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Letter from the Editor
Dear Reader,

The cover of the first issue of The Wilson Journal for International Affairs, pub-
lished in Spring of 2004, was unchanged year to year until the Spring of 2009; 
today, our cover and issue includes multiple, color pictures taken by students. 
Originally, The Wilson Journal produced one issue per year until the Spring of 
2010; today, we publish two per year. Finally, in 2005, S. John Mikhail, the Edi-
tor-in-Chief writes in his letter from the editor, “…complex players, circumstanc-
es and ideologies cannot be analyzed in the limited time on the evening news.” 
The more things change, the more they stay the same. 

With the Spring of 2014 issue of The Wilson Journal, we celebrate 10 years since 
the first publication. In this issue, you will find the addition of color photos and 
advertisements to the Journal, the incorporation of details regarding the class 
and professor for which these papers were produced, and the personal unveil-
ing of authors. We have two new executive positions: Submissions Coordinator, 
taken on by Caroline Whittinghill, and Author Liaison, taken on by Minahil Amin 
and Rachel Boisjolie and Dani Psimas have taken on the role of Tech Editor. 

On that note, the success of this issue is greatly indebted to the hard work and 
collaboration of the executive and editorial boards, who I cannot thank enough. 
It has been an absolutely pleasure to work with you all. I’d also like to thank the 
International Relations Organization for their continued support and Hillary 
Hurd, former Editor-in-Chief, for her exceptional guidance in this process. Final-
ly, I would like to extend a final word of good luck to Mike Breger, who I trust will 
take the Journal in many good and different directions next year.

Please find enclosed articles that range in place from China to Kazakhstan and 
topic from humanitarian aid to South-South cooperation. It is our hope that this 
issue will continue and revive the tradition of spreading knowledge from fruitful 
discussions both in class and in meetings of IRO to an audience larger than what 
can be found at UVa. 

Sincerely,

Frances Russell

Editor-in-Chief
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About the Wilson Journal
The Wilson Journal of International Affairs is the University of Virginia’s 
publication for undergraduate research in international relations. The Journal 
aims to showcase the impressive research conducted by University students 
and spark productive conversation within the University community. Founded 
by the members of the International Relations Organization (IRO) in 2003, the 
Journal is grateful for IRO’s dedicated support and funding. 

Submissions
Interested in submitting to the Wilson Journal of International Affairs? The 
Wilson Journal seeks papers on a wide range of international topics, including 
foreign affairs, history, religion and more. Papers must be at least ten pages in 
length and must have received a B+ or better in the class. Only undergraduates 
or newly minted graduates are eligible to submit. Submissions for the Fall 2014 
issue will be due March 5, 2014. Please email TheWilsonJournal@gmail.com 
with the subject line “Wilson Journal Submission Fall 2014.”

Contact
For more general information about the Journal please email 
TheWilsonJournal@gmail.com.

Staff Applications
The Wilson Journal is looking for editors with a strong interest in foreign affairs. 
Applicants must have an affinity for reading and writing, and a knowledge of 
standard English language and grammar. Experience with inDesign and other 
Adobe Suite programs are welcomed but not required. Applicants must be 
willing to distribute flyers and journals. Applications are due March 5, 2014. 

COVER PHOTO // The United Nations headquarters in New York City.
PHOTO CREDIT // Henry Boker.
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Days after being sworn into office as 
the 44th President of the United 
States, Barack Obama had this to say 

of the Bush-era lack of transparency: “For a long 
time now, there’s been too much secrecy in this 
city. This administration stands on the side not 
of those who seek to withhold information but 
with those who seek it to be known.” Obama’s 
tenure in the White House, however, consists 
of a long-standing practice that suggests he be-
lieves otherwise. The administration’s develop-
ment and increased usage of drone strikes on 
terrorist suspects abroad has attracted criticism 
for its implications in foreign policy, human 
rights, and the lethal power of the executive 
branch. This paper will examine current prac-
tice surrounding drone strikes and argue that 
existing government practices are unacceptable 
and must be augmented in order to best serve 
the interests of the United States. To this end, 
a joint Congressional subcommittee should be 
created that is privy to operational practices, 
statistics and analysis, and provides greater 
transparency regarding the drone warfare pro-
gram to the American people. 

In order to understand the rationale behind 
a joint Congressional subcommittee on drone 
usage in a military-intelligence context, one 
must first examine current practices and the 
complications within them. Reaper and Predator 
drones – those that carry missiles – have prolif-

erated in use in the past decade, predominantly 
across Pakistan and the area bordering Afghan-
istan known as the Durand Line. Strikes carried 
out by the Obama administration currently tar-
get “those nations, organizations, or persons he 
determines planned, authorized, committed, 
or aided the terrorist attacks that occurred on 
September 11, 2001, or harbored such organi-
zations or persons, in order to prevent any fu-
ture acts of international terrorism against the 
United States by such nations, organizations or 
persons.”1 While these words have been acted 
upon numerous times over the past 13 years, the 
government has still failed to provide statistics 
to the American public on the effectiveness of 
unmanned aerial vehicles in eliminating mem-
bers of al-Qaeda within Pakistani borders. The 
Bureau of Investigative Journalism puts the ra-
tio of Obama era strikes to Bush Jr.’s at just over 
6:1, with a maximum of 844 persons killed and 
1,465 reported injured.2 Nevertheless, the lack 
of official data provided for the American people 
by either Congress or the administration itself is 
troubling because the lack of transparency im-
plicitly suggests that drone strike practices are 
less than ethical. Numerous reports state that 
President Obama seeks to minimize civilian ca-
sualties, but no data or discussion of his deci-
sion-making process is provided to the public as 
evidence of this assertion. 

While Obama’s five criteria for executing a 

In the age of ever-expanding technology, drones have captivated the atten-
tion of policymakers and ordinary citizens alike. When used for targeted killing 
purposes, the proliferation of drone warfare, a lack of accountability on behalf 
of those involved with the program, and insufficient oversight make drones dan-
gerous. In order to ensure that drone warfare is properly managed as an instru-
ment of foreign policy, a joint congressional subcommittee must be established 
to address the above issues and ensure that the practice is properly regulated in 
the years to come. 

Game of Drones: The Battle to 
Define U.S. Drone Strike Policy
By Colleen Cook
Paper for a Course in International Relations, Ethics and 
Humanitarian Rights in Politics, with Professor Furia in Spring 2013
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strike are public knowledge, little is known on 
how they were developed or how far they may 
be stretched in efforts to encompass critical sit-
uations when they arise. The first criteria is an 
individual or group “that is authorized by our 
laws.”3 The target must also be a threat “that is 
serious and not speculative,”4 however the gov-
ernment does define the qualifications of ‘seri-
ous’ and ‘not speculative.’ Additionally, a strike 
situation must be one “in which we can’t cap-
ture the individual before they move forward on 
some sort of operational plot against the United 
States”5; however, the extent to which intelli-
gence information on a target is reviewed before 
determining that capture is unknown. This cri-
terion also implies that there must be credible 
intelligence of a plot in existence. Human rights 
are addressed in the fourth criterion, in which 
President Obama asserts the need to be “very 
careful about avoiding civilian casualties.”6 

What measures are taken to avoid these casual-
ties are unknown, as is the method of counting 
them and the definition of a ‘combatant’ versus 
a category such as a ‘noncombatant.’ The final 
standard refers to the potential for an American 
citizen to be classified as a target, that “while 
there is a legal justification for us to try and stop 
[American citizens] from carrying out plots… 
they are subject to the protections of the consti-
tution and due process.”7 This particular point 
was violated in September 2011 when U.S. citi-
zen Anwar Al-Awlaki was killed by an American 
drone strike in Yemen. An American-educated 
man, Awlaki played a large role in the events of 
September 11th and various other attempts to 
execute terrorist attacks on American soil. Un-
der Obama’s criteria, Awlaki’s al-Qaeda affilia-
tion conflicted legally with his status as a U.S. 
citizen. Nonetheless the government made the 
choice to forgo due process and carry out the 
strike. Fear of strikes on U.S. citizens has also 
made its way from public minds into the legis-

lative branch as well. 
Senator Rand Paul’s 

filibuster of John Brennan’s appointment to Di-
rector of the Central Intelligence Agency was a 
highly publicized manifestation of Americans’ 
fear that the drone program for targeted killing 
lacks clear definitions, and therefore has the po-
tential to expand beyond the currently accepted 
scope of action. As stated, there are concerns 
with each of these criteria and their potential 
to be stretched in the name of national security 
if authority permits. Their ultimate interpreta-
tion is subject to the discretion of the President, 
who, while possessing the foremost executive 
authority, is not currently held accountable in 
real-time for review in strike actions. Addition-
ally, the notion that “the condition that an op-
erational leader present an ‘imminent’ threat of 
violent attack against the United States does not 
require the United States to have clear evidence 
that a specific attack on U.S. persons and inter-
ests will take place in the immediate future”8 
obfuscates the distinction between preemptive 
and preventive attack, a confusion that allows 
the Commander-in-Chief to justify almost any 
drone strike. 

Drone strikes, carried out under the purview 
of the executive office, are shaped by a number 
of resolutions. The War Powers Resolution of 
1973 in part defines the military relationship be-
tween Congress and the executive branch. This 
resolution states “The President in every possi-
ble instance shall consult with Congress before 
introducing United States Armed Forces into 
hostilities or into situations where imminent 
involvement in hostilities is clearly indicated by 
the circumstances.”9 In the absence of a formal 
declaration of war, “in any case in which United 
States Armed Forces are introduced the Presi-
dent shall submit within 48 hours to the Speak-
er of the House of Representatives and to the 
President pro tempore of the Senate a report, 
in writing.”10 These assertions have the poten-
tial to be ignored in the case of drone strikes 
because drone actions do not involve a ‘boots-
on-the-ground’ approach to combat and can be 
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executed by non-armed entities. Given that un-
manned aerial vehicles were used by the United 
States as early as the 1950s for reconnaissance 
missions,11 Congress’ choice to omit mentioning 
Unmanned Aerial Vehicles (UAVs) in the War 
Powers Resolution in 1973 may indicate that 
it deliberately wished to leave their purview to 
the executive branch. Even if one were to ar-
gue that Congress had not yet anticipated the 
utility of armed UAVs, the resolution remained 
unchanged after the Israeli Air Force’s defeat of 
the Syrian Air Force using the technology12– ev-
idence of the changing nature of drones.  Now-
adays, legal precedent often defers to a more 
recent document, the Authorization for Use of 
Military Force signed by Congress and Presi-
dent Bush following September 11, 2001, which 
asserts “the legislative authorization for the use 
of U.S. military force contemplated by the War 
Powers Resolution.”13 While the War Powers 
Resolution refers to the permissibility of troop 
involvement, it fails to address any need for the 
executive branch to consult Congress regarding 
non-human combat. This omission is troubling 
because it frees the president and military from 
much accountability that they are otherwise 

subject to in military warfare. The president has 
used this document not only to engage in elec-
tronic surveillance without obtaining proper ju-
dicial approval,14 but also to justify targeted kill-
ing using drones. As stated earlier, actions were 
to be limited to the scope of those involved in 
the September 11 attacks, “not… in terms of use 
of military action against terrorists generally.”15 

This degree of latitude assumed by the pres-
ident is unprecedented in that “Congress has 
permitted action against unnamed nations in 
specific regions of the world, or against named 
individual nations, but never against ‘organiza-
tions or persons.””16 In the section of the Autho-
rization for Use of Military Force (AUMR) enti-
tled “Applicability of Other Requirements,” it is 
made clear that no aspect of the authorization is 
to supersede the War Powers Resolution.17 Be-
cause the War Powers Resolution only includes 
discourse on armed forces, the Authorization 
of Military Force’s phrase ‘use of necessary and 
appropriate force’ must restrain itself to this 
conception. 

A multitude of concerns have emerged re-
garding this approach to targeted killing in the 
21st century from within both American society 
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and the global community. Harm to civilians is 
one of the most popular rationales for the lobby 
to scale back drone warfare after evidence of ci-
vilian casualties, property destruction and psy-
chological trauma.18 The notion that “standing 
orders from Obama had always been to avoid 
collateral damage at almost any cost”19 seems 
unlikely given the figure referenced above 
which states that a maximum of 844 people 
have been killed in attacks. The issue of national 
sovereignty for those nations which experience 
strikes has been dismissed using the rationale 
that “if a state engages in legitimate self-defense 
in a selective and proportionate manner merely 
against non-state actors that are perpetrating, 
aiding, or directing ongoing armed attacks, such 
selective responsive targetings are not an attack 
on the state in which the non-state actors are lo-
cated.”20 Another topic of concern is the method 
of definition and determination of individuals 
that may be targeted. The Authorization of Mil-
itary Force document gives a broad definition 
of persons that can be targeted including: “na-
tions, organizations, or 
persons [the president] 
determines planned, 
authorized, committed, 
or aided the terrorist 
attacks that occurred 
on September 11, 2001, 
or harbored such orga-
nizations or persons.”21  
This definition could be 
interpreted to apply to 
families that gave ref-
uge to a rebel fighter or the Saudi, Pakistani and 
Yemeni governments whose nations are home 
to al-Qaeda cells. Identification of targets be-
comes even more questionable in the realm of 
signature strikes whose targets are chosen based 
on “suspicious behavior or other ‘signatures.’”22 
For instance, a man carrying a gun ought not 
to qualify as a worthy target because in certain 
areas this practice is common even for non-al-
Qaeda males.23 The killing of American citizens 
is also a serious source of anxiety for Ameri-
cans, some of whom believe that a potential ex-
ists to allow drone strikes on American citizens 
on American soil, especially after the killing of 
Anwar al-Awlaki. In addition, it is unclear what 
type of training those who are executing the 
strikes have undergone and how much auton-
omy they are given to make judgments in their 
strikes. AUMF extends solely to 9/11 affiliates, 

so drone strikes carried out on a different ter-
rorist group attacking the United States would 
stretch the limits of the resolution as well. Final-
ly, the potential for drones to operate in an au-
tonomous dimension, although not endorsed by 
the United States as an option, would warrant 
serious apprehension if developed.

As specified by current policy, the President 
of the United States possesses authority to use 
force against those involved in any reasonable 
manner in the events of September 11th. The 
lack of transparency and statistics available 
to both the American public and Congress is a 
topic of concern given the current status quo 
of limited purview and unsanctioned deci-
sion-making. Because of this disconnect, a joint 
Congressional committee should be established 
to ensure that the appropriate information is 
accessible to the American public and that the 
strike capability of the executive branch is lim-
ited and reviewed. Without a redefinition of 
policy and greater oversight, it is clear that the 
drone strikes may continue on a ‘slippery slope’ 

and assume a greater 
level of illegality. Cri-
teria for strikes ought 
to be further refined, 
and if deemed neces-
sary, expanded upon 
by Congress. Basic 
oversight by Congress 
has been championed 
by many, but given the 
confidential nature of 
these killings and the 

relative youth of drone warfare technology, a 
checks-and-balances approach has not been 
put into effect. While some flexibility in laws 
concerning targeted killing must exist, there 
ought to be circumstances under which it may 
not be conducted so that the United States does 
not continue to project itself as an overreach-
ing power. Because drone strikes do benefit the 
United States’ national security, the program 
should not be discounted completely. Howev-
er, Congress should reform drone policy so that 
American drone warfare is removed from the 
discretion of a single branch. The current lack 
of legislative review over United States’ use of 
drone strikes, if continued, could allow for fu-
ture expansion of executive control over drone 
warfare and provide the potential for an in-
crease in abuses. 

A number of alternatives to a joint Congres-
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sional subcommittee on drone warfare also ex-
ist. Maintaining the status quo with regard to 
oversight and unilateral executive power is an 
unacceptable option because of the program’s 
lack of transparency. Until hearings were held 
regarding the program, the Senate Intelligence 
Committee had “seen only two of an estimated 
11 legal opinions on the killing program, and 
lacked even the most basic information, such 
as in what countries drones had been fired and 
what were the level of civilian casualties” and 
as of late March still did not possess this infor-
mation.24 Some suggest that the drone program 
should be given to Department of Defense, 
whose fundamental role is to manage military 
engagement. The obvious benefit of this Central 
Intelligence Agency (CIA) alternative is that a 
civilian-military government institution could 
be held accountable more feasibly than an intel-
ligence-gathering agency. Reports that “prove 
that the CIA — and the intelligence communi-
ty generally, given that 
these are described as 
US intelligence reports 
— are doing precisely 
what they did with the 
torture program. Be-
cause the CIA is known 
to have “repeatedly 
provid[ed] inaccurate 
information to Con-
gress”25 many support 
transferring drone power to an agency that 
could be more forthright in the transparency of 
the program. However, the transfer of power, as 
rational as it may appear, creates the potential 
for rebel retaliatory attacks against U.S. troops 
in areas near where strikes are carried out and 
presents financial difficulties.26 Given the intel-
ligence mission of the CIA, however, there is 
some merit to the argument that the drone war-
fare program should be carried out under the 
purview of the U.S. armed forces instead. Fur-
thermore, the committee already in existence 
named the Congressional Caucus on Unmanned 
Systems is more of an advocacy tool for the 
drone industry27 than an entity concerned with 
policymaking and intelligence analysis. Because 
unmanned aerial vehicles could potentially be-
come the preferred method of combating U.S. 
foreign enemies in inaccessible areas, the use of 
drone strikes warrants the creation of a suitable 
and informed Congressional subcommittee.

First and foremost, the new committee 

would be responsible for working with the exec-
utive branch to clearly define and create policy 
regarding drone strikes. The committee would 
also be charged with gathering data and in-
forming the American public concerning past 
and current drone strikes. While public disclo-
sure of all information regarding strikes would 
likely compromise national security, there is 
a general need for more facts regarding drone 
strike policy and outcomes. This data will serve 
to highlight both technological and human ef-
fectiveness in decision-making and provide 
justification for the legality of strikes within the 
bounds set by legislation. The committee must 
also determine if legislation should be modified 
to include or exclude entities as strike targets 
based on qualifications other than those cur-
rently in effect. Those given strike authorization 
capabilities must also be listed in legislative text 
in order to prevent the potential proliferation of 
such capabilities to those who do not possess the 

knowledge, experience 
and skill set to evaluate 
drone strike situations 
in a rational manner 
and in line with U.S. 
policy and interests. 
As with tacitly legaliz-
ing any other contro-
versial practice, the 
acceptability of drone 
warfare to the people is 

unpredictable. It would, however, provide some 
sense of comfort by restriction to those con-
cerned with the ‘slippery slope’ argument. With 
respect to the United States’ relationship with 
the international community, those concerned 
with the negative impact of strikes on civilian 
life may be encouraged by a concerted effort on 
behalf of the U.S. government to increase trans-
parency and therefore its own accountability. 

U.S. drone strikes began as a way of ad-
dressing the supra-national threat of al-Qaeda 
following September 11th. While U.S. strikes 
against top-level al-Qaeda officials continue to 
successfully disrupt the organization’s effec-
tiveness and lower morale within the terrorist 
community, the effect that strikes have on the 
population around them harms U.S. interests. 
Desperation, anxiety and anger brought about 
as a result of strikes push indignant civilians 
toward a militant lifestyle, according to U.S. 
lawyer Cori Crider, who states that the “trib-
al leaders she has spoken to warn [that] the 
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strikes only strengthen support for al-Qaida.”28 
This hypothesis is supported by recent terror-
ist attempts; the man who planned to attack the 
New York City subway and the failed bomber at 
Times Square “were [both], in part, motivated 
by drone strikes to their ancestral homelands.”29 
The United States should pay greater attention 
to civilian concerns when creating drone poli-
cy so that it can prevent greater community 
support for al-Qaida and its operatives. Drone 
strikes carried out to disrupt the operations of 
al-Qaeda ought to continue in order to preserve 
American safety, but the group’s supply of angry 
civilians-turned-militants may be never-ending 
if the American government does not modify its 
current practices. 

After an examination of the events sur-
rounding drone strikes since 2001, it is clear 
that very little is known about U.S. strikes and 
their effects. The administration fails to provide 
statistics and the CIA refuses to accept responsi-
bility for many strikes, while eyewitness reports 
of casualties are largely insubstantial. Ameri-
can citizens contribute tax dollars each year to 
fund a program that they know so little about, 
and Congress has found itself in a seemingly 

similar situation. The implication this has for 
the future of drone policy does not bode well for 
transparency unless those with jurisdiction over 
the program are forced to embrace accountabil-
ity and respect for checks and balances. If an 
al-Qaeda terrorist were plotting an attack on the 
U.S. from within the shelter of the Rocky Moun-
tains, would the United States authorize a drone 
strike? What if the strike were to result in dam-
age or casualties to American lives or property? 
What if the terrorist held U.S. citizenship? In the 
event that al-Qaeda established a cell in a nation 
with which the United States was on poor terms, 
would it still carry out the strike? Does current 
policy extend to affiliates of al-Qaeda during 
the time when the September 11th attacks were 
planned, or is it applicable to all organizations 
associated with al-Qaeda, both past and future? 
Perhaps the most significant unanswered ques-
tion, will the drone strike program cease to exist 
in the event that al-Qaeda as an organization is 
destroyed? Obama’s assertion that he, as Com-
mander-in-Chief, possesses a “whole bunch of 
tools to bear to go after al-Qaeda and those who 
would attack Americans”30 intimates the poten-
tial use of force against those outside the realm 
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of al-Qaeda who are deemed a threat to Amer-
ican security – a policy that violates the stipu-
lations of the AUMF document and potentially 
the international credibility of the United States 
as well. As a result, all the above questions and 
more warrant honest discussion within policy-
making circles and with the American people. 
Congress must force limits upon the military’s 
current use of drone strike in order to prevent 
future abuses and maintain the rights of the 
American citizens. 

The argument that drone strikes are an 
inherently better alternative to boots on the 
ground because they allow for the “shrinking 
of America’s footprint in the region”31 is grossly 
misleading. American policy on drone warfare 
has indeed protected 
U.S. soldiers and cit-
izens from harm yet 
it has translated into 
a greater presence in 
the minds of those liv-
ing in nations subject 
to strikes. Congress 
should establish a con-
gressional committee 
to create and enforce le-
gal bounds on the exec-
utive use of drone war-
fare. In doing so, more oversight and input 
will shape drone policy and American national 
security interests. The United States’ usage of 
drone strikes, while admissible in light of Sep-
tember 11th, needs to be reformed through leg-
islation that increases transparency, humanity, 
and the division of power within the American 
government. In August 2007, President Obama 
asserted that he “‘will not hesitate to use force 
to take out terrorists who pose a direct threat to 
America.’”32 Why the United States intervened 
in al-Qaeda operations in the aftermath of 9/11 
is clear; how far this practice will reach and if it 
will ever cease remain to be seen. 
Editor // Brandon Allen
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For the past six decades, the Chinese 
Communist Party (CCP) has been the 
sole power in China dictating domes-

tic and foreign policy.The Party is synonymous 
with government. While the decision-mak-
ing process of this massive organization run 
by elites is still masked in secrecy, many both 
within and outside China speculate about which 
factors influence the Party’s leaders and by ex-
tension foreign policy. The debate on Chinese 
foreign policy often centers on the intended ends 
of China’s attempts to obtain resources abroad 
and their ever-growing portfolio of foreign in-
vestment.  Are the members of the Party simply 
striving for the survival of their state, securing 
resources and markets like any rational, pow-
er-seeking actor in a realm where the concept 

of relative power dominates would do? Does 
China’s stated commitment to cooperation and 
multilateralism exemplify a concerted attempt 
to avoid assertiveness and hardline behavior in 
order to prevent security spirals with other na-
tions? In contrast to each of these possibilities, 
China’s foreign policy is shaped by the actions 
of rational leaders within the CCP who seek sur-
vival of the Party, but the specifics of that policy 
are geared toward maintaining social cohesion 
within China, which will in turn solidify Party 
stability.

The theory presented here has realist foun-
dations; it assumes that China’s leaders operate 
in a realm of self-help and must maximize their 
power to achieve security. Alternative realist 
theories like offensive and defensive realism 

With last year’s election of Xi Jinping as the General Secretary of the Chinese 
Communist Party and as China’s Head of State come questions about if and how 
Chinese foreign policy will change under this new leadership.  Some observers 
speculate that Mr. Xi’s nationalist remarks foretell increasingly hardline Chi-
nese foreign policy, especially in volatile regions like the South and East China 
Seas. However, an examination of the domestic and external threats to the se-
curity of the Chinese Communist Party, the omniscient governing authority and 
developer of foreign policy in China, provides a more realistic framework within 
which to identify the origins of Chinese foreign policy.  The CCP constructs Chi-
nese foreign policy for the sake of its own security.  In order to achieve this secu-
rity, the Party must command respect on the domestic and international levels, 
obtaining and providing resources for the Chinese population as well as for the 
continued economic growth of their nation. An accurate analysis of Chinese for-
eign policy will consider the CCP’s need to mitigate China’s domestic resource 
crises as well as the intricacies of China’s bilateral and multilateral relationships.

The Chinese Communist Party’s 
Hierarchy of Needs: China’s 
Domestic Threats and How They 
Affect Party Behavior
By Adria Penatzer
Research, Independent Study in International Relations, with 
Professor Copeland in Fall 2012
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are underscored by these assumptions as well; 
however, the two theories diverge on how states 
will act to obtain that security. Offensive real-
ism posits that in order to ensure security of the 
state, states will avoid interdependent trade re-
lationships because they are averse to depend-
ing upon others. Contrasting this means to secu-
rity as predicted by offensive realism, defensive 
realism predicts that states will avoid hard-line 
and aggressive behavior in order to prevent se-
curity spirals. Since their commitment to “re-
form and opening up”, China’s, or the Chinese 
Communist Party’s, foreign policy empirically 
falsifies each of these theories.  From the lead-
ership of Deng Xiaoping onward, China’s mas-
sively expanding market economy is hardly rep-
resentative of offensive realism’s prediction of 
isolationist behavior, and China’s growing com-
mitment to military spending as well as conflict 
instigation in the South China Sea runs contrary 
the defensive realist prediction of soft-line be-
havior. The question that remains is what vari-
able drives the Party to pursue simultaneous 
policies of economic interdependence and mil-
itary buildup? The answer can be found in the 
Party’s desire to maintain control within China 
and to obtain resources necessary to realize that 
goal. While the theories of offensive and defen-
sive realism claim that states act to achieve a 
vague concept of security, this thesis theorizes 
that the CCP seeks Party security, but that state 
security is a necessary means to that end.

The established realist theories often define 
security imprecisely, but security is generally 
understood to be the mitigation of threats from 
potential aggressors in an international system 
wrought with uncertainty. In this argument, 
security refers to Party security and includes 
the necessary prerequisite of mitigating threats 
within and outside of China’s borders. Condi-

tioning the obtainment 
of Party security on the 

alleviation of both internal and external threats 
expands the matrix of Party needs. Abraham 
Maslow’s hierarchy, a hierarchy of person-
al needs, which is transferable to the political 
realm best illustrates the expanded set of de-
mands.1 The concept illustrates how Party lead-
ers logically prioritize their necessities and how 
those necessities shape Party behavior domes-
tically and abroad. Maslow’s hierarchy modi-
fied in terms of state needs has five tiers, each 
of which corresponds to one of the original five 
tiers of individual desires. According to Maslow, 
individual needs are configured in a triangle of 
tiered categories with the most essential at the 
bottom. Human behavior is explained by at-
tempts to satisfy these needs and people will 
generally satisfy one set before moving on to the 
next.2 The most essential necessities are phys-
iological, necessities like breathing, food, and 
sleep, followed by safety defined as security of 
the body, employment, family, and health.3 The 
third tier includes love and belonging, that is 
friendship and family, while the fourth tier is 
titled as the “esteem” tier, characterized by de-
sire for confidence, achievement, and respect.4 
Finally, the top tier encompasses self-actual-
ization needs.5 In a similar way, the state-need 
hierarchy parallels Maslow’s theoretical trian-
gle and is structured as follows: the most fun-
damental set of needs are termed as legitimacy 
needs, followed by internal security, external 
security, prestige, and strong state identity at 
the top.6   

Legitimacy is the most fundamental need 
because no government can function without 
it.  While a government may be able to subject 
its constituents to illegitimate rule, that govern-
ing body’s capacity to rule will consistently be 
hampered by citizens’ unwillingness to consent 
to its governance. Second, the succeeding step 
of internal security can be defined as social co-
hesion needs or the need to quell domestic un-
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rest, which could potentially undermine Party 
rule.  External threats, the third tier, encompass 
the realm of international relations, specifically 
referring to the real or perceived dangers from 
foreign nations. These external and internal 
threats are interrelated, however. For example, 
social cohesion can be threatened by the popu-
lace’s anger over the state’s improper handling 
of international relationships or failure to ob-
tain resources from foreign markets. Fourth, 
prestige is the achievement of a condition in 
which the Party’s reputation commands respect 
domestically and internationally and in which 
their power and stability is unquestionable.  
Lastly, a strong state identity is one in which a 
state, or in this case the CCP, has the ability to 
allocate resources efficiently and to provide a 
high level of public goods to the citizenry, un-
derscored by a stable transportation infrastruc-
ture and easy access to social programs like 
healthcare. China’s leaders are motivated by the 
pursuit of their prestige needs because prestige 
can only follow from Party power and stability; 
power and prestige are inseparable concepts. 
However, under Maslow’s assumption that the 
more fundamental needs must be satisfied be-
fore achieving those in succeeding tiers, the CCP 
must first achieve external and internal security 
needs. 

The astute critic would point out that legit-
imacy needs lie at the bottom-most tier of the 
hierarchy and therefore, following from the 
theory, these needs would have to be met even 
before internal and external needs. One could 
argue that the CCP does not have legitimacy; 
they have authority. The critic could question 
whether the Party holds legitimate rule over the 
citizens of China characterized by consent of the 
governed, or whether the Party simply suffo-
cates dissent and wields illegitimate and corrupt 
control. Evidence certainly exists which upholds 
the latter view. Many within and outside of Chi-
na acknowledge the rampant corruption with-
in the Chinese Communist Party, exemplified 
most recently by CCP leader Bo Xilai’s fall from 
grace.7 However, legitimacy is not conditioned 
upon lack of corruption, nor should the reality 
of consent be confused with consent typified by 
free elections and representative government. 
Within China, legitimacy is characterized by the 
lack of political competition against the CCP. 
With the CCP holding a monopoly on power, 
the fact that the Party does rule confirms its le-
gitimacy. With no other political alternatives, 

what choice do citizens have but to consent to 
the CCP’s rule? Essentially, legitimacy can be 
assumed from the sole fact that the Party does 
rule and permeate all aspects of China’s domes-
tic political scene, and the loss of that legitimacy 
would mean the Party’s deterioration and ap-
pearance of genuine political competition. 

In order to illustrate how the Chinese Com-
munist Party’s behavior is shaped by the desire 
to obtain prestige, marked by its omniscient 
power within and substantial power outside of 
China, it is necessary to outline the threats that 
could prevent the Party from achieving that end 
state. First, this argument will analyze internal 
threats, particularly the resource crises China 
is expected to face in terms of water, food, and 
oil, and how these crises influence the Party’s 
foreign policy. Next, this argument will shift to 
international relations directly and will outline 
a variety of external threats China confronts in-
volving the foreign nations and regions of Cen-
tral Asia, North Korea, and Japan.  Finally, the 
argument will briefly discuss the implications of 
the Party’s foreign policy strategy on the future 
of Sino-American relations.  Because of China’s 
volatile domestic situation in terms of vital re-
sources and how relations with foreign nations 
could also negatively implicate domestic stabil-
ity, China’s leaders must work to diminish both 
internal and external threats to ensure domestic 
tranquility, which ultimately secures the Party 
its coveted power, stability, and prestige.  

Domestic Threats to Party Security
China has an immense array of internal se-

curity concerns which not only hinder the Par-
ty’s strive for prestige and strong state needs, 
but which also threaten the maintenance of its 
present legitimacy. Both the maintenance of le-
gitimacy and the future achievement of prestige 
depend upon mitigating internal threats, name-
ly controlling the disaffection of the populace 
and invoking an ideal amount of nationalism to 
foster popular support for the Party.  The Par-
ty hopes that the acquisition of resources like 
water, food, and oil all will work to quell public 
discontent and prove to Chinese citizens that 
the CCP can provide for China’s exponentially 
growing population. Public opinion is a formi-
dable force that could either be used as a tool 
to grow the Party’s power or could be the factor 
that contributes to the Party’s demise. The in-
formation revolution, exemplified by the emer-
gence of social media networks like Facebook 
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and China’s Sina Weibo, China’s microblogging 
spinoff of Twitter or Facebook, has created ave-
nues for public expression difficult for the Party 
to contain and has also eased the process of orga-
nizing demonstrations against the government. 
While the CCP’s Propaganda Department exists 
to garner Party support and to contain disloyal-
ty, social media has proved difficult to control as 
evidenced by the growing number of riots and 
demonstrations protesting against government 
action spawned by such networks. The govern-
ment’s at least temporary acquiescence to dem-
onstrators’ demands in certain instances illus-
trates how the Party is treading carefully when 
dealing with volatile public opinion.8 The Party 
believes that assuaging public concerns through 
the economic advancements that come with ob-
taining resources and investing in foreign mar-
kets will cultivate domestic stability, a means to 
the end of legitimacy maintenance and prestige 
obtainment. In summary, “the logic behind Bei-
jing’s strategic calculus mostly remains in place: 
the perpetuation of Party rule needs domestic 
political stability, prolonged political stability 
requires sustained economic development, and 
that development depends on a peaceful inter-
national environment.”9       

Although domestic concerns dominate the 
consciousness of Party leaders, these internal 
issues simultaneously shape China’s external 
foreign policy as it relates to resource obtain-
ment and investment in foreign markets. The 
principle resources necessary for the Party’s 
survival are the aforementioned essentials of 
water, food, and oil. Securing these resources 
for the purpose of domestic stability is the causal 
mechanism behind China’s foreign policy. From 
investing in major dam projects in India and in-
creased dependence upon food imports to heavy 
involvement in Africa for oil procurement, Chi-
na is clearly extending its diplomatic reach and 
logically needs a peaceful international environ-
ment to do so. Some scholars term China’s dip-
lomatic strategy as a “charm offensive,”10 using 
the nonaggressive principles of multilateralism 
and nonintervention in others’ internal affairs 
to shape positive perceptions of China’s inten-
tions, which ultimately will result in the award-
ing of favorable investment-for-resource con-
tracts. Additional foreign policy actions which 
could be influenced by domestic concerns is the 
utilization of international crises, potentially 
with either North Korea (DPRK) or Japan, to 
generate an effective level of nationalism which 

contributes to popular support for the Party. 
Potential crises with North Korea or Japan are 
certainly possibilities that could arise as a con-
sequence of the growing North Korean com-
munity in Northeastern China or China’s naval 
expansion in the South China Sea, respectively. 
Many international relations theorists expect 
that the competition for resources and markets 
will result in inevitable conflict in the Asian Pa-
cific between China and other Asian powers if 
not with the United States, but it is necessary 
to clarify that these speculative conflicts will be 
because of the Party’s need to acquire resourc-
es for the domestic economy and society, not 
because of a unitary China’s rational drive for 
a vague concept of security. In essence, realist 
theories of spiraling initiated by perceived ag-
gressive action by one state and reciprocal de-
fense by another still applies, but China’s origi-
nal perceived aggressive grab for resources will 
be motivated by the Party’s need for resources 
to solidify their legitimacy and pursue their ob-
tainment of prestige.

China’s Water Crisis
China’s vastness in terms of both land mass 

and population contributes to the nation’s im-
mense resource demands. The meteoric eco-
nomic rise of not only China but also the entire 
continent of Asia has brought many resources 
under pressure and has been marked by in-
creasing demand and a diminishing supply of 
resources like oil, iron ore, and minerals, as 
well as water resources in particular. Accord-
ing to China’s former Premier Wen Jiabao, 
“Indeed, water shortages have become so seri-
ous that they threaten the very survival of the 
Chinese nation.’”11 In fact, many perceive that 
water scarcity will be the defining crisis in Asia 
by 2050,12 negatively affecting the economic 
growth of the entire region and invoking both 
intra and interstate competition on the Asian 
mainland. Paradoxically, the same economic 
growth, endangered because of water scarcity, 
is also contributing to it. Massive population 
growth, developing economies which rely on 
water-intensive industries, and rising per capita 
consumption all underwrite the reality that Asia 
holds the lowest fresh water per capita levels 
of any other continent.13 The Water Resources 
Group claims that by 2030, China will confront 
a water demand of 818 billion cubic meters 
against a supply of just over 618 billion cubic 
meters.14 These ominous numbers are in actual-
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ity even more severe because of rampant water 
pollution that results in a wider supply-demand 
gap when compared with data including a quan-
tity-only assessment.15 Nearly two-thirds of Chi-
na’s cities, including the major metropolises of 
Beijing and Tianjin, are said to be facing signif-
icant water shortages.16 China’s water problem 
has been exacerbated by the inefficiencies of 
irrigation and the expansion of water-intensive 
industries such as meat-production. The rising 
middle-class’ increased use of home appliances 
like dishwashers and washing machines is also 
a major factor intensifying the opposing trends 
of increased water demand and fast diminish-
ing supply.17 In order to combat these unfavor-
able developments, the Chinese government has 
resorted to drawing from the nation’s limited 
domestic groundwater resources, rivers, and 
aquifers to the extent that China is confront-
ing river and aquifer depletion. Some statistics 
estimate that the ag-
gregate rate of fresh-
water withdrawal as 
a percentage of inter-
nal renewable water 
resources is in excess 
of sustainable limits.18 
The withdrawals are 
mainly in support of 
the farming industry 
whose production is 
obviously essential for 
the maintenance of 
adequate living stan-
dards, but if the rate of withdrawal fails to be 
curbed, China could face a water crisis, which 
hampers industry and livelihood to the point of 
economic collapse.19        

These figures support the broader claim 
that the water crisis is portentous enough to 
threaten China’s continued economic rise and 
maintenance of growth. The scarcity will have a 
sizeable impact on socioeconomic and political 
stability within China and all of Asia. As water 
is uniquely problematic because is not a trad-
able resource, either national water resources 
must be conserved or imports of water-inten-
sive products must be relied upon in conditions 
of scarcity.20 Admittedly, in comparison to other 
Asian nations facing water shortages, China is in 
a geopolitically favorable position. China’s dip-
lomatic advantage derives from the geographic 
reality that all of Asia’s major rivers, the Yang-
tze, Yellow, Mekong, Salween, Irrawaddy, Brah-

maptura, Indus, and Sutlej, originate in the Ti-
betan Plateau.21 Because China lies at the source 
of these rivers, it has the ability to control the 
water resources of similarly water-scarce na-
tions downstream into which the water resourc-
es of these rivers drain.22 The CCP has realized 
this geostrategic advantage and is undertaking a 
variety of domestic and international projects to 
make the most it.  

Because China’s water situation is so grave, 
it undoubtedly factors into the Chinese Commu-
nist Party’s strategy of ensuring national secu-
rity and stabilizing internal conditions. As river 
pollution swells and aquifers dry out, the CCP 
has been forced to craft creative solutions to the 
worsening water problem. Water transfers and 
the buildings of dams, reservoirs, and irriga-
tion networks have been the primary solutions 
to China’s domestic woes, which often impli-
cate their diplomatic situation internationally. 

For example, China has 
undertaken a massive 
dam-building campaign 
both domestically and 
abroad. China is the 
most dammed nation 
today, and it is also in-
volved in over 100 ma-
jor dam-building proj-
ects worldwide.23 The 
dams have conferred 
upon China the valuable 
ability to control water 
flows into regions like 

Russia, Kazakhstan, Vietnam, Afghanistan, and 
most significantly, India.24 Undertaking engi-
neering projects like the building of mega-dams 
on international rivers and trans-boundary 
streams, hampering water flows into regions 
downstream exemplifies the concept explained 
by the United Nations that, “…individual coun-
tries have clear incentives to capture and use wa-
ter before it goes beyond their political control. 
There is no immediate incentive to conserve or 
protect supplies for users beyond national bor-
ders…ownership and control over waterways 
in considered crucial to national interests.”25 
Others agree, “Both ‘political motives and profit 
seeking by politically connected people are al-
most certainly causing dams to be built,’ even 
when a careful cost/benefit analysis would not 
warrant such construction.’”26 China may be the 
global leader in exporting dams,27 but their con-
struction has not been limited to megaprojects 

The information revolution, 
exemplified by the emergence 
of social media networks like 
Facebook and China’s Sina Weibo, 
China’s microblogging spinoff of 
Twitter or Facebook, has created 
avenues for public expression 
difficult for the Party to contain...
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outside the state boundaries of China. For ex-
ample, the Three Gorges Dam within China is 
the largest in the world and cost $30 billion, dis-
placing over 1.4 million Chinese.28 Setting aside 
the obvious benefits of increased hydropower 
production in which China is the world’s leader, 
it seems there is a deeper underlying motiva-
tion for the massive investment in dam projects 
considering the destructive effects of over-dam-
ming. Not only are interstate tensions being 
exacerbated as water sources are diverted from 
nations downstream, but environmental dam-
ages like sedimentation, inundation, habitat 
damage, destruction of fish species, and the al-
tering of natural hydrology are becoming prev-
alent in China and causing widespread criticism 
from those that must deal with the effects.29 
Some speculate that the prevalence of engineers 
and technocrats in the CCP elite has contributed 
to China’s seeming obsession with engineering 
megaprojects.30 In essence, they argue that CCP 
leaders are attempting to reinforce their legit-
imacy with these projects as they symbolically 
represent the Mao-era legacy of exerting man’s 
power over nature.31 Whether this more abstract 
reasoning is accurate is unclear, but it is evident 
that the CCP is willing to accept international 
and domestic backlash because of their aggres-
sive construction of dams if it means control 
over Asia’s dwindling water supplies. Those dis-
placed by dam construction may be temporar-
ily disaffected with the government’s apparent 
lack of concern for environmental and individ-
ual living conditions, but the government has 
clearly decided that the negative implications 
of potential water depletion on internal stability 
would far outweigh those currently imposed by 
the resentment of only certain segments of the 
population.

