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Letter
from the editors

“Whatever may be the limitations which trammel inquiry elsewhere, we believe that 
the great state University of Wisconsin should ever encourage that continual and 

fearless sifting and winnowing by which alone the truth can be found.” 
- University of Wisconsin Board of Regents, 1894

For much of its history, a core tenet of the University of Wisconsin has been the pursuit and promotion of truth-seek-
ing in all academic disciplines. Sifting and Winnowing was formed several years ago to extend that mission beyond the 
classroom, and to provide another forum for undergraduates to share their research and promote discussion around 
new and controversial topics. In an era when facts are disputed by those with differing political opinions and people are 
increasingly isolated from opposing viewpoints, this mission seems more important now than ever.

This year has been a big one for our journal. For the first time, we extended our call for submissions beyond UW-Mad-
ison, opening the opportunity to become published to undergraduates from universities across the country. According-
ly, we expanded the size of our staff and welcomed an incredibly talented and dedicated group of students to help sift 
through the increased number of submissions and attend to the myriad other crucial tasks. Also for the first time, our 
journal is hosting a policy conference in April that will serve as yet another extension of our mission to promote the 
difficult conversations about issues affecting the lives of all those who live across the country.

We are thrilled to present new perspectives on a diverse set of issues including Middle East peace efforts, economic ini-
tiatives to combat insurgent violence in Columbia and healthcare in a rapidly changing Chinese economy. Each piece is 
based on original research and was chosen for its unique contribution to existing literature on their respective topics. 

This entire effort would not have been possible without the generous support of the Wisconsin Union Directorate, the 
Wisconsin Union Publications Committee, our graduate advisor Signe Janoska-Bedi and our faculty advisor Howard 
Schweber. We would also like to extend our gratitude to the editors who contributed their time, effort and extraordinary 
talent in order to make our vision for this edition a reality. Most importantly, we are indebted to all those who submit-
ted their work for consideration. It is because of your contributions that we are able to engage in this process of fearless 
sifting and winnowing.

On Wisconsin,
Sam Coady and Jake Horwitz
Deputy Chief Editor and Chief Editor, 2017-18
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Las Madres de la Plaza de Mayo:
 The Evolution of Motherhood and 

Human Rights in Argentina

Emma Strenski

 In the 1970’s and 1980’s, Latin America was 
defined by military dictatorships and repression. These 
characteristics were evident throughout the region, but 
particularly so in Argentina. In an action known as a 
military junta, the armed forces of Argentina took pow-
er over the government on March 16, 1976, dissolving 
all political parties and labor unions and placing all uni-
versities under government control.1 A subterranean 
rule began to take shape: undeclared methods of terror, 
repression, suspicion, torture, disappearance, and mur-
der became routine in this extremely repressive dictator-
ship.2 Many people who might have opposed the regime 
were assumed to have ‘disappeared’ because of the mil-
itary. Statistics show that 30% of the disappeared were 
workers, 21% were students, 10% were professionals, 
and the rest were people who happened to get caught, 
including teenagers, housewives, and babies.3 After the 
war, human rights groups found that most of the disap-

peared were tortured and ultimately killed; these politi-
cal prisoners were thrown into the Rio de la Plata or into 
the sea from helicopters. Some of the recovered bodies 
evidenced death by drowning, showing the harsh fact 
that the disappeared men were alive when they were 
thrown into the water. When democracy was restored in 
1983, 340 clandestine detention centers were discovered 
by the United Nations, which showed that an estimated 
30,000 people had disappeared from all over Argentina.4

 In response to this horror and loss of life, a social 
movement was born: Las Madres de la Plaza de Mayo. 
On April 30, 1977, 14 mothers gathered in front of the 
Presidential Palace in Buenos Aires, demanding to learn 
the fate of their children. Persistence was part of their 
success; the women gathered every Thursday afternoon 
at 3:30 p.m.in the Plaza de Mayo. Over the years, the 
movement grew to include thousands of mothers and 
grandmothers who organized in solidarity against the 

7

 In 1976 Argentina, President Isabel Perón and her government were overthrown by a military 
coup led by General Videla. Under Videla’s rule, somewhere between 15,000 and 30,000 people dis-
appeared without a trace. These people that disappeared were considered “subverts” or people who 
stayed loyal to Perón. The mothers of those that dissapeared became known as Las Madres de la Plaza 
del Mayo. To this day, these mothers still search for their children that disappeared during the military 
junta under Videla. Las Madres are able to sustain their social movement to this day, about 40 years 
since the start of the junta. The strength of the Las Madres movement and the capture of the subverts 
during the junta is a reminder of the freedoms we often take for granted living in the United States. Re-
cent movements, such as the March for our Lives or the Women’s March, show our rights as Americans 
to be seditious and protest where we see fit. If these marches occurred in Argentina during the junta, 
the marchers and speakers would have likely disappeared. This is why we must appreciate the strength 
and courage Las Madres de la Plaza del Mayo had during the junta.

Curtiss Engstrom, Editor
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military dictatorship. Las Madres created a formidable 
national network that gained support from the United 
Nations Human Rights Commission (UNHRC) and 
Amnesty International. Even after the fall of the dicta-
torship, Las Madres continued to tackle other human 
rights issues. Today they continue their human rights 
struggle by supporting other organizations and work-
ing with the Argentine government to ensure that their 
children will never be forgotten. 
 The specific research question for this paper is: 
how were Las Madres able to create an enduring social 
movement that continues to have influence today? To 
answer this question, I define what a social movement 
is, explain why this movement does not fit into the tradi-
tional social movement framework, and evaluate the in-
ner-workings of the Las Madres movement. I conclude 
that the value and respect placed on motherhood by Ar-
gentine society enabled mothers to gather in protest of 
their lost children. Ultimately, this unique cultural para-
digm created solidarity among women who shared sim-
ilar circumstances and empowered their cause to reach 
beyond the borders of Argentina. The universal bond 
of motherhood allowed Las Madres to transform into 
a globalized group that appealed to NGOs and other 
international organizations that would have otherwise 
dismissed their cause. This created a new dialogue in 
Argentine society and the field of international human 
rights. 

Defining Social Movements

To theoretically support my argument, I provide back-
ground information to define social movements. For 
the purpose of this paper, I use a definition of social 
movements introduced by David Snow and Sarah Soule 
in their book, A Primer on Social Movements: social 
movements are groups “collectively acting with some 
degree of organization and continuity, partly outside 
institutional or organizational channels, for challeng-
ing extant systems of authority, or resisting change in 
such systems, in the organization, society, culture, or 
world system in which they are embedded.”5 Snow and 
Soule point to three key ingredients required for social 
mobilization: political opportunity, resources, and the 
framing process. I apply each to Las Madres de la Plaza 
de Mayo and determine that the movement not only de-
pended on these factors, but also called upon the value 
and respect placed on motherhood by Argentine society 

to create solidarity between women in similar circum-
stances and to empower them to achieve greater goals. 
According, to Snow and Soule, any signals for some level 
of political opportunity or closed of political opportuni-
ties necessary for social movements to occur. An open 
window for political participation begins with shifting 
political alignments, the coming and going of allies, and 
the repressive behavior of authorities. However, these 
dynamics only lead to mobilization if they are realized 
by aggrieved members of society.6 Beyond the political 
opportunity to mobilize, movements like Las Madres 
depend on the availability of resources that can be ac-
cumulated and channeled into the movement. These 
include material, human, social-organizational, moral, 
and cultural resources.7 These resources take the form 
of money, supplies, leadership, labor, social networks, 
infrastructures, solidarity support, legitimacy, and lit-
erature, media, film, etc. Finally, Snow and Soule out-
line the framing perspective to express grievances. This 
perspective views social movements not only as carriers 
of existing ideas and meaning, but also as key signify-
ing tools that actively maintain maintaining meaning 
for constituents, antagonists, and bystanders.8 These 
frames come about through interpretive processes me-
diated by culture. Framing a social movement creates a 
narrative and shapes how people think, deliberate, and 
make conscious decisions – it is a strategic effort to get 
people more engaged in the movement. 

Outside Traditional Social Move-
ments: Explaining the Case of Las 

Madres

For Snow and Soule, and many social scientists in the 
field of social mobilizations, the adequate conditions 
for the emergence and operational capacity of social 
movements derive from various political dynamics. 
These dynamics include the actual or perceived political 
opportunity in a society, the freedom to express one’s 
grievances, access to sufficient resources to organize, 
mount, and sustain a campaign, and the fundamental 
ability to effectively deploy these resources.9 However, 
while this formula for the emergence, function, and 
longevity of social movements is useful, it does not ad-
equately explain the case of Las Madres de la Plaza de 
Mayo. Assessing the role of gender and motherhood 
in general is required to explain the unique nature of 
Las Madres. Las Madres used their bodies to remind 

8
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the public of their children’s disappearance and lack of 
physical presence, which proved to be a potent nonvi-
olent form of protest.10 Motherhood was more than a 
framing resource. Sarah A. Schoellkopf argues that Las 
Madres used motherhood to a spectacular and meta-
phoric level; they emphasized gender on a national and 
international stage by subverting the chauvinist vision 
of the female body and reorienting the accepted notions 
of gender in Argentine society.11 
 Women who mobilize in a society like Las 
Madres, especially those who mobilize against the gov-
ernment, generally must find a delicate balance between 
their strategic and personal interests.12 As Feijoo points 
out, women’s movements depend on the state for fur-
ther growth and consolidation. This explains why it is 
up to the state to either negate these grassroots move-
ments or collaborate with them in order to change and 
improve policy.13 Reception of these movements at the 
national, provincial and municipal levels would make a 
substantial difference to the survival and effectiveness 
of women’s movements.14 Women’s movements emerge 
in developing nations where democracy is enhanced 
by elevating women to a category of a legitimate social 
group, including them as full citizens.15 The nexus be-
tween women’s social activism and the political regime 
is where the story of Las Madres de la Plaza de Mayo 
begins. 
 To bridge this gap between women and the Ar-
gentine government, Las Madres used symbolic politics 
based on respect for the traditional role of women. Be-
cause Argentine society expected women to be altruis-
tic and remote, “it was possible for women to reject a 
conventional, political model of participation based on 
the rational calculation of costs and benefits and to sub-
stitute another based on sacrifice.”16 The women of Las 
Madres sacrificed their traditional socio cultural role 
as mothers, along with their considerably comfortable 
lives, and risked retaliation from the government when 
they protested the authoritarian military dictatorship. 
Their cause was unique because the women did not de-
mand typical rights sought after by social movements, 
such as the right to vote, racial or gender equality, en-
vironmental protections, or equal pay from the govern-
ment. Instead, their mission focused on solidifying a 
much more fundamental right: the right, as mothers, to 
know what happened to their children. 
 While the traditional political process and op-
portunity models are useful to study social movements 
more generally, they do not directly apply to Las Madres. 

Instead, Las Madres are unique because they tapped 
into a uniquely emotional and painful experience; they 
brought the pain of losing their children into the public 
eye and refused to let the military dictatorship sweep 
their disappearance under the rug. They initiated their 
protests as a quest for knowledge, first, and for politi-
cal change, second.17 Women, as mothers, began to talk 
about their personal tragedy of loss and in turn, helped 
to create a new collective sense of motherhood and the 
incentive to act. The mothers joined forces to find chil-
dren and relatives and brought their initiative into the 
public arena. 
 Since children normally outlive their parents, 
author Mabel Bellucci asks the question: if a wom-
an’s gender identity is determined by her reproductive 
function, then does it seem wrong to speak of a moth-
er without children?18 If motherhood is defined by the 
existence of a biological or adopted child, how is this 
identity maintained in the absence of the child?19 These 
were the questions eating at the hearts and minds of 
Las Madres which ultimately showed how motherhood 
was more than a framing resource as introduced by 
Snow and Soule. Their identity as mothers was in cri-
sis, and became a new form of political consciousness; 
it was a transformation of the classic values associated 
with motherhood. This occurred because Las Madres 
transformed powerlessness associated with mothers in 
the political sphere into social action. By combining a 
practical outlook with a larger vision of social reform, 
Las Madres effectively broke down boundaries between 
the private and public realms.20 As mothers, they react-
ed to government sanctioned military attacks on their 
families by bringing them into the public eye and chal-
lenging the notion that mothering was restricted to the 
private world. 
 The task of defending life itself was forced out of 
the household and into public and political expression. 
Las Madres’ ability to unite and fight for peace, and to 
make motherhood an active weapon in their struggle, 
was a significant departure from the conventional con-
tent of Argentine politics.21 Throughout the twentieth 
century, and especially leading up to the military junta, 
motherhood was valued and respected in Argentine so-
ciety. The military government aimed at intensifying the 
notion of limited motherhood to the house and home. 
The junta in Argentina encouraged the marginalization 
of women, thereby reinforcing the patriarchal control 
over women’s bodies, reproductive labor, and the family. 
Their private responsibilities as mothers, however, jus-

9
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tified their entry into the public domain and closed the 
door for men in the state of terror.22 They rallied to de-
fend their rights as wives and mothers, rights that were 
assured in theory through traditional gender systems 
but were denied in practice through current economic 
and political realities.23 By evoking maternal bonds and 
obligations, Argentine women mobilized as mothers to 
demand information on their lost family members. 
 By using the traditional roles of motherhood, 
these women gained autonomy and were not sup-
pressed during mobilization. Motherhood was used as a 
unifying connection between these women that allowed 
them to mobilize and thrive under a repressive military 
junta. “It unintentionally became a new feminine par-
adigm that sustained the need for a feminine perspec-
tive in the world of patriarchal politics, and suggested a 
broader vision of destroying the traditional role of the 
political game.”24 Las Madres had access to a resource 
not found or utilized in other mobilizations at the time: 
motherhood. As introduced by Snow and Soule, moth-
erhood is not a tangible, material source; it is not a hu-
man source or social-organizational resource. Rather, 
the emotional bonds of motherhood and a sense of be-
longing to a larger network of women who shared the 
same grievances became embedded in a network that 
sustained the movement, even when it was extremely 
loose and uncoordinated.25 The members of this group 
sought to take advantage of the strong emotional bonds 
that developed among women, resulting in the process 
of collective identity formation. 
 Throughout the dictatorship, Las Madres’ move-
ment transformed and responded to developments in 
society and from the dictatorship. Through the specific 
grievances of the time, the movement transformed into 
more than a moral or cultural resource; the issue be-
came more nuanced, complicated, and emotional. Bob 
Edwards and John D. McCarthy’s chapter in the Black-
well Companion to Social Movements, defines moral 
resources as legitimacy, solidarity, support, sympathetic 
support, and celebrity.26 Their scholarship helps to ex-
plain the greater significance of the Las Madres move-
ment. Las Madres did not have legitimacy at any point 
during the dictatorship, nor much support domesti-
cally or internationally, until after the military junta 
collapsed. Edwards and McCarthy also define cultural 
resources as “artifacts and cultural products such as 
conceptual tools and specialized knowledge that have 
become widely, though not necessarily universally, 
known.”27 This includes the knowledge of how to ac-

complish things like enacting a protest event, holding a 
news conference, and using organizational templates to 
encompass mobilization and technology. The women in 
the Las Madres organization, for the most part, were not 
accustomed to engaging in political action and many 
of the cultural resources available to other movements 
(mentioned above) were not available to Las Madres. 
Las Madres began as simply an informal, almost ritual-
istic gathering of women in similar circumstances, and 
slowly transformed into a formal movement during the 
military junta. 
 However, these resource voids did not detract 
from their responsibility as mothers to conserve life, so 
they demanded the rights inherent to their obligations 
as mothers while simultaneously politicizing their per-
sonal relationships and consciousness as women. They 
confronted state terrorism in a way that no other sector 
could or dared to precisely because they were mothers.28 
Bellucci also highlights the fact that their transforma-
tion from biological to political mothers was the result 
of their collective search for their disappeared children; 
they transformed their loss and pain into public ac-
tion.29 Las Madres helped reconstruct the universal nar-
rative and the official historical memory of events; their 
ongoing call for truth had immediate and long-term 
implications. Las Madres invaded the space occupied by 
those who defined the official version of history and as 
they unearthed the fate of their missing children, they 
undermined censorship as a control mechanism the re-
gime could rely upon.30 In the process, they eventually 
gained a genuine political voice in the rewriting of Ar-
gentine history, thereby shaping the memory of future 
generations. 

An Empirical Analysis of Las 
Madres and the Longevity of their 

Movement 

 With this theoretical discussion in mind, this 
paper will now address the unprecedented longevity 
of the Las Madres. Because of the state-sponsored ter-
ror, many families in Argentina were left in limbo and 
sought to find their loved ones. Las Madres de la Plaza 
de Mayo was founded in 1977 by a group of mothers 
who decided to come together and protest. Marching 
in circles and carrying large signs with photographs of 
missing relatives, women brought their private pains 
into the public domain. Committed to the search for the 
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disappeared, 14 women demanded to know the truth 
about their children.31

  Mistrust of those in power was the first step in 
the formation of Las Madres, and it was acted upon 
and validated by others who shared those same doubts. 
Las Madres strategically reversed the roles of mother 
and child; their slogan was “Our children gave birth to 
us.”32 The collective effort to find their missing children 
transformed these women from biological mothers to 
political mothers: the disappearance of their children 
gave birth to their movement and their lives as politi-
cal actors. They challenged the dictatorship and trans-
formed their personal grief into political activism while 
creating a new form of political participation based on 
love, which allowed them to build a bond and shape a 
movement without men.33 
 This portrayal of a political mother was evident 
in how and where they gathered and what they wore. 
Their originality was evident in their development of 
new forms of mobilization, like the walk around the 
plaza, the assignment of new meanings to old symbols, 
their capacity to re-signify a public space (the plaza), 
and their capability of sustaining a political agenda 
outside the realm of Argentine political parties.34 Las 
Madres gathered in the Plaza de Mayo, in front of the 
Casa Rosada, the headquarters of the Argentine capital 
of Buenos Aires.35 They used the most important polit-
ical space in the country to stage a nonviolent, public 
protest in Argentina. Their visible presences in the Plaza 
de Mayo brought motherhood out of the domestic clos-
et, showed that motherhood was also a social construct, 
and opened new spaces of representation for Argentine 
women.36 This well-staged protest confronted passersby 
with the spectacle of mothers and grandmothers march-
ing and displaying the names of their disappeared chil-
dren week after week, month after month, and year after 
year, in the heart of the country’s governmental and fi-
nancial district.
 Part of their success was their persistence: Las 
Madres met and marched every Thursday afternoon at 
3:30 p.m. in downtown Buenos Aires. The military law 
prohibited three or more people to stand together in 
public, so the women decided to move, not stand, and 
started to perpetually walk in a circle.37 Other mothers 
and grandmothers joined and the circle of marchers 
quickly grew in size. They transformed powerlessness 
into social action, combined a practical outlook with a 
larger vision of society in need of change, and effectively 
broke down boundaries between private and public.38 

They did not give into the military junta, and publical-
ly asked what others were thinking: what happened to 
our children? They were not advocating to remove the 
junta, they were not protesting for rights, they simply 
wanted to know what happened to their children. 
As mothers, they reacted to government-sanctioned 
military attacks on the family by bringing them into the 
public square and by challenging the notion that moth-
ering was restricted to the private world. Through this 
process, places like the Plaza become active agents in 
bringing forth emotions and reinforcing the import-
ant experiences shared in that space.39 Their clothing 
and signage also displayed the material politicization 
of motherhood in Buenos Aires. As seen above, many 
women wore white kerchiefs on their heads with the 
names of their disappeared children on a poster with 
photos and dates of their disappearance.40 With this 
strategic form of protest, Las Madres prevented the 
disappeared persons from being obliterated from pub-
lic memory in Argentina. According to Schoellkopf, it 
was no accident that these kerchiefs were reminiscent 
of the Virgin Mary’s headwear in religious icons, there-
by symbolizing peace, love, life, and family – all things 
the military claimed to be protecting.41 The very act of 
mobilizing was revolutionary in it of itself, however, Las 
Madres used the traditional and biblical portrayal of 
motherhood to not only advance their cause but also to 
make it more personal. 
 Despite the powerful social effect of these wom-
en, they confronted gender bias in Argentina during the 
junta. In retrospect, this was used to both help and hurt 
the Las Madres movement. These women were left be-
hind in society; no one offered them answers to their 
questions about their missing children, and they were 
cast as terrorists by the military dictatorship.42 Howev-
er, as women, and especially as mothers, they imagined 
that they would be more protected in public compared 
to their husbands. Las Madres’ symbols and speech were 
used to combat the terrorist images the junta propagat-
ed – that these mothers failed in their duties because 
they raised terrorist children. By wearing clothing sym-
bolic of religion and motherhood, they defied the jun-
ta’s masochistic and misogynistic stereotypes. Military 
governments, according to Jadwiga Mooney, generally 
stressed all traits commonly associated with mother-
hood within the house and home, thereby far removed 
from political participation.43 
 Therefore, the traditional idea of motherhood 
protected them from further political violence because 
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the protesters appealed to traditional gendered rights 
and responsibilities as defined by the government. Be-
cause they were mothers and traditional housewives 
who had no political power, they were able to safely par-
ticipate in political protest and civic action; Las Madres 
staged one of the few public protests against the Argen-
tine military junta. The paradigm of Las Madres’ politics 
was based on a stalwart defense of basic principles, the 
defense of life and the right to love. They created a place 
where cooperation and shared purpose enabled them 
to nourish their spirits and move toward empowerment 
instead of despair.44 Going to the Plaza every Thursday 
was cathartic for Las Madres: they all had the same pain 
and the same goal – to find where their children were 
taken, and to discover whether they were alive. 
 As the years passed and bodies were begin-
ning to be recovered, the mothers were forced to come 
to terms with the reality that their children were dead 
and that they were no longer mothers. This made the 
psychology of mourning extremely problematic -- be-
cause of the mothers’ doubts and denials, they were torn 
between hope and desperation and were reminded of 
this dilemma by the absence of the bodies of the dead.45 

Without a body to bury and say goodbye to, it was much 
harder for the mothers to mourn the loss of their chil-
dren. Nora Cortinas was the mother of Gustavo, who 
was disappeared, and whose body was never recovered. 
Ms. Cortinas eloquently describes this lack of closure: 

“Without the body, we cannot process the 
death and have a proper burial. The death 
has happened and not happened. The an-
guish becomes a litany of unanswered ques-
tions. The tragedy isn’t over. We question 
ourselves all the time. Our children are not 
dead, they are disappeared.46”

The implicit promise of Las Madres was that they were 
not mothers of just one child; collectively, as a group, 
they were all mothers of all those who disappeared. This 
philosophy of the collective over the individual allowed 
the mothers to confront the adversity from the junta and 
the pain of losing their children. Las Madres demanded 
that the government identify the physical remains for 
the disappeared and return them to their families, so 
the living could begin to find peace. They also demand-
ed that the government establish a genetic information 
bank to preserve genetic data about the families of the 
disappeared.As the years became decades and many 

Madres finally accepted that they could not bring back 
their children, they still demanded to know the fate of 
their children and kept faith that their bodies would be 
recovered. 
 Las Madres remained visible and extremely ac-
tive, even after the military dictatorship fell in 1984. The 
size of the demonstrations increased with the return of 
democracy and they channeled their grief and anxiety 
into representing the disappeared during criminal tri-
als of military officials. However, this was not always 
an easy task because the newly elected Alfonsin gov-
ernment was eager to move past the years of the dicta-
torship and attempted to repress the trials of the mem-
bers of the junta in order to move forward.47 The only 
concrete results from the trials were sanctions against 
two top junta leaders and no action was taken against 
the low-level military officers responsible for carrying 
out the of kidnapping and torture of the disappeared 
children.48 Las Madres rejected these solutions and the 
Alfonsin government began to dismiss their movement 
by creating a climate of confrontation with them. Under 
Alfonsin, military officers from the dictatorship could 
remain in their posts, legal actions were halted against 
individual officers, and the Argentine people were en-
couraged to forget what happened during the military 
junta.49

 Despite these difficulties encountered in the 
transition to democracy in the late 1980’s, the Madres 
continued their efforts, creating new ways to sensitize 
a public that would have otherwise been content to for-
get the past. They were present at the junta trials, with 
white kerchiefs on their heads and signs with the names 
of the disappeared; their presence and mobilization hu-
manized the killings and reminded the public that this 
was not an issue to be forgotten. The Alfonsin govern-
ment responded to the women’s demands by creating 
the National Women’s Agency in the Ministry of Social 
Action, which made the Women’s Health and Develop-
ment Program, Women Today, and several other wom-
en’s agencies within the government.50 The government 
was forced to concede because Las Madres articulated 
historical realities that others tried to silence: disap-
pearances and assassination campaigns by the Argen-
tine military. This then provided a foundation for future 
generations to learn about the once suppressed chap-
ter in Argentine history.51 Because of these agencies, 
domestic violence and violence against women have 
been recognized as social problems and have been de-
nounced by the Argentine government, women’s groups 
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have formed in Argentine trade unions, and women 
have mobilized in the struggle for better housing condi-
tions, access to clean water, and for basic social services.
Today, the women of Las Madres are involved in the 
struggle for human, civil, and political rights in Argen-
tina, Latin America, and beyond. They continue to per-
form emotional labor within their movement to sustain 
their activism.52 Furthermore, they have members scat-
tered in more than twenty cities in Argentina and they 
have support groups across Europe and North America, 
forming a network of activists that spans from a local to 
the global level.53 Las Madres have inspired the forma-
tion of other mothers groups in El Salvador, Brazil, Nic-
aragua, and other Latin American countries. According 
to Fernando J. Bosco, 

“From the perspective of the organizational 
geographies of social movements, one of the 
most interesting features about the Madres 
today is that these groups of women consti-
tute a network of activists where multiple al-
legiances give place to a complex web of in-
teractions among individual members and 
formal organizational structures.54” 

LasMadres’ network remains unified and cohesive, de-
spite organizational differences. The emotional bonds 
among Las Madres were not only important in the 
original formation of their network, but also continue 
to connect them today. Their strategy, beginning from 
the place culturally assigned to women in the gendered 
division of labor, has been successfully applied to con-
temporary issues.55 
 One specific example of Las Madres transform-
ing to influence other issues in Argentina was the influ-
ence they had on the steel strikes in the early 1990s. The 
1991 steel strikes in Argentina arose due to the closing 
of a mine in greater Buenos Aires area. In the wake of 
this closure, wives of steelworkers led a demonstration 
to defend their husbands’ jobs in Argentina - wives and 
children of steelworkers barricaded a local highway in 
southern Argentina while their husbands and fathers 
went to Buenos Aires to protest the mine closing.56 The 
women and children not only took part in this mobi-
lization; they took charge of barricading a highway, so 
their husbands and friends could succeed with their 
protest. In order to achieve this, they got involved with 
help, guidance, and participation from members of the 
LasMadres movement.

