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About the Wilson Journal

The Wilson Journal of International Affairs is the University of Virginia’s 
preeminent publication for undergraduate research in international relations. 
The Wilson Journal is developed and distributed by the student-run 
International Relations Organization of the University of Virginia. The Wilson 
Journal is one of the only undergraduate research journals for international 
relations in the country, and aims both to showcase the impressive research 
conducted by the students at UVA and to spark productive conversation 
within the University community. The Wilson Journal seeks to foster interest 
in international issues and promote high quality undergraduate research in 
foreign affairs. The Journal is available online at wilsonjournal.org 
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Dear Reader,

 Following a heated American presidential campaign season and 
a tumultuous start to 2017, the United States faces immense challenges at 
home and across the globe. In particular, our European allies face pressures 
from an emboldened Russia, rising discontent among working-class voters 
unhappy with the globalization of their economies, and renewed concerns 
about rising nationalism and deepening social division. In Asia, Chinese 
economic expansion, political turmoil in South Korea, and heightened 
ambitions on the part of North Korea all add to the complexity which the 
Trump administration faces as it seeks to determine what are, and how to 
best further, our Pacific interests and those of our partners. And at home, 
after a campaign season which exposed deep divisions in the fabric of our 
body politic, our institutions are increasingly tested by polarization in and 
outside of Washington, education gaps that threaten to isolate portions of 
the American electorate, and a highly fractured media landscape wherein 
we, as voters and consumers of information, must search carefully – often 
in vain – for critically vetted and accurate news. It is topics like these which 
have profound relevance across the world, which offer keen insights into 
America’s changing role abroad, and which we hope to touch on in this 
edition of the Wilson Journal.

 For over a decade, The Wilson Journal of International Affairs has 
presented some of the finest research completed by students at the University 
of Virginia. This edition of the Wilson Journal seeks to explore challenges 
across the globe in light of a new administration; the Journal also includes, 
for the first time ever, a featured professor foreword. This edition’s foreword 
comes from John M. Owen, IV, the Taylor Professor of Politics and one of 
the Journal’s most consistent supporters. Though the journal covers but a 
small sample of topics, it is my hope that its contents represent a collection 
of potential avenues for further study, and that it serves as a repository for 
student thought at this moment in time which can be referenced by coming 
generations of students and faculty alike.

From the Editor
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 The Wilson Journal would not be possible without the ongoing support 
of the University community. First and foremost, I would like to recognize the 
International Relations Organization for its invaluable support. I also extend 
my deepest gratitude to the Miller Center of Public Affairs, with which we 
have begun sponsoring the first undergraduate essay contest focusing on IR 
and with which we hope to strengthen our ties in the coming years. I must 
also thank faculty not only for their promotion of the journal, but also for 
their dedication as mentors to the undergraduate student body here at U.Va. 
Additionally, I wholeheartedly thank the members of the editorial staff, who 
work tirelessly to make this journal possible, and the senior editorial board, 
without whom this publication could not exist. Finally, I want to express my 
utmost gratitude to you, the reader. Indeed, at the end of the day, it is your 
commitment to intellectual curiosity and spirited academic discourse that 
makes this journal possible and helps the leaders of tomorrow envision and 
shape a safer, freer, and better world.

Sincerely,

Christopher J. Benos
Editor-in-Chief



10

 As a University of Virginia political scientist specializing in 
international relations, I was delighted a dozen years ago when the Wilson 
Journal of International Affairs was founded.  It is as fitting now as it was then 
that Virginia should be home to a publication that places global affairs front 
and center.  The four American Presidents most directly associated with the 
University – Jefferson, Madison, Monroe, and Wilson – all left major foreign 
policy legacies.  The Wilson Journal ’s consistently high quality more than lives 
up to this distinguished history.  Our students’ keen interest in politics within 
and among nations, impressive knowledge and research skills, and lucid 
writing make the journal rewarding reading for anyone interested in world 
affairs.  The editors are unfailingly dedicated and know their jobs well.  All 
in all, the journal exemplifies what a leading twenty-first-century university 
should be doing:  it engages the world beyond America’s borders in ways that 
only a world-class institution of higher learning can.

 John M. Owen IV (Ph.D., Harvard) is Taylor Professor of Politics at 
U.Va. and a Faculty Fellow at the Institute for Advanced Studies in Culture. His 
books include Confronting Political Islam (2015), Religion, the Enlightenment, 
and the New Global Order (2011), The Clash of Ideas in World Politics (2010), 
and Liberal Peace, Liberal War (1997).  He has published in a number of academic 
journals, as well as in Foreign Affairs, the New York Times, and USA Today.  
He has been Editor of Security Studies and is a recipient of a Humboldt Research 
Award (Germany).

Foreword
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To  What Extent do 

Economic Circumstances 

Fuel Religious Violence?

    ABSTRACT

 Boko Haram is a radical group from Northeastern Nigeria. The name 
Boko Haram translates from Hausa to “Western education is forbidden.”  
The group aims to gain control of the Nigerian state and impose Sharia legal 
code throughout the country (Agbiboa, 2012). Boko Haram has killed over 
20,000 people and displaced over 2 million (BBC). Most scholars agree that 
socio-economic factors have created an environment that has allowed Boko 
Haram to gather strength. This research demonstrates that Boko Haram’s rise 
to power in Nigeria cannot be explained on a purely economic plane. Though 
high poverty, wealth inequality, high unemployment, gender inequality, poor 
infrastructure and child labor are higher in Northern states than Southern 
ones, there is not a direct one-to-one ratio between any given economic factor 
and high Boko Haram activity.

By Celia Aidinoff

An Examination of Boko Haram’s Growth
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 LITERATURE REVIEW

Most scholars agree that many 
factors have contributed to the rise of 
Boko Haram. Nonetheless, literature 
also generally concludes that eco-
nomic factors have had a tremendous 
influence on the growth of Boko Ha-
ram. Socio-economic indicators such 
as poverty, unemployment, inequali-
ty, economic underdevelopment and 
low education create an environment 
that is susceptible to religious ex-
tremism (Ojochenemi et al, 2015). 
Many groups within the country feel 
economically marginalized. This re-
ality has worsened with the discovery 
of significant oil reserves offshore and 
in the Niger Delta (Forrest, 2012). 
Government corruption further ex-
acerbates this sense of inequality, and 
state institutions are extremely weak 
(Forrest, 2012). 

Literature related to Boko Haram 
often cites Relative Deprivation the-
ory as an explanation for Boko Ha-
ram’s rise to power. According to Ted 
Gurr’s definition of Relative Depri-
vation Theory in his 1970 book Why 
Men Rebel, “people become dissatis-
fied if they feel they have less than 
what they should and could have. 
Over time, such dissatisfaction leads 
to frustration and then rebellion 
against the (real or perceived) source 
of their deprivation (Agbiboa, 150). 

Gurr argues, therefore, that struc-
tural poverty and inequality within 
countries are “breeding grounds for 
violent political movements in gen-
eral and terrorism specifically” (Ag-
biboa, 150). In Nigeria, the striking 
disparity between North and South 
explains the increased turn towards 
violence in poor northern states.  This 
situation is compounded “by the per-
ception in Northern Nigeria that the 
wealthy elite in the country tend to 
be Christian, while the impoverished 
communities are generally Muslim. 
Boko Haram is able to capitalize on 
a sense of economic desperation and 
a sense of religious victimization that 
pervades Northern Nigeria” (Agbi-
boa, 151). “If in global terms, Nigeria 
was the periphery, Northern Nigeria 
would be the periphery of the periph-
ery” (Ojochenemi et al, 2015). High 
poverty, low employment and lack 
of education in the Northern states, 
as compared to the Southern states, 
create a perfect environment for Is-
lamic extremism to grow. Proponents 
of relative deprivation theory tend to 
suggest economic solutions for ad-
dressing the threat of Boko Haram. 

Poverty in Northern Nigeria 
seems to have a direct relationship 
to the more concentrated religious 
violence in that area. Many scholars 
cite poverty in Northern Nigeria as 
an underlying cause of terrorism 
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carried out by Boko Haram. Stunted 
economic activity makes struggling 
people in the Northern region more 
susceptible to manipulation by fun-
damentalist groups (Ojochenemi et 
al, 2015). In addition, poverty leads 
children to increasingly grow up 
without adequate parental support. 
Children without a protective social 
environment are less likely to go to 
school, more likely to be illiterate, 
and therefore perhaps more vulnera-
ble to extremist groups, such as Boko 
Haram (Onuoha, 2014). Widespread 

“poverty in Northern Nigeria has 
created a growing population of des-
titute children” (Onuoha, 2014). Ter-
rorism experts believe that a “child’s 
alienation from home and society 
provides the cognitive opening that 
extremists exploit in the process of 
recruiting and radicalization” (On-
uoha, 2014).

Nigeria has a growing economy 
defined by inequality. Despite reve-
nues of over $80 billion from oil re-
serves, inequality in Nigeria is among 
the most disparate in the world 
(Oyefesso, 2015). Absolute poverty, 
measured as the percentage of the 
working population earning less 
than $2 per day, increased from 55% 
in 2004 to 61% in 2014 despite a 44% 
increase in the number of million-
aires (Oyefesso, 2015). Scholars cite 
corruption as the primary contribu-

tor to wealth and income inequality. 
For example, in 2012, “for every $1 
spend on infrastructure development 
in Nigeria, $2 was spent on govern-
ment salaries (Oyefesso, 2015). It’s 
evident that corruption increases the 
cost of governance. Scholars predict 
that the wealth gap in Nigeria will 
only continue to widen until corrup-
tion significantly decreases (Oyefes-
so, 2015). 

Scholars agree that unemploy-
ment plays a key role in Boko Ha-
ram’s growth. Unemployment is 
one of Nigeria’s greatest challenges, 
especially among Northern youth. 
Boko Haram recruits their support 
base primarily from the jobless, un-
educated and poor Northern youth 
(Ojochenemi et al, 2015). Research 
on terrorism shows that unemployed 
youths can “rapidly destabilize a so-
ciety with their restive energy. They 
are quick to join nationalistic move-
ments or are quite often easy targets 
for radical religious movements” 
(Ojochenemi et al, 2015). The Nige-
rian government is primarily respon-
sible for the country’s high unem-
ployment levels. It has been unable 
to create the necessary environment 
and institutions for more jobs, par-
ticularly in the North (Ojochenemi 
et al, 2015). Another cause of high 
unemployment is that 70% of the 
labor force contributes to agriculture 
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which constitutes less than 30% of 
the country’s GDP. Overloading 
of the agricultural sector has led to 
tremendous employment loss, and 
therefore over 70 million Nigeri-
ans loosing work (Ojochenemi et al, 
2015). Unemployment is intricately 
connected to other socioeconomic 
challenges that cannot be ignored 
in Northern Nigeria (Unuoha, 2014). 
High unemployment levels tend to 
hit young people in this region the 
hardest (Unuoha, 2014) Though 
unemployment may not be a direct 
cause of radicalization, frustrating 
conditions such as unemployment 
and poverty render youth more vul-
nerable to extremist ideologies. “The 
tendency to produce suicide bombers 
is greater in a community defined 
by mass misery and joblessness than 
in one in which basic needs of food, 
education, health, housing and san-
itation are met for the majority of 
people” (Unuoha, 2014).

Recent literature suggests that 
gender inequality, particularly in 
Northern Nigeria, could drive in-
creasing numbers of young women to 
join Boko Haram. Though Boko Ha-
ram forces women to work as cooks, 
sex slaves and suicide bombers, some 
women, especially from the Muslim 
majority North, choose to join the 
Jihadist group (Kishore, 2016). These 
women are so desperate because of 

the deep patriarchy and gender dis-
crimination in their own communi-
ties that they turn to Boko Haram 
(Kishore, 2016). Rates of child mar-
riage, school enrollment, and literacy 
among girls and women in positions 
of power are far worse in the North 
of Nigeria than the rest of the coun-
try (Guilbert, 2016). For women 
who feel trapped, Boko Haram can 
offer another option. Women often 
take senior positions in Boko Ha-
ram. They are “almost as likely as 
men to be deployed as fighters, and 
may outnumber them in roles such as 
recruiters and intelligence operatives 
(Guilbert, 2016). According to a Ni-
gerian psychologist, for the women 
that joined Boko Haram, “the power 
and freedom afforded to them means 
that they are far more difficult than 
men to de-radicalize and reintegrate 
into their communities” (Kishore, 
2016). Gender inequality could be 
an increasingly serious driver of the 
Boko Haram recruitment strategy.

METHODS
I began this study by using the 

Wikipedia timeline of the Boko 
Haram insurgency to generate an 
ordered list of Boko Haram attacks 
grouped by state. I then took the 
total approximate death toll for each 
state and divided it by the approxi-
mate total number of deaths caused 
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by Boko Haram attacks to find the 
approximate proportion of deaths per 
state. I used this calculation instead 
of total incidents per state to account 
for severity of the attacks. It did not 
seem fair to equate an attack that 
killed one person with an attack that 
killed hundreds. After finding a rela-
tive proportion for each state, I could 
draw a map of where Boko Haram 
attacks have occurred, as well as the 
severity these attacks. 

Next, I used Wikipedia’s ranking 
of Nigerian states by GDP. This list 
comes from the Canback Global 
Income Distribution Database. I 
used this data as a preliminary base 
to compare state GDP with the lev-
el of Boko Haram activity in that 
state. My goal here was to determine 
if there was a clear connection on a 
state level between economic success 
(GDP) and conflict (Boko Haram 
attacks).

I compiled the rest of my econom-
ic data from the Nigeria Data Por-
tal. This website has state-by-state 
metrics of a tremendous variety of 
economic-related statistics. I went 
through all the data that they offered 
to try to find the socio-economic 
factors that I thought might be most 
tied to Boko Haram’s violence. After 
I could not find any obvious correla-
tion, I created a database of the fac-
tors that I wanted to examine more 

fully, and generated my own graphs 
with the data from NDP. I chose to 
examine income inequality, poverty 
incidence, unemployment, female 
literacy, adequate sanitation and 
child labor. I created tables of each of 
these characteristics on a state level 
to see if I could come to a conclusion.

FINDINGS
I found that attacks are relative-

ly concentrated in the Northeast-
ern part of Nigeria, with the most 
violence occurring by far in Borno, 
Nigeria’s most Northeastern state. 
Nonetheless, there have also been 
attacks in parts of central Nigeria, 
known as the middle belt. In addi-
tion, there are states in Northern Ni-
geria that have no recorded attacks by 
Boko Haram thus far, such as Jigawa. 
The chart below shows that there 
have been far more deaths by Boko 
Haram in Borno than in any other 
state. In all the graphs below I high-
lighted states where there has been a 
high level of Boko Haram activity in 
yellow. I also highlighted Borno in 
red since it has the most conflict. 
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The majority of Boko Haram at-
tacks took place in the most North-
eastern state, Borno, where the orga-
nization was founded. By examining 
the economic factors within each 
state, I hoped to come to conclusions 
about why the map of Boko Haram 
attacks looks like this. Most of the 
literature refers to the wealthier, in-

dustrialized south compared to the 
poorer north. However, it is clear 
from this map that Boko Haram’s 
pattern of expansion is more nuanced 
than a north/south divide. Boko Ha-
ram’s influence has in fact extended 
to the south, rather than simply con-
tinuing to head west from Borno.
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Though many states with Boko 
Haram activity fall toward the mid-
dle of the GDP graph, it demon-
strates the vast inequality within 
Nigeria. This disparity does not 
run strictly along the North-South 
lines traditionally associated with 
inequality in Nigeria. For example, 
Bayelsa, is the southernmost state 
in Nigeria but ranked in the bottom 
half of states in terms of GDP. Borno 
is ranked 19th, but it has less than 
1/6 the GDP of Lagos. Nonetheless, 

despite Yobe and Gombe having 
the lowest GDPs, the states with 
high Boko Haram activity are not 
the poorest states in Nigeria. In fact, 
Kano is a fairly wealthy state ranking 
6th for GDP. It appears that GDP 
is not a conclusive indicator of Boko 
Haram activity because of this.
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I used the income inequality ratio 
for each state to find a relative mea-
sure of inequality. There is no clear 
pattern to this data that aligns with 
Boko Haram conflict. I would have 
expected that according to relative 
deprivation theory, most yellow states 
would be grouped at the highest end 

of the income inequality ratio graph. 
Instead, none of the three most un-
equal states have high Boko Haram 
activity. Meanwhile, Borno, the state 
with by far the most violence caused 
by Boko Haram, has relatively more 
equitable income distribution. 
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The poverty incidence is measured 
as the proportion of the population 
whose annual per capita income 
falls below the per annual per cap-
ita threshold to the total number of 
the population. Though none of the 
8 states with the least poverty are 

high-conflict states, Borno is still 
on the lower end in terms of pover-
ty incidence. This data necessarily 
concludes that a higher poverty inci-
dence would suggest greater violence 
in a given state.

Unemployment shows a stronger 
connection to Boko Haram violence 
than any of the above economic fac-
tors. The high Boko Haram activity 
states are more skewed toward the 
higher unemployment rates. None-

theless, there are many exceptions. 
Kogi, for example has a relatively low 
unemployment rate, yet has experi-
enced increasing numbers of Boko 
Haram attacks. 
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Because I could not find a record 
of gender equality by state in Nigeria, 
I used female adult literacy as a proxy 
variable for relative equality. Like 
unemployment, this graph is also 
skewed, as I would have predicted 

the high conflict states to be grouped 
toward higher gender inequality. 
Although there seems to be some 
relationship, there is no conclusive 
1:1 ratio between female literacy and 
Boko Haram activity. 