China’s damming of trans-boundary riv-
ers demonstrates the government’s over-focus 
on energy competition and comparatively less 
consideration of the intensifying inter-riparian 
competition that results from dam construction. 
This analysis would be in contrast to the “charm 
offensive” which attempts to create favorable 
diplomatic conditions; however, China’s asser-
tive investments to ensure their access to water 
resources leads to the conclusion that the neces-
sity of acquiring certain resources overshadows 
the risk for spiraling that could result from ex-
erting substantial control abroad. Sino-Indian 
relations best exemplify this point.  The Brah-
maputra River and the territory of Arunachal 

Pradesh are both essential sources of water for 
China and India.  Obstructing either’s access 
would be a severe economic detriment. China 
certainly realizes the importance of these water 
sources to India, yet it continues to plan for the 
damming of the Brahmaputra and makes asser-
tive territorial claims over Arunachal Pradesh. 
In addition, damming the Indus, Sutlej, Karnali, 
and Arun rivers poses serious threats to India 
and invites a considerable potential for spiraling 
and conflict.32 In contrast to what a defensive re-
alist would predict, as evidenced by the Party’s 
assertive behavior in areas of Indian interest, 
clearly the Party is willing to risk what is likely 
to be perceived as aggressive behavior in order 
to ensure access to necessary resources. 

Dam construction has not been China’s only 
attempt at water scarcity resolution. On the na-
tional level, China has embarked upon the cre-
ation of an impressive inter-basin and inter-riv-
er water transfer network on a scale unmatched 
in world history. The most substantial project is 
the Great South-North Water Transfer Project, 
which attempts to alleviate the major disparity 
between northern water resources and southern 
resources.33 While northern regions are respon-
sible for the bulk of agricultural production in 
China, the southern regions are home to the ma-
jority of the nation’s water resources. According 
to estimates, the northern regions make up 64% 
of China’s cultivated land but hold only 19% of 
the country’s water resources.34 Therefore, the 
South’s water is transferred to the agricultural 
regions in the North to ensure water resources 
for irrigation networks and adequate food pro-
duction.  

With projects like dam construction and 
water transfer networks, it is clear that the CCP 
acknowledges the imminent danger of water 
depletion and attempts to mitigate the inter-
nal instability that would result. As stated by 
the World Bank, “without a major concerted 
successful program to improve water resources 
management, the damage to the environment 
and the Chinese natural resources will become 
irreversible, resulting in huge negative impacts 
on the quality of life of the Chinese people and 
on the Chinese economy in the future.”35 The 
water crisis is a consequence of unsustainable 
practices and mismanagement of resources. The 
CCP must design an effective solution or both 
internal stability and inter-riparian conflict will 
spiral out of control. This reality is influencing 
their domestic and foreign policy because a gov-
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ernment unable to supply water and that con-
tributes to its depletion cannot possibly main-
tain legitimacy. Furthermore, the governing 
body of a nation with an economy hampered by 
water constraints cannot hope to achieve pres-
tige when others are bound to see its incompe-
tence and weakness.

While China’s water crisis threatens long 
term stability enough in its own right, the cor-
relation between food production and the avail-
ability of water provides even more reason to 
fear the shortage’s effects. At present, the agri-
cultural industry is wrought with inefficient irri-
gation practices, which not only waste valuable 
water resources but also impede the quantity 
of food production. Agricultural yields must be 
increased to meet the rising food demand of a 
rapidly rising population, specifically a growing 
middle-class that consumes a higher quantity 
of meat. Meat production is a notoriously wa-
ter-intensive industry, so the rising food de-
mand only exacerbates the water crisis.36 Food 
shortages within China and Asia at large loom 
for multiple reasons including water shortages, 
unsustainable water withdrawals, disadvanta-
geous environmental conditions like soil salini-
ty and water-logging, and even bio-fuel produc-
tion which contributes to arable land depletion 
as well as water resource depletion.37 Because 
of the limits on the expansion of irrigated crop-
land, farms must increase their yields, a hercu-
lean task in conditions of water scarcity, to meet 
the rising food demand. In Asia, the farming 
sector already consumes water at a rate higher 
than the global average.38 Without technolog-
ical innovations and more efficient irrigation 
techniques, there is little hope that enough wa-
ter will be available to increase crop yields. The 
agricultural projections for China are as bleak 
as water resource predictions. Major cropland 
losses will continue because of inefficient irriga-
tion practices which result in soil water-logging 
and salinity, while irrigation systems are still 
expected to meet the near 50% increase in food 
demand by 2030.39 Concerns are also rising that 
demand for rice, an irrigation-intensive crop, 
will outstrip supply. The situation is so dismal 
in some areas that social and political stability is 
contingent upon the government’s supplying of 
affordable rice or wheat. Poor families are pre-
dicted to spend as much as forty percent of their 
incomes on grains, relying on the government’s 
subsidized food supply.40 Without growth in the 
agricultural sector, which is dependent upon a 

stable water supply, alleviating poverty will be 
difficult and will contribute to the low-income 
class’s disaffection with the CCP.  

If these unpromising forecasts are accurate, 
China will eventually depend upon imports to 
ensure that the food supply-demand gap does 
not widen to the point of domestic instability. 
Increased reliance on food imports is a prime 
example of state behavior that offensive real-
ism would not predict. Similar to the Party’s 
response to China’s water crisis, reality trumps 
such a theory. Although the CCP is loath to ac-
cept a political vulnerability like dependence 
upon food imports, agricultural products are 
another example of necessities for which certain 
risks and vulnerabilities must be accepted if it 
means secure access to the necessary resource. 
Luckily for China, the nation has the capacity 
to import food because of their unprecedented 
foreign exchange reserves; however, China’s 
purchasing of food products abroad would in-
flate world prices.41 An increase in food prices 
is linked to the potential for domestic turbu-
lence if low-income families are no longer able 
to purchase suitable amounts of food. A large-
scale Chinese shift to food imports would also 
intensify the global food crisis which is likely to 
tarnish the nation’s and the Party’s reputation 
worldwide. Whether the CCP chooses an over-
haul of irrigation techniques or opts to increase 
food imports will depend on which method the 
Party perceives will stabilize domestic unrest 
and uphold living standards to tolerable levels 
for the low and middle-income classes. As the 
Chinese Communist Party faces a growing num-
ber of citizens less fearful and more capable of 
organizing expressions of discontent toward 
government policy, it is imperative in the age of 
the information revolution for the CCP to give 
the public no excuse to question the “People’s” 
Party’s ability to provide for the “people.”

Diversifying China’s Sources of Oil
Another resource not unique to China’s 

needs for security and survival is oil. As evi-
denced by the prices states are willing to pay for 
it and the military action states take to secure 
access to it, oil is the dominant invaluable as-
set upon which economies, transportation net-
works, and the daily lives of civilians depend. 
The world currently faces skyrocketing demand 
for oil, but China’s race to meet increasing de-
mand is particularly acute as a consequence of 
its immense and growing population. Demand 
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for oil within China suffers from additional 
strain because of the economy’s rapid develop-
ment, characterized by oil-guzzling manufactur-
ing industries and an expanding middle-class 
which requires more oil to meet the demands 
of improved standards of living.  The improved 
standard of living for the enlarging middle class 
is illustrated, for example, by a higher reliance 
on automobiles and increasing rates of migra-
tion to the cities. China’s urban population is 
expected to grow by 350 million by 2020, and 
statistics show that auto use in Beijing has in-
creased six-fold since 1986.42 Because of the 
growing number of cars on cities’ already con-
gested roads, oil consumption could triple by 
2030.43 Considering that oil consumption and 
demand could surpass the available supply in 
the coming decades, the Chinese Communist 
Party has been and will continue to be driven by 
the need to diversify and multiply their sources 
of oil worldwide.

Like any other rationally calculating state, 
the Chinese govern-
ment fears potential 
cut-off from oil re-
sources and hopes to 
secure its access to oil 
markets and eventual-
ly diminish its depen-
dence on oil through 
renewable energy 
sources. However, the reality remains that Chi-
na is nowhere near ready to rely on renewable 
forms of energy and its manufacturing industries 
have a voracious demand for oil.  Considering 
the vulnerability Beijing perceives from utiliz-
ing the blockade-susceptible Malacca Strait for 
the passage of nearly four-fifths of China’s oil, 
the CCP is clearly concerned about a potential 
cut-off from access to its foreign oil.  Nonethe-
less, there are consequences beyond economic 
downturn which impact Beijing’s attempts to 
diversify its oil sources. More abstractly, under 
the conditions of a crippled economy, the CCP 
would face a disaffected middle-class and elite 
and cannot hope to build a strong state and Par-
ty. Oil is essential for a functioning economy, 
which in turn is essential to construct a stable 
state and for the development of a Party repu-
tation revered by the international community.  

China strives to diversify its oil supply into 
Central Asia and the Artic in order to diminish 
their perceived vulnerability in the Malacca and 
Lombok Straits,44 but the market in which the 

most significant investments have been made 
and that has attracted the most attention is the 
African oil market. China’s African oil market 
investments are geared towards Zambia, Tan-
zania, Nigeria, Ghana, and Angola,45 the last of 
which became China’s largest trading partner in 
2010.46 According to Shelly Zhao in an article 
from China Briefing, the massive jump in Si-
no-African trade cannot be separated from the 
cause of China’s desire for resource diversifica-
tion. China’s rising oil demand forces it to look 
beyond the Middle East for its oil and sharpens 
Beijing’s fear of a potential cut-off which would 
cripple China’s economy. China has offered 
loans to African countries, which are attractive 
alternatives to aid from international institu-
tions because such institutional aid is often at-
tached to conditions requiring action from the 
loan-receiving government to promote democ-
racy and combat corruption.  Unconditioned 
aid can be viewed as evidence of China’s “charm 
offensive”, apparently an effective strategy as 

China has successfully 
won a plethora of in-
vestment-for-resource 
contracts from African 
governments.     

China seeks oil 
market diversification 
in regions beyond Afri-
ca as well. Over the last 

few decades and with renewed urgency since 
September 11th, China has sought to develop 
pipelines tapping into Central Asia’s oil resourc-
es. Ever since the fall of the Soviet Union in 1989 
and the concurrent independence of the Central 
Asian republics of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Ta-
jikistan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan, a race 
to control the region’s oil has ensued among the 
United States, China, and Russia.47 A signifi-
cant amount of Chinese investment has gone to 
Kazakhstan as evidenced by the investment of 
the Chinese National Petroleum Corporation.48 
In fact, China prefers this Central Asian oil be-
cause of its ability to be transported overland, 
effectively bypassing vulnerable sea routes in 
the Indian Ocean.

China’s gradualist approach to obtaining oil 
access in Central Asia differs from that of Rus-
sia or the United States and is marked by their 
concerted attempts to forge positive diplomatic 
relationships with the newly independent re-
publics.49 This particular “charm offensive” was 
made apparent through their involvement in 

Why be conservative in investing 
or alienating foreign nations by 
attaching conditions to aid when 
economic stability and Party 
legitimacy are at stake?
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the creation of the prominent multilateral in-
stitution, The Shanghai Cooperation Organiza-
tion. China’s diplomatic strategy hopes to offset 
the increase in bilateral relationships that have 
sprung up between the United States and Cen-
tral Asian republics since September 11th and 
the U.S. invasion of Iraq.50 The RAND Corpo-
ration suggests “that Beijing saw US posturing 
in East Asia as threatening to China’s energy se-
curity,” and “that Chinese investment in Central 
Asia’s energy sector was informed by a perceived 
American threat.”51 Through diplomacy in Cen-
tral Asia, the CPP can simultaneously combat 
U.S. dominance in the region, which undoubt-
edly mars the image of prestige and power that 
China hoped to create by pioneering institutions 
like the Shanghai Cooperation Organization. 

Looking beyond the motivation of resource 
diversification and obtainment of prestige and 
strong state needs, the question remains as to 
the extent of CCP’s involvement in this mass of 
oil investment. Some argue the China’s energy 
strategy is far from a set of rational, unitari-
ly made decisions by the government crafted 
for the purpose of obtaining a resource neces-
sary for China’s national security. Alternative-
ly, some claim that National Oil Companies 
(NOCs) are entities independent of state con-
trol and are more motivated by their corporate 
than state roles.52 In contrast to this alternative, 
analyzing the relationship between National 
Oil Companies and the CCP shows that while 
NOCs are certainly profit-driven enterprises 
with distinct commercial interests and a level of 
independence, the companies are ultimately ac-
countable to the CCP. The CCP has the power to 
appoint and dismiss NOC leadership and there-
fore should be wary about engaging in behavior 
that overtly conflicts with the Party’s desires.53 
In cooperation with the Party’s power to ap-
prove or reject the investments and projects of 
NOCs, it seems that the NOCs’ commercial, cor-
porate role is subordinate to their state role.54 
NOCs act as the tools of the Party to acquire le-
gitimacy-solidifying oil resources for the state.

China under the leadership of the Chinese 
Communist Party seeks to enhance China’s en-
ergy security through oil supply diversification. 
According to some analysts, energy has become 
“central to the issue of good governance,” and 
others similarly argue that energy is “a key fac-
tor in maintaining the Party’s leading role and 
keeping it firmly in control.”55 As China in-
creasingly depends upon imported oil, another 

action which directly contradicts offensive re-
alist theory, scholars perceive that China’s “re-
source-based foreign policy has little room for 
morality.”56 Why be conservative in investing or 
alienate foreign nations by attaching conditions 
to aid when economic stability and Party legiti-
macy are at stake?

External Threats to Party Security
China’s unfavorable position in terms of 

water, food, and oil supply undeniably shape 
Beijing’s approach to foreign policy. Examples 
show how internal supply crises implicate Chi-
na’s diplomatic strategy abroad for mitigating 
possible situations of resource depletion, which 
would incriminate the Chinese Communist 
Party. Domestic water source depletion results 
in the damming of trans-boundary rivers with 
the potential to shape the future of Sino-Indian 
relations. Compounded by this water scarcity, 
skyrocketing food demand causes heavier reli-
ance on food imports. Oil resource vulnerability 
leads to the need for extensive resource diver-
sification. However, external conditions, those 
not arising from policy decisions dictated by in-
ternal threats, should not be ignored when con-
sidering the factors that influence Party policy. 
Three major external threats, or rather oppor-
tunities, exist for the CCP to shape perceptions 
among the Chinese populace in their favor. The 
Party can use external threats arising in Central 
Asia, North Korea, and the South China Sea to 
incite a containable level of nationalism that 
fosters social cohesion, solidifies Party legitima-
cy, and contributes to the CCP’s achievement of 
prestige.

Central Asia
Central Asia, as a result of the emergence of 

the post-Soviet republics, offers ripe opportuni-
ties for new diplomatic linkages and oil invest-
ment. Nevertheless, the region’s ethnic diversi-
ty and power transition from Soviet rule ensure 
that legitimate threats parallel these opportuni-
ties.57 In the view of Hasan Karrar, author of The 
New Silk Road Diplomacy, Beijing perceives 
serious threats from the region in the form of 
terrorism, separatism, and extremism. These 
three “isms” are consequences of the emergence 
of pan-Turkic and pan-Islamic identity in Cen-
tral Asia.58 China’s leadership, even before the 
CCP came to power, was concerned by separat-
ist movements in the western region of Xinjiang 
and how this separatism might affect the cen-
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ter’s grip on power.59 The concerns were exac-
erbated by fears that the Central Asian states’ 
newfound independence would breed instability 
which would then spill over the Chinese border 
into Xinjiang, effectively inciting the same Cen-
tral Asian conditions of terrorism, separatism, 
and extremism.60 There were also concerns that 
independence movements in Xinjiang could 
motivate a similar trend in Tibet and Taiwan.61 
The CCP desires to quell unrest in the region of 
Xinjiang, an area where identity politics origi-
nating from the Central Asian states challenge 
China’s central control, have concerned dynas-
ties and the CCP alike in terms of their inability 
to project power to the periphery of China.62 Af-
ter the emergence of independent republics in 
Central Asia, the CCP was threatened by pan-Is-
lamic and pan-Turkish identity politics. With 
these powerful identities so close to Xinjiang, 
itself a Turkic, Muslim-majority region, the Chi-
nese government worried that Xinjiang could 
desire the same break from central control that 
the Central Asian states achieved from the Sovi-
et Union. Calls in the early to mid-1990s for an 
independent Turkic state in Xinjiang rendered 
the Party’s concerns legitimate, forcing them to 
erect a strategy for preventing the spread of in-
fectious identity politics.

Initially, Beijing’s response consisted of an 
appeal to Central Asian leadership to halt their 
support for Xinjiang separatists, thereby stem-
ming the flow of identity politics and Islamic 
extremism into western China.63 From the late 
1990s onward, Beijing continued its engage-
ment with Central Asia with a gradualist ap-
proach, realizing that overly assertive policy in 
the region would be seen in Moscow as infringe-
ments upon what they still considered their 
sphere of influence.64 China worked to construct 
multilateral institutions like the Shanghai Co-
operation Organization (SCO) and engaged in 
rhetoric supporting the ideals of multilateralism 
and non-interference in others’ internal affairs. 
China worked with the Central Asian nations 
through the SCO to build confidence, ensure 
regional security, and combat the shared threat 
of transnational terrorism.65 Beijing’s ultimate 
concern in terms of territorial integrity remains 
to shield Xinjiang from Central Asian instabil-
ity, which has resulted in two policy objectives 
in Beijing. Economic ties must be forged with 
Central Asia and economic progress in Xinjiang 
must be accelerated by opening the region to 
Central Asian markets.66 Beijing hopes that the 

growth of Xinjiang’s economy as a consequence 
of connections and shuttle trade with Central 
Asia will lead to regional stability.67 In this case, 
the Chinese government utilized interdepen-
dence for stability, an interdependence which 
offensive realism would perceive as an unac-
ceptable liability.

Political instability along China’s periph-
ery is exactly the kind of situation that the Par-
ty fears the most. A successful independence 
movement in Xinjiang or Tibet would deteri-
orate any pretense of strong, centralized con-
trol that the Party wields. Any possibility for 
the Party of achieving prestige or strong state 
needs would be eliminated. Additionally, the 
periphery’s hostility towards centralized control 
would likely inspire those oppressed by the gov-
ernment to believe that opposing Party rule can 
have successful results. 

North Korea
An additional external threat involves North 

Korea, a region geographically nearer to the Par-
ty’s center in Beijing and perhaps for this reason 
is a more imminent threat to the Chinese Com-
munist Party. For decades, stability on the Ko-
rean Peninsula has been an absolute necessity 
for the invasion-conscious Chinese, an attitude 
expected considering China’s historical experi-
ence, but nonetheless one which drove them to 
war on the peninsula in 1950. China’s relation-
ship with North Korea in the past decade has 
wavered from incontrovertible support founded 
upon ideological similarity to one characterized 
by animosity because of North Korea’s ignorance 
toward international nuclear norms. Today, a 
variety of issues dictate the China-North Kore-
an relationship and shape Beijing’s perceptions 
of threats and needed actions to mitigate those 
threats. For example, the large ethnic Korean 
population that resides in Northeastern China 
is instigating labor unrest and continued mi-
gration of North Koreans into China is placing 
strains on a government already finding diffi-
culty providing for a population of 1.34 billion.68 
The CCP must contain if not resolve North Ko-
rean discontent, while maintaining positive re-
lations with North Korea, and simultaneously 
avoid alienating participants in the Six-Party 
Talks. All of these diplomatic necessities will be 
achieved by balancing loyalty to their Commu-
nist neighbors and undertaking their new role 
as a “responsible player” in the international 
system. The alternative will be damaging to the 
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Party’s image, authority, and diplomatic lever-
age abilities. Applying defensive realism, in the-
ory the Party should be wary of taking a hardline 
stance against North Korea, for example, by re-
jecting North Korea’s nuclear program. In reali-
ty, the Party has subordinated the potential risk 
for a security spiral with North Korea to their 
interest in pleasing the international communi-
ty by mediating the Six Party Talks. It is possible 
to refute this train of thought by claiming that 
the Party acted to prevent a security spiral with 
other members of the international community. 
However, because North Korea’s threat to Chi-
na is much more acute because of history and 
proximity, the Party’s actions contradict defen-
sive realism due to their refusal to unquestion-
ably support North Korea despite the risks of a 
security spiral.

North Korean immigration to China dates 
back to the 1950s and increased substantial-
ly throughout the 1990s.69 Beginning in the 
1950s, ethnic Korean Chinese nationals fled to 
North Korea to escape 
the widespread fam-
ine, poverty, and racial 
discrimination during 
Mao Zedong’s era of 
rule.70 Could China’s 
experience with na-
tionals migrating out 
of China in times of 
economic hardship 
be motivating what 
seems to be a desperate attempt to improve 
the standards of living of immigrants and Chi-
nese citizens alike today?  If the CCP fears that 
a significant portion of its population will mi-
grate elsewhere to escape economic downturn, 
perhaps this fear could help explain the Party’s 
financially risky policy of providing social ser-
vices to North Korean immigrants. Current-
ly, the Chinese government grants hukou, or 
household registration which permits access to 
social services and education to the children of 
all Chinese nationals; this policy is indisputably 
a major expense, especially in light of the fact 
that social services are already a growing con-
cern for China as its population rapidly ages.71 
Because of the government’s reliance on ethnic 
North Korean’s cheap labor and the injury that 
would be imposed upon industry if this disaf-
fected minority were to leave China as a result 
of continuing unfair labor practices, the CCP 
has acted to mollify these Chinese nationals to 

diminish that possibility. The CCP is lenient 
toward illegal immigrants, refusing to deport 
them despite the existence of a 1964 protocol, 
which calls for it.72 In combination with the 
granting of hukou, this policy is an example of 
an action the CCP has taken in response to their 
concerns over economic and social stability.

Duplicitous can describe China’s policy to-
wards North Korea; China condemns North Ko-
rea’s nuclear tests and economic backwardness, 
yet China continues to funnel aid and resources 
into the nation.73 China’s policy is a result of its 
threat assessment, threats of which derive from 
the potential for North Korea to acquire and de-
ploy nuclear weapons and also derive from the 
possibility of North Korean collapse. In light of 
these perceptions, China’s foreign policy pur-
pose is both to coax the Democratic People’s Re-
public of Kora (DPRK) toward adherence to in-
ternational norms and to prop up its struggling 
economy.74 China will have to choose between 
its loyalty to North Korea and the international 

community; however, 
it may be forced to side 
with the international 
community as it hopes 
to maintain its posi-
tive reputation on the 
world stage, especially 
with nations now ques-
tioning China’s respon-
sibility and stake in the 
international system. 

China’s foreign policy in large part has already 
been shaped by their desire to please the inter-
national community. The potential for nuclear 
crisis on the Korean Peninsula represents an 
opportunity for China to exert its diplomatic in-
fluence and to solidify its image as a responsible 
player in the international system, and China 
made strides towards this image with the host-
ing of multiple rounds of the Six-Party Talks. 
However, the Chinese effort to mediate conflict 
does not represent their stated ideological sup-
port for multilateralism and international in-
stitutions, but instead is an expression of their 
national interest in terms of stability on the Ko-
rean peninsula. As another analysis contends, 
“Because of the growing sensitivity of peace and 
stability on the Korean Peninsula to China’s eco-
nomic and political interests, ‘China very direct-
ly exerted its energy to kick off multilateral talks 
concerning the North Korean nuclear crisis.’”75    

The Chinese Communist Party cannot af-

Ultimately, both the United States 
and China must be careful to avoid 
giving the other side reason to 
fear its intentions and both must 
be aware of how their respective 
actions are perceived by the other.
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ford North Korean collapse. If the DPRK were 
to dissolve, China would face a massive refuge 
flow into northeastern China and the govern-
ment would be forced to provide these refuges 
with aid.76 It is easy to imagine the kinds of so-
cial unrest arising from providing these refugees 
aid, siphoned off from that allotted for Chinese 
citizens to ethnic North Koreans. To prevent 
this possibility, the Chinese government has in-
creased their foreign direct investment and con-
tinues to push for economic reform and growth 
within the DPRK. Theoretically, removing the 
aid could lead to North Korean collapse, which 
could in turn lead to insurmountable social vol-
atility within China. The expense of aid to eth-
nic North Korean Chinese nationals and of sup-
porting the North Korean economy amounts to 
a sum the Party is willing to pay when compared 
with the possibility of instability within China, 
a consequence damaging to Party strength and 
legitimacy.  

The South and East China Seas 
The final external threat to the Chinese 

Communist Party consists of the ongoing con-
flict in the South and East China Seas. This ex-
ample also represents an opportunity for the 
Party, which lies in the prospect of sparking na-
tionalism among Chinese citizens, fueling Party 
strength, legitimacy, and potential for meeting 
its prestige needs. Nothing would solidify the 
Party’s legitimacy to rule and secure it a robust 
and powerful image more than a Chinese so-
ciety inflamed by attitudes of nationalism and 
patriotism. The Party realizes that the situation 
in this region offers the occasion to do just that 
through claiming rights to islands and securing 
raw materials that would grow the economy. 
The East China Sea also affords China the op-
portunity to ignite nationalism in a faceoff with 
its historical rival Japan, feelings which are al-
ready taking shape within China as evidenced 
by the multitude of anti-Japanese protests. The 
potential for swelling Party support that the 
acquiring of territory and resources the region 
would provide motivates China’s foreign policy.

Analysts use the term “salami slicing,” or 
the slow accumulation of small actions that add 
up over time to major strategic change, to de-
scribe China’s strategy in the South and East 
China Seas.77 Some examples of small actions 
include China’s establishment of “Sansha City” 
on the Parcel Islands and the China National 
Offshore Oil Corporation’s claim to open invest-

ment in offshore blocs already part of Vietnam’s 
Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ).78 In the words 
of Robert Haddick in Foreign Policy, “If sliced 
thinly enough, no one action will be enough 
to justify starting a war.” China’s ignorance of 
EEZs established by the United Nations Con-
vention on the Law of the Sea is a clear exam-
ple of its assertion of power in the region, again 
undermining the defensive realist argument, 
which would predict less assertive behavior. The 
South China Sea holds an innumerable number 
of resources and the prospect of obtaining valu-
able oil and fishing rights motivate nations in-
volved in the region’s conflict to act. Because of 
China’s developing economy, it logically desires 
to enhance its access to raw materials to fuel its 
economic growth and its strategy is illustrat-
ed by China’s unilateral claims to areas in the 
South China Sea. In order to achieve dominance 
in the region, China hopes to exact systemat-
ic change in the long-term but to act in ways 
against which reciprocal hardline actions would 
be unjustifiable.  

One instance of this “salami slicing” crops 
up in the Sino-Japanese dispute over the Senka-
ku/Diaoyu Islands. Known as the Senkakus to 
Japan and the Diaoyus to China, both countries 
claim historical right to ownership of these is-
lands. The largely uninhabitable islands are said 
to be valuable because of the fisheries, hydro-
carbon resources, and EEZs attached.79   How-
ever, some have wondered whether the dispute 
is more of an issue of prestige than resources. 
Because the islands are uninhabited, the EEZs 
that come with ownership would not apply un-
less the islands actually became inhabited.80 
The disagreements between China and Japan 
seem to be over obtaining regional superiority 
and an unwillingness to back down in the face 
of a threat rather than a desperate attempt to 
acquire questionably valuable resources. 

If China’s strategy is successful in the re-
gion, China could ensure at least a sixty-year oil 
supply and could secondarily disrupt the sys-
tems of U.S. alliances in the region.81 While the 
economic value of some disputed areas like the 
Senkakus/Diaoyus are debatable, the strategic 
value of dominance in the region would have in-
disputable benefits for China and the CCP both 
domestically and on the international level. If 
China were to achieve dominance under condi-
tions of dwindling United States naval presence 
and the uncertainty of U.S. support for its tradi-
tional allies, weaker nations would be forced to 
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side with an economically and militarily stron-
ger China, conceding their intention to compete 
for the sea’s resources. This sort of development 
would win China the resources to strengthen its 
economy and would vastly increase Chinese cit-
izens’ confidence in the Party’s ability to obtain 
those resources. 

Implications for Sino-American 
Relations

The external threats outlined above consti-
tute a mere sampling of relatively local threats to 
China. An as of yet unmentioned but oft-studied 
relationship consists of the Sino-American dy-
namic. What are the implications of the Party’s 
foreign policy for the future of Sino-American 
relations? As China rises in power and nears 
economic parity with the United States, the 
latter nation becomes increasingly concerned 
about maintaining supremacy. As a conse-
quence of United States hegemony, the Unit-
ed States is in some capacity involved in each 
of the regions identified as posing a threat or 
opportunity to Chinese interests. For instance, 
China’s investment in energy in Central Asia 
has increased competition between Beijing and 
Washington as both acknowledge the other’s at-
tempt to obtain resources and diplomatic lever-
age in a geostrategic and energy-rich region. 
Most visibly, the two nations are also locked in 
naval competition in the South China Sea. Many 
of the conclusions made about future relations 
between China and the United States, however, 
are economic in nature and rest upon the as-
sumption that China’s Gross Domestic Product 
will exceed that of the United States within the 
next decade or two. Some hardly take interna-
tional relations or the perceptions of govern-
ments into account; everything depends upon 
relative economic strength and the capabilities 
that come with fiscal power. Following from the 
theory in which government action to abate do-
mestic threats is a causal mechanism of foreign 
policy, the future of Sino-American relations 
will not necessarily be dictated by economics 
but rather by the actions and responses of the 
opposing governments, actions of which are 
largely domestic-oriented in nature.

The future of Sino-American relations will 
depend on perceptions. For example, the Unit-
ed States perceived that the Shanghai Coop-
eration Organization was China and Russia’s 
medium to promulgate anti-U.S. opinion and 
to persuade the Central Asian republics to re-

ject United States unilateralism especially after 
the United States became increasingly involved 
in the region after September 11th.82 Whether 
Washington’s perceptions were correct is irrel-
evant; perceptions shape threats and threats 
shape action regardless of the accuracy of those 
observations. Ultimately, both the United States 
and China must be careful to avoid giving the 
other side reason to fear its intentions and both 
must be aware of how their respective actions 
are perceived by the other.

The importance of perceptions remains es-
pecially acute in the realm of energy competi-
tion. Animosity has grown between Washington 
and Beijing as both compete for energy resourc-
es in regions like Central Asia and Africa. The 
United States continues to see that China is at-
tempting to curtail U.S. influence and is work-
ing to create anti-U.S. blocs, the most notable 
evidence of which is the Shanghai Cooperation 
Organization in Central Asia. On the other side 
of the Pacific, Beijing sees that U.S. investment 
in oil markets is a concerted attempt to restrict 
China’s access to oil, leading to their stated re-
jection of United States unilateralism and fur-
ther feelings of enmity on both sides. Perceived 
threats are what drive these countries’ energy 
policies. As the United States pays close atten-
tion to the strategic moves China makes in its 
attempts to secure resources, any action per-
ceived by the United States as hardline or co-
ercive could spark a trade-security spiral. All 
states are inherently sensitive when it comes to 
their access to oil, and any naval projection by 
China to ensure its own access could be seen as 
threats not only to the United States’ oil supply 
but also to the United States’ naval supremacy 
in the Asia-Pacific. Because acquiring energy 
resources is an essential ingredient to maintain-
ing government legitimacy, mitigating internal 
threats, and achieving prestige and strong state 
needs, a potential conflict between the two par-
ties is likely to evolve as a conflict of interest in 
the realm of energy competition. 

Conclusion
The Chinese Communist Party’s policy is ul-

timately motivated by their concerns for domes-
tic stability. It is upon this domestic stability 
that Party security rests. However, as evidenced 
by turbulence in the western regions of Xinjiang 
and Tibet, China is arguably at risk for domestic 
insurrection. Despite the existence of Party or-
gans to control media outlets and contain Party 
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criticism, citizens disaffected with government 
rule are more frequently voicing their displea-
sure aided by social media outlets like Sina 
Weibo. Some citizens are more active in voicing 
their discontent, like Yang Jisheng with his re-
cently published book Tombstone.83 Yang him-
self experienced the horrors of the Great Leap 
Forward and now is one of a few rare Chinese 
people to acknowledge the role of Mao Zedong 
and the Chinese Communist Party in the death 
of an estimated 36 million people.84 Although 
the book is banned in China, its publication illus-
trates the public’s growing willingness to voice 
their discontent with the Party and acknowl-
edge the wrongs of the past. Beyond verbal ex-
pression, some citizens are even willing to take 
their disputes to the streets. For example, dem-
onstrators in Ningbo, China recently protested 
the expansion of a petrochemical plant for three 
days, culminating in violent confrontations with 
the riot police.85 In the end, officials agreed to 
halt the expansion of the plant, but some ques-
tion whether the bending to public opinion was 
simply a way to mitigate discontent as the 18th 
Party Congress approached.86 Although the 
public recorded the incident on smartphones, 
the Chinese media did not.87 As social media 
outlets connect ever more people and new tech-
nology like smartphones and iPads abound, 
these public demonstrations will become even 
easier to organize.  The government’s reaction 
to these protests demonstrates the concerns of 
the elite about the power of public discontent. 
The CCP’s firm monopoly on power cannot be 
maintained in a state of public unrest; therefore, 
the government is often willing to temporarily 
compromise with the public to avoid instability, 
which could shake government legitimacy.

The budding social instability in China is 
a clear concern for the Chinese Communist 
Party and will only be exacerbated if the Party 
proves incapable of providing resources like wa-
ter, food, and oil which citizens and the econ-
omy need for survival. The Party’s investments 
abroad and seeking of diplomatic linkages all are 
external representations of the need to mitigate 
internal threats. In Abraham’s Maslow’s terms, 
through the alleviation of internal and external 
threats the Party can hope to achieve the needs, 
which lie in the tiers directly above internal and 
external security like prestige. Presented here 
is a framework of internal threats centered on 
resource obtainment that is directly correlated 
with some of China’s external relationships. In 

relation to external security needs which are not 
directly related to resource obtainment, a few of 
China’s most imminent external threats high-
light the Party’s need to address such situations 
to achieve the Party’s prestige needs through 
stabilization. In the twenty-first century, the 
Chinese Communist Party’s desire for absolute 
authority over China has not dwindled from the 
time of their rise to power in 1949. However, 
the realities of the age of technological innova-
tion and globalization have empowered society 
to the point where oppression of political free-
doms may no longer be viable options to ensure 
the strength of centralized control. This realiza-
tion has resulted in a different government ap-
proach to maintaining legitimacy and strength-
ening their state and Party. Ultimately, the CCP 
must achieve domestic stability by adequately 
providing the necessities of life and invoking re-
newed patriotism and confidence in Party rule. 
The alternative could be the crumbling of Chi-
nese society and an end to the Party’s reign.
Editor // Jessica Blusiewicz
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Over the course of the past few decades 
there has been an increase in interest 
over the potential growth and devel-

opment of nations in the global south. Discus-
sions about the future of these nations continue 
to revolve around the longevity of growth cycles 
in addition to the sustainability of these growth 
cycles. In connection to these trends, some cor-
porations exist to further the process of develop-
ment across the globe. Although the discussion 
often focuses on corporations from nations in 
the traditional global north such as the United 
States, Canada, and the various nations within 
the European Union as the backbone for devel-
opmental projects, the existence of corporations 
originating from the developing global south in-
dicate a promising example of the potential for 
developing nations to assist one another inde-
pendent of the influence of the global north. 

One example of a company originating in 
the global south is the Brazilian conglomer-

ate known collectively as Odebrecht, originally 
founded in 1856 as a business that focused on 
the construction of roads in the Southern re-
gion of Brazil. By 1944, Norberto Odebrecht 
took over operations and firmly established the 
larger organization by starting the process of di-
versifying industries and expanding the borders 
of the business beyond its headquarters in Sal-
vador, Bahia, Brazil.1 The corporation has since 
expanded beyond Brazil into the Americas, 
Europe, Africa, Asia, and the Middle East and 
serves sectors such as Bioenergy, Oil and Gas, 
Transportation and Logistics, Environmental 
Engineering, and others. Its gross revenue was 
US$32 billion in 2010; the Engineering and 
Construction division is the largest internation-
al contractor in Latin America and the 15th larg-
est in the world. In the years since Odebrecht’s 
founding, it has had over 2,000 projects in 35 
countries with over 30 years of international ex-
perience.2 The varying projects related to devel-

Odebrecht: A Case Study of South-
South Cooperation Between Brazil 
and Other Developing Nations
By Ryan Smith
Thesis, Completion of Global Development Studies Major, with Pro-
fessor Handler in Fall 2012 and Spring 2013

For years, global development partnerships have been dominated by the 
North-South Cooperation paradigm; however, recent developments have ush-
ered in the era of the BRIC nations: Brazil, Russia, India, and China, and with 
them, the rise of South-South Cooperation, the potential for developing nations 
to assist one another independent of the influence of the nations of the Global 
North. This paper offers an overview of Brazil’s rising leadership both as a BRIC 
country and with regards to South-South Cooperation, with the potential to 
establish worldwide development projects. The Brazil-based corporation Ode-
brecht offers a case study to analyze Brazil’s efforts to take on a more dominant 
role in development through its business practices and focus on sustainable de-
velopment. Since this paper was written, Odebrecht has continued to expand, 
reflecting on Brazil’s growing potential, with current projects ranging from 
structural development to education and employment in Latin America and 
Angola. This continued interest sets the context for cooperation and growth. 



32 | Wilson Journal of International Affairs

opment within and beyond the borders of Brazil 
are indications of the potential growth these ar-
eas are expected to experience. The growth and 
development of these projects have the poten-
tial to capture the attention of the international 
community as global power dynamics change 
over time. 

Odebrecht was chosen as an example based 
on the underlying message facilitated through 
its business culture. Since its foundation, the 
company has followed the policy known as 
Odebrecht Entrepreneurial Technology (TEO 
in Portuguese). This corporate strategy focuses 
on unified thinking and action among different 
nations, cultures, and businesses. Through this 
policy, the goal is to meet clients’ needs, add 
value to shareholder equity, reinvest in results, 
and enhance overall growth.3 Given these core 
principles, projects implemented by this com-
pany across the globe have the potential to facil-
itate positive relationships between developing 
nations and the ability to develop communi-
ties with longer-term goals in mind. The goals 
demonstrate a determination to think critical-
ly about issues faced by developing nations by 
establishing a platform for projects across the 
global south. 

South-South Cooperation 
The increase of independent nations has 

made it possible for more voices to emerge on 
the global scene, including Brazil and other na-
tions within which Odebrecht operates. The in-
creasing number of countries in the developing 
world capable of the opportunity to establish 
themselves independently creates a viable op-
tion to push for collaboration between these na-
tions. This new model of development has come 
to be known as South-South Cooperation. The 
growth of South-South Cooperation challeng-
es the old model of North-South Cooperation, 
where developed and industrialized nations 
provided assistance to the developing nations 
in the south. The potential that comes with 
South-South Cooperation can serve as a more 

promising model for 
development as it 
empowers nations 

in the global south and removes the historical 
power dynamics that come with North-South 
Cooperation. Although the north still holds 
power and limited resources in the global south, 
the future growth potential for the South-South 
model is promising. 

Early international recognition and discus-
sion about South-South Cooperation can be 
seen in the establishment of the Special Unit 
for Technical Cooperation among Developing 
Countries (SU/TCDC) within the United Na-
tions Developmental Programme (UNDP) in 
the 1970s. SU/TCDC was guided by the Buenos 
Aires Plan of Action (BAPA) of 1978, which set 
out to establish a framework shifting paradigms 
under newer programs that emphasized South-
South connections.4 The emphasis on technical 
cooperation among developing countries indi-
cated the importance of technical information 
and the power of education as a foundation for 
development. Technical information in one na-
tion could be applied to another nation going 
through similar issues and vice versa, and the 
coalition between these nations benefits both by 
testing what works and what does not. 

South-South Cooperation over North-South 
Cooperation has the potential to empower na-
tions currently undergoing efforts to modernize 
and develop, but this purely South-South model 
has yet to be fully implemented. Official reports 
by the Special Unit for South-South Coopera-
tion (SU/SSC), which replaced the SU/TCDC 
in 2004, acknowledge that the old North-South 
Cooperation cannot be substituted by the new 
South-South Cooperation (SCC, 2004). The ac-
knowledgement of the inability of South-South 
Cooperation to fully take over developmental 
policies from North-South Cooperation poli-
cies shows that, despite the best intentions to 
completely shift developmental policy, old in-
stitutions are extremely difficult to fully remove 
from future endeavors. The Nairobi outcome 
document, presented during the High-Level 
United Nations (UN) Conference on South-
South Cooperation in December 2009, reported 
on the continued disconnect between the South-
South Cooperation goals and the realities of de-
velopment. The report indicated that, although 
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there were several promising developing na-
tions whose economies went through periods of 
rapid and dynamic growth, not all countries felt 
this growth and therefore South-South Coop-
eration had to serve as a compliment to North-
South Cooperation.5 Yet the financial crisis prior 
to 2009 indicates a future trend of increased 
focus on South-South Cooperation since powers 
in the north suffered and faced financial deg-
radation while these other nations were able 
to maintain healthy growth levels. The main-
tenance of these healthy growth levels in these 
developing nations prove how much potential 
that South-South Cooperation has as more de-
veloping nations enter the sphere and level of 
these rapidly growing nations. Although these 
levels have not been reached yet, the indication 
that some of these lead-
ing developing nations 
can emerge strong de-
spite the weaknesses 
of developed nations 
strengthens the case 
for pushing for more 
South-South connec-
tions.

The continued 
pressure to expand on 
South-South Coopera-
tion in combination with North-South Coopera-
tion indicates a world stuck between methods of 
the past and methods of the present and poten-
tial future. This uncertainty between the models 
also indicates a world which has difficulty estab-
lishing promising and effective developmental 
policies. The inability to allocate resources ful-
ly is demonstrated by the major role the north 
still plays in these types of partnerships. As the 
UN is based in places such as New York City or 
Geneva, it is difficult for South-South Coopera-
tion to be fully implemented without influence 
from the north. Although the second meeting in 
Nairobi is a promising sign that more of these 
polices and issues are being decided on in loca-
tions outside of the global north, the resources 
which fund these types of meetings for the UN 
come from nations such as the United States, 
which contributes 22 percent of the UN’s budget 
as well as 27 percent of the UN’s peacekeeping 
budget.6 

The international community proposes a 
few countries that could act as potential world 
leaders in providing resources for strong and 
effective South-South Cooperation models; 

often these countries are Brazil, Russia, In-
dia and China. These four have been referred 
to collectively as the acronym BRIC. In a 2001 
paper, the former chief economist of Goldman 
Sachs, Jim O’Neill, described this group as the 
new emerging powerhouse in the world. With 
the events of September 11th in mind, O’Neill 
pointed out how globalization would continue 
to thrive and grow and the Americanization of 
the world would quickly decline. He felt that, 
without these four countries, one could not 
properly have a future in running global affairs.7 

The categorization of these four nations by top 
economists indicates how important develop-
ing and emerging economies will become in the 
future. The analysis comes from the North and 
in turn has a deep bias towards the wellbeing of 

those within this area 
of the world. Howev-
er, it also accepts that 
the global north will 
not be the only play-
er in future global af-
fairs. As the influence 
of nations such as the 
United States decreas-
es around the world, 
there is a chance that 
others can also step in 

and play similar roles. The power struggle is ev-
ident in the transition of models.