 By reframing their movement and attempting 
new activities for their mission, Las Madres have ex-
panded their goals and have maintained a relevant voice 
in their field of international politics and human rights. 
Their fight today, over forty years later, is universal; they 
protest injustice, hunger, capitalism, ecological disaster, 
NAFTA, and military interventions around the world.57 

They have supported the trials against the former mil-
itary and police responsible for the disappearances of 
their children and grandchildren, and have attended the 
proceedings and served as witnesses. They have cam-
paigned against obligatory military service and have ad-
vocated for criminal code reforms to outlaw actions like 
those taken by the junta against the disappeared.58 
 One specific example of how Las Madres trans-
formed and influenced the field of human rights outside 
of Argentina was their involvement with the police pre-
cincts pioneered in Brazil in 1992. In São Paulo, Brazil, 
with guidance from members of the Las Madres move-
ment, a women’s police precinct was started to respond 
to violence against women, to give support to those af-
fected, and to set up means of legal action that could be 
taken against the male offenders.59 The idea behind its 
creation was that the traditional institutional response 
to violence against women was inadequate. Further-
more, the police were mostly men and routinely ignored 
and rarely prosecuted cases of physical or sexual assault 
and often blamed or harassed the victims.60 These pre-
cincts were one of the civil initiatives Las Madres sup-
ported in Brazil after the end of military rule and repre-
sented a systematic effort to legitimate the new regime 
and the position of the leading parties. Las Madres use 
the same vocabulary and symbols, but to new political 
ends; as the women develop, “their contemporary plat-
forms expand on and modernize their message of social 
injustice, economic reforms, and international human 
rights.”61 

 Their struggle for memory, truth, and justice for 
the disappeared endures against a backdrop of wide-
spread violence and injustice in Argentina. These social 
realities are exacerbated by the rampant unemploy-
ment, poverty, and police repression that plague Argen-
tina and Latin America in general.62 In 1995, a group 
formed called the HIJOS, or the Children for Identity 
and Justice Against Oblivion and Silence. This group 
was made up of many of the children born in captivity 
to disappeared mothers, who were put up for adoption 
against the will of the family. They remember their miss-
ing parents with pride and celebrate their legacy, while 
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also trying to perform new methods of memory recu-
peration for the future. The HIJOS, with Las Madres, 
would gather information about ex-police or ex-mili-
tary members from the military dictatorship living at 
large, march toward their neighborhoods, create yellow 
signs to show where the repressors lived, and paint the 
repressors’ names and crimes on the pavement in front 
of their houses.63 Las Madres passed the torch of mobi-
lization and memory of the military dictatorship to the 
HIJOS to keep the movement alive and to keep the issue 
from fading from collective consciousness in society. 
The movement’s ability to remain relevant in the field 
of human rights in Argentina and around the world 
for four decades is nothing short of remarkable. Their 
ability to collectively organize as mothers allowed them 
to globalize because motherhood is universal: it tran-
scends nation, language, race, and ethnicity. This al-
lowed them to transform by reaching out to mothers in 
other countries. Even though their issues were differ-
ent, they were all still mothers fighting for human life 
and love, the very things they held dear both as political 
actors and as mothers. They challenged the traditional, 
fixed prescriptions of motherhood as an institution and 
developed their own political language. As Mooney ex-
plains, “They re-defined mothers’ needs and obligations 
in light of the impact of unwanted political systems, or 
violence led by military leaders, has on their children 
and families.”64 Las Madres took advantage of their sta-
tus in society and the circumstances of the day to chal-
lenge a repressive military dictatorship and demand an 
explanation for the disappearances of their children. 
And although the answers they received almost always 
confirmed the death of a child, they continued the fight 
and transformed their mission to influence not only 
Argentine politics, but also international human rights 
politics today. 
 Las Madres de la Plaza de Mayo revolutionized 
and politicized the idea of motherhood and its cultur-
al implications by transforming traditional symbols 
of motherhood and manipulating them for their own 
political agendas. These women are bound by a shared 
sense of untranslatable and immeasurable pain and loss 
that come with the disappearance of a child. The de-
velopment of embedded ties, based on shared experi-
ences, became the basis for their original organization 
and empowered the development of a visible network 
of women and human rights activists worldwide.65 To-
day, Las Madres is involved in the struggle for human, 
civil, and political rights in Argentina, Latin America, 

and beyond. Las Madres challenged the traditional di-
chotomy between two types of Argentine women: the 
narrative of a passive and homebound mother versus 
the street-wise, impassioned activist. They took their 
maternity to the street with their bodies, blurred the 
lines of Argentine motherhood, and empowered a gen-
eration.66 Las Madres helped to secure women’s ongoing 
presence as political actors. 
 The value and respect placed on motherhood by 
Argentine society enabled mothers to gather in protest 
of their lost children without fear of violent retaliation. 
This ultimately created solidarity between women in 
similar circumstances and empowered them to reach 
beyond the borders of Argentina. The universal bond 
of motherhood allowed Las Madres de la Plaza de Mayo 
to transform into a group which did not necessarily fit 
social scientists formula of social mobilization. Rather 
than access to political opportunity, or moral and cul-
tural resources, Las Madres maintained their cohesion 
by remembering past emotions; and translating and 
mobilizing these past and present emotions to reinforce 
the women’s social bond.67 In response to Las Madres, 
many Argentine feminists have structured their argu-
ments in human rights terms and in doing so, and Las 
Madres were able to create a new dialogue in Argentine 
society and the field of international human rights. 
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Does it Matter? An Evaluation of the 
Effectiveness of Economic Intervention on 
Reducing Insurgent Violence in Colombia

Introduction

 Throughout the world, dozens of conflicts 
between state governments and insurgent forces re-
sult in violence and instability. Insurgent conflicts 
are widespread and pervasive with approximately 
72 different insurgent groups operating in 45 coun-
tries worldwide, covering five separate continents.1 
Politically-motivated insurgent groups have wide-
spread effects on the political, security, and econom-
ic situations in the countries where they operate.
 While popular attention has been focused on 
ISIS and other Middle Eastern insurgencies, rebel 
groups have historically had a major impact in many 
other places around the world, and continue to have 

influence today. In northern Spain, a Basque separat-
ist group called Euskadi Ta Askatasuna (ETA) only 
recently stopped its militancy in 2011 after killing 
around 800 people since 1968.2 In Africa, two terrorist 
organizations have grown on opposite sides of the con-
tinent. On the Lake Chad Basin in Nigeria, Boko Ha-
ram has grown from a school preaching against West-
ern influence in 2002 to at least 15,000 militants in 
2015.3 Near the Horn of Africa in Somalia, al-Shabaab 
splintered from the Islamic Courts Union in 2006 and 
now has between 7,000 and 9,000 members.4 In South-
east Asia, Jemaah Islamiyah (JI) has been operating in 
countries such as Indonesia and Malaysia since its for-
mal establishment in 1993. In October 2002, JI carried 
out a group of bombings which killed 202 people.5

 Colombia, the focus of this paper, has been the 
18

 As a country with some of the longest insurgent fueled conflicts in history, Colombia provides 
fruitful ground for the study of intervention efforts against such forces. Author Sam Alhadeff studies 
the capital centric Programa de Inversión Banca de las Oportunidades, Bank of Opportunities Invest-
ment Program, introduced in Colombia in 2006. The program is aimed at increasing access to basic 
financial services such as credit and checking accounts, as well as small business loans for entrepre-
neurs. While the primary goal of this program was more inclusion in basic financial services for Co-
lombians, this piece analyzes the program’s effect on violence associated with insurgent groups such as 
FARC and ELN. The research demonstrates that although there was increased financial inclusion as a 
result of the program, there was no significant evidence that this inclusion reduced insurgent violence. 
In 2016, FARC signed a peace agreement with the Colombian government that indicates the potential 
for a more hospitable Colombia. This paper is an important addition to the published work aimed at 
understanding some of the underlying structures of insurgent groups. It also helps challenge the often 
voiced theory that counterinsurgency efforts should begin and end with economics. Looking forward 
for Colombia and all other regions combating insurgent violence, the human and political motives that 
fuel these groups are no less important than relevant economic factors.    

Emmett Sexton, Editor

Sam Alhadeff
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site of the longest ongoing conflict in the world, since 
the foundation of the Revolutionary Armed Forces of 
Colombia (FARC)6 and the National Liberation Army 
(ELN)7 in 1964. Since that year, multiple left-wing 
insurgent groups, such as the Popular Liberation Army 
and the 19th of April Movement, and right-wing para-
military organizations, such as Death to Kidnappers 
and the United Self-Defense Forces of Colombia, have 
been created and eventually disbanded, intensifying 
the conflict at times and providing hope for ultimate 
peace at other times. Nevertheless, until 2016, the in-
surgent conflict between the FARC and ELN rebels and 
the Colombian government persisted with a dramatic 
impact on the Colombian people. Since 1964, Co-
lombia’s insurgent conflict has caused the death of at 
least 220,000 people and the displacement of 7 million 
more.8

 Considering the violence and instability insur-
gent conflict causes, many researchers have studied 
these organizations -- including their origins, their 
beliefs, and their strategies -- with the goal of devel-
oping an effective counterinsurgency strategy. Devel-
oping effective counterinsurgent strategies is vital for 
governments, international organizations, and nongov-
ernmental organizations alike to mitigate the violence 
caused by rebel groups. The leading models developed 
to understand, and ultimately address, effective coun-
terinsurgent programs focus on economic and security 
interventions, both of which can be implemented in 
the short-term to affect change in the violence lev-
els of a conflict. Three of these models approach the 
interplay of violence and the economic and security 
situation of a community, each from a different angle. 
The purely economic approach argues for a causal 
relationship between unemployment and violence. 
The SWORD model takes the opposite perspective, 
prioritizing security efforts as the main counterinsur-
gency strategy. The information-centric model strikes 
a middle ground between the two, claiming economic 
service provision is a tactic to ensure military success 
in violence reduction.
 This paper evaluates the relative success of eco-
nomic and security interventions by incorporating key 
aspects of each model into the analysis. While recent 
studies have reduced confidence in the theory that em-
ployment programs themselves are successful violence 
reduction strategies, few studies have tested the impact 
of a capital-centric intervention program – injecting 
capital such as cash, capital goods, or livestock – on a 

region’s violence.9 To contribute to the study of capi-
tal-centric intervention programs, this paper examines 
the Banca de las Oportunidades program implemented 
by the Colombian government in 2006 over its first 
quadrennial and its success at reducing violence in 
case studies. 

Background

Defining Insurgency 

 As more insurgencies cause problems for states, 
effective counterinsurgency and peacebuilding strate-
gies have grown in value for governments, internation-
al organizations, and nongovernmental organizations 
(NGOs). Many researchers have spent extensive time 
studying previous and current counterinsurgency 
strategies. A majority of these studies have focused 
on the Middle East, specifically Iraq and Afghanistan, 
where the United States has focused most of its mil-
itary forces in its “War on Terror”, a term coined by 
President George Bush in 2001.10

 By its broadest definition, insurgencies have 
existed throughout history. Under a broad definition 
of insurgency, the Sons of Liberty in the American 
colonies were insurgents against the British crown. In-
surgency, as more narrowly defined by contemporary 
scholars, is a strategy “adopted by groups which cannot 
attain their political objectives through conventional 
means or by a quick seizure of power.”11 Most often 
these rebel groups want to affect change in the current 
political system. These rebel groups use violence “to 
impose costs on government, either in an attempt to 
extract concessions or in an effort to overthrow the 
government altogether.”12 What makes an insurgency 
distinct from other belligerent groups is its inferior 
military capacity relative to the government forces. 
Lacking equal strength, insurgent groups are not af-
forded the luxuries of conventional warfare where each 
troop has parity on both sides of the conflict. A battle 
resulting in the loss of an equal number of forces is 
dramatically worse for the insurgent forces than for the 
government forces. Insurgencies are forced to resort to 
asymmetric tactics to damage government forces and 
targets while avoiding their own losses.13

 Insurgencies are characterized by a broad array 
of combat tactics: protracted, irregular/asymmetric 
violence, use of surrounding terrain, psychological 
warfare, and political mobilization.14 These tactics ma-

19
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terialize as assassinations, sabotage, bombings, raids, 
kidnappings, etc. As Metz and Millen describe, the 
insurgents recognize their weaker fighting abilities and 
employ these tools to both protect themselves from 
government counterinsurgency and shift the balance 
of power to their side. Insurgencies are committed to 
their self-preservation, scoring any victories where 
possible while avoiding battles where they are weakest. 
 Above all, insurgencies prioritize winning the 
support of the people around them. Insurgency suc-
cess is dependent upon the continuing support of the 
populations in the regions where they operate, or, as 
eloquently stated by insurgent leader Mao Zedong of 
China in 1937, “the guerrilla must move amongst the 
people as a fish swims in the sea.” The Handbook for 
Volunteers of the Irish Republican Army on guerrilla 
warfare emphasizes that “successful guerrilla oper-
ations involve the people. It is the quality of their 
resistance to the enemy and support for the guerrillas 
which in the end will be the decisive factor.” Eli Ber-
man’s information-centric model of counterinsurgency 
raises the people to an equal level of importance with 
the government and rebel forces, calling them the third 
protagonist in the conflict.15 The success of insur-
gencies revolves around their ability to maintain the 
sympathies of the local population from which rebels 
can recruit potential members and receive support in 
the form of economic rents and protection.16

 Since both sides rely on winning the support of 
the populace, governments and rebels pursue mirror 
strategies to weaken their opponent and persuade the 
average individual to support their side. Insurgent 
groups use propaganda – “information warfare de-
signed to popularize the perception that they are seek-
ers of justice forced into violence by the unwillingness 
of the regime to give them a voice in the political sys-
tem, actions which demonstrate that they offer a better 
alternative than the regime” – and demonstrations of 
strength and courage – assassinations, bombings, etc. – 
to persuade target populations to ally themselves with 
the insurgency.17

 The ideologies of the insurgents attempting to 
persuade noncombatants vary dramatically across, and 
even within, conflicts. Many of the insurgencies previ-
ously mentioned in the introduction are characterized 
by an Islamic zeal. For example, the self-termed Islamic 
State views itself as a liberation insurgency attempting 
to establish a state completely ruled by their interpre-
tation of Islamic law. The main insurgencies in Colom-

bia, FARC and ELN, are both rebel groups attempting 
to establish a communist regime in Colombia, part of 
a trend of communist revolutions throughout Latin 
America in the mid-twentieth century. Even these two 
insurgencies with generally similar goals hold distinct 
ideologies exemplified by the members who join each 
group. The FARC, larger of the two insurgent groups, is 
composed mainly of militant communists and peas-
ant self-defense groups.18 Meanwhile, ELN comprises 
political contemporaries of Fidel Castro who hoped to 
follow in the footsteps of his revolution in Cuba. Their 
ranks are filled with “students, Catholic radicals, and 
left-wing intellectuals.” Another, disbanded group in 
Colombia, the United Self-Defense Forces of Colombia 
(AUC), was a right-wing group unified by a desire to 
combat the violence of the communist rebels and pro-
tect the local political and economic interests, includ-
ing drug trafficking.

The Spread and Establishment of Insurgencies in a 
Community 

 Insurgencies grow and establish themselves in 
their dynamic relationship with the people, the terri-
tory they occupy, and the reigning government. This 
relationship is pronounced in Colombia where rebel 
groups are usually comprised of countryside peasants 
alienated by an urbanized population following a con-
flict in the mid-20th century and Colombia’s economic 
development policies that favored business develop-
ment. Territorial control is essential for the success of 
any side in a war. For insurgents especially, the regions 
they control are essential for their survival. As Colom-
bian Senator Alfredo Rangel explains, “each zone and 
every department has a distinct strategic interest for 
each irregular group.”19 Insurgents are often locals to 
the regions they occupy, which provides them terrain 
familiarity and a concomitant military benefit.20

 An insurgency goes through several phases 
when it enters a new region. The first phase, pre-in-
surgency, is a feeling out process where the movement 
arrives in the population not as an armed force but 
as activists and attempt to identify community lead-
ers and understand the local political and economic 
situation. These insurgent groups look for areas of 
frustration or potential for improvement. The activists 
then create “commissions of the masses,” exploiting 
points of tension and building confidence in the rebels’ 
ideologies. Insurgents must also consider established 

20

April 8_SW FinalFinal_S18.indd   20 4/9/18   1:01 PM



Sifting and Winnowing Undergraduate Journal, Volume 3

structures and organizations while developing their 
own governance of the region. For example, insurgents 
may exploit pre-existing unions or delinquent groups 
for their own strategies, or they may forcibly destroy 
one or both to establish its legitimacy. Rebels then 
expand by testing the trustworthiness of supporters 
through their willingness to assist, begin providing 
services, and grow their base. Next, insurgent groups, 
having shed pretenses, present themselves as a new, 
effective order by “cleaning the zone” of criminals 
and other undesirables. Now completely in power, 
the movement will begin to recruit and extract rents 
through economic and individual extortion as well 
as extortive kidnappings. Many of their rent-seeking 
activities are not inherently violent but become violent 
when individuals refuse to cooperate. The violence is 
always excused as recuperation for the revolution. Fi-
nally, with their political and economic power secure, 
the rebels use the municipality as a launching point to 
attack state and military resources and expand to new 
regions, restarting the process.21

 In response, the civil population plays the role 
of protagonist in the conflict, not just victim. Popula-
tions have the choice to support, reject, supply, exploit, 
or join the armed force. For this reason, the politics 
of the conflict play a crucial role in a group’s success. 
The state and insurgent forces attempt to control the 
discourse around the conflict. The state illustrates the 
rebels as terrorists, whose violence is minority, illegit-
imate, and criminal. On the contrary, rebels describe 
their activity as a legitimate response to an oppressive 
regime. They recognize the “people are the most im-
portant strategic advantage they possess.”22

 Once established in the region, the insurgency 
does not distinguish itself from the civil population. 
Instead, it obscures its size, command, and strength. 
The insurgent strategy is based on attacking enemy tar-
gets without needing an extensive campaign, permit-
ting success against a larger and better-equipped state 
military. The small-group mobility of insurgencies 
converts the entire nation into an extended war zone. 
In waging their war, FARC rebels and other insurgen-
cies must exert strength over territories both through 
visible and continual arms and through networks of 
support and alliances. Territory is divided into three 
types of control: base of complete guerilla operation 
and governance, guerrilla zones with insurgent pres-
ence but clandestine, and occupied zones where state 
forces limit the operational capacity of the rebel group. 

Insurgent groups also maintain transition zones which 
are strategic corridors allowing for the transport of 
money, supplies, or, in the case of most Colombian 
insurgencies, kidnapping victims.23

Colombian Insurgency Groups

Colombia has a long history of partisan violence, dat-
ing back to the introduction of partisan politics in the 
1800’s.24 On more than one occasion, discord between 
the Conservative and Liberal parties spilled over into 
violent conflict. One such instance began in 1948 when 
a Liberal opposition leader was assassinated while 
campaigning, spilling over into what would become La 
Violencia.25

 The Conservative government began to arm 
Conservative peasants in the countryside and hired a 
Conservative police force, known as the Chulavistas. 
In response, the Liberal opposition armed itself and 
recruited more peasants to fight in the conflict. With 
the assistance of Communist party activists, the Liberal 
Party organized a 10,000-man army, inspiring small 
guerrilla forces around the country. Shining among the 
peasant recruits was Pedro “Tirofijo” Antonio Marín, 
who would eventually found the FARC. By the end of 
the conflict, there had been two military coups in 1953 
and 1957, the deaths of an estimated 300,000 Colombi-
ans, and a general migration of people to urban centers 
to avoid the conflict in the countryside.26 

 La Violencia ended when Liberal Alberto 
Lleras Camargo and Conservative Laureano Gómez 
reached a deal in the Declaration of Sitges. Through-
out La Violencia, the Colombian government pursued 
Communist guerrillas. With a peace deal intact, the 
government had a renewed focus and forced the guer-
rillas to retreat into the Andean foothills, where Tirofi-
jo – who had left the Liberals to join the Communist 
party at some point in the 1950’s – met Jacobo Arenas, 
a Marxist, “professional revolutionary” and agreed to 
combine forces.27

 In 1964, the Colombian government launched 
an offensive against the Communist forces in their 
stronghold, the village of Marquetalia, Tolima. The 
rebels fled south to Cauca and adopted the name Rev-
olutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC). Also in 
1964, the National Liberation Army (ELN) was found-
ed under the doctrine of Cuban revolutionaries and 
Che Guevara. While both were communist rebels, they 
held somewhat different views. The ELN was seen as 
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“imported” with an ideology rawn from the Cold War, 
while the FARC was “the heir of a long and endoge-
nous process of accumulation of peasant armed resis-
tance.”28 Nevertheless, over the next decades, the FARC 
maintained its dominance as the largest rebel group, 
in part aided by poor government decisions. Policies 
intended to open the countryside up to investment 
drove many peasants toward land consolidated under 
the FARC. The FARC began providing educational and 
medical services to loyal communities, training mili-
tants, and carrying out attacks against the government. 
Between 1970 and 1982, the ranks grew from 500 to 
3,000 fighters.29

 FARC violence peaked in 1999 with 18,000 
members and 3,000 kidnappings. That same year, 
newly-elected President Andrés Pastrana began peace 
talks. Even though they were short-lived, these talks 
compelled the US to introduce Plan Colombia, a $9 
billion program ostensibly meant to combat drug 
trafficking with the added benefit of strengthening and 
professionalizing the Colombian military but with the 
intermediate goal of reducing violence in the region. 
Plan Colombia was fully embraced by Pastrana’s suc-
cessor, Álvaro Uribe, who implemented a policy called 
Política de Seguridad Democrática.30 Between 2002 
and 2007, Uribe grew the Colombian military by 27 
percent.31

 On top of intensified counterinsurgent fighting 
given the new funding, Uribe’s government promoted 
demobilization/desertion with notable success. Be-
tween 2002-2010, 3,214 guerrillas demobilized from 
the departments of Antioquia, Córdoba, and Chocó 
alone.32 Violence from Uribe’s program peaked in 
2007/2008 with the death of several FARC leaders, 
including founder Tirofijo. These efforts translated 
into the environment which prompted Santos to reach 
a peace deal and complete demobilization with the 
FARC in 2016.

Theories of Counterinsurgency

 Different models exist that attempt to develop 
an effective counterinsurgency strategy. These theo-
ries attempt to balance the importance of security and 
economic programs as a way to effectively address 
insurgencies in a fragile state and reduce the violence 
caused by the conflict. 