I used sanitation as a proxy variable 
for effectiveness of local government. 
Though this may be a stretch in some 
senses, there are very few metrics of 
state-by-state infrastructure. This 
graph generated fairly similar results 
to GDP with no conclusive results. 

Some of the states with the highest 
GDP are also the ones with better 
sanitation and lower Boko Haram 
activity. The majority of states with 
higher levels of Boko Haram activity 
fall near the center of the spectrum, 
with Borno close to the center.
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The percentage of children work-
ing in a state could indicate more 
about that state’s socio-economic 
circumstances. Children in commu-
nities high on this spectrum probably 
aren’t receiving as much education, 
and may face greater adversity as they 
get older. I predicted that the states 
with the highest levels of child labor 
would also be the ones most vulnera-
ble to Boko Haram. However, I could 
not find substantial data to back my 
hypothesis. There does not seem to 
be any strong correlation between 
Boko Haram activity and prevalence 
of child labor. In fact, Borno ranks 
on the lower end of Nigerian states 
in terms of child labor.

DISCUSSION
I found no economic factor that 

yielded a direct correlation with con-
flict by state. This research led me to 
two primary conclusions. First, there 
may be other, more important factors 

that have contributed to Boko Ha-
ram’s growth than the ones that I ex-
amined. Second, some economic fac-
tors, particularly unemployment and 
gender equality, do seem to be relat-
ed to states with more Boko Haram 
activity. Many other factors could 
account for Boko Haram’s activity in 
certain states. In the future, I would 
be particularly interested in explor-
ing the role of religious teachings in 
increasing extremism. A special re-
port from the United State Institute 
of Peace found sounds that the lack 
of deep knowledge of true religious 
teaching creates a “young population 
that is vulnerable to recruitment and 
radicalization by independent and 
roaming preachers, extremist groups 
and religious ideologues” (Omaha, 
2014). In Borno, for example, many 
civilians believe that ignorance of 
religious teachings highly influences 
desperate young people to adopt ex-
treme views (Onuoha, 2014). Along 
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similar lines, perhaps literacy rates 
could also be a telling factor of which 
populations are more disadvantaged 
and vulnerable to Boko Haram’s in-
fluence.

The state-by-state data was lim-
ited in terms of what economic fac-
tors I could examine. In a couple 
cases I used relative proxy variables 
which may not have given an exact 
indication of what I was looking 
for. For example, using sanitation 
as a proxy for infrastructure was the 
best possible option given what was 
available, but NGOs or private sector 
companies, rather than the govern-
ment, may have implemented the 
infrastructure. The existence of im-
proved sanitation facilities does not 
mean that they are necessarily used 
or properly maintained. In addition, 
none of the available data was more 
recent than 2011. Though more re-
cent data would not necessarily have 
yielded a different result, my research 
would have been more accurate with 
in depth and recent information. 
There also may have been issues with 
the data that I used to approximate 
which states had the most violence 
inflicted by Boko Haram. Many 
smaller conflicts may not have been 
reported or made it to the Wikipe-
dia page. In addition, I only used the 
death toll in each attack as a measure 
of its severity because that was the 

most concrete measurement. As a 
result, my measurement of conflict 
by state did not include other types 
of violence that Boko Haram takes 
part in, such as kidnapping, rape and 
jailbreaks. My measurement also did 
not account for the thousands injured 
in Boko Haram attacks who are not 
killed or the displaced families who 
have fled states like Borno and Yobe. 
Lastly, the data that I collected only 
describes where the conflict takes 
place, not where the Boko Haram 
soldiers themselves come from.

Unemployment correlated more 
closely with violence than any of 
the other factors that I examined. 
This matches up with the underly-
ing theme in the literature that the 
young, jobless and struggling are 
most vulnerable to extremist influ-
ence. This graph may have been more 
informative if I could have grouped 
the unemployed by age. I think that 
the youth unemployment rate would 
show a much stronger correlation 
with conflict than the unemploy-
ment rate for all ages. 

The female adult literacy rate 
displayed that the majority of states 
with higher female literacy rates also 
tended to have less Boko Haram 
violence. However, this correlation 
would have been a much stronger 
gender comparison if I could have 
compared the adult male literacy rate 
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to adult female literacy rate across 
the states. As the data stands right 
now, it is hard to determine whether 
it shows that states with higher fe-
male literacy, and therefore perhaps 
greater gender equality, have a lower 
likelihood of Boko Haram activi-
ty; or simply that states with higher 
literacy rates in general have a lower 
likelihood of Boko Haram activity. 

Though this paper did not yield 
a conclusive, direct correlation be-
tween any of the factors that I ex-
amined and conflict, the search is 
important. To undermine an organi-
zation like Boko Haram will require 
a thorough understanding of its caus-
es. By examining the factors, hope-
fully communities within the US and 
around the world will set a precedent 
for understanding the roots of ter-
rorism in order to generate effective 
solutions. 

CONCLUSION
The threat of Boko Haram clearly 

cannot be reduced to an economic 
issue. Though there certainly may be 
economic components to the group’s 
growth, it is a multi-faceted issue. 
Therefore, if Boko Haram is not a 
wholly economic problem, the solu-
tions must reflect that reality as well. 

“Creating jobs for Northern Nigeria” 
will not be an effective solution mov-
ing forward. Stopping Boko Haram 

will require a comprehensive evalu-
ation of how the organization draws 
new members to join its ranks. 
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Islamic Banking and the 

Global Financial Crisis

 The Global Financial Crisis of 2007 – 2008 nearly destroyed the 
world's financial system. High liquidity, lack of capable oversight, and reckless 
lending practices contributed to the largest economic downturn the world had 
seen since the Great Depression of the 1930s (Paulson 2). The ensuing credit 
crunch, wide-scale failure of financial institutions, and decrease in financial 
instrument trading especially impacted banks; many of these suffered great 
losses, destroyed the wealth of their customers, or both. However, some banks 
did manage to avoid the full brunt of the global economic downturn—most 
noticeably, banks managed in accordance with the principles of sharia, or the 
divine law of Islam (Hasan and Dridi 33-4). How did accordance with sharia 
spare some banks the same fates that many conventional financial institutions 
suffered from 2007 – 2008? The answer lies in the origins of sharia-based 
banking practices, how they differ from practices in violation of sharia, and 
the consequences both sets of practices had on banks during this volatile 
time. Unlike conventional banks that utilized an interest-based system and 
emphasized risk transfer, sharia compliant banks focused on risk sharing, 
asset backing, and speculation avoidance, allowing them to fare better than 
their Western counterparts during the Global Financial Crisis (Kayed and 
Hassan 558-9). 

By Grant Oken
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 Sharia, Arabic for "path," 
is derived from the Quran and the 
Sunna, or the sayings and deeds 
of the Prophet Muhammad. It 
is meant to guide every facet of 
Muslim life, from criminal justice 
to daily routines, and is a source 
of legislation in many Muslim 
countries ( Johnson and Sergie). 
Sharia also guides its adherents in 
their financial dealings, with specific 
provisions to reinforce the central 
concept of Islamic finance: justice 
(Hasan and Dridi 7). According 
to Islamic teachings, the unjust 
in business do not receive Allah's 
mercy; in the Sahih al-Bukhari, 
the Prophet Muhammad declares, 
"May Allah's mercy be on him who 
is lenient in his buying, selling, and 
in demanding back his money" (Al-
Bukhari 3: 34.290). Policies of risk-
sharing, asset-backed transactions, 
and speculation avoidance all stem 
from the Quran and Sunna's calls 
for economic justice and the way in 
which sharia touches every aspect 
of Muslim life. On the other hand, 
most conventional banks in the years 
before the Global Financial Crisis 
operated within a different system: 
capitalism (Munck, 77-8). Although 
the author of capitalism's free 
market foundation, Adam Smith, 
was a moral philosopher, non-sharia 
compliant economics attempted "to 

move [away] from being a value-
based social science" in the centuries 
following its founding (Subbarao). 
While local laws did attempt to 
regulate bank practices in capitalist 
systems, many conventional banks 
from 2007 – 2008 engaged in risky 
and, according to sharia, immoral 
practices that did not follow a 
strong ethical code in the same 
way those sharia-compliant banks 
did. One can argue that the debt-
based systems of conventional banks 
like Lehman Brothers and Merrill 
Lynch, which incentivize risk 
transfer, were allowed to come about 
due to the lack of a cohesive ethical 
code. These differences in policy 
between sharia-compliant banks 
and conventional banks would lead 
to two very different outcomes for 
each in the events of the Global 
Financial Crisis (Chapra 20-22).

 The first sharia-based 
practice that mitigated the effects 
of the Global Financial Crisis on 
Islamic banks was risk-shifting. In 
the Quran, Allah tells Muhammad 
that when "[his followers] ask 
[him] about wine and gambling...
tell them that there is great sin in 
them" (Quran 2.219-20). Scholars 
like Mohammad Siddiqi argue that 
risk shifting is a form of gambling 
(maesir), as it allows for the transfer 
of money from others in a zero-
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sum game (Kayed and Hassan 560). 
Therefore, in accordance with sharia 
and the Quran, Islamic banks did 
not engage in risk-shifting practices 
like credit default swaps (CDSs), or 
instruments that protected lenders 
in the event of a loan default by 
transferring the associated risk in 
return for regular income payments. 
In a CDS, the buyer of the swap 
receives money lost by the insurance 
company issuing the CDS if the loan 
defaults, whereas the issuer receives 
money lost by the buyer if the loan 
does not. Sharia-compliant banks 
instead focused on profit-and-loss 
sharing (PLS) arrangements like 
musharakah and mudarabah, which 
are two forms of partnership that 
expose both parties in an enterprise 
to gain and loss (Hasan and 
Dridi 8-10). These moneymaking 
arrangements allowed Islamic banks 
to profit without enticing them to 
exploit their borrowers and forsake 
Allah's promised mercy for the just. 
Conventional banks, on the other 
hand, did not have to worry about 
Allah's injunctions against unfair 
practices in sharia. They employed 
CDSs to insure collateralized debt 
obligations (CDOs), or individual 
fixed-income assets (e.g. mortgages) 
that were repackaged into sellable 
securities. These assets became 
so popular in the mid-2000s 

that lenders were encouraged to 
be less discerning when issuing 
loans, leading to the issuance of 
mortgages for homeowners unlikely 
to make payments. Eventually, this 
caused a cycle of foreclosures, a 
transformation of many CDOs 
into toxic assets, and a massive 
demand for CDS payments from 
companies like AIG, who later 
needed to be bailed out by the U.S. 
government. As more and more 
conventional banks struggled to 
survive, financial institutions refused 
to lend to each other and a credit 
crunch occurred. Sharia-compliant 
banks, meanwhile, refused to 
touch CDSs. Consequently, in 
the Global Financial Crisis, the 
business models of Islamic banks 
helped contain the negative effects 
experienced by conventional banks 
(Hasan and Dridi 33). To many 
Muslims, Allah's promises of mercy 
for the just had come true (Kayed 
and Hassan 557). 

 In the Quran, Allah 
condemns disbelievers for "their 
taking of usury while they [have] 
been forbidden from it, and their 
consuming of the people's wealth 
unjustly...[he has] prepared for the 
disbelievers among them a painful 
punishment" (Quran 4.161). Such 
a serious injunction against usury 
through the charging of interest, 
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called riba in Arabic, presents 
a challenge to Islamic banking. 
How can sharia-compliant banks 
compete with conventional banks 
that can charge interest? Islamic 
banking's answer to this question is 
asset backing. Asset-backed loans, 
like sukuk, are securities that transfer 
ownership interests in an asset 
from the borrower to the lender in 
lieu of interest. This practice is one 
of the most powerful tools that 
keep sharia-compliant banking 
disciplined, preventing banks from 
leveraging their money more than 
they can support with their assets. 
Because riba creates money without 
trade, considered by some Muslim to 
be the lifeblood of markets, sharia's 
forbiddance of interest prevents 
the economy's financial flow from 
grossly outpacing productivity 
(Ahmad). Empirical studies have 
indicated that riba-free banking 
practices can increase economic 
stability, a conclusion affirmed 
by the outcome of conventional 
bank practices during the Global 
Financial Crisis (Darrat 417). 
The use of riba in conventional 
banking, however, dictates financial 
activity to a great extent. Non-
Islamic banks thrived on cheap 
and easy debt in the mid-2000s, 
enabled by low interest rates, which 
incentivized leveraging on a massive 

scale. During this time, financial 
instruments like CDSs were bought 
through undisciplined interest-
based borrowing practices, creating 
a precarious financial structure in 
which one destructive event had 
the potential to set off a chain 
reaction of debt defaults. During the 
Crisis, the Bank for International 
Settlements estimated the total face 
value of outstanding derivatives (like 
CDSs) to be 600 trillion dollars, or 
over ten times the size of the global 
economy (Chapra 20-21). When 
the cycle of foreclosures began, the 
overleveraged conventional banks 
were left on the hook for trillions of 
dollars of bad securities built upon 
an interest-based system, leading 
to government bailouts on several 
continents. Sharia-compliant banks 
were spared this fate, as they had 
not held riba-based securities in 
the first place. To many Muslims, 
Allah's warning of punishment for 
the usurious had come true (Kayed 
and Hassan 557). 

 The orthodox economists 
Robert   Czudaj  and Joscha 
Beckmann have attributed 
speculation as a historical cause 
of market volatility, panics, and 
recessions (Czudaj and Beckmann 
1695), a conclusion that few 
mainstream economists would 
dispute. In fact, one of the first 
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panics ever recorded, the Mississippi 
Bubble of 1720, was started by 
speculation over the stock of a 
colonizing company (Thiers 273-
4). However, there is no parallel 
to the Mississippi Bubble in the 
history of sharia-based banking. 
This is because the practice of 
speculation is forbidden according 
to the hadith, or sayings of the 
Prophet Muhammad. In the Sunan 
Abu Dawud, Dawud relates how 
Hakim ibn Hizam told the prophet 
Muhammad, "Oh Prophet of Allāh! 
A man comes to me and asks me 
to sell him what is not with me." 
The Prophet responded, "Sell not 
what is not with you" (Dawud, 
23.3496). Muhammad ordered the 
man to refrain from the gharar, or 
uncertainty, that would arise from 
selling something not owned. Islam 
heavily emphasizes a real return 
for a real effort, and for a good 
reason: the widespread habit of 
gaining by chance rather than by 
productive effort has been linked to 
market failure (Kayed and Hassan 
561). Following the Prophet's 
example, short selling and other 
derivatives that rely on speculation 
are not available to Islamic banks, 
except in the case of fungible 
assets to be delivered at a later 
date, and they were not employed 
leading up to the Global Financial 

Crisis. Conventional banks 
acted differently. Once financial 
institutions began faltering under 
the load of bad securities around 
2007, conventional banks began 
shorting the stock of companies like 
Morgan Stanley that they speculated 
would fall further. This lack of 
confidence exasperated the crisis 
and led to widespread distrust in the 
market, which contributed to the 
paralyzing credit crunch. For many 
Muslims, following Muhammad's 
teachings in their financial dealings 
had guided them well (Kayed and 
Hassan 557). 

 Perhaps conventional 
banking has not been given its 
fair due. Some financiers gladly 
assume risk in order to increase 
market liquidity and generate 
higher returns. Interest can be an 
efficient large-scale incentive for 
use of capital and speculators can 
help prevent shortages by driving 
demand up or down as needed 
(Beattie). However, the lack of a 
cohesive ethical code that binds 
conventional banks together in 
a quest for justice has noticeable 
consequences. The fraud, corruption, 
and greed that characterized causes 
and conventional responses to 
the Global Financial Crisis were 
never checked by a unified ethical 
commitment to socioeconomic 
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justice, and therefore worsened a 
situation started by the same three 
vices (Kayed and Hassan 562-3). 
At the same time, Islamic banks 
following the path illuminated 
by sharia demonstrated a greater 
commitment to justice and avoided 
conventional practices, instead 
relying on asset backing, risk 
sharing, and speculation avoidance 
to achieve more sustainable and 
ethical returns (Hasan and Dridi, 
7-8). It is inaccurate to claim that 
Islamic banking completely escaped 
the effects of the Global Financial 
Crisis, and it is difficult to argue 
that the global implementation 
of sharia-compliant financing 
would prevent any future economic 
downturns. However, from both 
a practical and ethical standpoint, 
Islamic teachings are evidently well 
equipped to improve conventional 
banking and contribute to a justice-
oriented society.
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War or Diplomacy?