Brazil as a Leader 
Although all four of the BRIC nations have 

been pegged as having potentially bright fu-
tures, a strong case can be made for Brazil pro-
viding a beneficial role as a new leader in devel-
opmental issues. Along the lines of providing 
one side of South-South Cooperation, much 
can be said about the strengthening of ties to 
regions such as sub-Saharan Africa and Latin 
America. Events such as Rio +20 in Rio de Ja-
neiro demonstrate the leadership role Brazil can 
provide. Although the country is determining its 
global image, trends point towards Brazil taking 
the lead role in facing developmental challeng-
es. 

Brazil’s ability to become a strong partner in 
these types of South-South cooperation models 
requires strengthening the country’s domes-
tic affairs. Having a strong domestic economy 
complemented by industrial production, pov-
erty reduction, and developed infrastructure is 
vital for the country’s success. Recent trends 

Projects implemented by this 
company across the globe have 
the potential to facilitate positive 
relationships between developing 
nations and the ability to develop 
communities with longer-term 
goals in mind.
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have indicated that the country has been able to 
prove itself. 

Over the past 10 years, Brazil has made 
great strides in relation to the process of pov-
erty reduction. President Luiz Inácio Lula da 
Silva implemented a program known as Bolsa 
Família during his adminstration. This program 
focuses on reducing immediate and future pov-
erty through direct cash deposits to poor fam-
ilies. To receive the funds, families must make 
a commitment to keep their children in school 
and maintain constant medical supervision. The 
World Bank funded the first phase with US$572 
million in 2004 and US$200 million in 2010, 
while raising approximately 20 million fam-
ilies out of poverty between 2003 and 2009. 
The program also reduced the percentage of 
the population living on $2 per person per day 
from 22 percent to 7 percent during this time, 
demonstrating the lowest inequality levels in 
30 years.8 The efficiency of this program, along 
with its extraordinary results, is a positive ex-
ample of how Brazil can be the prime engine be-
hind developmental programs elsewhere. Brazil 
proved it has a decent amount of practice in 
reducing poverty at a practical level in the 21st 
century. Unlike programs that are based in and 
developed in the global north, these results are 
being generated, tested, and achieved in a coun-
try within the global south. Although funding 
does come from the World Bank, Brazil could 
eventually take full ownership of the program, 
an empowering idea for a developing nation. 
The success of this program speaks volumes to 
the future ability of the country to apply similar 
procedures and programs to other areas when 
providing assistance. Those involved in the Bol-
sa Familia program can provide valuable insight 
into future programs, which can be implement-
ed in developing nations across the Americas as 
well as on the African continent. As the economy 
of Brazil grows and more people find the ability 
to enter the middle class, fewer resources over 
time can be used on reducing poverty within the 
nation. A more educated and healthier popula-
tion represents a stronger country, which can 
expand on these types of programs in countries 
beyond Brazil. Although Brazil can and should 
continue to fund Bolsa Familia, the fact that the 
necessary funding was reduced from 2004 to 
2010 is an indication that more progress can be 
made with fewer resources. 

Odebrecht complements the poverty-reduc-
ing measures that Brazil makes. As the organi-

zation has diverse industries, these efforts im-
pact varying aspects of the people. Through its  
projects, Odebrecht has a vested interest in the 
success or failure rates of Bolsa Familia and oth-
er poverty eradication programs. The depart-
ments within Odebrecht provide various means 
for the country to increase infrastructural sup-
port for reducing poverty and are therefore di-
rectly connected to the Bolsa Familia program. 
Bolsa Familia provides Odebrecht the ability to 
grow since more people within Brazil are able 
to afford and achieve life goals such as buying 
a home, going on vacation, shopping, and hav-
ing access to more resources for consumption. 
With more consumption comes more energy 
use as well as greater access to better resourc-
es for food and water. Odebrecht, in some way 
or another, is invested in projects that work on 
providing all of these resources across the coun-
try. The different domestic departments of Ode-
brecht are a reflection of which industries Brazil 
desires to invest in as a means of growing the 
economy and improving living conditions. 

Odebrecht Departments 
The Odebrecht departments related to en-

ergy production are one of the large industries 
that serve as a focus for domestic improvement. 
When looking at the different energy sectors 
that Odebrecht is invested in, the emphasis of 
some energy projects over others indicates ef-
forts by Odebrecht and Brazil itself to look like 
a country that is focusing on projects that pro-
vide access to more sustainable energy resourc-
es. Brazil is willing to explore several different 
energy options in order to catch up with antici-
pated increases in energy use across the nation. 

Odebrecht Energia, founded in 2011, focus-
es on projects related to energy generation, with 
most of the efforts involving investments across 
Brazil. Within Odebrecht Energia, investments 
include a portfolio with assets in renewable 
sources such as hydroelectric plants, wind en-
ergy parks, a solar energy plant, and small Hy-
droelectric Power Plants (SHPPs). The origins 
of this department were inspired by Construto-
ra Noberto Odebrecht, which has assisted with 
58,500 Megawatts (MW) of energy develop-
ments in Brazil and abroad.9 This segment of the 
larger Odebrecht Corporation represents forms 
of sustainable energy, which are more beneficial 
for developing nations on the rise. Possessing 
renewable energy would mean less dependence 
on fuels such as coal or petroleum. Odebrecht 



Volume 10 Spring 2014 | 35

Energia’s focus on these projects reflects the im-
portance of Odebrecht for the future image and 
strength of Brazil. 

Odebrecht Energia also follows the TEO 
business culture of the larger Odebrecht Organi-
zation. Within this segment, there are programs 
such as the Acreditar (Believe) Program and the 
Continued Professional Qualification Program, 
which both emphasize training the population 
to become part of the larger labor market of Bra-
zil. The goal is to improve the quality of life for 
the families impacted by the projects long after 
Odebrecht leaves the area, and the programs 
embrace the idea that investing in people is the 
first step toward sustainable development.10 The 
emphasis on people is a positive indication that 
these projects have the possibility of providing 
longer-term sustainable impacts within the ar-
eas. Focusing on education and self-sufficien-
cy indicate a more conscious awareness of the 
changes inherent in development. 

In its two years of operation, Odebrecht En-
ergia assisted with three main projects across 
Brazil. The largest of the three projects is the 
Santo Antonio Hydroelectric Power Plant in the 
town of Porto Velho within the northern state of 

Roraima. This plant has the capacity to generate 
3,150 MW of installed power, which is estimat-
ed to produce enough energy for 40 million peo-
ple.11 The is a promising statistic, but at the same 
time the figures used could be based on older 
energy use models instead of potential future 
ones in a nation quickly developing. In addition, 
hydroelectric plants have a possibility of nega-
tively impacting the ecosystems surrounding 
the project. Although they can provide a cleaner 
energy source than coal or gas, it is important 
to stay vigilant about environmental impacts. 
As with any northern state within the Amazon 
Basin, there is also the issue of deforestation 
or displacement of indigenous populations, as 
having a power plant close could attract more 
people to the area. Since the hydroelectric plant 
has only been running for the past few years, the 
impacts are not clear, but there is the possibility 
that Odebrecht will place emphasis on minimiz-
ing the damaging environmental and social im-
pacts in the region. 

The second project of Odebrecht Energia is 
the Corredor do Senandes Wind Energy Com-
plex that is in the process of being installed in 
Rio Grande do Sul. With an estimated capacity 

Above // The expo is an annual multilateral event from the South and for the South, organized every year by UNDP’s 
Special Unit  for South-South Cooperation.
Credit // ©FAO/ALESSANDRA BENEDETTI. All rights reserved. Copyright ©FAO.
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of 108 MW, this project is expected to begin pro-
duction in 2013 and has a cost of around R$400 
million. 16 additional wind parks are expect-
ed to add an additional capacity of 265 MW.12 

In contrast with the other project, this project 
is along the coast and thus easier to access. In 
turn, with the exception of birds possibly crash-
ing into turbines, the impact is not as damag-
ing. Here, the problem is financing the wind 
turbines, as they can become expensive quickly 
and are difficult to replicate on a larger scale, 
but they are possible as more people integrate 
into the economy. 

The final project of Odebrecht Energia is 
a solar energy plant at the Pernambuco Are-
na, one of the venues of the 2014 World Cup. 
This plant is a partnership with Neoenergia and 
is expected to generate 1 MW of power, which 
equates to the energy consumption of 6,000 
Brazilians.13 The solar energy plant benefits 
from the tropical location of Pemambuco, which 
allows for high levels of sunshine. This focus in-
dicates a well thought 
out project and can 
serve as a model for fu-
ture projects that focus 
on maximizing output 
in the respective project 
areas. Also, by integrat-
ing this project with the 
World Cup there is increased international vis-
ibility in addition to the domestic popularity of 
football. The impact is easier to see because of 
the immediate nature of the World Cup where 
international guests and Brazilians viewing the 
games will have to pass the solar power plant. 
As with the other projects, having the solar pow-
er plant will also provide long-term jobs for peo-
ple involved with the construction and educate 
people to work the plants. 

Other energy-based departments within 
Odebrecht focus on petrochemicals and fossil 
fuels in contrast with progressive energy pro-
duction sources. Since its founding in 2006, 
Odebrecht Oleo e Gas S.A. has focused on pro-
viding customized solutions for the oil industry 
in Brazil. The company bases its services on the 
implementation of offshore drilling rigs and 
production platforms on deep water and pre-salt 
sites. Before the creation of this concentrated 
area, Odebrecht had worked closely with Petro-
bras since the 1950s and was the first private 
Brazilian company to provide offshore drilling 
operations in 1979.14 While Odebrecht focuses 

on sustainable energy, departments such as this 
show that not all of Brazil’s economic interests 
lie in being independent of the trade and pro-
duction of fossil fuels. The significance of the 
establishment of Odebrecht Oleo e Gas S.A. as a 
separate department in 2006 demonstrates that 
this is still an important industry that is worthy 
of expansion, especially as more offshore deep 
water and pre-salt sites are discovered off the 
coast of the country. Even developing coun-
tries attempting to be progressive cannot es-
cape the concept that companies connected to 
the production of these energy sources are still 
powerful. Petrobras is the domestic example 
of a powerful oil company and its partnership 
with Odebrecht Oleo e Gas shows how import-
ant these partnerships are in ensuring this in-
dustry remains alive. This is also an indication 
of the connections made to the global north as 
the sources can be exported to developed na-
tions that are still dependent on these energy 
sources, despite efforts made to reach environ-

mental quotas. These 
projects may provide 
jobs and income, but 
the environmental 
impact must remain 
at the forefront of 
the discourse when it 
comes to discussing 

fossil fuel production. 
Beyond investments in the exploration and 

development of new sources of energy, oth-
er departments in Odebrecht reflect the desire 
of Brazil to improve domestic real estate such 
as Odebrecht Realizações Imobilárias (OR). 
Founded in 2004, OR was created to estab-
lish Odebrecht within the real estate market of 
Brazil. This company is the founding member 
of Brazil’s US Green Building Council, which 
works towards the strengthening of sustain-
able construction projects in the country. These 
projects are multi-use complexes that integrate 
residential areas with commercial structures 
or shopping malls. In addition, OR is working 
towards creating high standard neighborhoods 
that are integrated with the environment such 
as Vale dos Cristais in Minas Gerais and Paiva 
Reserve in Pernambuco.15 In connection with 
efforts to be more environmentally friendly, 
Odebrecht’s projects within OR reflect Brazil’s 
attempts to be more sustainable in developing 
future projects. The idea that high standard 
neighborhoods are being advertised in a sus-

As the largest economy in the 
region, Brazil has the potential to 
claim the role of the United States 
in the region.
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tainable fashion is possible because the reduc-
tion in poverty across the country provides a 
growing middle class that can afford to move to 
the new sites. Beyond high end projects that ap-
peal to the higher and emerging middle classes, 
OR also has housing projects for the less fortu-
nate through the brand Bairro Novo. This divi-
sion is dedicated to the construction of planned 
neighborhoods through the Brazilian Federal 
Government program known as My House, My 
Life. In 2011, Bairro Novo was able to deliver 
3,500 homes.16 This involvement in all segments 
of the Brazilian population indicates the diversi-
ty of knowledge and expertise the company has 
which provides a decent foundation for projects 
that could be implemented in other nations. In-
terestingly enough, these projects also follow 
a green building code, which is uncommon for 
projects for lower income housing; much can be 
learned from following these environmentally 
sound policies. Although a project that works in 
one area may not always work in other areas, it 
is still encouraging that these projects are actu-
ally being thought about and built.

Obstacles to Overcome 
The positive aspects of Brazilian domestic 

development provide strong support that the 
country is well on its way to becoming a strong 
partner in South-South Cooperation initiatives. 
However, Brazil still struggles with some ob-
stacles when it comes to the future growth and 
success of these projects. For example, despite 
the growth of the Brazilian economy and overall 
development of the country recently, trends in-
dicate that the past seven quarters have had lit-
tle to no growth. Elections and high commodity 
prices inflated the growth seen by the country 
for the past few years. In addition, high taxes 
and labor costs continue to serve as roadblocks 
toward investment in the nation, while the Real 
is considered overvalued due to inflation. Plus, 
fears of uncertain growth levels in the future 
have led to businesses waiting for more stabili-
ty, while permanent gridlock in the government 
detracts from creating a set platform on future 
development goals.17 The difficulty in doing 
business in Brazil, both from an international 
and domestic perspective, can be discouraging 
as indicated by the lack of trust in investments 
in the country. It is difficult to overcome a nega-
tive image from previous decades, and the high 
pressure to perform well in the face of a world-
wide economic panic can be a source of stress 

for Brazil. Despite the upward mobility of some 
sections of the population and the efforts made 
by the Brazilian federal government to over-
come bad business models, more has to be done 
within the country itself for Brazil to successful-
ly implement policies overseas.

The Brazilian government has an issue 
with having high hopes and dreams with little 
to show for it. This pressure to succeed makes 
it difficult to change policies such as high tax-
es and labor costs as there is a desire to make 
an income from reliable sources. The growth 
in Brazil recently has had little time to settle in 
and become a much longer and lasting trend. 
The government is reluctant to admit how much 
infrastructure work still needs to done and 
maintains deep insecurities over Brazil’s own 
growth and development, which makes work in 
other developing nations more fragile. Howev-
er, when it comes to development, real changes 
are difficult to come by with immediate results. 
As with any developing nation, investments are 
considered to be risks. Although funding is nec-
essary for growth, it is difficult to see effective 
results when the funding is being held back be-
cause no growth can be seen at the current time. 

Despite these doomsday figures, the future 
is difficult to predict. With such future events as 
the World Cup in 2014 and the Summer Olym-
pics in 2016, it is possible that Brazil will main-
tain its future growth. Odebrecht is at the fore-
front of this effort to assist Brazil. The company 
is involved in advertising for the events and is 
contracted with the construction of venues such 
as Maracanã Stadium in Rio de Janeiro, Arena 
Fonte Nova in Salvador, Arena Pernambuco in 
Recife, and Itaquerão in São Paulo. With a com-
bined value of R$2.9 billion, these projects in-
volve the two stadiums for the opening and clos-
ing ceremonies of the 2014 World Cup.18 Time 
will tell how these investments will play out, but 
sports remain a popular industry in both do-
mestic and international markets. 

To only provide positive feedback for these 
projects would undermine the realities faced by 
those impacted by these construction sites. De-
spite all the benefits that will come from hosting 
the World Cup and Olympics, namely improved 
infrastructure and income from visitors and ad-
vertisements, there are also reasons as to why 
these events and other developments have dire 
consequences. For example, the area around 
Maracana Stadium in Rio de Janeiro has been 
a site of evictions and relocations of residents. 
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In addition, a group of indigenous people had 
been protesting construction for several months 
because a former Indian museum located on 
the site was being turned into a 10,000-car 
parking lot. In response, the police evicted the 
protesters by March 22, 2013 after 12 hours of 
confrontation.19 Given stories such as these, it is 
understandable to make the point that, despite 
all the efforts of Odebrecht and other Brazilian 
companies to provide positive and beneficial 
workplaces, there will still be others who are 
left behind. The displacement and relocation ef-
forts indicate that, while trying to prove itself to 
the world, Brazil is not always working for the 
best interests of all its citizens. The people who 
inhabited the spaces of these future stadiums 
have a high price to pay for the dream of devel-
opment.

Higher levels of international scrutiny mean 
that the country will have to change its ways in 
order to keep up with international standards. 
As more countries focus on Brazil, it is neces-
sary for the government to change its policies 
in order to live up to these expectations. The 
various projects focusing on energy production, 
housing, and employment are just the begin-

ning stages for this nation to truly catch up with 
international pressures, but they are still repre-
sentative of some level of progress. Hosting the 
World Cup and the Olympics is an opportunity 
for Brazil to prove itself on the global scene. The 
confidence that the international community 
has placed on the country can be the boost nec-
essary for Brazil to strengthen from within and 
for the government to adapt to changes neces-
sary for growth. Although there will always be 
some groups left behind in the process, all na-
tions face issues with bringing all of the popu-
lace to equal levels of standards of living. While 
the slowing growth rate and ever-evident lack of 
trust in the country are problems at the current 
moment, the international attention placed in 
Brazil and all of the BRIC countries since 2001 
provides a positive reminder that if growth hap-
pened at one point, it can come back as well. 

Brazil in the Region 
Given the positive changes that have oc-

curred within the nation in the past few years, 
Brazil can be considered a decent facilitator for 
South-South Cooperation. Efforts along these 
lines have been established through projects 

Above // An Odebrecht energy facility in Brazil.
Credit // Braskem - Organização Odebrecht. Stopgo. WikiCommons. http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki-
File:Braskem.jpg.
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with neighboring Latin American countries as 
well as other future projects. Notable exam-
ples of improved relations include statements 
by President Rousseff, who pointed out “there 
is no room for the strife and rivalries that sep-
arate us in the past. The countries of the con-
tinent have become valuable economic and 
political partners of Brazil”.20 These improved 
relationships have established the framework 
for projects Odebrecht is implementing across 
the continent. Although the emphasis of Presi-
dent Rousseff’s words are on the economic and 
political benefits for Brazil instead of altruism, 
the existence of these partnerships provide for 
a much stronger model as compared to prior 
North-South cooperation models. As the larg-
est economy in the region, Brazil has the po-
tential to claim the role of the United States in 
the region. An example of this rhetoric comes 
from the positive international image, which 
ex-President Lula was able to establish during 
his presidency that has inspired other Latin 
American politicians. Political experts from 
Brazil use the “successful Brazilian model” in 
order to gain victories for their candidates for 
office. Presidents such as Lugo of Paraguay, 
Funes of El Salvador, Humala of Peru, and even 
Hugo Chavez were beginning to use Brazilian 
marketing techniques in their campaigns.21 The 
improved relationships along political lines are 
the perfect way for Brazilian companies to be-
come involved in the development of other Lat-
in American nations. Political stability and an 
improved image have made it easier for Brazil to 
become a welcomed partner in projects across 
the region. Another important element to im-
proved relations is the participation of Brazil in 
Mercosur, which has established trade ties with 
other South American nations and led to a rise 
in trade surplus from US$1.7 billion to US$16 
billion between 2002 and 2007.22 The estab-
lishment of this organization sends a clear mes-
sage to nations in the global north that Brazil 
is increasingly becoming a stronger force within 
the region. As Brazil is the largest economy in 
Mercosur, the country is testing its abilities to 
invest in the development and interests of the 
surrounding nations. 

The establishment of these ties creates the 
perfect conditions for Odebrecht to expand on 
its efforts to develop projects in the region. Cur-
rently, the division known as Odebrecht Améri-
ca Latina e Angola focuses on projects in the 
surrounding areas of the world in addition to 

the Lusophonic African nation of Angola. This 
department works in the field of infrastructure 
projects being developed in Latin America. Sig-
nificant projects include the construction of 
metro lines in Peru and Argentina; hydroelec-
tric plants in Panama, Ecuador, Peru, and the 
Dominican Republic; the Ruta del Sol Highway 
in Colombia; and a contract to expand the Port 
of Mariel in Cuba, which is the largest contract-
ed project in the country.23 This infrastructural 
focus demonstrates the long-term goals to stabi-
lize Brazil’s neighbors. An improved infrastruc-
ture in these other nations signifies a strength-
ening of their economies, which parallels the 
other trends of political stabilizations as well. 
Good neighbors equate to an improved region, 
which equates to more investments. 

Of these projects across Latin America, the 
project in Peru known as the South Inter-Oce-
anic Highway or South Corridor is of particular 
note. This project is part of a larger effort to in-
tegrate South American roads, and its purpose 
is to directly connect the Atlantic and Pacif-
ic Ocean. Of the 2,603 total kilometers of the 
whole highway, Odebrecht is responsible for 
around 703 kilometers. This project is expected 
to impact 5.5 of the 27 million people in Peru, as 
well as to transform the border region between 
Brazil and Peru.24 Brazil has been isolated from 
the Pacific Ocean for its entire history, and this 
project will enable the nation to finally have 
proper access to another coast. This project is a 
reflection of the expansion of Brazil to markets 
beyond another ocean, increasing relations with 
Asia and Oceania. In addition, in providing ac-
cess to the markets on the Atlantic. it benefits 
Peru,. Overall, this project shows a stronger co-
operation between Latin American nations and 
a strengthening of partnerships, which supports 
the goals of the UN to improve South-South Co-
operation.

A testament to the benefits of Odebrecht’s 
role in facilitating projects is the dedication that 
the company has to the social development of 
regions that house its projects. Beyond building 
roads, Odebrecht is dedicated to genetic im-
provements of alpacas in the region in addition 
to two other programs related to tourism and 
handicrafts.25 These actions reflect a social re-
sponsibility and dedication to the development 
of the region. 

The projects implemented by Odebrecht 
América Latina e Angola go beyond simply 
providing infrastructure. The benefits provid-
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ed through these projects are reflected in the 
awards the company has received because of 
the projects. Odebrecht received a Global Road 
Achievement International Award for managing 
the Northern InterOceanic Highway in Peru.  In 
addition, the Great Place to Work Institute rec-
ognized Odebrecht as one of the 100 best plac-
es to work in Mexico and the best company to 
work for in the Dominican Republic.26 These 
awards are a reflection of the professionalism of 
Odebrecht’s projects and reflect well on Brazil’s 
efforts to facilitate partnerships with other na-
tions. Although Odebrecht is only one example 
of a Brazilian company that is becoming more 
involved on an international level, the fact that 
it is living up to high international standards 
serves as an inspiration to other Brazilian com-
panies.  

The kinds of connections Brazil has been 
making with nations in other areas of the glob-
al south, such as sub-Saharan Africa, are also 
noteworthy. Under the Lula administration, ef-
forts were made to increase relations between 
these two areas of the world that serve as two 
legs of the exchanges made across the Atlantic 
Ocean. The president took several official trips 
to African nations while also receiving several 
African leaders during his presidency. His suc-
cessor, Rousseff, has continued these policies, 
although with more emphasis on how these 
relations benefit Brazil.27 With the backing of 
the government, the improvement of the rela-
tionships between Brazil and respective African 
nations provides a strong foundation for future 
South-South Cooperation efforts. As the feder-
al government has indicated its willingness to 
work more with these countries, legitimate ef-
forts can be made in the formation and imple-
mentation of developmental policies following a 
South-South Cooperation model.

Although the Rousseff administration has 
focused more on the interests of Brazil, the im-
plementation of these projects in Africa is an 
improvement as compared to other programs 
from different nations. While China emphasiz-
es a model which focuses on sending Chinese 
workers to the region and acquiring resources, 
the Brazilian companies working there aim for 
a more altruistic business model. A prime ex-
ample of this are the policies implemented by 
Odebrecht. In the projects that the organization 
operates in the south-central African country of 
Angola, efforts have been made to ensure 90 per-
cent of the workers are locals. In Mozambique, 

the Brazilian company Vale employs 85 percent 
locals. In addition, industry leaders such as Ro-
drigo da Costa Fonseca, the president of the 
Africa branch of the construction firm Andrade 
Gutierrez, emphasized that Brazil does not want 
to exploit resources, but rather Brazilians work-
ing in Africa are there to build lasting relation-
ships through aid and private investment.28 Al-
though the history of Brazilian developmental 
projects in Africa is on a smaller scale as com-
pared to those in China, the emphasis of these 
partnerships is quality over quantity. China can 
provide more resources based purely on num-
bers; its growth is hard to compete with in hard 
economic times. However, the Brazilian model 
is more promising based on goals that empha-
size the long-term wellbeing of the region. In-
vestments made by Brazil in countries such as 
Angola or Mozambique would benefit those who 
have to live in these areas for the long term. In-
stead of the Chinese model, which emphasizes 
the here and now while taking the resources, the 
Brazilian model demonstrates an investment in 
the region itself. By having high percentages of 
locals invested in these projects, the ownership 
of these projects by people who are attached to 
the land would become much easier. The will-
ingness to employ Angolans and Mozambicans 
on such a scale indicates trust, which in turn is 
empowering to those who had opportunities to 
work for companies such as Odebrecht or Vale. 
This model is a positive example of how South-
South Cooperation can work effectively and 
efficiently. Although the interests of Brazil are 
still evident, at the same time the emphasis on 
partnerships and cooperation over simply just 
coming in to make changes speaks highly of fu-
ture projects that Brazil can possibly implement 
in the region.

When it comes to projects that facilitate 
connections made between Brazil and African 
countries, Odebrecht has been at the forefront 
in ensuring these partnerships remain strong 
and effective. The company has a varied history 
on the continent but one of its earlier projects 
began in 1980 when Odebrecht commissioned 
plans for the Capanda Hydroelectric Power 
Plant in Angola.29 The relationship between 
Brazil and Angola is unique given their shared 
histories as colonies of Portugal. Sharing a her-
itage and language sets up a strong relationship 
between these two nations, which is reflected by 
the longer history Odebrecht has in this coun-
try. Under Odebrecht América Latina e Angola, 
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the company was responsible for a variety of 
projects related to improving living conditions 
in Angola. In connection with the Population 
Resettlement Program Odebrecht construct-
ed housing and infrastructure projects, while 
the Benguela Dombe-Grande and Caala-Cuima 
highways provide easier transport in the coun-
try. Other important projects include power 
lines between Capanda and Uige and the con-
clusion of stage 6 of the sanitation program in 
Luanda.30 The diverse investments in the infra-
structure of this nation are a testament to the 
focus Brazil has placed on Angola. In addition 
to infrastructural development, Odebrecht has 
implemented social programs such as Kulenga 
pala Kukula (“education for development” in 
Kimbundu), a sustainable development project 
started in 1980 in the northeastern region of the 
nation that focuses on generation of income, 
education, health, infrastructure, and quality of 
life. This program benefitted 10 different com-
munities with 369 families and 1,148 residents 
by 2010.31 These projects that parallel the infra-
structure projects are not guaranteed to provide 
all the solutions to issues related to poverty. 
However, the existence of these social programs 
in addition to the infra-
structure projects is a 
way for the company 
to keep tabs on their 
long-term impacts. 
Studies of these proj-
ects will provide bene-
ficial information as to 
effective ways to work 
with communities and 
implement strategies 
for positive changes 
within the region. As 
for other positive results from Odebrecht social 
projects, the Ministry of Education hailed the 
Mussende School Social Project with the best 
literacy rate in 2011.32 Effective projects such as 
these are an indication of Odebrecht’s ability to 
initiate positive changes within the community. 

Other projects on the African continent are 
placed under the division of Odebrecht Interna-
tional. This division focuses on 12 countries in 
the Middle East, North America, Europe, and 
Africa. Within sub-Saharan Africa, projects are 
located in Liberia, where the company is work-
ing on the restoration of a railroad, and Mozam-
bique, with contracts including Nacala Interna-
tional Airport, infrastructure for the Vale mine 

in Moatize, and Wharf 8, Port of Baira in Mo-
zambique.33 This expansion into other nations is 
evidence that Brazil has become serious about 
investing in sub-Saharan Africa beyond nations 
with strong historical ties. 

Conclusion 
The connections between Brazil and other 

nations in the global south is an encouraging 
sign that these relationships can continue to 
prosper. While Brazil is still attempting to fig-
ure out its role in the world, there is the poten-
tial for this country to become a leader in efforts 
to establish South-South cooperation partner-
ships. With Brazilian businesses, such as Ode-
brecht, already establishing themselves with 
a sustainable business model, the wellbeing of 
clients and communities influenced by these 
projects can last for years after the companies 
leave the worksites. While strengthening and 
investing in these partnerships is only one step 
towards larger efforts being made to strengthen 
South-South cooperation across the globe, the 
results have been encouraging. Although these 
partnerships cannot fully escape the power dy-
namic, which comes with one nation assisting 

another, and Brazil’s 
model is far from per-
fect, it is an improve-
ment from previous 
efforts such as those 
enacted by developed 
nations in the global 
north. Healthy com-
petition is beneficial 
development, as there 
is pressure to perform 
and build on a previ-
ous ineffective model. 

Although North-South Cooperation cannot fully 
be removed from these efforts, it is possible that 
the older models can evolve into partnerships 
with more equal footing. Just as North-South 
Cooperation can learn from South-South Coop-
eration, South-South Cooperation has the ben-
efit of learning from North-South Cooperation. 

As more countries participate in South-
South cooperation, more investments in the 
growth and development of populations can as-
sist with achieving developmental goals. The les-
sons being learned as South-South cooperation 
continues to be tested can be valuable for future 
lessons in development. Although North-South 
cooperation is still necessary because current in-

The goal is to improve the quality 
of life for the families impacted by 
the projects long after Odebrecht 
leaves the area, and the programs 
embrace the idea that investing 
in people is the first step toward 
sustainable development.
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stitutions and resources are still centered in the 
global north, South-South cooperation has the 
potential for growth in the coming decades as 
resources become more uniformly allocated and 
more confidence is placed in new global leaders. 
The ability to effectively establish more South-
South Cooperation in the future will continue to 
be a topic of discussion. The path toward a more 
equal and just world continues to be established 
as the lessons learned in the contemporary era 
can assist with establishing effective policies 
that can hopefully change the unbalanced dis-
course of international affairs that have defined 
development in the past.
Editors // Alycia Chau and Rachel Boisjolie
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Based on the ethical framework set 
forth by the United Nations Dec-
laration of Human Rights, United 

Nations (U.N.) peacekeepers should be instru-
mental parts in preventing the spread of human 
trafficking and protecting vulnerable citizens. 
However, in many countries, peacekeepers do 
not fulfill the role of preventer or protector. In 
fact, sex trafficking rates have risen when Unit-
ed Nations peacekeepers have come to reside 
in various countries. What is more appalling is 
that these peacekeepers are rarely, if ever, pros-
ecuted for the crimes they commit, even after 
being sent back to their home countries.

This premise forms a puzzling and ultimate-
ly incredulous situation, framed by the question 
of why employees of an organization specifi-
cally dedicated to the spread of human rights 
would allow such acts that blatantly disregard 
the rights set forth in their declaration. Per-
haps even more confusing is the fact that these 
transgressors are almost never prosecuted. In 
order to promote human rights and enforce 
international law, peacekeepers must be held 
accountable through some sort of international 
enforcement. There are both legal and ethical 
obligations to prosecute U.N. peacekeepers who 
violate sex trafficking laws in any country and 
multiple options that make prosecution possi-
ble. 

Background
Despite the fact that every country has some 

sort of law against slavery, the slave trade is far 
from extinct. It is, in fact, alive and thriving. Ac-
cording to the 2012 Trafficking in Persons (TIP) 
Report published by the United States Depart-
ment of State, as many as 27 million people are 
affected by human trafficking.1 This statistic en-
compasses everything from forced labor, to debt 
bondage, to sex slavery. Global institutions have 
spoken out against trafficking, as in Article 4 
of the United Nations Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights: “No one shall be held in slavery 
or servitude; slavery and the slave trade shall be 
prohibited in all their forms.”2 

Unfortunately, this statement has done 
little to improve the state of slavery. Even the 
United Nations has contributed to the prob-
lem, most prominently in sex trafficking. In the 
past 15 years, there have been several incidents 
in which United Nations peacekeepers, sent to 
help struggling countries, have expanded the 
sex trade upon arrival. Not only have peace-
keepers allowed its occurrence without prose-
cuting heads of sex rings, they have often partic-
ipated in the trafficking themselves.

One of the first well-known cases of this 
occurrence was in Kosovo, where it was dis-
covered that peacekeepers had been sexual-
ly abusing citizens and contributing to the sex 

Since the writing of this essay, the global state of human trafficking has seen 
little improvement and remains a serious problem. However, many organiza-
tions, including the International Justice Mission chapter at the University of 
Virginia, are actively working to raise awareness and facilitate the end of mod-
ern-day slavery. While international law has not yet achieved its full potential 
in preventing human trafficking, individuals around the world are beginning to 
work together in order to make that change.

Prosecuting United Nations 
Peacekeepers for Human Rights 
Violations
By Naomi Bishop
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trade. Amnesty International released a report 
on May 6, 2004 that stated that since the begin-
ning of the peacekeeping mission in July 1999, 
Kosovo’s sex trafficking industry had grown ex-
ponentially after only two years. In April 2001, 
the Special Rapporteur on Violence against 
Women referenced the NATO-led Kosovo force 
(KFOR), saying, “Following the arrival of KFOR 
in July 1999, significant concentrations of orga-
nized prostitution were identified close to major 
concentrations of KFOR troops, with the mili-
tary making up the majority of clients, some of 
whom were allegedly also involved in the traf-
ficking process.”3 The Guardian added that in-
ternational presence accounted for 80% of all 
income to pimps involved in the trafficking of 
girls kidnapped from neighboring countries.4 

Amnesty International noted, “…prosecutions 
for traffickers were rare,” exacerbating the is-
sue.5 Many peacekeepers operated under the as-
sumption that they would never be prosecuted.

The same dismal situation is true of the U.N. 
presence in Bosnia. In 
the early 2000s, Kathy 
Bolkovac, a woman 
hired to do U.N. Peace-
keeping work in Bos-
nia, discovered that 
her fellow peacekeep-
ers were patronizing 
illegal brothels and 
involved in trafficking. 
She worked tirelessly 
to stop the problem, but people began to pull 
her files and warn her away from the prob-
lems she uncovered. After sending a memo to 
50 high-ranking U.N. officials about the issue, 
she was fired from her job in Bosnia for false 
reasons and sent home. She later won a law-
suit against DynCorp (the contractor who hired 
police officers) for unfair dismissal. Because of 
her accusations, a few men were sent home, but 
none were ever prosecuted.6 DynCorp’s stan-
dards have changed little since then. They claim 
to have a “zero-tolerance” policy, but it includes 

nothing about prosecu-
tion or accountability: 

“Any person who violates this standard or fails 
to report violations of this standard shall be 
subject to disciplinary action, up to and includ-
ing termination of employment.”7 Unfortunate-
ly, despite the extent of crimes committed by 
DynCorp in countries where it is the contractor 
for U.N. Peacekeepers, there are few employees 
who are ever fully held responsible for their ille-
gal and immoral actions.

Several other countries besides Kosovo and 
Bosnia have had issues with U.N. Peacekeepers 
sexually abusing citizens and participating in 
human trafficking. In the Democratic Republic 
of the Congo, a U.N. inquiry found that peace-
keepers had been paying women and children 
with “food or small sums of money”8 to make 
some rapes seem like prostitution. The same 
inquiry found that seven accusations of U.N. 
Peacekeepers sexually abusing under-age girls 
were all true. The U.N. Mission of Congo has 
sent soldiers home before. Unfortunately, the 
United Nations as a whole only has “jurisdiction 

over its own civilian 
staff but no power to 
punish peacekeepers. 
It can only repatriate 
soldiers responsible 
and call for them to 
be brought to justice 
at home.”9 These peo-
ple are violating in-
ternational laws and 
the rules of their or-

ganization, but ultimately are never brought to 
justice because of the immunity they enjoy by 
the very organization that places them in those 
vulnerable countries. West Africa, East Timor, 
Somalia, and Cambodia have also all reported 
sexual abuses of some kind by U.N. Peacekeep-
ers working for the missions in these various 
regions.10 

This issue of U.N. peacekeeping partici-
pation in sex trafficking is not only heinous, 
but extremely widespread as well. Neither is it 
showing signs of stopping. Since these initial 
reports on sex trafficking, the United Nations 
has attempted to strengthen its regulations, but 
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peacekeeper actions remain unchanged. “More 
than 200 such accusations remain unresolved, 
and the United Nations annual report on such 
crimes for 2010 noted that sexual activity with 
minors and nonconsensual sex represented 
more than half of reported accusations, little 
changed since 2008.”11 As has been continual-
ly noted, accused individuals are usually sent 
home. They enjoy immunity in the countries in 
which they are stationed, and the U.N. lacks the 
power to prosecute all those who are not civilian 
employees. Using the U.N. Declaration of Hu-
man Rights as a normative framework, peace-
keepers who commit sex trafficking crimes must 
be prosecuted in all cases, without exceptions.

The Obligation to Prosecute
As shown by the aforementioned case stud-

ies, sex trafficking violations occur every day, 
committed behind closed doors by the very peo-
ple who pledged to protect human rights. These 
peacekeepers should be held legally accountable 
for their crimes for legal and ethical reasons. It 
is important to note that U.N. peacekeepers are 
not the only people involved in sex trafficking. 
There is an entire spectrum of staff and per-

sonnel that runs these operations, and they too 
must be prosecuted for breaking international 
law and violating human rights. However, the 
first step in prosecuting the wider spectrum is 
having responsible officials, namely the peace-
keepers who are meant to enforce the law. Cur-
rently, United Nations peacekeepers are not ad-
hering to the standards themselves; thus, while 
it is not acceptable, it is at least understand-
able why those who see the law from a public 
standpoint don’t take it very seriously. Only by 
ensuring that leaders in a society are following 
the rules can one begin to expect the common 
criminal to follow and respect the rules as well. 

Legal Obligation
The first and most obvious reason United 

Nations peacekeepers should be prosecuted is 
because sex trafficking is illegal. In the United 
Nations Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Pun-
ish Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women 
and Children, supplementing the United Na-
tions Convention against Transnational Or-
ganized Crime, Article 5 stipulates that each 
country should adopt legislation to establish the 
criminality of human trafficking. Domestic laws 

Above // On a visit to Mysore where an organization, Odanadi, rescues children and young adults from human 
trafficking.
Credit // Courtesy of Michelle Haymoz. www.michellehaymoz.com
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are necessary because no universal instrument 
can currently address human trafficking as a 
whole at this time, and groups who are especial-
ly vulnerable may not be completely protected.12  

Unfortunately, peacekeepers who provide 
patronage to brothels, run by people participat-
ing in sex trafficking, are not usually prosecuted. 
This is a grave oversight in international law. All 
peacekeepers enjoy some sort of legal immu-
nity from the country that they work in, which 
explains why they cannot be prosecuted in that 
country specifically. They can be expelled how-
ever, and have been, as shown in many of the 
case studies previously mentioned. But of equal 
importance is that these peacekeepers are rare-
ly, if ever, held accountable once they return to 
their home country, mainly because prosecuting 
crimes committed overseas can be difficult, es-
pecially in terms of gathering evidence.

The international community has a duty 
to change this legal framework for several rea-
sons. First, it sets an unethical example for the 
international community as a whole. When the 
perceived employees of an international insti-
tution that champions human rights disregard 
legal practices, an air of lackadaisical noncha-
lance toward the laws against human trafficking 
becomes prevalent. Gita Sahgal, the previous 
head of Amnesty International’s Gender Divi-
sion, stated, “If a few men were prosecuted… I 
think they’d be much more on guard. Yet I don’t 
see much evidence of that happening.”13 Unfor-
tunately, this pattern will not stop until there is 
greater enforcement of existing sex trafficking 
laws, regardless of granted immunity. If the 
United Nations and laws associated with its re-
spect for human rights are going to be viewed as 
legitimate, then they must prosecute people as a 
form of accountability: “…public accountability 
is critical to credibility.”14 

The International Justice Mission (IJM) did 
a four-year study called Project Lantern that 
explored the efficiency of strengthening law 
enforcement techniques and its impact on sex 
trafficking rates in Cebu, the Philippines. They 
used a two-pronged approach: first, they sought 
to permanently lessen the number of sex-traf-
ficking victims by “increasing the capacity of 
counter-trafficking stakeholders,” and second, 
they used an anti-human trafficking model to 
“increase the level of understanding among key 
stakeholders…”15 In other words, they educated 
law enforcement officials and helped them to 
achieve convictions of sex trafficking violators. 

The results of Project Lantern were astonish-
ing. Outside researchers studied the effects 
and found “the number of minors available for 
exploitation in the commercial sex industry in 
Metro Cebu has plummeted 79 percent from…
before IJM began…four years ago.” The law 
enforcement techniques led to “an increase in 
commitment to resolving sex trafficking cases… 
and an increase in services… provided to traf-
ficking survivors.”16 Stronger legal enforcement 
of existing laws, as well as officials who them-
selves adhere to the laws, are absolutely imper-
ative in ensuring that sex trafficking is brought 
to a halt.

Although United Nations peacekeepers are 
not local officials (as in this study), the same 
strategies still apply. The U.N. includes in the 
role of peacekeeping a duty to “protect and pro-
mote human rights and assist in restoring the 
rule of law.”17 If peacekeepers are brought into 
the country with this purpose in mind, then they 
ought to be fulfilling it through law enforcement 
and the proper channels of legal accountabili-
ty. The responsibility for the crime involved in 
prosecuting, and possibly convicting a peace-
keeper will not only help prevent sex trafficking, 
but also fulfill the legal obligation that exists.

