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Letter from the Editors

Dear Reader,

We are pleased to present the Spring 2019 issue of  the 
Chicago Journal of  Foreign Policy. We want to thank our staff  
at the University of  Chicago and our contributors from the 
College, the University community, and around the country.

This spring marks the first anniversary of  our journal’s transition 
from an annual journal to a more regular publication in the winter and 
spring, and we are excited about the continued interest that students at 
and beyond UChicago have shown in writing on foreign affairs. That 
interest launched our more frequent publication and sustains it now. 

This journal’s contributors from UChicago have offered 
scholarship that varies on topics from the Carter Administration 
to the Trump Administration; from Latin America to Central 
Asia; and from international diplomacy to international crises. 
The journal’s scholarship from other universities also offers new 
perspectives about and strategies to tackle long-simmering conflicts.

We are always accepting contributions from talented students 
around the world. We hope that the Chicago Journal of  Foreign 
Policy can, as it has since its founding in 2012, continue to 
serve as a forum for inquisitive minds at UChicago and other 
universities to discuss and present solutions to global problems.

Sincerely,
The Editorial Board
Chicago Journal of  Foreign Policy
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Revoking the Iran Oil Import Waivers and the 
Slow Death of American Global Leadership

by Adam Chan and Jakob Urda
University of Chicago ’19 and ‘19

 Ignoring American warnings of  security risks from Chinese surveillance, in April, the 
United Kingdom became the latest US ally to allow Huawei to build their 5G network. While 
other vital allies like Germany have similarly disregarded American concerns, the British action is 
particularly worrisome because the UK is a member of  our core intelligence sharing alliance:  the 
“Five Eyes” (comprising the US, UK, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand). Thus, our closest 
intelligence allies may be offering China a backdoor to spy into American intelligence networks. 

As ally after ally ignores American entreaties, American policymakers should reflect on why 
our most important partners are so resistant to making concessions on core US security interests. 
Cooperation with allies and partners is particularly important in the precarious present moment, 
in which American geopolitical dominance and global leadership is being challenged by China’s 
rise and its exportation of  technological authoritarianism.1 American leadership has allowed us to 
build an unmatched network of  allies and partners around the world — a network which preserves 
American democracy and core American security interests. This network of  allies was vital to 
containing, and ultimately defeating, Soviet expansionism and attempts to spread communism 
worldwide. Now with China’s expansionism on the rise and its eager exportation of  its authoritarian 
technology, maintaining allies and forging new partnerships is especially vital.
 A long pattern of  unilateral American actions that harm our partners and ignore their core 
security interests is key to understanding our partners’ responses when the roles are reversed, and 
our core security interests are at stake. Pulling out of  the TPP, bullying European and Asian allies 
on defense spending, withdrawing from the Paris Climate Accord, scrapping the Iran Nuclear 
deal (JCPOA), slapping tariffs on our allies, acting unilaterally against Cuba, unilaterally declaring 
a withdrawal from Syria, and many other actions have all contributed to a deterioration of  our 
alliances. In many of  these cases, the Trump Administration’s actions were actively harmful to 
American interests, but none of  them were instances in which the United States acted to preserve 
its core national security interests. Instead, they were often peripheral for us, while being core for 
our partners. All of  them are examples of  actions that angered countries which the US seeks to 
cooperate with.
 The latest iteration of  American unilateral actions opposed by our friends is the Trump 
Administration declaration last month to rescind oil waivers granted to major Iranian oil importers. 
This cancellation of  waivers is ineffective at achieving American goals regarding Iran. But even 
more importantly, it alienates fundamental Asian and European allies, rendering them less likely 

1  Frisch, Nick, and Ash Ngu. “We Should Worry About How China Uses Apps Like TikTok.” 
The New York Times. May 02, 2019. Accessed May 31, 2019. https://www.nytimes.com/
interactive/2019/05/02/opinion/will-china-export-its-illiberal-innovation.html.
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to work with the United States on countering the threat from Chinese technology and other vital 
American interests.
 When the Trump Administration originally pulled out of  the Iran nuclear deal,  it granted 
180-day waivers for countries who heavily relied on Iranian oil to continue to import some oil.2 
With the waivers up for renewal on May 2nd, the Trump Administration opted not to renew the 
waivers, thus threatening countries that continued to import oil with the full coercive force of  
American financial sanctions. 

Every other major country vehemently opposed the move. Our European allies and the 
EU, still hopeful to maintain the remnants of  the JCPOA, were angry with the decision because it 
further undermined the deal. The leading importers who had been granted waivers — China, India, 
South Korea, Turkey, and Japan — reacted with anger and varying levels of  determination to resist 
US sanctions.3 Moreover, surging oil prices in the wake of  supply reductions from Iran hurt all of  
our major allies in Europe and Asia, all of  whom are oil importers and are thus highly sensitive to 
price rises.4

 The revocation of  the oil import waivers fits the pattern of  American unilateral actions 
that are not only ineffective, but alienate the very countries we should be trying to court. The 
goal of  the Trump Administration’s decision is to drive Iranian oil exports to zero.5 The Trump 
Administration hopes that continued economic punishment of  Iran will make them give up nuclear 
weapon aspirations and stop sponsoring terrorism across the Middle East. Iran is very unlikely 
to change course in response to tougher oil export restrictions. In this respect, the revocation of  
the waivers will have limited impact in its intended effect. The unintended effects, by contrast, will, 
themselves cause substantial damage.
 The intended effects on core American interests in the Middle East are unlikely to be 
achieved by the economic squeeze of  reduced oil sales. Even if  one agrees that it is fundamental to 
American security to check Iranian influence in Syria, forestall nuclear proliferation, and reassure 
Israel and our allies in the Gulf, economic sanctions are tactically counterproductive. Over 90 
percent of  sanctions fail to achieve their target political objectives, because countries rarely give 
up their long-term core strategic interests in the face of  short-term economic pressure.6 If  Tehran 
believes that maintaining a nuclear deterrent or proxy militia presence in Syria is critical to its 
homeland defense, no amount of  lost revenue will change that. For instance, Pakistan — far poorer 
and less developed at the time — faced dramatic international sanctions when building its nuclear 
arsenal, but never seriously considered backing down from what it deemed paramount to achieving 

2  Donati, Jessica. “U.S. to End Iran Oil Waivers to Drive Tehran’s Exports to Zero.” The Wall Street 
Journal. April 22, 2019. Accessed May 31, 2019. https://www.wsj.com/articles/u-s-to-end-iran-oil-
waivers-to-drive-tehrans-exports-to-zero-11555898664.
3   Wong, Edward, and Clifford Krauss. “U.S. Moves to Stop All Nations From Buying Iranian Oil, but 
China Is Defiant.” The New York Times. April 22, 2019. Accessed May 31, 2019. https://www.nytimes.
com/2019/04/22/world/middleeast/us-iran-oil-sanctions-.html.
4  Alessi, Christopher. “End of Iran Oil Waivers Pushes Price Forecasts Higher.” The Wall Street 
Journal. April 29, 2019. Accessed May 31, 2019. https://www.wsj.com/articles/end-of-iran-oil-
waivers-pushes-price-forecasts-higher-11556560735.
5  Donati, “U.S. to End Iran Oil Waivers to Drive Tehran’s Exports to Zero.”
6  Pape, Robert A. “Why Economic Sanctions Do Not Work.” International Security 22, no. 2 (1997): 
90. doi:10.2307/2539368.
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security against India. Their Prime Minister at the time, Zulfikar Ali Bhutto, famously said “We 
will eat grass, even go hungry, but we will get the bomb.” Similarly, despite decades of  sanctions, 
North Korea has been resolute in its commitment towards building its nuclear arsenal, and Western 
sanctions against Russia have, if  anything, encouraged more Russian provocation. 
 In the specific context of  Iran, there is substantial evidence that sanctions are ineffective 
and even counterproductive. Tehran maintained a decades long proliferation effort despite 
withering international economic pressure, to the point where their “breakout time” for acquiring 
a nuclear weapon was three months.7 Moreover, sanctions hurt the average working and middle 
class Iranians the hardest by depriving them of  economic opportunity. In doing so, sanctions feed 
the rhetoric of  hardliners that the West is at war with Iran and that America poses an existential 
threat which is only addressable via nuclear deterrence. The Iranian people will come to believe 
more and more that the only means of  achieving security is to develop nuclear weapons and defeat 
American Middle Eastern allies.

Sanctions also empower hardliners within the Iranian government by giving the autocratic 
Revolutionary Guard more and more control over the economy.8 The sanctions advantage groups 
like the Revolutionary Guard who have the resources to engage in large oil smuggling operations, 
enriching them and strengthening their conservative stranglehold over Iranian politics. Moderates 
and Liberals lack the resources to seriously benefit from the black market, but hardliners use the 
monopolization of  oil revenue to create an even more rigid support network. 

While revoking the waivers will fail in its intended effect, the unintended effects of  revoking 
of  oil waivers have already been extremely detrimental to American global leadership and threatens 
America’s core interests. America’s ability to set economic and technological standards and 
promote American fundamental financial interests is predicated on the global use of  the American 
financial system and the dollar. Without this dominance, American sanctions would lose their bite. 
Overuse of  unilateral sanctions causes other countries to search for loopholes and undermine the 
dominance of  the dollar and the American global financial system.9 Thus, revoking the waivers 
only further undermines the American ability to use sanctions in the future.

But, even more damaging to American leadership, revoking the waivers alienates our allies 
on issues that really matter to them, rendering them less likely to work with us on issues that really 
matter to us — like Huawei. Worse, the Trump Administration’s action has not only lined up all 
of  our key partners against us, but has aligned them all with China, which has taken the lead in 

7   Heinonen, Olli. “Iran’s Nuclear Breakout Time: A Fact Sheet.” Belfer Center for Science and 
International Affairs. Accessed May 31, 2019. https://www.belfercenter.org/publication/irans-
nuclear-breakout-time-fact-sheet.
8   Batmanghelidj, Esfandyar. “Tougher U.S. Sanctions Will Enrich Iran’s Revolutionary Guards.” 
Foreign Policy. October 04, 2018. Accessed May 31, 2019. https://foreignpolicy.com/2018/10/04/
irans-revolutionary-guard-corps-wont-suffer-from-stronger-u-s-sanctions-theyll-benefit-irgc-trump-
sanctions/.
9  Lew, Jack. “Remarks of Secretary Lew on the Evolution of Sanctions and Lessons for the Future at 
the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace.” United States Department of the Treasury. March 
30, 2016. Accessed May 31, 2019. https://www.treasury.gov/press-center/press-releases/pages/
jl0398.aspx.
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opposing oil sanctions.10

While sanctions do little to coerce the Iranian regime, they communicate a clear message 
to our allies and partners that America does not value their strategic interests. India is case and 
point. New Delhi, unlike Washington, sees Tehran as a key partner. As one of  the world’s largest 
fuel energy importers, energy security is crucial for India’s economy and national security. Iran 
is a major source of  Indian oil, providing over 700 thousand barrels a day in 2018.11 India has 
also spent millions of  dollars developing strategic trade corridors with Iran in order to stabilize 
Afghanistan, encircle Pakistan, and fight Chinese influence in the region. Even though America 
hopes to pressure Gulf  allies to increase production in order to compensate for clamping down on 
Iranian oil, the message is clear: America is willing to disregard India’s core interests.

Fostering a productive relationship with India is among the most important American 
foreign policy priorities in the near future. India is the most powerful emerging economic market, 
with over 1.3 billion citizens, already the seventh largest economy and the fastest growing of  any 
major economy.12, 13 India has a 2.5 trillion dollar GDP, larger than Russia, and has the potential to 
be a major trade partner with the United States. America also needs India to help manage the rise 
of  China; India’s strategic location to the southwest of  China puts it in an idea position to help 
constrain Beijing’s aggression in cooperation with other US partners such as Japan, South Korea, 
and Australia. Without Indian support, American leadership in Asia is in jeopardy. The United 
States cannot take Indian cooperation for granted, as diplomacy between the two countries has a 
frosty history, and trade volume is currently well under China’s and barely over the United Arab 
Emirates.14 America needs India to loosen laws regulating foreign investment, commit to deeper 
security partnerships, and join a balancing coalition against China. These ties take time to form, 
and are impossible unless India trusts that America has its best interests in mind.  Not only does 
the revocation of  waivers push India away from closer cooperation with the US, but also, it drives 
India into China’s arms by positioning China — with its staunch opposition to revoking oil waivers 
— as India’s protector.
 In addition to India, Japan, South Korea, European countries, and Turkey are all states that 
will be less likely to cooperate with us in the future, and more likely to cooperate with China, should 
we continue on our current path. Japan and South Korea, both wealthy liberal democracies, are 

10  Wu, Wendy. “China Protests over End to American Waivers on Iranian Oil Imports.” South 
China Morning Post. April 23, 2019. Accessed May 31, 2019. https://www.scmp.com/news/china/
diplomacy/article/3007365/china-protests-over-end-american-waivers-iranian-oil-imports.
11  Verma, Nidhi. “Indian Oil Imports from Iran Surge to Highest since 2016 -trade.” Reuters. June 
12, 2018. Accessed May 31, 2019. https://www.reuters.com/article/india-oil/indian-oil-imports-from-
iran-surge-to-highest-since-2016-trade-idUSL4N1TE4HY.
12   Chazen Global Insights. “Why India Is the Fastest-Growing Economy on the Planet.” Columbia 
Business School. December 09, 2016. Accessed May 31, 2019. https://www8.gsb.columbia.edu/
articles/chazen-global-insights/why-india-fastest-growing-economy-planet.
13   “India Remains Fastest Growing Economy Ahead of China despite Up/downs.” The Economic 
Times. January 01, 2019. Accessed May 31, 2019. https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/
economy/indicators/india-remains-fastest-growing-economy-ahead-of-china-despite-up/downs/
articleshow/67334194.cms.
14  Coons, Chris, and Puneet Talwar. “The Case for a U.S.-India Partnership.” The National Interest. 
October 21, 2018. Accessed May 31, 2019. https://nationalinterest.org/feature/case-us-india-
partnership-33862.
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both key trading partners and rank with India as the most vital allies in American efforts to counter 
China’s rise. American policies should be aimed above all at deepening cooperation with Japan and 
South Korea in economic, military, diplomatic, and geopolitical arenas. Instead, revocation of  the 
waivers make such cooperation less likely, and render Japan and South Korea more susceptible 
to Chinese pressure on issues from trade, to our military base on Okinawa, to our stationing 
of  THAAD missile defense on the Korean peninsula.15, 16 Should Japan and China shift from 
American allies to a posture of  non-alignment, or even partnership with China, American security 
would be in jeopardy.
 It is also a core US security interest to forge a closer relationship with European countries 
as well to counter rising Chinese militancy in East Asia, set democratic standards on emerging 
technology, exclude Huawei, strengthen military commitment to NATO, increase cooperation in 
counter-terrorism operations in the Middle East and North Africa, and prevent Russian interference 
in elections. These interests are best advanced by courting European allies on issues that they 
care about more than we do, such as the Iran oil waivers, not encouraging them to cooperate 
with China against American unilateralism. With America consistently ignoring European core 
interests, European countries are forging increasingly close economic relationships with China, 
with Italy even signing up for China’s Belt and Road Initiative.17, 18 Revoking the oil waivers pushes 
key American allies in Europe toward the brink of  jettisoning America and partnering with China 
instead.

Turkey is an essential partner in securing key American security interests: fighting terrorism, 
stabilizing the Middle East, and checking China’s expansion across Central Asia. In February 
Erdogan sternly rebuked China’s repression in Xinjiang, one of  the only Muslim-majority countries 
to do so.19 We should be encouraging Turkish leadership on this issue to rally other Muslim-majority 
countries, especially ethnic Turks in Central Asia, to take a similarly firm line. Instead, America’s 
continued disregard for Turkey’s interests makes them more likely to ally more closely with China, 
who promises a much more favorable diplomatic environment. While tensions have arisen in the 
US-Turkey relationship over Syria and the Kurds, over Erdogan’s brutal post-coup crackdown and 
growing illiberalism, and over Turkey’s decision to buy Russian S-400 anti-aircraft systems that 

15   Horton, Alex. “Okinawa Has Been Eager to Expel U.S. Troops. A Murder-suicide Is Pouring 
Fuel on Those Flames.” The Washington Post. April 16, 2019. Accessed May 31, 2019. https://www.
washingtonpost.com/national-security/2019/04/15/okinawa-has-been-eager-expel-us-troops-
murder-suicide-is-pouring-fuel-those-flames/?utm_term=.c23025a3d849.
16   Mody, Seema. “China Lashes out as South Korea Puts an American Anti-missile System in Place.” 
CNBC. April 28, 2017. Accessed May 31, 2019. https://www.cnbc.com/2017/03/17/thaad-anti-missile-
system-makes-china-lash-out-at-south-korea.html.
17   Kirk, Lisbeth. “Europe Shifts Gear to Balance Relations with China Better.” EUobserver. Accessed 
May 31, 2019. https://euobserver.com/news/144391.
18   Zeneli, Valbona. “Italy Signs on to Belt and Road Initiative: EU-China Relations at Crossroads?” 
The Diplomat. April 03, 2019. Accessed May 31, 2019. https://thediplomat.com/2019/04/italy-signs-
on-to-belt-and-road-initiative-eu-china-relations-at-crossroads/.
19   Shih, Gerry. “After Years of Silence, Turkey Rebukes China for Mass Detention of Muslim 
Uighurs.” The Washington Post. February 10, 2019. Accessed May 31, 2019. https://www.
washingtonpost.com/world/after-years-of-silence-turkey-rebukes-china-for-mass-detention-
of-muslim-uighurs/2019/02/10/011c7dd6-2d44-11e9-ac6c-14eea99d5e24_story.html?utm_
term=.7097e351e6f0.
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threaten to give Russia access to American technology, American revocation of  oil waivers will 
make it harder to proactively collaborate with Turkey on any of  these issues. 

The diplomatic failure of  Iran sanctions is emblematic of  a broader crisis in American 
foreign policy. Washington has forgotten that diplomacy requires genuine compromise — a 
willingness to trade off  certain peripheral interests in order to rally the support of  our allies for 
core interests. America’s unwillingness to let go of  a policy as ineffective and marginal as the 
Iran sanctions in order to build a meaningful long term relationship with core allies highlights an 
incoherent diplomatic strategy which undermines our long term strategic objectives. Pulling out of  
the Paris climate accords, cutting funding to UN aid agencies, and equivocating in its commitment 
to NATO’s collective security all had little or no positive impact towards American core interests 
— if  only because many of  these efforts at international cooperation are loose, difficult to enforce, 
and low cost — but the overall effect is to give up the mantle of  American leadership. It is no 
wonder that the UK is unwilling to come to our support against Huawei when they know that we 
would not make similar sacrifices for their national interests. 

American foreign policy need not be so rigid. In 1972, when Nixon and Kissinger visited 
China, they made significant but ultimately non-core concessions in order to secure what they saw 
as a vital national security objective. The crucial purpose of  their mission was to open up diplomatic 
relations with China and make them a partner in the struggle against the USSR, a decision which 
has been heralded as one of  the most significant victories in the Cold War. Nixon and Kissinger 
understood that China would not simply fold to American pressure and become our partner, 
that they needed demonstrations that the United States would legitimately consider their national 
interests. To that end, America agreed to the ‘One China Policy,’ which acknowledged mainland 
China as the sole government over China, and severed formal diplomatic relations with Taiwan. Of  
course, the acknowledgement that Beijing was the de jure capital of  China was hardly a concession 
over any core interest, and Washington still preserved de facto Taiwanese independence. The 
change in policy had a negligible impact towards the situation on the ground, the regional balance 
of  power, or American core interests. But winning China as a partner against Soviet expansionism 
was one of  the greatest American Cold War victories. Similarly, American policy towards Iran 
needs to understand the incredibly minimal utility of  continued sanctions versus the core interest 
of  winning India as a long term ally. 
 Ultimately, the US should adopt an alternative policy regime that emphasizes collaboration 
with our allies, and concessions on issues that do not affect our core national security interests. 
With closer relationships to our allies, our allies would be far more likely to accept American 
requests to exclude Huawei, and, more generally, more willingly accept US global leadership in the 
effort to counter the rise of  China.
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A Moral Decision: Jimmy Carter and the Egypt-
Israel Peace Process

by Gwyneth Hochhausler
University of Chicago ‘20

In 1978 and 1979, then President of  the U.S., Jimmy Carter, took an extremely active 
and personal role in the ongoing Egypt-Israel peace negotiations, devoting much of  his time and 
reputation to the task. President Carter’s political advisors unanimously advised against the action, 
claiming that it “would do nothing but set the stage for another Carter-the-clown story when yet 
another puffed-up hope popped and fizzled.”1 Carter himself  acknowledged that a peace agreement 
was likely an “insoluble political quagmire, destined to require a substantial portion of  [his] time 
with doubtful chances of  success.”2 Yet, despite advice, logic, and the high risk of  the task, Carter 
dedicated himself  to helping Egypt-Israel peace negotiations reach a conclusion. Though puzzling 
at first, Carter’s decision can be understood as either a rational, strategic decision or as a moral 
decision. Viewing Carter’s decision as driven by deeply moral reasons better predicts and explains 
the events that transpired.