ABSTRACT

 The September 11, 2001 attacks on the United States ushered in 
a new era of foreign policy, characterized by fervent declarations from both 
the Bush and the Obama administrations about the sanctity of the American 
spirit and the need for preventive measures in the Middle East. President 
Bush initiated this cycle by invading Afghanistan on October 7, 2001, an 
attack deemed necessary to retaliate for al-Qaeda’s role in 9/11. However, 
the Bush Doctrine also advocated for preemptive strikes on nations that 
threatened the United States, even if it meant acting without the explicit 
aid or support of allies—a doctrine that led the invasion into Iraq and the 
subsequent overthrow of Saddam Hussein in late March of 2003.
 While President Bush was an avid proponent of military force as a 
means to achieve long-term peace and stability, President Obama strongly 
condemned this approach and instead opted for diplomatic channels and a 
return to the deterrence policies of the pre-9/11 era. The 34-year reprieve 
with the Islamic Republic of Iran effectively ended in 2013, when Iranian 
Foreign Minister Mohammed Zarif began negotiations with the UN Security 
Council. A few years later, on July 14, 2015, the Obama administration 
announced the landmark Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action ( JCPOA), 
accompanied by guarantees that Iran’s nuclear program was—and would 
remain— peaceful.
 War and diplomacy are two separate strategies, both with their own 
set of benefits and disadvantages that predispose their potential to a certain 
type of conflict. The war in Iraq has been largely criticized as a failure that left

By Sabrina Kim

Lessons from the Bush Administration’s 

War in Iraq and the Obama 

Administration’s Nuclear Deal with Iran
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a power vacuum in the Middle East 
and weakened America’s image as 
guardian of the free world. While 
the JCPOA is still in its early 
stages, observers have nonetheless 
criticized it as a poorly negotiated 
propeller for Iranian nuclear 
ambitions. There are elements of 
truth to both of these statements, 
but the major problems are rooted 
not in the actual implementation 
of the initiatives but in the behind-
the-scenes action--the planning, 
negotiating, and crafting of two of 
the United States’ largest foreign 
policy undertakings.

 Both administrations 
felt rushed by the circumstances 
involved, whether it be the perceived 
threat of attack on United States 
or the rapidly approaching end of 
a presidential term. These factors 
created a dangerous environment 
where key facts were overlooked 
and the advice of allied nations was 
disregarded in favor of unilateral 
action. Similarly, both initiatives are 
guilty of externalizing American 
ideals onto Iraq and Iran, displaying 
a profound degree of cultural 
ignorance that undermined any sort 
of peace effort and the legitimacy 
of future actions from the West. 
Finally, although opposite in nature, 
both administrations held naïve and 
over-simplified views of the role of 

the U.S. military (or lack thereof ) 
in their Middle Eastern policies, 
resulting in outcomes that were 
neither appropriate nor effective. 
The following pages illustrate 
these arguments in greater detail, 
examining each with respect to 
President Bush’s War in Iraq and 
President Obama’s Iran Nuclear 
Deal. The paper will conclude with 
brief remarks about the nature of 
serving as Commander-In-Chief, as 
well as a summary of the mistakes 
that President Trump and his team 
should learn from as America 
continues to evolve and move 
forward in the ever-changing world 
of international politics.

TOO MUCH, TOO FAST
The Iraq War

 The American invasion into 
Iraq is perhaps best remembered 
as an action that fundamentally 
damaged the public’s trust in the 
United States government. A large 
majority of Americans who deem 
the war a “mistake” often cite the 
lack of weapons of mass destruction 
(WMDs) or the longevity of the 
war—two results that left many 
wondering why the Iraq War 
happened in the first place (Gallup, 
n.d.). However, the jump to war 
makes more sense knowing that the 
desire to topple Saddam Hussein 
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was not a new phenomenon 
within the Bush administration--
Paul Wolfowitz, undersecretary of 
defense for policy under Cheney 
during the 1991 Gulf War, expressed 
regret that “the United States had 
squandered the chance [in Kuwait] 
to help Iraqis free themselves of the 
dictator” (Tenet, p. 28).

 While the desire to 
topple Saddam Hussein became 
a cornerstone of Bush’s foreign 
policy, the invasion did not become 
inevitable until the aftermath of 
9/11. But this reaction, drawn to 
the surface from its latency in the 
neoconservative movement, quickly 
became gospel. CIA director George 
Tenet recalled a fleeting interaction 
with Richard Perle, then head of the 
Defense Policy Board, in the days 
immediately following 9/11. Perle 
defined the course of the following 
years in two simple sentences: 
“Iraq has to pay a price for what 
happened. They bear responsibility” 
(Tenet, p. 28). This deviated sharply 
from the Bush Administration’s 
rhetoric, which framed the war as 
an assault on a rogue nation with 
WMDs and deep ties to al-Qaeda, 
the terrorist group that attacked the 
World Trade Center (CNN, 2003). 
However, undersecretary of defense 
for policy Doug Feith undermined 
this rhetoric in a private cable 

to British, French, and German 
officials, emphasizing that “the 
question of whether one can prove 
a connection between Iraq and the 
September 11th attack is not (repeat 
not) of the essence” (Tenet, p. 310).

 Allied intelligence agencies 
did not ignore this disconnect. 
Leaked documents quote Sir 
Richard Dearlove, then head of 
British intelligence agency MI-6, 
as saying that “the intelligence and 
the facts were being fixed around 
the policy.” Although the Bush 
administration claimed it was 
considering options from both sides 
of the aisle, George Tenet noted that 
“its rhetoric seemed considerably 
ahead of the intelligence we had 
been gathering across the river in 
Langley” (310).

 However, the CIA’s refusal 
to unambiguously link the 9/11 
attacks to the Iraqi regime did not 
derail the plans for war, which were 
instead bolstered by the in-house 
intelligence work of the Pentagon’s 
Office of Special Plans. There, David 
Wurmser and F. Michael Maloof 
were tasked with proving the 
assumption that Saddam Hussein 
was both linked to al-Qaeda and 
willing to provide them with 
WMDs. They worked “deductively 
and not inductively” to prove a 
set of facts that justified the Bush 



44

administration’s decision to enter 
Iraq (Packer, p. 107). American 
intelligence resources were being 
used as a tool to justify a political 
end, rather than define one. 

 Moreover, the Bush 
Administration’s longstanding 
obsession with ousting Hussein 
created a panicked fervor, making 
each day without an invasion seem 
one step closer to a second attack 
on the United States. Although 
Congress had already given a 
green light for war, Secretary of 
State Colin Powell’s February 
2003 speech to the United Nations 
emphasized the need to “put the case 
before the international community 
in a big way” (PBS, 2016). This was 
slightly ironic, given that just one 
month prior representatives from 
The United Nations Monitoring, 
Verification and Inspection 
Commission (UNMOVIC) stood 
before the UN Security Council 
and affirmed that “…there are no 
weapons of mass destruction in Iraq 
and there is no more evidence to 
present” (UN, 2003).

 By March of 2003, the 
Bush administration and its British 
counterparts, headed by then 
Prime Minister Tony Blair, were 
pushing for the adoption of a UN 
Resolution backing the Iraq War. 
The U.S. faced fervent backlash from 

France. French Foreign Minister 
Dominique de Villepin warned 
that “having won the war, one has 
to build peace” (New York Times, 
2003). The British and Americans 
often cite French recalcitrance as 
the causal factor in their failure to 
receive UN backing, but even with 
France’s approval, the coalition 
would have remained four votes 
short of the supra-majority needed 
to pass (Bennet, 2008). On March 
10, 2003, Britain’s Ambassador 
to the UN declared that “there 
would be no vote [on the second 
resolution].” On March 19, 2003, 
Britain and the U.S. invaded Iraq.

 In the aftermath of the 
Invasion of Iraq, many American 
officials have come to regret their role 
in the undertaking. By September 
of 2005, Former Secretary of State 
Colin Powell had called his own 
speech to the UN a “blot on his 
record” (ABC News, 2005). By 
February of 2008, more than 50% of 
the American public believed that 
the decision to use military force 
in Iraq was the wrong one (Pew 
Research, 2008). Drew Erdmann, 
eventually appointed as senior 
ministry adviser to the Coalition 
Provisional Authority (CPA) 
in Iraq, observed in his doctoral 
dissertation that “Americans--
leaders and citizens alike--have been 
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usually ill-equipped to conceive 
of the ramifications of the use of 
force when the next crisis arrives,” 
he wrote. “As it surely does in this 
tragic world” (Packer, p. 104).

 The Iran Nuclear Deal 
 If the mistakes made in the 

lead-up to the 2003 Invasion of Iraq 
centered around false assertions of 
WMDs, the mistakes surrounding 
the Iran Nuclear Deal revolve around 
false assertions of peace. The JCPOA 
is the cornerstone of the Obama 
administration’s foreign policy 
legacy, but critics argue that the deal 
was pushed along in an attempt to 
boost his domestic approval ratings 
and solidify his legacy at the expense 
of U.S. national security. While 
President Obama sought to distance 
himself from the debacle in Iraq, his 
administration’s approach differs 
from the Bush administration’s 
only in its diplomatic nature--the 
paranoia and preoccupation with 
preemptive action remain.

 The Obama administration 
viewed the agreement as a way 
of “telling Iran that it can’t have 
a nuclear weapon, period,” yet it 
ignored past assertions and evidence 
from various allies and agencies 
that Iran was already well on its 
way to creating one (Kerry, 2015). 
A February 2010 report from the 

International Atomic Energy 
Agency (IAEA), the UN’s de 
facto watchdog, remarked on the 
determined nature of the regime 
and cited findings that were “related 
to the development of a nuclear 
payload for a missile.” By February 
2013, the IAEA asserted that Iran 
had “not suspended its [uranium] 
enrichment-related activities” and 
reiterated its demands for access to 
the military site at Parchin.

 This was the exact same 
mistake the Bush administration 
made in regards to the UN. While 
President Bush ignored the UN 
weapons inspectors’ proclamations 
that there were no WMDs, 
President Obama ignored their 
reports of Iran’s repeated and 
increasingly more brazen violations, 
as this behavior did not align with 
the narrative that Iran only had 
the potential to develop a nuclear 
weapon, and was not actively 
working on one. This was not the 
only time the Obama administration 
mishandled its dealings with Iran. In 
order to continue negotiations, and 
thus maintain “America’s credibility 
as anchor of the international 
system,” the Obama administration 
was forced to ratify a clause in the 
agreement accepting Iran’s refusal to 
disclose any past nuclear weapons 
work (Toosi, 2015).
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While the five permanent 
member nations of the UN Security 
Council and Germany (P5+1) 
eventually managed to reconcile the 
IAEA’s findings with its desire to 
continue negotiations, the signing 
of this deal was not celebrated 
internationally. Two of the deal’s 
largest detractors were Saudi Arabia 
and Israel, key Middle Eastern allies 
that were conspicuously excluded 
from negotiations despite having 
major interests in ensuring Iran’s 
nuclear weapons program never 
comes to fruition. 

 Officials from Saudi 
Arabia, a Sunni Muslim country, 
expressed their hesitations and were 
“unhappy at the prospect of deal 
with Iran” and the effect that the 
lifting of sanctions and subsequent 
economic upswing would have (Yan 
& Levs, 2013). “Iran is trying to 
change the Middle East, and that 
is unacceptable to Sunnis,” a Saudi 
diplomat proclaimed, who spoke 
on condition of anonymity because 
of the sensitivity of the subject. 
Many shared the view that the 
Obama administration sought to 
complete the deal before the end of 
its term, giving concessions at the 
expense of key U.S. regional allies. 
“The relationship with the U.S. will 
stand,” the diplomat continued, 
“but maybe we’ll look to other 

partners like China if America is 
giving everything to Iran” (Morris 
& Naylor, 2015). If the prospect 
of Saudi Arabia entering China’s 
sphere of interest wasn’t enough of 
a deterrent, representatives from the 
Saudi government also remarked 
that “all options, including the 
acquisition of nuclear weapons,” 
would be on the table to thwart Iran 
(Gaouette, 2016). Given the historic 
tensions in the region, it is unlikely 
that the United States would be able 
to peacefully intervene in a nuclear 
arms race should one begin.

 While Saudi Arabia has 
proved to be a critical ally in the 
region, it is nearly uncontested 
that Israel remains an absolutely 
indispensable U.S. ally, and is one of 
Iran’s most bitter rivals. Keeping this 
in mind, it was perhaps beneficial 
for the Obama administration to 
exclude Israel from negotiations; 
Iran demanded up to 200,000 
centrifuges in aggressive stipulations 
that Israeli Prime Minister 
Benjamin Netanyahu would have 
never accepted (Solomon, p. 262). 
The ultimate decision by President 
Obama to engage Iran in diplomatic 
negotiations was largely perceived as 
callous and offensive to the Jewish 
state, whose wishes were often heard 
and incorporated into U.S. Middle 
Eastern policy initiatives. This, along 
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with Ayatollah Khameni’s pledge to 
“wipe Israel off of the map,” was 
understandably alarming to the 
Israeli government, who eventually 
deemed the finished agreement a 
“historic mistake” (Bacevich, p. 353).

 While there is validity in the 
argument that Iran may never have 
engaged diplomatically with Israel 
and Saudi Arabia, it seems unfair 
that two of Iran’s biggest rivals 
were excluded from negotiations. 
At the very least, the Obama 
administration should have listened 
to the concerns of the Saudis and 
the Israelis and given them de facto 
representation in the P5+1, instead 
of alienating them outright. The 
idea that Israeli and Saudi interests 
were sidelined is less the result of 
a personal vendetta by Obama (as 
some critics have alleged), and more 
of a testament to the hastiness with 
which this deal was advanced.

This rush to finish the deal before 
the end of Obama’s term is apparent 
even within the U.S. government 
itself. During a September 2015 
hearing of the House Committee 
on Armed Services, Chairman Mike 
Rogers initiated the discussion 
by remarking on the failure of 
John Kerry’s State Department to 
send a representative. “The entire 
Congress…should be bothered 
that we are being asked to vote 

on the [Iran] agreement and the 
Department of State won’t discuss 
how it will be implemented” (U.S. 
Congress, 2015). Congressman 
Michael Turner of Ohio expanded 
on these discrepancies by criticizing 
Secretary Kerry’s umbrella 
statements, remarking:

Well, you would certainly 
understand our concern, because, as 
Congress takes up the issue of the 
Iranian agreement, Secretary Kerry 
has made absolute statements to 
Congress that there is no one in the 
Middle East who will change their 
obligations with respect to non-
proliferation or their relationship 
with the United States with respect 
to uranium enrichment.

 
 This, of course, runs in direct 

contradiction to the quotes from the 
Saudi Arabian government official, 
who in fact expressed his willingness 
to re-consider the strength of its 
alliance with the United States.

 The development of an 
Iranian nuclear weapon is an 
unacceptable prospect to both the 
United States and its allies. That 
said, the Obama administration’s 
desire to diplomatically resolve 
the nuclear issue with Iran is 
understandable. The U.S.A’s history 
with Iran is best described as tense, 
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and the war-weariness present in 
the American public and politics 
precludes any significant military 
action. However, in the rush to sign 
any deal, the American delegation 
overlooked key issues that leaves 
open the potential for an Iranian 
WMD in the following decades. In 
his August 2015 remarks about the 
prospect of a nuclear deal, President 
Obama said, “I made clear that Iran 
would not be allowed to acquire 
a nuclear weapon on my watch.” 
This was widely interpreted as a 
declaration of perpetuity that would 
last beyond his presidency, but given 
his apparent disregard of opposition 
from Israel, Saudi Arabia, and 
many U.S. government officials, it is 
possible that he truly meant what he 
said.

THE MIDDLE EAST IS
 NOT AMERICA

The Iraq War
 Perhaps the Bush 

administration’s greatest mistake of 
all came before a single American 
troop set foot in Iraq. The National 
Security Strategy Statement of 2002 
read that “we will actively work to 
bring the hope of democracy…
to every corner of the world.” This 
became the underlying component 
of every subsequent Middle Eastern 
policy, but it had one fatal flaw: It 

assumed that the people of Iraq 
(and many other countries) wanted 
America’s form of democracy, and 
that American influence was both 
warranted and welcomed. In reality, 
the U.S. invasion and subsequent 
occupation of Iraq represented 
an America more reminiscent of 
a colonial power than a liberator, 
and appeared to be a U.S. attempt 
at regional hegemony instead of 
liberation from an authoritarian 
regime.

 The Bush administration 
seemed to want to overthrow 
Hussein with little to no regard 
for the power vacuum that would 
follow. Officials instead chose to 
install an elite group of Iraqi exiles 
headed by Ayad Allawi, resulting 
in a government whose sentiments 
were both decades behind those 
of the Iraqi people and a divisive 
force amongst the public (Williams, 
2015). When the Coalition 
Provisional Authority (CPA), the 
Department of Defense’s answer 
to post-overthrow occupation 
logistics, instituted its policy of 
“de-Baathification,” it “needlessly 
antagonized and marginalized 
Sunnis” in an attempt to rid Iraq 
of all traces of Hussein’s political 
society (Waheed, 2011). Although 
certainly less murderous than 
Saddam Hussein’s response to 
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political dissent, the U.S. approach 
did nothing but eradicate and 
disenfranchise the only qualified 
government officials left in Iraq. By 
the time the CPA ceded control to 
the new exile-based government, the 
complete absence of an entrenched 
civil service undermined any sense 
of the government’s legitimacy and 
opened the door to faction-driven 
elections based almost entirely on 
ethnic and/or sectarian lines. In 
the end, Allawi’s secular, nationalist 
group garnered just 9.09% of the 
vote (Dodge, 2016).

