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This paper examines the impact of globalisation on higher education policy through 

a comparative analysis of Germany, France and Georgia. The central research 

question asks how global pressures produce convergence in higher education 

systems while preserving nationally specific governance models and institutional 

practices. Methodologically, the study applies a qualitative comparative approach 

based on documentary analysis of official policy frameworks, Bologna Process 

materials, European quality assurance standards and national higher education 

governance sources. The paper argues that globalisation has encouraged 

convergence in three main areas: internationalisation, quality assurance and 

strategic governance. However, convergence does not result in uniformity. Germany 

integrates global and European pressures through a federal and decentralised 

model supported by strong institutional capacity and coordination mechanisms. 

France demonstrates a hybrid trajectory in which a historically centralised state 

tradition increasingly coexists with university autonomy and international 

competitiveness strategies. Georgia illustrates a reform-oriented transitional system, 

where Europeanisation and Bologna Process commitments have produced 

substantial formal alignment, but implementation remains conditioned by 

institutional capacity, administrative culture and resource limitations. The paper 

contributes to the study of higher education governance by showing that 

globalisation operates not as a simple force of homogenization, but as a process 

of institutional translation. It concludes that strategic management is essential for 

transforming global and European standards from formal policy commitments into 

context-sensitive and sustainable institutional practice. 

Introduction 

Higher education has become one of the most important policy fields affected by globalisation. 
Universities are no longer understood only as national institutions responsible for teaching, research 
and professional training within domestic systems. They increasingly operate within a global 
knowledge environment shaped by international mobility, research cooperation, quality assurance 
mechanisms, digital transformation, labour-market expectations, global rankings and international 
competition for students and academic talent. These developments have changed the logic of higher 
education governance. States and universities are now required to balance national development 
priorities with international standards, academic autonomy with public accountability, and 
institutional traditions with global competitiveness. 

The significance of higher education policy has grown because universities are closely connected with 

http://www.therestjournal.com/
mailto:m.benashvili@sabauni.edu.ge
https://orcid.org/0009-0005-5821-2019
mailto:ttsertsvadze@cu.edu.ge
https://orcid.org/0009-0008-6329-4989








Globalization and Higher Education Policy: Convergence, Diversity and Strategic Management Challenges 

the rest | volume 16 | number 2 | 2026 

 

 

216 

structures, credit systems, learning outcomes, accreditation, external quality assurance, institutional 
evaluation, student-centred learning and international mobility frameworks. The Bologna Process is 
one of the most important examples of policy convergence in European higher education, and its 
adaptation across national systems has itself been the subject of sustained comparative study (Witte, 
2006). It seeks to bring greater coherence to European higher education systems and supports the 
European Higher Education Area through mobility, inclusiveness, accessibility and global 
competitiveness (European Commission, n.d.). 

Institutional theory provides an important explanation for why convergence occurs. DiMaggio and 
Powell (1983) argue that organisations often become similar because of coercive, mimetic and 
normative pressures. In higher education, coercive pressure may come from law, state regulation or 
accreditation requirements. Mimetic pressure may appear when universities imitate institutions 
perceived as successful or internationally competitive. Normative pressure may arise from 
professional networks, academic communities, quality assurance agencies and international 
organisations. These mechanisms help explain why similar reform language spreads across 
countries. 

Yet institutional theory also warns that formal similarity may not produce substantive change. Meyer 
and Rowan (1977) argue that organisations may adopt formal structures to gain legitimacy while 
their everyday practices remain unchanged. This concept - later developed in the higher education 
context by scholars examining why governance reforms diffuse without producing uniform practice 
(Capano and Jarvis, 2020) - is highly relevant to higher education reform. A country may create a 
quality assurance agency, introduce accreditation standards or adopt strategic planning documents, 
but these reforms may remain formal if they are not embedded in institutional culture, academic 
practice and governance routines. On the basis of these mechanisms, this paper distinguishes 
throughout between formal convergence, meaning the adoption of similar laws, standards, 
terminology and procedures, and substantive convergence, meaning the extent to which these 
reforms change institutional behavior, academic culture and governance practice; the same 
distinction is applied consistently to internationalization, quality assurance and strategic governance 
in each of the country cases and in the comparative discussion below, rather than being re-derived 
separately in each section. 

Quality Assurance 

In the European Higher Education Area, the Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the 
European Higher Education Area provide the common framework for internal and external quality 
assurance (European Association for Quality Assurance in Higher Education, 2015). Quality 
assurance is intended to support transparency, accountability, trust and continuous improvement. 
It helps students, governments, employers and international partners assess whether institutions 
and programmes meet recognised standards. 

Nevertheless, quality assurance can operate in different ways depending on institutional context. 
Comparative work on higher education governance shows that mature systems tend to use external 
quality assurance as an improvement-oriented mechanism connected to curriculum development, 
teaching quality and institutional planning, whereas in less consolidated systems it more easily 
becomes a compliance procedure centred on documentation, formal indicators and periodic external 
review rather than on internal change (Capano, 2011; Capano and Jarvis, 2020). The difference lies 
not in the existence of quality assurance itself, but in how it is used by institutions and policymakers 
-a pattern consistent with the decoupling logic set out above (Meyer and Rowan, 1977). 

This distinction is central to the Georgian case. Georgia has adopted external quality assurance 
mechanisms, including institutional authorisation and programme accreditation, and has aligned 
many of its procedures with European standards. However, the developmental value of quality 
assurance depends on whether universities use it as a tool for internal improvement or treat it 
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primarily as an administrative requirement. The Georgian case therefore illustrates a broader 
problem in reform-oriented systems: European standards can provide direction and legitimacy, but 
they must be supported by institutional learning, governance capacity and quality culture. 

Higher Education Governance 

Globalisation has changed the role of the state in higher education, but it has not eliminated it. 
Comparative governance scholarship shows that in some contexts globalisation encourages 
decentralisation and institutional autonomy, while in others it strengthens strategic state steering, 
so that the state increasingly governs not only through direct control but through regulation, funding 
mechanisms, quality assurance, performance frameworks, strategic plans and internationalisation 
policies (Clark, 1983; de Boer et al., 2008; Capano, 2011). This body of work also shows that the 
relationship between globalisation and state authority is not resolved in a single direction: within 
Europe, functionally similar reform pressures have produced governance arrangements ranging 
from strong central steering to negotiated multi-level coordination, depending on prior institutional 
structure (Capano and Jarvis, 2020). 

Germany illustrates the importance of multi-level governance. Higher education legislation and 
administration are primarily the responsibility of the Länder, especially in the higher education 
sector (European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2026a). At the same time, Germany must 
coordinate regional authority with national and European priorities. This produces a decentralised 
but coordinated model, consistent with comparative findings that federal systems tend to convert 
external reform pressure into negotiated intergovernmental coordination rather than uniform 
central implementation (de Boer, Enders and Schimank, 2008). The German case shows that policy 
convergence can occur without centralisation: European standards are not simply imposed on the 
system; they are integrated into a federal governance structure. 

France illustrates a different governance logic. The French education system has historically been 
centralised, and the state plays a major role in defining educational guidelines and governing the 
system (European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2023a). However, French universities also have 
administrative, financial, educational and scientific autonomy (European 
Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2023b). This produces a hybrid model: the state remains 
strategically important, but universities are increasingly expected to act as autonomous and 
competitive institutions. The French case therefore shows that globalisation can coexist with strong 
state steering. 

Georgia represents a reform-oriented and Europeanisation-driven governance model. The country 
has developed quality assurance, strategic planning and higher education governance reforms, while 
the Ministry of Education, Science and Youth of Georgia lists the 2022–2030 Unified National 
Strategy of Education and Science as a key policy document (Ministry of Education, Science and 
Youth of Georgia, n.d.). The United Nations Sustainable Development Goals platform notes that the 
strategy and its 2022–2024 action plan were adopted by Government Decree N446 on 31 August 
2022 (United Nations Sustainable Development Goals, n.d.). These reforms demonstrate formal 
alignment with international and European objectives, but their practical effectiveness depends on 
implementation capacity. 

Europeanisation 

Europeanisation refers to the process through which European norms, rules, policy models and 
institutional expectations shape domestic policies. In higher education, Europeanisation is strongly 
connected to the Bologna Process, the European Higher Education Area, quality assurance 
standards, mobility policies and qualifications frameworks. For countries such as Georgia, 
Europeanisation is not merely a technical reform process. It also carries political, institutional and 
symbolic significance. It signals orientation toward European standards, international recognition 
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and policy modernisation. 

However, Europeanisation should not be reduced to copying European models. Domestic actors 
interpret, adapt and sometimes selectively implement European standards; comparative work on 
European university reform shows that this "translation" of European models into national 
institutional structures is itself uneven and shaped by the prior organisation of national systems 
(Maassen and Olsen, 2007). This makes Europeanisation a negotiated process rather than a one-
directional transfer. In Georgia, Europeanisation has provided reform momentum, but the depth of 
change depends on how external standards are absorbed by universities, public agencies and 
academic communities. Therefore, the key question is not whether Georgia has adopted European 
frameworks, but how deeply these frameworks have been institutionalised. 

Strategic Management 

Globalisation requires universities to define missions, allocate resources, manage quality, build 
partnerships and demonstrate public value. Strategic management is therefore not only a business-
like administrative technique; it is a governance necessity in complex higher education systems. 
Universities must respond to students, governments, employers, international partners, academic 
communities and society. This requires institutional leadership, data-based planning, stakeholder 
engagement and quality culture. Strategic management also links the three cases. In Germany, it is 
shaped by federal coordination and institutional maturity. In France, it is shaped by state strategy 
and university autonomy. In Georgia, it is shaped by reform agendas and the need to strengthen 
institutional capacity. Across all three systems, strategic management is necessary because global 
standards do not implement themselves; they require interpretation, coordination and institutional 
ownership. 

Theoretical Background 

On the basis of the strands reviewed above, this paper builds its analysis around four interrelated 
concepts. Globalisation refers to the intensification of cross-border interactions in teaching, 
research, mobility, knowledge production and institutional competition, together with the growing 
influence of international organisations, policy frameworks and quality assurance standards on 
national higher education systems. Policy convergence refers to the adoption of similar policy 
instruments across different systems, such as the Bologna Process, but - as institutional theory shows 
- convergence should not be equated with uniformity, since formal similarity may coexist with 
practical difference (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Meyer and Rowan, 1977). This is why the concept 
of institutional translation, introduced above, is used throughout the paper: global models are 
adapted, interpreted and modified in national contexts, so that the same standard may become a 
developmental tool in one system, a compliance mechanism in another, and a symbolic reform in a 
third. Institutional capacity is the condition that determines whether reforms move beyond formal 
adoption; it includes the ability of ministries, agencies and universities to plan, coordinate, 
implement and evaluate policy, as well as academic leadership, quality culture and stakeholder 
engagement. Strategic governance refers to the capacity to define priorities and coordinate action in 
a complex policy environment, balancing global pressures, national objectives, institutional 
autonomy and public accountability. 

It is worth noting that institutional capacity, as used here, is not treated as an exogenous or fixed 
national trait. Historical-institutionalist scholarship suggests that governance capacity is itself path-
dependent: prior sequences of institutional choice generate self-reinforcing patterns that make some 
governance trajectories easier to sustain, and others harder to initiate, than a purely present-
oriented account of "strong" or "weak" capacity would suggest (Pierson, 2000). Germany's 
coordinated federalism, France's centralised-then-hybridising state tradition and Georgia's post-
Soviet, reform-oriented trajectory are each, in this sense, the product of earlier governance choices 
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rather than a neutral starting condition against which globalisation simply acts. This qualification 
does not alter the paper's central claim, but it clarifies that "institutional capacity" should be read as 
a historically produced variable rather than a static attribute of each country. 

This theoretical framework leads to the main proposition of the paper: globalisation produces 
convergence in higher education policy, but the depth and effectiveness of reform depend on 
institutional capacity and national governance traditions - and that capacity is itself shaped by each 
system's governance history. 

Globalisation and Higher Education Policy 

Globalisation has reshaped higher education policy in several major ways, prompting universities to 
rethink their organisational strategies rather than simply absorb external pressure passively (Vaira, 
2004). First, it has increased the importance of internationalisation. Universities are expected to 
attract students, researchers and partnerships from abroad. They are also expected to participate in 
international research networks, develop joint programmes, support academic mobility and improve 
their international visibility. Internationalisation has therefore become both an academic and 
strategic objective. 

Second, globalisation has strengthened the role of quality assurance. As higher education systems 
expand and become more international, public authorities and societies require mechanisms to 
ensure trust, transparency and comparability. Quality assurance systems are intended to show that 
institutions and programmes meet agreed standards. In Europe, the ESG provides the common 
framework for internal and external quality assurance (European Association for Quality Assurance 
in Higher Education, 2015). 

Third, globalisation has intensified competition. Universities are compared through rankings, 
research performance, international partnerships, graduate employability and innovation capacity. 
This has encouraged higher education institutions to adopt strategic planning, performance 
indicators and international branding. These tools can support development, but they can also create 
pressure to prioritise measurable performance over broader educational missions. 

Fourth, globalisation has changed the role of the state. States remain central actors in higher 
education policy, but they increasingly govern through frameworks, strategies, funding incentives, 
quality assurance mechanisms and performance expectations. In some systems, globalisation 
strengthens institutional autonomy. In others, it reinforces national strategic steering. This means 
that globalisation does not necessarily produce a weaker state. It may produce a more strategic state. 

The European Higher Education Area demonstrates these dynamics. It creates common objectives 
and standards, but implementation remains national. This is why the three cases examined in this 
paper show both convergence and difference. Germany, France and Georgia all engage with 
internationalisation, quality assurance and strategic governance. Yet each does so through a different 
institutional logic. 

Germany: Federal Coordination and Institutional Capacity 

Germany’s higher education system is shaped by federalism. Educational legislation and 
administration are primarily the responsibility of the Länder, and this particularly applies to higher 
education (European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2026a). This structure means that higher 
education policy is not governed exclusively from the federal level. Instead, authority is distributed 
across regional governments, federal coordination mechanisms and higher education institutions. 

The German model shows that decentralisation does not necessarily mean fragmentation. While the 
Länder have major responsibility, Germany has developed coordination mechanisms that allow 
different levels of governance to respond to common challenges. This is important in a globalised 
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higher education environment because internationalisation, quality assurance and research 
competitiveness require coordination across institutional and regional boundaries. 

This distribution of authority was reinforced by the 2006 federalism reform (Föderalismusreform), 
which removed the federal government's framework legislative competence over higher education 
under the Hochschulrahmengesetz and left the Länder with near-complete legislative responsibility 
for the sector, subject only to concurrent federal competence over university admission and degrees 
(Gunlicks, 2005). Coordination has nonetheless continued through negotiated intergovernmental 
instruments rather than direct federal control: the Länder coordinate common standards through 
the Standing Conference of the Ministers of Education and Cultural Affairs 
(Kultusministerkonferenz), and joint Bund-Länder research-funding programmes - most notably 
the Exzellenzinitiative launched in 2005 and its successor the Exzellenzstrategie, in place since 2016 
-channel competitively allocated federal funding to universities on a negotiated basis (Kehm and 
Pasternack, 2009). 

At the institutional level, German higher education institutions are governed by rectors or 
presidents, while administrative and financial management is often headed by a chancellor who also 
acts as budget officer (European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2026b). This governance structure 
reflects a balance between academic leadership and administrative capacity. It also supports 
strategic management by giving institutions formal structures for decision-making, resource 
allocation and institutional development. 

Globalisation has influenced Germany in several ways. Internationalisation has become a strategic 
priority because Germany seeks to maintain and strengthen its position as a global location for 
science and higher education. This requires academic mobility, international partnerships, research 
cooperation and institutional visibility. Germany’s approach to internationalisation is connected to 
both national competitiveness and academic cooperation. 

Quality assurance is another important area. Germany operates within the European quality 
assurance environment, but it does so through its own federal and institutional structures. Since 
2018, accreditation has been organised under the Interstate Study Accreditation Treaty 
(Studienakkreditierungsstaatsvertrag), agreed by the sixteen Länder in 2017, under which the 
Akkreditierungsrat (Accreditation Council) -a joint institution of the Länder - became the central 
decision-making body for both programme and system accreditation, while the technical assessment 
procedures remain delegated to independent accreditation agencies (Akkreditierungsrat, n.d.). This 
illustrates the broader argument of the paper: European standards are not simply copied; they are 
translated into national systems. Germany participates in European convergence while maintaining 
federal diversity. 

The strength of the German case lies in institutional capacity. Mature administrative structures, 
established universities, regional governance mechanisms and quality assurance systems allow 
Germany to absorb global pressures without abandoning its governance tradition. Globalisation is 
therefore not experienced simply as external pressure, but also as an opportunity for institutional 
development and international positioning. 

However, the German model also faces challenges. Federal coordination can be complex. Differences 
among Länder may produce variation in implementation. Strategic management requires 
continuous negotiation between regional authority, federal priorities, institutional autonomy and 
European commitments. The German case therefore demonstrates that strong institutional capacity 
does not eliminate governance complexity; rather, it makes complexity manageable. 

France: Centralised Tradition and Institutional Autonomy 

France represents a different model of higher education governance. The French education system 
has historically been shaped by a strong central state. Eurydice notes that the French education 
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system is regulated at the central level and that the state plays a major role in governance, reflecting 
the long-centralised tradition of the French system (European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 
2023a). This tradition has influenced higher education policy, institutional regulation and national 
strategic planning. 

At the same time, French higher education has undergone reforms that strengthen university 
autonomy. Eurydice identifies university autonomy as expressed through institutional councils, 
especially the board of trustees, and as covering major areas of governance (European 
Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2023b). This autonomy was established in law by the 2007 Law on 
the Freedoms and Responsibilities of Universities (Loi relative aux libertés et responsabilités des 
universités, Law No. 2007-1199 of 10 August 2007), whose first chapter allowed universities to 
request expanded budgetary and human-resource competences, with all French universities 
completing the transition to this autonomous status between 2009 and 2012 (République Française, 
2007). External quality assurance was subsequently reorganised by the 2013 Law on Higher 
Education and Research (Law No. 2013-660 of 22 July 2013), which replaced the earlier evaluation 
agency, AERES, with the Haut Conseil de l'évaluation de la recherche et de l'enseignement supérieur 
(HCERES) as France's independent quality assurance authority, effective from November 2014 
(République Française, 2013). This creates a hybrid governance model. The state remains a central 
actor, but universities are expected to operate as strategic institutions. 

Globalisation has strengthened the importance of international attractiveness in French higher 
education policy. France seeks to position itself as a major destination for international students, 
researchers and academic partnerships. This reflects a wider trend in which states use higher 
education as an instrument of global influence, economic competitiveness and cultural diplomacy. 

The French case demonstrates that globalisation does not simply weaken the role of the state. In 
France, globalisation has encouraged the state to act strategically in support of higher education 
internationalisation. The state helps define priorities, support institutional positioning and promote 
national attractiveness. This is different from the German model, where coordination across Länder 
is central. It is also different from the Georgian model, where Europeanisation functions as a reform 
framework. 

The main tension in the French model concerns the relationship between central steering and 
institutional autonomy. Universities are expected to become more autonomous, more competitive 
and more internationally visible. At the same time, they operate within a strong public policy 
tradition. Strategic management therefore requires balancing national coordination with 
institutional initiative. 

France illustrates convergence without institutional uniformity. It adopts European and global 
objectives such as internationalisation, quality assurance and competitiveness. Yet these objectives 
are implemented through a governance culture in which the state continues to play a major strategic 
role. The French case therefore shows that globalisation may produce hybrid governance rather than 
simple decentralisation. 

Georgia: Europeanisation, Formal Alignment and Implementation Challenges 

Georgia's higher education policy has been strongly shaped by Europeanisation. The country's higher 
education reform trajectory has been closely connected to the Bologna Process, European standards, 
quality assurance mechanisms and institutional modernisation. The primary legal basis for this 
trajectory is the Law of Georgia on Higher Education, adopted in 2004 and subsequently amended, 
which set out the principles of institutional authorisation and programme accreditation and 
established the framework within which the National Centre for Educational Quality Enhancement 
(NCEQE) has operated as an external quality assurance agency since 2005 (European 
Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2024). In this sense, Georgia represents a case in which 
globalisation and Europeanisation are strongly intertwined. 
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The Georgian case is important because it shows the opportunities and limits of policy transfer. On 
the one hand, Georgia has adopted many formal elements of European higher education governance. 
These include external quality assurance, institutional authorisation, programme accreditation and 
strategic planning. On the other hand, formal alignment does not automatically guarantee deep 
institutional transformation. Comparative work on post-Soviet higher education systems similarly 
finds that Georgia's reforms have combined rapid formal alignment with European models with 
governance practices that remain, in places, shaped by earlier administrative habits and informal 
negotiation between institutions and the state (Chakhaia and Bregvadze, 2018). The effectiveness of 
reform depends on institutional capacity, financial resources, administrative competence and 
academic culture. 

Quality assurance is one of the central areas of reform. The National Centre for Educational Quality 
Enhancement is responsible for external quality assurance and carries out authorisation of 
educational institutions and accreditation of educational programmes, while also working on the 
development of internal and external quality assurance mechanisms (National Centre for 
Educational Quality Enhancement, n.d.). These reforms show clear movement toward European 
quality assurance practices. 

Georgia has also adopted a long-term national education strategy. The Ministry of Education, 
Science and Youth of Georgia identifies the 2022–2030 Unified National Strategy of Education and 
Science as a key strategic document (Ministry of Education, Science and Youth of Georgia, n.d.). The 
United Nations Sustainable Development Goals platform notes that the Unified National Strategy of 
Education and Science of Georgia for 2030 and its 2022–2024 action plan were adopted by 
Government Decree N446 on 31 August 2022 and are connected to the achievement of Sustainable 
Development Goal 4 (United Nations Sustainable Development Goals, n.d.). This shows that higher 
education reform is part of a broader national development and education policy agenda. 

However, Georgia’s main challenge is implementation. Europeanisation provides a strong reform 
framework, but the depth of transformation depends on whether reforms become embedded in 
institutional practice. Quality assurance may remain formal if universities treat it only as an 
accreditation requirement. It becomes developmental only when it is connected to curriculum 
improvement, academic staff development, student feedback, research capacity, governance reform 
and institutional planning. 

Georgia's case therefore demonstrates the difference between formal convergence and substantive 
convergence, as defined above. Georgia has made significant progress in formal convergence. The 
next strategic challenge is to deepen implementation and strengthen institutional capacity. 

Europeanisation in Georgia should therefore be understood not only as compliance with external 
standards, but as a process of institutional learning. Its value lies in strengthening quality culture, 
transparency, public trust and international credibility. For this reason, strategic management is 
especially important in Georgia. The state, quality assurance bodies and universities must work 
together to ensure that reforms are not only adopted but also sustained. 

Comparative Discussion and Main Findings 

The comparative analysis of Germany, France and Georgia demonstrates that globalisation produces 
a dual movement in higher education policy. On the one hand, it encourages convergence around 
common policy instruments such as internationalisation, quality assurance, strategic planning and 
accountability. On the other hand, it preserves and sometimes even reinforces institutional diversity 
because national systems interpret global pressures through their own governance traditions, 
administrative cultures and institutional capacities. 

The first major area of convergence is internationalisation. In all three countries, 
internationalisation has become a strategic policy priority. However, the meaning of 
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internationalisation differs across cases. In Germany, internationalisation is closely connected to the 
country's position as a major research and science location. It is linked to academic mobility, 
international research cooperation, global visibility and the competitiveness of German higher 
education institutions. Germany's federal structure means that internationalisation requires 
coordination among Länder, federal actors and universities; the German approach is therefore not 
simply a national top-down strategy, but a multi-level process. 

In France, internationalisation is more closely linked to national attractiveness and state-supported 
positioning. The French state remains a central actor in promoting the country as a destination for 
international students, researchers and academic partnerships. This reflects France's broader 
governance tradition, where the state plays a strategic role in education policy. Internationalisation 
in France therefore combines institutional autonomy with national branding and public policy 
coordination. The French model shows that globalisation does not necessarily reduce the role of the 
state; instead, it can encourage the state to become more strategic in positioning its higher education 
system internationally. 

In Georgia, internationalisation is strongly connected to Europeanisation. The country’s 
participation in European higher education frameworks has shaped higher education reform. 
Internationalisation is therefore not only a matter of attracting foreign students or building research 
partnerships. It is also part of Georgia’s broader effort to integrate into European educational and 
institutional frameworks. This gives internationalisation a reform-oriented and legitimacy-building 
function. Georgia uses European standards as a framework for modernisation, recognition and 
institutional transformation. 

The second area of convergence is quality assurance. All three countries operate within the European 
higher education quality assurance environment. The ESG provides a common reference point for 
internal and external quality assurance across the European Higher Education Area (European 
Association for Quality Assurance in Higher Education, 2015). Nevertheless, the function of quality 
assurance varies significantly. In Germany, quality assurance is supported by a mature institutional 
environment and federal coordination; it is embedded in a system with strong universities, 
established administrative structures and long-standing governance mechanisms, which allows it to 
operate as both a regulatory and developmental tool. 

In France, quality assurance operates within a hybrid governance environment. The state remains 
important, but universities also possess institutional autonomy (European 
Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2023b). This means that quality assurance must balance national 
expectations with institutional responsibility. It is part of a broader transformation in which 
universities are expected to become more autonomous, strategic and internationally competitive 
while still operating within a strong public policy framework. 

In Georgia, quality assurance is one of the main instruments of Europeanisation. External quality 
assurance, programme accreditation and institutional authorisation have played a central role in 
aligning Georgian higher education with European standards. This shows significant formal 
convergence. However, the practical impact of quality assurance depends on whether it becomes 
embedded in university governance. If it remains mainly a documentation exercise, its 
developmental effect will be limited. If it is connected to teaching improvement, curriculum 
development, academic staff support, student participation and strategic planning, it can become a 
genuine mechanism of institutional transformation. 

The third area of convergence is strategic governance. All three systems face the need to govern 
higher education strategically because globalisation has increased pressure on universities to be 
internationally visible, accountable, innovative and responsive to social and economic needs. Yet 
strategic governance takes different forms. Germany's strategic governance is coordination-based, 
requiring negotiation among Länder, federal bodies and higher education institutions. France's 
strategic governance is state-guided and institutionally mediated: the state defines broad priorities, 
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while universities are expected to act with greater autonomy. Georgia's strategic governance is 
reform-oriented and capacity-dependent, relying on national strategies, European frameworks and 
quality assurance reforms, but still needing to strengthen implementation. 

These differences show that convergence does not eliminate historical governance traditions. 
Germany's federalism continues to shape higher education policy. France's centralised state 
tradition remains visible even as university autonomy grows. Georgia's reform path remains closely 
linked to Europeanisation and institutional consolidation. Globalisation therefore does not replace 
national models; it interacts with them - and, as noted in the theoretical framework, each of these 
traditions is itself the product of an earlier governance trajectory rather than a neutral starting point 
(Pierson, 2000). 

Institutional capacity emerges as a further, and arguably decisive, axis of comparison. Germany has 
strong institutional capacity, which allows it to absorb global pressures through existing governance 
mechanisms; its universities and public authorities have the administrative resources, professional 
experience and coordination structures necessary to translate European standards into practice. This 
does not mean that Germany avoids all challenges: federal coordination can be complex, and 
variation among Länder can produce differences in policy implementation. However, institutional 
capacity makes this complexity manageable. 

France also has significant state capacity. The French state can formulate national strategies, support 
international positioning and regulate higher education development. At the same time, the 
challenge lies in balancing state steering with university autonomy. If central governance is too 
strong, institutional initiative may be constrained. If autonomy expands without sufficient resources 
and strategic coordination, institutional inequalities may deepen. The French case therefore 
illustrates the tension between public steering and institutional differentiation. 

Georgia’s institutional capacity is still developing. The country has adopted important European 
standards, created external quality assurance mechanisms and developed long-term strategic 
documents. However, the deeper challenge is implementation. Institutional capacity in Georgia must 
be strengthened at several levels: ministry-level policy coordination, quality assurance agency 
capacity, university governance, academic staff development, internal quality systems, research 
management and data-based decision-making. Georgia’s case shows that formal reform is necessary 
but not sufficient. The decisive issue is whether reforms are institutionalised in everyday practice. 

This distinction between formal and substantive convergence is one of the central findings of the 
comparison. Germany and France show different forms of substantive adaptation because their 
systems have stronger institutional capacity. Georgia shows significant formal convergence, but the 
depth of substantive convergence depends on continued institutional development. As noted in the 
Methodology, this claim rests on documentary evidence of formal commitments and capacity 
indicators rather than on direct observation of institutional practice and should be read with that 
limitation in mind. 

Another important comparative issue is the role of autonomy. Globalisation often promotes 
university autonomy because institutions are expected to compete, innovate and build international 
partnerships. However, autonomy has different meanings in each system. In Germany, autonomy is 
embedded in federal governance and academic tradition. In France, autonomy has expanded within 
a historically centralised system. In Georgia, autonomy is connected to reform, quality assurance and 
institutional development, but it must be supported by resources and governance capacity. 
Autonomy without capacity may not produce stronger universities. It may simply transfer 
responsibility to institutions that lack the tools to manage it effectively. 

Quality assurance and autonomy also turn out to be closely entangled, rather than independent 
policy levers. Quality assurance can support autonomy by demonstrating that institutions are 
capable of responsible self-governance. However, it can also limit autonomy if it becomes overly 
bureaucratic or compliance-oriented. In Germany, quality assurance is more likely to support 
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institutional development because it is embedded in mature structures. In France, it contributes to 
balancing state expectations and university autonomy. In Georgia, its developmental potential 
depends on whether universities internalise quality culture rather than simply preparing for external 
evaluation. 

A further point concerns the relationship between higher education and national development. In all 
three cases, higher education is linked to broader national objectives. In Germany, it is connected to 
research, innovation and scientific competitiveness. In France, it is connected to national 
attractiveness, public policy and international influence. In Georgia, it is connected to European 
integration, institutional modernisation and national development. This means that higher 
education policy cannot be treated as a narrow administrative field. It is part of state strategy, 
economic development and international positioning. 

Each system, finally, carries its own characteristic vulnerability. Germany's vulnerability lies mainly 
in coordination complexity: a federal system must ensure coherence without undermining Länder 
authority. France's vulnerability lies in the tension between centralisation and autonomy: the system 
must ensure that universities have enough freedom and capacity while preserving public coherence. 
Georgia's vulnerability lies in implementation and institutional capacity: the system must ensure 
that reforms move beyond formal compliance and become embedded in university practice. 

These differences support the paper’s main argument: globalisation is best understood as 
institutional translation. Global and European standards do not enter national systems in a neutral 
or identical form. They are interpreted through existing institutions. Germany translates them 
through federal coordination. France translates them through state-guided autonomy. Georgia 
translates them through Europeanisation and reform-oriented institutional development. The 
outcome is convergence without uniformity. 

The comparative discussion also has implications for policymaking. First, policymakers should avoid 
assuming that adopting international standards automatically improves higher education. Standards 
matter, but they must be supported by institutional capacity. Second, quality assurance should be 
designed as a developmental mechanism rather than only a control instrument. Third, university 
autonomy should be accompanied by resources, leadership capacity and accountability mechanisms. 
Fourth, strategic management should connect international standards with national priorities and 
institutional missions. Fifth, reform should be evaluated not only by formal compliance, but by 
practical change in teaching, research, governance and quality culture. 

Taken together, five main findings emerge from this comparison. First, globalisation encourages 
policy convergence in higher education: Germany, France and Georgia all engage with 
internationalisation, quality assurance and strategic governance as a common policy agenda. 
Second, convergence is strongest at the level of formal policy instruments - countries adopt similar 
standards, terminology and reform frameworks, while implementation remains nationally specific. 
Third, institutional diversity persists because higher education systems are embedded in historical 
governance traditions: Germany's federalism, France's centralised state tradition and Georgia's 
reform-oriented Europeanisation shape how global models are interpreted and implemented. 
Fourth, institutional capacity is the main factor explaining differences in implementation, with 
strong capacity allowing global and European standards to become tools for institutional 
development, and limited or developing capacity leading more readily to formal compliance without 
deep transformation. Fifth, strategic management is essential for connecting global standards with 
local realities: higher education reform cannot be effective if it only imports external models, but 
must translate them into institutional practice through planning, coordination, stakeholder 
engagement and quality culture. 

Therefore, the cases of Germany, France and Georgia show that globalisation creates shared 
pressures but not identical outcomes. Higher education systems remain nationally embedded. Their 
capacity to benefit from globalisation depends on how effectively they translate external standards 
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into internal development. The future of higher education policy will therefore depend not only on 
participation in international frameworks, but also on the ability of states and universities to govern 
strategically, build capacity and preserve meaningful institutional diversity. 

Conclusion 

This paper examined the influence of globalisation on higher education policy through the 
comparative cases of Germany, France and Georgia. The analysis shows that globalisation creates 
pressure for convergence, particularly in internationalisation, quality assurance and strategic 
governance. However, convergence does not eliminate institutional diversity. 

Germany demonstrates how global and European reforms can be integrated into a federal system 
with strong coordination mechanisms and institutional capacity. France illustrates a hybrid model 
in which a centralised state tradition coexists with growing university autonomy and international 
attractiveness strategies. Georgia shows how Europeanisation and Bologna Process commitments 
can drive formal reform, while also revealing the importance of implementation capacity and 
institutional development. 

The main conclusion is that globalisation should be understood not as homogenization, but as 
institutional translation. Countries do not simply copy global models; they reinterpret them through 
national institutions, administrative traditions, political priorities and university capacities- 
capacities that are themselves the product of each system's governance history. Therefore, the 
success of higher education reform depends not only on adopting international standards, but also 
on transforming them into meaningful institutional practice. 

For policymakers, this means that strategic management must go beyond formal compliance. It 
should strengthen institutional capacity, support quality culture, protect academic autonomy, 
improve coordination and connect international standards with national development goals. For 
universities, the challenge is to use globalisation not merely as a source of pressure, but as an 
opportunity for academic improvement, research development and responsible public engagement. 

The cases of Germany, France and Georgia demonstrate that globalisation is not a uniform force. It 
creates shared pressures, but national systems remain active interpreters of those pressures. Higher 
education policy is therefore best understood as a field where global convergence and local diversity 
interact continuously. The future effectiveness of higher education reform will depend on how 
successfully states and universities manage this interaction. 
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For much of the 20th century, Western societies have been the predominant models 

of development, and their political and socio-economic systems have influenced the 

paths taken by many developing countries striving to achieve stability and 

prosperity. As China has emerged as a global economic powerhouse in the early 

21st century, it seems to present an alternative model of development to the 

Western paradigm. This article explores whether China can replace the West as 

the global model of modernity by examining key components of the Chinese model, 

its successes and limitations and the broader implications for the global political 

and economic system. The Chinese model, often referred to as the “Beijing 

Consensus”, is characterised by several features that differentiate it from the 

Western liberal model. These include state-led economic planning, limited free-

market (a.k.a. state capitalism), and authoritarian governance. China’s annual GDP 

growth has averaged around 10% for much of the past four decades, transforming 

it into the world’s second-largest economy. Hundreds of millions of people have 

been lifted out of poverty, significantly improving average living standards and 

reducing income inequality. Therefore, it is not surprising that the Chinese model 

holds significant appeal for many developing countries. Nevertheless, the Chinese 

model has notable limitations such as environmental problems, demographic 

challenges, and an authoritarian political system widely criticised for violating 

human rights. As non-Western countries navigate their developmental trajectories, 

the Chinese model will continue to serve as both an inspiration and a point of 

critical engagement. This article analyses the nature of the Chinese model and 

discusses several developing country cases (i.e. Vietnam, Egypt, Venezuela and 

Saudi Arabia) that have so far applied various aspects of the Chinese model. It will 

be argued that while China is undoubtedly reshaping the global order, the 

complexity and interconnectedness of the modern world mean that Beijing’s 

influence will manifest differently from the hegemony of 19th-century Western 

powers. The future of global politics and economy will likely involve a multipolar 

distribution of influence, rather than simply evolving from Eurocentric hegemony to 

a Sinocentric one. 

Introduction: The Rise of China and “the Age of Sinocentrism” 

In recent years, many observers have begun to question whether China’s development model can 
successfully challenge the Western liberal paradigm in light of the country’s impressive economic 
growth and relative political stability since the 1980s (Zhao, 2010; Yılmaz, 2025; Park, 2015; Sune, 
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2024; Selden, 2016; Katzenstein, 2024; Kivimaki, 2014; Fukuyama, 2016; Dirlik, 2012). The Chinese 
model contests mainstream Western development theories that argue for democracy as a necessary 
precondition for long-term economic growth (Acemoglu and Robinson, 2013; Bell, 2015; Breslin, 
2012; Buzan and Zhang, 2024; Buzan and Lawson, 2020; Ferchen, 2013). It is marked by state 
capitalism, authoritarian one-party control and a pragmatist approach to global free-trade which 
seemingly prioritises economic benefits over geopolitical concerns (Göksel, 2023). It has been 
argued that non-Western countries are increasingly interested in China’s emergence as a model for 
alternate development paths, especially as liberal democracies in the West supposedly face economic 
stagnation, political conflict, and governance issues in a process usually studied under the thesis of 
“Westlessness” (Puri, 2024; Flockhart, 2022; Üngör, 2011; Cox, 2012; Beilharz, 2018; Yılmaz, 2021; 
Ünaldılar Kocamaz, 2019; Yağcı, 2018). There is a mountain of scholarly literature on China’s 
historical modernisation and contemporary development, but few studies have so far looked at how 
non-Western governments are inspired by China’s socio-economic and political systems – albeit 
there are a few noteworthy country case studies (e.g. Yildiz, 2023; Sune, 2024; Uchehara, 2009; 
MacFarquhar, 1963). Targeting this apparent gap, this study investigates how the Chinese model has 
spread to other parts of the world and evaluates its viability as a paradigm for global development in 
the modern era. 