Historical Background

Carter’s original plan for Middle East peace negotiations was to host a Geneva conference, 
involving leaders from several Middle East countries. In spring 1977, however, Carter realized that 
a separate peace between Egypt and Israel was a more feasible alternative. Over the next year and 
a half, Carter and the members of  his administration met multiple times with Egyptian President 
Anwar Sadat, Israeli Prime Minister Menachem Begin, and their respective advisors, attempting to 
create circumstances in which Sadat and Begin could negotiate a lasting peace. 

In fall 1978, facing a real possibility of  diplomatic failure, Carter invited Sadat and Begin 
to Camp David to partake in formal negotiations with one another. “Not since Woodrow Wilson 
attended the Paris Peace Conference of  1919 had an American President thrown himself  so deeply 
and personally into diplomatic negotiation…Carter studied thousands of  pages of  documents, 
familiarized himself  with every kilometer of  disputed territory, [and] learned the names and 
populations of  scores of  villages.”3 13 days later, the three leaders emerged with a framework for 
peace and a written commitment to finalize a treaty by December of  that year, 1978. 

Unfortunately, this new treaty process began to break down as well. In response, Carter 
made an even riskier move than before: a personal trip to the Middle East in March 1979. During 

1  Barber, James David. The Presidential Character: Predicting Performance in the White House. 
Englewood Cliffs, N.J: Prentice-Hall, 1972, 441.
2  Carter, Jimmy. We Can Have Peace in the Holy Land: A Plan That Will Work. 1st Simon & Schuster 
Hardcover ed. New York: Simon & Schuster, 2009, 20.
3  Smith, Gaddis. Morality, Reason & Power: American Diplomacy in the Carter Years. New York: 
Hill and Wang, 1986, 165.
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Carter’s trip, he shuttled back and forth between Egypt and Israel, trying desperately to bring 
negotiations to a positive conclusion. Prospects for the treaty appeared slim, but on March 13th, on 
the tarmac of  a Cairo airport, Carter announced that both countries had accepted the proposed 
treaty. 

Analytical Methods

Analysis at the level of  the individual is the ideal approach for understanding Carter’s 
decision. Robert Jervis contends that when discontinuities exist between a president’s views or 
actions and their advisors’ advice, there appears to be evidence “close to a smoking gun,”4 that 
points to the idea that the president as an individual was crucial to a particular decision. Carter was 
strongly at odds with his advisors over his decision. In this case, the difference cannot be attributed 
to asymmetric access to information: Carter believed, like his advisors, that the process was likely 
to fail and result in political repercussions. He held no extra information that might have convinced 
him otherwise. His strategic role as president cannot explain away this difference either. Carter’s 
public and precarious position as an elected official should have made him more sensitive to the 
negative electoral repercussions, yet he proceeded to assist risky negotiations anyway.

I will analyze the events and Carter’s actions, as well as Carter’s public speeches and 
commentary in order to uncover the motivation behind his choice to participate in the Egypt-
Israel peace process. In general, public statements by politicians can serve as valuable evidence 
because they both constrain and influence future actions by the official and allow for easier public 
scrutiny.5 Public statements by the Carter administration are particularly good sources of  evidence. 
Diplomatic historian Gaddis Smith explains that “the Carter Administration was unusually open 
about its purposes and activities. Members of  the administration at the time spoke candidly and in 
detail to the press, to congressional committees, and to the public.”6 Further, through a close textual 
analysis of  Carter’s news conferences, Walter Weintraub found it likely that Carter composed his 
own statements.7 Finally, Carter was simply not very good at “impassioned public persuasion,” 
perhaps because he did not like it personally. One close aide said that Carter was “almost always 
loathe” to use rhetoric which he saw as “merely political,…irrational, and often misleading.”8 It is 
also possible that Carter believed the public was simply “not persuadable” on foreign policy.9 As 
a result, Carter’s public statements avoided “misleading” persuasion or exaggeration, which helps 
validate their use as evidence of  the President’s true beliefs.

4  Jervis, Robert. “Do Leaders Matter and How Would We Know?” in Security Studies 22, no 2 (2013), 
159.
5  Rosati, Jerel A. The Carter Administration’s Quest for Global Community: Beliefs and Their Impact 
on Behaviour. Columbia, SC: University of South Carolina Press, 1987, 191-92.
6  Smith, Gaddis. Morality, Reason & Power: American Diplomacy in the Carter Years. New York: 
Hill and Wang, 1986, vi.
7   Weintraub,  Walter.  “Personality  Profiles  of  American  Presidents  as  Revealed  in  Their  Public 
Statements: The Presidential News Conferences of Jimmy Carter and Ronald Reagan.” In Political 
Psychology 7, no. 2 (1986): 291.
8  Stuckey, Mary E. Jimmy Carter, Human Rights, and the National Agenda. College Station, TX: 
Texas A&M Press, 2008, xxii.
9  Ibid
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A Moral Explanation for Carter’s Actions

 If  Carter decided to involve himself  in the Egypt-Israel peace process for personal, moral 
reasons, we would expect to see a demonstrated history of  long-term beliefs that would encourage 
such a decision. In Carter’s statements and comments on the subject, we might also expect to see 
overtly moral reasoning and rationales for his actions. Lastly, we would expect Carter’s actions to 
exhibit devout commitment to the peace process despite low likelihood of  success and high risk of  
political losses for both himself  and his country. If  acting from moral reasoning, Carter’s personal 
history, statements, and actions should display an overwhelming concern for peace, rather than for 
political gain. Many facts support this morally-driven view of  Carter’s decision-making process.
 Carter’s history indicates strongly-held beliefs that reasonably would have pushed him to 
intervene in the Middle East peace process. In general, religious beliefs have been shown to be 
particularly relevant to behavior and decision making.10 In Carter’s case, “to ignore or underestimate 
[his] religious experiences is to forgo any serious understanding of  him or his presidency.”11 
Carter’s Christianity often impacted his decisions, and may have been even more influential during 
his negotiations for peace, because his actions would have a profound impact on the geographic 
center of  his religion. Former Carter Special Assistant Peter Bourne, in his biography of  Carter, 
notes that “by the time [Carter] was ten years old, he had a greater knowledge of  Palestine than 
he did the rest of  America.”12 This fascination of  Carter’s with the holy land was reinforced by a 
poignant trip to Jerusalem by Carter while governor of  Georgia. During the trip, Carter travelled 
around the country visiting holy sites and meeting with Israeli politicians and citizens alike. Another 
important aspect of  Carter’s history was his Southern upbringing. Born and raised in rural Georgia, 
Carter’s childhood in a segregated society and his career in Southern politics during the Civil Rights 
Movement had a profound impact on him. In his biography, Carter explains that “the political and 
social transformation of  the Southland was a powerful demonstration of  how moral principles 
should and could be applied effectively to the legal structure of  our society.”13

During his political career, Carter’s religious morals and Southern background expressed 
themselves through his commitment to human rights. Long before Carter considered U.S. 
involvement in the Egypt-Israel negotiations, his political campaigns and programs involved human 
rights advocacy to an exceptional degree. In 1977, human rights was the “number one” issue 
referenced in speeches by Carter and by his top two advisors, National Security Advisor Brzezinski 
and Secretary of  State Vance.14 Human rights continued to be one of  Carter’s most-referenced 
issues until 1980. Mary E. Stuckey notes that, aside from Carter, “No other nationally prominent 

10  Rosati, Jerel A. The Carter Administration’s Quest for Global Community: Beliefs and Their 
Impact on Behaviour. Columbia, SC: University of South Carolina Press, 1987, 32.
11  Diamond, Edwin and Bruce Mazlish. Jimmy Carter: A Character Portrait. New York: Simon & 
Schuster, 1980, 14.
12  Bourne, Peter G. Jimmy Carter: A Comprehensive Biography from Plains to Post-Presidency. 
New York: Scribner, 1997, 32.
13  Carter, Jimmy, and Ebrary, Inc. Keeping Faith: Memoirs of a President. University of Arkansas 
Pbk. ed. Fayetteville, AR: University of Arkansas Press, 1995, 146.
14  Rosati, Jerel A. The Carter Administration’s Quest for Global Community: Beliefs and Their 
Impact on Behaviour. Columbia, SC: University of South Carolina Press, 1987, 44.
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politician was as committed or as well-positioned to make human rights a national issue.”15 Carter’s 
Southern Christian background and his long-documented dedication to human rights is exactly the 
kind of  history that would be expected in a morally-driven leader who would risk involvement in 
Egypt-Israel peace negotiations. 

Carter’s statements and actions further support a moral explanation for his behavior. In his 
public statements, Carter often used moral duty as a justification for his diplomatic involvement. 
For example, on September 19, 1978, speaking before Congress, Carter stated that “we have been 
full partners in the search for peace… [because of] profound moral commitments which are 
deeply rooted in our own values as a people.”16 Carter’s actions further indicate that his main goal 
throughout the process was actually achieving peace. In a move that drew ire from his own publicity 
team, Carter banned press from Camp David during negotiations, as he felt that they might have a 
negative influence on the outcome of  the talks.17 Carter’s banning of  the press demonstrates that he 
was not involving himself  to improve the U.S.’s prestige or perceived moral standing. Additionally, 
throughout negotiations, Carter took on tasks that were perceived as below his station as president. 
For instance, when it became clear, after the first few days of  negotiations, that Sadat and Begin 
were incapable of  continuing the talks in the same room as one another, Carter opted to spend 
the majority of  the remaining thirteen days at Camp David shuttling between each leader’s cabin, 
serving as glorified messenger and constantly soothing each leader’s ego. Further, in March 1979, 
when peace talks seemed to be falling apart, Carter travelled to the Middle East and once again 
shuttled between the two leaders, but now on a larger, more visible stage. Carter himself  called 
this “an act of  desperation,” and acknowledged that, if  the agreement did break down, the trip 
would “greatly dramatize the failure” and invite ridicule.18 Near the end of  the negotiations, Carter 
finally lost his patience for a brief  moment. According to William Quandt, Carter snapped at the 
Egyptian foreign minister, saying, “for the last 18 months, I, the president of  the most powerful 
nation on earth, have acted the postman.”19 Carter’s brief  loss of  composure highlights both how 
painfully aware Carter was of  being in a compromising position, as well as his genuine dedication 
to negotiating peace. 

Carter’s relentless pursuit of  an agreement, even when he thought he had already failed, 
demonstrates that peace was always his primary goal. If  his own prestige or the power of  the 
U.S. were his primary interests, it would have been much more logical for Carter to abandon the 
endeavor. To the contrary, as the possibility of  success shrunk by the day and even despite doubting 
in 1979 that Begin “actually wanted a peace treaty, because… everything he could do to obstruct it, 
he did it with apparent relish,”20 Carter persisted. Were he interested in prestige, his decision would 

15  Stuckey, Mary E. Jimmy Carter, Human Rights, and the National Agenda. College Station, TX: 
Texas A&M Press, 2008, 71.
16  Carter, Jimmy. Address to the Joint Session of Congress on September 19, 1978. Collection: Office 
of Staff Secretary; Series: Presidential Files; Folder: 9/19/78; Container 91.
17  Carter, Jimmy, and Ebrary, Inc. Keeping Faith: Memoirs of a President. University of Arkansas 
Pbk. ed. Fayetteville, AR: University of Arkansas Press, 1995, 325.
18  Ibid, 316.
19   Quandt,  William  B. Camp David: Peacemaking and Politics.  Washington,  D.C.:  Brookings 
Institution, 1986, 310 n14.
20  Carter, Jimmy, and Ebrary, Inc. Keeping Faith: Memoirs of a President. University of Arkansas 
Pbk. ed. Fayetteville, AR: University of Arkansas Press, 1995, 420-21.
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appear even more irrational after we understand how minimal his eventual gains were. Robert 
Strong notes that “[Carter’s] standing in the polls rose after the Camp David negotiations, but the 
rise was short-lived; and when he travelled to the Middle East to complete the peace treaty between 
Egypt and Israel, there was no significant change in his public standing.”21

A Strategic Explanation for Carter’s Decision

If  Carter chose to personally participate in the Egypt-Israel peace negotiations for rational, 
strategic reasons, we would expect to find statements and actions implying the existence utility-
maximization efforts and cost-benefit analyses. These possible cost-benefit analyses may have 
reasonably prioritized outcomes to the negotiations that increased U.S. power and security.

The Middle East in the late 1970s was an important strategic location due to factors such as 
oil and trade accessibility. Restricted U.S. access to the region would have represented a significant 
threat to U.S. power and security. If  we understand the Cold War era as a bipolar system, in which 
the U.S. and the U.S.S.R. were the two counterbalancing actors, then it would have been in the 
U.S.’s strategic interest to guarantee the balance of  power with the U.S.S.R. in the Middle East. A 
strategic explanation would thus predict that Carter deeply involved himself  in peace negotiations 
in order to seize more power in the Middle East, either in reaction to or in fear of  increased Soviet 
presence in the region. In 1978, the Soviet Union interfered in Africa as part of  the war between 
Somalia and Ethiopia, and, in 1979, the Soviets invaded Afghanistan, further indicating their desire 
and ability to interfere in adjacent regions. Additionally, the 1978 Egypt-Israel peace negotiations 
represented a strong break from past Middle East peace negotiations, such as those in Geneva in 
1973, during which the Soviets were involved. These events may offer some evidence justifying the 
strategic explanation, but a deeper analysis of  statements and events subverts this interpretation.

Statements made from 1977 to 1979 thoroughly contradict strategic explanations for 
Carter’s actions. First, Carter’s statements indicate that he no longer believed in the post-WWII 
bipolar system. For example, in 1977, before the Southern Legislative Conference, Carter said that 
“both the United States and the Soviet Union have learned that our countries and our people…are 
not all-powerful. We’ve learned that this world…[is] too large and too varied to come under the 
sway of  either one or two superpowers.”22 Carter was quite unique in his multi-polar understanding, 
and in fact, he was “to be president of  the only administration after 1945 that repudiated much 
of  the traditional way of  looking at international politics…to embrace a new vision of  a more 
‘interdependent’ world.”23 Second, both internal memos and external statements reveal that Carter 
intended to not only maintain positive relations with the Soviets, but to actively work with them 
on important issues. One internal memo, written by Vance for Carter during the election of  1976, 
outlined Carter’s foreign policy goals and priorities, should he go on to win. In Vance’s memo, he 
noted that, in U.S.S.R. relations, “our principal goal must be to bring about continuing reduction 

21  Strong, Robert A. Working in the World: Jimmy Carter and the Making of American Foreign 
Policy. Baton Rouge, LA: Louisiana State University Press, 2000, 183.
22  Carter, Jimmy. The U.S-Soviet Relationship (remarks made before the Southern Legislative 
Conference at Charleston, S.C., on July 21, 1977. State Department Bulletin, August 1977: 194.
23  Spanier, John W. American Foreign Policy since World War II. 9th ed. New York: Holt, Rinehart 
and Winston, 1983, 177.
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of  tension.” 24 Vance also stated that in Arab-Israeli negotiations, “the U.S. should enlist…the aid 
of  the Soviet Union,” showing an intention to work with the U.S.S.R, not against them.25 In public, 
Carter made similar assertions. In a 1978 press conference, Carter expressed his “deep belief  that 
the underlying relationship between ourselves and the Soviets is stable and that Mr. Brezhnev, along 
with myself, wants peace and wants to have a better friendship.”26 Finally, Jerel Rosati shows that, 
even as the Soviets became a bigger concern for the administration, the U.S.S.R remained largely 
unlinked with problems in the Middle East. The U.S.S.R was never mentioned in relation to Middle 
East issues in any of  Carter’s public statements of  1979, nor those of  Secretary of  State Vance or 
National Security Advisor Brzezinki.27 

The events surrounding the negotiations and Carter’s actions similarly discredit a strategic 
thesis. First, Soviet intervention in the war between Ethiopia and Somalia, on the side of  Ethiopia, 
initially inspire did U.S. response. In the summer of  1977, Carter announced that he intended to 
indirectly increase arms sales to Somalia through shared allies in Africa and the Middle East.28 
However, Carter reversed this stance only a few months later, insisting that he wanted “to deal…
on a multilateral basis to reduce the competition between ourselves and the Soviet Union” in 
the region.29 Over the next few months, “Carter administration officials pleaded with Moscow 
to join in a cooperative approach to settlement of  the conflict.”30 If  Carter’s goal was to counter 
Soviet influence in Africa, he would have maintained his position on Somalia, rather than disavow 
his previous stance to seek cooperation. Further, Soviet exclusion from Egypt-Israel negotiations 
was actually more due to Egyptian and, especially, Israeli desires, rather than Carter’s. In early 
discussions with Sadat and Rabin in 1977, it reportedly became “obvious that neither Israel nor 
Egypt wished to go to Geneva for actual negotiations.”31 Carter did, at times, use this knowledge to 
keep the process moving forward by sometimes dangling the threat of  Geneva and deeper Soviet 
involvement over Sadat and Begin’s heads. But it was more clearly Israeli and Egyptian aversion to 
Soviet involvement that resulted in the U.S.S.R.’s exclusion.

Carter’s actions, as mentioned, show that he did not seek publicity during the negotiations, 
though his involvement could have improved global perceptions of  the U.S. and, in turn, U.S. 
power. Similarly, Carter did not hesitate to put his pride and image aside in order to ensure that the 
negotiations succeeded. Most importantly, Carter never gave up, even when a rational cost-benefit 
analysis of  the likely outcomes of  the negotiations would have indicated that the risks were greater 
than possible security or power gains. So, while a strategic thesis for Carter’s actions may explain 

24  Vance, Cyrus. Hard Choices: Critical Years in America’s Foreign Policy. New York: Simon and 
Schuster, 1983, 445, 448.
25  Ibid
26  Carter, Jimmy. Press Conference of June 26, 1978. State Department Bulletin, August 1978: 8.
27  Rosati, Jerel A. The Carter Administration’s Quest for Global Community: Beliefs and Their 
Impact on Behaviour. Columbia, SC: University of South Carolina Press, 1987, 80.
28  Thornton, Richard C. The Carter Years: Toward a New Global Order. New York: Paragon House, 
1991, 151.
29  Carter, Jimmy. Press Conference of June 28, 1977. State Department Bulletin, August 1977: 221-
22.
30  Thornton, Richard C. The Carter Years: Toward a New Global Order. New York: Paragon House, 
1991, 166.
31  Ibid, 145.
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certain aspects of  his involvement in the accords, such a thesis does not fully account for the canon 
of  statements and events. 

Conclusion

Former President Jimmy Carter’s decision to involve the U.S. in the Egypt-Israel peace 
negotiations may be initially puzzling, based on the fact that involvement was a high-risk endeavor 
for the U.S. with little chance of  success. However, understanding Carter’s decision as a moral 
decision offers a solution to this puzzle and an explanation as to why Carter committed so 
completely to his decision to involve himself  in the peace process.