Information-Centric Model 

 Developed by Eli Berman from the University 
of California at San Diego and his colleagues, the in-
formation-centric model considers insurgents, govern-
ments, and the local population each as independent 
actors with equally important roles in the outcome of 
an insurgent conflict. The basis for this understand-
ing follows the sequence of events that occur during 
an insurgent conflict. First, rebel insurgencies lay the 
groundwork for an attack. It is highly likely that local 
civilians observe the militants during their prepara-
tions for the attack. Community members therefore 
could anonymously report the insurgent activity to 
government forces. The more information the state has 
at its disposal, the more likely it can thwart the attack 
and minimize government and civilian losses. There-
fore, it is in the interest of government authorities to 
solicit as much credible information as possible. To 
incentivize reporting, the government offers services – 
infrastructure improvements, cash programs, training, 
etc. Meanwhile, insurgent groups want to retain the 
support and coverage of the community and provide 
services to the local community, as many FARC and 
ELN forces do upon gaining control of a new munici-
pality in Colombia.33, 34 
 Providing services does not have value in its 
own right, only as a means for the government or the 
insurgency to achieve their objectives. From the gov-
ernment’s perspective , insurgencies pose an existential 
threat and must be combatted. Services are provided 
only for the purpose of gaining an information ad-
vantage over the rebels. For the model to work, there 
is an assumption that civilians will respond to service 
programs “created to address the needs of the civilians 
in the local community.”35

 This theory places the noncombatants in a piv-
otal role in each region of the conflict. Therefore, it is 
imperative the people view the government as a strong 
force capable of protecting against violence and pro-
viding the necessary economic resources for the suc-
cess of the population, giving value to the government’s 
economic and security interventions. On the other 
hand, the insurgent groups view it as their responsibili-
ty to delegitimize the government and deteriorate their 
security capacities. Studies in India and the Philippines 
noted a spike in insurgent violence around the rollout 
of the intervention program, attributed to insurgent 
efforts to delegitimize the program and the govern-
ment.36, 37
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 An experiment of the information-centric 
model was conducted in Afghanistan from 2007-2010 
on the National Solidarity Program (NSP). Adminis-
tered by a government agency, the Ministry of Rural 
Rehabilitation and Development, the NSP creates local 
Community Development Councils (CDC) to imple-
ment projects designed to focus on infrastructure (e.g. 
irrigation) or services (e.g. training). Villages were 
randomly assigned to participate in the program and 
surveys were conducted before and two years after the 
program was implemented. By the second survey, the 
results indicated “the program has a significant posi-
tive effect on the perception of economic well being by 
the villagers and their attitude toward the central and 
local governments, as well as NGOs,” which the au-
thors attributed to the National Security Program.38

Economic Approach 

 Another theory claims to address the cause of 
insurgent violence: unemployed people take up arms 
as a source of income, out of boredom, or due to frus-
tration with the government. To address this problem, 
the theory goes, governments, aid groups, and inter-
national organizations can implement job creation 
programs and effectively reduce violence. The econom-
ic approach claims that employment creation promotes 
stability by removing incentives for participating in 
violence.39 Many researchers and world leaders still 
maintain this perspective. The Liberian President Ellen 
Johnson Sirleaf said in 2006, “for us, employment is 
synonymous to peace.”40 Cissé and Stock argue the civil 
war in Sierra Leone was the direct result of no youth 
employment opportunities.41 The 2005 World Bank 
Development Report claims “generating sustained 
rapid growth and robust employment generation is the 
main mitigation strategy” to address the risk of relapse 
in post-conflict communities.42

 Despite these findings, comprehensive reviews 
of economic interventions discredit any relationship 
between unemployment and insurgent violence. The 
2011 World Development Report states that “there are 
no grounds empirically for the commonly made claims 
there is a strong, automatic causal connection from 
unemployment, underemployment, or low productiv-
ity employment to violence and war.”43 An underlying 
problem with the economic approach is its overreli-
ance on economic models to explain individual deci-
sion-making wherein unemployed, poor people are 

more likely to maximize their utility through violence 
and extortion. The conclusion would follow that more 
employment opportunities raise the opportunity cost 
of violence and reduce insurgent recruitment. How-
ever, Robert Solow argues labor is not a commodity; 
because it is human, it “really is different.”44 Instead, 
many insurgents’ marginal cost curves could be per-
fectly vertical, motivated by intrinsic goals (beliefs, 
values) rather than material goods.45 
 The vertical marginal cost curve is evident 
in the FARC structure. Contrary to arguments that 
income from violence is an insurgent recruiting tool, 
FARC does not pay its soldiers and forbids the taking 
of booty after a successful raid. Moreover, the costs 
of membership are high for individuals only looking 
for material goods. FARC soldiers can barely see their 
families, and women face an uphill battle if they want 
to have a child. More often they are forced to give their 
children away to relatives immediately after birth. Both 
the FARC and ELN demand life militancy.46 Neverthe-
less, FARC ranks continued to grow throughout their 
existence. Without prospects for family life or riches, 
rebel fighters still fight energetically. While “recruits 
indeed speak of lack of opportunities,” they also talk 
“about killed and maimed relatives” among the many 
motivations for their taking arms.47 Empirical evidence 
casts doubt on the employment theory, too. Fifty-seven 
percent of FARC members reported not only employ-
ment before joining the insurgency but a strong wage, 
many of them earning above the national average. A 
laptop captured from the FARC’s 58th Front revealed 
that, of the 195 fighters, “not one declared having been 
unemployed.”48 When asked why they joined FARC, 
common answers were vengeance, status, identification 
with the cause, boredom, and harassment at home.
 While pure employment-promoting econom-
ic interventions have been studied extensively, less 
evidence exists on the violence-reducing effectiveness 
of capital-centric interventions. In several studies, 
capital-centric interventions have been the most ef-
fective at improving poor people’s economic situation. 
There is reason to believe, too, that income relates to a 
conflict’s violence. In India and Mexico, research has 
found a relationship between unexpected changes in 
income and conflict intensity, with conflicts growing 
more intense when incomes fall.49, 50 Understanding 
that people earn incomes from a “portfolio of work” 
instead of one singular job, the best way to improve an 
individual’s short-term economic situation is to im-
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prove these portfolios with injections of capital. 
 Capital-centric interventions “have an im-
pressive record of increasing poor people’s long run 
earning potential.51 In Ethiopia, a 2015 study was 
conducted that illustrates the effectiveness of capi-
tal-centric interventions where employment programs 
failed. 1000 unemployed/underemployed people were 
randomly assigned either low-skill industrial jobs, cash 
and business training, or nothing for a control. Most 
people had quit the industrial jobs after a few weeks, 
finding the jobs “unpleasant and risky.” After a year, the 
employed group was not economically better off than 
the control but had worse health. Meanwhile, the cash 
and training group started businesses, increased their 
earnings by a third compared to the control and the 
employment groups, and were generally happier.52 
 Context is incredibly important for economic 
programs, too. In cases of ongoing uncertainty and 
instability, such as Colombia throughout its insur-
gency, the risk of collateral damage and uncertainty 
over the rule of law reduce the value of an individual’s 
investment. Incentives to invest capital are low due 
to risk, greatly inhibiting the economic growth in the 
fragile municipality. People are then incentivized to 
consume it or invest it in forms that are difficult to 
steal. In these instances, access to financial services, 
especially savings accounts, is essential for preserving 
previous economic success and encouraging economic 
growth during unstable times. With access to financial 
services, an economic intervention is likely to be more 
successful regardless of the region’s stability because 
people would remain confident in their economic 
situation and continue to invest in their “portfolios of 
work”. 53 The Banca de las Oportunidades program was 
selected for study in this paper because it is a financial 
service, capital-centric economic intervention. 

SWORD Model 

 The final model of counterinsurgency places a 
higher emphasis on military strength, cohesion, and 
government legitimacy than the economic situation 
for successfully reducing insurgent violence.54 Seven 
interrelated dimensions are used to “predict” the out-
come of a counterinsurgency effort. These dimensions 
are “(1) military actions of the intervening power, (2) 
support actions of the intervening power, (3) host 
government legitimacy, (4) degree of outside support 
to insurgents, (5) actions against subversion, (6) host 

country military actions, and (7) unity of effort”.55 
 These seven dimensions present a focus on 
military efforts by the counterinsurgent forces as well 
as government legitimacy. Dimensions 1, 2, 6, and 7 
all focus on military effort with the third dimension 
prioritizing government legitimacy. The weight the 
SWORD model gives to security in counterinsurgen-
cy efforts aligns with the inherently violent nature of 
any insurgency. While the information-centric model 
values service provision and information gathering 
for counterinsurgency, these efforts were only supple-
mentary to security provision, where both sides use 
military activity to gain an advantage in the conflict. 
Similarly, the U.S. Army/Marine Corps Counterinsur-
gency Field Manual, while first introducing “human 
factors” into American military policy, still primarily 
focuses on military strategy throughout its 258-page 
text. 
 The SWORD model was applied to the 43 
counterinsurgency cases with a relative performance 
rating (R2) of .900, 20 percent higher than the next 
best model applied to the same cases.56 The accuracy 
of this military-focused model, a continued focus by 
counterinsurgents on military strategy, and the in-
herent military conflict during an insurgency provide 
weight to arguments for security as an essential piece 
of any intervention to reduce violence. The interven-
tion program selected for this study will attempt to 
incorporate the elements of each of these counterin-
surgency models, providing a government-backed, 
capital-centric service provision and incorporating 
military strength to determine the relative effectiveness 
of economic and security interventions on reducing 
violence. 

Methodology

Banca de las Oportunidades
 
 The economic intervention program select-
ed for study is the Programa de Inversión Banca de 
las Oportunidades, which roughly translates to the 
“Bank of Opportunities Investment Program”. The 
program intends to provide financial access for citizens 
throughout the country. The program was selected 
because it incorporates many of the characteristics of 
successful economic investment programs outlined 
earlier. For the purposes of this study, I will focus on 
its first quadrennial of the program, between the years 
2006 and 2010, to evaluate the program’s success at 
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violence reduction.
 Founded by Decree number 3078 on Septem-
ber 8, 2006 by the Colombian government, the pro-
gram is a nationwide effort to “promote access to credit 
and other financial services to the unbanked Colom-
bian population, especially to the low-income families, 
micro- and medium-sized enterprises and entrepre-
neurs”. Ostensibly, the Banca de las Oportunidades 
is focused on economic development throughout the 
country. The program has succeeded at reaching nearly 
all municipalities (1,118 of 1,122 or 99.6%), providing 
over five million loans to small businesses (totaling 
19.9 Colombian Pesos (COP) for 1,884,106 small 
businesses), and opening over one million savings and 
credit unions.
 More important than the success of these goals, 
the investment program made dramatic improvements 
in increasing access to financial services for average 
Colombians. At the start of the program, the rate of 
“bancarización” – the portion of the population reg-
ularly participating in banking activities – was 30.17 
percent for all Colombians. The goal for the quadren-
nial was a rate of 34.3 percent for all Colombians, a 
goal which was reached by December 2007. After four 
years, the rates were 44.66 percent for all Colombians, 
a 48 percent increase respectively. The ambitious goal 
of the program to hit two million savings accounts 
by 2010 was surpassed at 2.3 million, representing 54 
million account transactions of around COP 10 billion 
(roughly $5.2 million in 2010 dollars).
 The specific municipalities selected for study 
were chosen for the relative presence of banks in each 
municipality at the end of the quadrennial. Since 
no data existed on the exact number of accounts in 
each municipality, the number of banks was used as a 
proxy for the individual impact of the program. The 
municipalities were divided into three groupings. The 
first grouping is Barranquilla in the Department of 
Atlántico with 662 participatory banks and Medellín 
in Antioquia with 595 participatory banks. The sec-
ond group is Buenaventura in Valle del Cauca with 
122 banks and Bucaramanga, the capital of Santander 
Department, with 127. Finally, the third grouping 
contains Villavicencio, Meta; Cartagena, Bolivar; and 
Ibague, Tolima with 92, 91, and 89 banks respective-
ly. Each of these groupings represents a similar sized 
economic intervention from the Banca de las Opor-
tunidades. Within each grouping, the presence of the 
FARC and the strength of the military force stationed 

in the municipalities varies, creating an illustration of 
relative security strength of each municipality.57

Indicators of Violence

 Three separate sources were used to identify 
indicators for the relationship between the economic 
intervention and the levels of violence in each mu-
nicipality studied. The first indicator is the number 
of homicides investigated by the National Institute of 
Legal Medicine and Forensic Science (NILMFS). Each 
year, NILMFS publishes data surrounding the number 
of deaths annually that were ruled and investigated as 
a homicide. Homicides were used as one of the several 
indicators for insurgent violence caused as homicide 
rates tend to increase with insurgent presence, as will 
be seen in the results section. In municipalities stud-
ied, the homicide rate tends to increase with insurgent 
presence, as will be seen later in this paper. These data 
are divided into municipalities and are reported both 
in raw numbers and the rate per 100,000 inhabitants of 
the municipality. I was also able to use this data to cal-
culate the municipalities’ population for the years not 
immediately reported by the Colombian government.
 The second source of violence data comes 
from the Centro Nacional de Memoria Histórica (The 
National Center for Historical Memory), a government 
agency that aims to provide transparency and infor-
mation to victims of the armed conflict and educa-
tional institutions for further study. The mission of the 
organization is to enable a collective construction of 
individual testimonials and a statistical overview that 
highlights the human rights violations that occurred 
during the armed conflict. The Centro considers this 
a necessary step towards achieving a sustainable and 
lasting peace. They report data in the publication 
Basta ya! Colombia: Memorias de Guerra y Dignidad. 
Specifically, the Centro catalogs events related to the 
conflict according to location, year, and incident type. 
The incident types include terrorist attacks, massacres, 
kidnappings, landmines, civil service attacks, bystand-
er deaths, assassinations, and population attacks. 
 The final source of violence data comes from 
the Red Nacional de Información (RNI). The RNI 
maintains a registry of victims of violence called the 
Registro Único de Víctimas (RUV). The RUV is part 
of the Colombian government’s overall strategy called 
“Todos por un Nuevo País”. It tracks and maintains 
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accurate records of all events related to the armed con-
flict as one step of many towards peace, equality, and 
education. The database defines victims as any individ-
ual who claims to be victimized by the armed conflict 
throughout the country. The victims are recorded and 
organized by department, municipality, and the di-
rection of their movement if they fled. This database 
provides a larger picture of how the armed conflict 
affects the general population in each municipality, 
from events such as homicide or kidnapping to losing 
a family member or being forced to relocate. Many of 
the victims who lost a family member or otherwise in-
directly affected are considered “subjects of attention” 
and are eligible for reparations through established 
laws. From 1984 through 2016, the RNI has registered 
8,405,265 victims, 6,592,205 of which are “subjects of 
attention” and the other 1,813,060 victims were direct-
ly affected by the armed conflict. 

Barranquilla, Atlántico & Medellín, Antioquia

 The first pair of case studies are the munici-
palities of Barranquilla and Medellín, both the cap-
ital of their departments, Atlántico and Antioquia 
respectively. Both municipalities are in the northeast 
region of Colombia; however, Barranquilla is located 
on the Atlantic coast whereas Medellín is more cen-
tral, close to the capital in Bogotá. Medellín has the 
largest population of any municipality with 2,223,660 
residents in 2005, while Barranquilla had 1,113,016 in 
the same year. At the start of the program, Medellín 
had 85 banks compared to Barranquilla’s 74. By 2010, 
those numbers had grown to 595 and 662 respectively. 
Both municipalities are the base of their own military 
brigade. More specifically, the Second Brigade of the 
First Division in Barranquilla is home to two battal-
ions – Military Police No. 2 and Combat Support No. 
2 – and one Grupo Gaula – elite forces dedicated to the 
prevention and resolution of cases of kidnappings and 
extortion. The Fourth Brigade of the Seventh Division 
houses five battalions and one Grupo Gaula in Me-
dellín: Infantry No. 10, Artillery No. 4, Infantry No. 
32, Combat Support No. 4, and Military Police No. 4. 
Each battalion has approximately 500 to 800 soldiers,58 
and Grupo Gaula averages 50 soldiers per squadron,59 
which means Barranquilla has approximately 1350 
soldiers compared to Medellín’s 3300.
 Medellín is part of the Northwest Bloc of the 
FARC military, informally called the Ivan Ríos Bloc 

after its leader until his murder on March 3, 2008. 
Between the years 2006 and 2009, Medellín was among 
the top 10 municipalities in number of massacres 
reported.60 As part of the Seguridad Democrática 
program under President Álvaro Uribe, the Colombian 
military successfully demobilized 2,694 FARC sol-
diers in the department of Antioquia, according to the 
Programa de Atención Humanitaria al Desmovilizado 
(PAHD). The front operating in and around Medellín, 
the 9th Front has conflicting reports about its strength. 
On December 16, 2009, the commander of the Front, 
Rubén Darío García Gómez, was murdered.61 More-
over, according to the Colombian Military, the 9th 
Front was presumed to be disarmed and restructuring 
at the end of 2010 into early 2011.62 On the other hand, 
the 9th Front incorporated the strong and well-funded 
47th front after it had suffered several defeats and the 
loss of its commander.63 The Front was believed to be 
operating through the end of 2010 with around 45-50 
fighters.64, 65

 In Barranquilla, the FARC presence is much 
smaller. Located within the territory of the Caribbe-
an Bloc, neither Barranquilla nor the entire Atlántico 
department has experienced a lot of FARC activity. 
Prior to the recent decade, the 37th Front operated in 
and around the municipality. However, as the Seguri-
dad Democrática policy was implemented, they were 
forced to retreat deeper south, away from Barranquilla, 
and, was declared dismantled by the Colombian Army 
in 2010.66 Finally, on June 7, 2012, President Juan Man-
uel Santos declared its structure dismantled.67 

Bucaramanga, Santander & Buenaventura, Valle del 
Cauca

 The second pair of cases is the Bucaramanga, 
the capital of Santander, and Buenaventura located on 
the coast of Valle del Cauca. Bucaramanga is in the 
north of the country, close to the border with Venezu-
ela, and Buenaventura is on Colombia’s western coast. 
In 2005, Bucaramanga’s population was 509,918 and 
Buenaventura’s was 325,090 residents. Over the course 
of the quadrennial, the number of participating banks 
in Bucaramanga grew from 42 to 127 and Buenaventu-
ra’s from 2 in 2005 to 122 in 2010. Bucaramanga is the 
seat of the 5th Brigade in the Colombian Army’s 7th 
Division. The three battalions located in Bucaraman-
ga are Infantry No. 14, Engineers No. 5, and Combat 
Support No. 5 as well as a Grupo Gaula. On the other 
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2005, Villavicencio’s population was 384,131, Cartage-
na’s 895,400, and Ibague had 495,246 residents, accord-
ing to the Colombian census. Villavicencio started the 
quadrennial with 21 banks and ended with 92, Cart-
agena grew from 17 to 91, and Ibague started with 22 
banks and finished with 89 in 2010. Each of the three 
municipalities has a different level of military presence. 
The lowest, Cartagena, is neither the seat of a military 
brigade nor the base of any military battalions. It is 
within the jurisdiction of the Second Brigade located 
in neighboring Barranquilla, but there is no direct 
military presence in the municipality. Ibague is the seat 
of the Sixth Brigade in the Fifth Division. Located in 
the brigade’s base is a Grupo Gaula and two battalions: 
Infantry No. 18 and Services No. 6. Finally, the Seventh 
Brigade of the Fourth Division is housed in Villavicen-
cio. Specific battalions located in the municipality are 
Land Combat Np. 7, Air Engineers No. 7, and Combat 
Support No. 7. Additionally, there is a Grupo Gaula 
located in Villavicencio. In total, Cartagena has no 
troops based in the municipality, Ibague has approxi-
mately 1,350 troops, and Villavicencio houses around 
2,000. 
 Due to its proximity, Cartagena is within the 
same FARC territory as Barranquilla. The primary 
front operating around Cartagena is the 37th Front of 
the Caribbean Bloc. While this front started the decade 
with a strong number of forces, the policies of Seguri-
dad Democrática dramatically reduced their numbers 
over the decade. Combined with the 35th Front, the 
Colombian Military estimated between 500 and 700 
guerrillas at their peak. However, multiple military 
successes in 2003 forced both fronts to retreat in small, 
fragmented groups.75 By 2010, the 37th Front and the 
Caribbean Bloc as a whole continued to suffer defeats. 
Between 2002 and 2008, reports estimate the bloc’s 
numbers fell from 1,150 to 550. According to the Ar-
my’s First Division, both the 35th and 37th fronts were 
completely dismantled by 2011.76 This was officially 
announced on June 7, 2012 by President Santos.77 
 Villavicencio is located within the Eastern Bloc 
of the FARC forces. There are several different fronts 
operating in the close proximity of the municipality. 
However, this high quantity is more due to its close-
ness to the capital, Bogotá, which is a high priority tar-
get for the rebel group. The two fronts operating near 
and in Villavicencio are Fronts 53 and 55. The Eastern 
Bloc had been one of the most secure fronts, even be-
fore President Uribe’s offensive. Therefore, while both 

hand, Buenaventura is under the jurisdiction of the 3rd 
Brigade from the Army’s 3rd Division, located in Cali, 
Valle del Cauca. None of the battalions of this brigade 
are based in Buenaventura. Therefore, Bucaramanga 
has the presence of approximately 2,000 troops com-
pared to none in Buenaventura.
 The presence of FARC fronts in each munici-
pality is the opposite of the presence of military forces. 
There are two fronts operating traditionally in or near 
Bucaramanga. The 20th Front, which specialized in 
capturing resources, has lost multiple commanders in 
the years 2006-2010, and only had 7 members by 2012. 
68 By April 2013, the front was declared eliminated.69 
The other front, 23, also lost multiple commanders 
during this time frame.70 Similarly, the 23rd Front 
was finally declared dismantled in 2012.71 While both 
fronts were frail during the time period studied, both 
were operational, carrying out attacks throughout this 
time period. On May 9, 2007, nine police officers were 
murdered in a neighboring municipality in Santander. 
The 20th Front had approximately 40 members during 
the quadrennial and the 23rd had another 10-15.72

 Up until the FARC’s Seventh Conference in 
1982, there was a minimal FARC presence in Bue-
naventura. After the conference, the FARC focused on 
expanding its geographic scope.73 As time progressed 
and the Política de Seguridad Democrática developed, 
the Western Bloc, including the 30th Front in Bue-
naventura, became the strongest operating structure 
of the FARC. In the Valle del Cauca, the police forces 
have a noticeably poor reputation for dealing with the 
cartels, which has motivated the U.S. Department of 
State to direct funds towards the Army instead. Never-
theless, through the end of the decade, the FARC and 
army traded blows in the prolonged battle between 
the two strong forces. According to a report following 
the raid of a 30th Front base, the Front had at least 150 
fighters on December 16, 2010.74 

Villavicencio, Meta; Cartagena, Bolivar; and Ibague, 
Tolima

 The final group of case studies contains three 
municipalities, all of which are capitals of their respec-
tive departments: Villavicencio, Meta; Cartagena, Bo-
livar; and Ibague, Tolima. Ibague and Villavicencio are 
centrally located, just west and east of Bogotá respec-
tively. Cartagena is in the north of the country, slightly 
southwest of Barranquilla on the Atlantic coast. In 
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fronts had been pushed away from Bogotá and closer 
to Villavicencio in Meta, they were still strong and 
secure forces operating in the region. According to the 
Colombian Army, the 53rd Front still had 210 fight-
ers in 2010,78 up from 150 in 2002.79 Additionally, the 
55th Front, which had 80 in 2002 was believed to have 
only dropped to 61 by 2011.80 While both fronts and a 
couple of others in the vicinity were primarily focused 
on the capital, they were still strong and present near 
Villavicencio.
 Finally, Ibague spent the latter half of the prior 
decade attacked by the Jacobo Prias Alape Mobile 
Column. Located specifically in Ibague, unlike many 
other FARC fronts, the mobile column carried out 
many instances of kidnapping and extortion. It has 
been a strong force in the municipality. After migrat-
ing there from the southern half of Tolima, the FARC 
commanders decided to merge the Jacobo Prias Alape 
Mobile Column with the Tulio Varón Mobile Column, 
reinforcing its strength.81 In 2009, the Jacobo Column 
had approximately 80 fighters operating in Ibague.82 
 An illustration for all of the studied munic-
ipalities comparing the number of banks, military 
presence, and FARC presence in the year 2010 can 
be seen in Table 1. The scalar strength indicators are 
based on the per capita military and FARC troop rate 
in each municipality. As can be seen in the chart, the 
first pair is characterized by a military outpacing the 
troop level, the second has one municipality with more 
military than FARC and one with more FARC than the 
military, and the municipalities in the final group have 
relatively more FARC than military. (Cartagena, while 
not having a formalized presence, is still vulnerable to 
insurgent violence and lacks any military presence). 
 Two dummy variables were used to control 
for other potential causes of the variation in violence 
data across municipalities. The first is the municipali-
ty’s GDP per capita that demonstrates the need of the 
municipality for the economic intervention program 
and the relationship between economic strength and 
insurgent violence. The second is an index for effec-
tive fiscal performance of the municipal government. 
Related to the information-centric model, this index 
demonstrates the capacity of the local government. 
Both of these variables were collected and measured by 
the University of the Andes Economic Department’s 
Municipal Observatory. 

