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ABSTRACT 

 

With the elections of divisive leaders such as Donald Trump in the U.S., Jair Bolsonaro in 

Brazil, Rodrigo Duterte in the Philippines, and Boris Johnson in the United Kingdom, the past 

decade of global politics can be characterized by the ideology of right-wing populism. Right-wing 

populism is a political ideology that combines social and economic conservatism with anti-elitist 

rhetoric. In many countries across the world, this ideology has resonated deeply with working class 

populations who have felt left behind by the globalizing and diversifying nature of the modern world. 

This ideology also resonates with those who feel that their country needs a law and order leader to 

save the state from crime and corruption. While right-wing populism may not sound inherently 

harmful on the surface, the countries that have adopted this ideology have seen devastating human 

rights abuses. This is because populist leaders tend to blame the problems of a country’s majority 

population on minorities and other vulnerable populations, putting these populations at risk of hate 

crimes and discrimination through policy. 

This thesis will argue that the implementation of right-wing populism causes significant 

human rights abuses in the countries where it is present. Through comparative analysis of the U.S., 

Brazil, the U.K., and the Philippines, this thesis will survey the human rights abuses caused by right-

wing populism in each country and analyze the conditions for why voters felt the need to support this 

ideology. In the conclusion, the analysis shows that right-wing populism causes significant human 

rights abuses because the ideology itself is based upon the blame and exclusion of outgroups. The 

analysis also finds that the perceived need for and implementation of this ideology contrasts between 

countries in the Global North (U.S. and U.K.) versus countries in the Global South (Brazil and the 

Philippines).
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Introduction 

 The twenty-first century has seen a number of traumatic worldwide events within its first 

two decades. Between the rise of global terrorism, economic recessions, and instances of high-

level political corruption, people throughout the world have come to live in fear of threats 

seemingly outside of their control. For many, these fears have become realities of harsh financial 

setbacks, job losses, and widespread crime. Meanwhile the governments in place to protect them 

from violence and assist them in economic hardships are not reliably doing so, and instead are 

largely focusing on maintaining the status quo and catering to foreign alliances. In the age of 

globalization, the average working-class voter feels abandoned by modern politics and longs for 

a more nationally focused alternative. This alternative has taken form throughout the world in 

right wing populism. 

 Right-wing populism is a political ideology that combines social and economic 

conservativism with candid, anti-elitist populist rhetoric. Right-wing populist politicians are 

known for avoiding political correctness, and openly expressing controversial standpoints 

regardless of the backlash they may receive. This ideology focuses heavily on fostering domestic 

advancement and catering to the concerns of the majority. While this ideology at its surface may 

not seem harmful, the implementation of right-wing populist policies often come at the expense 

of minority groups and vulnerable populations. In appealing to the majority population of its 

country, a right-wing populist will suggest that the rights and mere presence of minorities 

impede the success of the majority population. The political establishment is accused of catering 

to minority populations with undeserved special protections, and thereby ignoring the concerns 



2 

and wellbeing of the majority. This works in the populist’s advantage, as it secures the votes it 

needs from the majority to retain federal power. However, it leaves minority populations 

vulnerable to a variety of potentially life-threatening human rights abuses. 

 This thesis argues that the spread of right-wing populism throughout the globe contributes 

to an increase in human rights abuses against vulnerable populations in the countries where it is 

present. It will also explore how a country’s political history impacts the implementation of this 

ideology. Through comparative analysis, the countries of the United States, Brazil, the United 

Kingdom, and the Philippines will all be studied for the types of human rights abuses that are 

occurring as a result of right-wing populism, and what social and economic circumstances in 

each country that allowed for this ideology to thrive. It’s crucial to note that right wing populism 

is a political ideology, and not a political platform. Meaning, that the implementation of this 

policy and the populations that are negatively impacted as result are expected to vary depending 

on a country’s social and political history and circumstances. Each chapter of this thesis will 

focus on a particular country’s modern political history, as well as the human rights abuses that 

have occurred there since right-wing populism became prevalent. This is done with the aim of 

establishing a connection between the perceived need for right wing populism throughout the 

globe as well as conveying the direct impact that this ideology has on human rights.   
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Chapter 1 

 

The United States 

Introduction 

 For many, the world seemed to stop on the night of November 6th, 2016. It was on that 

night when much of the earth anxiously watched as business mogul and reality TV star Donald 

Trump beat out former Secretary of State Hillary Clinton to be the 45th President of the United 

States. Although Trump trailed Clinton by nearly three million votes, the electoral college 

ultimately declared him the winner.1 Trump’s victory came as a surprise, not only because of his 

lack of political experience, but because of the nature of his campaign. His path to the Presidency 

was largely defined by nativist rhetoric, putting America first, and making it “Great Again.” He 

espoused nativist concepts such as walling off the Mexican-American border, banning Muslims 

from entering the country, and challenging corrupt politicians in Washington. In essence, Trump 

epitomized exactly what it means to be a right-wing populist. Though a billionaire himself, he 

successfully appealed to white, working class Americans who felt left behind by the political 

establishment in the modern age. However, rather than genuinely helping this population, he 

exploited their struggles to secure votes, and directed their anger toward minority populations. 

As a result, the Trump Presidency has been notoriously damaging to human rights. As President 

of the United States, Trump has unique power and influence not only over the U.S., but 

throughout the world. Domestically, his rhetoric has deepened the partisan divide, further ignited 

racial tensions, and encouraged prejudice. Globally, he has shifted the tone of politics in the 

twenty-first century away from long established traditions and expectations. In addition, Trump’s 

                                                   
1 “2016 Election Results.” CNN, November 6, 2016. https://www.cnn.com/election/2016/results. 
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policies have put countless lives in jeopardy. His policies regarding LGBT people have left 

millions subjected to discrimination and have encouraged violence against trans women, his 

rhetoric regarding Muslims has exacerbated the problem of Islamophobia, and most notably, his 

strong stance against illegal immigration has torn apart countless families and led to the 

detention of thousands of undocumented children. In short, the detrimental impact of Trump’s 

presidency will be felt by generations of marginalized people.  

The Rise of President Donald Trump 

In the beginning of his candidacy in June 2015, many political analysts, voters, and 

fellow Republicans did not take Trump’s presidential run seriously. A July 2015 Gallup poll 

found that only 41% of Republican voters considered him a serious candidate for President, and 

only 31% of Americans across political parties viewed him favorably.2 His campaign 

announcement speech mainly focused on immigration, claiming that Mexico is sending drugs, 

crime, and rapists to the United States,3 and he “will build a great, great wall on the southern 

border, and [he] will make Mexico pay for that wall.”4 Trump also boasted about his wealth, 

emphasizing that he will finance his own campaign and not rely on the money of special 

interests.5 Overall, it was a stark contrast to the political jargon that most Americans have 

become accustomed to in the modern age. It's not common for a serious presidential candidate to 

so blatantly denounce an entire race of people in the name of border security. Even if a polit ician 

                                                   
2 Dugan, Andrew. “As in 1999, Most Do Not See Trump as Serious Candidate.” Gallup.com. Gallup, July 14, 2015. 
https://news.gallup.com/poll/184115/1999-not-trump-serious-candidate.aspx. 
3 Sims, Cliff. “The 10 Most Amazing Quotes from Trump's Presidential Campaign Announcement.” Yellowhammer News, June 
17, 2015. https://yellowhammernews.com/the-10-most-amazing-quotes-from-trumps-presidential-campaign-announcement/. 
4 ibid 
5 ibid  
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wished to express a similar sentiment, they certainly wouldn’t use terminology such as 

“criminal” and “rapist” to describe Mexican people. Additionally, it's not common for a 

politician to talk about their own massive wealth as a reason why voters should consider them. 

Months later, Trump announced that he would implement a ban on Muslims entering the United 

States if he were to become President.6 From the onslaught of his campaign, he was targeting 

minority populations with racist and potentially life-threatening policies.  

There were a number of factors that contributed to Trump’s ultimate Presidential victory. 

The most obvious one being that even as Trump plowed through the Republican primaries, the 

Democratic establishment refused to view him as a serious threat. Poll after poll continually 

predicted that Clinton would win the Presidency.7 As a result, the Clinton campaign became 

overconfident, and started neglecting to conduct an efficient campaign. Between the Presidential 

convention and the election, Trump visited the key states of Michigan, Pennsylvania, North 

Carolina, Ohio, and Wisconsin a total of 133 times.8 Clinton only visited these states 87 times 

and did not visit the state of Wisconsin at all.9 Trump went on to win all of these states, flipping 

many of them from the previous election.10 Clinton’s primary challenger, Bernie Sanders, also 

undoubtedly hurt her chances at the Presidential win. While she faced Trump, a right-wing 

populist, in the general election, she encountered a left-wing populist in Sanders during the 

primary. Left wing populism is different than right wing populism as it targets a more inclusive 

base, and blames the struggles of the working class on wealthy corporate elites rather than 

                                                   
6 Diamond, Jeremy. “Donald Trump: Ban All Muslim Travel to U.S. - CNNPolitics.” CNN. Cable News Network, December 8, 
2015. https://www.cnn.com/2015/12/07/politics/donald-trump-muslim-ban-immigration/index.html.  
7 “2016 Election Forecast.” FiveThirtyEight, November 8, 2016. https://projects.fivethirtyeight.com/2016-election-forecast/. 
8 Terrell, Anthony. “Trump Out-Campaigned Clinton by 50 Percent in Key Battleground States in Final Stretch.” 

NBCNews.com. NBCUniversal News Group, November 13, 2016. https://www.nbcnews.com/politics/2016-election/trump-out-
campaigned-clinton-50-percent-key-battlegrounds-final-100-n683116. 
9 ibid 
10 “2016 Election Results” 
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minority populations. However, these ideologies are similar in that they appeal to those who feel 

abandoned by modern politics. While the specifics of his proposed policies were incredibly 

different, Sanders espoused many of the same themes that Trump ran on in his campaign. 

Neither the Sanders or the Trump campaign accepted money from special interests or major 

donors, and both ran to appeal to the economic frustrations of the working class. They both 

called out and actively challenged the political establishment and vowed to end a longstanding 

rigged economic system. During the Democratic Primary, Sanders criticized Clinton on many of 

the issues that Trump would later come after her for in the general election.  

Both Sanders and Trump ran on anti-establishment sentiments, which is another primary 

reason why Trump proved successful in the general election. For many, Donald Trump 

represented an outside alternative to the politicians who have made a career out of working in 

Washington. In the beginning of the Republican Primary, Jeb Bush, the younger brother of 

former President George W. Bush was anticipated to be a strong contender in the election due to 

his familial ties to two former Presidents. However, Bush quickly became one of Trump’s 

biggest targets for the same reasons why pundits believed that he would be a frontrunner. During 

one debate, Trump was faced with a booing crowd after challenging Bush. In response, Trump 

said, “That's all of his donors and special interests out there,” and continued by saying “And the 

reason they're not loving me is I don't want their money ... I don't need their money and I'm the 

only one up here that can say that.”11 While Democratic and Republican politicians alike scoffed 

at this type of behavior, it resonated with voters as Trump won 41 of the 56 primary contests and 

58% of the delegates in a race with several competitors.12 According to polling data, the group 

                                                   
11 Swan, Jonathan. “Trump Booed for Saying Audience Full of 'Donors and Special Interests'.” The Hill, (February 7, 2016). 

https://thehill.com/blogs/ballot-box/presidential-races/donald-trump-gop-debate-booed-jeb-bush-donors-special-interests. 
12 “2016 Election Center.” CNN, Accessed April 13, 2020. https://www.cnn.com/election/2016/primaries/parties/republican. 
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that was most likely to vote for Trump was non-college educated white men.13 As a populist 

candidate, it's unsurprising that Trump did well with these groups. His infamous slogan “Make 

America Great Again,” implies a longing for a time when America was “great,” when white men 

were at the apex of society and it was comparatively very easy to find a job without a college 

degree. In essence, America was once a white man’s country. However, following a black 

President with a potential woman President on the horizon, a national emphasis on 

environmental protections, and closures of many traditional manufacturing jobs, this 

demographic of people felt threatened and Trump capitalized on that. Trump appealed to this key 

demographic of non-college educated white men by promising to put “America First,” and bring 

manufacturing jobs back to American soil.14 He continued to appeal to this group by 

emphasizing that the reason that their jobs are being taken is due to the alleged mass numbers of 

illegal immigrants coming into the country and stealing their jobs from them, which as Human 

Rights Watch Director Kenneth Roth points out, is completely false.15 As a result of these 

combined narratives, Trump simultaneously invokes hope in the hearts of many Americans who 

have felt downtrodden and left behind by modern politics, and also ignites strong sentiments of 

xenophobia, racism, and hatred among those who believe that foreign migrants are the cause for 

the modern poor white man’s economic strife.  

                                                   
13 “An Examination of the 2016 Electorate, Based on Validated Voters.” Pew Research Center - U.S. Politics & Policy, (January 
7, 2020). https://www.people-press.org/2018/08/09/an-examination-of-the-2016-electorate-based-on-validated-voters/. 
14 Politi, Daniel. “Donald Trump in Phoenix: Mexicans Are ‘Taking Our Jobs’ and ‘Killing Us.’” Slate Magazine. Slate, (July 12, 
2015). https://slate.com/news-and-politics/2015/07/donald-trump-in-phoenix-mexicans-are-taking-our-jobs-and-killing-us.html. 
15 Roth, Kenneth. “World Report: The Dangerous Rise of Populism: Global Attacks on Human Rights Values.” Human Rights 
Watch, (January 19, 2017). https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2017/country-chapters/dangerous-rise-of-populism. 
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Muslims 

Islamophobia is by no means a new concept in American politics, nor is it a concept 

exclusive to right wing populism. Anti-Muslim sentiments have become a regular theme in 

American politics since 9/11 and the dawn of the Iraq War. Throughout the 2016 Republican 

Primary, many Islamophobic comments came to the forefront, such as Texas Senator Ted Cruz 

stating his desire to carpet bomb the middle east to deal with ISIS, remarking that he wants to 

find out “if sand can glow in the dark,”16 despite the fact that carpet bombing the region would 

likely lead to countless civilian deaths.17 Although Islamophobia has been a prevalent force in 

U.S. politics, past Presidents have typically maintained a certain decorum when discussing issues 

in the Middle East. However, Trump brings with him a new attitude, policies, and rhetoric to the 

Presidency, one that has heightened religious tensions and discrimination-based violence 

domestically. 