Development in China has always been based on a unique model that combines market-driven 
economic policies with strong state control and purposeful global participation. China’s 
authoritarian political framework guarantees state domination over vital industries, information 
flow, and social stability, and it has accompanied the country’s economic development since the late 
20th century, propelled by regulated market reforms spearheaded by Deng Xiaoping (Lampton, 2014; 
Vogel, 2011; Chang, 1988). In contrast to the liberal democratic free-market model popular in the 
West – which places an emphasis on individual freedoms, laissez-faire economics, and political 
pluralism – China’s model prioritises national sovereignty and systematic control. China has been 
able to maintain rapid economic development, pour resources into its infrastructure, and increase 
its worldwide influence with programs such as the Belt and Road Initiative (Bunskoek and Shih, 
2021; Chu, 2022). This has led China to portray itself as an exemplar for developing nations, 
especially in the Global South, that may have lost faith in democracies and free market economics 
based on Western models such as the “Washington Consensus” (Saray, 2019; Huang, 2010; Kennedy, 
2010). 

In a number of important respects, the Chinese model stands out. First, governments in historically 
unstable regions, e.g. the Middle East, Latin America, and Sub-Saharan Africa, have been drawn to 
its long-term policy stability and state-led economic planning, which have helped to alleviate 
economic and political turbulence (Li, 2012; Zhao, 2010; Fourie, 2012). Egypt and Saudi Arabia are 
among the many countries that have tried to model their economic policies after China’s, particularly 
its use of state-owned companies and massive infrastructure projects to spur economic development 
(Rasheed, 2022; Fulton, 2020a). Venezuela and Vietnam have closely cooperated with China 
economically, especially in the areas of resource extraction and technological transfer – regardless 
of their ideological disagreements with Beijing (Beeson et al., 2021; Rosales, 2016). These country 
cases illustrate a larger trend in which non-Western nations selectively employ Chinese policy 
instruments in order to accomplish their development objectives while retaining autocratic or semi-
authoritarian political systems,  

Nevertheless, there are several limits to the Chinese approach. Despite China’s impressive economic 
resiliency, the country’s model values economic success over political liberties. Because the model is 
a product of China’s distinct historical, cultural, and institutional setting, critics contend that this 
system could be difficult to replicate elsewhere (Bell, 2015; Breslin, 2012; Zhao, 2010). Changes in 
population composition, widening income gaps, and geopolitical pressure from the West to rein in 
China’s rising global influence are just a few of the obstacles that may have slowed the country’s 
progress in the last decade (Buzan and Lawson, 2020). By providing a critical analysis of the ways in 
which certain non-Western nations’ governance frameworks are incorporating aspects of the 
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Chinese development model, this article adds to the emergent academic discussion on Chinese soft 
power and non-Western applications of the Beijing Consensus. It looks at the ways in which Vietnam, 
Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and Venezuela are interacting with China’s economic policies, political 
governance techniques, and state-led technology innovations using these four countries as case 
studies. The future of global governance will be shaped by the decisions made by emerging powers 
of the non-Western world within the background of an escalating geopolitical confrontation between 
the West and China. The flexibility, durability, and perceived validity of the Chinese model will 
determine whether it becomes a dominant alternative or stays a regionally influential but restricted 
framework. 

Conceptual Framework: Eurocentrism and Sinocentrism 

As this article repeatedly refers to the concepts of Eurocentrism and Sinocentrism, it is necessary to 
define them in relation to development studies. An epistemological and normative paradigm known 
as “Eurocentrism” holds that Western Europe (and Western civilisation more generally) is the 
principal standard for our understanding of “modernity”, “reason” and “progress” (Amin, 2009; 
Dirlik, 1999). From this vantage point, non-Western countries are supposed to follow the same 
developmental trajectory as Western societies, based on their historical experiences. Modernisation 
theory and the Washington Consensus are two prominent frameworks in the field of development 
that have been firmly rooted in Eurocentrism for a long time (Göksel, 2018). These frameworks 
propose liberal democracies, free markets and institutional models based on Western historical 
experiences as panaceas for underdevelopment. 

Sinocentrism, on the other hand, is an emergent paradigm that envisages China as the world’s 
preeminent economic, political and intellectual power. Modern Sinocentrism, which has its origins 
in the hierarchical tianxia worldview, does not mean to restore Imperial China’s ancient tributary 
system (Park, 2015; Rasheed, 2022). Rather, it represents the increasing trend of seeing China’s 
model of development as an ideal substitute for Western paradigms. The so-called Beijing 
Consensus, China’s growing economic and infrastructural power and the idea that liberal democratic 
values are unnecessary for fast growth are all manifestations of Sinocentrism in the modern world. 
In contrast to the universalist assertions of Eurocentrism, the global context now is more 
heterogeneous and disputed. Therefore, China’s model can possibly be adopted and modified by 
various developing countries rather than embraced wholesale, according to modern Sinocentrism 
(Saray, 2019). 

Debating China as a Global Model of Modernity  

By promoting state-led economic growth, political stability through one-party control, and a 
Machiavellian approach to governance, the Chinese model of development offers an alternative to 
the Western liberal model based on liberal democracy, free markets, and little government 
interference. A regulated private sector is allowed to thrive under tight supervision by the Chinese 
government, which retains near-total control over key areas such as technology, infrastructure, and 
banking (Breslin, 2012: 1325-1338). China’s economic reforms have been carried out in stages, with 
development policies being piloted in some regions before being applied countrywide (Chang, 1988). 
Suppressing opposition and guaranteeing continuity in government, the Chinese Communist Party 
(CCP) continues to be the country’s sole political power. The Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) 
involvement with the Global South shows China’s dedication to infrastructure and trade-oriented 
cooperation with developing countries – highlighting China’s increasing self-confidence as a rising 
superpower and potential economic hegemon (Chen, 2018; Akbarzadeh and Saba, 2025, see Figure 
1). 

The World Bank (2020) reports that approximately 800 million people in China have been lifted out 
of poverty as a result of the country’s extraordinary GDP growth since economic reforms began in 
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1978. Fast industrialisation has been made possible by the government’s allocation of funds to 
strategic industries, such as manufacturing, high technology, and renewable energy (Saray, 2019). 
Regional connection and economic progress have been aided by massive expenditures in 
infrastructure (Huang, 2010: 35-38). As shown by their rise in the widely respected Times Higher 
Education (THE) World University Rankings, Chinese institutions have achieved outstanding 
progress in research, education, and technology since the early 2000s. In 2024, a total of 94 Chinese 
universities were ranked, an increase of 86 from the previous year, and over 20 Chinese universities 
had significant improvements in their results (Times Higher Education, 2025).  

The country’s universities have become more prominent on the world scene as a result of the 
government’s efforts to improve academic quality, increase international partnerships, and promote 
innovation (Buzan and Lawson, 2020: 188-202; Zhao, 2010). For example, Tsinghua University and 
Peking University were the top two Chinese universities in the 2004 inaugural THE World University 
Rankings, which rated both universities in the 150–200 range. Tsinghua University is now rated 
twelfth in the world in 2025, with Peking University following closely behind at thirteenth (Times 
Higher Education, 2025). In the last 20 years, Chinese colleges have gone from being ranked outside 
of the top 100 to having numerous campuses in the top 50 worldwide. The enormous resources that 
China has put into research, higher education, and innovation are on full display in this astounding 
development. 

The one-party system in China has been argued to permit continuity and long-term planning, in 
contrast to Western democracies where frequent leadership transitions lead to radical policy 
adjustments (e.g. between Democrats and Republicans in the US). Reforms can be implemented by 
Beijing without political resistance impeding long-term objectives. The centralized structure in 
China allows for swift action, in contrast to the often-seen congestion in democratic nations caused 
by party competition (Lampton, 2014). Frequently modifying policies in response to empirical facts, 
the Chinese government has been argued to show exceptional governmental flexibility (Bunskoek 
and Shih, 2021).  

The Chinese model of development has produced outstanding results in terms of economic growth 
and political stability, but it is not without serious flaws. While it does keep policies consistent, the 
most common complaint is that its autocratic leadership limits creativity, credibility, and flexibility 
in the long run (Sune, 2024; Yılmaz, 2025). The financial risks associated with China’s state-
controlled economy are high, and the country’s growth agenda might encounter pushback from both 
inside and outside its borders (Nguyen and Liu, 2024). While the one-party rule of the Chinese 
Communist Party (CCP) guarantees stability, it tramples on human freedoms, democratic 
accountability, and political transparency (Kennedy, 2010; Fukuyama, 2016). Authoritarian 
governments may be effective at implementing regulations, but without institutional checks and 
balances, they inevitably lead to stagnation. Without a system of checks and balances, policies are 
frequently imposed from on high, with little opportunity for public input or adjustments based on 
democratic concerns. 

Additionally, societal stability suffers in the long run as a result of China’s dependence on censorship 
and political repression. Crackdowns on political activists, extensive monitoring, and the Great 
Firewall (internet censorship) are some of the ways that dissent is purposefully hidden (Kivimaki, 
2014; Rasheed, 2022). Although these regulations provide temporary stability, they give rise to 
societal complaints that have been dormant for some time. In times of economic downturn or social 
unrest, authoritarian governments frequently find it difficult to handle the resulting mass discontent 
without escalating repression, which can lead to a vicious cycle of instability. This was seen during 
the COVID-19 demonstrations across the metropolitan areas (e.g. Shanghai) of China in late 2022 
(Yıldız, 2023). 

The succession issue is another major flaw in China’s political structure. Power conflicts and 
instability are common features of authoritarian governments during leadership transitions, in 
contrast to democratic ones where elections take place. There are concerns that China is moving 
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away from institutional stability and toward a more authoritarian style of leadership due to Xi 
Jinping’s 2018 decision to eliminate presidential term limits, allowing him to govern indefinitely 
(Rasheed, 2022). Government under such a system is heavily reliant on the whims of a single leader 
rather than a long-term political structure, as it inhibits internal discussion and the emergence of 
alternative leaders.  

Innovation in technology and the economy is likewise threatened by autocracy. Despite China’s 
meteoric rise to the top of technologies like AI (artificial intelligence) and renewable energy, the 
country’s tight governmental restrictions stifle academic autonomy and entrepreneurial spirit 
(Yılmaz, 2021). It has long been argued that innovative ideas thrive in settings that promote free 
discussion and healthy rivalry (Acemoglu and Robinson, 2013). Critical thinking and risk-taking are 
essential for maintaining long-term economic success; nevertheless, they are obstructed at 
universities and private firms in China due to censorship and governmental monitoring. 
Furthermore, over-investment, increasing debt, and financial instability are all results of China’s 
economic model, which is still heavily reliant on state involvement (Saray, 2019). The recent real 
estate bankruptcies of Country Garden and Evergrande have shown the fragility of China’s state-led 
economic vision (Financial Times, 2023). Economic inefficiencies can continue unchecked and put 
financial crises at greater risk in the absence of political opposition or autonomous institutions that 
can challenge bad practices. 

The declining population is one of China’s main demographic concerns. Deaths surpassed births in 
China in 2022, marking the country’s first population drop in sixty years (Malik, 2023). By 2100, 
this tendency is anticipated to have accelerated, and the population of China is predicted to drop 
below 1 billion (Malik, 2023: 61-66). The low fertility rate, which fell to 1.0-1.2 births per woman—
far below the replacement threshold of 2.1—is the main factor responsible for this fall. The economic 
effects of this population drop are substantial, especially on the Chinese labour market and 
productivity. A manpower shortage might reduce China’s global economic competitiveness as fewer 
young people join the workforce and an older population increases the need for social services. 
Although South Korea and Japan are also experiencing demographic decline, China’s workforce is 
declining, and the country has not yet completed the entire transition to an innovation-driven, high-
income economy, which poses a bigger danger to future development (Malik, 2023: 74-75). 

A substantial portion of China’s economic expansion has taken place in cities, prompting a huge 
exodus from rural areas to urban centres. While many migrants would benefit from urban 
healthcare, schools, and social services, rules like the hukou (household registration) system prevent 
them from doing so, leaving them economically unstable and susceptible to abuse (Malik, 2023: 70-
73). Cities may also experience a scarcity of workers, especially in low-skilled occupations like 
construction and manufacturing, if migration slows down as a result of dwindling rural populations. 
Economic and social stability in China is jeopardised by demographic concerns such as population 
reduction, increasing ageing, gender imbalances due to long-term side effects of the one-child policy, 
and urban-rural inequities. Growth might be slowed, social services could be stressed, and inequality 
could be worsened if these tendencies are not addressed. It will be very difficult to reverse population 
decline, even with the government’s pro-natalist measures like easing birth limits and providing 
incentives for couples to have more children. To tackle these difficulties and maintain China’s 
economic trajectory in the next decades, extensive reforms in social welfare, labour regulations, and 
immigration will be necessary. 

Perhaps without completely giving up on the Western model and institutions (e.g. the IMF), many 
emerging nations are looking to the Chinese model for inspiration. Countries outside of the West 
that want to expand economically quickly but are not ready to commit to democracy may find 
inspiration in China’s strategy of development. Its weaknesses—e.g. demographic difficulties, over-
reliance on state intervention, and autocracy—raise questions about long-term survival, despite the 
attractiveness of its strengths—economic success, political stability, and pragmatic governance. 
Priorities of developing governments determine whether the Western or Chinese model is chosen. 
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Future global growth will be shaped by the continuing conflict between these two approaches, which 
will be magnified as China’s worldwide influence grows.  

Figure 1: Larger Trade Partner of Countries from 2000 to 2020 

Source: The Economist (2021). 
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Applications of the Chinese Model in the Non-Western World  

Vietnam 

Vietnam is perhaps the most direct adopter of China’s model, particularly in its economic policies 

(Beeson et al., 2021: 753-780). Both nations followed for many decades a one-party communist 
economic growth strategy based on selective market liberalisation and have a similar political 
framework. Rapid industrialization, poverty reduction, and integration into global trade networks 
have all been achieved by Vietnam as a result of this mix of authoritarian administration and 
regulated economic change. Hanoi has learned a lot from China’s model, but it has also adapted it to 
its own political, economic, and social climate (Dosch and Vuving, 2008). Doi Moi (Renovation) 
policies, which started Vietnam’s economic transition in 1986, were a carbon copy of Deng Xiaoping’s 
1978 Reform and Opening-Up program in China. Vietnam followed China’s socialist-oriented market 
economic model, shifting from a centrally planned to a market economy that allowed private 
companies and international investment to thrive while preserving state control over important 
industries. Similar to China, the Vietnamese government uses state-owned companies (SOEs), 
strategic industrial strategies, and export-led growth preference policies to actively steer economic 
development (Dosch and Vuving, 2008: 3-8). Vietnam has followed China’s lead in joining regional 
trade accords like the Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership 
(CPTPP) and international trade organisations like the World Trade Organisation (WTO) in 2007. 

Doi Moi was a watershed moment in Vietnam’s economic history, ushering in rapid GDP growth, a 
dramatic decline in poverty, and heightened international competitiveness in vital industries 
including agriculture, electronics, and textiles (Dosch and Vuving, 2008). Similar to China, Vietnam 
is still a one-party dictatorship run by the Communist Party of Vietnam (CPV). The political system 
is designed to be stable and consistent so that economic policies may be put into action without being 
much affected by things like election cycles or political plurality. Like the Chinese Communist Party 
(CCP), the CPV strictly regulates all forms of political speech, including the activities of opposition 
groups, independent news outlets, and civil society organisations. Like China’s transition toward a 
mixed system of state capitalism, Vietnam has adopted a growth-oriented economic policy that 
prioritises pragmatic principles above rigid socialism. By strengthening monitoring of online 
political discourse and banning sites like Facebook, Vietnam has followed China’s lead in internet 
governance and censorship (Nguyen and Liu, 2024). Despite these shared features, Vietnam's 
leadership system differs from China’s; unlike Xi Jinping, Vietnam does not have a single strongman 
figure. Rather, the authority in Vietnam is shared among the National Assembly, the President, the 
Prime Minister, and the General Secretary of the CPV. As a result, there are now more checks and 
balances inside the party and little chance of a personalist dictatorship taking power (Nguyen and 
Liu, 2024).  

In many respects, Vietnam’s economic strategy has mimicked China’s development model. Foreign 
direct investment (FDI) from corporations looking for alternatives to China because of growing 
labour costs has helped Vietnam embrace export-led growth, especially in manufacturing. Vietnam 
has become an important participant in global supply chains after following China’s lead in the early 
2000s and establishing Special Economic Zones (SEZs) to entice multinational firms like Intel, Nike, 
Samsung, and others (Pincus, 2016). A practice frequently referred to as “China Plus One”, 
corporations are looking to diversify their supply chains away from China, and Vietnam is a good 
option because of its low labour costs compared to China (London, 2020: 76-92). To promote 
commerce and industrial development, Vietnam has followed China’s example and spent 
substantially on infrastructure, such as highways, high-speed rail, and ports. Following in the 
footsteps of China’s prosperous cities like Guangzhou and Shenzhen, the Vietnamese government 
has actively encouraged urbanisation and the formation of industrial clusters, leading to the rise of 
Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City as major economic centres. Similar to China, the Vietnamese 
government maintains tight control over vital sectors including banking, energy, and telecoms. 
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When it comes to opening its economy to market forces, Vietnam has been more proactive than 
China in privatising and restructuring underperforming SOEs (Malesky and London, 2014).  

There are several systemic obstacles to Vietnam’s complete adoption of the Chinese model, 
notwithstanding its achievements. Public unrest and demonstrations have broken out in Vietnam 
due to rising income inequality, land conflicts, and corruption scandals, despite the country’s strict 
governmental control (Nguyen and Liu, 2024). Vietnam is more susceptible to worldwide economic 
swings since it depends more on exports and international investment than China, which has a huge 
domestic market. The risk of Vietnam’s economy being too reliant on foreign technology and money, 
rather than encouraging domestic innovation, is heightened by its substantial reliance on foreign 
direct investment (FDI) for growth. Vietnam is woefully unable to compete on a global scale with its 
national tech companies, in contrast to China’s thriving IT industry (London, 2020). Climate change 
and industrial pollution are two of Vietnam’s most pressing environmental problems; for example, 
the Mekong Delta is at risk from increasing sea levels (London, 2020: 98-106). Like China’s 
demographic slowdown, the future of the workforce might be uncertain due to an older population 
and falling birth rate. 

The economic success of Vietnam in the 21st century may be attributed in large part to its adoption 
of the Chinese development model, which shows how an authoritarian communist state can attain 
market-driven prosperity. But Vietnam is not just a little China; it has customised the model to fit its 
own political climate, administrative framework, and economic requirements. Its strategy differs 
from China’s in that it is more decentralised, privatises state-owned enterprises (SOEs) faster, and 
is more receptive to trade deals with the West (Beeson et al., 2021). Despite the success of Vietnam’s 
growth plan thus far, ensuring its longevity would require tackling systemic issues including political 
instability, corruption, environmental hazards, and reliance on foreign direct investment. Vietnam 
has the potential to become one of Asia’s most dynamic economies if it maintains a balance between 
state control and economic openness, demonstrating that while China’s model is not fully applicable 
everywhere, it may provide inspiration for modernisation. 

Venezuela 

Hugo Chávez (1999–2013) and his successor Nicolás Maduro have made Venezuela an example of a 
non-Western state that has attempted to implement elements of the Chinese model (Agustin, 2016; 
Dominguez, 2024). Venezuela has shown interest in China’s economic model for a number of 
reasons. To start, the Western neoliberal model, which frequently imposes structural modifications 
and market liberalisation policies that have had mixed effects in Latin America, stands in stark 
contrast to China’s centralised state of political stability and economic progress. Second, compared 
to Western financial institutions like the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund (IMF), 
China’s state-driven investment and infrastructure-led growth provide a compelling alternative. 
Lastly, the socialist government of Venezuela shares the Chinese model’s stance on national 
sovereignty and non-interference in domestic issues, especially when it comes to fighting against 
Western sanctions and involvement. 

Economic development spearheaded by a centralised authoritarian government is a hallmark of 
China’s model, which Venezuela has sought to imitate. The nationalisation of oil and other vital 
sectors has been a core goal of Chávez’s and Maduro’s policies in Venezuela. With the help of 
Petróleos de Venezuela (PDVSA), the Venezuelan government assumed direct control of the 
country’s oil industry, much like China's SOEs. However, rampant corruption and under-investment 
in infrastructure have led to inefficiency, mismanagement, and falling oil output in Venezuela, in 
contrast to China’s nationalisation initiatives, which have preserved a balance between state control 
and market-driven efficiency (Ferchen, 2020: 4-19). Like China’s poverty reduction initiatives, 
Venezuela’s social welfare programs sought to strengthen public services while simultaneously 
reducing inequality. Oil money went for housing projects, food stamps, and healthcare for the poor 
(Ferchen, 2020). Economic mismanagement and the fall of global oil prices in the mid-2010s 
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rendered these programs unsustainable, even if they originally decreased poverty and raised literacy 
rates. Chinese economic growth has been more durable because it has focused on diversified 
industrialisation, increased manufacturing, and foreign direct investment (Rosales, 2016: 563-672). 

Political stability and economic growth are prioritised by China’s model, which is frequently 
characterised by highly centralised control under the Chinese Communist Party (CCP). During 
Chávez’s and Maduro’s administrations, Venezuela followed a similar pattern of centralised rule, 
consolidating authority, suppressing political opposition, and controlling the media and courts. Like 
China’s one-party system, but with a distinct ideological foundation, Chávez’s Bolivarian Revolution 
aimed to establish a “21st-century socialism” that placed a premium on state control over economic 
and political matters. Institutional collapse and economic incompetence have befallen Venezuela, in 
contrast to China’s well-developed bureaucratic framework that permits long-term strategic 
planning (Dominguez, 2024). Hyperinflation, mass emigration, and widespread shortages of 
necessities have been severe consequences of the Venezuelan government’s ineffective state capacity-
building initiatives (Dominguez, 2024). As a result, the country is no longer able to support a 
development model like China’s.  

As part of its Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), China has spent a lot of money on infrastructure in 
Venezuela (Ferchen, 2020). In return for oil exports, Beijing has loaned and provided technology 
worth billions of dollars to Venezuela’s energy, telecom, and transportation industries. Venezuela 
has received financial assistance from the China Development Bank and the Export-Import Bank of 
China, thus strengthening the economic relationship between the two nations. Venezuela has still 
not been able to make good use of China’s investments, even with this cooperation. Projects in 
Venezuela have frequently been plagued by inefficiency, delays, and corruption, in contrast to 
China’s methodical approach to building infrastructure (Yin-Hang and Acuña, 2018). Also, the 
relationship has been strained due to Venezuela’s increasing debt and falling oil production, which 
may have caused China to rethink its investment approach in Venezuela (Ferchen, 2020: 5-16).  

Although Venezuela has made some efforts to mimic the Chinese model, it has failed due to serious 
systemic flaws. Venezuela is susceptible to market swings since its economy is highly reliant on oil 
exports, in contrast to China’s varied and export-oriented economy. In addition, Venezuela’s strict 
socialist policies have impeded economic dynamism, in contrast to China’s model, which is based on 
pragmatic economic policies that promote a level of market liberalisation (Yin-Hang and Acuña, 
2018). Technocrats have a key role in economic planning under China’s authoritarian political 
structure, which yet retains some meritocracy (Christensen, 2016: 73-103). Contrarily, nepotism and 
political favouritism have afflicted Venezuela’s leadership, undermined governmental institutions 
and worsened economic collapse. Furthermore, China has successfully integrated into the global 
economy without directly confronting Western powers, but Venezuela has been economically 
isolated, and its financial problems have been worsened by its aggressive posture toward the US and 
its allies. Venezuela is becoming more reliant on Russia and China for economic help as Western 
sanctions have further restricted its access to global markets (Dominguez, 2024: 601-605). 

There has been ambition and failure in Venezuela’s endeavour to implement the Chinese model. 
Institutional flaws, economic mismanagement, and political instability have made it difficult for the 
government to properly execute important features including infrastructure-driven growth, 
centralised governance, and state-led economic policy. The grave economic and humanitarian 
difficulties in Venezuela are a direct outcome of the government’s inflexible socialist policies and 
excessive dependence on oil, in contrast to China’s Machiavellian foreign policy and economic 
strategies. In the end, the situation in Venezuela shows how difficult it is to apply the Chinese model 
in any political and social setting.  

Egypt  

In pursuit of economic modernisation within the context of political autocracy, Egypt under 
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President Abdel Fattah el-Sisi has also shown an interest in the Chinese model. One distinguishing 
feature of the Chinese model is state-led capitalism, in which private firms operate inside a 
framework established by the state, but the government maintains tight control over important 
economic sectors. The Egyptian government has made industrial growth, economic diversification 
and infrastructure investment their top priorities since the announcement of the Egypt Vision 2030 
development strategy. The growth of Special Economic Zones (SEZs), modelled after the prosperous 
SEZs in China like Shenzhen, has been an integral part of this approach (Chen, 2018: 221-227). With 
the involvement of Chinese enterprises in the Suez Canal Economic Zone (SCZone), especially in 
logistics and manufacturing, Egypt’s development strategy has become more aligned with the Beijing 
Consensus (Elbadri, 2020). 

Contrary to the neoliberal recommendations put out by the Washington Consensus, a large portion 
of Egypt’s energy, transportation, and communications infrastructure is still owned and operated by 
the government. Major infrastructure projects in Egypt are still overseen by the military, which has 
a long history of economic influence, further supporting the state-led economic strategy. Massive 
state-led investment in infrastructure has been a defining feature of China’s development model, 
propelling economic expansion and urbanisation. Similar massive infrastructure projects have been 
launched in Egypt with the intention of revolutionising the country’s economy. The New 
Administrative Capital (NAC) in Egypt is a prime example; it is a massive undertaking that aims to 
reduce traffic in Cairo and establish a new centre for politics and the economy for the nation. Chinese 
money and technological know-how went into building the NAC, making it a prime example of 
China’s approach to economic growth through infrastructure (el-Shafei and Metawe, 2022: 137-152). 
The NAC’s Central Business District, with its array of skyscrapers, financial institutions, and 
government buildings inspired by China’s urban growth tactics, was mostly constructed by the China 
State Construction Engineering Corporation (el-Shafei and Metawe, 2022: 144-148).  

El-Sisi has suppressed dissent, limited media freedoms, and stifled political diversity since assuming 
office in 2014. This strategy is in line with China’s form of government, which uses economic 
development as an excuse for authoritarian rule. While advocating for national unity and economic 
prosperity as foundational principles of legitimacy, the Egyptian government has passed legislation 
limiting political participation and dissident voices. The employment of digital control measures and 
monitoring is another important part of the Sisi regime that has been influenced by China (Rasheed, 
2022). A number of Egyptian government agencies have received surveillance equipment from 
Chinese firms as part of their efforts to keep the peace and quell public discontent (Elmaghraby, 
2023: 273-291).  

China and Egypt are involved in more than just economic ties; they also work together militarily and 
share technologies. As part of its effort to broaden its defence relationships outside its long-standing 
reliance on Western suppliers, Egypt has acquired Chinese military hardware, such as missile 
systems and drones (Elmaghraby, 2023: 278-286). The growing cultural and educational ties 
between the two countries have further solidified China’s role in Egypt’s economic and political 
growth. However, there are still obstacles to overcome before Egypt can achieve development success 
like China. Egyptian economic reforms continue to be impeded by bureaucratic inefficiency and 
administrative bottlenecks, in contrast to China’s highly centralised and more efficient bureaucratic 
structure (Elbadri, 2022; el-Shafei and Metawe, 2022). Nevertheless, though Egypt may not be able 
to fully imitate China’s success, it has certainly applied important aspects of the Chinese model. 

Saudi Arabia 

A number of features of China’s authoritarian style of economic development—including state-led 
economic growth, strategic industrial planning, and political centralisation—have also found their 
way into Saudi Arabia throughout the last decade (Fulton, 2020a). With the 2016 unveiling of its 
grandiose Vision 2030 goal, Saudi Arabia has adopted the Chinese model – namely a program to 
modernise the country without political liberalisation. Vision 2030, like China’s Five-Year Plans, lays 
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out specific goals for diversifying the country’s economy and industry away from over-reliance on 
oil, with an emphasis on areas like renewable energy, technology, and tourism. Like China’s 
sovereign wealth management institutions, the Public Investment Fund (PIF) is crucial in 
channelling state funds into important industries (Fulton, 2020b).  

The establishment of state-backed megaprojects like NEOM, a smart city development, mimics 
China’s urbanisation and tech-driven growth plans and is estimated to cost $500 billion (Akbarzadeh 
and Saba, 2025: 5-14). Just like Beijing, the Saudi government is trying to build a knowledge-based 
economy and strengthen local technical capabilities to rely less on foreign expertise. To speed up 
industrial growth and facilitate knowledge transfer, the kingdom has also sought out alliances with 
Chinese companies like Sinopec, Alibaba, and Huawei (Fulton, 2020a: 366-379). China’s massive 
expenditures in domestic and foreign infrastructure have been a contributor to the country’s 
economic ascent. Saudi Arabia has increasingly adopted this approach, which places a premium on 
infrastructure-led growth via mega-projects such as the Red Sea tourism program, the Riyadh Metro, 
and the King Salman Energy Park (SPARK) (Fulton, 2020a: 362-383).  

Digital sectors, artificial intelligence (AI), and surveillance technologies have all received substantial 
funding from the Chinese government, which has contributed to the country’s rapid technological 
development. Saudi Arabia has put a lot of money into digital transformation and government-
powered by AI to copy this approach (Akbarzadeh and Saba, 2025). In 2020, the government took 
the lead in encouraging domestic technology innovation with the announcement of the National 
Strategy for Data and AI (NSDAI), which mirrored China’s approach to policy (Fulton, 2020b: 518-
525). Smart city infrastructure, biometric monitoring, and AI-driven decision-making are digital 
governance technologies that Saudi Arabia has adopted thanks to its engagement with Chinese tech 
companies (Akbarzadeh and Saba, 2025; Fulton, 2020a). Like the Chinese model, the Saudi state 
may improve administrative efficiency through the incorporation of digital technology into 
governance institutions, all while keeping political control. 

Media censorship, stringent internet rules, and technological monitoring are all tools used by Saudi 
Arabia and China to quell opposition. Like China’s Great Firewall policy, which involves strict 
governmental control of information flow to suppress political dissent, Saudi Arabia’s regulatory 
laws on social media and digital activism mirror this approach. Furthermore, Saudi Arabia's position 
on foreign direct investment (FDI) has been impacted by China's method of reconciling economic 
openness with political autocracy. The Kingdom is wary of political liberalisation and keeps a tight 
rein on civil society and political speech, even as it opens its markets to more outside investment. 

Even in its foreign policy, Saudi Arabia is taking cues from the Chinese style of government. As part 
of a larger strategy to broaden its foreign alliances, the kingdom has deepened diplomatic and 
economic connections with China. With oil exports as the foundation of their bilateral relationship, 
China has become Saudi Arabia’s top commercial partner (Akbarzadeh and Saba, 2025: 2-5). 
Furthermore, pragmatic economic diplomacy and non-interference have become more prominent 
features of Saudi Arabia’s foreign policy strategy, which is reminiscent of China’s. Like China’s ascent 
to global prominence, the Kingdom plans to use economic statecraft and regional influence to play a 
pivotal role in the new multipolar world order. The strategic parallels with China’s modernisation 
strategy imply a calculated attempt to emulate Beijing’s achievements, even as the Kingdom 
maintains its own socio-political features. But there are still obstacles to overcome, especially when 
it comes to integrating the Kingdom’s traditional political system with its efforts to diversify its 
economy. The capacity to maintain long-term economic development while negotiating regional and 
global geopolitical challenges will determine whether Saudi Arabia can completely imitate China’s 
achievements. But by following China’s lead, Saudi Arabia has changed its course of growth and may 
rise to become a major actor in the changing international system. 
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Conclusion: Eurocentrism, Sinocentrism and Beyond   

Various developing countries within the non-Western world that are struggling with issues such as 
economic stagnation, ineffective political institutions, increasing expectations for modernisation, 
and external pressures from Western governments have found the Chinese model of development to 
be especially appealing. The fact that China has accomplished remarkable economic success without 
embracing democracy is a major factor that draws the attention of authoritarian developing 
countries. According to conventional Western liberal thought, free-market competition, political 
accountability and democratic institutions all contribute to sustained economic success (Acemoglu 
and Robinson, 2013). This premise is challenged by China’s model, which demonstrates that fast 
development can also be achieved under an authoritarian, centrally controlled political-economic 
system.   

The free-market economic policies advocated by Western organisations like the World Bank and the 
IMF have disappointed many developing nations (Flockhart, 2022; Huang, 2010). Many countries 
in the Global South have seen unstable economies, widening income gaps, and sluggish 
industrialisation because of the Washington Consensus’s policies of privatisation, deregulation and 
less government involvement. Developing nations now have a new patron in China, thanks to the 
ongoing shift in global influence away from the US and EU. Many nations have benefited from 
Chinese loans and investments in energy, roadways, and railways because of China’s prominence in 
global infrastructure development (Fourie, 2012; Park, 2015). China is a popular partner for many 
authoritarian regimes because Beijing provides technical and economic support free of political 
demands (e.g. human rights guarantees or democratic reforms). To wean themselves off Western 
reliance, many non-Western countries, including Russia, Egypt, and Venezuela, have strengthened 
their economic and military links with China. But there are long-term dangers to associating with 
China as well. There is a high probability of financial instability for many countries that take out 
loans from China to fund infrastructure projects. As nations rely heavily on Chinese trade and 
investment, their national autonomy is diminished when reliance on China for economic and 
technical collaborations becomes excessive.  

Although China’s development model is highly sought after by many developing nations, there are 
also substantial challenges to implementing it in other parts of the world. The Communist Party’s 
centralised leadership, long-term planning, and bureaucratic discipline are the foundations of 
China’s capacity to blend political autocracy with economic dynamism. A lot of autocratic 
governments look up to China, but they do not have the same degree of institutional control. Instead 
of effective state-led growth, concentrated control frequently results in corruption among the elite 
and economic incompetence in countries like Venezuela and Egypt. The ageing population and 
falling birth rates in China also present a serious threat to the country’s economic viability in the long 
run. As a result of slowing growth and increasing labour costs, China may be unable to present its 
development model as a viable alternative to the West soon. An economic slowdown in China would 
also cause several countries to re-evaluate their dependence on the Chinese model. It is important to 
note that a growing number of Belt and Road Initiative partner states are speaking out against what 
they see as China’s overreach in their economy. A number of countries, including Sri Lanka, Kenya, 
and Malaysia, have recently renegotiated or scrapped contracts with China amid worries about debt 
loads, threats to their sovereignty, and political meddling (Dezenski, 2020). More observers are 
becoming suspicious of and resistant to China because of its rising geopolitical aspirations, such as 
its aggressive behaviour in the South China Sea and its increasing economic and diplomatic influence 
in Latin America and Africa. As such, while the Chinese model offers valuable lessons and 
inspiration, it is not a one-size-fits-all solution. Developing countries must adapt and modify 
elements of the model to fit their own historical, cultural, and political contexts, rather than seeking 
to replicate it wholesale, while also keeping in mind that heavy economic and/or technological 
dependence on Beijing may be just as problematic as dependence on the West.    
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The relationship between France and Africa is among the most complex and 

symbolic in modern-day International Politics. Officially, there is growing emphasis 

on a 'partnership', and the pursuit of common interest and future goals; however, 

many analysts argue that the French involvement in Africa still produces an unequal 

distribution of power based on historical colonial domination. This paper will 

examine whether current France-Africa relations constitute a significant shift 

towards a cooperative, mutually beneficial relationship, or simply represent a 

reformulation of past colonial practices through new institutions and rhetoric. Using 

Post-Colonial Theory, Debates surrounding Neocolonialism, and International 

Political Economy, this research will assess the political, military, economic and 

social aspects of France's engagement with Africa. Using a historical approach 

along with a selection of Case Studies (Mali, Cameroon, Senegal and Côte d’Ivoire), 

this article provides evidence for both some positive developments, particularly in 

terms of discourse and multilateralization, but also that strong structural 

continuities exist. Therefore, the findings of this paper suggest that France-Africa 

relations should be viewed as a transitional Hybrid System of competing logics of 

Partnership and Post-Colonial Dependency. 

Introduction 

French relations with Africa are unique and highly contentious in world politics. Compared to many 
previous colonial powers, the influence of France in Africa has not diminished but rather continues 
to be very strong. The influence of France in Africa is multifaceted; French relations with Africa 
include diplomacy, military, economics, culture, etc., and have been institutionalised via diplomatic 
relationships, military agreements, development assistance frameworks, currency agreements, and 
cultural/linguistic agreements. French official discourse increasingly frames relations with Africa as 
being based upon common interests, economic opportunities, security cooperation, and cultural 
exchange. However, for many African academics, politicians, and civil society actors, French African 
relations are still emblematic of neocolonialism and unfulfilled decolonisation (Bayart, 2000; 
Mbembe, 2001). 

The primary question driving this article is whether contemporary French-African relations 
represent a truly cooperative model based upon mutual prospects or whether French-African 
relations represent a continuation, albeit in a different manner, of the colonial legacy. The question 
of whether French-African relations represent a true model of cooperation or a neocolonial model 
has become more relevant due to rising anti-French sentiment in multiple African countries, military 
coups in the Sahel region, the removal of French troops from Mali, Burkina Faso, and Niger, and 
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increased competition for influence from multiple external actors including China, Russia, Turkey, 
and Gulf states (Charbonneau, 2022). 