Results

 The primary goal of the study was to find the 
co-relationship between the Banca de las Oportuni-
dades Program and security situations on the multi-
ple indicators of insurgent violence. On a secondary 
level, this investigation attempts to find whether the 
economic intervention alone is effective at reducing 
violence. These goals were studied through a variety 
of means. Since the program was not randomly as-
signed by municipality and instead tried to cover all 
Colombian municipalities, no causal relationship can 
be determined. Instead, linear regressions were run to 
determine instances of statistically significant violence 
reduction. 
 The variables used in the study are banks, 
military presence, insurgent presence, GDP per capita, 
a government efficiency index, and violence indica-
tors. All violence, bank, and armed forces data were 
converted into the rate per 100,000 people to level the 
scale of operation for each of the metrics. The popula-
tion for each municipality in each year was calculated 
using National Institute for Legal Medicine and Foren-
sic Sciences homicide rates and were confirmed against 
the 2005 Colombian Census, the most recent census 
until the 2018 census data is released. The national Co-
lombian growth rates as reported by the World Bank 
were then applied to the population estimates from 
2005 to confirm the approximate population for each 
municipality for all years of the study. Each metric 
was then divided by the population and multiplied by 
100,000 to achieve a relative rate for each municipality. 
 Unfortunately, the violence indicators of by-
stander casualties, civil service violence, massacres, 
and terrorist attacks were determined not to be robust 
enough to be valuable for this study. Between 2005 and 
2010, only 31 total instances of these events occurred 
while just one year in Villavicencio saw 37 kidnap-
pings. These types of incidents were common when 
data collection began in 1988 but were significantly less 
frequent during the time period of this study. There-
fore, the effectiveness of Banca de las Oportunidades 
and the relationship of military and FARC presence/
strength will be determined against homicide rates, 
victim rates, assassination rates, and kidnapping rates.
 To check the reliability of the various mea-
sures of insurgent violence, regressions were run to 
see the relationship between the FARC and the rate of 
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ficient which could be the result of insurgents kidnap-
ping people and holding them for ransom to try and 
capture the rents from a fiscally successful municipal 
government. Most importantly, these results show a 
strong correlation between armed force strength and 
the measures of violence without finding any signif-
icant relationship between the rate of banks in the 
population and violence.
 To evaluate how relative security levels may 
affect the success of the economic intervention, the 
three pairings of municipalities were identified for 
the different security situations in the member pairs. 
The first pair, Barranquilla and Medellín, is composed 
of municipalities whose military force outweighs the 
FARC presence. The results of the regression analysis 
can be found in Table 4, again rounded to the thou-
sandth place.
 Similar to the aggregated data, this pairing does 
not find a significant relationship between the bank 
rate and the violence rate in these municipalities. The 
lack of a correlation even when the relative security 
situation is strong in these municipalities calls into 
question an argument that economic interventions 
will work as long as the security situation is established 
first. However, there is no evidence in the data that 
supports this argument. 
 The next pair, Bucaramanga and Buenaventura, 
is composed of one municipality with a very strong 
security situation (Bucaramanga) and one with a near-
ly nonexistent security presence (Buenaventura). The 
results are in Table 5.
 Continuing with previous findings, there is no 
relationship between banks and violence. Interestingly, 
this pairing, which contains conflicting security situ-
ations, includes two statistically significant measures 
for assassinations. Following the theory that assassina-
tions may increase as government presence increases, 
the troop level in these municipalities has a positive 
correlation with assassinations. 
 The final group – Villavicencio, Cartagena, and 
Ibague – is characterized by a weaker military force 
compared to the FARC presence in or near the mu-
nicipality. The results of the regression analysis can be 
found in Table 6.
 After evaluating the data in aggregate and 
each pairing individually, no relative security situation 
provides the proper base over which an economic in-
tervention could be laid and augment the violence-re-
ducing efforts. Additionally, aside from a couple 

each violence metric. In addition to measuring FARC 
in terms of insurgents per 100,000, I codified FARC 
presence and strength for all years of the study. Pres-
ence is a binary of 1=yes and 0=no. Strength is given a 
0-2 scale based on the relative size of FARC presence. 
Regression analyses were run to determine the cor-
relation of FARC presence, FARC codified strength, 
and FARC troops per 100,000 and each of the violence 
metrics. As seen in Table 2, FARC strength and FARC’s 
per 100,000 is statistically significant in all measures of 
violence except for assassinations. The reason for this is 
unclear. Some potential explanations could be the ease 
of carrying out an assassination without a larger mil-
itary presence from the insurgency since it only takes 
one person to carry out an assassination. Another 
explanation could be that the targets for assassination 
are not dependent on the specific location of a FARC 
Front, and the violent event could just as easily occur 
within a front as outside one. A final explanation could 
be that assassinations occur where the government is 
stronger and the FARC are weaker to destabilize the 
municipality and gain an advantage. Moreover, the 
relationship between violence metrics and the FARC 
troops becomes more statistically significant as the lev-
el of detail about the FARC’s standing in the munici-
pality increases. The most statistically significant values 
are found against the FARC rate of troops per 100,000 
where the highest (outside of assassination) is .002. 
Importantly, all coefficients are positive, indicating that 
violence increases with more FARC presence/strength.
 After confirming the reliability of the violence 
metrics, a series of regression analyses were run to 
test how the independent variables predicted each of 
the violence indicators for the aggregate data of the 
municipalities included in this study. The results are 
contained in Table 3 . 
  From this data, a few observations can be 
identified. The first is the peculiarity of assassinations 
as a predictable measurement of violence. None of 
the variables included in this study had a statistically 
significant correlation with assassination rates and all 
coefficients were less than .01 for any variable. Anoth-
er important observation is the sheer importance of 
armed forces for predicting the level of violence in the 
municipalities. FARC and troop rates had a statistically 
significant correlation with each indicator of violence 
aside from assassinations. In addition, GDP per capita 
and fiscal performance correlated with kidnapping 
rates. However, fiscal performance had a positive coef-
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of peculiar instances, the dummy variables did not 
consistently reveal a significant correlation with any of 
the metrics of violence. The only frequent correlations 
for levels of violence were found for the rates of FARC 
and Colombian military forces in the municipalities. In 
situations where the troop presence was strongest, the 
impact the troops had was higher than in mixed situ-
ations or pairings where the FARC was more secure. 
Similarly, a stronger relative FARC presence meant a 
higher correlation between their troop size and the 
indicators of violence. 

Conclusion

 This research supports a growing body of re-
search which questions the association between eco-
nomics and economic intervention programs and their 
capacity to reduce the violence in an insurgency con-
flict. The Banca de las Oportunidades program com-
bined many of the key aspects of leading theories on 
counterinsurgency strategy. First, it focused on helping 
individuals, paying attention to the “human factors” 
of counterinsurgency that have shaped US strategy 
since the 2006 U.S. Army/Marine Corps Field Manual. 
Second, it was a capital-centric program which aligned 
with emerging arguments that the most successful and 
cost-effective economic intervention programs provide 
access to capital and financial services for the target 
population in conflict areas and developing states. 
Third, the program was a service provided and imple-
mented by the government which, in theory, would 
incentivize and persuade noncombatant citizens to 
align themselves with the state and support the official 
forces in the conflict. Finally, the program’s success was 
tested against the military strength and the presence of 
the insurgent group, given the continued primacy of 
armed conflict in resolving an insurgency. 
 Nevertheless, over the program’s first qua-
drennial of implementation, there was no significant 
evidence of a positive reduction in violence that can 
be attributed to the Banca de las Oportunidades. After 
evaluating matched pairs of case studies with different 
relationships between military and insurgency strength 
as well as the size of the intervention, no significant 
correlation was found between the rate of banks in the 
municipality and any of the indicators of violence used 
for the study. While the program reached and sur-
passed all of its goals for its first four years, there were 

no knock-on effects on levels of violence.
 The lack of evidence could be attributed to 
one of a few other explanations. First, as Beath et al. 
explain in their paper on the NSP in Afghanistan, the 
short time horizon of the study could be too short to 
register a significant change in levels of violence.82 
As of 2017, the Banca de las Oportunidades program 
is still being implemented throughout Colombia with 
plans to continue its growth. While it reached all of its 
lofty goals in its first quadrennial, the change in vio-
lence from a government-run, capital-centric econom-
ic intervention may only become observable after the 
second or third quadrennial. Relatedly, insurgents in 
the municipalities could be trying to capture the rents 
from the economic benefits the program provides. 
This could potentially cloud the positive change from 
the program with a short-term uptick in insurgent 
violence.83 Another explanation, provided by Blattman 
and Ralston, researchers and policymakers should not 
expect a dramatic effect of employment on violence 
because “some forms of violence do not respond to 
incomes or employment.”84 Grievances and frustration 
play a key role in people’s decisions to take up arms, 
and some insurgents have perfectly vertical marginal 
cost curves. 
 The final and most likely explanation of the 
results is the larger context in which the program was 
implemented. In 2006, the Seguridad Democrática 
program of President Álvaro Uribe was in full swing. 
Months before it was finally passed by the Colombian 
legislature, Uribe had just won his second term with 
a 62.23 percent mandate to continue his counterin-
surgency plan.85 Additionally, President George Bush 
continued to include funding for the Colombian mil-
itary through Plan Colombia in his budget proposals 
for the entire duration of his presidency.86 Since 2002 
and with continued vigor in 2006, Uribe has focused 
on increased military force to defeat the insurgencies 
in Colombia. All of the indicators showed a spike in 
violence levels around the time of Uribe’s election 
through the rest of the first decade of the millennium. 
The increased violence is illustrated by the victim rate 
for the group of Villavicencio, Cartagena, and Ibague 
in Figure 2. 

 While evidence of initial success from the 
Banca de las Oportunidades program in Colombia 
could not be found, the overall goal of reducing vi-
olence from insurgent conflict is still being attained. 
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                                               Appendix
Table 1: Comparing Paired Municipalities

Municipality Banks Military 
Strength

FARC
Strength

Barranquilla 662 1350 
(Medium)

0 
(Low)

Medellín 595 3300
(High)

45-50
(Medium)

Bucaramanga 127 2000
(High)

50 
(Medium)

Buenaventura 122 0 
(Low)

150 
(High)

Villavicencio 92 2000
(Medium)

150 
(High)

Cartagena 91 0 
(Low)

0 
(Low)

Ibague 89 1350
(Medium)

80 
(High)

Table 2: FARC and Violence
FARC 

Presence
FARC 

Strength
FARC per 

100,000
Homocide 16.559**

(8.209)
12.006**
(4.787)

0.696**
(0.205)

Victim 754.898*
(413.283)

835.028***
(220.548)

44.984***
(9.198)

Assassination 0.133
(0.181)

0.093
(.108)

.009*
(0.005)

Kidnapping 3.969***
(1.041)

1.388**
(0.693)

0.095**
(0.029)

***p<.001, **p<.05, *p<.01

Table 3: Aggregate Data from all Municipalities
Homocide Victims Assassination Kidnapping

Banks -0.004
(0.034)

-0.637
(1.274)

-0.001
(0.001)

-0.003
(0.004)

Troops -0.082**
(0.024)

-4.770***
(0.910)

-0.000
(0.001)

0.014***
(0.003)

FARC 1.040***
(0.245)

61.523***
(9.234)

0.009
(0.006)

0.052*
(0.030)

GDP per Capita 0.000
(0.000)

0.000*
(0.000)

-0.000
(0.000)

-0.000**
(0.000)

Fiscal Performance 0.164
(0.522)

-2.731
(19.712)

0.007
(0.014)

0.131**
(0.063)

Constant 15.589
(35.644)

37.785
1345.732

0.075
(0.928)

-4.410
(0.063)

R ² .424 .671 .130 .574
Observations 42 42 42 42

*** p < .001, ** p < .05, * p < .01
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Table 4: Barranquilla and Medellín
Homocide Victims Assassination Kidnapping

Banks 0.120
(0.094)

0.085
(0.498)

0.003
(0.003)

0.004
(0.012)

Troops -11.991**
(4.128)

-40.716
(21.863)

-0.047
(0.119)

-0.018
(0.543)

FARC 231.899**
(73.354)

824.884*
(388.48)

1.641
(2.114)

2.344
(9.650)

GDP per Capita -0.000*
(0.000)

-0.000
(0.000)

-0.000
(0.000)

0.000
(0.000)

Fiscal Performance -2.731
(1.776)

-2.395
(9.408)

-0.032
(0.051)

-0.084
(0.233)

Constant 1995.11**
(658.374)

6529.865
(3486.705)

16.355
(18.975)

-3.662
(86.609)

R ² .731 .799 .480 .747
Observations 12 12 12 12

*** p < .001, ** p < .05, * p < .01

Table 5: Bucaramanga and Buenaventura
Homocide Victims Assassination Kidnapping

Banks -0.050
(0.094)

-8.842
(7.819)

0.001
(0.002)

-0.003
(0.009)

Troops 1.093
(0.664)

-36.057
(54.944)

0.037**
(0.012)

0.052
(0.062)

FARC 17.189**
(6.698)

-85.568
(554.407)

0.432**
(0.125)

0.598
(0.623)

GDP per Capita 0.000
(0.000)

0.001
(0.001)

0.000
(0.000)

-0.000
(0.000)

Fiscal Performance 0.593
(1.344)

28.074
(111.236)

0.005
(0.025)

0.033
(0.125)

Constant -754.937*
(338.344)

2082.101
(28006.79)

-18.438**
(6.296)

-24.638
(31.456)

R ² .860 .681 .819 .3867
Observations 12 12 12 12

*** p < .001, ** p < .05, * p < .01
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Table 6: Villavicencio, Cartagena, and Ibague
Homocide Victims Assassination Kidnapping

Banks 0.014
(0.021)

-0.816
(0.550)

0.004
(0.003)

0.006
(0.014)

Troops -0.115
(0.150)

9.637**
(3.995)

-0.059**
(0.019)

-0.0236
(0.103)

FARC 1.876
(2.077)

-126.3639**
(55.455)

0.831**
(0.259)

0.559
(1.428)

GDP per Capita -0.000
(0.000)

0.000
(0.000)

-0.000**
(0.000)

-0.000
(0.000)

Fiscal Performance 0.058
(0.153)

-0.887
(4.071)

0.011
(0.019)

0.005
(0.105)

Constant 31.245
(29.841)

-843.290
(796.469)

9.808**
(3.714)

3.256
(20.514)

R ² .882 .741 .534 .777
Observations 18 18 18 18

*** p < .001, ** p < .05, * p < .01
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Achieving Prosperity and Good Health  in 
Kunshan, China Since Market Reforms

Brian Grasso

Background

Sustainable Development

 World leaders agreed upon an agenda for sus-
tainable development in September 2015. The World 
Bank defines “sustainable development” as growth that 
“must be both inclusive and environmentally sound” 
in order to “reduce poverty and build shared prosper-
ity for today’s population and to continue to meet the 
needs of future generations.”1 President Xi Jinping, the 
current leader of 1.3 billion Chinese people, endorsed 
the United Nations’ 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development.2 Though the attendees at the Sustain-
able Development Summit came from vastly different 
geographical, cultural, political, and economic back-
grounds, they were able to come to a consensus on hu-
manity’s path forward in light of pressing global issues.
The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) seek to 

make people’s lives better and to promote human and 
ecological well-being for years to come. The first three 
goals are: first “No poverty”, second “Zero hunger”, 
and third “Good health and well-being”. Kunshan is 
an excellent case study of a place that has practically 
eliminated poverty and hunger in the last forty years 
through rapid economic growth.
 The placement of “No poverty” as the first 
sustainable development goal is not accidental. The 
preamble of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Develop-
ment states, “We recognise that eradicating poverty in 
all its forms and dimensions, including extreme pover-
ty, is the greatest global challenge and an indispensable 
requirement for sustainable development.”3 Accord-
ing to the World Bank’s estimates, the percentage of 
the world’s population living in extreme poverty has 
fallen from 34.8% in 1990 to 10.7% in 2013. During 
the same timeframe, the number of the world’s poor 
fell in absolute terms from 1.84 to 0.766 billion.4 China 

40

Sam Coady, Deputy Chief Editor

 Over the past few decades, China has seen remarkable growth as it has shifted from a commu-
nist to a market economy. This has changed the economic status of its citizens and has shaped many 
sectors of the economy in profound ways. One of the most important of these is the healthcare sector. 
This paper analyzes the ways in which market reforms have influenced the healthcare system in Kun-
shan, China, a city that has undergone one of the most striking transformations since the 1970s. This 
paper is the result of original research and extensive interviews with citizens, doctors and administra-
tors who have all witnessed and played roles in the healthcare reforms. It addresses issues such as the 
tensions between private and public provision of healthcare, traditional versus modern medicine and 
the difference between urban and rural health outcomes. While this paper focuses on the transforma-
tion of the healthcare system, it addresses many health determinants present in developed economies 
that drive the epidemiological transition from communicable to non-communicable diseases. Perhaps 
most importantly, this paper provides insight into ways other developing countries can learn from 
China’s efforts to address the changing healthcare needs of its citizens in a rapidly evolving world. 
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has led the way in the eradication of poverty since the 
opening of its markets in 1978. After initiating free 
market reforms, China’s GDP grew steadily at around 
10 percent growth per year, and 800 million Chinese 
people escaped poverty.5

 Human capabilities will only be fully actualized 
when people have good health; health is a decisive 
indicator for successful development. The elimination 
of poverty and the achievement of wealth is often as-
sumed to improve people’s health. Has China’s eco-
nomic gains since the onset of rapid economic growth 
led to improved health outcomes through the forma-
tion of adequate and equitable health systems? This 
question will be analyzed through a case study of one 
of China’s fastest growing towns: Kunshan, Jiangsu. 
Before looking at the specific case of Kunshan, I will 
review the complex relationships between economic 
growth, healthcare, and health.

Relationships Between Economic Growth, Healthcare, 
and Health

 In this paper, economic growth will describe 
an increase in real GDP per capita that is typically 
associated with industrialization, urbanization, the 
reduction of poverty, and a shift from agricultural jobs 
to the manufacturing and service sectors. A health-
care system is considered “good” by the World Health 
Organization (WHO) if it contains “a robust financing 
mechanism; a well-trained and adequately paid work-
force; reliable information on which to base decisions 
and policies; and well-maintained facilities and logis-
tics to deliver quality medicines and technologies.”6 
Finally, good health, which ought to be considered as 
the bottom-line goal of healthcare, is defined by the 
WHO as “a state of complete physical, mental and 
social well-being and not merely the absence of disease 
or infirmity”.7 Good health includes a person’s body, 
mind, and community. This definition takes a holistic 
view of humanity as the starting point for good health-
care policy. Such a view is necessary to hold through-
out any discussion of sustainable development and the 
promotion of good health.
 The WHO Commission on the Social Determi-
nants of Health produced a model of two social factors 
that influence health outcomes and equity: interme-
diary and structural.8 Intermediary determinants of 
health include material circumstances, behaviors, 
biological factors, psychosocial factors, and the health 

system. Structural determinants are broader categories 
such as the socioeconomic position or the governance 
that influence health through intermediary determi-
nants, which act as mediators. As shown in the model, 
the categorization of social cohesion and capital as 
intermediary determinants or socioeconomic position 
factors is contended.

41

Figure 1 The Social Determinants of Health model produced by the 
WHO.9

 Economic growth affects all of the intermedi-
ary determinants of health except for biological fac-
tors. Housing, air quality, sanitation facilities, access 
to food, access to clean drinking water, and working 
conditions are all material circumstances that have 
been shaped by China’s economic growth. The pur-
suit of economic growth also has implications for 
psychosocial factors that influence health. Stress can 
cause and exacerbate many forms of illness, and high 
demand and low control jobs which typically charac-
terize factory work are known to increase workplace 
stress.10 Mental and social health may be affected in 
complex ways by China’s economic growth because 
of cultural changes such as increased consumerism, 
competitiveness in schools, and shifting familial 
dynamics. At the same time, increased economic 
inequality may be correlated with decreased social 
cohesion.11 The opening of globalized markets affects 
health-related behaviors by changing dietary patterns, 
increasing alcohol and tobacco use, and encouraging 
more sedentary lifestyles. Greater educational levels 
and economic capabilities could lead to increases in 
healthcare-seeking behavior. Economic development 
has the capacity to affect health outcomes in contra-
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dictory ways. Health benefits of economic growth in 
China include better housing, improved sanitation fa-
cilities, declining poverty and hunger, increased health 
expenditures, and improved educational levels. Health 
costs of economic growth include air pollution, high-
stress manufacturing jobs, more sedentary lifestyles, 
an increase in tobacco use12, an increase in commercial 
sex work13, and more road accidents. 
 The above lists are not comprehensive. Instead, 
they serve to reveal the complex relationship between 
economic growth and health. Economic growth’s 
impact on health depends on how that growth was 
achieved and how wealth is invested after accumula-
tion. In China’s case, growth in real GDP per capita has 
coincided with health outcome improvements during 
the last 40 years.14 Life expectancy steadily increased 
every year from 1970 to the present. The under-five 
mortality rate has likewise fallen. One might expect 
under-five mortality to have decreased at a faster pace 
when economic growth accelerated in 1978. Instead, 
it stagnated for about ten years at around 55 deaths 
per 1000 children, demonstrating that the relationship 
between economic growth and health outcomes is not 
perfectly correlated. In order for economic growth to 
produce improved health outcomes, other conditions 
must be met such as the establishment of adequate and 
equitable health systems, limited negative environmen-
tal impact, and suitable working conditions.
 As countries experience economic growth, they 
tend to allocate a greater proportion of resources to 
healthcare. This trend holds true in China where the 
percentage of GDP allocated to healthcare rose from 
3.5 percent in 1995 to 5.5 percent in 2014.15 During the 
same time period, the average annual GDP per capita 
growth rate in China was 8.87%.16 Not only do Chi-
nese households have, on average, more money than 
ever before, they are also spending more and more of 
that money on healthcare. Healthcare spending takes 
several forms in China including public expenditures, 
out-of-pocket payments, and health insurance.
 Governments seek to translate wealth into pop-
ulation health benefits through the formation of public 
health systems or the regulation of private ones. As 
mentioned earlier, health systems are not the only way 
to translate economic growth into human well-being. 
Education, housing, working conditions, air quality, 
food accessibility, and other factors affect health and 
are affected by economic development. Nevertheless, 
the construction of health systems represents a major, 

direct investment in health; China spent around $570 
billion (in 2014 dollars) on healthcare in 2014.17 Next, 
I review the history of China’s healthcare system since 
market reforms in 1978. Reforms, policies, and trends 
on the national level must be understood in order sit-
uate Kunshan’s development within the larger Chinese 
context.
 

Healthcare in China Since the 
Opening of Markets

 Before the opening of markets in China in 
1978, rural poverty and hunger was rampant. The 
Chinese people have seen a dramatic economic trans-
formation; China’s GDP per capita multiplied by 
more than 20 times from 1978 to the present.18 These 
economic changes are widely accepted as the result of 
changes in the Chinese government’s ideological lean-
ings on economic growth and equity. As China opened 
its markets to the world, it pursued policies that 
aligned with neoliberalism, an economic philosophy 
that views the market “as a self-regulating mechanism 
tending toward equilibrium of supply and demand, 
thus securing the most efficient allocation of resourc-
es”.19 China’s free market reforms have resulted in the 
fastest growth for a major economy in human history, 
one that has “trickled down” to the poor by freeing 
over 800 million people from extreme poverty.20 
 The tradeoffs faced by the Chinese government 
between economic efficiency and equity are reflected 
in the development of China’s health systems. Gener-
ally speaking, markets are more efficient while gov-
ernment actions are more equitable. Yip and Hsiao 
convincingly argued that cycles of health reform in 
China have oscillated between reliance on the market 
and reliance on the government.21 Market provision 
of care includes a shift towards private hospitals and 
clinics and greater private financing through out-of-
pocket payments or private insurance. Governmental 
provisions of care include public ownership of health 
facilities and public financing through general tax 
revenue or social insurance schemes. Thus, the relative 
roles of the market and government in healthcare have 
to do with who owns health facilities (whether public 
or private) and who finances them. According to Yip 
and Hsiao, a government will either use the market or 
public sector to finance and deliver health care based 
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on “(1) the ethical value that a nation places on equity, 
which may require a greater role of the government in 
redistribution, and (2) the relative magnitude of the 
government and the market’s failures in that nation.”22 
The period from 1978 to 2001 was a time of increasing 
private financing of healthcare, but from 2002 to 2013, 
the proportion of healthcare financed by the public 
sector increased every year.23

 One distinctive feature of China’s healthcare 
system is Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM). Even 
before the establishment of the People’s Republic of 
China (PRC) in 1912, TCM had already been replaced 
by western medicine. It was reintroduced into Chi-
na’s health system when the communist party came 
to power in 1949.24 TCM was reintroduced in order 
to protect China’s cultural heritage, and it has been 
extensively studied since 1949. Modernization of TCM 
has taken two forms: the integration of traditional and 
biomedical practices within China’s health system and 
the standardization of TCM remedies and treatments.25 
A current definition of TCM used by professionals and 
academics is “a modernized Chinese medicine, which 
includes not only the traditional views of TCM based 
on the accumulation of subjective understandings of 
healing throughout Chinese history, but also theo-
ries, concepts and practices that are newly developed 
nowadays on the basis of scientific investigation and 
exploration of ancient understandings.” TCM utilizes 
four means of healing: herbal medicine, heat therapy, 
massage, and acupuncture.26

 The First National Healthcare Conference 
in 1950 established a national healthcare system in 
China based on the communist principle of equity, 
integrating both traditional Chinese medicine (TCM) 
and western medicine.27 This system, called the Coop-
erative Medical System, provided primary healthcare 
through township health centers and village health 
posts staffed by community health workers called 
“barefoot doctors”.28 TCM universities across the coun-
try were built to promote its study and practice.29 The 
primary healthcare system of barefoot doctors led to 
great improvements in health and is often credited for 
reductions in under-five mortality during the 1970s. 
Before the 1978 market reforms, China’s healthcare 
system emphasized equity, primary care, and preven-
tion.30 However, healthcare expenditures remained 
at low levels because of the weakness of the Chinese 
economy, and many people lived in extreme poverty.
 1978 was a pivot point for China’s health sys-

tems. After the Great Cultural Revolution (1966-1976), 
China revived the position of TCM, emphasizing equal 
government support for the development of both TCM 
and western medicine, a position China has continued 
to take to this day.31 China’s ideological shift towards 
neoliberal policies affected the financing and provision 
of healthcare. A new reliance on market forces facili-
tated economic growth, but in the healthcare system, 
the government’s laissez-faire approach led to: virtually 
no government regulation of the health sector, reduced 
subsidies for health facilities, and the dismantling of 
the commune system that had many public health 
benefits.32 In response to decreased public financing, 
public hospitals began implementing a fee-for-service 
payment system that incentivized prescribing drugs 
and offering high-tech services resulting in over-pre-
scription and over-diagnosis, problems that persist in 
China to this day.33 These factors led to the creation 
of a hospital-based health system with little emphasis 
on primary or preventive care.34 The public hospitals, 
in effect, became profit-seeking entities as govern-
ment subsidies faded away. A report on current health 
reform in China describes the transition of the health-
care sector to a market-based system as “disorderly 
and uncoordinated”.35 This period is characterized by 
“disparities between rural and urban residents, de-
ficient quality of health care, and burgeoning health 
expenditure inflation.”36