Ethical Obligation
Ethically speaking, there is also a responsi-

bility to prosecute peacekeepers involved in sex 
trafficking because of the grave nature of violat-
ing rights. More broadly, the term “human traf-
ficking” is: 

“the recruitment, transportation, trans-
fer, harbouring or receipt of persons, by 
means of the threat or use of force or 
other forms of coercion, of abduction, 
of fraud, of deception, of the abuse of 
power or of a position of vulnerability or 
of the giving or receiving of payments or 
benefits to achieve the consent of a per-
son having control over another person, 
for the purpose of exploitation.”18

More specifically, sex trafficking is when that 
exploitation involves the selling and buying of 
a person in order to economize sexual acts. This 
is a grave violation of human rights, not only 
in terms of human dignity, but also because 
selling another person violates their right of 
sovereignty over their own body. Sex traffick-
ing puts them in danger of contracting sexually 
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transmitted diseases and being hurt in various 
physical ways. No human being should ever 
be sold as a commodity. Furthermore, forcing 
someone to perform sexual acts without explic-
it consent breaches the very nature of human-
ity, as someone who should have the liberty to 
make their own decisions and never be forced 
to acquiesce to what another tells them to do. 
The ethical standards of the international com-
munity are perhaps the strongest foundation for 
why there is an obligation for U.N. peacekeep-
ers to be prosecuted for sex trafficking. Societal 
leaders have a responsibility to set up an ethical 
framework to ensure that one does not encroach 
on the rights of others, especially violations of 
this outrageous nature. In order to prevent this, 
leaders must enforce the ethical framework 
consistently, regardless of the citizen’s national 
identity or the location of the crime.
Various countries and international institutions 
guarantee human dignity and other inviolable 
rights. For example, the United Nations Mil-
lennium Declaration, adopted in 2000 by the 
Heads of State, states in its second point, 

“We have a collective responsibility to 
uphold the principles of human digni-
ty, equality and equity at the global lev-
el. As leaders we have a duty therefore 
to all the world’s people, especially the 
most vulnerable and, in particular, the 
children of the world, to whom the fu-
ture belongs.”19

This small notation embodies the reason it 
is necessary for international leaders to prose-
cute individuals who violate sex trafficking laws.  
Leaders have a collective responsibility to pro-
tect their citizens. They fail to fulfill it when a 
citizen of any country enslaves another. It is es-
pecially important for children. As future world 
citizens, children affected by sexual abuse and 
sex trafficking are often denied their chance to 
make an impact on the world due to their practi-
cal inability to escape their state of enslavement. 
Other documents, such as the United Nations 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights and na-
tional constitutions, guarantee similar rights to 
their citizens.

By and large, these rights are not upheld by 
United Nations peacekeepers. Rather, peace-
keeping has intensified the problem, a reality 
that is ethically offensive and contrary to the 
original values of the institution: “The heart of 

the international mandate is generally about re-
storing international peace and security – not 
adding to the problems, committing crimes and 
being unaccountable.”20 Enforcing the conse-
quences of human trafficking violations is ab-
solutely paramount to retaining the heart and 
purpose of the United Nations. If its actions 
do not line up with its declarations, it loses le-
gal and ethical accountability. As an institution 
committed to the protection of human rights, it 
cannot lose this accountability and continue to 
exist.

Part of the United Nations’ duty to prose-
cute lies in its accountability for the rise of sex 
trafficking in the various countries in which it 
has placed peacekeepers. Studies have shown 
that peacekeeping is tightly entwined with the 
rise of sex trafficking and sexual abuse in many 
countries: “In 6 out of 12 country studies on 
sexual exploitation of children in situations of 
armed conflict prepared for the present report, 
the arrival of peacekeeping troops has been 
associated with a rapid rise in child prostitu-
tion.”21 Furthermore, peacekeeping economies, 
or the economies of labor that rise due to the 
international presence, are to a certain degree 
“dependent on the exploitation of women’s and 
girls’ sexual labour.”22 The presence of U.N. offi-
cials is often the reason for the expansion of the 
sex industry. Thus, the U.N. is partially respon-
sible since placing peacekeepers in these coun-
tries has not helped citizens but harmed them. 
Ethically, the U.N. must take responsibility for 
the consequences of its actions by prosecuting 
those individuals who have hurt the countries 
they were supposed to protect. 

Currently, the United Nations plays a small 
role in the prosecution and conviction of its 
peacekeepers after they return to their country 
of origin. Prince Zeid Ra’ad Zeid al-Hussein, the 
Jordanian Ambassador to the United Nations, 
commented on the issue, “The U.N. is not even a 
player in the investigation [after the repatriation 
of a peacekeeper], doesn’t know the evidence 
and has no way to follow up with the way the 
military decides to deal with this issue.”23 Along 
the same lines is the reality that few reports of 
actual disciplinary action are available. The lack 
of disciplinary action accomplished by the Unit-
ed Nations is unconscionable, especially when 
it professes to be an international institution 
dedicated to human rights. Due to the gravity 
of these moral crimes, as well as the U.N.’s re-
sponsibility to be accountable for its actions, the 
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U.N. should be prosecuting its employees for 
participating in these crimes against humanity, 
rather than merely releasing them home with a 
slap on the wrist and nary a consequence save a 
lost job.

Clearly, both legal and ethical policies sup-
port the obligation to prosecute U.N. peacekeep-
ers who perpetuate sex trafficking. If the United 
Nations aims to instill respect for its laws and 
principles as well as truly uphold them, it must 
prosecute the peacekeepers who violate them. 
Without consequences, the sex trafficking in-
dustry will continue to expand, abusing human 
rights every day.

Counterarguments
There exist a few possible counterarguments 

against prosecuting U.N. peacekeepers involved 
in sex trafficking. These include claims that 
prosecution would violate a state’s sovereignty 
if the U.N. were to obligate them to prosecute 
one of their citizens, that the culprits are simply 
responding to the pressures of a stressful envi-
ronment, or that there is no universal code of 
ethics.  However, these counterarguments can 
be effectively refuted. 

The first criticism is that obligating a state 
to violate a returned peacekeeper violates the 
home state’s sovereignty to choose whether or 
not to prosecute the violator. As it stands now, 
when peacekeepers are sent home for disobey-
ing human trafficking laws, the decision of pros-
ecution lies with the culprit’s home state. The 
United Nations often sends recommendations 
to pursue legal action, but the home state due 
to a lack of obligation, rarely follows through. 
Some government officials may argue that ob-
ligating the prosecution of peacekeepers is 
contrary to that state’s sovereignty. This coun-
terargument fails for a few reasons. Primarily, 
these peacekeepers are violating the laws of the 
organization they are representing. The U.N. 
should be able to prosecute them regardless 
of their citizenship. If they are representing an 
international organization and violate interna-
tional law, then they should be held accountable 
through the proper venues and applicable court 
systems. Either way, sovereignty is not violated 
because peacekeepers are not solely employees 
of their state; they are representing an interna-
tional organization and must thereby abide by 
those rules. 

Above // Photo taken as a part of a project designed to raise awareness for human trafficking.
Credit // Andrea Nickole Photography.
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Another objection is that these individuals 
are simply responding to the pressures of an 
external environment. Being a peacekeeper is 
extremely stressful, as one is attempting to help 
a country in crisis. Peacekeeping often requires 
rebuilding and enforcing laws for a country 
that is currently incapable of doing that alone, 
and all these pressures can become difficult to 
deal with: “In a pressure-packed environment, 
the stress relievers of choice are often alco-
hol, drugs, and opportunistic sex.”24 Because 
of this environment, some argue  that it is ex-
cusable for peacekeepers to act in this way, as 
a coping mechanism. It could also be said that 
once peacekeepers are there for a while and the 
events begin to die down, they will adapt and 
be less likely to engage in illicit activity. This 
counterargument is the weakest and based on 
subjective emotions. While it may be true that 
peacekeeping is stressful, stress cannot act as 
an excuse for engaging in activity that violates 
human rights and infringes on another person’s 
sovereignty.

The final counterargument addresses the 
lack of a universal code of ethics. Some peace-
keepers will say that they should not be prose-

cuted because there is no one moral standard. 
It would be wrong for an organization to try and 
hold everyone to a standard in which they may 
not believe. This argument fails for one fatal 
reason: the peacekeepers’ agreement to work 
for the United Nations is based on a belief that 
there is one universal code of ethics, enumerat-
ed by the United Nations Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights. Therefore, by operating un-
der that assumption, it follows that they neces-
sarily obey and abide by it.

 
Recommendations

While it is acceptable to claim there is an ob-
ligation to prosecute those who commit sex traf-
ficking violations, specifically United Nations 
peacekeepers, there is no guarantee of reform 
unless specific policy or governmental revisions 
are enacted. I make three recommendations to 
begin to fulfill this obligation: first, peacekeep-
ers should not be granted immunity from sex 
trafficking violations; second, the education of 
peacekeepers should become a top priority; and 
third, U.N. peacekeepers who violate sex traf-
ficking laws should be prosecuted by the Inter-
national Criminal Court.

Above // A protest to end human trafficking.
Credit // Scott Lynch. Flickr: http://www.flickr.com/photos/scottlynchnyc. 
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The primary recommendation involves re-
moving immunity where sex trafficking is in-
volved. Currently, immunity is automatically 
granted to United Nations peacekeepers. The 
original benefits of immunity were not designed 
“to cover tens of thousands of ‘representatives/
employees’ in a single deployment.”25 The sys-
tem itself is failing because it has stretched itself 
too thin, and sex trafficking has been allowed to 
expand under its umbrella of selective protec-
tion. Not granting immunity for sex trafficking 
violations will allow prosecution to be enforced, 
regardless of where the violation occurs. As 
shown in the cases enumerated in the back-
ground section, many peacekeepers have oper-
ated under the assumption that they will not be 
prosecuted, whether that is because they have 
immunity or because they know the law is lax. 
However, if the safety net of immunity is tak-
en away, the risk of punishment is substantially 
increased. Not only will they lose their job and 
be repatriated, but they also may be criminally 
prosecuted and convicted.

Discarding immunity will force peacekeep-
ers to more seriously absorb any training they 
receive before entering the countries where they 
will be working. This leads to the second recom-
mendation, that peacekeepers should receive 
better education about 
their duties. They need 
to be aware of the laws 
they must follow in or-
der to avoid being sent 
home. As seen in the 
IJM study, increasing 
the education of law 
enforcement officers 
yields greater commit-
ment to the laws and 
principles they are 
supposed to protect. Education is an important 
factor in ensuring that the peacekeepers under-
stand the morals behind why sex trafficking is 
unacceptable. This understanding of why it is 
morally wrong, as well as why they should legal-
ly enforce it, will allow peacekeepers to not only 
avoid exacerbating the problem, but also yield a 
commitment to the values and principles of the 
United Nations, manifested through prosecu-
tions and law enforcement.

The final recommendation is to prosecute 
U.N. peacekeepers in the International Crim-
inal Court (I.C.C.). The I.C.C. was established 
in 2002 and is responsible for prosecuting “the 

most serious crimes of concern to the interna-
tional community as a whole.”26 Sex trafficking 
is enumerated beneath the definition of crimes 
against humanity in Article 7 of the Statute, 
and therefore, it is within the Court’s power to 
prosecute these individuals. Furthermore, the 
I.C.C. remains an increasingly important re-
source for global illegality for several reasons. 
First, the countries in which most incidents oc-
cur involving peacekeepers are countries with-
out a legal system with the capacity to prosecute 
them. Many of these countries are war-torn 
and burdened enough trying to stabilize their 
governments. Using the I.C.C. as a resource 
to prosecute these individuals would “remove 
the possibility of abuse in local courts and the 
strain on resources or political relationships.”27 

Second, it also ensures that peacekeepers would 
not merely be repatriated, as has happened in 
the past. Third, it would remove the need for 
the United Nations to establish its own criminal 
court. The U.N. does have an obligation to en-
force the laws it sets down, especially when its 
employees are the ones violating them: “…the 
UN’s position as a political, humanitarian and 
development actor gives it a special responsibil-
ity to prevent this happening.”28 However, using 
the I.C.C. instead of establishing a U.N. Criminal 

Court would stream-
line the process of how 
crimes against human-
ity are prosecuted and 
serves as a way to keep 
the United Nations ac-
countable, instead of 
risking a progression 
into an autonomous 
entity without any ex-
ternal checks. Because 
the I.C.C. is legally sep-

arated from the U.N., it will serve as an outside 
perspective on the inner workings of its peace-
keeping operations. By using the I.C.C. for U.N. 
peacekeeping violations, it would ensure that 
the obligation to prosecute would be fulfilled.

These three recommendations are abso-
lutely essential to executing the obligation to 
prosecute U.N. peacekeepers that engage in sex 
trafficking violations. By revoking immunity in 
regards to sex trafficking crimes, greater edu-
cation of peacekeepers about their duties, and 
prosecuting peacekeepers through the Inter-
national Criminal Court, the puzzle of how the 
U.N. can regain legitimacy and better protect 

The U.N. should be prosecuting 
its employees for participating in 
these crimes against humanity, 
rather than merely releasing them 
home with a slap on the wrist and 
nary a consequence save a lost 
job.
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citizens should gradually be resolved. 

Conclusion
It is evident that the United Nations has an 

obligation to prosecute the peacekeepers who 
violate sex trafficking and sexual abuse regu-
lations. Legally and ethically, sex trafficking is 
a travesty that is a scourge on the name of any 
human rights organization. Prosecuting the in-
dividuals who participate in the industry, es-
pecially as employees of the United Nations, is 
one solution to make clear that sex trafficking 
is an intolerable crime.. The recommendations 
presented provide a way in which the obligation 
to prosecute can truly become a reality in the 
modern-day world. While sex trafficking may 
still remain a problem for years to come, keep-
ing officials accountable through prosecution is 
a crucial step that will yield greater attention to 
laws and to human rights. 
Editors // Roshni Goror and Jade Tan
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International Justice Mission is a human rights agency that brings 
rescue to victims of slavery, sexual exploitation and other forms 
of  violent oppression.

IJM at UVA meets weekly on Thursdays at 6 pm in the 
Newcomb Board Room to plan events focused on raising 
awareness about Human Trafficking and raising funds to support 
the work and vision of IJM. Look out for IJM  at UVA’s annual 
Justice Week in April.

Our Vision: 
To rescue thousands, protect millions and 
prove that justice for the poor is possible. TM
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Since the dissolution of the Union of 
Soviet Socialist Republics in Decem-
ber 1991, Kazakhstan has emerged 

as a regional power in Central Asia, balancing 
Russian, Chinese, and American interests in the 
resources and opportunities of the region. The 
Russia-Kazakhstan relationship is bound by ge-
ography, resources, and the legacy of the Soviet 
period. Sharing a 7000kilometer border, Ka-
zakhstan acts as Russia’s gateway to the rest of 
Central Asia. The resource potential of its Cas-
pian Sea energy resources and the large ethnic 
Russian population within its borders place it in 
high priority compared to Russia’s other rela-
tionships with former 

 Soviet states. In contrast, the United States 
saw Kazakhstan as the potential driving force 
for democratization in the region following the 
liberal policies of President Boris Yeltsin of Rus-
sia.

In the wake of the 11 September 2001 at-
tacks, democracy largely took second-priority 
to reinforcing Eurasia against Islamic funda-
mentalism as U.S.-led NATO forces operated 
in Afghanistan to eliminate its terrorist-friend-
ly regime. Now, Kazakhstan acts as a unifier 
of North, West, and Eastern policy through its 
involvement in regional and global institutions 
for collective security, free and open markets, 
and political stability. Analysis of three separate 
periods of U.S.-Russia-Kazakhstan relations 
– post-dissolution from 1991to 2001, 11 Sep-
tember 2001 and its legacy from 2001 to 2009, 
and finally the situation leading up to the con-
clusion of American operations in Afghanistan 
in the years 2009 to 2012 – serves to guide the 
discussion of the formation, engagement with, 
and quelling of tension between the three states. 
While the United States and Russia dueled over 
influence in Kazakhstan and Central Asian 

In the early 1990s American interest in the newly independent Central Asian 
states remained confined to securing former Soviet Union nuclear technologies. 
After the 11 September attacks, the United States and Russia dueled over influ-
ence in Kazakhstan and the Central Asian region during the American opera-
tions in Afghanistan. Now, in preparation for the NATO withdrawal from the 
region, the potential for cooperation through anti-terrorism engagement and 
energy development surmounts any benefit of continued U.S.-Russian compe-
tition.

Triangular Tension: How Tension 
Was Generated Within the 
American-Russian Relationship by 
Their Independent Interactions with 
the Republic of Kazakhstan and 
Today’s Potential for Cooperation
By Alexandra Dicocco
Paper for a Course in International Relations, American-Russian 
Relations, with Professor Lynch in Spring 2012
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during American operations in Afghanistan, the 
potential for cooperation in the present form of 
anti-terrorism engagement surmounts any ben-
efit of U.S.-Russia competition over other sec-
tors, including in energy development.

Post-Dissolution: 1991 to 2001
Kazakhstan reluctantly declared state sover-

eignty on 16 December 1991 amid the declara-
tions of independence of its fellow Soviet states. 
“Independence appeared to be thrust upon the 
hesitant regional states with little warning” while 
President Nursultan Nazarbayev’s intense pur-
suit of regional integration quickly failed.1 Presi-
dent Nazarbayev sought the institutionalization 
of relations among the former Soviet states as 
he was otherwise unwilling to risk making poli-
cies concerning the region unilaterally and risk 
frustrating or alienating Russia from the re-
gion.2 As the new Kazakh president, Nazarbayev 
understood the need to buttress stability before 
attempting to begin processes of state and na-
tion-building. If not in the form of regional inte-
gration, Kazakhstan hoped to secure stability by 
balancing American and Russian interests in its 
affairs. At this moment in Kazakhstan’s history, 
the primary concern of its fledgling government 
was to ensure internal stability. Its foreign pol-
icy pursuits reflected this aim with the hope of 
protecting the Nazarbayev regime from internal 
disorder that could be externally stimulated.3 

Kirill Nourzhanov and Amin Saikal outlined 
three tasks required of the new Kazakh govern-
ment upon independence: the creation of a dem-
ocratic and legally regulated state, the transition 
to a market economy under the conditions of 
order and stability, and the development of Ka-
zakhstani culture, language and traditions with-
out suppressing other ethnic groups. Beginning 

with the latter, Ka-
zakhstan exists as a 

multi-ethnic state to the same extent as the Sovi-
et Union, and has similarly struggled with the in-
ternal balance of power between ethnic Kazakhs 
and non-Kazakh minorities. With the second 
largest ethnic Russian population of the former 
Soviet states behind Ukraine, Kazakhstan grap-
pled with the nationalization of the Soviet bu-
reaucracy to suit regional needs while pursuing 
forms of affirmative action to engage Kazakhs in 
the political network of their namesake home-
land and develop Kazakh culture, language, and 
traditions. Yet “attempts to consolidate a united 
ethnic Kazakh front had the opposite effect of 
reinforcing salient subdivisions among ethnic 
Kazakhs.”4 President Nazarbayev’s ambiguous 
position on the issue of ethnic relations served 
to preserve ethnic tranquility, and stood as one 
of the “greatest achievements of his presidency 
so far.”5 President Nazarbayev’s recognition of 
Russian interests in Kazakhstan early into their 
independence played the part of defusing Rus-
sian motivation and capability to incite the eth-
ic Russian Kazakhs to revolt against his regime 
or seek secession, furthering his action against 
internal disorder that could be externally stim-
ulated.

Both the current Kazakh political system 
and the power structure developed during the 
1990s can be defined as one of absolute power 
of the executive, centered on the first and only 
president Nursultan Nazarbayev and his polit-
ical entourage. Kazakhstan benefited from the 
inheritance of the Soviet bureaucratic structure 
as it served as a basic framework from which the 
new government could craft its budding regime. 
Through the process of legitimization from the 
1992 adoption of the Kazakhstani Constitution 
to the 7 May 1994 parliamentary elections, the 
new government’s first priority was the stabili-
zation of the state. 

Fearing an outbreak of ethnic tension and 
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political nationalism similar to that in Yugo-
slavia or between Armenia and Azerbaijan in 
Nagorno-Karabakh, President Nazarbayev and 
his team sought to stabilize the nation before 
beginning major democratic and market-based 
reforms. Unfortunately for the future of democ-
racy in Kazakhstan, the process of stabilization 
firmly entrenched the absolute power of the 
executive and its “indisputable authority in ev-
ery field.” In this vein the political system was 
formed to suit the “concrete person in power, 
and not society in general.” The newly elected 
Parliament of 1994 worked to solidify its per-
sonal gains and consolidated the power of the 
executive through biased legislation, such as 
that which increased Parliamentary wages when 
the general populace was suffering from a de-
clining economy. Sadly for the observant West, 
which had hoped to see the election of a “truly 
professional, pro-reformist, democratic body,” 
the representative body personified none of 
these attributes. Likewise, the judicial system 
might as well have been non-existent amid an 
“explosion of crime in general and organized 
crime in particular.”6 

In the realm of economic reform, Nazarba-
yev’s regime lacked a “coherent macroeco-
nomic policy” and the “coexistence of the old 
bureaucratic institutions with evolving market 
structures has led to an unprecedented rise in 
corruption, tax-evasion, and embezzlement.”7  
Economic reforms such as the January 1992 
price liberalization were ill-conceived and ex-
ecuted, leading to the sharp decline of living 
standards over the course of the 1990s. On 11 
October 1994, President Nazarbayev dismissed 
the economic cabinet because of their failure to 
“become a united team and to push through re-
forms” and blamed these faults for the declining 
domestic living standards.8 Overall, the system 
that emerged from the Soviet dissolution was 
intent on insuring internal stability for its con-
stituents. However in the process of achieving 
this goal, President Nazarbayev created an au-
tocratic executive with absolute control over all 
realms of economic, as well as political, life. 

American-Russian cooperation in Kazakh-
stan during this period began with determin-
ing the future of the Soviet nuclear infrastruc-
ture, as both weapons and materiel were stored 
across the empire. The insurance that “Kazakh 
nuclear specialists would not share their experi-
ence and knowledge with governments attempt-
ing to create weapons of mass destruction and 

ballistic missiles” was of mutual interest to the 
U.S.-Russian relationship in the years immedi-
ately following the dissolution of the USSR.9 The 
Nunn-Lugar legislation began the dismantling 
of the Soviet nuclear apparatus as it “launched 
aggressive efforts to safeguard and eliminate 
former Soviet chemical and biological weapons 
arsenals.”10 The 1992 discovery of enough nu-
clear materiel to produce at least twenty nuclear 
weapons at the Ust’Kamenogorsk facility in Ka-
zakhstan ignited the fear of third-party non-na-
tionals obtaining loose material in the wake of 
dissolution of the USSR to be used in terrorist 
efforts against conventional states. Kazakh-
stan’s ability to secure the materiel amounted 
to “locks, gates, and militiamen with dogs,” a 
highly unsophisticated security structure for the 
sensitivity of the material involved.11 In coopera-
tion with the American military, the facility was 
emptied and its materiel transferred to the De-
partment of Energy’s Oak Ridge facility through 
the operations of Project Sapphire. 

In the course of the operation, American 
and Kazakhstani participants recognized the 
importance of consulting with Russia as its 
“cooperation – however tacit – was an abso-
lute requirement” from a political and strategic 
perspective: as the legal inheritor of the Soviet 
nuclear weapons program, the Russians could 
have claimed ownership of the materiel, and in 
addition, the materiel would need to be airlifted 
over Russian territory.12 The project represented 
a case in which the American interest of limiting 
nuclear proliferation and the access of materiel 
to “black marketers, terrorists, or a new nuclear 
regime” was achieved through trilateral coop-
eration with Kazakhstani and Russian involve-
ment.

During the same period of the 1990s, the 
production and transportation of energy had the 
potential for cooperation between the United 
States and Russia through policies controlling 
the distribution of Caspian energy resources, 
even despite tension that had developed as a 
result of separate international crises. The role 
of the West in developing these energy resourc-
es significantly defined the United States’ will-
ingness to recognize and engage with Russia as 
the regional hegemon, while in the context of 
the international system the crises in the Bal-
kans, Chechnya, and the Tajik civil war served 
to strain American-Russian relations. Lucki-
ly as the United States realized the magnitude 
of the Tajik crisis, they acquiesced to Russia’s 
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peacekeeping role in its sphere of influence 
within former Soviet nations.13 However, Russia 
initially perceived American reactions to these 
crises as offensive and therefore threatening not 
only to its internal stability but also to its abili-
ty to project its influence into the former Soviet 
sphere. A relationship of cooperation through 
energy would have eased such fears.

In the discussions surrounding the division 
of sovereignty over the Caspian Sea and its re-
sources, the United States supported the ex-
ploration and development of the Middle East-
owned portion, while Russia led and defended 
the former Soviet republics’ development of 
their allocated resources. This division of in-
terests suggested a bipolar model according to 
Robert V. Barlyski, where a deal between the 
United States and Russia would rest upon the 
“decision to accept one another’s respective en-
ergy spheres of influence.”14 Though admittedly 
oversimplified, the bipolar model offered solu-
tions to the distribution 
of American and Rus-
sian influence in the 
development of Cas-
pian oil, an endeavor 
both nations valued as 
a national interest.

As early as 1993 
the musings for the de-
velopment of the fruit-
ful Kazakhstani Tengiz 
field attracted Western investment while the 
Central Asian republic’s energy policy – as it has 
continued into the present day – strove to di-
versify transport routes to European markets as 
alternatives to Russian-controlled routes. In the 
context of balancing Russian, Kazakhstani, and 
Western interests, Barlyski suggested the Unit-
ed States act as a “honest broker by promoting 
peaceful, cooperative economic development in 
the Caspian basin”, and that it play a more ac-
tive role encouraging cooperation with Russia 
to take full advantage of the Caspian’s energy 
resources “without promoting Russian hegemo-
ny or provoking Russian insecurity.” He sums 
up the benefits of the potential of U.S.-Russian 
cooperation in the Caspian oil hub as an ideal 
opportunity to “enhance the economic and po-
litical viability of the newly independent states,” 
and specifically for the purposes of this analysis, 
of Kazakhstan.15 

Wary of upsetting its relationship with 
Russia –upon which it was heavily dependent 

to ensure political, economic, and social sta-
bility– Kazakhstan limited its attempts to seek 
deepening engagement with China during the 
1990s.16 However, despite signing several mul-
tilateral agreements with the nations of Central 
Asia including the bilateral treaty with Kazakh-
stan and Uzbekistan in May 1992 and the Trea-
ty on Collective Security on 15 May of the same 
year, Russia’s presence in the region began to 
fade.17 A power vacuum emerged as Russia re-
treated from the after discovering its inability 
to assert its centrality in the region and prevent 
the Central Asian states from aligning outside 
of the post-Soviet sphere.18 The competition 
between external powers over access to the re-
sources in Kazakhstan evolved into a “new great 
game.”19 With several external actors vying for 
access, Kazakhstan was in the unique position 
to pick and choose. Though “compelled to indi-
cate their preferred model of external agency”, 
Central Asian nations like Kazakhstan in this 

position were not “con-
strained to comply 
with its injunction for 
long and often [swung] 
their preferences to an-
other external pole of 
attraction” as the other 
became increasingly 
interventionist in Ka-
zakhstan’s internal af-
fairs.20 

Such a situation unfolded, to the dismay of 
the Russians, as the new Russian military doc-
trine declared protection of Russian minorities 
in former Soviet states a priority of its foreign 
policy. With a population of over six million 
ethnic Russians, President Nazarbayev reacted 
immediately, appealing to the West for support 
and pressure against the Russian intervention 
into Kazakhstan’s internal affairs. He encour-
aged the West to “stand up to the ‘increased 
intrusiveness’ of Russian foreign policy, or 
risk ‘encouraging chauvinism and helping fas-
cism.’”21 President Nazarbayev’s overture to the 
West is an example of Kazakhstan’s use and un-
derstanding of its ability to balance Washington, 
D.C. and Moscow. But overall, the ability to pick 
and choose external agencies within the region 
would not be fully utilized until after the trans-
formation of the region in the global perspec-
tive following the 11 September 2001 terrorist 
attacks. Until then, President Nazarbayev was 
careful to take Russian considerations into ac-

The potential for cooperation 
in the present form of anti-
terrorism engagement surmounts 
any benefit of U.S.-Russian 
competition over other sectors, 
including energy development.
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Above // The Cathedral of Christ the Savior in Moscow, Russia.
Credit // Samantha Guthrie.
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count before making any foreign policy choices 
as to not strain Kazakhstani-Russian relations 
such a short time after independence, especial-
ly considering the deep dependency of Central 
Asia on the Russian economy, political, and se-
curity structures to maintain stability within the 
region.

September 11th and its Legacy: 2001 to 
2009

With sympathy and condolences to the 
United States, the Russian government imme-
diately responded to the terrorist attacks of 11 
September 2001 with the devotion of its re-
sources to the American efforts in Afghanistan 
against terrorism. The attacks served to reaf-
firm the growing concern over the influence of 
religious extremism that had been swelling in 
the final years of the 1990s and into the new 
millennium. Russia’s new emerging policy to 
“strengthen its role in [Central Asia] because of 
Islamic fundamentalism, fear of displacement 
by America, and the presence of oil and natural 
gas resources”22 represented a shift away from 
Yeltsin’s – whose administration was largely 
uninterested in Central Asia as dominant liber-
als sought to disengage 
from the post-Soviet 
sphere and integrate 
with the West. 

Recognizing that it 
lacked the military ca-
pabilities to eliminate 
the threat of Islamic 
extremism in South 
Asia, Russia embraced 
the United States and 
other Western government’s contribution to 
the security of the region and, “in this context 
[the American] military presence has become 
acceptable.”23 Though Russia feared a long-term 
American operation, as it had the potential to 
reduce Russian influence, Russian President 
Putin was nevertheless willing to accept United 
States presence in the southern Central Asian 
states in order to demonstrate the intent for rap-
prochement with the West. Another motivation 
for Russia’s willingness to cooperate came “out 
of fear of burdening Russia with the onerous, 
expensive, and overwhelming burden of pro-
tecting its CIS [Commonwealth of Independent 
State] partners from terrorism while providing 
them with the massive economic assistance they 
now expected to receive from the United States 

in exchange for granting it access to their terri-
tory.”24 These concessions established the juris-
dictional framework for which the United States 
was allowed to operate, temporarily, in Central 
Asia.

Before the 11 September attacks, American 
interest in Central Asia was constrained to limit-
ing of nuclear proliferation and the preliminary 
exploration of its natural resources, with def-
erence to Russia as the regions unquestionably 
dominant power.25 After the attacks, however, 
the United States became a competing power 
with interests in Central Asia as it utilized the 
campaign against the Taliban regime in Afghan-
istan to translate short-term goals into estab-
lishing positive relationships and a long-term 
presence in the region.26 On 28 April 2002 Unit-
ed States Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld 
met with President Nazarbayev and obtained 
the use of the Shymkent, Lugovaya, and Almaty 
airports as well as the right to use Kazakhstani 
airspace for U.S. overflights.27 Apart from its 
military operations, American interest in Ka-
zakhstan relied on its geostrategic location be-
tween Russia and China, access to energy re-
sources estimated to be 200 billion barrels of oil 

and about 237 trillion 
cubic feet of gas, and 
its fundamental will-
ingness to “welcome 
and absorb the US-led 
western ideals of de-
mocracy and free mar-
ket economy.”28 With 
the American pres-
ence, Kazakh concern 
for security guaran-

tees, economic support, and political criticism 
were being addressed, making the relationship 
mutually beneficial. 

In terms of security, there grew the poten-
tial to quell Kazakh-Uzbek regional competi-
tion to establish local hegemony; presence of 
American bases in Uzbekistan acted as a medi-
ating force to their competitive tendencies.29 In 
addition, NATO’s presence provided the ideal 
circumstance to aid the Kazakhstani military, 
as it equipped and trained Kazakhstan’s Caspi-
an Sea naval fleet.30 Economically, Kazakhstan 
received massive revenue through the aid and 
financial assistance from the United States in its 
effort to stabilize and reinforce the region from 
the debilitating influences of the expansion of 
Islamic extremism from the South. Addition-

Though it holds membership in 
both international and regional 
institutions, Kazakhstan makes the 
choice of engaging with the West 
while coincidently bolstering the 
regionalism of Central Asia.
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ally, the United States served as a source of in-
creased financial support for alternative pipe-
lines circumventing Russian territory bringing 
Central Asian energy resources to market.31 
President Nazarbayev purposefully “cultivat-
ed relations with America to balance his heavy 
dependency upon Moscow” as the American 
presence provided the potential for alternative 
outlets for oil and gas transportation to Europe-
an markets, bypassing Russian territory.32 The 
May 2005 inauguration of the 1,760 kilometer 
Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan pipeline is evidence of this 
cooperation between Kazakhstan and the Unit-
ed States, who heavily funded the project to find 
mutual centers of agreement with respect to en-
ergy cultivation and transportation. Finally, in 
its active support for American efforts against 
terrorism and willingness to cooperate with the 
American-led NATO offensive in Afghanistan 
Kazakhstan secured, at least for a limited time, 
a period of eased criticism of its soft authoritar-
ian regime and poor human rights and democ-
racy record that had previously limited Ameri-
can-Kazakhstani interaction.33 

President Putin’s 
perspective, howev-
er, feared the replace-
ment of Russian influ-
ence in Central Asia 
if the United States’s 
presence proved to be 
long-term rather than 
temporary as prom-
ised. President Putin 
attempted to “revive re- lations with regional 
leaders and expand its own military presence”34 
with the hope of cementing Russian influence 
in the region and protecting its access to natu-
ral resources. However with the introduction of 
American power directly in Central Asia, Rus-
sia could not ensure a dominant role; now the 
region’s leaders had options, in the form of the 
West and China, on whom they could rely for 
political, economic, and security stability. No 
longer was Russia the only provider of these 
measures as it had been in the early years of 
independence.35 The American presence also 
motivated the establishment of a new Russian 
foreign policy strategy to more tightly integrate 
Central Asian nations with Russia through eco-
nomic and security groupings, expand its mili-
tary presence to demonstrate its commitment to 
the region, and strengthen its relationship with 
Kazakhstan to “curtain their present inclination 

to search for Western security and economic 
support.”36 Institution-building resulted in for-
mation and reaffirmed tenacity of the Eurasian 
Economic Association, the Collective Security 
Treaty Organization, and the Shanghai Cooper-
ation Organization.37 These institutions sought 
to integrate the region with Russian interests, 
as well as combat terrorism and drug traffick-
ing and increase military-preparedness through 
joint military exercises.

After Afghanistan: 2009 to the Present
The primary fear resulting from the 11 Sep-

tember 2001 terrorist attacks and the subse-
quent American operations in Afghanistan and 
Iraq was of the stability of Eurasia. Similar to 
the situation that emerged after independence, 
regional stability depends on balancing inter-
ests with a multi-vector foreign policy, ethnic 
tranquility, and economic development fueled 
by energy exports to this day. The risk of Islam-
ic extremism as a destabilizing and debilitating 
force is what motivated Central Asia to cooper-
ate with the United States for such an extend-

ed period of time. Now 
however, with a buff-
ered sense of purpose 
and responsibility, 
Kazakhstan has begun 
to lead regional initia-
tives to address local 
problems locally, and 
to remind the United 
States that its pres-

ence in Central Asia was only ever meant to be 
temporary. On the issue of religious extremism 
President Nazarbayev has positioned himself as 
a “leader of a state at the crossroads of religious 
faiths (Islam and Christianity) and therefore 
perfectly able to engineer a dialogue between 
civilizations,” thereby taking ownership of the 
tension between religions as a regional issue to 
be resolved by regional actors.38 

In terms of its relationship with the Unit-
ed States, Kazakhstan pursues a multi-vector 
international policy in order to avoid aligning 
too closely with the West and consequently re-
inforcing Russian paranoia of global isolation 
and heightening tensions “not only between 
Russia and the United States but also between 
Russia and its neighbors.”39 In the context of its 
financial relationship with the United States, 
Kazakhstan chooses to turn to Russia to pursue 
deeper relations rather than to the West. How-

The United States and Russia 
should pursue cooperation in 
Kazakhstan with the intent of 
avoiding its devolution into a state 
similar to the Taliban’s regime in 
Afghanistan.
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ever, Kazakhstan maintains its sovereignty from 
its former emperor, firmly “rejecting any Rus-
sian claims of sphere of influence or de facto ve-
toes” in the membership of its neighbors in for-
eign institutions, such as Ukraine and Georgian 
membership in NATO, and promoting policy in 
favor of multiple energy pipeline systems and 
not only Russian routes.40 

Under the leadership of President Nazarba-
yev Kazakhstan’s position has become increas-
ingly pragmatic throughout the last decade. The 
prioritization of security and economic concerns 
in the bilateral Kazakh-Russian relationship 
has led decision-makers away from focusing on 
the security of ethnic Russians in Kazakhstan, 
and by doing so has improved relations. Since 
independence Kazakhstan has maintained eth-
nic tranquility relative to the ethnic strife and 
conflict of its former Soviet neighbors. This un-
expected peace has been mitigated by the free 
emigration of those who wished to leave the re-
public and the depoliticalization of those who 
stayed.41 The remaining depoliticized ethnic 
Russian Kazakhs have begun to assimilate cul-
turally and linguistically, and in their ambiva-
lence have assured “passive loyalty to the new 
state, development of a double ‘Russian-Ka-
zakh’ identity, and, above all, indifference to any 
nationalist rhetoric – Russian or Kazakh.”42 The 
passive resolution of the Russian diaspora in 
Kazakhstan has allowed significant freedom of 
action of both parties within their relationship.

The most crucial topic of the present peri-
od in Central Asia is that of energy. Kazakhstan 
itself has followed a “multi-vector policy in re-
lation to its oil-led development and the geo-
politics of exporting oil from this landlocked 
region.”43 President Nazarbayev faces the con-
tinual challenge of balancing the interests of 
Russia, China, and the United States in the 
Kazakh energy industry. Turning to the West 
during the mid-1990s achieved access to tech-
nology capable of excavating Caspian energy 
resources as President Nazarbayev purposefully 
“diversif[ied] sources of funding to safeguard 
economic stability during the state-building 
and consolidation of his power.”44 Currently, 
Kazakhstan balances its three partners by tak-
ing advantage of their individual attributes to 
the energy industry: the United States acts as a 
technological and financial benefactor, China as 
the desperate consumer, and Russia as the cul-
turally and historically invested actor.45 In its 
relationships with the West and China, Kazakh-

stan seeks to reduce its dependence on Russia, 
whether on its technological and financial sup-
port as is the case with the United States or as a 
market for Kazakhstan’s energy exports as is the 
case with China. As a rapidly growing economy 
and therefore a desperate consumer of energy, 
China is invested in the continued development 
of Kazakhstan’s oil and gas resources as well as 
the ability to transfer these materials to the East. 

However the diversification of Kazakhstan’s 
energy industry does not necessitate nega-
tive relations with Russia. Through President 
Nazarbayev’s increasingly pragmatic foreign 
policy, Kazakhstan has reassured Russian per-
ception of threats, engendered by the fear of 
decline of the petro-oriented economy, and has 
made tactical concessions to Russia including 
the recognition of Russia’s preponderance of 
interests in Central Asia and the supremacy of 
these compared to other involved, non-regional 
actors.

Despite President Putin’s efforts to limit 
Chinese involvement in Central Asia the Shang-
hai Cooperation Organization, in particular, 
highlights the futility of Russia’s attempts to 
increase the interdependence of the region. 
Currently, Chinese membership acts as a bal-
ancing force to Russian interests, and Uzbeki-
stan’s refusal to become involved without Chi-
na emphasizes Moscow’s inability to “form a 
region-wide security grouping without Chinese 
involvement.”46 The steady increase of Chinese 
influence in the region has distracted Russian 
attention from increasing longevity of the Unit-
ed States presence, especially as the Kazakh-
stan-China pipeline, extending 3000 kilometers 
from the Caspian Sea to China’s western region, 
permits Kazakhstan to access Chinese energy 
markets without crossing into Russian territory 
and simultaneously reduces the Chinese depen-
dence on Russian energy resources.47 The pet-
ro-politics between Russian and China “[have] 
not contributed to better relations between the 
two countries.”48 China’s access to other sup-
pliers gives it the power to bargain harder with 
Gazprom – the state-run Russian energy com-
pany – over prices, increasing tension between 
the regional leaders.49 

American interests in the Kazakhstani en-
ergy sector have been limited to the support of 
direct pipelines feeding Central Asian resourc-
es to European consumers. Vice President Dick 
Cheney’s 2006 visit to Kazakhstan aimed to 
promote the Central Asian-Baku pipeline sys-
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tem through the NABUCCO system to Europe in 
order to diversify the European supply of energy 
and reduce its reliance on Russian transporta-
tion routes.50 However, other than supporting 
efforts to diversify energy transport outside 
of Russia’s monopolized pipeline system, the 
American influence has been limited in the area 
of pipeline-politics.

Finally, Kazakhstan’s multi-vector foreign 
policy executed in its security and energy strat-
egies has also been reflected in its involvement 
in institutions. Through its membership in both 
international and regional institutions, Kazakh-
stan makes the choice of engaging with the West 
while coincidently bolstering the regionalism of 
Central Asia. Its chairmanship of the Organi-
zation for Security and Cooperation in Europe 
(OSCE) and Organization for Economic Coop-
eration and Development (OECD) and its ac-
cession plan with the World Trade Organization 
(WTO) intertwine Kazakhstan with the West in 
ever deepening economic, political and strate-
gic interdependence.51 Contrastingly through its 
long-time participation and leadership within 
the Commonwealth of Independent States and 
as a founding member of the Shanghai Cooper-
ation Organization, Kazakhstan also devotes it-
self to the development of its regional partners.

Potential for American-Russian 
Cooperation in Kazakhstan

United States  Vice President, Joe Biden 
once reflected upon Russia’s economy as “with-
ering economy” and noted difficulty adjusting 
to its “loss of empire.”52 These observations 
have some validity especially since intervening 
in Georgia in 2008 “Russia has experienced a 
general decline in influence with its neighbors 
and has found itself increasingly isolated.”53 
Both Russia’s sense of “privileged interests” in 
the near abroad and the perception of threat 
of Western expansion to these interests have 
caused strain to the American-Russian relation-
ship since the dissolution of the USSR, especial-
ly as Russia understands that “what regional 
states can get in their relations with the United 
States far exceeds any tangible benefit” of Rus-
sian sponsored projects.54 Rather than moti-
vate Russian aggression, this realization should 
compel Russia to seek increased incorporation 
and cooperation with the United States in terms 
of its foreign policy goals with Kazakhstan.