Historical French views of itself as a "civilising" force and African experiences of colonial extraction 
have shaped the relationship between France and Africa in a highly asymmetric way that continues 
to affect how both sides perceive each other and ultimately how decisions are made regarding French 
African relations. Although many African countries achieved formal independence in the 1960s, 
many have remained economically dependent on France, aligned their foreign policy with France's, 
and had their national security protected by French military intervention. The informal system 
commonly referred to as Françafrique established these relationships through patron-client 
networks, patronage, and opaque economic relationships (Verschave, 1998). 

In addition, France has implemented a number of significant changes in its African policy since the 
1990s, including the reduction of its military bases in Africa, the redirection of its development 
policy, the provision of support to African multilateral organisations, and rhetorical statements 
supporting equality and mutual respect for African partners. However, presidents from Jacques 
Chirac to Emmanuel Macron have publicly acknowledged the moral burdens of colonialism and 
stated that France seeks to establish a "new relationship" with Africa (Macron, 2017), however, these 
statements have often been met with scepticism, particularly when viewed against the backdrop of 
continued French military intervention and French influence over African economies. 

This article will argue that there is no accident behind the seeming contradictions between 
cooperation and continuity in the French African relationship; instead, French African relations exist 
in a hybrid space where post-colonial dependency and strategic partnerships co-exist. Therefore, 
French African relations do not reflect a simple transition from domination to cooperation; rather, 
they reflect a continuing struggle between two contradictory logics: sovereignty vs. intervention, 
autonomy vs. dependency, and multilateralism vs. unilateral influence (Chick and Farag, 2026). 

The structure of this article will be as follows: Section 2 will provide a historical review of French 
African relations from colonialism to the establishment of France - Afrique. Section 3 will examine 
the theoretical constructs of post-colonialism, neocolonialism, and dependency theory that inform 
the analysis of French African relations. Section 4 will examine the political and diplomatic aspects 
of French African relations, specifically the role of elite networks and governance. Section 5 will 
examine the military and security aspects of French African relations, especially in the context of the 
Sahel. Section 6 will examine the economic aspects of French African relations, including trade, 
development aid, and the CFA franc. Section 7 will examine the cultural and social aspects of French 
African relations, including language, education, and identity. Section 8 will provide case studies of 
selected countries. Section 9 will analyse the impact of increased international competition in Africa 
on France's position there. The final section will outline the future of French African relations and 
their potential policy implications. 

Historical Foundations of French African Relations 

Colonial Expansion and Administration 

France's involvement in Africa began to take shape in earnest in the nineteenth century, influenced 
by economic motivations, competitive pressures with other European nations, and ideological 
justifications for a civilizational mission. Within a few decades, France had extensive territories in 
West, Central, and portions of North Africa and included modern day Senegal, Mali, Côte d'Ivoire, 
Cameroon, Niger, Chad, and the Central African Republic. French colonial administration took a 
variety of forms; however, all colonial administrations operated under the principle of centralised 
control, economic extraction, and cultural assimilation (Conklin, 2000). 

The assimilation doctrine aimed to convert the subject population into French citizens through 
education, language and cultural transformation. As a practical matter, however, assimilation only 
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applied to a small group of colonisers. For the great majority of colonised Africans, colonial rule was 
enforced through coercive labour systems, indirect rule, and racial hierarchies. The colonial economy 
was designed to extract raw materials for the benefit of the metropolitan country, France, and 
therefore reinforced dependency models of economic development that were prevalent after 
independence (Cooper, 2002). 

Colonial rule dramatically altered African political systems, borders, and social structures. Colonially 
drawn, arbitrary borders separated ethnic communities and united disparate peoples, thereby 
creating conditions for instability and conflict after independence. Traditionally defined authority 
structures were either distorted or destroyed, while French colonial education systems produced 
elites who would align themselves with French values and institutions. 

Decolonisation and the Birth of France - Afrique 

The wave of African independence in the late 1950s and early 1960s marked the formal end of 
colonial rule but did not mark the end of French influence in Africa. Unlike the British, who had 
loose connections to their former colonies, France wished to maintain tight control over its former 
colonies through political, economic, and military means. This desire to maintain control over its 
former colonies was expressed most explicitly by President Charles DeGaulle and formalised through 
cooperation agreements negotiated at the time of independence (Chafer, 2002) of each country. 

As a result of these cooperation agreements, a system emerged later referred to as France - Afrique. 
France - Afrique was characterised by networks of informal relations that connected French elites 
and the African leaders, military officials and business leaders. France offered diplomatic backing, 
military protection and financial assistance to African regimes in exchange for loyalty to France, 
access to natural resources and strategic alignment. Frequently, France used military force to protect 
its friends in power or to remove enemies of France, thereby protecting authoritarian regimes and 
undermining democracy in Africa (Bayart, 1993). 

Although France - Afrique provided France with security and stability in the eyes of France, France 
- Afrique engendered widespread resentment among African populations. Many believed that 
African leaders were responsible for their actions to the people of France, not to their own people, 
and therefore undermined the legitimacy of their governments and created the conditions for 
instability and crisis. Additionally, the lack of transparency surrounding the terms of the economic 
relationships between France and Africa created the conditions for corruption and elite capture. 

Post-Cold War Reconfigurations 

The end of the Cold War and the rise of globalization required France to reformulate its African 
policy. Internationally, France faced demands for democratization in Africa, along with budgetary 
pressures, which led to a partial reconstruction of relations in the 1990s. France reduced some of its 
military commitments in Africa, reoriented its development aid, and made rhetorical declarations 
about supporting African-led efforts and the notion of partnership with African partners (Banégas, 
2010). 

These reforms were uneven and often symbolic. While overt support for authoritarian regimes 
decreased, informal French influence remained. Moreover, the emergence of new security threats — 
particularly terrorism in the Sahel — caused France to increase its military presence in Africa in the 
2000s and 2010s and culminated in the launch of Operation Serval and then Operation Barkhane. 

Theoretical Frameworks: Postcolonialism, Neocolonialism and Dependency 

More than a descriptive historical study of France-Africa relations, understanding the relationship 
will require a comprehensive theoretical framework that captures the asymmetrical distributions of 
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power, structural limitations and the evolution of forms of influence. This paper uses a combination 
of the three theoretical frameworks of post-colonial theory, neocolonialism and dependency theory, 
as well as selectively using aspects of liberal institutionalism and constructivism within International 
Relations theory, to provide insight into how colonial legacy persists, adapts and at times contests 
developing notions of partnership and mutuality. 

Postcolonial Theory and the Continuation of Power 

Postcolonial theory emerged as an academic response to the cultural, political and epistemological 
consequences of colonial domination. Academic writers such as Frantz Fanon, Edward Said and 
Achille Mbembe argue that colonialism did not cease with the achievement of political 
independence; rather, it continues through the systems of knowledge, representation and power that 
continue to shape post-colonial societies (Fanon, 1963; Said, 1978; Mbembe, 2001). 

When applied to France-Africa relations, postcolonial theory identifies how colonial hierarchies are 
reproduced through language, diplomatic practices and policy discourse. For example, France's 
continued emphasis on La Francophonie represents both cultural cooperation and symbolic 
authority. French remains the official language in many African States, representing not only a 
practical means of administering their countries, but also as a symbol of elite status and international 
credibility. Language is used as a means of reinforcing France's symbolic authority as a gatekeeper 
to global institutions and networks. 

In addition, postcolonial theorists identify the psychological and symbolic aspects of domination. 
Fanon (1963) identified that colonialism creates internalised feelings of inferiority amongst the 
colonised population and a dependency on external validation. Examples of this dynamic are evident 
in the fact that many African State elites seek recognition, mediation, or intervention from Paris 
during periods of crisis. This complicates claims of sovereign equality and mutual partnership. 

Furthermore, postcolonial critique challenges the moral narratives embedded in French policy 
discourse. French interventions are often justified in terms of humanitarianism, counterterrorism 
and state-building. While these objectives may have legitimacy, postcolonial writers warn that these 
narratives mask power asymmetries and continue to represent paternalistic attitudes towards 
African agency (Charbonneau, 2014). 

Neocolonialism: Indirect Forms of Influence and Strategic Control 

Neocolonialism, as defined by Kwame Nkrumah (1967), is a more politically and economically 
grounded framework for analysing post-independence relationships. Neocolonialism describes the 
situation in which formerly independent States remain under the control of other States through 
economic dependence, military presence and political influence. Unlike classical colonialism, 
neocolonialism exercises control through informal and indirect methods. 

France-Africa relations have been frequently cited as a model of neocolonialism. The existence of 
French military bases, defence agreements and interventionist practices demonstrates that France 
maintains considerable leverage over the security policies of many African States. The use of military 
cooperation as a form of control is demonstrated by examples such as Operation Licorne in Côte 
d'Ivoire, Serval and Barkhane in the Sahel, and Epervier in Chad (Boëne, 2011). 

Similarly, neocolonial mechanisms are reinforced by economic arrangements. Multinational 
companies of French origin hold major stakes in key sectors such as energy, telecommunications, 
banking, and infrastructure. While foreign direct investment can stimulate development, critics 
argue that these investments often serve French interests and restrict African economic 
diversification (Pigeaud and Sylla, 2018). 

The CFA franc system is a tangible manifestation of neocolonial influence. By being pegged to the 
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euro and being backed by the French treasury, the CFA franc is represented by France as a 
mechanism of monetary stability. However, critics claim that the CFA franc limits the ability of 
African States to establish their own monetary sovereignty, increases their dependency on France 
and prioritizes French economic interests (Sylla, 2020). Although the transformation of the CFA into 
the Eco currency was announced in 2019, there is still considerable doubt about the extent of the 
changes. 

Dependency Theory and Structural Inequality 

Dependency theory supplements neocolonialism by identifying the structural position of African 
economies in the global capitalist system. Developed by writers such as Andre Gunder Frank and 
Samir Amin, dependency theory identifies that under-development is not a phase preceding 
development, but an active product of unequal exchange between the core and periphery of the world 
economy (Frank, 1967; Amin, 1976). 

From this perspective, France-Africa relations exist within a global division of labour that favours 
industrialised economies, whilst excluding primary commodity-exporting States. As such, many 
former French colonies remain reliant on a limited number of exports such as oil, uranium, cocoa 
and cotton. France's access to these natural resources, particularly uranium from Niger, has 
significant strategic implications for France's energy security and industrial competitiveness. 

Dependency writers emphasise that aid and technical assistance, often promoted as cooperative 
development, reinforce dependency by determining the recipient country's priorities and 
establishing institutional frameworks. French development aid has historically provided funding for 
projects consistent with French commercial interests and geopolitical objectives, thus raising 
questions as to what constitutes 'their' development (Lancaster, 2007). 

Liberal Institutionalism and the Discourse of Partnership 

Liberal institutionalism presents a more optimistic view of France-Africa relations, contrasting with 
the critical views outlined above. From this perspective, cooperation between States can generate 
mutually beneficial outcomes and decrease power asymmetries over time, particularly when 
implemented through international institutions, bilateral agreements and regional organisations 
(Keohane and Nye, 2012). 

French participation in African-led initiatives, such as the African Union, ECOWAS and G5 Sahel, is 
often cited as an example of a shift from unilateralism to multilateralism and shared responsibility. 
French development aid, emphasising governance reform, education and climate adaptation, further 
supports claims of partnership. 

However, critics argue that institutional cooperation does not necessarily lead to equality and that 
the institutions themselves reflect underlying power relations. As such, France's disproportionate 
influence within these institutions can perpetuate power asymmetry under the guise of cooperation. 

Constructivism and Identity in France-Africa Relations 

Constructivist approaches to international relations focus on the role of identity, norms and 
historical memory in shaping international relations. France's perception of itself as a global power 
with a special responsibility toward Africa affects its foreign policy decisions. Similarly, African 
perceptions of France are influenced by collective memories of colonialism, intervention and 
betrayal. Protests French involvement in Mali, Burkina Faso and Niger are not simply expressions 
of discontent with policies but represent a rejection of symbolic domination and are reflective of 
identity dynamics that impede attempts to redefine relations as merely pragmatic or interest based. 
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Analytical Implications 

Together, the theoretical frameworks outline that France-Africa relations cannot be explained 
through a single lens. Postcolonial and neocolonial lenses expose deep continuities in power and 
influence, while liberal and constructivist approaches explain new developments, contestations and 
renegotiations. Therefore, the main analytical challenge is not to decide whether cooperation or 
continuity predominates, but to analyse how both cooperate and interact. This framework informs 
the subsequent analysis of the various dimensions of France-Africa relations: politics, military, 
economics and culture. 

Political And Diplomatic Relations: Elite Networks, Governance, And Influence 

Political and diplomatic relations are at the heart of France's lasting impact in Africa. Officially, 
France recognises the sovereign equality of African states; however, the way France engages with 
Africa has historically been defined by dense elite networks, informal diplomacy, and selective 
political influence. This section will examine how these mechanisms have developed, and if current 
political relations demonstrate a real partnership or continued imbalance. 

The Architecture of Influence 

Since independence, France has created a highly personalised system of political relations with 
African states. As opposed to formal diplomatic relations, France developed close personal 
relationships with African heads of state, military leaders and ruling elites. These relationships most 
bypassed institutional constraints, allowing rapid decision-making- especially during crises (Bayart, 
1993). 

The cellule africaine in the French Presidency exemplified this form of personalised diplomacy. It 
operated mostly free from oversight from Parliament, coordinating the support of politics, 
intelligence and military action. Though officially disbanded in the late 1990s, many analysts believe 
its functions were simply distributed across formal structures, while informal influence persisted 
(Chafer and Cumming, 2010). 

The elite-centred relations of France significantly impacted the governance of African countries. By 
placing the priority of stability and loyalty above the need for democratic accountability, France 
generally supported authoritarian regimes that aligned with France's strategic interests. For 
example, leaders like Omar Bongo in Gabon, Idriss Deby in Chad and Paul Biya in Cameroon all 
maintained long-term relationships with Paris despite their poor governance record and widespread 
human rights abuses. 

France and Democracy in Africa 

Following the end of the Cold War, there was a rhetorical shift in France's approach to democracy. 
In his 1990 La Baule speech, President Francois Mitterrand stated that French assistance to African 
countries would be conditioned upon the promotion of democracy. The speech raised high hopes for 
a normative transformation in the relationship between France and Africa. 

However, France's commitment to promoting democracy proved to be very limited. France did 
encourage multiparty elections; yet, France chose to maintain a pragmatic relationship with existing 
regimes, particularly when those regimes' interests served France's strategic objectives. France often 
tolerated election manipulation, constitutional changes and repression of opposition groups and 
parties - thus undermining France's credibility as a champion of democratic values (Banegass, 2010). 

The conflict between France's rhetorical commitment to democracy and its practical pragmatism 
continues to exist today. France publicly supports democratic governance and the rule of law, yet it 
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regularly places greater emphasis on regional stability and counter-terrorism cooperation. The result 
is a perception among the public in Africa that France operates with a double standard, which 
reinforces the scepticism that exists regarding France's claims of a partnership. 

Diplomatic Alignment and Global Forums 

France has always presented itself as a strong supporter of African interests in global forums, 
including the United Nations, the European Union and global economic institutions. Support for 
France in international forums has, in turn, strengthened France's diplomatic position, especially its 
permanent seat on the UN Security Council. 

The dualistic nature of France-Africa cooperation can be seen in this reciprocal alignment. France's 
diplomatic support for African interests has enabled Africa to have a stronger voice on issues such 
as peacekeeping, climate change and development financing. However, African alignment with 
France's positions often reflects dependence, rather than independent policy choices. 

Patterns of voting in international organisations illustrate both cooperation and constraint. African 
states generally vote in favour of French initiatives, although they have been more divergent in recent 
years on issues related to Russia, China and global governance reform. This increased diversity 
indicates a weakening of France's monopoly of diplomatic influence. 

Crisis Management and Political Interventions 

Political crises have traditionally allowed France to exert significant influence. Since the early days 
of independence, France has used diplomatic means to intervene in African affairs and has even used 
military force in some instances. These interventions are almost always defended by France as 
necessary to protect the constitution, civilians or other vital national interests -- though they are 
rarely accepted without contestation. 

The crisis in Côte d'Ivoire in 2010-11 serves as a clear example of this mechanism of influence. France 
supported Alassane Ouattara over Laurent Gbagbo and provided direct military support to Ouattara. 
France described its actions as defending democratic legitimacy -- though the majority of 
international players supported France's actions. Critics argued that France's intervention further 
entrenched perceptions of selective interference and external arbitrariness in African political crises 
(Charbonneau, 2014). France's posturing following the death of President Idriss Deby in Chad in 
January 2021 also highlighted the continuation of France's security-driven pragmatism. France's 
endorsement of a military-led transitional government contradicts France's professed commitment 
to democratic norms -- and sparked allegations of hypocrisy. 

Changes in Politics and Growing Public Resistance 

Over the past decade or so, the societal level of resistance to France's relationship with Africa has 
grown. The mass protests, civil society mobilisations, and youth movements opposing elite-centred 
diplomacy and calling for a redefinition of partnerships with the external world demonstrate this 
trend. Demonstrations against France in Mali, Burkina Faso and Niger illustrate this frustration with 
governance failures, insecurity and what people perceive to be foreign control. 

These movements indicate a widening gap between public and political elite views in Africa. While 
governments may continue to collaborate with France, public opinion is increasingly demanding the 
diversification of partnerships and the assertion of sovereignty. This new trend presents significant 
obstacles to France's established method of interaction. 

While France and Africa have a history of cooperation, the dynamics of their relationship have 
changed. While rhetoric speaks to a partnership of equals, informal influence and elite alignments, 
and selective intervention continue to dominate France's interactions with Africa. The continuing 
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existence of these factors undermines France's normative aspirations and increases public anger. 

At the same time, the loss of France's exclusive ability to influence events in Africa and the emergence 
of African agency create uncertainty about the future direction of their political relations. Will 
France's declining influence create space for more equitable cooperation? Or will the decline of 
French influence lead to further instability? 

Economic Relationships - Trade, Development Assistance and the CFA Franc 

One of the strongest pillars of France-Africa relationships and a key area where the relationship 
between cooperation and colonial legacy will be most evident is the realm of economic relationships. 
While France views its economic relationships with Africa as beneficial to African development and 
to integrating Africa into the world economy, others see the trade, assistance and monetary systems 
employed as mechanisms to continue dependence and inequality in Africa. 

Trade - A Legacy of Colonial Specialisation 

Historically, trade between France and Africa reflects colonial legacies of specialisation in specific 
sectors. For example, Africa continues to export primarily primary products such as crude oil, 
uranium, cocoa, coffee, cotton and wood to France. Conversely, France exports primarily 
manufactured goods, machinery, pharmaceuticals and services to Africa. Such an arrangement 
serves to maintain unequal exchange relationships and inhibit African industrialisation. 

While the proportion of Africa's trade with France has decreased relative to emerging competitors 
like China, France remains one of the primary trading partners for a number of former colonies. The 
French private sector maintains significant market presence in a number of sectors such as energy 
(e.g., TotalEnergies), transportation and infrastructure (e.g., Bolloré Group, Vinci), communications 
(e.g., Orange) and banking (e.g., BNP Paribas, Société Générale). 

Those who advocate for the partnership model argue that French investments create jobs, facilitate 
technological transfer and support infrastructure development in Africa. Those who reject this 
model, however, observe that French investments generate returns to investors, add little value to 
the local economy and that foreign companies remain in charge of key sectors of the economy. Such 
a dynamic is like that described in dependency theory regarding the integration of peripheral 
countries into global markets (Amin, 1976). 

Development Assistance - Partnership or Instrument of Influence? 

France is one of the largest bilateral donors to Africa, providing development assistance through a 
variety of channels, including the French Development Agency (AFD), multilateral organisations and 
EU programs. Officially, French development assistance focuses on reducing poverty, improving 
governance, promoting education and healthcare and addressing climate change. 

However, official French development assistance has at times functioned as an instrument of French 
influence in Africa. Historically, French development assistance was directed towards countries 
aligned with French strategic objectives, thereby maintaining patron-client relationships among 
elites. French conditionality related to issues such as governance and reform has been applied 
irregularly and, therefore, undermined the legitimacy of the norms underlying French development 
assistance. 

For those viewing development assistance from a postcolonial perspective, French development 
assistance may serve to reinforce tutelary relationships by defining French actions as assisting 
Africans to define the path of their development. Additionally, when French development assistance 
funds projects involving French contractors and consultants, it raises the question of whose 
economic interests are being promoted (Lancaster, 2007). Recent reforms emphasise the principles 
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of partnership, co-ownership and aligning with African development priorities. However, as long as 
French development assistance is driven by French interests rather than by African needs, power 
disparities will persist. 

The CFA Franc - Monetary Stability or Dependence? 

No aspect of France-Africa economic relationships has produced more controversy than the CFA 
franc system. The CFA franc is the currency utilised by 14 countries in West and Central Africa. The 
CFA franc is fixed to the Euro and is guaranteed by the French Treasury. Traditionally, African 
countries participating in the CFA franc system have been required to hold a portion of their foreign 
reserves in French bank accounts. 

Those supporting the CFA franc believe that the system provides monetary stability, low inflation 
rates and confidence among investors to invest in CFA franc-zone countries. Proponents argue that 
the stability provided by the CFA franc has protected member states from the high levels of volatility 
experienced by non-CFA franc-zone countries. However, opponents believe that the CFA franc is a 
remnant of colonialism that restricts the monetary sovereignty and development capabilities of 
participating countries. The CFA franc's restrictions on exchange rate flexibility and autonomous 
monetary policy make it difficult for governments to respond to economic shocks and implement 
industrial policies. Furthermore, French oversight of the CFA franc system represents French control 
over critical aspects of a country's economic function (Sylla, 2020). 

In 2019, France and the leadership of West Africa announced plans to modify the CFA franc system 
to convert it into a new currency called the Eco. Key elements of the planned changes include 
eliminating reserve requirements for member states and establishing a board to govern the Eco. 
Although the planned changes were characterised as a historical turning point, many analysts believe 
that the changes will not result in full monetary sovereignty for the member states due to the 
continued Euro peg and French backing of the Eco. 

Investment, Infrastructure and Ownership Issues 

French investment in Africa has grown significantly in recent years, focusing on infrastructure, 
energy, and services. Many French investments in Africa have taken the form of public-private 
partnerships and concessional lending for port development, railroads, electricity generation, and 
urban development. These projects address pressing infrastructure needs in Africa but also raise 
concerns about debt sustainability and whether the strategic ownership of key sectors of the economy 
in Africa will be retained in African hands. 

The sale of African logistics assets by French firms to foreign firms, such as the purchase of Bolloré's 
African logistics business by MSC in 2022, exemplifies both the scale of French economic 
involvement in Africa and the changing nature of foreign ownership of Africa's assets. 

Diversifying Economic Partnerships in Africa 

Africa's economic relationships are no longer exclusive to France. The emergence of China, India, 
Turkey and the Gulf States has created alternative sources of investment and trade for African 
countries. In many cases, these new partners provide fewer conditions to gain access to investment 
opportunities and complete projects more quickly than traditional partners. 

However, this diversification of economic relationships reduces French economic leverage in Africa 
but creates new challenges for African countries to manage competing interests and avoid creating 
new dependencies. Simply because France loses its dominant position in Africa's economic 
relationships does not mean that African countries will achieve equal development. 

France-Africa economic relationships demonstrate a mixed picture of cooperation and colonial 
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legacy. While French trade, aid and investment contribute to economic activities and stability in 
Africa, they also sustain the same structural inequalities that exist today due to colonial legacies. 
While French reforms reflect an understanding of these challenges, they do not represent a 
fundamental transformation. 

Therefore, true economic partnerships between France and Africa will require French support for 
African industrialisation, increased local ownership of the economy and a sharing of decision-
making authority. Otherwise, economic cooperation in Africa will likely be a rebranded continuation 
of postcolonial dependency. 

The Cultural and Social Dimensions of Language, Education and Identity 

France has used culture to effectively exert influence in Africa. Culture influences the way people 
think, behave and see themselves in relation to others. It does so through language, education, media 
and the exchange of ideas. As such, it has provided an ongoing symbolic connection between France 
and Africa, which can facilitate cooperation and at the same time reproduce post-colonial 
hierarchical relationships. This section will examine how culture shapes identities, elites and 
perceptions of others, and whether it supports cooperative cultural exchange or symbolic 
domination. 

Francophonie as Soft Power 

Francophonie is a key component in France's global strategy. Officially defined as a "community of 
language and values", Francophonie fosters cultural diversity, dialogue and cooperation amongst 
French-speaking countries. With the majority of French speakers living in Africa, Francophonie 
represents the demographic core of this community. As soft power, the Francophonie enables France 
to achieve a level of cultural reach and diplomatic influence that exceeds its economic power. 
Furthermore, proficiency in French gives individuals access to higher education, to international 
organisations and to the world of diplomacy. As such, Francophonie represents France as a cultural 
hub. 

However, some critics contend that Francophonie is primarily a means to symbolically dominate. In 
other words, the priority given to French as opposed to indigenous languages maintains the colonial 
hierarchy of knowledge and excludes the knowledge and culture of local communities. Although 
elites in Africa gain linguistic capital, the general population may experience exclusion and cultural 
alienation (Ngũgĩ wa Thiong'o, 1986). 

Education, Elites, and Social Stratification 

Since the colonial era, education has played a pivotal role in the relationship between France and 
Africa. French curricula, institutions and examination methods still define the structure of education 
in many African countries. Educational exchanges and scholarships allow African students to study 
in France and develop their careers within French-speaking institutions. These educational 
exchanges create real opportunities for skill-building and intercultural exchange. Many African 
leaders, scholars and professionals have benefited from studying in France and continue to build 
strong relationships with French institutions. 

However, education contributes to the reproduction of social inequalities. Access to French-language 
education is largely restricted to urban elites, creating inequality and limiting political participation. 
Furthermore, curricula often focus on French history and perspectives, while excluding African 
epistemologies and histories. From a post-colonial point of view, the creation of Francophone elites 
maintains epistemic dependency, i.e., the production and validation of knowledge take place within 
the former metropolis. 
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Media, Representation and the Power of Narratives 

French media, cultural institutions, and broadcasting agencies retain considerable influence in 
Africa. French media (Radio France Internationale [RFI], TV5 Monde, etc.) produce the dominant 
narrative regarding politics, security and development in Africa. They provide access to news, but 
they also filter African events through French editorial frameworks. 

Narrative control is a subtle yet very effective form of influence. Some African journalists and 
intellectuals criticise French media for emphasising crises, instability, and dependence to legitimise 
France's interventionist policies and reinforce stereotypes. 

Consequently, African media, alternative information channels, and social media have developed, 
allowing them to challenge French narrative hegemony. Young people in particular have made use 
of social media to promote counter-narratives and thus contribute to the decline of France's cultural 
authority. 

Memory, Identity and the Politics of History 

The legacy of colonisation continues to be the subject of controversy in Franco-African relations. 
Debates regarding historical responsibility, reparations and restitution of cultural objects, etc., 
reveal unresolved tensions. France's refusal to accept full responsibility for colonial crimes fuels 
distrust towards the French reconciliation initiative. Recent attempts, such as the return of looted 
works to African countries and the recognition of historical abuses, indicate a new trend toward 
symbolic reparation. Critics, however, argue that these actions are limited and insufficient to 
compensate for the structural injustices perpetrated during colonisation (Sarr and Savoy, 2018). 

For many Africans, the construction of cultural relations is inextricably linked to historical trauma. 
Therefore, claims of shared values and mutual respect appear empty until there is concrete 
accountability for the legacy of colonialism. 

Youth, Identity and Resistance 

African youth play a crucial role in redefining cultural relations. Younger generations are less 
committed to Francophone identity than to globalised cultural models. English, digital culture, and 
pan-African identity models are increasingly competing with French influence. Youth movements 
and cultural production (music, film, literature) contest colonial narratives and express autonomous 
identities. Not only do young people reject France's policies, but they also reject symbolic 
subordination. 

Cultural and social relations between France and Africa are characterised by ambiguity. On one 
hand, language, education, and cultural exchange support cooperation and cultural connection. On 
the other hand, cultural exchange and cooperation are based on hierarchies established during 
colonialism and therefore represent a source of symbolic domination. For cultural cooperation to 
become truly reciprocal, it must go beyond symbolic inclusion and establish epistemic equality, 
linguistic pluralism and shared narrative authority. 

Case Study Analysis: Mali, Cameroon, Senegal and Côte d'Ivoire 

To evaluate whether France-Africa relationships are developing towards an equal partnership 
and/or continuing along colonial lines, it would be useful to study each relationship in a country-by-
country context. In this section, we will present case analyses of the relationships between France 
and the countries of Mali, Cameroon, Senegal and Côte d'Ivoire, which will provide examples of how 
engagement, resistance and adaptation vary from country to country. 

Mali: A Breakdown in Relationships Based on Security Needs 
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Mali is perhaps the most extreme example of a failure of relationships between France and an African 
state since independence. Prior to the 2012 uprising and the subsequent rise of a strong and highly 
violent jihadist insurgency, Mali had maintained a relatively close relationship with France (with 
periods of asserting its own autonomy). With the outbreak of the insurgency, France's involvement 
through the 2013 Operation Serval was welcomed by many in Mali (both government officials and 
elements of the population), but as the years passed, as did the failures of security efforts and loss of 
civilian lives, the French became viewed as unproductive, self-serving, and unwilling to recognise 
Malian sovereignty. 

Following two coups d'état in 2020 and 2021, the transitional government, in a move to reject French 
influence, publicly denounced French actions, removed all French forces from Mali, and began 
seeking alternative security alliances — particularly those with Russian-connected security 
organisations. This marked a complete break in relationships driven by security needs, highlighting 
the limits of externally driven security collaborations and the critical importance of public legitimacy 
in maintaining relationships. 

This case study illustrates how reliance on security-based collaboration without concomitant reforms 
in politics and economics can lead to increased dependence and, ultimately, rejection. 

Cameroon: Relationship Continuance and "Strategic Silence" 

Cameroon serves as a classic example of continuity in relationships between France and an African 
nation. Since gaining independence, Cameroon has continued to maintain close economic, military, 
and political ties with France. Under the long tenure of President Paul Biya, despite ongoing 
governance deficits and human rights abuses, there have been no disruptions in the relationship 
between Cameroon and France. 

While France has consistently supported dialogue and reform regarding Cameroon's internal crises 
(notably the Anglophone Crisis), they have taken little action to exert pressure on the Biya regime, 
preferring to prioritise regional stability and strategic interest. Cameroon's case shows how 
continuity in elite-centred relationships can occur alongside increasing social discontent in the 
country. 

Senegal: Cooperative Relations and Limited Dependence 

Senegal is commonly identified as a model of cooperative, yet relatively balanced, France-Africa 
relations. Senegal has historically maintained a close relationship with France, while at the same 
time having a reputation for political stability and democracy and for exercising considerable 
diplomatic autonomy. 

Compared to the other three countries studied here, French military activity in Senegal has been 
much less extensive and controversial. Senegal and France also engage in more collaborative 
economic projects such as infrastructure development, education and cultural exchange. Generally, 
Senegalese leaders frame their relationship with France as pragmatic, rather than dependent. 

Yet, like the other three countries studied here, Senegal has seen the emergence of youth movements 
and civil society organisations questioning French dominance and advocating for diversified 
international partnerships. 

Senegal's case indicates that cooperation can be more equitable when domestic institutions are 
robust and when political legitimacy is high. 

Côte d'Ivoire: Economic Cooperation and Selective Political Intervention 

Côte d'Ivoire is another example of the complex interplay of economic cooperation and political 
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intervention in France-Africa relations. Given its status as one of France's primary economic 
partners in West Africa, Côte d'Ivoire is home to significant French investments and maintains very 
close diplomatic ties with France. 

The post-election crisis of 2010-11 served to highlight France's willingness to intervene decisively in 
internal conflicts in Africa. Although France framed the intervention as a defence of democracy, it 
served to reinforce perceptions of external arbitration and selective interference. 

Although Côte d'Ivoire has experienced significant economic growth and relative stability since then, 
some observers argue that the benefits of this growth have been unequally distributed and that 
French influence continues to play a major role in shaping the strategic sectors of the Ivorian 
economy. 

Comparative Observations 

In comparing the experiences of the four countries examined above, several commonalities and 
differences stand out. Firstly, the level of French influence in each country is heavily influenced by 
the strength and legitimacy of each country's domestic political structures. Secondly, while security-
focused collaborations have generated the greatest levels of dependency and backlash among the 
three types of collaborations (security, economic/cultural), economic and cultural collaborations 
have generally generated fewer problems. Lastly, while elite-level alignment remains the most 
important mechanism of continuity in relationships between France and its African partners, there 
is increasing evidence that popular attitudes are shifting. 

As demonstrated by the analysis of these four case studies, France-Africa relationships are not 
monolithic or static, but are instead shaped by the unique national contexts, histories, and evolving 
dynamics of power in each country. 

Rival Foreign Actors and the Decline of French Influence 

French influence over Africa began to decline in the twenty-first century with the emergence of rival 
foreign actors. As African countries' relationships with the outside world became more diverse, they 
began to reduce France's exclusive influence over them. In this section, we examine how rival foreign 
actors (especially China, Russia, Turkey and the Gulf States) changed the nature of the strategic 
environment and increased African agency. 

China and the Transformation of Africa-France Economic Ties 

Among the emerging competitors to French influence in Africa, China was the most influential. By 
investing billions of dollars into Africa and providing Africa with billions of dollars in loans and trade 
opportunities, China became Africa's largest trading partner. In contrast to France, China describes 
its relationship with Africa as being non-interventionist and focuses on promoting the sovereignty 
of individual African nations. Many African Governments view China's intervention in Africa as 
having many practical advantages: fast-track construction of much-needed infrastructure; fewer 
strings attached than other donor states; and funding of projects that were previously unfunded by 
the traditional donors. Because of these advantages, French economic influence over Africa declined. 

However, China's engagement with Africa is problematic and raises issues around debt, labour, and 
dependency. Even though China challenges French influence, it does nothing to resolve the 
structural inequality that exists between African nations and the rest of the world. Instead, China 
demonstrates the pragmatic ways in which African nations navigate a multi-polar world. 

Russia and the Politics of Security Competition 

With the return of Russia to Africa, especially in the area of security, France's involvement in the 
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Sahel region has come under direct attack. Russia has established itself as an alternative to the 
security frameworks that exist in Europe and North America through the establishment of military 
partnerships, arms deals and private security companies. 

Russian involvement in Mali, Burkina Faso and Niger has been accompanied by public declarations 
against France and a desire to reject the French colonial legacy. Russian involvement in transitional 
regimes in Africa is both practical and symbolic. On the one hand, it addresses the security needs of 
transitional regimes. On the other hand, it allows transitional regimes to demonstrate their 
sovereignty in choosing their own partners. 

Even though Russia provides an alternative to French security frameworks, it creates serious 
problems related to human rights, accountability and long-term stability. Like China, Russia's 
involvement in Africa does not create better or more sustainable security environments. 

Turkey, the Gulf States, and Middle-Power Actors 

While China and Russia provide the greatest challenge to French influence in Africa, Turkey and the 
Gulf States are expanding their influence through a variety of means, including trade, humanitarian 
assistance, religious diplomacy and investments. Turkey's focus on building ties with African 
countries through cultural affinity and humanitarian outreach has led to some success in certain 
areas of Africa. Similarly, the Gulf States' investments in agriculture, energy and logistics are 
increasing their influence over Africa. 

Together, these middle-power actors create a more competitive and diverse international 
environment. For African states, diversity increases their bargaining power and reduces their 
reliance on a single state (such as France). 

Consequences for France-Africa Relations 

As global power continues to shift, the erosion of French influence over Africa reflects fundamental 
changes in the world order. As such, France can no longer count on historical ties to ensure its 
influence over Africa. Rather, France must earn credibility and legitimacy from African states based 
on transparency and mutual benefit. 

Increased African agency in shaping their relationships with France and other external actors results 
from African states leveraging the competition among external actors to renegotiate their terms of 
engagement. At the same time, the diversity of external actors creates new risks for dependency and 
fragmentation, which underscores the necessity for African states to develop a coherent strategy. 

Potential Futures: Reform, Withdrawal, or Partnership? 

The future of France-Africa relations is ambiguous. There are three possible futures for France-Africa 
relations: reforms within a continued structure, withdrawal and strategic disengagement, or a 
reconfiguration toward a truly cooperative relationship. 

One of the potential futures for France-Africa relations is reform. In reform, France seeks to maintain 
the existing structures of the relationships while addressing the symbolic grievances of the African 
states. Reform could involve discursive changes, limited institutional changes, and multilateral 
involvement. Although reform is a viable policy option for France, it risks failing to fundamentally 
address the structural inequities between France and African states. 

Another potential future for France-Africa relations is withdrawal. The Sahel states' rejection of 
French military presence in their territories is an example of a withdrawal of France from Africa. 
Although withdrawal may increase symbolic sovereignty for African states, it risks creating security 
vacuums and introducing new dependencies. 
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Reconfiguration toward cooperation is the most revolutionary option for France-Africa relations. To 
achieve this, France must give up its privileged status in Africa, support African-led initiatives, and 
assume a more equal role. Equally, African states must establish stronger institutions, greater 
accountability, and more cooperation at the regional level. 

Conclusion 

France-Africa relations are characterised by a hybrid of cooperation and continuity. Although there 
are significant changes in discourse, institutions, and global context, the structural legacies of 
colonialism remain unchanged. The elite networks of the colonial period, security dependence, 
economic asymmetry, and cultural dominance continue to define the parameters of engagement 
between France and Africa. These factors undermine claims of mutual partnership and create the 
conditions for continued dependency and unequal exchange. 