 President Trump has made ethnocentrism and disdain for outgroups the backbone of his 

platform. A series of surveys conducted from May 2016 to June 2017 found that anti-Muslim 

sentiment is a strong and significant predictor of supporting Trump among American voters.18 

This correlation is no coincidence, as Trump has implemented numerous policies that have 

harmed the livelihoods of both domestic Muslims and refugees alike. A week after he assumed 

office, Trump signed an executive order titled “Protecting the Nation from Terrorist Attacks by 

Foreign Nations,” this order banned the issuance of visas to nationals from seven predominantly 

                                                   
16 Neal, Deonna D. “Ted Cruz Wanted to 'Carpet Bomb' the Islamic State. Does He Understand Today's Military?” The 
Washington Post, (March 18, 2016). https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/monkey-cage/wp/2016/03/18/ted-cruz-wanted-to-

carpet-bomb-the-islamic-state-does-he-understand-todays-military/. 
17 ibid 
18 Lajevardi, Nazita, and Marisa Abrajano. “How Negative Sentiment toward Muslim Americans Predicts Support for Trump in 
the 2016 Presidential Election.” The Journal of Politics 81, no. 1 (December 11, 2018): 296–302. https://doi.org/10.1086/700001. 
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Muslim countries, cut the number of accepted refugees for the upcoming year from 110,000 to 

50,000, and indefinitely halted the acceptance of Syrian refugees.19 This order was a deliberate 

attempt to restrict Muslims from entering the United States. Despite the fact that other areas of 

the world experience terrorism, the Trump administration only included nations with 

predominantly Muslim populations in the list of restricted nations (though, Venezuela and North 

Korea were later added to the ban after courts found the ban discriminatory). Notably, the only 

exception to this order was that migrants would be accepted only if they were Christians seeking 

refuge from persecution.20 Saudi Arabia was among one of the countries that was noticeably 

missing from Trump’s list, despite the fact that the 9/11 hijackers originated from this nation. 

This decision was most likely due to the United States’ dependence on oil from the region, 

signaling that Muslims are a dangerous people unless they serve an economically beneficial 

purpose.  

This sentiment is heavily echoed in Section 4 of the act, wherein vague screening 

measures were implemented to assess migrants.21 These measures included assessing how an 

individual will contribute to the nation, and whether or not they pose a “risk.”22 This vague 

terminology provided by the Trump administration allows for the possibility of multiple 

dimensions of discrimination by immigration officials. Not only does the “risk” aspect allow for 

religious discrimination against Muslims from any area of the world when trying to immigrate to 

the United States, but the focus on “contributions to the nation,” also allows for economic 

discrimination and turning away of poorer migrants. This order has torn apart families, as those 

                                                   
19 “President Trump's Executive Orders on Immigration and Refugees.” The Center for Migration Studies of New York (CMS), 

(March 6, 2020). https://cmsny.org/trumps-executive-orders-immigration-refugees/. 
20 ibid  
21 ibid  
22 ibid  



10 

with relatives in these countries can no longer have them visit. In addition, Trump’s scaling back 

of refugees also poses harmful impacts to human rights. Although he claims this is a security 

measure, out of the over 800,000 refugees that have been admitted into the United States since 

9/11, not a single one has committed an act of domestic terrorism.23 Since the issuance of this 

order, the Trump administration has continually decreased the number of accepted refugees each 

year, with the 2020 refugee limit being slashed to 18,000.24 In contrast, the Obama 

Administration admitted 85,000 refugees in 2016.25 Trump has also given states the option to opt 

out of the refugee program, with Texas becoming the first state to do so in January 2020.26 By 

putting forth this order at the dawn of his Presidency, Trump conveyed his lack of concern for 

some of the world’s most vulnerable people and has likely cost thousands of savable lives. 

 Trump’s rhetoric policies have not only impacted Muslims seeking to enter the country, 

but domestic Muslims as well. In the ten days following his announcement regarding the Muslim 

Ban in 2015, hate crimes against Muslim-Americans spiked 23%.27 Another study found that 

religion-based hate crimes against Muslims tend to spike in the days following a Trump tweet 

expressing anti-Muslim sentiments.28  

                                                   
23 Power, Samantha. “Samantha Power’s Remarks on ‘The Global Refugee Crisis: Overcoming Fears and Spurring Action,’ at 

the U.S. Institute of Peace.” U.S. Mission on International Organizations in Geneva, (June 29, 2016). 
https://geneva.usmission.gov/2016/06/30/samantha-powers-remarks-on-the-global-refugee-crisis-overcoming-fears-and-spurring-
action-at-the-u-s-institute-of-peace/. 
24 “Texas Governor to Reject New Refugees under Trump Order.” BBC, January 11, 2020. https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-
canada-51072198. 
25 Krogstad, Jens Manuel. “Key Facts about Refugees to the U.S.” Pew Research Center. Pew Research Center, (October 7, 
2019). https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2019/10/07/key-facts-about-refugees-to-the-u-s/. 
26 “Texas Governor to Reject New Refugees under Trump Order.” 
27 Kunzelman, Michael. “Trump Words Linked to More Hate Crime? Some Experts Think So.” AP NEWS. (August 7, 2019). 
https://apnews.com/7d0949974b1648a2bb592cab1f85aa16. 
28 Müller, Karsten and Carlo Schwarz, From Hashtag to Hate Crime: Twitter and Anti-Minority Sentiment (October 31, 2019). 
Available at SSRN: https://ssrn.com/abstract=3149103 or http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3149103 

https://ssrn.com/abstract=3149103
https://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3149103
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Figure 1: Anti-Muslim Assaults in the U.S., FBI
29

 

Figure 1 includes data provided by the FBI. The figure shows that the number of anti-Muslim 

hate crimes rose substantially in 2015, the same year that Donald Trump announces his 

campaign for President along with his intent to put the Muslim ban in place. These crimes 

proceed to skyrocket in 2016 when Trump won the Presidency, reaching levels that significantly 

exceed those in 2001 following the September 11th attacks. The cause of this can very likely be 

attributed to Trump’s populist rhetoric regarding Muslims and refugees. Trump has suggested 

extreme measures regarding Muslims outside of his ban, such as surveilling mosques and 

creating a database of American Muslims to keep track of them.30 These types of proposals 

frame Muslim Americans as a violent enemy that needs to be watched and restricted, and this 

sentiment resonates particularly with Trump’s base of working-class white Americans. This base 

often comes from homogenous backgrounds, or from areas with a very small or nonexistent 

Muslim populations. Therefore, it's easy for Trump to frame Muslims as a national threat to his 

                                                   
29 Kishi, Katayoun. “Assaults against Muslims in U.S. Surpass 2001 Level.” Pew Research Center. Pew Research Center, 
(November 15, 2017). https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2017/11/15/assaults-against-muslims-in-u-s-surpass-2001-level/. 
30 Krieg, Gregory. “Trump's History of Anti-Muslim Rhetoric Hits Dangerous New Low.” CNN, (November 30, 2017). 
https://www.cnn.com/2017/11/29/politics/donald-trump-muslim-attacks/index.html. 
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supporters who already feel greatly threatened by the diversification of America. As a result of 

feeling threatened by this supposed enemy, these people lash out the form of religion-based hate 

crimes. Donald Trump has made it evident that the role of President holds significant weight 

when it comes to shaping the minds of the American people. Not only have Trump’s policies 

impacted Muslims seeking refuge in the U.S., he has also made it so Muslims who have lived in 

this country for years have to live in fear of persecution and violence for as long as he is in 

office.  

LGBT Rights 

In 2015, LGBT people in America experienced arguably their largest human rights 

victory to date. The Supreme Court case Obergefell vs. Hodges determined that same-sex 

marriage was Constitutional under the Fourteenth Amendment, and therefore must be legally 

recognized in all fifty states. This was a momentous moment for this population whose rights 

have been largely overlooked since the HIV/AIDS epidemic of the 1980s that left thousands of 

LGBT Americans dead due to the lack of government response. This court ruling made many 

LGBT Americans feel that the fight for equality and humane treatment was finally won, however 

a new fight was only just beginning. 

 Even before Donald Trump became his President of the United States, he had made his 

oppositional stance on LGBT rights abundantly clear. In 2013, two years before he even entered 

the race for President, he spoke at the Family Leadership Summit about the importance of 

preserving traditional marriage.31 During his Presidential campaign, he continued this sentiment 

                                                   
31 “Donald Trump.” GLAAD, (April 9, 2020). https://www.glaad.org/tap/donald-trump. 
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by vowing to select Supreme Court Justices who would be open to overturning the same-sex 

marriage decision, and by promoting the First Amendment Defense Act, which would protect 

businesses that discriminate against LGBT people in the name of religion.32 He also selected 

Governor Mike Pence, a public supporter of conversion therapy for LGBT people, as his running 

mate. As a result, Trump effectively warded off LGBT voters, as he only received 13% of the 

gay, lesbian, and bisexual vote in the general election.33 Given Trump’s past involving multiple 

infidelities and allegations of sexual assault, it came as a surprise to many that he was all of a 

sudden leaning so far into religion-based policies and far right stances on LGBT people during 

his campaign.34 This shift in image was a key political strategy for Trump, and one that directly 

fit in with his populist agenda. By espousing these ideologies, he was playing into the interests of 

the white working-class Americans whose votes he sought after. By surrounding himself with 

faith advisers and claiming that the Bible was his favorite book (despite not being able to name 

his favorite verse),35 he was aiming to appeal to this large population of voters who felt unseen in 

much of American politics. Trump then couples this image with populist rhetoric and actions 

concerning LGBT people, posing them as an enemy of religious freedom and traditional 

American society. Ultimately this strategy worked, as Trump won 81% of the Evangelical-

Protestant vote in the 2016 election, the highest a Presidential candidate has received by this 

population in the twenty-first century.36 Additionally, this support has proved to be unwavering 

                                                   
32 ibid  
33 Kiley, Jocelyn, and Shiva Maniam. “Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual Voters Remain Solidly Democratic.” Pew Research Center. Pew 
Research Center, (October 25, 2016). https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2016/10/25/lesbian-gay-and-bisexual-voters-
remain-a-solidly-democratic-bloc/. 
34 Keneally, Meghan. “List of Trump's Accusers and Their Allegations of Sexual Misconduct.” ABC News, (June 25, 2019). 
https://abcnews.go.com/Politics/list-trumps-accusers-allegations-sexual-misconduct/story?id=51956410. 
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since his election. In March 2020 it was found that 81% of Evangelicals believe that Donald 

Trump is actively fighting for their beliefs,37 conveying that he will maintain this base of voters 

going into the 2020 election and that his ostracization of LGBT Americans will not end anytime 

soon.  

 Immediately following Donald Trump’s inauguration, the White House and State 

Department websites were updated and had removed all mentions of the LGBT community and 

LGBT history.38 This proved to be an early signal of an administration that would go on to 

ignore the concerns and the struggles that this population faces. The Trump Administration has 

taken a rather interesting approach to its suppression of LGBT Rights. Trump does not bemoan 

the LGBT community in rallies and speeches in the same way he does with undocumented 

immigrants and Muslims. Rather, his targeting of this group is much more covert, and is 

typically framed under the guise of “free speech” or “religious freedom.” For example, in May 

2019 the Department of Health and Human Services determined that the prohibition against sex-

based discrimination in medical practices does not extend to transgender people, and that 

medical professionals reserve the right to turn transgender patients away on religious grounds.39 

Therefore, medical providers now reserve the right to turn away transgender people seeking 

medical care. This population is already incredibly vulnerable, as transgender women of color 

face a life expectancy of only 35 years in the United States.40 However, the policies put forth by 

the Trump administration only add to the stigma of being LGBT and put this population at an 
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even greater risk. The Trump Administration has also removed transgender people from Title IX 

protections, giving schools and other federally funded institutions the legal right to discriminate 

against them.41 This is particularly damaging, as transgender youth are heavily subjected to 

harassment from their peers. On top of this, schools themselves can now discriminate against 

these individuals as well. According to a national survey, 40% of transgender people have 

attempted suicide, 92% of whom attempted so before the age of 25.42 Given this high risk among 

such a vulnerable population, stripping away these vital protections will likely have devastating 

effects. 

 At the 2016 Republican National Convention, Donald Trump claimed that he would 

“protect our LGBTQ citizens.”43 Unfortunately, his administration has done the complete 

opposite. Between firing the Presidential Advisory Council on HIV/AIDS,44 expressing his 

support for businesses who wish to turn away LGBT people, and subjecting transgender people 

to persecution in nearly every aspect of public life, the Trump Administration has only placed the 

LGBT community in further danger. According to the FBI, nearly one in five violent hate crimes 

committed in 2018 were against an LGBT individual.45 In addition, anti-LGBT hate crimes have 

been steadily on the rise since 2015,46 the same year that Donald Trump announced his 
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candidacy. In the 1980s, thousands of LGBT Americans died of HIV/AIDS due to negligence 

from a President and a government that did not care for the wellbeing of this population. As 

modern protections are stripped away and LGBT Americans are made to be increasingly 

vulnerable, the country is heading down a dangerous and all too familiar path. 

Undocumented Migrants 

If Donald Trump’s Presidency could be described in one policy, it would be the border 

wall. Trump kick-started his campaign in 2015 by announcing that he would build a “great, great 

wall” on the southern border at Mexico’s expense, and citing that “nobody builds walls better 

than [him].47 Trump made restricting immigration the cornerstone of his populist platform. He 

effectively framed the issue in a way so that white, working-class Americans felt that the reason 

why they are struggling in the modern economy is because illegal migrants are taking their jobs 

and dismantling the American economy. Through his rhetoric and policies, Trump has insinuated 

to his supporters that migrants are receiving rights and specialized treatments that they do not 

deserve, and therefore, they must be eradicated in order to restore these rights and privileges to 

native-born American citizens.  

