feisal Naqvi
The controversial Baglihar and Kishen-

ganga projects have sparked a passionate debate 
about India’s role in Pakistan’s water crisis. The 
“looming” water crisis, 
Pakistan’s dependence 
on the Indus Basin for 
economic security, and 
vulnerability as the lower 
riparian to further Indi-
an projects all underlie 
the heated water dis-
course among farmers, 
political leaders, and the 
public at large. Pakistan 
and India’s seemingly 
eternal standoff has only 
sharpened the sense of 
vulnerability. 

The government 
and political leadership 
have been quite vocal in 
voicing their concerns 
about Indian projects. 
In October 2008, short-
ly after India filled the  
Baglihar dam, causing 
a sharp reduction in the 
flow of the Chenab river , 
President Asif Ali Zardari warned that that “Pa-
kistan would be paying a very high price for In-
dia’s move to block Pakistan’s water supply from 
Chenab River.”64 He warned India “not to trade 
important regional objectives for short-term do-
mestic goals.”65 On January 28, 2009, President 
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Zardari warned in an article in the Washington 
Post that, “The water crisis in Pakistan is directly 
linked to relations with India. Resolution could 
prevent an environmental catastrophe in South 
Asia, but failure to do so could fuel the fires of 
discontent that may lead to extremism and ter-
rorism.”66 Then Chief Minister of Punjab, Mian 
Shahbaz Sharif, stated that the water issue had 
become a serious problem between India and 
Pakistan.67 Earlier, Pakistan’s minister for edu-
cation and former head of the ISI, Javed Ashraf, 
had warned the Senate in 2005 that the coun-
try could go to war with India over the Baglihar 
controversy.68

The Chairman of the Indus Waters Trea-
ty Council, Hafiz Zahoor-ul-Hassan Dahr, has 

warned that Pakistan could become another So-
malia and Ethiopia.69 He said the Indian proj-
ects were aimed at controlling the waters of the 
Chenab, Jhelum and Indus rivers, were illegal 
and a clear violation of the Indus Waters Trea-

"Pakistan’s dependence 
on the Indus Basin for 
economic security and 
vulnerability as the lower 
riparian to further Indian 
projects all underlie the 
heated water discourse 
among farmers, political 
leaders, and the public."
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ty.70 
Our research has found no reason to sug-

gest that the Treaty fails in guaranteeing Paki-
stan’s security. The outstanding problems with 
the Treaty are purely technical in nature, as we 
have discussed above. These are “engineering 
problems with engineering solutions.”71 Conse-
quently, there is a public relations program: the 
technical nature of the Treaty is not understood 
by the vast majority of 
the population or even 
the political elite. The 
outstanding technical 
problems are all related 
to the dam designs of 
run-of-the-river proj-
ects (such as that of 
Kishenganga and Bagli-
har). However, the ma-
jority of these technical 
issues have now been 
resolved. All Pakistan 
needs to do now is take 
the remaining questions 
of Kishenganga to a 
Neutral Expert, and all 
outstanding technical 
issues in the Treaty will 
be put to rest.

It is critical that 
Pakistan stops conflat-
ing the technical aspect 
of the Treaty with broader security concerns. The 
two issues are mutually exclusive and should be 
treated as such. However, the powerful security 
establishment of Pakistan continues to needless-
ly interfere with transboundary water issues.72 
By conflating the Treaty with broader concerns 
of national security, the establishment under-
mines the autonomy and independence of the 
Commission. 

Rafay Alam talked to us about his experi-
ences with the security establishment and the 
level to which they are involved in transbound-
ary water issues. Mr. Alam worked on the Treaty 
between 2008 and 2010 when he was teaching 
at Lahore University of Mangamant Sciences, 
a leading research university. He took part in 
an Indus Basin Transboundary Review. He re-
counted his experience during his interview:

70   Ibid.
71   Naqvi, Feisal. Personal Interview. Aug 10, 2018. 
72   Alam, Rafay. Persona lnterview. Aug 10, 2018. 
73   Ibid. 

“The Indus Basin Transboundary Review was 
a straightforward project. It was us in Lahore, 
a partner organization in New Delhi. [There 
would be a] conference in Delhi and a confer-
ence in Lahore. That’s about it. We got the fund-
ing and started work. After giving the presen-
tation at the conference, two research associates 
were approached by an officer who invited them 
for tea at the Pakistan High Commission. They 

kept them in the High Commission for four 
hours. After they were let go and they returned 
to the hotel room, they had found it to be raided. 
So the way the security establishment looks at 
this on both sides of the border is kind of in-
sane.”73 
According to Mr. Alam, this is what some 

academics call a “hegemony over the discourse:” 
when the conversation is limited to one facet of 
a subject. In this case, the facet is the security 
aspect. He explained how entrenched Pakistan’s 
security establishment was in deciding Indo-Pak 
water policy:

“I had the chance to meet the Indus Waters Com-
missioner as part of my project. He was trying 
to set up a meeting regarding the Kishenganga 
matter. In the process, he is speaking to the sec-
retary of water and power, someone from the 

"It is critical that Pakistan 
stops conflating the 
technical aspect of the 
Treaty with broader 
security concerns. The 
two issues are mutually 
exclusive and should be 
treated as such."
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foreign office, the Military Secretary, someone 
in the military intelligence. And then there is a 
phone next to his foot that doesn’t even ring, he 
just picks it up and goes ‘jee…jee’ [yes...yes] and 
puts it down.”74 

With so many actors from various facets of 
the security establishment in the loop, the Indus 
River has become securitized amongst the po-
litical elite, as well as the Pakistani public. For 
example, after Pakistan lost the Baglihar deci-
sion, the Indus Commissioner at the time, Syed 
Jamaat Ali Shah, was accused of “betraying” the 
country by “giving” India the ability to control 
water supply by a Senate Panel.75 This statement 
is not only blatantly false but is representative of 
how Pakistan seeks to blame India for its water 
woes rather than focusing on structural issues of 
mismanagement and inequitable distribution. 
This kind of rhetoric, from the Senate no less, 
indicates how little Pakistani policymakers tru-
ly know about the water crisis. Rafay Alam had 
this to say on the matter:

“Whenever I hear the Jamaat Ali Shah betrayed 
the nation, I laugh and recount the experience 
I told you about [mentioned above]. So it oc-
curred to me that firstly, everything that the 
guy does is obviously monitored. All the phone 
calls, the communication, is monitored by some-
one else. To then say that he sold the river is a 
huge cover-up. The folks that I could see were 
keeping an eye on him either didn’t know what 
they were doing, or it wasn’t an issue.” 
Alleged complicity by the security estab-

lishment not only undermined the autonomy of 
the Commission but put Mr. Shah’s life at risk. 
Seeing the inflamed passions of the public, cou-
pled with being accused of treason and betrayal, 
Mr. Shah fled to Canada.76 The authorities have 
asked for his repatriation, but the request has 
been denied. The character assignation of Jamaat 
Ali Shah is an example of how Pakistan politi-
cized water as part of general Indian paranoia. 
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This creates long term problems as political is-
sues quickly descend in broader issues of iden-
tity, ideology, and nationalism —  all of which 
have nothing to do with the actual crisis at all.  

The politicization of water in Pakistan in-
tensifies when India initiates it. In retaliation to 
Pakistan’s alleged support for the Uri Attacks in 
Indian-administered Kashmir in 2016, Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi gave his infamous 
“blood and water speech.” It was the first time 
since 1948 that India had threatened Pakistan 
through water. The speech marked a new period 
in Indo-Pak water relations: the weaponization 
of water by India. This would have severe rami-
fications on the discourse and understanding of 
water by the general public.

Yet, all politics are local. A closer inspection 
of the timeline of the speech reveals larger truths 
regarding the causes of this newfound politici-
zation.

