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Letter from the Editors

Dear Readers,

As the events of the last year indicate, the state of global politics is constantly changing. The 
ongoing COVID-19 pandemic has forced nations to conduct foreign relations over phone and 
video calls, and the launch of different vaccines has sparked debates over which countries and 
people are most in need of, deserving of, and able to pay for the Coronavirus vaccine. Against 
this backdrop, international politics, conflict, and diplomacy have all continued unabated. It is 
an exciting time to study foreign policy, and we are incredibly proud of our Winter 2021 issue. 
As always, we are grateful for our contributions from the University of Chicago and universities 
across the world. This issue’s articles are among the best we have published, and each brings a 
rich perspective to our journal. Without your hard work, as well as that of our staff, we would be 
unable to publish our journal. 

The six articles herein span a variety of subjects, geographic foci, and time periods. In our 
view, they represent some of the greatest undergraduate international relations scholarship. In this 
issue, Michael Bushnell evaluates the decline of war thesis using empirical data from the Uppsala 
Conflict Data Program (UCDP), and Tony Bodulovic assesses the origins of China’s ambitious 
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). The Chicago Journal of Foreign Policy’s own Thomas Weil 
analyses ongoing Sino-Indian border tensions and offers insight into how the U.S. can benefit 
from the situation. Sophia Winograd argues that European Union asylum has failed to ameliorate 
the 2015 refugee crisis, and Brianna Bilter outlines the legal and historical underpinnings of 
Israel’s controversial targeted killing policy. Finally, Samuel Loh examines the 1956 Suez Crisis as 
a critical juncture in the history of the US-UK ‘special relationship.’ Whatever your interests, we 
are optimistic that this issue of the Chicago Journal of Foreign Policy will cater to them. 

The Chicago Journal of Foreign Policy’s goal is to elevate and celebrate undergraduate 
scholarship. We are constantly seeking new authors, articles, and perspectives to highlight on 
both our blog and bi-annual journal. We are thrilled with this issue, yet our next issue will not be 
possible without new submissions from talented students. Our inbox is always open. 

Sincerely,
Jordanna Yochai & Julia Fischer
Editors-in-Chief, Chicago Journal of Foreign Policy

February 2021
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Re-evaluating the Decline of War Thesis in 2020

by Michael Bushnell
University of Chicago ’20

I. Introduction

Despite the 20th century’s colloquial status as perhaps the bloodiest period in human history, 
a robust sect of international relations scholarship argues that there has been a general decline in 
violence since World War II that extends to the current moment. This idea is referred to as the 
decline of war thesis, the notion that “humans today are living safer and more prosperous lives…
they seem far less likely to go to war.”1 According to theorist Steven Pinker, the decline of war 
has not been steady, has not brought violence down to zero, and is not guaranteed to continue. 
Nonetheless, it points to a reduction in violence that has been observed for long stretches of 
time.2 The first part of this text will explore arguments and explanations for the theory behind the 
decline of war thesis and its distinction from the long peace thesis, which concerns global power 
war rather than a general decline in violent conflict. It will then examine how the decline of war 
thesis supports, and casts doubt upun, key arguments found in international relations scholarship. 
Finally, a quantitative analysis of violence in recent history through the Uppsala Conflict Data 
Program (UCDP) will examine the validity of the decline of war thesis and how the implications 
of COVID-19 add an unexplored, dire dimension to its outlook. In light of existing evidence, this 
paper contends that the decline of war thesis faces a perilous future.

II. Contextualizing the Decline of  War Thesis

Although not identical, the decline of war thesis is closely related to the long peace thesis. In 
“The Long Peace: Elements of Stability in the Postwar,” John Lewis Gaddis observes that “Given 
all the conceivable reasons for having had a major war in the past four decades – it seems worth 
of comment that there has not in fact been one.”3 Both the decline of war thesis and the long 
peace thesis point to a perceived reduction in violence observed within the last century. What 
separates the long peace thesis from the decline of war thesis is the former’s focus on great power 
war as opposed to violence generally. As Lawrence Freedman concisely explains in The Rise and 
Fall of  Great Power Wars, “The Long Peace refers only to Great Power war.”4 (Freedman 106). The 
decline of war thesis, by contrast, refers to an overall trend against violence, cruelty, and conflict. 
For example, the observation that there has been a significant reduction in conflicts worldwide 