Although African agency has increased through the diversification of partnerships, popular 
mobilisation, and normative contestation, France is no longer able to assert its influence without 
competition. Its future role in Africa will depend on its ability to adapt to a post-colonial, multipolar 
world. 

This article concludes that France-Africa relations are best understood as a hybrid system in 
transition - neither fully neocolonial nor genuinely equal. To move toward a relationship 
characterised by cooperation based on shared interests, France must confront the historical legacies 
that define the relationship, not merely symbolically but structurally. If France fails to make this 
transformation, it will find itself increasingly marginalised and contested as an actor in Africa's 
evolving international landscape. 
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Mega projects are an undeniable reality in today's world, occupying a central place 

in the development strategies of almost every country. Particularly due to the 

benefits they will provide for economic development, securing a place in the global 

competitive environment, and urbanisation, it is among policymakers' priority 

targets. At this point, although criticised from various perspectives, they are seen 

as the most important and widely accepted tools for economic growth and urban 

policies on a global scale. For this reason, mega projects in our era are not merely 

construction activities but also symbols of economic power. This study focuses on 

the multidimensional nature of mega-projects, examining why the recently 

constructed and operational 1915 Çanakkale Bridge and Osmangazi Bridge 

projects in Türkiye are at the centre of controversy, their benefits and costs, and 

the aspects on which they are criticised. Ultimately, it is possible to say that the 

projects have a conflict structure that manifests itself in the form of a concrete 

tension between the anticipated benefits and the alleged socio-economic and 

ecological costs they have caused or will cause. 

Introduction 

The construction of living spaces, one of the most widespread human activities globally, has 
undergone a significant structural change over the past century. In response to technological 
advancements and the new dynamics brought about by globalisation in the economy, unprecedented 
projects have begun to emerge in terms of scope, cost, and development time. These projects, which 
have significant impacts on living spaces, are called mega-projects. Historically significant, mega-
projects are both widely favoured and criticised in today's world and remain a subject of public 
debate. At this point, the most important reasons for the widespread preference for mega-projects 
can be cited as economic prosperity, the ability to gain a foothold in the global competitive 
environment, and their role as important tools for urbanisation (Brookes, 2014: 242). On the other 
hand, allegations of significant cost overruns, extensive delays, high risks and uncertainties, lack of 
public information and transparency, lower-than-expected revenue, and inefficient use of public 
resources have brought these projects to the forefront of criticism and public discourse. However, 
despite having various risks and drawbacks in practice, it remains a focus of attention for decision-
makers and is particularly central to urban policies. Indeed, multi-billion-dollar large-scale projects, 
ranging from transportation and energy to telecommunications and nuclear power, are encountered 
internationally in almost every field. Mega projects, which are widespread in a significant number of 
countries, continue to be built in ever-increasing sizes and numbers (Büyükpınar and Sezer, 2025: 
924). 

Mega projects, which have a similar development trend in Türkiye, are the subject of this study. The 
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1915 Çanakkale Bridge Project and the Osmangazi Bridge Project, two major mega-projects that were 
recently constructed and are now operational, constitute the main areas of study. In this context, the 
study concretises these projects not merely as technical infrastructure projects, but within a multi-
dimensional framework encompassing their social and environmental impacts, treasury guarantees, 
toll fees, and the use of public resources, and focuses on the aspects from which these projects are 
criticised, as well as their benefits and costs. This is examined under the themes of project objectives 
and expected public benefits, ecological and environmental impacts, public-private partnership 
(PPP) models and public harm debates, as well as accessibility and public benefit. Both projects are 
analysed focusing on the concepts of “expected public benefits”, “ecological and environmental 
impact”, “accessibility”, “public benefit”, and “efficient use of public resources”. This study aims to 
contribute to the mega-project literature in this respect. 

Research Method 

This study asks, "On what grounds are the 1915 Çanakkale Bridge and Osmangazi Bridge Projects 
the focus of criticism and objections, in addition to the benefits they offer?" It aims to find an answer 
to the question. This study employed a qualitative research method to investigate the issue in depth. 
At this point, each project is examined holistically, based on a case study approach, considering its 
construction process, financing model, cost, intended public benefits, reasons for objections, and the 
criticisms directed at it. The study's data were obtained through document analysis, and a 
comprehensive literature review was conducted. The data obtained in this study were analysed using 
content analysis, a qualitative data analysis method. At this point, both projects have been analysed 
focusing on the concepts of “expected public benefits”, “ecological and environmental impact”, 
“accessibility”, “public interest” and “efficient use of public resources”.  

In the study, the main reason for examining these projects is that both represent the most concrete 
and controversial examples of Türkiye's recent trend towards mega-projects in transportation 
infrastructure. The 1915 Çanakkale Bridge, which holds the title of the world's longest suspension 
bridge with a central span of 2023 meters (ERM, 2018: 15), and the Osmangazi Bridge, which 
reduces the bay crossing time to 6 minutes (KGM, n.d.), are on the public agenda not only for the 
economic benefits and engineering achievements they will provide, but also for their negative 
impacts on the environment and living things, the vehicle passage guarantees given, and the 
allegations that they lead to the waste of public resources. Examining these two projects provides an 
important basis for understanding how large-scale infrastructure projects can create polarisation 
centred on societal benefit, economic development, and their impact on living organisms and the 
environment. 

Mega Projects: A Conceptual and Critical Framework 

Mega projects, seen as a major driving force behind economic development and urban 
transformation worldwide, are more controversial than ever today. This is influenced by factors 
including negative impacts on ecological and social life, as well as risks of economic losses and 
inefficient use of public resources. Mega projects, which are examined from different perspectives in 
the literature, are generally defined in terms of cost and construction time. Accordingly, it refers to 
large-scale projects costing $1 billion or more, taking many years to plan, develop, and construct, 
involving numerous private or civil stakeholders in addition to the public sector, having a 
transformative nature, and affecting millions of people. Unlike smaller, more traditional projects, 
mega-projects, which are characterised by their ability to transform pre-existing structures rather 
than simply adapt to them, are designed to ambitiously alter the fabric of society (Flyvbjerg, 2014: 
6; 2017: 2). Therefore, it has the potential to significantly affect population density, national 
economies, and the physical environment. Therefore, designing and delivering them in a way that is 
most beneficial to all stakeholders is an essential element (Fiori and Kovaka, 2005: 1). 
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Although mega-projects, as mentioned above, are generally characterised and differentiated based 
on cost criteria, they are characterised by a much broader scope due to their diverse qualities. For 
example, according to Fiori and Kovaka (2005: 1), the characteristic that elevates a project to the 
status of a mega-project is that it involves a phenomenon far more complex than project cost (He et 
al., 2015: 549). These projects are generally characterised by high-cost overruns, extensive delays, 
high risks and uncertainties, lack of public information and transparency, lower-than-expected 
revenue, and heated conflicts (Fiori and Kovaka, 2005; Zekovićv et al., 2018: 153). At this point, 
projects that were initially seen as effective tools for economic growth begin to be redefined as 
potential obstacles to economic growth (Flyvbjerg et., 2003: 10). Here, megaprojects, described as 
the “wild beast” of the project world (Zidane et al., 2013: 349), are likened to unruly trolls that are 
difficult to tame and control (Klakegg et al., 2016: 1). 

According to Zhai et al. (2009: 99), mega-projects refer to projects requiring large investments of 
approximately $140 million or more, characterised by extreme complexity, significant risks, long 
duration, numerous participants, and far-reaching impacts on the society, economy, technological 
development, and environment of the region or even the entire country. According to Gellert and 
Lynch (2003: 15–16), mega-projects refer to projects that profoundly transform landscapes in rapid, 
deliberate, and highly visible ways, requiring the coordinated application of public and private sector 
power. Collaboration between the public and private sectors and the presentation of new financing 
methods constitute a key distinguishing feature of the projects (Orueta and Fainstein, 2008: 760). 

With each passing day, larger and more numerous mega-projects are being built, and consequently, 
they are becoming the focus of much criticism and debate. The first criticism concerns environmental 
and social impacts. According to this criticism, the environmental and social impacts of projects are 
often not considered or are seriously miscalculated during the project development process, and this 
has become a major topic of public discussion (Flyvbjerg et al., 2003: 11). According to D’Almeida 
(2015), who gives various examples in her study on this subject, Ethiopia’s massive Gilgel Gibe III 
hydroelectric power plant is causing a rapid increase in hunger and threatening the lives and 
livelihoods of hundreds of thousands of people who have relied on fishing and the surrounding 
forests for generations. It also notes that large-scale projects, financed by the World Bank, displaced 
an estimated 3.4 million people between 2004 and 2013. It is stated that the majority of those 
displaced are from Asia and Africa. Furthermore, these projects, which are claimed to have similar 
effects worldwide, are criticised for the risks they pose, including displacing people, endangering 
animal and plant species, destroying habitats, triggering earthquakes and landslides, destroying 
cultural and historical sites, and permanently degrading the quality of life due to increased traffic 
and pollution. For this reason, it is necessary to acknowledge that mega-projects around the world 
create new value but can also destroy various forms of value, and to take adequate measures in this 
regard (Musonda et al., 2025: 1-2). Indeed, environmental problems that are not considered during 
the preparation phases of projects often emerge during construction and operation, and when such 
problems are not carefully addressed, they often lead to the destabilisation of habitats, communities, 
and mega-projects. (Flyvbjerg et al., 2003: 11). 

Another criticism of mega-projects concerns cost overruns and the misuse of public resources. 
According to Flyvbjerg (2004: 54), nine out of ten projects experience cost overruns. According to 
D’Almeida (2015), who explains this situation with examples, the cost of the Suez Canal in Egypt has 
been exceeded by 1,900%, the cost of Denver International Airport in the USA by 200%, and the cost 
of the Channel Tunnel (a 50-kilometre passage connecting the United Kingdom to France) by 80%. 
The fact that the cost of these delays and additional expenses is often covered by public funds is the 
most significant point of criticism. Despite all this, Flyvbjerg (2004: 55) notes that the reason these 
projects are preferred by decision-makers is due to their lengthy construction process, suggesting 
that decision-makers may be inclined to say, “When they finally cut the ribbon and problems start to 
emerge, I won’t be in office anymore”. In other words, the cost of a potential disaster is not borne by 
those who make the decisions. Costs and criticism are then shifted onto others who say, “We didn’t 
make the decisions. We’re just here to manage this project, so don’t criticise us”. Herein lies an issue 
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of accountability and the distribution of responsibilities stemming from long-term construction 
processes.  

Another notable point of criticism regarding mega-projects concerns the issue of participation in the 
project processes. Mega-projects are projects that affect and are affected by multiple stakeholders 
with differing interests and demands. At this point, managing the project by considering the needs 
and requirements of the project stakeholders constitutes a fundamental element of project success 
(Aaltonen and Kujala, 2010: 381). According to Flyvbjerg et al. (2003: 12), actors responsible for 
project execution often disregard practices such as governance, transparency, and participation in 
democratic decision-making processes, viewing them as obstacles to project progress. Project 
managers often avoid such practices, either due to lack of knowledge or because they believe they are 
counterproductive to the initiation of the projects. This situation leads to a lack of accountability, 
transparency, and participation regarding mega-projects. 

Mega projects, with their physical structure that overshadows the humanity they are intended to 
serve, are controversial, primarily in terms of the benefits they offer, but are globally accepted as 
important tools for economic growth and urbanisation (Brookes, 2014: 242). Indeed, in today's 
world, we are witnessing the construction of mega-projects on almost every continent. Projects worth 
billions of dollars—ranging from tunnels and bridges to high-speed rail networks, dams, highway 
systems, airports, seaports, telecommunications networks, cross-border pipeline systems for oil and 
gas transportation, nuclear power plants, and international power grids—encounter this wherever 
you go in the world. This situation shows that mega-projects are seen as attractive projects by 
decision-makers. 

There are several reasons why mega-projects become attractive to decision-makers (Flyvbjerg, 2004: 
53). The first reason is technological. Accordingly, these projects, which are the subject of advanced 
technology, have become feasible and rapidly preferred as technology has advanced. Secondly, mega-
projects are prioritised by politicians because they are both physically massive and possess symbolic 
value. Thirdly, there is the economic factor. Accordingly, large projects have always offered various 
groups the opportunity to earn large sums of money. This is the focus of attention for everyone who 
wants to take advantage of this opportunity. Finally, the growth in the economies of many countries 
around the world is increasing interest in these projects (Flyvbjerg, 2004: 53). Therefore, they are 
seen by decision-makers as suitable planning tools for implementing local, regional, and even 
national planning strategies and for positioning small and medium-sized cities in the international 
urban competitive environment. In other words, it constitutes the most important pillar of the 
planning approach adopted to enhance the competitiveness of a city or region (Albrechts, 2015: 106).  

Frey (2020), who examines this situation in terms of national development, states that “if your city, 
region, community, or country is not working on its own mega-projects, it will definitely fall behind”. 
At this point, it can be said that although there are setbacks in achieving the goals of such projects, 
they involve numerous negative aspects and carry various risks in implementation, they constitute a 
leading area of interest in urban policies (Leick, 2014: 54-55). Indeed, it is important to note that 
some of the largest projects involving high levels of resource allocation are as large as or greater than 
the gross domestic product (GDP) of many countries (Flyvbjerg, 2017: 3-4). Therefore, it is 
interesting that despite all the drawbacks and risks, an increasing number of mega-projects are being 
built every day, both quantitatively and qualitatively. Flyvbjerg et al. (2003) refer to this situation as 
the “megaproject paradox”. 

On the other hand, the increasing number of resources allocated to mega-projects makes the 
management of such projects even more important. Selecting the most suitable projects and 
accurately determining their economic, social, and environmental impacts is the most important 
point for decision-makers. Ultimately, the potential benefits of building the right projects in the right 
way are numerous, but the potential waste of building the wrong or faulty projects has far more 
negative impacts on the country and region (Flyvbjerg, 2014: 8). Therefore, mega-projects, even if 
very successful, are inherently challenging projects due to the technology they require, their high 
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costs, and the risks involved (Merrow, 1988: 3). It is important to bear in mind that the success or 
failure of such projects has the potential to affect all nations in both the short and long term 
(Flyvbjerg et al., 2003: 9-11). According to Merrow (1988: 3), the failure of such projects can lead to 
the collapse of companies and even governments. However, throughout history, humanity has 
constructed, and continues to construct, massive projects aimed at achieving both economic 
prosperity and the advancement of its spiritual world. The 21st century has seen a rapid increase in 
such projects as important tools for economic development, securing a place in the global 
competitive environment, and urbanisation. (Brookes, 2014: 241). In this new era, we are witnessing 
the construction of numerous projects worldwide that cost well over $1 billion and many of which 
are worth over $10 billion (Mace Group, 2025: 7). These projects, known as "gigaprojects," typically 
involve investments exceeding $10 billion, take a decade or more to complete, and have the potential 
to transform entire nations. According to a study conducted in 2025, the number of mega-projects 
and programs has increased by 280% in the last 15 years, exceeding 11,000, and more than 250 giga-
projects and programs are being implemented (Mace Group, 2025: 7).  

In Türkiye, which has followed developments in parallel with global trends, there has been a shift 
towards the development of large-scale projects and programs, especially since the 2000s (Dağ and 
Büyükpınar, 2024). The 1915 Çanakkale Bridge Project and the Osmangazi Bridge Project, which 
began construction during this period and recently became operational, are among these large-scale 
projects. These projects, which symbolise Türkiye's recent large-scale transportation investments 
and related economic choices, constitute important examples of a mega-project-focused 
development approach. However, they are also the focus of criticism due to their negative impacts 
on the environment and living things, the guaranteed vehicle passage agreements, the high toll fees, 
and the allegations that they lead to a waste of public resources. Therefore, examining these two 
projects offers a functional framework for concretising the debates surrounding the impact of large-
scale transportation projects on public benefit and economic well-being. In the next section of the 
study, these projects will be examined in detail, focusing on why they are at the centre of the 
objections, their benefits, costs, and the aspects from which they are criticised. 

The 1915 Çanakkale Bridge: Benefits, Costs, and Criticisms 

The 1915 Çanakkale Bridge and Highway Project, constructed in the Western Anatolia region of 
Türkiye, forms an important part of the Kınalı-Tekirdağ-Çanakkale-Savaştepe Highway Project, 
which starts in the Kınalı district of Istanbul and ends in the Savaştepe district of Balıkesir (1915 
Çanakkale, n.d). The project, located between the Lapseki and Gelibolu districts of Çanakkale, has a 
total length of approximately 92 km, consisting of an 88.5 km long highway and a bridge 
approximately 3.6 km long (ERM, 2018: 15). 

The project was first brought up during the period between 1984 and 1989. During these years, the 
idea of connecting the continents of Asia and Europe via the Dardanelles came to the fore. The 
project, which was brought up again in 1994, was put out to tender in 1995, but the winning firm 
subsequently withdrew from the project, citing the impossibility of constructing a bridge connecting 
two continents (Unay, 2022). The project, which resurfaced after 20 years, saw the initiation of both 
the Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) and the tender process in 2016. EIA approval for the 
entire 324.4 km project was granted in November 2016 (ERM, 2018: 15). 

The project, which is carried out under the responsibility of the General Directorate of Highways 
(KGM) affiliated with the Ministry of Transport and Infrastructure, was put out to tender with the 
decision that it would be operated under a build-operate-transfer model within the framework of a 
public-private partnership for a period of 16 years, 2 months and 12 days (ERM, 2018: 15-23). The 
process continued with the tender being won by a consortium consisting of Limak and Yapı Merkezi 
from Türkiye, and Daelim and SK Engineering from South Korea (1915 Çanakkale, n.d..; ERM, 2018: 
15). Subsequently, Çanakkale Highway and Bridge Construction Investment and Operation Inc. 
(ÇOK Inc.) was established by the aforementioned consortium (ERM, 2018: 15).  
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The foundations of the project were laid after the establishment of ÇOK Inc., the company 
responsible for the project's implementation, and the signing of the implementation contract in 2017 
(ERM, 2018: 23). In the same year, the “Circular Regarding the Kınalı-Tekirdağ-Çanakkale-
Savaştepe Highway, Malkara-Çanakkale Section (Including the 1915 Çanakkale Bridge) Project” was 
published (Circular Regarding the Kınalı-Tekirdağ-Çanakkale-Savaştepe Highway, Malkara-
Çanakkale Section (Including the 1915 Çanakkale Bridge) Project, 2017). This circular, consisting of 
18 articles, sets forth measures to ensure that the work on the Kınalı-Tekirdağ-Çanakkale-Savaştepe 
Expressway and the Malkara-Çanakkale (including the 1915 Çanakkale Bridge) Section Project can 
be completed within the specified timeframe. Since 2018, decisions regarding expedited 
expropriation have been published within the scope of the project. The project was completed and 
put into service in 2022. The project will be transferred to public ownership in 2034, the year the 
operating period ends. The total cost of the project is 3.1 billion Euros (Dünya Gazetesi, 2023). 

Described as the “necklace of the Dardanelles Strait” and the "bridge of symbols" (Euronews, 2022a), 
the project is said to provide public benefit in many aspects. Among these, the most prominent is the 
transit time between the continents of Europe and Asia. With the project, while emphasising the 
importance of reducing an intercontinental journey that used to take hours to just 6 minutes in terms 
of time savings, it is also stated that commercial activities will continue without interruption 
(Ministry of Transport and Infrastructure, 2022; Unay, 2022). The importance of the 1915 Çanakkale 
Bridge Project is also highlighted in terms of “improving the connection between Europe and 
Istanbul towards the Aegean Sea and the Middle East”, “providing an alternative connection between 
the western (European) side of Türkiye and İzmir (Türkiye's 3rd largest city)” and “providing a 
connection between Gebze-İzmir and Northern Marmara” (ERM, 2018: 91).  

On the other hand, despite its stated importance and benefits, the project is being criticised and 
debated in the public sphere from various perspectives. The first of these criticisms concerns the 
alleged negative impacts the project will have on the natural environment. Accordingly, it is claimed 
that “the new highways to be built along with the bridge will cause great damage to the Kaz 
Mountains and agricultural areas in the region”, “will change the face of the entire Marmara region, 
especially Southern Marmara”, and “Marmara will be surrounded by highways like a handcuff... 
these highways will form the infrastructure and trigger for the construction that will take place there” 
(Altınışık, 2016). Another criticism levelled against the project concerns the fact that it is being 
implemented with a treasury guarantee. Accordingly, the project has a guaranteed daily passage of 
45,000 vehicles and an annual passage of 16,425,000 vehicles (memurlar.net, 2023; Euronews, 
2022b). According to 2024 data, 2,684,738 vehicles crossed the bridge, which has a guaranteed 
annual traffic volume of 16,425,000 vehicles. The project, which is said to have a 16% completion 
rate and an 84% margin of error, has faced significant criticism in this regard. It is stated that this 
leads to a waste of public resources and creates a burden on the treasury.  This situation, which calls 
into question the sustainability of the project, raises claims that the project needs to be reviewed in 
light of the principle of public benefit (Burası Çanakkale, 2025). Among the criticisms levelled 
against the project is the view that it “will create problems rather than add value to the region”. 
Accordingly, while the project is expected to solve the traffic problem in the short term, there are 
claims that in the long term, it will lead to a further increase in traffic problems due to increased 
migration to the region (Közleme and Çil, 2021: 4268). Another criticism levelled against the project 
concerns the bridge toll. According to the agreement, the toll fee for cars, which is 15 Euros + VAT 
per vehicle, is charged at 795 TL as of January 2025. It is argued that the high toll fees, which are 
contrary to the nature of a public service, are unaffordable for a significant portion of the public, and 
for those who can afford them, resulting in an "economic burden" on the public, a waste of public 
resources, and a failure to serve the public interest (Gazete Halkım, 2025). All these different 
opinions and perspectives have persisted from the time the project was first conceived to the present 
day.  
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Osmangazi Bridge: Benefits, Costs, and Criticisms 

The Osmangazi Bridge Project is a suspension bridge project that forms the most important part of 
the Gebze-Orhangazi-Izmir Highway Project (including the Izmir Bay Crossing and connecting 
roads), which has a total length of 426 km. The project, which connects the two sides of the Izmit 
Gulf with its length of 2,682 m, was built between Hersek Cape, located on the border of Dilovası 
district of Kocaeli and Altınova district of Yalova (KGM, n.d.). 

The construction process for the project, which is under the responsibility of KGM (General 
Directorate of Highways) affiliated with the Ministry of Transport and Infrastructure, began with a 
tender held in 2009. Otoyol Yatırım ve İşletme A.Ş., established in 2010 by the Nurol-Özaltın-
Makyol-Astaldi-Yüksel-Göçay Group, which won the tender, became responsible for the 
construction and operation of the project. In the same year, a contract was signed between KGM and 
Otoyol Yatırım ve İşletme A.Ş., and the implementation contract came into effect in 2013. With this, 
work on the project had begun, and the bridge was completed in 2016 (memurlar.net, 2019; Nurol 
İnşaat, n.d.). The entire Gebze-Orhangazi-Izmir Highway Project (including the Izmir Gulf Crossing 
and connecting roads) was completed in 2019 (Otoyol Yatırım ve İşletme A.Ş., n.d.). In 2010, a 
circular was issued by the Prime Ministry to ensure the smooth progress of the construction process 
and the completion of the project within the specified timeframe (Prime Ministry Circular Regarding 
the Gebze-Orhangazi-Izmir Highway, 2010). 

The Osmangazi Bridge Project, constructed under the build-operate-transfer (BOT) model within 
the framework of a public-private partnership, has a contract period of 22 years and 4 months from 
the date the implementation contract came into effect.  The project will be transferred to public 
ownership on July 15, 2035. The transfer in question, including financing and project design, as well 
as its operation, maintenance, and repair throughout this period, will be carried out free of charge, 
with the project in a fully maintained, operational, and usable condition at the end of the contract 
period, without any debts or obligations. The total cost of the project is 10 billion TL (memurlar.net, 
2019; Otoyol Yatırım ve İşletme A.Ş., n.d.). The project, which is being implemented with a treasury 
guarantee, has been guaranteed a daily passage of 40,000 vehicles (Independent Türkçe, 2019). 

The main objective of the project, which creates an alternative transportation model for crossing the 
Gulf of Izmit, is to reduce the travel time across the gulf. Accordingly, the gulf, which could be crossed 
in 1.5 hours by car and 45-60 minutes by ferry, can now be crossed in 6 minutes via the Osmangazi 
Bridge (KGM, n.d.). The project also aims to reduce traffic load on the highway network in the 
Marmara and Aegean Regions, to revitalize the local and regional economy by attracting industrial 
investments to the provinces along the project route, to provide connectivity between the ports in 
the region, and to reduce emission increases and noise pollution associated with traffic congestion 
(Ministry of Transport, Maritime Affairs and Communications, 2012: 41). 

In line with these goals, the Osmangazi Bridge, which has been operational for approximately 8 
years, in addition to the convenience and benefits it provides, has been criticised from various angles 
for the entire project. Some of these criticisms have also been taken to court and addressed on a legal 
basis. Among the first criticisms and lawsuits in this regard was the circular issued to ensure the 
project could be completed within the specified timeframe. Article 9 of the circular states: 

When conducting environmental impact assessments for the project and its necessary facilities such 
as material quarries, access roads, power transmission lines, storage areas, ready-mixed concrete 
plants, asphalt plants, and production facilities required for infrastructure and superstructure 
construction, the fact that the project was included in the investment program before February 7, 
1993, will be taken into consideration, and the exemption from the Environmental Impact 
Assessment Regulation will be evaluated accordingly (Prime Ministry Circular Regarding the Gebze-
Orhangazi-Izmir Highway, 2010). 

This provision, which granted an EIA exemption for the project, was challenged in court with a 
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request for a stay of execution and annulment on the grounds that the project would have 
environmental and economic impacts on all provinces along its route during the construction and 
operation process, and that these impacts needed to be evaluated. The relevant provision was 
suspended and its execution halted by the 14th Chamber of the Council of State on the grounds that 
“it introduced a regulation that broadened the exemption from the Environmental Impact 
Assessment process” and “the provision of the circular was not in compliance with the 
Environmental Law and the Environmental Impact Assessment Regulation on which it is based” 
(Council of State Administrative Litigation Chambers Board, Case No. 2013/2534 and Decision No. 
2015/915; Tayman, 2012). Following a lawsuit filed in 2013 to annul Article 9 of the Circular, Article 
1 of the Regulation Amending the Environmental Impact Assessment Regulation, which came into 
force in 2011, was amended again in the same year. As a result of the aforementioned change, the 
EIA exemption granted to the project by the Circular has been clearly established on a legal basis 
(Council of State Administrative Litigation Chambers Board, Case No. 2013/2534 and Decision No. 
2015/915).  

 Also in 2011, a lawsuit was filed requesting the suspension and annulment of Article 1 of the 
Regulation amending the Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) Regulation, which amended 
Article 3 of the EIA Regulation dated 2011, cited as the basis for the EIA exemption for the project 
(Pekdaş, 2011). The fact that the project encompasses many settlements between Istanbul and Izmir, 
and that its impact on forests, agricultural lands, and wetlands is inevitable, has made the 
Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) exemption decision a matter of debate. Therefore, various 
civil actors have filed lawsuits seeking the suspension and annulment of the Ministry of Environment 
and Forestry's decision to exempt the project from the EIA process, as well as the regulation article 
enacted in 2011 that formed the basis for this decision. Of the three cases in this regard, two resulted 
in “dismissal of the case on grounds of lack of standing” (Council of State, 14th Chamber, Case No. 
2011/13296 and Decision No. 2011/450; Council of State, 14th Chamber, Case No. 2011/13742 and 
Decision No. 2011/796). In the appeal of Decision No. E. 2011/13296 and K. 2011/450 of the 14th 
Chamber of the Council of State, the decision to “dismiss the case on grounds of lack of standing” 
was overturned (Council of State Administrative Litigation Chambers Board, Case No. 2011/2123 
and Decision No. 2013/4686). 

While the project faced legal challenges during the construction phase, it has also been the subject 
of various criticisms since the start of operations following its completion. Firstly, two civilian actors 
challenged the project, which is subject to a toll fee, in court. The case was filed on the grounds that 
“while no tolls are collected on other two-lane roads, the practice of collecting tolls on the two-lane 
roads crossing the Osmangazi Bridge is also contrary to the law” (Gazete Duvar, 2016). In connection 
with toll roads, it was stated that this situation restricts vehicle traffic, the vehicle traffic guarantee 
provided by the state is not being met, and the state is incurring losses. However, according to 2024 
data, the guaranteed vehicle traffic was exceeded for the first time with 19,464,305 vehicles annually 
(Böcüoğlu Bodur, 2025). On the other hand, there are also allegations that the state made guarantee 
payments to the project company despite the vehicle traffic exceeding the guaranteed volume (Anka 
Haber Ajansı, 2025). As a result, the project is heavily criticised by the public because it is being 
implemented with a treasury guarantee. 

The Osmangazi Bridge Project, operating as a large-scale public investment project, is facing intense 
criticism due to its inclusion in the Gebze-Orhangazi-Izmir Highway Project (including the Izmir Bay 
Crossing and connecting roads), both from environmental, economic, and social perspectives, and 
in terms of it not being accessible to everyone. While some of these criticisms have been taken to 
court, others are still being debated in the public sphere. 

Analysis of the Reasons for Controversy in the 1915 Çanakkale and Osmangazi Bridge 
Projects 

Mega projects, which constitute large-scale public investments, are a key element of economic 
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growth, global competitiveness, and urbanisation strategies in today's world. Megaprojects, which 
are among the priority policy objectives of decision-makers at the international level and involve 
comprehensive changes, are increasingly on the public agenda due to their impacts on living 
organisms and the environment, the changes they cause in social structures, and their effects on the 
economy. At this point, the issue is being addressed on a broad scale, ranging from the disruption of 
the demographic structure and loss of biodiversity to paving the way for various disasters such as 
earthquakes, and the destruction of cultural heritage. However, allegations that costs were 
significantly exceeded, public resources were wasted, construction was delayed for extended periods, 
there was considerable uncertainty, and the projects were managed without accountability and 
transparency also keep these projects on the agenda. This situation brings about different 
perspectives and debates regarding the projects, raising questions about why mega-projects are at 
the centre of objections, from what angles they are criticised, and what their benefits are. 

Project Objectives and Expected Public Benefits 

The main benefit and goal for both projects appears to be reducing time spent in traffic. It can be 
said that the main benefit of the 1915 Çanakkale Bridge Project is to save time by reducing 
intercontinental crossing time, while also ensuring that commercial activities continue without 
interruption. The Osmangazi Bridge Project primarily aims to reduce the travel time across the Gulf 
of Izmit and to alleviate congestion on the Marmara and Aegean highway networks, thereby 
balancing the traffic load. In this context, it can be said that the project aims to revitalise the local 
economy by attracting industrial investments to the provinces along the route, strengthen 
integration between ports, and achieve environmental improvement by reducing traffic-related noise 
and emissions. On the other hand, they appear to be on controversial ground due to the costs they 
are argued to cause, or will cause, on ecological, social, economic, and public aspects. 

Ecological and Environmental Impact: Destruction of Natural Structures and 
Demographic Transformation 

The first criticism levelled against the projects concerns their ecological and environmental impacts, 
as well as the changes that will occur in the demographic structure. Accordingly, it is claimed that 
the 1915 Çanakkale Bridge Project will damage the Kaz Mountains, which are among the most 
important natural structures of the region, negatively affect agricultural areas in the region, lead to 
significant changes in the structure of Southern Marmara, and accelerate construction with the 
increase in highways. The fact that the Osmangazi Bridge Project was exempt from the EIA has 
drawn numerous criticisms. It is argued that the negative impacts of the project, particularly its 
effects on wildlife and the environment, are being ignored or downplayed by this exemption. It is 
stated that all of these will lead to the destruction of natural life in the project areas and will have 
negative effects on ecological life. 

PPP Model and Public Loss Debates: The Financial Cost of Treasury-Guaranteed 
Projects 

The 1915 Çanakkale Bridge and Osmangazi Bridge projects are examples of projects implemented 
under the build-operate-transfer (BOT) model within the framework of the Public-Private 
Partnership (PPP) model. The fact that the project is being carried out with a Treasury guarantee 
and that there is a margin of error in the actual number of vehicles covered by the guarantee are 
among the major criticisms levelled against the projects. This raises questions about whether this 
situation hinders the efficient use of public resources and whether it imposes a financial burden on 
the public. On the other hand, the fact that vehicle toll fees are based on foreign currency and that 
the difference is covered from the general budget if the guaranteed number of vehicles is not reached 
gives rise to discussions about the waste of public resources. Indeed, both projects are currently the 
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subject of intense debate due to criticisms that they lead to a waste of public resources because they 
are being implemented with treasury guarantees. 

Public Interest Caught in the Grip of Accessibility: Questioning High Tolls  

The accessibility debates surrounding the 1915 Çanakkale Bridge and Osmangazi Bridge projects 
remain relevant, fueled by claims that the gap between the public benefit these projects aim to 
achieve and reality is widening. Public services are defined by their accessibility to all, but the fact 
that these projects are subject to toll fees based on foreign currency raises questions about whether 
they meet this standard. Toll fees, which increase annually depending on the exchange rate, are out 
of sync with citizens' purchasing power and undermine the public benefit aspect that forms the basis 
of these projects. The financial burden on citizens resulting from high tolls not only prevents 
everyone from benefiting equally from these bridges as public services but also, by limiting vehicle 
traffic, leads to continued payments from the general budget to meet the guaranteed number of 
vehicles. This issue has been the subject of intense criticism and debate for both projects. 

Conclusion 

Mega projects, which are rapidly increasing in both number and physical size worldwide, are 
showing a similar trend in Türkiye. We are witnessing the planning and construction of numerous 
large-scale projects, particularly in the transportation and energy sectors. The 1915 Çanakkale Bridge 
Project and the Osmangazi Bridge Project, which are among the projects in question, constitute the 
focus of this study. Projects that are discussed from different perspectives in the public sphere are at 
the centre of various debates, in addition to their importance and benefits. 

Although there are defences and opinions regarding the various benefits that both projects are 
expected to provide, primarily on the ecological and economic structure, as a result of their technical 
achievements, they appear to be on controversial ground due to the costs they are argued to have 
caused or will cause on ecological, social, economic, and public aspects. In other words, the projects 
appear to have a significant conflict between being seen as a strategic development tool due to the 
anticipated benefits and the differing viewpoints regarding public and ecological costs. Within this 
conflict structure, allegations stand out that the projects will disrupt the natural environment of the 
project areas, lead to population growth, result in the waste of public resources due to being 
implemented with treasury guarantees, and create a financial burden on citizens due to high toll fees, 
thus failing to serve the public interest. In conclusion, it is fair to say that large-scale investments 
have sparked major controversy. 

In conclusion, this study focuses on the anticipated goals and benefits of the 1915 Çanakkale Bridge 
and Osmangazi Bridge projects, as well as the aspects that are criticised and debated. While it offers 
a comprehensive qualitative analysis of the criticisms surrounding these projects, it does have some 
limitations. Firstly, the research was conducted methodologically based on document analysis. 
Secondly, the focus of the study prioritises revealing critical perspectives and objections to the 
project rather than comparing the financial costs and expected public benefits. Future research is 
recommended to systematically compare expected public benefits with long-term economic 
outcomes using mixed or quantitative methods. Furthermore, future studies could be conducted on 
similar research within the context of mega-projects that have been or are being built in different 
areas. Such studies will contribute to a multifaceted understanding of the issue. 
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This paper investigates the subtle erosion of democracy in Japan, arguing that 

systemic non-statutory information secrecy functions as a key mechanism within 

the theoretical framework of Autocracy 2.0. The Autocracy 2.0 model posits that 

democratic forms are outwardly maintained while their political substance is 

strategically hollowed out. The study explores the structural and cultural 

foundations of Japan’s administrative opacity, demonstrating that information 

control extends far beyond statutory secrecy laws. It is institutionalised through 

entrenched bureaucratic norms—including the notorious practice of “absence of 

documents”—as well as through the exploitation of legal loopholes and the 

deployment of political tactics such as rhetorical framing and selective disclosure. 

A comparative case analysis across four high-stakes policy domains—immigration, 

nuclear power, public health, and COVID-19 vaccine policy—reveals recurring 

patterns designed to manage public opinion formation and suppress dissent. 

Collectively, these practices erode the citizenry’s right to know and undermine 

popular sovereignty, contributing to an incremental drift toward a managed, semi-

authoritarian state. The government thereby preserves the façade of democratic 

procedure while constraining its substantive operation. The analysis concludes by 

proposing a three-pronged reform agenda—comprehensive legal revision, 

institutionalisation of independent accountability mechanisms, and active civic 

empowerment—as essential measures for democratic revitalisation and the 

restoration of transparency. 

Introduction 

The foundation of any modern democracy lies in the public’s right to know, a prerequisite for citizens 
to participate meaningfully in decision-making and to monitor governmental power. This right 
presupposes a transparent information environment in which citizens can freely access accurate and 
reliable data held by public authorities. In Japan, however, administrative and political practices 
have fostered a persistent regime of non-statutory secrecy—forms of information concealment that 
extend beyond legally mandated confidentiality. Such practices exemplify a broader system of 
information control (Guriev and Treisman, 2019), whereby the state strategically regulates the 
circulation of knowledge and restricts public access to critical information. These mechanisms 
correspond to the model of “Autocracy 2.0” (Yang, 2024), a form of governance in which democratic 
institutions—elections, legislatures, and courts—are formally retained but their substantive 
functions are hollowed out through subtle constraints on transparency, accountability, and civic 
participation. Within this model, incumbents consolidate power not by abolishing democratic 
institutions outright but by manipulating information flows, weakening oversight mechanisms, and 
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marginalising citizens’ capacity for informed deliberation. 