16



Spring Quarter 2019

The Stability Maintenance Regime in Xinjiang
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Xinjiang has long been a thorn in the side of  Chinese officials since its incorporation 

into the People’s Republic of  China, and its importance in recent years with regards to Xi’s Belt 
and Road initiative has increased together with the importance of  maintaining stability in the 
region, especially in the face of  terrorist attacks from small factions of  religious extremists among 
its native Uyghur population. This essay argues that while the stability maintenance regime has 
been successful in temporarily quelling uprisings and attacks in Xinjiang, the repressive measures 
through which it is implemented are likely to contribute to long-term resentment and instability in 
the region, and thus a system that concentrates instead on addressing the Uyghurs’ grievances and 
integrating them into society will prove more effective at ensuring stability in the future. I begin 
by briefly outlining the history of  Xinjiang and contextualizing its role in the larger framework 
of  the stability maintenance regime throughout China, showing that Xinjiang historically played a 
crucial role in alerting the Chinese government to the need for a more efficient security apparatus 
and today remains of  paramount importance in stability maintenance in light of  its strategic 
location. I will then describe the practical measures that have been enacted in the name of  the 
stability maintenance regime, focusing on the repressive nature of  security measures in Xinjiang 
and the failure of  economic development to adequately address the particular problems facing the 
Uyghurs. Finally, I will elaborate on some of  the ways the Chinese government is trying to address 
these weaknesses, such as through a comprehensive program of  deradicalization, as well as some 
proposed solutions for the inequality in Xinjiang’s economic development, before detailing the 
problems that these solutions have yet to address.

To understand the current tensions in Xinjiang, it is important to first understand both the 
historical context and how its geography contributes to its importance. Instability and uprisings 
in Xinjiang are no new phenomena, but rather continuations of  a historical trend of  insurgency 
that has existed in the region since its first incorporation into the Qing dynasty. Xinjiang has been 
officially known as the “Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region” since only 1955; historically, it 
was known to the Chinese as xiyu, or “Western territories.” It was annexed into China by the Qing 
Dynasty in the 1750s; however, internal rebellions combined with external interventions led to the 
brief  establishment of  an independent Islamic kingdom in 1867. The Qing Dynasty reconquered 
Xinjiang in 1877, after which it was taken over by the Republic of  China, led by the Chinese 
Nationalist Party (GMD), following the collapse of  the Qing Dynasty in 1911. Finally, it became 
a part of  the People’s Republic of  China after the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) prevailed in a 
civil war against the GMD in 1949, and this constitutes the modern territory of  Xinjiang.1

         Xinjiang today is a sparsely populated region on the northwestern frontier of  China, 
bordering eight countries (Mongolia, Russia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Afghanistan, 

1  Zunyou Zhou, “Chinese Strategy for De-radicalization, Terrorism and Political Violence,” (2016), 
DOI: 10.1080/09546553.2017.1330199.
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Pakistan, and India), a location which makes it strategically important for both border security and 
international trade. Furthermore, it serves as an important source of  oil, gas, and other natural 
resources for the Chinese government.2 Xinjiang contains a large proportion of  ethnic minorities, 
of  which Muslim Uyghurs, a Turkic ethnic group, constitute the vast majority (45.84% of  Xinjiang’s 
total population as of  the 2010 census).3 They are both linguistically and culturally distinct from the 
Han Chinese, who constitute most of  Xinjiang’s remaining population (40.48%).4

         Xinjiang’s Islamic kingdom of  the 19th century set the precedent for religious and ethnic 
separatism. Since then, the Chinese rule in Xinjiang has encountered sporadic resistance, a trend that 
has seen an alarming uptick with the rise of  political violence since the 1990s. Uyghur separatists 
advocate their own independent Islamic country known as “East Turkestan”.5 In recent years, 
China has witnessed numerous attacks by Uyghur separatists, including knife assaults and suicide 
bombings, which have led to significant civilian casualties and raised security concerns around 
the country.6 It is in this context that Chinese leaders have incorporated Xinjiang into the larger 
framework of  a stability maintenance regime for the entire country.
         We will first examine the significance of  China’s stability maintenance regime as a whole 
before narrowing our focus to Xinjiang’s unique role in this regime. The stability maintenance 
regime may be defined as a “complex array of  institutional arrangements and practices concerning 
social control.”7 This was spontaneously developed in response to the Tiananmen Crisis of  
1989, but it acquired exalted status during Hu Jintao’s reign (2002-2012) due to his emphasis on 
a harmonious society.8 Stability has now become more important than ever during Xi Jinping’s 
presidency, particularly in the face of  the National Security Commission (NSC) that he has newly 
erected to deal with issues of  stability. The NSC is defined by a “bottom-line mentality,” which 
Major General Qin Tian elaborates on by saying, “the benchmark for Beijing’s national security 
strategy is not according to existing level of  security risks the country faces, but the worst forms 
of  these risks that may evolve under certain circumstances.”9 This kind of  attitude, combined with 
the fact that national security ideas expanded from purely military security to political, economic, 
cultural and societal security under the NSC, is particularly relevant to explaining the extensive 
regulation the Chinese government imposes on daily life in Xinjiang, a point this essay will elaborate 
on later.10

2  Ibid
3  Toops, Stanley. “Spatial Results of the 2010 Census in Xinjiang,” China Policy Institute, March 7, 
2016, https://cpianalysis.org/2016/03/07/spatial-results-of-the-2010-census-in-xinjiang/.
4  Ibid
5  Zunyou Zhou, “Chinese Strategy for De-radicalization, Terrorism and Political Violence,” (2016), 
DOI: 10.1080/09546553.2017.1330199.
6  Ibid
7  Dali L. Yang, “China’s Troubled Quest for Order: Leadership,
Organization and the Contradictions of the Stability Maintenance Regime,” Journal of
Contemporary China (2016): 2, DOI: 10.1080/10670564.2016.1206279
8  Ibid, 2.
9  Ji You, “China’s National Security Commission: theory,
evolution and operations,” Journal of Contemporary China 25, no. 98 (2016): 179, http://dx.doi.org/1
0.1080/10670564.2015.1075717.
10  Ibid, 186.
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Xinjiang’s significance to the stability maintenance regime can be seen in the fact that it 
served as a crucial impetus in stirring the founding of  the NSC. The July 2009 riots in Urumqi, 
Xinjiang’s capital, lay to waste decades of  CCP goodwill efforts towards the Uyghurs and marked 
a turning point in Han/Uyghur relations that was followed by a series of  ethnic killings.11 The 
tragedy likely could have been prevented by deploying the 10,000 officers of  the People’s Armed 
Police (PAP) within the vicinity before the riots erupted into violence, but a lengthy reporting and 
approval process for the mobilization wasted precious hours.12 The ethnic killings demonstrated 
the failure of  intelligence, crisis management, and policy. This crisis’ vivid illustration of  China’s 
fragmented security process served as one particularly jarring reflection of  issues present in the 
entire state’s security apparatus at the macro-level, ultimately leading to a renewed effort to seek 
a better national security body, later established in the form of  the NSC.13 It also prompted the 
national security community to study the timely use of  force as a method of  regime protection: in 
this context, intelligence gathering is vital as it provides an early warning for preemption and hence 
an immediate NSC mission is the strengthening of  anti-terrorist infrastructure.14 The fruits of  this 
mission are clearly visible in the extensive security measures that are present in Xinjiang today.

Xi has attached great importance to maintaining stability in Xinjiang since taking office 
in 2012, the reasons for which are twofold and both related to its strategic position. Firstly, as 
previously mentioned, China shares borders with Pakistan—five border crossings, in fact—all 
in the mountainous southwest of  the Uyghur region. Consequently, Xinjiang is a major security 
liability as Islamic militants from Pakistan can infiltrate the region and convince alienated Uyghur 
youth to follow them to training and indoctrination camps in Pakistan.15 Secondly, Xinjiang is 
a crucial part of  Xi’s Belt and Road initiative to build infrastructure along old Silk Road trade 
routes to Europe: it is home to three of  the six proposed corridors linking China to South Asia, 
Europe, and the Middle East.16 Unsurprisingly, President Xi has declared that “long-term stability 
in Xinjiang” is vital to this initiative’s success.17

The Chinese government’s methods of  promoting stability in Xinjiang include both “soft” 
measures such as economic development and “hard” measures such as strike-hard anti-crime 
campaigns.18 Xi’s current policies in Xinjiang were largely influenced by a string of  attacks carried out 
by Uyghur extremists in 2014. In October, a vehicle set ablaze struck a group of  civilians near Mao 
Zedong’s portrait in Tiananmen Square. More critically, in March, knife and axe-wielding assailants 

11  Ibid, 190.
12  Ibid
13  Ibid
14  Ibid
15  Zunyou Zhou, “Chinese Strategy for De-radicalization, Terrorism and Political Violence,” (2016), 
DOI: 10.1080/09546553.2017.1330199.
16   Clement Burge and Josh Chin, “Twelve Days in Xinjiang: How China’s Surveillance State 
Overwhelms Daily Life,” The Wall Street Journal, December 19, 2017, https://www.wsj.com/articles/
twelve-days-in-xinjiang-how-chinas-surveillance-state-overwhelms-daily-life-1513700355.
17  Michael Clarke, “In Xinjiang, China’s ‘Neo-Totalitarian’ Turn Is Already a Reality,” The Diplomat, 
March 10, 2018, https://thediplomat.com/2018/03/in-xinjiang-chinas-neo-totalitarian-turn-is-
already-a-reality/.
18  Zunyou Zhou, “Chinese Strategy for De-radicalization, Terrorism and Political Violence,” (2016), 
DOI: 10.1080/09546553.2017.1330199.
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attacked a train station in the southeastern town of  Kunming, killing 29 civilians.19 In response, Xi 
ordered a conference on Xinjiang in May 2014 in which he laid down five basic principles for its 
governance: protecting legal religious activities, stopping illegal ones; deterring religious extremism; 
guarding against its infiltration; and cracking down on crimes related to extremism.20 In practice, the 
latter four are emphasized far more than the first, as evident from Xi’s calling for the establishment 
of  metaphoric “walls made of  copper and steel” and “nets spread from the earth to the sky” to 
suppress terrorism.21 The measures used for enforcement of  this mantra are extensive and interfere 
with virtually all aspects of  daily life in Xinjiang. A comprehensive supervision framework includes 
electronic surveillance systems in all urban areas, installation of  GPS trackers in all motor vehicles, 
facial recognition scanners at checkpoints, train stations, and petrol stations, as well as the collection 
of  DNA samples from local populations.22 In line with the stability maintenance regime’s emphasis 
on intelligence gathering for preemptive action, local authorities practice predictive policing, which 
involves assessing an individual’s identity and ethnicity, social interactions, physical movement, etc. 
to ascertain their relative threat to the state. Thousands of  Uyghurs have been sent to “reeducation 
camps”—a euphemism for detention camps—based on analysis of  predictive policing data.23 
These measures are further backed by shows of  force, such as massive “anti-terrorism rallies” 
performed by thousands of  security personnel in Xinjiang’s major cities.24 Finally, the government 
seeks to systematically control religious practice through restrictions such as bans on the growing 
of  beards and the wearing of  burkas, practices seen as reflective of  extremist ideology.25 With 
regards to “soft” measures, Xi has attempted to better integrate Uyghurs into society by setting a 
quota for state-owned enterprises to hire at least one-fourth of  their employees from Uyghurs and 
other minorities and promoting education among Uyghurs by opening the first full-scale university 
in southern Xinjiang.26 These policies for stability maintenance are seeing some success: since 2015, 

19   Emre Tunc Sakauglu, “Ethnic conflict in China’s Xinjiang: Reasons behind it and proposals for 
solution,” Foreign Policy News, August 24, 2014, http://foreignpolicynews.org/2014/08/24/ethnic-
conflict-chinas-xinjiang-reasons-behind-proposals-solution/.
20  Zunyou Zhou, “Chinese Strategy for De-radicalization, Terrorism and Political Violence,” (2016), 
DOI: 10.1080/09546553.2017.1330199.
21   Emre Tunc Sakauglu, “Ethnic conflict in China’s Xinjiang: Reasons behind it and proposals for 
solution,” Foreign Policy News, August 24, 2014, http://foreignpolicynews.org/2014/08/24/ethnic-
conflict-chinas-xinjiang-reasons-behind-proposals-solution/.
22  Michael Clarke, “In Xinjiang, China’s ‘Neo-Totalitarian’ Turn Is Already a Reality,” The Diplomat, 
March 10, 2018, https://thediplomat.com/2018/03/in-xinjiang-chinas-neo-totalitarian-turn-is-
already-a-reality/.
23   Clement Burge and Josh Chin, “Twelve Days in Xinjiang: How China’s Surveillance State 
Overwhelms Daily Life,” The Wall Street Journal, December 19, 2017, https://www.wsj.com/articles/
twelve-days-in-xinjiang-how-chinas-surveillance-state-overwhelms-daily-life-1513700355.
24  Michael Clarke, “In Xinjiang, China’s ‘Neo-Totalitarian’ Turn Is Already a Reality,” The Diplomat, 
March 10, 2018, https://thediplomat.com/2018/03/in-xinjiang-chinas-neo-totalitarian-turn-is-
already-a-reality/.
25   Nectar Gan, “Ban on beards and veils – China’s Xinjiang passes law to curb ‘religious 
extremism’,” South China Morning Post, March 30, 2017, http://www.scmp.com/news/china/policies-
politics/article/2083479/ban-beards-and-veils-chinas-xinjiang-passes-regulation.
26   Emre Tunc Sakauglu, “Ethnic conflict in China’s Xinjiang: Reasons behind it and proposals for 
solution,” Foreign Policy News, August 24, 2014, http://foreignpolicynews.org/2014/08/24/ethnic-
conflict-chinas-xinjiang-reasons-behind-proposals-solution/.
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terrorist violence in China has dropped sharply in both frequency and intensity.27

However, a number of  issues underlie Xi’s ultra-repressive approach and call into question 
its viability as a sustainable long-term solution to security problems in Xinjiang. Xi Chen in his 
article The Rising Cost of  Stability points to the enormous and ever-increasing expenditure that 
goes into the stability maintenance regime,28 a trend that can clearly be seen in Xinjiang: as a 
result of  stricter security, there was a 92% increase in spending for domestic security measures 
from 2016 to 2017 alone.29 Though Xi believes stability to be correlated with economic growth, 
It is highly doubtful that this level of  economic investment purely for one aspect of  domestic 
policy is sustainable in the long run, particularly as it will compromise the government’s ability to 
invest in other pressing issues. Furthermore, Chen notes that the government’s emphasis on the 
stability maintenance regime often undermines the CCP’s legitimacy by producing the excessive 
and illegitimate use of  force: a single serious breakdown of  order is enough to ruin careers, and 
surveillance provides officials with targets of  repression to go after rather than risk allowing major 
disturbances to develop.30 Furthermore, restrictions on the official use of  force drive coercion into 
the realm of  illegality, with authorities using private security firms and even criminal gangs in the 
interest of  preserving order.31 This is certainly the case in Xinjiang, where just this year, authorities 
have detained relatives of  at least five US-based Uyghur journalists who are critical of  the CCP’s 
policies. Officials use extrajudicial arrests of  relatives as a mean of  crushing opposition, and while 
this is officially paraded as a campaign against religious extremism, there is growing international 
concern that such methods are in reality intended to punish dissent and intimidate any Uyghurs who 
question Chinese policy.32 These tactics may temporarily suppress protests and attacks, but over 
time, harsh repression is likely to foster even more resentment among the Uyghurs and push more 
of  the population toward religious extremism. Sean Roberts, a scholar on Uyghur and Asian affairs 
and director of  George Washington University’s International Development Studies Program, says 
that since the government has increased its suppression of  the Uyghurs in the wake of  the 2009 
riots, many have left the country, and while most seek refuge in Turkey, a substantial amount have 
also been recruited and radicalized by extremist groups fighting in Syria.33 Furthermore, a spate 
of  violent attacks from Uyghur opposition in China throughout 2014 showed a disturbing shift 
from previous low-level, opportunistic attacks on representatives of  the state to indiscriminate, 

27  Zunyou Zhou, “Chinese Strategy for De-radicalization, Terrorism and Political Violence,” (2016), 
DOI: 10.1080/09546553.2017.1330199.
28  Xi Chen, “The Rising Cost of Stability,” Journal of Democracy 24, no. 1 (January 2013): 61, 
https://doi.org/10.1353/jod.2013.0003.
29  Michael Clarke, “In Xinjiang, China’s ‘Neo-Totalitarian’ Turn Is Already a Reality,” The Diplomat, 
March 10, 2018, https://thediplomat.com/2018/03/in-xinjiang-chinas-neo-totalitarian-turn-is-
already-a-reality/.
30  Xi Chen, “The Rising Cost of Stability,” Journal of Democracy 24, no. 1 (January 2013): 62, 
https://doi.org/10.1353/jod.2013.0003.
31  Ibid
32   Ramzy, Austin, “After U.S.-Based Reporters Exposed Abuses, China Seized Their Relatives,” The 
New York Times, March 1, 2018, https://www.nytimes.com/2018/03/01/world/asia/china-xinjiang-
rfa.html.
33   Hayoun, Massoud, “China is Creating an Unprecedented ‘Security State’ in Xinjiang,” Pacific 
Standard, February 23, 2017, https://psmag.com/news/china-is-creating-an-unprecedented-security-
state-in-xinjiang.

The Stability Maintenance Regime in Xinjiang

21

https://doi.org/10.1353/jod.2013.0003
https://thediplomat.com/2018/03/in-xinjiang-chinas-neo-totalitarian-turn-is-already-a-reality/
https://thediplomat.com/2018/03/in-xinjiang-chinas-neo-totalitarian-turn-is-already-a-reality/
https://doi.org/10.1353/jod.2013.0003
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/03/01/world/asia/china-xinjiang-rfa.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/03/01/world/asia/china-xinjiang-rfa.html
https://psmag.com/news/china-is-creating-an-unprecedented-security-state-in-xinjiang
https://psmag.com/news/china-is-creating-an-unprecedented-security-state-in-xinjiang


Spring Quarter 2019

The Stability Maintenance Regime in Xinjiang

mass-impact targeting of  public spaces: this trend suggests an escalation in violence rather than 
the stability promised by the Chinese state. A likely explanation for the uptick in violence is the fact 
that the government’s repressive measures leave no legitimate outlets for Uyghurs to voice their 
grievances. In January 2014, Uyghur scholar Ilham Tohti, a moderate critic who called for greater 
autonomy but not independence, was arrested and sentenced to life imprisonment for “inciting 
separatism”. Tohti’s silencing suggests a larger problem of  the marginalization of  even moderate 
voices in Xinjiang, and in the absence of  any means for Uyghurs to resolve their grievances, an 
increasing trend towards radicalization does not seem particularly surprising.34 In light of  these 
events, it seems to be only a matter of  time before the brewing discontent in Xinjiang spills over 
and leads to yet another upsurge of  violent attacks throughout China. Security measures may 
temporarily suppress the violent manifestations of  religious extremism, but they fail to address 
its root causes in the alienation of  Uyghurs who are tired of  being discriminated against for their 
faith. Finally, in addition to suffering from religious persecution, Uyghurs are beset by economic 
grievances, and Xi’s use of  economic reforms to quell Uyghur discontent and integrate them into 
society comes too little and too late. Beijing’s decades-old policy of  promoting mass migration of  
Han Chinese into Xinjiang has transformed it from a region in which Uyghurs constituted the vast 
majority into one where they are now regarded as “hostile natives”: as of  2014, Han Chinese are 40% 
of  the population and have successfully monopolized the economy due to the central government’s 
policy of  creating “safe havens” for them.35 In contrast to the Han Chinese, who increasingly 
make their livings in the industry and service sectors, Uyghurs and Kazakhs are the only groups 
in China among whom the population of  farmers increased from 2000-2010.36 Xinjiang on the 
whole is developing at a rapid pace, and Beijing likes to point to its extensive urbanization in recent 
years to tout the merits of  the stability maintenance regime, but local Uyghurs are largely excluded 
from the benefits of  this development. Ethnic groups in Xinjiang  are spatially segregated: Han 
Chinese predominantly live in the urbanized northeast part of  the region, the focal point of  state 
investment and industrial development, while Uyghurs live primarily in southwest Xinjiang, which 
is far more rural and agricultural. Consequently, any wealth generated by government initiatives 
mainly benefits Han-owned enterprises and is geographically separated from the Uyghurs.37 Stopgap 
measures such as implementing hiring quotas are insufficient to reverse the effects of  decades of  
economic marginalization. Ultimately, while the CCP is addressing the surface manifestations of  
ethnic tensions, it has not yet treated the underlying problems at the heart of  the Uyghurs’ failed 
integration into Chinese society.