 It's crucial to understand that there are a number of reasons why a family or an individual 

would willingly migrate to the United States without utilizing the legal methods to do so. To 

begin, legally migrating to the United States is a very long, difficult, and costly process. 

Temporary or permanent migration to the United States is typically only permitted through very 
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few specific channels. One option is through an employment visa, in which an employer can 

request a specific worker to live in the United States;48 this is obviously not a viable option 

for migrants searching for better economic opportunities. Another option is through applying for 

a green card, in which someone already residing as a legal resident must sponsor the applicant, 

and the applicant must then take a medical examination and partake in an interview in order for 

their visa to be processed and accepted.49 This process could take months or even years and is 

not a viable option for people seeking to migrate in order to flee an immediate and pressing 

threat. A third option is by applying for refugee status. While this may sound like it could be a 

realistic option for those seeking to enter the U.S., the qualifications to be determined as an 

asylum seeker are very specific and likely don’t apply to many of those fleeing their countries of 

origin. Individuals seeking to apply for asylum must demonstrate “well-founded fear of 

persecution based on race, religion, membership in a particular social group, political opinion, or 

national origin,” as well as partake in interviews and screenings.50 There are multiple reasons 

why this isn’t a realistic option for those who end up crossing the border illegally. Firstly, asylum 

seeking is a very time-consuming process, and is not feasible for those who quickly need to 

escape a dangerous situation in their home country. Second, this status only applies to those 

facing identity-based persecution and does not account for those fleeing scenarios such as 

extreme poverty, drug cartels, or gang violence, all of which are prevalent issues across Central 

America. Third, the Trump Administration has been continually lowering the number of 

accepted refugees throughout his Presidency, with only 18,000 to be accepted in 2020,51 so even 
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if these migrants qualified for asylum, it is highly unlikely that they would be permitted into the 

country anytime soon.  

Given the extensive barriers to legal migration, it makes sense why those needing to 

immediately evacuate their home country or those who cannot financially afford to apply for 

legal status enter the United States illegally. The reasons why migrants want to come to the U.S. 

vary. Many come to the U.S. to enter the workforce, as evidenced by the fact that over 70% of all 

undocumented people in the U.S. are employed and make up approximately 5% of all workers.52 

Donald Trump cites this as a problem, as he touts the notion that these migrants are stealing jobs 

from native-born blue collar Americans. However, this is categorically untrue, as blue-collar 

Americans and undocumented migrants often operate in separate spheres of low wage manual 

labor. While native-born blue-collar Americans work in more regulated industries such as 

manufacturing, undocumented migrants typically work jobs involving construction, agriculture, 

and anything that can allow them to work under the radar.53 Giovanni Perri, an Economist from 

the University of California - Davis, theorizes what would happen to the economy if 

undocumented migrants were removed from the workforce, “Some sectors, like construction, 

agriculture, housing and personal services would be drastically reduced… There would be 

companies closing and relocating. There would be jobs lost. There will be towns and cities that 

would see half their population disappear… It definitely would trigger a recession.”54  

One of Trump’s main selling points on immigration reform is that migrants are taking the 

jobs of hard-working Americans.55 However, it turns out that undocumented migrants are 
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actually integral to the American economy, as its estimated that every undocumented migrant 

working sustains two to three jobs in the surrounding economy.56 This is because undocumented 

migrants currently take up such a large part of certain industries, such as agriculture and 

construction. If these workers were to disappear, many of these industries would crumble and a 

large number of natural-born citizens would lose their jobs as well.57 Trump’s other criticism of 

migrants is that they are bringing crime, drugs, and rape into the United States. This is also 

largely untrue, as many migrants are fleeing violence in their own country and long to live a safe 

and peaceful life in the United States. Although most of these migrants are crossing through 

Mexico, they actually come from all over South and Central America. El Salvador, for example, 

is the most violent country in the world that is not actively at war.58 El Salvador, along with 

Honduras and Guatemala, are commonly referred to as the “Northern Triangle.” The Northern 

Triangle countries are largely occupied by gangs such as MS-13, which are responsible for large 

amounts of drug and human trafficking, as well as occupying and terrorizing towns and 

neighborhoods.59 As a result, remaining in these areas is a matter of life and death for many 

people, and is why so many, particularly families, choose to migrate. These people are not 

experiencing the identity-based persecution outlined in the requirements for asylum status, 

however their situation is still critically dangerous.  

Trump’s characterization of migrants as criminals is also largely untrue. While some 

undocumented migrants have committed crimes, just as many native-born Americans have, it 

does not mean that this population is any more likely to do so. In fact, it’s been found that 
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undocumented migrants are 33% less likely to be institutionalized than native-born Americans.60 

Another study highlights that if undocumented migrants were responsible for so much crime, 

then the increase in deportations in recent years would likely lower crime rates in areas with high 

undocumented populations. However, crime rates in these areas have remained relatively 

unchanged.61 By equating crime and unemployment with undocumented migrants and Latinos, 

Trump has created a very dangerous narrative around race and migration. Associating these 

groups with such existential threats invokes strong feelings of fear, particularly fear of violence 

and economic uncertainty among the white majority. As a result, Trump’s calls for a border wall 

and strict immigration reform reign in enthusiastic support, as he exploits racial tensions and the 

anxieties of working-class America in order to advance his right-wing agenda.  

 It's not only Donald Trump’s rhetoric surrounding undocumented migrants that is 

concerning; his policies have also had dangerous and deadly impacts on migrants and their 

families. In the first days of his Presidency, Trump announced that all 11 million undocumented 

migrants would be subject to deportation.62 Trump then signed an Executive Order which 

granted ICE more power in performing arrests, allowing them to detain and deport migrants even 

if they do not have a criminal record.63 As a result of this measure, deportations increased by 

30% from the previous year, and went on to increase again in 2018.64 This order effectively tore 

apart a large number of American families, as many of these law-abiding migrants that were 
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deported at this point had been residing in the country for decades. In the first year of Trump’s 

order being active, ICE deported 27,080 migrants with children who were U.S citizens.65 If both 

parents are deported, then the children are forced into the adoption system, therefore drastically 

disrupting their lives and development.66 While this in itself is a travesty, the most egregious 

human rights abuses by the Trump Administration stem from the detentions made at the border. 

In April 2018, the Trump Administration administered a “zero tolerance” policy regarding illegal 

immigration following a large influx of migrants arriving from the Northern Triangle. This 

policy involved detaining individuals and families who were caught attempting to cross the 

border until their cases were brought to court, rather than releasing them in their home country. 

Families that were caught by ICE were ordered to be detained separately, tearing apart parents 

from their children with no system in place to reunite them.67 After receiving widespread 

criticism from the public and human rights organizations, the Trump Administration formally 

abandoned the family separation policy in June 2018. However, reports indicate that families 

continue to be separated despite Trump technically ending this practice, as nearly 2,000 more 

families have been separated since June 2018, and there is still no system in place to eventually 

reunite these families.68 In addition to the destructive separations of families, the conditions of 

these facilities are incredibly dangerous. In July 2019, the DHS Office of Inspector General 
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found that many of the detention sites were overcrowded.69 In El Paso, Texas for example, over 

900 migrants are detained in a center with a capacity of 125, and many of the holding cells in this 

facility smelled of “unwashed bodies/body odor, urine, untreated diarrhea, and/or soiled 

clothing/diapers."70 The DHS found that many other facilities also operated over capacity, and 

that many of the migrants held there did not have proper access to food or hygiene, resulting in 

some needing medical assistance. 

 

Figure 2: Overcrowding of Families Observed in McAllen, TX, OIG
71

 

Figure 2 comes from the Office of Inspector General following a visit to a facility in McAllen, 

Texas. These facilities are meant to legally hold detainees for up to 72 hours, but as is visible in 

the figure, this cage is extremely overcrowded and provides essentially no place to move around 

or sleep. In addition, the OIG found that Border Patrol’s custody data shows that a number of 
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facilities keep migrants in these conditions past the 72-hour limit. At the McAllen facility for 

example, 42% of adults and 31% of children were held in these conditions for over three days, 

some reported having been there for weeks in these unsanitary conditions.72 A report conducted 

by the ACLU determined that as of 2019, 31 people have died in ICE custody including at least 

seven children.73 Furthermore, seven more deaths have occurred so far in 2020, according to the 

American Immigration Lawyers Association.74 Many of these deaths are due to lack of proper 

medical care, as facilities such as the for-profit Aurora Contract Detention Facility have one 

physician for over 1,500 detainees.75 The egregious display of negligence on behalf of these 

facilities is showing the Trump Administration and ICE’s complete disregard to the lives of these 

migrants. The lack of concern or empathy toward this extremely vulnerable population conveys 

that Donald Trump cares more about advancing his political agenda among his white majority 

constituents than the thousands of families he has destroyed and the dozens who have died under 

his policies. 

Conclusion 

The Presidency of Donald Trump is unlike one ever seen before in American history. The 

President very effectively harnessed the struggles of white, working class Americans and turned 

their anger, frustration, and fear against some of the country’s most vulnerable populations. In 

response to American fears of foreign terrorism, Trump proposes that the government crackdown 
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on American Muslims and asylum-seeking refugees, who are likely more effected by foreign 

terrorism than white Americans are. Evangelical Americans express disdain with the 

diversification of American society, therefore Trump vows to “Make America Great Again,” and 

restore more traditional values by removing numerous protections for the LGBT community, and 

particularly transgender individuals. Working class people express concern over the loss of their 

manufacturing jobs, so Trump directs their frustration against undocumented people who are 

escaping extreme poverty and violence from their home countries. Trump has built his policies 

around the persecution of minority groups and placing the interests of the majority over anyone 

else. In essence, he constructed an ingroup bias into an entire political platform and gained the 

trust of this group that he is the only one who can protect their interests. As Trump decries the 

media as “fake news,” and accuses Democrats and other Republicans alike of not caring for the 

interests of the American people like he does, he reinforces that his Administration is the only 

entity in American politics that can be trusted. This is incredibly harmful, as Trump is prone to 

purporting false information and statistics that depict minority populations as the enemy. This 

practice also undoubtedly expresses authoritarian sentiments, which is dangerous in a figure who 

retains support from the majority. As long as Donald Trump is President, the human rights of 

American minority populations are consistently challenged, and the lives of these individuals are 

under constant threat of violence, persecution, and even death.  
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Chapter 2  
 

Brazil 

Introduction 

Following the election of U.S. President Donald Trump came the rise of a new populist 

leader in Brazil. Jair Bolsonaro ran under the slogan “Brazil Above Everything, God Above 

Everyone,”76 making it very clear that his platform would center heavily around fervent 

nationalism and religious fundamentalism. In October of 2018, he secured the election for the 

Social Liberal Party (PSL), beating out the long incumbent center-left Workers’ Party in the 

wake of political scandal. Bolsonaro shares many similarities with the U.S President, both in the 

circumstances of their election as well as their ideologies. This is something that Bolsonaro 

notably acknowledges and takes pride in.77 Both were perceived as outliers to the political 

sphere, taking on the “corrupt establishment” and claiming to speak for the people. Both are 

heavily controversial, nationalistic, and engulfed in scandal. Most notably however, both have 

employed policies since their election that have targeted their respective country’s most 

vulnerable populations and have placed the human rights of specific groups in jeopardy. 

Bolsonaro in particular has impacted the livelihoods of indigenous populations through his 

persecution of LGBT people in the name of religious fundamentalism, violent rule over the 

Amazon, and racial minorities through his militarization of the police.   
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Brazil’s Democratic History 

In the case of Brazil, the tumultuous recent political history of this state is crucial in 

understanding the severity of Bolsonaro populist rule. Following a coup, the country spent much 

of the end of the twentieth century under the rule of a military dictatorship from 1964-1985. This 

regime is notorious for its widespread use of torture, political censorship, and murder of political 

dissidents.78 While many lived in opposition to this regime, there are many who to this day, 

support this method of government over democracy. Given the nation’s relatively recent history 

with a militarized regime and complicated relationship with democracy, a right-wing populist 

leader such as Bolsonaro is particularly dangerous in reinvigorating the sentiments and practices 

of this dictatorship. Even more startling is the fact that Bolsonaro himself has even expressed 

favorability toward the military dictatorship, along with its policies and practices. He notably 

praised the military government, labelling the dictatorship “20 years of order and progress,”79 

and even stated that “the error of the dictatorship was that it tortured, but did not kill.”80  

 Following the fall of the military dictatorship, Brazil continued to struggle with 

instituting and upholding a healthy democracy. As is with many newly forming democracies, 

new founded and unstable democratic institutions are significantly more susceptible to 

corruption. When a state emerges from an autocratic government, it's very likely for sentiments 

from the old government to linger in the new democracy. Therefore, the burden is placed on 

newly elected officials to genuinely uphold the values of democracy. While Brazil had positively 

democratically advanced in many areas such as the proliferation of NGOs, the development of 
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established political parties, and holding generally fair local elections,81 it also continued to 

struggle with broader, more systemic problems commonly associated with a newly formed 

democracy. Since the dissolve of the military dictatorship, there have been two Presidential 

impeachments on accounts of corruption, and despite the military government from 1964-1985 

being notorious for violence, instances of violent crime and police brutality increased 

substantially in the decades following the termination of the military government.82 After only a 

decade of democratic government, many Brazilians began to express distrust in the new political 

system. Anthropologists Teresa P. R. Caldeira and James Holton identify this dilemma in the 

October 2000 issue of Cambridge University Press, “Caught in this combination of political 

democracy and violence, the vast majority of Brazilians are resigned to an undemocratic fate: 

they cannot rely on the institutions of state to secure their civil rights, either as positive 

protections or as negative immunities.”83 While democratically developed institutions are widely 

regarded in the west as a bastion of human rights protections, this was not the case in the 

developing country of Brazil. Given the prominence and continuation of widespread violence, it 

left room for voters and politicians to be skeptical of a democratic government. 