Kazakhstan’s policy already reflects the de-
sire to optimize its rewards from its individual 

relationships with the United States, Russia, 
and China. Neither of these nations should fear 
isolation from Kazakhstani markets or collab-
oration as it is “Kazakhstan’s persistent policy 
not to favor any power at the expense of others 
and its desire to secure multiple pipelines go-
ing both east and west would facilitate such an 
approach.”55 Similarly, the threat of aggression 
from any of these states toward Kazakhstan is 
minimal, especially as Russia is constrained by 
its alignment with China against international 
intervention in the affairs of sovereign nations 
–as evidenced by their joint veto of UN opera-
tions in Syria that had the potential to and in-
direct purpose of effecting regime change. The 
August 2008 Russian intervention in Georgia 
significantly damaged the Russian-Chinese re-
lationship as the Chinese government refused to 
recognize Abkhazia and South Ossetia upon the 
violation of “inviolable sovereignty and territo-
rial integrity.”56 It would be irrational for Russia 
to pursue interventionist policy in Kazakhstan 
–whether to annex the majority Russian north-
ern oblasts or to gain increased access to energy 
resources– and still hope to maintain a positive 
working relationship with China. The interna-
tional criticism of such intervention should pro-
vide deterrence enough, but the damage to Rus-
sia’s American and Chinese relationships and 
its subsequent international isolation would be 
a devastating blow from which it could never re-
cover. Kazakhstan has no reason to fear Russian 
aggression operating on the precedent of the 
2008 Georgian intervention.

Understanding that Russia will not act ag-
gressively against Kazakhstan, and in the con-
text established by the analysis of the triangular 
relationship between the United States, Russia, 
and Kazakhstan through the three time periods, 
several policy prescriptions may be advanced. 
The Obama administration should continue to 
engage with Russia’s neighbors as well as push 
for the development of multiple pipelines in the 
area, “especially given Russian supply cutoffs in 
the past which have fed the image of Russia as an 
unreliable supplier.”57 More significantly, how-
ever, the United States and Russia should pur-
sue cooperation in Kazakhstan with the intent 
of avoiding its devolution into a state similar to 
the Taliban’s regime in Afghanistan. With les-
sons learned from the Afghanistan experience, 
the United States and Russia have the unique 
opportunity to avoid circumstances and trage-
dies that consumed Afghanistan in the wake of 
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the dissolution of the USSR. Within Kazakhstan 
there exists a level of turmoil and instability 
that if left unchecked could provide refuge to 
Islamic and other revolutionary-nationalist ex-
tremists who relish in watching the world burn. 
The global powers now have the opportunity, in 
learning from the situation in Afghanistan, to 
counteract tendencies towards radicalization “if 
only they are able to see the signs of future trou-
ble and understand the costs of delay.”58

Conclusion
The American-Russian relationship con-

cerning the affairs of Central Asia, specifically 
of the Republic of Kazakhstan, has had more 
opportunity to be conciliatory rather than con-
frontational. The powers should embrace their 
similar interests in the region in terms of eco-
nomic growth, political stabilization through 
the eradication of Islamic extremist-based ter-
rorism, and development of Caspian Sea energy 
in order to formulate a cohesive U.S.-Russian 
platform on the integration and future of the 
region. From Kazakhstan’s perspective, its poli-
cies already reflect the desire to optimize its re-
wards from its individual relationships with the 
United States, Russia, and China.

Putin’s third-term as Russia’s president 
should not focus on competition with the Unit-
ed States as in the future it is more likely that 
Russia will face increasing competition from 
China than from the United States in the envi-
rons of Kazakhstan. Chinese interest in the Re-
public parallel Russia’s: natural geography and 
proximity allow for quicker transfer of goods, 
services, and ideals. If Putin’s Russia should 
consider any state’s growing influence a threat 
it is that of China, not the United State.

In conclusion, while the United States and 
Russia dueled over influence in Kazakhstan and 
the Central Asian region during the American 
operations in Afghanistan during the first de-
cade of the new millennium, the potential for 
cooperation in the present through anti-terror-
ism engagement and energy development sur-
mounts any benefit of continued U.S.-Russian 
competition.
Editor // Mike Breger
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The explosive expansion of HIV and 
AIDS across the globe caused monu-
mental public health concerns, shat-

tered families and communities, and challenged 
sacred traditions, government competence, and 
social hierarchies. In the midst of a rising death 
toll and extreme physical and emotional suf-
fering, Christian churches became intertwined 
with relief efforts and sought to support commu-
nities through these trials. Christine Gardner, 
an Evangelical professor at Wheaton College, 
emphasizes this involvement as “a great oppor-
tunity for the Church” to evangelize in the midst 
of a global crisis.1  Although Gardner’s state-
ment has validity, the idea that “the Church” is 
a united movement in the fight against AIDS is 
an as yet unaddressed misconception.  Mainline 
and spiritual churches are unified by a desire to 
spread the love of God to a forlorn people, but 
have divergent responses to African social and 
spiritual concerns, such as stigmatization and 
women’s empowerment. 

The HIV/AIDS Epidemic
The Human Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV) 

that leads to Acquired Immune Deficiency Syn-

drome (AIDS) has become the overwhelmingly 
largest epidemic facing the world today. Over 
34 million individuals are currently living with 
AIDS with sub-Saharan Africa exhibiting over 
68 percent of all cases. Approximately 22.9 mil-
lion adults and children are living with AIDS 
in sub-Saharan Africa alone, representing an 
astounding 5 percent of the population.2 Begin-
ning with flu-like symptoms, HIV transforms 
into AIDS over an average of ten years; because 
of the damaged immune system, patients are 
susceptible to a myriad of infections, the most 
prominent being tuberculosis. HIV can be 
transmitted through unprotected sex, contami-
nated blood transfusions, or shared unsterilized 
needles.  In addition, the disease can be trans-
ferred from mother to baby during pregnancy or 
breastfeeding.3 The prevalence of HIV and AIDS 
in East and South Africa is a result of socioeco-
nomic and political factors. Poverty and cultural 
practices reinforce the vehicles of transmission 
such as poor health standards and having mul-
tiple sexual partners.4 Because of the inade-
quate resources and funding in these countries, 
non-governmental organizations (NGOs), reli-
giously affiliated groups, and government fund-

Since the writing of this essay, the AIDs epidemic continues to draw signifi-
cant political and social attention and claimed approximately 1.6 million lives in 
2012. In October 2013, Michel Sidibé, the executive director of UNAIDS, urged 
Christian bodies to remove the stigmas placed on AIDS patients in order to 
allow further cooperation between international organizations and Christian 
churches. Pope Francis, selected in March 2013, has taken a more liberal stance 
regarding the Catholic Church’s relation to gay individuals and women, which 
hopefully foreshadows fruitful discussion regarding condom usage for AIDS 
prevention.

The Church and the AIDs 
Epidemic: Different Approaches, 
Shared Concerns
By Victoria Rodgers
Paper for a Course in Religious Studies, Evangelism in Africa Today, 
with Cynthia Hoehler-Fatton in Fall 2012



66 | Wilson Journal of International Affairs

VICTORIA RODGERS is a third year Religious Studies major and Bioethics 
minor from Midlothian, Virginia. She is interested in the intertwining of 
faith, healing and medicine, specifically in the African context.

ing began to offer relief to these areas while also 
greatly influencing the dimensions of this epi-
demic and the interactions of local communities 
with international aid.5 This focus on neoliber-
al ideals of global welfare has forced tradition-
al African culture and foreign aid to collide as 
both struggle to maintain social norms and ade-
quately address this deadly epidemic. Although 
African culture, Christian mainline churches, 
and spiritual churches all have distinct respons-
es to the illness, there is a potent undercurrent 
of discrimination that warrants a response from 
society and each congregation.   

Reaction of Society and Local Culture
The ways AIDS is contracted and spread 

encourages the perpetuation of destructive and 
demoralizing stigmatization of those suffering 
with the disease in social and religious settings. 
A stigma is “the blend of affective, cognitive and 
behavioral responses to those bearing ‘discred-
iting attributes’, constructed within a collec-
tively negotiated body of social knowledge or 
representational field.”6 Social and behavioral 
scholars identify stigmas as the chief barrier 
to overcome when ad-
dressing the AIDS epi-
demic.7 In a 2008 study 
of AIDS stigmatization, 
researchers asked Zim-
babwean children ages 
10-12 to draw an illus-
tration of their every-
day life outside of school. The children narrated 
their artwork and consistently identified “bad” 
behavior as the cause for the illnesses in their 
families and communities. Although they un-
derstood the sexual and blood transmission, 
they also emphasized drinking as an immoral 
behavior leading to infection. Older men spend-
ing time with younger girls was also seen as im-
moral behavior and these two groups were high-
lighted as transmitters. Overall, the children 
exhibited an exaggerated sense of transmission, 
perhaps caused by the extensive education pro-
grams that have recently been implemented to 

prevent further spread of 
the epidemic.8 In a 2007 
study, South African men 
and women expressed be-

liefs that “individuals with HIV/AIDS are con-
taminated and tainted.”  Of those interviewed, 
40% of men and women felt direct discrimi-
nation based on their “positive” status. Partic-
ipants spoke of humiliation, grief, and self-ha-
tred, while also losing their jobs and homes, and 
being isolated from their families and friends. 
Because of the negative reactions of their com-
munities, many adults sought to avoid being 
tested.9   

The discrimination and stigmatization sur-
rounding AIDS has extreme social, political, and 
economic implications for African societies, and 
such a reluctance to know their status is a clear 
example of how it impacts AIDS relief efforts. 
Africans’ ignorance of their status increases the 
risk of the disease being transmitted because 
they will not be properly treated or prevent its 
transmission. United Nations Secretary Gener-
al, Ban Ki-moon, identifies the negative AIDS 
stigma as the “silent killer of AIDS” because of its 
power in society.10 The power of this persistent 
stigmatization requires the attention of social 
constructs and religious organizations, not only 
because of its immoral and unjust foundation, 

but also because it se-
riously impedes the 
AIDS relief efforts. 

Africans’ desire to 
differentiate clearly 
between those with 
and without AIDS has 
led to cultural “oth-

ering,” in which “boundaries are constructed 
between different groups in society” where in-
dividuals believe they are “superior to the oth-
ers.”11 The “othering” associated with AIDS is 
most prevalent for women who have contracted 
the disease through socially unaccepted behav-
ior. Because of cultural precedents, “both men 
and women continue to hold women primari-
ly responsible for the disease.”12 Women with 
AIDS are often labeled “as sexually promiscu-
ous, as loose, as prostitutes, and as dirty and 
immoral.”13 In this context, men may be seen 
as temptations but women are the immoral sin-
ners. Pregnancy is taken as proof of women’s 
promiscuity, whereas men are simply seen to be 
fulfilling their natural, physical needs.14 Coincid-
ing with such lopsided blame, women are rarely 

Over 34 million individuals are 
currently living with AIDS, with 
sub-Saharan Africa exhibiting over 
68 percent of all cases.
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able to escape their economic and social depen-
dence on men. Bound to the home and with lim-
ited access to health care, “women are usually 
not in the position to demand safe sex practic-
es.”15 An example of this cultural subordination 
and deference of women to men is tero, a tra-
ditional practice identified with the Luo culture 
in East Africa.  Traditionally, a young widow is 
required to continue her deceased husband’s 
lineage through sexual relations with his male 
kin; however, with the spread of AIDS, tero is 
now viewed as a way for contracting and trans-
mitting the disease. If 
tero is demanded by 
the family, widows are 
powerless to try to pro-
tect themselves against 
infection by the family 
member. The opposite 
reaction is also preva-
lent; sometimes tero is 
withheld because wid-
ows are “increasingly seen as spreaders of the 
disease and death” and “threats to the lineage 
rather than vessels of growth.”16 Young widows 
are often forced to fight for the right to their 
property against in-laws who perceive them to 
be contaminated or be subjected to potential 
exposure to AIDS through tero.17 The “othering” 
of women as the transmitters of AIDS comple-
ments traditional patriarchal African culture 
but also thwarts efforts to encourage AIDS test-
ing and treatment. Women’s social condem-
nation causes spiritual and emotional strife, 
leading some to seek support in counter-culture 
arenas. 

While women are socially still held ac-
countable for the dissemination of the illness, 
patients and families seeking treatment has 
sparked an increased emphasis on witchcraft 
and traditional healers. Witchcraft encourages 
the perpetuation of the demeaning stigmas as-
sociated with women and AIDS by intertwining 
cultural beliefs with the struggles of a modern 
disease. For example, in Zulu medicine, mysti-
cal forces are more closely linked with women. 
Love sorcery, often associated with seduction 
and physical attraction, is permissible if used by 
a man but is considered morally unacceptable, 
selfish, and possessive if used by a woman. This 
relationship between sorcery and sexual drive 
enables society to easily condemn women for 
the transmission of AIDS during a sexual rela-
tionship, claiming the woman used love sorcery 

and contaminated the man with her illness.18 

These kinds of allegations reinforce the wide-
spread belief that women are the source of the 
disease and are to blame for its transmission. 

However, some women including a select 
group of South African female traditional heal-
ers known as sangomas, have been empowered 
to combat discrimination associated with wom-
en and AIDS and take a leadership role in the 
fight against the disease. Being a sangoma en-
ables a woman to actively respond to the AIDS 
epidemic and maintain their profession’s re-

spect within their com-
munity through their 
use of herbal medicine 
and sacred techniques 
passed down through 
generations of South 
Africa sangomas. How-
ever, while sangomas 
are traditional healers, 
their methods are not 

static. Seeing themselves as a unique and crucial 
resource, they have requested to be educated on 
the facts of AIDS transmission and prevention 
in order to better educate their communities. 
These women have allied with public health 
officials, physicians, and their government to 
launch grassroots efforts to stop the spread of 
AIDS.19  

Church Intervention
As previously explored, the persistent stig-

matization and “othering” of women and AIDS 
patients has caused social strife and an emo-
tional need in African communities. Christian 
churches have flourished in their efforts to offer 
counseling and emotional support while also 
acting as a beacon of hope for suffering AIDS 
patients. Due to the increasing influence of 
neo-liberalism on a global scale and the lack of a 
strong government presence on a national level, 
these Christian churches have been able to fill a 
void and to expand their involvement and mold 
new ways to address the epidemic. 

The zealous response of the spiritual church-
es has several parallels with the rising popular-
ity of neoliberal ideals in Africa. For example, 
Pentecostal churches “preach a Christianity 
based on individualism, choice, and empow-
erment,” which follows the neoliberal ideals of 
“self-help” and personal agency.20 The emphasis 
on preventative care and self-restraint is a cost 
effective way to approach the AIDS epidem-

The discrimination and 
stigmitization surrounding AIDS 
had extreme social, political, and 
economic implications for African 
societies...
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ic, and Christian churches echo this emphasis 
on prevention through education and pushing 
sexual restraint.  Due to the global economy 
and the cost and complications of treatments, 
preventative options historically embraced by 
Christian churches are still the preferred meth-
od.21 The agreement between AIDS biomedical 
relief efforts and Christian ideals enables Chris-
tian churches to flourish within favored secular 
structures. 

Another reason for the tremendous yet di-
verging involvement of Christian churches is the 
insufficient reaction of African national govern-
ments in the AIDS crisis. “There is no clear pat-
tern of [African] state institutions that [leads] to 
AIDS policies,” and the resources that are avail-
able are distributed among the elite.22 The Bush 
administration’s initial interventions in the 
AIDS pandemic in Africa created an avenue for 
American churches to form coalitions to send 
funding and resources through American gov-
ernment programs. The impact of insufficient 
resources and government involvement has se-
rious implications on the society as a whole; “if 
society lacks the political will to help those in 
need, then the notion of a moral community of 
citizens is empty.”23 By partnering with Ameri-
can government agencies, mainline Christian 
churches have revitalized the moral and spiri-
tual culture in Africa by offering the emotional 
support lacking through the political hierarchy. 
In many parts of Africa, Christianity is seen as a 
resource, as a provision of answers to the previ-
ously unknown and uplifting support for bleak 
futures for those suffering with AIDS. Christian 
churches provide access not only to a seemingly 
powerful God, but also to resources and skills 
“that are desperately scarce at this time.”24 Of-
ten the only centers for relief, church organiza-
tions offer a variety of workshops, counseling, 
and medical outreach to the AIDS community. 
For example, the National Council of Churches 
of Kenya (NCCK), the All-Africa Conference of 
Churches (AACC), Norwegian Church Aid, and 
the Scripture Union of Kenya are examples of 
coalitions in Kenya that all claim to emphasize 
education and prevention in youth and young 
adults. Workshops for couples counseling, ac-
tive counselor training, and the creation of pre-
vention manuals are devised and executed by 
these Christian organizations. Mission for Es-
sential Drugs and Supplies (MEDS) helps trans-
port and distribute precious medical supplies to 
Christian hospitals and clinics, and the Evangel-

ical Lutheran Church of Kenya and Presbyterian 
Church of East Africa claim to emphasize dis-
crimination and stigmas awareness.25 These ex-
amples illustrate Christian organizations work-
ing within the weak political structure of African 
countries, bringing with them stability and re-
sources. Through churches’ direct involvement 
in relief efforts, matters of lifestyle, physical 
health, and emotional stability are strength-
ened, giving Christians not only an opportunity 
to serve but also to evangelize the growing num-
ber of individuals seeking their services.  

Differing Approaches
After investigating the African cultural re-

sponse to the AIDS epidemic and the potential 
for Christian churches to take an active role, it 
is important to acknowledge the uniqueness of 
each churches’ response. Reacting with similar 
resources, with common beliefs, and within a 
shared social context, Christian churches exhib-
it a myriad of responses.  In order to illustrate 
the divergence in Christian church reactions, 
they can be divided into two groups, “main-
line” and “spiritual” churches. In this context, 
the term “mainline” will be used to symbolize 
“mission-seeded” churches, such as the Catholic 
and Protestant churches. Mainline churches in 
Africa are a part of a larger hierarchy in an in-
ternational church and, because of their West-
ern foundations, they preach theology more 
aligned with Western beliefs, which includes the 
acceptance of AIDS stigmatization. The Catho-
lic Church’s publications and viewpoints were 
more accessible and will be the main focus in 
the mainline section. Spiritual churches, often 
referred to as African Independent Churches 
(AICs), denotes Pentecostal and charismatic 
churches. These churches find their roots in Af-
rica and integrate African culture, music, and 
emphasis on faith healing into the Christian 
faith. Spiritual churches take two approaches to 
the disease: healing through faith or providing 
a loving and accepting community. Through di-
verse methods, mainline and spiritual churches 
react to the cultural stigmatizations, are able to 
comment on women’s rights, and evangelize to 
the AIDS community.

 
Mainline Churches

When the AIDS epidemic became globally 
recognized and demanded the attention of the 
entire public health field, mainline churches 
were originally hesitant to offer immediate aid. 
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Because of the manner in which the disease is 
contracted, Catholic and Protestant church in-
volvement would demand a theological stance 
on treatment, prevention, and moral standing 
of the patients. Although mainline churches 
are now very active in efforts against the AIDS 
epidemic and continue to increase the influx of 
funding, missionaries, physicians, and medical 
supplies to Africa, this initial hesitation based 
on stigmatization is consistent with the main-
line churches’ stances on AIDS patients today.26 
The negative stigmatization in African could be 
reinforced by mainline churches but rather is 
transformed into a tool for building faith and 
a strong Christian community by empowering 
members to trust God in these times of struggle. 
This theology complements African traditional 
belief that physical diseases are directly linked 
with illnesses of the spirit.27 By addressing 
these negative stigmas into mainline churches’ 
response, churches can openly recognize the 
problem and offer the solution of God’s salva-
tion to AIDS patients. 

The utilization of the discrimination and 
stigmas in African culture parallels the mainline 
churches’ initial “hands-off” reaction and accu-
rately reflects the doctrinal beliefs of adultery, 
immoral behavior, and the condemnation of 
such actions. A Ugandan Catholic priest warned,

We have been telling you...how to con-
trol your sexuality and use it only in 
accordance with the Christian doctrine 
but you have refused. It is time now for 
you to reap the fruits of your stubborn-
ness.28

The belief that AIDS is a punishment for im-
moral behavior and an indication of sin and need 
for Christ permeates mainline church sermons 
and educational programs. Although churches 
vary greatly, especially within the Protestant de-
nominations, in the severity in which they hold 
AIDS patients guilty of sin, there is an undertone 
that calls for the “rebirth” or salvation of the in-
dividual in order to account for their disease. By 
allowing the stigmatization of AIDS patients to 
be absorbed into church life, mainline churches 
present “spiritual treatment” to the struggling 
AIDS community. These churches can offer the 
salvation that is required for spiritual and mor-
al recovery; AIDS patients are forgiven for their 
sins and enveloped into a community of encour-
agement. When AIDS patients accept these stig-

mas and admit their sinful behavior, churches 
have the opportunity to do community outreach 
through counseling and education. Often focus-
ing on “empowerment based on values and per-
sonal convictions,” ministers strive to “[empow-
er] people to judge situations in their own way, 
guided by their consciences and personal rela-
tionship with their God.”29 The stigmas of Af-
rican culture offer an opportunity for mainline 
churches to provide support but also confront 
the stigmas by offering a solution. Despite the 
acceptance of stigmas, it is clear that mainline 
churches embrace these stigmas in order to turn 
them around. As stated by Keenan to a Catholic 
audience, “we can contribute to healing an ill-
ness even when the disease may be incurable by 
removing the sickness which is exacerbated by 
the culture of silence and fear around the dis-
ease.”30 The spiritual conquest of the stigmas of-
fers deliverance and renews hope in struggling 
communities. 

There is continuity between past and pres-
ent mainline church stances on AIDS, indicating 
that the AIDS epidemic had a minimal impact 
on mainline church doctrine. This continuity 
can be seen through the incorporation of social 
stigmas, their stance on condoms, and under-re-
action to protecting women’s rights. The belief 
that immorality and promiscuity leads to AIDS 
has been upheld within Protestant and Catholic 
churches alike. Although Protestant churches 
tend to be less harsh than their Catholic coun-
terparts, all forms of birth control, premarital 
sex, and condom use is prohibited. Mainline 
churches’ historical neglect of women’s rights 
continues to manifest itself in the AIDS epidem-
ic. Although the Pope John Paul II spoke out 
against the prevalent discrimination of women 
in the AIDS context, the Catholic Church fails 
to take action.31 The Catholic Church upholds 
“ontological complementarity,” which prohib-
its women from taking leadership roles in their 
churches.32 Catholic priest and moral theologian 
Kevin Kelly illuminates that “many priests and 
[religious men] still believe in the inferior status 
of women… moreover, sadly, many [religious 
women] in developing countries have internal-
ized a belief in their own second class status.”33 

Kelly’s statement indicates that although the 
Catholic Church highlights a need to empow-
er women in Africa, the Catholic Church itself 
still discriminates against women on organiza-
tional, institutional, and cultural levels. Despite 
minimal changes to the Catholic understanding 
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of condoms, there continues to be a consistent 
reaction of mainline theology and action to the 
AIDS epidemic.  

The diversity in the Protestant church re-
actions and relations with the AIDs epidemic 
has forced Protestant ideas to be coupled within 
recent research and still remains a field requir-
ing exploration; however, the current resources 
recording Protestant initiatives did allow re-
flection on a wider mainline approach to AIDS. 
Mainline churches fulfill a critical role in the 
AIDS relief by incorporating the stigmas that 
permeate each facet of life for AIDS patients 
into the everyday activities of the congregations. 
These churches acknowledge the trend yet offer 
services to revitalize individuals, placing their 
stigmatizations and guilt in the context of God’s 
forgiveness for sexual sin. The continuity of 
mainline church responses can be found in their 
preaching as well as in their stance on condoms 
and women’s empowerment. 

Spiritual Churches
African Independent Churches (AICs), 

Pentecostal churches, and other charismat-
ic churches have two varying interpretations 

of God’s love and its relation to the AIDS epi-
demic. The common response of a Pentecostal 
church is to perform dramatic, spirit-based ritu-
als customary to charismatic churches, focusing 
on the power of the Holy Spirit. Like the main-
line churches, Pentecostal churches confront 
the disease’s causes and implications, leading 
to the empowerment of the individual and con-
tributing to a larger healing community. Some 
AICs, however, chose to approach AIDS in a 
completely different way by neither speaking of 
negatively about AIDS nor mentioning the stig-
matizations associated with the disease. Rather 
than confronting these elements of African cul-
ture, AICs create a community solely based in 
uplifting and positive speech, fostering a loving 
and all-accepting atmosphere. Although these 
congregations differ in their approaches, spiri-
tual churches strengthen their female members, 
acknowledge the importance of the spiritual 
component of health, and comfort the strug-
gling public.

Beginning in the 1880s, spiritual churches 
began separating from mainline mission church-
es in response to political differences, protests 
against leadership, or discrimination; however, 

Above // Anonymous in front of an AIDS mural. In Mozambique, many people haven’t yet realized the devastating 
effect HIV will have on reducing the population.
Credit // Jenny Matthews/ActionAID
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these new congregations obeyed similar doc-
trine and traditions as the mission churches. A 
new movement of AICs in the 1990s “brought 
about the characteristics of the religious inno-
vation that blended Africanism with Christian-
ity, emphasizing elements of Pentecostalism, 
such as uninhibitedly speaking in tongues, and 
above all bringing back healing into religion.”34 

Their history of women’s leadership, ministry, 
and social empowerment will play a remarkable 
role in how the spiritual churches react to the 
AIDS epidemic. Another noteworthy movement 
of spiritual churches in the 1970s was the tre-
mendous growth of charismatic behavior, main-
ly focusing on a “greater outpouring of the Holy 
Spirit.”35 The elucidation of the importance of 
the Holy Spirit greatly characterizes the ways in 
which these churches react to AIDS and patients 
with AIDS.

The Pentecostal church thrives on the pow-
er of the Holy Spirit. The healing of individu-
al’s spirit by the Holy Spirit takes many forms: 
“public healing during 
church service, heal-
ing by immersion in 
water (also in pub-
lic), and private heal-
ing through consult-
ing with a prophet.”36 

These common meth-
ods of redemption and 
rebirth are all in pub-
lic, illustrating anoth-
er method used by Pentecostals to evangelize. 
By revealing this spiritual transformation and 
healing, Pentecostal churches witness to the 
power of the Holy Spirit and encourage others 
to turn to faith for healing and a new beginning. 
Individuals with AIDS must acknowledge their 
disease as immorality that must be redeemed 
through faith healing. As stated by Manglos and 
Trinitapoli, “faith healing thus serves to restore 
the individual’s moral status in the communi-
ty while solidifying the notion that the ultimate 
causes of AIDS are moral and communal and 
that the only lasting cures are spiritual ones.”37 

This condemnation of individuals with AIDS 
upholds both cultural and Biblical moral stan-
dards, but through public healing and faith 
based transformation, individuals may be re-
deemed. By working within the boundaries of 
morality in the church and cultural norms, Pen-
tecostal churches can better translate their faith 
into worldly struggles. Faith healing of AIDS 

integrates the strife over cultural stigmatization 
into the Pentecostal ministry while also preserv-
ing Christian concepts of morality. 

African Independent Churches enact a very 
different style of ministry, yet uphold Christian 
values and positively influence their surround-
ing communities. These churches marginalize 
the stigmatization of AIDS and strive to use “love 
as a method” when approaching those suffering 
with the disease. A strong emphasis is placed 
on the spoken word; what is spoken influences 
reality.38 Words of sympathy or encouragement 
are intensely monitored and are the focus of 
sermons, funerals, and general ministry. AICs 
believe that “people’s speech and silence about 
the nature of illnesses reflect their expectations 
that talk about suffering will affect the senti-
ments they feel toward each other.”39 Words 
have weight on the spirits of the suffering and 
dying and therefore must be selected carefully 
to strengthen, uplift, and motivate. The creation 
of this community of love and support embodies 

the belief that “love is…
an activity as well as a 
feeling.”40 AICs fight 
against “othering” and 
demoralizing stigma-
tizations through love 
and kindness; church 
members “sustain love 
among survivors, rath-
er than their love for 
God or their convic-

tions of the goodness of God’s purpose.”41 From 
their perspective, creating unity and acceptance 
within the church community is the fulfillment 
of Christian teachings of love. This application 
of Christian teaching is very different from the 
mainline and Pentecostal understanding of 
Christian love; rather than using the love of God 
to heal, AICs use the love of God to accept. 

Despite these differing approaches to AIDS 
relief, Pentecostal, charismatic, and AICs all of-
fer women the opportunity to take leadership 
positions against the AIDS epidemic. Spiritual 
churches have women in leadership positions, 
and also praise their critical role as centers for 
healthy family life. Sackey, professor at the Uni-
versity of Ghana, highlights female leadership 
in spiritual churches: “a most significant aspect 
in the development of AICs is the visibility of 
women in the forefront of leadership.”42 Travel-
ing women prophets were instrumental in the 
beginning of the creation of AICs in East and 

The belief that AIDS is a 
punishment for immoral behavior 
and an indication of sin and need 
for Christ permeates mainline 
church sermons and educational 
programs.
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South Africa and later encouraged the settling 
of the church.43 Leadership positions in Pente-
costal churches and AICs provide women with 
opportunities to speak out against AIDS and 
challenge the popular stigmatizations. Spiritu-
al churches also celebrate the role of women in 
the home as caregivers and nurses to the suffer-
ing. AIC’s recognition of women as strongholds 
in the home challenges the cultural view that 
women are destructive to family lineage, as sug-
gested by tero. As highlighted by Klaits, female 
nursing at home is crucial to the survival of fam-
ily dynamics and religious life. Women are rec-
ognized in AICs as the links holding the family 
to the church and as directly doing God’s work 
by caring for sick relatives.44 The recognition 
given by spiritual churches to women through 
leadership positions and by exalting their lov-
ing role in family and church life leads to female 
empowerment and creates a more accepting 
community.  

Spiritual churches enact differing perspec-
tives on God’s love and redemption in order 
to better situate their faith into their reality. 
A common thread of reliance on the health of 
the spirit unites these two perspectives: “even 
though some disease may have natural causes, 
every disease has a spiritual component.”45 By 
focusing on God’s redemptive power, Pente-
costal churches seek to confront the stigmati-
zations and heal those suffering through faith. 
AICs strive to create communities of love and 
acceptance, focusing on communal healing and 
support. Unlike mainline churches, both Pente-
costal and AICS challenge the stigmatization of 
women through providing them with leadership 
opportunities and praising their contribution to 
society and AIDS relief. 

Shared Mission
The AIDS epidemic has provided a unique 

opportunity for Christian churches to evangelize 
through their increased involvement in relief 
efforts. Despite the varying ways mainline and 
spiritual churches approach this disease, there 
are three common threads that connect their re-
sponses: promotion of abstinence, ministering 
through medical treatment, and molding a pos-
itively charged community. The AIDS epidemic 
provides Christian churches with an opportuni-
ty to reinforce abstinence as the moral standard, 
while complementing the preventative efforts of 
world health organizations. Aligning perfectly 
with Christian teachings about saving sexual re-

lations until marriage, the emphasis placed on 
abstinence by AIDS programs allows churches 
to find a niche in the AIDS prevention efforts, 
offering workshops while also reaffirming Chris-
tian doctrine; “the AIDS pandemic represents 
an extraordinary opportunity to reaffirm their 
most deeply held values concerning sexual or-
der.”46 Young adults particularly are challenged 
to see their bodies as “temples” that must be 
protected from temptation; “if anyone destroys 
God’s temple, God will destroy him. For God’s 
temple is holy, and you are that temple.”47 These 
teachings also emphasize the “renewal” of the 
body after accepting salvation from God from 
past immoral actions. These programs place a 
strong emphasis on personal agency, as “absti-
nence is portrayed as the remedy.”48 Through 
these teachings, sinning against God becomes 
the greater fear than AIDS and death. Church 
members are held to a higher standard and find 
themselves within a community sharing similar 
beliefs, which reinforce these teachings. The si-
multaneous spread of prevention information 
and the Christian faith enables mainline and 
spiritual churches to evangelize African com-
munities and reinforce abstinence as the moral 
standard. 

The alliance of mainline and spiritual 
churches and biomedical AIDS prevention is 
challenged, however, on the topic of condom 
usage. Pentecostal churches reject condom use 
because “of the perception that it could condone 
promiscuity.”49 To avoid sexual temptations, 
Pentecostals preach abstinence and encourage 
early marriages.50 A majority of Catholics and 
Protestants are against condom use because it 
impedes the sacred ability of creating life. “In 
spite of this [stance of the church hierarchy], 
most schools and local clinics, including those 
run by various churches, are conducting HIV 
prevention education and condom distribution 
programs.”51 The difference between Christian 
teachings and action suggests a rift between 
mainline church hierarchy and missionaries in 
Africa. In 2009, Pope Benedict XVI witnessed 
first-hand the devastation caused by the AIDS 
epidemic, and evaluated the efforts of mission-
aries and churches in combating the disease. 
On his trip back to Rome, Pope Benedict XVI 
said that condoms would only make the AIDS 
epidemic worse. This proclamation caused great 
disturbances and conflicts among the Catholic 
congregations around the world.52 The Vatican 
discourages even married couples from using 
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condoms; rarely will “Catholic missionary doc-
tors and nurses permit condom use between es-
tablished couples, where only one partner is in-
fected.”53 However, in 2010, Pope Benedict XVI 
amended his previous statement to include one 
group “justified”: male prostitutes. The Pope 
contented that (male) prostitution is morally 
wrong, but it is his belief that male prostitutes 
are the ones primarily responsible for transmit-
ting AIDS.54  

The negative response of mainline and spir-
itual churches to condoms withholds an em-
powering tool for women to protect themselves 
as well as removes blame of transmission from 
women. Condom use can be seen as a source of 
women’s empowerment based in the cultural 
context of African society. The churches’ dis-
regard of condoms as a legitimate preventative 
method removes this potential source of protec-
tion and strength from the women, leaving them 
unable to protect themselves from infected sex-
ual partners. However, Pope Benedict XVI up-
holds that men are the primary transmitters. 
This view directly opposes the discrimination 
and stigmas usually forced on women. In the 
AIDS context, it seems that the discouragement 

of condoms is a grave oversight by the mainline 
and spiritual churches in light of the extensive 
evidence that illustrates the ability of condoms 
to prevent further infection. There needs to be 
a prioritization of human survival and health 
over contraceptive use. The stubbornness over 
condom use only exacerbates problems within 
AIDS relief and causes strife between main-
line church hierarchy and the actual actions of 
parishes in Africa. Upholding an anti-condom 
stance harms the movement of female empow-
erment and contradicts the belief that “your 
body is a temple.”  There is hope that Christian 
churches will continue to reanalyze and adjust 
its stance on condom use. 

Along with its role in abstinence and edu-
cation programs, Christian churches have an 
ability to evangelize by providing hope, spiri-
tual comfort, and medical treatment for those 
suffering with AIDS. Medical missionaries be-
lieve that “healing bodies was simply a device 
for gaining access to souls.”55 Missionary hos-
pitals use success stories of those who suffered 
with AIDS and are now living chaste lifestyles 
and exhibiting new-found self-control to catch 
the attention of AIDS patients. In a missionary 

Above // A photo of AIDS orphans taken in South Africa.
Credit // Paul Weinberg. http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Aids_39.jpg.



74 | Wilson Journal of International Affairs

hospital in Malawi, for example, the staff as-
sembles booklets to show the transformation 
of their patients’ promiscuous lifestyle before 
AIDS, their reconversion to Christianity, their 
new exemplary behavior, and revalidation as 
a community member. The booklets are a part 
of a greater campaign to illustrate how faith 
can lead to a metamorphosis, which empowers 
AIDS patients to regain control of their lives.56 

Church sponsored medical treatment offers 
hope for change and a new life in the shadows 
of a terminal illness. By addressing the illness of 
the body, missionaries are better able to evange-
lize and reach out to the general public through 
AIDS treatment. 

The Christian churches’ thriving involve-
ment in AIDS relief fosters the creation of a 
positively charged environment which offers 
hope, community support, and an opportunity 
for physical and spiritual renewal. By working 
alongside the AIDS preventative relief through 
highlighting abstinence and by providing 
medical treatment, the mainline and spiritu-
al churches evangelize while simultaneously 
revitalizing a suffering general public. These 
churches spread “values of love, brotherhood, 
equality, and honesty” by dedicating millions 
of dollars to workshops, public education, and 
other relief efforts. Although their stance on 
condom use is contradictory to AIDS biomedi-
cal relief and creates strife within the hierarchy 
of mainline churches, the slow but noteworthy 
change of churches’ perspective signifies their 
desire to meet AIDS patients where they are in 
their struggle.57 This “move toward faith-based 
AIDS policies [contributes] to the increased 
visibility of Christianity” and strengthens the 
Christian evangelism in Africa.58 

Conclusion
As Christian churches continue their AIDS 

relief efforts, it is important to reflect on the 
implications of church involvement. Mainline 
churches and Pentecostal congregations rein-
force the stigmatization of AIDS by condemn-
ing sinners and highlighting God’s forgiveness 
and redemptive healing. What are the social 
effects of this approach? Are church members 
encouraged through salvation or belittled by 
the stigmatization? The plight of women in this 
epidemic is challenged by spiritual churches 
and merely recognized by mainline churches. 
Will mainline churches take a firmer stand on 
women’s rights in Africa? Or is the doctrine of 

mainline churches too rigid to enable successful 
outreach? Based on the limited changes already 
seen within Christian churches, there is hope 
that these churches will continue to accommo-
date AIDS patients and create firm foundations 
for healthy lives. 

Christian churches’ response to the AIDS 
epidemic remains a very influential force, offer-
ing stability and precious resources in unstable 
political and economic structures. Although 
“the Church” has immersed itself in the AIDS 
relief efforts, each congregation interacts with 
AIDS through diverse methods. These church-
es grapple with social stigmas and the plight 
of women in different ways as they attempt to 
comfort these struggling communities. Main-
line churches reinforce but alter the stigmas 
by encouraging AIDS patients to acknowledge 
their sinful behavior but also comfort them 
with God’s salvation and forgiveness. Pentecos-
tal churches confront these stigmas by offering 
faith healing, which leans on God’s redemptive 
love to heal those with the disease. AICs embody 
God’s love and incorporate it into a communi-
ty of trust and support that reinforces the faith 
of church members. The diverging methods of 
mainline and spiritual churches are reunited 
through a common desire to share God’s love, 
illuminating the foundation of the Christian 
faith.  Many theologians consider “the time of 
AIDS” as a defining moment for the Christian 
world because of the moral values that must be 
articulated in response to mass suffering within 
a global context of varied political, social, and 
economic structures. The AIDs epidemic has 
challenged Christian doctrine and continues to 
demand the resources of Christian organization 
in order to meet the spiritual, emotional, and 
physical needs in Sub-Saharan Africa. 
Editor // Katherine Krudys

Endnotes
  1Gardner, Christine. Making Chastity Sexy. 
Berkeley: University of California Press, 2011. 
146. Print.
  2Barton-Knott, Sophie. “Press Release: Nearly 
50% of people who are eligible for antiretro-
viral therapy now have access to lifesaving 
treatment.” UNAIDS. N.p., 21 2011.  1. Web. 28 
Nov 2012. 
  3Harms, Roger. “HIV/AIDS Symptoms.” Mayo 
Clinic. Mayo Clinic for Medical Education and 
Research, 11 2012. Web. 28 Nov 2012. 
  4Shorter, Aylward, and Edwin Onyancha. The 



Volume 10 Spring 2014 | 75

Church and AIDS in Africa. Nairobi: Paulines 
Publications Africa, 1998. 17. Print.
  5Shorter and Onyancha, 17.
  6Campbell, Catherine, Morten Skovdal, Zivai 
Mupambireyi, and Simon Gregson. “Social Sci-
ence and Medicine.” Social Science and Medi-
cine. 71.5 (2010): 975. Web. 4 Dec. 2012. 
  7Petros, George, Collins Airhihenbuwa, Leick-
ness Simbayi, Shandir Ramlagan, and Brandon 
Brown. “Culture, Health, and Sexuality.” Cul-
ture, Health, and Sexuality. 8.1 (2006): 67-77. 
Web. 4 Dec. 2012. 
  8Campbell, Skovdal, Mupambireyi, and Greg-
son: 975-985.
  9Simbayi, Leickness, Seth Kalichman, Anna 
Strebel, Allanise Cloete, Nomvo Henda, and 
Ayanda Mqeketo. “Social Science and Medi-
cine.” Social Science and Medicine. 64.9 
(2007): 1823-1831. Web. 4 Dec. 2012. 
  10Campbell, Skovdal, Mupambireyi, and Greg-
son: 976. 
  11Petros, Airhihenbuwa, Simbayi, Ramlagan, 
and Brown: 68.  
  12Klaits, Frederick. Death in a Church of Life. 
Berkeley: University of California Press, 2010. 
48. Print. 
  13Petros, Airhihenbuwa, Simbayi, Ramlagan, 
and Brown 2006: 72. 
  14Gardner, 162. 
  15Shorter and Onyancha 1998: 116. 
  16Prince, Ruth. “Public Debates about Luo 
Widow Inheritance.” Trans. Array Christianity 
and Public Culture in Africa. Harri Englund. 1st 
ed. Athens: Ohio University Press, 2011. 114. 
Print.
   17Prince, 113
  18Ngubane, Harriet. Body and Mind in Zulu 
Medicine. London: Academic Press Inc., 1977. 
31. Print.
  19King, Rachel. “Collaboration with traditional 
healers in HIV/AIDS prevention and care in 
Sub-Saharan Africa.” UNAIDS. UNAIDS, n.d. 
Web. 26 Nov 2012. 
  20Prince, Ruth, Philippe Denis, and Rijk van 
Dijk. “Africa Today.” Africa Today. 56.1 (2009): 
xi. Web. 4 Dec. 2012. 
  21O’Manique, Colleen. Neoliberalism and 
AIDS Crisis in Sub-Saharan Africa. New York: 
Palgrave MacMillan, 2004. 9. Print.
  22Patterson, Amy. The Politics of AIDS in Af-
rica. Boulder: Lynne Rienner Publishers, Inc., 
2006. 21-23. Print.
  23Nattrass, Nicoli. The Moral Economy of 
AIDS in South Africa. Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2004. 179. Print.
  24Prince, Ruth. “Journal of Religion in Africa.” 
Journal of Religion in Africa. 37.1 (2007): 92. 
Web. 4 Dec. 2012. 
  25Shorter and Onyancha, 35-39. 
  26Prince, Denis, van Dijk 2009: viii. 
  27Sackey, Brigid. New Directions in Gender 
and Religion. Lanham: Lexington Books, 2006. 
115. Print. 
  28Keenan, James. Catholic Ethicists on HIV/
AIDS Prevention. New York: Continuum Inter-
national Publishing Group Inc., 2002. Print.
  29Keenan, 56.
  30Keenan, 219.
  31Kelly, Kevin. New Directions in Sexual Eth-
ics. London: Geoffry Chapman, 1998. 46-50. 
Print.
  32Kelly, 50-54. 
  33Kelly, 193. 
  34Sackey, 29. 
  35Sackey, 29. 
  36Manglos, Nicolette, and Jenny Trinitapoli. 
“Journal of Health and Social Behavior.” Jour-
nal of Health and Social Behavior. 52.1 (2011): 
109. Web. 4 Dec. 2012. 
  37Manglos and Trinitapoli, 109.
  38Klaits, Frederick. Death in a Church of Life. 
Berkeley: University of California Press, 2010. 
7. Print. 
  39Klaits, 83. 
  40Klaits, 89.
  41Klaits, 217.
  42Sackey, 31.
  43Sackey, 26-35.
  44Sackey, 213-245.
  45Sackey, 115.
  46Seidel, Gill. “Social Science and Medicine.” 
Social Science and Medicine. 36.3 (1993): 5. 
Web. 4 Dec. 2012.
  47New International Version Study Bible. 
Carol Stream: Tyndale House Publishers, Inc., 
2000. 1917. New International Study Bible, 1 
Corinthians 3:17. Print.
   48Gardner, 150.
  49Takyi, Baffour. “Religion and Women’s 
health in Ghana: Insights into HIV/AIDS 
Preventive and Protective Behavior.” Social 
Science and Medicine. 56. (2003): 1225. Web. 
10 Nov. 2012. 
  50Takyi,1225. 
  51Seidel, 179. 
  52Science Letter, “LexisNexis Academic.” 
LexisNexis Academic. (2010): 48. Web. 4 Dec. 
2012. 