 Amidst economic growth after 1978, indus-
trialization, urbanization, and environmental degra-
dation presented a new set of health challenges. The 
disease burden shifted towards non-communicable 
diseases. Still, life expectancy in China rose and un-
der-five mortality fell between 1978 and 2002 (though 
under-five mortality remained stagnant during the 
1980s). What caused this rise in life expectancy during 
a time of many poor healthcare policies and new 
health challenges? Perhaps one explanation is that 
economic growth lifted many people out of poverty. 
Another explanation is that economic growth allowed 
for greater healthcare expenditures which, even if 
inefficiently used, may have correlated with increased 
access to services among China’s people.
 China’s government became more involved 
with its health system in 1998 when it scaled up the 
Urban Employee Basic Medical Insurance (UEBMI). 
Originally piloted in 1994, this insurance scheme 
covered formal sector employees only.37 Because of the 
vast number of informal workers, the program left the 
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majority of urbanites uninsured. The program was the 
first of China’s three big health insurance schemes.
 The period from 2002 to 2013 saw reforms 
oriented towards greater government financing and 
provision of healthcare. China’s Communist Party and 
State Council published a document in 2002 entitled 
Decisions on the strengthening of the rural health 
system.38 A year later, a viral respiratory illness called 
severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS) became a 
global concern after spreading from the Guangdong 
province of southern China.39 The SARS crisis drew 
additional attention to inequities between rural and 
urban healthcare in China and spurred political ac-
tion to improve rural public health.40 One action was 
the expansion of a new medical insurance scheme 
for rural areas called the New Cooperative Medical 
System (NCMS). NCMS began in 2002 as a “shallow 
social health insurance” program with little benefits.41 
Though NCMS was a voluntary insurance program, 
it was able to quickly expand coverage to millions of 
rural residents. By 2007, over 700 million people had 
enrolled in the NCMS.42 The strategy for NCMS was to 
increase enrollment rates first and benefit packages lat-
er. NCMS is a heavily subsidized program with about 
two thirds of the costs being financed through taxes 
which allows it to benefit poorer populations in rural 
areas.43

 A few years after NCMS, China established the 
Urban Resident Basic Medical Insurance (URBMI) 
program in 2007 to cover informal workers in urban 
areas.44 This was the third major health insurance 
scheme in China after market reforms in 1978. One 
analysis found that the URBMI significantly benefited 
the poor in urban areas by making healthcare more 
accessible, though some adverse selection occurred in 
the program’s implementation.45

 A new wave of healthcare reforms in 2009 fur-
ther increased the government’s role in the provision 
of healthcare. “The reform affirmed the government’s 
role in financing health care together with priorities for 
prevention, primary care, and redistribution of finance 
and human resources to poorer and rural regions.”46 
The reform aimed to achieve nearly universal health 
insurance coverage. It also established an essential 
medicine list that would be made available throughout 
China, and piloted new organizational models to im-
prove hospital management.47 Between 2009 and 2011, 
China spent nearly an additional 230 billion USD on 
the reform.48 In large part because of these reforms, 

China achieved nearly universal health insurance 
coverage, an accomplishment that America has not yet 
obtained.49 Though I have generalized that the period 
from 2003 to 2013 was characterized by an increase 
in government provision of healthcare, the rise of the 
private sector during this time is notable. In this peri-
od, private ownership of hospitals increased as did the 
number of private not-for-profit primary healthcare 
facilities.
 Yip and Hsiao describe public hospitals in 
China as “for-profit entities that deliver wasteful, ineffi-
cient, and low quality medical services”.50 In an attempt 
to improve the quality of care in China’s health system, 
reforms in 2014 sought to privatize some public hos-
pitals and promote private investment in healthcare.51 
Some scholars argue that this attempt to improve qual-
ity will result in a “two-tier” system with healthcare 
resources distributed based on ability to pay and not 
the equalization of marginal benefit and marginal cost 
from receipt of care.52 The formation of a two-tiered 
system would lower the ability of the system to pool 
risks between the rich and the poor. Such a system may 
entail a less equitable distribution of the health ben-
efits of economic growth than a health system that is 
financed and delivered by the government. 
 The Chinese government, World Bank Group, 
and World Health Organization published a report 
entitled “Deepening Health Reform in China” in 2016 
that sought to offer “a blue-print for further reforms 
in China’s health sector”. The goal of China’s further 
reforms is “to transition its health care delivery system 
toward people-centered, high quality, integrated care 
built on the foundation of a strong primary health care 
system”.53 Now, health indicators in China reveal that 
it is around the average of middle and high income 
countries in measures of good health.54 Though good 
health is framed in the Deepening Health Reform in 
China report as a result of efficient health systems, it 
is important to remember that health systems are just 
one of the intermediary determinants of health. De-
termining causality between health systems and health 
indicators is not straightforward due to confounding 
variables. Still, since 1978, increased expenditures on 
health and the expansion of insurance coverage to Chi-
na’s whole population have certainly improved health 
outcomes, while a history of shifting policies towards 
primary care and the private sector may have had vary-
ing effects on obtaining good health in China.
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Kunshan: A Leader and Innovator 
in Achieving Prosperity

 Information on Kunshan’s economic develop-
ment since the opening of China’s markets in 1978 is 
from interviews with Kunshan locals who have lived in 
the city for more than 30 years, the academic literature, 
and online data sources.
 Before rapid economic growth, Kunshan was 
“a simple agricultural county”55 as one local put it. In 
1978, there was no real urban center. Most of the land 
was an agricultural marshland.56 One man we met at 
Tinglin Park called Kunshan “the poorest county in 
Suzhou” before the start of industrialization. He de-
scribed farmers as “very poor” at that time, noting that 
their products were sold to the government. Another 
man said, “at that time, we were all poor, so there was 
no concept of poverty”. He explained how the govern-
ment used to determine how much food each person 
received. “You need to have the rice ticket, oil tickets, 
and meat tickets to exchange for food.” He said that 
farmers had the benefit of being able to eat some of 
what they sowed. These farmers tended to be able to 
feed their families, but they didn’t have more than the 
bare necessities. They did not have many opportuni-
ties. Agriculture comprised 51.4% of Kunshan’s GDP 
in 1978, followed by industry (28.9%), and service 
(19.7%).57 The former expanse of farmlands contrasts 
with the buildings now present in Kunshan’s cityscape. 
At the time of his wedding in 1984, one former textile 
factory worker in Kunshan said that there used to be 
no more than 100 cars in the county.
 In 2013, Harvard Business School published an 
article that called Kunshan “China’s Richest Town”.58 
Since 1990, the growth of Kunshan’s GDP per capita 
has outpaced both China and Jiangsu by a wide mar-
gin. How did this small agricultural town achieve such 
prosperity? The Harvard Business School article identi-
fies five drivers of Kunshan’s rapid economic develop-
ment during the past thirty years: early investments in 
infrastructure, a strategic location between Shanghai 
and Suzhou, the government’s “service-oriented ap-
proach to business”, investments from Taiwan, and 
more recently, industrial specialization in higher tech 
industries. In the early 1980s, the Kunshan city govern-
ment spent its own money to build roads connecting 
it to Shanghai and Suzhou and update infrastructures 
like water, electricity, gas, sewerage, telephone lines,

Figure 2 A comparison of the GDP per capita in China, Jiangsu, and 
Kunshan since 1990.59

and ports. These investments were meant to attract 
foreign investors, and they paid off.60 In 1983, the 
Japanese corporation SWANY established a facility to 
manufacture and export gloves in Kunshan, one of the 
earliest examples of foreign direct investment in the 
city. 
 In 1985, Kunshan’s government created the 
Kunshan Economic and Technological Development 
Zone (KETD), a type of special economic zone.61 A 
special economic zone is described by the World Bank 
as including a geographically delineated place, a man-
aging administration, economic benefits based on be-
ing located within the zone, and a streamlined process 
for importing and exporting goods.62 The KETD be-
came the center of Kunshan’s economic development, 
the “window to show the opening-up of the city”.63 By 
2010, the KETD had spent around 20 billion yuan on 
transportation, telecommunications, water, energy, and 
environmental protection infrastructure.64 Because of 
the KETD, 1985 marks the year in Kunshan’s economic 
history that it connected to the world economy and be-
gan a process of development that would lead to rapid 
economic expansion in the following decades.
 The KETD represented Kunshan’s commitment 
to foreign investment. This commitment began to ex-
press itself over the years through Kunshan’s relation-
ship with Taiwan, a relationship that earned Kunshan 
the nickname “Little Taipei” during the 1990s.65 When 
asked what most local people did to make a living in 
the 1990s, one Kunshan citizen responded that they 
worked in factories to make “clothes, leather shoes, 
bicycles and chemicals.” The Taiwanese company Giant 
Bicycles began operations in the KETD in 1992.66 By 
the late 1990s, there were around 1,500 Taiwanese 
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firms in Kunshan.67 Despite increases in Taiwanese 
investments during the 1990s, living conditions were 
still “relatively poor”, according to one local, who said 
“there was nothing more left after solving the basic 
needs”. He explained that economic growth in the 
1990s led to a widening gap between the rich and poor 
and that the restructuring of the economy dismantled 
state-owned enterprises in 90’s and led to many layoffs. 
By the end of the 1990s, Kunshan had not yet achieved 
widespread prosperity.
 The former senior engineer for the Kunshan 
branch of the China Petroleum Materials Company 
noted in an interview that many residents were work-
ing in big factories in 1990 but very few were working 
in high-tech companies. In the early 2000s, Kunshan 
sought to shift the focus of its economy towards indus-
tries like electronics and information, precision ma-
chinery, and alternative forms of energy.68 By 2009, the 
KETD had foreign investment projects from 43 coun-
tries and regions, with 55 percent of foreign investment 
coming from Taiwan.69 By 2011, 61% of Kunshan’s 
industrial output was communications, computers, 
and IT equipment; that year, 40% of the world’s laptops 
were produced in the town that was just farmland a 
generation before.70 Toshiba, Dell, Fujitsu, and Hew-
lett-Packard all sell laptops made in Kunshan.71 The 
restructuring of Kunshan’s industries towards more 
high-tech enterprises has led to a decrease in labor-in-
tensive industries.
 Amazingly, a comparison of Kunshan’s econ-
omy in 1978 and 2017 shows that the city effectively 
eradicated extreme poverty, which the World Bank 
defines as living on less than $1.90 per day.72 There is 
still economic inequality in Kunshan and many people 
who could be considered “poor”, but the city’s eco-
nomic growth and transformation has been dramatic. 
Urbanization has consumed the town’s land so that 
there is nearly no farmland left. Food in Kunshan is 
now imported, and agriculture composes a tiny per-
cent of GDP, about 1% in 2015. Companies located 
in Kunshan include LG, Toshiba, Siemens, Chevron, 
and Hitachi.73 Kunshan has gone from a small agri-
cultural town with relatively little access to the world, 
to a growing manufacturing center with Japanese and 
Taiwanese investors, to a global hub for high-tech 
production from companies from all over the world. 
Economic changes have brought migrant workers from 
throughout China and a growing number of expa-

triates. In 2011, Kunshan’s registered population was 
723,644, and its temporary population was 1,283,736.74 
One local woman said that salaries in Kunshan are 
even higher than in Nanjing now. Indeed, the city’s 
newfound wealth is represented in its dynamic cultural 
landscape as seen in the pictures below. These pictures 
were taken from the top of Ma’an Mountain, in the 
town’s famous Tinglin Park.
 Why is Kunshan rich today? A widespread 
public debate over the causes of economic growth con-
sumes both developmental and political discussions. 
In Kunshan’s case, economic success can be attributed 
to a combination of good policies and good fortune, 
both endogenous and exogenous factors. There is no 
doubt that the liberalization of markets, “opening-up” 
to trade with the world, and privatization of state-run 
enterprises played a role. The local government’s early 
investments in transportation and communication 
infrastructure also contributed as did its eagerness to 
encourage business investments from abroad. The es-
tablishment of the KETD, a project that was initiated at 
the local level, demonstrates Kunshan’s economic lead-
ership in China. However, Kunshan’s success cannot be 
purely attributed to its innovative spirit. The city has 
enjoyed the benefits of a favorable geographic location 
near ports and two major cities: Shanghai and Suzhou. 
It also was fortunate to have Taiwanese investors take 
an interest in the city. Many factors influence econo-
mies; when analyzing the historical development of 
an economy, simplistic causal explanations are insuffi-
cient. Both endogenous and exogenous play a role. The 
relative weights of such factors in affecting economic 
growth are more difficult to determine.

The History of Healthcare in 
Kunshan

 Information on the history of Kunshan’s 
health system was obtained from interviews, hospital 
tours, online data, and some Chinese journal articles. 
With translation help from Duke Kunshan Univer-
sity (DKU) students, I interviewed seven citizens of 
Kunshan who have lived in Kunshan for the last thirty 
years. Most of these interviews lasted for between 20 
and 45 minutes. I also interviewed Dr. Leng Xin, the 
current Vice-Director of Healthcare Reform in Kun-
shan, for more than an hour and a half. Interviews 
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were transcribed into English by classmates at DKU. I 
toured Kunshan First People’s Hospital, the Kunshan 
Traditional Medicine Hospital, and Jen Ching Me-
morial Hospital which is a private, Taiwanese health 
facility. Dr. Lu provided information about the TCM 
hospital during our tour, and Deputy General Manager 
Chun-ChiHu answered our questions during our tour 
of the Taiwanese hospital. Information from relevant 
journal articles written in Chinese was translated by a 
classmate at DKU.
 The timeframe of this historical analysis is 
from 1978, the year that marks the opening of China’s 
markets, to the present. Kunshan specifically opened 
its economy to the world in 1985 with the establish-
ment of the KETD. This year also serves as an interest-
ing front post for analysis. In this section, first, I will 
review the changing landscape of healthcare providers 
in Kunshan by looking at the public sector and the 
private sector. Then, I will assess the role of TCM in 
the health system in Kunshan. I will briefly examine 
how Kunshan citizens have travelled to seek healthcare 
in the last 40 years. Finally, I look specifically at how 
the quality, accessibility, and affordability of healthcare 
in Kunshan has changed since the onset of rapid eco-
nomic growth. These measures can be used to sum-
marize how “good” a health system is in general. I will 
conclude with a discussion of how economic growth 
has affected health in Kunshan and lessons for other 
developing regions and countries.

Growth of Public Hospitals

 According to Dr. Leng Xin, Kunshan’s Vice-Di-
rector of Healthcare Reform, the city’s health system is 
still mostly public, not private. Kunshan’s TCM Hospi-
tal was established in 1979 as the third public hospital 
in the city.75 At that time, there were three hospitals in 
Kunshan: First People’s Hospital (established in 1925), 
Second People’s Hospital, and the Traditional Medi-
cine Hospital. By 1990, these hospitals were “extremely 
small” according to one local who has used the Kun-
shan TCM Hospital as her main source of healthcare 
for the past 30 years. Multiple Kunshan residents men-
tioned that public hospital buildings have expanded. 
During the TCM Hospital’s first year of operation, it 
had a staff of 64 people, but now, they have 1,500 staff 
members.76 Comparing this growth rate to Kunshan’s 
population in the same time – from around 0.5 million 

in 1978 to more than 2.6 million now – shows that the 
growth of the hospital’s capacity has increased much 
faster than Kunshan’s population size.77 The Kunshan 
TCM hospital now serves around 1.7 million outpa-
tients per year.78 The First People’s Hospital saw similar 
growth during this period. Dr. Leng Xin began his 
work as a doctor in 1994 and has witnessed the hospi-
tal’s dramatic changes. The hospital used to have only 
200 employees but now has over 1,800 staff members. 
The old three-story facility expanded over time, with 
the third building of the hospital added in 1999. Now, 
the First People’s Hospital in Kunshan has around 85 
acres with branches in other locations in the city such 
as the Friendship Branch, which focuses on obstetrics 
and gynecology.79 According to Dr. Leng Xin, over 85% 
of Kunshan citizens choose the First People’s Hospital 
or the TCM Hospital for severe ailments, a statistic 
that he says is supported by data. This is similar to 
the rest of China, where 90% of inpatient services and 
over 50% of outpatient services are provided by public 
hospitals.80

 Before market reforms in 1978, Kunshan had a 
well-developed primary healthcare system supported 
by barefoot doctors who worked in township health 
centers. The hierarchal medical system included town-
ship health centers, county hospitals, municipal hos-
pitals, and district hospitals. During the 1990s, mar-
ket-oriented reforms left Kunshan’s public hospitals 
without sufficient funding, causing them to become 
profit-seeking entities. Hospital management became 
more focused on making money in order to stay afloat, 
and Kunshan’s primary health care system was all but 
dismantled. By 2000, discontentment with the health 
system initiated reforms of increased government 
investment in healthcare. Now, according to Dr. Leng 
Xin, Kunshan’s government is seeking to improve the 
public health system by rebuilding the primary care 
system while also facilitating the private sector’s in-
creasing contributions to healthcare.81

Emergence of the Private Sector

 In the 1990s, only three percent of hospitals 
in China were private. In 2016, 42 percent of China’s 
hospitals were private. Most of these private hospitals 
are small with only four percent of them having more 
than 100 beds.82 In Kunshan, economic expansion and 
globalization has attracted private capital investments 
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in healthcare from both mainland China and Taiwan. 
The prevalence of privately owned hospitals represents 
a significant change in the nature of Kunshan’s health-
care system. Local residents noted that many private 
hospitals have appeared since 1990. Dr. Leng Xin 
explained that the development of privately owned 
health facilities is good for Kunshan for two reasons. 
First, it serves wealthier patients and can provide high-
er quality specialized services. He did not seem to be 
concerned about the risks of developing a two-tiered 
health system that exacerbates economic inequities. 
Second, the growing number of private clinics could 
lead to an increase in the provision of primary health 
care. He also contended that private for-profit hospitals 
may be tainted by improper profit motivations.

Private Domestic Healthcare

 A TCM doctor in Kunshan, who began her 
career in 1968, recalled moving to work in the coun-
tryside in the 1970s because of a government policy. In 
the late 1980s, she worked in a factory in Kunshan but 
was laid off during an economic crisis in 1992. After 
being laid off, she began her own TCM clinic. Since the 
early 2000’s, private clinics have become more com-
mon in Kunshan and throughout China. Dr. Leng Xin 
says that these clinics can increase the supply of gen-
eral practitioners in Kunshan, reducing the burden of 
large, public hospitals. He sees small, private clinics as 
part of more general shift from a hospital-based system 
towards a hierarchical system with primary healthcare 
at the base. Chinese citizens often think that hospitals 
have higher quality services. This focuses healthcare 
around hospitals when it is more efficient for patients 
to see general practitioners first.
 Domestically-owned private health facilities 
in Kunshan include both privately owned clinics and 
private hospitals. While privately owned clinics may 
increase the accessibility of primary care and reduce 
the burden on large hospitals, domestic privately 
owned hospitals have received wide criticism through-
out China. The widely reported death of Wei Zexi in 
2016 drew attention to a private hospital system called 
the Putian Health Industry Association. In 2015, the 
Putian network of hospitals was reported to own 
around 80 percent of private hospitals in China. The 
Putian network is notorious for having profit-driven 
motives, low quality of care, and dishonest practic-
es.83 84 According to Dr. Leng Xin, some of the private 

hospitals established in Kunshan are associated with 
the Putian network. Private hospitals have thus been 
subject to criticism in Kunshan. Dr. Leng Xin has ad-
vised owners of Kunshan private hospitals to develop 
a long-term vision and hire good hospital managers, 
building a reputation of quality care instead of seeking 
quick profit gains.

Taiwanese Healthcare

 Jen Ching Memorial Hospital is a private, faith-
based health facility founded by a Taiwanese investor 
that became operational in 2008.85 Dr. Leng Xin stated 
that the purpose of Jen Ching contrasts with that of the 
“irresponsible” hospitals in the Putian system. He said 
that they “focus on public welfare and don’t treat the 
healthcare career as a business”. The managerial staff 
of Jen Ching is Taiwanese. The facility seeks to cater 
to the Taiwanese immigrant population in Kunshan, 
so much so that the hospital can reimburse Taiwanese 
health insurance. Chun-Chi Hu, Jen Ching’s Deputy 
General Manager, said that there was a “big learn-
ing cost” due to “different know-how” and “different 
norms” between the Taiwanese and mainland Chinese 
staff when the hospital was starting out. Currently, Jen 
Ching faces the challenge of recruiting qualified phy-
sicians. Many physicians in Kunshan choose to work 
in public hospitals over private ones because of the 
stability and status that government positions entail. 
According to Chun-ChiHu, even though Jen Ching 
pays better than Kunshan First People’s Hospital, the 
latter provides more opportunities for research and 
a high status. Due to these challenges, the Jen Ching 
Memorial Hospital did not make a profit for the first 
seven years of its operation.
 The hospital has 384 beds which is relatively 
small compared to most public hospitals in China. 
While other public hospitals in Kunshan have an occu-
pation rate that stays around 100%, the occupation rate 
of Jen Ching is usually near 50%. The low occupancy 
ratio demonstrates the facility’s difficulty competing 
with Kunshan’s public health system. Many patients 
seek only outpatient care at Jen Ching because it is 
commonly thought to be better quality than at public 
hospitals.86 When patients receive a serious diagnosis 
that requires inpatient services, they often go to a pub-
lic hospital where care is cheaper.
 The hospital is representative of the econom-
ic liberalization and globalization that continues to 
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accelerate in Kunshan. This globalization process has 
brought institutions, healthcare norms and standards, 
and technology from throughout the world to Kun-
shan. As a faith-based hospital, Jen Ching embodies a 
different culture of care than both public health insti-
tutions and private domestic hospitals in Kunshan. The 
founder of the hospital refuses to let the hospital per-
form abortions, stating that the day it does is the day 
that the hospital will close down. The hospital brings 
with it Taiwanese healthcare standards, especially for 
dental services and child and maternal health. In their 
child and maternal health department, Jen Ching 
exhibits a special emphasis on patient privacy that sets 
it apart from other Chinese hospitals. When we visited 
on April 26th, the hospital had already delivered over 
100 babies that year. Jen Ching Memorial Hospital 
demonstrates how economic growth has led to the 
globalization of Kunshan’s health sector by bringing 
international standards, norms, and medical technolo-
gy.

Continuing Prevalence of TCM

 Kunshan’s TCM Hospital was established in 
1979 following a new national policy that sought to 
promote the development of TCM in China, a signif-
icant shift from the anti-TCM position the Chinese 
government held during the Cultural Revolution. In 
line with this policy, China sought to establish a TCM 
hospital in every county. Overtime, the development of 
TCM hospitals varied across China, according to Dr. 
Leng Xin. Inland cities have invested less in the mod-
ernization and development of TCM while Kunshan’s 
provision of traditional medicine has strengthened. 
The Kunshan TCM Hospital is currently the largest 
traditional medicine hospital at the county level in 
China. It ranks 41st in size for all TCM hospitals.87 
From the beginning of the Kunshan TCM hospital’s 
history, the facility provided both “western medicine” 
and “Chinese medicine”. Dr. Lu, who gave us a tour of 
the hospital, explains that the hospital offers “custom-
ized medicine” which takes patient preferences into 
account.
 TCM is also offered in Kunshan People’s First 
Hospital, which contains both biomedical and herbal 
pharmacies and offers treatments such as acupuncture 
and moxibustion.88 Dr. Lu said that the demand for 
TCM has increased in recent years in Kunshan, despite 
criticisms of being unscientific and subjective. One 

explanation for this could be government support of 
TCM. Policies for Kunshan’s TCM hospital produce 
an incentive system that perpetuates the prominent 
position of traditional medicine. The hospital is not 
allowed to make a profit on its sale of “western” med-
icines but is permitted to mark up prices on herbal 
remedies, acupuncture, and cupping. Despite its 
persistence to date, one Kunshan local mentioned that 
TCM had to be constantly improved if it is to remain 
popular in the city. Local residents noted that TCM 
and biomedicine are used for different purposes. TCM 
is preferred for chronic diseases like gastropathy and 
to promote general health and wellbeing, to “condition 
the body”. Biomedicine is preferred for acute diseases. 
A few locals mentioned that TCM is safer than western 
medicine because of its fewer side effects and use of 
natural herbs. 
 TCM medicines are often herbal remedies that 
are supplied by various small companies throughout 
China. In herbal pharmacies in Kunshan, some of the 
herbs come from Suzhou but others travel from farther 
localities like Tongling, Anhui.89 Economic growth in 
Kunshan, which has led to the development of greater 
transportation infrastructure such as ports, highways, 
and high-speed trains, has facilitated the travel of TCM 
herbs from around China to pharmacies in Kunshan.

