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Daniella Reichenstein, Editor-in-ChiefLeonardo Goi, Print Editor

TODAy, more than ever before, technology is shaping the way we live our lives. It 

facilitates communication and transport, guides us through scientific discoveries 

and enhances our everyday wellbeing. yet technology has the power to render us ever 

more vulnerable, often depriving us of our agency, that is, our ability to actively engage 

with the world around us. Positioning ourselves within a hi-tech world has become a 

mandatory, albeit tough, challenge that we must face. How, then, is technology’s multi-

dimensional nature shaping the social, political and economic realms of the world today, 

and to what extent is it redefining our future?

This term The Oxonian Globalist aims to explore some of the main issues that tech-

nology has presented in the last few years. We look at the interplay between technology 

and the latest modes of warfare, examining the impact of drones on the political, economic 

and humanitarian costs of war. We discuss how technology is reshaping economic devel-

opment through a focus on mobile phone banking and the rise of Bit-Coin. We also 

turn to Egypt’s digital blackout during the January 2011 revolution to reflect on the 

challenges that the securitization of telecommunication poses to the corporate sector. 

Elsewhere in the magazine we explore a range of issues, from the role of agriculture 

in ensuring pro-poor growth, to the relationship between ancient rhetoric and modern 

politics, and the challenges and opportunities of doctor-patient consultations in today’s 

healthcare systems. 

We hope you enjoy this issue. If you have any thoughts or comments, or would like 

to become part of the Globalist team please e-mail editor@toglobalist.org.

www.toglobalist.org
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UNMANNED aircraft are not a new 
phenomenon. Radio-controlled  

aeroplanes were used as early as the First 
World War, primarily for target practice 
and as precursors to the cruise missile. 
During the Vietnam War, the United 
States used unmanned aircraft for surveil-
lance. However, the past decade has seen 
the usage of drones expand, and with it 
their political salience. 

According to Drone Wars UK, a 
leading source of information on drone 
activity, 31 militaries around the world 
are known to own at least one large 
UAV. This figure is certain to increase 
in the near future. American and Israeli 
defence firms dominate a thriving export 
market, and in November 2012 the 
state-owned China Aerospace Science 
and Technology Corporation unveiled a 
range of exportable UAVs with the stated 
aim of exporting them to less economi-
cally powerful African and Asian coun-
tries. Furthermore, UAV-owning states 
are keen to expand their use. The United 
States military had fewer than 50 drones 
in 2002. It now has around 7000. The 

United Kingdom created a new squadron 
of five Reaper drones in late 2012.

From Surveillance to Combat
Unmanned aerial vehicles still carry 

out the surveillance role that they occu-
pied during the Vietnam War. Many 
widely exported models such as the Israeli-
manufactured Heron are unarmed, and 
the primary military role of drones even 
now is surveillance. A 2013 report by the 
Council on Foreign Relations estimated 
that only 5% of US military drones can 
be armed. Much of the increase in drone 
use has been among civilian organisa-
tions: drones are used by police forces for 
surveillance, oil companies for geophys-
ical surveys, and meteorologists for 
tracking hurricanes. The political salience 

of drones, however, has come from their 
extended combat role. No longer merely 
target dummies, drones have evolved 
into cheap, relatively expendable killers. 
What effect will the proliferation of these 
weapons have on international affairs?

The first reported American drone 
strike outside the conventional battlefield 
took place on November 3rd 2002 against 
suspected al-Qaeda terrorists in yemen. 
Since then, drone attacks have become a 
key feature of American counterterrorism 
strategy, and have been responsible for 
the deaths of key figures including the 
suspected al-Qaeda regional commander 

Anwar al-Awlaki. 
The deployment of 
American drones 
closely tracks Amer-
ican perceptions of 

terrorist threat. In January 2013 
the United States struck a deal with the 
government of Niger to construct a base 
for surveillance drones, a clear response 
to the rising threat of Islamist insurgen-
cies in West Africa. This February, the 
news broke of a secret American drone 
base in Saudi Arabia, and drones have 
been used extensively in Afghanistan and 
the Federally Administered Tribal Areas 
of Pakistan.

The Costs of Drone Warfare
Extrajudicial attacks on suspected 

terrorists predate drone warfare. In 
August 1998, the United States launched 
a cruise missile attack against four mili-
tant training camps in Afghanistan, and 
more recently cruise missiles have been 

used against targets in yemen. But armed 
UAVs have been charged with reducing 
the costs, both economic and political, 
of military action. Cruise missiles are 
expensive, and the warships that launch 
them even more so. The 2012 cost of a 
Reaper UAV is US$36.8 million, cheap 
compared to manned aircraft. The 1998 
cruise missile strikes saw 75 Tomahawk 
cruise missiles fired into Afghanistan, at 
an average unit cost of US$1.4 million. 

Perhaps even more important is the 
elimination of risk to military personnel. 
Although Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder 
has been found among UAV pilots, a 
drone crash (of which Drone Wars UK 
has identified 100 since 2007) is more 
likely to result in spilled coffee than 
spilled blood. Evidence for the compara-
tively low cost of drone warfare comes 
with the fact that most drone attacks in 
Pakistan are so-called “signature strikes”: 
attacks on groups of men of unconfirmed 
identity believed to be terrorists, and 
likely to be low-level Taliban fighters.

The low financial cost of UAVs makes 
air power accessible to developing coun-
tries unable to afford a large modern air 
force. Chinese exporters have announced 
their intention to sell UAVs in Africa 
and Asia, with interest from states such 
as Kenya. In February 2012, Azerbaijan 
signed a deal with Israel to purchase 
defence equipment including drones, 
and has since been accused by Iran of 
using them to conduct spy mission along 
the border. More worryingly, drones are 
also affordable for non-state actors. In 
October of last year, the Israeli Defence 
Force shot down an Iranian-manufac-
tured surveillance drone operated by the 
Lebanese armed group Hezbollah. While 
drones will not replace unguided rockets 
and suicide bombers in the foreseeable 
future, a successful terrorist drone attack 
can only be a matter of time.

Implicit Complicity
In addition to their low financial 

cost, drone warfare also has a relatively 
low political cost when compared to ►

The Rise of Drone Warfare

here in Robot hell
Adam Clement

The increase in the use of 

unmanned aerial vehicles alters 

the political and economic costs 

of war

FRiGHT in FliGHT? ■ 
RAF Reaper drone in flight over 
Afghanistan

A successful terrorist drone attack 
can only be a matter of time

Crown Copyright 2010



OXONIANT
H

E Globalist6 Politics

older forms of military action. The sight 
of soldiers returning home either dead 
or maimed is politically damaging for 
any government. Drone pilots, however, 
can operate at a safe distance from the 
combat zone. The low cost of drones has 
been argued to tilt the political balance in 
favour of invasion rather than diplomacy. 
This argument should not be applied 
too generally, however. First, calling the 
drone wars in Pakistan and yemen inva-
sions is false. Among the Wikileaks reve-
lations was a 2008 cable from Pakistan’s 
General Ashfaq Kayani requesting further 
American drone activity in Waziristan, 
although more recently Pakistani offi-
cials have publically denied giving 
consent. In yemen, too, drone attacks 

have occurred with the approval of the 
regime. Second, for many important 
types of military action, drones, like any 
kind of air power, cannot replace boots 
on the ground. “Shock and awe” did not 
prevent gruelling counterinsurgencies in 
Iraq or Afghanistan. Drones are useful 
for targeted killings, but even there their 
use carries political costs. Both Pakistan 
and yemen have seen anti-United States 
and anti-drone protests, creating tension 
between the governments, although the 
extent to which most ordinary Pakistanis 
know or care about the drone program is 
disputed.

Finally, the international frame-
work surrounding drones may be set to 
change. In January 2013, the United 

►

►

Nations announced an inquiry into the 
impact on civilians of targeted killings, in 
particular those carried out using drones. 
Special rapporteur Ben Emmerson QC 
stated that the use of drones “represents a 
real challenge to the framework of inter-
national law”, citing their low cost and 
the corresponding frequency of their use. 
While he accepts that drones are here to 
stay, the report aims to shed light on the 
true impact of drone strikes on civilians, 
and he is optimistic about the Obama 
administration’s willingness to engage 
with his findings. The report is due in the 
latter half of this year. ■

Adam Clement studies Philosophy, Politics 
and Economics at Jesus College.

Korean War Veterans

Forgotten Warriors
Guy Bud

With the 60th anniversary 

of the Panmunjom Armistice 

looming, The Globalist asks why 

the veterans of the Korean War 

receive such little recognition 

even now

IN a small square in suburban Brus-
sels is an unusual monument. At a 
glance it looks like a piece of tragically 
misplaced modern art, resplendent in 
all its concrete hideousness. Hardly any 
of the few passers-by will know that it 
commemorates the deaths of over a 
hundred Belgian soldiers in the Korean 
War. Indeed, in contrast with many, the 
Belgian veterans are lucky to have even 
this monstrosity to commemorate their 
efforts.

The irony is that, even fifty years 
after its hasty conclusion, the Korean 
War remains one of the most significant 
conflicts of modern history. Out of the 
fighting, South Korea emerged a good 
deal more secure. Under UN occupa-
tion, the massacres of political prisoners 
which had typified South Korea ceased, 
eventually paving the way for the coun-
try’s emergence as a prominent demo-
cratic and economic power.

From an international perspective 
too, it also remains one of the most 
spectacular examples of international 
military co-operation in history. 21 
countries (from the US to Luxembourg) 
answered the UN’s call — many of them 
volunteers. 40,000 would never return 
home and many thousands more were 
maimed physically or mentally. Conse-
quently, Korea would be destined to 
remain forever indelibly etched into the 
collective psyche — or so you’d think.
Tragically, the answer is very different. 
Even as the lights were dimming on 
the Korean conflict, the public was 
losing interest. Sandwiched between the 
more celebrated “Greatest Generation” 
which had fought in the Second World 
War and the more vociferous Vietnam 
veterans, the memory of Korea just 
slipped away. “We’d start to talk about 
our war,” remarked a British veteran 
of the conflict, “only to be told: ‘That 
was nothing. I was at Dunkirk…’ So 
we just didn’t talk about it.” Even worse 

the front line moved through the entire 
length of North and South Korea before 
settling in the middle. It was certainly 
not a glamorous victory for either side. 
Indeed, technically the war is still going 
on as the 1953 ceasefire was only provi-
sional. For the British and French, Korea 
became just another example in a long 
series of Cold War and post-colonial 
skirmishes in South East Asia. 

One place where the legacy has not 
been forgotten though is in South Korea 
itself. According to the publicity for the 
“Revisit” programme, “These were the 
people that made today’s South Korea” 
and modern Koreans really do seem to 
appreciate it. When a group of British 
veterans revisited Korea in 2010, the 
BBC described how “station workers 
bowed when they passed; staff in kiosks 
broke into spontaneous applause.” It 
is this recognition – so often accorded 
to veterans of other wars – which is so 
important to them. Korean companies 
even fund scholarships to the children of 
veterans at South Korean universities. To 
some extent, the memory of the conflict 
is also kept alive both by the physical 
presence of memorials and cemeteries 
in the country and in popular culture 
through films like Brotherhood of War, 
which attracted over 11 million Koreans 
when it was released in 2011. 

What the veterans are seeking is very 
plain. The issue is not financial support. 
Like their forefathers who fought in the 
Second World War, what they seek is 
an appreciation that their sacrifice and 
bravery was not in vain. It is revealing 
that few countries outside the US or 
Korea have even a single memorial 
consecrated to its own soldiers. On the 
rare occasion that the war is mentioned 
in a museum, it is only in passing. 

Indeed, most members of the public 
know next to nothing about the conflict. 
And it is exactly because of this lack of 
a visible presence of the conflict that it 

was the outright hostility which met 
some veterans on their return. “When 
I returned home I was treated as a 
mercenary,” a decorated Belgian veteran 
remarked sadly.

This indifference can be largely 
attributed to the disappointing result 
of the war. Over the war’s three years, 

60 yEARS On ■ Veterans of the 
Korean War have every reason to 

feel bitter

Jim Varhegyi via Flickr
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►
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seems that few of them will ever hear 
it. But there does seem to be gradual 
progression: there is evidence that within 
the US at least, public awareness of the 
Korean conflict — and its veterans — 
has increased significantly as the country 
tries to reconnect with its pre-Vietnam 
military past. 

Even so, time is running out. Earlier 
this year, two associations, including 
the body which represents all Canadian 
Korea veterans, announced their plans 
to disband in 2013. Even the younger 

veterans are in their 80s by now and 
large numbers have already passed away. 
As numbers thin out, the regionalist 
structure of local associations is breaking 
down and co-ordinating any campaign 
at national level is becoming increas-
ingly difficult. There are still signifi-
cant numbers of veterans that are still 
active in their associations and it can 
be assumed that some will continue to 
be so for up to twenty years more – just 
in ever decreasing numbers. yet unless 
something happens soon, it may well be 

too late for most.
In the words of the American Korean 

Veterans’ Association’s motto, freedom 
is never free. South Korea’s economic 
and political independence has been 
won, but at a price which is still being 
paid. Perhaps, even after 60 years, it 
may finally be possible for the world to 
remember those who made that freedom 
possible.  ■

Guy Bud studies Ancient and Modern 
History at Somerville.

PHILIP Gourevitch, author and jour-
nalist, once wrote: “Oh Congo, what 

a wreck. It hurts to look and listen. It 
hurts to turn away.” In three sentences 
he seems sums up the general feeling of 
the international community towards 
the Democratic Republic of the Congo. 
The international media has mostly lost 
interest. How do you cover a war that 
involves at least twenty different rebel 
groups and the armies of nine countries, 
that does not have a clear incentive or 
objective? How do you put a human face 
on five million victims that die unsensa-
tionally as a result of disease or lack of 
aid?

The DRC’s great potential makes its 
current state particularly sad: it is the 
second largest country in Africa and 
the home of 71 million inhabitants, 
with great biodiversity and immense 
economic resources. yet it is one of the 
world’s poorest nations, currently ranking 
2nd in the Failed States Index, with an 
estimated 4,500 deaths per month and 

an unequalled record of mass rape and 
child soldiers. The Congolese population 
has been subjected to exploitation since 
1870: first by the Belgian King Leopold, 
then by the Belgian state and since 1960 
by a series of oppressive and exploitative 
dictators. 