 While the coalition 
government was squabbling 
amongst itself, the rest of Iraq 
was quickly spiraling into a civil 
war. Iraq is distinct in that it has 
neither a clear Shia nor Sunni 
majority, meaning that there is great 
potential for conflict along religious 
lines (Lipka, 2014). This battle 
was augmented by the Salafism 
movement, a particularly divisive 
effort within the Sunni camp that 
allowed for murder of fellow Sunnis 
as well as Shiites (Dodge, 2016). 
Violence largely began after Al-
Qaeda (a Sunni terrorist group) 
bombed of the holiest Shia sites, 
the al-Askari mosque in 2006. 
Insurgencies have carried on to this 
day, heightening or reducing activity 
in response to various attacks and 

international developments (Myre, 
2016).

 While a coalition 
government seemed like the most 
democratic way of governing a 
state with so many divisions, it is 
arguably the least effective method 
of rebuilding an entire nation from 
the ground up. As one scholar puts 
it, “the cabinet, instead of acting as a 
vehicle for national unity and state 
building, had become a mechanism 
for dividing up the spoils.” Moreover, 
the government was running 
operations from the Green Zone, 
where it was both insulated from the 
violence plaguing the Iraqi state and 
inaccessible to the very Iraqi citizens 
they were supposed to be governing 
(Sky, 2016). What had started as 
an area to protect Americans in the 
heart of Baghdad quickly morphed 
into the home of the fractured 
Iraqi government, solidifying it as a 
symbol of the Bush administration’s 
failure at nation-building.

 While seemingly  counterin-
tuitive, the best way to ensure 

peace in a region with sectarian 
violence is for one group to have 
a monopoly on power—only then 
can insurgencies be stopped and 
infrastructure and governmental 
stability begin to reappear. The 
Bush administration’s refusal to 
send enough troops to impose 
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order sparked a massive civil 
war based largely on religious 
lines that continues today. It 
was extraordinarily naïve and 
irresponsible to assume that the 
overthrow of an authoritarian 
dictator would mean immediate 
democracy and free society for 
all, giving no regard for the long-
standing ethnic or sectarian conflicts 
that would explode in the power 
vacuum left behind.

The Iran Nuclear Deal
 While the Bush 

administration’s legacy is certainly 
characterized by its neglect of 
critical cultural aspects, the Obama 
administration is no less guilty. It is 
true that the JCPOA is a very recent 
development and thus has not yet had 
time to manifest itself completely, 
but there were key warning signs 
that the administration should 
have acknowledged and considered 
during negotiations that may have 
profound effects in the coming 
years.

 To begin, the anti-West 
sentiments percolating throughout 
the Middle East owe their roots 
largely to the Iranian Revolution 
of 1979, when Ayatollah Ruhollah 
Khomeini replaced the American-
backed Shah as Supreme Leader 
of the Islamic Republic. In tandem 

with the Iranian Hostage Crisis, 
when 52 Americans were barricaded 
in the U.S. Embassy for 444 days, 
the Revolution of 1979 showed the 
Iranian people above all else that the 
United States could be opposed and 
in some cases, defeated.

 President Reagan exacer-
bated this phenomenon by backing 
the Iraqi regime during the Iraq-
Iran War of 1980, despite its use 
of chemical weapons against the 
Iranian people (History Channel, 
2009). This, in conjunction with 
Saddam Hussein’s failed quest for 
regional hegemony, served to ignite 
the nationalist sentiment within 
Iran and unite a population fractured 
amidst a long history of sectarian 
conflict. By the end of the war, 
anti-Americanism was solidified 
as a cornerstone of Iranian foreign 
policy, and both the government 
and the populace of Iran had been 
convinced that weapons were crucial 
for Iran’s survival (Kinzer, 2008).

 A history exists between 
Iran and Israel, who had a relatively 
stable relationship until the secular 
regime was overthrown during the 
1979 revolution. Like the Iraq-
Iran War, Israel’s 1982 invasion 
of Lebanon is often viewed as 
the primary driver of Iran’s now 
strong disdain for the Jewish state. 
As a majority Shiite nation, Iran 
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“nurtured the Shiite Hezbollah 
movement” and continues to do so 
today, funding a terrorist group that 
regularly launches attacks inside of 
Israel’s borders (Klaus, 2014).

 Iran’s modern-day animosity 
with Israel is perhaps more 
complicated than with the U.S., 
given that the Ayatollah’s regime 
draws upon ancient religious 
convictions and the Jewish rejection 
of Mohammad as Prophet, as 
depicted in the Koran (Stackelbeck, 
2014). In this context, it perhaps 
becomes more understandable 
why Ayatollah Khamenei’s fervent 
repetitions of “Death to America” 
and “Death to Israel” have become 
the raison d’être of the current 
regime. That being said, the Obama 
administration’s chief mistake was 
granting legitimacy to these threats 
by agreeing to engage with Iran 
while refusing to address them. 

 The Obama administration 
and the majority of Western 
countries seem to believe that Iran 
is bluffing about its desire to attack 
America’s most important Middle 
Eastern ally. When asked about 
the frequent anti-Zionist rhetoric 
of Iranian government officials, 
U.S. Secretary of State John Kerry 
replied with alarming ambivalence 
and borderline ignorance:

I think [Iran] has a fundamental 
ideological confrontation with Israel 
at this very moment…whether or 
not that translates into active steps 
to, quote, ‘wipe it’…I don’t want to 
get locked into that debate. I think 
it’s a waste of time here.

 
 This fundamentally ignores 

the long history of animosity 
amongst religious leaders, a concept 
admittedly foreign to the largely 
secular nature of the Western 
powers.

 Secretary Kerry may believe 
that he called Iran’s bluff, but the 
Iranian regime has failed to change 
their behavior in any meaningful 
way. Despite the signing of the 
JCPOA in 2015, the Ayatollah 
reiterated during a public speech 
that “our policies towards the 
arrogant U.S. government will not 
change” (Macmillan, 2015). Even 
more insidious was his September 
2015 tweet regarding the future of 
Israel. “Firstly, you will not see the 
next 25 years; God Willing, there 
will be nothing as Zionist regime 
[sic] by next 25 years. Secondly, 
until then…jihadi morale will leave 
no moment of serenity for Zionists” 
(McLaughlin, 2015).

 The Ayatollah’s aggressive 
intentions were in response to 
pundits claiming that the multi-
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year limitations on Iran’s nuclear 
materials should appease current 
Israeli concerns. However, it 
is precisely President Obama’s 
acceptance of these expiration dates, 
including a 5-year arms embargo, 
an 8-year missile ban, and the 
notorious “sunset clause,” which 
effectively nullifies the deal after 10 
-- 15 years, that gravely worry Israeli 
and U.S. lawmakers alike (Nouri & 
Cowan, 2015). President Obama 
has claimed that a future Iranian 
WMD could be stopped by the 
“same mechanisms we have today, 
including--if necessary--military 
options” (2015). Therefore, if after 
10 -- 15 years the rhetoric of the 
Iranian regime remains the same, 
the United States has essentially 
bound itself to the very war it sought 
to avoid.

 Here again is another 
example of the Obama 
administration projecting American 
norms onto a regime that is 
staunchly opposed to America’s 
interests and allies. According to 
statistical data, up to 25% of the 
Iranian population is willing to 
die for the Islamic Republic (Daly, 
2012). This willingness to throw 
down one’s life for Iran can be 
attributed to any number of reasons, 
but it does mean that many Iranians 
would not shy away from a military 

confrontation. This combativeness 
may also extend to the Iranian 
government, which is considered 
one of the largest state sponsors of 
terror in the world, funding groups 
like Hezbollah, Hamas, and the 
Taliban (U.S. Department of State, 
2011). Given the willingness of 
both the Iranian government and 
populace to carry out and sponsor 
acts of violence, it stands to reason 
that a nuclear-equipped Iran could 
present a significant risk to other 
Middle-Eastern nations. 

 While it may have 
been convenient to ignore the 
longstanding cultural ramifications 
of the current Iranian regime and 
its animosity against both Israel 
and the United States, the Obama 
administration may have left the 
United States in an impossible 
position. They hedged their bets that 
Iran is bluffing about its intention 
to destroy its enemies and will 
undergo a change of heart before 
the deal expires--a lofty gamble for 
a President to make.

THE TRUE ROLE OF THE 
US MILITARY

The Iraq War:
 The invasion of Iraq was 

supposed to last three weeks, but 
instead drudged on well into 2011 
for a grand total of more than 
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eight years (Bacevich, p. 252). Is 
it not unreasonable to attribute 
this disastrous miscalculation to 
President Bush’s decision to sign 
National Security Presidential 
Directive No. 24, granting 
control over postwar Iraq to the 
Department of Defense instead of 
the Department of State. The job 
of the Pentagon is to “provide the 
military forces needed to deter war 
and to protect the security of our 
country”--not to engage in nation 
building (U.S. Department of 
Defense, 2015). While there is no 
guarantee that Secretary Powell or 
Secretary Rice could have navigated 
the waters of post-Hussein Iraq, the 
State Department is well-versed in 
matters of diplomacy and would, at 
the very least, understand the true 
ramifications of a regime change 
and know how to establish and 
sustain a new Iraqi government. 
Instead, the Department of Defense 
virtually ensured a disaster before 
the war even began.

 Rumsfeld and General 
Tommy Franks, then Commander of 
the U.S. Central Command, agreed 
on a troop number of 170,000 for 
the initial invasion of Iraq (Bacevich, 
p. 248). This was less than half of the 
troops present during the First Gulf 
War, a number impossibly small to 
carry out a regime change. When 

reports of mass looting and chaos 
appeared almost immediately after 
Saddam Hussein’s removal, Donald 
Rumsfeld allegedly “mocked 
[the reports] as exaggerated and 
misleading.” According to him, the 
plan for a new, America-friendly 
coalition government was unfolding 
smoothly. From a purely military 
standpoint, he was correct; the 
mission was to overthrow Saddam 
Hussein, and the U.S. military 
had done so with little resistance. 
However, his precipitous victory 
declarations ignored the fact that 
Baghdad had become “a lawless 
frontier” as any sense of order 
collapsed almost immediately 
(Bacevich, p. 253).

 The Department of 
Defense had attempted to assist 
Iraq’s transition and continue 
President Bush’s assertion that the 
U.S. was “ending tyranny in the 
world” by creating the Office of 
Reconstruction and Humanitarian 
Assistance (ORHA) under Jay 
Garner (Bacevich, p. 268). The 
fundamental problem lies more in 
the Bush administration’s delusions 
that the removal of Hussein would 
spawn a free society and initiate a 
democracy cascade throughout the 
Middle East than in the lack of 
funding, resources, and forethought 
plaguing ORHA. However, the 
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United States had committed itself 
to the task, and there was nobody 
left to blame when democracy did 
not come. Moreover, the Pentagon 
was expected to construct an 
entire country, including its entire 
infrastructure, from scratch. This 
was not in Donald Rumsfeld’s area 
of expertise.

 When L. Paul Bremer 
replaced Jay Garner as head of the 
newly named Coalition Provisional 
Authority (CPA) in May of 
2003, the true inadequacies of the 
Department of Defense began to 
manifest themselves in spectacular 
ways. Bremer had minimal 
knowledge of both the Arab World 
and of nation building, instead 
relying on his idealistic views of 
democracy and post-war occupation 
to govern. In sync with official 
U.S. policy of imposing Western 
liberalism onto rapidly failing states 
and destroying the remnants of 
the old status quo in favor of “new 
beginnings,” Bremer issued his most 
notorious directives disbanding the 
Iraqi army and prohibiting old Baath 
Party officials from participating in 
government. His will to succeed was 
simply not enough to overpower the 
unemployment, discord, and overall 
resentment created by the American 
occupation of Iraq.

 By failing to include the 

Iraqi people in their plans, the Bush 
administration and the military 
commanders found themselves 
in an intractable bind after the 
capture of Saddam Hussein. Many 
had spent months arguing that an 
expulsion of all Baathist officials 
would catapult Iraq into its new role 
as a catalyst for the transition to the 
“Greater Middle East”. However, 
when the insurgencies continued 
after the overthrow of Hussein, 
the administration had a hard time 
justifying or recanting their once 
dogmatic assertions.

 Assuming that the Bush 
administration was determined 
to enter Iraq regardless of the 
actual situation, the most obvious 
remediation to these problems 
would have been larger State 
Department oversight of post-
invasion operations. Even within the 
Pentagon, bureaus like the Office 
of Stability and Peace Operations, 
which contradicted Rumsfeld’s 
assertions that the “postwar 
reconstructions of Iraq would 
follow a new model--the minimalist 
approach” were often sidelined. 
Paul Wolfowitz articulated quite 
clearly the erroneous calculations 
that the Pentagon made in his 
appearance before the House 
Budget Committee. “It’s hard to 
conceive that it would take more 



55

forces to provide stability in post-
Hussein Iraq than it would take 
to conduct the war itself and to 
secure the surrender of Hussein’s 
security forces and his army. 
Hard to imagine” (Packer, p. 115). 
While it might have been hard to 
imagine then, history does not look 
favorably on the neoconservative’s 
commitment to regime change 
without a true commitment to 
nation building. As George Packer 
so eloquently stated, “what had been 
left out of the planning were the 
Iraqis themselves” (p. 82)

The Iran Nuclear Deal
 While President Bush 
expanded the role of the military 
and created an American public 
wary of any use of force, President 
Obama over-corrected in the 
opposite direction by negotiating a 
deal with Iran without the credible 
threat of military action. Officials 
in the Obama administration 
backtracked on their initial 
promises, demonstrating a marked 
departure from the rhetoric of the 
first few years in office. On October 
7, 2008, then-Senator Obama 
proclaimed that he would do 
“everything required to prevent [the 
bomb]…we will never take military 
actions off of the table” (Dershowitz, 
Kindle.) By June 1, 2015, as the 

window of opportunity for long-
delayed nuclear deal was coming to 
a close, the proclamations were quite 
different. “A military solution will 
not fix it…it will temporarily slow 
down and Iranian nuclear program, 
but it will not eliminate it…”
 While President Obama may 
have succeeded in convincing the 
American people that he was taking 
a hard line, his early reiterations 
that “no options, including military, 
are off the table” failed to persuade 
the Iranian regime itself. Ayatollah 
Khamenei correctly assumed that 
the Obama administration would 
never use military force against his 
nation. The Iranians were and still 
are well aware of the dismal public 
sentiment of war after the Bush 
administration’s invasion of Iraq, a 
military effort that has effectively 
demolished any chance of mounting 
enough public support for another 
military endeavor (Dershowitz, 
Kindle).
 Additionally, the Iranians 
also believed that key American 
allies (with the possible exception 
of Israel) would not support another 
regime change effort. The Ayatollah 
judged that the decision of the Bush 
administration to push ahead in 
2003 without the explicit approval 
of the UN Security Council would 
not be repeated by the Obama 
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administration, especially since the 
British had already expressed their 
disapproval of military action by the 
U.S. or Israel (Phelan, 2012). With 
three of Iran’s greatest enemies 
fighting amongst themselves, 
the threat of a military force was 
effectively taken off the table.
 With few credible 
bargaining measures, the American 
delegation found itself making 
concessions that deviated sharply 
from the promises they had vowed 
to uphold. In the beginning of 
negotiations, the stated goal of the 
P5+1 delegation was a complete 
halt of all Iranian enrichment and 
reprocessing (Gerson, 2015). In the 
final version of the JCPOA, Iran 
was allowed up to 300kg of uranium 
enriched at no more than 3.67% 
(Kimball, 2016). Additionally, 
U.S. officials initially condemned 
Iran’s ballistic missile test firing-
-an important step in developing 
missiles capable of carrying nuclear 
warheads--as a violation of the UN 
Resolution 2231 (Washington Post, 
2016). While there is technically a 
provision in the JCPOA issuing an 
arms and missile embargo, its 8-year 
duration and verbatim denial by 
Ayatollah Khamenei render it both 
fleeting and ineffective (Dershowitz, 
Kindle).
  Now, the only way that 

America would be allowed to use 
force is if Iran egregiously violated 
the terms of the deal, although 
detecting these violations would be a 
challenge given the relative freedom 
granted to the Iranian regime. Many 
experts have called into question 
Obama’s assertion that the deal “is 
the most comprehensive verification 
regime ever negotiated,” citing the 
stipulation giving Iran up to 24 
days’ advance notice before weapons 
inspectors can enter (The White 
House, 2015). But according to 
Senator Bob Corker, former House 
Foreign Relations Committee 
Chairman, Iran may have even 
more time to hide or destroy illicit 
material. According to the JCPOA, 
site visits require a notice detailing 
what inspectors are suspicious of. 
“So you’re signaling to Iran what 
you’re looking for,” Corker explained 
(Gordon, 2015).
 Furthermore, language in 
the JCPOA states that requests for 
access pursuant to the provisions 
listed “will be made…with due 
observance of the sovereign rights 
of Iran” (Dershowitz, Kindle). This 
phrase is vague at best and dangerous 
at worst, possibly allowing Iran to 
deny access to questionable military 
sites. Ambiguous wording and 
lenient stipulations, combined with 
the belief that the U.S. military will 
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not dare approach Tehran, has left 
the Iranian regime energized by 
its diplomatic victory and the U.S. 
largely hesitant of what the future 
will bring.
 This deal was supposed to 
be a simple exchange: A complete 
reprisal of nuclear capabilities by 
Iran for relief from nuclear-related 
sanctions. By the time the JCPOA 
was signed, Iran had managed 
to extricate itself from sanctions 
while retaining a limited stockpile 
of uranium, nuclear reactors and 
enrichment capabilities, all of which 
could legally be expanded after 10 
to 15 years. It is thus widely viewed 
that the JCPOA served to delay 
Iranian nuclear capabilities rather 
than dismantle them, a noticeable 
departure from the lofty promises of 
the American delegation on the eve 
of negotiations. While the Obama 
administration’s inability to display a 
strong military threat to the Iranian 
regime should be criticized as an 
abject failure and a lost opportunity, 
the true ramifications of this 
“historic diplomatic breakthrough” 
have yet to reveal themselves (The 
White House, 2015). As author 
Alan Dershowitz proclaimed, 
“diplomacy is better than war, but 
bad diplomacy can cause bad wars.” 
Only time will tell.