July 2016: Secretary-level talks between In-
dia and Pakistan collapse over the designs 
of the Kishenganga and Ratle projects.77

August 2016: Pakistan requests the World 
Bank to establish an International Court of 
Arbitration for Kishenganga and Ratle.78

September 2016: India accuses Pakistan 
over the Uri Attacks in Indian-adminis-
tered Kashmir. Modi delivers infamous 
“blood and water speech.” Suspends annual 
Commissioners meeting.79

November 2016: India criticizes the World 
Bank for “favoring Pakistan.”80

December 2016: World Bank “freezes” all 
matters related to Kishenganga.81

February 2017: President of World Bank 
comes to Pakistan. Expresses concern 
about water.82
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March 2017: NIA releases two Pakistani 
teens alleged for Uri attack.83

March 2017: Indus Commissioners resume 
meeting.84

Rafay Alam highlighted the importance 
of the context in which the “blood and water 
speech” was delivered:

“Consider the timeline. In November 2016, 
Modi gives a speech in Bhatinda, Punjab, where 
he says that he won’t let a drop of water from 
the Ravi into Pakistan. There is a BJP-Congress 
by-election on the horizon a month and a half 
away. So, he is ratcheting up the anti-Pakistan 
rhetoric for domestic political gain. I think he 
used Uri to leverage the bank into supporting 
India’s Neutral Expert request [for Kishengan-
ga].”85

Modi set up a committee to review options 
for India to leverage Pakistan within the frame-
work of the Treaty as well as examine the possi-
bility of India unilaterally withdrawing from it.86 
Sartaj Aziz responded by saying any attempted 
abrogation will be considered an “act of war.”87 
With each statement by India and with each re-
buttal by Pakistan, an atmosphere of anxiety was 
created around the possibility of India “closing 
the tap” on Pakistan. This rhetoric did not help 
ease Pakistan’s water concerns. 

Pakistan has also accused India of not shar-
ing data on the rivers. Article VI of the Indus 
Waters Treaty states that daily data recordings 
of rivers, reservoirs, canals, and link canals have 
to be shared by both parties on a monthly basis. 
Mr. Naqvi confirmed that this was true in his 
experiences with his Indian counterparts:

“A lot of parameters of dams are built on flow 
data. But when it came to Kishenganga, we 
barely had any data. The two sets of data we 
received [from the Indians] were not matched 
or coordinated. Even in Baglihar I distinctive-
ly remember going up to the Secretary and tell-
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ing him ‘for God’s sake give us data, there is no 
point arguing without data.’”88

India not sharing data with Pakistan only 
adds to mistrust on both sides. According to 
Daanish Mustafa, the cause for Indian appre-
hension to share data with Pakistan is not rooted 
in India’s mistrust of Pakistan, rather, intra-pro-
vincial tension in India:

“There is tension over water between Punjab, 
Haryana, Rajasthan, and Kashmir. They don’t 
publish their water statistics, so data is classi-
fied. By attempting to hide statistics from each 
other, they, in turn, hide it from Pakistan. In 
the 1980s, around 45,000 people died in Indi-
an Punjab. One of the biggest causes of conflict 
was water distribution between Punjab and 
Haryana. India cannot afford to see an upris-
ing of the sort again and hide statistics from 
Punjab.”89

The Indus Commissioners meetings are 
private, and therefore, the minutes and meetings 
are not publicized. The question thus arises: why 
can’t data be shared amongst Commissioners if 
they are not shared between provinces? Daanish 
Mustafa provided an explanation:

“The Commissioners obviously don’t deal with 
intra-provincial matters. India gives us a final 
number of the amount of water they release. We 
check this number and confirm its validity. But 
they don’t share any river gauge data behind 
the point of release. They don’t share this because 
the Punjab and Haryana will get their calcu-
lators and start calculating their share, or lack 
thereof. This is their political constraint having 
witnessed a decade long civil war in Punjab.”90

Both countries must take confidence-build-
ing steps in the realm of water to repair the trust 
deficit. The nature of the Indus Commission al-
lows this to happen more easily (as compared to 
broader Indo-Pak relations) as the dealings are 
behind closed doors. India must take steps to put 
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aside internal political differences to ensure the 
smooth coordination on the international trans-
boundary level. This is especially relevant now 
given the recent politicization of water. 

In 2018, Narendra Modi inaugurated the 
Kishenganga power plant amid calls from Pa-
kistan that the dam violated the Indus Waters 
Treaty.91 The inauguration was widely reported 

in local media and quickly made the rounds on 
social media. Pakistan then sent a delegation 
led by the Attorney General to the World Bank 
headquarters in Washington D.C.92 They were 
unable to achieve a favorable result and came 
back empty-handed. 

Daanish Mustafa argues that the politi-
cization of Kishenganga is one of the primary 
stimulants that helped allow the water crisis to 
“catch the country’s attention.” In a recent op-
ed, he argued that the Kishenganga “is a run of 
the river project with almost negligible effect on 
water flow to Pakistan, especially in light of the 
Court of Arbitration’s ruling in favor of Paki-
stan in 2010. So why do we believe that we are 
doomed?”93

The reality is that the Kishenganga project 
has done more damage to the public conver-
sation than it has good. The inauguration, and 
the discourse amongst the public and the media 
played into existing Pakistani dispositions about 
India acquiring the ability to threaten Pakistan 
through water. This is simply not true. But in 
politics, some myths are as good as reality. And 
the myth that India causes Pakistan’s water crisis 
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is as good as any.

The Treaty Going Forward
Before, delving into the question of the fu-

ture of the Treaty, one must be cognizant of why 
it has been so successful. Feisal Naqvi believes 
the success of the Treaty lay in its division:

“…And the reason there is such a clear demar-
cation, what is ours is ours 
and what is theirs is theirs 
(in terms of Pakistan’s con-
trol of the Western Rivers 
and India’s control of the 
Eastern rivers), is because 
you don’t have the ability to 
work together. I think that 
was a sensible recognition, 
and that is what has made 
the Treaty workable.”94

We believe his ar-
gument has merit. While 
it may not have been an 

explicit reason for the division of the rivers, it is 
clear that the two countries cannot hold a regu-
lar dialogue at a political level given the repeated 
breakup of talks. The two countries have failed 
to work together effectively. In this context, per-
haps it was best that the Treaty did not share 
water control on particular rivers but gave each 
country three rivers to meet their requirements. 
According to Rafay Alam, it is the only water 
Treaty in the world that divides a river.95 How-
ever, given the political climate of India and Pa-
kistan, we believe this is beneficial. 

The IWT has been successful in bringing 
both parties to the table through the regular 
meetings of the Indus Commissioners. This rep-
resents a larger achievement for Indo-Pak rela-
tions: a continuation of non-politicized, private, 
established communication and dispute-resolu-
tion mechanism. Article VIII (5) says that the 
both the Pakistani and Indian Permanent Indus 
Commissions are to meet at least once a year. 
The Commissioners are “the sole representative 
of their government for all matters arising out 
of this Treaty” and are serve as a “regular chan-
nel of communication on all matters relating to 

"The reality is that the 
Kishenganga project has 
done more damage to the 
public conversation than it 
has good."
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the implementation of the Treaty.”96 Mr. Naqvi 
argues that this channel of communication can 
only prove to be beneficial to the wider Indo-Pak 
relationship: 

“Whenever someone mentions that the Treaty 
is terrible, especially from the Pakistan side, I 
get baffled…look, it’s a good thing! The Treaty 
makes two paranoid countries deal rationally 
with each other. Leave it alone and stop mess-
ing with it.”97

And herein lies one of the Treaty’s greatest 
success: an established mechanism for dialogue 
and communication between two countries that 
do not engage in regular dialogue. 

However, contemporary issues have 
emerged given the fact that the Treaty is now 
58 years old. Not a word of it has been modi-
fied, altered, or changed in any way. Science and 
technology have changed the way water experts 
understand and approach hydrology in the pres-
ent day and have shed light on issues that were 
not known in 1960. Many people in Sindh, the 
southernmost and second-largest province in 
Pakistan, feel that the Treaty didn’t address their 
concerns as the lower riparian of Punjab.98 The 
IWT was negotiated between India and Paki-
stan in a manner that evaded the issue of Kash-
mir’s disputed status despite giving the countries 
a license for agricultural and hydropower devel-
opments. Moreover, China and Afghanistan, the 
two other states that encompass the Indus Basin 
were not included in the Treaty.99

Hydrology has evolved since 1960. The un-
derstanding of issues in 1960, such as siltation, 
was limited compared to what we know today. 
This has had practical ramifications on the In-
do-Pak water relation in the present. In the Bag-
lihar dispute, siltation and sediment control was 
the primary reason why India opted to install 
low-level outlets.100 This was the main point of 
contention for Pakistan. Daanish Mustafa ex-
plained how the supposed lack of knowledge 
affected the case:

“Whenever you divert water to create a ‘head.’ 