The internal struggle was amplified 

by the Rwandan genocide in 1994 when 
armed Hutu militias entered the Congo 
together with over 800,000 Rwandans 
fleeing the Tutsi Rwandese Patriotic 
Front. From Eastern DRC, Hutu mili-
tias frequently launched attacks into their 
home country. Motivated by securing 
their borders, as well as bringing Hutu- 
militias to justice for their role in the 
genocide, Rwandan and Ugandan troops 
deployed 20,000 troops in the Congo, 
marking the onset of “the first African 
World War”. 

Unlike in WWI, the battles were 
short, the numbers of soldiers killed in 
the thousands. Fighting was fuelled by 
the DRC’s vast mineral wealth, with all 
sides taking advantage of the anarchy to 
plunder its natural resources.

The effects of that conflict on the 
population have been incomparable to 
previous conflicts. According to Amnesty 
International five million civilians have 
been killed, thousands tortured and 
killed during military operations, and 1.5 
million made homeless. Children have 
been abducted and are used as soldiers, 
labourers in mines, and in the case of 
young girls, as sex slaves. Rape and other 
forms of attacks on civilians, such as 
looting and torture have reportedly been 
practiced by rebels as well as Rwandan, 
Ugandan and Congolese soldiers.  

International Involvement
Since 1994 conflict in Eastern DRC 

has been on-going. The international 
community has reacted by spending 
$8.73 billion since 1999 on peace-
keeping operations (MONUSCO) but 
rebel groups, such as M23, remain active, 
threatening the lives of the population.

The UN has accused Rwanda and 
Uganda of training and arming M23, 
which is denied by both countries. 
In 2012, despite MONUSCO pres-
ence, M23 took over Goma, the largest 
city in Eastern Congo. They with-
drew subsequently rather than moving 
towards Congo’s capital, Kinshasa, but 
their successful military campaign and 
growing number of recruits demonstrates 
the instability of the DRC, as well as the 

Conflict in the DR Congo 

Fearing for the 
Future, Weeping for 

the Past 
Ira Sereny

A number of causes suggest that 

the DRC will continue to fall short 

of its potential unless change is 

enacted

A FUTURE WiTHOUT FEAR ■ Is there hope for the DRC?

Endre Vestvik via Flickr
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►

► failure of the UN to stabilise the situation. 
Guy Bud’s Globalist article “The 

Bleeding Heart of Darkness” sums up the 
ineffectiveness of the largest and costliest 
UN peacekeeping mission. But it would 
be too easy (and misleading) solely to 
blame the international community and 
external actors for Congo’s problems. 

The Stealing State
The state itself is a source of insecu-

rity for civilians. Institutions are weak 
and the current president, Joseph Kabila, 
is accused of wide scale corruption. The 
formal economy has virtually collapsed, 
infrastructure is in a state of total decay 
and it is said that it is easier to start a 
rebellion than a business in the Congo. 
Though it is one of the richest countries 
in resources, the average yearly wage is 
US$365, making it the poorest country in 
the world. Within the government salaries 
range from less than US$100 per month 
to monthly bonuses of several thousand 
dollars, making officials conveniently 
dependent on the presidency. 

To say there is discontent with 
Kabila’s rule is an understatement, but 
there are few official dissenting voices. 
Kabila’s regime has undermined the 
independence of the judicial branch by 
running a politically-biased anti-corrup-
tion campaign. It has used money and 
coercion to eliminate challenges to its 
authority and to fight local rebellions. 
In order to put down an uprising in Bas-
Congo in 2009, rather than negotiation 
a peace agreement, Kabila reacted with 
disproportionate force: hundreds of civil-
ians died, some brutally dismembered.

Currently serving his second term 

of office, Kabila is officially barred by 
the constitution to run a third time. 
The International Crisis Group reports 
that Kabila is already contemplating 
amending the constitution under the 
pretext of addressing difficulties in imple-
menting decentralisation. Concentrating 
more power at the presidential level will 
further weaken already feeble state insti-
tutions and is likely to result in removing 
the two-term bar on presidency. As Kabila 
fears prosecution for crimes against 
humanity by the International Criminal 
Court just as much as potential assassi-
nation, he will try to 
avoid losing diplo-
matic immunity at 
any costs.

To the Future
The Congo has 

experienced 400 
years of political 
instability, culmi-
nating in its current form: a state torn 
apart by at least 20 rebel groups and an 
incapable government. Moreover, the 
future of the DRC looks increasingly 
dire, considering the lack of popular 
support for Kabila, the crumbling state 
and the influence of rebel groups over 
Eastern DRC. If instability spreads to the 
rest of the country, resulting in full-scale 
civil war, it is unclear whether the inter-
national community will come to the 
support of the government. 

Whilst in 19th Century Europe wars 
consolidated nation states, there has been 
little pressure on rulers in the Congo to 
create strong state institutions. Militarily 
they have relied on outside help to keep 

rebel groups in check whilst profiting 
from exploiting weak bureaucracies. Nor 
was there any incentive for them to create 
a strong administration: revenues came 
from foreign companies exploiting the 
DRC’s resources. 

Whilst it is safe to say the DRC has 
failed as a state, Congolese society has 
not failed. On the contrary, it is strong, 
vibrant, dynamic, and resourceful. 
Women form rotating credit systems to 
compensate for the absence of an acces-
sible banking system and farmers coop-
erate to hire transport to get their goods 

to markets.  There is also economic 
potential. Besides its valuable minerals, 
the country encompasses vast space of 
fertile farming land, giving the DRC 
the potential to become Africa’s bread-
basket. Reconstruction efforts thus far 
have focused too much on supporting 
the national government. To avoid a 
future for the DRC as morose as its past, 
the focus of international efforts should 
be on re-strengthening civil society 
and ensuring it is heard by the national 
government. ■

Ira Sereny studies for an MSc in Global 
Governance and Diplomacy at the Oxford 
Department of International Development. 

The Congo has experienced 400 years 
of political disintegration, culminating 
in its current form: a state torn apart 

by at least 20 rebel groups and an 
incapable government

Violence in Honduras

The World’s 
Bloodiest State

Jamie Pickering

The Globalist investigates why 

Honduras has become the 

most violent state in the world 

and how this bloodshed has 

come to manifest itself

MARK OF THE MARAS ■ 
‘In Central America, being in a 
gang is for life’
Moisen Saman, Sony World Photography Award 2008 (via Flickr)

HONDURAS is not only the most 
violent non-warring nation in the 

world, but is exceptionally more violent 
than even its bloodiest of neighbours. 
Whilst the second-most violent country, 
El Salvador, has an incredibly high homi-
cide rate of 69.2 per 100,000 people, 
according to U.N. statistics, Honduras 
is suffering from an even bloodier rate 
of 91.6. This article tries to explain how 
this awful rate of violence has manifested 
itself in Honduras and then attempts to 
account for the underlying causes of this 
heinous bloodshed.

All societies experience different sorts 
of violence to a greater or lesser extent, 
but in Honduras there seem to be two 
primary causes of the violence which 
has helped to make it the bloodiest state 
it the world: the street gangs (known 
as the maras) and the growth of inter-
national organised crime in the region. 
There are some general factors which 
have contributed to the growth of both 
of these groups as sources of violence in 
Honduran society. 
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► Mexico and its previous 
President’s declaration of 
the ‘War on Drugs’, the 
other countries of the 
Central American region 
are arguably more affected 
by Latin American organ-
ised crime. The murder rate 
in Honduras is four times 
of that of Mexico, and the 
crackdown on the cartels 
by the Mexican mili-
tary and police, although 
largely ineffective, has 
helped to push some of its 
criminal cartels, such as the 
Zetas, southwards into the 
Central American region.
Honduras also has specific 
geographical features that 
make it an ideal location 
for orchestration of inter-
national crime. As part 
of the Central American 
isthmus, Honduras is a 
large part of a vital artery 
for the trafficking of drugs 
such as cocaine from 
the production centres 
in South America to 
the consumers in North 
America and beyond. 

With swathes of unpopu-
lated territory, and vast 
areas of porous borders and 
coastline, Honduran geog-

raphy is attractive for smuggling. The 
problem of policing such large areas is 
exacerbated by an under-staffed and 
under-resourced police and military. 
For example, in the South-Eastern 
region of Olancho, 250 law-enforce-
ment officers have to police an area 
larger than the entirety of El Salvador. 

Not Just mindless Violence
Violence is not just a general 

malaise of Honduran society, but is 
the product of specific regional, histor-
ical, political and economic factors. 
Although there are links between 
organised crime and the street-level 
bloodshed, solutions to either of these 
major causes of violence will require 
precise and long-term solutions. There 
are policies which may be able to miti-
gate the violence. A drive for job crea-
tion for urban youth would be a start. 
yet long-term political, economic and 
institutional problems, plus circum-
stances beyond Honduras’ control, 
such as the world’s insatiable desire for 
narcotics and Honduras’ geostrategic 
position in the drug-trafficking trade, 
suggest that Honduras will continue 
to struggle to curtail its severe level of 
violence in the foreseeable future. ■

Jamie Pickering studies Philosophy, Poli-
tics and Economics, at Worcester College.

this policy as a form of social cleansing. 
Whether this is an accurate description 
or not, it remains true that this brutal 
policy has not served to break the maras, 
but has instead resulted in over-crowded 
prisons and helped to provide freshly 
tattooed, angry gang recruits who 
continue the cycle of bloodshed.

There are also great economic under-
lying causes of the street violence. With 
roughly 50 per cent of the population 
languishing below the poverty line, the 
lack of economic opportunities, espe-
cially for the urban youth, leads many 
to turn to street gangs as both a source 
of identity and of income. yet it is not 
just poverty alone which helps to drive 
recruitment for the maras: the juxta-
position of great wealth and poverty in 
Honduran society has created frustra-
tion and anger from those left lingering 
at the bottom. 

 Cocaine Kingpins
The other major source of violence 

in Honduras stems from the fact that 
it has become an international hub 
for organised crime. Criminal syndi-
cates assassinate rivals, murder disliked 
civilian groups, including journalists, 
and supply drugs which help fuel the 
carnage and violence at the street level. 
Although much of the world’s attention 
has focused on the crime explosion in 

Although Honduras was 
not war-ravaged during the 
1980s as some of its neigh-
bours were, such as Nica-
ragua and El Salvador, as a 
small country in a destabi-
lised region, Honduras was 
nevertheless affected by the 
negative consequences of 
warfare immediately beyond 
its borders. With a weak, 
decentralised state, Honduras 
has been subjected to polit-
ical instability (for instance, 
the attempted coup d’état in 
2009) and suffers from a lack 
of strong institutions. yet, 
although there are common 
elements which have led 
to the growth of violence 
stemming from both the 
maras and the crime syndi-
cates, there are also distinct 
causes and consequences of 
the violence that has ensued 
from each of them.

murder and the maras
Like many other Central 

American states, Honduras 
suffers from youth and gang-
related violence. Particularly, 
in cities such as the capital, 
Tegucigalpa, or San Pedro 
Sula, currently considered 
to be the most violent city 
in the world, there is a prevalence of 
maras, who are responsible for much of 
the street crime, including robberies, 
murders and inter-gang warfare. 

The prevalence of the street gangs 
and the extremity of the violence they 
are producing can be explained by 
a multitude of factors. One obvious 
cause of the pervasiveness of street-
level violence is the easy obtainability 
of firearms. A lack of both stricter 
gun-control laws and effective enforce-
ment of these measures, has meant 
that violence has become cheap and 
effortless for urban gang-members. 
Although accurate statistics are 
lacking, the state struggles to prosecute 
a very large proportion of the murders 
because of poor policing strategies and 
because the homicide rate is unman-
ageably high. One person is murdered 
every 72 minutes. Thus, in Honduras 
committing homicide is both easy and 
the odds of getting away with it weigh 
heavily in favour of the perpetrator.

Super Iron Fist
In the absence of any significant 

attempt to reform or rehabilitate gang 
members, a repressive policing strategy 
known as ‘Super Mano Dura’ (Super 
Iron Fist) was introduced to crush the 
maras. Certain civil society groups, 
such as Casa Alianza, have denounced 

HOnDURAS By nAME, HARD By nATURE ■ 
Are Honduras’ problems engrained in its mindset?

Jessye Aggleton
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FLIPSIDE OF THE BITCOIN ■ 
What would Bitcoin look like if it was 

hard currency?

ANONyMOUS. Virtual. Valuable. 
The Bitcoin industry is booming. In 

an economic upturn, the virtual currency 
is something we should sit up and take 
notice of. It feeds the trade of illicit 
narcotics and the illegal arms exchange. 
But what is it? Should we shy away from 
Bitcoins due to their shady history? Or is 
the virtual monetary system the future of 
currency?

The Bitcoin Birth  
Bitcoin came into the public sphere 

in January 2009, as the world’s first 
and only decentralised online currency. 
Created by a mystery figure known 
only as “Satoshi Nakomoto”, a Bitcoin 
is a solution to a complex mathematical 
algorithm produced by a computer, in 
a process called ‘mining’. They are then 
traded throughout the global Bitcoin 
network. The complexity of the algorithm 
is continually adjusted so that approxi-
mately 50 coins are added to the network 
every 10 minutes. The total number of 
Bitcoins in existence will eventually be 
capped at 21 million. However, Bitcoins 
are divisible by 100 million, making 
them a granular currency.

Due to the decentralised peer-to-peer 
system used to substantiate transactions, 
Bitcoins can be used to exchange goods 
and services electronically and anony-
mously, without going through third 
parties such as banks. 

Getting hold of Bitcoins is fairly 
simple. There are various methods of 
exchange, however, the main method 
employed by users is the exchange 
service Mt.Gox. On the Mt.Gox website 
purchasers may exchange their cash for 
Bitcoins. At the time of writing, each 
Bitcoin is worth £17.40 (Note: Since first 
writing this article, merely weeks ago, the 

price of Bitcoin has risen dramatically as 
people have bought into the currency. 
On April 27th the price of each Bitcoin 
reached a high of £90.32).

What is the Use in Something Purely 
Virtual?

What is the over-arching need for 
this service? Why do users cash in their 
government issued cash, dollars, and 
pounds for a virtual and intangible 
currency?

Narcotics and Arms
Since their birth, Bitcoins have been 

used significantly in the trade of illicit 
narcotics and other illegal objects, such as 

arms. The website Silk Road, 
“the amazon.com for drugs”, 
only trades in Bitcoins. The 
advantage of using Bitcoins 
in transactions such as these is 
that the buyers and sellers can 
remain almost entirely anony-
mous, as there is no central 

distributor of Bitcoins, and therefore no 
reliable means of tracing people. Hence 
the trade of many narcotics, illegal and 
legal, from heroin to cannabis, can occur 
relatively simply with low risk to those 
involved. 