The Rise of Jair Bolsonaro 

On August 31st, 2016, Brazilian President Dilma Rousseff was removed from office 

following a 61-20 Senate vote. Rousseff was charged with manipulating the federal budget and 

was impeached at the beginning of her second term.84 This event marked Brazil’s second 
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presidential impeachment, which proved to be particularly significant as Rousseff’s party, the 

Workers’ Party, had maintained control over the executive since the dawn of the twenty first 

century. This scandal led Brazilian voters to heavily question their current democracy and the 

political elite as protests erupted throughout the country. Researcher Tom Gerald Daly recounts 

his experience of being in Brazil during this time: “widespread public dissatisfaction with 

Brazil's political and democratic system, encompassing left-wing claims against enduring socio-

economic inequality, middle-class and élite unhappiness with the democratization of public 

power and perceived ‘radicalism’ of the left-wing government, and all bemoaning entrenched 

and widespread corruption.”85 Given this public outcry against the political establishment, it is 

not surprising that Brazilian voters would seek out a political upheaval and turnover of their 

current governmental system. In 2018, the presidential election took place between Bolsonaro 

and Michel Temer, Rousseff’s Vice President who assumed the executive office following her 

impeachment. Temer’s approval ratings remained low throughout his term, as he failed to turn 

around the Brazilian economy and anti-establishment sentiments echoed throughout the 

country.86 As a result, Bolsonaro won the election with 55% of the vote.87 

 Given the circumstances, and without knowing much about him, Bolsonaro could seem 

like he would be a breath of fresh air in Brazilian politics. A relative political outsider taking on 

the corrupt establishment and promising prosperity for the world’s fourth largest democracy 

sounds great on paper. However, Bolsonaro quickly began dismantling the shaky democracy that 

Brazil had built and put the human rights of marginalized groups in danger. As a former military 

officer, he elevated several military officers to power, and focused his campaign heavily on 
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bringing “order” to Brazilian society.88 He heavily militarized the police force, stating that 

officers “should get a bonus for every person they shoot,”89 which is a particularly dangerous 

sentiment to express given Brazil’s history with military autocracy. He also went on to criticize 

the globalizing society and highlighted his attempt to fight back against “cultural Marxism,” 

which “includes women’s and LGBT rights, gun control, the right to abortion, secularism, and 

environmentalism.”90 He has also repeatedly attacked indigenous populations, advocating for 

military occupation of the Amazon and downplaying the widespread fires that had engulfed the 

region this past year. Overall Bolsonaro’s Presidency, while it may seem like a fresh political 

turnaround from the corrupt establishment, comes with a whole new series of issues concerning 

human rights and the safety of marginalized groups. 

LGBT Rights 

Brazil has the highest rate of LGBT related homicide in the world, with nearly 450 deaths 

occurring in 2017 alone.91 Throughout Jair Bolsonaro’s long life in the public eye, he’s made a 

wide array of comments regarding his views on LGBT people. In 2013 he boldly declared “Yes I 

am homophobic -- and very proud of it”,92 and in a 2011 interview with Playboy Magazine, 

Bolsonaro shared his thoughts on how he would feel about having a gay son: "I would be unable 

to love a homosexual son. I'm not going to be a hypocrite here: I'd rather have a son of mine die 
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in an accident than appear with a mustache around. For me, he will have died”93 Bolsonaro’s 

presidency comes at a very detrimental time for LGBT Brazilians. Over the past decade, 

religious fundamentalism had become increasingly prevalent in Brazilian politicians across party 

lines. An estimated one third of the country now identifies as evangelical, up from only 15% in 

2000.94 As bolstering “Judeo-Christian values” has been a key tenant of Bolsonaro’s campaign,95 

it's no surprise that his presidency continued to exacerbate the influence of religious 

fundamentalism over Brazilian politics, particularly when it comes to the human rights of LGBT 

individuals. In furthering this influence, Bolsonaro appointed evangelical pastor, Damares Alves, 

to the new Ministry of Women, Family, and Human Rights, a governmental organization 

designed to promote and protect human rights. Formerly, the branch was simply called the 

Ministry of Human Rights but was changed to promote Bolsonaro's emphasis on “family 

values.” Notably, the Ministry declined to list the LGBT community as a group protected by its 

mandates, claiming that “diversity policies have threatened the Brazilian family.”96 In a country 

with such high LGBT homicide rates, actively deciding not to protect this population puts them 

at severe risk for further violence. By not being acknowledged by the Ministry of Human Rights, 

the Bolsonaro administration is effectively conveying that the LGBT community does not 

deserve human rights. 

Over the past decade, Brazil has been one of the global leaders in health care for 

individuals with HIV/AIDS. There are approximately 900,000 people in Brazil living with this 

                                                   
93 “Bolsonaro: ‘Prefiro Filho Morto Em Acidente a Um Homossexual.’” Terra, (June 8, 2011). 
http://noticias.terra.com.br/brasil/bolsonaro-quotprefiro-filho-morto-em-acidente-a-um-
homossexualquot,cf89cc00a90ea310VgnCLD200000bbcceb0aRCRD.html. 
94 Anthony Faiola, Marina Lopes. “LGBT Rights Threatened in Brazil under New Far-Right President.” The Washington Post, 
(February 18, 2019).  
95 Casarões, G., & Flemes, D: 2 
96  Montenegro, et. al: 2 

 



31 

disease.97 While this is a very large number, those infected with HIV are able to access free 

antiretroviral treatment through public healthcare, which allows those infected with HIV to live 

long, normal healthy lives.98 Given Bolsonaro’s record in regard to the rights and livelihoods of 

LGBT Brazilians, it's unsurprising that he is vehemently against this use of public funds. In order 

to help bolster the Brazilian economy, Bolsonaro proposed a series of austerity measures in order 

to limit government spending. One of these measures included a slash to public health funding, 

which helps fund free access to antiretroviral drugs for those with HIV. In an interview, the 

president once remarked “those who have HIV should deal with it and relieve the government of 

this burden.”99 This attitude from the head of state not only further stigmatizes those living with 

HIV, but also puts their lives in danger as they may no longer have access to the very treatment 

that is keeping them alive. As Bolsonaro stated in his Playboy interview, he would rather have a 

dead son than a homosexual son. Through his life-threatening policies and implementation of 

anti-LGBT governmental officials, he is actively conveying that he would rather have dead 

Brazilians than homosexual Brazilians.  

Indigenous Rights 

 The majority of large modern societies have been founded upon the persecution of the 

region’s indigenous populations. Nations that were founded on the basis of colonialism 

continually abused their respective populations of native people for centuries by stripping them 
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of their homes, their humanity, and ultimately, their human rights. Over the past century, many 

modern leaders have acknowledged the ills of their nations’ past and sought out to make 

reparations for indigenous populations through setting aside reserved land for them to follow 

their cultural traditions and practices. This is something that has been done by the Brazilian 

government in response to how they had treated the indigenous populations of the Amazon. 

However, the human rights of native populations in Brazil are arguably at more risk now than 

they have been since they were granted land reservations. Bolsonaro has expressed on many 

occasions his desire to expand extractive industries in the Amazon, as he’s consistently 

advocated for Brazil’s ultimate control over the vast rainforest.100 As a result of the President’s 

desire to industrialize the Amazon, it leaves the native people living there at risk of losing their 

rights to their land, reminiscent of the struggles commonly faced by native peoples hundreds of 

years ago. Bolsonaro’s stance on the existence of indigenous populations can be summed up in a 

quote the president once gave on the subject: “It is a shame that the Brazilian cavalry has not 

been so efficient as the Americans who exterminated the Indians.”101 Here, Bolsonaro is 

expressing a desire to commit genocide against the indigenous populations of the Amazon. This 

sentiment is inexplicably dangerous and displays how little regard Brazil’s president has for the 

human rights of his country’s most vulnerable populations.  

 Expanding the industrialization of the Amazon rainforest through agribusiness and 

mining has been one of Bolsonaro’s primary goals throughout his campaign and his presidency. 

Many Brazilian voters view the deforestation of the Amazon as an environmental issue, rather 
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than a matter of human rights. Therefore, preserving the rainforest fell low on many voters’ 

priorities in comparison with more immediate, pressing issues such as crime and political 

corruption.102 As a result, Bolsonaro has made an initiative to strip away environmental 

protections. Following his election, he transferred the deforestation control sector of the 

Environment Ministry to the Agriculture Ministry, which is responsible for overseeing the 

development of agribusiness, rather than protecting and preserving the rainforest.103 

Additionally, Bolsonaro has sought out to demonize environmental activist groups who seek to 

preserve untouched areas of the Amazon, as well as reserved land for indigenous populations. 

The president has done this by selecting far-right former military leaders as his close political 

allies, and listing various environmental activist groups, such as the Landless Workers’ Rural 

Movement, as terrorist groups.104 Since the rhetoric involving the expansion of industries and 

dissolvement of indigenous lands has entered the political foreground, native populations have 

been heavily subjected to violence and vandalism from ruralists who seek to expand extractive 

industries on their land. In one instance, ruralists invaded the land of the Uru-Eu-Wau-Wau 

people and threatened to kill their children if they did not give up their land.105 They then went 

on to claim that since Bolsonaro won the presidency, the tribe will no longer be entitled to 

anything.106 Given Brazil’s history of violent militarization coupled with hateful sentiments 

toward native populations throughout the Amazon,107 Bolsonaro's rhetoric and policies can prove 

especially dangerous for both activists and indigenous peoples in the region.  
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 The expansion of agribusiness industries will undoubtedly strip indigenous populations of 

their rights to their land and their identity. Bolsonaro himself has noted his intentions to intrude 

specifically onto land that is reserved for native people, remarking that “not a single centimetre 

of land will be demarcated for indigenous peoples and that both ‘conservation units’ (protected 

areas for natural ecosystems) and indigenous lands should be open to agriculture and mining.”108 

Opening up these lands will effectively leave these populations stateless, which increases their 

susceptibility to violence. In addition, removing native people from their land strips them of their 

identity that dates back centuries. Bolsonaro is attempting to push a narrative that indigenous 

populations want to enter modernized society, claiming: “Indigenous want to work, want to 

produce and they can’t. They live isolated in their areas like cavemen. What most of the world 

press do to Brazil and against these human beings is a crime.”109 Here, Bolsonaro is attempting 

to reinforce the notion that native people actually want to leave behind their lifestyles that have 

remained consistent for hundreds of years and enter modernized Brazilian society. He blames 

activist groups and global media for maintaining the belief that these groups want to stay on 

reservations, thus preventing them from entering the secular world. This remark is an obvious 

reuse to only further his agenda of expanding the agribusiness sector onto indigenous lands. 

Knowing full well that encroaching on these lands will be exterminating the human rights of 

these vulnerable populations, Bolsonaro seeks out a false narrative of a society trapped in a 

primitive age longing to escape. However, this narrative is in no way rooted in any truth and is 

simply a ploy to justify his policies. 
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 Bolsonaro’s attitude toward indigenous populations can be described as a form of 

intrastate colonialism. While much of the Amazon technically resides in Brazil, the lives of 

native populations remain relatively untouched by modern society, as they have been for 

centuries. However, Bolsonaro plainly views it as his prerogative to forcibly seize land from 

these populations, land that they have likely been residing on for hundreds of years and using it 

for the expansion of industries such as mining and agribusiness that will also perform extensive 

damage to the environment. Simply put, Bolsonaro views indigenous people as subhuman, 

undeserving of rights, and he appears to have no problem subjecting them to a complete cultural 

genocide.  

Rights of Afro-Brazilians 

Although it is often discussed as a generally American issue, police violence in Brazil is at 

record highs, particularly against minority populations. Brazilian police kill more civilians than 

almost every other country on earth regardless of size.110 Additionally, Afro-Brazilians are 23% 

more likely to be shot by police than any other demographic.111 Bolsonaro has made it clear 

many times throughout his campaign and his presidency of his desire to expand and further 

militarize the Brazilian police force. This expansion would have devastating effects on minority 

populations in Brazil as they already are the most susceptible to violence.  

 Bolsonaro has made his support of Brazil’s former military dictatorship abundantly clear. 

This past year, he reinstated commemorations and celebrations of the military dictatorship that 
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lasted from 1964-1985.112 These celebrations were previously outlawed by former President 

Rousseff, whom was a victim of torture at the hands of the regime herself.113 As previously 

mentioned, Bolsonaro remarked that his only issue with the military government was that it 

tortured and did not kill.114 However, the military dictatorship did kill nearly five hundred 

people, so what he is indicating is that he wishes they had killed even more.115   

Bolsonaro has transferred his longing for a military government into the Brazilian police 

force. One manner in which he is aiming to achieve this is through the Guarantee of Law and 

Order missions. The GLO is a highly controversial bill that Bolsonaro introduced in November 

of 2019. The bill offers reduced sentences or even complete legal absolution if a police officer 

kills a suspect in the face of “unfair aggression.”116 This vague description gives Brazilian police 

the right to kill someone posing whatever they deem as a threat, which is particularly dangerous 

for black Brazilians who already face an elevated rate of police-related violence. The President 

put forth this law because he believed the current justice system was imbalanced and gave more 

rights to the “bad guys” than the “good guys.”117 He remarks, “We have to give a legal back up 

to the security people: civil, military, federal, road police,”118 further emphasizing his ideal that 

police officers deserve full legal protections and the discrepancy to shoot whomever they feel 

they need to. Bolsonaro has expressed very often how he wants police officers to kill more 

people. He believes that a police officer who has never killed someone is undeserving of wearing 
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a police uniform,119 and remarked that police should be able to gun down criminals “like 

cockroaches.”120 This outlook is very dangerous, as it gives police increasing authority 

reminiscent of the country’s former military dictatorship. 