96   1960 Indus Waters Treaty, Available at: 
https://siteresources.worldbank.org/INTSOUTHASIA/.../IndusWatersTreaty1960.pdf
97   Naqvi, Feisal. Personal Interview. Aug 9, 2018.
98   Jalal, Ayesha. Personal Interview. Aug 9, 2018.
99   Zafar, Adeel et. al. “Imagining Industan: Overcoming water insecurity in the Indus Basin.” Springer International Publishing. Pp 5.
100   Naqvi, Feisal. Personal Interview. Aug 10, 2018.
101   Mustafa, Daanish. Personal Interview. Aug 4, 2018.
102   Jalal, Ayesha. Personal Interview. Aug 9, 2018.
103   The Hisaar Foundation. “Thirsty for Water, Sindh Braces for a Public Health Crisis.” Geo TV. https://www.geo.tv/latest/197379-thirsty-
for-water-sindh-braces-for-a-public-health-crisis
104   Rajput, Muhammad Idris. “Water Problem: Perspective from Sindh.” Problems and Politics of Water Sharing in Pakistan. Pp 117-127.

That is, diverting water where it normally did 
not flow, it seeps into the groundwater. So, if 
you look at a hydrograph, you will realize the 
4-5% of the water level, depending on the den-
sity of the water, has reduced. It is a very sim-
ple physical process. But the rum is that there 
are probably only one or two people in Paki-
stan who know this. Now, this process was not 
known in 1960.”101

However, many stakeholders in the region 
that feel that the Indus Waters Treaty robbed 
them of a “seat at the table.” These stakeholders 
include Sindh, Kashmir, Afghanistan, and to a 
lesser extent, China. 

During the negotiations of the Treaty in 
the 1950s, the government of Pakistan adopt-
ed the “One Unit” scheme. This was a scheme 
that amalgamated and merged the four prov-
inces of West Pakistan (present day Pakistan) 
into a single entity to act as a counterweight 
to East Pakistan (present day Bangladesh). By 
‘unifying’ western Pakistan, the state removed 
the Sindhi perspective from the entirety of the 
negotiations. Ayesha Jalal, a professor at Tufts 
University, described the One Unit scheme in 
the context of water in the following way: “The 
One Unit Scheme enhanced suspicion and mis-
trust within Pakistan. It was imposed on smaller 
provinces and has generated hatred and anger. 
That is why Kalabagh is such a monster for you 
[Pakistan].”102

Sindhis (natives of the southernmost 
province in Pakistan: Sindh) have consistently 
felt that the brunt of Pakistan’s water crisis has 
fallen on them as they are the lowest riparian 
in the Indus Basin.103 Moreover, with most of 
Sindh’s arable land falling prey to the menace of 
waterlogging and salinity, anger over poor water 
mismanagement has been streamlined to Pun-
jab, Pakistan largest and most fertile province.104 
Punjab is the upper riparian whereas Sindh is the 
lowest riparian in the basin. Sindhis have mis-
trusted Punjab and its use over water and argue 
that Sindh does not receive its fair share. They 
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point to the One Unit scheme and argue that 
depriving the “Sindhi perspective” during nego-
tiations culminated in a Punjabi-centric Treaty. 
They argue that the IWT has to be revised to 
ensure the water rights of Sindh are protected. 

Similarly, the Indus Waters Treaty com-
pletely avoided discussing the disputed region of 
Kashmir in the negotiations or the final draft. 
However, the bulk of the Treaty directly affects 
the physical land mass of Kashmir and thereby, 
the Kashmiri people. This lack of representation 
prompted the Jammu and Kashmir Assembly 
to table a resolution in 2003 rejecting the Indus 
Waters Treaty and hire a consultant to quantify 
their losses.105

The Indus Basin also comprises Afghani-
stan and China, two states that are not includ-
ed in the Treaty. Zafar Adeel has argued that 
the need to incorporate the two countries into 
a renegotiated Treaty is of critical importance. 
Given that Afghanistan’s developmental agen-
da will put more pressure on the basin’s waters, 
and the exacerbation of China’s freshwater crisis 
which may lead them to exploit Tibetan glaciers, 
all four countries might need to renegotiate this 
treaty and discuss shared water management in 
the future.106

Given these tensions and criticisms, calls 
for possibly abrogating the IWT have surfaced 
in recent years. From the Pakistani perspective: 
“The IWT worked well till the 1980s until India 
started building dams…on the Western Rivers…
building tens of dams without the consultation 
of the lower riparian leaves the Treaty virtually 
defunct.”107 In turn, from the Indian perspective: 
“India must harness the water sources…given 
the support to terrorists by Pakistan…it is time 
India use the water leverage to force Pakistan to 
review its security compulsions.”108 

There is no doubt that the Treaty does not 
encompass various stakeholders in the Basin. 
There is also conclusive evidence that issues 
such as climate change and the advancements 
in science and technology make this Treaty out-
dated. Nevertheless, we do not believe that the 
Treaty should be opened up for any form of re-
negotiation from the Pakistani side. The Treaty 

105   Khaki, Saadat Bilal. “Indo-Pak and Hydro-Politics.” GreaterKashmir. Jul 26, 2018. https://www.greaterkashmir.com/news/op-ed/indo-
pak-and-hydro-politics/291555.html
106   Zafar, Adeel et. al. “Imagining Industan: Overcoming water insecurity in the Indus Basin.” Springer International Publishing. Pp 5.
107   Vashishth, C.R. Indus Waters Treaty: Conflict Between India and Pakistan.
108   Chaturvedi, AK. “Indus Waters Treaty: Options for India.”
109   Zafar, Adeel. Personal Interview. 8 August 2018. 
110   “Brahmaputra River: An Eternal Conflict Between India and China.” Tibet Policy. Nov 2, 2017. https://tibetpolicy.net/comments-briefs/
brahmaputra-river-an-eternal-conflict-between-india-and-china/

was meant to ensure Pakistan’s water security by 
creating a legal framework through which India 
could not control Pakistan’s waters. As we have 
argued throughout our paper, there seems to be 
no indication that the Treaty is failing to achieve 
this. Furthermore, Pakistan opening up the 
Treaty implies that they believe they can derive 
further benefits from India. This is simply not 
true. India has no reason to give up any of their 
share of water and make concessions to Pakistan 
given the growing needs of the population and 
the developmental plan India has embarked on. 

Moreover, we do not believe that India will 
unilaterally leave the Treaty. A glance at geopo-
litical dynamics supports this. India is a rising 
power and sees itself as such. It is also a respon-
sible actor and has upheld international agree-
ments and treaties in the past. Furthermore, with 
its push to become a permanent member of the 
Security Council, India needs to demonstrate 
restraint and uphold its neo-liberal tendencies. 
This view was echoed by Zafar Adeel, author of 
Imagining Industan and leading academics on 
water in Pakistan:

“Strategically, India does not gain. India 
cannot systematically go about depriving Pa-
kistan of their water. It does not gain them 
anything. Any attitude to do otherwise would 
hurt its aspirations of making them a regional 
and global power. Additionally, India wants 
to sit on a permanent Security Council in the 
United Nations, which Pakistan is strongly 
opposed to. Any de-escalation and furthering 
talks with Pakistan, could even help India get 
its much-desired seat in the Security Council.” 
[Zafar Adeel]109

Abandoning the Treaty will hurt India’s 
reputation internationally for taking advantage 
of its position to threaten Pakistan. Moreover, 
India has to be cognizant of the fact that it is 
a lower riparian of the Brahmaputra river with 
China being the upper riparian. India or Chi-
na do not have any water-sharing agreement or 
treaty regarding the Brahmaputra river.110 Any 
threats on India’s side will give China the op-
portunity to start its own projects on the Brah-
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maputra. This will negatively affect water inflow 
into India, who would want to avoid these proj-
ects at all costs given China’s close relationship 
with Pakistan. 

Recommendations
We make the following recommendations 

for utilizing the Treaty to enhance greater coop-
eration in the Indus Basin:

1.	 Execute the Kishenganga Decision by 
complying to India’s request to take the matter 
to a Neutral Expert rather than the Interna-
tional Court of Arbitration. The Kishenganga 
Decision in 2013 represented an unequivocal 
victory for Pakistan. However, the impasse over 
which forum to use in implementing the set-
tlement led Pakistan to squander their victory. 
The status-quo position of using the ICA over 
the Neutral Expert has led to more harm than 
good. We do not believe that it is in Pakistan’s 
best interest to take the matter to the ICA, who 
would be better off accepting India’s request to 
take remaining questions to the Neutral Expert. 