Approximately US$1.22 million 
(around £773k) worth of Bitcoins passes 
through the Silk Road website every 
month, exemplifying the huge trade in 
drugs that exists on this single site alone. 
However, calculations undertaken by 
researcher Nicolas Christin at Carnegie 
Mellon University have shown that the 
use of Bitcoins on the Silk Road only 

Virtual Currency

Bitcoin is Booming
Charlotte Reeks

 An investigation into

 the pros and cons of a virtual 

currency

makes up 4.5-9% of all Bitcoin transac-
tions, which is a fairly sizeable amount 
for a single website. There are also other 
smaller websites, such as The General 
Store and Black Market Reloaded, which 
also employ the use of Bitcoins in illegal 
transactions. 

A Legal Use…
The entirety of Bitcoin use does not 

of course revolve around the drugs and 
weapons market.  A few examples include 
WikiLeaks, Icelandic Modern Media 
Initiative, and Open Source Ecology, 
which all accept donations in Bitcoins 
in addition to regular forms of payment. 
Furthermore, as of February 14th 2013, 
Reddit, the social news and entertain-
ment website, in partnership with 
Coinbase, began accepting payment by 
Bitcoin for its Reddit Gold subscription 
service. In addition, Bitcoin transactions 
cannot be reversed like those of credit 
cards, making them an effective way to 
combat fraud committed by sellers. A 
major portion of Bitcoin trade, however, 
is in the form of speculation on the wildly 
fluctuating Bitcoin markets.

 
So What’s The Deal?

Why are people moving towards 
this online currency? Why not stick 
with cold, hard, regulated cash? In the 
underground world of drugs, it seems an 
implicit concern that buyers and sellers 
remain anonymous, therefore Bitcoins 
have provided a platform for easy online 
exchange. But then why are other people 
using it? Will it catch on? Is the future 
in online currency, or will the Bitcoin be 
forever relegated to the underworld of 
society?

Bitcoin trading is efficient and, due 
to its decentralised system, there is no 
overruling governing body control-
ling its distribution and price. From a 
civil liberties perspective, this may seem 
appealing, as some argue that governing 
bodies should not have the opportunity 
to observe and control how you spend 
your money. Additionally, political power 
and unrest has no bearing on how much 

Why do users cash in their 
government-issued cash, dollars, 

and pounds for a virtual and 
intangible currency?



11Economics

►

Trinity 2013

►

BITCASH IN HAND ■ A screenshot of the Silk Road website

SOME people are the bringers of new 
sounds. Elvis Presley sent the rumbling 

of rock and roll to the UK over the radio. 
Mo Ibrahim brought the dialling tone 
to Africa through telecommunications. 
The stocky entrepreneur and billionaire 
is emphatic when making this point, and 
his hands, peeking out from a well-made 
suit, jar against the air in accompani-
ment: “People in whole countries, they 
had never heard the noise of the dialling 
tone, the noise it makes.”

Transforming a Continent
Conjuring this sound is not the 

only trick that Dr Ibrahim, the magi-
cian behind the mobile-phone operator 
Celtel, has up his jacket sleeves. He has 
been credited with ‘transforming’ the 

continent, and speaks of the mobile 
phone’s power to alter time, joking gently 
that now if someone is married in one 
village then they can tell their mother, 
whereas before they may have married 
someone else before the news reached 
her. Most importantly, however, is the 
transfiguration of the mobile phone in 
Africa, shifting its shape to be a “bank 

► value the currency has.
The general public, many of whom 

haven’t heard of Bitcoins, are dubious 
at best. The social custom and material 
power behind cash may be one cause. 
Putting trust in something entirely 
virtual, which few understand, may be 
a step too far above the quasi-virtualisa-
tion of our traditional currencies in the 
form of credit cards and online banking. 
People like the security of a centralised 
system and distributor. 

Another consideration is that Bitcoins 
have security issues, just like any other 
currency. Bitcoins are stored in a file on 
your computer or online, and thus can 
fall victim to viruses and other forms of 
malware. The lack of security is some-
thing that would be held as highly signifi-
cant to the general public, however it 
would more than likely be considered a 
worthwhile risk to buyers and sellers of 
drugs and weapons. 

A further deterrence to the rise of 
Bitcoins as a globally successful currency 
is the incentive for Bitcoin owners to 
hoard them. Unlike the supply of normal 
currencies that are regulated by banks, 
Bitcoins are not consistently produced 
and have a cap of 21 million. Conse-
quently, as Bitcoins become more valu-
able, people are more likely to hoard their 
wealth, in particular because Bitcoins are 
not used for paying mortgages, buying 
food, etc, and as a result there is no reason 
for people to start spending. Therefore 
the price of Bitcoins increases as a limited 
number are in circulation. This makes 
Bitcoins an unstable currency that would 
benefit from users constantly spending 
them, which would induce stability in 
the network.

A Recent Breakthrough
Despite all this Bitcoin is gaining 

public recognition. The future of Bitcoin 

may be on the up, away from drugs and 
into the public sphere. Bitcoin-Central, 
an exchange service, has got the go-ahead 
to operate as a bank, due to a deal made 
with French financial firms Aqoba and 
Credit Mutuel. The service has been 
given an International Bank ID number, 
allowing them to become a Payment 
Services Provider. However, despite 
recent euphoria in the press stating that 
this was a huge step for Bitcoin, there 
are many misconceptions surrounding 
the breakthrough. Only stores of Euros 
within Bitcoin-Central will gain the 
usual legal protections of a bank account 
and, as Vitalik Buterin, technical editor 
of Bitcoin Magazine, has stated, “BTC 
(Bitcoin) balances are protected only by 

good old-fashioned ‘cold-storage and 
extreme security paranoia’.”

Should it be Coined a Successful 
Currency?

Bitcoins are certainly on the rise, but 
it seems that they have not yet managed 
to penetrate the public sphere. Where 
anonymity is paramount, Bitcoin is 
thriving, but the vast majority of the 
general public seems wholly unaware of 
its existence. Bitcoin should probably 
be considered a working thesis, but it is 
worth taking note of this entirely virtual 
currency. ■

Charlotte Reeks is stuyding Archaeology and 
Anthropology at Hertford College.

Mobile Finance

Banking on mobiles
elizabeth Culliford 

The rise of telecommunications 

in Africa is causing a revolution 

in mobile banking 

card, a cheque book.” The phenomenon 
of mobile banking, which taps into the 
fact that there are an estimated billion 
people across the world who are not 
registered with a bank account but carry 
a mobile phone, allows phone users to 
deposit and transfer money through their 
cellular device.

This is really a conjuring trick. It 
hopes to bring the millions of ‘unbanked’ 
people in Africa into the world’s finan-
cial landscape; people who previously 
were without a bank account or access 
to regulated financial institutions. Dr 
Ibrahim said that many considered his 
ventures in Africa risky. Africa was a 
place where resources were pulled out 
from, not somewhere that was invested 
in. But, years later, the Mo Ibrahim 
model seems to have high-profile advo-

Charlotte Reeks
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adults who may also be using mattresses, 
loan sharks, and pawnbrokers to deal 
with their money. A 2009 survey from 
the Federal Deposit Insurance Commis-
sion also showed that 1 in 4 American 
adults are unbanked or underbanked, and 
that a further 43 million find themselves 
turning to payday lenders or cheque-
cashing stores to get them through the 
month. 

In Britain more than half of the 

unbanked are among the poorest fifth 
of the population, and two thirds of 
them have tried but failed to open bank 
accounts. Save the Children’s ‘UK Poverty 
Rip-Off’ campaign demonstrates the sad 
irony that people without bank accounts 
will often have to pay more for their 
goods and services, and are more likely 
to encounter problems receiving benefits, 
wages, or even getting a job without an 
account into which wages can be directed. 
Bills are often more expensive when not 
paid by direct debit, and the predatory 
door-to-door lending market means that 
the UK’s poorest money borrowers prob-
ably pay the highest price for credit in 
Europe. 

However, more than 90% of both the 
English and American populations do 
have access to a mobile phone. It may be 
that mobile banking is not only one of 
those ‘solutions for Africa.’ It might just 
be a solution for the world. ■

Elizabeth Culliford studies English 
Language and Literature at St Hilda’s 
College.

► cates. Google’s chairman Eric Schmidt 
wrote that Nairobi was becoming a 
“serious tech hub,” identifying it as the 
possible African leader. The mobile 
phone network Orange sponsored this 
year’s Africa Cup of Nations, the main 
international football competition in the 
continent. Microsoft recently unveiled a 
smartphone to be sold in several African 
markets, and the company already runs 
offices in 14 African countries.
 

mattresses and moneylenders
The potential in Africa’s unbanked 

millions is not difficult to see, and the 
consultancy Juniper Research has esti-
mated that mobile banking will grow 
into a $22 billion industry across Africa 
by 2015. In 2009 only 5% of Tanzania’s 
population had bank accounts. In Ethi-
opia there was one bank for every 100,000 
people. In 2011 close to 80% of Africa’s 
adult population-326 million people -still 
didn’t use banks. The unbanked do gener-
ally use a plethora of informal services 
such as moneylenders, supplier credit, 
and saving through animals or jewellery 
— but these options are fundamentally 
insecure and often costly. 

Low-income families are unlikely to 
be banked because it is simply too expen-
sive for the banks; the small transactions 
and remote locations of these groups 
mean that transaction costs are often too 
high for banks to set up even an ATM 
machine in many places. Moreover the 
paper-based banking system’s strong asso-
ciations with literate culture often alien-
ates people who are less comfortable with 
formal letters, and may be a reason that 
only about 10% of the African popula-
tion with primary or no education have 
bank accounts, compared with 55% of 
those with tertiary education. 

Crucially however, it is low-income 
families who need financial services most 
because they are particularly vulnerable 
to sudden events such as the death of 
the only breadwinner or the destruction 
of crops. Nevertheless, current banking 
models in Africa often focus on serving 
clients who make large transactions, a 
service that is generally geared towards 
personal attention and face-to-face inter-
action provided by physical, traditional 
banks.

Telecommunications technology 
changes everything. Africa has the fastest-
growing mobile phone market in the 
world, and in countries like South Africa, 
mobile phones outnumber fixed lines by 
eight to one. Setting up the account is 
easy; you register with an approved agent, 
show an ID card with your phone and 
deposit cash into your account. In the 
traditional system, bankers would typi-
cally think of markets as ready to go once 
GDP per-person reaches around £10,000, 
seeing this as a point at which it becomes 
profitable to start building branches. But 

technology shifts these rates, lowering the 
benchmarks through devices like prepaid 
cards and mobile phone accounts. 

The Small money
The transactions can be tiny; market 

traders use their phones to pay farmers 
for one bag of maize. In a BBC report one 
Masai farmer said that when he sells cows 
in Nairobi, he puts the money on his 
phone to ensure that robbers can’t get his 
cash. Fewer buses will set 
off with bags of money on 
their seats, stowed in the 
hope that they will arrive. 
Mobile banking is also 
ideal for bank remittances 
from relatives abroad; 
just look at its success in 
Somalia, where a third 
of adults reported using 
mobile money and where remittances are 
a lifeline for the nation. One study found 
that 80% of the capital used for start-
up firms in the country came from the 
Somalian diaspora.

It has been argued that just the terms 
‘unbanked’ or ‘underbanked’ are prob-
lematic in that they suggest that a tradi-
tional bank is all that is lacking, ignoring 
the need for innovation. This terminology 
overlooks the fact that standard banking 
models are what left huge chunks of 
the population without formal financial 
services. And it is not just the African 
population; a report by the World Bank 
Development Research Group found that 
about 50% of the world’s adult popula-
tion do not have access to a bank account, 
with the most common reason being that 
they did not have enough money to open 
one.

Closer to home
It is easy to think of the developed 

world’s banking problems as being 
centred on bonuses in the city of London. 
However, there are 1.5 million British 

Africa has the fastest-growing 
mobile phone market in the world, 
and in countries like South Africa, 
mobile phones outnumber fixed 

lines by eight to one

The Reboot via Flickr

RINGING IN THE CHANGES ■ Comparing two mobile 
phones and their mobile banking potential
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IN discussions on development in 
Sub-Saharan Africa, one is always 

hesitant to use such buzzwords as “aid,” 
“growth,” “democratisation,” or “liber-
alisation.” For the past 60 years, the 
“aid industry” has funneled billions 
of dollars to developing countries, 
including almost one trillion dollars to 
sub-Saharan Africa alone, yet not only 
has growth been stagnant in many of 
these countries, but also, in some it has 
actually fallen. 

Most scholars, experts, NGOs, and 
other officials cite internal conflict, 
corruption, and geography as impedi-
ments to real, stabilised growth in the 
region. Although different parties disa-
gree on how best to achieve growth in 
Sub-Saharan Africa, many agree on the 
need to create jobs as a way to stimu-
late the economy and create sustainable 
long-term growth rather than short-
term accelerated growth. 

But how have we gone about doing 
that so far? Most of the focus has been on 
urban employment, targeting the manu-
facturing and services sectors. The idea 
goes something like this: if we improve 
the manufacturing sector by bettering 
the technology and other inputs used, 
this will create lots of jobs, both for 
the urban and rural poor.  Demand for 
workers in the manufacturing sector will 
then lead to higher wages, which will in 
turn help alleviate poverty. 

This line of thinking, however, is 
very simplistic, for more reasons than 
one. In his book Planet of Slums, Mike 
Davis explains how the move from rural 
to urban areas has actually led to more 
not less unemployment: “IMF- (and 
now WTO-) enforced policies of agri-
cultural deregulation and ‘de-peasanti-
zation’ were accelerating the exodus of 
surplus rural labour to urban slums even 
as cities ceased to be job machines.” In 
other words, rural migrants searched 
for limited jobs in the cities, didn’t find 
any, and were left with no financial 
support to pay for formal housing.  As 
a result people lived in substandard and 
overcrowded housing systems, creating 
slums. 

The second reason that targeting 
employment in manufacturing and 
services has not created long-term 
growth is that this framework ignores 
the importance of agriculture in allevi-
ating poverty - an astonishing phenom-
enon given agriculture’s impact on 
poverty and food security. A World Bank 
report on rural poverty concluded that 
global poverty is a “rural phenomenon” 
with 70% of the developing world’s 1.4 
billion extremely poor people living 
in rural areas. To people in rural areas, 
agriculture is the main source of income 

and employment. Any kind of growth 
in sub-Saharan Africa must therefore 
include the agricultural sector. Growth 
must be pro-poor. 