The societal consequences of this administrative opacity are profound. They reach to the core of 
public trust, policy legitimacy, and governance accountability. While corporate information 
concealment often provokes public condemnation, analogous practices within the state apparatus 
exert far greater influence on democratic integrity. Moreover, these practices are frequently 
reinforced through the cooperation—or at times the complicity—of mass media, which amplify 
official narratives while marginalising dissenting perspectives. Hence, Japan’s information control 
regime should not be viewed merely as an isolated bureaucratic defect but as a structural threat to 
the very foundations of democratic governance. Against this background, this paper poses these 
central research questions: How do informal, non-statutory practices of information secrecy within 
Japan’s central government and political institutions operate? In what ways do they contribute to 
the quiet erosion of democratic transparency and accountability? And how can these practices be 
effectively reformed or improved? 

Existing scholarly works have focused largely on statutory and institutional frameworks. Analyses of 
the Act on Access to Information Held by Administrative Organs (1999) emphasise its extensive 
exemptions and the broad discretion it grants administrative agencies, thereby limiting effective 
transparency (Kadomatsu, 2018). Similarly, the Act on the Protection of Specially Designated Secrets 
(2013), though officially justified on national security grounds, has been widely criticised for 
constraining the public’s right to know, impeding journalistic inquiry, and falling short of 
international human rights standards (Hofsommer and Halperin, 2014). In political science, the 
literature on Autocracy 2.0 has primarily examined authoritarian regimes—most notably in China—
where governments employ advanced technologies and sophisticated governance strategies to 
regulate information flows, manage public opinion, and sustain economic and international 
legitimacy (Yang, 2024). Yet, this literature seldom addresses the informal, non-statutory 
mechanisms of secrecy that are deeply embedded within the administrative routines, political 
strategies, and media relations of formally democratic systems such as Japan (Suzuki, 1995; 
Buchmeier, 2024). 

This omission is consequential. Statutory secrecy frameworks alone cannot account for the 
persistence of opacity. Informal practices, which are rooted in bureaucratic culture, political 
manoeuvring, and organisational inertia, play a critical role in structuring the boundaries of public 
discourse and determining what information is deemed legitimate for release. Through mechanisms 
such as selective disclosure, rhetorical reframing, and suppression of inconvenient data, these 
practices progressively narrow the informational basis of democratic deliberation. This study seeks 
to fill that analytical gap by systematically examining non-statutory information secrecy within 
Japan’s central government and political institutions. Employing a comparative case study across 
four major policy domains—immigration, nuclear power, public health and safety, and the COVID-
19 vaccine rollout—the analysis identifies recurring patterns of information control and their 
structural consequences. Each case illustrates a distinctive yet complementary facet of 
administrative opacity: immigration policy exemplifies rhetorical framing used to delimit legitimate 
debate; nuclear power demonstrates the technical management of information to sustain public 
confidence; public health and safety expose paternalistic withholding of risk data; and COVID-19 
vaccine policy reveals selective disclosure designed to shape public behaviour. Taken together, these 
cases illuminate how informal practices, institutional loopholes, and bureaucratic norms coalesce to 
weaken transparency, erode popular sovereignty, and transform governance into a managed 
democracy that verges on semi-authoritarianism. 

The objective of this paper is not only analytical but normative: to clarify the mechanisms of 
informational opacity and articulate a pathway for democratic revitalisation. Legal and institutional 
reforms—such as the comprehensive revision of the Information Disclosure Act and the 
establishment of a robust public document management system—are indispensable. Yet reforms 
must also encompass civic empowerment, enabling citizens to engage actively in governance and 
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reclaim control over information. Only through such structural and participatory renewal can Japan 
sustain the substantive values of liberal democracy. 

Methodology 

This study employs a qualitative, comparative case-study methodology, extending the theoretical 
and analytical lineage established in The Rest 16(1): Autocracy 2.0 and the Informational Turn in 
Democratic Backsliding (Sakurai, 2026). Anchored in the frameworks of Yang’s (2024) Autocracy 
2.0 and Guriev and Treisman’s (2019) Informational Autocracy, this approach facilitates the 
examination of how executive authority is consolidated within a formally democratic regime without 
overt coercion. Whereas the preceding research offers a macro-level comparative analysis, 
identifying Japan as a “least-likely” case for democratic backsliding and contrasting its technocratic 
drift with Turkey’s populist deconsolidation, the present study undertakes a micro-level 
investigation of the mechanisms underpinning that drift. The analytical focus thus shifts from 
institutional architecture, such as statutory secrecy regimes, to non-statutory informational practices 
that operationalise this transformation in everyday governance. 

By investigating the informal routines through which information control is institutionalised—
bureaucratic norms, political strategies, and organisational habits—this study addresses a critical 
lacuna in existing literature. These practices include selective disclosure, rhetorical framing, and 
strategic suppression of data deemed politically inconvenient, all of which gradually erode 
transparency and accountability. To operationalise this inquiry, the research adopts a nested 
comparative design within a single-country context. Four distinct policy sectors—immigration, 
nuclear power, public health and safety, and COVID-19 vaccine policy—are selected as analytical 
cases. This design facilitates the triangulation of evidence across diverse bureaucratic and political 
settings, revealing the recurrent logics of information management. 

The immigration case demonstrates the use of rhetorical framing to constrain policy discourse and 
depoliticize human rights concerns; the nuclear power case reveals technocratic information 
management aimed at manufacturing and maintaining public confidence; the public health and 
safety case highlights the paternalistic withholding of risk information justified under the guise of 
“avoiding public confusion”; and the COVID-19 vaccine case exposes deliberate selective disclosure 
used to shape behavioral compliance during crisis governance. Through this cross-sectoral 
comparison, the study traces the convergence of informal practices, institutional loopholes, and 
bureaucratic norms that collectively produce systemic opacity. The findings elucidate how 
transparency is structurally weakened, how popular sovereignty is eroded, and how liberal 
democracy risks transformation into a managed, semi-authoritarian state—a quintessential 
manifestation of Autocracy 2.0 under democratic guise. 

Motives and Mechanisms of Information Control in Japan 

The concealment of politically or administratively significant information by Japan’s authorities is 
not a passive by-product of bureaucratic inertia but a proactive and strategic process designed to 
manage the information environment and preserve existing power hierarchies. This pervasive 
practice is sustained through a structural symbiosis that combines political strategies to consolidate 
authority with bureaucratic mechanisms deeply embedded in administrative culture. A detailed 
examination of these two dimensions—political and bureaucratic—is essential to understanding the 
quiet but systematic erosion of democratic accountability in contemporary Japan. 

Political Motives and Strategies 

The political impetus for information control in Japan is fundamentally twofold. It serves both to 
shape the boundaries of public discourse and to consolidate the power of entrenched elites. 
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From “Avoiding Chaos” to “Managing Public Will Formation” 

Political actors frequently justify secrecy through a paternalistic discourse that emphasises the need 
to “avoid social confusion” or prevent “unwarranted public anxiety” that might hinder smooth policy 
implementation. This justification presupposes a citizenry incapable of responsibly processing 
complex or sensitive information. However, this seemingly protective rationale often conceals a far 
more strategic objective: the active management of public will formation. By selectively withholding 
inconvenient statistical data, expert reports, or internal deliberations, particularly in politically 
sensitive fields such as immigration reform, nuclear energy, or pandemic response, political leaders 
effectively reduce the likelihood of organised resistance to controversial policies. 

The practice of selective disclosure is central to this strategy. By revealing only partial information 
at critical junctures, policymakers can steer public debate toward a predetermined interpretive frame 
and present major policy changes as routine, technical, or administrative necessities. This 
informational asymmetry fundamentally weakens the quality of democratic deliberation, as citizens 
are deprived of the factual foundation required to form independent and well-informed judgments. 
In this sense, information control becomes an essential tool for sustaining a technocratic mode of 
governance that privileges bureaucratic and political elites while marginalising public participation. 

From Special Interest Inducement to the Centralisation of Political Power 

A second major motive for political secrecy lies in the protection of special interests and the 
consequent centralisation of political power. Information relating to public works, procurement 
processes, regulatory reforms, and major administrative programs carries immense political and 
economic value. By restricting public access to such information while selectively sharing it with 
favoured corporations, allied politicians, or key organisational stakeholders, political leaders 
reinforce clientelist networks and patronage systems. These selective disclosure practices sustain 
reciprocal exchanges of political loyalty, administrative compliance, and financial benefits. 

The deliberate concealment of politically sensitive information also shields elites from public 
scrutiny and suppresses potential rivalries within the political system. It effectively prevents citizens 
and opposition parties from identifying instances of favouritism, cronyism, or corruption, thereby 
obstructing democratic oversight. Over time, this systematic opacity transforms governance into a 
structure oriented less toward the collective public good than toward the preservation of elite 
interests. The cumulative effect is a subtle but persistent hollowing of democratic governance, in 
which procedural democracy endures yet substantive accountability is steadily eroded. 

Bureaucratic Mechanisms and Administrative Culture 

While political motives drive the demand for secrecy, bureaucratic structures and norms supply the 
institutional and cultural mechanisms through which secrecy is sustained. Two dimensions are 
particularly critical: the legal and procedural loopholes in Japan’s transparency framework, and the 
deep-rooted administrative culture of risk avoidance and conformity. 

The Limits of the Information Disclosure Act and the “Absence of Public Documents” 

Information control within the bureaucracy is facilitated by both the structural weaknesses and the 
interpretive elasticity of Japan’s transparency legislation. The Information Disclosure Act of 1999, 
while ostensibly designed to ensure governmental openness, contains broad and ambiguously 
defined exemptions—most notably for “information concerning the process of will formation” 
(Article 5, paragraph (v)). This provision grants bureaucrats wide discretion to withhold documents 
pertaining to policy deliberation, effectively rendering the policymaking process opaque. Even more 
problematic is the Act’s vague definition of what constitutes an “administrative document.” By 
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exploiting this ambiguity, bureaucrats can circumvent disclosure obligations altogether through 
non-creation or non-preservation of records, a practice that undermines the very spirit of 
transparency law. 

The Moritomo Gakuen scandal (2017–2018) (Repeta 2017; SNA 2021) starkly exposed this systemic 
vulnerability. The scandal, involving the deeply discounted sale of state-owned land to a nationalist 
school operator with alleged ties to political figures, revealed how bureaucratic manipulation of 
records can be weaponised to obscure accountability. Officials within the Ministry of Finance altered 
and deleted key sections of official documents to remove references to senior politicians, effectively 
erasing evidence of political involvement. While civil litigation confirmed the illegality of the 
tampering and established state responsibility, criminal accountability for senior officials was never 
pursued. This outcome underscored the limitations of Japan’s institutional mechanisms for 
enforcing transparency and demonstrated how intentional bureaucratic non-disclosure can be 
employed to shield both administrative and political elites from scrutiny. 

Bureaucratic Culture and Control by “Atmosphere” 

Beyond legal and procedural deficiencies, Japan’s administrative opacity is reinforced by deeply 
entrenched bureaucratic norms and an overarching culture of risk avoidance. Practices such as 
failing to create records, neglecting to preserve them, or claiming that documents “do not exist” 
reflect not isolated acts of negligence but a coherent institutional logic aimed at minimising personal 
and organisational accountability. Within Japan’s hierarchical and harmony-oriented bureaucracy, 
lower-level officials are implicitly discouraged from compiling or presenting information that might 
be politically inconvenient or critical of policy direction. Consequently, dissenting or alternative 
viewpoints are often suppressed before they are ever formalised in written form. 

This informal mechanism, often described as “control by atmosphere”, operates through tacit 
pressure and internalised conformity rather than explicit orders. Bureaucrats learn to intuit and 
reproduce the preferences of their superiors, avoiding actions that might disrupt administrative 
harmony. The result is a pervasive culture of anticipatory self-censorship, in which potentially 
disruptive information is neutralised at the stage of production. Secrecy, therefore, is maintained not 
only through legal loopholes or administrative design but also through organisational psychology 
and collective professional norms. In this way, Japan’s bureaucratic culture itself becomes a 
mechanism of information control that perpetuates executive dominance while insulating public 
institutions from accountability. 

The Interdependence of Political and Bureaucratic Secrecy 

The mechanisms employed by political leaders and bureaucrats, though distinct in their rationales 
and techniques, are mutually reinforcing and structurally interdependent. Political executives 
benefit from bureaucratic practices of non-documentation, selective disclosure, and administrative 
discretion, which provide convenient, non-attributable means of concealing sensitive information or 
deflecting public controversy. Bureaucrats, in turn, derive institutional protection and legitimacy 
from political narratives that rationalise secrecy as a necessity for national stability, administrative 
efficiency, or the avoidance of “social chaos.” 

This symbiotic relationship produces a self-sustaining cycle: political actors set the strategic 
imperatives for opacity, while bureaucrats operationalise them through procedural manipulation 
and cultural conformity. The result is a systemic culture of non-disclosure, embedded within both 
political decision-making and administrative practice. Together, these intertwined mechanisms 
severely constrain transparency, weaken democratic oversight, and normalise secrecy as a functional 
component of governance. The convergence of political motives and bureaucratic mechanisms thus 
represents one of the most significant structural factors underpinning Japan’s quiet democratic 
erosion, transforming what appears to be a rule-based democracy into a managed polity sustained 
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by information asymmetry and institutionalised opacity. The concealment of important information 
by Japan’s administrative and political authorities is not merely a passive or accidental outcome of 
bureaucratic inertia; rather, it represents a proactive and strategic effort to manage the information 
environment and secure existing power structures. This pervasive practice is sustained through a 
structural symbiosis, combining distinct political strategies aimed at consolidating authority with 
bureaucratic mechanisms deeply embedded in Japan’s administrative culture. A detailed 
examination of these two dimensions is crucial for understanding the quiet erosion of democratic 
accountability. 

Case Study of Information Control in Key Policy Areas 

This section examines how information control manifests across four major policy domains—
immigration, nuclear power, public health and safety, and the COVID-19 vaccine rollout—to identify 
the shared structural features that reveal a systemic challenge to democratic governance in Japan. 
Unlike ordinary corporate or administrative opacity, these patterns of control are rooted in the state’s 
institutional power to shape public discourse and sustained through the cooperation, or at times 
complicity, of mass media institutions. The following analysis demonstrates how political and 
bureaucratic motives converge to produce strategic opacity in policy areas that directly affect the 
nation’s welfare and the lives of citizens. 

Immigration: Information Control Through the “Absence of Debate” 

Japan’s approach to labour migration policy exemplifies a form of political information control 
achieved through strategic rhetorical framing and deliberate depoliticisation. Despite severe 
demographic decline and growing economic dependence on foreign workers, successive 
administrations—especially under Prime Minister Shinzo Abe—repeatedly avoided the politically 
sensitive term “immigration policy.” Instead, they substituted more technocratic and seemingly 
neutral expressions such as “policy on foreign nationals” or “utilisation of foreign human resources.” 
This linguistic reframing, disseminated through major media outlets including NHK, served to 
obscure the fundamentally transformative nature of these policies. 

Abe’s frequent insistence that “the government has no intention to promote a so-called immigration 
policy” achieved a dual strategic function: it placated nationalist and conservative constituencies 
wary of social change while also minimising potential public resistance that a forthright 
acknowledgement of immigration would have provoked. As a result, substantive reforms—such as 
the expansion of the Technical Intern Training Program and the introduction of new visa 
categories—were presented as minor administrative adjustments rather than as structural shifts with 
lasting societal impact. This strategy successfully generated what scholars have termed an “absence 
of debate” (Higuchi et al., 2024), effectively depriving the public of opportunities to scrutinise or 
contest policy decisions. 

However, this rhetorical containment has begun to show limits. Immigration has gained increasing 
visibility in digital and political spaces, particularly in the context of the July 2025 House of 
Councillors election. In a notable press conference on July 30, 2025, Minister of Justice Keisuke 
Suzuki projected that the number of foreign residents could exceed 10 per cent of Japan’s total 
population—around ten million people—by 2040 (JNPC, 2025). This public acknowledgement of a 
demographic trajectory previously downplayed by officials indicates a growing difficulty in 
sustaining rhetorical avoidance. As Chiavacci (2025) observes, demographic and economic 
imperatives are gradually overwhelming the government’s ability to unilaterally control discourse, 
signalling a partial breakdown of the long-standing narrative management that has characterised 
Japan’s immigration debate. 
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Nuclear Power: Information Control to Sustain the “Safety Myth” 

The governance of nuclear power in Japan has long been defined by an institutionalised regime of 
information control orchestrated jointly by the state and the electric utility industry, particularly the 
Tokyo Electric Power Company (TEPCO). The central objective of this control has been to perpetuate 
the “safety myth”—the belief that Japan’s nuclear facilities are fundamentally secure and risk-free. 
Prior to the 2011 Fukushima Daiichi disaster, government agencies and energy corporations 
routinely withheld critical technical reports and dissenting expert assessments that identified safety 
deficiencies and seismic vulnerabilities. Such information was suppressed under the pretexts of 
“national security” and “corporate confidentiality,” thereby concealing known risks from public and 
legislative scrutiny. 

In the aftermath of the disaster, similar patterns persisted. Both TEPCO and state authorities delayed 
releasing essential data on radioactive contamination, long-term health risks, and evacuation 
planning. The rationale was to prevent “public panic” and the destabilisation of political support for 
nuclear energy. This deliberate withholding of information functioned as a crisis management 
strategy aimed at preserving policy continuity rather than promoting accountability or reform. 

Even after the disaster exposed the moral and institutional fragility of Japan’s nuclear governance, 
judicial reluctance to enforce accountability has reinforced systemic opacity. Higher courts, 
including the Supreme Court, have consistently refrained from issuing definitive rulings on the 
criminal liability of TEPCO executives despite substantial evidence of neglected safety obligations. 
This judicial restraint, rooted in the Court’s historical aversion to politically charged rulings (Satoh, 
2008), has perpetuated a culture of impunity. As Higuchi (2025) notes, the TEPCO case illustrates 
how information control serves both prospective and retrospective functions, preventing public 
opposition to future policy while retroactively shielding elites from responsibility for past failures. 

Public Health and Safety: Information Control Based on the Premise of “Public 
Ignorance” 

In the domain of public health and environmental safety, which encompasses areas such as the 
regulation of food additives, carcinogenic substances, and genetically modified crops, Japan’s 
administrative bureaucracy continues to display a deeply entrenched culture of secrecy. Scientific 
risk assessments, advisory panel minutes, and expert deliberations are frequently withheld from 
disclosure under the justification that they constitute part of the “process of will formation,” a legal 
phrase invoked to exempt such materials from release under the Information Disclosure Act 
(Kadomatsu, 2018). 

This practice reveals a persistent paternalistic ideology premised upon the notion of “public 
ignorance.” Bureaucrats often assume that ordinary citizens lack the technical literacy or analytical 
capacity to interpret complex scientific information without misunderstanding or getting unduly 
anxious about it. As a result, data that could generate public concern or criticism, such as the results 
of toxicological studies, risk-model uncertainties, and dissenting expert opinions, are systematically 
excluded from public access. 

Such administrative opacity functions not only as a mechanism to “protect” the public from 
confusion but also as a means to insulate both industrial and regulatory interests from democratic 
scrutiny. Through the selective disclosure and control of scientific information, administrative 
authorities reinforce an authoritarian epistemology in which the state claims exclusive prerogative 
to define what constitutes “sound knowledge.” Critics contend that this entrenched practice 
perpetuates a bureaucratic monopoly over the science–policy interface and marginalises 
independent research, external expertise, and civil society participation (Yamada et al., 2023). 
Ultimately, the continued withholding of information erodes democratic deliberation by depriving 
citizens of the epistemic resources required to form reasoned judgments on issues of health and 
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environmental risk. 

Expert organisations, meanwhile, occupy multifaceted and adaptive roles in this governance 
landscape—as knowledge brokers, standard setters, facilitators, and educators—particularly visible 
during crises such as the COVID-19 pandemic. Their involvement underscores both their 
indispensable contributions to effective policy learning and the intrinsic challenges of ensuring 
accountability and legitimacy (Ishigaki, 2022). It is therefore critical that bureaucratic institutions 
mobilise such expert organisations not merely as instruments of administrative policy but as genuine 
contributors to the public interest and democratic transparency. 

COVID-19 Vaccine: Information Control in the Name of “Avoiding Public Confusion” 

The government’s management of vaccine-related information during the COVID-19 pandemic 
revealed the full extent of Japan’s institutionalised control of public health data. Although 
transparency was critical for maintaining public confidence, information regarding vaccine safety 
and adverse reactions was subject to selective disclosure and delay. 

Reports of post-vaccination adverse events were published in fragmented or incomplete form, with 
statistical framing that downplayed possible causal relationships. Advisory committees convened by 
the Ministry of Health, Labour, and Welfare of Japan often released only partial summaries of their 
deliberations, and full minutes were delayed or withheld altogether. These practices obscured the 
depth of expert disagreement and precluded independent verification of policy decisions. 

Official justifications consistently appealed to the need to “avoid public confusion” and preserve 
public trust in the vaccination campaign. However, as Makino et al. (2024) demonstrate, this 
rationale functioned as a legitimising cover for administrative convenience and policy expediency. 
The deliberate minimisation of risks in official communication not only constrained public 
understanding but also eroded confidence in government institutions and scientific authorities. The 
episode underscores how the paternalistic logic of information control can directly threaten 
fundamental rights to health, safety, and informed consent when deployed in crisis governance. 

Comparative Reflection 

Across these four diverse domains—immigration, nuclear power, public health and safety, and 
pandemic management—clear structural parallels emerge. First, in each case, secrecy is justified 
through paternalistic rhetoric that assumes citizens’ cognitive or emotional incapacity to process 
complex information. Whether framed as “avoiding chaos,” “preventing confusion,” or “protecting 
public ignorance,” such narratives reassert a hierarchical relationship between state and citizen. 

Second, strategic rhetorical framing and selective disclosure serve as central instruments for shaping 
public perception. By controlling terminology and narrative emphasis, authorities manage the 
contours of public debate without overt censorship, thereby exercising subtle but effective control 
over “public will formation.” Third, institutional actors outside the executive—particularly the mass 
media and the judiciary—play an enabling role. Through deference, complacency, or judicial 
restraint, they help sustain an ecosystem of opacity that blurs lines of accountability and weakens 
democratic oversight. 

Collectively, these cases demonstrate that information control in Japan is neither episodic nor 
circumstantial. It represents a persistent governance pattern that structurally limits transparency 
and diminishes public participation in policymaking. By constraining citizens’ access to knowledge 
and shaping the terms of political discourse, this system undermines the democratic ideal of 
informed consent and weakens the normative foundations of popular sovereignty. The next section 
examines how these systemic practices intersect with Japan’s constitutional principles and 
established norms of political ethics, situating the issue of information control within the broader 
trajectory of democratic accountability and institutional trust. 
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Discussion on Challenges and Reforms 

The evidence presented across the preceding case studies demonstrates that information control in 
Japan constitutes a systemic feature of governance rather than an isolated administrative aberration. 
This section analyses the implications of this finding within Japan’s political, ethical, and legal 
contexts, and advances a set of structural and participatory reforms necessary to counteract the quiet 
but sustained erosion of democratic governance. 

Political, Ethical, and Legal Contexts 

The persistence of information control reflects a deep-seated institutional preference for 
organisational and strategic interests over the broader public good. This structural tendency is 
historically and geopolitically conditioned. Historically, Japan’s legal and administrative traditions 
have embodied a communitarian ethos that privileges collective harmony and procedural 
uniformity. But the post-war ascendancy of American managerial pragmatism reoriented the 
administrative state toward efficiency and outcome-oriented governance. This shift has entrenched 
a technocratic logic that values administrative coherence and policy expediency over procedural 
transparency and participatory legitimacy. The growing need to navigate complex international 
alliances and respond to intensifying geopolitical tensions—especially between nationalist and 
cosmopolitan forces—has further encouraged this centralisation of control. “National security” and 
“public stability” have become potent, and often unexamined, justifications for secrecy in matters 
deemed essential to the “national interest.” 

From an ethical perspective, the deliberate concealment of information detrimental to public interest 
constitutes a profound breach of the moral and constitutional duties of public office. Public officials, 
as agents of the polity, bear an obligation of honesty and transparency to preserve the public trust 
upon which democratic legitimacy rests. By strategically restricting access to information essential 
for informed judgment, the state strengthens its own authority while constraining substantive public 
critique and undermining democratic deliberation. In this sense, information control is not merely 
an administrative practice but a structural instrument that transforms liberal democracy—grounded 
in free expression, accountability, and public access to knowledge—into a managed democracy, 
where elites regulate the circulation of knowledge to manufacture consent and pre-empt dissent. 

Legally, this pervasive control undermines the normative core of constitutionalism. Japan’s modified 
Westminster-style parliamentary system relies not only on constitutional text but also on informal 
conventions and governance practices that sustain accountability. When information is 
systematically concealed, these conventions are destabilised: parliamentary oversight is obstructed, 
cabinet responsibility is weakened, and executive transparency is eroded. Thus, the issue extends 
beyond statutory interpretation to encompass the unwritten administrative norms that silently 
shape the real operation of democratic oversight. 

Although the Japanese Constitution does not explicitly codify a “right to know,” the Supreme Court 
has recognised its implicit importance in enabling public participation in governance. Systematic 
information concealment renders this right effectively unenforceable, weakening the capacity of 
citizens to monitor government actions. The principle of popular sovereignty enshrined in Article 1 
of the Constitution of Japan presupposes an informed citizenry as the ultimate source of political 
authority. When information vital to public judgment is withheld, sovereignty itself becomes hollow, 
enabling the emergence of a “managed democracy” in which formal institutions persist but genuine 
public consent is absent. This dynamic exemplifies the core mechanism of “Autocracy 2.0”—a hybrid 
regime in which control is maintained not by overt coercion but through strategic manipulation of 
information and perception. 

This process has been especially visible since the administration of Shinzo Abe, which actively 
consolidated executive power by eroding established norms of constitutionalism and subjugating the 
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bureaucracy and media to political control. The methods pioneered during Abe’s tenure—centralised 
decision-making, administrative intimidation, and message discipline—were inherited by 
subsequent administrations under Suga and Kishida. The result has been a persistent form of strong 
executive leadership that often disregards public opinion, marginalises critical voices, and leaves 
major structural issues unresolved (Terada, 2019; Ichihara, 2021). The continuity of these practices 
illustrates how information control, once normalised, becomes a defining logic of governance. 

Addressing Apathy and Fostering Democratic Engagement 

The normalisation of secrecy and opacity within governance inevitably engenders widespread 
political apathy and disengagement, particularly among younger generations who perceive politics 
as inaccessible, unresponsive, and predetermined. Counteracting these tendencies requires a 
comprehensive approach that integrates institutional transparency reforms with proactive measures 
to cultivate civic participation and political literacy. 

One promising avenue lies in the establishment of multi-layered deliberative platforms, ranging 
from local, digitally facilitated community discussions to structured national citizens’ assemblies 
that address key policy issues. The theoretical foundation for such an approach derives from 
deliberative democratic theory, which holds that the legitimacy of governance is proportional to the 
inclusivity and quality of public reasoning. As Shigeki Tanaka (2004) argues, autonomous, voluntary 
spaces for consensus-building are indispensable for revitalising civic autonomy and cultivating a 
participatory political culture capable of resisting bureaucratic domination. 

Technological innovation also offers tools for democratizing information and countering the state’s 
paternalistic assumption of “public ignorance.” Artificial intelligence (AI) and digital platforms can 
synthesise complex policy data, identify contested issues, and communicate policy choices in 
accessible forms. If designed with safeguards against manipulation and bias, these technologies can 
lower barriers to entry for political participation, expand inclusivity, and create channels of informed 
deliberation that circumvent traditional state-controlled media environments. However, technology 
must not be mistaken for a panacea. Without robust ethical standards and participatory institutions, 
digital mechanisms risk replicating rather than dismantling existing hierarchies of control. 

Thus, the revitalisation of Japanese democracy requires both structural transparency and active civic 
empowerment. Only by creating spaces for deliberative participation and equipping citizens with the 
means to scrutinise government actions can society resist the inertia of managed democracy. 

Proposals for Reform 

Building upon the preceding analysis of systemic information control and its deleterious effects on 
democratic accountability, three key directions for reform can be identified: 

Comprehensive Legal Reform for Transparency 

Japan’s Information Disclosure Act must be fundamentally revised to narrow the scope of 
discretionary exemptions, especially those pertaining to the “will-formation process” within 
administrative decision-making. Legislative reforms should impose a clear legal duty to create, 
maintain, and disclose records of all policy-relevant communications and deliberations. By closing 
the loopholes that enable deliberate non-creation of records, these measures would curtail the 
structural opacity that currently shields executive decision-making from scrutiny. 

Institutionalisation of Independent Accountability 

The establishment of permanent, independent bodies empowered to oversee governmental 
information practices is essential. Such institutions, independent of the executive, should be 
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authorised to audit, review, and challenge official claims of secrecy, enforce the preservation of public 
records, and enhance parliamentary oversight. Embedding citizen representation within these 
mechanisms would strengthen the principle of cabinet responsibility and ensure that the public 
interest remains central to governance. 

Active Civic and Technological Empowerment 

Democratic renewal also requires investment in civic education, participatory infrastructure, and 
technological tools that enhance access to information. Civil society and the state must collaborate 
to create deliberative forums supported by AI-driven systems that make complex policy data 
intelligible and accessible. These platforms should be designed to foster informed, inclusive debate 
and counteract political disengagement by reaffirming the citizen’s role as the sovereign foundation 
of democracy. 

Only through the convergence of legal, institutional, and civic reforms can transparency and 
accountability be meaningfully restored. Reasserting the public’s “right to know” is not merely a 
procedural reform but a constitutional imperative to preserve the substance of popular sovereignty. 
In this sense, Japan’s challenge is not simply to resist authoritarian tendencies but to actively 
reconstruct a participatory democratic culture capable of withstanding the subtle, incremental drift 
toward Autocracy 2.0. 

Conclusion 

This study has been guided by the central research questions: How do informal, non-statutory 
practices of information secrecy within Japan’s central government and political institutions 
operate? In what ways do they contribute to the quiet erosion of democratic transparency and 
accountability? And how can these practices be effectively reformed or improved? The findings 
reveal that such practices are not isolated administrative irregularities but rather constitute a deeply 
entrenched structural phenomenon through which the state strategically regulates the flow of 
information. This process, while subtle, fundamentally undermines the substantive quality of 
democratic governance in Japan. The operation of this system reflects the convergence of two 
mutually reinforcing dimensions: bureaucratic mechanisms and political strategies. 

On the bureaucratic side, the persistence of secrecy is sustained by institutional and cultural factors 
deeply embedded within Japan’s administrative structure. These include systemic limitations and 
ambiguities in the Information Disclosure Act, deliberate vagueness in the management of public 
documents that enables the practice of “non-documentation,” and a pervasive, risk-averse 
bureaucratic ethos often described as “control through atmosphere.” This culture discourages 
transparency by conflating discretion with administrative prudence, thereby perpetuating opacity as 
a form of institutional self-protection. 

Politically, strategies of information control serve to minimise controversy, preserve vested interests, 
and manage public will formation. The comparative analysis of key policy domains—immigration, 
nuclear energy, public health, and COVID-19 vaccine policy—illustrates the recurring use of 
rhetorical framing and selective disclosure, frequently justified by the paternalistic pretext of 
“avoiding public confusion.” These techniques reveal a deliberate pattern in which information is 
curated not to inform but to shape public perception, ensuring that policy legitimacy derives from 
managed consent rather than deliberative engagement. 

Taken together, these bureaucratic and political mechanisms directly erode the public’s “right to 
know” and weaken the institutional foundations of popular sovereignty. The resulting governance 
structure retains the formal apparatuses of democracy—elections, parliament, and constitutional 
guarantees—yet hollows out their substantive function through systematic restriction and 
manipulation of information. This phenomenon exemplifies an incremental drift toward “Autocracy 
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2.0,” in which state control operates through informational asymmetry rather than overt coercion 
and public compliance is maintained through strategic management of visibility and knowledge. 

The findings of this study should, however, be interpreted without losing sight of their 
methodological limitations. The research has relied primarily on qualitative methods and a focused 
set of domestic case studies, thus limiting the scope of generalisation. Future research could build 
upon this foundation through mixed-method approaches that quantitatively assess the impact of 
information control on policy outcomes, cross-national comparative analysis of similar 
informational regimes within advanced democracies, and longitudinal investigations that trace the 
evolution of informal secrecy practices in response to legal and institutional reforms. Such 
extensions would provide a more comprehensive understanding of how democratic backsliding 
through information management unfolds over time and across political systems. 

Ultimately, the revitalisation of democracy in Japan requires both structural reform and cultural 
transformation. As discussed in Section 5.3, three interdependent areas of reform are indispensable: 
comprehensive legal reform to strengthen the Information Disclosure Act and eliminate loopholes 
that permit non-documentation; institutionalisation of independent accountability through the 
establishment of permanent citizen oversight bodies and strict document preservation mandates; 
and active civic and technological empowerment to foster multi-layered deliberative forums and 
improve public access to governmental information. These measures are not merely procedural 
adjustments but constitutional imperatives essential to restoring the balance between state authority 
and citizen sovereignty. 

A resilient democratic polity depends on the free circulation of information, effective functioning of 
accountability mechanisms, and genuine empowerment of citizens to participate in governance. 
Without these conditions, the quiet normalisation of managed democracy will continue to erode the 
foundations of popular sovereignty and entrench the informational asymmetries characteristic of 
Autocracy 2.0. Reclaiming transparency, therefore, is not solely a matter of policy reform but a moral 
and constitutional necessity to safeguard Japan’s democratic future. 
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Africa's relationship with the international system has long been characterised by 

tension between formal membership in global institutions and substantive 

marginalisation within them. This paper assesses Africa's agency in international 

relations through a comparative analysis of three continental powers — Egypt, 

Nigeria, and South Africa — focusing on their participation and influence in 

multilateral governance institutions including the United Nations (UN), the African 

Union (AU), the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS), the 

World Trade Organization (WTO), the International Monetary Fund (IMF), and 

the BRICS grouping. Employing a mixed-methods framework that integrates 

comparative case study analysis with institutional theory, the study argues that 

African agency is neither uniformly absent nor consistently realised, but rather 

selectively exercised through context-dependent strategies of coalition building, 

South-South cooperation, and regional institutional entrepreneurship. The paper 

identifies a persistent structural tension between the formal commitments of 

African states to multilateral norms and the material, institutional, and normative 

constraints imposed by an international order historically designed without African 

interests at its centre. The findings carry implications for how global governance 

theory accounts for agency in structurally disadvantaged contexts, and for how 

African foreign policy strategies might be calibrated to generate more durable 

influence in multilateral settings. 

Introduction 

The question of whether African states are genuinely influential participants in international 
relations — or whether they remain, as a protracted conventional wisdom has held, consumers of 
norms and rules produced elsewhere — has become one of the more generative debates in 
contemporary international relations scholarship. For much of the post-Cold War period, the 
dominant framing positioned African states as peripheral actors: recipients of structural adjustment 
conditionalities, objects of humanitarian intervention, and marginal voices in the multilateral 
forums that purportedly govern global affairs. This framing was not entirely without basis, but it was 
also significantly incomplete, and its persistence has distorted both the academic study of African 
international relations and the policy advice directed at African governments. 

http://www.therestjournal.com/
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A growing body of scholarship has begun to push back against this reductive account. Coffie and Tiky 
(2021), in their edited collection on African agency in international politics, demonstrate that African 
states, regional organisations, and individual diplomats have been progressively and often 
consequentially influential in negotiations over climate change, international trade, global security, 
and intervention norms. Brown (2012) poses the foundational question directly: is African agency in 
international politics a coherent analytical category, and if so, what are its structural determinants 
and limits? Chipaike and Knowledge (2018) argue that the historical marginalisation of Africa in the 
study and practice of international relations reflects not only material underdevelopment but the 
systematic epistemic subordination of African intellectual traditions within a discipline dominated 
by Western theoretical frameworks. 

This paper contributes to that corrective project. It assesses Africa's agency in international relations 
through a comparative analysis of the participation of three major African states — Egypt, Nigeria, 
and South Africa — in global governance institutions. These three states are not representative of 
Africa in any simple sense: they are among the continent's largest economies, most active diplomatic 
participants, and most consequential regional powers. That selection is, however, deliberate. If 
structural constraints undermine even these states' capacity for meaningful agency, the implications 
for the continent as a whole are significant. Conversely, where these states succeed in shaping 
international outcomes, understanding how and why they do so generates lessons applicable more 
broadly. 

The analysis proceeds through five substantive sections. Following a review of the theoretical and 
conceptual literature, the paper examines the historical and institutional dimensions of Africa's 
engagement with international organisations. Three country case studies — Egypt, Nigeria, and 
South Africa — are then developed in comparative depth. A fourth analytical section identifies the 
internal and external structural factors that facilitate or constrain African agency across these cases. 
The paper concludes with policy-relevant recommendations for enhancing Africa's influence in 
global governance, drawn from both the comparative evidence and the broader literature on 
institutional reform. 

Theoretical Framework and Conceptual Foundations 

Conceptualising Agency in International Relations 

Agency in international relations theory refers to the capacity of actors — whether states, regional 
organisations, or non-state entities — to exert purposive influence over outcomes in the international 
system, relative to the structural constraints within which they operate (Barnett and Duvall, 2005; 
Hill, 2016). The concept is analytically non-trivial because international relations theory has 
historically privileged structural over agentive explanations, particularly for the behaviour of weaker 
or peripheral actors. Waltz's (1979) neorealism, for instance, treats the distribution of material 
capabilities as the dominant explanation of state behaviour, leaving limited analytical space for the 
independent strategic choices of small or medium powers. Constructivist approaches, by contrast, 
allow that ideational and normative factors — including the identities, discourses, and institutional 
cultures that African states bring to multilateral forums — can constitute forms of influence not 
reducible to material power differentials (Barnett and Duvall, 2005). 