2.	 Ensure a working definition of “Pond-
age” that is acceptable to both parties. There 
are two competing and conflicting definitions 
of pondage under the Treaty.111 The two coun-
tries should take the issue to either the ICA or 
Neutral Expert and request clarification on the 
matter. We hope this will preempt and prevent 
future disputes.

111   Naqvi, Feisal. Personal Interview. Aug 10, 2018. 
112   Akhtar, Shaheen. “Emerging Challenges to the Indus Waters Treaty.” http://www.irs.org.pk/f310.pdf. Pp 215.

3.	 Timely data 
sharing through install-
ment of telemetry sys-
tems. As a downstream 
country, Pakistan cannot 
be denied access to gauge 
levels and data regarding 
river flow. Without this 
information, Pakistan 
cannot ascertain whether 
India is adhering to the 
IWT. There is a genuine 
concern that India is not 
sharing this data as stip-
ulated by the Treaty, nor 
in good faith to reconcile 
differences and regain 
trust. One step that can 
be taken is to install a 
satellite-based, teleme-
try system for real-time 
hydrology data on rivers. 

This issue has been discussed in the past between 
Commissions, and steps should be taken regard-
ing implementation.

4.	 Transparency between Commission-
ers regarding new Indian Projects on Western 
Rivers. Pakistan’s concerns are multiplied due to 
lack of timely and adequate data sharing which 
has deepened distrust between the two coun-
tries. Islamabad strongly believes New Delhi has 
not been fulfilling its obligations stipulated in 
the IWT such as communicating details of new 
projects six months before their commencement, 
diversion for storage and farm purposes from 
Western Rivers, and providing details about an-
cillary projects.112  India needs to supply time-
ly information on the design of its projects on 
Western Rivers before starting work on them. 
This will allay Pakistan’s apprehensions regard-
ing their incompatibility with the Treaty and 
transboundary impacts on the Pakistani side.

5.	 Mitigate the role of the World Bank 
and other international institutions in Indo-Pak 
transboundary water relations. The World Bank’s 
helped negotiate the Treaty and disperse the 
necessary funds for the Indus Basin Project. The 
Bank has no contemporary role except to help 
appoint a Neutral Expert and ICA panel in case 
when both parties cannot resolve outstanding 
issues bilaterally. Going to the World Bank, as 
Pakistan has repeatedly done in recent years, is 

"The Kishenganga Decision 
in 2013 represented an 
unequivocal victory for 
Pakistan. However, the 
impasse over which forum 
to use in implementing the 
settlement led Pakistan to 
squander their victory."
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unnecessary and detracts from more substantial, 
structural issues.

6.	 De-politicize and de-securitize the 
Treaty and broader Indo-Pak water relations. 
The current problems with dam design are 
engineering problems with engineering solu-
tions. These issues should not be conflated with 
needless political rhetoric or “point-scoring,” 
which is usually not grounded in fact. By se-
curitizing and politicizing the Treaty, the dis-
course is shaped away from the true reasons 
for the crisis, which we will discuss in Part II. 

Conclusion
We have conducted our analysis of the In-

dus Waters Treaty to understand India’s role in 
Pakistan’s water crisis. Our research concludes 
that India does not directly cause the crisis in 
any way. The limited effect of the run-of-the-
river projects, such as Baglihar and Kishenganga, 
only negligibly affect water supply into Pakistan. 
The indirect effect is much greater: Tensions 
with India serve to distract from the bigger is-
sue of inequitable distribution and misallocation 
which we will elaborate in Part II.

Pakistan has genuine grievances regarding 
Indian projects on the Western Rivers. However, 
the IWT has an established dispute-resolution 
mechanism that has been respected by both par-
ties and continues to service their needs today. 
For these reasons, we do not believe the Trea-
ty should be revisited, revised, or discontinued. 
Using Article VII to open the Treaty up for 
“improvements” might be problematic given the 
political climate between the two countries and 
a recognition that Pakistan will face immense 
challenges in deriving concession from India. 

Pakistani President Ayub Khan truly con-
cludes it best, “We have been able to get the 
best that was possible…very often the best is 
the enemy of the good and in this case, we have 
accepted the good after careful and realistic ap-
proach of our entire overall situation…the basis 
of this agreement is realism and pragmatism.”113 

Part II: Domestic Water Mismanage-
ment, Allocation, and Prioritization

“There is a crisis. It’s worse than you think. 

113   Tariq, Sardar Muhammad. “The Indus Waters Treaty and Emerging Water Management.” Pp 87-88.
114   Whitcombe, 1982
115   Gilmartin, David. “Scientific Empire and Imperial Science: Colonialism and Irrigation in the Indus Basin.” Journal of Asian Studies 
53 (4): pp 1127-1149
116   Mustafa, Danish. Personal Interview. 4 August 2018. 

But it is not what you think.” - Dr. Daanish 
Mustafa, Professor at King’s College London

Post-Colonial Legacies of Water Control 
in Contemporary Pakistan

An accurate understanding of history ex-
plains the present. Therefore, one cannot explain 
modern day deficiencies in Pakistan’s domestic 
water policy without understanding the effect 
of the British Empire on the Indus Basin. The 
present irrigation system in Pakistan owes its 
birth to the vast public works drive undertaken 
by the British colonial administration in the late 
19th century114. All previous irrigation systems 
in the subcontinent pale in comparison to the 
enormous expansion of the canal system un-
dertaken by the British. Famine prevention was 
ostensibly the initial impetus for the colonial ad-
ministration to undertake the expensive project 
of irrigation development. But many scholars 
including Gilmartin and Mustafa have ascribed 
the following additional motivations behind the 
almost missionary development of the colonial 
irrigation system in the Indus basin115:

• Anticipation of the increase in tax returns 
of the new irrigation system;

• Increased government control of the pop-
ulation through agricultural employment 
thereby minimizing the threat of a revolt;

• Reinforcement of the superiority of Brit-
ish “imperial scientific” discourse in the 
eyes of the “natives” through control of ge-
ography and the enviornment;

• Cultivation of local elites through a net-
work of support including settlement and 
resettlement policies. These elites owed 
their prosperity to the irrigation system 
and therefore to the British.
The ethos governing water management 

was not driven by a micro-level concern for pub-
lic well-being and equity, or for the provision of 
public service to the people, but rather, by the 
need for consolidation and rationalization of co-
lonial control by creating specific geographies of 
access to resources and social control.116Today, 
Pakistan’s water management policies are mere-
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ly a continuation of the British colonial legacy.117 
The post-colonial Pakistani state inherited a co-
lonial administrative system whose ethos was 
not changed at the time of independence. The 
countervailing rural civil society, for which the 
Canal Act was supposedly made, was weak at 
the time of independence and has remained dis-
enfranchised due to the Pakistani state’s inability 
to change the modus operandi of using water for 
control and power. 

The water bureaucracy is still characterized 
by a definable hierarchy of functionaries, who 
are typically more in tune with the requirements 
of their internal administrative hierarchy than 
public demands for equity and public efficiency 
in management.118 Irrigation departments seem 
to be conveying an impression of being more of 
a policing body against a rogue population than 
a public utility working for their benefit.

Water continues to be used as a form of 
control by those who have access to it: the state, 
feudal lords, and landowners.119 Fawad Khan ex-
plained the continuation of power relations in 
regard to inequitable distribution: 

“If you live in a nice posh area you get good mu-
nicipal services, water is pumped. If you live 
in a slum, there is not even a tap. A majori-
ty of agricultural usage of water is tied to the 
amount of land you have. If you are a big land-
lord, you have a lot of water, sometimes even 
millions of gallons of water per day. Whereas, 
there are thousands of landless people who have 
no water and no claim to anything.”120

There is no noteworthy contrast when it 
comes to differentiating the mentality of those 
in power today from those who were the colo-
nial rulers of the past. In the coming sections, 
we will show how this mentality is the funda-
mental problem in addressing contemporary 
water concerns. Until water is seen as a means 
of influence, power, and control, and not a public 
utility that is equitably distributed to all citizens 
(as enshrined in Pakistan’s constitution), no pol-
icy, reform, or dam—no matter how visionary 
or grand—will substantially alter the course of 
the crisis. In the coming sections, we will show 
how structural deficiencies have been molded 
by Pakistan’s colonial legacy but have presented 

117   Jalal, Ayesha. Personal Interview. 9 August 2018. 
118   Mustafa, Daanish. “Colonial law, contemporary water issue in Pakistan.” Political Geography Vol. 20, 2001. pp 817-837
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121   National Water Policy 2018. Available at: http://mowr.gov.pk/index.php/national-water-policy-2018/ 
122   Mustafa, Danish. Personal Interview. 4 August 2018. 

themselves contemporarily through grossly dec-
adent state priorities vis-a-vis water allocation 
and distribution. 