The idea that growth must be pro-
poor is also relevant when talking about 
inequality. A country’s growth can have 
positive or negative effects on inequality. 
A study in Nigeria found that despite 
economic growth, inequality and poverty 
in the same period of growth worsened1.  
Providing jobs in the urban sector is 
necessary but not sufficient. Higher 
incomes in the urban sector without 
changes to incomes in the rural sector 
only worsens inequalities. 

The obstacles to agricultural growth 
and efficiency are numerous but can be 

Development Economics

Shifting Our Focus 
On Poverty and 

Growth
Sherihan Abd el Rahman

An analysis of agriculture’s role 

in ensuring pro-poor growth

divided into two groups: external and 
internal. By external, I refer to farm 
subsidies and protectionist policies 
placed by developed countries on agri-
cultural products from developing coun-
tries. Many scholars emphasise the need 
for developed countries to stop subsi-
dising their farmers because by doing so, 
these countries are “dumping” surplus 
commodities onto the world market, 
bringing agricultural commodity prices 
down. 

This, in turn, results in lower returns 
for exported agricultural products from 
poorer countries. However, the idea that 
removing subsidies will somehow bring 
about higher returns to poor countries’ 
agricultural commodity exports is a 
misconception. Dr. Gollin, Professor of 
Development Economics at the Univer-
sity of Oxford states, “In a careful study 
by Anderson et. al. at the University 
of Adelaide, the results suggest that 
removal of subsidies by developed coun-
tries will only result in a 5-6% increase 
in real income for the low-skilled poor 
and a total of a 0.1% increase in the 
GDP of African countries.” This implies 
that removing external obstacles will not 
necessarily lead to a dramatic increase in 
agricultural growth.

Indeed, internal obstacles have an 
even greater impact on agricultural 
growth. Internal obstacles are related to 
institutional structures, or lack thereof, 
that are not conducive to general 
economic growth. For example, corrup-
tion within the political and private 
spheres results in little accountability 
to the people and ill-suited policies. 
One of the biggest internal obstacles 
to growth in agricultural exports is the 
lack of access to global markets due to 
high transport costs.  It is this obstacle 
that must be underscored and focused 
on. Reducing transportation costs to 
farmers by providing infrastructure 
and road systems will make agricultural 
products more competitive on the world 
stage. Mitigating internal transportation 
costs is essential to any growth-related 
concerns.   

So far, agriculture has not had its 
fair share of attention in the “growth 
debate.” Much of the focus is on formal 
institutions in the private and public 
sectors. However, this focus needs to 
shift if we want to make sure that the 
people at the bottom of the pyramid 
don’t fall through the cracks.  

1http://ideas.repec.org/p/aer/rpaper/
rp_102.html ■

Sherihan Abd El Rahman is studying for 
an MPhil in Development Studies at St 
Antony’s College.

GROWING FOR GROWTH ■ 
A Zambian maize farmer with his 

experimental crops

CIMMYT via Flickr
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THE last decade has been a good one 
for Africa: democratic elections have 

now become prevalent, conflicts have 
become shorter and less violent, and 
economic growth is high and consistent. 
The combination of these factors caused 
The Economist to issue a cover story in 
December of 2011 describing Africa 
as “The hopeful continent.” Although 
much of this growth comes on the back 
of commodity extraction and many 
nations are still struggling with corrup-
tion and lack of economic diversifica-
tion, there is real progress being made. 
One of the sectors that most reflects this 
is the growth of the African sovereign 
debt market. In recent years, African 
nations have used international bond 
issuances as tools to gather funds for 
government operations. This reflects a 
number of trends including greater trust 
in the solvency of African governments 
as well as the growing value of African 
economies. However, one cannot eval-
uate the African sovereign debt market 
without also looking at the economic 
activity that underpins it; most notably, 
mining for metals and oil production. 
However, it is fair to say that the growth 
of bond issuances in Africa reflects 
robust economic performance and trust 
in governance even though much of this 
is fuelled by extractive industries. 

The continuing slow economic 
growth among developed markets and 
the sovereign debt crisis in Europe have 
made frontier markets more attractive 
for long term investors. In 2007, Ghana 
issued the continent’s first Eurobond (a 
bond not denominated in the issuer’s 
currency). African bonds are also in 
high demand and currently, Nigeria’s 
ten year bond for 2021 is yielding 4.1%. 
This is lower than Spain’s 5.19% yield 
and Italy’s 4.41%. Kenya, Uganda, and 
Tanzania are also interested in pursuing 
bond issuances and are expected to do 
so in the next two years. The current 
spate of sovereign debt sell offs can be 
attributed to the success that African 
economies have had in attracting capital 
that is no longer being invested in devel-
oped economies.  

Angola has been touted as one of   
Africa’s most stellar success stories in the 
last decade. Emerging from a 26 year 
civil war in 2002, Angola managed an 
economic transformation in the 2000s. 
From 2000 to 2011, growth averaged 
11.5 per cent and foreign investment 
flooded into the nation. Luanda’s new 
impressive skyline and the nation’s reha-
bilitated railways, complete with well-
designed post-modernist stations, bear 
testament to this rapid growth. This 
economic foundation has allowed Angola 
to begin borrowing on the international 
market in order to finance the infrastruc-
tural development and economic diversi-
fication that it badly needs. 

In 2013, Angola plans on borrowing 
two billion dollars internationally 
through Eurobonds. All of this reflects 
a growing economy with more invest-
ment and confidence. Angola is expected 
to grow seven per cent this year and 
recently the ratings agencies Moody’s 
and Standard and Poor raised the nation’s 
rating to Ba3 and BB respectively (these 
rates are below investment grade but are 
higher than the ones usually given to 
developing nations). This optimism is 
not, however, unique to Angola. 

By contrast, Ghana’s domestic five 
year Cedi denominated bond has a 
21.25% yield and reflects the weaker 
position of domestic capital markets. 
This example shows that African econo-
mies still face significant short-term risks, 
and that bonds in domestic currencies are 
still considered incredibly risky. However, 
the International Finance Corporation 
has recently issued a five year 12 billion 
Naira bond that was oversubscribed by 
a factor of two (meaning that there were 
twice as many bids as bonds to issue). 
This AAA rated bond was issued with the 
hope that Nigerian companies would be 
able to issue their own Naira denomi-
nated bonds to finance their expansion 
domestically. The decision for the INC 
(a part of the World Bank) to issue the 
bond signals confidence in the ability of 
the continent’s second largest economy 
to create a strong domestic corporate 
bond market. In southern Africa, bonds 

Sovereign Debt

Sovereign Debt and 
the maturing of the 

African market
morenibayo Bankole

 An analysis of the changing 

nature of Africa’s sovereign debt 

market

in local currencies have been expanding 
their reach as well. South Africa’s bond 
market has been present for a number of 
years, but in 2012, Namibia sold its first 
Rand denominated bonds; the Rand 
being South Africa’s currency. These 
are the first Eurobonds to be sold in an 
African currency. This bond offering was 
also oversubscribed by a factor of two. 

When one analyses all of these 
economies though, it becomes clear that 
resource exports underpin the financial 
stability of many governments issuing 
sovereign debt; oil in Nigeria and Angola, 
and diamonds and gold in Ghana. Many 
observers have commented that what is 
really happening is that bonds are being 
used as another method of investing in 
these resources for the long term. While 
that is a compelling argument, one must 
also realise that bond issuances rely on 
government accountability and rein-
vestment. This means that some African 
governments have begun to make real 
progress in making government more 
effective and fighting corruption. One 
can distinguish between the govern-
ments of those African nations that are 
now issuing bonds and those that still 
rely on bilateral channels or aid for 
funding. 

The story of growth in Africa is set 
to continue for the foreseeable future. 
The impact that this has had on inter-
national bond markets has already been 
felt. However, when one investigates the 
current trends, the narrative becomes 
more complex. Although many bonds 
are essentially resource backed secu-
rities, their mere existence evidences 
some growth in state capacity in Africa. 
Although much of the excitement 
surrounding African sovereign debt is 
in part due to the current malaise in 
the developed world, there is real value 
behind these bonds. As more African 
nations get involved in the bond market, 
investors may begin to see stark differ-
ences between them and more concrete 
judgements may be made. ■

Morenibayo Bankole is studying History 
at Jesus College.

ANGOLA ■ A poor neighbourhood 
in Angola

kaysha via Flickr

NIGERIA ■ A new, modern 
building in the wealthiest 

neighborhood of Lagos, Nigeria

satanoid via Flickr
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SHINING BRIGHT? ■  A close look at 
high-speed optical fibre cables, used to transfer 

large amounts of information quickly 

OUR brave new world of “information technology” consists 
of computers, televisions, smart-phones. Having overcome 

the constraints of space and time, technology has empowered us 
to spread information faster and to increasingly broader audi-
ences, to form associations, to solve problems.  Why so much 
discontent then? 

In some fundamental sense, “technology” lacks content. 
Speaking of technology is to refer to something that is ever-
changing, multifaceted and time-specific. By 
previous generations’ standards, your eyes and 
mind are making use of information technology 
right now. And yet we no longer think of books, 
magazines or letters as instances of technology 
at all, for these have become out-of-date, empty, 
technologically neutral to us. What we value is 
their specific content – that is, what magazines, 
books and letters convey and store – and not their putatively 
“technological” nature. Compare the perceived benignity of the 
book as an instance of information technology with the way 
twitter, qua technology, is held responsible for reducing us to 
think in sound bites, or the many online forums being blamed 
for creating echo-chambers increasing extremism and polarising 
opinions. Put differently, it is this very lack of content what 
feeds into and aliments the discontent toward information 
technologies. 

Think of this critique as the flip-side of the internet-as-
freedom enthusiasts: the panoply of twitter-revolution advo-
cates, the many champions of online information transpar-
ency and the supporters of webocracies who’ve recently found 
a new political outlet in Northern Europe’s Pirate Parties. The 

rationale underscoring the enthusiasm is simple: little informa-
tion, slow communication and restricted access are all condi-
tions remediable by today’s information technology. The danger 
here is to conflate the mind-boggling information boom that 
is made available by the new media with an increase in the 
knowledge of the very people who have access to such inflows 
of data. Freedom of Information Acts all too often cause infor-
mation-overload; calls for more transparency provoke informa-
tion dumping. The sheer amount of information made avail-
able makes sifting through and organising it a Sisyphean task. 
Langdon Winner calls the view that more information leads to 
better lives ‘Mythinformation’; in other words, the holy grail of 
information technology is no longer the accumulation and the 
spreading of data, but their very organisation.

A Cyberspace Illusion?
Even when organisational problems are overcome, the suspi-

cion that the brave new world of information technology does 
not deliver better lives remains. In 1995 Neil Postman warned 
that the ‘cyberspace’ deteriorates community life, as the web no 
longer requires the co-presence of people for purposes of busi-
ness and leisure. Our sense of responsibility towards each other 
and our very social skills deteriorate as communication and 
interaction turn towards the virtual world. Online communi-
ties are narrowly formed on the grounds of common political, 

material or ideological interests and are thus in many ways the 
diametrical opposite of real-life communities, which are instead 
shaped on the contingencies of social interactions as the solu-
tion to intra-community conflicts. The worry, in this light, is 
not (just) that today’s information technology proves incapable 
of telling us how to live our lives. The point is that these tech-
nologies are, at best, a distraction from things that matter most, 
as they undermine what is or ought to be most important to 
us. Technological progress is not the same as human progress: 
if every year millions of people starve or are killed in armed 
conflicts in far away lands, this has nothing to do with a lack of 
information. If the social divide between rich and poor widens, 
if the old grow lonely and the young riot in the streets of this 
country, none of that has to do with a lack of information.

The worry is not (just) that today’s 
information technology proves incapable of 
telling us how to live our lives, but that it is, 
at best, a distraction from things that matter 

most

Technological Utilty

Information Technologies and its 
Dis-contents 

Jasper Barth

if new technologies have improved 

access to information and opportunities for 

self-empowerment worldwide, why the many 

discontents?
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BRAZIL’S tech industry is booming. At present, it is respon-
sible for almost half of all IT costs in the whole of Latin 

America. It comes as no surprise, then, that companies like 
ARM, Google and Intel are investing in the technological poten-
tial of this economic heavyweight. Dilma Rousseff’s govern-
ment will match foreign investment by backing the growth of 
forty technological companies in their first year of business. 
She will invest R$ 8 million in this endeavour, which will be 
run in collaboration with Silicon Valley, California. 
The start-ups competing for investment range from 
businesses in e-commerce and IT to nanotechnology 
and robotics. 75% of the money will be invested in 
Brazilian companies and the remaining 25% will 
go to foreign professionals with young businesses. 
Offers like these are contributing to Brazil’s global 
allure as an economic haven, which immigrants are currently 
flocking to take advantage of.

The One to Watch: Bedy Yang
Throughout the 1990s and early 2000s, most of Brazil’s best 

computer scientists went to the US in the hope of getting a 
postgraduate degree from Universities like Stanford or Harvard. 
But Bedy yang, the Brazilian-Chinese CEO of Brazil Innova-
tors (a platform for networking opportunities between Silicon 
Valley investors and Brazilian entrepreneurs) wants that trend 
to change and American entrepreneurs are increasingly coming 
to Brazil rather than the other way round. With the launch of 
the “Geeks on a Plane” project in 2011, she piloted a scheme 

to forge technological business relations between the two 
countries, so that fifty of the most promising entrepreneurs at 
Silicon Valley would have the opportunity to go to Brazil and 
discover its tech scene for themselves. In 2012, she launched 
Tech-Mission: a seven-day immersion programme for Brazilian 
entrepreneurs to travel to Silicon Valley, talk to professionals 
there, establish global networks and ultimately obtain foreign 
investment. For yang, technological start-ups are much more 
than money-making schemes. Much to the contrary, they are 
the means for Brazil to improve social mobility and increase the 
country’s business credibility on the global stage. In this way, 
technological start-ups are a political milestone; in yang’s own 
words “Technology is democratizing entrepreneurialism.”