CONCLUSION
  More than fifteen years 
have passed since the deadliest 
terrorist attack on American soil, 
ushering in a new wave of Middle 
Eastern policy initiatives by both 
the Bush administration and the 
Obama administration. Much of 
the recent literature has attempted 
to distinguish between the Iraq War 
and the Iran Nuclear Deal in terms of 
political party affiliation or conflict 
mediation strategy, opting to declare 
one method as more effective than 
the other instead of examining the 
limitations and failures of both. It is 
perhaps more useful to understand 
the flaws of these two starkly 
contrasting measures, opening the 
door for a more effective policy in 
the future that could avoid common 
errors present throughout both 
administrations.
 Critics argue that both 
presidents were operating within 
such a high stakes environment 
that the need for a preemptive 
invasion or agreement was necessary 
to secure the immediate safety of 
the United States, regardless of 
future consequences. This is true 
in some regard--the role of the 
Commander-in-Chief should never 
be downplayed, and the American 
public is necessarily sheltered from 
the evolving threat matrix and real-
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time national security information 
that permeates Washington every 
minute of the day. However, 
panicked fervor is not an excuse for 
ill-conceived invasions or poorly 
designed initiatives, and both 
administrations allowed their desire 
to craft a coherent policy to devolve 
into hasty implementations that 
lacked significant foresight.
 Both President Bush 
and President Obama left their 
successors with a new onslaught of 
Middle Eastern crises to navigate. 
The current day problems plaguing 
the region can be attributed to both 
administrations’ eagerness to act, 
disregard for cultural ramifications, 
and idealistic views of the military’s 
role. It is now up to President 
Trump and his team to observe the 
mistakes made in recent years and 
learn from them, both to restore 
American credibility as well as to 
address conflicts that have broken 
out around the world. The United 
States government must understand 
the nuances of the Middle East 
and address them in good faith 
as well as with great acumen. The 
Trump administration should be 
prepared to do so, and will soon find 
themselves forced to draft their own 
answer to the ultimate question--
war or diplomacy?
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Fundamentalism, 

Secularization, and Politics 

in South Asia

ABSTRACT

 The contemporary survival and growth of religious fundamentalism 
in India, Pakistan, and Afghanistan has continued to defy the secularization 
thesis—the notion that as societies secularize, religion retreats and loses societal 
and cultural significance. I first seek to evaluate the claim that fundamentalist 
movements are best understood contextually as a resistance to secularization. 
Finding this explanation helpful but insufficient, I subsequently consider the 
political forces that drive the development of such movements across India, 
Pakistan, and Afghanistan. The analysis of these three cases implicates the 
value of analyzing the relationship of fundamentalism with state authority, 
nationalism, and geostrategy. The trajectory of fundamentalism in the region 
is more influenced by these broad political forces than by either religious or 
ideological appeal.

By Liam Kraft
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INTRODUCTION

 The last forty years in 
international politics have given 
way to discrepancy in the Weberian 
notion of a secularization thesis. 
Proponents of the secularization 
thesis contended that secularization 
would proceed until religious 
faith became no more than an 
artifact, pertinent to individuals 
but irrelevant to society as a whole; 
however, one such proponent, 
Berger, recognizes the flaw in this 
thesis—that the secularization of 
the world could and has spurred 
religious resistance in the way of 
fundamentalist movements (1992). 
For Emerson and Hartman, 
fundamentalism is a “contextual 
phenomenon,” which “cannot be 
understood apart from modernity 
nor exist outside modernity” (2006, 
129). In this paper, I first evaluate 
Emerson and Hartman’s claim 
on the fundamentalist experience 
comparatively across three 
countries—India, Pakistan, and 
Afghanistan—by examining the 
degree to which fundamentalism 
has arisen as a reaction to 
secularization efforts. I argue that 
secularization and modernity play 
significant roles in the ideological 
basis for fundamentalism, but do not 
sufficiently explain its development 

and sustenance. In the last portion of 
my paper, I argue that the trajectory 
of fundamentalist movements in 
these countries is largely indebted to 
political factors such as the efficacy 
of fundamentalism as a means of 
capturing state authority, promoting 
nationalism, and supporting 
geostrategic aims. 

SECULARIZATION 
AND FUNDAMENTALISM

 Norris and Inglehart 
(2004) reach a verdict that is 
strongly influential toward the 
theoretical argument of my 
paper. They conceptualize the 
notion of the “existential security 
hypothesis,” in which enthusiasm 
for religious revival is driven by 
key human needs: security, safety, 
and predictability. Building off 
this notion, modernization and 
specifically secularization, present 
uncertainties that “people try to 
reduce by searching for new secure 
self-identities,’ and often…find 
them in religion” (Corbridge et al. 
2013, 191). In one light, the rise of 
fundamentalist movements can be 
seen as a reaction to the attempted 
demotion of religion in politics and 
society characteristic to modernity. 
Indeed, the notion of moving toward 
a more secular state poses serious 
challenges to the fabric of these 
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intensely religious societies, creating 
gaps between political life and the 
everyday life of citizens. While the 
context of secularization in each of 
these cases varies, India, Pakistan, 
and Afghanistan are linked by these 
gaps and struggle to define the 
relationship between religion and 
politics; the comparative effects of 
secularization are examined under 
this framework in the following 
sections.

Hindu Nationalism in India
 Though debate exists 
on whether or not the Hindu 
nationalist movement should be 
characterized as a fundamentalist 
movement, ultimately Indian 
Hindu nationalists follow many 
fundamentalist tendencies. Hindu 
nationalists promote the selective 
reassertion of Hindu religious 
traditions, they hold a dualistic 
worldview in which Muslims and 
Christians are amalgamated into a 
group of “others,” and they engage 
in revisionism so as to inculcate 
a Hindu revivalist worldview. 
The primary Hindu nationalist 
organization, the Rashtriya 
Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS), gained 
much of its ideological clout by 
manifesting itself in the image of 
a natural, apolitical backlash by 
devout Hindus against a “culturally 

insensitive, westernized, and 
corrupted state” (Hansen 1999, 10). 
The secularization of India under 
the long-standing governance of 
the Congress Party, as championed 
by Gandhi and Nehru, ran against 
the ingrained religiousness and 
spirituality of Indian society, creating 
a gap between Indian political 
culture and everyday life. Indeed, 
the clear separation of religion 
from political and business affairs 
is thoroughly rejected by a large 
portion of India’s “new middle class” 
and across the country (Corbridge 
et al. 2013, 189). Increasingly, the 
Hindu nationalist movement has 
aimed to create a more exclusive, 
Hindu-based definition of India, 
in stark contrast to the pluralistic 
and secular India advanced by the 
Congress Party. This secularizing 
and pluralizing trend was brought 
to a head in the 1980s with the 
reservation of government jobs 
for the lower-castes in 1989 (Luce 
2007, 150). With such an embedded 
opposition to secularism in India, 
the rise of Hindu nationalism 
must at least, in part, be viewed as 
a resistance to increasingly secular 
modernity. Nevertheless, the 
RSS existed long before Hindu 
nationalism gained a prominent 
role in Indian politics, with the 
form of religion practiced by these 
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fundamentalists divergent from the 
everyday religious practices of most 
Indians. 

Islamic Fundamentalism in Pakistan
 March portrays the 
modernity of political Islam as 
a “truism,” since the activism of 
Islamists must be geared towards 
specifically modern political, 
social, economic, and cultural 
challenges (2015, 107). For 
Pakistan, fundamentalism grew as 
an opposition to attempts by early 
leaders such as Muhammad Ali 
Jinnah, Ayub Khan, and Zulfikar 
Ali Bhutto to establish Pakistan 
as a secular state. Despite his 
commitment to liberalism and 
secularism, Jinnah, the founder 
of Pakistan, was deliberately 
ambiguous about the role Islam 
would play in the new state in order 
to unify the partition movement. 
This tactic incidentally left room 
for an embedded opposition from 
conservative Islamist voices, which 
grew more robust after Jinnah’s 
death (Hoodbhoy 2007). Bhutto’s 
attempts to mask his own secularism 
were unconvincing for his fervent 
Islamist opponents, who challenged 
the trend of secularization 
since Pakistan’s inception. His 
manipulation of the 1977 elections 
resulted in a military coup in 1977 

by Zia-ul-Haq, an Islamist who 
subsequently led the Islamization 
of the state (Paul 2014, 136-38). 
Indeed, the ideological message of 
Sunni fundamentalists in Pakistan 
runs diametrically opposed to the 
idea of a secular state, as they have 
argued Islam is the “sole reason d’etre 
for Pakistan,” and that the original 
purpose of the state was to create a 
government accordant with Islamic 
principles and law (Mukherjee 
2010, 343). Every Pakistani 
leader since Zia, who dabbled in 
secularization in moderation, has 
been met by extreme opposition 
from powerful right-wing religious 
groups within Pakistan. For 
instance, General Musharraf ’s early 
intent in 1999 to make Pakistan 
more secular emboldened rather 
than weakened fundamentalist 
forces within Pakistan. Even so, the 
moderate Barelvi sect has always 
commanded a larger following 
than the fundamentalist Deobandi 
Salafi sects in Pakistan. As in 
India, religious synchrony between 
fundamentalists and a majority of 
everyday citizens was limited. 

The Taliban in Afghanistan
 In Afghanistan, modernity 
and secularization were imposed 
forcefully under PDPA (People’s 
Democratic Party of Afghanistan) 
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control and later Soviet occupation 
in the 1980s. The Afghans stood 
united against the Soviets out of 
common opposition to outside 
control and the Soviet-style 
secularization and modernization 
efforts led by the PDPA. Meanwhile, 
an extensive network of madrasas 
was established in southeastern 
Afghanistan and northwestern 
Pakistan, where fundamentalist 
Islam was nurtured as part of the 
resistance to the secular Soviets. 
With its ingrained ethnic and tribal 
divisions, however, the Afghan 
alliance was superficial, and civil 
war followed the Soviet defeat. 
The war left Afghanistan devoid 
of adequate state infrastructure, 
and Afghans across the country 
faced tremendous uncertainty, 
due to ruined agricultural fields 
and pervasive crime and violence. 
Moreover, they felt betrayed when 
the West abandoned its interest 
in helping to rebuild the country 
(Abbas 2014, 59-61). The Taliban 
movement seized on the profound 
sense of insecurity felt by millions of 
Afghans in the wake of the Soviet 
occupation and subsequent civil 
war by demonstrating its ability to 
provide for law, order, and stability. 
While the Taliban ideology was, in 
part, fueled by the firm injection of 
modernity and secularism, Barfield 

importantly notes that any ideology 
or regime that could usher in 
stability and security in the wake of 
the civil war chaos was preferable 
to the Afghans. Indeed, the Taliban 
did not even fully implement its 
radical ideology until after it had 
come to power in Afghanistan 
(Barfield 2010, 257). The Taliban’s 
“law-and-order platform” fueled 
its rapid success rather than the 
fundamentalist ideology upon which 
it was centered. Thus, for Afghans, it 
was less the ideological or religious 
appeal of fundamentalism itself than 
the appeal of what the Taliban had 
to offer that allowed the movement 
to take root in an already intensely 
religious society. 

POLITICAL DEVELOPMENT 
OF FUNDAMENTALISM

 A common trope in the 
ideological appeal of fundamentalist 
movements in India, Pakistan, and 
Afghanistan is the presence of 
existential insecurities amongst the 
countries’ support bases, which were 
provoked by modernization and 
secularism. Though it is evident in 
all three cases that fundamentalism 
is at least partially a contextual 
phenomenon, shaped by varying 
exposures to secularization, 
fundamentalism cannot alone 
explain the development and 
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survival of fundamentalist 
movements in the region. The 
limited ideological and religious 
synchrony between fundamentalist 
movements and the populace 
of these countries indicates the 
presence of more robust dynamics 
sustaining fundamentalism in the 
region. There are key political factors 
in India, Pakistan, and Afghanistan 
responsible for the survival, 
flourishing, and overall trajectory 
of fundamentalist movements; 
these forces are the subject of the 
remainder of this paper.

Hindu Nationalism in India
 In India, the rise of Hindu 
nationalism was significantly 
motivated by the notion of creating a 
unified political community so as to 
enhance state authority. For Hindu 
nationalists, Hindutva is taken less 
as a re-establishment of “Hinduness” 
than it is as a nationalistic assertion 
of the political unity of people with 
a common culture, racial connection, 
and geographic origin (Corbridge 
et al. 2013, 180). Moreover, despite 
the organizational and ideological 
strengths of the RSS, much of the 
political development of Hindu 
nationalism is owed to the decline 
of the Congress Party in the 1980s. 
Indira Gandhi’s measures during 
the Emergency of 1975-1977 

undermined the Party’s institutions 
and broke the backbone of its 
overwhelming popular support 
(Ruparelia and Manor 2011, 204-
5). Coupled with this decline, the 
political and economic domination 
of the upper castes was threatened 
by the Party’s measures to mobilize 
traditionally stagnant segments of 
the population, such as Muslims 
and the lower castes. 
 Robust sentiments emerged 
across India that a stronger, less 
corrupt government was needed in 
order to bring India to the position 
in the world to which it was entitled. 
It is this transformative vision that 
the RSS and its political party 
component, the BJP, advanced. 
The Hindu nationalist movement 
forged appeals to upper caste 
groups that were threatened by the 
development of formal equality-
based democracy with nationalistic 
appeals to impoverished and lower-
caste groups (Hansen 1999, 8-9). 
Though the RSS and BJP have often 
clashed with one another over the 
last thirty years, the BJP’s ability to 
work within the confines of India’s 
democratic government—making 
political and ideological concessions 
and forming coalitions—has been 
key to the sustenance of the Hindu 
nationalist movement. The BJP 
has effectively oscillated between 
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moderate and radical agendas in 
order to work within the democratic 
constraints of India’s body politic 
( Jaffrelot 2013, 885). Pressures 
from the RSS to move towards a 
more fundamentalist agenda have 
been constant, but the BJP’s ability 
to navigate the electoral politics 
of India have allowed Hindu 
nationalism to capture greater 
shares of state power.

Islamic Fundamentalism in Pakistan
 Likely the strongest case 
of political factors fueling the 
development of fundamentalist 
movements lies in Pakistan. For Zia, 
the political utility of Islamization 
was twofold. He believed Islam 
was the only force that could build 
national unity, and the religion 
presented Zia with a “pretext for 
perpetuating his military rule” in 
order to prevent the Pakistan People’s 
Party from succeeding in freely 
contested elections (Mukherjee 
2010, 343). Furthermore, Zia was 
empowered to push his Islamization 
program with the money gained as a 
result of Pakistan’s importance in the 
ongoing war in Afghanistan. Zia’s 
Islamization efforts are emblematic 
of a broader trend at the heart of 
Pakistani politics. Paul refers to a 
perpetual “struggle over the soul of 
Islam” in Pakistan, which has turned 

fundamentalism and sectarianism 
into tools for politicians and elites to 
pursue their objectives (2014, 131). 
This strategic use of fundamentalism, 
in turn, has exacerbated divides 
between fundamentalist Deobandi 
Sunnis, relatively moderate Barelvi 
Sunnis, and Shias within Pakistan, 
while reinforcing extremist Islam 
and unintentionally challenging the 
same state authority fundamentalism 
was supposed to enhance.  
 The Pakistani government 
has also offered operating space 
and support to Islamist forces so as 
to support its foreign and security 
policy of maintaining a subservient 
Afghanistan and countering 
India. In the process, large swaths 
of the Pakistani army have been 
indoctrinated by Islamist ideology. 
Benazir Bhutto’s support for the 
Taliban in the Afghan Civil War 
perhaps marked the apotheosis of 
the state’s support for fundamentalist 
movements, influenced in large part 
by Bhutto’s coalition partner, the 
JUI and its right-wing chairman of 
the Parliamentary Foreign Affairs 
Committee, Fazal-ur-Rehman. 
The JUI was key in organizing 
the madrasas in the Northwest 
Frontier Provinces (NWFP) and 
Federally Administered Tribal 
Areas (FATA) of Pakistan, where 
many refugees from the Afghan 



72

war lived. Finally, external political 
forces—namely the export of 
Wahhabism by Saudi Arabia—have 
provided significant support to 
fundamentalism in Pakistan. After 
the Iranian Revolution, Pakistan 
became embroiled in the sectarian 
proxy strategies of Iran and Saudi 
Arabia—as the latter began backing 
radical Wahhabism in Pakistan—
which had a strong influence on 
its madrasa education system (Paul 
2014, 144). Arab support, in general, 
has helped fundamentalist groups 
grow “by leaps and bounds” within 
Pakistan (Mukherjee 2010, 348). 
This is consistent with Nasr’s claim 
that weak states like Pakistan are 
intensely vulnerable to becoming 
“arenas of competition between 
outside actors,” which subsequently 
“polarizes politics along identity 
lines” (2000, 188). Thus, the 
development of fundamentalism 
within Pakistan is largely due to 
the perceived ability of Islamic 
revivalism to increase state authority 
and national unity and serve the 
geostrategic interests of Pakistan 
and external players. 