76 | Wilson Journal of International Affairs

  53Seidel, 179.
  54Science Letter, 48. 
  55Pritchett, James. “Christian Mission Sta-
tions in South-Central Afica.” Trans. Array 
Christianity and Public Culture in Africa. Harri 
Englund. 1st ed. Athens: Ohio University Press, 

2011. 30. Print.
  56Schoffeleers, Matthew. “Journal of Religion 
in Africa.” Journal of Religion in Africa. 29.4 
(1999): 413. Web. 4 Dec. 2012.
  57Prince, Denis, van Dijk 2009: ix.
  58Prince, Denis, van Dijk 2009: ix.

 

DID YOU KNOW...
31 MILLION CHILDREN IN

SUB-SAHARAN AFRICA

HAVE NO SCHOOL TO ATTEND

WE’RE CHANGING THAT

JOIN US AT
UVA@BUILDINGTOMORROW.ORG

FACEBOOK: BUILDING TOMORROW AT UVA 
TWITTER: @UVAaBT



Volume 10 Spring 2014 | 77

HAVE NO SCHOOL TO ATTEND

Because of its largely impassable west, 
China does most of its trading by sea. 
The mountains, deserts, and forests 

of China’s west and north make land transport 
of most goods difficult, and when this factor is 
combined with the large transport capacity of 
ships, transporting goods by sea is both easier 
and faster. Most of China’s oil and natural gas 
supplies are shipped along sea routes, China’s 
sea lines of communication (SLOCs). However, 
China understands that its SLOCs are vulnera-
ble to blockade or direct military attack. Indeed, 
most of China’s oil passes through the Straits 
of Hormuz and the Straits of Malacca, where it 
is highly vulnerable to interdiction. Therefore, 
over the past two decades, the People’s Repub-
lic of China (PRC) has worked with Pakistan, 
Burma, Russia, and the Central Asian states to 
build pipelines for natural gas and oil to short-
en its SLOCs or circumvent them all together. 
The few pipelines completed thus far have done 
relatively little to reduce the amount of China’s 
energy supplies that moves by sea. Given the ca-
pabilities of modern offensive military technol-
ogy and the relative weakness of the PRC’s still 
developing navy vis-à-vis other regional powers 
like Japan, India, and the omnipresent United 

States, Beijing will not be able to protect its en-
ergy trade routes and infrastructure from either 
attack or blockade. Therefore China will need to 
develop its soft power in Asia generally, and the 
region of Southeast Asia and the East China Sea 
more particularly. Good relations with the ma-
jor powers in Asia are more likely to protect Chi-
na’s energy infrastructure than military spend-
ing and fleet increases.

This argument relies on several definitions. 
“Energy infrastructure” includes all pipelines, 
ships, roads, railroads, and ports on which and 
through which oil and natural gas are transport-
ed.  “China” and/or “Beijing” refer to China’s 
government, which is authoritarian and con-
trolled by the Chinese Communist Party (CCP). 
At this moment, and for the foreseeable future, 
China and the CCP can be referred to inter-
changeably with regards to foreign policy; how-
ever, the goals of China’s government may not 
necessarily be those of its people. The CCP will 
want to keep its citizens happy, and maintaining 
economic growth is important in this regard. 
Thus, keeping the oil flowing into China is al-
most as important for domestic considerations 
as it is for military ones. 

In addition to these definitions, this argu-

As China grows in military and economic power, if it is not careful, it will 
naturally create opposition to its rise. The consequence of this opposition will 
be the realization of the Chinese fear of military blockade of its energy resourc-
es. Thus events like the Chinese/Japanese squabbling over the Senkaku/Di-
aoyu islands or the multinational dispute over islands in the South China Sea 
may have long-term consequences for China's economic future.

China’s Energy Infrastructure and 
the Malacca Dilemma: The Case 
for Soft Power’s Ability to Protect 
China’s Energy Trade Routes
By Tristan Godbold
Paper for a Course in International Relations, Problems in 
International Relations: Sino-American Relations, with Professor 
Copeland in Fall 2012
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ment relies on several assumptions. First, China 
sees its energy security as threatened.  Second, 
China has and will take steps to protect its en-
ergy sources and trade routes.1 Third, it matters 
not where China obtains its oil and gas since it 
still has to transport it to China.2 Thus we can ig-
nore the diplomacy China must undergo to ob-
tain its oil and natural gas in the first place. Only 
the SLOCs and overland trade routes/pipelines 
are important in this analysis. Fourth and final-
ly, for the next ten or twenty years, it is unlikely 
that China will undergo domestic strain or pres-
sure that will either change the current regime 
or force China’s CCP government to change its 
outlook or policy on energy, trade routes, and 
SLOCs. China will still need energy whether the 
ruling regime is democratic or authoritarian in 
nature. 

This paper will first examine the weakness-
es to direct military attack that China’s energy 
infrastructure faces. In doing so, it will cover 
the nature and extent of China’s energy infra-
structure, the threat a military attack poses to 
China’s energy infrastructure, and the threat 
that other great powers pose to China’s energy 
infrastructure. Second, this paper will cover the 
dangers a blockade poses to China’s energy se-
curity, detailing the implementation of a block-
ade, the possible Chinese military response, the 
danger of escalation, the possibility of evading 
a blockade, the involvement of international di-
plomacy and law, and the economic damage to 
the blockading power. Third, this paper will dis-
cuss possible motivations for a blockading pow-
er and the theoretical framework necessary to 
predict such an event. Following this, it will an-
alyze Beijing’s current relations with countries 
that threaten its SLOCs and trade routes. Final-
ly, this paper will examine the ways in which 
the PRC could forestall direct military threats 
by regional powers and the United States on its 
energy infrastructure. 

Overview of Chinese Energy 
Infrastructure 

In 2012, 70 percent 
of China’s total energy 
usage is from coal. Of 
the remaining 30 per-
cent, 19 percent comes 

from oil and 4 percent from natural gas.3 While 
China produces practically all of its own coal, it 
relies on imports of oil and natural gas. As of 
2011 roughly half of its oil and a quarter of its 
natural gas comes from overseas sources.4 Thus, 
while this paper addresses only the 12 percent 
percent of China’s energy resources that are cur-
rently imported, the percentage of total energy 
imports will increase over time to match the de-
mands of China’s growing economy and popula-
tion. By 2035, China will import 75 percent of its 
oil needs.5 Because of the growing importance of 
energy imports, it is important to examine the 
transit process. China imports its oil and natu-
ral gas into its territory through pipelines and 
ships. Because China imports most of its energy 
resources via ship, its ports are especially vital. 
While China’s pipelines are currently less relied 
upon, they still transport a significant amount 
of China’s imports, about 20 percent, and also 
transport oil within Chinese territory. Their im-
portance will grow over time, as Chinese depen-
dence on them increases. 

China transports significant quantities of 
its natural gas imports by pipeline. The Central 
Asian Gas Pipeline (CAGP), which runs from 
Turkmenistan to Xinjiang, is used to import 
511 billion cubic feet per year of natural gas, an 
amount which comprises over half of the natural 
gas imported in 2011. Chinese energy compa-
nies intend to expand the transportation of nat-
ural gas by pipeline to meet the growing needs 
of China. They have already signed agreements 
to build pipelines with Turkmenistan, Uzbeki-
stan, and Kazakhstan. China is also working to 
create agreements to build pipelines to import 
natural gas from Russia and Myanmar.6 

The PRC also transports oil imports through 
pipelines originating in Russia and Kazakhstan. 
The Russian pipeline runs from Taishet, Russia 
to the Pacific Coast and then to an oil field in 
Daiqing, China. A secondary spur splits off of 
this line, running to the port city of Kozmino, 
Russia, from where the oil is then taken by sea 
to China. The Kazakhstan pipeline runs from its 
connector in Atasu, Kazakhstan to the border 
city of Alashankou, China.7 As of 2011, oil im-
ported through these pipelines comprised about 
20 percent of China’s total oil imports, with the 
remaining transported by sea.8 Transportation 
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of oil by pipeline is likely to increase. The Chi-
nese National Petroleum Company (CNPC) is 
working on another pipeline, one which would 
allow it to circumvent the Straits of Malacca. 
There has also been speculation about a pipeline 
running from Pakistan’s port of Gwadar over 
the Himalayas to Kashgar in western China, but 
technical difficulties would make this route pro-
hibitively expensive. 

Most of China’s oil is still shipped by sea 
to its destination. About 80 percent of China’s 
total oil imports are transported by ship, a per-
centage that is not likely to change even given 
the construction of new pipelines.9 As of 2011, 
about 50 percent of China’s oil imports by sea 
came from the Middle East.10 About another 25 
percent of China’s oil imports came from Afri-
ca.11 Thus, most of China’s oil imported by sea 
is transported from the west side of the Indian 
Ocean Region (IOR). This oil must be transport-
ed past India, then through the Malacca Straits 
or through another geographic chokepoint in 
Indonesia. This, as we will see, has huge geopo-
litical implications for China. The fragility and 
strength of China’s SLOCs through the Indian 
Ocean will be the focus of much of this paper 
as we examine the ways in which Beijing could 
secure the trade routes of its energy resources. 

China’s ports comprise another major part 
of its energy infrastructure. These we need only 
examine briefly, since the scope of this paper 
does not require an in-depth analysis of Chi-
na’s ports. Suffice it to say that China has three 
major, oil tanker-handling port concentrations, 
located in Ningbo/Shanghai, Guangzhou/Hong 
Kong, and Tianjian/Dalian.12 These ports are 
also chokepoints through which Chinese oil im-
ports must pass. 

Vulnerability of Chinese Energy 
Infrastructure to Attack 

 Given the chokepoints in the Indian Ocean 
Region and in the port concentrations, China’s 
entire energy infrastructure is very vulnerable 
to direct military attack, especially from the 
three other major naval powers in East Asia: Ja-
pan, India and the United States. 

Ships, especially huge oil tankers, are very 
vulnerable to missiles and torpedoes. In the 
event of war, every ship moving into Chinese 
ports would be considered a fair target. An oil 
tanker is a very big target and destroying or 
immobilizing them would not be difficult.  In-
dia, Japan, and the United States possess the 

long-range capabilities to destroy targets from 
thousands of kilometers away. For instance, In-
dia has recently developed the capability to hit 
stationary targets from 5000 kilometers away,13 
while the United States, with its multitude of 
conventional ballistic missiles and cruise mis-
siles, has long possessed that capability. More-
over, the United States also has the ability to 
target and destroy moving targets from a great 
distance. Furthermore, submarines’ stealth ca-
pabilities, when coupled with torpedoes, allows 
any submarine that could avoid China’s naval 
forces to easily destroy oil tankers from below. 
This possibility is very real since China’s navy 
would almost certainly be overstretched by try-
ing to protect its SLOCs from attack. In a ma-
jor war, most countries in the region would be 
forced to take sides, eliminating some of the 
possibility that ships targeted by submarines 
would actually be those of friendly or neutral, 
non-warring powers. Likewise, any regional war 
involving the United States would also probably 
involve Japan. Japan would be a secure location 
from which to launch missiles at Chinese ships. 
Finally, rather than destroying Chinese ships, 
the United States certainly, and possibly Japan 
as well, could simply seize them in a similar way 
to which the United States carries out block-
ades, by airborne assault.14 Such ships could 
then be either destroyed, or damaged in such a 
way as to make them impossible to move, such 
as by destroying their propeller drive shafts or 
wrecking the steering. In a war with another 
major naval power, China’s oil tankers would be 
quite vulnerable to attack. 

If its shipping is vulnerable to attack, then 
China’s pipelines and ports are even more so. 
Pipelines can easily be hit by shorter range 
cruise missiles and take ten to fifteen days to re-
pair for each break.15 Aircraft could also perform 
precision strikes to destroy sections of pipeline. 
Once pipelines are repaired, they could be easily 
struck again. Ports, because of their size and im-
movability, are also easy static targets that could 
be hit by both long and short-range missiles and 
by airstrikes. Since China’s oil tanker ports are 
concentrated in three locations, Shanghai, Hong 
Kong, and Dalian, a warring power could strike 
one of those locations and significantly damage 
China’s oil importing capabilities. Because of 
the heavy traffic of tankers through these ports, 
any missile strike on one port could also destroy 
oil tankers unloading their cargo. Thus, ports 
are a crucial weak point in China’s energy secu-
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rity.16  
With all these threats to Chinese energy in-

frastructure, what can the Chinese navy and air 
force do to protect its trade routes? As we have 
seen, pipelines are impossible to protect from 
attack. They are too long and too easy to target. 
They also transport too small a percentage of 
China’s energy imports to merit great concern 
for their protection, unlike China’s SLOCs and 
the infrastructure that supports them. Frank-
ly put, there is little Beijing’s navy could do to 
protect its oil tankers from direct enemy assault. 
China’s SLOCs are too far spread out for its navy 
to be able to protect them adequately. China’s 
Indian Ocean and China Sea SLOCs pass by the 
United States Navy warships and numerous 
other maritime countries, of which only Paki-
stan, Iran, and Burma could be considered to 
be allies. Though it is developing bases and port 
facilities in the Indian Ocean to counter this 
problem, China does not yet have any actual na-
val bases in the Indian Ocean. Although China 
might receive some level of support from either 
Burma or Pakistan, is still a long way from ob-
taining the power projection capabilities neces-
sary to adequately protect its SLOCs from di-
rect attack. Finally, despite its “string of pearls” 
bases being gradually constructed in the Indi-
an Ocean Region, China does not yet have any 
actual naval bases in the Indian Ocean, though 
it could probably receive some level of support 
from either Burma or Pakistan in that regard. 
In terms of actual naval capacity, China’s fleet is 
growing larger and more modern, but it barely 
has the airpower to reach the Straits of Malacca 
with long range, air-refueled aircraft. To do so 
at this point would require the People’s Liber-
ation Army (PLA) to show a “proficiency in ae-
rial refueling and long-range strike operations 
that the PLA has yet demonstrate.”17 China’s 
first aircraft carrier is not expected to be in ser-
vice until 2020, so it will be some time before 
the PLA has any air cover for naval operations 
against local powers, the United States, or India 
in any theater beyond the South China Sea. In 
terms of warships, Beijing does have some capa-
bility to mount long-range operations, but with 
only a few ships. China has only rarely carried 
out long-range operations with its navy. Any 
People’s Liberation Army Navy (PLAN) task-
force attempting to defend trade routes past 
the Straits of Malacca would be operating “at or 
beyond the limits of its professional ability and 
combat range.”18 China’s submarines face simi-

lar limitations. Overall, China lacks the opera-
tional expertise, support capabilities, and range 
to adequately mount a large naval operation at 
or beyond the Straits of Malacca. 

Ability of Pacific Ocean Powers to 
Blockade China 

Clearly, China’s energy infrastructure is 
vulnerable to direct military attack. Its pipe-
lines are easy targets and impossible to protect. 
China’s ports are large, tempting targets. The 
Chinese navy does not have the range to protect 
China’s SLOCs past the straits of Malacca. What 
nations are strong enough to threaten China’s 
energy infrastructure with attack? Of all Pacific 
Ocean naval powers, the three most capabl are 
Japan, India, and the United States. Smaller re-
gional powers, like Thailand or the Philippines, 
possess naval power, but not enough to heavily 
damage the Chinese fleet. Of the major powers, 
Japan and the United States would probably be 
allied in any conflict that broke out. It is very 
unlikely that Japan would go to war with Chi-
na without support from the United States. In 
the event of such a war, Japan and the United 
States could threaten all aspects of China’s ener-
gy. India, on the other hand, would be limited to 
attacking Chinese shipping in the Indian Ocean. 
Its missile and air force capabilities would still 
be stretched to their limits trying to attack Chi-
na’s pipelines. A blockade would be even more 
dangerous to China than direct warfare, because 
it would place the burden of escalation on China 
rather than the opposing power. 

A blockade of China would be fairly easy, 
given the transport of oil supplies through two 
major geographic chokepoints, the Straits of 
Hormuz and the Straits of Malacca. According 
to a 2008 paper published by the U.S. Naval 
War College, only 16 warships and four replen-
ishment vessels would be needed to adequately 
blockade the Straits of Malacca.19 The number 
given includes extra ships for replacements of 
combat casualties. It also assumes that only 
oil tankers would be searched and/or seized. 
Again, only India, Japan, and the United States 
possess sufficient naval capacity to adequate-
ly blockade China. While this fleet size is eas-
ily within the scope of the other major Pacific 
powers, it would be much harder for a smaller 
navy to maintain, especially during a war. Fur-
thermore, these smaller powers do not possess 
the air capabilities necessary for an efficient 
blockade. In past blockades, like those enacted 
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by the United States against Iran, helicopters 
have been heavily relied upon to inspect large 
numbers of tankers attempting to pass through 
naval chokepoints. Inspection teams would be 
helicoptered on to the oil tankers to determine 
their point of destination, and then the teams 
would either allow the ship to pass or deny pas-
sage.20 Such inspections would be much more 
difficult for the smaller powers. 

Because of the location of the Straits of Ma-
lacca and the Straits of Hormuz, it would be dif-
ficult for Beijing to move its naval forces within 
range to attack the fleet of a blockading pow-
er. As mentioned in the previous section, Chi-
na’s navy and air force barely have the range to 
reach the Straits of Malacca, let alone the Straits 
of Hormuz. Nor is either strait a good place for 
submarines armed with torpedoes or anti-ship 
cruise missiles (ASCMs) to operate, since they 
would be easily detectable in the shallow strait 
and they would have difficulty targeting enemy 
ships from a distance in the highly trafficked 
straits.21 China’s navy would be outmatched and 
unable to concentrate effective force against 
a blockade of either 
strait, especially one 
of the Straits of Hor-
muz, which is on the 
wrong side of the In-
dian Ocean. On the 
other hand, India and 
the United States pos-
sess either bases close 
to both straits or the 
capacity to replenish their ships at sea for 
extended periods, and could easily sustain their 
blockading forces for months. Japan would be 
less able to do so, but as mentioned before, it is 
unlikely that Japan would engage in war against 
China without the support of the United States. 
Because of Chinese limitations and the nearby 
resources of great powers, a blockading power 
could, diplomatic upheaval aside, easily control 
the straits. 

The consequences of a blockade would be 
catastrophic for the Chinese economy. The Chi-
na Security Journal estimates that if the Straits 
of Hormuz were blockaded and China lost ac-
cess to Middle Eastern oil supplies, its economy 
would suffer damage equivalent to 5.4 percent 
to 10.8 percent of gross domestic product. This 
would practically wipe out the Chinese econ-
omy’s annual economic growth and possibly 
cause an economic recession.22 This type of eco-

nomic shock could also trigger unrest in China, 
despite the popular support that the CCP cur-
rently possesses. China’s military and civilian 
infrastructure could also be critically weakened 
if a blockade were. However, the possibility of 
economic collapse is remote, since China only 
imports 30 percent of its oil needs. In 2035, 
when China is importing 75 percent of its oil 
needs, such a scenario is much more plausible.

It is important to remember that only a 
great power could mount a blockade to halt 
the flow of oil supplies to China and inflict this 
much damage to the Chinese economy. As we 
have seen, a blockade would require too large a 
naval force for most countries to undertake ef-
fectively. Terrorism and piracy, while admitted-
ly problems for the international community, 
could only cause superficial damage to Chinese 
energy infrastructure. Pirates have been de-
terred in the Straits of Malacca by ongoing in-
ternational coalition efforts. In 2011, there were 
no pirate attacks in the Straits of Malacca.23 Nor 
is terrorism a real threat to Chinese shipping. It 
would be counterproductive for terrorists to at-

tack Chinese shipping 
in international wa-
ters, since they would 
only “reinforce the co-
alition against them.”24 
China can thus only be 
threatened by another 
great power’s block-
ade. 

Militarily, China is 
unable to secure its energy infrastructure. India, 
Japan, and the United States possess the capa-
bility to blockade China’s oil supplies in either 
the Straits of Malacca or the Straits of Hormuz. 
Similarly, Chinese ships, ports, and pipelines 
are all large, tempting targets for missiles or ae-
rial attack. It follows that, in the event of war 
or diplomatic crisis, China could lose a large 
portion of its energy supplies to foreign attack. 
This could lead either to domestic unrest, as the 
Chinese people grow unhappy with the CCP, or 
to an outright defeat of China’s energy-starved 
military forces.

Possible Chinese Responses to a 
Blockade 

While China possesses few methods to mil-
itarily counter an enemy attack or blockade, 
there are several, other ways that China could 
counter a blockade of or attack upon its energy 

Overall, China lacks the 
operational expertise, support 
capabilities, and range to 
adequately mount a large naval 
operation at or beyond the Straits 
of Malacca.
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infrastructure. These methods fall into roughly 
three categories: escalation, evasion, or the uti-
lization of international opinion against a block-
ading power. Of these categories, escalation is 
the most easily understood. It is also the option 
most likely to lead to horrible consequences. Af-
ter a blockade occurs, China could counter by 
deploying its military assets to try to break the 
blockade or force the opponent to reconsider. 
As demonstrated previously, military confron-
tation with a blockading power would be diffi-
cult for China, but not impossible, especially if 
the blockaded straits were the Straits of Malac-
ca, which are at least relatively close to Chinese 
bases. Military deployments would probably 
escalate the growing crisis to the nuclear level, 
in classic Cold War fashion, as both sides worry 
about the first use of nuclear weapons and mu-
tually assured destruction. Escalation to all-out 
war would also pull in other powers from across 
the globe, as nations would be forced to take 
sides. Clearly this counter-method would only 
be initiated if Chinese leaders were very sure of 
themselves and of the consequences of their ac-
tions.

Evasion of the blockade is another less 

fraught, but also less sure method for China 
to counter a foreign blockade. There are three 
other possible shipping routes to China from 
the Middle East and Africa: the Sunda Straits, 
between the islands of Java and Sumatra, and 
the Lombok Straits, between the islands of Bali 
and Lombok, which are both navigable by medi-
um to large-sized tankers (up to 200,000 tons 
through Sunda and up to 500,000 tons through 
the Lombok)25 and around Australia. Howev-
er, circumventing a blockade of the Malacca 
Straits in any of these manners would natural-
ly increase shipping costs, but to a manageable 
degree. For instance, navigating through the 
Lombok Straits would increase costs by about 
$300,000 per tanker, a fairly small increase in 
total shipping expenditures.26 However, bypass-
ing a blockade of the Malacca Straits would only 
help China so much, since it would be impos-
sible to get around a blockade of the Straits of 
Hormuz. Furthermore, the United States navy 
has enough warships to block two, or even three 
more shipping passages, while still maintaining 
sufficient combat power to engage Chinese war-
ships.

Fortunately for China, there are other, 

Above // Secretaries Kerry and Lew, Chinese State Council Yang, and Chinese Vice Premier Wang participate in the 
Joint Session on Energy Security. 
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non-physical methods through which it could 
evade a blockade. The most useful method 
would be to conceal the true destination of a 
ship upon confrontation with the blockade. 
Shipping documents can be forged and cargo 
manifests can be altered. China has the resourc-
es to implement these strategies, which would 
essentially reduce a blockade to a game of elec-
tronic cat-and-mouse, as the blockaders try to 
determine the actual destination of the cargo.27 
Figuring out the destination of the cargo would 
be complicated by the transportation of differ-
ent parts of the ship cargo to different countries. 
For instance, of the oil carried by a cargo tank-
er with a capacity of 2 million barrels, 500,000 
barrels might be bound for Japan, 500,000 for 
Malaysia, and 1 million for China.28 It would still 
be possible for a power to blockade China, but 
such forgery and evasion might make a highly 
effective blockade, one which strangles China’s 
oil supply, challenging. This difficulty could be 
reduced by forming an international coalition, 
one whose tankers would either agree to or be 
coerced into a policy of refusing to carry oil to 
the People’s Republic (PRC). The final and ma-
jor challenge to successfully interdicting China’s 
oil supply: international relations and law.

Blockading China would be, at best, a legal 
gray area.29 At worst, it would be considered an 
act of war; the Chinese would certainly consider 
it to be so.30 And the PRC is not without allies 
who would assist the country in the event of a 
crisis, notably Pakistan and Russia. It is likely 
that allies would employ their tankers to help 
China evade the blockade. They could also re-
ceive oil and ship it to China themselves. Their 
support might allow Beijing to wait out a block-
ade. Furthermore, a blockade would also require 
at least some support from countries adjacent 
the blockaded straits. However, these countries 
may have legal objections. For instance, a block-
ade of the Strait of Hormuz would be much more 
demanding if Iran objected and threatened the 
blockader with its military forces, as it would al-
most certainly do in the case of a United States 
blockade. Lastly, and perhaps most important-
ly, ships do not usually carry goods only to the 
country whose flag they carry. Seizing a Brazil-
ian tanker carrying Chinese oil would obviously 
be very detrimental to Brazil. As such, boarding 
the ships of non-warring powers would quick-
ly bring diplomatic pressure onto China and its 
blockader to end their conflict, especially as oth-
er countries grew weary. 

Because of the possibility and potential 
strength of opposition, a blockading power 
would need cooperative allies, a complete list 
of all Chinese allies, and foreknowledge of the 
destinations of all ships allowed through the 
blockade. Only in this way could India, Japan, 
or the United States prevent other powers from 
sending their energy supplies to China and suc-
cessfully blockade China to interdict Chinese 
energy supplies. However, it seems unlikely that 
these conditions will be met. A world in which 
one great power has the allies and understand-
ing of the Pacific region necessary to blockade 
China must be a world in which clear lines have 
been drawn and strong alliances made. The 
closest parallel to such a situation would be the 
Cold War, with two large power blocs facing off 
against each other. There is not yet such an alli-
ance or power structure in the Pacific or Indian 
Ocean region, nor do any seem likely to form in 
the near future.

Despite the numerous challenges to the im-
plementation of an effective blockade, the threat 
remains very real in the minds of the CCP. Hu 
Jintao warned in 2005 “China needs to adopt 
a revised oil import strategy because some big 
countries attempted to control the transporta-
tion channel at Malacca.”31 The new pipelines 
going up in Central Asia and in Myanmar are 
both made more urgent by these fears of being 
cut off from its SLOCs.32 Beijing’s fears for its 
energy security also drive its naval expansion 
program. Chinese agreements to establish ports 
in strategic locations, such as Gwadar, Pakistan, 
Sittwe, Burma, and other locations in the Indi-
an Ocean, are motivated by this same fear. The 
entire “string of pearls” strategy of bases in the 
IOR is motivated by a desire to prevent India or 
the United States from cutting China off from its 
oil. Evidently, the Chinese believe that a block-
ade is a feasible threat to their growing econom-
ic power. Whether a blockade would be effective 
or not then, China has acted as if it would be. 
Its perceptions of the international situation are 
clearly affecting the situation on the ground.

 
Economic Influences on the Likelihood 
of a Blockade 

 One factor not yet discussed is the wider 
economic effect of a blockade. Since India, Ja-
pan, and the United States are the only powers 
in the Pacific and Indian Ocean region with suf-
ficient military strength to significantly damage 
China’s energy infrastructure, the economic 
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effects of a blockade or war are most pertinent 
to them. India, whose largest trading partner 
is China, exchanged 60 billion dollars in trade 
with its northern neighbor in 2011.33 This trade 
is expected to double by 2020. Most of the goods 
that India imports from China are finished prod-
ucts. In contrast, the goods that China imports 
from India are primarily raw materials, like iron 
ore. It follows that in the event of a crisis, China 
would find it much easier to break its trade ties 
with India than vice versa. However, this con-
cern is tempered by the fact that India’s exports 
to China, valued around 20 billion dollars, form 
only a small part of India’s total Gross Domestic 
Product. 

Japan bears a much greater risk of econom-
ic damage than India. China is also Japan’s larg-
est trading partner. As of 2011 the two countries 
had a total trade volume of 344.9 billion dollars. 
Japan has a trade deficit with China, importing 
about 20 billion dollars more than it exports 
with a total annual import value of 183.4 billion 
dollars.34 In the event of a crisis, Japan would 
once again suffer more than China, though the 
economic pain would be far more equal. War 
between the two powers would cause serious 
economic displacement to both powers. 

Of the three other great powers, it is the 
United States that has the largest trade vol-
ume with China. As of 2011, America annual-
ly imports 411 billion dollars of Chinese goods 
and exports 129 billion dollars worth of goods 
to China.  China is the United States’ second 
largest trading partner, and the United States is 
China’s third largest trading partner.35 China is 
dependent on the United States as a huge export 
market, while the United States needs China’s 
goods and also ships a large amount of goods 
back west across the Pacific. Far more than In-
dia or Japan, the United States stands to suffer 
heavy economic damage should war interrupt 
its trade with China, but then so does China. 
Another factor that is frequently mentioned as 
a possible threat to the United States during 
a hypothetical war with China is the Chinese 
ownership of more than a trillion dollars of the 
United States’ debt. It is hypothesized that, at 
the outbreak of war, China could sell off great 
quantities of U.S. Treasury bonds and devalue 
the dollar, causing damaging inflation. How-
ever, a recent study published by the Pentagon 
warns that this practice could cause nearly as 
much damage to the Chinese economy, and that 
the dumped bonds could be bought up by the 

U.S. Federal Reserve to protect the American 
economy from damage.36 Nonetheless, warfare 
between the world’s most populous country and 
the world’s richest country would cause severe 
economic damage to both powers, both from 
lost trade and other effects, like unemployment. 

From the economic data shown here, the 
side effects of a war between China and another 
great power would be damaging for both pow-
ers, to say the least. India has the least to lose 
economically, but is also the weakest military. It 
is the least capable of blockade or direct attack 
on China’s energy infrastructure. Japan is more 
powerful, but would be hampered geographi-
cally by having to re-route its supply lines away 
from the mainland of China. Japan would also 
suffer significant economic damage from a war 
with China. The United States, perhaps allied 
with Japan, is the only power that has the naval 
capacity to carry out a full blockade of China. 
However, it also stands to lose the most from a 
war, should such a blockade escalate. Each great 
power stands to suffer serious economic dam-
age should war or a severing of economic ties 
with China occur. Thus, it is unlikely that Chi-
na, India, Japan, and the United States would 
decide to blockade or attack Chinese energy 
infrastructure, unless they calculated that the 
consequences of not attacking Chinese energy 
infrastructure were more severe.  

Theoretical Frameworks 
But what would be the aim of a blockade 

of China? Or of perpetrating direct military 
attacks upon Chinese energy infrastructure? 
What would bring another Pacific great power 
to take such drastic steps to confront China? To 
find the answers to these questions, we must 
analyze China’s current economic position with 
regard to energy security and understand the 
conditions necessary for warmongering, hard-
line behavior. This paper will analyze two theo-
ries in particular that attempt to predict the be-
havior of countries whose trade and long term 
economic prospects are threatened by outside 
forces: offensive realism and economic interde-
pendency theory. 

Offensive realism is a version of the old re-
alist theories, put into words by Kenneth Waltz 
and John Mearsheimer, among others. The 
world is an anarchic place, dominated by great 
powers. States do not know each other’s inten-
tions, which naturally increases tensions be-
tween countries. These countries focus mainly 
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on national survival. Surviving in an anarchic 
world requires military and economic pow-
er. To protect themselves, great powers must 
maximize their security by seeking hegemony 
over the great power system. Economically, this 
theory argues that rising states seek economic 
cooperation to build their strength, until they 
become the hegemonic power in the system. At 
this point, the dominant state then does its best 
to oppress rising powers by refusing to trade 
with them and by preventing their access to 
trade. Once a state becomes the hegemon, none 
can threaten it. Conversely, if a state grows eco-
nomically dependent on another, it would then 
be vulnerable to that second state, since its eco-
nomic growth would depend on the goodwill of 
the second state.37 Since states do not know each 
other’s intentions, this places the continued rise 
of a power at the mercy of the nondependent 
power. Thus, great powers should be wary of al-
lowing their economies to grow too dependent 
on another’s good will. 

In the real world, of course, not all states 
have the option to become or remain econom-
ically independent. Because of China’s depen-
dence on the United States for a major export 
market and raw materials, including its energy 
supplies, the implications of this theory are cer-
tainly interesting. According to offensive real-
ism, China would be defined as a rising state, 
one that will become economically stronger (in 
terms of GDP), and perhaps militarily stronger, 
than the United States. As such, it would be in-
cumbent upon the United States to obstruct Chi-
na’s access to trade and raw materials, in order 
to slow its rise and prevent it from attempting 
to win hegemony over the international system. 
Already, it seems that offensive realism does not 
accurately explain this case. The United States 
is largely in favor of free trade with China, and 
has even complained to the World Trade Orga-
nization that China is obstructing its free trade 
with the rising power.38

Even more interesting, and certainly more 
pertinent to this paper, is economic dependency 
theory.39 Many of the assumptions made by of-
fensive realist theory are also made by econom-
ic dependency theory. It assumes that states are 
actors in an anarchic world, in which they seek 
to maximize security. However, economic de-
pendency theory also borrows from liberal the-
ories. It acknowledges that trade brings peace 
because of the benefits that trade brings to the 
trading states. Economic dependency theory 

claims that great powers will remain peaceful 
as long as they both see benefit in current and 
future trade relations. Once a state sees its eco-
nomic future threatened—by a foreign threat to 
its markets, the denial of access to markets or re-
sources, or by a direct embargo—it will be much 
more likely to use force to regain or secure eco-
nomic access to markets and raw materials. This 
tendency towards the use of force can increase 
step by step, gradually increasing the probabili-
ty of war. For instance, State A and State B could 
be trading, with State B dependent on State A’s 
control of access to markets. If State B believed 
that State A was likely to cut it off from its mar-
kets or raw materials, State B would then be 
likely to increase military or economic pressure 
on State A, in order to force it back onto a free 
trade policy. State A would then retaliate with 
more restrictions, which would aggravate State 
B’s increasingly aggressive policies toward State 
A. Such a cycle would then repeat until the two 
states go to war. The key difference between this 
theory and offensive realism is that offensive 
realism argues that economically dependent 
states are automatically unhappy, while eco-
nomic dependency theory argues that mutual 
trade is a peaceful force, and that as long as two 
dependent powers do not perceive each other 
as threats, they are not likely to go to war. Only 
when the dependent state perceives that its po-
sition as a trading partner is threatened, either 
by its partner’s actions or fear of its partner’s ac-
tions, will war become more likely.40 

How then do these theories match the cur-
rent situation in the Pacific? Which one seems 
most likely to describe the future of the Pacif-
ic and Indian Ocean region? Both theories see 
the world from a primarily realist perspective. 
Certainly, China’s government sees the world in 
the same manner. Today, China and the Unit-
ed States are mutually economically dependent, 
but the United States has the upper hand, since 
of all the great powers in the Pacific, it alone has 
the power to blockade China and inflict heavy 
economic damage. From the evidence present-
ed thus far, the United States would almost cer-
tainly suffer serious economic damage should it 
engage in warfare with China. However, the fact 
remains that China’s suffering would be worse, 
since it would lose a larger portion of its trade 
and its access to energy resources. In this sit-
uation, offensive realism dictates that as China 
grows stronger, it would become warier of the 
dominant United States and would most likely 
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begin to plan military or political action in or-
der to end American dominance. On the other 
hand, economic dependency theory would ar-
gue that the Pacific will remain calm as long as 
China does not perceive the United States or its 
hold on Chinese SLOCs as a threat. The same 
logic can be applied to India and Japan. China 
will remain at peace with the other great Pacific 
powers as long as it feels that its sea lanes are 
not threatened. This conclusion is based on the 
idea that, as long as China is not dependent on 
another great power for its energy resources, it 
is unlikely to be incentivized to push for war. A 
dependent China would move closer to war only 
if it sees another country threatening to cut its 
energy umbilical cord. 

Challenges to a Blockade 
 Despite the apparent vulnerability of Chi-

na’s energy infrastructure, it is highly unlike-
ly that any country would attempt to interdict 
China’s energy supplies. The costs are simply 
too high. A full blockade, covering all possible 
sailing routes to Chi-
na, would require a 
naval presence across 
the breadth of Indo-
nesia. Even this would 
not be fully effective, 
since Chinese oil tank-
ers could sail across 
the Pacific from the east, a much longer but not 
impossible journey. A blockade of the Straits 
of Hormuz would solve much of this problem, 
because it would cut off about half of China’s 
total oil imports.41 A blockade of the Straits of 
Hormuz also has the added advantage of being 
both far from China and close to U.S. and Indian 
naval bases. Japan would find it quite difficult 
to deploy a blockading force there, however, 
since it has no bases in the region. A blockade 
of the Strait of Hormuz is also potentially more 
dangerous for the United States, due to hostile 
Iran’s proximity to the Straits. India would have 
similar difficulties with Pakistan. 

The political backlash to a blockade would 
far outweigh even the geographic challeng-
es to blockade. For instance, 52 tankers pass 
through the Straits of Malacca every day, car-
rying 11.7 million barrels of crude oil. Of these, 
only around 3.3 million are bound for China.42 
As mentioned earlier, there would be no guar-
antee that the cargo of individual ships would 
be destined for China in the first place. This 

means that a blockading power would have to 
search each tanker, risking offense to multiple 
countries of tankers’ origins. This issue would 
complicate and increase the initial opposition to 
a blockade of China. The PRC is on good terms 
with most nations. China has strong allies who 
would defend her in Pakistan, Burma, and Rus-
sia, among others. Oil-producing states from 
the Middle East and Africa would look askance 
upon the loss of oil exports to China. The Eu-
ropean Union, which trades more goods with 
China than the United States, might also be op-
posed. Furthermore, China is the largest trading 
partner of more than 30 countries.43  It is there-
fore unlikely at this stage that the world would 
sit idly by while another great power attempted 
to strangle China’s SLOCs. A blockading power 
would risk incurring diplomatic and economic 
sanctions. The United States may be the only 
state that has the diplomatic and economic 
power to blockade China and ride the resulting 
wave of international outrage. 

Lastly, assuming it was possible to circum-
vent the obstacles of 
geography and inter-
national opinion, it 
is still possible that 
China’s tankers could 
evade a blockade. Most 
of these methods were 
discussed earlier, but 

they bear repeating. Captains of ships carrying 
oil to China could alter their cargo manifests. 
China could import oil overland from neighbor-
ing powers, such as North Korea or Russia, al-
though it would first have to build the pipelines 
necessary for extra capacity. China could have 
allies lie to evade the blockade, and then accept 
oil from their ships. Ships bound for China could 
even attempt to run or disrupt the blockade, dis-
tracting the blockaders and allowing other ships 
to get through. In summary then, a blockade of 
China would be quite difficult, not to mention 
incite dangerous escalation. China still possess-
es a powerful naval force, despite its fairly short 
range. India, Japan, and U.S. bases in South Ko-
rea and Japan are within striking range of PRC 
military power. And, unfortunately, China could 
always resort to the nuclear option. 

However, China’s energy infrastructure 
would be most vulnerable during armed con-
flict. Its pipelines and ports are large, unprotect-
ed targets. An attack on all of China’s pipelines 
could cause China to lose a fifth of its import-

In the long run, the careful 
application of diplomacy will bring 
more security to China’s sea lanes 
than other, more hardline policies.
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ed oil, a damaging blow. Even more threaten-
ing, an attack on Chinese ports could cause it 
to lose most port capacity and prevent it from 
importing oil to fuel its war machine. This single 
blow has been identified as the greatest possible 
threat to the PRC’s energy security.44 Clearly, 
China would benefit little from escalating mili-
tarily, since it would make its tankers legitimate 
military targets and divide the world into allies 
and enemies, which would give its opponents 
clear targets for blockade. In terms of energy 
security, China would not benefit by escalating 
against a potential blockader, unless it had no 
other choice. 

Economic dependency theory tells us that 
China, even if dependent on other powers, will 
desire peace in the international system so long 
as it perceives its prospects of future trade as 
positive. Ultimately, China should have little 
reason to fear a blockade. The challenges to im-
plementation, economic consequences, and in-
ternational consequences should prevent most 
states from attempting such a drastic act. War, 
by allowing direct attack, would create more pos-
sibilities for attack on China’s energy infrastruc-
ture than would a blockade. Even if a blockade 
were implemented, its effectiveness would most 
likely be minimal, according to the U.S. Naval 
War College.45 However, in the unlikely event 
that an effective blockade was implemented, 
China’s economy would suffer greatly. Further-
more, the PRC should understand the risks of 
escalation, including greater damage to its en-
ergy infrastructure than a blockade could inflict. 