The CCP has, for its part, come to realize that military, law enforcement, and intelligence 
measures alone are insufficient to combat religious extremism, and has attempted to give its 
stability maintenance a more human face by grounding it firmly in law and engaging the Uyghur 

34   Clarke, Michael. “Why is Xinjiang Violence Escalating?” BBC News, May 23, 2014.  
35   Emre Tunc Sakauglu, “Ethnic conflict in China’s Xinjiang: Reasons behind it and proposals for 
solution,” Foreign Policy News, August 24, 2014, http://foreignpolicynews.org/2014/08/24/ethnic-
conflict-chinas-xinjiang-reasons-behind-proposals-solution/.
36  Ibid
37   Tai, Liana. “Roots of Turmoil in Xinjiang: The Socioeconomic Divide Between Uyghurs and Han 
Chinese.” Project 2049 Institute, June 27, 2014. 
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community in promoting its policies.38 The local government’s new “one rule” policy refers to 
“ruling Xinjiang according to law” and is a “regional response to the to the 18th CCP Central 
Committee’s Fourth Plenum resolution in October 2014 on ‘ruling the country according to law,’” a 
defining characteristic of  Xi’s presidency.39 This implies a commitment by the Xinjiang authorities to 
change previous de-radicalization practices that were not firmly based in the law. Hence, a number 
of  new measures have been implemented. In 2015, China’s national legislature passed the Counter-
Terrorism Law (CTL), introducing, for the first time, China’s specific provisions on terrorist de-
radicalization.40 Included among the provisions are procedures for custodial de-radicalization in 
prison, which involves training 100 prison officers for de-radicalization efforts within the next 
three years. The local government will also construct a “De-radicalization Expert Group” made up 
of  trusted Islamic scholars to provide counseling to the inmates through religious reasoning rather 
than through legal logic. After prisoners are released, the authorities plan to use the testimonies of  
these de-radicalized prisoners to discourage other Uyghurs from religious extremism. In addition 
to these provisions, the local government is also pursuing the “three contingents” approach, which 
refers to the policy of  reinforcing three main groups of  people the government can rely on to 
maintain stability: cadres, teachers, and religious figures. All these groups are urged to condemn 
acts of  violence in the name of  Islam, expose the false beliefs of  extremists and terrorists, and 
guide religious people in the war against extremist ideas and forces. Furthermore, the government 
is establishing CCP units within Islamic Associations in order to bring religion in line with 
socialism.41 All the above measures point to greater efforts by the government to include Uyghurs 
in the de-radicalization process rather than merely making them its victims. To supplement these 
policies, the CTL also includes a new provision of  “placement and education,” which requires that 
prisons assess a prisoner’s dangerousness before they are released and recommend the prisoner for 
a placement and education program if  they are deemed dangerous. The prisoner will be annually 
assessed by the facility conducting the program, which will issue a recommendation to court for the 
prisoner to be released from the program upon determining that the prisoner is no longer a threat.

Despite the improvement that the latest CCP policies represent upon their previous 
policies toward stability maintenance, several issues remain. Most alarmingly, the “placement and 
education” program raises serious concerns about the deprivation of  freedom, as there is no time 
limit for the prisoner’s period of  detention and there are no judicial safeguards against placement 
in the program. On a more technical level, it is very difficult to assess the effectiveness of  de-
radicalization programs: sometimes, people allegedly de-radicalized remain in prison, and no one 
can reliably predict that they have truly given up on terrorism. Other countries such as Saudi 
Arabia provide potential models for more effective practices, including a prison program that 
entails enormous input and a comprehensive post-release program with extensive monitoring. 
However, such a commitment would again raise the issue of  extravagant and unsustainable 
expenditure for security measures. In addition, despite the positive step forward that the CCP has 
taken in providing representation for Uyghurs by including Muslim leaders in the de-radicalization 

38  Zunyou Zhou, “Chinese Strategy for De-radicalization, Terrorism and Political Violence,” (2016), 
DOI: 10.1080/09546553.2017.1330199.
39  Ibid
40  Ibid
41  Ibid
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program, establishing CCP units in Islamic Associations may further undermine the legitimacy and 
credibility of  these leaders in the eyes of  radicalized Uyghurs by portraying them as slaves to the 
government. Finally, the high priority given to the rule of  law under Xi Jinping, despite reducing 
the incidence of  illegal de-radicalization practices, often involves granting even more powers to 
government agencies that already have intrusive capabilities, thus providing them with extensive 
potential to infringe upon human rights without any possibility for legal redress.42 

In addition to altering the oppressive character of  security measures in Xinjiang, there 
is a need to address the gross economic equalities that continue to exist between Uyghurs and 
Han Chinese. Among the suggested solutions is the idea of  using welfare and social integration 
policies to create economic opportunities.43 This approach suggests balancing out harsh security 
measures by diverting the public flow of  public spending into sectors in which Xinjiang has a 
comparative advantage and into which Uyghurs can be integrated. Its implementation would 
require the government to stop investing in massive infrastructure projects irrelevant to local 
needs and instead cooperate with local governments to create a consumer economy in Xinjiang. 
The government’s focus on infrastructure development and investment in large-scale projects is 
currently concentrated in the natural resource extraction industries, particularly in oil and gas.44 
These industries, however, are largely disconnected from the economic lives of  Uyghurs, as hiring 
discrimination is rife and the oil industry is almost completely run by Han Chinese. The growth 
of  oil and gas industries in recent years reveals that large proportions of  investment capital have 
not been directed to industries in which the majority of  rural Uyghurs engage.45 This problem 
could potentially be solved if  the central government were to cooperate with local governments 
to divert the flow of  public spending into sectors within which Uyghurs can be integrated and 
create a consumer economy rather than a centrally-imposed system. Furthermore, development 
incentives should be concentrated in the southern part of  Xinjiang rather than the north, which is 
populated by Han Chinese.46 By concentrating on bringing the benefits of  light commerce to smaller 
settlements, the government can avoid the further marginalization of  Uyghur youth. This approach 
also recommends the expansion of  Xi’s quota policy to extend affirmative action into employment, 
education, and healthcare services in order to integrate Uyghurs into regional economy and social 
life.47 Finally, it encourages the establishment of  official schools and faculties that focus on religious 
education rather than merely blocking official channels for official religion and practice.48 This 
approach has the benefit of  tackling the root economic causes for the marginalization of  Uyghurs 

42  Ibid
43   Emre Tunc Sakauglu, “Ethnic conflict in China’s Xinjiang: Reasons behind it and proposals for 
solution,” Foreign Policy News, August 24, 2014, http://foreignpolicynews.org/2014/08/24/ethnic-
conflict-chinas-xinjiang-reasons-behind-proposals-solution/.
44  Szadziewski, Henryk, “Commanding the Economy: The Recurring Patterns of Chinese Central 
Government Development Planning Among Uyghurs in Xinjiang,” Inner Asia 13, no. 1 (2011): 102, 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/24572137.
45  Ibid, 105. 
46   Emre Tunc Sakauglu, “Ethnic conflict in China’s Xinjiang: Reasons behind it and proposals for 
solution,” Foreign Policy News, August 24, 2014, http://foreignpolicynews.org/2014/08/24/ethnic-
conflict-chinas-xinjiang-reasons-behind-proposals-solution/.
47  Ibid
48  Ibid
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in Chinese society instead of  treating only the manifestations of  ethnic conflict. It is quite plausible 
that mitigating the economic inequality that is the source of  much popular resentment will provide 
a framework for integration and reduce incentives to join extremist movements in defiance of  an 
oppressive government. However, it is doubtful how much economic relief  can assuage or distract 
from realities of  social discrimination in the form of  repressive security measures: the mitigation 
of  one issue does not equate to a corresponding reduction in another, equally serious one. For 
many Uyghurs, living a normal life is impossible given the oppressive interference the government 
has imposed on every aspect of  daily comings and goings, and granting them greater economic 
equality will not replace the freedom they have lost.

Xinjiang’s integration into China since its first annexation in the 1750s has been shaky at 
best, and its historical separatist tradition has been greatly exacerbated by the CCP’s suppression 
of  local culture and its implementation of  intrusive security measures. The CCP seeks to address 
the growing threat of  terrorism perpetuated by Uyghur extremists through mobilization of  an 
extensive stability maintenance apparatus; however, its oppressive policies are likely contributing 
to resentment among the Uyghur population that will only fan the flames of  ethnic tension and 
instability in the long run. In recent years, the CCP has made a number of  positive steps towards 
resolving the problem of  Uyghur marginalization by making efforts to include Uyghurs in the 
de-radicalization process, and its attempts at stability maintenance may benefit from revising its 
economic policies to promote equality for Uyghurs in the future. Ultimately, however, any truly 
effective solution to the Xinjiang problem will have to address the lack of  social equality between 
Uyghurs and Han Chinese and provide a framework for Uyghurs to benefit from the same civil 
freedoms as their Han counterparts.
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 At the 73rd meeting of  the United Nations (UN) General Assembly on September 25th, 
2018, U.S. President Donald Trump declared, “We reject globalism and embrace the doctrine of  
patriotism,” an overt affirmation of  his “America First” Doctrine to the global community.1 Mr. 
Trump’s approach is more visceral reaction than a carefully intellectualized philosophy. Mr. Trump 
loosely links political rhetoric, for a domestic audience, with a reactive foreign policy approach. He 
questions or renounces treaties with a variety of  decades-long partners and wary collaborators such 
as NATO and Iran. He nullifies some trade agreements and forces renegotiation of  others, like 
the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP)2 and the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA).3 
And, of  course, he courts autocratic regimes like Russia and Saudi Arabia, which flout international 
norms, while engaging in repeated rounds of  threats and counter-threats with China, a nation that 
challenges the U.S. on a broad front. China, however, has adopted a wholly different approach to 
global diplomacy. In contrast to Trump’s volatile political brinkmanship, China has taken a longer-
term approach, crafting itself  as a global actor through its economic diplomacy perspective and 
with a longer-term vision. I will review a few of  the differences between the current American and 
Chinese approaches, and illustrate how I think America can use this more nuanced approach to 
economic diplomacy to achieve its international aims.

 Economic diplomacy has a wide variety of  meanings, but generally is defined by using 
economic tools to improve relations. This could be reducing tariff  barriers or creating most favored 
nation status to promote mutual trade; sending monetary aid, freely or at low rates of  interest, 
providing technical support, or supplying professional or business experts to a recipient country; 
or, to reduce or eliminate barriers to businesses, professionals, and students to learn and network 
in a sponsoring country. For the United States and many Western countries, the motivations have 
been some combination of  economic promotion for our goods, supporting (typically, but not 
universally) representative governments that maintain a consistent legal environment—whether 
physical or intellectual—for trade and property, and promoting international stability.

A classic example of  these mixed objectives is the Marshall Plan.4 The European Recovery 
Program, to use its official name, began in 1948, lasted for 4 years, and disbursed roughly $12 billion 
in 1948 dollars to 16 countries across Western and Central Europe and Greece and Turkey. It is 

1  Hennigan, W.J. “‘We Reject Globalism.’ President Trump Took ‘America First’ to the United 
Nations.” Time, Time, 25 Sept. 2018, time.com/5406130/we-reject-globalism-president-trump-took-
america-first-to-the-united-nations/.
2  “The Trans-Pacific Partnership.” The Trans-Pacific Partnership @ USTR.gov, ustr.gov/tpp/.
3  “North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA).” United States Trade Representative, 2017, 
ustr.gov/trade-agreements/free-trade-agreements/north-american-free-trade-agreement-nafta.
4  Britannica, The Editors of Encyclopaedia. “Marshall Plan.” Encyclopædia Britannica, 
Encyclopædia Britannica, Inc., 19 Dec. 2018, www.britannica.com/event/Marshall-Plan.
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important to remember that World War II followed a decade of  global Depression, during which, 
first the Axis powers destroyed much of  the industrial and economic capacity of  these countries, 
and then the Allied powers furthered destruction in recovering occupied territory. The Marshall 
Plan, named after the popular U.S. Secretary of  State, who served as the public face of  the program, 
was a mix of  altruism, economic recovery, and a good PR move. Certainly, the devastation and 
mass population displacements wrought by Germany, Italy, and Japan, and the Allies in their efforts 
to defeat the Axis, necessitated a humanitarian response. Nonetheless, the multiple humanitarian 
objectives- promoting free trade, restoring industrial capacity, helping these countries’ capability to 
feed, clothe, and shelter their citizens –interested culturally with political ones, such as encouraging 
investment to enhance internal productivity to spur consumption of  local as well as American 
goods and diminishing the appeal of  socialism and communism and to contain the Soviets.5 Each 
aspect was used, at home and abroad to appeal to a multiplicity of  stakeholders who needed to 
be convinced to support, sustain, or participate in the plan. This mixture was understood and 
recognized as both humanitarian and self-serving, but has, in general, led most or all 16 countries 
who participated, to collaborate both internally—as the nidus for starting the European Union—
and externally, in general concert with the United States for the past seven decades.
 More recent diplomatic, military, and free trade agreements have had similar, positive binding 
effects. The North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and a variety of  international, collective 
defense treaties with Asian and South American countries, while imperfect, have helped to prevent 
another global superpower conflict, have maintained freedom of  the seas, and fostered the safe, 
efficient, and economical expansion of  global trade.6 NAFTA has seen a massive expansion of  free 
trade between Mexico, Canada, and the United States. While the overall effects on the American 
economy have been small (yet overall positive), those on Canada and Mexico have been more 
profound; Canada and Mexico are now our number two and three trading partners, trailing only 
behind China.7 The original TPP initiative, crafted under the Obama administration, would have 
linked NAFTA to countries around the central and southern Pacific basin, with Australia, Brunei, 
Chile, Japan, Malaysia, New Zealand, Peru, Singapore, and Vietnam. TPP would have reduced 
tariffs, created uniform regulations regarding labor conditions, and extended copyright law. The 
total economic effects on the U.S. are a source of  debate, although it was likely to be somewhat 
positive,8 similar to that of  NAFTA. However, the greatest potential benefit of  America joining 
the TPP had nothing to do with economics. The TPP would have drawn countries in China’s 
backyard economically and diplomatically closer to the U.S, empowering the U.S. to maintain 
its status globally. It would also remind nations and peoples everywhere of  the many virtues of  
representative government and open economies. Rather than using this powerful economic tool 

5  Kennan, George F. “The Sources of Soviet Conduct.” Foreign Affairs, Foreign Affairs Magazine, 31 
Aug. 2017, www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/russian-federation/1947-07-01/sources-soviet-conduct.
6  “U.S. Collective Defense Arrangements.” U.S. Department of State, U.S. Department of State, 
www.state.gov/s/l/treaty/collectivedefense/.
7  Branch, Foreign Trade Data Dissemination. “Foreign Trade: Data.” U.S. Trade by Country, 21 Apr. 
2009, www.census.gov/foreign-trade/balance/index.html.
8  Petri, Peter. “The Economic Effects of the Trans-Pacific Partnership: New Estimates.” PIIE, 5 
Dec. 2018, piie.com/publications/working-papers/economic-effects-trans-pacific-partnership-new-
estimates.
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in his diplomatic armamentarium, and prior to fully understanding its strengths and weaknesses, 
Mr. Trump withdrew from the agreement four days into his administration. To be fair to President 
Trump, this deal was opposed by those on the right and left—many on the right thought America 
would lose jobs and many on the left thought the environmental and worker protections were 
insufficient. 
  While the Trump administration has been moving away from an economic approach that 
has sustained American diplomacy and international norms since World War II, it appears that 
China is embracing economic diplomacy in constructive ways. Several examples are germane today. 
One is the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP), a trade agreement between 
16 East Asian nations, led by China.9 The ten members of  the Association of  Southeast Asian 
Nations, or ASEAN (Brunei, Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos, Malaysia, Myanmar, the Philippines, 
Singapore, Thailand, and Vietnam) will be joined by six Asia-Pacific states with which ASEAN has 
existing free trade agreements (Australia, China, India, Japan, South Korea, and New Zealand). This 
free trade block will constitute half  of  the world’s GDP and excludes the nations of  the eastern 
Pacific rim, including the United States. Expected to be completed in full by the end of  the 2019, 
this agreement is similar in structure and intent of  the TPP, but lacks many of  the environmental, 
copyright, and labor-related regulations. 

At the same time, China has been crafting a new organization, that would serve as an 
alternative to the Western-dominated World Bank and International Monetary Fund and would 
challenge the US dollar’s position as the globe’s prime reserve currency. The Asian Infrastructure 
Investment Bank (AIIB), which currently includes 69 countries—including France, Germany, Italy, 
and the United Kingdom—and roughly two dozen prospective members, is one way that China 
can use its vast foreign currency reserves (principally in US dollars) to fund infrastructure needs 
across the globe, in ways that demonstrate a newly emerging global sense of  Chinese “international 
statecraft” that breaks free of  American conventions of  economic diplomacy.10

However, both the RCEP and AIIB pale in comparison to the size and scope of  the “Belt 
and Road” initiative (BRI),11 although each of  the former two contribute to the latter’s grand strategy. 
Announced in 2013, the BRI is an umbrella term for a set of  initiatives that will invest more than 
1 trillion USD in development projects, mostly in Central and East Asian countries. However, it is 
being expanding west to include parts of  East and sub-Saharan Africa and southeastern Europe. 
These projects include ports, highways, trains, and other infrastructure designed to both unlock 
access to raw or unfinished materials and create new markets for Chinese industry, finance, and 
culture. BRI loans come with no labor or environmental protections, and very few strings at all. Many 
stipulate that a certain percentage of  the workers must be Chinese, but there are no protections 
written into these deals, which is perfect for expanding these deals into autocratic nations. The 
Chinese are intentionally pivoting their economy to higher-tech products with greater margins and 

9  “Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP) - ASEAN | ONE VISION ONE IDENTITY 
ONE COMMUNITY.” ASEAN, 2019, asean.org/?static_post=rcep-regional-comprehensive-economic-
partnership.
10  Ikenberry, G. John, and Darren Lim. “China’s Emerging Institutional Statecraft.” Brookings, 
Brookings, 13 Apr. 2017, www.brookings.edu/research/chinas-emerging-institutional-statecraft/.
11  “How Will the Belt and Road Initiative Advance China’s Interests?” ChinaPower Project, 11 Sept. 
2017, chinapower.csis.org/china-belt-and-road-initiative/.
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away from the low-end products that served as the foundation for their export economy the past 
4 decades. They are creating their own distribution and supply chains as well as markets for this 
economic pivot.

While many Belt-and-Road projects are similar in concept to those financed by the World 
Bank or the IMF, some come with unique requirements or with reduced regulation or oversight, 
which presents manifold opportunities for corruption or exaction. There can be unique risks for 
countries that accept these investments. For example, the Chinese financed a $1 billion port in 
Hambontota, Sri Lanka, a little used harbor in the South of  the country. However, mounting debt 
and economic inefficiency have forced the Sri Lankans to lease the Hambantota port back to China 
for 99 years, opening a critical port in the Indian Ocean that threatens trade around the Persian 
Gulf, India, and Southeast Asia.12 Similarly, the tiny country of  Montenegro is now struggling with 
massive state debt after accepting a €803 million loan to build a section of  highway in the tiny 
Balkan country.13 Italy is the most recent country in Europe to accept funding through the Belt and 
Road initiative. 