The Taliban in Afghanistan
 The limits to the Taliban’s 
ideological appeal as a backlash to 
modernization in Afghanistan are 
evidenced by the ease with which the 

Afghan people allowed U.S. forces 
to expel the movement in 2001. A 
significant majority of the Afghan 
people are members of the most 
liberal of the four Sunni schools of 
thought, the Hanafi sect. The rise of 
the Taliban in the 1990s was thus 
influenced greatly by external help—
specifically from Pakistan and Saudi 
Arabia. The stability of the Taliban 
state—financially, politically, 
and militarily—was in large part 
dependent on aid from Pakistan 
as part of the latter’s geostrategic 
goal of controlling Afghanistan 
through the Taliban (Barfield 2010, 
264). Pakistan was well aware that 
the Taliban was always more of 
a vigilante militia than a capable 
governing body, and the nation 
contributed diplomatic support to 
the Taliban in order to pursue deals 
with tribal and ethnic groups in 
northern Afghanistan (Abbas 2014, 
69). Ultimately, Pakistan could only 
do a certain amount to prop up the 
Taliban and, when the U.S. invaded 
Afghanistan, Afghans perceived the 
Taliban as a failure. 
 Barfield contends that 
extreme groups of any kind cannot 
merely cast visions of “reclaiming a 
lost homeland” but must bring about 
its transformation (2010, 256). In 
order to lead a resurgence amidst 
NATO occupation, the Taliban had 
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to moderate their ideology, take 
advantage of Pakistan’s continued 
covert support, and once again 
exploit Kabul’s inability to provide 
for local security, law, and economic 
development. The Taliban honed 
in on the deep-seeded Afghan 
distrust of foreign occupiers and 
values by advocating for the latter’s 
expulsion while toning down their 
fundamentalism and intolerance of 
other sects. Meanwhile, Pakistan 
gave the Taliban leadership refuge 
in Baluchistan, permitted them to 
place training centers within FATA, 
and facilitated the recruitment of 
fighters emerging from the madrasas 
(Abbas 2014, 69). Saudi Arabia, 
too, contributed to the fostering of 
radicalism in Afghanistan, with its 
extensive support of the madrasa 
system and promotion of its ultra-
conservative Wahhabi brand of 
Islam. The Taliban thus capitalized 
on the deficiencies of Afghan state 
authority—which manifested in 
local Afghani grievances and vital 
external support—in order to lead a 
revival within Afghanistan. 

COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS
 It is evident that the 
political forces shaping the rise, 
development, and sustenance 
of fundamentalist movements 
have differed sizably across India, 

Pakistan, and Afghanistan. In 
India, the Hindu nationalist 
movement has been used as a 
method of building state authority 
and creating national unity, albeit 
on ethno-religious nationalistic 
terms. In Pakistan, perhaps even 
more so, Islamization and support 
for fundamentalist Islamic groups 
have been key political strategies for 
constructing greater state authority 
and navigating the challenging 
religio-political landscape of the 
country. Dually so, the Pakistani 
state and external actors have 
supported Islamic fundamentalism 
because of its ability to approach 
their geostrategic aims. Geostrategy, 
however, has had no greater impact on 
the development of fundamentalism 
than in Afghanistan, where Pakistan 
directly or indirectly facilitated the 
original rise of the Taliban, its 
survival when the U.S. invaded, and 
its resurgence in the mid-late 2000s. 
 It is also evident that the 
nature of fundamentalist movements 
differs amongst these countries. For 
India, the success of the Hindu 
nationalist movement is tied to 
its ability to pursue power within 
the democratic constraints of the 
government, evidenced by the BJP’s 
oscillation strategy. Fundamentalist 
movements in Pakistan have, too, 
operated within the confines of the 
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state apparatus—as exemplified by 
Zia’s Islamization initiatives—but 
there are a myriad of fundamentalist 
groups that foster radicalism and 
operate subversively out of the 
more lightly governed NWFP and 
FATA. In Afghanistan, as Barfield 
states, the Taliban has remained 
a vigilante militia that governs a 
state within the state (2010), and 
it has periodically waged warfare 
against the Kabul government and 
the North. The differentiation in 
the character of these movements 
gives merit to my contention that 
political forces are as important in 
understanding fundamentalism as 
are the modernity and secularization 
against which these movements 
are reacting. The contextual 
phenomenality of fundamentalism 
as a resistance to modernization 
is helpful in understanding the 
ideological and religious catalyzers 
of the movements themselves, 
but considerations of nationalism, 
state authority, and geostrategy 
are imperative in explaining their 
development and survival in each 
country. 

CONCLUSION
 The rise of fundamentalism 
in the last forty years has 
undermined the credibility of the 
secularization thesis and the notion 

that religion will devolve into 
an artifact that has meaning for 
individuals but not overall society. 
Emerson and Hartman’s claim 
helps construct an understanding 
of fundamentalism as an ideological 
resistance to modernity and 
secularization. It does not, however, 
explain why fundamentalist 
movements developed and survived 
despite significant ideological 
and religious divergence between 
those movements and the majority 
populations. To comprehend the 
development and lasting power of 
fundamentalism in India, Pakistan, 
and Afghanistan, broad political 
factors, such as the struggle to build 
and maintain state authority, the 
assertion of national identities, and 
the ingrained foreign policies of 
regional and outside actors alike, 
must be considered. Coupled with 
Emerson and Hartman’s thesis, 
the political forces and dilemmas 
I identify in the region aid our 
understanding of fundamentalism’s 
successes in the twenty-first 
century. Ultimately, religious 
fundamentalism remains a powerful 
force in South Asian politics as 
Narendra Modi and the BJP lead 
the Indian government, the Taliban 
resurges in Afghanistan, and 
subversive fundamentalist groups 
continue to operate within Pakistan. 
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Forecasting a Peaceful 

Resolution of the Taiwan 

Issue
Complex Interdependence Theory, the 

Importance of Taiwanese Identity and the 

Bleak Predictions of the Cross-Strait 

Security Dilemma

 One of the biggest sources of contention between the U.S. and 
China is the issue of Taiwan—the U.S. maintains that it is determined to 
protect Taiwan’s right to a mutually-agreed upon, non-coercive resolution, 
while China prefers to settle the matter peacefully, but would not hesitate 
to use force if Taiwan were to move towards independence in any way. As 
important as forecasting and avoiding war is, we should also examine the 
possibility of peace and look towards policies that may promote this outcome. 
A peaceful resolution of the Taiwan issue in the next fifteen years is forecasted 
with high probability (relative to other theories) by the theory of complex 
interdependence, where cross-Strait relations improve to the extent that the 
people of Taiwan support a reunification and move towards China at the cost 
of having to adjust their identity. The theory of defensive realism, describing 
a security dilemma, would forecast peaceful resolution with a very low 
probability over the Taiwan issue. Overall, the analysis focuses on peaceful 
resolution via peaceful reunification, but “peaceful resolution” could include 
both peaceful independence and peaceful reunification outcomes.

By Emily Zhou
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 Before going into the de-
tails of which theories do and do not 
predict peaceful resolution of the Tai-
wan issue, this paper will first address 
some of the difficulties of forecasting 
this scenario. First, the current situ-
ation is full of uncertainties because 
of the combination of U.S. stance of 
strategic ambiguity. “America’s de-
cades-old policy of strategic ambigu-
ity is based on the idea that keeping 
the two sides guessing about how 
the United States will react in a cri-
sis restrains Taiwan’s tendency toward 
recklessness and Beijing’s tendency 
toward aggression.” China’s lack of 
use of military force in response to 
Taiwan’s leadership declaring that 
Taiwan is independent, such as for-
mer president Lee Teng-hui stating 
that “Taiwan is Taiwan, and not a 
part of China”1 and former president 
Chen Shui-bian saying that “The re-
ality is Taiwan has been a sovereign, 
independent country for more than 
half a century.”2 This makes it diffi-
cult to ascertain to what extent the 
U.S. is willing to uphold the Taiwan 
Relations Act on behalf of Taiwan 
and what constitutes a move towards 
independence that would spur China 
into using military force against Tai-
wan. 

Another factor that makes 
this prediction difficult to make is the 
uncertainties associated with chang-

ing leadership: state-level analysis is 
extremely important, but world lead-
ers have an impact on how countries 
perceive each other and can make 
impacts on the quality and direction 
of the country’s foreign policy. For 
example, the recent public reactions 
to Trump’s interactions with other 
world leaders seems to point to this 
idea that leaders are influential in 
shaping other country’s perceptions 
and actions towards us. This is appli-
cable in the case of Taiwan, China, 
and the U.S., as the U.S. and Taiwan 
recently elected new leadership up for 
reelection in four years’ time. China’s 
Xi Jinping will presumably serve a 
second five-year term and step down 
in 2023, but the direction of the oth-
er two leaders’ policies are yet to be 
established. Therefore, if President 
Trump adopts a more isolationist 
policy and begins to drift away from 
security commitments in East Asia, 
China could be emboldened into put-
ting more pressure on Taiwan and/
or Taiwan could react dramatically in 
the face of an imminent loss of their 
identity. Or, perhaps the newly elect-
ed Tsai Ing-wen will start to reverse 
many of Ma’s policies, try and become 
less connected with China, push the 
depth of U.S. support, and decrease 
chances of peaceful resolution even 
more. 
 With the complexity of the 
issue in mind, one theory that assigns 
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a high probability of a peaceful reso-
lution to the Taiwan is that of com-
plex interdependence. Although the 
probability of peaceful resolution of 
this issue by 2030 is already relatively 
low, since the unwillingness of all par-
ties to provoke major war and strate-
gic ambiguity is current policy which 
forecasts mostly more of the status 
quo, there are a few theories that may 
predict the peaceful resolution out-
come. Of these theories,  complex 
interdependence is the most com-
pelling. Complex interdependence 
theory states that interconnectedness 
at different levels between countries, 
from transnational banking orga-
nizations to unofficial ties between 
governmental officials, to cultural ex-
changes, will increase the probability 
of cooperation between those coun-
tries. 

In the case of China and 
Taiwan, mostly due to Ma Ying-jeou 
holding the presidency from 2008-
2016, exchange between the countries 
increased by a large factor: “Beijing 
opened the mainland market to agri-
cultural products from southern Tai-
wan, an area traditionally unfriendly 
toward China; mainland universities 
meted out preferential treatment to 
Taiwanese students; academic schol-
ars from both sides regularly held joint 
conferences…”3 and Taiwan signed 
the Economic Cooperation Frame-
work Agreement (ECFA), which cut 

tariffs on both sides, paving the way 
for even greater economic integra-
tion between Taiwan and China. This 
theory supports the idea that with 
enough movement towards China, 
the benefits of integration will out-
weigh the costs. These include having 
to accept the One China Principle, 
giving up certain amounts of auton-
omy, and reconciling the distinct Tai-
wanese identity with unification. 

The complex interdepen-
dence theory argues that along with 
closer economic ties, a self-identi-
fication of being more hybrid Tai-
wanese-Chinese should be expected 
between two countries with high 
levels of exchange and common roots 
in history. In younger generations, 
there is the lowest percentage of peo-
ple self-identifying as only Chinese, 
but in 2002, some surveys presented 
almost sixty-percent of the youngest 
generation as seeing themselves as 
both Taiwanese and Chinese.4 There 
is a general trend of the preference 
for identification diverging from be-
ing solely Taiwanese or Chinese to 
being a hybrid identity as the age 
group decreases. This suggests that 
the Taiwanese consensus could more 
accepting of a reunification. In com-
plex interdependence theory, this 
outlook towards Taiwanese identity 
could be due to an increasing number 
of Taiwanese citizens spending time 
in China for business, academics, or 
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otherwise being beneficiaries of Chi-
na and Taiwan’s economic rapproche-
ment in the past decade or so. Thus, 
in this case, complex interdependence 
is applied to forecast peaceful reuni-
fication as the basis of the peaceful 
resolution. 

Regarding the probability 
to this scenario, the outcome is cer-
tainly unlikely, so the chances of a 
peaceful resolution of the Taiwan 
issue are likely below fifty-percent. 
This is not to say that it is impossi-
ble, but considering the conditions 
and contingencies that must precede 
such an outcome, the probability is 
rather low. For example, permanent 
reunification requires Taiwan some-
how being independently compelled 
to join forces with China, Taiwan’s 
calculations being supported by the 
pros of being highly interdependent 
with China, the terms of reunification 
being transparently and properly ne-
gotiated between the two parties, and 
a peaceful transition being possible. 
The details of these contingencies will 
come below, but requiring these pre-
conditions together greatly reduces 
the chances of a peaceful resolution.

The first, and probably most 
important, condition to prevent the 
United States from intervening mil-
itarily, is some indication of a shift of 
Taiwanese identity to either a Tai-
wanese-Chinese identity or a pop-
ular consensus that would accept a 

reunification. This is important be-
cause the U.S. has claimed it is sat-
isfied with any outcome, so long as it 
is mutually negotiated and is absent 
of the influences of coercive tactics.5 
Whether Taiwan as it exists today 
would capitulate and submit to reuni-
fication without some level of coer-
cion contributing to the calculation is 
generally unlikely—absent the fear of 
provoking major war brought about 
by China’s nonstop military buildup 
near the Strait, the Taiwanese would 
support independence.6 

Indeed, “on the more prac-
tical level of economic, cultural and 
day-to-day exchanges, there has been 
considerable flexibility shown by Bei-
jing and Taipei…If political differ-
ences between Beijing and Taipei can 
be managed in such a way as to avoid 
major confrontation, there is every 
reason to expect that cross-Strait ex-
changes will continue to increase in 
the future.”7 Thus it seems that the 
greatest obstacle to reunification un-
der a complex interdependence model 
is that the people of Taiwan do not 
desire it. So, as difficult as reaching 
this consensus is, “Today, no leader 
in Taiwan can start political negotia-
tions with China without first form-
ing a consensus among the Taiwanese 
voters”8 – so this primary precondi-
tion informs and is related to subse-
quent contingencies and conditions. 
 A second condition to the 
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peaceful reunification as forecast-
ed with complex interdependence 
is the fact that the interdependence 
between Taiwan and China must 
continue to grow positively and be-
come an overwhelming counterbal-
ance against the political differences 
that the Taiwanese feel they must 
accept in a reunification scenario. It 
does not appear that letting things 
move at their own pace will achieve 
this scenario: the recent up-trending 
of interdependence between Taiwan 
and China can be associated with the 
opening-up policies adopted by Ma 
Ying-jeou. Certainly, a factor that 
played into Taiwan’s move towards 
greater interdependence with China 
would be the 2008 recession – Tai-
wan was greatly affected, like all other 
countries, and strengthening ties with 
a major trading partner was some-
thing acceptable at the time. With 
the success of the DPP in this latest 
election cycle and rhetoric to the ef-
fect of expressing dissatisfaction with 
the ECFA from Ma’s presidency, it is 
not clear that this interdependence 
will continue. Thus, we have the next 
condition regarding the leadership in 
Taiwan. 
 It is important to the long-
term success of the reunification ef-
fort that the leaders negotiating this 
reunification have the support of the 
majority and are perceived as strong 
leaders willing to negotiate a peaceful 

reunification while keeping Taiwan’s 
best interests at heart. Thus, a condi-
tion to this outcome would be a lead-
er with the support of the Taiwanese 
people, possibly a populist, given the 
recent global ascendancy of populism, 
who will also seek to reduce accusa-
tions that Taiwan is being coerced or 
is otherwise at a disadvantage in the 
negotiations. 

If we consider the possibil-
ity that the leader in Taiwan might 
not have a great coalition of support, 
they would be ousted in the following 
election cycle to be replaced by a more 
satisfying leader who may not support 
the terms of the reunification and seek 
to change or break away from any ne-
gotiations, halting the possibilities of 
continued cooperation between Chi-
na and Taiwan. A rise in factionalism 
has been seen in the past few elections 
in Taiwan, with the formation of two 
parties, the DPP and the KMT: “The 
opposition is so intense that neither 
faction now considers Beijing as their 
opponent or the largest threat; they 
[the political parties] see each other 
as sworn enemies.”9 If this continues, 
then a resolution under one presiden-
cy may be overturned or scaled back 
by a new president. 

If we consider instead the 
scenario in which the leader is some-
what weak and appears to make more 
concessions in the negotiations (per-
haps on issues of autonomy, or who is 
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eligible to be elected to government 
positions post-unification, etc.) and 
is liable to fall in line with Chinese 
demands rather than coming to the 
negotiation table with his or her own 
priorities, the result of the reunifica-
tion is much more liable to be either 
reversed and changed. Furthermore, 
it may meet more resistance in the 
lawmakers at home and may not be 
satisfying for the United States. The 
process of negotiation must contain 
as few surprises as possible, in a way 
that is as transparent as possible to 
preclude a reversal later down the line. 