The Reality of Pakistan’s Water “Scarci-
ty”

The first page of Pakistan’s National Wa-
ter Policy 2018 introduces Pakistan’s water crisis 
as follows: “With a rapidly growing population, 
Pakistan is heading towards a situation of wa-
ter shortage and by corollary, a threat of food 
insecurity. Per capita surface water availability 
has declined from 5,260 cubic meters per year 
in 1951 to around 1,000 cubic meters in 2016. 
This quantity is likely to further drop to about 
860 cubic meters by 2025 marking the transition 
from a “water stressed” to a “water scarce” coun-
try (the minimum water requirement to avoid 
food and health implications of water scarcity is 
1,000 cubic meters per capita per year).”121

This statement has sparked national con-
versation, albeit in a problematic fashion A pre-
liminary reading of the aforementioned statistic 
introduces the problem to be a “lack of water per 
capita.” This is highly reductive and simplistic 
as it does not highlight the true components of 
the crisis. A simple reading of the statistics im-
plies that the physical availability of water has 
decreased. In reality, the statistic is related to a 
wholly different issue altogether: population 
growth: 

“This one statistic has been the biggest catastro-
phe about the way to think about water! It does 
not take a mathematical genius to tell you that 
if your population increases roughly five-fold, 
your per-capita water availability will decrease 
five-fold. Yet, people don’t think of this statistic 
that way. When they read it, they start think-
ing about the absolute scarcity of water — that 
there is five-time less water in the country. This 
is a misnomer. Pakistan has the same amount of 
water as it did 3 billion years ago and will have 
the same amount of water 3 billion years from 
now. Ask any fourth-grade geography student 
who knows about the water cycle and he will 
tell you why.”122

The fact that the physical quantity of water 
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has not changed leads to the question: is there 
enough water in the Indus Basin to sustain the 
lives of 210 million people? 

The UN declared a human right to water 
on 28 July 2010, with the issuance of Resolution 
64/292. This resolution provided that between 
50 and 100 gallons are needed per person per day 
to provide basic needs, such as water for drink-
ing and bathing. If we use the upper limit of 100 
gallons being the daily requirement—and with 
200 million people living in Pakistan—this will 
amount to a demand of roughly 33.6 Million 
Acre Feet (MAF) per year.123 Given that the to-
tal annual freshwater in the Indus Basin roughly 
amounts to 263-268 MAF, daily requirements 
are much less than the total estimated annual 
flow of Indus surface water.124 This suggests that 
there is more than enough water to adequately 
sustain the country’s population.

Experts were mostly in complete agree-
ment regarding this hypothesis and cited agri-

123   Zafar, Adeel et. al.  “Imagining Industan: Overcoming water insecurity in the Indus Basin.” Springer International Publishing. Pp 23-25
124   Zafar, Adeel et. al.  “Imagining Industan: Overcoming water insecurity in the Indus Basin.” Springer International Publishing. Pp 24-26
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culture as the primary cause of the water crisis: 
“The notion that there is a shortage of water in 
Pakistan is wrong, there is no scarcity. In fact, 
there is too much water. Agriculture consumes 
the most water. In Pakistan, we have surplus 
food. That means we have surplus water. The 
problem is we are using water in a disastrous 
way. Since there is no pricing mechanism, no 
one has an incentive to use water efficiently. 
That is why you see practices like flood irriga-
tion waste so much water. We have an issue of 
water management, not scarcity.”125

Other experts supported this claim and 
added that the issue of scarcity is simply con-
structed based on state policies:

“If you throw 1000 cubic liters of water over 
someone’s head, and they don’t know how to 
swim, they will drown. According to the UN, 
a human being needs a minimum of 40 liters 

of water to live. Multi-
ply that by 200 million, 
and you will see there is 
no scarcity. If you want to 
make a swimming pool for 
every cow, there could be a 
scarcity. If you want to cul-
tivate sugarcane, there you 
will probably have scarcity. 
And if you want to do cor-
porate farming, then you’re 
screwed because you will 
have scarcity. But if you 
want to have roti (bread), 
then there is no issue, no 
scarcity.”126

It is clear that Pa-
kistan does not have a 
physical scarcity of wa-
ter, but that the water 
Pakistan possesses is not 
equitably distributed as 
millions of people do not 
have regular access to it. 
Pakistan allocates 95% 
of its water to agricul-
ture, making it the largest 
fraction of water con-

"Total annual freshwater 
in the Indus Basin roughly 
amounts to 263-268 MAF, 
so daily requirements are 
much less than the total 
estimated annual flow of 
Indus surface water. This 
suggests that there is 
more than enough water 
to adequately sustain the 
country’s population."
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sumption in Pakistan.127 
Therefore, it is essential 
to understand the role of 
agriculture in Pakistan’s 
broader water context in 
the next section.

The Agriculture Di-
lemma

“If you want to make a 
swimming pool for ev-
ery cow, there is a little 
scarcity. If you want 
to cultivate sugarcane, 
there is bigger prob-
lem. And if you want 
corporate farming, 
you’re screwed. But if 
you want roti (bread), 
there is no scarcity.” – Daanish Mustafa128

Pakistan’s reliance on agriculture is the sin-
gle largest cause of the water crisis today. The 
state allocates 95% of its water to produce 20-
25% of its annual GDP output.129 We posed a 
simple question to a high-ranking bureaucrat we 
interviewed: how can one morally justify such 
a mismatch in the allocation of resources? Ac-
cording to him, the answer can be found in the 
need for food security: humans need food, food 
needs water.130 However, a closer look at where 
the water goes reveals a different picture. 

Cotton and sugarcane are two of the most 
water-intensive crops to produce. The amount 
of water these crops use is staggering; roughly 
22,500 liters of water are required to produce 
one kilogram of cotton and 1,500-3,000 liters 
for one kilogram of sugarcane.131

However, Pakistan has not only allowed, but 
encouraged, the growth of these water-thirsty 
crops. Sugar cane is arguably the most contro-
versial. Sugar is a delicacy and does not con-
tribute to the food security of the country. Yet, 
the government has taken no steps to limit its 
growth and save water. 

Mansoor Awan, a lawyer based in Lahore, 
talked to us about the effects of growing sugar-
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cane on water levels in an area. Mr. Awan’s asso-
ciate, Asghar Leghari, is from Rahim Yar Khan, 
a border town between Sindh and Punjab that 
lies on the banks of the Indus River. There is no 
canal system there, so there is greater reliance on 
groundwater. In the last two decades, eight new 
sugar mills opened in the district. The water level 
dropped from 20 feet to 80 feet and is on its way 
to reaching 100 feet.132 

“I am a proponent of doing away with sug-
ar cane and the sugar industry entirely. We can 
always import sugar from Brazil. But we cannot 
allow our water to be wasted. Sugar is a deli-
cacy, but water is life. But the interests are too 
entrenched.”

The “interests” that Mr. Awan was alluding 
to were that of the sugarcane lobby. Pakistan’s 
sugar millers are mostly influential politicians. 
Sugar is the fuel that national politics runs on. 
The sugar lobby primarily funds the three largest 
political parties. But this is not an issue of cro-
ny capitalism, which symbolizes the relationship 
between the business and political class. Here, 
the business class is the political class. 