The burden of Bolsonaro’s authorization of the police state will fall on minority 

populations, particularly Afro-Brazilians. Bolsonaro has expressed anti-black sentiments before, 

by claiming that a multiracial makeup of Brazil is “undesirable,” and through appointing no 

people of color to his cabinet.121 WOLA, an advocacy group for human rights in the Americas, 

acknowledges how Bolsonaro’s presidency and policies regarding police force prove extremely 

detrimental for Afro-Brazilians: “The combination of racist rhetoric by Bolsonaro, popular 

demands for security at any cost, and the militarization of the Brazilian government could put 

Afro-Brazilians at much higher risk.”122 This quote from WOLA was given at the beginning of 

Bolsonaro’s presidency, and as predicted, Brazil became a much more unsafe place for black 

people. Since Bolsonaro’s election, rates of racial hate crimes skyrocketed, seeing an increase of 

37% in the months after he took office.123 This proved to be particularly shocking, as these types 

of crimes aren’t as prevalent in Brazil as they are in other areas such as the United States. A 

country-wide rise in hate crimes and anti-black sentiments proves extremely dangerous for the 

rights and livelihoods of Afro-Brazilian people. Through militarizing the police force, bestowing 

them with seemingly endless immunities, and expressing his desire for them to kill more people 
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(in a country where police-related deaths are already immensely high), Bolsonaro is putting his 

own people, particularly people of color, at constant risk of police violence. 

Conclusion 

Once thought to be a thriving and growing democracy, Brazil’s government is slowly 

regaining autocratic tendencies reminiscent of its two decades spent under military dictatorship. 

As a result, the rights of some of the country’s most vulnerable populations are placed in 

jeopardy, with little optimistic outlook of any improvement. This is exactly why a right-wing 

populist leader, such as Bolsonaro, is so incredibly dangerous. He effectively collected the 

frustrations that Brazilians had with a corrupt government and economic stifle and turned the 

burden of blame on these minority populations. By proceeding to strip away their rights to 

effective health care, Bolsonaro is insinuating that LGBT people are hurting the economy 

because of their need for life saving medication. By forcing indigenous peoples off of their land, 

he is insinuating that this population is halting economic opportunity by slowing down the 

expansion of the agribusiness sector. By militarizing the police, he is insinuating that racial 

minorities are the cause of the country’s high crime rates, and therefore must be put in their 

place. Overall, Bolsonaro is a demagogue who is effectively directing the anger and frustrations 

of the Brazilian people onto the country’s most unguarded populations in order to safeguard his 

own corrupt and autocratic agenda.  
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Chapter 3  
 

The United Kingdom 

Introduction 

Coming off the heels of liberal victories in the west, such as same-sex marriage becoming 

legal throughout much of the hemisphere and Hillary Clinton leading in most U.S. Presidential 

polls, the Global North came to a shock when the United Kingdom voted to leave the European 

Union in a national referendum on June 23rd, 2016. The issue commonly known as Brexit was 

far from a unanimous decision, as the “Leave” campaign only won with 52% of the vote.124 As a 

result, the country still remains extremely divided over this resolution. One of the most 

prominent figures in advocating for Brexit was Nigel Farage, the former leader of the United 

Kingdom Independence Party. Farage is a textbook populist, as he challenged the establishment 

of the European Union in the supposed name of the working people of Britain, and continually 

denounced immigrants, particularly those from Eastern Europe and refugees from the Middle 

East, for threatening the English identity.  

The U.K.’s decision to remove itself from the European Union was extremely significant, 

as it meant the country no longer had to follow the laws and regulations of the EU, and was free 

to establish its own laws in the place of the ones it had been following for decades. The EU also 

ensured various human rights protections that are not covered under any existing U.K. law. 

Along with domestic implications, Brexit held outstanding global impacts as well. This was one 

of the first major events in the Global North that was brought about by right wing populism. It 

set the precedent of the popularity of nativist politics, and served as a precursor to similar 
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political moves, such as President Trump in the United States withdrawing from the Paris 

Climate Agreement. As the United Kingdom only officially left the EU on January 31st, 2020, 

it's difficult to determine exactly how human rights will be impacted by this monumental change 

going forward. However, the right-wing populist sentiments brought forth by the “Leave” 

campaign have shown that the future looks grim for vulnerable populations in the U.K., 

particularly foreign migrants who have become the primary target of nativist rhetoric.  

The Events that Led to Brexit 

The fight for Brexit began before the United Kingdom even officially joined the EU. 

Over the past several decades, Eurosceptic sentiments existed across party lines. Before the 

European Union, there was the European Economic Community, which aimed to bridge the 

economies throughout the European continent from 1957-1993.125 The Labour Party historically 

opposed the EEC on the grounds that it would undermine democratic and economic 

sovereignty.126 Ironically, these criticisms mirror those that UKIP (United Kingdom 

Independence Party) would later hurl at the European Union in the 2000s. The Conservative 

Party was largely for the EEC, as it provided the means for corporations to easily engage in 

international expansion and trade.127 However, in 1993 when the European Union was being 

formed and the UK had to ratify that Maastricht Treaty, Eurosceptic Conservatives largely 

opposed the EU while the Labour Party was mainly for it. This is because the Maastricht Treaty 
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included clauses such as the Social Chapter and the Working Time Directive, which involved 

laws surrounding worker protections that contrasted many of the neoliberal economic and social 

policies implemented by Margaret Thatcher in the 1980s.128 As an attempt to compromise, Prime 

Minister John Major suggested voting on the treaty while opting out of the Social Chapter.129 

This angered Liberal Democrat and Labour MPs, as these social protections were a large selling 

point of the European Union. In addition, Major still faced opposition among a number of 

Eurosceptic Conservatives.130 As a result, the treaty ended up having to be passed through a vote 

of confidence. Most conservatives voted along with the majority in fear of losing the house, 

while a few sided with the Labour and Liberal Democrat MPs in opposition. The motion was 

agreed to on a vote of 339 to 299, and the Maastricht Treaty was passed without the adoption of 

the Social Chapter.131 

 The passage of the Maastricht Treaty effectively altered British politics for the coming 

decades. The Conservatives resoundingly lost the 1997 Parliamentary election to Tony Blair’s 

Labour Party, likely due to infighting over the EU and lack of a unified platform.132 Far right 

factions, such as The Referendum Party and the United Kingdom Independence Party (UKIP) 

began to rise and gained the support of Eurosceptics throughout much of England. These parties 

ran on a platform of the independence of the United Kingdom from the European Union. They 

believed it was unfair that the Maastricht Treaty was ratified through a Parliamentary vote rather 
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than a national referendum.133 While the Referendum Party disbanded at the turn of the century, 

UKIP actually began to make some traction. In the 2004 European election, UKIP placed third 

with 2.6 million votes, resulting in 12 seats in European Parliament.134 UKIP, and its infamous 

party leader Nigel Farage, have often garnered the right-wing populist label from political 

scientists. Farage became party leader in 2006, and shaped UKIP into the force that it eventually 

became. His goal was to make UKIP a “truly representative party,”135 meaning that the party’s 

platform will expand beyond the single issue of leaving the European Union. UKIP adopted a 

platform of Thatcherist economics, immigration restrictions, and social traditionalism with 

stances against same-sex marriage.136 Stances like these, coupled with the party labeling itself as 

the “People’s Army,” emphasize the sentiments of right-wing populism in the party’s platform. 

Farage believed that adding these dimensions to the party would attract a wider voter base, and 

he was correct. In 2009 UKIP secured 16.5% of the vote in the European elections.137 UKIP 

went on to gain more and more popularity, as both Eurosceptics and hardline conservatives now 

found a party to call home.  

In 2010, Prime Minister David Cameron promised to hold a referendum on EU 

membership if the Conservative Party won the next election.138 This promise likely came out of 

fear of the Conservative Party increasingly losing voters to UKIP. After securing a Conservative 

win in 2015, Cameron remained true to his promise and a referendum was held. At this point, the 

two major parties didn’t have very strong uniform stances on whether they wished to remain in 
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the EU or not. While UKIP and the Liberal Democrats were very pro “Leave” and “Remain,” 

respectively,139 the Conservative and Labour parties were a bit more unclear. While the Labour 

Party platform claimed to be pro “Remain,” a number of Labour MPs, including party leader 

Jeremy Corbyn, have hinted that they would actually vote “Leave.”140 This makes sense; while 

many Labour MPs wanted to remain for reasons of open migration and continental unity, others 

felt that EU regulations largely hurt working class populations, and that restoring economic 

sovereignty to the UK could help blue collar workers.141 These concerns over the EU largely 

echo the reasons why the Labour Party was against joining the EEC in the 1950s. The 

Conservative Party on the other hand, actually had no official stance on whether to leave or 

remain in the EU. However, Prime Minister Cameron made it clear that he was voting to 

“Remain,” and planned to step down if the “Leave” campaign won the referendum. 

 The nationwide referendum was held on June 23rd, 2016 and the “Leave” campaign won 

with 52% of the vote. David Cameron stepped down as Prime Minister as promised and was then 

replaced by Theresa May. With such a small margin of victory, the outcome of the vote proved 

to be highly divisive. The areas that saw the most “Leave” votes were the vast rural areas that 

make up much of England and Wales.142 On the other hand, most of Northern Ireland and all of 

Scotland voted to “Remain.”143 Despite having a referendum for independence from the UK in 

2014, Scottish Parliament has been pushing for another referendum since Brexit, as Scotland 
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wishes to remain in the EU.144 However, this request has been repeatedly denied by both Prime 

Ministers Theresa May and Boris Johnson.145 After taking years to establish a withdrawal 

agreement with the EU, resulting in May stepping down and being replaced by Boris Johnson, 

Brexit was finally enacted on January 31st, 2020.  

Why Brexit Happened 

In order to fully comprehend the potential human rights ramifications that may result 

from Great Britain’s exit from the European Union, it's crucial to understand exactly why Brexit 

became such a popular position throughout the United Kingdom. The movement for Brexit 

rested largely upon the right-wing populist politics of Nigel Farage’s UKIP. While Eurosceptics 

existed prior to Farage’s leadership, Farage brought the issue of Brexit to the mainstream with 

his bold populist rhetoric. During the campaign for Brexit, Farage remarked “We want our 

country back,”146 holistically summing up the strong feelings of nationalism in the hearts of 

many “Leave” voters. 

 Great Britain comprises several national identities. When asked of their nationality, some 

will claim a region-specific identity such as being English, Welch, or Scottish. Others will claim 

to be British, which has a more inclusive connotation as Britain encompasses all of the 

aforementioned nations. Identity politics proved to be crucially important in the outcome of the 

referendum. 
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Figure 3: National Identities and Vote in Brexit Referendum147 

 

Figure 3 contains data regarding how each national identity ended up voting in the referendum. 

As seen, those who identify only with an English identity were considerably more likely to vote 

to leave the European Union, while the vote was more evenly split among those who identified 

as partially or entirely British. Given that the English population is much larger than those in 

Northern Ireland and Scotland, where the populations voted to remain by significant margins, the 

English vote essentially carried the results of the referendum. Farage’s right-wing populist 

message resonated particularly with English voters, as his message inspired sentiments of 

English nationalism throughout the region. Many English voters felt that English and British 

identities were being watered down by the free movement of migrants all throughout Europe and 

the EU’s refugee acceptance policies. According to the Centre of Social Investigation, ending 

free movement was the most popular reason for voting “Leave.”148 This sentiment is expressed 

by Farage himself in a 2014 speech: “This country in a short space of time has become 
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unrecognizable… in many parts of England you don’t hear English spoken anymore. That’s not 

the kind of community we want to leave our children and grandchildren.”149 Here, Farage 

laments the loss of English culture within its borders due to the existence of foreign migrants. It's 

worth noting here that Farage talks about “parts of England” rather than “parts of Britain” or 

“parts of the UK.” One of the key tenets of right-wing populism is drawing on the concerns of 

the majority population. By specifically emphasizing that the English identity was being 

threatened, this is exactly what Farage was attempting to do. Much of Farage’s and UKIP’s 

platform focused heavily on reclaiming English control from the EU, not British.150 While it may 

come off as simple semantics, these labels are not interchangeable, and they carry a significant 

political weight.  

 Along with immigration, the economy also had an incredible impact over why people 

voted for Brexit. According to an analysis of the referendum results from The Guardian, it was 

found that educational attainment, social class, and income were the strongest indicators 

regarding who would vote to “Leave” or “Remain.”151 Those with lower incomes, lower 

educational attainment, and working-class backgrounds were more likely to vote “Leave,” while 

those with higher incomes and educational attainment were more likely to vote “Remain.”152 

This is largely due to right wing populism’s ability to explain the struggles of the working class. 

In response to the market crash of 2008, the Conservative-led coalition government set forth a 

series of austerity measures that decreased public spending more than any time since World War 
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II.153 These austerity measures heavily impacted the social safety net, as massive cuts were made 

to programs such as welfare and social security. As a result, working class people endured harsh 

financial struggles on top of the already failing economy.154 The austerity measures caused many 

low-income people to become dissatisfied with the current state politics and seek out a total 

political upheaval in order to improve their dire situation. Polls conducted during this time saw 

that working-class people were increasingly abandoning their memberships with the Labour and 

Conservative parties, and instead turning to UKIP.155 Another study saw that vote shares rose by 

over 11% in regions that were impacted most by the austerity measures, largely contributing to 

the success of UKIP in the 2009 European elections.156 Thiemo Fitzer, a professor at Warwick 

University, argues that the austerity measures were the tipping point for the success of the 

“Leave” campaign: “The swing voters who decided the referendum result were not diehard 

Eurosceptics. They were concerned about public goods and public services and feeling the 

impact of austerity policies… If it hadn’t been for austerity, more of those marginal voters would 

have voted the other way and the referendum wouldn’t have turned out the way it did.”157 Given 

the small margin of victory in the outcome of the referendum, these swing voters proved to be 

incredibly influential. When speaking of the necessity for Brexit, Farage remarked “It's about 

giving £50 million a day to the EU when the public finances are under great strain.”158 To those 
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who have lost their social welfare programs due to the austerity measures, this message 

resonated immensely.  

Beyond the austerity measures, a globalizing economy also caused struggles among the 

U.K. 's working class. The European Union embodies globalization, as it constitutes several 

independent countries in order to form a coalition on a global scale. While globalization has 

many benefits, such as easier access to technologies and medicine from other countries, it often 

causes working class people in domestic industries to feel left behind by the expanding economy. 