1  Tanisha M. Fazal and Paul Poast, “War Is Not Over: What the Optimists Get Wrong About Conflict,” Foreign 
Affairs, November/December 2019, https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/2019-10-15/war-not-over. 
2  Steven Pinker, The Better Angels of Our Nature: Why Violence Has Declined (New York: Viking Books, 
2011.
3  John Lewis Gaddis, “The Long Peace: Elements of Stability in the Postwar International System,” Interna-
tional Security 10, no. 4 (1986): 100, https://www.jstor.org/stable/2538951?seq=1#metadata_info_tab_contents.
4  Lawrence Freedman, “The Rise and Fall of Great Power Wars,” International Affairs 95, no. 1 (2019): 106.

https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/2019-10-15/war-not-over
https://www.jstor.org/stable/2538951?seq=1#metadata_info_tab_contents
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is explained by the decline of war thesis, whereas the absence of great power war specifically is 
explained by the long peace thesis. Although both claims explore the perceived decline in violence 
over the course of recent history, the two claims diverge regarding the type of conflict they discuss.

Joshua Goldstein, professor emeritus of international relations at American University, argues 
that the rise of international institutions, such as the United Nations, is a primary explanation 
for the decline of war thesis. In a 2012 interview, Goldstein asserts that “the third [reason], 
which I focus on primarily, is the rise of the United Nations and peacekeeping, which has 
given the international community a way to manage and reduce conflicts.”5 For Goldstein, the 
increased efficiency of institutions governing the international community has not only made 
violence more preventable than it has been in the past, but it also changes the way in which the 
international community addresses violent conflict. He uses the Ivory Coast to demonstrate 
how the international community’s condemnation of innocent civilian deaths resulted in robust 
United Nations intervention to stabilize the country in 2004.6 As such, Goldstein’s explanation 
for the decline of war thesis supports the key international relations theory put forth by Oona 
A. Hathaway and Scott J. Shapiro in their book The Internationalists. If the Briand-Kellogg Pact 
effectively outlawed war in 1928, as Hathaway and Shapiro argue, the rising effectiveness of U.N. 
peacekeeping efforts is an institutional reflection of the international community’s collective 
condemnation of violent conflict.7 This brings to light an intriguing question: does Goldstein’s 
explanation for the decline of war thesis support or cast doubt on neoliberal institutionalism 
as a theory of international relations? His explanation supports the notion that international 
institutions play a significant role in the decline of war, which would seem to lend support to 
the neoliberal institutionalist theory. However, he also claims that he “can’t see that democracy 
is the full story here,”8 which would seem to cast doubt on neoliberal intuitionalism’s assertion 
that “liberal ideas cause liberal democracies to tend away from war with one another.”9 Although 
Goldstein’s explanation for the decline of war thesis supports the theory posited by Hathaway and 
Shapiro, its corroboration of neoliberal intuitionalism is less evident, specifically regarding the 
role of democracy in promoting peace.

Pinker argues that a benevolent evolution in human attitudes toward violence has resulted 
in the reduction of war observed by the decline of war thesis. To corroborate his explanation, 
Pinker cites “a number of historical declines of violence,” including “the plummeting of rates of 
interpersonal violence, one-on-one homicides,” and even a recent trend toward the “targeting of 
violence on smaller scales directed against vulnerable sectors of the population.”10 In contrast to 
Goldstein’s focus on large-scale, institutional explanations for the decline of war, Pinker focuses on 
the gradual amelioration of small-scale violence at the human level. Although declines in violence 

5  Joshua Goldstein, “War And Violence On The Decline In Modern Times,” Interview by Neal Conan, Nation-
al Public Radio, 8 October 2012, https://www.npr.org/2012/10/08/162376635/war-and-violence-on-the-decline-
in-modern-times. 
6  Ibid. 
7  Oona A. Hathaway and Scott J. Shapiro, “International Law and its Transformation through the Outlawry of 
War,” International Affairs 95, no. 1 (2019): 45-62.
8  Goldstein, “War And Violence On The Decline In Modern Times,” 2012. 
9  John M. Owens, “How liberalism produces democratic peace,” International security 19, no. 2 (1994): 88, 
https://muse.jhu.edu/article/447353/pdf. 
10  Goldstein, “War And Violence On The Decline In Modern Times,” 2012.

https://www.npr.org/2012/10/08/162376635/war-and-violence-on-the-decline-in-modern-times
https://www.npr.org/2012/10/08/162376635/war-and-violence-on-the-decline-in-modern-times
https://muse.jhu.edu/article/447353/pdf
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may well be symptomatic of institutional evolution, the source of this evolution for Pinker is 
foundationally rooted in a lower threshold for the level of violence humans consider acceptable. 
As such, Pinker’s explanation for the decline in war thesis challenges the neorealist perspective in 
international relations scholarship. If the threshold of violence humans consider acceptable has 
truly decreased, states have no reason to assume the worst in their decision calculus. In another 
2012 interview, Pinker provides numerous examples to support this point, citing several instances 
of non-nuclear states defying nuclear states in recent history.11 Argentina trying to take back the 
Falkland Islands from the United Kingdom, Saddam Hussein’s repeated provocations of the 
United States, and Anwar Sadat’s invasion of Israeli-held Sinai are examples he uses to challenge 
neorealist arguments concerning the “decline of war” thesis in that countries no longer assume the 
worst from their fellow states – in this case, nuclear annihilation – and structure their decisions 
around this downward-shifted threshold of what is considered acceptable violence. 