In 2009, The Nation reported that there 
were 78 sugar mills in the country and the lead-
ers of the three biggest parties alone—mostly 
through relatives and associates—owned more 
than fifty percent of these mills.133 While an ar-

"Pakistan’s reliance on 
agriculture is the single 
largest cause of the water 
crisis today. The state 
allocates 95% of its water 
to produce 20-25% of its 
annual GDP output."
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gument could be made that this data is outdated, 
a simple review of the politicians named in the 
report makes it clear this is not the case. Nawaz 
Sharif (ex-Prime Minister), Asif Ali Zardari 
(ex-President), and Jehangir Tareen (the biggest 
financial contributor to the current ruling party’s 
government) all continue to play an active role 
in the politics of Pakistan today. The fact that 
powerful political players all have high financial 
stakes in the sugarcane industry makes the issue 
more complex. The policymakers who are trust-
ed to act as representatives of the people happen 
to be the ones gaining from the existing policies 
that cause of the crisis itself.

This is most directly seen in the continued 
support and patronage of sugarcane cultivation 
through subsidies. Billions of rupees are paid 
from the Public Exchequer in the form of sub-
sidies to boost sugarcane production, primarily 
for exports. For example, in the 2017-18 season, 
the Sindh government alone paid a provin-
cial subsidy of Rs 3.25bn (Rs9.3/1kg) to sugar 
mills located in Sindh as export rebate. Of the 
1.7m tons Pakistan exported, 0.9m were from 
Sindh.134 

Daanish Mustafa believes that one of the 
best ways to save water is to stop subsidizing 
sugarcane production: 

“The easiest way…is stopping subsidies. The 
irony lies that the government lays the seed of 
its own destruction by making sugarcane com-
mercially viable because of its subsidy. Sub-
sidizes the crop on the water stage, electricity 
stage, support price stage and even the mar-
keting stage. These subsidies are not the small 
farmer but for the politically connected sugar 
mill owner.”135

However, former members of the gov-
ernment we interview were not so open to the 
change:

“We [Pakistan] are…an informal association of 
farmers…bringing water-efficient practices. A 
population that has for a thousand years used 
to growing rice, [it is] very difficult for them 
to convince them to grow anything else. The 
government can motivate and demonstrate but 
cannot make a law. Sugarcane is poor man’s 
only source of energy as they can’t afford pro-

Aug-2009/politicians-relatives-own-50pc-of-countrys-sugar-factories
134   Khan, Muhammad Hussain. “Footprints: Sugar wars.” Dawn. Jan 4, 2019. https://www.dawn.com/news/1455320/footprints-sugar-wars
135   Mustafa, Danish. Personal Interview. Aug 4 2018. 
136   Anonymous Bureaucrat. Personal Interview. Aug 5, 2018. 
137   Zafar, Adeel. Personal Interview. August 8, 2018. 

teins. We are a large sugar consumer country.”
When we asked whether or not sugarcane 

subsidies negatively affect water resources in Pa-
kistan, the bureaucrat went on the defensive:

“We are going in subjects…not connected 
to water problems. These large land growers are 
only in name. Absentee landlords lease out to 
small farmers. Very few hired as labor and most 
cases were where land is leased out. [emphasis 
added].”136

While one bureaucrat is by no means a rep-
resentative sample, it was clear that there was an 
embedded status-quo that did not feel that 95% 
of water devoted to agriculture was a problem 
at all.

“You only count human beings. Pak has top 5-6 
million in livestock population. They need more 
water than human beings. Even for drinking 
cow needs more water than a man does. Half 
of our rural population is dependent on ag-
riculture and livestock. For instance, with a 
shortage of water in the Thar desert, both ani-
mals and human beings die. Human beings are 
priced more, but as far as those human beings 
which have survived, a death of [their] cat-
tle are their own death because cattle are only 
means of livelihood.”
The resistance to changing the status-quo 

and the refusal to reform existing agricultural 
policies bodes poorly for Pakistan’s future. The 
current policy is divorced from the majority of 
financial compulsions of people whose liveli-
hoods depend on the agricultural sector. It pri-
oritizes economically privileged groups which 
not only breeds inequality but also leads to the 
production of high-water needs crops which is 
counterproductive for the water supply of the 
country. While rice is necessary for food securi-
ty, products like cotton and sugarcane, which as 
Adeel Zafar claims have the “optics of harming 
a farmer” have caused detriment to Pakistan137 

Across our interviews, the improper state 
allocation of water resources, given their rela-
tive decline, was a universal theme. Fawad Khan 
claimed: 

“If there were really a crisis, sugarcane would 
not have been an option. Similarly, many oth-
er crops, rice consumes a lot of water, wheat is 
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better than rice, then millet is better than rice. 
People will grow according to what is avail-
able. What I am trying to say is not that we 
need to ditch agriculture to save water. What 
I’m trying to say that we need to practice agri-
culture that will produce enough food with the 
water you have. There are other ways of doing 
it.  Interestingly, you export cotton and import 
food. Then there is this business of virtual wa-
ter. Virtual water is when you produce your 
water to grow cotton, and you export it, what 
you have done is, in essence, exported your wa-
ter. You’ve got to be cognizant of that. We’re the 
largest exporter of groundwater in the world. If 
you’re exporting water, you have enough wa-
ter.” (emphasis added)138 
Another expert, Ali Sheikh, acknowledged 

improper state priorities and mentioned that: 
“Pakistan’s economy in percentage terms is 
growing, and while a conscious decision has not 
been taken to move away from agriculture, we 
are transitioning towards other economies. The 
percentage of people moving out of the agricul-
tural economy is rising too. While this might 
not come in the form of a policy document, it is 
the new reality shaping this country.”139  
A paradigm shift is necessary. Pakistan 

must move away from agriculture, or at least 
have a vision of doing so. It seems that this is un-
likely to happen until the entrenched status-quo 
is not overturned. 

Pricing of water
With the water crisis now taking center 

stage in public discourse, people are quick to 
posit their own solutions. The Chief Justice of 
Pakistan believes that the solution lies in the 
construction of a $14 billion-dollar dam.140 
Well-meaning samaritans advocate conserving 
water in homes and offices by doing things like 
taking quick showers, closing the tap when not 

138   Khan, Fawad. Personal Interview. August 7, 2018 
139   Sheikh, Ali. Personal Interview. Aug 3, 2018. 
140   Ahmad, Meher. “Pakistan Tries A New Way To Pay For A Dam: Crowdsourcing.” The New York Times. Oct 5, 2018. https://www.
nytimes.com/2018/10/25/world/asia/pakistan-dam-fund.html
141   Strategic Forensic Group. “The Indus Equation.” Pp 9. http://www.indiaenvironmentportal.org.in/files/Indus_Equation_Report.pdf 
142   Planning Commission of Pakistan. Canal Water Pricing for Irrigation in Pakistan: Assessment, Issues, and Options. June 2012. 
https://www.waterinfo.net.pk/sites/default/files/knowledge/Canal%20Water%20Pricing%20for%20Irrigation%20in%20Pakistan%20-%20
Assessment%20Issues%20and%20Options.pdf
143   Article 36, 1873 Canal Act. http://punjablaws.gov.pk/laws/5.html
144   Alam, Rafay. “On Pricing Water.” The Express Tribune. Feb 15, 2012. https://tribune.com.pk/story/336994/on-water-pricing/
145   Ibid.
146   Briscoe, John et. al. 2005. “Pakistan’s water economy: running dry” Washington, DC: World Bank. http://documents.worldbank.org/
curated/en/989891468059352743/Pakistans-water-economy-running-dry. Pp 58.

in use, and washing cars less. Some claim that 
“flood irrigation” must be replaced by “drip irri-
gation.” Others point to unlined canals and leak-
age as an area for improvement. These canals and 
leakages lead to almost 25% of Pakistan’s water 
being wasted.141

All these are plausible solutions. However, 
there has yet to be real discussion over the pric-
ing of water.