An example of this is the U.K.’s increased imports from countries that are part of European trade 

deals, such as China. In turn, these deals have diminished many of the U.K.’s domestic 

manufacturing industries.159 As part of the European Union, the U.K. is not allowed to form its 

own trade deals with other countries, and all trade must be done through the EU. As a result, 

when workers in manufacturing industries lose their jobs due to the availability of cheaper labor 

in other countries, the blame is placed on the EU. In their report, researchers Italo Colantone and 

Piero Stanig address the positives and negatives of the globalizing economy: 

“While trade globalization –and, more directly, imports from China 

and other emerging economies– is estimated to have made a significant contribution to 

the economies of advanced countries, it is also true that the benefits of globalization have 

been distributed highly unequally, leaving some social groups, and, importantly, some 

geographic areas, much worse off. The inability or unwillingness of governments to set 

up compensation schemes for the losers from trade openness might have led to a reaction 
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that takes the form of isolationism, protectionism, identity-based nationalism, and a 

serious crisis of “embedded liberalism.”160 

Here, the authors make a key connection between the economic strife of the working class and 

identity-based nationalism. The feeling of their jobs being in the hands of a force completely out 

of their control made many working-class people feel a desire to regain that control, echoing 

Farage’s statement “We want our country back.” 

 Overall, there were a multitude of reasons why voters felt a need for Brexit to occur. For 

most, it was a feeling of their national identity being overtaken by foreign migrants and a desire 

to restore England to its more homogenous past. For others, it was frustration with a globalizing 

economy seemingly taking precedence over their diminishing job market. For many, it was a 

combination of both. Nigel Farage and UKIP effectively utilized the fears, concerns, and 

struggles of the English people to back Great Britain out of one of the most powerful coalitions 

in the world. Now, the UK must establish its own policies concerning trade, the economy, and 

human rights. 

 

Human Rights Concerns  

Since Brexit only officially went into effect in January 2020, it's difficult to assess the 

exact human rights impact of leaving the EU from a policy standpoint. However, given the 

circumstances under which many voted for Brexit and the positions of the current Prime 

Minister, Boris Johnson, the future looks grim for many marginalized groups in the United 

Kingdom. As part of the Brexit deal that was eventually reached, the U.K. will still follow EU 
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law until December 2020, and within that time must establish the framework for an independent 

Britain.161 As of now, Johnson is seeking to make significant changes to Britain’s human rights 

law as the country enters an age of independence, thereby jeopardizing many of the rights that 

were guaranteed under the EU. In addition, UKIP’s Brexit campaign raised identity-based 

tensions throughout England as migrants were often framed as the enemy. As a result, these 

populations have been left vulnerable to discrimination and violence. 

 The United Kingdom currently lacks a formal constitution or bill of rights. Therefore, 

human rights in the U.K. have been interpreted from both the Human Rights Act (HRA), which 

went into effect under British Parliament in October 2000,162 and the Charter of Fundamental 

Rights of the European Union, which was put into effect with the 2009 Treaty of Lisbon.163 

Johnson made it clear that as part of the Brexit deal, the U.K. will have no involvement with EU 

human rights standards once the exit is finalized, even going as far as vowing to not participate 

in the European Convention of Human Rights.164 As of December 2020, the U.K. will no longer 

have to follow the Charter, leaving open a gap in human rights policies that are not covered by 

the HRA. While many of the laws outlined in both the Charter and HRA overlap, such as various 

nondiscrimination policies and basic human rights such as free speech, other more modern rights 

are left out of the HRA. The most prominent of these rights being the right to a private life and 

data protection.165 These rights, commonly referred to as digital rights, are incredibly important 
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in the modern age as they ensure one’s internet privacy and the ability to engage in free speech 

online. Simply put, they are extensions of some of the most basic human rights into the digital 

world. However, instead of putting supplemental laws in place to protect these rights, Boris 

Johnson and the Conservatives are seeking to limit the scope of free speech. 

 Since the outcome of the Brexit referendum, Conservatives have wanted to scrap the 

HRA and replace it with a British Bill of Rights. They argue that the current Human Rights Act 

focuses too heavily on individual rights, and does not properly take into account the safety of 

society as a whole.166 In particular, many Conservatives believe that the right of free speech 

needs to be revisited and limited in a way so that the government can more easily assess 

terroristic threats, both in person and online.167 While this sounds like a mere safety measure, 

critics fear that placing these limits on free speech without objective guidelines will give 

authorities subjective reign over who is detained on these charges without having to fight human 

rights litigation in court.168 Particularly, there’s concerns over this restriction on free speech 

being disproportionately applied to minorities commonly associated with terrorism.169 Since 

Boris Johnson’s Parliament currently has such a large Conservative majority, this Bill of Rights 

can likely be passed if put to a vote in the House. Given that the U.K. is already one of the most 

monitored countries in the world with their widespread use of CCTV cameras,170 giving the 

government even more control over the expression, whereabouts, and privacy of its citizens is a 

concerning threat to some of the most fundamental human rights.  
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 While Britain has yet to establish a formal policy on immigration, the ramifications of the 

rhetoric conducted by Farage and UKIP during the Brexit campaign are already being felt by 

minority populations. Both Farage and Johnson have made their fair share of incendiary 

comments about the presence of various racial, ethnic, and religious groups in the U.K. In 2014, 

Farage remarked that he “doesn’t feel comfortable” with non-English speakers living in 

England,171 and in a 2015 interview stated that he doesn’t want migrants who “come perhaps 

from countries that haven't fully recovered from being behind the Iron Curtain.”172 Farage has 

particularly gone after Eastern Europeans, saying that he wouldn’t feel comfortable having a 

Romanian neighbor, and that he’d like to restrict migration from countries like Poland and 

Bulgaria.173 Johnson on the other hand, has targeted a different demographic with his speech: 

Muslims. Johnson has remarked that Islamophobia is a natural reaction to Muslim people, and 

that “Islam is the problem.”174 Johnson has also criticized women who wear burqas, going on to 

compare them to letterboxes and bank robbers.175 Additionally, Johnson has expressed his intent 

to restrict refugee admission from EU levels when Brexit is finalized, even stripping away 

protections for child refugees in the Brexit deal.176 Former Conservative Party co-chair Baroness 

Warsi claimed in 2018 that "[Islamophobia] is very widespread [in the Conservative party]. It 

exists right from the grassroots, all the way up to the top."177 Following these accusations, 
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Johnson infamously refused to conduct a party-wide investigation into allegations of 

Islamophobia.178 Therefore, many Islamophobic MPs likely reside in the Conservative majority 

to this day. 

 Although no specific laws have been implemented at this point targeting these 

populations, the rhetoric alone has had devastating effects on the aforementioned populations. 

According to the Home Office of the U.K., the rate of hate crimes throughout England and 

Wales are double what they were in 2013, and over one third of these hate crimes involve 

violence.179 Additionally, race and religion-based hate crimes have spiked significantly since the 

Brexit vote in 2016. Among all religious hate crimes, 47% were committed against Muslims in 

this past year, and has increased each year following the referendum.180 According to Human 

Rights Watch, Eastern Europeans have been significantly targeted by hate crimes following the 

results of the Brexit referendum.181 Records indicate instances of Polish people being 

bludgeoned and murdered on the street, and families being threatened with arson if they did not 

return to their home country, along with Romanian and Bulgarian migrants facing similar 

threats.182 The United Nations even blamed Brexit for this rise in hate crimes. In 2016 the UN 

Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination released a report claiming that the Brexit 

campaign encouraged “divisive, anti-immigrant and xenophobic rhetoric,” and went on to 

condemn politicians who “created and entrenched prejudices, thereby emboldening individuals 

to carry out acts of intimidation and hate.”183 Even without implemented policy, Brexit has 
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already created a new normal for daily life in Britain. The populations who fell victim to the 

rhetoric of the United Kingdom’s two most famous politicians are now facing threats and 

violence at the hands of those who were influenced by it. Much of the cause for Brexit was a 

nationalist uprising in the name of a lost English identity. Now, it seems many are intending to 

reclaim that identity through violence and intimidation of those who do not fit the mold of the 

ideal English person. 

Conclusion 

If any global event is a prime example of right-wing populism, it's Brexit. Brexit was a 

movement derived from the will of the working-class people to reclaim their country and 

economy from the European establishment. It was backlash against both a perceived loss of 

English identity due to the increase of European migrants and Muslim refugees, and a lack of 

autonomy over the laws that govern the nation and the economy. Farage and UKIP ran on the 

message that the European Union was the cause for economic strife among the English working 

class, as money was being incorrectly appropriated to European institutions rather than English 

social programs, and that a globalized economy was taking away long-standing working-class 

jobs. However, there are flaws in this logic, as research has shown that the constituencies in 

England and Wales that had some of the highest percentages of “Leave” votes will be the most 

economically impacted by Brexit.184 Countries in Europe remain some of the largest exporters 

for industries in England and Wales, and these industries will now have to pay high tariffs to 
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conduct trade as opposed to the free trade guaranteed under European law.185 Notably, this 

narrative was left out of the discussion among the Brexit campaign, as it did not fit the narrative 

of the EU being a force of elitist control.  

 Certain aspects of Brexit possess concerning racial and authoritarian undertones. Major 

politicians so openly condemning non-English speakers and those of different faiths has turned 

England into a hotbed for violence and hate crimes in the name of reclaiming the English 

identity. Additionally, as Johnson’s Conservative Party seeks to replace the Human Rights Act 

with a Bill of Rights that actually restricts the current rights of British citizens, it exemplifies an 

attempt of the U.K. government to exert ultimate control over its people in a way that it couldn’t 

under the EU. As Brexit will not be fully realized until December 2020, it's impossible to know 

for certain what other human rights will be challenged as a result of this monumental political 

upheaval. However, given what has occurred in the U.K. since the referendum, the future of 

human rights in the thousand-year-old country does not look promising.  
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Chapter 4  
 

The Philippines 

Introduction 

A few months before Donald Trump secured the title of U.S. President and altered the 

world’s perception of political norms, sentiments of right-wing populism were already well 

under way in one of the superpower’s former territories. Following a liberal government, right 

wing mayor Rodrigo Duterte became president of the Philippines on June 30th, 2016. Duterte is 

a figure who, like the U.S. President, has gained substantial notoriety by remaining extremely 

controversial throughout his career in the public eye. He has made remarks calling the Pope the 

“son of a whore,” and referring to God as “stupid” in a country with a primarily Catholic 

population.186 He has also made jokes about rape victims in the Philippines, even dismissing his 

own daughter’s confessed rape as her being a “drama queen.”187 Like Trump, Duterte’s 

bombastic rhetoric garnered him an army of online supporters who have appropriated the slur 

“Dutertards,”188 reminiscent of how Trump’s base reclaimed the term “Deplorables” from 

Clinton supporters in the U.S. election. Duterte also notoriously utilized Facebook to spread 
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propaganda and conspiracies regarding his political opponents, and to push popularity for his 

now infamous war on drugs which has claimed thousands of lives.189 

 In short, Rodrigo Duterte’s presidency has been a disaster for human rights in the 

Philippine region. The President has limited free speech through his intimidation of journalists, 

making the Philippines one of the most dangerous countries in the world to be a reporter.190 

Additionally, the President has overseen thousands of extrajudicial killings over his war on 

drugs, his spearhead issue that got him elected to the executive office. Since taking office in the 

summer of 2016, Rodrigo Duterte has easily become one of the biggest threats to human rights in 

the world. 

The Democratic History of the Philippines 

The Philippines has had better success with democracy than other developing nations that 

have embraced this political ideology in the past century. However, the success of this 

democracy has been tested by colonialism, political corruption, and the stronghold of leaders 

with autocratic tendencies. Spain had maintained rule over the Philippines until 1897, when 

Philippine revolutionaries retaliated after 333 years of living under imperialism.191 The newly 

independent Philippines elected revolutionary Emilio Aguinaldo as President at the Tejeros 

Convention, where only members of the revolution were permitted to vote.192 However, 
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Aguinaldo’s presidency did not last long as the Spanish regained rule following the Pact of Biak 

na Bato and the exile of Aguinaldo.193 Aguinaldo’s short term as President of the Philippines 

conveyed early democratic tendencies among the briefly independent Filipino government, 

however it would be the country’s last taste of independence for nearly another half century. 

 Following the victory of the Spanish American War, the United States gained control of 

the Philippines in 1898 and immediately began colonizing the nation. Part of this colonization 

process involved instilling ideals of democracy into Philippine society, with the intent to 

eventually allow the region to become autonomous once democracy had been successfully 

implemented.194 This was achieved by a process known as “Filipinization” which began in 1917. 

This process involved gradually replacing American military officers holding governmental 

positions with Filipino elites until 1935, when all political positions were occupied by native 

Filipinos.195 Full independence was finally granted to the Philippines in 1946, after the adoption 

of its own constitution consisting of American-influenced democracy. 

The Philippines achieved political autonomy in, comparatively, a very strange and 

anticlimactic manner. The country was never truly given a chance to overthrow a repressive 

regime and form a government on its own terms. Rather, their initial revolution against its 

Spanish colonizers was thwarted in about a year, and the nation was quickly recolonized by the 

U.S. for decades following. Being given and taught democracy by the U.S., rather than 

establishing it on its own terms, caused a lot of deep-rooted problems in the Philippines that still 
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persist today. In Noam Chomsky’s “Deterring Democracy,” he quotes the Far Eastern Economic 

Review in saying, “much of [the Philippines’s] problems now… seem to be rooted in the fact that 

the country has had its entire history no form of social revolution.”196 The Philippines had always 

been a country with power largely concentrated in the hands of the wealthy elites,197 and as the 

United States was shaping democracy in the Philippines these were the people who were being 

appointed to political office.198 As a result, the Philippines was imposed with change in the form 

of a foreign democratic system but lacked the institutional social change that typically 

accompanies a self-driven political revolution.  