But what some see as a consequence of  European discord—French President Emmanuel 
Macron, when placing the Belt and Road’s appeal in Europe in the context of  Brexit said recently, 
that “China plays [on] our division”14—others may view as the Chinese simply using their economic 
weight on the international stage for the first time, but in a tradition that dates back hundreds of  
years across Europe, Africa, and Asia, if  not longer. This is simply employing economic strategies 
to world politics. And, as the Trump administration pulls out of, or scales back, commitments 
to multi-national agreements, treaties, defensive ties, and free trade agreements with a variety of  
countries unilaterally, the Chinese seek to fill in the gap.

Beyond global concerns, this economic strategy allows the Chinese to gain further 
concessions regarding a more local concern, the status of  Taiwan. One of  the only rules for 
receiving investment is the recipient country cannot recognize Taiwan. The number of  countries 
who officially recognize Taiwan has shrunk to 17.15 Interestingly, as well, European states that have 
been conceived as potential members of  the European Union (EU) have been drawn into the 
Chinese orbit, away from traditional allies. Serbia’s Minister of  Construction said: “It would not be 
immodest or wrong to call Serbia China’s main partner in Europe.”16,17 Trade between the two states 

12  Abi-habib, Maria. “How China Got Sri Lanka to Cough Up a Port.” The New York Times, The New 
York Times, 25 June 2018, www.nytimes.com/2018/06/25/world/asia/china-sri-lanka-port.html.
13  Areddy, James T. “Trophy Infrastructure, Troublesome Debt: China Makes Inroads in 
Europe.” The Wall Street Journal, Dow Jones & Company, 5 Nov. 2018, www.wsj.com/articles/chinas-
newest-bid-for-influence-runs-through-the-wests-backyard-1541435003.
14  Nossiter, Adam. “Behind the Niceties of Chinese Leader’s Visit, France Is Wary.” The New York 
Times, The New York Times, 25 Mar. 2019, www.nytimes.com/2019/03/25/world/europe/macron-xi-
france-china.html.
15  Horton, Chris. “El Salvador Recognizes China in Blow to Taiwan.” The New York Times, The New 
York Times, 21 Aug. 2018, www.nytimes.com/2018/08/21/world/asia/taiwan-el-salvador-diplomatic-
ties.html.
16  Le Corre, Philippe. “Serbia: China’s Open Door to the Balkans.” Belfer Center for Science and 
International Affairs, www.belfercenter.org/publication/serbia-chinas-open-door-balkans.
17  Kurir. “KURIR TV UZIVO: Vucic Drzi Predavanje Na Fakultetu Bezbednosti.” YouTube, YouTube, 
22 May 2017, www.youtube.com/watch?v=l8qz_FqJvtU&feature=youtu.be&t=1803.
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has tripled since 2005 and China is a top 5 trading partner.18 Increasingly, Serbia is seeking Chinese 
diplomatic advice, especially with respect to its relations with Kosovo, a role usually reserved for its 
ally Russia. In many respects, Kosovo is to Serbia as Taiwan is to China. 

In fact, Serbian President Aleksandar Vucic has outlined the new position of  the United 
States and its diplomatic and economic retrenchment well: “Thirty years ago you had one, absolutely 
dominant military, political, and economic power [the U.S.] …With its economic, but also with its 
military and political power [the] People’s Republic of  China dramatically catches up.”19 As America 
appears to be disengaging from the international system it helped to create after World War II, and 
that all previous administrations nurtured, countries will look elsewhere for friendship, economic 
support, or even, just simply tolerance of  their internal situation. 

My goal is neither to praise nor disparage Chinese approach. Rather, it is a call for reflection 
on the part of  the United States government. China is making trade deals it deems in its best 
interest, investments that have the same political and elevating capabilities that our post-WW2 
plans had. Now is the time to increase engagement with—and investment in—relations with 
the world. We must participate fully and accept many diverse and complementary tools at our 
disposal diplomatically. This requires both collective action and the ability to adapt, to respond with 
flexibility, not doubling-down on rigid positions. 

This includes increasing our economic statecraft, both directly and indirectly. Directly, by 
increasing foreign aid and investment as well as negotiating with multiple states across the Pacific 
Rim, Southeast Asia and India to create free trade agreements that also bind those countries to us 
diplomatically and mutually through mutual benefit. And, indirectly, both by making it easier for 
American firms to work and invest abroad and by providing support for transparent international 
norms, standards, laws and regulations that will be efficient, effective, and long-lasting. Yes, the 
Chinese have the advantage due to their no-strings investment policy, while Westerners prefer trade 
deals with property and environmental protections. But even with this disadvantage, if  we engage 
the global community rather than belittle it, we can much more effectively encourage economic 
development and Western-style liberalization. Now is the time to enhance our engagement with 
the world and to use American economic might to foster both American and global prosperity, 
while also fighting for environmental, labor, and intellectual rights. We should learn from and 
compete with the Chinese. It is incumbent upon us to learn from our recent past- where we were 
the hegemonic superpower—and adapt to a present where subtlety, soft power, and economic 
reciprocity may be the most potent tools of  all.

18  “Serbia.” OEC - Serbia (SRB) Exports, Imports, and Trade Partners, atlas.media.mit.edu/en/
profile/country/srb/#Exports.
19  Corre, Philippe Le, and Vuk Vuksanovic. “Serbia: China’s Open Door to the Balkans.” The 
Diplomat, The Diplomat, 3 Jan. 2019, thediplomat.com/2019/01/serbia-chinas-open-door-to-the-
balkans/.
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Around the world, a series of  polarizing elections have shifted the political landscape 
fundamentally. A swing to the right in the political pendulum has led to the election of  leaders 
with nationalist agendas and authoritarian undertones. Brazil’s general election in 2018 served as a 
catalyst, joining the country to this ideological trend sweeping across the world. While widespread 
changes in government seats at all levels will surely leave lasting impacts on Brazil, the election of  
Jair Bolsonaro as President is unquestionably the single most important change in Brazil’s political 
canvas. Though his rise to power came as a surprise to many, Bolsonaro capitalized on a politically 
fragmented nation and appealed to key sectors of  the population to bring radical change to the 
country. This piece will follow Jair Bolsonaro’s election, and in turn, search for a causal logic which 
can explain his rise to power by examining his political platform and support base. 

Bolsonaro’s political image is closely tied with his lifetime in the armed forces. He enlisted 
to the army in 1973, at the height and most repressive years of  a military dictatorship which shaped 
the modern history of  Brazil and consequently led to the emergence of  democracy the following 
decade. However, from 1964 until 1985, Brazil lived under a military dictatorship. Upon coming 
to power through a coup d’état in 1964 to overthrow the democratic government, the military 
consolidated power and introduced an authoritarian government notable for its repression. During 
these years, freedoms were suspended and a heavy-handed approach was taken to maintain order. 
The order and security which marked the military government was achieved at a high cost by the 
creation of  government agencies which forcefully imprisoned, brutally tortured and even killed 
individuals deemed as enemies or dangers to the state. It was during this context which Bolsonaro 
joined the armed forces and served as a parachutist, reaching the rank of  Captain. After fifteen 
years of  service, he joined the reserves and transitioned to the political arena. Despite being a critic 
of  the government establishment, Bolsonaro is a long-time member of  the Brazilian government, 
serving seven terms as a member of  the Chamber of  Deputies representing the State of  Rio 
de Janeiro. During his years in office he has become characterized politically by his nationalist 
conservativism, his advocacy on behalf  a reinvigorated role in politics for the armed forces, and 
conservative “traditional values” informed by his Christian faith background. Each of  these 
characteristics have played a foundational role in forming his campaign platform as he capitalized 
on a series of  issues to appeal to the Brazilian electorate. Three key issues appear central to the rise 
of  Bolsonaro – corruption, the economy, and security. 

With Bolsonaro’s victory came the end of  the rule of  the Partido dos Trabalhadores (PT), or 
Workers’ Party, which governed for the greater part of  2003 onward beginning with Luiz Inácio 
Lula da Silva and continuing with Dilma Rousseff. While the Workers’ Party made great strides 
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in improving the economy, the party lost a great level of  legitimacy after corruption scandals 
uncovered in Operação Lava Jato, or Operation Car Wash. This investigation culminated in the 
imprisonment of  former President Lula and the impeachment of  sitting President Dilma, and 
served as a key tool for Bolsonaro to brand the Workers’ Party as rife with corruption. Bolsonaro 
successfully capitalized on this issue by characterizing it as one of  the most dangerous internal 
threats to Brazil and positioned himself  as someone with a clean reputation who would break 
the chain of  corruption among government officials in recent years. This position has appealed 
to millions of  Brazilians - even those who did not agree with his political platform - who viewed 
corruption as the primary barrier to Brazil advancing in any way.1 

Beginning in the early years of  President Lula’s mandate, Brazil made great strides 
economically. Despite being a country characterized by economic disparity, Lula’s government 
managed to achieve an average economic growth rate of  3.50% annually and bring Brazil into the 
top ten largest economies in the world, drastically decreasing inflation rates from 14% in 2003 
to 8.3% in 2011, and lifting many out of  poverty by raising minimum wages and through social 
programs aimed at aiding the most vulnerable sectors of  society.2 However, beginning in 2014, 
Brazil experienced an economic crisis that stalled its prior growth, leading to increased inflation 
rates, decreased Gross Domestic Product (GDP), and increased unemployment. As a result, 
opponents of  the Worker’s Party such as Bolsonaro’s party – the Partido Social Liberal (PSL), or 
Social Liberal Party – have pointed to the 2014 crisis as a counter to economic growth made in 
previous years during the Lula government. The corruption scandals revealed in the years leading 
up to the election have gone hand in hand with Bolsonaro’s narrative of  Brazil under the Worker’s 
Party as economically inadequate. In response, Bolsonaro has promised economic improvements 
and presented a platform which seeks to reduce the R$159 billion deficit in 2019 and create a 
surplus by 2020. In order to achieve this promise, he intends to cut costs and increase revenues by 
privatizing state-owned companies, amending the tax code to incentivize investment and creating 
a new, more cost effective, social security system.3 These ideals, he guarantees, will improve the 
Brazilian economic situation by opening the country to greater investment and creating new 
economic partnerships. 

In an attempt to discredit the Worker’s Party, Bolsonaro has also weaponized crime rates as a 
political tool. As a result, he has framed the Worker’s Party’s approach to crime-fighting as deficient 
and inadequate. While violent crime in Brazil has stagnated in recent years, the country nonetheless 
claims one of  the highest crime rates in the world. These rates are largely the result of  widespread 
gang-controlled drug and weapon trafficking business in Brazil which claims thousands of  lives 
each year in inter-gang violence and violent encounters with law enforcement.4,5 The hardline 

1   Claire Felter and Rocio Cara Labrador, “Brazil’s Corruption Fallout,” Council on Foreign Relations, 
November 7, 2018, https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/brazils-corruption-fallout.
2   World Bank, “GDP (Current US$): Brazil,” World Bank, accessed May 22, 2019, https://data.
worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.MKTP.CD?end=2017&locations=BR&start=1960&view=chart.
3   Bianca Alvarenga, “Dá Pra Cumprir?,” Veja, October 17, 2018, 44–45.
4   United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, “Intentional Homicide Victims Statistics and Data” 
(United Nations), accessed May 22, 2019, https://dataunodc.un.org/crime/intentional-homicide-
victims.
5   Fórum Brasileiro de Segurança Pública, “12° Anuário Brasileiro de Segurança Pública,” August 
9, 2018, http://www.forumseguranca.org.br/publicacoes/anuario-brasileiro-de-seguranca-
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response taken by Brazilian law enforcement has led to prison crowding as the country has one of  
the world’s highest incarceration rates, a rate which has nearly tripled since 2000.6 The perennial 
problems of  crime and insecurity have become pillars in the Bolsonaro platform, as he brings a 
military-forged ideology promising to restore order and reduce crime by force. Throughout the 
campaign, Bolsonaro was often critical of  former governments for being “too soft” on crime, 
and advocated for a heavier-handed approach against crime. He has encouraged a greater use of  
violence by law enforcement officials against criminals and those suspected of  criminal activities, 
arguing that “a police officer who does not kill, is not a police officer.”7

 In order to capitalize on the fragmented state of  politics in Brazil, Bolsonaro appealed 
to a series of  key groups in Brazilian society which would provide sufficient leverage to tip the 
political scale in his favor. Besides those who were dissatisfied with the state of  Brazil under the 
Worker’s Party and desired change from the political status quo, two sectors stand out as having a 
particular role in supporting Bolsonaro’s rise to power – the Church and the security establishment, 
composed of  the armed forces and law enforcement institutions. During the campaign, Bolsonaro 
successfully compensated for a less competitive political platform than other candidates by 
appealing to identity and sectarian politics. By pointing to his Christian “traditional values” and his 
military past, he successfully managed to rally support from two vitally important groups during 
this electoral cycle, receiving an estimated 70% of  Evangelical votes in pre-election polls and the 
support of  the majority of  the seventeen four-star Generals in the Alto Comando do Exército, or 
Military High Command.8,9 In effect, both sectors desire a restoration in Brazil – the Church, 
particularly the conservative Evangelical portion, seeks a restoration of  moralism, and the security 
establishment seeks a restoration of  order – and Bolsonaro combines both goals in his platform.

While conservative movements have been present on the Brazilian political scene since its 
foundation, Bolsonaro has come to embody new conservative movement. This movement, which 
has developed around a far-right ideology and leans on components of  religious fundamentalism, 
at its core fears the degradation of  Christian traditional values.10 He has evidenced his “traditional 
values” through a series of  controversial statements before and during the campaign which, softly 
put, counter same-sex marriage, abortion, and cultural secularization. Summarizing his stance at 
a rally, he stated, “We are a Christian country. There is no history of  secular state, no. The state is 

publica-2018/.
6   World Prison Brief, “World Prison Brief: Brazil,” World Prison Brief, accessed May 22, 2019, 
http://www.prisonstudies.org/country/brazil.
7   Ricardo Galhardo, “‘Policial que não mata não é policial’, diz Bolsonaro - Política - Estadão,” 
Estadão, November 27, 2017, https://politica.estadao.com.br/noticias/geral,policial-que-nao-mata-
nao-e-policial-diz-bolsonaro,70002098866.
8   Anna Virginia Balloussier, “Com 60%, Bolsonaro mais que dobra vantagem sobre Haddad entre 
evangélicos, diz Datafolha,” Folha de S. Paulo, October 10, 2018, https://www1.folha.uol.com.br/
poder/2018/10/com-60-bolsonaro-mais-que-dobra-vantagem-sobre-haddad-entre-evangelicos-diz-
datafolha.shtml.
9   Igor Gielow, “Grupo de generais ajuda Bolsonaro a vencer resistência na elite do Exército - 
03/10/2018 - Poder - Folha,” Folha de S. Paulo, October 3, 2018, https://www1.folha.uol.com.br/
poder/2018/10/grupo-de-generais-ajuda-bolsonaro-a-vencer-resistencia-na-elite-do-exercito.shtml.
10  Luis Felipe Miguel, O ódio como política: a reinvenção das direitas no Brasil, ed. Esther Solano 
(Boitempo Editorial, 2018), 17.
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Christian. Let’s make Brazil for the majority. Minorities have to adapt to the majorities. Minorities 
must adapt or just disappear.”11 These values have resonated with conservative groups who seek to 
exert their influence in a country they perceive to be morally decaying. Additionally, Bolsonaro has 
gained significant support from the armed forces and law enforcement institutions by appealing 
to pro-military sentiments and promising empowerment and an invigorated role in the new Brazil. 
He has done so in a controversial manner, by publicly reminiscing on the military dictatorship and 
paying homage to some of  its most notorious leaders. During the 2016 Congressional session 
which voted to determine the impeachment of  President Dilma Rousseff, Bolsonaro dedicated his 
vote to impeach to Colonel Carols Alberto Brilhante Ustra – the commander of  the Departamento 
de Operações de Informações-Centro de Operações de Defesa Interna (DOI-CODI) in São Paulo, a repressive 
military intelligence agency who commanded the torturing of  more than 300 individuals – saying, 
“they lost in 1964, they lost in 2016.”12 Additionally, he criticized an anti-torture activism group 
stating, the military regime’s “only mistake was torturing and not killing.”13 Consequently, he 
managed to solidify support through an entrenched and unwavering commitment to returning 
order and security to a perceived unruly country. 

Regardless of  political standing, the government which Bolsonaro has proposed is cause 
for concern. Bolsonaro’s vision, if  left unchecked, would not only be detrimental to the rights and 
freedoms of  Brazilian citizens, but to the very establishment of  democracy. The platform and 
rhetoric which Bolsonaro ran on threatens the individual and collective social and political rights 
espoused in the Brazilian Constitution, as well as the democratic organization of  the country.14 
One such individual right threatened is that pertaining to freedom of  assembly and expression. 
Bolsonaro’s threats to imprison individuals associated with the Worker’s Party is cause for concern 
considering that the Brazilian Constitution states that “no one shall be deprived of  any rights 
because of  religious beliefs or philosophical or political convictions.”15 Additionally, it provides 
individuals and groups the right to hold “peaceful meetings…in places open to the public, without 
need for authorizations” stating that “Everyone is equal before the law, with no distinctions 
whatsoever.”16 One such vulnerable collective right pertains to the environment and indigenous 

11   Paraiba Online, “Bolsonaro Discursa Em Campina: ‘A Minoria Tem Que Se Curvar Para a 
Maioria,’” Paraiba Online, February 8, 2017, https://paraibaonline.com.br/2017/02/bolsonaro-
discursa-em-campina-a-minoria-tem-que-se-curvar-para-a-maioria/.
12   Carla Jiménez, “Um retrato do torturador comandante Brilhante Ustra, segundo as suas vítimas,” 
EL PAÍS, April 22, 2016, https://brasil.elpais.com/brasil/2016/04/20/politica/1461180363_636737.
html.
13   Vladimir Platonow, “Militares protestam no Rio contra possibilidade de revisão da 
Lei de Anistia,” Agência Brasil, August 7, 2008, http://memoria.ebc.com.br/agenciabrasil/
noticia/2008-08-07/militares-protestam-no-rio-contra-possibilidade-de-revisao-da-lei-de-anistia.
14   República Federativa do Brasil, Constituição da República Federativa 
do Brasil: 53a edição, 53rd ed. (Edições Câmara, 2018), https://books.google.
com.br/books?id=jeEhCQAAQBAJ&printsec=frontcover&source=gbs_ge_
summary_r&cad=0#v=onepage&q&f=false.
15   Keith S Rosenn, trans., “Brazil’s Constitution of 1988 with Amendments through 2017” 
(Constitute Project, December 17, 2018), Title II, Ch. I, Art. 5, VIII, https://www.constituteproject.org/
ontology/Brazil?lang=en.
16   Rosenn, “Brazil’s Constitution of 1988 with Amendments through 2017,” Title II, Ch. I, Art. 5, 
XVI; Title II, Ch. I, Art. 5.
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rights. In a statement issued just weeks before the election, Bolsonaro affirmed his intentions of  
withdrawing from the Paris Climate Agreement and ending environmental protection initiatives.17 
Additionally, he vowed to end what he called an “industry” which demarcates indigenous lands for 
protection.18 Both statements are problematic in light of  the Brazilian Constitution which outlines 
the government’s duty to “defend and to preserve the environment” as well as defend “the rights 
and interests of  indigenous populations.”19  In effect, Bolsonaro’s government stands to adversely 
impact the political, physical and social order in Brazil. 

Politically, Bolsonaro poses one of  the greatest dangers to democracy in Brazil. His threats 
to curtail individual and collective rights paired with veneration of  the military dictatorship are 
cause for concern as these actions harken to Brazil’s reality during its authoritarian past. In March 
2019, Bolsonaro ordered arrangements be made by the Department of  Defense for a military 
commemoration on March 31 – the day which would mark 55 years since the 1964 coup d’état 
which led to a military takeover of  the country – an unprecedented act in a region marked by its 
painful past with authoritarianism.20,21 Further, Bolsonaro’s positions regarding the curtailing of  
political expression of  opposition groups threaten crucial political freedoms. This includes threats 
made against opposition groups, namely the Worker’s Party, in order to silence and censor means 
of  activism which might oppose the new government. The week prior to the run-off  election, 
he vowed to “clean up” the country stating that the red “outlaws” – referring to members of  the 
Worker’s Party – must “either leave the country or go to prison.”22,23 In a country which experienced a 
harsh and repressive military dictatorship, such tendencies harken to authoritarian censorship which 
limits and punishes the freedom of  association and assembly. Therefore, considering Bolsonaro’s 
platform and aspirations it proposes, it is justifiable to anticipate the reemergence of  authoritarian 
tendencies and potential degradation of  democratic institutions under the Bolsonaro government. 