Recently, the Planning Commission pub-
lished a report, “Canal Water Pricing for Ir-
rigation in Pakistan: Assessment, Issues, and 
Options,” pointing out in no simple terms that 
Pakistan is simply not paying the cost of the wa-
ter it uses for agriculture.142

Consumers of canal irrigation water pay 
an  abiana  charge levied under the Canal and 
Drainage Act, 1873, which states that “The rates 
to be charged for canal water supplied for irriga-
tion to the occupiers of land shall be determined 
by the rules to be made by the provincial govern-
ment, and such occupiers shall pay for it accord-
ingly.”143 Provincial governments publish water 
rates. In Punjab, until 2003, there were sporadic 
increases in water charges. Now the government 
has applied a flat rate system of 85 rupees (Rs) 
per cropped acre during the kharif season and 
Rs. 50 per acre during the rabi season. The Khy-
ber-Pakhtunkhwa government charges up to Rs. 
250 for non-food crops.144 

This system allows provincial governments 
to gain revenue which could be spent on im-
proving water infrastructure. The Punjab gov-
ernment, for example, manages an estimated 
$20 billion in water infrastructure.145 According 
to water expert John Briscoe, “this would imply 
that the cost of replacement and maintenance of 
Punjab’s stock of water resource and irrigation 
infrastructure would be US $0.6 billion a year” 
and that the government should be investing 
around US $0.3 billion a year in replacement and 
maintenance.146 As of 2006, the Government of 
Punjab’s budget for maintenance was about 6.5% 
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of that benchmark.147 Pricing water would help 
the government recover much-needed revenue 
to bridge the gap between required spending on 
water infrastructure and the current levels of ac-
tual spending. In no way is this abiana pricing in 
Punjab sustainable. It doesn’t even cover the cost 
of operation and maintenance costs.

With such low water prices, it is unsurpris-
ing that practices such as “flood irrigation” still 
occur in Pakistan. With no incentive to reduce 
water usage, farmers flood their fields to irrigate 
their land and crops. It is for this reason that 
Pakistan’s water productivity is extremely low, 
leading to the needless waste of water. In 2005, 
water productivity stood at 0.13 kg/m3 — which 
is relatively small compared to Indian productiv-
ity at 0.39 kg/m3, and miniscule in comparison 
to the USA with 1.56 kg/m3, and Canada with 
8.72 kg/m3.148 

Domestic water prices in urban cities are 
priced under flat, block-rate schedules. Accord-
ing to Rafay Alam, they were established to en-
sure “the efficient use of the resource, as well as 
to achieve equity, environmental conservation, 
cost recovery, and public participation.” Howev-
er, the water experts we interviewed all unan-
imously agreed that the current pricing model 
does not encourage conservation. 

147   Ibid. 
148   Strategic Forensic Group. “The Indus Equation.” Pp 12. http://www.indiaenvironmentportal.org.in/files/Indus_Equation_Report.pdf
149   Khan, Fawad. Personal Interview. August 7, 2018.
150   Ibid.
151   Ibid.
152   Khan, Fawad. Personal Interview. August 7, 2018.

Human response to 
incentives dictates that if 
water used in irrigation 
is priced according to 
available supply, demand 
should reduce. Studies 
back this up by show-
ing that there is excess 
demand for water in Pa-
kistan: people demand 
more water than they 
normally would if they 
had to pay the environ-
mental and supply cost 
of water. Fawad Khan 
said, “How do you solve 
this [crisis]? I’m an econ-
omist so my response 
would be pricing…The 
problem is you’re get-
ting free water…there is 
a genuine market failure 

because costs are not recovered.”149

Saying that water should be priced as a 
commodity rather than a public good makes in-
tuitive sense. However, several challenges must 
be overcome to do so. First, one must ask the 
moral question: is it justifiable to price water—a 
fundamental right that upholds dignity and 
life—and in turn exclude certain segments of 
the population that may not be able to afford it? 
Is it politically possible to do so? How will the 
public react to paying more for water? 

In answering these questions, we once 
again turn to the largest consumer of water: ag-
riculture. Water represents a very small amount 
of the cost of production.150 Therefore, pricing 
water will not greatly affect the overall cost of 
any particular good.151 There is a need to create 
incentives and expectations for rural landown-
ers, in particular, to save water by switching to 
more efficient irrigation techniques. 

We believe the first step to changing rural 
behavior actually lies in pricing water in the ur-
ban localities. Since most rural landowners live 
in cities (as opposed to their villages), metering 
their homes—and everyone else’s—would cre-
ate a normative trend of responding to incen-
tives and conserving water.152By measuring 

"Studies back this up 
by showing that there is 
excess demand for water in 
Pakistan: people demand 
more water than they 
normally would if they had 
to pay the environmental 
and supply cost of water."
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the amount of water consumed in a household 
through metering, there can be a radical reduc-
tion in the consumption of this resource. We 
hope this important first step will ultimately 
lead to more awareness on water conservation. 
In the years that come, we hope that this step 
would lead to a situation where the govern-
ment has the political capital and will to push 
for a more widespread approach at pricing water 
throughout the country. 

Supply-Side vs. Demand Management
As mentioned in Part I, the state had at-

tempted to use “development” to ostensibly 
unify the fragmented and vulnerable Pakistani 
nation after partition. A key component of this 
was the $30 billion (in today’s currency) “In-
dus Basin Project” that the World Bank helped 
broker in the wake of the Indus Waters Treaty. 
The construction of Mangla and Tarbela dams 
in the 1970s became symbols of national pride 
amongst the populace and representation of Pa-
kistan’s “development.”

However, Mangla and Tarbela were not the 
only sites identified to construct a large dam. The 
small town of Kalabagh was also recognized as a 
strategic location because this is the point where 
the Indus River becomes a natural dam. As ear-
ly as 1953, the site was chosen as the location 
to construct a large dam. It is this reason that 

153   Iqbal, Syed Jawad. “Why Kalabagh?” South Asia Vol. 22 (11).
154   Ebrahim, Zofeen. “91pc of Karachi’s water is unfit to drink.” Dawn. https://www.dawn.com/news/1348750

at one point, the construction of the dam was 
considered to be more important than building 
a nuclear bomb.153 

However, due to the turbulence of the sev-
enties and eighties—the breakup of Pakistan and 
the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan—the dam 
could not be constructed. It was only under Per-
vez Musharraf that the issue of Kalabagh gained 
traction. Musharraf wanted the dam to be built 
at all costs and encouraged all stakeholders to 
come to a consensus. However, the question of 
Kalabagh became a highly politicized issue in 
inter-provincial affairs. 

The political moti-
vations behind the op-
position of Kalabagh 
dam between Sindh and 
Punjab (two provinces 
in Pakistan) strongly re-
sembles Pakistan’s polit-
ical motivations when it 
criticizes India’s projects 
on the Indus. Sindh is 
the lower riparian of the 
Indus river as compared 
to Punjab. Furthermore, 
Sindh is a relatively bar-
ren province in compar-
ison with Pakistan and 
faces the brunt of Pa-
kistan’s water woes. As 
much as 53% of Sindh’s 
land has been destroyed 
by the menaces of wa-
terlogging and salinity, 
essentially rendering the 

land useless. In Karachi (provincial capital of 
Sindh), the state of water access is abysmal. Over 
50% of the ten million residents of the city don’t 
have uninterrupted access to water. And what’s 
left is often unfit for consumption: a whopping 
91% of water in Karachi contains sewage and 
industrial waste, according to a Pakistani judicial 
commission report.154

Given the plight of many residents of 
Sindh, as well as the geographic fact that Punjab 
is the upper riparian and has access to more sur-
face water, the issue of water has been success-
fully used by Sindhi politicians for short term 
electoral gain. By politicizing Kalabagh, and 
subsequently water, there is a large anti-Kala-
bagh lobby that has polarized the country. 

"...And what’s left is often 
unfit for consumption: a 
whopping 91% of water in 
Karachi contains sewage 
and industrial waste, 
according to a Pakistani 
judicial commission 
report."
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Advocates of the Kalabagh dam say that 
its construction is a matter of life and death for 
the survival of the country. They cite the benefits 
of the dam by saying that it would provide ad-
ditional water storage, generate electricity, and 
irrigate millions of acres of land. Opponents say 
that it will only heighten the imbalance between 
access to water between Punjab and Sindh as the 
upper riparian (Punjab) will have control over 
water flows. The sentiments have polarized the 
country and manage to fill the headlines: “Pun-
jabi farmers reject 1991 Water Accord without 
Kalabagh dam”155 and “Sindh rejects construc-
tion of Kalabagh dam”.156

There is a theory of public opinion that 
states that citizens are cognitive misers. This 
means that citizens form opinions on complex 
and technical matters that are beyond the scope 
of their knowledge through “filters” or “aids.” 
Some of these filters include identity, ideology, 
partisanship, gender, etc. The merits and demer-
its, advantages and disadvantages of the con-
struction of complex projects such as dams are 
beyond the scope of understanding of the com-
mon man. Yet, people still form opinions on the 
matter through their predispositions. Professor 
Daanish Mustafa believes that Kalabagh has 
now become an issue of Pakistani identity.