III. Examining the Empirical Merit of  the Decline of  War Thesis 

This paper contends that the data collected through the UCDP through 201912 provides mixed 
evidence concerning the validity of the decline of war thesis. To elucidate this claim, let us first 
examine components of the overall data that cast doubt on this claim. The first reason why this 
dataset, specifically the total fatalities metric, yields inconclusive implications for the decline of 
war thesis is that “relying on body counts to determine if armed conflict is decreasing is highly 
problematic.”13 Medical advances, the evolution of protective equipment, and better sanitation 
have contributed to higher survival rates in modern warfare. If body counts do not accurately 
reflect the severity of conflict, then the total death statistics collected by UCDP are skeptical points 
of evidence to support the thesis. Even if body count deaths accurately reflect the severity of war, 
the decline of war thesis is by no means obvious given the UCDP data. Between 2000 and 2009, 
392,576 total conflictual deaths were recorded compared to 881,809 deaths between 2010 and 
2019. Even if we assume body counts matter, which is an unreliable foundation at best, this rise 
in total deaths between these two ten-year periods casts doubt on the notion that violence is truly 
in decline. Fatalities evidence gathered by the UCDP casts doubt on the decline of war thesis at a 
global scale, but the nature of this evidence given technological advances leaves the door open for 
rebuttal. 

Even if we assume total deaths are a reliable indicator of conflict, the individual experience 
of Afghanistan in recent history according to the UCDP is a case that challenges the decline of 
war thesis.14 The present period in Afghan history is characterized by the War in Afghanistan, 
fought by Afghan troops, who are supported by U.S. and NATO troops, and Taliban insurgents. 
According to the UCDP data, the total number of deaths in Afghanistan has consistently risen 
since 2004. During all but one of these years, the number of deaths recorded in any given year 
11  Steven Pinker, “Pinker & Kaplan: Realism & the Long Peace,” Carnegie Council for Ethics in International 
Affairs, 25 October 2012, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PMgs4_WDupE. 
12  “UCDP Conflict Encyclopedia,” Uppsala Conflict Data Program Department of Peace and Conflict Re-
search, Date of Retrieval: 17 December 2020, https://ucdp.uu.se/encyclopedia. 
13  Fazal and Poast, “War Is Not Over: What the Optimists Get Wrong About Conflict,” 2019.
14  “UCDP Conflict Encyclopedia: Afghanistan,” Uppsala Conflict Data Program Department of Peace and 
Conflict Research, Date of Retrieval: 17 December 2020, https://ucdp.uu.se/country/700. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PMgs4_WDupE
https://ucdp.uu.se/encyclopedia
https://ucdp.uu.se/country/700
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exceeded that of the previous year with the only exception being 7,020 deaths versus 5,660 deaths 
in 2007 and 2008, respectively. Before 2014, the highest death count was in 1998 when 12,174 
conflictual fatalities were recorded. Since 2014, yearly death counts have continued to increase, 
culminating in a sharp increase from 19,776 deaths in 2017, 26,888 in 2018, to an astounding 
30,434 in 2019. The number of cumulative fatalities in 2018 and 2019 alone exceed the counts 
recorded from the entire ten-year period of 2002 to 2012 combined. This evidence points to the 
reality that Afghanistan’s present is more violent and war-torn than any time in the past several 
decades, providing a direct challenge to the decline of war thesis.

Despite the UCDP evidence casting doubt on the decline of war thesis, certain elements in 
the overall data support the claim. This is especially apparent in the general decline of one-sided 
conflicts over the past two decades. In the ten years spanning from 2010 to 2019, there were 28.7 
one-sided violent conflicts per year compared to 34.3 one-sided violent conflicts per year between 
2000 and 2009. At first-glance, this discrepancy may seem minor or even short-sighted given 
the relatively short time periods being measured. However, this trend supports the decline of 
war thesis by corroborating explanations for the phenomenon offered by Pinker and Goldstein. 
According to Pinker, the threshold of violence humans now consider acceptable has decreased over 
time. If this is true, scenarios of one-sided violence are less likely to occur in the status quo because 
potential perpetrators of one-sided violence know their actions will be condemned and perhaps 
even punished by the international community. This is an especially strong deterrent given the 
increased efficiency of international institutions like U.N. peacekeeping, thus lending further 
credibility to the decline of war thesis as explained by Goldstein. Accordingly, the evidence citing 
the reduction of one-sided conflicts over time corroborates the decline of war thesis by providing 
empirical support for the explanations provided by Pinker and Goldstein. 