The purpose of this study is to understand agency as the ability of African states, regional 
intergovernmental organisations, and individual diplomats to negotiate and engage with external 
actors in ways that advance African interests, shape international norms, and influence institutional 
outcomes (Coffie and Tiky, 2021). This definition draws on Beswick and Hammerstad's (2013) 
broader treatment of African agency in security contexts, which emphasises the interactive and 
relational character of agency: it is not a property that states either possess or lack, but a capacity 
that is realised — or frustrated — in concrete social and institutional relationships. 
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Mabera (2019) contributes an important relational perspective, arguing that African agency in global 
governance forums such as the G20 is best understood not through the lens of bilateral influence but 
through the patterns of coalition, alignment, and normative entrepreneurship through which African 
states collectively seek to reshape the terms of global governance. This perspective is particularly 
useful for the present analysis, which examines how Egypt, Nigeria, and South Africa have each, in 
different ways, sought to leverage collective African positioning — through the AU, the G77, the 
Africa Group in the WTO, and BRICS — as a multiplier of individual state influence. 

Global Governance and Africa's Structural Position 

Global governance, broadly conceived, refers to the ensemble of rules, norms, institutions, and 
decision-making procedures through which collective action on transnational problems is 
coordinated (Rosenau and Czempiel, 1992; Finkelstein, 1991). The concept is not ideologically 
neutral: a recurring critique, with particular resonance for African states, is that the institutions of 
global governance — the UN Security Council, the Bretton Woods institutions, the WTO dispute 
settlement system — were largely designed by, and continue to serve the interests of, the 
economically and militarily dominant states of the Global North (Harden, 2014; Akande and Ojo, 
2024). This critique does not simply assert that global governance institutions are illegitimate, but 
that their design systematically disadvantages states lacking material power, technical capacity, and 
the institutional memory to navigate complex multilateral negotiations. 

The tension between formal equality in international institutions and substantive inequality in the 
capacity to shape their outcomes is a persistent feature of African states' multilateral experience. The 
UN General Assembly, where voting is formally one state, one vote, has been the site of considerable 
African collective influence — Nkrumah's vision of a unified African voice in international 
institutions animated the early post-independence decades (Ackah, 2020) — but the Security 
Council's veto structure and the weighted voting of the Bretton Woods institutions have historically 
diluted that influence on the issues of greatest consequence. More recently, Africa's admission to the 
G20 as a permanent member through the African Union in 2023 represents a significant, if still 
evolving, expansion of the continent's formal multilateral presence (Brookings Institution, 2025). 

Bartsch and Kohlmogen (2005) situate global governance institutions within a broader framework 
of international cooperation, noting that the extent to which multilateral institutions serve 
development objectives depends critically on the degree to which developing countries can shape the 
institutions' normative and operational agendas. The structural adjustment programmes imposed 
through IMF conditionality — whose consequences for African states are examined in detail below 
— represent perhaps the most consequential example of how the design of global governance 
institutions can override the policy autonomy of formally sovereign African states (Olukoshi, 1993; 
Akande and Ojo, 2024). 

The Roles of Regional Institutions in African Agency 

A defining feature of Africa's strategy for enhancing international agency has been the development 
of regional and continental institutions capable of aggregating state preferences and projecting 
collective influence. Brown (2012) identifies four principal mechanisms through which African 
agency is exercised in the international system: collective intergovernmental organisations (most 
notably the African Union), sub-regional intergovernmental organisations (including ECOWAS, 
SADC, and the EAC), individual state actors and their diplomatic services, and civil society 
organisations operating through international non-governmental networks. These mechanisms are 
not mutually exclusive: effective African agency typically involves the simultaneous activation of 
several of them, as when regional organisations provide the normative framework, individual states 
provide the diplomatic leadership, and civil society actors provide technical expertise and public 
legitimacy. 
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The African Union has been the centrepiece of Africa's multilateral agency since its establishment in 
2001 to replace the Organisation of African Unity. Coffie and Tiky (2021) characterise the 
deployment of the African Union Commission as an expression of collective African agency in 
international politics, functioning through what they describe as 'soft balancing' — the use of 
institutional platforms, coalition strategies, and norm entrepreneurship to counterbalance the 
structural advantages of more powerful states in multilateral negotiations. The AU's Agenda 2063, 
its positions on the reform of the UN Security Council, and its engagement with the G20 as a 
permanent member all exemplify this mode of agency. 

Africa's Historical Engagement with International Organisations 

Africa's engagement with the international system predates the post-colonial period, though the 
nature and intensity of that engagement have transformed significantly since the 1950s. The 
formation of the Organisation of African Unity in 1963 marked the first systematic attempt by African 
states to coordinate their international positions and assert a collective voice in a system whose rules 
and structures they had not been party to designing (Adebajo, 2010). The OAU's foundational 
commitments — to decolonisation, non-interference, and sovereignty — reflected both the practical 
imperatives of newly independent states and a normative project aimed at reconstituting the 
principles of international order on terms more compatible with African interests. 

The post-Cold War period brought both new opportunities and new constraints. The proliferation of 
multilateral forums, the deepening of globalisation, and the emergence of new South-South 
coalitions — including the G77, the Non-Aligned Movement, and eventually BRICS — created 
additional platforms through which African states could articulate their interests and seek coalitional 
support. At the same time, the conditionality regimes of the IMF and World Bank, operating through 
structural adjustment programmes, severely constrained the policy autonomy of African 
governments during the 1980s and 1990s, creating a paradox in which formal multilateral 
membership coexisted with substantive dependence (Olukoshi, 1993; Akande and Ojo, 2024). 
Archer (2001) notes that international organisations have specific objectives that range across 
political, economic, social, and environmental dimensions, and that the degree to which any given 
state benefits from membership depends on its capacity to shape those objectives rather than merely 
accept them. 

The establishment of the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) in 2018 — ultimately 
supported by 44 of the AU's 55 member states — represents arguably the most consequential exercise 
of collective African economic agency in the post-independence era. The United Nations Conference 
on Trade and Development (UNCTAD, 2017) estimated that full implementation of the continental 
free trade area could grow intra-African trade by more than 100 per cent, fundamentally altering the 
continent's position in global value chains. The AfCFTA represents a form of inside-out agency: 
rather than seeking to reform external institutions, African states have sought to build the internal 
economic foundations — increased intra-regional trade, reduced tariff barriers, harmonised 
standards — that would strengthen their collective bargaining position in external negotiations. 

The emergence of the Africa Group in the WTO is another significant, if underappreciated, 
institutional development. By forming a common negotiating bloc, African member states have 
developed shared positions on agriculture, intellectual property, and development provisions that 
have occasionally exerted meaningful influence on WTO outcomes — particularly in alliance with 
other developing country coalitions in the context of South-South cooperation (Coffie and Tiky, 
2021). This coalition strategy reflects a learning process: the recognition that individual African 
states, acting alone in the WTO's complex negotiating environment, lack the technical capacity and 
institutional weight to shape outcomes, but that collective positioning through the Africa Group can 
alter the terms of multilateral negotiations in ways that benefit the continent. 
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Comparative Case Studies: Egypt, Nigeria, and South Africa 

Egypt: Diplomatic Tradition and Multilateral Entrepreneurship 

Historical Foundations of Egyptian Foreign Policy 

Egypt's engagement with the international system is distinguished by its historical depth and the 
consistency of its multilateral ambitions across successive and often dramatically different domestic 
political regimes. Egyptian foreign policy has, since independence from Ottoman suzerainty in 1922 
and through the transformative revolution of July 1952, been oriented toward a dual objective: 
integration into the international system as a recognised and influential actor, and the protection of 
developing countries — particularly Arab and African states — from the coercive pressure of major 
powers (Hussein El-Kamel, 2010). These objectives have been pursued through a combination of 
bilateral diplomacy, active participation in regional organisations, and strategic positioning within 
global multilateral forums. 

Egypt's contribution to the architecture of the post-World War II international order is more 
substantial than is commonly recognised. As a founding participant in the Bretton Woods 
negotiations at the end of World War II, Egypt participated in the establishment of the World Bank 
and the International Monetary Fund, the two institutional pillars of the post-war global economic 
order. The World Bank began supporting Egyptian development with the Suez Canal Development 
Project in 1959 and has since financed 166 projects in Egypt at a total cumulative value of 
approximately USD 19 billion, primarily in the water, agriculture, and energy sectors (Hussein El-
Kamel, 2010). Egypt's participation in the drafting of the UN Charter and the International Covenant 
on Human Rights in 1945 similarly reflects an early commitment to multilateral institution-building 
that predates and exceeds its formal regional roles. 

Egypt and the Non-Aligned Movement 

Perhaps the most consequential expression of Egyptian multilateral agency in the mid-twentieth 
century was its foundational role in the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM). In partnership with India's 
Jawaharlal Nehru and Yugoslavia's Josip Broz Tito, Egypt's President Gamal Abdel Nasser played a 
central role in establishing the NAM at the Bandung Conference in 1954-55, and in 1964 Cairo hosted 
the second NAM summit. The NAM's foundational commitments — to self-determination, 
sovereignty, opposition to nuclear proliferation, anti-colonialism, and non-interference — were not 
merely rhetorical: they constituted a normative framework that challenged the bipolar logic of the 
Cold War international order and articulated an alternative vision of international relations 
grounded in solidarity among newly independent states (Hassan Abu Talib, 2022). 

The NAM's influence was real but uneven. As the Cold War deepened and the Non-Aligned 
Movement expanded to include states with very different domestic political systems and foreign 
policy orientations, the coherence of the movement's collective positions became harder to sustain. 
Egypt's own foreign policy trajectory — from Nasser's pan-Arab nationalism, through Sadat's 
dramatic 1977 visit to Jerusalem and the 1979 Camp David Accords with Israel, to Mubarak's long 
tenure of cautious regional management — illustrates the tensions between the ideational 
commitments of NAM membership and the practical imperatives of bilateral relationships with 
major powers. Egypt's expulsion from the Arab League for a decade following the Camp David 
Accords (1979–1989) underscores the geopolitical costs that can attend bold diplomatic initiatives, 
even when those initiatives arguably advance regional peace (Hussein El-Kamel, 2010). 

Egypt's Contemporary Regional and Global Engagement 

In more recent decades, Egypt has pursued an energetic multilateral diplomacy across multiple 
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institutional platforms simultaneously. In the African context, Egypt was among the founding 
members of the Organisation of African Unity in 1963 and hosted the OAU's inaugural Cairo Summit 
in July 1964. When Egypt assumed the chair-ship of the AU in 2019 under President Abdel-Fattah 
El-Sisi, it used that platform to advance the Continental Free Trade Area, which was supported by 
44 of the AU's 55 member states, representing a landmark achievement in African economic 
integration. Egypt's presidency was also notable for its management of the politically sensitive 
negotiations surrounding the filling and operation of the Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam 
(GERD), a water security issue of existential importance to Egypt that touches directly on questions 
of sovereignty, intra-African solidarity, and international water law (Hassan Abu Talib, 2022). 

In the Mediterranean context, Egypt co-founded the Union for the Mediterranean with France in 
2008, bringing together 43 Euro-Mediterranean states around a common agenda of economic 
cooperation, energy, migration management, and counterterrorism. In 2018, Egypt co-established 
the Eastern Mediterranean Gas Forum with Cyprus, Greece, Palestine, Jordan, Israel, and Italy — a 
novel institutional mechanism for coordinating the peaceful exploitation of natural gas resources in 
a geopolitically contested maritime space (Hussein El-Kamel, 2010). These initiatives reflect a 
distinctive Egyptian diplomatic style: the construction of regional multilateral frameworks in 
domains — energy, water, trade, security — where Egypt's geographic and resource position gives it 
structural leverage and where multilateral governance can serve Egyptian national interests while 
simultaneously advancing regional stability. 

Egypt's engagement with emerging powers has also deepened considerably in recent years. Its 
participation as a guest at the BRICS summit in Xiamen, China, in 2017, and its subsequent full 
membership of BRICS following the 2023 expansion hosted by South Africa, reflect a strategic 
judgment that the multipolarisation of the international system creates new opportunities for middle 
powers that can position themselves credibly across multiple blocs (Hassan Abu Talib, 2022; SAIIA, 
2024). Egypt's 144 diplomatic and consular missions — spanning the Arab world, Africa, Asia, 
Europe, and the Americas — give it one of the largest diplomatic networks on the African continent, 
providing the institutional infrastructure for the kind of sustained bilateral relationship-building 
that complements its multilateral positioning (Hussein El-Kamel, 2010). 

Nigeria: Regional Hegemon with Ambivalent Multilateralism 

Nigeria's Structural Position in West African Governance 

Nigeria's engagement with international organisations and multilateral governance reflects, in 
concentrated form, the paradoxes of African agency: a state whose size, economic weight, and 
diplomatic tradition give it unmistakable regional leadership potential, but whose exercise of that 
leadership has been intermittent, inconsistent, and frequently subordinated to the pressures of 
domestic politics and internal security challenges. With a population exceeding 220 million — the 
largest in Africa — and an economy that is among the continent's two largest by GDP, Nigeria 
possesses the material foundations for sustained regional and global influence that few other African 
states can match (Aworawo, 2011). 

In the ECOWAS context, Nigeria has historically been the organisation's indispensable member: its 
financial contributions, diplomatic weight, and military capacity have underwritten ECOWAS's most 
significant multilateral achievements, including the ECOMOG peacekeeping operations in Liberia 
(1990–1997) and Sierra Leone (1997–2000). Nigeria's willingness to intervene in conflicts without 
prior UN Security Council approval — subsequently seeking UN authorisation and Security Council 
endorsement of the peace imposed by regional forces — established an important precedent for 
regional security governance that predated and in some ways anticipated the African Union's more 
recent doctrine of the 'responsibility to protect' in African contexts (Haastrup, 2013). 

ECOWAS and the Limits of Nigerian Leadership 
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Yet Nigeria's leadership in ECOWAS has been far from consistent. The administrations of Presidents 
Obasanjo, Yar'Adua, and Jonathan all displayed significant ambivalence about West African security 
commitments at critical junctures. Under Obasanjo, Nigeria declined to participate in a 150-strong 
force to support French peacekeepers in Côte d'Ivoire in January 2003, and similarly declined to 
sustain its forces in the ECOWAS-led military operation in Guinea-Bissau — decisions that 
contributed to the premature termination of operations designed to preserve peace and that ceded 
diplomatic leadership to other actors (Aworawo, 2011; Osunkotun, 2015). These decisions reflect the 
recurring tension between Nigeria's aspirations to regional leadership and the absorptive demands 
of domestic political crises — including Boko Haram insurgency, electoral security, and internal 
political management — that have consistently competed with regional commitments for 
governmental attention and resources. 

The most consequential exercise of Nigerian ambivalence was the vacuum created in the Ivorian 
crisis when Nigeria's strategic disengagement allowed South Africa, under President Thabo Mbeki, 
to take the lead in organising the AU-sponsored peace process and ultimately in brokering the 
Pretoria Agreement of April 2005 (Aworawo, 2011). This episode illustrates a broader dynamic: 
when Africa's largest potential regional powers disengage from multilateral commitments, the 
resulting vacuum is filled by other actors — sometimes other African states, sometimes external 
powers — whose priorities may not align as closely with the interests of the affected populations. 

Nigeria in Global Economic Governance 

In the domain of global economic governance, Nigeria's relationship with international financial 
institutions has been at once consequential and complex. Nigeria's refusal, during the Babangida 
administration of the late 1980s, to accept an IMF loan recommended by members of the London 
and Paris Clubs represented a notable assertion of policy sovereignty — but one that ultimately 
resulted in a different form of external conditionality, as Nigeria was compelled to accept enhanced 
IMF surveillance and economic policy reforms as conditions for rescheduling its external debts 
(Olukoshi, 1993). The objectives of Nigeria's Structural Adjustment Programme — fiscal balance, 
reduced oil dependency, expanded non-oil exports, and sustainable growth — were formally 
Nigerian-owned but substantially externally designed, illustrating the limits of nominal policy 
sovereignty in the context of severe external indebtedness. 

In the trade domain, Nigeria's participation in ECOWAS's economic governance agenda has 
generated some meaningful achievements. The organisation's objectives — establishing a common 
external tariff, achieving free movement of people and capital, eliminating duties on intra-regional 
trade, and harmonising agricultural, industrial, and monetary policies — have been advanced under 
Nigerian leadership, even if progress has been uneven and the practical realisation of these objectives 
has fallen short of the institutional ambition (ECOWAS, 1999). Nigeria's contribution to West 
African telecommunications infrastructure through the Globacom network — which provides 
services in Ghana, the Benin Republic, and other West African countries — is a concrete example of 
Nigerian private sector internationalisation reinforcing regional integration in ways that 
complement governmental multilateral engagement (Aworawo, 2011). 

South Africa: Middle Power Multilateralism and the Limits of Coherence 

Constitutional Foundations and Foreign Policy Principles 

South Africa's engagement with international organisations since its democratic transition in 1994 
is among the most extensively studied cases of middle power multilateralism in the developing world. 
The Constitution of the Republic of South Africa (1996) places the President at the apex of foreign 
policy responsibility, but the Department of International Relations and Cooperation (DIRCO) plays 
the central role in developing, coordinating, and implementing the country's multilateral positions 



Assessing Africa's Agency in International Relations: A Comparative Analysis of African States' Participation in Global Governance 

the rest | volume 16 | number 2 | 2026 

 

 

294 

across the full range of international forums. South Africa's foreign policy is explicitly grounded in 
constitutional principles — human rights, democracy, and sustainable development — that both 
constrain and legitimate its international engagements, and that have given South Africa's 
multilateral positioning a distinctive normative character that goes beyond simple interest 
maximisation (DIRCO, 2023). 

The country's historical experience of apartheid and its eventual transformation through negotiated 
democratic transition have endowed South African diplomacy with a specific form of reputational 
capital in international forums dealing with conflict resolution, transitional justice, and human 
rights protection (Hendricks and Majozi, 2021). This capital has not, however, been translated into 
consistently coherent foreign policy. As the Journal of BRICS Studies (2025) analysis of South 
Africa's foreign policy priorities between 2018 and 2022 finds, South Africa has struggled to maintain 
influence and relevance on the international scene due to shifting global power dynamics, domestic 
governance failures, and the appearance of new players with deeper pockets and more focused 
strategic objectives. 

South Africa in Regional Governance: SADC and the AU 

South Africa has been among the most significant contributors to sub-regional governance through 
the Southern African Development Community (SADC), which evolved from the South African 
Development Coordination Conference established in 1980 as an anti-colonial, anti-apartheid 
institution and was reconstituted as an integration and security community in the post-apartheid 
period (Mutisi and Muchena, 2018). As the dominant economy in the SADC region — contributing 
more than 21% of the community's gross domestic product — South Africa has both the financial 
weight to sustain regional institutions and the diplomatic capacity to lead regional responses to 
security challenges. 

SADC's Organ on Politics, Defence and Security Cooperation has provided an institutional 
mechanism for preventive diplomacy and conflict management in the region. The deployment of 
SADC forces in Lesotho following an attempted military coup — enabled by the organisation's early 
warning systems and rapid consultation mechanisms among heads of state — is a concrete example 
of regional institutional agency generating security outcomes that individual states could not have 
produced alone (Mutisi and Muchena, 2018). South Africa's deployment of troops and provision of 
logistical support to peacekeeping operations in Burundi, the Democratic Republic of Congo, and 
South Sudan, and its role as mediator in the DRC's eastern conflict, reflect a consistent commitment 
to conflict resolution through multilateral frameworks that has survived successive changes of 
government in Pretoria. 

The limits of the South African regional agency are, however, equally instructive. SADC's failure to 
enforce the Tribunal's ruling on Zimbabwe's land reform programme — Zimbabwe withdrew from 
the Tribunal's jurisdiction and dismissed the ruling as illegitimate interference in domestic affairs — 
and SADC's equivocal response to the November 2017 military transition in Zimbabwe illustrate the 
organisation's limited capacity to enforce its own norms against powerful member states that choose 
to resist them (Mutisi and Muchena, 2018). These failures reflect structural features of regional 
governance that are not unique to SADC: the tension between the institutional ambition of regional 
organisations and the sovereignty prerogatives of member states that all regional governance 
frameworks must navigate. 

South Africa in Global Governance: BRICS, the G20, and UN Reform 

South Africa's membership of BRICS — formalised in December 2010 — has been the most 
consequential expansion of its global multilateral footprint since the democratic transition. South 
Africa joined BRICS in line with its foreign policy priority of strengthening South-South relations, 
and its membership has provided access to a platform that gives it influence in global economic 
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governance discussions well beyond what its individual economic weight would justify (DIRCO, 
2023). South Africa hosted the 15th BRICS Summit in 2023, which saw the grouping's membership 
expanded to include Egypt, Ethiopia, Iran, and the United Arab Emirates — a diplomatic 
achievement that simultaneously strengthened the African voice within BRICS and demonstrated 
South Africa's capacity to use its chair-ship to advance continental interests. 

South Africa's tenure as a non-permanent member of the UN Security Council in 2019-2020, its 
chair-ship of the African Union in 2020, and its assumption of the G20 chair-ship in 2025 represent 
a remarkable accumulation of multilateral leadership roles that few middle powers could achieve 
simultaneously (Parliament of South Africa, 2025). South Africa has consistently used these 
platforms to advocate for reforms to the global governance architecture — particularly the UN 
Security Council's composition and the voting structures of the Bretton Woods institutions — that 
would give developing countries, and Africa specifically, greater substantive influence in multilateral 
decision-making (SAIIA, 2024). The inclusion of the African Union as a permanent member of the 
G20 in 2023 represents a concrete, if still largely symbolic, achievement of this advocacy. 

Yet the coherence of South African multilateral positioning has been questioned from multiple 
directions. Alden and Schoeman (2025), in their analysis of South Africa's BRICS engagement, find 
that despite increased trade with BRICS partners — growing from R487 billion in 2017 to R702 
billion in 2021 — South Africa has not managed to diversify its export profile within the BRICS 
relationship, remaining primarily an exporter of primary commodities. This failure to translate 
multilateral engagement into structural economic transformation reflects a broader tension in South 
African foreign policy between the normative commitments to South-South solidarity and the 
practical requirements of development-driven economic diplomacy. 

Structural Factors Shaping Africa's Agency in International Relations 

Internal Constraints: Governance, Economy, and State Capacity 

The structural constraints on African agency in international relations are not exclusively external 
impositions; they are also substantially generated by internal features of African political economies. 
The most fundamental of these is the weakness of state capacity in many African countries — the 
limited ability of governmental institutions to formulate coherent foreign policy preferences, 
implement complex multilateral negotiating strategies, sustain technical expertise across the full 
range of multilateral forums, and enforce international commitments domestically. Beswick and 
Hammerstad (2013) identify state capacity as a key determinant of the quality and consistency of 
African agency in security governance, and the relationship extends to economic and environmental 
governance as well. 

The economic underdevelopment that constrains African states' material leverage in international 
negotiations is both cause and consequence of governance weaknesses. The World Bank's influential 
1989 report on Sub-Saharan Africa identified a 'crisis of governance' — characterised by informal 
rule, human rights violations, and the erosion of political legitimacy — as a central driver of the 
continent's economic underdevelopment (World Bank, 1989). The structural adjustment 
programmes that Western donors and the IMF subsequently deployed as responses to this crisis 
have been extensively criticised for prioritising the interests of external creditors over the 
developmental needs of African populations, while simultaneously constraining the policy space that 
African governments needed to address those needs (Olukoshi, 1993; Akande and Ojo, 2024). 

The consequences of SAP implementation for Africa's international agency were paradoxical. By 
forcing African governments to prioritise debt service and macroeconomic stabilisation over 
development investment, the programmes weakened the economic foundations that would have 
enabled more robust multilateral engagement, even as they inserted IMF and World Bank staff into 
the central decision-making processes of African governments. Nigeria's experience is illustrative: 
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the objective of achieving fiscal balance by restructuring production and consumption patterns, 
eliminating price distortions, reducing oil dependency, and expanding non-oil exports represented 
a coherent development strategy in principle, but its implementation through externally imposed 
conditionality undermined the political legitimacy of the process and generated social resistance — 
mass protests and violent riots in the 1990s — that further destabilised the institutional environment 
in which Nigerian foreign policy was being made (Olukoshi, 1993). 

External Constraints: Power Asymmetry and Institutional Design 

The external constraints on African agency in international relations are structural in the most 
fundamental sense: they are built into the design of the international institutions through which 
global governance is conducted. The veto power of the five permanent members of the UN Security 
Council, the weighted voting systems of the IMF and World Bank, the asymmetric technical capacity 
of parties in WTO dispute settlement processes, and the intellectual property frameworks embedded 
in international trade agreements all systematically advantage economically advanced states at the 
expense of African states whose interests and capabilities were not reflected in the negotiating 
processes through which these institutions were designed (Harden, 2014). 

The unequal power relations embedded in global governance institutions are compounded by what 
Finkelstein (1991) identified as the normative hegemony of Western states: the ability not merely to 
set the rules of international institutions but to define the standards of legitimate behaviour — 
'international best practices' — to which all states are expected to conform. The African Union's 
ongoing tensions with the International Criminal Court represent a particularly sharp manifestation 
of this normative contestation. The AU has consistently argued that the ICC's disproportionate focus 
on African states reflects a double standard that undermines African sovereignty and the AU's own 
transitional justice mechanisms, while the ICC and its Western state supporters have maintained 
that international criminal accountability norms apply universally (Murithi, 2013; Akande and Ojo, 
2024). 

The Carnegie Endowment for International Peace (2024) identifies several specific dimensions of 
African disempowerment in the current global economic governance architecture: the relative 
marginalisation of African positions in Bretton Woods institutions despite reforms to voting shares, 
the inadequate access to special drawing rights, the conditionalities attached to IMF support 
packages that constrain African governments' policy autonomy, and the digital divide that 
disadvantages African states in negotiations over emerging governance frameworks for artificial 
intelligence, data, and the digital economy. These are not merely technical issues: they define the 
boundaries within which African agency in international relations can be exercised. 

Globalisation, Regionalisation, and Emerging Powers 

The multipolarisation of the international system — the erosion of the post-Cold War unipolar 
moment and the rise of China, India, Brazil, and other major developing-country powers — has 
created new opportunities for African agency that were not available in the bipolar or unipolar eras. 
African states, regional organisations, and individual diplomats have made strategic choices to 
reshape existing relations with Western partners and to develop new alliances with rising powers, 
particularly China, whose Forum on China-Africa Cooperation (FOCAC) has provided an alternative 
institutional channel for bilateral and multilateral engagement that is less conditioned on 
governance reforms (Coffie and Tiky, 2021; Brookings Institution, 2025). 

The relationship between globalisation and African agency is, however, not straightforwardly 
positive. While globalisation creates opportunities for engagement with new partners and on new 
issues, it also creates new forms of dependency and subjects African states to global economic 
processes — commodity price volatility, capital flow reversals, climate-driven disruptions to 
agricultural production — over which they exercise minimal control. The concept of 'neo-colonialism' 
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has been revived in contemporary scholarship to describe the ways in which new economic 
partnerships — including some South-South relationships — can reproduce extractive dynamics that 
disadvantage African economies even in the absence of formal colonial domination (Taylor, 2014; 
Alden and Schoeman, 2025). 

Regionalisation — the deepening of sub-regional and continental institutional frameworks — 
represents Africa's most promising strategy for building the collective agency that individual states 
lack. The overlapping memberships of many African states in multiple regional organisations (SADC, 
COMESA, EAC, ECOWAS, ECCAS) create coordination challenges, and sometimes normative 
conflicts, but the trend is toward increasing institutional density rather than proliferation without 
purpose. The AfCFTA, the AU's Agenda 2063, and the emerging African digital governance 
frameworks all represent efforts to build continental platforms for collective agency — to create, in 
effect, the African equivalent of the ASEAN or EU frameworks through which other regional 
groupings have enhanced their international influence. 

Discussion: Patterns, Paradoxes, and the Possibilities of African Agency 

The comparative analysis of Egyptian, Nigerian, and South African participation in global 
governance generates several cross-cutting observations that illuminate both the possibilities and 
the limits of African agency in the contemporary international system. The first is the importance of 
regional institutional platforms as force multipliers for individual state influence. All three states 
have been most consequential in multilateral settings where they have been able to leverage 
collective African positions — whether through the AU, ECOWAS, SADC, or the Africa Group in the 
WTO — rather than acting in isolation. This suggests that the African Union's increasing institutional 
coherence and diplomatic capacity is not merely a bureaucratic development but a genuine 
enhancement of the material conditions for African agency. 

The second observation concerns the asymmetric relationship between formal multilateral 
commitments and substantive influence. All three states maintain extensive formal membership in 
international organisations, have ratified major international conventions, and participate across a 
remarkably wide range of multilateral forums. Yet formal participation does not translate 
automatically or consistently into substantive influence over outcomes. The technical complexity of 
many multilateral negotiations — in the WTO, the IMF's Article IV consultations, or the UN's climate 
negotiating frameworks — requires specialised expertise that many African delegations lack, creating 
a systematic gap between the formal equality of participation and the substantive inequality of 
influence. Addressing this gap requires not only political commitment but sustained investment in 
diplomatic and technical capacity. 

The third observation concerns what might be called the consistency problem. All three states have 
displayed episodes of highly effective multilateral leadership — Egypt's management of the AfCFTA 
negotiations during its AU presidency, Nigeria's foundational role in ECOWAS security governance, 
South Africa's brokering of the Pretoria Agreement and its G20 chair-ship — alongside episodes of 
strategic disengagement, inconsistent positioning, and missed opportunities. The causes of this 
inconsistency vary: domestic political pressures, competing bilateral relationships, leadership 
transitions, and resource constraints all play roles. But the effect is to undermine the sustained 
coalition-building and institutional presence that generates durable influence in multilateral 
settings. Mabera (2019) argues that African agency in global governance must be understood 
relationally and dynamically, as a capacity that is built and eroded over time through the quality and 
consistency of multilateral engagement. 

The fourth observation is perhaps the most uncomfortable: the structural constraints on African 
agency in international relations are substantial, deeply rooted, and not amenable to resolution 
through diplomatic creativity alone. The inequity of Bretton Woods voting structures, the veto 
architecture of the UN Security Council, the intellectual property and trade rules embedded in WTO 
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agreements, and the conditionality frameworks of international financial institutions all 
systematically disadvantage African states in ways that African diplomacy, however skilled, cannot 
fully overcome. Meaningful enhancement of African agency ultimately requires structural reform of 
the international institutions themselves — reform that powerful states have resisted, and that 
African states, even acting collectively, have so far been unable to compel. 

Recommendations for Enhancing Africa's Agency in Global Governance 

The analysis developed in this paper points toward several concrete recommendations for African 
states, regional organisations, and international partners seeking to enhance Africa's effective 
participation in global governance. 

First, African states must develop and sustain common positions on the fundamental issues that 
most directly affect the continent's development trajectory — global food systems and climate 
adaptation, international trade and intellectual property, international financial architecture reform, 
and peace and security governance — through the African Union and its continental mechanisms. 
The effectiveness of the Africa Group in the WTO, the AU's coordinated positions in UN General 
Assembly voting, and the continental consensus behind the AfCFTA all demonstrate that collective 
positioning is achievable and consequential. But it requires sustained diplomatic investment, 
effective AU coordination mechanisms, and the willingness of larger states — Egypt, Nigeria, South 
Africa — to subordinate short-term bilateral interests to longer-term collective goals. 

Second, African states and international development partners must invest substantially in 
diplomatic and technical capacity. The gap between formal multilateral participation and 
substantive influence is largely a capacity gap: African delegations in Geneva, New York, and 
Washington are often too small, too junior, and too poorly resourced to sustain the intensive 
engagement with negotiating texts, coalition management, and procedural complexity that 
meaningful influence in major multilateral forums requires. Capacity building in trade law, 
international finance, climate negotiation, and diplomatic skills — supported through continental 
institutions like the African Union Institute for Peace and Security Studies — should be treated as a 
development priority. 

Third, Africa's strategy for international agency should explicitly embrace the opportunities created 
by multi-polarity. The rise of China, India, and other major developing country powers, the 
expansion of BRICS, and the growing importance of South-South cooperation all create new options 
for African states seeking alternatives to dependence on Western-dominated international financial 
institutions and governance frameworks. These relationships must be managed carefully — the risk 
of simply exchanging one form of dependency for another is real, as Alden and Schoeman (2025) 
document in the South African BRICS context — but the multipolar environment does create genuine 
new spaces for African agency that did not exist in the unipolar 1990s. 

Fourth, African regional organisations — ECOWAS, SADC, the EAC, and others — must be 
strengthened as platforms for collective agency, particularly in the domains of peace and security, 
economic governance, and digital regulation. Reducing the fragmentation created by overlapping 
memberships, improving coordination between sub-regional organisations and the AU, and building 
genuine mechanisms for civil society engagement in regional governance processes would all 
enhance the collective capacity of African institutions to project continental interests in international 
forums (Mutisi and Muchena, 2018). 

Fifth, the reform of global governance institutions must remain a central objective of African 
multilateral diplomacy. The UN Security Council requires expansion to include permanent African 
representation; the Bretton Woods institutions require voting reform that reflects contemporary 
economic realities rather than the power distribution of 1944; and the IMF's conditionality 
frameworks require redesign to preserve African policy space for development-oriented fiscal 
choices. The inclusion of the AU in the G20 is an important precedent that should be built upon, but 
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institutional reform of this depth requires sustained, coordinated advocacy over decades rather than 
episodic diplomatic pressure. 

Conclusion 

The question of Africa's agency in international relations cannot be answered with a simple yes or no 
— nor should it be. The comparative analysis of Egypt, Nigeria, and South Africa in this paper reveals 
a picture of selective, context-dependent, and structurally constrained agency: moments of genuine 
influence over international outcomes, interspersed with episodes of strategic disengagement, 
missed opportunities, and the hard limits imposed by an international order that was not designed 
with African interests at its centre. 

What is clear from the evidence reviewed here is that African agency is not merely a theoretical 
possibility or a normative aspiration: it has been exercised, with concrete results, in the 
establishment and operation of the African Union, in the formation of ECOWAS security governance 
mechanisms, in the negotiation of the AfCFTA, in South Africa's brokering of regional peace 
agreements, in Egypt's construction of novel institutional frameworks for energy and water 
governance, and in the continental coalition-building that has shaped WTO outcomes and UN norm 
development. These achievements are real and consequential. They deserve greater recognition in a 
discipline that has been slow to update its frameworks to account for the growing complexity and 
dynamism of African international engagement. 

At the same time, intellectual honesty requires acknowledging the depth and persistence of the 
structural constraints that limit African agency — constraints rooted in the colonial design of 
international institutions, the ongoing asymmetries of economic and military power, the 
conditionality regimes of international financial institutions, and the domestic governance 
weaknesses that undermine the consistency and quality of African multilateral engagement. 
Enhancing Africa's agency in international relations is not primarily a matter of diplomatic technique 
or strategic creativity, though both matter; it is fundamentally a question of power — the distribution 
of material capabilities, institutional authority, and normative influence in the international system 
— and transforming that distribution requires structural reform that goes well beyond the decisions 
of any individual African government. 

The continent's demographic trajectory — with one in four people projected to be African by 2050 
and the largest youth population of any world region (Brookings Institution, 2025) — creates an 
inexorable imperative for the international system to engage more seriously with African interests, 
African ideas, and African leadership. Whether that demographic weight translates into genuine 
political and economic influence will depend on the choices made now: by African governments, 
regional organisations, international partners, and the multilateral institutions that remain, despite 
their flaws, the primary frameworks through which global challenges must be addressed. 
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This study investigates how hydrological uncertainties triggered by climate change 

structurally alter traditional dynamics of conflict and cooperation in transboundary 

water basins. In contrast to classical approaches that view transboundary waters 

solely as a matter of resource allocation, this article examines the issue through a 

critical literature review grounded in the concepts of hydro-hegemony, transaction 

costs, and the water-energy-food nexus. Our research demonstrates that the 

climate crisis exerts two fundamentally opposing effects on riparian states. On the 

one hand, increasing water stress is deepening existing power imbalances and 

leading powerful states to securitise water as a strategic leverage tool and pursue 

unilateral mega-infrastructure projects. On the other hand, the shared risk of 

destruction posed by climate shocks is pushing countries to break free from narrow 

political frameworks and move toward transparent data sharing and mandatory 

regional cooperation. Consequently, this study explains why countries cannot reach 

consensus in diplomacy by citing information asymmetry and high transaction costs 

at the negotiating table; it proposes a new, multidimensional approach to 

watershed management that centres on shared benefits, flexible institutional 

structures, and historical justice, rather than static water quotas. Sustainable 

watershed management is possible only through multidimensional approaches that 

prioritise historical justice and flexible institutional resilience. 

Introduction 

Water, which has been the fundamental source of life since the dawn of humanity, has not only been 
essential for survival but has also served as the cornerstone of agriculture and, consequently, of 
development and stability. However, freshwater accounts for less than 3% of the world’s total water 
resources (Rai et al., 2017). This situation forms the basis for disputes regarding the use and sharing 
of transboundary waters. Comprising rivers, lakes, and groundwater sources, these transboundary 
waters flow naturally across geographical boundaries, disregarding political borders. Since 
transboundary waters cover nearly half of the world’s land surface, they connect a significant portion 
of the global population (Wolf, 1998). 