The result of this lack of structural change resulted in the election of President Ferdinand 

Marcos in 1965. Marcos held notoriety in the Philippines as a high-profile trial lawyer in Manila, 

and later a ranking military officer in World War II.199 This elite status made Marcos the ideal 

Filipino president by U.S. standards, as he resembled the typical politician that the American 

government would’ve appointed under colonialism. As a former military ally during the time of 

the Vietnam war, Marcos’s presidency proved especially valuable to the United States. During 

the beginning of his presidency, Marcos performed very well politically, having become the first 

Filipino president to win two consecutive terms and developing the Philippines into the second 

largest economy in Asia at the time.200 However, during his second term Marcos began to face 

widespread opposition from the left and particularly among the youth and working class.201 As a 

result of these revolts, Marcos declared martial law in 1972, effectively ruling as a dictator and 
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not relinquishing control of the presidency until he was eventually overthrown in 1986.202 During 

his authoritarian rule, the Marcos administration administered torture on at least 3,400 victims,203 

performed 3,200 extrajudicial killings,204 and oversaw the imprisonment of his political 

opponents and dissenting journalists.205 The Marcos administration even went as far as to 

assassinate Benigno Aquilino Jr., one of Marcos’s biggest critics, who had previously been 

imprisoned and exiled for criticizing the president.206 

The 20 year-long Marcos presidency became a significant part of Philippine history, as it 

represented a lack of social awareness in Philippine politics and also served as a dangerous 

indicator of the fragility of its democracy. Despite the autocratic rule of the Marcos regime, the 

United States went on to support the president well into the final stages of the dictatorship with 

American Vice President George H.W. Bush praising Marcos’s “adherence to democratic 

principles and democratic processes” in 1982.207 Despite the atrocious human rights atrocities 

that occurred under this regime, the U.S. chose to largely overlook it in favor of its economic and 

militaristic alliance with the country. 

 One of the primary reasons that the current presidency of Rodrigo Duterte is so 

dangerous to the Philippines is due to the legacy left behind by Ferdinand Marcos. Both figures 

share striking similarities in their ruling practices. In 2018, Human Rights Watch reported 4,948 

extrajudicial killings under Duterte’s presidency after only two years of being in office,208 largely 
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exceeding the total under Marcos’s administration which spanned over twenty years. Duterte has 

also notably jailed journalists and political opponents that have been critical of him,209 

reminiscent of the practices of the Marcos regime. Duterte has even gone on to praise the dictator 

on a number of occasions, stating in 2018 that “If I step down, bring back Marcos to run the 

Philippines.”210 Additionally, just as it was in the 1980s with Marcos and the Reagan 

administration, the conservative government currently in power in America has yet to condemn 

Duterte’s damaging and borderline autocratic practices. The dictatorship of Ferdinand Marcos set 

a dangerous precedent in the nascent Filipino democracy, largely normalizing widespread 

instances of human rights abuses and autocratic presidential behavior. This paved the way for a 

figure like Duterte to commit similar, and increasingly worse atrocities. 

Rodrigo Duterte’s Rise to Power  

Rodrigo Duterte is arguably the most controversial and polarizing figure in the post-

Marcos Philippine democracy. However, given the context of modern Philippine politics and 

Duterte’s infamous career as mayor of Davao City, his landslide election victory begins to make 

a lot of sense. Duterte took office as mayor in 1988, shortly after Marcos was overthrown as 

dictator in 1986.211  He then went on to serve seven terms as mayor, spanning over 22 years.212 

Much like his presidency, his tenure as mayor focused heavily on reducing crime in Davao, 
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which faces famously high crime rates before Duterte took office.213 However, his methods of 

making this happen are questionable to say the least, and serve as a precursor for the egregious 

human rights abuses he would go on to commit during his presidency.  

Off the heels of a revolution, Davao was nicknamed “Murder City” after the incessant 

crime that occured within its borders.214 Duterte has described himself as a “hitman” and has 

boasted about personally killing criminals in his past.215 Given these self-descriptors, his 

approach to crime throughout his political career comes to little surprise. Initially, approach to 

crime involved police killings of suspected criminals with little to no follow up investigation.216 

Duterte went on to develop an alternative method to combating crime, one that has gone on to be 

shrouded in conspiracy. The Davao Death Squad is a vigilante group that has notably targeted 

suspects of petty crime and drug dealing, as well as street children. For years, this group has held 

suspected ties to Duterte with many, including the Human Rights Watch, accusing him of 

supporting this group.217 One reason for this being the bizarre trend involving Duterte 

announcing the names of suspected criminals on public radio, and those same people being killed 

by unidentified gunmen shortly after.218 Other evidence involves remarks he makes about the 

killings where he appears to encourage them, as he did in this remark from the 2004 mayoral 

election: “If I win, more criminals will get killed because I have vowed to protect the people of 

this city. It’s true that there have been killings. But who were those killed? Weren’t they 
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criminals? They were all fools.”219 While these killings were nothing short of horrific human 

rights abuses, they appear to have ensured Duterte’s repeated victory in Davao. As an outsider, 

the practices of Rodrigo Duterte as mayor seem appalling, however they may come across 

differently to a citizen of Davao who had previously endured years of autocracy followed by 

unhinged crime. Duterte symbolized law and order during a time where that was all but there in 

Philippine politics, and despite his corruption and his penchant for violence, he ironically 

provided a sense of security to many Filipino people.220 

 Another reason why Duterte gained so much popularity leading up to the presidential 

election is one that echoes through many veins of right-wing populism throughout the world: he 

challenged the political establishment. One may think that after the reign of Marcos, Philippine 

politics would shift away from the elitist electoral practices that had been instilled by colonialism 

under the U.S. However, this trend of favoring elites in politics continued well into the twenty 

first century. Many political scientists regard post-Marcos Philippines as a “failed democracy,” 

as the candidates who followed this dictatorship all fall within the political elite.221 This political 

elite can be defined as those who are politically and economically similar to Corazon Aquino, the 

first President who followed the Marcos dictatorship. Presidents who have followed Aquino have 

included a former military officer, two career politicians, and Aquino’s own son. Another 

hallmark of the establishment was its tendency toward serving special interests and those in 

power, rather than the average Filipino.222 The establishment prefers stagnation in the everyday 

life of the country, and not necessarily changing anyone’s lives for better or worse. These 
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reasons are why a figure such as Duterte was so appealing to many voters. Duterte identified that 

there were problems in the Philippines that needed to be dealt with, and effectively called out the 

establishment for largely ignoring them. In true populist fashion, he connected with the average 

voter, plainly identifying their pain and proposing easy-to-comprehend solutions to solve them. 

In this instance, it was drug crime that largely devastated many regions of the Philippines, and 

given Duterte’s track record on crime, people were undoubtedly ready for someone who could 

actually make progress on this issue. Duterte ended up winning a landslide victory in the 2016 

election, triumphing both of his opponents by over six million votes.223 Additionally, as recently 

as January 2020, Duterte faces an approval rating of 72% among Filipino voters.224 However, he 

does not face the same approval among international human rights groups, such as Amnesty 

International and Human Rights Watch, or among the United Nations, which has conducted 

various investigations into his extrajudicial killings.225 While it's understandable why people may 

vote for a figure like Rodrigo Duterte, the human rights abuses he has committed during his 

presidency are largely outperforming a twenty-year dictatorship. In a country with such a 

dangerous history of autocracy, suppression, and violence, Duterte’s presidency becomes more 

dangerous with each passing day.   
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Duterte and Free Speech 

Rodrigo Duterte’s relationship with the Philippine media can be characterized as a more 

extreme version of Donald Trump’s relationship with the United States media. Duterte has 

adopted much of Trump’s language in referring to the media, labeling various news outlets that 

disagree with him as “fake news,” and calling journalists “spies.”226 However, Duterte’s taken 

this a step further, putting the quintessential human right of free speech at risk in the Philippines 

through threats and acts of violence and intimidation.  

 President Duterte has made it abundantly clear that he is willing to do everything in his 

power to suppress prominent voices that are critical of him. The Philippines is already regarded 

as one of the most dangerous countries to work as a journalist in the world with at least 75 

having been murdered since 1992, many of whom were investigating political corruption.227 

When confronted about the country’s high murder rate of journalists, Duterte remarked that “just 

because you’re a journalist you are not exempt from assassination, if you are a son of a bitch,” 

and went on to say “most of those killed, to be frank, have done something [wrong].”228 Here, 

Duterte is justifying the murder of his ideological dissidents. This type of intimidation 

discourages free press throughout the country, as journalists become forced to operate under a 

constant threat of danger. Duterte’s crusade against the free press infamously culminated in the 

arrest of journalist Maria Ressa, the CEO of Rappler which is a popular online news source 

based in the Philippines. Ressa is a longtime critic of President Duterte and has engaged in 

extensive investigative reporting into Duterte’s war on drugs, particularly the President’s 
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widespread extrajudicial killings. In February of 2019, Ressa was arrested for digital libel and is 

currently facing up to fifteen years in prison.229 This suppression of free press exhibits Duterte’s 

authoritarian tendencies, as Ressa herself remarks “I have been in the line of fire [in reference to 

the Marcos dictatorship], but nothing has prepared me for this.”230 Ressa’s situation highlights 

the key dangers of populism. While the practice of populism is based on making connections 

with the common voters, those connections are often exploited by the politician in order to 

advance their political interests. Ressa notes how due to Duterte’s attacks on the media, her life 

is constantly threatened by his supporters: “the attacks on Facebook are insidious and extremely 

personal, from the way I look and sound to threats of rape and murder.”231 By turning his 

supporters in a violent rage toward Ressa, Duterte possesses the powerful opportunity to silence 

her without technically claiming any responsibility. In a country with such a dangerous 

authoritarian past that involved the suppression and murder of journalists, Duterte’s autocratic 

behavior in regard to the free press is an appalling abuse of human rights. 

Maria Ressa is not the only prominent figure to be silenced and threatened by President 

Duterte. Duterte has gone as far as to orchestrate the arrest of two prominent senators who have 

openly criticized his administration. In February of 2017, Senator Leila de Lima was detained by 

the Justice Department on charges that she accepted money from drug dealers while she was 

Justice Secretary during the previous administration.232 De Lima had been one of the most 

outspoken critics of Duterte’s war on drugs, which has led many international human rights 
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groups to believe that the Duterte administration fabricated these charges to silence the 

Senator.233 Nicolas Bequelin, a Director for Amnesty International, remarked “Senator de Lima 

is a brave champion of human rights, detained solely for her criticism of the Duterte 

administration,” as well as “This is a blatant attempt to silence her courageous voice as she 

continues to speak out against widespread human rights violations.”234 Given that the only 

evidence brought forth by the prosecution were prisoner and police testimonies,235 it leaves much 

room for these charges to be falsified by people in power. Another Senator, Antonio Trillanes, 

faced a similar situation when he faced arrest after the President lifted an amnesty that the 

Senator had received following his participation in two rebellions.236 Trillanes has been one of 

Duterte’s biggest critics throughout his entire presidency, notably calling his war on drugs a 

sham to distract from Duterte’s alleged illegal drug trade scheme while he was mayor.237 Upon 

his arrest, he famously said “officially, this now shows that we no longer have democracy.”238 

The fact that Duterte lifted the amnesty himself shows the intention and deliberation in this act. 

If Trillanes was already acquitted of his crimes and was serving as a well-regarded Senator, what 

reason did Duterte have behind detaining him other than silencing him? The President will 

seemingly go to any length to silence his outspoken political dissidents, even if it means 

engaging in autocratic practices. Many of Duterte’s silencing practices echo the twenty-year 

Marcos dictatorship, in which his opponents were also jailed, and even assassinated. Trillanes 

signaling the end of democracy during his arrest comes off the heels of Duterte’s many displays 
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of autocratic behavior. With two years left in this Presidential term, only time will tell if Duterte 

will further impede the imperative right of free speech. 

War on Drugs 

“Hitler massacred three million Jews… There are three million drug addicts. There are. I’d be 

happy to slaughter them” -Rodrigo Duterte, September 2016239 

 From his tenure as mayor to his presidential campaign, diminishing crime and 

eliminating the use and distribution of illegal drugs has been the backbone of Rodrigo Duterte’s 

platform. In practice however, Duterte’s methods of tackling these issues are undoubtedly the 

biggest human rights atrocity of his presidency, leaving thousands of drug users, dealers, and 

innocent people dead. Throughout his political career, Duterte has repeatedly claimed that the 

Philippines is a “narco-state,” and that high rates of drug violence and trafficking are the 

country’s biggest problems, even going as far as to encourage average citizens to kill drug users 

and dealers on their own.240 Voters seem to agree with him too, with 82% expressing satisfaction 

with Duterte’s action on drugs as of September 2019.241 This widespread support for his 

practices likely comes from the shocking data and information that the President purports 

regarding drug use and crime in the Philippines. Duterte has made claims such as that two police 

officers are killed in drug-related operations every day,242 and that the Philippines has 
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approximately 3.7 million drug addicts.243 These statistics given by a nation’s leader would 

understandably make any population of people concerned. However, many sources dispute the 

figures that Duterte has given over the years. The President made his claim about police officers 

in October of 2016, but according to police statistics, from the time of his inauguration to the 

time of that speech only thirteen police officers total had been killed.244 In regard to his 

comments on the Philippines being a “narco-state” with over 3.7 million drug users, these 

statistics are also grossly overexaggerated. According to the United Nations Office on Drugs and 

Crime, drug use in the Philippines is actually considerably lower than the global average.245  

 
Figure 4: Number of Drug Users in the Philippines, Dangerous Drugs Board

246
 

Figure 4 shows data collected from the Dangerous Drugs Board, a Philippine government agency 

under the Office of the President. The DDB found, through surveys, that approximately 1.7 

million Filipinos had engaged in illegal drug use within the last thirteen months of the survey,247 

less than half of what Duterte was reporting to the public. Additionally, only 860,000 

                                                   
243 Hincks, Joseph. “Philippines: Inside Duterte's Killer Drug War.” Al Jazeera, (September 8, 2016). 
https://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/features/2016/09/philippines-duterte-killer-drug-war-160905094258461.html.  
244 ibid 
245 “Philippines: Duterte's 100 Days of Carnage.” 
246 “Are There 4 Million Drug Addicts in the Philippines?” The Philippine Star, (December 23, 2016). 
https://www.philstar.com/other-sections/news-feature/2016/12/16/1654043/are-there-4-million-drug-addicts-philippines. 
247 Baldwin and Marshall 



70 

respondents of that 1.7 million reported using addictive drugs, the remainder of whom mainly 

reported the use of non-addictive drugs such as marijuana.248 Given this information, it becomes 

abundantly clear that Duterte is deliberately spreading misinformation in order to create panic 

among Filipino people, and consequently justify the extreme measures of his war on drugs. Prior 

to Duterte’s political prominence on a national level, most Filipino voters were concerned with 

the high rates of poverty throughout the nation.249 However, Duterte quickly switched the main 

political narrative to illicit drug use. President Duterte’s misinformation campaign perfectly 

exemplifies how right-wing populist figures are able to successfully advance their political 

agenda. Leaders like Duterte willingly spread false data and information that demonizes a 

particular group of people, creating mass panic among their voter base and thereby justifying any 

means taken to eradicate the population and restore normalcy. When in reality, the targeted 

population is not nearly as large of a threat as the leader poses it to be, and the country’s deep-

rooted problems likely stem from another source that the right-wing populist leader is unwilling 

to confront. 