The Role model: Rodrigo Rodrigues
Rodrigo Rodrigues founded the technology price compar-

ison website Buscapé in 1998 when he was only 21. Twelve 
years later, he sold it to a South-African company for $342 
million. His journey, however, was far from easy. Throughout 
the late 1990s, little to no support was given to  tech start-ups 
in Brazil. In addition to the risk of building a business from 
scratch (about three-quarters of start-ups fail within their first 
year according to the Wall Street Journal), the internet was 
still unknown to most people in Brazil. In 1998, the country 
counted approximately 2.5 million internet users, compared 
to the current 80 million. While most shopkeepers hadn’t even 
heard of the internet in 1998, the web is now an indispensable 

part of everyday life. The only downside to ubiquitous tech-
nology, says Rodrigo, is the increase in competition between 
websites: whatever the idea aspiring entrepreneurs might come 
up with, someone else will have thought of it already, he warns.  
With this in mind, the difference between a successful busi-
ness and a failing one, he claims, is not the idea but the follow-
up. Like Bedy yang, Rodrigo Rodrigues is keen to foster a new 
generation of start-up companies. His platform organization Is 
your Idea Worth a Million?  not only gives money to winning 
projects on social and mobile commerce but also allows him to 
come to know and help his protégés more directly, by sharing 
his advice and business know-how and providing them with 
contacts.

Technological start-ups are a political 
milestone; in Yang’s own words “Technology 

is democratizing entrepreneurialism...”

Developmentmental Technology

Brazil: the Next Technological 
Superpower?

eleanor Warnick 

Why entrepreneurs should take advantage of 

Brazil’s recent digital explosion

LOOKING UP ■  A view of the Telecom Panoramic 
Tower in Curitiba, Brazil

Better known still than Winner and Postman and always 
good for a cautionary tale is Plato, even if this one was unin-
tended. Think about textual representation again. Plato opposed 
the idea of the written word as a technology supporting memory 
or wisdom. Written words create neither and undermine both, 
fostering forgetfulness instead of memory and the illusion of 
knowledge instead of wisdom. Dangerous was the use of textual 
representation of thought without the presence of its author to 
guide and interact its transmission to an audience. Worse still, 
nothing could overcome the fears of deliberate misrepresenta-
tion and misinformation. There is nothing benign about books, 
magazines or letters; form and not only content always matters.

There is no point in denying just how much the deploy-
ment of information technology has meant for people’s mate-
rial well-being and self-empowerment for generations across the 
world. However, it is never technology itself that leads to posi-
tive or negative change but the use we make of it. Technology’s 
discontents are a reminder of the strange mixture of enthusiasm 
and suspicion with which we ought to regard new technologies, 
and, paradoxically, the lack of fixed meaning of ‘technology’. 
The Faustian Bargain that technology asks us to make, solving 
some perceived problem and quickly creating new ones, is as 
real today as it was for Plato or Postman. ■

Jasper Barth is studying for an MPhil in Development Studies at 
Wolfson College.

Wikimedia Commons: Jean Servais Henri Colemonts
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Bureaucracy and Online Security: What’s the Technological 
Future for Brazil?

All the incentives to improve Brazilian technology notwith-
standing, will the investment pay off? The lack of high-quality 
IT courses available in Brazil means the sector currently lacks 
qualified personnel. The situation is not helped by Brazil’s 
immigration policies. To many foreigners, obtaining a work visa 
is a slow, bureaucratic nightmare; a process which is even more 
gruelling if you happen to be working for a small company 
whose reputation may not be well-established. Without the 
brainpower to back their ambitions, according to Robert E. 
Binder from Antera Resource Management (the biggest mobile 
phone provider in Brazil) the worry is that Brazilian entre-
preneurs “are voraciously investing in all the copy-and-paste 
stuff, the copycats. They are not really into technology inno-
vation.” American expat Simon Olson from Google’s head of 
development is equally sceptical: “I’m afraid investors here [in 
America] will get burned up on start-ups that are more flash 
than substance and they won’t invest again.”

Aside from the lack of qualified tech workers and the alleged 
lack of innovation, Brazil’s biggest threat to international inves-
tors is online fraud. Brazilian banks lost R$ 1.5 billion to hackers 
in 2011 and another R$ 1.4 billion in 2012. Banks claim that 
their digital security systems are up to date and that scams are 
usually caused by their customers’ carelessness when putting in 
their personal data or using credit cards. Although this is partly 
true, the sheer scale of online scams suggests that their systems 
also need updating.

All in all, investing in Brazilian technology is a risky business. 
Before asking graduates to develop their own companies, Brazil 
must first reform its own education system so that professionals 
have the knowledge they need before they direct others. Or do 
they? If Michael Dell, Bill Gates and Mark Zuckerberg were 
all experimental college drop-outs, perhaps all these aspiring 
professionals need is a little creativity and a lot of luck. ■

Eleanor Warnick studies Spanish and Portuguese at St Anne’s 
College.
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WINSTON Churchill once told an audience, “I’m going 
to give a long speech today. I haven’t had time to prepare 

a short one.” Churchill’s quip – itself consisting of 81 charac-
ters – begs the question of how well the great orator would have 
handled the rise of Twitter, the very popular social network 
that limits the length of posts, or ‘tweets’, at 140 keystrokes.  

The argument that Twitter is revolutionising the political 
landscape is hard to deny. Twitter has permeated the highest 
echelons of the most elite of institutions: the Papacy and the 
British Monarchy, and even wars, seemingly, are now fought in 
part on Twitter: the Israeli Defence Forces’ PR offensive during 
last November’s conflict seemed almost as sophisticated as its 
missile defence shield. 

So perhaps Sir Winston would, after all, have compressed 
some of his most famous wartime perorations into tweets. 
Certainly today’s generation of political leaders has started 
to grasp the power of the platform. Of the 650 members 
of the House of Commons, 409 have accounts, and while 
some MPs treat it merely as an extension of their constitu-
ency website, others have made more innovative uses of the 
platform. Cambridge MP Julian Huppert even went as far as 
crowd-sourcing topics for a question to the Prime Minister in 
a recent debate. 

Perhaps the most innovative use of Twitter by an elected 
official, however, comes from the other side of the Atlantic. 
Newark, New Jersey Mayor Cory Booker invites and routinely 
responds to all manner of comments and complaints from his 
constituents. These range from the mundane, such as fixing 

traffic lights and potholes, to the faintly heroic, as with the time 
he responded to a tweet reporting an injured dog by rescuing 
the animal himself. No matter what the issue, however, Booker 
is careful to interact in such a way that all his followers can see 
his diligence. 

everyone has an Agenda
But politicians, even those like Booker who use Twitter to 

great effect, represent only the tip of the iceberg. Of greater 
importance for the democratic process, perhaps, is the novel 
form of fast-paced, shorthand political debate that Twitter has 
enabled, in which thousands of journalists, pundits and policy 
makers participate. 

Thanks in part to Twitter’s technical architecture, in which 
tweets are public by default and any user can freely follow any 
other, it can sometimes feel as if the doors to the old smoke-
filled rooms of the press pack and political elite have been 
pulled slightly ajar. The process of agenda-setting, first articu-

lated in 1922 by Walter Lippman as an explanation of 
the pervasive influence of the news media over public 
opinion, may therefore be changing radically.

Because all Twitter accounts are created equal, ordi-
nary users, or what Jay Rosen has dubbed ‘the people 
formerly known as the audience’, can now, at least in 
theory, participate on a level playing field with political 
and media elites. New forms of interaction, such as the 
ability to ‘mention’ other users and ‘retweet’ their posts, 

has enabled a much more dynamic relationship between media 
elites and citizens at large. Whereas in the old media world, 
‘Letters to the Editor’ columns were the only real outlet for 
interaction with readers, journalists now often find themselves 
defending their work and opinions on Twitter. In addition, the 

Democracy Online

The New Tweetocracy
Josh Cowls 

Can Twitter truly transform how

 the political agenda is set?

WHAT’S IN A WORD? ■  Ordinary twitter users 
can now, at least in theory, participate on a level 

playing field with political and media elites

Scott Beale via Flickr

It would not be surprising to see the 
hierarchical structures of the offline world 
gradually replicate themselves on Twitter 
- some voices will always be louder than 

others, no matter the medium
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ON January 25th, 2011 civilians across Egypt took to 
the streets on National Police Day demanding “bread, 

freedom, and social justice”. Following a surprisingly successful 
turnout, mass mobilization was organized for Friday January 
28th with millions partaking in peaceful demonstrations that 
sent the Mubarak regime into panic. 

In an attempt to disrupt mobilization networks and quell 
the spread of demonstrations, security forces called for the 
suspension of calling and SMS services for all three of Egypt’s 
mobile phone companies – Vodafone, Mobinil, and Etisalat  
and for an abrupt shutdown of all Internet services. As a result, 
the mobile phones of some 71 million Egyptians were suddenly 
rendered useless, while 23 million could no longer connect to 
the Internet. Web-based communication channels between 
activists were disrupted, the Egyptian public was completely 
isolated from media coverage both within and beyond the coun-
try’s borders, and economic activity in Egypt’s Stock Exchange 
came to a complete standstill.

The blackout was publicly condemned as a holistic and 
efficiently executed attack on national-level communication 
infrastructure. Thus far, reactions to the episode have primarily 

consisted in ambitious lawsuits, vigorous campaigns on behalf 
of the telecommunications providers, and sporadic considera-
tions of related Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) concerns 
as they touch on the role of business in society. Beyond these 
surface-level responses, the blackout provides the opportunity 
to critically engage with the public responsibilities of multina-
tional corporations operating in repressive political environ-
ments and question their role in the enactment and perpetua-
tion of a securitized military-state.

Securitizing the State
The concept of Securitization - framing a subject as a matter 

of security - has acquired increasing relevance since the end of 
the Cold War. With the advent of globalization and the growing 
integration of national markets, State Securitization turned into 
a amore indirect means to regulate the dissolution of borders 
resulting from the removal of trade barriers. As countries become 
less able to exercise direct control of their economies, this func-
tion seemingly falls into the duties of the security sector. The 
securitization of Egypt’s telecommunications network and the 

►

►

retweet system makes it easier for the thoughts of ordinary 
users to be spread far beyond their original audience. 

In reality, however the pre-existing readership and renown 
that media personalities bring to Twitter offer a clear advan-
tage in the fight to be heard. Many of the giants of old media 
have fought to consolidate their prominence on Twitter: 
Rupert Murdoch’s 400,000 followers represent more than 
the circulation of his flagship Times newspaper,  while Piers 
Morgan may well have as much influence over his 3.2 million 
Twitter followers as he did as editor of the Daily Mirror. 

If a Tweet Falls in a Forest…
There is therefore certainly a distinction to be made 

between the ability to speak, which Twitter undeniably 
permits, and the ability to be heard, which is rather more 
difficult to achieve, a point made by Matthew Hindman in 
his book The Myth of Digital Democracy. For ordinary users 
with no pre-existing readership or huge networks of media 
contacts, tweeting with a small number of followers might 
feel like shouting off the edge of a cliff-face. Unlike ‘friending’ 
on Facebook, the system of ‘following’ on Twitter is asym-
metrical, so if User A follows User B, User B is neither techni-
cally required nor socially obligated to reciprocate. With each 
unreciprocated act of following, then, the network becomes 
a little less equal and more skewed towards the most popular 
users. It would not therefore be surprising to see the hier-
archical structures of the offline world gradually replicate 
themselves on Twitter. Some voices will always be louder than 
others, no matter the medium. 

Nonetheless, the simple fact that relevant, well-crafted 
thoughts from members of the public can enter the public 
domain, by being retweeted or responded to by a more prom-
inent user, certainly holds the potential for engendering a 

more engaged citizenry and a more responsive elite. The reali-
sation of such potential depends largely on whether the plat-
form will retain its informal, interactive flavour, or whether 
politicians, media barons and commercial actors will be 
capable of making such sophisticated use of  it so as to stifle 
ordinary debate. In the meantime, those who deride Twitter 
as just a lot of chirping may be missing a fundamental change 
in how public opinion is formed. ■

Josh Cowls is studying for an MSc in the Social Science of the 
Internet St Hugh’s College.

WHO’S LISTENING AT YOUR DOOR? ■  
 Can you control the audience of your tweets? Some 

voices will always louder than others  

Stevegarfield via Flickr

Telecommunications Governance

egypt’s Digital Blackout
Aisha I. Saad

The securitization of Egypt’s iCT sector  poses 

serious challenges to a Corporate Social Responsi-

bility agenda
PUBLIC OUTCRY ■  Citizens Demonstrating in 

Egypt’s Tahrir Square in January 2011

Abdelrahman Abuzeid
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legal infrastructure put in place to enforce it do not come as a 
surprise in the context of global telecommunications govern-
ance. Worldwide, the notion of Critical National Infrastruc-
ture has been expanding in scope since it first emerged in the 
1980s, and has now come to relate more closely with commu-
nications networks. In accordance with a larger securitization 
agenda, safeguarding a country’s communication infrastructure 
becomes cardinal for the interests of national security.

 
egypt Online

Until the early 1990s, Egypt retained an antiquated state-
owned ICT infrastructure. The status of Internet as a public 
utility was formalized in January of 2002 with the launch of 
the “Free Internet” initiative , which provides low-speed dial-up 
Internet access at the cost of local calls. This cosmetic liberaliza-
tion in the interest of promoting an “Informa-
tion Society” provided a stark foil to the esca-
lating repression of civil liberties, particularly 
free speech and assembly. Issued in 2003, Law 
10 aimed to regulate the telecommunications 
industry through the establishment of the 
National Telecommunication Regulation Law 
and the National Telecommunications Regu-
latory Authority (NTRA). Notably, article 67 of the NTRA  
gives the State “the power to subject to [its] administration all 
Telecommunication Services and networks of any Operator or 
Service (…) in case of natural or environmental disasters or 
during declared periods of general mobilization (…) or any 
other cases concerning National Security.” It was under the 
NTRA’s authority that the 2011 telecommunications shutdown 
was carried out.

While the focus of most mainstream criticism and offi-
cial debate on Egypt’s telecommunications reform is largely 
limited to Article 67, Egyptian technology and telecommunica-

tions blogger Baher Esmat draws attention to the larger power 
dynamics that led the government to officially  disrupt commu-
nication networks. He argues that the authoritarian control 
of the telecommunications sector is not limited to this single 
article, but reflects a larger militarized institutional complex.

Indeed, in May 2011 the NTRA suggested the revision of 
the telecommunications law so that the power to close down 
the telecommunications network would be granted solely to 
the Council of Ministers and the President. This revision did 
not, however, provide the much-needed clarity to the ‘threats 
to national security’ clause, effectively leaving it open to wide 
interpretation. In August 2011, the independent daily news-
paper The Egypt Independent reported that the NTRA would 
be establishing a committee comprised of national security 
forces to revise Law 10/2003 and specifically article 67. In the 

present context, where the military continues to benefit from 
largely unchecked powers, it is likely that the reform efforts will 
only preserve the military and security sector’s dominance upon 
questions that should be subject to public debate.