All the above conditions 
are to come about in the long-term, 
perhaps, even longer-term than the 
fifteen-year span under consideration. 
Thus, one more contingency neces-
sary to add is some random chance 
event to be the catalyst for a peaceful 
reunification. As I mentioned before, 
strategic ambiguity is complicating 
the sending and receiving of policy 
signals and making the desired long-
term bet “wait and see” rather than 
“start negotiations” to avoid push-
ing the envelope too far. Therefore, 
I propose that a necessary condition 
for peaceful reunification to happen 
in the next fifteen years is an event 
that greatly challenges Taiwan and 
involves China in way that compels 
Taiwan to view China positively or 
join forces with it to confront some 
larger threat to the Taiwanese iden-

tity that overshadows its differences 
with the Chinese political system 
and identity. This is tied to the im-
portance of somehow changing Tai-
wanese identity to be more tolerant of 
a reunification scenario. In the realm 
of possibility is an attack on Taiwan 
that comes too close for China’s lik-
ing and creates an environment that 
makes China willing to put boots on 
the ground to help defend Taiwan. In 
this scenario, perhaps even the United 
States would be interested in getting 
involved, leading to increased overall 
cooperation and trust stemming from 
a joint military operation from the 
two powers. 

The origins of such an attack 
and for what reasons are harder to 
predict—perhaps a destabilizing re-
gime in North Korea, or a perceived 
slight from some sort of maritime 
accident that balloons into a bigger 
issue. How this event would happen, 
whether it be some major conflict or 
terrorist attack, natural disaster or an-
thropogenic, it would have to break 
the status quo, which for the past few 
decades, has been the theme of the 
cross-Strait relationship. 

The theory of complex in-
terdependence puts a lot of pressure 
on Taiwan and the people of Taiwan 
for doing most of the adapting and 
changing for unification to come to 
fruition. Another interesting theory 
is a peaceful resolution due to a fully 
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democratized China, which puts the 
pressure on China to change and is 
summarized by Doyle’s democratic 
peace theory. In short, it states that 
mature democracies are less likely to 
be in conflict and more likely to co-
operate. While it is not, a high prob-
ability driver for this outcome occur-
ring in the next fifteen years, China’s 
political party democratizing and 
moving away from the communist 
core and becoming less corrupt would 
be good circumstances for a peaceful 
reunification, as Taiwan would have 
fewer fundamental differences with 
China in the event of a reunification. 
If we “consider those same factors 
[sovereignty, territorial integrity, na-
tional dignity, and respect] for peo-
ple in Taiwan who have no sense of 
political affinity with the mainland”10 
we might conclude that it is hard to 
reverse a trend of separating identity 
and perhaps more feasible to nudge 
along a trend of moving away from 
communism. 

However, I felt that the pre-
conditions for reforming or ousting 
the political party controlling the 
biggest country by population brings 
about the problem that “any demo-
cratic transition in a country the size 
of China is likely to be the work of 
many years, if not generations.”11 In-
deed, such a reunification would only 
be acceptable by Taiwan if China 
were to make a full democratic tran-

sition that would allow for a merging 
of Taiwanese identity and Chinese 
identity and remove military coercion 
on the part of China from the equa-
tion as a necessary tool to get Taiwan 
back. Taiwan, having already democ-
ratized to a great degree in the past 
half century, resists being reunified 
because they feel their identity has 
changed so much that they consider 
themselves a separate country and be-
cause unification with China means 
submitting to what they perceive as 
a corrupt government that would 
not represent Taiwan’s best interests. 
Thus, democratization of China must 
be complete, happen without provok-
ing war with the U.S., and during this 
time, continue to exchange with Tai-
wan and contribute to convincing a 
Taiwanese consensus that would find 
unification with China acceptable. 

In summary, the probabili-
ty of peaceful reunification is rather 
slim. By contrast, it seems that the 
security dilemma in the Strait looms 
large in everyone’s minds when con-
sidering the worst-case scenarios for 
the U.S-China relationship. Defen-
sive realists forecast that China and 
the U.S. will continue to build up 
military defenses to counter perceived 
threats on the other side, which may 
eventually lead to war if there is a 
catalyst event (either accidental per-
ceived slight, or a purposeful Taiwan 
declaring independence and China 
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reacting with force). As Friedberg 
says, “The U.S. objective may be only 
to prevent forceful reunification. But 
China’s threats and ongoing military 
buildup may…[compel Washington 
to]…take other measures designed 
to make it appear more likely that 
the United States would intervene 
if Taiwan were attacked”12 leading 
China to fear an emboldened Tai-
wan making a move towards inde-
pendence. In response, China would 
build up the military across the Strait 
and harden their stance, to which the 
U.S. responds by trying to deter this 
perceived attempt at coercion, and so 
on, making a major conflict between 
the U.S. and China that much more 
likely. Defensive realists therefore cast 
a very low probability that a peaceful 
resolution will occur for Taiwan and 
China. 

Even if the security dilemma 
does not lead to war, defensive real-
ists would find a peaceful resolution 
extremely unlikely due to the United 
States’ changing policies to discour-
age Taiwan from provoking China 
and the consistent buildup opposite 
Taiwan in China. These trends deter 
Taiwan from making actions towards 
independence and further separating 
Taiwanese identity from the Chi-
nese. China’s military buildup across 
the Strait has not ceased: “that [mil-
itary] buildup has continued unin-
terrupted through periods of arms 

sales and periods when arm sales were 
suspended; it continued under Sino-
phobic…presidents and is continuing 
now under the most proengagement 
president [Ma Ying-jeou] Taiwan has 
ever seen.”13 The response from U.S. 
officials may then be to believe that 
supporting Taiwan’s defensive tactics 
and preserving their ability to be on 
equal footing with China is the only 
way forward to prevent China from 
bullying Taiwan into accepting reuni-
fication since the alternative, allowing 
China to continue to put pressure on 
Taiwan unimpeded, is unacceptable 
and wholly un-democratic. 

Additionally, the possibility 
of peaceful reunification with China 
and Taiwan coming together to bal-
ance against some other greater pow-
er is unlikely as well. The more likely 
scenario is that Taiwan joins forces 
with this greater power to balance 
against China much like they have 
done with the U.S. if such an arrange-
ment is possible. It is much more like-
ly that the U.S. continues to try and 
“pivot” towards Asia and defend their 
allies in the region under the defen-
sive realist model and keep China at 
least as a regional hegemon or less and 
prevent the spread of their influence 
in the Asia-Pacific region. To achieve 
this, the U.S. needs to continue sus-
taining Taiwan’s defense and military 
operations with arms sales contracts. 
This reassures their other allies in the 
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area, namely Japan and South Korea, 
and reassures more weakly connected 
allies that the United States would 
also support them in the event that 
China becomes overly pushy in their 
circle of influence. 

With defensive realism, the 
most likely outcome is either an in-
definite ambiguity where Taiwan 
is self-governed because of the de-
terring arms sales tactics used by the 
U.S. to balance against China, who 
would balance back with their con-
stant military presence near the Strait, 
or such a paradigm then leading to 
war between the two powers because 
of some miscalculation. The defensive 
realist position predicts a peaceful re-
unification with very low probability, 
looking at various scenarios where a 
balance of power could push China 
either away from Taiwan or close to it. 

Thus, defensive realism 
in forecasting the future of the 
U.S.-China security relationship pro-
claims more of the same status quo or 
possibly even conflict. Defensive real-
ism in forecasting the future of cross-
Strait relations gives few circumstanc-
es where Taiwan and China would be 
compelled to balance against some 
greater threat. This was part of one of 
the contingencies I defined earlier for 
peaceful reunification to happen, and 
so is part of the reason that there was 
a low probability assigned to peaceful 
reunification, especially from a defen-

sive realist perspective. 
In conclusion, the prospects 

for peaceful resolution are not good. 
In this discussion I have chosen to 
focus in on peaceful reunification 
of Taiwan and China but it is not 
outside the realm of possibility that 
peaceful independence could occur. 
The most compelling theory for pre-
dicting a peaceful resolution is the 
complex interdependence theory, as 
it discourages costly conflict between 
interdependent states that would 
negatively affect U.S., Chinese, and 
Taiwanese interests. The cross-Strait 
relations have recently been improv-
ing steadily, with more Taiwanese 
investing in China and vice versa, for 
example, and may be the precursor to 
more integration due to its already 
perceived benefits. 

The conditions for such a 
reunification, however, put a lot of 
emphasis on various ways that the 
Taiwanese identity, which has been 
cleaving away from that of China’s, 
can be reconciled to make reunifi-
cation an attractive option for the 
Taiwanese people due the U.S.’s in-
sistence that the proceedings are fair. 
A different theory that may not apply 
to this timeline of events, but predicts 
permanent resolution with more opti-
mism, is that of democratic peace the-
ory, depending on China’s successful 
and peaceful transition to democracy. 
On the other hand, defensive realists 
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are the most pessimistic about the 
possibility of peaceful resolution, put-
ting more emphasis on the perpetu-
ation of the security dilemma either 
continuing this limbo of a status quo 
or leading to a major conflict.
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U.S. and China's 

Counterterrorism Initiative

 Over the course of the next ten to fifteen years, U.S.-China 
relations will continue to define international relations at large. The two 
countries’ interactions as global superpowers constitute the driving force of 
international relations, influencing the course of numerous initiatives and 
ideas throughout the world. Particularly with the rise of nuclear weapons 
and the subsequent notion of nuclear deterrence, the focus on military affairs 
has evolved from purely assessing the threat of other countries to including 
the threat of terrorism. Even within the United States, recent affairs have 
focused on defeating terrorist groups like ISIS. In this regard, there is a high 
likelihood that the United States and the People’s Republic of China will 
initiate bilateral relations to tackle the issue of terrorism. From the perspective 
of liberal theory, complex interdependence foretells why the United States 
and China will indicate a desire to cooperate on antiterrorism efforts, while 
institutional liberalism predicts how the two countries will work together to 
tackle this pressing global problem.

By Zhen Wang
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GLOBAL COMMITMENT 
IS REQUIRED TO ADDRESS 

THE EVOLVING THREAT OF 
TERRORISM

 
 While there are numer-
ous definitions of what acts constitute 
terrorism, I will specifically analyze 
terrorism as the use of intentional vi-
olence and intimidation by non-state 
actors in the pursuit of political ob-
jectives. In addition, it is important 
to note that terrorist activity is not 
uniquely isolated to any one geo-
graphic region or type of political 
objective. Likewise, any type of in-
timidation or violence by a state ac-
tor, such as one country purposefully 
sending a military force into another 
country will not be categorized as ter-
rorism. Furthermore, while isolated 
events can be classified as terrorist 
attacks, I will focus on long-term ter-
rorist attacks by the same group com-
mitting multiple interconnected acts 
of violence to achieve one common 
political objective. Since there are 
numerous isolated incidents that vary 
considerably in nature from each oth-
er, it is improbable that any one the-
ory would be effective in predicting 
government initiatives in response to 
such idiosyncratic events; rather, the 
theory can succeed in forecasting how 
nations will react to high frequency 
and large-scale terrorism. 

Over the last fifteen years, 

the world has seen a dramatic in-
crease in both the scope and variety 
of terrorist attacks across the globe; 
from the 9/11 attack on the World 
Trade Center to the rise of Boko 
Haram in Africa, terrorism has be-
come one of the key challenges facing 
all nations. High-profile attacks on 
major cities in Belgium, France, and 
the U.S. have recently forced some of 
the world’s most powerful nations to 
question their defensive abilities and 
to seek out loopholes that allowed 
such attacks to occur. Subsequently, it 
is evident that any one nation’s single 
military force has proven ineffective 
in combating terrorism. Tradition-
al notions of military strategy are 
not aligned to uniquely confront the 
fighting tactics of terrorism, like pro-
tracted guerilla warfare, which cannot 
be directly solved through the might 
of large armies and navies. 

While terrorist attacks are 
increasingly global in scope, their ori-
gin and frequency are largely concen-
trated. Rates of terrorist activity are at 
their highest in the regions of North 
Africa, the Middle East, and South 
Asia. For instance, Boko Haram, 
based in Nigeria, is the deadliest ter-
rorist group in the world in terms of 
civilian casualties. In 2015, the num-
ber of civilians killed by Boko Haram 
in Nigeria was greater than that of all 
other terrorist-related deaths1. I will 
focus on terrorist groups in areas of 
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Africa as an example to forecast why 
and how the U.S. and China may 
jointly enter the region to eradicate 
the militant groups under Boko Ha-
ram. Overall, there is a global increase 
in terrorism, with no signs of slowing 
down; as a result, terrorism will con-
tinue to become an increasingly dire 
foreign policy dilemma for countries 
everywhere, which these nations must 
learn to address. Furthermore, with 
no country demonstrating an effec-
tive means of combating terrorism on 
its own, it is likely that multiple coun-
tries must unite to create a joint force 
in order to combat terrorism.  

LIBERALISM THEORIES OF 
INTERDEPENDENCE 

AND INSTITUTIONALISM 
CAN FORECAST OUTCOMES

When attempting to fore-
cast how the U.S. and China may 
create a joint coalition to combat 
the problems of terrorism, there are 
numerous theories that can predict 
how or why the countries will react; 
however, it is liberal theory and the 
concepts of complex interdependence 
and institutional liberalism that, 
when combined, are most effective in 
forecasting future U.S and China re-
lations. Complex interdependence is 
adept at explaining why both the U.S. 
and China will be willing to commit 
military force to combat the problems 
of terrorism across the globe. Alterna-

tively, this theory is weak in predicting 
how exactly the U.S. and China might 
launch and execute this counterter-
rorism initiative. Yet, institutional 
liberalism provides a means of ex-
plaining how the U.S. and China may 
go about such an initiative. However, 
institutional liberalism lacks the ex-
planation factor behind how such an 
institution may either occur or how 
such an initiative could be successful-
ly started within a current multilateral 
institution which previously has had 
very little experience in this area.

The theory of complex in-
terdependence has many variations 
but is predicated on the notion that 
an increase in channels will generate 
the basis for incentives of coopera-
tion rather than aggression between 
nations. A common example of this 
theory is economic interdependence 
through trade, which theorizes that 
an increase in trade relations will 
increase two countries’ incentive to 
work together for fear of losing the 
benefits of that trade. This implies 
that a country with little trade or in-
vestment in another country would 
be more likely to carry out acts of 
aggression as a rational state actor. 
By inextricably linking a nation’s eco-
nomic, social, and political ties, this 
theory explains why states may act to 
intervene or choose to cooperate, ulti-
mately generating a cycle of spillovers 
that increase further cooperation lat-



96

er on. It is important to identify that 
general interdependence theory pos-
tulates that complex interdependence 
will decrease military force. My paper 
identifies that interdependence spe-
cifically refers to a decrease in the use 
of force by one government against 
another government; however, since 
terrorism is carried out by a non-state 
actor, a use of force against terrorists 
does not directly contradict interde-
pendence theory. In the context of 
terrorism, complex interdependence 
theory postulates that the relations 
between two countries will predict 
whether or not they will choose to 
intervene in order to protect the rela-
tions that will be otherwise be threat-
ened. 

The second aspect of liber-
al international relations theory that 
can effectively forecast U.S.–China 
relations on global counterterrorism 
programs is institutional liberalism. 
Institutional liberalism focuses on the 
notion that international regimes can 
successfully facilitate cooperation be-
tween states. In this sense, a regime 
is a set of implicit or explicit princi-
ples, norms, rules and decision-mak-
ing produces around which actors’ 
expectations converge in a given area 
of international relations. An example 
of such regimes includes the World 
Trade Organization, which fosters 
cooperation in regards to trade by 
explicitly setting expectations of how 

countries should trade and what to do 
should such expectations be violated. 
While these international institutions 
are not perfect in scope or nature, 
they are a strong means of enabling 
cooperation that would otherwise be 
difficult to accomplish from dialogue 
alone. 

In applying both theories to 
forecasting terrorism efforts across the 
globe, it is essential to identify both 
the how and why factors of rational 
state behavior. Complex interdepen-
dence will foster cooperation between 
the United States and China, as both 
nations will seek to protect their 
global channels of interests. In such a 
framework, a key component remains 
that the U.S. and China have numer-
ous levels of relations both interstate 
and trans-governmental in nature. As 
a result, the channels accentuate the 
desire of the countries to cooperate in 
regards to solving mutual problems. 
In this case, the problem of combat-
ing terrorism within the next ten to 
fifteen years will be important for 
both nations. However, just because 
China and the United States establish 
the desire to work together to combat 
terrorism does not necessarily imply 
that cooperation will happen. Institu-
tional liberalism is the optimal theory 
to forecast how the two countries will 
utilize or create a multilateral institu-
tion to set forth the expectations that 
will enable them to successfully chal-
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lenge terrorism across the globe. 