Bolsonaro’s understanding of  order and security, informed by his past in the armed forces, 
presents a dangerous effect on the physical law and order in Brazil. In his platform, Bolsonaro’s 
proposed solution to the problem of  security involves a bolstered law enforcement and a heavier-

17   Matt Sandy, “Jair Bolsonaro Could Be the Trump of Brazil,” TIME, August 23, 2018, http://time.
com/5375731/jair-bolsonaro/.
18   Guilherme Seto, “Bolsonaro diz que pretende acabar com ‘ativismo ambiental xiita’ se for 
presidente,” Folha de S. Paulo, October 9, 2018, https://www1.folha.uol.com.br/poder/2018/10/
bolsonaro-diz-que-pretende-acabar-com-ativismo-ambiental-xiita-se-for-presidente.shtml.
19   Rosenn, “Brazil’s Constitution of 1988 with Amendments through 2017,” Title VIII, Ch. VI, Art. 
225; Title IV, Ch. IV, Section I, Art. 129, V.
20   Gil Alessi, “Bolsonaro Escancara cadáver insepulto da ditadura com celebração do golpe,” EL 
PAÍS, March 26, 2019, https://brasil.elpais.com/brasil/2019/03/26/politica/1553609505_570456.
html.
21   Silvia Colombo, “Iniciativa de Bolsonaro de comemorar golpe é inédita em países da América do 
Sul,” Folha de S.Paulo, March 29, 2019, https://www1.folha.uol.com.br/poder/2019/03/iniciativa-de-
bolsonaro-de-comemorar-golpe-e-inedita-em-paises-da-america-do-sul.shtml.
22   VEJA, “‘Esses marginais vermelhos serão banidos de nossa pátria’, diz Bolsonaro,” VEJA, 
October 22, 2018, https://veja.abril.com.br/brasil/esses-marginais-vermelhos-serao-banidos-de-
nossa-patria-diz-bolsonaro/.
23   Maria Carolina Marcello, ““Esses marginais vermelhos serão banidos de nossa pátria”, diz 
Bolsonaro,” Reuters, October 22, 2018, https://br.reuters.com/article/topNews/idBRKCN1MW017-
OBRTP.
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handed response to violence and crime. However, this vision of  order and security poses a danger 
of  hyper-militarizing the law enforcement apparatus. Their continued militarization is problematic 
in light of  a history of  heavy-handed aggression on behalf  of  Brazilian law enforcement, who in 
2017 alone were responsible for the deaths of  5,144 individuals.24 Regarding this subject, Bolsonaro 
intends to alter the Penal Code to protect officers from prosecution for the use of  excessive force, 
stating that officers who kill criminals should be “decorated and not prosecuted.”25 This would 
protect officers on duty who kill individuals with excess of  three or four gunshots, and in turn 
offer an unprecedented level of  impunity to law enforcement. Additionally, the loosening of  gun 
ownership regulations is further cause for concern, as it would increase the number of  weapons 
in circulation. On January 15 – only two weeks into his mandate – Bolsonaro fulfilled a campaign 
promise by signing a decree which grants each citizen the right to possess up to four firearms.26 The 
weaponization of  Brazilian society would likely contribute less to a decrease in security concerns 
and more to an increase in gun-related violence. A study of  São Paulo crime by Brazil’s Institute 
for Applied Economic Research revealed a correlation in between increased homicide rates with 
increased gun circulation.27

Furthermore, reforms to the criminal justice system which increase sentencing limits and 
reduce the age of  criminal responsibility will leave many exposed to unjust procedures and brutal 
consequences. One such proposal involves targeting youth by changing the legal criminal age from 
18 years-old to 17 years-old in the near future and eventually to 16 years-old, a goal which would 
expose juveniles to the same harsh punishments proposed for convicted adults.28 Therefore, the 
increase of  force by law enforcement along with a hardening of  penal procedure is sufficient to 
result in a reality resembling a police state.

Finally, Bolsonaro’s personal morality and value system pose a threat to the social order of  
Brazil. This strict sense of  morality which often crosses the border of  intolerance is evidenced by a 
series of  degrading opinions expressed towards women, black individuals, indigenous populations 
and the LGBT community. Most recently, in an attempt to alter the perception of  Brazil – and part 
of  a wider campaign to alter the social and familial structures in Brazil – he stated “Brazil cannot 
be a country of  the gay world, for gay tourism. We have families.”29 In this regard, Bolsonaro has 
stated that his sons “run no risk” of  falling in love with a black woman or turning gay because “they 

24   Human Rights Watch, “World Report 2019: Rights Trends in Brazil,” Human Rights Watch, 
December 20, 2018, https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2019/country-chapters/brazil.
25   G1, “Bolsonaro cogita propor 17 anos para maioridade penal em vez de 16, como prevê plano de 
governo,” G1, September 10, 2018, https://g1.globo.com/politica/eleicoes/2018/noticia/2018/10/09/
bolsonaro-cogita-propor-17-anos-para-maioridade-penal-em-vez-de-16-como-preve-plano-de-
governo.ghtml.
26   Ana Cristina Campos and Andreia Verdélio, “Bolsonaro assina decreto que flexibiliza a posse de 
armas,” Agência Brasil, January 15, 2019, http://agenciabrasil.ebc.com.br/politica/noticia/2019-01/
bolsonaro-assina-decreto-que-flexibiliza-posse-de-armas.
27   Daniel Ricardo de Castro Cerqueira, Causas e consequências do crime no Brasil, vol. 33 (Rio de 
Janeiro: BNDES, 2014), https://www.bndes.gov.br/. 
28   G1, “Bolsonaro cogita propor 17 anos para maioridade penal em vez de 16, como prevê plano de 
governo.”
29   EXAME, “‘Brasil não pode ser país do mundo gay; temos famílias’, diz Bolsonaro,” EXAME, April 
25, 2019, https://exame.abril.com.br/brasil/brasil-nao-pode-ser-pais-do-mundo-gay-temos-familias-
diz-bolsonaro/.
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were very well educated,” and if  they did, he would be “incapable of  loving a gay son” and would 
“prefer that [they] die in an accident.”30,31 This comes in addition to misogynist statements, such as 
his encounter with a fellow lawmaker in the chamber of  deputies, to whom he said, “I wouldn’t rape 
you. You’re not worth it.”32,33 Such inflammatory homophobic, racist, and misogynistic statements 
towards already vulnerable sectors of  society present a dangerous tacit approval of  intolerance in a 
country which has historically prided itself  on diversity and equality. Bolsonaro has often criticized 
human rights groups, threatening to remove funding to institutions seeking to ensure the rights 
of  all individuals are respected asserting that their work is a contributing factor to rising rates of  
criminality and thus a “disservice to Brazil.”34 Instead of  valuing differences in a vastly diverse 
nation, the rich fabric of  Brazilian society is threatened by Bolsonaro’s discriminatory attacks as he 
creates a permissive environment for institutionalized intolerance.
 Bolsonaro’s government has been characterized by controversial political plans, an 
inflammatory method of  governing, and discriminatory statements, and the impacts of  his leadership 
will surely have lasting effects in the country. As this piece examined the 2018 elections and the 
unique set of  circumstances which led to the rise of  Bolsonaro, it has also elucidated serious social, 
political and economic grievances in Brazilian society. Despite Bolsonaro winning a simple majority 
of  the country in a popular election, the Brazilian political canvas remains fragmented. Based on 
his rhetoric during the elections, Bolsonaro does not have intentions of  bridging the political gap 
that exists in the country today. Instead, the vision of  order he proposes further aggravates the 
divide and creates an atmosphere of  fear by marginalizing those who stand on the other side of  
the divide. If  permitted to enact his platform, various indicators point to a meaningful regression 
in democratic institutions and a transition towards authoritarianism, as Brazil may become a police 
state institutionalizing intolerance. 

If  left unchecked, the impact of  the Bolsonaro government will have serious human costs. 
Concretely, these changes will have significant impacts on individual and collective social and 
political rights. Whether it be possible threats against political opposition groups or intolerant 
statements disparaging vulnerable populations, there is sufficient cause for concern regarding the 
future of  social and political rights for the Brazilian populace and organization operating within 

30   O Globo, “Bolsonaro diz na TV que seus filhos não ‘correm risco’ de namorar negras ou virar gays 
porque foram ‘muito bem educados,’” O Globo, March 29, 2011, https://oglobo.globo.com/politica/
bolsonaro-diz-na-tv-que-seus-filhos-nao-correm-risco-de-namorar-negras-ou-virar-gays-porque-
foram-muito-bem-educados-2804755.
31   Simon Romero, “Conservative’s Star Rises in Brazil as Polarizing Views Tap Into Discontent,” 
The New York Times, May 7, 2016, https://www.nytimes.com/2016/05/08/world/americas/
conservatives-star-rises-in-brazil-as-polarizing-views-tap-into-discontent.html.
32   Márcio Falcão and Gabriela Guerreiro, “Para rebater deputada, Bolsonaro diz que 
não a ‘estupraria,’” Folha de S.Paulo, September 12, 2014, http://www1.folha.uol.com.br/
poder/2014/12/1559815-para-rebater-deputada-bolsonaro-diz-que-nao-a-estupraria.shtml.
33   Jonathan Watts, “Brazil’s Attorney General Files Criminal Complaint over Rape Taunt in 
Congress,” The Guardian, December 16, 2014, sec. World news, https://www.theguardian.com/
world/2014/dec/16/brazil-lawmaker-rape-taunt.
34   G1, “Bolsonaro diz que se eleito ‘bandidagem vai morrer’ porque União não repassará recursos 
para direitos humanos,” G1, August 23, 2018, https://g1.globo.com/sp/sao-jose-do-rio-preto-
aracatuba/noticia/2018/08/23/bolsonaro-diz-que-bandidagem-vai-morrer-em-seu-governo-porque-
uniao-nao-repassara-recursos-para-direitos-humanos.ghtml.
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https://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/dec/16/brazil-lawmaker-rape-taunt
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/dec/16/brazil-lawmaker-rape-taunt
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the country. On a greater scale, the proposed changes compromise the very integrity of  Brazilian 
democracy. 

Looking forward, much of  the responsibility to combat harmful social and political 
changes rests on the opposition within the political establishment. Therefore, in order to combat 
these effects, the political establishment must seek to contain the Bolsonaro government from 
implementing measures that limit rights and freedoms of  any sector of  Brazilian society, whether it 
be against women, black individuals, indigenous populations, the LGBT community, or any other 
under-represented or minority group within the country. In order to do so, opposition groups 
must work towards achieving a greater level of  transparency and grant observer groups freedom 
to measure the social impact of  implemented policies. Additionally, the political establishment 
must prevent the Bolsonaro government from reverting to the tactic of  appealing to identity and 
sectarian politics as a measure of  garnering support and deepening divides. In turn, opposition 
groups must work to bridge the divide that deepened during the 2018 electoral cycle by creating a 
consensus over the very issues which were utilized to divide the country. Bridging the divide implies 
finding common grounds in the pursuit to address issues of  corruption, economic instability and 
violence, and not allowing Bolsonaro to take ownership of  the fight against these problems, and 
in turn villainize the political establishment outside of  his party. Therefore, instead of  appealing 
to identity or sectarian politics, a national good must be pursued by all political parties and elected 
officials, one which seeks to create a more safe and prosperous nation for all segments of  society.
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Introduction

Former Defense Secretary Chuck Hagel once said, “engagement is not appeasement. 
Engagement is not surrender.” While policymakers in the United States and around the world have 
directed decades of  foreign policy strategy, premised on the notion that North Korea is driven to 
ensure state security and regime survival, towards the goal of  attaining a denuclearized Korean 
peninsula, a long history of  failed diplomatic and military efforts warrant a new constructivist 
perspective of  Pyongyang’s ambitions, one rooted in comprehending the nation’s sacred Juche 
and Military First identities as well as its intersubjective beliefs of  the United States. America’s 
unsuccessful diplomacy with North Korea is the result of  Washington’s inherent misunderstanding 
of  Pyongyang’s intentions. Recognizing the founding identity of  the North Korean state along 
with the social norms that motivate its actions are paramount to avoiding conflict. In the short run, 
the United States should pivot from the unsuccessful policies of  strategic patience or firebrand 
rhetoric to one of  strategic accommodation, extending a warm hand in an effort to ease tensions. 
By altering the form of  interaction between the two nations, from hostile rhetoric and threatening 
military actions to respectful dialogue, repeated non-threatening engagement may reconstruct the 
relationship from one plagued by crippling doubt and suspicion to one rooted in enhanced trust and 
civility. The United States should provide provisions which appeal to North Korea’s Juche identity, 
scale back the perceived threat of  imperialism, and work to alter the nation’s negative intersubjective 
view of  America. Strategies may include the formal establishment of  diplomatic relations, the 
official recognition of  the end of  the Korean War, and the reduction of  a visible U.S. security threat 
in the region. Strategic accommodation entails a hybrid approach, conceding in theory yet forceful 
and vigilant in practice. These symbolic concessions are far removed from a policy of  appeasement. 
Instead, they are low risk, low cost strategies which may prove successful in de-escalating present 
tensions by offering face value provisions, while maintaining U.S. defense structures in case of  the 
unthinkable. Many lawmakers shudder at the very notion of  accommodation to an authoritarian 
regime as ruthless as the Kim family’s and have raised the prospects of  institutionalized multilateral 
diplomacy, regime change, and deference to China as potential alternatives. However, repeated 
historical failures, unfathomable costs, and misaligned interests highlight the failures of  these 
conventional approaches. How Washington engages Pyongyang matters, not only to the nations 
involved but to the entire world.  

Pyongyang’s Intentions From A Constructivist Perspective

While realist policymakers and experts utilize Pyongyang’s nuclear ambitions as an 
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exemplary representation of  a state guided by the principle of  self-help in the billiard ball structure 
of  international affairs, closer examination of  the two foundational pillars of  North Korean 
policy, the Juche philosophy and Military First theory, suggest that an identity cemented in anti-
Imperialist sentiment combined with a desire for internationally validated sovereignty are in fact 
the factors which drive its quest for enhanced nuclear strike capabilities. The first step of  strategic 
accommodation revolves around understanding Pyongyang’s intentions and practices from an 
identity and intersubjective perspective. Realists assert that North Korean leaders pursue deliverable 
nuclear weapons for the primary purpose of  deterring regime change.1 Though convincing, this 
theory is a surface level oversimplification, which fails to adequately capture the full scope of  
Pyongyang’s intentions. The founding identity of  the North Korean state was based off  two 
rather simple principles: “the expulsion of  the Japanese and the establishment of  a communist-led 
government.”2 Since its inception, North Korea has seen the struggle against foreign imperialism 
as the only guarantor of  its survival. An editorial in the state-controlled newspaper Rodong Shinmun 
illustrates this claim when it stated in 1999 that the Military First policy “is instrumental in winning 
a victory in the serious ideological stand-off  with imperialism.”3 In effect, military first politics 
alone can defend and protect the fatherland in the face of  confrontation with foreign imperialists. 
This recurring theme of  countering imperialism goes hand in hand with Juche. A critical tenet of  
Juche ideology dictates that “each nation has equal rights in relation to other nations,” a significant 
indicator of  Pyongyang’s goal of  projecting North Korean sovereignty and independence on the 
international stage.4 Understanding the anti-imperialist Military First policy along with the self-
reliant Juche ideology is fundamentally crucial in comprehending North Korea’s perspective of  
the world. Pyongyang’s nuclear ambitions are, therefore, better understood from the constructivist 
perspective of  a nation seeking world validation of  its sovereignty as well as independence 
from the influence of  imperialist powers. There is an important distinction to be made between 
Pyongyang’s anti-imperialist identity and the theory of  realism. At its core, realism is the notion 
that unitary states, behaving as rational actors in an anarchic international system, seek to maximize 
their relative power in order to ensure state survival. While some may assert that North Korea’s 
decades-long quest to attain nuclear strike capabilities, and therefore boost its relative power on 
the international stage, more closely model the principles of  realism as opposed to constructivism, 
it would be inaccurate and misguided to fully equate the nation’s Juche identity and Military First 
policy with realism. These principles are specifically directed towards deterring the threat posed by 
imperialist nations, given the DPRK’s experienced history of  occupation and conquest. Absent the 
perceived threat from imperialism, there is no basis to claim that North Korea would behave in the 
same manner which it exhibits today. 

Strategic Accommodation Part 1: Juche Ideology and Symbolic Concessions

1   James Winnefeld and Michael Morell, “Realism and North Korea,” The Cipher Brief, March 30, 
2017.
2  Paul French, North Korea: State of Paranoia (London: Zed Books, 2014), 62.
3   Ilpyong J Kim, “Kim Jong Il’s Military-First Politics,” in North Korea: The Politics of Regime 
Survival, edited by Young  Whan Kihl and Hong Nack Kim (Armonk: M.E. Sharpe, 2006), 65.
4  French, North Korea: State of Paranoia, 64. 
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The collapse of  a cooperative structure of  shared knowledge due to significant 
misunderstandings of  North Korean identity and intentions has fueled the escalating security 
dilemma. Although any interaction with Pyongyang may appear both counterproductive and 
disadvantageous, accommodation targeting the Democratic People’s Republic of  Korea’s (DPRK) 
symbolic and identity-based goals may prove that mutually beneficial engagement is possible. 
Strategic accommodation encompasses a two-pronged strategy. The United States should first 
provide concessions to North Korea which fulfill its quest for the international community’s 
validation of  its sovereignty and equal presence on the world stage. Next, acknowledging the 
DPRK’s strong anti-imperialist identity, the United States should aim to reduce its visible threat to 
North Korean security by scaling back hostile rhetoric and reducing aggressive actions. Focusing 
on the first provision, constructivism holds that how states behave in the international system 
depends on “the identities they hold about themselves and others.”5 Recognizing the important 
effect national identities have on state behavior is instrumental in crafting a successful strategy of  
accommodation. As previously noted, a central tenet of  North Korea’s Juche identity maintains 
that all nations share equal rights and status. Therefore, Washington should extend a warm hand 
first, in a direct appeal to “what North Korea itself  has long said it desires—to be treated as a 
normal country by the United States.”6 Strategies may include offering the DPRK full diplomatic 
recognition, the establishment of  a North Korean embassy in Washington, or a formal declaration 
marking the end of  the Korean War. These symbolic concessions come at little cost or risk to 
overall national security, while setting a new precedent of  trust and confidence for a significant 
improvement in future relations.7 By directly appealing to a vital pillar of  North Korean identity 
and satisfying its pursuit of  international validation, strategic accommodation may reduce tensions 
on the Korean peninsula in the short term and deescalate the security dilemma in the long term.    