 While Duterte’s deliberate spread of misinformation is dangerous in itself, the war on 

drugs that resulted from it has consequently cost thousands of lives. According to Human Rights 

Watch, 5,526 drug dealers and users have died in police operations from the beginning of 

Duterte’s presidency, to June 2019.250 Many of these suspects were killed during police raids, 

where instead of being taken into custody, they were killed on the spot with police claiming self-

defense.251 HRW also reports that the death toll may be astronomically higher than what is 

confirmed, as thousands of drug dealers and users have been found dead in vigilante-style 
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killings. They estimate that the total death toll of the first three years of Duterte’s presidency 

may be as high as 27,000.252 These deaths go largely uninvestigated by police, which indicates 

that the killings were either staged by police officers themselves, or police forces and 

government officials have been backing vigilante groups to carry out these murders, much like 

Duterte and the Davao Death Squad. In fact, in April 2017 two retired police officers reported 

that Philippine police receive cash incentives for staging the murders of drug users, dealers, and 

other criminals.253 These officers also reported that police forces do maintain contact with 

vigilante groups such as the Davao Death Squad and utilize them to orchestrate mass killings of 

drug criminals.254 Antonio Trillanes, the opposition Senator that Duterte had jailed, insists that 

the drug war is particularly cruel because so many suspects are killed before given due process, 

thereby leaving the large possibility that many of them may have been innocent.255 While 

Duterte continually emphasizes falling overall crime rates under his presidency (that were 

already decreasing before he took office), he neglects to acknowledge the 18% spike in murders 

that have occurred since his inauguration.256 This significant increase in murders is very likely 

due to the large-scale extermination of drug users by the Duterte administration.  

Some researchers and human rights groups argue that through his war on drugs, Duterte 

is effectively committing genocide against his own people.257 The president has made it a point 

to dehumanize drug users. In response to the United Nations condemning his war on drugs for its 
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human rights abuses, Duterte remarked: "Crime against humanity? In the first place, I'd like to be 

frank with you. Are they humans? What is your definition of a human being?"258 By 

emphasizing the harm that drug users bring to Philippine society, and going on to label them as 

inhuman, Duterte conveys that drug users are worthy of death. When looking at past genocides, 

such as those that took place in Germany during WWII and Rwanda in 1994, similar 

dehumanization tactics were used to draw support for murdering their respective targeted 

populations. Rodrigo Duterte’s war on drugs is the most dangerous event to occur in modern 

Philippine history, and poses a threat to the human rights of tens of thousands of people. 

Conclusion 

Rodrigo Duterte is currently one of the largest threats to human rights on the planet. 

However, despite his crusade against free speech and the orchestrated murder of thousands, he 

still maintains very high approval ratings with Filipino voters. When analyzing the success of a 

right-wing populist leader, it's imperative to understand the appeal he initially posed to his voter 

base, especially in a case like Duterte’s where he won by such large margins. Duterte posed an 

alternative to the political establishment that likely sparked hope in the hearts of many Filipino 

voters. Since the end of the Marcos dictatorship, the office of the President had been occupied 

with rich political elites who were more focused on maintaining the status quo than the concerns 

of the Filipino people. When Rodrigo Duterte entered the presidential race with platforms and 

policies that represented a change to the status quo, its excited Filipino voters who felt that the 
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establishment in power didn’t properly act on their interests. This is exactly what right-wing 

populism is. Duterte effectively combined staunch, right wing anti-drug policies with plainly 

spoken populist rhetoric, and in turn convinced the Filipino people that this was the cause for 

their strife and struggles.  

While dismantling the political establishment and challenging the elite are legitimate 

causes to fight for, right wing populism is a very dangerous answer. While the basis of this 

political ideology rests on appealing to the majority, it consequently leaves minority populations 

in danger of persecution. In this case, that population is drug users Duterte has explicitly 

expressed his interest in killing them, and has intimidated, silenced, or imprisoned anyone who 

opposes him. Rodrigo Duterte has repeatedly praised the dictatorship of Ferdinand Marcos 

throughout his career and given the way his presidency has gone so far, he is well on his way to 

surpass him in detrimental impact. 
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Discussion & Conclusion 

To echo the introduction, right wing populism is a political ideology and not a political 

platform. Meaning, that the concept cannot be applied to all affected countries in a uniform 

manner. Rather, a combination of the struggles of a country’s majority population coupled with 

the country’s political and democratic history shape how right-wing populism will impact the 

human rights of a particular nation. In the United States, poor working-class Americans feel left 

behind by modern politics. In response, Trump cracked down on minority populations and 

blamed them for the deterioration of the job market, safety, and traditional American life. 

Brazilians were fed up with political corruption and widespread poverty, so Bolsonaro took the 

Presidency with a law and order stance, and demonized minorities for halting economic 

progression. In the United Kingdom, many felt that the government was valuing European 

interests over the interests of the English people and that their identity was being overtaken by 

European migrants. Therefore, Farage and UKIP sought to establish an independent Britain, in 

turn stripping away EU protections and activating nativist rhetoric. In the Philippines, Duterte 

tapped into voters’ frustrations with the status quo of the political establishment, and in turn 

conquered it through questionable authoritarian means. 

 The right-wing populist leaders and institutions in all four of these countries effectively 

tap into and manipulate the concerns of the average voter. Notably, these explanations and 

policies put forth by the right-wing populist have adverse human rights effects. This is because 

right-wing populists place the blame of the majority’s economic and social setbacks on minority 

groups such as racial minorities, religious minorities, and disadvantaged groups. These populist 

leaders analyzed also all display some degree of authoritarian tendencies, as they brazenly 
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discredit their critics, the free press, and other governmental institutions that may not agree with 

them.  

 While all instances of right-wing populism presented exhibit evident human rights abuses 

as a result of the implementation of this ideology, it’s worth noting the contrast between 

populism’s presence in countries in the Global North (United States and United Kingdom) and 

the Global South (Brazil and the Philippines). In the Global North, right-wing populism is 

activated through a sentiment that the political establishment cares more for safeguarding the 

rights of the minority over the majority, thereby creating a feeling of identity loss and economic 

strife among the working class. While in the Global South, right wing populism is more so 

activated by frustrations over widespread crime, political corruption, and extreme poverty, 

thereby causing voters to question their nascent democracy and trust the populist leader to restore 

order by any means necessary. Leaders in the Global South seek to accomplish this order by 

edging on authoritarian rule and placing the blame for widespread poverty on disadvantaged 

populations.  

 Nationalism plays a large role in the success of right-wing populism in both the Global 

North and the Global South, however the cause behind this rise in nationalism differs between 

these regions of the world. In the Global North, nationalism is evoked as a response to a 

globalizing world. Working class people in the United States and the United Kingdom oftentimes 

feel left behind by the diversification and technological advancement that comes with 

globalization. In a report on right-wing populism, Human Rights Watch Director Kenneth Roth 

emphasizes this point: 

“In the West, many people feel left behind by technological change, the global economy, 

and growing inequality. Horrific incidents of terrorism generate apprehension and fear. 
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Some are uneasy with societies that have become more ethnically, religiously and racially 

diverse. There is an increasing sense that governments and the elite ignore public 

concerns.”259 

As Roth points out, the globalizing world causes working class populations to feel as if they are 

losing control of their livelihoods. In response, right-wing populist leaders exploit this fear and 

turn it into hate-filled rhetoric against minority populations. In the United States, Trump targets 

undocumented migrants as threat to the American economy and Muslims as a threat to the 

country’s safety. In the United Kingdom, Farage and UKIP target European migrants for stealing 

English jobs. These populist leaders adopt slogans such as “Make America Great Again” and 

“We want our country back,” to elicit feelings of nationalism among the majority population, and 

in turn threaten the human rights of the populations they are targeting.  

 Nationalism is present among right-wing populism in the Global South as well, but the 

reasoning behind it is a bit different than the Global North. Rather than nationalism being a 

response to a globalizing economy and a diversifying state, nationalism arises in countries such 

as Brazil and the Philippines in response to a perceived loss of control and sovereignty at the 

hands of widespread domestic crime. Throughout their campaigns, both of these leaders vowed 

to take back their nations from the widespread criminal activity and political corruption that has 

overtaken them. This elicited a type of nationalism from voters that was different than the Global 

North, as it focused more on reclaiming the country from forces within its borders rather than 

foreign forces. This is largely evidenced through these leaders’ response to widespread crime. In 

Brazil, Bolsonaro militarized the police force and gave authorities greater jurisdiction in 
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murdering those suspected of a crime. In the Philippines, Duterte explicitly expressed his disdain 

from drug users and dealers and sought their eradication through targeted laws and rhetoric. 

 The political histories of each country also appear to play a significant role into how 

right-wing populism is able to be successfully implemented. Interestingly, there are notable 

contrasts between the Global North and the Global South here as well. Populism in the United 

States and the United Kingdom was largely fueled by the economic struggles of the working 

class. While populist leaders aim to place this blame on the presence of migrant workers, these 

countries’ neoliberal economic practices offer a more likely explanation for the increasing wealth 

gap facing these countries for decades. In the 1980s, both the United States and the United 

Kingdom entered an age of neoliberal policies focused on free-market economics and decreased 

government spending. Since this time, the wealth gap in both of these countries has increased 

dramatically and caused many working-class people to suffer financially.260 Harvard economist 

Richard Parker highlights the impact of neoliberalism on the success of right-wing populism: 

“The 1980s surge of pro-corporate conservatism suffered repeated reversals, none greater 

than the Great Recession that began unfolding in 2008, which has left in its wake nearly a 

decade of slowed global growth. At the heart of neo-populism’s rise, and of growing 

discontent— across the political spectrum—has been an increasing disillusionment with 

GDP-measured “economic growth” that policy makers and academics have decreed to be 

the apogee of modern life, because so many have been excluded from that growth. But 

populism’s essential reactionary conservatism resides in its blaming foreign workers and 
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progressive cultural elites for this situation—rather than understanding how global 

market forces have done far more to create this intolerable reality.”261  

Here, Parker addresses how the advancement of neoliberalism in the Global North excluded 

many from economic success. As more wealth was hoarded at the top and social programs were 

being stripped away, particularly following the 2008 recession, working class voters were 

looking for tangible solutions to their problems. Right-wing populism would never acknowledge 

neoliberalism as a cause for poverty because conservative economic practices are the cornerstone 

to right-wing ideology. Therefore, right-wing populist leaders instead harness the anger of the 

working class, and direct it toward the political establishment and minority populations. While 

the anger of the working class is valid, the solutions provided by right-wing populism are 

extremely damaging to human rights and, as evidenced within the previous chapters, most likely 

do not even alleviate working class struggles.  

 In regard to the Global South, Brazil and the Philippines both have political histories 

consisting of long spans of authoritarian rule that undoubtedly shaped how right-wing populism 

was perceived when introduced. Although the Brazilian military dictatorship and the Marcos 

Presidency were both devastating for human rights, these autocratic regimes provided people 

with a certain sense of familiarity and security. In Brazil for example, crime and corruption had 

actually risen following the introduction of democracy. In the Philippines, voters expressed 

discontent with the stronghold that the elite establishment held on to the political process. 

Between political corruption and lack of resonance with the average voter, many people in both 
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of these countries felt as though democracy had failed them. Given the uncertain social and 

political circumstances of these countries, voters sought out the law and order that a leader with 

authoritarian tendencies could provide for them despite the devastating human rights 

implications that came with it. However, in many instances these right-wing populist leaders are 

proving to be more dangerous than their autocratic predecessors. Duterte has performed more 

extrajudicial killings than in Marcos’s entire twenty-year reign. Bolsonaro has remarked that the 

military government did not kill enough people and has aimed to rectify that through his 

militarization of the police. Right-wing populism in the Global South combines the danger of 

authoritarian rule with the ingroup bias of alt-right politics, therefore creating a tyranny of the 

majority that drastically threatens the rights of vulnerable populations.  

 Through this comparative analysis, it is apparent that the spread of right-wing populism 

throughout the globe has had increasingly devastating human rights impacts. This analysis has 

shown that not only are human rights impacted by right-wing populism, but their deterioration is 

at the center of a populist leader’s platform. Bolsonaro and Duterte have both openly regarded 

certain vulnerable groups as “inhuman,” while Trump and Farage centered their campaigns 

around blatantly racist sentiments. The four countries presented in this analysis have all revealed 

that the implementation of this ideology has had life-threatening consequences whether it be 

through mass deportations, extrajudicial killings, or dramatic increases in identity-based hate 

crimes. Ultimately, no matter where or how it is applied, right-wing populism is an exclusionary 

ideology that is based on dismantling the human rights of vulnerable populations in order to 

place social, economic, and political control into the hands of the majority.
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