The natural flow of transboundary waters is interrupted when it intersects with the political borders 
of riparian countries. This situation makes riparian countries within the same watershed 
interdependent. Because this mutual interdependence among riparian states makes processes such 
as water use and distribution extremely complex, transboundary waters cease to be a simple water-
sharing issue and become a diplomatic and geopolitical factor (Sadoff and Grey, 2005). Particularly 
in regions where drought is widespread, processes such as the sharing, management, and control of 
transboundary waters can become the primary focus of interstate disputes. Since riparian states view 
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these disputes over transboundary waters in arid regions as a matter of national security, concerns 
that this situation will lead to water wars have frequently been raised in traditional hydropolitical 
literature (Kim et al., 2026). 

However, since it is quite rare for disputes over transboundary waters to escalate into a water war, it 
has been assessed that the parties are more inclined toward cooperation. The tendency of riparian 
states to prioritise cooperation over conflict in the processes aimed at resolving these disputes stems 
from the fact that a conflict scenario could produce outcomes detrimental to all parties (Wolf, 1998). 
However, it would not be entirely accurate to assume that the “win-win” system resulting from 
cooperation in transboundary waters will always function smoothly. This is because it is an extremely 
optimistic perspective to assume that states experiencing water scarcity and struggling with drought 
will always pursue a rational water policy. Furthermore, studies on conflict and cooperation 
regarding transboundary waters have indicated that these two situations are not mutually exclusive; 
on the contrary, both can coexist simultaneously (Zeitoun and Mirumachi, 2008). 

In disputes over transboundary waters, states may cooperate on technical matters while 
simultaneously using water as a tool of pressure in regional power struggles, as seen in the Nile, 
Jordan (Sharia), and Euphrates-Tigris river basins. Today, climate change has further complicated 
the already complex and multidimensional nature of disputes over transboundary waters. 
Consequently, the dynamics of conflict and cooperation among riparian states have reached an 
unpredictable and borderless level. Water resources, which are already quite limited, are increasingly 
acting as a conflict multiplier by exacerbating water stress in water systems due to rising 
temperatures, declining precipitation, and extreme weather events driven by global warming 
(Jimmy, 2025). Consequently, tensions in river basins containing transboundary waters have begun 
to escalate at an increasingly rapid pace. 

The devastating effects of climate change have led to increased hydrological uncertainty by altering 
the volume and seasonal flow patterns of transboundary waters (Link et al., 2016). This uncertainty 
has rendered the seasonal water availability expectations of riparian states unpredictable, thereby 
deepening a climate of mutual distrust. In many river basins, upstream riparian states have built 
dams and other infrastructure to ensure water and energy security. The GERD dam built by Ethiopia 
in the Nile Basin and the GAP project undertaken by Turkey in the Euphrates-Tigris Basin are 
significant examples of this trend. These unilateral steps taken by upstream riparian states in 
transboundary waters exacerbate power asymmetries (Atanasov, 2026; Jimmy, 2025), thereby 
increasing tensions in relations with downstream riparian states. 

This study will examine how the dynamics of conflict and cooperation over transboundary waters 
are undergoing a structural transformation in conjunction with the impacts of climate change. The 
following sections will first address traditional approaches to conflict and cooperation over 
transboundary waters and then discuss the climate crisis and increasing hydrological uncertainties. 
Finally, the study will discuss how the climate crisis, on the one hand, drives states toward 
competition and a security dilemma over transboundary waters, while, on the other hand, compels 
them to cooperate to ensure water and food security and build a sustainable future.  

Methodology 

This study relies on a critical literature review to examine how climate change structurally 
transforms conflict and cooperation dynamics in transboundary water basins. The research dataset 
comprises peer-reviewed academic articles in international relations, environmental politics, and 
water diplomacy, alongside international water law documents. A systematic literature search was 
conducted using the Web of Science, Scopus, and Google Scholar databases. The scope of the analysis 
is limited to contemporary publications between 2000 and 2026, a period during which discussions 
on the hydropolitical impacts of the climate crisis and institutional resilience intensified in the 
literature (De Bruin et al., 2024; De Stefano et al., 2012). 
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During the data collection process, "transboundary waters", "climate change", "hydro-hegemony", 
"transaction costs", and "water-energy-food nexus" were utilised as primary search keywords. The 
selected sources were subjected to a thematic content analysis rather than a simple descriptive 
summarisation. Within this methodological construct, the transboundary water issue was not 
evaluated merely as a volumetric sharing problem. An interdisciplinary analytical model was built 
by synthesising conceptual frameworks such as the Transboundary Waters Interaction Nexus 
(TWINS) matrix, which explains the simultaneous nature of conflict and cooperation, the transaction 
costs theory explaining negotiation deadlocks, and the Water-Energy-Food Nexus (Atanasov, 2026; 
Grünwald et al., 2020; Jimmy, 2025; Zeitoun and Mirumachi, 2008). Through this approach, 
asymmetric power relations, institutional dilemmas, and diplomatic behavioural patterns within the 
basins were analysed on a multidimensional, theory-driven basis. 

Established Dynamics in Transboundary Waters: Traditional Approaches to Conflict 
and Cooperation 

Disagreements over the alignment of geographical and political boundaries in transboundary 
watersheds necessitate that riparian states act in concert. This necessity, arising from the shared use 
of water resources, also gives rise to certain disputes. This is because decisions made by one state 
regarding these transboundary waters directly affect the other riparian states, both physically and 
economically (Atanasov, 2026). Since the benefits that riparian states derive from transboundary 
waters vary across sectors and to varying degrees, a power asymmetry emerges among the basin's 
states, making it difficult for them to act collectively (Sadoff and Grey, 2005). This situation, in turn, 
makes it difficult to foster cooperation regarding transboundary waters. 

This complex structure of transboundary waters stems from the fact that riparian states view water-
use issues as part of their national security and approach them from a purely self-interested 
perspective (Hayat et al., 2022). In particular, the absence of an absolute higher authority binding 
states at the international level has led the parties to transboundary water disputes to treat water as 
a zero-sum power struggle. This system, in which one party's gain is another's loss, stems from the 
perception of water as a strategic means of survival (Atanasov, 2026). It has been hypothesised that 
these disputes over transboundary waters, driven by increasing water use and dwindling water 
resources, will drag riparian countries into armed conflict (Wolf, 1998). This traditional, power-
focused approach has long been used to explain disputes over transboundary waters. 

According to this power-centred perspective, in resolving disputes over transboundary waters, a 
system of compromise in which the powerful state imposes its own rules on the weaker state takes 
precedence over fair cooperation (Hayat et al., 2022). Consequently, downstream riparian countries 
always view the actions of upstream riparian countries, those located near the river's source, with 
deep suspicion and regard cooperation as nothing more than a temporary exception (Cascão, 2025). 
This mutual distrust among the basin's states can heighten tensions and trigger a security dilemma. 

It has been observed that this power-centred perspective falls short of explaining disputes over 
transboundary waters, and research on the subject shows that relations between riparian states are 
not one-dimensional. Furthermore, an examination of historical data on the subject has revealed 
that, contrary to popular belief, the often-cited "water wars" are actually quite rare (Wolf, 1998). In 
fact, even when riparian countries experience disputes over water sharing or large-scale water 
projects, such as dams, they can continue to cooperate at the micro level on issues like flood warnings 
and data sharing. This situation demonstrates that conflict and cooperation in transboundary river 
basins are not mutually exclusive and can coexist simultaneously (Grünwald et al., 2020). 

Consequently, it has been observed that while not every instance of cooperation in resolving disputes 
over transboundary waters leads to perfect peace, neither does every crisis or tension completely 
shut down channels of mutual communication (Zeitoun and Mirumachi, 2008). The main factors 
determining the dynamics of conflict and cooperation among riparian countries stem from power 
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asymmetries between states and the struggle to establish hegemony in the basin. Countries in a 
superior position in political, economic, geographic, and military spheres can use these resources to 
employ water as a tool of pressure against riparian countries in a weaker position. The large dams 
and infrastructure systems unilaterally implemented by countries holding the upper hand over these 
transboundary water resources are a concrete example of this power asymmetry in action (Hayat et 
al., 2022). 

Parties with power superiority in transboundary watersheds seek to formalise their power of 
pressure and domination through international treaties signed under the guise of cooperation 
(Zeitoun and Mirumachi, 2008). As long as the power asymmetry among riparian countries remains 
so pronounced, any cooperation agreement reached will become a consensus that formalises existing 
power imbalances rather than ensuring a fair distribution of benefits (Grünwald et al., 2020). For 
this reason, viewing transboundary water disputes merely as a game of chess between riparian 
countries is a rather incomplete perspective (Kebede, 2026). To accurately assess the dynamics of 
conflict and cooperation in transboundary waters, this multidimensional equation must be examined 
through more specific analyses at the regional and national levels. 

In international water law, although fundamental principles such as "equitable and reasonable use" 
and "no significant harm" exist to prevent power imbalances in transboundary river basins, these 
principles have not been able to eliminate such imbalances. Generally, the ineffectiveness of 
enforcement and monitoring mechanisms, the tendency of parties to withhold information, and the 
extremely high costs of negotiations reduce the applicability of these legal principles (Atanasov, 
2026; Moneim, 2025). In addition, states' water policies are shaped not only by power struggles in 
foreign policy but also by domestic political rivalries, governments' efforts to establish legitimacy, 
and elements such as water nationalism (Kebede, 2026). The clearest example of this is Ethiopia's 
initiation of an identity-building process aimed at unifying its currently fragmented structure 
through the GERD dam it is constructing. 

In transboundary waters, structural injustices dating back to the colonial era, historical grievances 
stemming from power asymmetries, and ongoing identity struggles have shaped the attitudes of 
riparian countries toward conflict and cooperation (Nagheeby et al., 2025). Consequently, it has been 
recognized that transboundary waters are not a one-dimensional issue based solely on the physical 
sharing of water; rather, they constitute a multidimensional arena of struggle that involves legal 
dimensions, is utilized by governments to shape domestic policy, forms part of processes such as 
identity construction, and is shaped around social norms and values (Kebede, 2026; Nagheeby et al., 
2025). Finally, it is also important to note that riparian countries can use water policies as a tool to 
establish hegemony. 

Climate Change and Increasing Hydrological Uncertainties 

From the past to the present, the management of transboundary waters and the implementation of 
watershed planning have been shaped by hydrological data for many years. This planning is 
fundamentally based on the assumption that a river’s flow regime can be predicted by examining its 
flow patterns in previous years. However, the effects of climate change have altered hydrological 
cycles, rendering this assumption of stability invalid (Gleick, 1993). Rising temperatures associated 
with climate change have both disrupted the balance of precipitation patterns and reduced water 
levels by increasing the rate of evaporation. This situation is lowering groundwater recharge levels 
and significantly reducing the flow of transboundary rivers. Furthermore, imbalances in 
precipitation patterns are leading to problems such as floods and flash floods (Link et al., 2016). 
These unpredictable effects of climate change make it impossible to predict and control precipitation 
patterns in transboundary watersheds. 

The dramatic impact of climate change on transboundary water systems has increasingly heightened 
hydrological uncertainties. In resolving interstate water disputes, these uncertainties have become a 
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threat multiplier, exacerbating mutual tensions, even if they do not directly lead to a water war 
(Jimmy, 2025; Kåresdotter et al., 2025). Rapid population growth and the resulting urbanisation, 
coupled with rising demands in sectors such as food and energy, are considered physical effects of 
climate change. In transboundary water systems, these physical effects, combined with socio-
economic pressures, have further intensified existing competition among riparian countries (Link et 
al., 2016). The effects of climate change have made countries in transboundary water basins, 
particularly those experiencing drought, extremely vulnerable. Increasing hydrological uncertainties 
have led to water stress, thereby heightening mistrust among riparian countries. This mistrust has 
triggered the emergence of a security dilemma among the countries within the basin. 

Increasing hydrological uncertainties and a growing climate of mistrust have revealed just how 
inadequate existing treaties and institutional frameworks for managing transboundary waters have 
become. The vast majority of previously signed international treaties on transboundary waters have 
a rigid structure that fails to anticipate changing flow regimes and climate shocks (De Stefano et al., 
2012; Kim et al., 2026). Due to their highly static nature, which relies on fixed water quotas and 
historical data, these international agreements have proven ineffective in resolving hydropolitical 
issues in the current era, characterised by extreme and difficult-to-predict climate conditions such 
as drought. This situation has made it impossible for the parties to adhere to the terms of the 
agreements, leading to diplomatic conflicts among riparian states (Tir and Stinnett, 2012). 

This environment of hydrological uncertainty in transboundary waters, combined with international 
water treaties that lack sufficient flexibility, is driving countries in transboundary river basins to take 
unilateral steps to ensure their own water security (De Bruin et al., 2024). Under the pretext of 
managing the effects of the climate crisis in transboundary waters, projects such as large 
hydroelectric dams built on rivers, advanced infrastructure, and irrigation systems are part of 
riparian countries’ efforts to establish regional hydro-hegemony. One of the key objectives of these 
mega-projects, particularly those carried out by upstream riparian states, is to gain the power to 
control the flow and timing of water reaching downstream riparian states. However, this situation 
has been viewed as an existential security threat by downstream riparian states, which are already 
grappling with the challenges posed by climate change (Abogenye et al., 2025; Jimmy, 2025). This 
has further exacerbated regional power imbalances. 

While hydrological uncertainties lead to escalating tensions among riparian states sharing 
transboundary waters, they also necessitate certain forms of cooperation. This is because climate 
shocks such as erratic rainfall, flood risks, and devastating droughts driven by climate change make 
cooperation among countries in the basin imperative. Furthermore, when addressing the impacts of 
climate change, technical issues such as sharing up-to-date hydrological data, establishing early 
warning systems, and developing basin-wide integration models compel riparian countries to 
cooperate. The growing unpredictability resulting from climate change necessitates a basin 
management approach based on shared benefits and institutional resilience, rather than historical 
disputes and inflexible, ineffective international agreements (De Stefano et al., 2012; Sadoff and 
Grey, 2005). 

The shared vulnerability arising from the uncertainty and insecurity caused by climate change in 
transboundary river basins fuels conflict on the one hand, while making cooperation imperative on 
the other. This situation demonstrates how climate change creates a dual effect in transboundary 
river basins and how it transforms the dynamics of conflict and cooperation. Furthermore, the 
hydrological unpredictability arising from climate shocks associated with climate change has turned 
into a state of hydropolitical unpredictability for riparian states. In such a situation, the more distant 
a conflict may seem, the more distant cooperation may also appear. 

The principles of ‘equitable and reasonable use’ and ‘no significant harm’, which form the backbone 
of international water law, are facing a structural impasse in the face of the sudden hydrological 
shocks imposed by the climate crisis. These normative rules, designed based on the static climatic 
conditions and fixed flow data of the past, are proving inadequate in allaying the survival concerns 
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of riparian states at a time when water regimes are subject to unpredictable volatility. Confining the 
management of transboundary waters solely to these traditional legal texts fails to provide the 
institutional flexibility required to respond immediately to severe droughts or flood waves (Moneim, 
2025). Furthermore, the lack of enforcement power in international law and the ambiguous, open-
to-interpretation nature of these fundamental principles excessively inflate the ‘transaction costs’ for 
states at the negotiating table (Atanasov, 2026). When coastal actors instrumentalise legal 
uncertainties in the context of their own national interests and power asymmetries, the current legal 
framework, rather than encouraging a rational sharing of benefits, directly paves the way for chronic 
deadlock in negotiations and intractable deadlocks (Atanasov, 2026; Moneim, 2025). 

The Dual Impact of the Climate Crisis: Transformation of Conflict and Cooperation 
Dynamics 

It is incorrect to reduce the hydrological uncertainties caused by the climate crisis in transboundary 
watersheds to a simplistic view that water supplies will diminish and, as a result, conflicts over water 
will arise among riparian states. As the already multidimensional nature of transboundary water 
disputes is compounded by the destructive effects of the climate crisis, the dynamics of conflict and 
cooperation have exerted pressure on riparian countries as two simultaneous forces pulling in 
opposite directions. While climate change is viewed as a threat multiplier that triggers power 
imbalances and historical mistrust regarding transboundary waters, it is also seen as a catalyst for 
cooperation that compels countries to move beyond narrow patterns of sovereignty (Link et al., 
2016). This dual impact has demonstrated that the issue of transboundary waters is not merely an 
ecological matter, but also encompasses political, economic, and security dimensions. 

When assessed in terms of water stress, conflict, and competition caused by the climate crisis, it has 
been observed that riparian countries may at times accept a zero-sum game scenario in which one 
country’s loss is another’s gain. A growing population, dwindling water resources, and extreme 
droughts driven by climate change have led to the emergence of “water nationalism” among riparian 
states, prompting these countries to adopt a “securitising” stance toward water. As seen particularly 
with the GERD dam constructed in the Nile Basin, mega-infrastructure projects are not merely tools 
for economic development but also serve as instruments for uniting diverse ethnic groups within the 
framework of identity-building in domestic politics and enhancing the survival of regimes (Jimmy, 
2025; Kebede, 2026). Furthermore, examples such as the GERD are of utmost importance for 
breaking regional hydro-hegemony and challenging the existing status quo. 

How these theoretical dilemmas play out on the ground is very clearly evident in the cases of the 
Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam (GERD) in the East Nile Basin and the Southeastern Anatolia 
Project (GAP) in the Euphrates-Tigris Basin. The GERD, constructed by Ethiopia, is more than just 
a technical infrastructure project; it is the most recent example of how transaction costs and 
information asymmetry can paralyse diplomatic processes. The failure to reach a final and binding 
agreement among the riparian countries, despite the Declaration of Principles signed in 2015, is not 
solely due to water-sharing issues; it is directly linked to concerns over the legitimacy of the regimes 
in Egypt and Ethiopia, as well as water nationalism and securitisation strategies in domestic politics 
(Kebede, 2026). The parties’ refusal to share transparent data regarding the dam’s filling and 
operational phases has driven up transaction costs at the negotiating table; by trapping the states in 
a mutual “social trap,” it has blocked a rational, mutually beneficial solution (Atanasov, 2026).  

A similar hegemonic impasse exists in the Euphrates-Tigris Basin. While the GAP, the backbone of 
Turkey’s national development strategy, is perceived as an agricultural threat by downstream 
riparian states Syria and Iraq, the issue has become intertwined with transboundary security 
concerns and historical mistrust (Cascão, 2025). The absence of a multilateral and binding 
institutional framework in the basin reduces inter-state diplomatic engagement to nothing more 
than periodic commercial and political incentives or bilateral crisis management. Unable to 
institutionalise information sharing and joint monitoring, this structure perpetuates mistrust in the 
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Euphrates-Tigris basin just as it does in the Nile and has become the greatest structural obstacle to 
institutional cooperation (Atanasov, 2026; Cascão, 2025; Kebede, 2026). 

These massive projects undertaken by countries regarding the sharing of transboundary waters are 
perceived, particularly by downstream riparian states, as an existential security issue, and water is 
being politicised as a tool of hydropolitical pressure (Jimmy, 2025). The riparian countries in 
transboundary river basins must break free from this cycle of conflict. This is because structural 
barriers in the negotiation process, in other words, high transaction costs, impose a significant 
economic burden on the parties involved. Although it is technically possible for riparian countries in 
the basin to conclude agreements that would provide mutual benefit, the weakness of enforcement 
mechanisms in the international arena, information-power asymmetries, and legal uncertainties 
have made it difficult for the parties to reach a consensus, as these factors have led to a breakdown 
in negotiations (Atanasov, 2026). 

The states in the basin either harbour doubts that other riparian states will abide by the terms of the 
agreement or believe that, even if they do, they will exploit those terms for their own benefit and thus 
avoid long-term cooperation. Through these negotiations, the riparian states have been driven into 
an unproductive impasse by engaging only in short-term diplomatic activities aimed at preserving 
the status quo (Atanasov, 2026; Cascão, 2025). This structure of the climate crisis, which drives 
transboundary water disputes into a deadlock, is only one dimension of the issue. On the other hand, 
the destructive effects of climate change, which know no borders, are forcing riparian states in the 
basin to cooperate around a concept of environmental peacebuilding. Empirical studies on the 
subject have shown that, although drought and diminishing water resources exacerbated by climate 
change trigger hydropolitical tensions, the risk of conflict can be significantly minimised through 
agreements that feature strong oversight and control mechanisms, clearly defined data-sharing and 
problem-solving provisions, and high institutional resilience (De Stefano et al., 2012; Tir and 
Stinnett, 2012). 

One of the most important steps toward transforming the climate crisis from a source of conflict into 
a tool for cooperation in transboundary watersheds is to bring about a conceptual paradigm shift. 
First and foremost, the traditional approach to water allocation, which divides water among riparian 
countries in cubic meters, must be changed. Instead, a benefit-sharing system appropriate to the 
multidimensional nature of transboundary waters should be established, in line with the Water-
Energy-Food Nexus approach. In this way, not only the fixed volume of water but also its agricultural, 
environmental, and energy benefits can be shared (Jimmy, 2025; Sadoff and Grey, 2002, 2005). For 
example, rather than using the GERD dam as a weaponised tool for water control, transforming it 
into a project that includes shared electricity grids and systems to prevent flood risks from climate 
shocks could create an area for cooperation based on a win-win system (Atanasov, 2026; Sadoff and 
Grey, 2002) instead of a zero-sum game. 

Undoubtedly, the second most important step toward achieving a conceptual paradigm shift 
regarding conflict and cooperation in transboundary waters in the shadow of climate change is to 
avoid reducing hydropolitical issues solely to rigid, state-centred security concerns. This is because 
such an approach does not account for the multidimensional nature of transboundary water disputes 
and therefore cannot yield solutions. In this context, negotiations between states must take place 
within a fair model, free from the codes of the colonial era, aiming for regional justice, and taking 
into account the identity politics of the peoples within the basin. The management of transboundary 
waters encompasses not only economic development and technical engineering processes but also 
the redress of hegemonic injustices and the construction and restoration of social identity (Nagheeby 
et al., 2025; Nagheeby and Amezaga, 2023). 

Any technical or political agreement made without taking into account the deep historical roots and 
identity-based ties of transboundary waters is bound to fail in the long run. As can be seen from all 
these approaches, transboundary waters in the shadow of climate change have become a threat due 
to high transaction costs in negotiations, power imbalances within the basin, and populist rhetoric 
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in the domestic politics of riparian states. On the other hand, these waters in the shadow of climate 
change serve as a bridge to peace provided that there is transparent data flow, benefit-sharing is 
prioritised, and historical justice within the basins is ensured through flexible institutional 
structures. To ensure regional stability in transboundary water basins, water must not be viewed as 
a static instrument of sovereignty or treated as a tool of hegemony; rather, it must serve as a shield 
in the development of joint defence mechanisms against the shocks caused by climate change. 

Conclusion 

The issue of transboundary waters has evolved far beyond a simple matter of resource sharing; 
coupled with hydrological uncertainties arising from climate change, it has become a profound 
struggle involving politics, security, and survival. As a result of the detailed analyses we conducted 
within the scope of this study, it has become evident that the concept of “water wars” (Wolf, 1998), 
which has long been present in traditional hydropolitical literature, is extremely inadequate for 
explaining the complex structure of disputes over transboundary waters. This situation stems from 
the multidimensional nature of transboundary waters. 

Although water stress, which is increasing due to climate change, has heightened tensions among 
riparian countries, it has not led to direct armed conflict. In such situations, states have tended to 
rely on diplomacy and prefer to resolve these issues through institutional channels. However, this 
cooperation does not always emerge smoothly, fairly, or peacefully (Zeitoun and Mirumachi, 2008). 
More often than not, this cooperation has been used as a tool to formalise the dominance of powerful 
countries in the basin over weaker riparian states and to legitimise structural violence. This situation 
stems from power asymmetries in transboundary water basins and struggles over hydro-hegemony. 

One of the most significant findings to emerge from this study we have prepared is the dual and 
opposing effects of the climate crisis on transboundary waters. Rainfall patterns disrupted by global 
climate change, along with excessive evaporation and increasingly extreme weather events, have 
disrupted the flow regimes of rivers in transboundary watersheds, complicating water management 
and invalidating the long-held assumption of stability. This unprecedented environment of 
hydrological uncertainty has been shown to act as a threat multiplier (Link et al., 2016), exacerbating 
struggles for hegemony, political tensions, and national security concerns in transboundary 
watersheds. 

The growing uncertainty in transboundary waters, compounded by the effects of climate change, has 
created security dilemmas. In such an environment, riparian countries facing dwindling resources 
and pressure from domestic “water nationalism” have turned water into a tool of coercion and 
securitised it by constructing massive unilateral dams and infrastructure projects. On the other hand, 
the countries within the basin have realised that they cannot address the risk of ontological 
destruction caused by climate change by closing themselves off within their own borders. This state 
of vulnerability, which affects all riparian states in transboundary water basins, compels 
governments to continuously and in real time share water-related data and to take joint measures to 
address potential flood risks in the basin (De Stefano et al., 2012). Furthermore, the fact that 
countries sharing transboundary waters view the climate crisis as a common threat has made it 
necessary for them to build a new generation of cooperation centred on institutional resilience. 

The most significant conceptual and theoretical contribution of this study is that it moves beyond a 
narrow perspective on the issue of transboundary waters, one based solely on legal, hydrological, 
and purely international relations theories and synthesises it within a multidimensional and 
multidisciplinary framework. Furthermore, this study brings together concepts such as transaction 
costs in negotiations, hydro-hegemony, decolonial water diplomacy, and institutional resilience, 
each of which has been addressed separately in the literature under the umbrella of hydrological 
uncertainties caused by climate change. 

Despite the need for cooperation made imperative by climate change, countries in transboundary 
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river basins are often unable to act rationally or reach an agreement, due to bargaining breakdowns 
and high transaction costs. In addition, it has been determined that the greatest obstacles to long-
term benefit sharing are the information-power asymmetry within the basin, the weakness of 
enforcement mechanisms under international law, and historical mistrust within the basin 
(Atanasov, 2026; Cascão, 2025). 

This study has also shown that the hydropolitical activities carried out by countries in transboundary 
river basins are shaped not only by a state-centred security reflex but also by factors such as historical 
injustices, colonial administrative structures, and the identity politics of the peoples of riparian 
countries (Nagheeby et al., 2025; Nagheeby and Amezaga, 2023). Regarding transboundary water 
disputes, this study argues that solution-oriented approaches are grounded not only in engineering 
activities and economic development goals but also in social dignity, historical justice, and a sense 
of identity and belonging. 
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In May 2025, India and Pakistan fought what several analysts and journalists 

described as the first drone war between nuclear-armed states. This paper asks a 

specific question: how did the language used to frame drone conflict during that 

month shape civilian fear signals and national identity narratives in the two 

countries? The aim is not to establish what happened on the battlefield but to 

explain what the framing did. Drawing on ontological security theory and using 

structured qualitative content analysis of a purposively selected corpus of 29 

sources (official statements, media reports, and policy analyses from both sides), 

the study codes 144 units across five code families and identifies ten recurring 

patterns. The findings are consistent and specific. Listing many drone-targeted cities 

dispersed risk into everyday geography and unsettled the spatial routines that make 

ordinary life feel secure. Shoot-down counts and procedural ceasefire talks 

performed state competence while keeping the sense of threat high. Unity and duty 

language turned the crisis into a test of collective identity. Civilian-protection claims 

hardened enemy images by casting the other side as a danger to ordinary people. 

Sovereignty and counter-terror frames recast drone events as proof of lawful 

nationhood. The paper's contribution is to show, in a case that existing drone 

scholarship has not examined, how a new weapons technology reshapes the 

language through which states narrate fear and belonging during acute conflict, 

and to argue that fusing security claims with identity claims raises the political cost 

of de-escalation independently of the military situation. All claims are treated as 

narrative evidence, not operational fact, and elite framing is not equated with public 

opinion. 

Introduction 

On the night of May 7–8, 2025, India launched Operation Sindoor against targets it described as 
terrorist infrastructure in Pakistan. Pakistan said India had carried out coordinated missile, air, and 
drone strikes on multiple locations within its sovereign territory (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 
Government of Pakistan, 2025b). Within hours, both sides reported drone incursions reaching deep 
into each other's civilian geography. India's Ministry of Defence listed drone and missile attempts 
against locations including Jammu, Amritsar, Ludhiana, Chandigarh, and Bhuj (Press Information 
Bureau, 2025). Pakistan's military reported neutralising Indian drones over Lahore, Rawalpindi, 
Karachi, and Bahawalpur (Dawn, 2025a). The crisis was not confined to the Line of Control. Drones 
extended the conflict into cities, airports, schools, and places of worship. 
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This spatial expansion is the analytical starting point. When official statements and media reports 
place drone threats inside civilian space rather than along a distant border, they change what the 
crisis means for ordinary people. The conflict registers as a home-front problem, and risk comes to 
seem widely spread and hard to contain. This framing generates fear signals indirectly, by stressing 
uncertainty and exposure rather than by reporting civilian psychology as measured fact. It also 
creates the conditions for identity narratives to harden, because the nation can now be imagined as 
a single shared target space and the enemy as someone who threatens everyday life. 

This paper asks: How did drone-related conflict framing during May 2025 shape civilian fear signals 
and national identity narratives in India and Pakistan? The time window is May 1–31, 2025 only. 
The geography is India and Pakistan, with Kashmir and the Line of Control included only when 
sources mention them directly. The paper does not claim to measure civilian psychology. It analyses 
language (official statements, media reporting, and policy interpretation) to show how drone-
centred framing produced fear signals and reshaped identity talk. 

The core argument is this: drone-centred framing during May 2025 moved the perceived frontline 
from the border into civilian life, which generated fear signals through uncertainty and dispersed 
risk, and which activated identity narratives through legitimacy claims, enemy-making, and unity 
language. Drones did not just change how the two states fought. They changed how the two states 
talked about fighting, who fell within the scope of the threat, and what kind of nation each claimed 
to be under pressure. The International Crisis Group (2025) warned at the time that the crisis 
required pulling both sides back from the brink. The Stimson Centre (Clary, 2025) later described 
May 7–10 as the first instance of drone warfare in the India–Pakistan rivalry. The BBC (Biswas, 
2025) called it the first drone war between nuclear-armed neighbours. These labels are interpretive, 
not settled historical fact. But they signal that something had shifted in how this rivalry was narrated. 

This makes the May 2025 crisis an unusual and important case for the study of drone conflict. 
Existing scholarship has focused on a superpower conducting covert strikes against a non-state actor, 
with one side holding a near-monopoly on the technology. May 2025 was different. Both sides had 
drones, both sides had nuclear weapons, and both sides were addressing their own publics in real 
time. Studying it is therefore not only descriptive. It allows a test of whether the claim that drones 
dissolve the frontline, developed in the American and Israeli cases, holds when the drones fly in both 
directions between two nuclear-armed neighbours who have narrated one another as enemies for 
decades. 

The method is a structured qualitative content analysis of a purposively selected corpus of 29 items 
from May 2025. The coding unit is the paragraph for official statements, media reports, and policy 
analyses, and the whole item for short texts. A codebook of 23 codes, grouped into five families 
(drone threat framing, civilian fear signals, identity narratives, frontline shift, and legitimacy 
frames), was pilot-tested on twelve items and then applied to the full corpus, producing 144 coded 
units and the ten patterns reported below. Section 3 sets this procedure out in full. The rest of the 
paper proceeds as follows. Section 2 reviews the relevant literature, presents the ontological security 
framework, and defines the core analytical concepts of framing, fear signals, and identity narratives. 
Section 3 explains the method. Sections 4 and 5 present the findings in two parts: first, how drone 
framing shifted the frontline and generated fear signals; second, how civilian-protection language 
and legitimacy claims hardened identity boundaries. Section 6 discusses alternative explanations, 
the role of external suppliers, and the limits of the analysis. Section 7 concludes. 

Conceptual Foundations: Literature, Theory, and Core Concepts 

Literature Review 

Scholarship on drone warfare has grown since the mid-2000s, but it has concentrated almost 
entirely on American and Israeli operations in the Middle East and Central Asia. Two works anchor 
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this paper's theoretical frame. 

Chamayou (2015) argues that armed drones dissolve the geographic logic of traditional warfare. In 
his account, the world under drone warfare becomes not a battlefield but "a hunting ground," where 
conflict is no longer defined by territory but by the location of a designated enemy. The kill box moves 
with the prey. Gregory (2011) works a related argument: drone operations split the act of killing from 
any physical proximity to the enemy through what he calls scopic regimes, visual arrangements that 
make distant bodies targetable. The shared implication is that once killing can happen anywhere, the 
front line stops meaning anything. The boundary between front and home dissolves. 

Whether that dissolution of the frontline holds when both belligerents field drones, rather than one, 
is a question the American and Israeli literature cannot answer on its own. The present study returns 
to it directly in the findings. 

On framing, Entman's (1993) definition is the working standard: a frame selects “some aspects of a 
perceived reality and mak[es] them more salient in a communicating text” in order to promote a 
particular problem definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation, or remedy. The model has 
been applied extensively to wartime communication, but rarely to both sides of a conflict at once. 
This paper applies it symmetrically to Indian and Pakistani official and media sources, which makes 
the analysis comparative rather than merely descriptive. 

On national identity, Anderson (1983) provides the baseline: nations are "imagined communities," 
held together by shared symbols, media, and a sense of simultaneous belonging rather than face-to-
face contact. Billig (1995) adds a distinction that matters here. Banal nationalism is the low-intensity 
reproduction of national identity through everyday habit and language. The unfurled flag. The 
weather map with national borders. The press that says "we" without explaining who that is. This 
background, Billig argues, is what makes populations mobilisable when a crisis arrives. India and 
Pakistan both carry deep reserves of it. 

What is missing from existing scholarship is any analysis of a drone confrontation between two 
nuclear-armed neighbouring states with long mutual enmity, large civilian populations near 
contested zones, and each running its own active information environment. The May 2025 crisis is 
the first documented case of this configuration. This paper is a first pass at it, not a comprehensive 
account. 

Theoretical Framework: Ontological Security 

This paper uses ontological security as its primary theoretical lens because the puzzle it addresses is 
not about physical damage but about the sense of stability that drone framing disturbed. Ontological 
security theory explains why states and their publics react so strongly to events that threaten not 
their survival but their settled sense of who they are and where they stand. It is a close fit for a crisis 
in which the language of fear and identity ran well ahead of the actual military effect of the weapons 
involved. 

The concept comes from Giddens (1991), who argues that individuals hold anxiety at bay through 
routine. Ordinary, repeated activity forms what he calls a “protective cocoon”, a screen that keeps 
existential doubt from flooding daily life. Routine, in this account, is not merely habit. It is a “crucial 
bulwark against threatening anxieties” and a practical, ongoing answer to two questions that can 
never be settled once and for all: who one is, and whether the world will keep its shape from one day 
to the next. Basic trust in the continuity of the surrounding environment, including its familiar 
physical settings, is part of this. When routine breaks and the setting stops feeling reliable, the sense 
of self does not simply carry on. It becomes unstable, and anxiety moves to the surface. 

Mitzen (2006) and Steele (2008) carry this idea from individuals to states. Mitzen argues that states 
pursue not only physical security but also ontological security, a stable sense of themselves in relation 
to others, and that they secure it by routinising their relationships. The important and counter-
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intuitive point is that even a hostile relationship can be stabilising, provided it is predictable. A 
known enemy, and a known way of confronting that enemy, can anchor a state's sense of itself. This 
is why, in Mitzen's account, states can remain locked in a security dilemma they have little material 
interest in prolonging, because the conflict itself has become part of how they know who they are. 
Steele (2008) pushes the argument further. States, he contends, will sometimes accept physical risk 
to protect their self-identity, because ontological security “is more important” to them than physical 
security when “its fulfilment affirms a state's self-identity”. That is a strong claim. But the readiness 
of states to take costly, reputation-driven action that material threat alone cannot explain makes it 
hard to dismiss. Together, the two authors supply this paper's central expectation: when a shock 
disturbs a state's settled self-image, official language moves quickly to repair it. 

The May 2025 crisis fits this framework in a specific way. For most Indian and Pakistani civilians, 
the conflict had always been spatially distant. The front was somewhere else, in Kashmir, along the 
Line of Control, at the border. Drone incursions into Amritsar, Lahore, and Karachi broke that 
assumption. The war now appeared overhead, in familiar civilian airspace, near places people 
recognised and used every day. This was not only a physical security threat. It was a disruption of 
ordinary spatial identity, the taken-for-granted sense that one's own city is not a target. 

Both governments responded with intensive identity language: Assertions of national unity, 
competence, duty, and moral righteousness. This paper argues that the language was doing 
something specific. It was working to restore ontological security for each state's public rather than 
to narrate military operations. The theory does not claim to tell us what people actually felt during 
those days. What it explains is why language of this kind appears so reliably in the official record the 
moment a threat of this kind lands, and why governments treat the repair of the national self-image 
as urgent even while the fighting is still going on. 

Core Concepts 

Three concepts carry the analytical work in this paper, and each follows directly from the framework 
set out above: framing, fear signals, and identity narratives. Defining them precisely matters, because 
the argument depends on treating them as observable features of texts rather than as claims about 
what anyone privately believed. 

Framing, following Entman (1993), is the selection and emphasis of particular aspects of an event in 
a text. A frame does not invent reality. It foregrounds some features and pushes others back. The 
frames this paper tracks are those that define the drone threat, assign responsibility, justify a state 
response, and position civilians in relation to the conflict. The coding unit is the paragraph in official 
statements and media reports; for short items, the whole text is the unit. 

Fear signals are observable patterns in language that indicate anxiety, urgency, or disruption of 
civilian normalcy. They include direct appeals to public safety, acknowledgements of civilian 
exposure, calls for blackouts or shelter, and references to panic or chaos. This paper does not claim 
these signals prove that populations were afraid. They show that official and media texts constructed 
fear as a social fact, and that this construction is analytically separable from language about military 
operations. 