Politicizing Social Responsibility
Egypt’s telecommunications blackout demonstrates the 

efficacy of the securitization process and its apparently seam-
less implementation during a time of ‘national crisis’. What is 
particularly alarming is that mechanisms of securitization, when 
removed from a system of public accountability, may serve to 
‘securitize’ an authoritarian regime not against a clear outside 
enemy, but against the ‘threats’ of its own populace. 

The communications infrastructure, dominated as it is 
by private entities often domiciled abroad, provides a public 
service that falls under the oversight of political authority.  This 
being the case, there would seem to be a substantive contradic-
tion when companies exclude from their social responsibility 
agendas questions pertaining to the public good due to their 
overly “political” nature . This tension goes largely unacknowl-
edged in mainstream Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) 
literature, which instead focuses on the promotion of initiatives 
for the public interest that are presumed to be politically neutral. 
Rather than seeking to resist a government’s heightened secu-
ritization agenda, for example, CSR objectives would concen-
trate on presumably a-political questions of social welfare.  But 
if the rationale underpinning corporate operations is itself in 
conflict with the public interest referring to a politically neutral 
corporate ‘social responsibility’ would appear to make little, if 
any, sense. 

If the corporate sector in Egypt is to leverage its capital 
power to pressure for a more democratically conducive oper-
ating environment, it will need to adopt a policy agenda that 
looks beyond its managerial concerns to challenge the structure 
and tools of a persistently militarized economy. The global CSR 
network and sector-specific initiatives like the Global Network 
Initiative may be well positioned to challenge the prevailing 
appeal to national security that political regimes resort to as a 
means of limiting popular sovereignty. In order to pursue a CSR 
agenda that is substantively relevant to the Egyptian context, 
analysts, activists and strategists must acknowledge and engage 
in the local political dynamics to develop industry guidelines 
that are politically sensitized in their framing of ‘social respon-
sibility’. ■

Aisha I. Saad is studying for a DPhil in Geography at Christ 
Church.

What is particularly alarming is that mechanisms 
of securitization may serve to ‘securitize’ an 

authoritarian regime not against a clear outside 
enemy, but against the ‘threats’ of its own 

populace
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WHAT do answering a few e-mails, 
reading a newspaper article, 

brewing a cup of coffee, running a mile 
and seeing a National Health Services 
(NHS) general practitioner have in 
common? They are all activities that can 
be done in ten minutes or less.

According to the NHS, the average 
British primary care consultation lasts 
just eight to ten minutes. yet Britain is 
hardly an anomaly when it comes to short 
doctor visits. Consultations in Germany, 
Spain, the Netherlands, Belgium and 
Switzerland all average 15 minutes or 
less, according to a 2002 British Medical 
Journal article. 

On the other hand, American consul-
tations average a luxurious 21 minutes. 
yet systemic pressures may change that 
shortly. Combined with an imminent 
influx of patients newly insured under 
the Patient Protection and Affordable 
Care Act (“Obamacare”), a shortage of 
primary care doctors – considered serious 
enough to be discussed at an April Senate 
hearing – could result in shorter visits.
Unfortunately for providers, common 
sense and research evidence both say that 
patients share more information during 
longer visits. Additionally, today’s doctors 
are expected to balance treatment of 
acute health problems with prevention of 
future issues.  So, particularly for preven-
tion, strong communication is required 
to help patients make healthier choices, 
or to enable doctors to recognise psycho-
social risk factors. But if “longer visits 
for all” is a pipe dream, then healthcare 
providers must find — and develop —
innovative strategies to maximise their 
time and resources.

So much evidence, So Little Time
In the quest to achieve better 

outcomes, evidence-based medicine 
(EBM) has become king. Government 
bodies such as the UK National Insti-
tute for Health and Care Excellence and 
the US Preventive Services Task Force 
develop evidence-based guidelines for 
health and social care providers. Even the 
University of Oxford is home to a group 
called the Centre for Evidence-Based 
Medicine (CEBM), which researches, 
teaches and promotes EBM. When used 
appropriately — as a blend of individual 
expertise and best external evidence, as 
a 1996 British Medical Journal editorial 
suggests — EBM should simultaneously 
facilitate timely treatment and preven-
tion. An evidence basis, after all, means 
that a particular medical intervention or 
health education technique has proven 
effective; and drawing on proven tech-
niques should theoretically help a doctor 

facilitate a patient’s decision-making and 
reassure both parties that an intervention 
really does work. yet too much informa-
tion may lead to “paralysis by analysis,” a 
phenomenon found in environments as 
varied as chess matches and management. 
In medicine, it can manifest as being 
overwhelmed by research-based recom-
mendations, some of which conflict, and 
thus failing to incorporate important 
research into practice. 

In response to this information over-
load, fourth-year Harvard Medical School 
student Marc Succi founded a medical 
education website called “2 Minute 
Medicine”. The website aims to provide 
concise summaries of newly published, 
high-impact research studies, including 
the practical implications for patients 
and providers. “News centralisation, 
aggregation and digital curation services 
are becoming increasingly relevant in the 
area of medical information and tech-
nology,” he says. “By displaying 
information in an accessible 
structure that facilitates rapid 
screening, we can deliver infor-
mation in more manageable 
ways and help accelerate the dissemina-
tion of evidence.” Succi, who also serves 
as the site’s editor-in-chief, continues to 
tweak its format to improve usability and 
relevance. Recently, 2 Minute Medicine 
began utilising a CEBM-produced rubric, 
such that each summary numerically 
appraises the study’s evidentiary strength 
alongside its interpretation and results 
sections. Appropriately, these adjust-
ments address two common challenges 
identified in a 2004 Archives in Disease in 
Childhood commentary: providers have 
limited time to individually scan and 
assess studies, as well as insufficient access 
to resources.

Poor historians or Poor Listeners?
Effective application of EBM alone is 

not enough to guarantee diagnostic accu-
racy. Patients must share their stories, 
according to Dr Leana Wen, a Harvard 
emergency physician and co-author of 
When Doctors Don’t Listen: How to Avoid 

Misdiagnoses and Unnecessary Tests.
“In this era of science and technology, 

the art of medicine is becoming lost. This 
is too bad, because we know from studies 
that 80% of diagnoses can be made based 
on the story alone,” she says. “That’s 
why communication is so key: to get to 
the right diagnosis, you have to tell your 
story, and doctors have to listen.”

In Wen’s book, she and co-author 
Joshua Kosowsky describe patients whom 
colleagues referred to as “poor historians” 
based on their inability to concisely 
provide their health histories. However, 
the authors dismiss this as an excuse 
made by doctors who are poor listeners. 
Good doctors, they argue, should be 
able to extract the information needed 
to help the patient. In turn, this should 
help to facilitate better doctor-patient 
rapport and lead to more accurate, timely 
diagnoses.

Wen and Kosowsky raise an impor-
tant point about “the art of medicine” 
that is actually evidence-based itself: 
while consultation length may not 
directly influence health outcomes, the 
quality of a doctor-patient relationship 
does. A plethora of research, including 
a systematic review in the Canadian 
Medical Association Journal, details the 
effect of doctor-patient communication 
on everything from emotional health 
and pain control to blood pressure 
and headaches. Patients value medical 
evidence, clinician expertise and their 

own concerns and goals, according to a 
2011 US-based survey by the Consumer 
Reports National Research Center. But 
proficiency in blending these compo-
nents into a single short consultation does 
not develop overnight. In a 1998 British 
Medical Journal editorial, Professor Sieg-
fried Meryn suggests that communica-
tion skills should be incorporated into all 
levels of medical education, particularly 
those integrating “new teaching methods 
and media”. Ideally, providers should be 
equipped with all the resources necessary 
to facilitate improved health outcomes, 
regardless of consultation length. Efforts 
such as Succi’s website and Wen and 
Kosowsky’s manifesto on communication  
which together constitute a blend of tech-
nological, critical appraisal and interper-
sonal skills, may help providers begin to 
beat the clock. ■

Caroline J. Huang is studying for a DPhil 
in Public Health at Merton College.

Doctor-Patient Communication

We Need to Talk, But 
We’re on the Clock

Caroline J. huang

The challenges and opportunities 

for 21st century doctor-patient 

consultations 

“...to get the right diagnosis, 
you have to tell your story, and 

doctors have to listen.”

Leo Reynolds via Flickr

TICKING AWAY ■ Time to talk 
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PETER*, a third year undergraduate 
studying English, was diagnosed a few 

years ago with Crohn’s disease, a chronic 
inflammation of the gastrointestinal 
tract. The doctor said that the condition 
would affect Peter’s digestion, but he did 
not offer any specific advice on how to 
adapt his eating habits. 

 “I was told I would have to change 
my diet, but that there were ‘plenty of 
resources online’ and ‘I should look it up 
and explore’,” Peter said. 

Peter scoured Internet forums and 
informational Web sites, which led him 
to cut out dietary fibres and fatty foods. 
yet he had to see a doctor in Oxford after 
getting very ill in November.This doctor 
said that Crohn’s disease affects people in 
different ways, so Peter should monitor 
his own reaction to specific foods rather 
than rely on online resources.

“He seemed a little perturbed by the 
fact another doctor had told me to look 
online,” Peter said. 

According to a Time magazine article 
from 2011, medical practitioners used to 
fear the “cyberchondria” of patients. yet 
now doctors tweet, blog and put their 
medical opinions in Facebook statuses. 
Equally, patients are becoming ever 
most tech-savvy in the way they seek 
medical help. The last few years have 
seen an exponential rise in online 
forums, self-help resources and health 
apps for smartphones. Are they now 
embracing the use of new technologies? 

The Internet is affecting the way 
patients relate to doctors and general 
practitioners, too, according to Time. 
Given the fact that the entirety of medical 
expertise is available electronically, 
patients are put in a position where they 
can challenge the authority of doctors 
and their opinions. For example, Lawson 
Lancaster, a third-year undergraduate 
studying Japanology, thought he got an 
insect bite on his chest while on holiday 
in Korea. He only consulted the Internet 
once it persisted and spread. His online 
search revealed that he had shingles, and 
he was able to use this information when 
he went to go and see a doctor.

Although the first doctor did not 
speak English, Lancaster made use of his 
computer printouts to argue for the need 
to see a specialist. He was quickly treated 
and recovered soon. 

“I would have been more worried if 
I didn’t have my own back-up of what 
I’ve Googled,” Lawson said.  He said he 
thinks it is always good to know what you 
are getting into when going to a consulta-
tion, even at home.

The Apps and Downs
Researchers such as Hege Andreassen 

at the Norwegian Centre for Telemedi-
cine point to the positive effects of 
e-communication in healthcare, and how 

this has influenced the change in thought 
by doctors and nurses. yo Davies, nurse 
at Hertford College, said: “Sometimes 
I’ve had people come in and say ‘I have 
looked stuff up, I thought it would be 
better to talk to someone about this.’ I 
think that’s a positive thing.” 

In her book about health psychology, 
Jane Ogden argues that patients are more 
likely to keep up their prescribed medi-
cine or treatment if they are actively 
involved in the consultation process. The 
Internet is a medium for this interaction.

Paediatricians and other health 

professionals working with teenagers 
are tweeting and blogging in order to 
connect with their patients. Last October, 
the New York Times reported on doctors 
who text their patients to check how they 
are feeling after taking a new medication, 
or after an event they were particularly 
anxious about. This way, embarrassing 
and uncomfortable information can be 
passed on in a way more accessible to 
teenagers. 

No Country for Old men
The benefits of online consultation 

may preclude those most in need of 
medical help: the elderly. A few programs, 
such as the 111 initiatives, have tried to 
make sure elderly people get 24-hour 
medical access via telephone, but little 
has been done to integrate them into the 
virtual medical community. 

Commenting on the information 
needs of patients with cancer, Valerie 
Jenkins at UCL Medical School said 
that older people may be more used to 
one-to-one treatment and are consoled 
by specific recommendations from their 
doctors. Clear definitions of the rela-
tionship between patient and doctor 
are particularly important for elderly 
people, and a change of this relationship 
may result in considerable psychological 
distress. 

“There’s definitely more of a sway for 

them [the elderly] to still really prefer-
ring paternalistic medicine and being 
told what to do, and doing exactly what 
the doctor tells you,” said Rachel Cary, 
a fifth-year medic currently working in 
A&E at the John Radcliffe Hospital. 

Private Practice
As the BBC reported in January 

this year, the NHS has to face up to the 
problem of privacy before it can roll out 
e-communication initiatives across the 
country. For example, the app “Lose It!” 
prompts you daily to keep a food diary, 
checking your actual consumed calories 
with those recommended by a doctor or 
professional. This can be of great help in 
the struggle against obesity and cardio-
vascular disease. The drawback is that 
anyone who looks at the phone has access 
to the entire dietary history of its owner. 
Andreassen notes that if hackers were 
to gain access to a wide array of patient 
information via online NHS services, this 
could be detrimental to relationships of 
trust between doctors and patients.

Let loose on the internet, people 
looking for explanations for their simple 
symptoms often find a variety of different 

options, one more bleak than the 
next. 

“One of the problems with the 
Internet, of course, is that you can 
type in something and you get a load 
of different websites, possibly different 

outcomes,” said Davies. Cary said that 
“It’s so difficult to control what goes on 
in the Internet”, and that she believes it 
is what makes virtual medicine so diffi-
cult. While it might be really helpful for 
people like Lawson, who just want to get 
a bit more background before going to 
a consultation, online research might be 
really scary and depressing in other cases. 
*Name changed for reasons of anonymity ■

Louise Bartelt is studying Human 
Sciences at Hertford College.

Virtual Medicine

Is Self-Diagnosis a 
Blessing or a Curse?

Louise Bartelt

How the internet is changing 

our expectations of healthcare 

and the relationship with health 

professionals

DIAGNOSIS ■ On the beach?
Ingo Bernhardt via Flickr

The Internet is affecting the 
way patients relate to doctors 

and general practitioners 
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SALAFYO COSTA ■ 
Salafis always pay the price

Kodak Agfa via Flickr

Social Media in the Arab Spring

Virtual Tahrir Square: 
the Salafis and Social 

media
Laurence Deschamps-Laporte

The Arab Spring is not only a 

political revolution, but also a 

cultural one that had its roots 

in social media.  How are ultra-

conservative islamists reshaping 

their identity through the use of 

social media?

THE Arab Spring is not only a polit-
ical revolution, but also a cultural 

one that had its roots in social media. 
How are ultra-conservative Islamists 
reshaping their identity through the use 
of social media?