The Failures of  Multilateral Negotiations

The notion of  accommodation has long been rejected in both academic and policymaking 
circles with critics citing the historical failures and consequences of  appeasement. Instead, 
conventional policies of  hardline diplomacy, including increased pressure and attempts at bi- or 
multi-lateral negotiations, are often raised as alternatives to accommodation. While these initiatives 
may appear both reasonable and feasible, a history of  failed negotiations reveals that the traditional 
approach of  American diplomacy, placing Washington’s interests on the table and expecting 
Pyongyang to comply, has been entirely unsuccessful. During a period of  the Bush administration’s 
multilateral Six Party talks, former DPRK leader Kim Jong II was quoted as saying that his country 
was ready “to resume the Six-Party Talks [...] provided that the United States treated it with 
respect.”8 This statement further emphasizes Pyongyang’s value of  international validation and 

5   Ian Hurd, “Constructivism,” Last modified January 18, 2008, Accessed November 10, 2017, http://
faculty.wcas.northwestern.edu/~ihu355/Home_files/17-Smit-Snidal-c17.pdf.
6   Gregory J. Moore, “America’s Failed North Korean Nuclear Policy: A New Approach,” Asian 
Perspective 32, no. 4 (2008): 23 http://www.jstor.org.ezp-prod1.hul.harvard.edu/stable/42704651.
7  Ibid
8   Young Whan Kihl, “Bi-Multilateral Approaches to Defusing Nuclear Crisis: Beyond the Six-Party 
Talks as Peace Strategy,” In North Korea: The Politics of Regime Survival, (edited by Young Whan 
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respect which underscore much of  its behavior at the negotiating table. However, rather than 
address and accommodate these symbolic requests for the purpose of  advancing cooperation, 
the Bush administration appeared committed to a policy of  securing America’s interests above all 
else, epitomized by the belief  that “Washington should lead and Pyongyang follow.”9 Multilateral 
negotiations and regional security forums, such as the Six Party Talks, are advocated as a means 
to achieving denuclearization and ensuring nonproliferation, while diminishing the possibility of  
cheating which may arise out of  appeasement. However, in promoting this strategy, policymakers 
often overemphasize the American desires for denuclearization and nonproliferation and lose 
sight of  North Korea’s peripheral objectives. These objectives, if  accommodated, may alter the 
incentives for North Korean cooperation and thus increase the likelihood of  overall negotiation 
success. While critics of  appeasement are justified in their concerns of  cheating, this first provision 
of  strategic accommodation encompasses neither the risks of  bilateral appeasement nor the 
ineffectiveness of  stubborn multilateral negotiation.

Strategic Accommodation Part 2: Intersubjective Beliefs and Anti-Imperialism

For years, the West has viewed North Korea as a permanent member of  the so called 
“axis of  evil,” antagonizing and lambasting the Kim regime at every opportunity. While the 
regime’s human rights violations and tyrannical rule undoubtedly justify intense scrutiny and 
harsh criticism from the world community, aggressive American actions and rhetoric intended to 
threaten or intimidate Pyongyang have proven to be counterproductive. Rather than deter the risk 
of  conflict, these tactics further fuel North Korean’s negative intersubjective view of  the United 
States, providing the Kim regime with the enemy it needs while extinguishing any possibility of  
cooperation. Therefore, the second component of  strategic accommodation should aim to reshape 
North Korea’s antagonist perception of  the United States by reducing America’s visible security 
threat in the region and altering the tone of  Washington’s rhetoric. In their article, authors James 
Winnefeld and Michael Morell assert that “the regime needs the U.S. as an enemy--the elimination 
of  an external distraction and the increased information flow accompanying a rapprochement 
could very well spell the beginning of  the end of  the regime.”10 Given this claim, why does the 
United States continue to participate in a game of  brinkmanship, whose sole beneficiary is the 
Kim regime? Echoing Winnefeld’s assertion, Paul French argues that “American policy towards 
the DPRK, at least as interpreted by Pyongyang, was the legitimacy needed to reassert Military 
First and a more hardline stance.”11 The Military First doctrine was founded on an anti-imperialist 
platform, intended to evoke nationalist fervor when faced by encroachment from a foreign power. 
French suggests that Pyongyang relies on the ability to frame Washington’s actions and rhetoric 
as an imperialist threat in order to legitimize its own aggressive actions in the eyes of  its citizenry. 
Although the basis of  security competition lies in one state projecting more strength and more 
fortitude than the other, the above evidence suggests that reshaping the North Korean population’s 

Kihl and Hong Nack Kim, 245-68. Armonk: M.E. Sharpe, 2006), 264.
9  French, North Korea: State of Paranoia, 304. 
10   James Winnefeld and Michael Morell,“Realism and North Korea,” The Cipher Brief, March 30, 
2017.
11  French, North Korea: State of Paranoia, 324. 
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negative intersubjective belief  of  the United States will not only deescalate tensions in the short 
run but may also delegitimize the regime in the long run. After all, the removal or significant scale 
back of  the U.S. security threat would give Kim the face and the political capital to do what the 
United States actually wants him to do.12 

The Costs of  Regime Change

Critics of  accommodation often regard forceful rhetoric and displays of  power as the 
only means to interact with authoritarian regimes. President Donald Trump captured this line of  
reasoning in September when he criticized South Korean President Moon Jae-in’s softer stance 
towards Pyongyang: “South Korea is finding [...] that their talk of  appeasement with North Korea 
will not work, they only understand one thing.”13 Citing the dangers of  exhibiting weakness through 
a strategy of  accommodation, critics often advocate for an approach to match fire with fire, at 
times proposing the prospect of  overt or covert regime change. The unfathomable costs of  overt 
regime change are widely known, with near consensus that a strategy of  preemptive military action 
may bring more harm than good. However, what about covert regime change initiatives? During 
the Cold War, the United States alone attempted sixty-three covert foreign imposed regime changes 
(FIRC).14 While the internally focused, transformative strategy of  regime change may appear to 
strike at the root of  the problem, in reality, due to the principal agent problem foreign interveners 
are often unable to establish obedient agents with aligned interests, ultimately resulting in a failure 
to improve interstate relations. In his book Exporting Democracy: Fulfilling America’s Destiny, Joshua 
Muravchik asserts that “covert action has probably more often served to advance democracy than 
to retard it.” Muravchik further argues that successful American strategy involves identifying and 
strengthening individuals of  democratic belief  and aiding their ascent to office.15 Despite the 
promise of  Muravchik’s theory, the principal agent problem significantly limits the probability 
of  successful regime change. Foreign installed leaders are constrained by both powerful domestic 
groups or enduring national interests. Alexander Downes and Lindsey O’Rourke demonstrate that 
leaders who act in the intervenor’s interests at the expense of  their own constituents are more likely 
to be “deposed by force” and that the resulting governments are usually hostile to the intervenor, 
enhancing the possibility of  interstate conflict.16 Thus, pursuing regime change in North Korea 
without careful consideration of  the nation’s domestic political and social structures may in fact 
increase hostilities between the two nations. Changing another state’s behavior is not as simple 

12   Moore, “America’s Failed North Korean Nuclear Policy: A New Approach,” 25.
13   “Trump Warns North Korea Leaders ‘Only Understand One Thing’,” POLITICO, Last modified 
September 3, 2017, Accessed November 12, 2017, https://www.politico.eu/article/trump-warns-north-
korea-leaders-only-understand-one-thing/.
14   Alexander B. Downes and Lindsey A. O’Rourke, “You Can’t Always Get What You Want: Why 
Foreign-Imposed Regime Change Seldom Improves Interstate Relations,” The MIT Press Journals 
41, no. 2 (Fall 2016), Accessed November 14, 2017, http://www.mitpressjournals.org.ezp-prod1.hul.
harvard.edu/doi/full/10.1162/ISEC_a_00256.
15  Joshua Muravchik, Exporting Democracy: Fulfilling America’s Destiny, Washington D.C,: The 
AEI Press, 1992, Accessed November 10, 2017.
16   Downes, “You Can’t Always Get What You Want: Why Foreign-Imposed Regime Change Seldom 
Improves Interstate Relations.”
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as changing its leader. Despite exhibiting a degree of  American weakness, a policy of  strategic 
accommodation may, ultimately, incur less costs and foster greater relations than foreign imposed 
regime change.

The Ineffectiveness of  China’s Involvement

Lastly, proponents of  increased reliance on China offer a final counter to accommodation, 
beyond the strategies of  multilateral negotiation and regime change. Supporters of  this approach 
contend that while unilateral American economic sanctions and diplomatic pressures have largely 
failed in altering Pyongyang’s behavior, it is in China’s best interests to utilize its unique economic 
and historical leverage to compel North Korea to return to meaningful negotiations, given Beijing’s 
concerns of  a nuclear arms race on the Korean peninsula as well as the possible proliferation of  
nuclear materials.17 China is therefore left with two options. It may support or contribute to U.S. 
led international sanctions against the Kim regime, in an attempt to impose economic costs so 
great Pyongyang is compelled to change its behavior. Alternatively, China may support or remain 
neutral in the event of  an American attempt at regime change. Although these strategies appear 
both compelling and attainable, the overwhelming historical failures of  economic sanctions to 
incentivize any adjustment in North Korean behavior renders China’s increased intervention 
ineffective, and the resulting instability and uncertainty of  regime change renders China’s neutrality 
towards aggressive American policies infeasible. 

The Failures of  Economic Sanctions

Vladimir Putin perhaps best captured the inherent ineffectiveness of  economic sanctions in 
curbing North Korea’s nuclear ambitions when he stated, “they’d rather eat grass than give up their 
nuclear program.”18 While proponents of  economic coercion strategies insist that China’s increased 
participation in international pressure may finally impose costs on the Kim regime too significant 
to ignore, the past eight years of  expanded sanctions have produced little to no results while North 
Korea’s nuclear program has only continued to escalate. The belief  that choking the DPRK’s 
economy to the point of  submission is both naive and unproductive. During his administration, 
President Obama and his advisors were determined to “goad Beijing into imposing sanctions that 
would break Pyongyang’s nuclear will,” hailing each new UN Security Council sanction as a “game 
changer.”19 However, China’s magnified participation has hardly broken Pyongyang’s will; in fact, 
the past eight years have yielded only a dramatic increase in the North’s nuclear arsenal and strike 
capabilities.20 Thus, economic sanctions have arguably resulted in more harm than good. In order 

17   Joseph R DeTrani, “After 20 Years of Failed Talks With North Korea, China Needs to Step 
Up,” Arms Control Today 44, no. 8 (2014): 20 http://www.jstor.org.ezp-prod1.hul.harvard.edu/
stable/24336183.
18   Adam Taylor, “Why Haven’t Sanctions on North Korea Worked? Two Very Different Theories,” 
The Washington Post, Last modified September 12, 2017, Accessed November 12, 2017.
19   John Delury, “Trump and North Korea: Reviving the Art of the Deal,” Foreign Affairs 96, no. 2 
(March/April 2017): 50
20  Ibid 
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to truly reconstruct North Korea’s intentions and deescalate the current security dilemma, the 
United States must give before it may take. An accommodating grand bargain, offering symbolic 
concessions and lessened military activity, will grant Kim a sense of  security and leave him room 
to maneuver. The past decade of  American policy showed little interest in a grand bargain, which 
only encouraged Kim to “maintain his father’s reliance on nuclear weapons as a guarantor of  
his security.”21 The conventional approach of  economic pressure and strategic patience has 
produced few productive outcomes. Hence, rather than seek China’s support for a fundamentally 
flawed strategy, the United States should request that it stand behind a new policy of  strategic 
accommodation, an approach which may relieve Beijing of  its uncomfortable role as intermediary 
between two conflicting foes. 

Conclusion

In November of  2017, three U.S. Navy aircraft carriers sailed together for the first time in 
a decade while participating in joint Western Pacific exercises, a clear signal to North Korea that 
Washington is unintimidated by Pyongyang’s continued testing of  nuclear weapons.22 Although 
American policy remains uncertain moving forward, with options ranging from multilateral 
negotiations and/or economic sanctions to foreign imposed regime change, all three strategies 
have proven unable to de-escalate tensions or improve interstate relations, failures which stem 
from narrow visions of  American interests and limited understandings of  North Korean identity. 
A strategy of  accommodation, while potentially unpopular domestically, provides a fresh approach 
to a crisis spiraling rapidly out of  control. By offering Pyongyang international validation and 
respect through full diplomatic recognition and a formal end to the Korean War, the United States 
would directly appeal to a critical tenet of  North Korea’s founding Juche ideology, international 
equality amongst nations. This first provision of  strategic accommodation may greatly enhance the 
possibility of  a constructive and even cooperative relationship moving forward. Additionally, by 
reducing the visible U.S. military presence in the region and altering the tone of  rhetoric, Washington 
would appeal to the anti-imperialist identity of  North Korea, potentially reshaping its negative 
intersubjective view of  the United States and diminishing current hostilities. Though critics often 
cite the risks to U.S. national security in order to illustrate the dangerous costs of  appeasement, 
strategic accommodation is not appeasement. Accommodating North Korea’s symbolic ambitions 
and concerns of  sovereignty constitute little credible threat to U.S. national security interests. 
Nevertheless, no policy approach is perfect. In the end, the uncertainty of  accommodation may be 
frightening; however, the calamity of  nuclear war is even worse. 

21  Ibid, 48.
22   Brad Lendon, “North Korea: 3 US Aircraft Carriers Creating ‘Worst Ever’ Situation,” CNN, Last 
modified November 14, 2017, Accessed November 14, 2017, http://www.cnn.com/2017/11/12/politics/
us-navy-three-carrier-exercise-pacific/index.html.
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Introduction

In his final State of  the Union address, then-President Barack Obama asserted matter-of-
factly that, “the Middle East is going through a transformation that will play out for a generation, 
rooted in conflicts that date back millennia.”1 This comment was not without precedent – the 
intractability of  sectarian conflict in the Middle East seemed to be a consistent concern in the 
foreign policy of  the Obama Administration. After all, it was Vice President Joe Biden who once 
proposed partitioning Iraq along sectarian grounds. As he explained in 2006, “the idea, as in Bosnia, 
is to maintain a united Iraq by decentralizing it, giving each ethno-religious group - Kurd, Sunni 
Arab and Shiite Arab - room to run its own affairs, while leaving the central government in charge 
of  common interests.”2 

The assumption inherent in these quotes is, unfortunately, normal but not unusual. 
Common narratives about the politics of  the Middle East treat ethnoreligious sectarianism as an 
essential characteristic of  the region. Modern Iraqi media, completely polarized along religious and 
ethnic lines, strongly affirms this perspective: imagining contemporary conflict as another chapter 
in a trans historical religious struggle stretching back to the time of  the Prophet.

Examining the role the Iraqi media landscape played in shaping current conflict is incoherent 
through a perspective that essentializes ethnic and religious identity. After all, as we are told, this 
conflict is so irrevocably fixed, that sectarianism in the media must be understood to simply mirror 
broader sectarianism in society. 

This paper strongly rejects that contention. Only by coming to terms with the full extent 
of  the role the media played in generating sectarian schisms, can we hope to halt the inexorable 
march of  this stylized history.

Sectarianism is not an essential characteristic of  the Islamic World, but a novel one. 
And while Iraq’s media polarization was a product of  rising societal and regional sectarianism, 

1   Adam, Karla. “Obama Ridiculed for Saying Conflicts in the Middle East “date Back Millennia.” 
(Some Don’t Date Back a Decade.).” The Washington Post. January 13, 2016. Accessed November 
27, 2018. https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/wp/2016/01/13/obama-ridiculed-
for-saying-conflicts-in-the-middle-east-date-back-millennia-some-dont-date-back-a-decade/?utm_
term=.a2ee72d083cb.
2   Cooper, Helene. “Biden Plan for ‘Soft Partition’ of Iraq Gains Momentum.” The New York 
Times. July 30, 2007. Accessed November 29, 2018. https://www.nytimes.com/2007/07/30/world/
americas/30iht-letter.1.6894357.html.
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it itself  played an independent role in exacerbating ethnic tensions in Iraq and intensifying the 
bloodshed during the Syrian Civil War. Indeed, the polarization of  Iraq’s media was not a pre-
ordained conclusion but a product of  both sociopolitical factors and individual decisions made by 
the Coalition Provisional Authority, the Iraqi government and members of  the Iraqi media.

Despite this negative outlook, this paper concludes on an optimistic note, arguing that 
given our understanding of  the way in which Iraqi media shaped and shapes sectarianism, changing 
trends in media consumption and press culture give us ample reason to believe that we can reverse 
course. Perhaps if  sectarian conflict can spread across the region, so too can reconciliation. 

The Myth of  Timeless Sectarianism

The timelessness of  regional ethnosectarianism has become the dominant view of  Middle 
Eastern politics. From this perspective, religiously motivated conflicts are irrevocably “etched into 
the fabric of  the past.”3 Moreover, sectarian essentialism, through media diffusion, becomes a 
self-fulfilling prophecy. Those that buy into its elaborate mythology become sectarians themselves. 
Their actions and speech, in turn, confirm the worldviews of  observers, commentators and their 
antagonists. The degree to which the media environment entrenches sectarian conflict both 
animates and serves as the focus of  the following discussion.

There is an undeniable temptation to imagine an unbroken line from the war between 
the Ali and Muawiya, through the political competition between the Shiite Fatimids and Sunni 
Abbasids, up to contemporary conflict between Iran and Saudi Arabia. After all, this is the view 
espoused by the sectarians themselves who continuously invoke the eternality of  the conflict and 
its 7th century origins.4 “The Battle of  Karbala still rages between the two sides in the present and 
in the future. It is being held within the soul, at home and in all areas of  life and society. People 
will remain divided and they are either in the Hussain camp or in the Yazid camp. So choose your 
camp,” read a banner in Manama, Bahrain in 2006.5

In glorifying tales of  centuries past, perhaps it is unsurprising that the present took Bahraini 
sectarians by surprise. Five years after the banner was displayed, both Sunnis and Shias took to the 
streets of  Manama during the Arab Spring to demand political reform and liberalization.6 The 
Bahraini government desperately attempted to portray the protests as sectarian: imprisoning and 
torturing Sunni Muslims who participated like former Army officer Mohamed Albuflasa and only 
issuing protest permits to the largest Shi’a opposition groups in Shi’a majority areas.7,8,9 

Throughout the history of  the Middle East, coexistence has been the norm not the 

3  Makdisi, Ussama. “The Mythology of the Sectarian Middle East.” (2017).
4   Freedom to Broadcast Hate. United Kingdom, 2014. September 14, 2014. Accessed November 
27, 2018. https://www.bbc.com/news/av/world-middle-east-29257524/freedom-to-broadcast-
hate#share-tools.
5   “Religion and Politics in Bahrain.” Ethnic Conflict and Political Mobilization in Bahrain and the 
Arab Gulf. Accessed November 29, 2018. http://bahrainipolitics.blogspot.com/2011/12/what-if-
bahrain-has-sunni-awakening.html.
6  Ibid
7   Aslan, Reza. “Bahrain’s Fake Sectarian War.” Foreign Affairs (2013).
8   Diwan, Kristin Smith. “Bahrain’s Shia Question.” Foreign Affairs (2011).
9   Gengler, Justin. “How Radical are Bahrain’s Shia?.” Foreign Affairs (2011).
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exception.10,11 The ethnoreligious divides upon which sectarianism has emerged have existed since 
the Early Islamic Period but have rarely been politically mobilized.12 Religious and ethnic differences 
do not imply corresponding social cleavages. For instance, the Ottoman Empire, comprising the 
same ethnic and religious communities, successfully promoted a transcendental notion of  Osmanlik 
or Ottomanism that imagined the diverse ethnic and religious groups of  the empire and joint civic 
participants in the imperial project.13 

The sectarian conflicts that have arisen in the past have been fundamentally different from 
their contemporary iterations and have been enmeshed in complex “kinship, class, and national and 
regional networks” that problematize reading them as exclusively religious.14 

Nowhere is this seen more clearly than in Iraq, a nation all-too often understood 
through the stark terms of  inescapable conflict between Sunnis, Shias, and the multi-religious 
Kurds.15Ethnoreligious identities that were, with a few exceptions, politically irrelevant until the 
1980s and not salient until the invasion. As Famar Haddad, an expert in Iraqi Sectarianism, explains, 
“there barely existed a sense of  Sunni identity before 2003. It simply didn’t exist in Iraq...Sunnis 
didn’t see themselves as a having a perspective…it was not a Sunni view; it was the norm, the Iraqi 
view.”16

What Causes Ethnic Violence? Media & Ethnicity

The ways in which ethnosectarian identities have morphed the history of  the Arab World 
or that of  the past decade challenge crude assumptions regarding the fundamentality of  sectarian 
conflict in the Middle East. This then begs the question: what conditions or factors inflame these 
identities to the point of  identarian conflict? 