Identity narratives are recurring patterns that define who belongs to the nation, who the enemy is, 
and what the nation stands for under threat. Following Anderson (1983) and Billig (1995), this paper 
treats them not as spontaneous expressions of genuine feeling but as communicative acts that 
reinforce or modify the imagined community. Five categories are coded: unity; duty and sacrifice; 
dehumanisation of the adversary; designation of internal suspects; and civilizational framing. The 
last category is coded only when it appears explicitly in the source. 

The frontline shift concept tracks whether sources locate the zone of danger at the border, in urban 
civilian space, or across the entire nation. This directly operationalises Chamayou's (2015) argument 
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about drone-induced geographic dissolution. 

Method 

Corpus 

The corpus consists of 29 items covering May 2025, drawn from three source categories: official 
statements, media reports, and policy analyses. Official statements (11 items) comprise six Indian 
documents and five Pakistani documents. The Indian items are five transcripts and statements from 
the Ministry of External Affairs (MEA) and one release from the Ministry of Defence issued through 
the Press Information Bureau (PIB). The Pakistani items are statements and transcripts from the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MOFA). Media reports (16 items) include Reuters as the most frequently 
used outlet (5 items), alongside Dawn (4), The Hindu (3), the BBC (2), and one item each from Al 
Jazeera and The Indian Express. Policy analyses (2 items) come from the International Crisis Group 
and the Stimson Centre. Of the media items, two specifically address the Golden Temple targeting 
claim and Pakistan's denial of it. All items were saved as PDFs with standardised filenames and 
logged in a corpus list with Zotero tags for source type, country, period, and thematic relevance. The 
full corpus list is reproduced in Appendix C. 

The corpus is small by design, and the design follows from the research question. The aim is not to 
draw a statistically representative sample from which to generalise about all coverage of the crisis. It 
is to analyse in depth how a specific set of authoritative and widely circulated texts framed drones, 
fear, and identity during a compressed period. This is the standard logic of framing analysis and 
qualitative content analysis, in which frames are identified within texts rather than estimated from 
a random sample, and in which analytical value comes from the relevance and richness of the 
material rather than its volume (Entman, 1993). Selection was purposive. Each item was included 
because it contains concentrated drone-related language, civilian fear cues, or identity framing that 
bears directly on the research question, and items that mentioned the crisis only in passing were 
excluded. The corpus was also built to be balanced across official, media, and policy sources, which 
lets those three layers of the narrative be separated and compared rather than blurred together. 
Corpus size then follows from what the analysis must do with each item. Every text was read in full, 
coded at paragraph level, and revisited repeatedly as the ten patterns were built and tested against 
the codebook. That depth of handling is feasible and accountable with 29 items. It would thin out 
quickly across several hundred. The trade-off is stated plainly. The corpus captures elite and 
institutional framing rather than the full range of civilian experience, and its findings describe how 
these particular texts constructed the crisis, not how every outlet or citizen did. 

Coding Approach 

The analysis uses structured qualitative content analysis. The coding unit is the paragraph for official 
statements, media reports, and policy analyses. For short items, the whole text is the unit. The 
codebook contains 23 codes organised into five families: Drone Threat (DT1–DT5), Civilian Fear 
(F1–F5), Identity Narratives (I1–I5), Frontline Shift (FL1–FL3), and Legitimacy Frames (L1–L5). 
The full codebook is reproduced in Appendix B. 

The codebook was pilot-tested on 12 items (4 India official, 4 Pakistan official, 4 media). The pilot 
led to refinements in three code definitions. F1 (panic/chaos) was expanded to include concrete 
disruption measures like blackouts even without the word "panic." F2 (uncertainty) was expanded 
to include reporting that repeatedly attributes claims to competing sources rather than stating facts 
directly. FL2 (frontline shift into civilian space) was clarified to cover named civilian locations even 
without explicit "civilian areas" wording. The final codebook (v2) was then applied to the full corpus, 
yielding 144 coded units. 
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Evidence Discipline 

A separation rule governs how evidence is presented. Official narrative is what governments say. 
Media narrative is how journalists frame and relay those claims. Policy interpretation is how analysts 
assess the situation. These layers are never merged or presented without attribution. All event claims 
(casualty figures, drone counts, interception numbers, targeting allegations) are treated as narrative 
evidence, not operational fact. The paper does not adjudicate who hit what. It analyses how the 
language of attack, defence, and harm was constructed and what identity work that language 
performed. 

This discipline is especially important given the information environment. As Clary (2025) noted, 
India made claims it could not substantiate with evidence, Pakistan made plausible but unsupported 
claims, and the fog of war would force future chronology revisions. Treating claims as contested is 
not a weakness of the method. It is the method's central principle. 

Findings A: Fear Signals and the Shifting Frontline 

The Frontline Becomes a Map of Cities 

The most consistent pattern in the coded material is spatial dispersal. Official statements on both 
sides listed specific locations when describing drone activity, and media reports amplified these lists. 
India's Ministry of Defence stated that Pakistan attempted to engage targets at Srinagar, Jammu, 
Pathankot, Amritsar, Kapurthala, Jalandhar, Ludhiana, Adampur, Bhatinda, Chandigarh, Phalodi, 
Uttarlai, and Bhuj using drones and missiles (Press Information Bureau, 2025). On the Indian side, 
the May 9 MEA briefing reported drone intrusions at 36 locations with approximately 300 to 400 
drones (Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India, 2025b). On the Pakistan side, ISPR listed 
neutralised drones over Lahore, Attock, Gujranwala, Chakwal, Rawalpindi, Bahawalpur, as well as 
locations in Sindh including near Karachi (Dawn, 2025a). 

This listing practice matters because it turns drones from a border issue into a dispersed home-front 
threat. Al Jazeera (2025) published a map titled "Drone war now?" showing alleged incursions on 
both sides well away from the border line. Reuters (2025) described the conflict as one in which India 
and Pakistan exchanged drone and missile strikes across a 3,323-kilometre border. Peri (2025) 
reported drone intrusions stretching from Leh to Sir Creek. These framings place risk in cities, 
airports, and roads rather than in a distant military zone. That shift is what makes identity narratives 
about civilian vulnerability and national resilience easier to activate. In Giddens's terms, naming 
cities as threat locations disrupts the background spatial routine that makes ordinary life feel stable. 
The frontline is no longer somewhere else. It is overhead. 

The frontline shift was not only geographic. It also disrupted civilian infrastructure. The May 9 MEA 
briefing reported that Pakistan was using civil airliners as a shield, framing drones as a direct threat 
to civilian aviation safety (Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India, 2025b). Pakistan's 
ambassadors' briefing described a serious risk to commercial air traffic endangering the lives of 
thousands (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Government of Pakistan, 2025c). Reuters (2025) reported 
airlines rerouting and cancelling flights, and Pakistan shutting down airspace above Karachi and 
Lahore. These are practical disruptions to everyday mobility. When airports close and flights reroute, 
the frontline has moved from the border into civilian daily life. 

A limitation must be stated. Media location lists can recycle official claims and may overstate the 
geographic spread if based on unverified reports. This paper treats the lists as framing evidence, not 
as proof that drones actually reached all named locations. 

 



Drones Over the Home Front: Civilian Fear Signals and National Identity Narratives in the India–Pakistan May 2025 Crisis 

the rest | volume 16 | number 2 | 2026 

 

 

318 

Fear Signals Through Uncertainty 

The dominant fear signal in the corpus is not panic. It is uncertainty. The most frequently coded 
civilian fear marker is F2 (uncertainty/ambiguity), appearing in 56 of 144 coded units. Texts 
repeatedly use hedged language: suspected drones, reports of attacks, according to authorities, 
claimed, and alleged. Reuters framed the escalation with section headers such as "Risk of Escalation" 
and "Conflict Ratchets Up" (Ahmed et al., 2025; Shahzad and Patel, 2025). The Dawn editorial on 
May 9 opened with fear and panic dominating South Asia, noting airports shut, exams postponed, 
and markets on edge (Dawn, 2025b). A Dawn report from May 10 quoted an ISPR spokesman saying 
the escalation ladder is always unpredictable (Syed, 2025). 

Uncertainty was sustained further by the claim-counterclaim cycle that defined the crisis. Each side 
described events differently. India said Pakistan attacked with drones and missiles; Pakistan said 
India launched coordinated strikes on civilian areas. India said it neutralised all threats; Pakistan 
said it shot down 25 Israeli-made Harop drones (Dawn, 2025a). India said its strikes were targeted, 
precise, controlled, and measured (Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India, 2025a). 
Pakistan said its response was precise, proportionate, minutely calibrated, and manifestly restrained 
(Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Government of Pakistan, 2025d). Both sides used nearly identical 
language to claim control and assign blame. This symmetry of contested claims is itself a fear signal: 
when audiences cannot determine what happened, the environment of risk persists without any 
single event needing to be verified. 

Direct civilian disruption signals appear in a smaller but telling subset. The Hindu (2025b) reported 
that suspected incoming drones prompted a strict blackout in Rajasthan's Barmer district on May 
12, with residents advised to stay indoors and switch off their lights. Ahmed et al. (2025) described 
residents of Jammu rushing to take refuge as the region went into a blackout. These are not claims 
of mass panic. They are descriptions of emergency measures (blackouts, stay-indoors orders, vehicle 
lights switched off) that reshape daily routines under drone threat. The fear signal is in the action, 
not in a psychological assessment. 

Competence as Fear Management 

Alongside uncertainty, both states staged competence. Shoot-down counts, interception claims, and 
neutralisation language formed a second layer of the crisis narrative. Pakistan's ISPR claimed to have 
brought down 25 Indian drones using soft-kill and hard-kill methods (Dawn, 2025a). By May 10, an 
ISPR spokesman reported that Pakistani defences had neutralised 77 drones (Syed, 2025). India's 
Ministry of Defence said all drone and missile attempts were successfully neutralised by the 
Integrated Counter UAS Grid and Air Defence systems (Press Information Bureau, 2025). The May 
10 MEA briefing added that India had struck Pakistan's air defence radars and that a system at 
Lahore had been neutralised (Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India, 2025d). 

This competence messaging serves a double function. It reduces panic by projecting control: the state 
says it can protect its citizens. But it also signals that the attacks were large enough to require major 
defence, which keeps threat salience high. The Stimson Centre observed that this was the first 
instance of drone warfare in the India-Pakistan rivalry where both sides employed drones with the 
intent of causing damage (Clary, 2025). When officials cite numbers of drones intercepted, they are 
simultaneously reassuring and alarming. That tension strengthens identity narratives. It allows the 
state to present itself as a capable guardian while maintaining the urgency that justifies continued 
vigilance. Together, reassurance and alarm sustain the conditions for national solidarity. 

Interception claims are contested and may be inflated. This paper treats them as narrative evidence, 
not operational fact. 
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Procedural Language as De-escalation Narrative 

The ceasefire announced on May 10 was narrated through procedural language that framed the crisis 
as controlled and rule-bound. India's Foreign Secretary stated that the DGMO of Pakistan called the 
DGMO of India at 1535 hours IST, and that both sides agreed to stop all firing and military action on 
land and in the air and sea from 1700 hours IST (Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India, 
2025c). Pakistan's MOFA said Pakistan remained committed to "faithful implementation" of the 
ceasefire and urged issues to be handled through "communication at appropriate levels" (Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs, Government of Pakistan, 2025e). 

This procedural framing matters for identity because it allows both states to claim responsibility and 
discipline. It projects an image of lawful, restrained statehood to domestic and international 
audiences. The International Crisis Group (2025) had called for sustained back-channel 
communications as an off-ramp. The ceasefire language shows that both sides adopted this 
institutional register, even while each accused the other of violations. Kleiderman (2025) reported 
that the ceasefire appeared to hold, but that residents and reporters in Srinagar and Jammu still 
heard explosions and saw flashes. The gap between procedural calm and sensory experience on the 
ground shows how managed narratives and lived uncertainty can run in direct contradiction during 
drone crises. 

These procedural lines show intent and messaging. They are not proof of compliance on the ground. 

Findings B: Identity Narratives and Legitimacy Contests 

Civilians as Moral Ammunition 

Both sides used civilian-protection language to claim moral authority. Pakistan's MOFA press release 
on May 7 stated that attacks "deliberately targeted civilian areas," causing "the martyrdom of 
innocent men, women, and children," and that damage included mosques (Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs, Government of Pakistan, 2025a). The ambassadors' briefing on May 8 added that attacking 
places of worship was "a particularly reprehensible step" (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Government 
of Pakistan, 2025c). Pakistan's comprehensive ceasefire statement on May 10 described India's use 
of "missiles and killer drones across the length and breadth of Pakistan, including the Federal 
Capital," and claimed this caused "a great sense of insecurity among the Pakistani people" (Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs, Government of Pakistan, 2025d). 

India's framing mirrored this logic from the opposite direction. The May 10 MEA briefing described 
Pakistan's targeting of civilian infrastructure as "a deplorable cowardly act" and named a medical 
centre and school premises among the targets (Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India, 
2025d). India's Ministry of Defence noted that Pakistani shelling across the Line of Control resulted 
in sixteen innocent lives lost, including three women and five children (Press Information Bureau, 
2025). In both cases, civilian harm language serves a dual purpose. It signals fear: civilians are 
exposed, schools are hit, worship sites are damaged. It also draws a moral boundary: the other side 
is reckless toward noncombatants, while we protect them. 

This pattern widens what counts as the frontline. Once civilian life becomes the reference point for 
blame and justification, the enemy is easier to cast as illegitimate. That strengthens identity 
boundaries during the crisis. 

Civilian harm claims in crisis periods are often contested and can be strategic. The evidence here 
may be uneven across sides. This paper does not treat casualty assertions as verified; it analyses them 
as framing moves. 
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Unity and Duty as National Identity Claims 

Both states used the language of unity and duty to convert the drone crisis into a test of national 
identity. This move was not incidental to the security messaging. It ran alongside that messaging, 
and at times displaced it, turning reports of attacks and defences into occasions for the public to be 
told who they were and what belonging now required of them. 

Pakistan's NSC statement on May 7 declared that "the entire Pakistani nation stands galvanised and 
resolute behind its armed forces." Three days later, Pakistan's MOFA ceasefire statement described 
the public as gripped by "a great sense of insecurity" while praising the armed forces for defending 
national honour. That same day, an ISPR spokesman told Dawn: "Let it be clear: we have every right" 
to protect sovereignty. On the Indian side, the May 9 MEA briefing described India's "steadfast unity" 
as a national quality under attack from Pakistani disinformation. 

None of this describes a military operation. It constructs a nation. Anderson (1983) argued that 
national communities only become real when people imagine themselves as part of the same whole 
at the same moment. That is what these statements are trying to produce. Everyone is a target. 
Everyone stands together. Standing together is what makes the nation feel coherent when events are 
moving faster than anyone can follow. 

Duty language takes the next step. It ties civilians to the armed forces through shared obligation 
rather than just shared fear. The drone crisis stops being something that happened to the public and 
becomes something they are inside, as participants, by virtue of belonging. 

Enemy-Making Through Contempt and Counter-Terror Language 

Identity boundaries were hardened through language that cast the opponent as morally deficient. 
Pakistan's ISPR described India's actions as a "cowardly attack" and characterised India as acting in 
panic, promising a "befitting reply to the enemy" (Dawn, 2025a). India's MEA spokesperson at the 
May 13 weekly briefing stated that the "hyphenation" between India and Pakistan was gone and 
described Pakistan as running a "factory of terrorism," linking this to UN Security Council language 
on accountability (Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India, 2025e). India's Foreign 
Secretary at the May 8 briefing said Pakistan's pattern of spreading lies started 75 years ago (Ministry 
of External Affairs, Government of India, 2025a). 

These are not passing insults. They are recurring narrative patterns that construct a category of 
enemy beyond the immediate dispute. When one side says the other is cowardly, or that it runs a 
terror factory, or that it has a 75-year habit of lying, it is building a portrait of an opponent whose 
character, not just whose conduct, is the problem. This matters for the drone crisis specifically 
because drone events sit inside these patterns. The drone is not just a weapon. It becomes proof that 
the enemy is reckless, aggressive, or terroristic. That linkage makes de-escalation harder because 
stepping back from the conflict means stepping back from the identity claim built around it. 

These are elite narratives. They may not reflect broader public identity shifts without additional 
audience evidence. 

Sovereignty and International Law as Identity Performance 

Sovereignty and international law language appeared in nearly all official texts in the corpus. 
Pakistan's NSC statement on May 7 condemned what it called "blatant violations of Pakistan's 
sovereignty and territorial integrity," characterised the strikes as acts of war under international law, 
and invoked Article 51 of the UN Charter to reserve the right to respond in self-defence (Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs, Government of Pakistan, 2025b). Pakistan's ceasefire statement on May 10 
described India's "breach of Pakistan's sovereign airspace through firing of missiles and killer 
drones" and framed Pakistan's retaliation as constrained and lawful (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 
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Government of Pakistan, 2025d). 

On the Indian side, the MEA consistently described Operation Sindoor as "focused, measured, and 
non-escalatory" and stated that only terrorist infrastructure was targeted (Ministry of External 
Affairs, Government of India, 2025a). The May 8 briefing asserted that India's response was 
"targeted, precise, controlled, and measured" (Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India, 
2025a). The May 13 briefing stated there was a "new normal" and that India had the right to defend 
itself and protect its people (Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India, 2025e). 

This legal and sovereignty language does not merely justify actions. It defines who the actors are. 
"We are lawful defenders", and "they are aggressors who violate sovereignty" becomes the recurring 
frame. In practice, this shifts the debate from facts on the ground to legitimacy claims aimed at 
domestic and international audiences. The International Crisis Group (2025) captured this contest: 
India's precision and counter-terror claim versus Pakistan's civilian-harm and sovereignty narrative, 
with civilians as the central point of dispute between the two framings. Drone events become not 
security incidents but tests of lawful nationhood and justified violence. 

Legal framing can be boilerplate diplomatic language. The paper demonstrates that drone references 
sit inside these frames, but it cannot fully separate novel drone-driven language from routine 
sovereignty claims. 

Counter-Terror as Identity Anchor 

India's framing consistently grounded its identity claim in counter-terrorism. Operation Sindoor was 
presented as targeting terrorist infrastructure (Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India, 
2025a). Shahzad and Patel (2025) reported India saying it had hit nine terrorist infrastructure sites. 
The May 13 MEA briefing described Pakistan as "the epicentre of global terrorism" and linked India's 
actions to UN Security Council language on holding "perpetrators, organisers, financiers, and 
sponsors" accountable (Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India, 2025e). This language 
constructs India as the responsible state that acts against terrorism with international endorsement, 
and Pakistan as the source of the threat. 

Pakistan's counter-narrative rejected this frame. The May 10 ceasefire statement argued that India 
was "falsely equating the Kashmir dispute with terrorism" and positioned Pakistan as "a bulwark 
against the spread of terrorism and extremist ideology" (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Government of 
Pakistan, 2025d). The Golden Temple episode brought this contest into sharp focus. The Hindu 
(2025a) reported the Indian Army's claim that Pakistan attempted to target the Golden Temple in 
Amritsar with drones and missiles on the night of May 7–8. Pakistan's Foreign Office categorically 
rejected this allegation, described Pakistan as a "proud custodian of Sikh holy sites," and cited the 
Kartarpur Corridor as proof of respect (Dawn, 2025c). The same denial called India's claims 
"fabricated stories aligned with a misleading narrative." 

This exchange shows how drones become objects in identity contests. The drone is no longer just a 
weapon. It is a vehicle for competing stories about who respects sacred spaces, who protects civilians, 
and who deserves moral authority. The counter-terror and counter-sovereignty frames do not merely 
explain actions. They sort actors into categories of righteous and illegitimate, and drone events 
provide the evidence through which that sorting is performed. 

Discussion 

External Suppliers and the Enlargement of Enemy Narratives 

A further pattern is the role of external supplier references in widening the identity frame. India's 
May 9 MEA briefing reported that drones used by Pakistan were preliminarily identified as Turkish-
origin Asisguard Songar systems (Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India, 2025b). Peri 
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(2025) and Roy et al. (2025) carried this claim, reporting approximately 400 Turkish drones across 
36 locations. The BBC (Biswas, 2025) discussed Pakistan's inventory as including Chinese and 
Turkish platforms, while India's fleet included Israeli-origin systems. Ghoshal et al. (2025) framed 
the aftermath as a drone arms race embedded in third-party supply chains. 

When texts name foreign suppliers, drones become symbols of external pipelines and hidden 
enablers. This turns the crisis from a bilateral clash into a supply-chain narrative. Turkey, China, and 
Israel are drawn into the frame. That matters for identity because blame can be distributed to 
enablers, and threat perceptions widen beyond the immediate adversary. The Stimson Centre noted 
the Asisguard Songar identification and added that Indian sources described the attacks as involving 
"largely poor quality, basic drones" (Clary, 2025). This simultaneous naming and downgrading of 
foreign systems is itself a form of identity work: the threat is real but manageable, and the enemy 
relies on outside help. 

No coordination claims should be inferred from supplier references. This paper treats them strictly 
as what sources explicitly state. 

What Drones Change in Identity Language 

The findings suggest that drones change identity language not through their destructive power but 
through what they make available to narrators. Drone framing makes threat ubiquitous: sources 
place drones at 36 locations, describe them flying over cities at night, and link them to blackouts in 
border towns. That ubiquity means identity language organises around four patterns. 

First, unity. When threats are everywhere, the nation is imagined as one shared target space. 
Pakistan's NSC statement said, "the entire Pakistani nation stands galvanised and resolute" 
(Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Government of Pakistan, 2025b). India's briefings emphasised India's 
"steadfast unity" as a national quality tested by disinformation (Ministry of External Affairs, 
Government of India, 2025b). Second, competence. Shoot-down counts and neutralisation claims 
construct a capable state. This is not just military reporting. It is identity construction: we can protect 
you. Third, legality. Sovereignty and international law frames become identity markers, not only 
diplomatic tools. Being lawful is being a certain kind of state. Fourth, moral sorting. Civilian-
protection talk and enemy-making language fuse to produce a clear boundary: innocent us versus 
guilty them. Drones sharpen this sorting because they can reach homes, worship sites, and airports, 
making the moral stakes feel personal. 

These four narratives cluster together because the threat is different in kind. Artillery along the Line 
of Control happens in places most civilians cannot place on a map. A drone over Lahore or Amritsar 
is not like that. People know those cities. They can picture the streets. The threat lands in the 
imagination before any official response does, which is exactly what makes silence so hard to 
maintain. 

Mitzen (2006) and Steele (2008) would not be surprised by what follows. Both argue that states need 
stable self-images to function, and that when something cracks that image, official language moves 
fast to seal it. The drone does the cracking. The four narratives do the sealing. 

Each one targets a different fear. Unity: You are not alone in this. Competence: You are protected. 
Legality: We are acting within the rules. Moral sorting: the enemy is known, named, and not us. 
What they produce together is what Mitzen and Steele call ontological security, the state's confidence 
that it knows what it is and where it stands. Whether any of this convinces the public, or just 
convinces the government it has said the right things, is harder to know. 

The BBC's framing of the crisis as a new drone era and the Stimson Centre's characterisation of drone 
duels are interpretive labels. But they capture a real shift in how the rivalry is narrated. The 
traditional border clash has given way to a story about remote weapons that enter everyday life and 
test how each state presents its national character. 
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Alternative Explanations and Limitations 

Three alternative explanations need to be addressed. First, the identity and legitimacy language 
documented here may be routine diplomatic scripts rather than drone-specific innovation. 
Sovereignty claims, Article 51 invocations, and counter-terror justifications appear in nearly every 
India-Pakistan crisis. The response is that while the scripts are familiar, the drone-specific content 
within them is new: location lists that span civilian geography, shoot-down counts that perform 
technical competence, and airspace-violation language that turns everyday flight paths into 
frontlines. 

Second, the media may have sensationalised the crisis. Headlines such as "Have India and Pakistan 
started a drone war?" (Al Jazeera, 2025) and "the first drone war between nuclear-armed 
neighbours" (Biswas, 2025) are framing choices, not neutral descriptions. This paper acknowledges 
that media framing amplifies and shapes the narrative. But official texts show the same patterns. The 
amplification runs through both media and official channels, not media alone. 

Third, the corpus is selective and small (29 items). It does not include public social media, public 
opinion data, or non-English-language sources beyond those carried by the selected outlets. It 
represents elite and institutional framing, not the full range of civilian experience. The fear signals 
documented here are signals in language, not measures of psychological states. The identity 
narratives are elite constructions that may or may not align with broader public identification. 

Narrative evidence is not operational truth, and it is not public opinion. The paper claims only what 
the evidence can support: that official and media language during May 2025 used drone framing to 
construct fear signals and identity narratives in specific, documentable ways. 

Conclusion 

Drone-related conflict framing during May 2025 shaped civilian fear signals and national identity 
narratives in India and Pakistan through a documentable pattern. Drone language dispersed the 
perceived frontline from the border into civilian space by naming cities, airports, and sacred sites as 
threat locations. That dispersal generated fear signals primarily through uncertainty (contested 
claims, ambiguous escalation, blackouts, and stay-indoors orders) rather than through documented 
panic. At the same time, drone events were embedded in identity narratives that hardened enemy 
images through contempt and counter-terror language, that performed state competence through 
shoot-down counts and procedural ceasefire talk, and that claimed lawful nationhood through 
sovereignty and international law frames. Drones not only changed how the two states fought, but 
also changed the story told about the conflict, who was at risk, and what kind of nation each side 
claimed to be under threat. 

Three implications follow, offered as interpretive projections rather than direct findings. First, civil 
defence discourse in South Asia will likely need to account for drone threats to urban populations, 
not only border forces. The blackout orders in Barmer and Jammu are early signals of this shift. 
Second, escalation management between India and Pakistan now includes a drone domain that 
produces its own legitimacy contests, arms-race dynamics, and narrative battles. The procedural 
ceasefire language of May 10 is a useful precedent, but does not address the underlying competition 
in drone capability and narrative framing. Third, mixing civilian-protection language with enemy-
making raises the cost of any compromise. 

When a state narrates its adversary as someone who targets sacred sites or flies drones over civilian 
cities, it is not only making a security argument. It is staking an identity on that argument, presenting 
itself as the capable guardian and the lawful defender. To back down from the conflict then becomes 
something more than a tactical retreat. It means backing away from the self-image built around the 
fight. That cost is political, and it accumulates regardless of what is happening on the ground. 
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The ceasefire of May 10 did not dissolve this dynamic. It paused the shooting. By May 13, both 
governments were still trading accusations in public statements as if nothing had been settled, and 
in identity terms, nothing had. The firing stopped on a fixed timetable. The contest over who each 
side was, and what the other side represented, did not, because that contest was never on the same 
timetable as the military exchange. This is the paper's sharpest claim, and it is worth stating without 
hedging. In a crisis where security and identity have fused, silencing the guns is the easier half of de-
escalation. The harder half, unwinding the identity claims each state has staked in public, can outlast 
the fighting by design. 

Future research should examine how these elite framing patterns were received by domestic 
audiences, whether through public opinion data, social media analysis, or ethnographic inquiry. This 
paper has shown what was said. The question of what domestic and international audiences heard 
remains open. 
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Appendix A: Crisis Timeline, May 2025 

This table logs key events and source documents for the May 2025 India–Pakistan crisis, with a one-
sentence summary per entry. All claims are attributed; none are treated as verified fact. 

Date Actor Type Title What Happened (1 sentence) 

2025-05-
07 

Pakistan Official 
Press Release: Indian Aggression 
on Pakistan's Territorial Integrity 
and Sovereignty 

Pakistan’s PMO/MOFA press release said the NSC met after what 
it called Indian “missile, air and drone strikes” on multiple 
locations, framed the attacks as acts of war targeting civilians and 
civilian infrastructure, warned of risks to commercial aviation, 
and asserted Pakistan’s right to respond in self-defence. 

2025-05-
07 

Pakistan Official 

The National Security Committee 
(NSC) was convened under the 
Chairmanship of the Prime 
Minister. 

Pakistan’s NSC statement condemned what it called coordinated 
Indian missile/air/drone strikes, alleged deliberate targeting of 
civilians and civilian infrastructure, warned of danger to 
commercial aviation, and asserted Pakistan’s right to respond in 
self-defence while praising national unity and armed forces. 

2025-05-
07 

Other Media 
Pakistan vows retaliation after 
Indian strike over tourist deaths 

Reuters reported India said it struck “terrorist infrastructure” in 
Pakistan and Pakistan-administered Kashmir after the tourist 
attack, while Pakistan vowed retaliation and cross-border firing 
was reported along the frontier. 

2025-05-
08 

India Official 
Transcript of Special briefing on 
OPERATION SINDOOR (May 
08, 2025) 

MEA held a special briefing on Operation Sindoor, alleging 
Pakistan attempted drone-and-missile attacks on multiple 
Indian locations and presenting India’s response as controlled 
and non-escalatory. 

2025-05-
08 

Pakistan Official 

Transcript of the Deputy Prime 
Minister/Foreign Minister’s 
Briefing to the Islamabad-based 
Ambassadors on Indian 
Aggression against Pakistan 

Pakistan’s Deputy Prime Minister/Foreign Minister briefed 
Islamabad-based ambassadors, alleging India carried out 
coordinated missile, air and drone strikes on multiple locations 
(including in Azad Jammu and Kashmir), emphasising civilian 
targeting, aviation risk, and asserting a UN Charter Article 51 
right to respond. 

2025-05-
08 

Other Media 
India says military stations 
attacked by Pakistan drones and 
missiles 

Reuters reported India said Pakistan-origin drones and missiles 
targeted multiple military stations, while the night featured 
sirens/blackouts in Jammu and both sides traded accusations 
amid ongoing escalation. 

2025-05-
08 

India Official 
Pakistan’s bid to escalate negated 
– proportionate response by 
India 

MoD says Pakistan attempted strikes on multiple Indian military 
targets using drones and missiles on 07–08 May; India claims 
these were neutralised and that India struck Pakistani air-
defence radars in response. 

2025-05-
08 

Other Media 
Have India and Pakistan started 
a drone war? 

Explainer frames May 2025 escalation as a drone-centred clash: 
Pakistan claims drones brought down over key cities; India 
claims Pakistan tried drone attacks too, with cities and civilian 
infrastructure (airports/airspace) appearing in the conflict space. 

2025-05-
08 

Other Media 
25 Israeli-made drones used by 
India in attempt to attack 
Pakistan, all shot down: ISPR 

Dawn reports Pakistan military (ISPR/DG ISPR) claims India 
sent Israeli-made Harop drones into Pakistan and that Pakistani 
forces shot down 25, with debris recovered across locations; 
narrative frames drones as cross-country intrusion and uses 
mobilisation/identity language (alert, enemy, befitting reply). 

2025-05-
08 

Other Policy 
Pulling India and Pakistan Back 
from the Brink 

Policy statement interprets the May 2025 escalation as a high-
risk cycle driven by official justification/retaliation frames and 
domestic pressure; it notes unconfirmed reports of drone attacks 
affecting northern Indian cities and urges restraint plus back-
channel de-escalation. 

2025-05-
09 

India Official 
Transcript of Special briefing on 
OPERATION SINDOOR (May 
09, 2025) 

MEA held a special briefing on Operation Sindoor, alleging mass 
drone intrusions and airspace violations across the western 
border and framing India’s response as restrained, responsible, 
and protective of civilian aviation. 

2025-05-
09 

Other Media 
India File: India-Pakistan 
conflict escalates 

Reuters summarises May 2025 escalation: India and Pakistan 
exchange drone/missile strikes; both claim limited damage; 
evacuations and reported drone incidents occur near border 
areas; major cities and critical infrastructure become part of the 
described target space. 

2025-05-
09 

Other Media 
Blasts rock Indian Kashmir, 
Amritsar as Pakistan conflict 
escalates 

Reuters reports blasts in Indian Kashmir and Amritsar as India 
says it is shooting down drones; the report frames drones as 
widening conflict geography and producing civilian-life 
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Date Actor Type Title What Happened (1 sentence) 

disruption signals (sheltering, blackouts, closures). 

2025-05-
09 

Other Media 
India and Pakistan: The first 
drone war between nuclear-
armed neighbours 

BBC frames the May 2025 flare-up as a 'drone war' that shifts 
conflict into a less visible, deniable, and wider civilian geography, 
while officials trade claims about drones, missiles, and downed 
systems across major cities. 

2025-05-
09 

Other Media Time for restraint 

Dawn editorial frames the May 2025 escalation as producing 
widespread fear signals (airports shut, exams postponed, 
markets on edge) and treats drones as a key escalation step 
(claims of 25 drones shot down across Pakistan), while urging 
leaders and external actors to step back from the brink. 

2025-05-10 India Official 
Transcript of Special briefing on 
OPERATION SINDOOR (May 
10, 2025) 

MEA held a special briefing on Operation Sindoor, alleging 
Pakistan used drones/UCAV and other means to target civilian 
areas and military infrastructure, while framing India’s response 
as calibrated, precise, and conditional non-escalation. 

2025-05-10 Pakistan Official 
Recent Developments and 
Ceasefire Between India and 
Pakistan 

Pakistan MOFA stated a ceasefire understanding was reached, 
framed Pakistan’s actions as self-defence and restrained 
retaliation, and alleged India used missiles, loitering munitions 
and “killer drones” across Pakistan, producing insecurity and 
public pressure for response. 

2025-05-10 Other Media 
Pakistan used 400 drones, 
possibly from Turkiye: India 

The Hindu reports India’s briefing claim that Pakistan attempted 
drone intrusions at scale (300–400) across a wide arc (Leh to Sir 
Creek) at 36 locations, framed as probing air defences and later 
attempts to target military stations; scale and spread reinforce 
'ubiquitous threat' framing. 

2025-05-10 Pakistan Official 
Statement by the Spokesperson 
(ceasefire implementation) 

MOFA says Pakistan remains committed to the ceasefire 
announced earlier that day, alleges India is committing violations 
in some areas, and frames Pakistan’s response as responsible and 
restrained while urging communication at appropriate levels and 
restraint by troops on the ground. 

2025-05-10 India Official 
Statement by Foreign Secretary 
(May 10, 2025) 

MEA states Pakistan’s DGMO called India’s DGMO at 1535 IST; 
both agreed to stop all firing and military action on land, in the 
air, and at sea from 1700 IST; instructions issued to implement; 
DGMOs to speak again on May 12. 

2025-05-10 Other Media 
Risk of ‘unpredictable escalation’ 
looms over Subcontinent 

Dawn reports ISPR/PAF briefings warning the escalation ladder 
is unpredictable, describing an 'Indian drone swarm' as a 
dangerous escalation and claiming Pakistan neutralised large 
numbers of drones using soft- and hard-kill methods while 
asserting a right to act to protect sovereignty. 

2025-05-10 Other Media 
Intense shelling along LoC, Govt 
says Pak sent 400 Turkish drones 
to attack 36 locations. 

Indian Express reports an official briefing claim that Pakistan 
used nearly 400 (Turkish) drones to attack 36 locations from 
Siachen to Sir Creek and that Indian air defences thwarted the 
attempt, while LoC shelling continues. 

2025-05-11 Other Media 
India-Pakistan ceasefire appears 
to hold after accusations of 
violations 

BBC reports a US-brokered ceasefire that 'appears to have held 
overnight' after both sides accused each other of violations; it 
recaps that drones/missiles/artillery were part of the escalation 
and notes post-deal explosions/flashes reported in Srinagar and 
Jammu. 

2025-05-12 Other Media 
Drones spotted over Rajasthan’s 
Barmer, blackout continues in 
border districts. 

The Hindu reports suspected incoming drones spotted in Barmer 
(Rajasthan) prompting strict blackout measures; police guidance 
(lights off, stay indoors) shows drones shifting conflict 
precautions into daily civilian routines. 

2025-05-13 India Official 
Transcript of Weekly Media 
Briefing by the Official 
Spokesperson (May 13, 2025) 

MEA’s weekly briefing addressed the India–Pakistan cessation of 
firing/military action messaging after Operation Sindoor, 
reinforced India’s cross-border terrorism framing, and signalled 
that future responses would follow a “new normal” logic. 

2025-05-19 Other Media 

Pakistan’s drone and missile 
attacks targeting the Golden 
Temple in Amritsar were 
thwarted: Indian Army. 

The Hindu reports the Indian Army claim that Pakistan 
attempted to target the Golden Temple in Amritsar on the night 
of May 7–8 and that India’s air defence intercepted drones and 
missiles; framing shifts drone threat onto a high-symbol 
civilian/religious site and highlights air-defence capability. 

2025-05-21 Other Media 
Pakistan rejects Indian charges 
of bid to attack Golden Temple 

Dawn reports Pakistan Foreign Office categorically rejects India’s 
allegation that Pakistan tried to target the Golden Temple using 
drones and missiles (night of May 7–8); FO reframes identity 
legitimacy by stressing respect for Sikh holy sites and visa-free 
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Date Actor Type Title What Happened (1 sentence) 

Kartarpur access, and counters with accusations that India 
targeted places of worship in Pa 

2025-05-
27 

Other Media 
India and Pakistan's drone 
battles mark new arms race 

Reuters framed May 2025 India–Pakistan fighting as a turning 
point in regional drone use, linking reported mass drone 
incursions and cross-border strikes to a new drone arms race and 
expanded risk to cities and civilian areas. 

2025-05-
28 

Other Policy 
Four Days in May: The India-
Pakistan Crisis of 2025 

Stimson assessed the May 7–10 crisis as a short near-war in 
which drones, air and missile operations expanded geographic 
reach and intensified public-domain confusion, arguing both 
sides claimed victory amid misinformation and limited verifiable 
evidence. 
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