Journalists used the terms ‘Twitter’ 
or ‘Facebook’ revolutions to refer to the 
Arab Spring. In places like Egypt, revo-
lutionary groups formed online and 
protests were sparked by tweets. yet it 
is Islamists who now dominate politics: 
the Muslim Brotherhood’s party won the 
presidency and, along with the Salafi Al 
Nour party, they made up a majority in 
the now defunct parliament. Last year, 
I conducted fieldwork researching the 
Da’wa Salafiyya, a Salafi organization 
aimed at proselytising, and their affiliated 
Al Nour party. As I learned about them, 
I asked myself: did the Salafis also use 
social media? And if so, how?

The Salafis are Sunni Muslims who 
exclusively follow the practices and creed 
of the Prophet Muhammad and the 
three generations of Muslims who have 
succeeded him (referred to as Salaf). The 
Salafi religious practice is generally rigid 
and puritanical, but  as most religious 
groups, they are fragmented. Like the 
liberal groups involved in the revolution, 
most Salafi factions evolve online; their 
identity, political actions and discursive 
practices are increasingly defined by these 
virtual relationships. Salafis claim that 
they despise adapting to new religious 

practices or interpretations and consider 
them evil bid’ah (innovations), yet they 
have entered the online sphere without an 
apparent religious debate on the matter.

Facebook and Twitter represent a new 

area of ambivalence, an online society 
unregimented by Salafi interpretations 
of Islamic Law. Salafis usually control 
every social interaction: they usually 
avoid making eye contact with women 
outside their families, expect their wives 
to wear the niqab, and encourage gender 
segregation of public places. Neverthe-
less, the Salafi sheikhs are yet to define 
what ‘correct behaviour’ online is. For 
example, some Salafi leaders or politi-
cians would refuse to meet me, even in 
a public place, because “it is inappro-
priate to meet a unknown woman”, but 

they would send me 
romantic emails and 
sentimental Face-
book messages. The 
‘real’ and the ‘online’ 
are two distinct 
worlds. On one side 
there is a street life 

with rigid rules, while on the other - a less 
restricted grey online moral space, where 
the boundaries are being tested daily.

In Alexandria, the city nicknamed 
‘The Salafi Capital’, there has been no 

legal ruling (fatwa) by famous Salafi 
sheikhs against the use of the Internet. 
The Internet is a precious tool in fulfilling 
the Da’wa Salafiyya main mission - 
da’wa - the call of believers to Salafism, 
making such a fatwa counterproductive. 
Salafis reach out to both foreigners and 
other Muslims on Facebook and Twitter, 
instructing them how to ‘purify’ their 
religious practice and adopt this ultra-
conservative form of Islam. Ten years 
ago, fatwas forbidding watching TV were 
glued to the walls of Salafi mosques on 
the outskirts of Alexandria. Recently, 
new fatwas proclaim Saudi-funded Salafi 
channels halal (permissible).  Still, not 
a single fatwa has been pronounced on 
the use of the Internet or social media in 
Alexandria. 

The New Faces of Salafism
Social networks might also be 

changing the very nature of Salafism. 
The process of ijtihad, the independent 
involvement of the believer in the inter-
pretation of Islamic Law, has been 
formally forbidden by Sunni legal schools 
since the 10th century. Regardless, some 
progressive Muslim communities view 
ijtihad as a core religious duty and engage 
in questioning and self-interpretation 
informally. In Facebook group discus-
sions, Salafis seem to become more 
involved with religious texts, debating 
and providing real-life experiences of reli-
gious practices. One might ask–isn’t  this 
ijtihad? If so, do social media provide a 
space for Salafis to open up to new inter-
pretations, imagining alternatives outside 
of the strict and segregated mosques 
of Alexandria where conversations are 
often discouraged? Or do social media 
achieve the exact opposite: reconfirming 
Salafis’ cemented beliefs and tightening 
their global conservative community by 
feeding them their daily ration of pre-
accepted creed?

The emergence of new Salafi groups, 
such as Salafyo Costa, supports the 

 “How could a bearded Salafi sit in an 
upscale coffee shop, usually associated 
with the more westernised and secular 

classes of Cairo?”
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former hypothesis and exposes the diver-
sity within Salafism. Unthinkable before 
the revolution, these hybrid groups have 
used online social networks to come 
together. Salafyo Costa is a movement 
that unites liberals, Copts, Muslims of 
all denominations, including Salafis. 
The idea to form the group arose when 
Mohamed Tolba, its founder, was sitting 
in Costa Coffee last year, waiting for his 
drink. A young woman approached him: 
“you are a Salafi... sitting in Costa!” To 
her, this was an odd sight. How could 
a bearded Salafi sit in an upscale coffee 
shop, usually associated with the more 
westernised and secular classes of Cairo? 
Mohamed claims such a contradiction 
does not exist. That day, he started a Face-

book group borrowing the Costa Coffee 
logo, but substituting the coffee bean 
with the profile of a Salafi man. He added 
the phrase, “We always pay the price”. 
This slogan suggests that like everyone 
else, Salafis pay for their cup of coffee, 
but also denounces the price of profiling 
and discrimination that Salafis have had 
to pay. 

Since then, Salafyo Costa has rallied 
thousands of supporters on Facebook. It 
has organised many civil society activities 
such as soccer matches between Copts and 
Salafis that have attracted international 
media attention or medical caravans with 
doctors and nurses of all faiths going to 
poorer neighbourhoods of Cairo to link 
communities. Al Nour has called Salafyo 

Costa “fake Salafis disguised behind 
beards who aim to discredit our move-
ment”. This leaves Mohamed and his 
friends indifferent, as the group quickly 
gains support in Egypt’s metropolis.

One thing is certain, for the 
supporters of both Salafyo Costa and the 
Da’wa Salafiyya, social media is a ‘virtual 
Tahrir Square’ where indeed Al Thawra 
Mostamera — the revolution continues. 
It is a space where all groups, including 
Salafis, continue to take part in the rein-
vention of identities and political projects, 
yet not without clashes and obstacles. ■

Laurence Deschamps-Laporte is studying 
for an MPhil in Development Studies at 
Magdalen College.

Cities and Social Pace 

Speeding Up to Slow 
Down

Ariel S. Gregory

Fast-paced lives in cities are 

dictated by the use of technology, 

but can technology slow urban life 

down too? 

►

tanks such as the Oxford Martin School 
have recognised the role cities will play in 
rising to meet these issues. With WHO 
projecting six out of every ten people 
will be living in a city by 2030 (and that 
number rising to seven out of every ten 
by 2050), it has now become the job of 
urban planners to find creative solutions 
to meet these challenges while simultane-
ously maintaining residents’ quality of 
life. Decisions planners make now will 
have a critical impact for years to come. 
Thus, the pressure for them to plan well, 
and do it quickly, is greater than ever 
before. In this race for viable solutions, 

BUSTLING metropolises, flying cars 
and skyscrapers straight from Ridley 

Scott’s classic film, Blade Runner: this was 
the collective imagination of 21st century 
cities for well over 100 years. In 2013, 
amidst our futuristic touch-screen phones 
and electric sports cars, we are facing crit-
ical issues of over-population and poten-
tially irreversible environmental damage. 
We dreamt of flying cars, yet are ironi-
cally finding ourselves confronted with 
the limits of our planet. 

Cities of the Future
Horizon-scanning groups and think ►

Ariel S. Gregory 

TImE STANDS STILL? ■ Times 
Square after Jan Gehl’s design 

intervention
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► two technologies, in particular, have 
emerged to support sustainable urban 
development: personal smart phones and 
urban design interventions.

Timely Tools
In his 2012 Financial Times article, 

Simon Kuper argued that city living has 
taken on a much faster pace than ever 
before thanks to the rise of personal 
smart phone apps. With this technology, 
urban residents can find a date, a jogging 
group — even their bus — in just a few 
seconds. Users now expect access to the 
vast knowledge and virtual connectivity 
of the internet as an everyday part of their 
life and consider themselves members of a 
constantly connected global community. 

On the other hand, designers such as 
Denmark’s Jan Gehl (an urban consultant 
for cities like Melbourne, London, and 
NyC) argue that urban life needs a locali-
sation and ‘slowing down’ if cities are to 
be socially and environmentally sustain-
able in the future. Shifting the fast-paced 
speed of urban life to a slower gear occurs 
by improving the quality of urban spaces 
via design interventions: creating bike 
lanes, shared green-spaces and public 
plazas with regular farmer’s markets. 

These spaces encourage easy social situa-
tions that physically bring local residents 
together to form communities, which 
have been shown to support the overall 
wellbeing of residents and encourage 
them to look after their neighbourhoods 
as well. Such projects are routinely lauded 
in the press: think of the High Line in 
NyC or the bike lanes of Copenhagen. 

yet, it is in the interactions between 
these two technologies where things 
become most interesting. Smart phones 
and their apps are manual tools that 

augment urban residents’ lived realities, 
arguably expanding the two interweaving 
spaces that they now simultaneously 
inhabit. While we may need to physically 
live in a ‘slower,’ local and sustainably 
managed space due to Earth’s finite limits, 
another ‘faster,’ global, technological one 
adds mental depth and complexity to 
our lives that would be otherwise physi-
cally untenable. This resulting interaction 
between ‘faster’ technological spaces and 
an increasingly ‘slower’ environment also 
reveals an emerging shift in urban areas 
towards an experience-economy rather 
than a primarily commodities-based one. 
Personal technology has thus become 
a tool helping residents to live fulfilled 
lives in urban areas acknowledging and 
responding responsibly to the limitations 
of our environment. 

Theory in Practice
For many city councils, project prior-

ities have shifted towards improving 
the quality of shared public life. Exam-
ples include the 2007 ban on outdoor 
advertising in São Paulo, where in a 
direct affront to consumerist principles, 
advertising in public spaces was entirely 
prohibited. Though highly contentious at 

first, recent arti-
cles in the Inde-
pendent and 
the Financial 
Times report 
that the city 
has responded 
well and that 
residents are 
happier than 

ever. The looming fear of economic 
damage has yet to unfold. Instead, as 
Lalai Luna (co-founder of ad agency 
Remix) explained in a 2010 Financial 
Times interview, there’s been an upsurge 
in guerrilla online and social marketing 
since the ban. Banishing outdoor ads has 
been surprisingly great for innovation — 
putting such policy limitations in place 
has not stopped businesses, but rather 
forced them to develop in new ways. 

In the UK, as well, residents’ spati-
otemporal experiences of urban and 

regional transportation are being exam-
ined through the lens of travel quality 
rather than journey length. As David 
Bannister of the Transportation Studies 
Unit at Oxford’s School of Geography 
has pointed out, transportation planning 
used to focus primarily on speed as the 
main variable in designing urban and 
regional transit. Time equalled money. 
Planners are now focusing on the quality 
of the transport, and increasingly encour-
aging daily users to focus on the journey 
experience in both ‘fast’ and ‘slow’ space 
via perks of Wi-Fi and comfortable 
seating. 

Smart phone apps such as yelp, a 
business-rating platform focused on 
public ratings of experience quality, 
also are creating social pressure on local 
businesses to deliver memorable, shar-
able customer experiences. Similar social 
media tools, including youtube, Insta-
gram and Twitter, help create a digital 
forum of personal experiences further 
blending our global/digital and local/
physical lives. 

Where Does This Take Us?
Within the interactions between 

these technologies has emerged a move-
ment towards increasing democratisa-
tion of choice: people want the choice of 
when to connect, and disconnect — from 
either of these two interweaving spaces. 
Plugging into an iPod during the tube to 
work disconnects you from your fellow 
commuters, yet silencing your phone 
while out with friends now shows your 
commitment to being with them “in the 
moment”. ‘Slower’ movements within 
cities’ physical designs are less a return 
to pre-industrial cityscapes and more the 
creation of spaces of informed simplicity. 
With the vast majority of cosmopolitan 
residents having access to personal smart 
phones and the Internet, a constant 
secondary layer of ‘city’ exists. We may 
not have flying cars or replicas of the Burj 
Khalifa everywhere, but it is safe to say we 
are firmly living in cities of the future. ■

Ariel S. Gregory is studying for an MPhil in 
Geography at Jesus College.

Another ‘faster,’ global, technological 
space adds mental depth and complexity 

to our lives that would be otherwise 
physically untenable

Explore us online at toglobalist.org

Globalist
OXONIANT

H
E

Politics ■ Opinion ■ Economics ■ International affairs ■ Science 
Photo competitions ■ Culture ■ Online articles ■ Perspectives
Global correspondence ■ A shared network ■ and more...



Also: Drug Technology

Perspectives
25

AMERICAN politics has several 
parallels to ancient Roman poli-

tics: e.g. the “Senate”, “Capitol Hill”, 
top politicians making it to the supreme 
office because they are wealthy, come 
from wealthy and politically powerful 
families (the Bush Dynasty, for instance), 
or are eloquent and compelling speakers 
(like Barack Obama). Furthermore, the 
current US President has been repeatedly 
compared to Cicero — himself a homo 
nouus (a political “newcomer”) — who 
also made it to the topmost political posi-
tion as one of the two Roman consuls of 
63 BC — almost exclusively through his 
outstanding rhetorical gifts. Indeed, both 
Cicero and Obama had to rely on rhetoric 
to convince so many voters; it was their 
only way up, politically, demonstrating 
just how much oratorical performance 
was, and is, at the heart of both ancient 
Roman and modern American politics. 
Hence, it is of interest to approach Amer-
ican political speeches from the Graeco-
Roman rhetorical theory. Below the 
surface of Michelle Obama’s seemingly 
effortless speech at the 2012 Democratic 
National Convention we find numerous 
rhetorical figures and even rhetorical 
proofs formulated by the great Aristotle 
himself.

“First, Second, and Third...”, or Why 
You Get It

Regarding its form, the First Lady’s 
speech makes use of several rhetorical 
devices that were vastly significant in 
Graeco-Roman oratory. The detailed 
analysis left here to the interested reader 
reveals that the text abounds shockingly 
with them.

Much like in Barack Obama’s 
speeches, numerous trikola (sets of three 
sentences, phrases, or words) structure 
Michelle’s speech (e.g. “We were [1.] 
so young, [2.] so in love, [3.] and so in 
debt”). Three is indeed considered the 
ideal number for list-making in speeches 
— enough points, but not too many.

Several instances of anaphora (the 
repetition of a phrase or word at the 
beginning of successive clauses) also help 

structure this speech (e.g. “I have seen” in 
the opening part) and the recurrence of 
the verb “to see” — 19 times altogether — 
gives the impression of proof by eyewit-
ness account. Repetition of sentences or 
parts of sentences throughout the speech 
also emphasize her message, compelling it 
to penetrate the audience’s subconscious. 