Healthcare Outside of Kunshan

 In the 1990s, most people’s choice of healthcare 
was limited to Kunshan. Over the years, economic 
growth enabled the construction of highways and 
trains. The high speed train connecting Kunshan to 
Beijing and Shanghai opened in 2011.90 Economic 
growth has also increased residents’ access to cars. One 
resident stated that he sought healthcare in Shanghai 
when he had a kidney stone in the 1990s. Another 
resident said that he used to only travel to Shanghai 
if he was seriously sick. However, at the time, such 
travel was not affordable to most residents in Kunshan, 
especially rural residents who had trouble making it to 
Kunshan People’s First Hospital for treatment.
 Nowadays, far more residents in Kunshan seek 
healthcare outside of the city, with over 10 percent 
of Kunshan locals going to hospitals in Suzhou or 
Shanghai. Dr. Leng Xin explained that Kunshan health 
insurance covers care in Shanghai and Suzhou. The city 
can track where citizens seek care by looking at where 
health insurance funds go. Far more residents go to 

49

April 8_SW FinalFinal_S18.indd   49 4/9/18   1:01 PM



Sifting and Winnowing Undergraduate Journal, Volume 3

Shanghai than Suzhou and Nanjing. Some wealthy 
Kunshan citizens even travel to Taiwan or the US for 
serious ailments. The increased access to healthcare 
outside of Kunshan improves patient satisfaction, ac-
cording to one resident, because it increases the choice 
set of providers. Patients sometimes travel because of 
the belief that doctors in Shanghai are more qualified 
than doctors in Kunshan. Dr. Leng Xin believes that 
improvement in transportation infrastructure is one of 
the main contributors for improved health services for 
Kunshan citizens since 1978.

Changes in Quality of Care

 A health system’s impact on health outcomes 
can be assessed by analyzing two factors: the quali-
ty of care received and the ease with which patients 
receive care. Quality of care will be analyzed through 
five lenses: technology, healthcare labor skills, primary 
healthcare, provider’s motivations (whether they are 
profit-motivated or patient-centered), and patient sat-
isfaction. Then, I examine the accessibility and afford-
ability of Kunshan’s health systems.

Technology Improvements

 Technological change in Kunshan’s health 
system has improved both the convenience of obtain-
ing care and the efficacy of the care received. Kunshan 
First People’s Hospital now has many new devices as 
compared to before the 1990s. Today, Jen Ching Me-
morial Hospital and Kunshan First People’s Hospital 
have the most sophisticated medical technology of the 
hospitals in Kunshan. When you walk into Kunshan 
First People’s Hospital, you will find an automated 
ATM-like machine where you can check in and de-
termine your payment method. These machines are 
also used in Kunshan’s TCM hospital. Both of these 
large public hospitals have an MRI machine and CT 
scanners. In an ironic contrast between its name and 
its technological capacity, the Kunshan Traditional 
Medicine Hospital has a linear accelerator that it uses 
to treat cancer.
 Improvements in technology translate to great-
er institutional efficiency for Kunshan’s hospitals and 
increased efficacy of curative services. New informa-
tion technologies since 1985, such as the widespread 
use of the internet, machines used for checking in, and 
electronic storage of patient information, allow hospi-

tals to serve a greater volume of patients with reduced 
labor costs. One resident said that the new self-service 
registration machine reduces her waiting time when 
she visits the hospital. New medical innovations have 
included the modernization and standardization of 
TCM herbal remedies, better biomedical drugs, MRIs, 
CT scanners, and much more. Three factors have facili-
tated the spread of medical technologies to Kunshan’s 
hospitals. First, because of economic growth, Kunshan 
has more money to spend on expensive medical cap-
ital. Second, many of these technologies did not exist 
anywhere in the world in 1985. The MRI machine that 
Jen Ching owns is a model that was released in 2009; it 
is now already considered somewhat outdated. Finally, 
economic globalization has brought new knowledge 
and technologies from their place of origin to the hos-
pitals in Kunshan. Many of the MRIs and CT scanners 
in Kunshan are produced by the German multinational 
corporation Siemans, a company that operates in the 
KETD.
 Dr. Leng Xin explained that medical technol-
ogy in Kunshan is unevenly distributed with more ad-
vanced technology in the central urban areas. Over the 
past few decades, Kunshan’s health labor force began 
to gather in urban hospitals. Doctors were promoted 
from towns and townships to Kunshan First People’s 
Hospital. Of the 13 health clinics in Kunshan’s town-
ships, most of them have been rebuilt in the past five 
years, demonstrating the city’s commitment to health-
care investments outside of the city center. Despite 
the city’s recent investments in these township clinics, 
inequalities in the distribution of medical technologies 
in Kunshan represent one urban-rural inequity that 
persists to this day.
 Has economic development in Kunshan led to 
a cost-inflating medical arms race (MAR) among its 
major hospitals? A close examination of the history 
of technology in Kunshan’s hospitals reveals that the 
introduction of new forms of technology into its health 
system since 1985 has had mixed effects on healthcare 
costs. Some technologies, like more efficient online 
check-ins and self-registration machines, have been 
cost-reductive, allowing public hospitals in Kunshan 
to serve more patients, reduce waiting times, and 
minimize labor costs. However, other technologies, 
such as MRIs, linear accelerators, and new drugs, are 
cost-inflationary. Dr. Leng Xin is aware of the risk of a 
MAR in Kunshan’s healthcare system, stating that the 
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current initiative is to reduce expenditures on costly 
medical equipment and to increase the income of med-
ical staff. Unfortunately, an incentive system still exists 
within Kunshan’s hospitals that promotes the overuse 
of expensive medical equipment to increase profits. 
This incentive system may be partly responsible for 
the continued competition to obtain the newest costly 
technology.

Healthcare Labor Skills

 In the 1980s and 1990s, doctors from Kunshan 
would only go as far as Suzhou or Shanghai for train-
ing; today, many doctors travel abroad for continuing 
medical education. Dr. Leng Xin explained that Kun-
shan sends doctors to France, Australia, Taiwan, and 
the United States every year for training and research. 
This trend connects Kunshan’s doctors to internation-
al standards of medical practice. Despite the greater 
accessibility of continuing medical education, many 
citizens are still not satisfied with the choice of doctors 
in Kunshan’s hospitals. One resident said that doctors’ 
professional skills have not improved in line with Kun-
shan’s economic growth. Patient dissatisfaction with 
doctors may be the result of increasing standards for 
healthcare providers. Dr. Leng Xin suggested that Kun-
shan ought to increase medical practitioners’ incomes 
in order to improve their quality.

Primary Healthcare

 The provision of primary healthcare (PHC) 
reduces costs and improves health outcomes. The 
report on Deepening Health Reform in China in 2016 
calls PHC “the foundation of patient-centered integrat-
ed care”, one of the main goals of China’s new wave of 
health reforms.91 China had an excellent PHC system 
before market reforms in 1978. Barefoot doctors, Chi-
na’s equivalent of community health workers, formed 
its base. Now, China’s health system has become hos-
pital-based and reactive. Patients tend to go directly 
to hospitals to see specialists because they think that 
general practitioners offer a lower standard of care.92 
Kunshan exhibits the features of a hospital-based 
system, with most patients attending either Kunshan 
First People’s Hospital or Kunshan Traditional Medi-
cine Hospital. Still, the city has potential for creating a 
comprehensive PHC system. Its promotion of private 
clinics, community health centers, and even TCM 

demonstrate a commitment to preventive, primary 
care.
 Dr. Leng Xin explained that Kunshan is work-
ing on developing an adequate primary care system. 
After the disposal of the barefoot doctor system, Kun-
shan did not have a PHC model capable of providing 
care to rural residents. The city is working on establish-
ing a comparable system. Currently, every area under 
Kunshan’s jurisdiction has a clinic less than 15 minutes 
away that is staffed with general practitioners. These 
general practitioners do not have the same level of 
medical knowledge as doctors in the hospitals. Though 
they tend to be well-trusted, the vast majority of them 
are men in their 70s. Consequently, the city faces a 
great need for more general practitioners. In response 
to this need, in 2007, Kunshan developed a plan called 
“Directed Recruitment for General Practitioners”. The 
city recruits students to study in university and offers 
them scholarships if they commit to working in ru-
ral clinics after graduation for a designated period of 
time. The program has seen students graduate and go 
to work in the field, but the number of general practi-
tioners is still insufficient.

Profit-Motivated vs. Patient-Centered

 In the 1980s, China’s healthcare system tran-
sitioned into a hospital-based system wherein public 
hospitals, unrestrained by the government, acted as 
profit-driven entities. Kunshan First People’s Hospi-
tal exhibits some of these features. A fee-for-service 
payment system incentivizes both over-diagnoses and 
referrals from outpatient to inpatient departments 
within the hospital. An in-hospital pharmacy provides 
an incentive for over-prescription of medication. This 
incentive to over-prescribe is compounded by doctors’ 
tendency to prescribe medication in order to increase 
patient satisfaction. Profit-seeking features of Kun-
shan’s public hospitals compromise government initia-
tives to create a patient-centered system. Dr. Leng Xin 
believes that hospital administrators in Kunshan strive 
to serve the public first and foremost. However, he 
often sees 40 patients in his four-hour morning shift, 
an average of six minutes per patient for four hours 
straight. Though Dr. Leng Xin insists that this pattern 
occurs because of the hospital administrators’ desire to 
serve the public, short meeting times with doctors is 
a feature of a fee-for-service hospital seeking to maxi-
mize profit.
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 Public hospitals do not tell the whole story of 
patient-centered care in Kunshan. Recent investments 
in an improved PHC system demonstrates Kunshan’s 
desire to move away from a hospital-based system. 
The emergence of the private sector in the last thirty 
years has implications for patient-centered care as well. 
Some domestic private hospitals, such as those in the 
Putian system, are known for their profit-seeking and 
dishonest practices. These hospitals are unlikely to sup-
ply patient-centered care without government regula-
tion. On the other hand, small private clinics in Kun-
shan may provide better care while also reducing the 
number of patients who go directly to public hospitals. 
Finally, not-for-profit private hospitals like Jen Ching 
Memorial Hospital have high standards of quality care. 
While public and private domestic hospitals continue 
to exhibit profit-maximizing tendencies, private clinics, 
Taiwanese healthcare, and PHC clinics demonstrate a 
shift towards patient-centered care in Kunshan.

Patient Satisfaction

 Residents of Kunshan provided three reasons 
for dissatisfaction with Kunshan’s healthcare in 1990: 
small hospitals, long waiting times, and inadequate 
medical technology. Still, the majority of residents 
interviewed were satisfied with the healthcare in 1990. 
The reasons for their prior satisfaction were financial: 
drugs and treatment were less expensive. Nowadays, 
some residents said they were dissatisfied with health-
care in Kunshan because of misdiagnoses in its hospi-
tals, expensive and sometimes ineffective drugs, and 
doctors’ poor professional skills. However, most of the 
people we interviewed said that healthcare has be-
come much better since 1990. They explained that the 
hospital facilities have greatly improved and that now 
they can travel to Shanghai or Suzhou for care and be 
covered by Kunshan’s health insurance policy.
 Dr. Leng Xin said that many locals are dis-
satisfied with healthcare in Kunshan because of poor 
patient-doctor relations and increasing standards. A 
greater awareness of healthcare options throughout 
China and the world have raised local expectations 
for the city’s hospitals and clinics. He stated that this 
dissatisfaction is reflected in survey data. Kunshan’s 
elderly population is an exception to growing dissat-
isfaction. Many of them have seen the transformation 
of the city’s health system since the onset of rapid 

economic growth. They compare the previous state 
of Kunshan’s healthcare with the present and see the 
many improvements that have occurred.

Changes in Access and Affordability

 The ease with which patients can receive care 
is a function of a health system’s accessibility and 
affordability. Accessibility is improved by more numer-
ous and larger health facilities, where affordability is 
affected not only by various health insurance schemes 
but also a population’s ability to pay. Accessibility and 
affordability vary for different demographics and have 
both changed significantly from 1978 to the present.

Access

 The third hospital to be built in Kunshan was 
the TCM hospital, established in 1979. By the end of 
2015, the city had 494 medical institutions.93 A greater 
quantity of medical institutions and improvements in 
transportation infrastructure have improved access 
to healthcare. In 1990, Kunshan citizens had to go to 
the hospital themselves if they were seriously sick, but 
now, they have the luxury of an ambulance. Historical-
ly, rural residents had less access to healthcare services 
than those near the center of town. In the 1990s, peo-
ple in the countryside invited midwives to their homes 
to give birth while those close to the center of town 
went to First People’s Hospital.94 Instead of only hav-
ing access to health clinics in townships, the few rural 
residents left in Kunshan can now travel to the urban 
district to see doctors in the hospital. Many locals 
mentioned that development increased their choice set 
of healthcare providers since the 1990s. An expanded 
choice set of providers increases patient satisfaction. 
Now, all Kunshan citizens can go to the center of town 
for care, and many residents seek higher quality and 
specialized care in Shanghai or even abroad. Though 
accessibility increased for everyone, there is still a 
socioeconomic gradient that affects what kind of care 
Kunshan citizens receive. According to one resident, 
people with a higher income are more likely to seek 
medical help from Suzhou or Shanghai. Travelling for 
healthcare has become easier, but it still has costs that 
affect accessibility for residents of varying socioeco-
nomic levels.
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Affordability

 The increase in GDP per capita from around 
34,000 yuan in 2000 to over 391,000 in 2015 demon-
strates that the average citizen in Kunshan is much 
richer now than he or she used to be.95 Additionally, 
after years of rapid economic growth, China achieved 
nearly universal health insurance coverage. On the 
other hand, development has led to rising costs for ba-
sic services due to more advanced technology, higher 
wages for health practitioners, and a greater prevalence 
of non-communicable diseases.
 After the dismantling of the cooperative 
medical scheme throughout China during market 
reforms, Kunshan was left without an adequate in-
surance scheme to finance healthcare. During most 
of the 1980s and 1990s, most Kunshan residents did 
not have access to health insurance. In the absence of 
government-run health insurance schemes, companies 
provided their employees insurance in the 1990s. The 
companies would often reimburse medical expenses 
up to 90%.96 One resident mentioned that less people 
got sick in that period so affording healthcare was not 
an issue, but for those who did get sick, it sometimes 
led to impoverishing expenses. Another couple re-
marked on how healthcare was entirely out of reach for 
peasants in 1990 but that Kunshan’s farmers are “very 
rich now”. As industrialization and urbanization drew 
people towards the city in the 1990s, many elderly and 
sick were left at home without care or insurance.97

 Urban residents received health insurance be-
fore rural residents. Kunshan launched the Urban Em-
ployee Basic Medical Insurance (UEBMI) in 1997. This 
insurance covered formal workers near the city and 
was paid for by employers and workers.98 By that time, 
Kunshan had already urbanized greatly compared to 
1985; less than ten percent of Kunshan’s GDP was from 
the primary sector in 1997.99 The poor in rural areas 
remained financially excluded from health services. 
Jiangsu Province finally approved “Primary health care 
regulations in Jiangsu Province” in 2001, which led to 
the implementation of a medical insurance system in 
Jiangsu’s countryside.100 Rural residents of Kunshan 
did not get health insurance until 2004 with the start 
of the New Cooperative Medical Scheme (NCMS) 
in Kunshan. This program was started in Kunshan 
Yushan Town where farmers paid 200 yuan per person 
per year for insurance. It spread to the rest of the city 
in the first few months of 2004; by April, the insured 

rate had reached 99% in the countryside.101 Though 
rural citizens were covered, they paid lower premiums 
than urban employees and enjoyed fewer benefits. The 
benefit package for the NCMS increased over time. 
 In 2007, urban residents who worked in the 
informal sector received their own medical insurance 
scheme: Urban Resident Basic Medical Insurance (UR-
BMI). According to Dr. Leng Xin, the gap between the 
urban and rural insurance programs has greatly short-
ened, especially in the last seven years. Now, farmers 
have the option of paying more annually and receiving 
greater reimbursements. Every year, the three public 
insurance schemes, which are largely managed at the 
local level, are adjusted, and coverage for rural people 
and informal workers grows more comprehensive.
 According to Dr. Leng Xin, insurance coverage 
has reached all of Kunshan’s rural and elderly popula-
tion. In 2015, insurance coverage among urban resi-
dents was 99%.102 Local residents state that healthcare 
in Kunshan has become far more expensive, but the 
variety of medical services offered, average income lev-
el of residents, and insurance benefits have greatly in-
creased. Those who have insurance with their company 
say that these packages have also improved greatly over 
the years. Dr. Leng Xin explained that Kunshan’s gov-
ernment has a policy that requires enterprises to buy 
medical insurance, unemployment insurance, retire-
ment pension, and birth insurance for their employees.
 The last remaining population without insur-
ance in Kunshan is migrant workers. Kunshan’s rapid 
growth has attracted workers from throughout China 
and other countries. Migrant workers are expected to 
be covered by their companies’ health insurance plans. 
The laws requiring companies to provide this benefit 
to their employees are well-known by workers and 
enforced by the government. However, some migrant 
workers have temporary jobs instead a long-term 
contract. They are ineligible for basic social insurance 
in Kunshan and can’t receive insurance from their 
companies. In order to obtain medical insurance, 
temporary workers have to arrange to have whichever 
enterprise they are currently working for cover them, 
or they have to buy insurance without governmental 
assistance, resulting in some temporary migrant work-
ers left without insurance.
 Since 1978, Kunshan has spent more and more 
money on healthcare. Over 10 years passed after the 
establishment of the Kunshan Technological and 
Economic Development Zone in 1985 before Kunshan 

53

April 8_SW FinalFinal_S18.indd   53 4/9/18   1:01 PM



Sifting and Winnowing Undergraduate Journal, Volume 3

began a widespread insurance scheme in urban areas. 
Economic growth eventually did increase healthcare’s 
affordability but in a historical process that favored ur-
ban over rural populations. The urban-rural gap is just 
now beginning to completely disappear, at a time when 
there is almost no rural land left in Kunshan. Despite 
the inequities in the historical development of Kun-
shan’s insurance schemes, the city has now achieved 
nearly universal insurance coverage, with the excep-
tion of temporary migrant workers. The city even has 
an “illness rescue system” that Dr. Leng Xin explains is 
meant to help those who face impoverishing healthcare 
costs. As Kunshan continues to develop, it faces new 
challenges in ensuring the affordability of adequate 
healthcare for its residents. The rise of non-commu-
nicable diseases (NCDs) demonstrates Kunshan’s 
epidemiological transition. NCDs, including cancer, 
diabetes, and heart disease, are especially costly. Mov-
ing forward, the city hopes to fill in the final gaps in its 
insurance schemes and expand care opportunities for 
NCDs.

What’s next? Future challenges and some humble sug-
gestions.

 According to Dr. Leng Xin, Kunshan intends to 
continue reforming and improving its health systems. 
His department, Kunshan’s Department of Health-
care Reform, was founded in March of 2016. He states 
that Kunshan is currently investing billions of RMB 
in the construction of two new medical centers: East-
ern Medical Center and Western Medical Center. The 
former will be built up from Kunshan First People’s 
Hospital while the latter will replace the Kunshan 
Traditional Medicine Hospital. Both of these facilities 
should be operational within three to five years. Dr. 
Leng Xin summarized health reform in Kunshan by 
saying that he hopes the city can “satisfy the common 
people and reflect the labor value of medical staff ”. He 
points to many barriers to health reform in Kunshan 
that are common throughout China. Medical staff are 
resistant to change, fearful of losing their “iron rice 
bowls”. Hospitals enjoy the hospital-based system that 
brings paying patients into the medical offices of spe-
cialists. Patients oppose any changes that will result in 
rising prices.
 In light of the historical analysis of this paper, 
and healthcare reform trends in China and the world, 
I offer the following humble suggestions for Kunshan’s 

health system. These suggestions are offered with the 
underlying assumption that the bottomline goal of 
health systems is to translate economic productivity 
into equitable progress in health outcomes through 
efficient systems. Kunshan can improve its health 
systems by promoting PHC, regulating domestic 
private hospitals, expanding health insurance benefits 
for rural populations, raising salaries for medical staff, 
and separating pharmacies from hospitals to avoid 
perverse incentives. These are all reforms that Dr. Leng 
Xin affirmed. In addition to these reforms, I recom-
mend the following three: 1. Kunshan could encourage 
patient-centered care in all of its facilities with a focus 
on quality. 2. The city could explore other payment 
schemes such as the diagnosis-related groups (DRG) in 
order to avoid the incentive to over-diagnose inherent 
to a fee-for-service system. 3. With the rise of NCDs, 
Kunshan’s health system should focus more on the 
prevention of chronic diseases through an integrated 
policy approach that includes reducing air pollution, 
discouraging tobacco use, and facilitating healthy 
lifestyles. Most, if not all, of my recommendations are 
reflected in the report on Deepening Health Reform 
in China. By implementing the recommended reforms 
in this national report at the local level, Kunshan can 
lead the way to healthcare reform in China. The result 
would be a health system like the one President Xi Jin-
ping described as ideal, one that “provides its citizens 
with public health and basic health services that are 
safe, effective, accessible, and affordable.”103

Has Economic Growth Been Good 
for Health in Kunshan?

 This important question could provide insight 
for other developing regions in regards to the health 
costs and benefits of economic growth. This study an-
alyzed only one of the four intermediary determinants 
of health in depth: the healthcare system. A compre-
hensive analysis of the effects of Kunshan’s economic 
growth on the health of its people requires a review of 
the history of other intermediary determinants includ-
ing health behaviors, psychosocial factors, and mate-
rial circumstances. As argued earlier, economic devel-
opment likely had diverse and contradicting effects on 
these intermediary determinants.
 Economic growth has had both health costs 
and health benefits for different people at different 
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times, a reality that implies that Kunshan’s history 
evades simplistic generalizations about the relationship 
between its economics and its public health. For exam-
ple, some peoples’ health has clearly been harmed by 
development. Farmers in the 1980s and 1990s without 
the commune-based healthcare of the 1970s or the 
rural insurance programs of the 2000s were harmed. 
Anyone who has been diagnosed with cancer because 
of air pollution or secondhand tobacco smoke, factory 
workers who worked in poor conditions, and those 
who died in traffic accidents after the construction of 
major highways were all harmed. As a more visceral 
example, a factory explosion in 2014 in a Taiwan-
ese metal-working factory killed over 75 people and 
injured 186.104 These unsafe working conditions are in 
some sense a result of economic globalization.
 In addition to these specific instances, there are 
more general health costs for all of Kunshan’s popu-
lation. Dr. Leng Xin notes that the “medical needs of 
residents are higher than before”. The rise of non-com-
municable diseases can be attributed to the changing 
diets, air pollution, and sedentary lifestyles that typify 
wealthy societies. In China, risky health behaviors 
and environmental changes lead to NCDs that ac-
count for more than 8 million deaths every year.105 
While most local citizens interviewed have said that 
economic growth has had health benefits, a few point 
to air pollution, road accidents, and rising healthcare 
costs as harming their health. My review of the histo-
ry of healthcare affordability in Kunshan shows that 
complaints about rising healthcare costs are probably 
misguided. Insurance programs and rising incomes 
in Kunshan have made more healthcare services more 
affordable than ever before. Still, it is undeniable that 
Kunshan’s wealth has had health costs. One possible 
health cost (or benefit) is in regards to mental health. 
How has rapid economic growth affected mental 
health in Kunshan since market reforms? This question 
requires more research. Finally, the dismantling of a 
comprehensive primary healthcare system in Kunshan 
and the shift towards profit-maximizing healthcare in 
the 1980s and 1990s resulted in general health costs of 
economic growth.  
 What about the health benefits of economic 
growth? One dramatic difference between Kunshan in 
1978 and presently is the near elimination of poverty. 
Kunshan used to be a small, poor agricultural town. It 
was susceptible to many of the material circumstances 
that lead to negative health outcomes in impoverished 

rural communities: lack of adequate hygiene facilities, 
poor housing facilities, unclean water, widespread in-
ability to travel far to receive healthcare, lack of access 
to effective drugs. Now, Kunshan’s roads, apartments, 
power grids, schools, and hospitals all contribute in 
some way to good health.
 Overall, a review of the history of Kunshan’s 
health system since 1978 shows that economic growth 
has strengthened healthcare in Kunshan by improv-
ing quality of care, affordability, and accessibility for 
almost all Kunshan citizens. Even though this pro-
cess of health system strengthening was inequitable, 
favoring the rich and those in urban centers before 
the rural poor, it was still universal, leading to greater 
access to curative health services eventually. Access to 
specialized medical technology can cure many more 
diseases now than could have been cured by the three 
small hospitals in Kunshan in 1978. Improvements in 
doctors’ training and abilities has led to better health 
outcomes. All else being equal, a person with a given 
disease is much better off today in Kunshan than in 
1978. Partially as a result of a strengthened health sys-
tem (though this causal mechanism is not easily veri-
fied given the many changes in Kunshan since 1978), 
the main health indicators of Kunshan’s residents are 
now near the levels of developed countries.106

 Have the health benefits of economic develop-
ment outweighed its health costs in Kunshan? In my 
view, this seems likely, but I want to emphasize the dif-
ficulty of this question. Even though people are living 
longer and under-five mortality is lower, a holistic view 
of health goes beyond these basic metrics. For exam-
ple, if a person is diagnosed with a manageable NCD, 
a developed health system may extend his life by years, 
but what is the quality of those years? Would he have 
been better off to have neither the NCD nor the extra 
years, both of which may be products of economic 
growth? A thorough cost-benefit analysis that includes 
all of the intermediary determinants of health is neces-
sary to determine how economic growth in Kunshan’s 
case has benefited health.
 Many lessons can be learned from Kunshan’s 
rapid economic development for other developing 
regions of the world. First, economic growth has in-
herent health benefits: better infrastructure, increased 
healthcare expenditures, improvements in education, 
to name a few. Thus, pro-growth policies such as free 
trade agreements, promotion of foreign direct invest-
ment from multinational corporations, and invest-
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ments in infrastructure all can have long-term health 
benefits for a population. However, economic growth 
can come with some serious health costs along the 
way. How growth is achieved is important. Develop-
ing countries would do well to learn the importance 
of regulating the manufacturing sector to create safe 
working conditions and minimize environmental 
degradation. The promotion of good health behaviors 
including reduction of tobacco use, regular exercise, 
and healthy diets are important to combat NCDs in 
economies that are transitioning to the manufacturing 
and service sectors.
 In regards to health systems, the specific focus 
of this analysis, there are four main takeaways that are 
relevant to developing countries today. First, econom-
ic growth tends to improve health systems and create 
new health challenges. More financial resources for 
a health system means bigger hospitals, better tech-
nology, more effective drugs, and better paid doctors. 
As budgets for health-promoting activities expand, 
these funds can be translated into improvements in 
quality and accessibility of a health system. Econom-
ic development also benefits health systems in more 
indirect ways. Highways, trains, and planes allow 
people to travel to access healthcare. Improvements 
in transportation and communication infrastructure 
brings international standards of care, technologies, 
and norms. Economic growth comes with globaliza-
tion, and shared knowledge improves health systems. 
At the same time, growth usually brings with it a rise 
in NCDs. A strong primary care system is essential in 
order for the maintenance of NCDs. Hospital-based 
systems are not as cost-effective. As communities de-
velop, governments ought to prioritize the creation of 
strong public health and primary care systems. If not, 
they will pay the costs as NCDs increase in prevalence.
 Second, during development, governments 
must focus on health system equity, especially for 
farmers, factory workers, and vulnerable popula-
tions, in order to mitigate the health costs of growth. 
Increased health investments in Kunshan benefited 
urban areas and the rich first, and this led to massive 
health costs for the rural poor. In the 1990s, even 
though Kunshan was becoming richer, its farmers 
who no longer benefited from barefoot doctors were 
receiving worse healthcare. Economic growth ought to 
spur on increased investments in health. These hu-
man capital investments have the potential of making 
people more productive even while they constitute 

the provision of a basic human right. China’s model of 
providing low-level health insurance to everyone first 
worked well in Kunshan. After achieving nearly uni-
versal insurance coverage, gradual improvements in 
benefit packages led to more positive health outcomes. 
Developing regions could consider this as a model: 
first, make insurance as easy and affordable as possible 
and then, expand the programs. These programs ought 
to be launched early in the development process, as 
out-of-pocket payments greatly increase the risk of 
impoverishing medical expenses.
 Third, many developing communities through-
out the world utilize traditional medicine. In some 
parts of the world, herbal and folk remedies are more 
commonly utilized than biomedicine. Kunshan pro-
vides a fascinating and somewhat unexpected case. 
One might expect economic growth and “modern-
ization” to erase the prevalence of “traditional” medi-
cine. Kunshan shows that economic growth does not 
necessarily bring the eradication of traditional healing 
systems. Developing countries can consider integrating 
traditional ways of healing into a biomedical health 
system. Kunshan has done this with considerable 
success. Standardizing herbal remedies and studying 
traditional treatments scientifically are worthwhile 
practices for countries that want to maintain the cul-
tural heritage of traditional medicine.
 Finally, if the health sector becomes just an-
other sector to promote growth, profit-motivations 
will lead to poor health outcomes. Development often 
brings the emergence of a private sector of healthcare. 
The private sector must be well-regulated in order 
to prevent abuses that may proliferate in a market 
that has inherent abnormalities. Physician-induced 
demand, a result of asymmetric information in the 
health sector, must be guarded against in both private 
hospitals and public hospitals that exhibit profit-driven 
behaviors. The health sector is not a normal market. It 
is characterized by asymmetric information, external-
ities, and moral significance. Though cost inflation in 
health systems is a natural part of economic growth, 
systems that incentivize the use of expensive equip-
ment, like Kunshan’s fee-for-service system, are likely 
to see costs escalate in ways that do not accord with 
sound investments in good health. Healthcare costs 
should increase as a society is able to spend more 
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money on good health, but money should be spent in a 
way that maximizes health benefits. Health systems ought 
to prioritize, first and foremost, the promotion of human 
flourishing.