“What is a Pakistani patriot? It has to be a 
Man, a Sunni, a Punjabi, anti-India, and 
pro-Kalabagh. If you don’t have any of these 
characteristics, you become a hyphenated Paki-
stani. It is interesting that I mentioned Kala-
bagh. It has become an issue of identity. That’s 
the discourse you’ve [the Pakistani state] pro-
moted, the society you have built. You can go 
into the costs and benefits of the dam, but it is 
not about that — the debate is about what Pa-
kistani polity is and should be.”157

This discourse plays into our previous dis-
cussion on development. Adopting a neo-lib-
eralist view of development has created a de-
velopmental paradigm; dams, technology, mass 
production, and consumption were the demands 
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160   Kadeer, Asmal. “Dams and Development.” International Rivers. https://www.internationalrivers.org/sites/default/files/attached-files/
world_commission_on_dams_final_report.pdf,]
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of the day. This thinking has not changed, and 
this is reflected in the fact that contemporary 
notions of development, particularly water re-
source development, have not changed. This is 
further evident by the almost missionary ap-
proach to the construction of Pakistan’s newest 
water obsession: the Diamer Basha dam. 

As we were researching for this project, Pa-
kistan tried a new way to fund the construction 
of a dam: crowdsourcing. Over the summer of 
2018, the Chief Justice of Pakistan launched a 
“dam fund” in attempt to crowdfund the con-
struction of the $14 billion-dollar Diamer-Ba-
sha dam. Officials say that the construction of 
this dam will solve the endemic shortages of 
water. Television news shows repeatedly show 
large donors handing cheques to the dam fund 
in masse, including the Pakistani football team, 
Pakistani politicians, government officials, and 
military officers. Citizens can text “dam” to the 
number 8000 and donate Rs. 10 (the equivalent 
of 10 cents) directly from their phone. These 
donations, however, are simply not going to be 
enough to construct the dam. As of Jan 12, 2019, 
only US$65 million has been collected since the 
fund was launched in May 2018, which is a little 
over one percent of the dam’s estimated cost.158 
At this rate, it would take 120 years to complete-
ly fund the dam.159 

However, there is a larger problem at play 
here: it makes little economic sense for the 
government to divert this much money to one 
project. According the World Commission on 
Dams, the average cost overrun for large dams 
is 56%.160 Diamer-Basha’s estimated cost is $14 
billion. If conservative estimates are followed, 
Diamer-Basha’s cost may well swell to over 
$22 billion. Pakistan’s official GDP in 2017 was 
roughly $300 billion.161 It does not take much 
math to tell that with the Diamer-Basha dam, 
Pakistan will be roughly committing to a proj-
ect equivalent to almost 8 percent of their total 
GDP The biggest infrastructure project in Eu-
rope today is the Crossrail project in London at 
$20 billion.162 But that is being financed by the 
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British economy, which is worth $2.6 trillion.163 
The Pakistani people are being asked to make 
a disproportionate commitment which may not 
be necessary in the first place. 

Dam building is a classic example of po-
litical myopia. These are short-sighted policies 
that appear to have great political benefit. When 
the government invests in something tangible 
that people can see—such as dams—the popu-
lation is under the impression that progress is 
being made. This also helps politicians elector-
ally by giving them a “ribbon-cutting” opportu-
nity to showcase concrete work (quite literally) 
that the government has completed. People will 
be better served if the government moves away 
from brick-and-mortar projects to a more off-
the-screen approach aimed to manage water de-
mand, where the real solution of the water crisis 
lies.

In short, Pakistan doesn’t need to build 
dams to solve its water crisis. There are many 
policy tools at hand to chart a different path for 
water conservation. Some are focused on agri-
culture: switching to less water-intensive crops, 
lining conveyance canals, leveling fields, using 
drip irrigation instead of flood irrigation, pay-
ing farmers to conserve, and eliminating po-
litically-backed subsidies for sugarcane. Other 
solutions are aimed at municipal and industrial 
users: establishing tiered water rates, replacing 
inefficient water appliances with high-efficiency 
models, using water barrels and roof-top cisterns 
to collect rainwater, removing water-intensive 
vegetation, and replacing aging, leaking delivery 
pipes. Taken together, these methods can dra-
matically reduce water use. Prioritization to de-
mand management in Pakistan undoubtedly will 
require a fundamental shift in thinking, an ear-
nest mustering of political will, and considerable 
funding possibly including international and/or 
bilateral assistance. This shift appears essential if 
Pakistan’s irrigated society is to continue to exist.

Recommendations 
1.	 Stop perpetuating the post-colonial 

mindset of using water as a form of control. The 
ethos governing water management should now 
be driven by a micro-level concern for public 
well-being and equity, or for provision of a pub-
lic service to the people.164 The current structures 

https://www.cnn.com/2015/10/13/tech/future-cities-london-crossrail/index.html, [Accessed October 13, 2015.
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164   Mustafa, Danish. Personal Interview. 4 August 2018. 

and bodies in place should be reevaluated and 
reintegrated with the current discourse to bet-
ter implement water distribution and allay the 
issue of water inequity and distribution within 
the subcontinent. 

2.	 Stop using the term “water scarci-
ty.” Water scarcity implies that there is not 
enough water. In the case of Pakistan, we have 
proved that this is not true. There is an abun-
dance of freshwater in the Indus Basin that can 
fulfill the need of all citizens if managed cor-
rectly. Neo-Malthusian theories of “not having 
enough” detracts from the real water crisis: mis-
allocation and inequitable distribution. “Water 
crisis” would be more appropriate terminology.

3.	 Re-allocate water away from agricul-
ture. According to the Pakistan Water Policy 
2018, 95 percent of the water use in Pakistan is 
for agriculture. The vast majority of that water is 
used for cash crops like cotton, rice, and sugar-
cane for exports and not to provide food to the 
poor. If the commercial agriculture is the ulti-
mate victim of water scarcity, surely it could part 
with just 2-4 percent of water for the domestic 
sector, for a few million tons less of sugarcane, 
rice or cotton. That could double or triple the 
water availability for the domestic sector and 
eliminate any supply problems in one go. 

4.	 Price water in large cities, and eventu-
ally the farms. There currently exists no political 
will to start pricing water at all levels of society. 
The current model of flat-rates in the domestic 
sphere and the abiana charges for the agricul-
tural sphere do not create incentives to conserve 
models and fall proportionately more on the 
poor. To ameliorate this, we propose “metering” 
water in cities the same way as is done with oth-
er utilities such as electricity and gas. We hope 
that this will start a normative trend of respond-
ing to incentives, eventually leading to the state 
possessing enough political will to start pricing 
irrigation. 

5.	 Focus on demand management rath-
er than supply-side approaches. There exists a 
need to look beyond supply-side solutions such 
as building dams and other structures to ame-
liorate the present crisis and look and demand 
control mechanisms which can enhance the 
future sustainability of agricultural production 
within Pakistan. Acts such as crowdfunding 

100



for dams only perpetuate post-colonial legacies 
and do little to tackle the main crisis at hand. 
While this requires political will, it is necessary 
for policymakers and politicians to look beyond 
projects which provide optical popular support 
and challenge the way of agricultural production 
in Pakistan. 

Conclusion
Throughout the course of this paper, we 

have been hesitant to use the term “scarcity” 
to refer to the water crisis in Pakistan. This is 
a deliberate effort to show that there is not a 
scarcity of water, but instead the wrong priori-
tization, usage, and distribution of the available 

water. We believe that “water crisis” is more ap-
propriate terminology and is one that encom-
passes systemic problems within the Pakistani 
administration, attitudes and polity. As high-
lighted through the course of the paper, some 
key elements have been the accentuation of the 
post-colonial mentality of water control through 
the perpetuation of the 1873 Canal Act, mis-
allocation of water to agriculture, lack of water 
pricing in irrigation and domestic usage, and an 
irrational focus on supply side water manage-
ment through infrastructure projects such as 
dams-thereby neglected demand management. 
While these in no way provide an exhaustive list 
of problems to the issue of water in Pakistan, 
they try to direct us to the main avenues and 
causes of the precarious situation of water in the 
country and hope to resolve them in the fore-
seeable future. 
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