Humour plays an important role 
as well (e.g. the anti-climax “We were 
so young, so in love, and so in debt”), 
helping break the ice between speaker 
and audience:  a powerful means for the 
speaker to win her audience over.

The Classical Structure: Introduction, 
Body, Conclusion 

The structure of Michelle Obama’s 
speech is: 1. an introduction with 
captatio beneuolentiae (the “capturing of 
the goodwill” of the people, i.e. the audi-
ence, by praising it); 2. her children and 
how their lives would change; 3. her and 
Barack’s romantic history; 4. their fami-
lies (a. her father, and b. his family and 
his grandmother); 5. the Presidency; and 

6. a conclusion. The introduction and 
conclusion provide an emotional frame to 
the body of her speech, the latter working 
to grant the audience insight into the 
Obamas’ life and hence to include them 
like relatives or intimate friends. This 
tripartite structure reflects the idea of the 
perfectness of the number three: it has a 
beginning, a middle, and an end, thus 
giving the impression of being a well-
rounded and sentimental divulgence .

michelle the Aristotelian?
In his Art of Rhetoric, Aristotle 

defines three kinds of “technical” proof: 
logos (argument), ethos (the good char-
acter of the speaker), and pathos (the 
audience’s emotions). Only logos is truly 
relevant regarding a candidate’s greater 
suitability and qualification for Presi-
dent — ethos, and especially pathos, are 
mostly a means of rhetorical manipula-
tion. In this speech, Michelle works to 
persuade her audience with points that, 
when carefully examined, are largely irrel-
evant. What is most relevant for the Pres-
idential office are the candidate’s qualifi-
cations, achievements, policy plans, and 
social, economic, and political platforms. 
Not primarily relevant are how good a 
son/daughter, husband/wife, or father/
mother he or she is. These may of course 
be desirable qualities for a President, 
and may influence some of the primary 
ones such as policy, but ultimately, they 
are peripheral. A striking example is 
former US President Bill Clinton, who 
is currently one of the most promi-
nent American politicians alive, despite 
his extramarital affair with then-intern 
Monica Lewinsky in 1995-97. The affair 
discredited his ethos significantly when it 
happened, yet public memory tends to be 
rather short here. 

These three Aristotelian proofs corre-
spond to the following parts in Michelle 
Obama’s speech: logos: (only) his first 
presidency — the only true argument in 
her speech; pathos/ethos: Barack Obama 
as a father, a boyfriend and then husband, 
and a son and grandson; pathos: captatio 
beneuolentiae, their children and their 

barackobamadotcom via Flickr

Rhetoric and US Politics

“Friends, Romans, 
Countrymen, Lend 

me Your ears” 
(William Shakespeare, Julius Caesar)

Thierry hirsch

Michelle Obama’s Speech at the 

2012 DnC, or ‘What Ancient 

Rhetoric Teaches Us about Rhetor-

ical Manipulation in Modern 

Politics’.

For a self-experiment, readers should first 
watch Michelle Obama’s speech and then 

look at a transcript of it before contin-
uing to read this article.

►

mICHELLE OBAmA ■ 
The rhetorically persuasive First Lady
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romantic dates, and the conclusion. 
Michelle Obama makes use of all three 
Aristotelian proofs (with a heavy focus 
on pathos and ethos) in her attempt to 
persuade her audience in every possible 
way.

Where Dad and Grandma Come In...
It may surprise one how much of 

this speech deals with Michelle’s 
father and Barack’s grandmother. 
However, these stories are not 
merely anecdotes, but well-
chosen, emotionally powerful 
examples — pathos at its purest. 
Both her father and his grand-
mother come from a humble back-
ground; the one is sick while the 
other experiences discrimination 
due to her gender. Both devote much of 
their difficult lives to their children and 
grandchildren. They are entirely ordinary 
American citizens: one black, one white, 
one male, one female, both not well-off 
— they represent a large swath of the 
American middle-class, which can see 
themselves or their relatives mirrored in 
them. This is a powerful example of the 
rhetoric of inclusion, making voters feel 
as if they were voting for the descend-
ants of someone from their own midst. 
And the persistence of both paid off in 
the end, if not directly for themselves, at 
least for their child and grandchild, who 
eventually would become the First Lady 
and the President. Both characters are a 
symbol of hope; portrayed almost as the 
Mother and Father of an entire nation, 
they are emotionally, and thus rhetori-
cally, very potent real-life examples.

“Pathetic” American Proof
In general, real-life examples — often 

dramatic ones — are commonly used in 

American political discourse to prove a 
point while appealing to the audience’s 
emotions. In large audiences, pathos over-
shadows logos (e.g. “The letter [1.] from 
the father struggling to pay his bills... [2.] 
from the woman dying of cancer whose 
insurance company won’t cover her care... 
[3.] from the young person with so much 
promise but so few opportunities”). 

Such examples do not necessarily refer to 
specific people the Obamas have met or 
heard of, but are chosen so that as many 
Americans as possible who are present or 
listening can identify with them. They 
give the impression that the President 
knows each of his fellow citizens and their 
worries on a deeply personal level. Again, 
this is the rhetoric of inclusion. 

The role of pathos in political speeches 
is what most distinguishes modern Euro-
pean oratory from modern American 
and ancient Roman oratory. A personal, 
emotional speech made by a candidate’s 
wife is inconceivable in a European polit-
ical arena dominated largely by logos and 
ethos. However, pathos is very powerful 
in influencing crowds, and the DNC 
audience was a much more active, enthu-
siastic, and emotional audience than one 
finds at most European political events.

michelle, Barack, Bill, and Aristotle
This speech, which to rhetorically 

untrained or inattentive ears seemed easy 

► and unplanned much like an improvi-
sation, has proven to be scrupulously 
constructed in every detail, meant to 
subversively convince its audience’s mind 
— rhetorical figures are notable here — 
and especially its heart. This is the main 
role of Michelle Obama’s DNC speech. 
In his bid for President, convincing the 
audience’s mind by logos was chiefly the 

objective of Barack Obama and 
of Bill Clinton. But husband 
and wife each had their specific 
role, and Michelle was mainly 
responsible for pathos (as a 
woman and mother she was 
traditionally well-suited for 
this) and ethos (as Barack’s 
wife, she is the chief witness to 
his good character). yet with 

her cunning use of Aristotelian rhetoric, 
it is unlikely that Michelle herself wrote 
this speech. She will mostly have provided 
the information for content, but left the 
rhetorical strategy to the anonymous 
genius(es) working behind the scenes 
— speechwriters. Speechwriters (‘logo-
graphers’) played an important role in 
ancient Athens, where they offered their 
skills to rhetorically untrained defendants 
forced to defend themselves: advocates 
were not allowed. In Ciceronian Rome, 
advocates and politicians came from the 
rhetorically trained upper-class — hiring 
a speechwriter would have been a severe 
lack of etiquette for them. Today, espe-
cially with just how absorbed in the polit-
ical realm the US President and the First 
Lady are, speechwriters have managed to 
recover their role: putting thoughts into 
powerful words. ■

Thierry Hirsch is studying for a DPhil 
in Classical Languages and Literature at 
University College.

In this speech, michelle works to 
persuade her audience with points 
that, when carefully examined, are 

largely irrelevant

THE 20th century saw the rise of 
synthetic recreational drugs. Until 

then, people’s tastes had been limited 
almost exclusively to alcohol and tobacco. 
In quick succession, cocaine, heroin, 
MDMA, and LSD — to offer a few 
famous examples — became popular, 
even common. The time between a drug’s 
first synthesis and its rise to recreational 
usage grew ever shorter: technology 
allowed it to shrink from decades to years 
to mere months.

Once they became popular, Western 
countries were quick to criminalise these 
drugs. Such laws were piecemeal, mostly 
working drug by drug until 1970, when 
the US’s pivotal ‘Controlled Substance 
Act’ was passed into law. This was the 
beginning of then-President Richard 
Nixon’s “War on Drugs”. It was arguably 
the first concerted effort to fight all illegal 
psychoactive drugs. It is unclear whether 

these laws had any immediate effects on 
drug usage rates.

Such policy, for drug users, has 

consisted of the police arresting them for 
mere possession. Regardless of whether 
they have harmed other people, such 
unfortunate users have often been impris-
oned and marked as criminals for life. 
Once released, many have been trapped 
in a cycle of unemployment, which leads 
them to commit worse crimes than those 
for which they were initially imprisoned, 
and re-imprisonment. Indeed, many of 
those who were imprisoned for posses-
sion of drugs were not addicts at the time, 
but became addicted in prison. 

harm Reduction: The Only Workable 
Approach 

In the Western countries that are 
the focus of this article, lawmakers and 
politicians have broadly come to recog-
nise the flaws in drug policy that focus 
on punishing users. There has been a 
recent tendency towards legalisation and 

Drug Technology

Wrapping Up the New 
Technological Drugs 

Age
David Owen 

Technology has made a vast 

change to the production and sale 

of recreational drugs. But is it a 

change for the better, and how will 

the world’s governments react?  
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Any policy that advocates harm 
reduction, yet still hopes to 

regulate drugs, must find a way 
to accommodate analogues

decriminalisation. Crucially, even among 
those who object to legalisation, there is 
a newfound recognition that the focus 
of drug policy must be harm reduction. 
They have realised what critics have said 
ever since the War on Drugs begun —
addicts need help, not punishment. Some 
have even acknowledged that people 
might responsibly use the drugs that have 
been forbidden by the law.

Portugal partially decriminalised 
possession of small amounts of all drugs 
in 2001. It became a civil, rather than 

criminal, offence. The Czech Republic 
adopted similar laws in 2009. Mexico 
also decriminalised possession of small 
amounts, in 2009 as well. The Deputy 
Prime Minister of the United Kingdom, 
Nick Clegg, has said in interviews that 
drug laws “aren’t working”, and has called 
for major reform. Even the US has seen 
drug liberalization: cannabis has been 
decriminalised in fourteen US states 
and legalised for recreational use in both 
Washington state and Colorado.

However, countries such as the US 
and UK have but partially liberalised their 
drug laws. Unlike Portugal, they have not 
decriminalised possession of all, or even 
most, drugs. As such, they encounter a 
problem with analogue drugs. 

Analogues: Getting Ahead of, and 
Around, the Law 

There is a long history of analogue 
drug production. That is, when one drug 
is criminalised (or otherwise becomes 
inconvenient to produce) chemists 
try to produce a different drug with 
similar effects. An early such example 
is morphine. When the International 
Opium Convention’s ban on morphine 
became effective in 1925, manufacturers 
immediately moved to alternative chemi-
cals that resembled morphine, such as 
benzoylmorphine. This chemical had 
similar effects, but because of the legis-
lation’s specific wording, remained legal. 

Morphine, of course, was originally 
manufactured for medical use, but the 
idea was similar for recreational drugs. 
When LSD was criminalised several 
decades later, unscrupulous chemists 
turned to manufacturing DOM, a drug 
that was then legal and had comparable 
effects.

This is a new generation of drugs 
sold on the Internet as often as in clubs, 
with innocuous acronymic names such as 
‘MXE’ and ‘25-I-NBOMe’. For this new 
class of drugs and drug users, the delay 

between creation and 
popular use — for LSD 
and MDMA this was on 
the order of 20 years — has 
been reduced to months. 
As the time between devel-
opment and distribution 
has decreased, designer 

drugs have been legal for an increasingly 
larger fraction of their lifetime. Indeed, 
distribution has become so effective, 
that whenever a drug is banned, a legal 
alternative is likely to arrive in nightclubs 
within just a few short months.

This raises several concerns for drug 
users’ safety. Many “traditional” recrea-
tional drugs like LSD, MDMA, and 
cannabis were comparatively mild in their 
acute effects on health. They were benign 
and they were well-known. Even those 
drugs that did have acute harmful effects 
(many through a high potential for over-
dose) at least had known risks, with some 
degree of scientific certainty about their 
incidence, causes and treatment. New 
designer drugs, conversely, offer scant 
information about themselves. Ironically, 
they are sold online as “research chemi-
cals” to try and deflect legal reproach for 
selling unapproved foods or supplements. 
If any research to be done can be said, 
it occurs only during the drug’s inges-
tion by daring club-goers. Even worse, 
to make the claim of being a “research 
chemical” more plausible, the drugs are 
frequently not sold in individual doses, 
but as powders — a form that drastically 
increases the risk of overdose among inex-
perienced users.

Any policy that advocates harm reduc-
tion, yet still hopes to regulate drugs, must 
find a way to accommodate analogues. 
As is, they push drug users towards the 

newest, and least tested, drugs available 
at any given moment in time. 

The Future 
Several European countries appear to 

be on the cusp of drug liberalisation. In 
the UK, for example, there was strong 
public criticism of the government when 
a scientific advisor, David Nutt, was 
dismissed from his position for recom-
mending drug liberalisation. It is true 
that there are conflicting signs: cannabis 
was changed from a Class C drug back to 
a Class B drug, for example. In UK drug 
law, Class B drugs are considered to be 
worse and, in theory, carry harsher legal 
penalties. Counterintuitively enough, 
even this change may be an indication 
of liberalisation because it has resulted in 
cannabis laws that are seldom enforced by 
the police. 

For the most part, it remains the 
US who will determine the future of 
drug policy. There are promising signs, 
such as the aforementioned legalisation 
of cannabis in two states. This could be 
the rubicon past through which future 
liberalisation is inevitable, although 
scepticism is justified because the federal 
government has yet to revise its own poli-
cies. Indeed, initial statements from the 
Drug Enforcement Agency implied that 
the change in state law would not affect 
their own activities. 

Former Mexican President Felipe 
Calderón, immediately after leaving 
office in December 2012, described 
the drug trade as “impossible to end”. 
His candour on the issue is reminiscent 
of the incumbent US President (then a 
Senator), Barack Obama, writing in his 
autobiography about his own experi-
ence with drugs. However, the Obama 
Administration has yet to relax federal 
drug laws. Could it be that the President 
holds a similar opinion to Calderón, but 
fears he can only express it after he leaves 
office? 

As countries abandon, or at least 
loosen, their restrictive laws, the ‘War On 
Drugs’ can finally come to an end, and 
the work of reducing harm to drug users 
can begin — once again — in earnest. ■

David Owen is studying Engineering at 
Keble College.

DRUGS ON THE LINE ■ 
A timeline of drug popularity and 

production
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