Interview Guideline for Kunshan 
Citizens

Domains Questions Probes
Development in 
Kunshan

1. What do you 
do for a living? 
What did you 
do for a living 
in 1990?

2. What have 
been the most 
striking changes 
in the city of 
Kunshan since 
1990?

3. From your 
perspective, 
have the eco-
nomic changes 
in Kunshan 
since 1990 been 
good or bad for 
your health?

1. How has 
your profession 
changed during 
this time? What 
did most people 
do for a living 
in 1990 in Kun-
shan?

2. What do you 
think caused 
those changes?
 

3. Why do you 
think that is?

Domains Questions Probes
Healthcare in 
the Early 1990s

4. In the early 
1990s, where 
would you go if 
you got sick or 
required medi-
cal attention?

5. Was health-
care affordable 
in Kunshan in 
the early 1990s?

6. Where did 
most mothers go 
to give birth in 
the early 1990s?

4. Were you 
happy with 
the healthcare 
options in the 
early 1990s?

5. Were some 
people in the 
city unable to 
afford health-
care? If so, what 
people?

6. How about 
now?

Healthcare in 
Kunshan Now

7. Where do you 
go for care if 
you get sick or 
require medical 
care nowadays?

8. Is healthcare 
affordable in 
Kunshan nowa-
days?
9. Do you use 
Traditional Chi-
nese Medicine?

10. What else 
has changed 
about health-
care in Kunshan 
from 1990 to 
the present?

7. Are you 
happy with the 
medical care 
that’s available 
to you?

8. Are there 
people in Kun-
shan who can’t 
afford health-
care?

9. If so, why do 
prefer it? If not, 
why not?
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Keeping on the “Track Two” Path: 
Evaluating the Second Intifada’s Effect on 
the People-to-People Peacebuilding Model

Hilary Miller

 The world looked to Washington with a wish-
ful eye on September 13, 1993. Prime Minister Yitzchak 
Rabin and President Yasser Arafat shook hands on the 
White House lawn in agreement to Oslo I, the mo-
mentous pact that was expected to end the intractable 
and longstanding conflict between their two nations. 
During the signing ceremony, the Israeli leader de-
clared that “the time for peace has come,” to which his 
Palestinian counterpart echoed that both peoples were 
ready and willing to “establish the foundations of a just 
and comprehensive peace” on all levels.1 The negotia-
tion between the government of Israel and the Pales-
tinian Authority typified a new era in their relationship, 
predicated on mutual courage and determination to 
end the rigid polarity between Israelis and Palestinians. 
 Etched in the Declaration of Principles of Oslo 
I was a plan to extend bilateral peace efforts beyond 
bureaucrats in Jerusalem and Ramallah; it proposed 
“track two” diplomacy, a method of conflict resolu-
tion used to mitigate inter-group discord in various 

global contexts. As a policy derivative of the track two 
approach, Oslo I called for the  engagement of Israelis 
and Palestinians through grassroots efforts as a direct 
means to achieve peace and coexistence.2 This civil-led 
approach was formalized in September of 1995 as part 
of the Oslo II Interim Agreement, which codified any 
and all humanitarian endeavors that motivated Israelis 
and Palestinians to realize “the values and human dig-
nity on the other side.”3 The composite term for these 
discrete initiatives became known as “people-to-peo-
ple” (P2P), connoting the post-Oslo peace paradigm 
that intended to put a human face to the “other” and 
imbue Israeli-Palestinian public discourse with a 
greater sense of empathy, cooperation, and mutual 
understanding. Through this track-two approach, the 
government of Israel and the Palestinian Authority set 
out to transform their respective civilians into stalwart 
agents for peace and bring the promise of Oslo to frui-
tion. 
 The euphoria of the mid-1990s gave rise to 
many P2P activities. Between 1993 and 2000 nearly 
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Walter Schemel, Editor

 There are few conflicts that elicit such bitter connotation as that between the Israeli and Pal-
estinian peoples, due in large part to the elusiveness of enduring peace. Recent efforts to reduce these 
tensions have come in the form of People-to-People initiatives, in the hope that encouraging interac-
tion would do much in the way of relating those who would otherwise find little in common. Facing 
dissent on both sides, P2P measures struggled to maintain funding and many failed before they could 
achieve their goal. This piece seeks to explore the ruinous impact that the Intifada has had on these P2P 
initiatives, and to understand what made those few surviving programs so resilient. At their core, these 
programs endeavor to overcome this persistent hostility by mending relations at the most basic human 
level, hoping to heal those long festering wounds at their source. While the P2P model can only serve 
its purpose if those involved allow it to, the study of past efforts is crucial in understanding how best to 
encourage this conversation.
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200 organizations initiated 500 peacebuilding projects 
throughout Israel proper, the West Bank, and the Gaza 
Strip.4 Multiple governmental actors, foundations, and 
private donors contributed an estimated twenty-five 
million dollars in support and acknowledgement of 
these activities. By the turn of the century, thousands 
of Israelis and Palestinians had participated in one or 
more P2P workshops. These face-to-face encounters 
enabled marginal improvements in the way each group 
viewed one another as participants became more 
embracive, trusting, and mindful of their perceived 
adversary.5 
 The amicability around P2P peace efforts was 
soon eclipsed by the calamitous Second Intifada, the 
period of extreme violence that exacerbated the gap 
between Israelis and Palestinians in 2000. During 
the Second Intifada—also referred to as the Al-Aqsa 
Intifada—civilians from both nations began to ques-
tion if any peacebuilding effort could allay tensions 
between them. Just seven years after bearing witness 
to the Rabin-Arafat handshake, President Clinton also 
grew skeptical of P2P’s ability to unify the beleaguered 
groups during the Palestinian uprising. The former 
mediator reproached the Intifada for having “shattered 
the confidence in the peace process” and creating un-
certainty over “whether Palestinians and Israelis could 
ever really live and work together to support each oth-
er’s peace and prosperity and security.”6 To the chagrin 
of many, Clinton’s desperate call to reconcile the two 
nations was benighted by the tumult of 2000. In this 
social context, riven by hatred, violence, and incessant 
fear of the “other,” P2P programs suffered on multiple 
levels. 
 Meta-analyses of P2P, especially those from the 
Friedrich Ebert Siftung foundation and the Israel/Pal-
estine Center for Research and Information (IPCRI), 
identify three dimensions of peace programs that were 
adversely impacted by the Intifada. They provide criti-
cal insight into how the violence in 2000 affected fund-
ing for P2P programs, mutual cooperation between 
Israel and Palestinian NGOs, and the logistical coordi-
nation of P2P programs. The degradation of individual 
projects led to the mass termination of workshops, 
initiatives, organizations, and activities that fought 
for unity, harmony, and concord for close to a decade. 
First, the mounting violence deterred donors from 
continuing to invest in P2P activities, seeing their con-
tributions as futile in unifying the two groups in con-

flict. Further, the ensuing violence induced Israeli and 
Palestinian NGOs to see their partnerships as fruitless, 
bereft of mission and purpose. As a result, many chose 
to discontinue their joint work in the months and years 
after the Al-Aqsa uproar. Finally, the amplified hos-
tilities that grew from the Intifada provoked an acute 
security situation that put many P2P programs under 
siege of extensive restrictions. These logistical barri-
ers exhausted facilitators and participants insofar that 
many programs could no longer operate. To be sure, 
the Second Intifada’s impact was not limited to these 
three dimensions of the P2P model; many elements 
were challenged by the period of violence. However, 
the significant effects on the funding, NGO coopera-
tion, and logistical operation of peace programs clearly 
indicate how the Intifada damaged P2P campaigns and 
substantially limited the pool of peace initiatives after 
2000. Their ruin belittled the once forceful but now 
feeble aggregate P2P model. 
 Although the P2P model was damaged , not all 
peacebuilding projects ceased to exist; admirably, some 
survived the tumult of 2000. Scholars and researchers 
of conflict resolution attribute two general qualities 
to extant programs that gave them the resiliency to 
endure Second Intifada. One central component of the 
surviving programs was the notable equality between 
Israeli and Palestinian P2P organizers and partici-
pants.7 Their symmetrical levels of influence, author-
ity, and involvement explains why certain programs 
continued while others failed. Particular programs’ 
adoption of media after 2000 was another chief char-
acteristic of the P2P organizations and initiatives that 
endured. The proactive use of new technology brought 
programs to more pockets of Israelis and Palestinians, 
while exposing a universal audience to the Israeli-Pal-
estinian conflict and the actions put forth to end it.8 
These two elements were among the most important 
factors enabling certain P2P programs to withstand 
the Second Intifada when so many succumbed to the 
tempestuous civil acrimony.
 As exemplified by their continued existence, 
peaceful contacts between Israelis and Palestinians 
are “doing something about the general rule of hos-
tility, mistrust and unilateralism” between them.9 
Given their objective, they are conditional for peace. 
However, such intrinsic value cannot fully protect the 
P2P model from the highly charged social and polit-
ical milieu of Israel-Palestine. The bitter reality of the 
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conflict has made it extremely challenging for P2P 
activists and participants to unite around a common 
pledge for peace, and too easy to forget the goodwill 
between Rabin and Arafat. P2P peacebuilding has yet 
to demonstrate a greater ability to stymie periods of 
severe contestation like the one instigated by Israe-
li Prime Minister Ariel Sharon’s visit to the Temple 
Mount in 2000. 
 In retrospect, the Second Intifada had a mul-
tidimensional effect on the P2P peacebuilding model. 
It adversely influenced funding, cooperation between 
Israeli and Palestinian NGOs as well as the funding 
and logistical coordination of P2P programs. The 
impact on these three dimensions limited the viability 
of individual projects, which in the aggregate under-
mined the greater capacity of the P2P model to unify 
Israelis and Palestinians. Although the prolonged pe-
riod of violence led to the demise of many P2P initia-
tives, some endured and have continued to operate as 
a result of their organizational parity between Israelis 
and Palestinians and adoption of media technology af-
ter the Al-Aqsa acrimony. Assessing the discrepancies 
between P2P programs from before and after 2000 re-
veals the extent to which the Second Intifada interfered 
with the P2P model. Identifying how the P2P model 
was impacted by the Intifada can inform leaders on 
both sides how to confront extreme periods of violence 
and enhance their ability to make the Israeli-Palestin-
ian conflict a struggle of the past. 

The P2P Peacebuilding Model: 
History, Overview, and Defining 

“Success”

 Oslo I affirmed Rabin and Arafat’s 1993 pledge 
to promote a “culture of peace” between their nations, 
and two years later they formalized this commitment 
in the Interim Agreement, known as Oslo II.10 Annex 
VI of the Agreement, the “Protocol on Israeli-Pales-
tinian Cooperation Programs,” includes the Norwe-
gian-backed Article 8 which first introduced the “The 
People-to-People Program.”11 It constitutes three claus-
es that affirm an impressive result of joint thinking and 
a mutual hope for peace between the government of 
Israel and the Palestinian Authority: 

1. The Two sides shall cooperate in enhancing the  
dialogue and relations between their peoples in 
accordance with the concepts developed in coop-
eration with the Kingdom of Norway.

2. The two sides shall cooperate in enhancing dia-
logue and relations between their peoples, as well 
as in gaining a wider exposure of the two publics 
to the peace process, its current situation and 
predicted results.

3. The two sides shall take steps to foster public 
debate and involvement, to remove barriers to 
interaction, and to increase the people to people 
exchange and interaction within all areas of coop-
eration described in this Annex and in accordance 
with the overall objectives and principles set out 
in this Annex.12

 To reiterate, P2P is not a specific program. 
Rather, it is an all-encompassing term referring to a 
multitude of peace projects that seek to unify a bellig-
erent Israeli-Palestinian civil society. P2P provides an 
opportunity for civilians from each nation to demystify 
and re-humanize the other through an assortment of 
dialogic, cultural, educational, environmental, media, 
and social initiatives.13 
 After Rabin and Arafat agreed to Oslo II, 
these varied peacebuilding activities, thought to be “a 
phenomenon of the Oslo years,” were met with en-
thusiasm from regional and international observers.14 
Aside from Norway, the chief manager and sponsor of 
the 1995 Interim Agreement, other states and NGOs 
decided to advance the post-Oslo P2P model. With 
the conviction that P2P would bring the century of 
conflict between Israelis and Palestinians to a close, 
these actors helped to fund, organize, and disseminate 
peaceful exchanges throughout Israel proper and the 
territories.15 Their collective action united a diverse 
subset of Israelis and Palestinians of different age, 
gender, socioeconomic, political, occupational, and                
educational categories.16 
 With this dynamic configuration of civil, 
governmental, and financial stakeholders, the range 
and scope of individual P2P efforts were vast after 
1993. For this reason, as well as to acknowledge the 
distinct national identities of program participants, 
the P2P model is neither monolithic nor one-size-
fits all. Instead, each project has a unique cultural or 
educational approach and has taken root in various 

April 8_SW FinalFinal_S18.indd   66 4/9/18   1:02 PM



Sifting and Winnowing Undergraduate Journal, Volume 3

67

settings like summer camps, concerts, theaters, or 
schools.17 Whereas some peace initiatives or organiza-
tions offer a panoply of services, others are built on a 
single objective. The Peres Center for Peace, a leading 
non-profit NGO created in 1996, has reached tens of 
thousands of Israelis and Palestinians through related 
peace programs in medicine, innovation, business, 
environment, and education.18 Their well-rounded 
approach contrasts with the more targeted mission of 
Crossing Borders, a youth newspaper created to unite 
Israeli, Palestinian, and Jordanian youth journalists.19 
The separate endeavors of each program reflect how 
P2P initiatives do not adhere to a conventional format 
but instead are fashioned from particular intents and 
purposes. As a collective, each P2P program demon-
strates the track-two, civil diplomatic mission of Oslo 
to repair the Israeli-Palestinian civil relationship. 
 While all civilian peace programs fall under the 
same P2P umbrella, there is no uniform way to mea-
sure their success.20 Weighing P2P program objectives 
alongside their actual impact is a central topic of de-
bate among researchers of conflict resolution. Because 
different actors have different positions and stakes in 
P2P peace projects, the perception of what determines 
a successful P2P activity is extremely nuanced and 
vexed. There are numerous interjecting voices that 
have contributed to the debate on whether or not the 
P2P model has reached a critical mass or augmented 
Israeli-Palestinian relations on the macro-level. In spite 
of sundry opinions, a majority of experts on peace-
building claim that the measuring criteria for success 
change according to context; the general standards 
and expectations for P2P are different during times of 
relative quiet and periods of severe turbulence.21 In a 
time of crisis, like that of the Second Intifada, the mere 
survival of a project was determinate of its success.22 
So, according to this logic, P2P activities that did not 
endure the Second Intifada were perceived failures 
whereas those that did were deemed successful. 
 This study does not specifically evaluate the 
success of the P2P model; that in and of itself is an 
incredibly intricate problem that researchers and ac-
ademics have yet to fully resolve. However, the shift-
ing criteria that determine either a program’s success 
or failure show how P2P stakeholders perceived the 
viability of projects after 2000. In general, such chang-
ing standards could have muddled the way observers 
viewed the P2P model during the Intifada and, as a 

result, influenced their decision to continue investing 
in or totally disengage from a program. If an activ-
ist, participant, or donor misemployed the “regular 
times” criteria to measure a program’s success during 
a period of high contestation, they were more likely to 
be disappointed by the program than impressed. The 
chance misapplication of expectations and standards 
could be why P2P stakeholders withdrew energy, time, 
and investment from peacebuilding activities during 
the Second Intifada. There is no proof that the issue of 
alternating criteria actually affected the way observers 
viewed the P2P model after September of 2000. It only 
suggests a hypothetical answer for why stakeholders 
chose to retreat from peace initiatives, a decision that 
diminished programs’ funding, NGO cooperation, and 
logistical coordination. This multidimensional damage 
to P2P projects would cripple Oslo’s greater peace-
building model. 

Pursuing Peace before the Turn of 
the Century: P2P in the Post-Oslo 

Context (1993-2000)

 Before the Second Intifada, P2P programs 
enabled minor progressions in the Israeli-Palestinian 
relationship. Their significant yet marginal ability to 
unify Israelis and Palestinians through face-to-face 
interactions did augment the way the former saw the 
latter. In her 1998 study, Professor Ifat Maoz of Hebrew 
University evaluated the effect of transformative dia-
logue between more than 150 Israeli and Palestinian 
youth from six different high schools. The study was 
funded by the Israel/Palestine Center for Research and 
Information (IPCRI), the first joint Israeli-Palestinian 
think tank.23 The IPCRI ensured that each workshop 
was moderated by both a Jewish-Israeli and a Palestin-
ian group facilitator. 
 In these dialogic encounters, participants were 
expected “to deal with disagreement or conflict” by 
“expressing themselves, listening to the other and tak-
ing in or empathizing with the emotions, experiences, 
views and values of the other.”24 To measure the effi-
cacy of the workshops, the IPCRI conducted a survey, 
shortly before and after the 1998 research evaluation, 
to gauge the participants’ changing attitudes and 
stereotypic perceptions of one another. By compar-
ing the results, Maoz concluded that each Israeli and 
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Palestinian student was significantly more sympathetic 
after engaging in dialogue. She particularly noted that 
they became more tolerant, considerate, and willing to 
sacrifice for peace.25

 Though these workshops proved to have a mi-
cro-level impact on the youth participants, no uniform 
measures exist to determine either their overarching 
success or the longevity of their effects. Regardless, 
Maoz’s findings testify to the relatively potent opera-
tional capacity of P2P in the years before the Second 
Intifada. Her study clearly demonstrates how the three 
chief dimensions of peace programs—funding, NGO 
cooperation, and logistical coordination—were intact 
before the 2000 uprising. The IPCRI gave financial 
support to the workshop, seeing the more peaceful 
context of the mid-1990s as ripe for unification and 
peacebuilding. Furthermore, this joint NGO reflects 
their mutual determination to actualize peace in the 
post-Oslo years. Finally, the somewhat placid milieu 
before the uprising posed very few, if any, logistical 
barriers to institute the workshops. Even though half 
of the students lived in Israel proper while the remain-
ing lived across the Green Line, the more subdued 
post-Oslo period allowed them to cross borders with 
relative ease.26 Overall, the IPCRI’s peace program, 
compared to those after the eruption of violence, 
underlines the dissimilar operational capacities of P2P 
from before and after the Intifada. It motivates the 
argument that the Intifada did affect the three dimen-
sions of P2P activities and, in doing so, limited the P2P 
model’s capacity to enact positive change after 2000.

The Tumult of 2000: The Intifada’s 
Multidimensional Impact on P2P 

 The Second Intifada marked a turning point in 
the discourse between Israelis and Palestinian civilians. 
In late September of 2000, Israeli Prime Minister Ariel 
Sharon’s visit to the Temple Mount was ill-received 
by a teeming Palestinian public. They perceived his 
gesture to be disingenuous, a defilement to the holy 
site, and an assertion of Jewish dominance over East 
and West Jerusalem. With an escort of over 1,500 
police and bodyguards, the Prime Minister’s visit 
goaded thousands of fuming Palestinians who then 
took to the emotionally charged streets of Jerusalem.27 
Their virulent demonstrations and protests marked the 

beginning of four years of unbridled violence, during 
which a great separation developed between the rhet-
oric and actuality of Oslo’s call for peace that began in 
the previous decade. Dejected and divided, Israelis and 
Palestinians repressed the concordance between Rabin 
and Arafat as a memory of the distant past rather than 
using it as a motivation for peace in the future. 
 In spite of the decade-long P2P peace campaign 
to supplant hostility with harmony between the embat-
tled groups, the Second Intifada dramatically changed 
the way Israelis and Palestinians viewed one another. 
The Jerusalem Media and Communications Center 
(JMCC) surveyed civilians from both nations, before 
and after 2000, to measure the extent of this change.28 
The results unequivocally show the reciprocal growth 
of skepticism, mistrust, and general hostility fostered 
between Israelis and Palestinians. Particular data from 
the JMCC elucidates the divisive effect of the Second 
Intifada on Israelis and Palestinians. Their hardened 
attitudes after 2000 provide context for understanding 
the discordant social milieu in which the P2P model 
was seeking to operate and affect peace. 
 While Palestinian optimism and support for 
Oslo numbered at approximately 56.1% in March of 
1999, it sharply dropped to 32.5% according to a 2002 
poll. Their original support for civil diplomacy was 
hampered by a vocal majority of Palestinians who 
believed that an armed struggle against Israeli forces 
would call greater attention to their plight. Further-
more, before 2000, Palestinian support for suicide 
bombings was limited to a quarter of the population; 
however, in the months after Sharon’s visit, support 
peaked at nearly 65%.29 These results are telling of the 
Palestinians’ negation of the peace process and con-
comitant recourse to violence. Such attitudinal shifts 
reflect the disabling environment that made P2P ob-
servers and stakeholders doubt the capacity of peace-
building efforts after the Al-Aqsa acrimony. 
 The Intifada’s impact on Jewish-Israeli public 
opinion is strikingly similar to the impact it had on 
Palestinians. The Peace Index of the Tami Steinmetz 
Center found that Israeli-Jewish support for Oslo 
markedly changed just months after the violence be-
gan. In September of 2000, 69% of respondents sup-
ported the peace process and negotiations. A month 
later their support dropped to 57.8%.30 This initial 
pessimistic response to the Intifada reflects the sever-
ity of the violence and the extent to which Jewish-Is-
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raelis doubted whether P2P initiatives could actually 
improve relations with their Palestinian adversaries. 
Another poll determined that Israeli-Jewish belief in 
the likelihood of a wholesale war spiked from 39% in 
2000 to a high of 77% in 2002.31 The data affirm that 
the Intifada severely fractured Israeli-Palestinian civil 
society, creating conditions under which reconciliation 
and resolution seemed out of reach. 
 These changing attitudes reveal the growth of 
a militant, cynical population that undermined grass-
roots peace efforts after September of 2000. The rift 
between Israelis and Palestinians, exacerbated by the 
Intifada, devastated the P2P paradigm that was intend-
ed to unify them. There were three particular dimen-
sions of individual peace programs that were adversely 
impacted by the 2000 uprising. First, the course of vi-
olence convinced a myriad of donors that their contri-
butions to P2P initiatives were ineffectual. As a result, 
many decided to limit funds or freeze them altogether. 
Further, cooperation between Israeli and Palestinian 
NGOs diminished throughout the prolonged period 
of violence. After 2000, maintaining partnerships and 
credibility vis-à-vis the other side was considered “a 
Herculean task,” and many organizations terminated 
their joint activities to shift the focus onto internal 
challenges within each society.32 Finally, the Intifada 
created technical difficulties to the gathering of Israeli 
and Palestinian P2P participants. Although increased 
security measures were intended to curtail the ensuing 
violence, they created insurmountable obstacles to the 
logistical coordination of P2P programs. Unable to 
physically gather participants from each group, many 
projects were forced to capitulate in the face of the 
uprising. The Intifada’s negative effect on these three 
elements, all of which were crucial to the institution 
of individual programs after Oslo, led to the inherent 
demise of peace projects throughout Israel and the ter-
ritories. This mass termination of peacebuilding efforts 
fettered the scope of influence and overall agency of 
the larger P2P paradigm. 