Implications for Chinese Foreign Policy 
Since a blockade of China’s SLOCs is already 

difficult, China should take steps to reinforce 
this difficulty. Pursuing hardline policies would 
hurt Chinese energy security by decreasing the 
challenges that a blockading power would face. 
If China alienates international opinion, fewer 
countries would protest a blockade, making a 
blockade much easier to implement. Further-
more, according to economic dependency the-
ory, a Chinese military build-up would increase 
the United States’ fear, making the possibility of 
a blockade more likely. Instead, China should 
continue a peaceful rise and refrain from threat-
ening the vastly superior U.S. military. This will 
allow it will to rise unimpeded. However, this is 
not to say that China should keep its defenses 
weak, rather that it should downplay the power 
its armed forces have and avoid trumpeting its 

capabilities. 
In the long run, the careful application of 

diplomacy will bring more security to China’s 
sea lanes than other, more hardline policies. 
China will benefit from a softer hand abroad, as 
a soft policy will decrease tension with neigh-
bors, which in turn will decrease American fears 
of China’s rise. Since the United States is the 
power most capable of cutting China’s SLOCs, 
this will in turn bring greater energy security to 
China.  China should take four major diplomatic 
steps to keep the consequences of blocking its 
SLOCs as high as possible. 

First, it should maintain friendly relations 
with as many countries in Southeast Asia as 
possible. Singapore and Malaysia, in particular, 
could cripple any attempted blockade by refus-
ing to allow blockading ships to use their ter-
ritorial waters and harbors. China should also 
keep Indonesia as an ally, since the Indonesian 
navy could be invaluable to a blockading power 
in Indonesia’s territorial waters. Similarly, the 
PRC should increase its connections with Iran 
and the Arab Gulf states, in order to win allies 
in the Gulf in case of a blockade of the Straits 
of Hormuz. Connections with Saudi Arabia, also 
an ally of the United States, would be particular-
ly helpful in this regard.

Second, the PRC should avoid an aggressive 
policy regarding the numerous disputed islands 
of the South China Sea. While the oil and natu-
ral gas resources located under the islands are 
valuable, contesting their ownership will only 
make enemies in Southeast Asia. China’s SLOCs 
are, in the long run, far more strategically im-
portant. In contrast, control of the islands will 
do China little good in naval combat with anoth-
er great power, especially one that has the dip-
lomatic support to cut China’s energy supplies. 
Furthermore, the oil rigs necessary to exploit 
the underwater fossil fuels around these islands 
would make tempting targets for warring pow-
ers and would give China’s navy more targets to 
defend.

Taiwan is an even larger issue than the Pa-
cific islands. China will have to be careful be-
cause Taiwan could easily generate controversy 
between the United States and China. The PRC 
must avoid pushing for Taiwanese reintegration 
before its people, the Taiwanese, and the United 
States are ready for such a step. If China creates 
another crisis with Taiwan, however unlikely 
that may seem at this point in time, it is possible 
that the U.S. would decide to use force to teach 
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the Chinese a lesson. This use of force, perhaps 
in the form of a blockade, would have high con-
sequences, as mentioned above. Without ad-
vocating that Beijing cease its efforts to absorb 
Taiwan, it is possible to claim it is necessary that 
China avoid pushing the issue prematurely.

Third, China should strengthen its ties with 
India. Of the other great powers, India would be 
most threatened by China’s rise. China should 
minimize Indian threat perception. Once again, 
this would require China to sacrifice its claims 
to Indian territory. China’s economic and mil-
itary strength already pose a threat to India. 
Territorial claims would give India an addition-
al excuse to be belligerent. If New Delhi is neu-
tral, or better yet, allied with Beijing, the Indian 
Ocean would be far safer for Chinese shipping, 
especially in the case of blockade or war. An In-
dia fearful of China and allied with the Unites 
States, on the other hand, would give America 
necessary support and additional ships to inter-
dict China’s shipping routes.

Fourth, China should work to create a secu-
rity council for the Malacca Straits.46 Increased 
certainty of the security of the straits will benefit 
all, but China will benefit most. A Malaccan se-
curity council should include China, the littoral 
states of the straits, and the other major energy 
importers, including Japan, South Korea, and 
Taiwan. The United States should be a member 
as well. The Malaccan security council would 
focus primarily on patrolling the straits, while 
also promoting economic assistance for littoral 
countries, maintaining a collective strategic oil 
reserve, and providing humanitarian assistance 
in case of emergency. It would function along 
the lines of either the Proliferation Security Ini-
tiative or the Regional Maritime Security Initia-
tive. The security council would set up a frame-
work through which disputes over trade and 
other issues could be adjudicated, while making 
it clear that a blockade of the straits should not 
be an option for any power.47 Such a security 
council would help to enforce and institution-
alize the international disapproval of blockades 
more generally. China could then feel more con-
fidence in the security of its SLOCs. 

The alternative to this soft power diploma-
cy is one of increasing military strength. Beijing 
could build its military force until it would be 
capable of deploying sufficient strength into the 
Pacific and Indian oceans to protect its trade 
routes. However, China’s military growth has 
already sparked arms races with India, Viet-

nam, and Japan. If China continues to claim 
parts of India and the South China Sea islands, 
it is only more likely that other countries, seek-
ing to have their rival claims heard, will balance 
against China. Furthermore, the United States 
is executing a strategic “pivot” to the Pacific to 
concentrate military force in the region. China’s 
current aggressiveness, coupled with a contin-
ued arms buildup, would only increase Ameri-
can fears. According to economic dependency 
theory, as one country seeks to protect its trade 
ties, or in this case, trade routes, through mili-
tary force, it will cause the other state to fear it 
and will unintentionally reduce its rival’s access 
to markets or resources, causing a trade secu-
rity spiral.48 As such, the consequences of the 
United States initiating a trade war with China 
would be dire for both sides. 

Beyond the international opposition to a 
hardline, rising China, it is possible that a mil-
itarily stronger and more intimidating China 
will still not be able to dominate the Pacific and 
Indian Oceans. The power projection capabil-
ities of the PRC are still far from those of the 
United States. Its fleet is undergoing and will 
continue to undergo a massive modernization 
program for more than a decade.49 China will 
not deploy its first aircraft carrier operationally 
until 2020.50 While Chinese GDP will likely sur-
pass American GDP in the next 10 to 15 years, it 
will lag behind in terms of GDP per capita even 
until 2050.51 Furthermore, China is facing a de-
mographic winter, brought on by its one child 
policy. China’s fertility rate is 1.56 children per 
woman, far below replacement rate. By 2050, 
China’s population will have declined from 1.34 
billion to 1.3 billion if fertility rates move up to 
replacement levels soon. Otherwise, the Chinese 
population will be less than one billion by 2060. 
This demographic decline and the population 
imbalance that accompanies it will mean that, 
as time goes on, China will have an increasingly 
large elderly population with few young workers 
to support it. By 2050, more than a quarter of 
China’s population will be over 60 years of age, 
while its workforce will have fallen from 72 per-
cent to 61 percent of the population. The PRC 
will find it necessary to support its aging popu-
lation, a population that at the moment has an 
unsupported pension liability of 150 percent of 
GDP. In other words, the pensions the Chinese 
will eventually need to pay equals 150 percent 
of current GDP. Supporting an aging population 
will make it more difficult for the PRC to prop-
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erly fund military needs created by its current 
pursuit of hardline policy. Given these factors, 
China should consider carefully now, rather 
than in a few decades, whether it has the po-
tential economic strength to build a naval force 
capable of clearing a U.S. naval threat from the 
Pacific and Indian Oceans.

Conclusion 
As has been shown, China’s energy infra-

structure is very vulnerable to attack by anoth-
er great power. Pipelines, ports, and ships all 
make excellent targets, and China cannot pos-
sibly prevent an attack. China is also vulnerable 
to blockade. However, the consequences of such 
a move by any foreign power are great, and a 
blockade would require a high level of interna-
tional support if it were to succeed. China does 
not possess the power to militarily secure con-
trol of its SLOCs, pipelines, and ports. There-
fore, China should focus on building goodwill 
in the region so that other powers do not feel 
threatened by its rise. China can do this by sacri-
ficing many or most of its territorial claims and 
focusing on building international institutions 
that could guarantee the security of its SLOCs. 
Pursuing the alternative option, hardline mili-
tary policies, will most likely fail because of the 
capability gap between China, its neighbors, 
and the United States. 

China faces a dilemma. It could act militar-
ily to protect its trade routes, provoke a war, 
and risk losing its energy sources. Alternative-
ly, it could accept that the current diplomatic 
consequences of attacking Chinese trade routes 
mitigate foreign threats, and could take steps 
to peacefully decrease the likelihood of foreign 
threat, especially by making friends with India 
or Japan. Ultimately, in the long run, China will 
face too many potential foes and will not gain 
the power it seeks to overthrow American hege-
mony, though it may become America’s equal. 
Therefore, it must focus intently on making 
friends and reducing regional tensions through 
diplomacy, even if such diplomacy requires sac-
rifices. These short-term sacrifices will bring 
long-term benefits for the PRC, by safeguard-
ing its trade routes and retaining international 
approval and support. They will also lower the 
threat that the United States perceives from 
China. In this manner, China would protect its 
energy infrastructure more effectively than with 
hardline policies and sheer naval power.
Editor // Dani Psimas
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Over the past few decades, many western nations have instituted increas-
ingly restrictive immigration policies. However, Sweden has countered this ap-
proach and embraced increasingly open borders. The Swedish government’s 
liberal stance towards immigration suggests that there may be an alternative 
to the increasingly conservative immigration systems adopted by other western 
nations. Yet the recent riots seen in Stockholm and Malmö as well as fiscal and 
economic concerns have lead to the questioning of Sweden’s immigration sys-
tem as a legitimate alternative. Therefore this paper will attempt to assess the 
sustainability of the Swedish immigration system currently in place.

On the Sustainability of the Modern 
Swedish Immigration System
By Matthew Fiedelholtz
Paper for Completion of a Pavilion Seminar, Global Migration, with 
Professor Leblang in Spring 2013

Around the world, the landscape of 
immigration is drastically changing. 
The dynamic shift in migratory pat-

terns across the globe has had profound effects 
on both host countries and the immigrant pop-
ulations themselves. The effects of immigration 
are extensive, significantly influencing the so-
cial, economic, fiscal, and political outlook of 
any given country. However, the severity and 
influence of these effects vary from country to 
country. An examination of the newly net-im-
migration nation of Sweden is necessary to gain 
a fuller understanding of the potential effects 
of immigration. A model of the Scandinavian 
welfare state, this small and historically homog-
enous country has seen a recent influx of asy-
lum-seeking and refugee immigrants from Afri-
ca, the Middle East, and Eastern Europe. This 
new wave of immigration has been of particular 
importance to the Swedish people. It is forcing 
them not only to integrate peoples of incredibly 
diverse cultures into their traditionally homoge-
nous society, but also to question the traditional 
Scandinavian ideals and beliefs upon which the 
Swedish welfare state is built. 

Social, fiscal, and economic consequences 
that Sweden currently faces as a consequence 
of the new wave of immigration are likely to 
threaten the political sustainability of Sweden’s 
current immigration policies, particularly con-

cerning migrant rights. A discussion of academ-
ic literature concerning welfare spending and 
immigration and an assessment of the current 
political landscape within Sweden, pertaining 
to immigration, as well as within the context of 
the immigration systems of the other Scandina-
vian nations, Denmark and Norway will serve to 
prove the current Swedish immigration system 
is in fact politically unsustainable.

Significance 
Some may question the significance of 

studying the immigration system of such a 
small, homogenous, and isolated country as 
Sweden; however due to its social, economic, 
and political distinctiveness within the context 
of net-immigration countries, Sweden provides 
a valuable case study. More specifically, the 
composition of Sweden’s native and immigrant 
populations, its traditionally generous welfare 
system, and its remarkably generous immigra-
tion policies distinguish Sweden amongst the 
“typical” net-immigration nations. Firstly, the 
native Swedish population is historically ho-
mogenous. For the most part, the native Swed-
ish people have remained fairly isolated from 
the rest of the world. Sweden’s northern dis-
position and cold climate have not historically 
fostered significant migratory inflows. Accord-
ingly, the proportionally high recent influx of 



Volume 10 Spring 2014 | 93

immigrants is an issue that has only emerged 
in the past sixty years. Likewise, Sweden has 
had to develop modern immigration rules and 
regulations without the historical precedent of 
immigration that countries such as the United 
States or Australia have.

Additionally, the descendants of ancient 
Nordic tribal culture, the native Swedish peo-
ple have established a set of social values that 
emphasize the idea of a “community of individ-
uals.” The Swedish community has maintained 
many of their “tribal” characteristics in that they 
have developed a society that relies upon and 
emphasizes trust amongst its people; however 
this “community” generally includes only the 
native Swedish population. Consequently, Swe-
den currently faces significant difficulties in as-
similating non-Scandinavians into their society, 
especially those of distinct physical and cultural 
dissimilarity. 

Furthermore, as a component of their “trib-
al” culture, the Swedish people have instituted 
a set of very generous welfare policies in the 
form of their own version of the Nordic or Social 
Democratic Welfare State. The Swedish welfare 
system includes significant benefits for the en-
tire Swedish population; however the new wave 
of immigrants is currently challenging the sus-
tainability of such a system. Due to a variety of 
factors, the new wave of immigrants uses a dis-
proportionately large amount of these welfare 
benefits while failing to adequately contribute 
to the tax base from which the welfare benefits 
are funded. 

Despite this issue, the Swedish government 
has also chosen to allow fairly easy access to 
welfare benefits for immigrants. Whether and if 
so, how, Sweden is able to maintain this com-
bination of both generous and easy access to 
welfare benefits for immigrants will be of great 
significance to other countries with extensive 
welfare systems, particularly those in Europe. 
What is more, Sweden’s ability to sustain their 
current immigration system will be of even 
greater importance to the other Scandinavian 

welfare states, Denmark 

and Norway, as these countries face similar is-
sues concerning the sustainability of their simi-
lar versions of the Nordic Welfare State in light 
of the recent trends of immigration into Scan-
dinavia. 

The success of Sweden’s approach to many 
of the fundamental issues associated with immi-
gration, such as the social assimilation of immi-
grants into the native population, the economic 
effects of immigration, the fiscal effects of im-
migration, and the effects of immigration on 
the political landscape of the host country, will 
serve as a learning tool for the rest of the world.

A Brief History of Swedish Immigration
In order to understand how the changing 

composition of Sweden’s immigrant population 
affects the Swedish state, it is important to un-
derstand the historical development of Sweden’s 
immigration system. While pre-World War II 
Sweden was generally a net-emigration country, 
sending upwards of a quarter of its population 
to the United States and other traditional im-
migrant-receiving countries, Sweden’s role as a 
net-immigration state began during World War 
II (WWII).1 

Throughout WWII, Sweden chose to remain 
a neutral state. Sweden’s role as a neutral state 
allowed citizens of the various war-stricken ar-
eas of Europe to flee to Sweden in order to seek 
refuge from the Nazi regime. This asylum was 
particularly important to the citizens of neigh-
boring Denmark and Norway, both of whom 
had homelands succumbed to Nazi occupation 
during Hitler’s northern campaign. During 
the Nazi occupation of Denmark and Norway, 
significant numbers of Danes and Norwegians 
fled to nearby, neutral Sweden. Although many 
eventually returned home after the war, many 
also chose to remain in Sweden and take up jobs 
in the manufacturing and agriculture sectors. 
Although the Swedish population was initially 
reluctant to admit refuge-seeking immigrants 
into the state, these immigrants were eventually 
accepted as part of the workforce.2

With the ultimate acceptance of these new 
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laborers, Sweden continued its policy focus on 
labor-based immigration until 1972, generally 
attracting Fins and southern Europeans hoping 
to find work. During this time period, Sweden 
recruited European labor to fuel its booming 
manufacturing sector and provided all labor im-
migrants with rights and benefits equal to that 
of the native Swedish population.

However, in 1972 this policy focus changed. 
At this point in time, Sweden shifted the focus 
of its immigration system from labor-based im-
migration to family reunification and asylum 
seeker/refugee-based immigration, the same 
focus as the policy in effect today. This change 
is significant for a variety of reasons, but can be 
seen most explicitly in the change in the com-
position of the immigrant population. During 
the 1960s, immigrants from Finland, Norway, 
and Denmark comprised approximately 59.7 
percent percent of the foreign population living 
in Sweden; by 2004, approximately 32.05 per-
cent of foreign-born peoples residing in Sweden 
were from “Refugee Sending Countries.”3 Now 
the fastest growing demographics of the Swed-
ish population are from countries such as Syria, 
Somalia, and Afghanistan.4   

This brings us to the current state of immi-
gration in Sweden. Large-portions of non-Eu-
ropean immigrants are making their way into 
Sweden as asylum and refugee seekers. While 
there is still some labor migration from Scandi-
navia and Germany, much of the focus of Swe-
den’s immigration policy has been on the afore-
mentioned categories. 

The Swedish Welfare State
Another critical factor to understanding the 

significance of the sustainability the Swedish 
immigration system is Sweden’s adaptation of 
the Nordic Welfare State model. The “Nordic 
Welfare State” is a set of fairly generous social 
welfare policies that the Scandinavian countries 
have implemented. All of the Scandinavian wel-
fare systems are variations of the Social Demo-
cratic Welfare system, which generally “is based 
on the principles of universalism and de-com-
modification and aims to provide services of 
highest standards to its citizens equally.”5 These 
“high standards” generally include govern-
ment-funded healthcare, education (including 
university tuition), and other services such as 
childcare. Furthermore, these generous benefits 
are intended for and extended to all citizens, re-
gardless of class. The combination of these two 

requirements makes this type of welfare system 
incredibly costly. In fact, Sweden “has spent a 
larger percentage of national income on welfare 
services than any other country in the world.”6

The implementation of this type of wel-
fare system can be dated to the end of WWII, 
however some might argue that this type of 
welfare system is a result of Sweden’s historic 
tribal culture. The development of this culture 
has produced the modern concept of folkhem-
met. Literally translated as “the people’s home,” 
this term represents the idea that Sweden is a 
“community of individuals.”7 Moreover, this so-
cial concept of belonging to a “greater” Swedish 
community, while retaining one’s rights as an 
individual is fundamental to Swedish society. 

This concept is crucial to understanding the 
implications of the new wave of immigrants to 
Sweden. The concept of the folkhemmet presup-
poses the idea that individuals within the wel-
fare system are guaranteed a certain amount of 
personal freedoms, yet participants have a social 
and moral obligation to contribute to the welfare 
system – generally via high income taxes.8 The 
obligation for all citizens to contribute to the 
system through taxes is what allows the costly 
Swedish welfare system to function. Therefore 
it is mutual trust that supports these programs.9 
Unfortunately, many new immigrants experi-
ence difficulties in assimilating into the Swedish 
community and contributing to the welfare sys-
tem from which they benefit disproportionately 
compared to the native Swedish people. This 
situation has engendered significant mistrust 
amongst the Swedish population and has there-
by incited concerns about the sustainability of 
the current immigration policy.

Labor Market Concerns
When considering the economic effects of 

immigration, the labor market is often one of 
the greatest concerns for native citizens of the 
host country. In many countries, such as the 
United States, most natives worry that immi-
grants are “stealing” jobs from native citizens. 
However, this is not necessarily the Swedes’ 
concern. In fact, one of the most popular con-
cerns regarding immigration and the Swedish 
labor market is that the new wave of asylum and 
refugee seekers are not assimilating well enough 
into the Swedish labor force and that they are 
therefore overwhelmingly more unemployed 
than the native population.10 This perception of 
the new immigrant population has led to a belief 
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amongst the Swedish public that the immigrant 
population is not contributing their “fair share” 
to the welfare system, which heavily relies upon 
individual’s income tax contributions for fund-
ing.

The Swedish people may not be unfounded 
in their concerns. “Immigrants in [the Nordic 
countries] are two to three times more like-
ly to be below the poverty line than natives.”11 
Additionally, even those with jobs are failing 
to match a proportional salary contribution to 
the tax base in relation to the amount of wel-
fare benefits they receive because they do not 
earn nearly as high wages as the native Swed-
ish population does. While on average immi-
grants have 16.7 percent lower wages than na-
tive Swedes, this income disparity is amplified 
when considering immigrants from countries 
who are not members 
of the European Union 
(EU). “Immigrants 
from non-EU coun-
tries, such as Iran, Iraq, 
and Yugoslavia, have 
the lowest [wage] levels 
with 25 percent lower 
wages than Swedes.”12 
This income disparity 
might be expected with 
new immigrants, and it 
is estimated that wag-
es generally converge 
after fifteen years. Un-
fortunately, not all Swedish immigrants’ wage 
levels appear to be converging to that of their 
Swedish counterparts.13  

Exactly why these immigrants aren’t assim-
ilating successfully into the labor market is still 
somewhat uncertain, but one of the strongest 
arguments for the lack of assimilation is the 
significant language barrier that exists in Swe-
den. As Swedish is a language that is only widely 
spoken within Sweden, the Swedish people have 
essentially adopted English as an additional pri-
mary language (Sweden ranks #1 in the world 
on the English Proficiency Index); yet, fluency 
in Swedish is still expected of anyone apply-
ing for a high-skill level job.14 New immigrants 
rarely have the necessary language proficiency 
to enter the work force. This problem is com-
pounded for refugee and asylum seeking immi-
grants, who are even less likely to have much 
experience with the Swedish language. If these 
immigrants have any experience with a second 

language, it is much more likely that they have 
experience with more common languages such 
as English or French. Furthermore, learning the 
Swedish language can be very difficult for those 
without a background in Germanic languages, 
as is the case with the many of immigrants from 
Africa and the Middle East.

Many also attribute the disparity in wage 
levels between immigrants and native Swedes 
to the fact that many foreign-born workers have 
low-skilled jobs.15 While immigrants with high 
skill levels, especially those immigrating from 
other Scandinavian countries, appear to have no 
issues with wage convergence, the huge number 
of seemingly low-skilled immigrants appear to 
have more trouble attaining wages similar to 
those of the native Swedish population.16 As-
suming that many of the new immigrants are 

in fact low skilled, it 
might be possible to 
attribute the lack of 
employment amongst 
the population of low 
skilled immigrants 
to the popularized 
concept of “skill mis-
match.” This idea up-
holds that there are in 
fact job vacancies, but 
in high skilled jobs for 
which there is a short-
age of high skilled la-
bor to fill and a surplus 

of low skilled labor. Many of the skill mismatch 
issues seen in Europe have arisen due to the 
rapid growth of technology as well as the struc-
tural transition of many economies from being 
product to service-oriented. With 70.7 percent 
of economic activity in Sweden being service re-
lated, it is easy to understand how such a “skill 
mismatch” gap might exist.17 Additionally, as 
Sweden continues to modernize its manufactur-
ing sector as well as move further towards a ser-
vice-based economy, such a gap may continue 
to grow, disproportionally hurting low-skilled 
immigrants. 

Despite these compelling explanations, it is 
important to recognize that many immigrants 
to Sweden, including the asylum and refugee 
populations, do in fact have skills and educa-
tional backgrounds. For those immigrants with 
high levels of education, there may be other is-
sues preventing their assimilation into the la-
bor market. Many of the skills and educational 

The concept of the folkhemmet 
presupposes the idea that 
individuals within the welfare 
system are guaranteed a certain 
amount of personal freedoms, 
yet participants have a social and 
moral obligation to contribute to 
the welfare system - generally via 
high income taxes.
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certifications that immigrants bring with them 
to Sweden are not directly transferable.18 This 
is especially true for high skilled occupations 
such as that of a doctor or lawyer. Many domes-
tic businesses and governmental organizations 
are hesitant to transfer highly specialized for-
eign degrees and opt to only recognize a small 
percentage. This means that those who are con-
sidered highly trained in their native country 
may arrive in Sweden without any of their for-
mer qualifications. The lack of transferability of 
certified skills may then contribute to the high 
number of immigrants that are considered “low 
skilled.” In fact, as Sweden’s economy modern-
izes and more technology and health related 
jobs emerge, this issue of skill transferability 
may become even more significant. 

Furthermore, the discriminatory nature of 
the Swedish job market is a potential issue that 
prevents immigrants from assimilating into the 
job market. As explained before, Sweden is his-
torically an overwhelmingly homogenous soci-
ety and with this homogeneity, immigrants who 
appear physically different than the average 
native Swede may face discriminatory issues. 
While many aspects of the folkhemmet encour-

age a sense of community, “it has been argued 
that the concept of the folkhemmet involve[s] a 
homogenizing zeal directed against those who 
were thought to deviate from the norm.”19 For 
this reason, immigrants have been specifically 
targeted as strangers and may face difficulties 
overcoming these obstacles in the job market.20 
Moreover, there is in fact strong evidence that 
this ethnic prejudice has been carried over into 
the labor market.21 

In face of these labor-market integration 
issues, the Swedish government has made a 
conscious effort to aid the integration of their 
immigrants through government-funded pro-
grams. Sweden has the number one integra-
tion program in the world.22 It has established 
an integration program that focuses primarily 
on two areas: Language proficiency and Skill-
based training.23 Language proficiency is the 
most common issue for migrants, and while not 
all immigrants may be fluent Swedish speakers 
after their introduction to the language, it is a 
critical starting point for many.

Skill-based or occupation-based training 
may be equally as important as language profi-
ciency. This program is applicable to the unem-

Above // Swedish airport.
Credit // Christopher Garris, Universal Stop Photography. http://www.flickr.com/photos/garris/5927581808/.
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ployed, low-skilled, and high skilled immigrants 
who have not been able to transfer their certi-
fications to the Swedish labor market. What is 
more, post-immigration education or training is 
one of the key variables to wage convergence.24 
With this combination of skill and language 
programs, it is hopeful that the government is 
effectively addressing the most significant is-
sues that immigrants face when attempting to 
enter the Swedish labor force.

However, there appear to be both positive 
and negative outcomes of the Swedish integra-
tion system. While Sweden has the number one 
integration system in the world, there is not yet 
any evidence that it appears to be working.25 
This apparent ineffectiveness could be due to a 
variety of factors, ranging from the overall goals 
of the program to the willingness of the immi-
grants to participate. It 
may also be an attes-
tation to the difficulty 
in measuring the true 
effectiveness of such 
a program. Regard-
less, the programs are 
costly. This means that 
the middle and upper 
classes are paying for 
additional welfare pro-
grams with no proven 
results. This does not 
bode well for the polit-
ical sustainability of such programs. 

Yet, the integration program initiative is 
fairly new and it is necessary to consider the 
long-term effects and direction of the program, 
rather than the short-term results. Though Swe-
den has only been a net-immigration country 
for a relatively short period of time, immigra-
tion around the world is a historical occurrence. 
Acknowledging this fact, the Swedish govern-
ment has taken a unique stance in their im-
migration policy and integration policy in that 
they recognize that immigration is a long-term, 
not a short-term issue.26 Thus, perhaps Sweden 
is doing what is best for their long-term eco-
nomic growth by facilitating the inclusion of a 
people that will inevitably be there, rather than 
attempting a “quick-fix” by pushing them out. 

Policy Concerns
As is clear by now, Sweden faces a variety 

of social, economic, and fiscal issues concern-
ing the new wave of immigration into Sweden. 

However, potentially the most important issue 
concerning Sweden’s current immigration sys-
tem is the sustainability of its immigration poli-
cy. Sweden has undertaken a remarkably unique 
set of immigration policies, including both mi-
grant entry and migrant rights. The political 
sustainability of an immigration system that ex-
plicitly focuses on refugees/asylum seekers and 
family reunification entrance policy, as opposed 
to labor needs, and provides high levels of and 
easy access to welfare benefits for these immi-
grants, is important for the future of the rest of 
the world’s immigration systems. The success 
of such a system would call into question the 
need of the conservative, labor-focused immi-
gration systems that are currently in place in 
many net-immigration countries today. Unfor-
tunately, the combination of social, economic, 

and fiscal issues that 
Sweden faces in light 
of recent immigration 
trends appears to cast 
doubt over the success 
of the government’s 
genuinely unique ap-
proach to immigration 
and the native Swed-
ish people’s willing-
ness to support such a 
redistributive system 
for immigrants.27  

The political sus-
tainability of the Swedish welfare system begins 
first and foremost with the willingness of the 
native Swedish people to support the extension 
of benefits to immigrants.28 This importance of 
popular support is due to the parliamentary rep-
resentative democratic political system in which 
the Swedish people enjoy the ability to vote, am-
plified by the fact that the Swedish people ex-
ercise their right to vote at high rates. During 
the 2010 parliamentary election, approximately 
80 percent of the Swedish people voted.29 Ad-
ditionally, recent polling suggests that amongst 
the native population the issue of immigration 
jumped from the 11th to the 6th most import-
ant political issue over the past year, indicating 
the increasing significance of the immigration 
amongst a politically active people.30 

The increasing political significance of im-
migration reform does not necessarily indicate 
that there will be a total overhaul of the nation-
al immigration policy, but a significant portion 
of academic literature suggests that the current 

Additionally, even those with jobs 
are failing to match a proportional 
salary contribution to the tax base 
in relation to the amount of welfare 
benefits they receive because they 
do not earn nearly as high wages 
as the native Swedish population 
does.
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state of Sweden’s social, economic, and political 
atmosphere may lead to a reduction in welfare 
spending. According to a variety of research, 
“immigration is the only country-level vari-
able that negatively affects Swedes’ attitudes” 
towards welfare spending.31 However, because 
redistribution and the welfare state is “inex-
tricably linked to the ideological roots” of the 
Swedish people, it is likely that there are num-
ber of social and economic factors that contrib-
ute to the negative impact of immigration on 
the Swedish people’s 
attitudes towards the 
welfare system.32 

One possible expla-
nation for this relation-
ship is the “anti-social 
effect.”33 This is the 
concept that regardless 
of whether the majority 
of the immigrant pop-
ulation is high skilled 
or low skilled, there 
is a decrease in public 
spending with the in-
crease of immigration, 
likely due to anti-social preferences amongst 
the native population.34 As noted earlier, some 
anti-immigrant sentiment exists amongst the 
native Swedish population, and this may be a le-
gitimate cause of a decrease in welfare spending 
for immigrants. The “anti-social effect” is likely 
to take place in the case of non-Scandinavian 
immigration into a homogenous country like 
Sweden, in that if the immigrant population re-
mains “outside” of the native Swedish folkhem-
met, the native Swedish population may feel no 
obligation to support them.

Other than racial or ethnic prejudice, it is 
likely that immigrants’ extensive issues with-
in the labor market are one of, if not the most 
important contributors to the declining lack of 
support for the welfare system in the face of 
increased immigration. Although open econo-
mies, such as Sweden, generally sustain high-
er levels of welfare support, if immigrants are 
large net recipients of fiscal transfers, the na-
tive population is likely to reduce redistributive 
spending programs.35 Considering that Swedish 
immigrants are generally much higher welfare 
recipients than native Swedes, often due to their 
lack of labor market assimilation, a reduction in 
welfare programs appears to be a distinct pos-
sibility. The lack of direct contribution to the 

tax base amongst immigrants in coordination 
with their higher propensity to consume welfare 
benefits may then further reinforce stronger 
social stratification amongst immigrants and 
native Swedes as well as perpetuate the general 
belief that immigrants are outside of folkhem-
met, which may again inevitably lead to further 
reduction in welfare spending of behalf of the 
immigrant population.

Another potential indicator of the sustain-
ability of Sweden’s welfare support for immi-

grants is Sweden’s 
historical precedent 
of changes in welfare 
spending. The most 
significant reduction 
in welfare spending 
occurred during the 
economic crisis that 
Sweden experienced 
during the 1990s. At 
this point, Sweden 
was forced to restrict 
welfare spending and 
enforce more strin-
gent qualifications for 

welfare benefits.36 Although Sweden’s fiscal is-
sues were not directly due to immigration at the 
time, its actions suggest that in a time of need 
the Swedish government is willing to make sig-
nificant policy adjustments to their welfare pro-
grams.

Yet the only way to gain a truly accurate out-
look of the political sustainability of Sweden’s 
current immigration is to look at the current dy-
namic of Sweden’s political landscape. Interest-
ingly, one of the most significant current events 
relevant to immigration has been the Swe-
den Democrats, a far-right political party with 
neo-Nazi roots and a sole platform of restrictive 
immigration reform, winning its first ever seats 
in the Swedish parliament in 2010.37 Not only 
did the Sweden Democrats win parliamentary 
seats in 2010, but in a recent poll, 20 percent 
of voters believed that the Sweden Democrats 
have the best immigration policy.38 However, as 
is generally theorized, although “immigration is 
powerfully implicated in the rise of parties like 
the New Right, these parties seem to contribute 
no further pressure on governments to restrain 
spending growth.”39 Yet, the fact that the Swe-
den Democrats were able to gain parliamentary 
seats at all is representative of the strong an-
ti-immigration sentiment growing amongst the 

Interestingly, one of the most 
significant current events relevant 
to immigration has been the 
Sweden Democrats, a far-right 
political party with neo-Nazi roots 
and a sole platform of restrictive 
immigration reform, winning its 
first ever seats in the Swedish 
parliament in 2010.
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native Swedish population and may be indica-
tive of the pressure that the Swedish people are 
putting on the entire Swedish government.

What is perhaps even more interesting is 
that a much more successful push for restrictive 
immigration policy has taken place in nearby 
Norway and Denmark. The ethnic, social, and 
political compositions of these countries are 
fairly similar to Sweden. They too have seen a 
rise in the power of far-right political parties, 
but have also seen increased efforts to both re-
strict immigration across their borders as well 
as reduce immigrant welfare benefits.40 In Den-
mark, it appears that the major political parties 
are willing to work with the far-right, anti-im-
migration Danish parties, such as the Danish 
People’s Party.41 Moreover, it appears that the 
Danish government’s adoption of a more con-
servative stance towards immigration has fixed 
many of the budget issues the country had been 
facing due to their immigration problems.42 This 
political trend amongst the other Scandinavian 
nations may not have been the path that Swe-
den chose to take, but the apparent success of 
Denmark’s relatively new immigration policy 
may influence the beliefs of the nearby Swedes. 
Additionally, because all of the Scandinavian 
countries have such small populations, even 
small transfers of immigrants from Denmark 
and Norway to Sweden, due to the increasing-
ly restrictive policies of Denmark and Norway, 
may have profound effects on the Swedish pop-
ulation and therefore the immigration policy of 
the Swedish government.43 

Further Research
Although this paper addresses some of the 

most vital issues concerning the political sus-
tainability of Sweden’s current immigration sys-
tem, there are a variety of other critical topics 
that require further research. The first of these 
is the effectiveness of the Swedish integration 
system. Although Sweden has received inter-
national recognition for its integration efforts, 
there has been little research on the actual ef-
fects of this integration system. Not only is the 
success of this program inherently difficult to 
quantify, but any long-term quantification of its 
success would also take years of data collection, 
which is not yet available. However, this infor-
mation might allow for a better assessment of 
Sweden’s current policy.

Additionally, another potential avenue of 
research is the macroeconomic effect of the new 

wave of Swedish immigrants. Most of the focus 
of the economic and fiscal effects of Swedish 
immigrants has been on the labor market, but 
there has been significant research concerning 
the effects of immigration on the increase of 
trade flows, Foreign Domestic Investment (FDI) 
flows, and portfolio diversification. If the new 
wave of Swedish immigrants does in fact foster 
significant macroeconomic growth for Sweden, 
this benefit would factor into politicians’ deci-
sions regarding immigration policy.

Conclusion
The sustainability of Sweden’s immigration 

system is a multi-faceted question that involves 
deep consideration of social, economic, fiscal, 
political, and a wide variety of other factors. In 
consideration of several of the most important 
of these factors, Sweden’s immigration sys-
tem currently appears unsustainable. The oth-
er Scandinavian countries, which face similar 
immigration problems, have adopted more re-
strictive immigration policies and have enjoyed 
apparent success. Additionally, the social and 
economic composition of the current immigra-
tion population in relation to the native Swedish 
population does not lend itself particularly well 
to the type of integration necessary for the cur-
rent Swedish model to function properly. 

While it is not likely that the far-right par-
ties will completely overhaul the Swedish im-
migration system, it appears that the strong 
sentiment for immigration reform amongst the 
politically active Swedish people may push the 
Swedish parliament to institute a more conser-
vative policy stance. The current policy of giving 
immigrants entry on the basis of asylum or refu-
gee status as well as for family reunification pur-
poses and then providing these immigrants with 
high levels of welfare benefits will likely be mod-
ified. Either the government will shift its focus 
towards high-skilled immigration in order to 
avoid some of their current labor market issues, 
or the Swedish people will have to limit access 
to or reduce the amount of welfare benefits for 
immigrants. Much of the previous discussion 
points to the latter as the more likely option. 

Finally, regardless of the specific policy out-
comes, the new wave of immigrants to Sweden 
has caused and will continue to cause Sweden to 
question not only their immigration policy, but 
also the entire social dynamic of the nation. For 
the past sixty years, Sweden has been an exam-
ple of how a country built upon mutual trust can 
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succeed. Not only has Sweden had remarkable 
economic success, but it has also achieved high 
standard of living rankings, including leading 
HDI and OECD “quality-of-life” rankings as well 
as one of the world’s lowest Gini coefficients. 
However, the current state of Swedish immigra-
tion is forcing the Swedish people to question 
not only their economic and fiscal policies, but 
also the feasibility of their moral beliefs.
Editor // Minahil Amin
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The National Intelligence Estimate examines the role of the United States in 
the trade of small arms and light weapons in Latin America and its increasing 
effect on violence and the drug trade throughout the region. In recent years, 
powerfully growing drug cartels have moved into the United States, bringing 
with them the violence fueled by weapons they received in large part from illegal 
trade with the U.S. The lack of an international effort to establish stricter laws 
regarding the trade of small arms and light weapons not only threatens the sta-
bility of foreign governments, but fails to protect American citizens at risk from 
drug cartels who continue to move across the southern border into the United 
States.

National Intelligence Estimate: The 
Issue of the Illicit Trade of Small 
Arms and Light Weapons in Latin 
America and the United States
By Liamarie Quinde
A Paper for Course in History, History of U.S.-Latin American 
Relations in the 20th Century, with Professor Haines in Fall 2012

The large influx of small arms and light 
weapons to Latin America began with 
the Cold War. The United States and 

the Soviet Union competed in inundating its al-
lies in Latin America during this time, and this 
further increased with the Central American 
Civil wars of the 1980s.1 While the Soviets were 
passing weapons to the Sandinista government, 
for example, in Nicaragua, the United States was 
secretly shuttling AK-47s to the opposition, the 
Contras. In this way, not only were the govern-
ments armed but also the guerrilla movements, 
which allowed for the dispersal of weapons into 
radical hands. The combination of imported 
arms and those now produced in Latin America 
have played a crucial role in increasing violence 
and death rates all over the region. 

As trade relations with Latin America have 
opened, so has the illicit trade of small arms 
particularly those going toward the illegal drug 
trade. The United States has been and continues 
to be one of the largest suppliers of illicit arms 
to Latin America. Between the years of 1996 
and 1999 the United States government legal-

ly transferred about $376,000 in small arms to 
the Central American countries of El Salvador, 
Panama, Costa Rica, and Honduras.2 In that 
same time, $66 million worth of arms were sold 
through private sales to the same four countries. 
A large majority of these sales were in fact ille-
gal, but due to lax laws concerning background 
checks on private sales and restraints on poor 
reporting systems for private sales, those sales 
crossed the U.S. border without check.3 Illegal 
private sales have continued in the past two 
decades due to lax and inconsistent arms trade 
laws throughout the United States. In 2005, 
Latin America imported about $175 million 
worth of illicit arms, from countries such as the 
United States, South Africa, the Czech Repub-
lic, Israel, Spain, and Russia. The United States 
supplied $50 million of that total amount.4 It is 
now projected that on a yearly basis, about 87% 
of the small arms and light weapons seized by 
Mexican law officials originate in the United 
States, whether they are manufactured there 
or pass through the U.S. border on their way to 
South America.5  
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Fear of intensified laws has always 
driven up the price of small arms 
and light weapons, forcing many 
of the drug lords of Latin America, 
who serves as one of the largest 
consumers of illicit American 
weapons, to either pay the higher 
price or turn to suppliers in other 
nations.

As a consequence of illicit weapons being 
freely traded, many have fallen into the hands of 
drug lords bringing with it an increase in violence 
due to the drug trade in both Latin America and 
the United States. In 2006, the U.S. Department 
of Justice’s annual national Drug Threat Assess-
ment found that Mexican drug trade organiza-
tions and their criminal associates not only were 
the most dangerous threat to the U.S. in terms 
of the drug trade but they were also the most 
influential.6 This assessment further proved the 
illicit drug trade to be a 
threat to the national 
security of the United 
States, which was en-
tirely protected by the 
use of illicit small arms 
and light weapons, 
much of which were 
supplied through the 
United States. Despite 
recent efforts to stem 
the flow of small arms 
and light weapons by 
the international com-
munity, illicit trade of 
these items continues and its widespread conse-
quences affect many aspects of society and life 
in Latin America and the United States.  

Present Conditions: Illicit Arms Trade 
between the U.S. and Latin America

The illicit trade of small arms and light 
weapons in Latin America continues to grow on 
a daily basis. At this point the arms market is 
valued more highly than at any other point in 
recent history due to the recent election and re-
election of President Barack Obama. Sales have 
skyrocketed during Obama’s presidency due in 
large part to the fear that the Democratic ad-
ministration will enact stricter weapons control 
laws or even ban certain weapons from being 
sold.7 So far, backlash from organizations such 

as the National Rifle 
Association has made 

these changes difficult on the national level. 
Fear of intensified laws has also driven up the 
price of small arms and light weapons forcing 
many of the drug lords of Latin America, who 
serve as one of the largest consumers of illic-
it American weapons, to either pay the higher 
price or turn to suppliers in other nations.  

For many years, Latin America has served 
as a “smugglers paradise.” The geographic make 
up of the region with its dense forest, vast un-
guarded coast lines, and make-shift landing 

stripes in rural areas 
has allowed the pow-
erful drug traffickers 
to easily import illicit 
weapons.8 The Lat-
in American nations’ 
lack of government 
resources to confront 
the trade coupled with 
widespread corruption 
gives arms traders the 
upper hand, and their 
crimes go unacknowl-
edged. Recent research 
has demonstrated that 

the two largest ports of entry for illicit weapons 
into Latin America is on boat into Panama and 
across the United States/Mexico border. Pana-
ma serves as a large distribution center to na-
tions like Columbia where the weapons are used 
to fuel the arms race between government offi-
cials and drug lords. The same situation is oc-
curring in Mexico, and a recent report released 
by the University of San Diego has found that as 
many as 253,000 guns crossed the U.S./Mexico 
border annually between 2010-2012. Between 
2007-2012, 120,000 homicides were reported 
in Mexico, and 60,000 of those were related to 
organized crime, which often uses illegal arms 
imported from the United States.9 The value of 
trading arms with Mexico has increased and 
between 2010-2012, annual trade represented 
$127.2 million, which is a substantial increase 
from $32 million between 1997-1999.10 These 
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rising prices ensure the continued sale of arms 
by illegal American distributors in a southward 
flow across the United States border into the 
rest of Latin America. 