Material Conditions

As suggested by the work of  Andrea Talentino, material and ideational insecurity creates 
sociopsychological conditions that push individuals towards communal identities that provide 

10   Haddad, Fanar. Sectarianism in Iraq: Antagonistic visions of unity. Oxford University Press, USA, 
2011.
11   Gause III, F. Gregory. “Beyond sectarianism: The new Middle East cold war.” Brookings Doha 
Center Analysis Paper 11 (2014): 1-27.
12   Yamao, Dai. “Sectarianism twisted: Changing cleavages in the elections of post-war Iraq.” Arab 
Studies Quarterly 34, no. 1 (2012): 27-51.
13   Campos, Michelle. Ottoman Brothers: Muslims, Christians, and Jews in Early Twentieth-Century 
Palestine. Stanford University Press, 2010.
14  Makdisi, 2017. 
15   The necessity of including the Kurds here (an ethnicity that transcends and renders unimportant 
religion identity) also serves to push back against perceiving the Middle East as a binary clash between 
Sunnis and Shi’a. 
16   Beauchamp, Zack. “The Real Roots of Iraq’s Sunni-Shia Conflict.” Vox.com. June 20, 2014. 
Accessed November 27, 2018. https://www.vox.com/2014/6/20/5827046/who-are-sunnis-who-are-
shias. Interview with Famar Haddad.
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members with a sense of  belonging and security.17 As James Fearon and David Laitin’s seminal 
work outlines, the chances of  ethnic civil war are higher in nations with political instability and 
weak state capacity.18

The State

Over the course of  history, states have undertaken explicit projects to create national 
identities. These top-down efforts subverted or transcended pre-existing affiliations through 
measures such as instituting holidays and homogenizing languages within their territory.19, 20, 21 For 
instance, over the course of  a mere hundred years ethnically distinct Celts, Iberians, and Germans 
became the French.22 

Similarly, nations can quite easily turn previously passive or “fuzzy” ethnic differences into 
distinct social cleavages through differential treatment or legal status.23 Catharine Newbury details 
how in the Great Lakes Region of  Africa, during the pre-colonial period, that “the distinctions of  
Hutu and Tutsi were not significant,”24 but colonial efforts to divide and rule (through disparate 
treatment and issuing ethnic identity cards), while not inventing the identities at play, made ethnic 
differences matter differently.25 Indeed, ethnic difference must be political mobilized in order for 
intergroup conflict to occur.26 Media plays a major role in serving as the mouthpiece for such 
political mobilization.27

Spillover Effects

Civil conflicts in countries have a tendency to spill over into surrounding states.28 However, 
the chances of  conflict spreading are substantially higher if  the conflict is between ethnic groups 

17   Talentino, Andrea Kathryn. “The two faces of nation‐building: developing function and identity.” 
Cambridge Review of International Affairs 17, no. 3 (2004): 557-575.
18  Fearon, James D., and David D. Laitin. “Ethnicity, insurgency, and civil war.” American political 
science review 97, no. 1 (2003): 75-90.
19   Anderson, Benedict. Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of 
Nationalism. Verso Books, 1983.
20  Tilly, Charles. “Coercion, capital, and European states, AD 990.” (1990).
21  Campos, 2010.
22   Renan, Ernst. “What ls a Nation?.” Nation and Narra (1990).
23   Kaviraj, Sudipta. On the construction of colonial power: Structure, discourse, hegemony. Centre 
for Contemporary Studies, Nehru Memorial Museum and Library, 1991.
24  Newbury, Catharine. “Ethnicity and the Politics of History in Rwanda.” Africa Today 45, no. 1 
(1998): 7-24.
25  Ibid.
26   Jenkins, J. Craig, and Esther E. Gottlieb, eds. Identity Conflicts: Can Violence be Regulated?. 
Transaction Publishers, 2007.
27  Al-Marashi, I. (2007). The dynamics of Iraq’s media: Ethno-sectarian violence, political Islam, 
public advocacy, and globalization. Cardozo Arts & Ent. LJ, 25, 95.
28  Hegre, Håvard, and Nicholas Sambanis. “Sensitivity analysis of empirical results on civil war 
onset.” Journal of conflict resolution 50, no. 4 (2006): 508-535.
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also present in the adjacent polities.29 These conflicts can have what political scientists have termed 
a “demonstration effect.” As Fred Lawson explains, “as a result of  sectarian warfare in one state, 
the aggrieved members of  the combatant community who reside in a neighboring state become 
more likely to get inspired to resort to force themselves.”30

Media

Mass media plays a central role in the development and spread of  ethnic and national 
identities in grand historical narratives. In “Imagined Communities,” Benedict Anderson explores 
how the printing press and capitalist print media led to the creation of  nationalism in Europe, Latin 
America, South Asia and the United States.31 

Ethnosectarian media can both create and reflect existing social and political pressures. 
In Rwanda and the Balkans, militant ethnosectarian media entrenched ethnic differences and 
measurably accelerated and exacerbated the conflict.32, 33However, the polarization of  media and 
harshness of  their content was partially a product of  the ethnic resentment that had been growing 
in the broader Rwandan society for decades.34 As Ibrahim Al-Marashi elucidates, “media often 
serve as a means of  transmitting hostility, directly or indirectly, whether it is between states or 
ethnic groups, and can exacerbate tensions by spreading misperceptions or exaggerations.”35

The role elite, group and regional politics play in shaping the media landscape ought not be 
overlooked. Governments can sponsor and create media corporations, censor journalists and shut 
down reporting bureaus. 

As a final note, an important mediating factor is press culture. In an authoritarian or partisan 
press culture, the media imagines its purpose as pursuing political ends rather than providing for 
the public interest.36 Depending on the press culture, media organizations conceptualize their telos 
differently and act accordingly, altering the relationship between political and financial incentives 
and content.37

29   Bosker, Erik Maarten, and Joppe De Ree. “Ethnicity and the spread of civil war.” (2010).
30   Lawson, Fred, “Explaining the spread of sectarian conflict: Insights from comparative politics,” 
in ed. Visions of Gulf Security.  7th ed. Vol. 25. POMEPS Studies. Washington, DC: Institute for Middle 
East Studies, 2014. 1-51.
31  Anderson, 1983.
32  Mpambara, M. A., and M. Alexis. “IMS Assesment Mission: The Rwanda Media Experience from 
the Genocide.” International Media Support (2003).
33   Karlowicz, I. (2003). The difficult birth of the fourth estate: media development and democracy 
assistance in the post-conflict Balkans. Reinventing Media. Media Policy Reform in East-Central 
Europe, Budapest: Central European University, 115-135.
34  Newbury, 1998.
35  Al-Marashi, 2007. 
36   Siebert, Fred, Theodore Bernard Peterson, Theodore Peterson, and Wilbur Schramm. Four 
Theories of the Press: the Authoritarian, Libertarian, Social Responsibility, and Soviet Communist 
Concepts of What The Press Should Be and Do. University of Illinois Press, 1956.
37   Price, Monroe, Douglas Griffin, and Ibrahim Al-Marashi. “Toward an understanding of media 
policy and media systems in Iraq: A foreword and two reports.” Departmental Papers (ASC) (2007): 
59.
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Sectarianism in Iraq

Using the previously articulated theory – and our newfound understanding of  the 
determinants of  sectarianism and the relationship between media and ethnoreligious conflict – 
the emergence of  Iraqi sectarianism and the role played by Iraq’s ethno-sectarian media become 
clearer. 

Following the establishment of  the Iraqi state as a Hashemite monarchy in 1921, Iraqis have 
variously defined themselves along national, religious, ethnic, tribal, rural/urban, ideological and 
economic lines. For most of  the time between its naissance and the 1980s, “the default setting was 
coexistence. Sectarian identity for most of  the 20th century was not particularly relevant in political 
terms… other frames of  reference…were politically dominant.”38 This analysis is confirmed by 
numerous accounts of  the time period. Per Sami Ramadani, in pre-1970s Iraq, “the dividing lines 
were sharply political, mostly based on social class and political orientation.”39 The consensus is 
fairly straightforward, ethnic and religious identity was never truly mobilized as a political force 
preceding the invasion, and to the extent that it had been, it was on the decline.40, 41, 42

The Ba’athist takeover of  Iraq installed an authoritarian that consolidated political power by 
unmooring Iraqis from communal and religious social affiliations, making them dependent on the 
state.43 The information landscape during the Ba’thist period reflects the regime’s authoritarian and 
secular national character. Mass media was government controlled, heavily censored and “rarely 
employed the terms ‘Shi’a,’ ‘Sunni’ and ‘Kurd’ in a negative manner as it would harm national 
unity.”44 Satellite dishes were completely outlawed, restricting access only to domestic media. 

The roots of  modern sectarianism can be traced to the Iranian revolution, which elevated 
Iran’s Shi’a clerical establishment to political power. The newly minted Islamic Republic of  
Iran premised its political legitimacy on the notion that Islamic governance and monarchy were 
fundamentally incompatible. This, naturally, did not sit well with the Custodian of  the Two Holy 
Mosques, the monarchical Salafist House of  Saud, whose own tenuous grip on power was premised 
on being a model of  Islamic governance. Over the course of  the “cold” geopolitical conflict that 
followed, Saudi Arabia and Iran have both operationalized sectarian identity to garner support in 
their conflict against one another and neuter domestic political opposition.

Meanwhile, new President Saddam Hussein faced opposition from Kurds in Iraq’s 
northern provinces, who were resisting the forced deportation and relocation that accompanied 
the Baathists’ policy of  Arabization. Directly following the Iranian Revolution, Iraq invaded Iran in 
an expansionist endeavor. Iran easily repelled this Iraqi incursion, with assistance from Iraqi Kurds 

38   Beauchamp, 2014.
39   Ramadani, Sami. “The Sectarian Myth of Iraq | Sami Ramadani.” The Guardian. June 16, 2014. 
Accessed November 29, 2018. https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2014/jun/16/sectarian-
myth-of-iraq.
40  Yamao (2012).
41   Cole, Juan RI. “The rise of religious and ethnic mass politics in Iraq.” Religion and Nationalism in 
Iraq: A Comparative Perspective (2006): 43-62.
42   Stansfield, Gareth. Iraq: People, history, politics. John Wiley & Sons, 2016.
43   Herring, Eric, and Glen Rangwala. Iraq in fragments: The occupation and its legacy. Cornell 
University Press, 2006.
44  Al-Marashi, 2007.
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whom they armed and supplied. In retaliation, Saddam Hussein began indiscriminately attacking 
Northern Kurdish communities with chemical weaponry. This period was also characterized by 
substantial repression of  Shi’a communities in the south, whom Hussein feared would agitate for 
the installation of  an Islamic republic following the Iranian revolution. 

The status quo persisted and worsened by the 1990s with a brutal and tyrannical crackdown 
following pluralistic uprisings after the Gulf  War. Cumulatively, 20 years of  concentrated oppression 
and war crimes gave an aggrieved Kurdish community and a large subset of  Iraqi Shi’a, a newfound 
collective identity and an animating narrative of  victimhood and marginalization. Importantly, 
these feelings of  marginalization did not engender sectarian strife within society but, rather, was 
initially framed in terms of  resistance against the Baathist government. 

B’slama Saddam

The latter quarter of  the 20th century set the preconditions for (but did not make inevitable) 
contemporary sectarian violence. The turn of  the century would make them a reality. Saddam’s 
ouster radically changed the political and media landscape of  Iraq. As Monroe Price explains, 
“In the aftermath of  the 2003 Iraq War, the restrictions placed by the Ba’ath on public discourse 
literally disappeared overnight and a plethora of  newspapers, radio stations, and television networks 
emerged.”45 Iraqis scrambled en masse to purchase satellites and satellite penetration skyrocketed 
giving Iraqis access to regional and international news channels they had previously been barred 
from. This media landscape was chaotic but promising. Before coalition troops stepped foot in 
Baghdad, pirate radio stations and bootleg newspapers had already sprang up using equipment 
looted from the Ministry of  Information.46

In usual fashion, the occupying Coalition Provisional Authority (read: U.S government) 
bungled the reconstruction of  Iraq’s media, deciding to forcibly recollect all the stolen equipment 
used by the newly emergent “media companies.” 

This decision had long-lasting effects. By stifling the development of  any sort of  
independent media that could be free from substantial financial backing, the CPA guaranteed 
that the media market of  the early occupation period would be completely saturated by regional 
networks like Qatari Al-Jazeera, Saudi Al-Arabiyya and Iranian Al-Alam; which, at the time,“were 
the only outlets for regional news free of  state control and ironically, for domestic Iraqi news.”47 
Unsurprisingly, the three regional channels, both accidentally and purposefully, exacerbated already 
tenuous ethnoreligious tensions.

As Ibrahim al-Manashi elucidates, “Al-Jazeera and Al-Arabiyya referred to the Iraqi 
insurgents as the “Iraqi resistance” (al-muqawwama al-‘iraqiyya) thus bestowing on them some 
sort of  regional legitimacy.”48 On the other hand, Al-Alam , “sought to inflame tensions by blaming 

45  Price et al, 2007.
46  Per Price, “by mid‐2003, Iraq was home to more than 20 radio stations, between 15 and 17 Iraqi‐
owned television stations, and approximately 200 Iraqi‐ owned and operated newspapers, with smaller 
regional centers such as Najaf boasting more than 30 newspapers in a city of only 300,000 people.”
47  Al-Marashi, 2007.
48  Ibid
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Sunni Muslims for targeting their communities.”49 As Manashi concludes in comical detail:

‘the influence of  regional satellite channels in ethno-sectarian tensions in Iraq was amply 
demonstrated in January 2007 during a heated exchange on an Al-Jazeera political debate 
program between an Iraqi Shi’a, Sadiq Al-Musawi, and the owner of  the Al-Zawra channel, 
Mish’an Al-Jaburi. The tensions began at the opening of  the show when Mish’an offered 
a prayer for “the soul of  the martyred President Saddam Hussein.” Al-Musawi was 
immediately offended by this action and replied that Saddam, whom he referred to as 
Mish’an’s “father,” “had killed Kurds.” Mish’an responded on numerous occasions “You 
are a Persian shoe!” (qundara), a deeply offensive reference in the Iraqi culture; he also 
alleged that Al-Musawi’s loyalties lay with Shi’a Iran.’

Additionally, the forcible recollection of  media equipment and the shuttering of  emergent 
media by the Department of  Defense and the CPA made access to broadcasting equipment 
contingent on substantial wealth.

Who could afford to invest in media equipment? To answer this question, we must first 
turn to the changing political and social dynamics of  this time period. The Coalition Provisional 
Authority’s choice to dismantle the institutions of  the Iraqi government and build the state from 
the ground up—de-Baathification, in the model of  post-war Germany and Japan—created a weak 
central government and a power vacuum in much of  the country: material and ideational insecurity. 

As predicted by the preceding theoretical discussion, this creatives incentives for political 
and social organization around the most immediate and accessible identities. Those particular 
identities were set in stone by the CPA’s decision to officially enshrine ethnic representation into 
political posts. At the same time, Shi’a politicians, returning from exile in Tehran, soon set about 
mobilizing political support but lacked constituencies. Instead, they specifically relied on slowly 
stratifying ethnoreligious lines and Shi’a religious networks to build political support.

Leaders needs mouthpieces if  they want to call others to action. Only Shi’a (and later 
Sunni) religiopolitical leaders like Muqtada al-Sadr and Nouri al-Maliki had enough initial popular 
and economic support to make heavy investments in media. Preliminary social organization along 
ethnic lines meant that secular groups could not break into the television market.50 

Consequently, the Iraqi media landscape is currently completely dominated by ethnic, 
religious or political interests. As Deborah Amos explains, “Secular parties, such as the Iraqi 
National Accord, the Iraqi Communist Party, the United Nation Party, or the Independent 
Democrats Grouping, own newspapers but not satellite TV stations, the most widely- consumed 
media in Iraq.”51 Even the state-run broadcaster al-Iraqiyya is seen by most as explicitly partisan 
and political.52

Monroe Price further confirms this claim, writing, “powerful media are coalescing around 
ethno-political groups in Iraq who have print, radio and TV media at their disposal. Iraqi Kurdish, 
Turkmen, Arab Sunni and Arab Shi’a factions all have their own means of  communicating to their 

49  Ibid
50  Ibid
51   Amos, Deborah. “Confusion, contradiction and irony: The Iraqi media in 2010.” (2010).
52  Ibid
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ethno-sectarian constituencies in Iraq and abroad in the Iraqi diaspora. Other independent media 
with no ethno-sectarian affiliation do exist, but do not have access to the funds, or the physical 
protections, that political parties can provide.”53

A possible challenge to argument would suggest that while the ethnoreligious monopoly on 
media might appear like leaders mobilizing identities for political ends, its actual just a function of  
the consumer preferences of  an already stratified society. Individuals will choose media sources that 
confirm their pre-existing beliefs. However, while this is generally true, “Iraqis appear to invalidate 
this…by tuning in to a variety of  news outlets that challenge their views or at least expose them to 
competing interpretations of  events.”54

The sectarian media polarization forged in the crucible in the early days of  reconstruction 
did not fully reflect Iraqi society at the time, which was still fumbling with questions of  identity and 
the nationhood. The shape of  the media landscape, however, has remained relatively unchanged 
while sectarian violence and organization has intensified. The media certainly augmented sectarian 
tensions. As Deborah Amos details, “sectarian media messages prevent[ed] a national narrative 
from emerging and according to the UNDP report, ‘undermined the capacity of  the weak state 
to govern…[giving] political parties… the capability of  re‐enforcing the country’s sectarian 
divisions.’”55

Our theoretical discussion above spoke at length the role that spill-over effects play in 
spreading ethnic conflict. As the case of  ISIL shows dramatically, sectarianism in Iraq played an 
outsized role in escalating bloodshed and intercommunal violence in Syria. Given the outsized role 
the media played in jump-starting sectarianism in Iraq in 2003, one can wonder if  the regulatory 
politics of  occupied Iraq had a non-negligible effect on the severity of  the Syrian Civil War.

Conclusion

A cursory glance at the historical record demonstrates the remarkable degree to which 
ostensibly fixed ethnic identities have been radically changed and transformed. Sectarian violence of  
this form and degree is a wholly new regional phenomenon. Looking at the social scientific literature 
concerning ethnicity, conflict and the media, it also becomes clear that previously unimportant 
identities can become salient during times of  great uncertainty and strife. However, they must first 
be mobilized by ethnic entrepreneurs to be politically useful.56 In Iraq’s case, those entrepreneurs 
were Shi’a exiles, religious leaders and, by accident, the Coalition Provisional Authority. Moreover, 
media can play a critical role during the mobilization process (as seen in the Iraq case) by clarifying 
identities and legitimizing violence. At the same time, the media still reflects society itself  and 
complex social processes. 

During the reconstruction period, policy decisions made by the CPA shaped Iraqi media 
dynamics by throttling a growing-if-chaotic cottage industry. These decisions initially shaped early 
sectarianism by ceding the entire media market to state-backed regional players like Iran and Saudi 
Arabia. During this period, the forces of  political and social instability aligned with the political 

53  Price et al, 2007.
54  Amos, 2010.
55  Ibid
56  Rothschild, Joseph. Ethnopolitics, a conceptual framework. Columbia University Press, 1981.
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incentives of  Shi’a leaders to form ethnosectarian political and social cleavages; which, in turn, 
provoked the development of  a Sunni collective consciousness that previously did not exist. This 
sectarian mobilization and organization gave political parties and ethnoreligious groups access to 
resources that allowed them to establish a virtual monopoly over the media market. Media control 
by such groups (and a permissive press culture encouraging its use towards political ends) allowed 
aspiring leaders to mobilize ethnosectarian identities and further stratify society.

Despite this, there are reasons for hope. Changing consumer preferences (shown by the 
willingness to watch ideological diverse channels), the evident desire for entertainment programming 
and yearning for a neutral press oriented towards the public interest can possibly provide a financial 
incentive for the emergence of  such a media.57 Importantly, Iraqi press culture seems to be changing, 
as stations have begun to do more public interest journalism.58

57   Al Marashi, 2007; Price et al, 2007; Amos 2010
58  Ibid
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