Impact on P2P Funding 

Prior to the Intifada, financial contributors believed 
that their investments in P2P programs could bring 
about real change to end the protracted Israeli-Pales-
tinian conflict. The Interim Agreement never placed 
any direct demands on the government of Israel or the 

Palestinian Authority to fund P2P activities, which is 
why money from foreign governments, academic insti-
tutions, and activist organizations necessitated the P2P 
paradigm.33 After the institution of Oslo I up until the 
outbreak of the Intifada, estimates project that multiple 
patrons from across the globe, private and govern-
mental, gave between 20 and 25 million U.S. dollars to 
P2P activities. The European Union alone contributed 
five million dollars to peace programs in 1998.34 Fur-
thermore, as the primary sponsor of the Agreement, 
Norway injected an appreciable amount of financial 
support to the P2P paradigm. The Norwegian Applied 
Social Research Center (FAFO) funded close to 160 
projects that maintained educational collaborations, 
training program, dialogue groups, and other coopera-
tive projects for a cross section of Israelis and Palestin-
ians.35 Most of these funds were appropriated directly 
to NGO program progenitors who were entrusted to 
develop coherent strategies for effective programs as a 
precondition for continued aid.
 The generosity of P2P donors came to a halt 
when the Intifada erupted in 2000. As the violence 
aggravated, these contributors began to perceive P2P 
organizations and programs as weak, lacking the clout 
and potency to fulfill the peace framework of Oslo. In 
his Jerusalem Post article, Gershon Baskin wrote that 
“at the time of the outbreak of violence most of the 
donors froze their support for these projects, taking a 
timeout for assessment and evaluation. Just when these 
funds were needed more than ever, they become more 
and more difficult to find.”36 In the conflict-ridden en-
vironment of the Second Intifada, program financiers 
harshly censured P2P as “a waste of money” for failing 
to actualize donors’ desired outcomes and expecta-
tions.37 With little confidence that the fighting would 
subside, multiple donors no longer saw the potential 
but only the fragility of P2P, and as a result, withdrew 
investments from peacebuilding activities. 
 As a desperate plea for funds, some P2P orga-
nizers lied to their donors by claiming their programs 
to be great successes in the wake of the tempestuous 
civil context. Alon Liel, a former member of the Israeli 
Foreign Ministry, reproached the Norwegian-backed 
NGOs that inaccurately portrayed the influence of 
their work. Liel noted how their reports to the Norwe-
gians were terribly deceiving and totally antithetical to 
the social and political reality of the Intifada:
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Most of the projects had to be canceled, or had be-
come completely meaningless under the circum-
stances. During some of those that were somehow 
carried out, there were even Israelis and Palestin-
ians who had engaged in fist fights, or at least in 
yelling at each other. I knew exactly how margin-
al the people-to-people activities had become. 
In most cases, the different non-governmental 
organizations assigned to carry out the projects 
needed the Norwegian money and pretended as 
if the programs were a success in order to get it. 
I decided to tell the truth, and described to the 
Norwegian sponsors the situation as it was on the 
ground.38

This frank description of the stormy environment 
sheds light on the vulnerable condition of P2P activists 
and organizers after 2000. Liel’s censure of these NGOs 
provides insight into how the Intifada negatively im-
pacted funding for P2P peacebuilding programs.
 As donors withdrew support for domestic 
programs, others chose to redirect their funds towards 
international projects that worked to unify Israeli and 
Palestinian civilians abroad. These programs, con-
ducted beyond Israel-Palestine, costed more and were 
considered to have greater appeal and prestige than 
local-based projects.39 Program financiers believed that 
investing in programs on foreign soil could provide 
neutral space for the implementation of P2P peace ac-
tivities, and therefore be of greater influence. In 2005, 
Israeli and Palestinian students travelled to South Ko-
rea to participate in a peace camp called “KOPIAS (Ko-
rean, Palestine, Israel) Friends: Making Peace Togeth-
er.”40 While this program achieved its goal of educating 
the students on their respective cultures and identities, 
domestic programs suffered from a loss of money. 
This financial diversion, along with many others from 
different P2P programs, trivialized the capacity of local 
activities to reach and engage Israelis and Palestinians 
within their conflict-ridden zone. Though palpable, the 
peacebuilding efforts abroad undercut the agency of 
those in Israel-Palestine, perpetuating the belief among 
donors that the P2P model was neither suited to curtail 
nor outfitted to survive the violent uprising of 2000. 
 Although funding for peace efforts was signifi-
cantly impacted after 2000, the prospect for peaceful 
unification between Israelis and Palestinians continued 
to motivate some donors to maintain support for P2P 

endeavors. Just a few years ago, the U.S. House Com-
mittee on Foreign Affairs introduced the International 
Fund for Israeli-Palestinian Peace Authorization Act 
of 2015. The bill confirms that America’s “support for 
grassroots people-to-people efforts can help serve as 
an antidote” to violence.41 This Congressional proposal 
reveals how some international investors in P2P con-
tinued to validate peacebuilding between Israelis and 
Palestinians well after 2000. But still, as a general trend, 
the Second Intifada catalyzed the mass departure of 
money from local peace organizations and activities, 
which further demonstrates how the eruption of vio-
lence impaired the P2P model’s greater ability to affect 
change. 

Impact on Partnerships and Cooperation between 
Israeli and Palestinian NGO’s

 As funding decreased and tensions amplified, it 
became increasingly difficult for Israeli and Palestinian 
NGO’s to partner for peace. After September of 2000, 
many terminated their cooperative projects, whereas 
in the post-Oslo years close to 200 Israeli, Palestinian, 
and joint NGOs worked in concert to produce hun-
dreds of P2P activities.42 Before the Intifada, these col-
laborations were paramount in bringing thousands of 
Israelis and Palestinians together. Though still subject 
to power imbalances, argumentation, and disagree-
ment, NGO partnerships were considerably more pro-
ductive before the Intifada. Throughout the mid-1990s 
they collectively set goals, made agendas, worked with 
donors, organized participants, and operated engage-
ments between their respective groups.43 
 This structural cohesion and utility was not 
idiosyncratic of NGO partnerships after the Intifada. 
Entrenched in the reality of 2000, organizations from 
both sides questioned the very foundations of their 
joint work and doubted whether they could bring 
a “culture of peace” to Israeli-Palestinian civil dis-
course.44 As Israeli and Palestinian civilians grew sus-
pect of the “other”, so did Israeli and Palestinian NGOs 
that were under siege during the Intifada’s intense 
period of violence. For P2P organizers at the turn of 
the century, the drive for coexistence was usurped by 
an ethos of contempt; their larger ambition for peace 
became trivial to the sensitive, unresolved issues that 
enraged thousands of protesters in the fall of 2000.45 
Despite their direct involvement in the post-Oslo 
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campaign for peace, NGO partners were unable to see 
past acute political disputes like “the fate of Jerusalem 
and of the Jewish settlements in the territories, Pales-
tinian national sovereignty and the Palestinian refugee 
problem.”46 As the surrounding repertoire of violence 
called attention to these longstanding complexities, Is-
raeli and Palestinian NGOs tended towards their own 
groups and negated their collective pledge for peace. 
This inward-leaning mentality inhibited the joint work 
of Israeli and Palestinian NGOs, forcing their partner-
ships and P2P programs to capitulate to the Al-Aqsa 
acrimony. 
 The Palestinian NGO Network’s (PNGO) re-
sponse to the post-2000 violence shows how joint P2P 
organizational efforts were eclipsed by the Intifada. In 
the spring of 2000, the PNGO distributed a letter de-
manding that all Palestinian P2P organizations “cease 
cooperative projects with Israeli organizations that 
did not accept political preconditions,” such as an end 
to the occupation and a Palestinian State with Jeru-
salem as its capital.47 The ensuing violence intensified 
sensibilities around these historic issues that were too 
challenging for the PNGO to overcome. Their breaking 
ties with Israeli groups reflected the tenuous nature 
of most P2P partnerships after the Intifada. As these 
relations disintegrated during the violence of 2000, so 
did cooperative peace projects, showing the extent to 
which the Intifada inhibited the larger P2P model. 
 Further, many peace organizers determined 
that intra-communal group discussions should be the 
focus of P2P programs during the Second Intifada. 
After 2000, joint programs were replaced by “unina-
tional” workshops that sought to create solidarity and 
recognize the distinct anxieties of Israeli and Pales-
tinian civilians. These separate dialogues were meant 
to “bridge the distance and isolation” that each group 
“sensed in relation to their respective communities.”48 
Many Israeli and Palestinian NGOs elected to cut their 
ties to redirect energy towards their domestic constitu-
encies; doing so, they believed, could surmount neg-
ative views of the “other” and lead to a stronger Israe-
li-Palestinian relationship in the future.49 Although the 
choice to redress program agendas and goals after 2000 
was motivated by the hope for an eventual restored 
civil relationship it unraveled joint Israeli-Palestinian 
NGO partnerships. The Intifada’s polarizing effect on 
these relationships led to the dissolution of their pro-
grams, which undermined the larger P2P paradigm. 

Impact on P2P Logistical Coordination

 The Second Intifada posed great logistical chal-
lenges to the carrying out of P2P programs. In order 
to mitigate the pervasive danger of violence, Israeli 
officials implemented firm, wide-reaching security 
policies. The regulation of checkpoints and restric-
tions on movement made face-to-face contact between 
Israeli and Palestinian civilians incredibly tasking and 
more infrequent.50 While all P2P participants felt the 
effects of these amplified security measures, Palestin-
ians confronted greater obstacles compared to their 
Israeli counterparts. After 2000, it became increasingly 
difficult for those living in the West Bank to acquire 
travel permits, and therefore partake in Israel-based 
P2P programs. Israeli NGOs and program facilitators 
spent “hours and days and weeks trying to obtain 
entry permits for Palestinian colleagues and interlocu-
tors.”51 A study by the IPCRI published in 2002 found 
that multiple NGOs hired full-time activists to lobby 
the Israeli government for Palestinian entry.52 Even 
though some lobbying campaigns were successful, the 
sanctioning process for permits was terribly slow and 
inefficient. 
 Peace Now, an Israeli activist group, exem-
plified show multiple P2P organizations struggled 
to overcome the logistical barriers of the Intifada.53 
Between 2000 and 2004, they ended most of their joint 
dialogue sessions given “the lack of travel opportu-
nities between Israel proper and the West Bank” for 
Palestinians.54 The government’s restriction of move-
ment hindered Peace Now’s capacity to amass enough 
participants from either side to sustain meaningful 
conversation. Their limited pool of participants is 
telling of the logistical barriers put before numerous 
P2P activities during the Intifada. These obstacles in-
validated the greater P2P model, which was grounded 
on Oslo’s promise to empower all civilians, Israeli and 
Palestinian, to unify through direct civil engagement. 
 Moreover, the Intifada impeded the track-two 
approach by muddling the general planning process of 
P2P peacebuilding activities. Given the security situ-
ation and related policies, organizers were forced to 
manage an uncoordinated schedule and an indefinite 
number of participants while simultaneously trying to 
satisfy donors, manage their losses, and adhere to orig-
inal program objectives.55 Such operational disarray 
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led to the ultimate demise of peace projects during the 
ensuing violence and further proves how the Intifada 
inhibited the logistical orchestration of P2P programs.

Persistent for Peace: The 
Continuity of P2P after the 

Intifada

 A significant casualty of the Second Intifada 
was the widespread loss of P2P projects that were 
created to mend the frayed social fabric of Israel-Pales-
tine. Because of the Al-Aqsa unrest, multiple programs 
either became inept or ended altogether from a lack 
of funds, joint NGO cooperation, and logistical coor-
dination given the incurring violence. Although the 
majority of programs succumbed to the civil hostility, 
an admirable few survived and have continued to play 
an active role in “keeping contracts between the sides 
alive and viable.”56 Such endurance is explained by the 
programs’ general organizational parity and symmetry, 
along with their adoption of modern media after 2000. 
Without these surviving groups, positive contacts 
between Israelis and Palestinians would be virtually 
nonexistent and a relic of Oslo’s legacy. Understanding 
their capacity to weather such a turbulent period can 
help build more adept, robust P2P programs to persist 
future periods of extreme civil dissonance. 

Greater Measures of Organizational Equality between 
Israelis and Palestinians

 P2P programs that endured the violence had 
a higher degree of organizational equality, both in the 
projects themselves and in the NGOs that supported 
them, compared to those that capitulated after 2000. 
According to a 2004 report on extant P2P peacebuild-
ing in the Israeli-Palestinian context, such “levels of 
parity in partnerships between Israelis and Palestin-
ians” were in stark contrast to “the inherent reality of 
asymmetry on the ground, which was particularly ex-
acerbated since the Al-Aqsa Intifada broke out in late 
September 2000.”57 These equal working relations al-
layed suspicion of the “other” which often contributed 
to the failure of NGOs and their peace programs. The 
equality of post-2000 P2P activities can be measured 
according to the general parity between Israeli and 
Palestinian P2P stakeholders, the execution of proj-

ects in both Israeli and Palestinian sites, and the use of 
either English, or Hebrew and Arabic in peacebuilding 
activities. To be sure, these measures of equality were 
not exclusive to surviving programs; they also existed 
in programs that failed. However, given that each P2P 
program is unique in its target objective, scope of in-
fluence, and source of funding, it is probable that some 
were more fit to survive the Intifada than others. 
 Common to surviving P2P organizations was 
the uniform representation of Israelis and Palestinians 
in their planning, coordination, and implementation 
of projects. They not only included directors and 
moderators from each nationality but also gave P2P 
facilitators the same degree of authority, decision-mak-
ing power, and influence over the budget.58 For many 
failed programs, during the Intifada, this parity was 
lost to organizers’ growing mistrust of the “other” in 
the wake of the violence. As a result, these partnerships 
ceased to be balanced. Such was not the case for the 
Middle East Children Association (MECA), a joint 
organization that continued training workshops for 
Israeli and Palestinian educators throughout the Inti-
fada. These engagements, led and organized by a P2P 
organizer from both groups, provided the instructors 
with teaching materials on topics relating to the con-
flict and peace education.59 The persistence of MECA’s 
program during the Intifada was largely credited to its 
equal inclusion of stakeholders—donors, activists, and 
participants—from both sides throughout the process. 
 Another indicator of equality among surviving 
P2P projects was their dual conduction of programs 
in Israel proper and the West Bank. During the Intifa-
da, failed projects typically held a larger share of joint 
activities in Israeli-Jewish sites—community centers, 
schools, and museums—and a smaller share in Pales-
tinian sites. Having this even geographic dispersion of 
programs yielded higher participation rates as well as 
greater participant reception of the programs them-
selves. This was demonstrated by the cooperation of 
Bat-Shalom and The Jerusalem Link. These Israeli and 
Palestinian women organizations, the former located 
in Jerusalem and the latter in the West Bank, have con-
tinued to hold joint peace dialogues and professional 
training workshops in community centers within both 
territories.60 The women’s continuity of these gather-
ings is largely attributed to the circulation of events in 
both Israeli and Palestinian settings.
 Finally, surviving P2P programs embraced 
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multiple languages. PRIME, the Peace Research Insti-
tution in the Middle East, demonstrated this form of 
parity by sponsoring the collaboration of Palestinian 
and Israeli teachers in October of 2000. Together, these 
educators wrote and published Side by Side: Paral-
lel Histories of Israel-Palestine, a literal side-by-side 
presentation of Israeli and Palestinian historical narra-
tives. Published in 2002, this educational feat, crafted 
to “disarm the teaching of history of the Middle in 
Israeli and Palestinian classrooms,” is accredited to the 
diminution of linguistic barriers between the writers.61 
PRIME’s encouragement of using English, Hebrew, and 
Arabic to mediate the writing process and also to print 
the piece was central to the publication’s creation and 
continued legacy. 

Adoption of Media

 The adoption of modern media was imperative 
to the survival of projects after the Al-Aqsa acrimony. 
Some P2P organizers believed that exploiting more 
innovative technology was practical and necessary in 
order to counteract the ensuing violence and effective-
ly carry out their work. These new forms of engage-
ment—online chat rooms, blogs, video games, docu-
mentaries, and social media networks—bolstered the 
visibility and accessibility of P2P peace projects. For 
this reason, P2P projects received attention and enthu-
siasm form a wider audience, domestic and interna-
tional, eager to partake in them.62 By gaining traction 
with wider bases, surviving programs generated more 
momentum and had greater incentive to perpetuate 
their peacebuilding missions. This explains why pro-
grams that adopted new technological instruments 
were better furnished to withstand the Second Intifada 
compared to those whose scope of influence remained 
within the confines of classrooms and community cen-
ters. 
 The Peace Education Department (PED), 
an affiliate of the IPCRI, reached a larger following 
by launching The New Jerusalem Times. This peace 
campaign is a weekly, internet-based Palestinian-Israeli 
magazine published in English, Arabic and Hebrew.63 
Hanna Siniora, a co-founder of the digital publication, 
described it as a “progressive way” for Israelis and 
Palestinians to engage with one another as well as a 
vital tool that has brought “more people to dialogue 
for peace.64 The Times not only provided a medium 

of exchange between Israeli and Palestinians, but also 
informed a new global readership on PED’s non-stop 
effort to bridge them in the midst of the 2000 uprising. 
With their internet-based presence, the Times’ univer-
sal exposure gave them cause to create more writing 
positions and produce more pieces. This far-reaching 
agency attracted more readers, expanding the publica-
tion’s domestic and international influence.65 Moreover, 
PED’s online endeavor exemplified how instituting 
media techniques was to the benefit of surviving P2P 
projects, allowing them to reach a critical mass and 
garner more potency and purpose to persist the brash 
period of violence.
 Like PED, the Global Peace Initiative of Wom-
en (GPIW) embraced new technology during the 
Intifada in order to realize coexistence and peaceful 
relations between Israelis and Palestinians. In Decem-
ber of 2004, the multifaith, international network of 
leaders coopted women from each nationality to de-
velop a technology-based peace program. The cohort 
agreed that providing noncontact opportunities for 
children separated by physical barriers could make in-
tergroup encounters more frequent and feasible. From 
this determination they introduced an online plat-
form to connect Israelis with Palestinians who lived in 
isolated areas such as Gaza; such technological means 
could neither be inhibited by Israeli security measures 
nor at risk to the ever-present threat of violence. These 
computer-mediated encounters made it easier for 
more students from both groups to “channel negative 
feelings toward constructive communication.” 66 This 
virtual meeting space, and others like them, perpetu-
ated Israeli-Palestinian dialogue during and after the 
Intifada, proving how the GPIW’s adoption of media 
emboldened them to weather the splenetic outburst of 
violence and carry out the peacebuilding mission of 
P2P.
  ImpactGames is also notable among surviving 
P2P progenitors for their ingenuity in media tech-
nology. Towards the end of the Intifada this world 
renowned company introduced “PeaceMaker,” an 
interactive video game that simulates the violence and 
political turbulence of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. 
With the objective of achieving peace through a two-
state solution, the award-winning digital experience 
allows a player to make policy decisions, communicate 
with the international community, and monitor opin-
ion polls while managing bursts of violence that threat-
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en to throw the game off course.67 The digital phe-
nomenon incorporates news footage of actual events, 
designed to make players feel connected to the bona 
fide struggles between Israelis and Palestinians. The 
game’s unique fusion of education with entertainment 
has enabled it to reach a mass market of thousands of 
gamers in over 60 countries, all of whom have actively 
experimented with tactics that would transform the 
virtual task into an off-screen reality.68 By bringing 
the struggle between Israelis and Palestinians to an 
extensive global network, PeaceMaker reveals how 
media-based projects emboldened P2P peace efforts to 
withstand the Second Intifada and make an impact in 
the years after.

Conclusion

 The Second Intifada was detrimental to the 
once promising but eventually crippled P2P model. 
The 2000 uprising had a multidimensional effect on 
individual peace programs, adversely impacting their 
funding, NGO cooperation, and logistical coordi-
nation. This nexus of impact led to the widespread 
demise of P2P organizations and initiatives. Undercut 
by the widespread loss of peacebuilding activities, 
the aggregate agency of the P2P model suffered from 
the ubiquitous enmity of the Intifada. The extremely 
divided civil society convinced many P2P observers 
to see the Oslo peace paradigm as unable to quell the 
violence and close the growing distance between Is-
raelis and Palestinians. Though redolent of the hostile 
milieu, the mass failure of programs did not reflect 
the entirety of peacebuilding efforts after 2000. Some 
programs survived the inimical period and continued 
to operate thereon. Their endurance is attributed to the 
general symmetry between Israelis and Palestinians, 
on either the NGO or program level, along with the 
adoption and exploitation of modern media outlets. 
 Even programs that succumbed to the Al-Aqsa 
acrimony shared qualities with those that survived. 
For this reason, it is crucial to remember that each P2P 
peacebuilding initiative was unique in its objective, 
range of influence, and access to resources and where-
withal. The general heterogeneity of P2P makes clear 
why some peace campaigns were more likely to persist 
the tumult of 2000 than others. To be sure, the purpose 
of this study was not to evaluate the nonuniformity 
among P2P programs but instead to acknowledge their 

limited capacities in such a challenging environment 
like Israel-Palestine. Doing so provides useful infor-
mation for peace organizers and activists who wish to 
create more adept peace endeavors in the future. Point-
ing to the discrepancies between programs that failed 
and those that survived is a potent means of reflective 
analysis; it enhances future projects by yielding new 
strategies that can provide stability during times of 
severe contestation. 
 Civil champions of P2P—politicians, activists, 
donors, participants, and researchers—who remain 
committed to peacebuilding despite countless obsta-
cles embody the legacy of Dr. Harold Saunders, the 
former U.S. Assistant Secretary of State. He believed 
that empowered civilians, motivated by an unfettered 
longing for peace, are the most valuable auxiliaries of 
conflict resolution. After helping to reconcile Israel and 
Egypt at Camp David in 1978, Saunders averred that 
“there are some things that only governments can do, 
such as negotiating binding agreements. But there are 
some things that only citizens outside government can 
do, such as changing human relations.”69 By empha-
sizing the agency of people above the power of gov-
ernment to actualize coexistence, Saunders vindicated 
the peacebuilding paradigm that would come about 
decades later under the auspices of the Oslo Accords. 
Although the P2P model has been tested and is vul-
nerable in the convoluted milieu of Israel-Palestine, its 
mission to bring greater meaning to the Rabin-Arafat 
handshake is indelible. This peacebuilding paradigm 
still has potential to end the recalcitrant feud between 
Israelis and Palestinians merely by relating them, as 
people to people.
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Call for Submissions

Sifting and Winnowing: The Wisconsin Undergraduate Journal of Political Science, Law and Public 
Policy is an undergraduate academic journal here at UW-Madison. We are currently recruiting submis-
sions to publish in our next edition. We are looking for pieces that are relevant to topics in law, political 
science or public policy. 

This publication is student-run and will publish work both written and edited by undergraduate UW- 
Madison students. Our purpose is to foster scholarly and interdisciplinary discourse about law, political 
science and public policy on the undergraduate level. We seek to give exceptional undergraduates the 
opportunity to experience the peer review and editing process of academic journals. We welcome sub-
missions from students of all grades and majors.

Please submit all pieces in a double-spaced format, Microsoft Word .doc format. Chicago style and 
endnotes are preferred, and please include a bibliography or works cited section with your submission. 
Although we will consider submissions of any length, we prefer pieces within the range of 8 to 25 pag-
es. It would be highly appreciated if longer papers could be shortened to fit this page length recommen-
dation before submission. We welcome any questions about these submission requirements.

We request that you email electronic copies of your paper and works cited as attachments to 
sifting@polisci.wisc.edu. In the body of the email, please include the following information:

Name
Current email address and phone number
Year of graduation
Academic area of study
Title of your piece
General topic of paper: International Law, Domestic Law, Historical Law, American Poli-
tics, Comparative Politics, International Relations, Political Methodology, Political Theory, 
Domestic Policy, Foreign Policy, etc
A short description of the paper (1-3 sentences) and a brief explanation of when and why 
the paper was written

Please feel free to email any and all questions to sifting@polisci.wisc.edu. We look forward to review-
ing your work!
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