Overall the weapons count in Latin Ameri-
ca is rising as both the old continue to be used, 
and the new are made. Unlike cocaine or mari-
juana, small arms and light weapons are not a 
consumable product, and therefore do not ex-
pire after a certain time. Weapons as far back 
as those given to the Sandinistas by the Soviet 
Union in the 1980s are still in existence and 
used. These weapons along with those smug-
gled in the present day serve as models for the 
domestic production of illicit weapons in Latin 
America. Domestic production has been found 
in countries such as Colombia, El Salvador, 
Honduras, Brazil, and Chile, with more undoc-
umented production likely happening in other 
countries. Unofficial arms workshops in places 
such as Santa Ana, El Salvador produce close 
replicas of 22- and 38- caliber pistols.11 Since 
the 1990s, larger scale production of arms has 
begun to take place in Columbia, with the Rev-
olutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC) 
producing 9-millimeter submachine guns that 

are reproductions of the U.S. Made Intratec 9. 
The low price of materials makes them easy to 
obtain, and existing weapons serve as the per-
fect models for continued production.  

Although the issue of the illicit arms trade 
may seem the most pressing in Latin America, 
the consequences of continued armament have 
begun to spill over into the United States and 
threaten its national security. In 2012, U.S. law 
enforcement reports demonstrated that drug 
trade organizations maintain drug distribution 
centers and individual distributors in more 
than 230 cities in the United States.12 Mexican 
drug trade organizations control the majority of 
these distribution centers and are beginning to 
take over other drug distribution controlled by 
American drug dealers. In Latin America, the 
increased movement of drug cartels into Mex-
ico, from places like Colombia, for example, is 
particularly concerning to U.S. Homeland Secu-
rity because it moves the conflict closer to U.S. 
borders. Increased violence, in particular in Ti-
juana and Ciudad Juarez, along the U.S/Mexico 
border, as a result of increased illicit arms use 
in the area, has caused concern in the Obama 
administration. The administration has recent-

Above // In 2011, the continuing tide of drug-related killings in Mexico drew thousands of protesters into the streets in 
a march that began in Cuernavaca, Mexico.
Credit // The DePaulia.
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ly called for increased monitoring of the area in 
an attempt to stop the spillover of violence into 
the United States.13 The drug trade in the past 
has been an issue confined to Latin America 
with occasional spillover into the United States 
in the form of tangible drugs. The movement of 
Mexican drug cartels into the U.S. brings with it 
illicit arms and a tendency toward violence. This 
poses a greater problem for law enforcement 
who must not only protect themselves from the 
cartels, but must also stem the flow of drugs and 
growing homicide rates associated with drug 
production and distribution amongst the U.S. 
population. 

Presented are two policy options that the 
United States could take in addressing the issue 
of the illicit arms trade in Latin America. The 
first is an active international effort through the 
use of international treaties and conventions 
signed by all member of the Organization of 
American States. The second is a non-inclusive 
domestic effort that will focus solely on the do-
mestic security of the United States in reference 
to the illicit trade of small arms and light weap-
ons. 

   

Policy Option One: An International 
Effort 

The first option is to establish an inter-
national policy that would bind the nations of 
Latin America and the United States in a legal 
agreement to report all arms imports and ex-
ports. Trade transparency in the small arms and 
light weapons market would allow the United 
States to have easy access to information re-
garding the trade of arms. This would force the 
negligent governments of many Latin American 
nations to focus their resources on monitoring 
arms trade. By enacting stricter laws and using 
law enforcement agents within the Latin Amer-
ican nations to trace every arms transaction 
done both internationally and domestically, il-
licit arms dealers will have a much harder time 
selling their products to not only drug dealers, 
but corrupt government officials. Transparency 
would quickly weed out corrupt officials whose 
illegal transactions would be discovered or serve 
as an incentive to stop illegal transactions be-
cause of the legal repercussions of such policy. 
This would also create a larger and more pow-
erful community to monitor the illicit trade of 
such weapons, making it much more difficult for 

Above // Protest against cartel violence in Cuernavaca, Mexico.
Credit // Erica Buist.
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Due to the increasing movement 
of illicit arms across the U.S. 
borders, resulting in increased 
violence in Latin America and the 
growth of the drug trade, it is in 
the United States’ best interest 
to take part in a hemispheric 
and global effort to stem the 
flow of illicit small arms and light 
weapons. 

arms to be transferred across borders and for 
domestic production to continue.  

Currently the Organization of America 
States (OAS) and the United Nations (UN) have 
treaties in place to trace weapons trade in Latin 
America and all over the world, but the effec-
tiveness of these treaties has proven weak. The 
United Nations Register of Conventional Arms 
(UNROCA) was established in 1991 and cre-
ates an annual report that, “requests that states 
submit annual reports 
of their imports and ex-
ports of tanks, aircraft, 
artillery, missiles, and 
other heavy weapons,” 
but does not include 
small arms and light 
weapons.14 This Register 
is also not legally bind-
ing and all reporting is 
done on a volunteer ba-
sis, which is considered 
the largest reason for its 
failure in Latin America 
and the United States. 
Although the UN passed 
the Arms Trade Treaty (ATT) on April 2, 2013 
which included the reporting of small arms and 
light weapons, the United States has yet to rati-
fy the agreement.15 Mexico ratified ATT on Sep-
tember 25, 2013 but without a conscious effort 
by the US who serves as the largest exporter of 
small arms and light weapons into Mexico; this 
bill does not effectively stem the flow of weap-
ons.  

The Inter-American Convention on Trans-
parency in Conventional Weapons Acquisitions, 
also known as the OAS Transparency Conven-
tion, however, is legally binding. This regional 
approach by the Latin American nations was 
written in 1999 and signed into practice in 2001 
after being ratified by 16 countries, not includ-
ing the United States who signed but has yet to 
ratify the Convention.16 The OAS Transparency 
Convention was designed in the same way as 
the UNROCA, but does not include the report-
ing of small arms and light weapons. It requires 
member nations, however, to submit notifi-
cation reports to the OAS General Secretariat 
after receiving new weapons within 90 days of 
purchase.17 Although sixteen nations ratified the 
convention, no more than seven have reported 
within a given year, and the legal consequences 
are not enforced, leading once again to mainte-

nance failure.18 
Both of these treaties should be rewritten 

with stricter standards and signed into law by 
the United States. First, the OAS Transparen-
cy Convention should be altered to include the 
monitoring of small arms and light weapons 
trade. Secondly, UNROCA should be made le-
gally binding, and the OAS Transparency Con-
vention should alter its legal repercussions so 
that those nations that fail to report will suffer 

economic and mon-
etary consequences. 
The economic con-
sequences will result 
in an arms embargo 
on the violator na-
tion in the western 
hemisphere by all 
other members of the 
treaty, to be enforced 
by combined force of 
U.S and Latin Amer-
ican troops overseen 
by the United States 
military. The violator 
nation will also have 

to pay a fine equivalent to the cost of all unre-
ported weapons, both large and small, that will 
go towards an OAS Illicit Small Arms and Light 
Weapons Prevention Fund. Representatives of 
the OAS nations will distribute the money in 
this fund accordingly to local law enforcement 
in each member nation in order to train officials 
and give them the necessary tools to crack down 
on illicit arms trade within their own nations. 
This will specifically include training law en-
forcement to monitor international ports and 
find domestic production plants. These law en-
forcement officials will be monitored by a group 
of representatives from the OAS Illicit Small 
Arms and Light Weapons Fund who will be giv-
en the opportunity to make unannounced visits 
and accompany law enforcement in their train-
ing and work to ensure the money given is not 
abused by government officials. In this way, not 
only will each nation be held accountable for all 
imports and exports of weapons both public and 
private, but also it allows private transactions to 
be monitored so that small arms and light weap-
ons are being sold legally.

Policy Option Two: Domestic Policy 
The second policy option would involve less 

of an international community effort and in-
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stead would focus on a domestic effort to seal 
off the United States from the consequences of 
the illicit arms trade. This would include an in-
creased effort by the Department of Homeland 
Security to heighten the security presence along 
the southwest U.S. border with Mexico and all 
other major import and export ports in relation 
to Latin America in the United States. Security 
officials placed in these posts would have spe-
cial training by the Department of Homeland 
Security in recognizing and monitoring illicit 
weapons. Monitoring would not only occur for 
those goods imported into the United States, 
but would also include the monitoring of goods 
shipped out of the United States, particularly 
those transported across the U.S./Mexico bor-
der. Not only would this protect the country do-
mestically, but also it would prevent the United 
States from being accused of aiding in the illicit 
trade of arms into Latin America. 

The initiative toward heightening domestic 
security has already begun, but is still in need of 
aid. In March of 2009, the Secretary of Home-
land Security, Janet Napolitano, announced a 
new Department of Homeland Security effort 
to increase law enforcement presence along the 
U.S./Mexico border and to integrate inspections 
of southbound goods as well.19 Although efforts 
have increased, currently $10 million worth of 
illicit small arms and light weapons that are sold 
from the United States into Latin America are 
going to Mexico, which makes up a substantial 
percentage of the total illicit trade. The major-
ity of these weapons are flowing straight into 
the hands of narco-traffickers who use them to 
keep safe and move their drugs across the U.S. 
border. By heightening security and inspection 
of goods flowing southward from the Unit-
ed States, in the long run the rates of violence 
caused by these weapons not only in Mexico 
but also in the United States would diminish 
significantly. This action would also help stabi-
lize violence in Mexico in particular allowing for 
stability in government, and ensuring that the 
Mexican government is capable of controlling 
and monitoring violence in its own nation and 
through stability would eliminate Mexico as a 
threat to U.S. domestic security.     

Policy Recommendation: Policy One 
Due to the increasing movement of illicit 

arms across U.S. borders resulting in increased 
violence in Latin America and growth of the 
drug trade, it is in the United States’ best in-

terest to take part in a hemispheric and global 
effort to stem the flow of illicit small arms and 
light weapons. By making the UNROCA and 
OAS Transparency Convention legally binding 
and enforcing its laws, the United States will 
have a stronger hold over the trade in the west-
ern hemisphere and will be given the opportu-
nity to monitor it while protecting its national 
security. There will be negative consequences of 
this policy implementation, but in the long run 
the violence caused by these weapons is more 
detrimental than the political backlash of these 
treaties. First, private arms dealers will most 
likely oppose the monitoring of all of their sales 
and stricter laws due to the fact that it will cut 
their largest customer base – illegal narco-traf-
fickers. Those same weapons sold by private 
producers and seized by Mexican officials, for 
example, are the cause of the violence current-
ly occurring in Tijuana and Ciudad Juarez that 
threatens American citizens. These weapons are 
also used by narco-traffickers to protect drugs 
moving into the United States, and with them 
the Latin American drug lords whose expanding 
industries will become more difficult to moni-
tor and control. Second, some may fear security 
implications of making public all weapons pur-
chases, particularly in sensitive national secu-
rity cases within the United States. This trans-
parency, however, not only opens up all other 
nations so that the U.S. is aware of all foreign 
weapons transactions in the hemisphere, but it 
does not affect domestic legal production. Legal 
production of weapons can still occur domes-
tically as long as the weapons stay within the 
United States, so for those most classified cases, 
the security of private information will remain 
secure from foreign eyes.  

The trade of illicit small arms and light 
weapons poses a great threat to U.S. nation-
al security. By ratifying both of these treaties 
Latin American nations will be forced to crack 
down on corruption within their own govern-
ments and stem the defense mechanism of the 
ever-increasing drug market. The United States 
will also be able to stop the illegal sales of weap-
ons to Latin America. Stricter import and export 
laws will aid in ending corruption and abuse of 
current laws within the United States, and will 
allow the nation to remove itself from the illicit 
arms trade. This is a gradual process that will 
take time to achieve perfectly in some of the 
more corrupt Latin America nations. With suc-
cess, however, the problem of illicit arms trade 
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and the violent side effects of its distribution 
will be greatly diminished, not only allowing for 
stability in Latin America, but also ridding the 
threat of the arms trade to the national security 
of the United States.  
Editor // Laura Adjei
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Global Development Studies and Global Public Health
• Global Development Studies is an interdisciplinary undergraduate program that hosts 

two majors, a major in Global Development Studies (GDS) and a major in Global Development 
Studies with a concentration in Global Public Health (GPH). The GPH concentration is jointly 
administered by the Department of Public Health Sciences in the Medical School and Global 
Development Studies

• Students apply in their second year for entracne into the program at the beginning of their 
third year

• Application Deadline this year: Friday, March 7, 2014.
• Website: http://artsandsciences.virginia.edu/globaldevelopment/index.html.
• Program Director: Richard Handler (rh3y@virginia.edu).

Politics Honors Program:
• One of the most selective and intense programs on Grounds: involves rigorous seminars and 

a thesis.
• Small classes and high quality faculty feedback
• Webpage: http://politics.virginia.edu/honors.
• Application Deadline, for second years only: Friday, February 21, 2014.
• Informational meeting: Monday February 3, 2014, 7 - 8 p.m. in Gibson Hall 211.

Major in Politics: Government and Foreign Affairs
• These programs consist of 30 credits of course work in the Department of Politics plus 12 

hours of related coursework, as specified below
• Courses in Political Theory, American Politics, Comparative Politics, and International 

Relations
• Specialize in PLPT or PLAP with Government. Specialize in PLIR or PLCP with Foreign 

Affairs.
• Declare on a rolling basis: see Professor Echeverri-Gent (johneg@virginia.edu) or Sharon 

Marsh (smm4g@virginia.edu) for more details. 
• Major information and requirements: http://politics.virginia.edu/governmentrequirements 

and http://politics.virginia.edu/farequirements.

Applying for or 
Declaring a Major?
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The Program in Political and Social Thought
• Limited to 18-20 students, high level of esprit de corps among students
• Intensive two-semester third-year seminar, taken by all students in a single group
• Strong emphasis on developing skills of evidence and argument
• Ca. 30,000-word senior thesis, topics ranging widely. Thesis advisers can be drawn from a 

wide range of departments
• For details on the program, and the application: http://pages.shanti.virginia.edu/pst/

the-major/apply/.
• Application Deadline: Thursday, March 6, 2014, 5 p.m. 
• Contact Professor Allan Megill (current Director) or Professor Michael J. Smith (past and 

future Director) if you have specific questions. Information meeting will be held in February: 
check the website.
Politics Distinguished Majors Program

• The Department of Politics offers a Distinguished Majors Program (DMP) as an advanced 
program for students who major in Government or Foreign Affairs

• The program provides qualified majors with the opportunity to pursue in-depth research 
on issues related to the major. Students take upper-level courses and write a thesis during their 
fourth year.

• Application Deadline: Monday, April 14, 2014, 4 p.m. See furia@virginia.edu for details.
• Major information and requirements: http://politics.virginia.edu/distinguishedmajors. 

Major in History
• A major in history informs students about the past. It also stimulates thoughtful reading, 

provokes clear thinking, enlivens critical capacities and promotes good writing.
• To declare a History major, students must have completed at least one university-level (i.e., 

UVa or transfer) history course with a grade of C or better.
• Major information and requirements: http://history.virginia.edu/undergraduate/major.
• The Distinguished Majors Program (DMP) offers opportunities for methodological training, 

independent study and directed research. Apply: http://history.virginia.edu/undergraduate/dmp.
Political Philosophy, Policy, and Law Program

• PPL is a selective interdisciplinary major for students who wish to study law and public pol-
icy from a philosophical perspective. Students in the program take a self-designed combination of 
classes and complete a final year research project on a topic of their choosing.

• For students planning to graduate in 2016, Application Deadline: Friday, March 7, 2014. 
• For more information, visit http://www.virginia.edu/ppl/ or contact Colin Bird, Director of 

PPL at colinbird@virginia.edu or 434-924-3615.  
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Congress is tasked with parsing out $40 billion unfrozen dollars as a result of 
December’s signed budget deal. Confronted with ongoing and emergent global 
crises, legislatures are devising spending bills aimed at reforming America’s in-
ternational humanitarian aid policy. Among the reform proposals is a food aid 
bill that would allow more aid to be purchased within the regions that receive it 
- a small, but notable step towards reshaping a significantly flawed system.

Stop, You’re Giving it Wrong: Why 
Good Intentions Are Not Enough in 
International Humanitarian Aid
By Marissa Bialek
A Paper for Course in International Relations, Ethics and Human 
Rights, with Professor Furia in Spring 2012

In the United States, there are certain ac-
tions, ideas, and institutions held on a 
sort of high moral ground – that which 

are unarguably beneficial to practice, hold, and 
revere. Examples of such include personal free-
dom, strong work ethic, education, and charity. 
Why is this a problem? By holding certain prac-
tices and values on such a high moral ground, 
we find there are rarely challenges to the status 
quo. The effects of this can be damaging, espe-
cially when exploring a specific form of charity: 
international humanitarian aid. According to 
the Index of Global Philanthropy and Remit-
tances, private philanthropic giving from the 
United States to the developing world reached 
$39 billion in 2010 and the United States gov-
ernment aid totaled $30.4 billion.1 With a total 
of about $70 billion dollars worth of giving an-
nually in a single nation, this is certainly not a 
subject matter to brush over. Instead, one must 
look skeptically and avoid placing such interna-
tional humanitarian aid in the morally and ethi-
cally untouchable cannon that presides over our 
society. 

Many cases of international humanitarian 
efforts coming from the individual level are in 
the form of on-the-ground aid, entering into 
communities themselves and providing man-
power to build infrastructure in order to foster 
development. Students from secondary and 

post-secondary schools across the United States 
continue to embark on such projects. The build-
ing of water pump infrastructure is one of the 
most common aid projects for students as the 
actual construction of the pumps is not signifi-
cantly difficult and water security continues to 
stand as a major issue for third world coun-
tries. A recent survey conducted by a UNICEF 
representative estimated the percentage of 
hand pumps that are nonfunctioning by coun-
try. The survey concludes that in Sub-Saharan 
Africa, as much as seventy percent of installed 
hand pumps are not functioning.2 In order for 
water infrastructure to be effective, installation 
is only half the battle. The other half, frequent-
ly overlooked, is maintenance. Not only do 
these impoverished communities typically lack 
knowledge of how to use much of the water in-
frastructure that is built, but they also lack the 
ability to fix the pumps once they break. Good 
intentions are not enough. 

There are also various international hu-
manitarian aid efforts on the corporate and 
nonprofit organizational level. “Buy One, Give 
One” is the model developed by TOMS Shoes, 
a for-profit company based in Santa Monica, 
California that also operates the non-profit sub-
sidiary, Friends of Toms. The model works as 
follows: each time TOMS sells a pair of shoes, 
a free, new pair of shoes is given to an impov-
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erished child. Volunteers in the non-profit arm, 
Friends of Toms, help with shoe distributions 
in foreign countries, which include Argentina, 
Ethiopia, Guatemala, Haiti, Rwanda, and South 
Africa. The TOMS shoes humanitarian enter-
prise illustrates a model that creates a solution 
worse than the original problem. One would be 
hard-pressed to find a single country without 
a local market for shoes. The TOMS model ef-
fectively destroys these third world local mar-
kets, driving them out of the marketplace by 
flooding communities with their free shoes.3 By 
outcompeting local markets, TOMS is not only 
destroying economic infrastructure and under-
mining the development of local businesses, but 
is moreover reinforcing the entrenchment of 
third world dependence. Development expert 
and co-founder of SEVEN (a virtual non-prof-
it seeking to increase innovative solutions to 
third world development), Michael Fairbanks, 
describes such reliance as a “parental relation-
ship – patron-client; master-slave; donor-re-
cipient.”4 In this way, development aid can be a 
sort of oxymoron whereby aid is not generating 
development at all, but rather digging an end-
less pit of dependency.

 Shoes are one example of a temporary 
commodity, one which does not have an eter-
nal lifespan. Keeping that in mind, picture this: 
an impoverished child from Africa receives a 
pair of TOMS shoes at age five. Soon after the 
TOMS shoe dump, the local shoe businesses are 
all swiped of their agency. The child, now age 
eight, has grown out of his TOMS shoes. Where 
does this child go to get another pair of shoes 
if TOMS are no longer available? Can this child 
simply count on TOMS supplying shoes for him 
and his neighbors for eternity? For whatever 
reason, if and when consumers in the United 
States stop purchasing TOMS shoes, the model 
crashes. Those children will stop receiving free 
shoes, have nowhere to purchase shoes locally, 
and effectively be worse off than they were be-
fore this private humanitarian aid venture in-

tervened, without per-
mission, in their lives. 
What is more, copycat 
for-profit companies 
view the TOMS model 
as an effective market-

ing campaign and are following in its footsteps. 
Two examples include BOBS, the Sketcher’s 
equivalent to the “buy one, give one” model 
and Soles4Soul, a Nashville-based charity that 
collects shoes from the warehouses of footwear 
companies and distributes these shoes for free 
in over 129 different countries. Interesting to 
note that the CEO of Soles4Souls is making 
about $500,000 per year off of this seemingly 
“do-gooder” enterprise.5 The salaries of execu-
tives engaging in humanitarian aid efforts are a 
discussion that should be explored separately in 
its own right. 

Another issue with organizations like TOMS 
is that donating free shoes to underdeveloped 
communities has also proven to be financially 
inefficient. Shoes are typically inexpensive in 
developing nations. For example, in Mumbai 
and Port-au-Prince, one pair is sold for as little 
as $2. Yet, companies like Soles4Souls, spend 
$3-$5 dollars to ship a used pair of shoes to 
these communities. Therefore, we see that in 
addition to hurting local business, in-kind do-
nations simply waste money.6  

Free shoes are not the only form of commod-
ity dumping from corporate and nonprofit orga-
nizations. A 2008 study entitled “Used-Clothing 
Donations and Apparel Production in Africa,” 
published in The Economic Journal, found that 
used-clothing imports to Africa caused 50% of 
the increase in unemployment between 1981 
and 2000. The same study found that, between 
1992 and 2006, there were 543,000 Nigerian 
textile workers that lost jobs due to imported 
clothes donations.7 Yet, these sorts of “philan-
thropic” schemes continue to be duplicated. The 
National Football League dumps about 100,000 
t-shirts on Africa every year after a winner is 
declared at the Super Bowl rather than for in-
stance, selling the shirts cheaply in the United 
States and investing the proceeds in local Afri-
can nonprofit agencies.8 Here we see that not 
only does the dumping of textiles destroy the 
infrastructure for existing and developing local 
markets, such that peoples must rely on foreign 
“aid” to obtain these items, but these ventures 
also destroy what may be the only form of live-
lihood for the very people these good intentions 
sought out to help.  

Now let us examine just a couple of bad aid 



112 | Wilson Journal of International Affairs

projects coming from the national level. Give a 
man a fish to feed him for a day. Teach a man 
to fish and you feed him for a lifetime. The Nor-
wegian government, in the 1980s, must have 
been familiar with the proverb since instead of 
dumping commodities, it built a fish-processing 
factory in an attempt to develop one of east Af-
rica’s poorest regions of Kenya. Following the 
development of the plant, there were efforts to 
teach the Turkana people of Kenya to exploit the 
lake’s fish stocks, to fill the fish freezing plant, 
and finally to sell the fish in order provide jobs 
for the locals and ultimately boost the economy 
of this poverty-stricken region. However, the 
Norwegian government quickly learned that you 
can teach a man to fish and feed him for a life-
time… unless that man is a Kenyan cattle herd-
er. The culture of the Kenyan region is centered 
on agrarian production and consumption due to 
its unique climate and terrain. The Norwegian 
government had failed to realize such develop-
mental infrastructure would alter the very liveli-
hood of the Turkana people. A plant designed to 
freeze fish was too costly to maintain given the 
hot climate of the region. In addition, the river 
itself dries up completely for about four months 

due to severe droughts, which plugs up the ir-
rigation system and requires substantial main-
tenance to repair. The factory remains what is 
often called a “white elephant,” which refers to 
a valuable but burdensome possession of which 
its owner cannot dispose and whose cost is out 
of proportion to its utility. So, what were the 
implications of this well-intentioned aid effort? 
Immediate breaking of diplomatic ties between 
Norway and Kenya and a cost of $22.8 million 
dollars.9 

As another example, the United States 
spent more than $2 billion on food aid to for-
eign countries in 2010. The food aid programs 
center on in-kind food aid purchases, which is 
the sale of food commodities purchased in, and 
shipped from, the United States and sold for lo-
cal currency in a recipient country typically by 
Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs). In 
fact, the United States has legal restrictions on 
food aid that requires all food to be purchased 
from U.S. companies and that at least 75% of the 
aid must be shipped on U.S.-flagged vessels.10 

Though the model seems beneficial to both the 
donor and the recipient, history has shown us 
that may not always be the case. In 2005, Ni-

Above // Recently TOMS shoes has begun producing more shows locally to create and support jobs in places where 
they are needed.
Credit // Courtesy of Michelle Haymoz.
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ger experienced a food crisis. Food aid, much of 
which was coming from the United States, be-
gan to flow into the country despite the disap-
proval from the Nigerian President. The Presi-
dent claimed that the problem in Niger “was not 
a sudden catastrophe, but chronic malnutrition 
that makes people vulnerable to rises in food 
prices.” Yet, the food aid continued to pour into 
the country, flood local markets, drive down the 
price, and out compete local farmers.11 

As we have seen, aid can go wrong on the 
individual, corporate and nonprofit, as well as 
the national government level. However, inter-
national organizations are just as susceptible to 
embarking on international humanitarian aid 
projects that do more harm than good despite 
their good intentions. The World Bank, an inter-
national financial institution that provides loans 
to developing countries for capital programs 
embarked on one of the largest development 
projects in Africa in history. The World Bank 
developed a plan to construct a Chad-Camer-
oon oil pipeline to the Atlantic Ocean. The proj-
ect was completed in 2003 and was funded on 
the condition that the proceeds Chad received 
from the pipeline must be spent on fostering the 
country’s development. However, in 2005, the 
President of Chad, Idris Deby, announced that 
the oil proceeds would go towards the purchase 
of weapons, certainly not what the World Bank 
had had in mind. With oil companies under 
threat of expulsion, Deby successfully used the 
World Bank project to do as he pleased. Not only 
were proceeds used for the purchase of weap-
ons, but Deby also used funds to rig elections. 
The cost of the project was $4.2 billion dollars.12 

The case studies of “bad aid” presented 
above differ in regard to the actors involved, the 
scope of the project, the location of the donors 
and recipients, as well as the specific purpose 
of the aid. However, there is something that 
all of these well intentioned aid efforts have in 
common: lack of knowledge. Bad aid typically 
occurs because the donor is not adequately in-
formed about the culture, economy and envi-
ronment of the area in which the aid is flowing. 
With such information, donors would be more 
apt to provide aid that would effectively benefit 
its recipients in the short- and long-run. 

An established international aid regulato-
ry board would prevent such uninformed hu-
manitarian aid efforts. Rather than one board 
governing all aid projects, the board would be 
composed of about five persons in each embas-

sy or consulate abroad. Embassies would be the 
primary location for these boards to reside and 
consulates as the secondary option. If there were 
multiple consulates within a given country, only 
one would be designated as the one contain-
ing the humanitarian aid board. National gov-
ernments would be responsible for setting up 
these boards within their embassy or consulate 
abroad. However, if an actor (individual, cor-
porate, or otherwise) wished to give to a com-
munity that does not have diplomatic relations 
with the donor’s home country, aid project pro-
posals could be reviewed by any of the boards 
representing that community. The members of 
the board must have expertise in the culture in 
which they represent. There would be exam-
inations to account for such as well as training 
sessions to ensure reliability and consistency 
among all of the international humanitarian 
aid boards. As such, the members of the board 
would be well familiarized with the people, 
culture, economy, and the environment of the 
state and individual communities of which their 
board represents. The process of international 
aid, therefore, would work as follows: any actor 
intending to give international humanitarian 
aid or embark on a developmental project must 
submit a proposal to the embassy or consulate 
of the receiving state. The aid regulatory board 
within the embassy or consulate would then re-
view, evaluate, comment on, and finally approve 
or reject the proposal. To avoid excessiveness, 
only proposals with a value of $50,000 or more 
would need to be submitted to the board for 
approval. Each board would have its own spe-
cific criterion on which to evaluate aid projects; 
however, there are some standardized questions 
that the boards would have to consider. These 
questions include:

• Is the donation appropriate for the local 
climate, culture, and religion (if applicable)?

• Is the receiving community actually in 
need of the donation?

• Is the receiving community able to pro-
duce or build the donation locally?

• Will the donation require necessary up-
keep and is the receiving community capable of 
providing such?

• What foreseeable harms may the dona-
tion produce and do the benefits outweigh these 
harms?
There are certain situations whereby aid can be 
exempt from approval of a regulatory board. The 
first exception is emergency situations where 
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clear and immediate danger calls for urgent and 
prompt influx of aid. For example, natural di-
sasters that strike often require immediate relief 
action. Relief in times of war would also be ex-
empt from approval of a regulatory board. This 
exemption includes aid that which targets refu-
gee peoples and camps. The third exception is in 
the case of providing aid to citizens abroad that 
belong to the donor state. All other humanitari-
an aid falls under the jurisdiction of the embas-
sy or consulate regulatory aid boards.

There are likely to be various criticisms of 
the proposed international humanitarian aid 
regulatory structure. Firstly is the tension be-
tween a “right to give” and a “right to avoid neg-
ative consequences.” Critics may make the claim 
that individuals and corporate and nonprofit or-
ganizations have a right to do with their person-
al property and capital as they so please. These 
regulatory boards would hinder such right, or at 
least, add a fair amount of red tape in their abil-
ity to practice such a right. However, there are 
already certain cases in which an individual pro-
viding aid is a violation of the law. For example, 
in the United States, there are restrictions on 
the amount of aid that can be contributed to po-
litical campaigns and more obvious, the law ful-
ly bans any aid supporting illegal activity. These 
laws may narrow a sort of right to give, but do so 
in order to avoid severe negative consequences. 

The regulatory boards would be a medium 
through which the severe negative consequenc-
es of bad aid could, more likely than not, be 
avoided. According to Article 11 of the Interna-
tional Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cul-
tural Rights, the right to an adequate standard 
of living includes “adequate food, clothing and 
housing, and to the continuous improvement of 
living standards…recognizing to this effect the 
essential importance of international co-opera-
tion based on free consent.”13 Much of humani-
tarian aid efforts go towards ensuring the real-
ization of this right; however, bad aid has also 
been shown to constrain such a right going so 
far as destroying peoples’ very livelihood. In ad-
dition, the “free consent” should not only be a 
condition applied to the donor, but also to aid 
recipients. Donors often forget about the in-
tangible harm to peoples’ dignity when aid is 
dumped on an unreceptive community.  

Another critique one may have against in-
ternational humanitarian aid regulatory boards 
is that negative consequences of aid sometimes 
cannot simply be predicted beforehand. Though 

certainly a valid criticism, the expertise that the 
peoples on the board would provide in regards 
to the culture, environment, economy, and the 
peoples of the receiving area would certain-
ly minimize the possibility of uniformed aid 
causing irreparable harm. These critics may 
also make the claim that the aid itself may not 
be the problem so much as the way the village 
responds to the aid. The proposed regulato-
ry boards would share the knowledge about 
whether or not the people would be receptive to 
the sort of aid intended. Though donors almost 
always have good intentions in giving, the de-
sires on the other side are all too often neglect-
ed. There is distance between the donor and the 
receiver in any international humanitarian aid 
transaction – not simply distance in miles, but 
distance in awareness, knowledge, and empa-
thy. The regulatory boards would, above all, be-
gin to narrow these hazardous gaps.  

A third critique may be that these regulatory 
boards would reject too many aid ventures and 
prevent what could be an influx of beneficial re-
sources to the receiving community. To address 
this concern, the boards would not simply re-
ject proposals; but rather, would suggest ways 
in which donors could use their resources more 
effectively. There are various ways in which 
a donor may reroute his or her resources. For 
example, people often forget that nonprofits ex-
ist in the local areas of receiving communities. 
Giving to these organizations is not frequently 
talked about because doing so simply does not 
fulfill a sort of “whites in shining armor” duty 
that many donors in Western nations often 
think they hold. People want to hear about all 
the good that their own neighbors are doing in 
foreign countries and not what some local guy 
oversees is doing for his neighbor. As such, lo-
cal charity work in impoverished communities 
is concealed from public knowledge. Moreover, 
Western nonprofits often raise money by depict-
ing international situations as worse than they 
really are in order to further portray the idea 
that “we” are the only ones who can save the 
lives of these impoverished, suffering communi-
ties as opposed to lending the idea that perhaps 
these communities can pick themselves up lo-
cally if provided with the necessary resources to 
do so.14 If an aid proposal submitted to a regula-
tory board consisted of providing food or textile 
support, another option that the board may rec-
ommend is to buy from local venders in order to 
get the lowest costs possible for people in need. 
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Supporting local markets and entrepreneurship 
not only increases the supply of goods available 
in the community but also provides a necessary 
boost to the local economy and generates more 
job opportunities for the local community. Pro-
viding aid in this way allows for greater chances 
of sustainability such that if that eight-year-old 
kid grows out of his TOMS shoes, he can go to 
the local shoe vender and buy another pair at a 
low cost. 

The act of giving has always carried a posi-
tive connotation. Granted, in many cases, such 
a connotation is warranted. However, when we 
think about giving, we too often constrain our 
outlook to only one side – our side. If it is better 
to give than to receive, we must be doing some-
thing right – right? Well, if one looks more crit-
ically at the other side, the receiving community 
seems in err by receiving and not giving. The 
problem is worsened when our giving is exactly 
what prevents other nations from giving, from 
producing, from developing Furthermore, aid 
has the potential to waste money and destroy 
economies, environments, and peoples’ very 
livelihood. Giving is not nearly as simple as we 
often assume. Good intentions are not enough. 
We need to invest responsibility in social change 
and stop acclaiming humanitarian aid as a good 
in it of itself because sometimes, great disaster 
can come of such action. 
In an ideal world, foreign aid would not be nec-
essary, but the world has not yet reached such a 
state. Third world countries cannot simply de-
velop the way modern developed nations have 
done throughout history. The world is full of 
new obstacles for development. In effect, there 
is a fine line between aid that seeks to break 
through these obstacles and aid that, perhaps, 
makes them ever more harder to overcome. 
There has been some headway in addressing 
the issues surrounding international humani-
tarian aid. The President of the United States, 
Barack Obama, called for sweeping reforms to 
the American food aid system. America is the 

largest donor abroad and, therefore, changes to 
aid have the potential to make a serious impact. 
The reforms, included in the President’s 2014 
budget proposal, would significantly lessen the 
requirements that American food aid be bought 
and shipped from the United States. Instead, 
more funding would be available to buy food in 
local markets or to simply give money or vouch-
ers.15 As such, although humanitarian aid still 
sits on moral high ground, we are beginning to 
see at least a small amount of skepticism con-
cerning the manner in which it is carried out. 
The first step is to realize there is, in fact, good 
and bad aid. The second step is finding a way in 
which to effectively differentiate good aid ver-
sus bad aid in order to prevent crossing the line 
between aid that is helpful and aid that can, in 
fact, be demeaning, wasteful and, above all, sti-
fle development and intensify dependency. Hu-
manitarian aid boards could establish practices 
to differentate and ultimately safeguard against 
the unfortunate fact that good intentions are not 
enough.
Editor // Frances Russell
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WAHOOS
ABROAD

I had researched study abroad programs on the UVa ISO website, and ultimately en-
rolled in a program facilitated by the University of New Hampshire—the EcoQuest 
Education Foundation based in Kaiaua, New Zealand. I’ve always loved being ac-

tive and spending time outside, but spending a semester in another country with 25 people 
I had never met before was definitely outside of my comfort zone. Now that I’m home, I 
answer every question about where I studied abroad with, “A random program in New 

Emily Moore, New Zealand
Third-Year Biology Major and Religious Studies Minor
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Zealand I found online, which was one of the best things that’s ever happened to me.” I 
could go on forever about how fantastic my New Zealand experience was (the journal I kept 
while abroad proves that). My time there was in turns adventurous, patience-stretching, 
challenging, and rewarding. I made best friends I will have for the rest of my life; you learn 
a lot about people when you spend every hour of every day with them for four months. 
We lived together, traveled together, camped together, and drove on the wrong side of the 
road together. We couldn’t shower or do laundry as much as we would have liked, and we 
sometimes got on each others’ nerves. I’d decided to go to New Zealand because I wanted 
an adventure, but I never expected to end up with another family. 

The UVa bubble has us convinced that life in its entirety consists of academic success, 
busy social agendas, admission to prestigious graduate schools, and money. Even if you 
know intellectually that that isn’t true, it is easy to get caught up in it anyways. I’ve always 
loved school, but by the end of second year I was exhausted. I needed a step back, a change 
of pace. New Zealand gave me that perspective. Studying abroad takes work; there is no 
doubt about that. I had to almost entirely plan my schedule for my whole four years of 
college in order to fit it in, sacrifice a summer to take classes, and do a fair amount of plan-
ning and paperwork to make it happen. But it is worth it. Some of the objections I hear to 
studying abroad by people are that it’s too time-consuming, they will miss their friends at 
home, or they will miss their families. There is certainly truth to all of those things. But it is 
worth it. Charlottesville will be here when you return and your friends will tell you that not 
much happened while you were gone. Four months is a fraction of a lifetime in the grand 
scheme of things, but if you spend it well you will remember it for that entire lifetime. I feel 
very strongly about the importance of new experiences in educating and shaping a person. 
Challenging yourself is worth it; studying abroad is worth it. 

Left // Emily hiking in the Tongariro Alpine Crossing, approaching the Emerald Lakes.
Below // Emily in Hobbiton, where the “Lord of the Rings” and “The Hobbit” movies film the Shire scenes.
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Studying abroad was something that I had always thought I would do when I got to college, 
but when I actually got to college, the idea started to fade. There’s always so much to do 
at UVA, how could I possible take a semester off? Well, as it turns out, I didn’t have much 

of a choice. It’s not that I didn’t want to go, but when I selected to do the business Spanish minor, 
I essentially signed up to go to Valencia because you cannot get the minor without going there. I 
quickly realized that, based on how I always work in the summers, I was going to have to devote a 
semester to being gone. Well, why not go in the fall of my third year? Looking at it in a positive light, 
I realized I would be able to do more while in Europe and also spend the spring semester with my 
older friends and brother (who are graduating this May). 

I spent the majority  of the summer freaking out about my pending time abroad. Would I be the 
focus character of the next “Taken” film? (I hoped not… I love my father but he is no Liam Neeson.) 
Were my friends going to forget me? Well, I was in for quite the experience. Valencia is arguably 
UVA’s most frequently attended study abroad program, but I didn’t know that its large numbers 
come for mainly the summer sessions. I expected there to be a hundred people, but it was more like 
45 (and less than ten were boys). The classes were all very small, ranging from 4-17 students, but 
that allowed us to get the attention that is so crucial when you’re in a completely submersed foreign 
language environment. This actually convinced me to double major in Spanish, rather than just 
minor in it. Further, all of the teachers are native speakers, and there’s most definitely something 
to be said about receiving an education from somebody who doesn’t necessarily know your native 
language. It’s more legitimate, rawer. 

I didn’t expect it to, but studying abroad really did give me that “growth” experience that so 
many students talk about. My host mother was far from welcoming, so I didn’t have a nurturing 
environment to come back to at the end of the day. My roommate and me tackled the situation head 
on, and came out of it as stronger people (and better friends). Yes, I dealt with homesickness and 
went through bouts where I wasn’t nearly thankful enough for the opportunity to explore Europe 
on the weekends. When else can I say “Oh sorry I can’t hang out on Friday, I’m going to Munich for 
Oktoberfest.”? On the flipside, I learned what it takes to move away from your comfort zone, and 
that’s something that we all will have to do when we graduate whether we like it or not. 

My advice to anybody who is even considering studying abroad in the slightest, is to go for it. 
Don’t just consider going for a summer session if you can afford it (in terms of both time and mon-
ey), go for the semester. If you go for a month, you don’t ever have to adjust; you aren’t required 
to branch out. If you’re there for an extended period of time, you aren’t working against a ticking 
clock and can truly integrate in the community. And even if you really can only give a month in the 
summer or a J-term, the experience is invaluable.

Carlyle Bouchard, Spain
Third-Year Cognitive Science and Spanish Double Major

Below // Carly in the gardens of La Alhambra.
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Last August, I began my semester abroad the University of St. Andrews in Scotland. Al-
though I was hesitant to lose a semester at dear old U. Va., I wanted to explore Europe for 
the first time, gain insight into what life at another university might be like, and take some 

time out to reflect on what I wanted to make of my last three semesters at U. Va.  
My learning experience far exceeded what was taught in the classroom. Although I chose to 

study in an English-speaking country, one of my classes taught literature in Scots, a language that 
developed simultaneously to English and includes a mix of cognates and unique words. I learned 
to read maps, navigate train stations, communicate with fellow travelers, and travel on the cheap 
through some of Europe’s greatest cities. Traveling inevitably leads to lots of small disasters, and 
throughout the semester I felt myself becoming more confident, patient, and adaptable.

If you’re thinking about studying abroad, get in touch with the ISO’s peer helpers as well as 
students who have recently returned from the place you’re interested in living. (If you’re interested 
in Scotland, email me!) Their experiences will be fresh in their memories, and they will be able to 
tell you everything from how to navigate the airport on day one to how classes and dorms work. I 
also think it’s important to travel as much as you can while you’re abroad. The English department 
allowed me to take my courses pass/fail, and I took advantage of the lessened academic pressure 
to expand my knowledge of the world by visiting literary spots like the Writers Museum in Dublin 
and Franz Kafka’s grave in Prague. These travel experiences have brought my readings to life in a 
vivid new way; Sam Selvon’s The Lonely Londoners is a completely different read when you’ve set 
foot in the London neighborhoods he describes. Finally, if you’re considering graduate school or a 
PhD program, experiencing life at another university can be incredibly valuable in providing the 
opportunity for comparison to help you discover what you really need in a university. Although I’m 
incredibly happy to be back at U.Va., I wouldn’t trade my semester abroad for anything.

Michelle Delgado, Scotland
Third-Year English and American 
Studies Double Major

Above // Michelle and a friend in front of the Golum of Prague statue.
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