ECONOMIC 
INTERDEPENDENCE 

EXPLAINS RATIONALE 
BEHIND ANTITERRORISM 

EFFORTS
 Applying interdependence 
theory to the U.S.–China counter-
terrorism initiatives, I will specifically 
focus on terrorist groups in the Afri-
can region as a case study. First, it is 
important to identify the dynamics of 
U.S.–Africa and U.S.–China relations 
and how such dynamics will change 
within the next decade. It is only 
possible to forecast how terrorism in 
Africa will enable joint U.S.–China 
initiative by understanding how these 
subset relations factor into the greater 
overall U.S.–China interdependence 
dynamics. 

The United States has had 
increasingly high levels of involve-
ment in the African region. Over the 
course of the Obama administration, 
the U.S. has augmented trade and 
investment relations with Africa as a 
whole. U.S. imports from Africa in-
creased by 46 percent and U.S. goods 
exported Africa increased by 59% be-
tween 2009 and 2016. Furthermore, 
in 2014, the U.S. government made 
seven billion dollars in commitments 
across the continent through the US-
ABAF2.  The nation has significant 
investments in the region with the 

Chinese government now officially 
becoming Africa’s largest overall in-
vestor. Most notably, with the mas-
sive growth of the People’s Republic 
of China, there has been an increase 
in demand for African land in re-
cent years that directly ties to China’s 
long-term economic sustainability.3 
Thus, with the significant economic 
interests of both the United States 
and China within the African region, 
it is apparent that these economic ties 
will continue to grow. 

The first condition neces-
sary to effectively forecast U.S.–Chi-
na counterterrorism initiatives is the 
existence of significant economic ties 
in the region. As indicated earlier, 
both the U.S. and China’s growing 
economic relations in the region sat-
isfy this condition and explains why 
both countries will intervene. Nota-
bly, while the U.S. and China have 
had existing relations within Africa 
in the past few decades, it is only re-
cently that these economic relations 
have accelerated in growth. Both 
countries view the African continent 
as a key strategic region for the de-
cades to come. For instance, with the 
waning agricultural capacity of the 
developed world, Africa is thought to 
be the world’s breadbasket, especial-
ly for countries like China. Further-
more, it is not simply the presence 
of economic ties but the presence of 
growing strategic and economic im-
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portance that satisfies this first con-
dition, increasing the probability that 
rational states actors will act based on 
the goal of defending these economic 
channels. 
 Additionally, these econom-
ic interests are not only important in 
their reflection of key strategies but 
also in their ability to spur the ac-
tive movement of people and assets, 
which are difficult to relocate after 
settling. With complex interdepen-
dence and the increasing frequency 
of economic relations, people come 
directly into contact with danger. For 
instance, Chinese national Fan Jing-
hui was taken hostage and killed by 
ISIS in late 2015.4  As such, countries 
are compelled to directly intervene 
because it is not simply a supposed 
trade route that they are protecting, 
but their own citizens. This migra-
tion of humans and capital lays the 
groundwork for the motivation to act, 
and makes it difficult for countries to 
ignore terrorism. The U.S. and China 
cannot simply revise a trade agree-
ment or seek a different region to 
invest in if their people actively build 
factories and decide to reside in a par-
ticular region; switching costs would 
be extremely high and people would 
resist moving, even if the government 
mandates them to do so. As a result, 
it is more likely that strong economic 
ties and the results of such ties in the 
form of investments and migrations 

will generate a call to action against 
terrorist organizations by both the 
U.S. and China. 
 On the other hand, the ex-
istence of large economic interests 
alone will unlikely suffice to drive 
U.S.–China cooperation in combat-
ing terrorism. The second essential 
condition to ensure such an initiative 
is a low level of political power by the 
official government of that nation. 
This weak political power translates 
to a government that fails to effective-
ly combat the growing threat of ter-
rorism. In general, an increased level 
of economic prosperity will enable 
governments to acquire the resourc-
es to more effectively fight terrorism 
on their own. However, it is evident 
from recent actions that terrorist 
groups like Boko Haram continue 
to maintain strong power and the 
government has difficulty confront-
ing them. Looking at Nigeria’s Boko 
Haram insurgency, it is evident that 
the terrorist group has expanded con-
trol over neighboring regions and has 
only grown more powerful. Due to a 
mixture of political factors, such as 
a weak government model and high 
levels of corruption – while Africa 
may be increasingly growing in eco-
nomic metrics – it appears that polit-
ical power is still somewhat stagnant 
in many respects.
 The lack of a strong self-gov-
erning entity that can effectively crack 
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down on terrorism in a country is a 
strong second condition for U.S and 
Chinese involvement. If the country 
could effectively combat terrorism, 
there would be no reason for the U.S. 
or China to have direct involvement 
in the region. Instead, the two coun-
tries would be able to aid them in 
indirect means, such as enabling the 
country with development aid; how-
ever, since this is not the case, the U.S. 
and China would be compelled to use 
direct force in order to protect their 
economic ties in the region. Further-
more, not only are current political 
processes weak, but the condition also 
requires that either terrorism must 
significantly expand in scope or that 
the government must continue to 
stagnate. Many African governments 
are in such a position for a number of 
cultural and political reasons. Under 
this condition, on a case-by-case ba-
sis, it is evident that the Chinese and 
U.S. governments would have suffi-
cient reason to intervene in multiple 
regions of Africa hit by this combi-
nation of high economic ties and low 
political power.
 The aforementioned scenar-
io predicts that U.S.–China interven-
tion will occur should there be strong 
economic interests and weak local 
political governance. Analyzing oth-
er scenarios, we see that the interac-
tion effect of these two states would 
have the highest possibility of incur-

ring intervention. In the case of high 
economic interests and high political 
governance, it is unlikely that the 
United States or China would direct-
ly intervene. For instance, the recent 
terrorist attacks in France and Bel-
gium reflect nations that have both 
a high degree of political power and 
strong economic ties with China and 
the United States. Neither China nor 
the United States has any inclination 
to directly send forces to those coun-
tries. In the instance of weak political 
power and weak economic interests, it 
is unlikely that China or the United 
States will be willing to commit mil-
itary resources to an area that is not 
beneficial or advantageous. At most, 
it is likely that the countries will pro-
vide humanitarian aid, but combating 
high levels of terrorism with active 
force will be extremely low on either 
government’s list of foreign priorities, 
in the absence of substantial econom-
ic benefits. In the instance of strong 
political power and weak economic 
interests, it is unlikely that there will 
be sufficient threats of terrorism that 
the government would be unable to 
control. As such, without both strong 
economic interests and weak politi-
cal power, it is improbable that either 
China or the United States will feel 
directly compelled to combat terror-
ism in the region.
 The second level of analysis 
is how U.S.–Africa and China–Africa 
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relations operate within the greater 
U.S.–China dynamic. The above anal-
ysis has demonstrated how the U.S. 
and China are linked to each indi-
vidual African country. However, the 
theory of complex interdependence 
demonstrates why the two countries 
would share the desire to act cooper-
atively in regards to terrorism efforts. 
On a political level, it is unlikely that 
either China or the United States 
will effectively act without the con-
sideration of the other. Due to the 
complexity of political power build-
ing, it is difficult for either country 
to effectively enter into one country 
where the other has strong economic 
interests, evidenced by numerous in-
teractions between the U.S. and Chi-
na as global superpowers. Unlike the 
cases of the South China Sea or the 
Korean Peninsula, U.S. and Chinese 
objectives align rather than contradict 
each other in respect to terrorism. 
Therefore, complex interdependence 
predicts that the two nations will 
prefer cooperation with each other to 
combat terrorism. The alternative is 
that either China or the United States 
will choose to act alone without the 
approval of the other; however, this 
situation can potentially weaken 
U.S.–China relations as the other side 
may see it as interfering with its own 
interests. As such, both sides strive to 
benefit from combating terrorism in 
Africa, and they seek optimal benefit 

when they cooperate to combat ter-
rorism. 

The combination of growing 
economic interests and the lack of a 
political power with the military force 
capable of controlling terrorism will 
drive the United States and China to 
become involved in counterterrorism 
efforts in the next ten to fifteen years. 
This is predicated on several aspects of 
complex economic interdependence 
theory. First, both the United States 
and China have a significant degree 
of economic interest within the Afri-
can continent that will only continue 
to grow in volume and variety. Such 
interests create relations that both the 
United States and China will con-
tinue to protect. Second, the lack of 
a strong government presence in the 
region will generate a desire to per-
sonally counteract terrorism, should 
the government continue to struggle 
with it. Lastly, the overarching nature 
of U.S.–China interdependence pre-
dicts that the two countries will work 
together to combat terrorism in order 
to ensure that this incident will not 
directly affect other channels of U.S.–
China relations.

INSTITUTIONAL 
LIBERALISM FORECASTS 

HOW THE TWO COUNTRIES 
WILL OPPOSE TERRORISM

While complex interdepen-
dence theory forecasts why the U.S. 
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and China will be willing to enter 
Africa to help combat terrorism, it 
is weak in specifically forecasting 
the medium through which the two 
countries will initiate and execute 
counterterrorism efforts. Institution-
al liberalism is an optimal theory in 
this regard as it successfully explains 
how the two countries will act in or-
der to combat terrorism. In particular, 
the rise of multilateral institutions 
can foster the cooperation necessary 
to propel the most effective means of 
helping countries solve their terror-
ism problems.

The first consideration be-
hind why institutional liberalism is an 
effective means of forecasting U.S.–
China actions is the overall ability 
of multilateral institutions to foster 
cooperation. First, both the United 
States and China are extensively in-
volved in a majority of the world’s 
most important multilateral institu-
tions like the WTO and the IMF. The 
two countries habitually turn to such 
organizations to enact policies that 
necessitate the commitment of other 
nations. In this case, the two countries 
will theoretically turn to an organiza-
tion such as the United Nations to 
ask for a joint military deployment 
program led by U.S and Chinese forc-
es. Conversely, given the precedence 
for turning to organizations like the 
WTO, it would be difficult for the 
United States and China to establish 

such a connection without the help 
of a mediating institution. Without 
this institution, it would be harder to 
translate the grounds of communica-
tion and dialogue into effective action. 

Along the same line of anal-
ysis, institutional liberalism demon-
strates why it would be irrational for 
both countries to neglect multilateral 
institutions in addressing this prob-
lem. Since joint antiterrorism activ-
ities involve the sharing of force to 
combat terrorism, the two countries 
may be wary of sharing any military 
information. In recent history, the 
United States and China have had 
few joint military activities and may 
still be skeptical of each other’s in-
tentions along other dimensions of 
their relationship. An institutional 
structure will create a clearly defined 
means of interaction outlining what 
the two countries feel comfortable 
sharing in regards to military infor-
mation. Should one country violate 
this process in any way, a higher 
governing third party would exact 
punishments. Lastly, committing a 
defection is more serious in an inter-
national regime as this would cause 
the defecting country to lose credibil-
ity in future initiatives where it hopes 
for cooperation with other members 
of the institution. 

Furthermore, should either 
country choose to refuse a multilater-
al institution led initiative, it is high-
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ly probable that the government it is 
trying to help may be skeptical. For 
instance, if China attempts to send in 
its own military forces to quell terror-
ism, the controlling government may 
be worried about China’s genuine 
long-term intentions. In contrast, a 
controlling government would likely 
feel significantly safer if such a party 
was an initiative led by the U.S and 
China but also had the eyes of the rest 
of the developed world overseeing the 
foreign military forces. Therefore, in-
stitutional liberalism demonstrates 
the power of international regimes 
to both foster cooperation and instill 
confidence, allowing it to forecast why 
the United States and China combat 
terrorism through a joint initiative. 

Another key factor of insti-
tutional liberalism that successfully 
forecasts why the two countries will 
utilize an institution is that it directly 
builds off the states’ preferences for 
international regime action. As China 
traditionally maintains a non-inter-
ventionist policy stance, it is unlikely 
that the nation will choose to directly 
initiate a widespread counterterror-
ism effort that will indicate active in-
terference in other countries, even if 
it recognizes the need for such policy 
to solve the threat of terrorism to its 
economic ties. China has historical-
ly held a non-interventionist policy 
platform that it uses to differentiate 
itself from Western foreign powers 

when interacting with developing 
nations. And so while China’s policy 
may ultimately change over the next 
half century as the nation continues 
to grow stronger, it seems unlikely to 
completely shift within the immediate 
ten to fifteen years. Instead, it is likely 
that given current preferences, which 
generally benefit from a non-inter-
ventionist image, the Chinese gov-
ernment would avoid overriding 
such benefits simply for the potential 
benefits of combating terrorism. U.S. 
state preferences also indicate a will-
ingness to use international institu-
tions to initiate anti-terrorism efforts, 
since the country created many of the 
international regimes in existence and 
hopes to maintain their credibility. 
Moreover, the United Nations would 
significantly weaken should the U.S. 
create a direct initiative with China 
rather than utilize the United Nations 
to create a counterterrorism initiative. 
It is important to note that the two 
countries are both fully committed 
to the use of multilateral institutions 
in addressing global problems, and 
will thus likely do so to maintain the 
credibility of their leadership in such 
multilateral institutions.

In order for institutional lib-
eralism to explain how the Chinese 
and U.S. government will create a 
joint task force to combat terrorism, 
the strength of multilateral institu-
tions must either be consistent or 
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growing. First, both countries must 
be part of the multilateral institu-
tional framework and continue to be 
actively involved in them ten years 
from now. Given the overall increase 
in volume and variety of multilateral 
institutions, it is highly likely that this 
condition will be met. More specifi-
cally, one can look at simply the Unit-
ed Nations and its overall growth in 
initiatives to understand how both 
China and the U.S. will probably 
continue to be involved in them to 
carry out their foreign policy goals; 
however, it is also possible that ten 
to fifteen years from now the insti-
tutions will weaken. For instance, the 
recent Chinese refusal to recognize a 
tribunal ruling regarding territories in 
the South China Sea highlights the 
lack of complete sovereignty within 
all multilateral institutions. Should 
such occurrences increase, the overall 
power of multilateral institutions will 
decrease, and institutional liberalism 
may fail to correctly forecast exactly 
how the United States and China will 
jointly combat terrorism. 

Given the necessary coop-
eration and the reason behind why 
liberalism effectively explains how 
the U.S. and China will jointly com-
bat terrorism, it is possible to picture 
a potential scenario. Using the same 
case as before, the U.S. and China 
could propose a joint council within 
the United Nations to concentrate on 

eliminating Boko Haram’s influence. 
First, through the United Nations, 
representatives will convene to discuss 
the commitments that each side will 
contribute to the event. Second, there 
will likely be an actual identification 
of what military forces will be used by 
the two forces. Afterwards, the two 
countries will work with the local Ni-
gerian government to set up locations 
to send forces into. Ultimately, with 
all of these structures established, the 
two countries will be able to enter the 
country and jointly work together 
to defeat Boko Haram’s forces. This 
outline reflects how the two coun-
tries could potentially work together 
to bring about the necessary chang-
es. Likewise, it is also possible for the 
U.S. and China to jointly propose a 
new multilateral institution commit-
ted to solving the crisis of terrorism 
across the globe.  

Alternatively, it is evident 
that should the U.S. or China con-
duct their own military forces in a 
manner that goes against purported 
goals of the multilateral institution, 
the country will incur high costs from 
defection. First, the country will lose 
credibility in the multilateral institu-
tion and likely face challenges gain-
ing momentum for other global ini-
tiatives that it would hope to achieve. 
At the same time, both China and the 
United States will have a hard time 
bypassing multilateral institutions, 
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as this would make the host country 
highly skeptical. For instance, Nigeria 
would be extremely concerned about 
letting in the Chinese military for 
fear of what this military force might 
do to the Nigerian government once 
Boko Haram is eliminated. Therefore, 
it is evident that institutional liberal-
ism is highly effective at forecasting 
how the United States and China will 
conduct counterterrorism initiatives 
as it lowers potential credibility costs 
and maximizes the chance of success-
fully fighting terrorists. 

EXTRAPOLATING INITIAL 
INITIATIVES TO THE 
GLOBAL PROCESS OF 

COUNTERTERRORISM
Beyond this initial case study, 

it is possible to extrapolate the case of 
Boko Haram to quantify future coun-
terterrorism interactions between the 
United States and China. With the 
global rise in terrorism across numer-
ous countries, both in volume and va-
riety, it is likely that once the U.S. and 
China officially establish ties to com-
bat one large instance of terrorism, it 
will be increasingly easy for them to 
continue to cooperate in combatting 
other terrorist groups. For example, 
terrorism in the Middle East is not a 
foremost issue for China at the mo-
ment. However, as its global presence 
and influence expand, it is likely that 
China will both take on a more pro-

active role and terrorist groups will 
become a higher priority target. Thus, 
once the initial framework becomes 
institutionalized, it will be easier for 
the two countries to enact precedence 
to combat terrorist issues across the 
globe should they find it necessary. 

Overall, it is evident that 
terrorism is a pressing global issue. 
Liberalism forecasts that the U.S. and 
China will work together to combat 
terrorism, particularly in Africa, for 
example. Specifically, complex inter-
dependence identifies why growing 
economic relations will prompt both 
the U.S. and China to action. In addi-
tion, institutional liberalism predicts 
how the U.S. and China will utilize 
a multilateral institution to foster the 
cooperation necessary to face this 
challenge. Thus, the combination of 
these two theories effectively fore-
casts how and why the world’s two 
global superpowers will cooperate in 
the next decade to ultimately coun-
teract the threat of terrorism.
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