The individual experience of the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) according to the 
UCDP evidence provides additional support for the decline of war thesis.15 In 1996, during the 
First Congo War, the DRC experienced its highest number of conflictual deaths since the UCDP 
began recording data. From 1996 to 2002, the DRC experienced a steady decline in conflict-related 
deaths. At the conclusion of the Second Congo War, total deaths spiked from 1,341 deaths in 
2001 to 7,877 deaths in 2002. Although the Second Congo War registered a considerable increase 
in fatalities from 2001 to 2002, it was nowhere near as high as that experienced in 1996 during in 
the First Congo War (34,530 versus 7,877 total deaths). Not only was the Second Congo War far 
less fatal than the First Congo War, it also experienced fewer residual deaths. Only two years after 
the spike in 2002, the death count returned to levels lower than the DRC had seen since before 
even the First Congo War. Goldstein discusses how this decline in violence supports the decline 
of war thesis when he says that the “amount of violence [in Congo] is way down. I mean, 10, 12 
years ago, there were six foreign armies in Congo…since the U.N. got there a decade ago, the war 
has become much more localized.”16 The localized nature of violence coupled with the divestiture 
of foreign armies in the country indicates that even in light of potentially unreliable fatality 
statistics, the evidence collected by the UCDP with regard to decreased violence over time in the 

15  “UCDP Conflict Encyclopedia: Democratic Republic of the Congo (Zaire),” Uppsala Conflict Data Program 
Department of Peace and Conflict Research, Date of Retrieval: 17 December 2020, https://ucdp.uu.se/coun-
try/490. 
16  Goldstein, “War And Violence On The Decline In Modern Times,” 2012.

https://ucdp.uu.se/country/490
https://ucdp.uu.se/country/490
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DRC corroborates Goldstein’s argument. A holistic evaluation of the overall data, the individual 
experiences of Afghanistan and the DRC, and flaws regarding the accuracy of fatality statistics in 
reflecting the severity of violence provide mixed evidence, with an argument to be made on either 
side regarding its validity, as it concerns supporting or casting doubt on the decline of war thesis. 

IV. The Implications of  COVID-19 for the Decline of  War Thesis 

Despite mixed empirical evidence in the status quo, the COVID-19 pandemic presents an 
unprecedented challenge to the decline of war thesis that recontextualizes the UCDP dataset. 
The countries most prone to violence in the status quo are also the countries that will be most 
affected by the long-term consequences of COVID-19’s imminent impact on the developing 
world. Without the infrastructure to distribute the vaccine expeditiously, let alone equitably, some 
estimate that developing nations will be dealing with critical case counts of COVID-19 long after 
the rest of the world with severe economic implications.17 According to the World Data Lab’s 
World Poverty Clock, poverty will rise in more than 20 of the world’s least developed countries 
in every year for the next ten years.18 The stress COVID-19 applies on global supply chains pushes 
already fragile economies to their breaking point, making access to food and water out of reach 
for millions.19 These countries include states like Afghanistan and Yemen, which are already in the 
midst of increasing violent conflict. 20 UNDP Administrator Achim Steiner forecasts a dire future 
outlook: 

The world has seen many crises over the past 30 years, including the Global Financial Crisis of 
2007-09. Each has hit human development hard but, overall, development gains accrued globally 
year-on-year. COVID-19, with its triple hit to health, education, and income, may change this 
trend.21

The developmental setback caused by COVID-19 in already vulnerable countries is a crucially 
relevant indictment to the validity of the decline of war thesis going forward. Increasing poverty 
rates in developing countries may expedite violent conflict given that low national incomes 
are almost always associated with the occurrence of civil wars.22 According to October 2020 
economic estimates made by the International Monetary Fund, GDP per capita adjusted for 
inflation in emerging markets and developing economies will not reach 2019 levels until 2022, 
with a particularly stark but unsurprising decline in 2020.23  Given that growth rates are strongly 

17  Martin Wolf, “Covid-19 will hit developing countries hard,” Financial Times, June 2020, https://www.
ft.com/content/31eb2686-a982-11ea-a766-7c300513fe47. 
18  “World Poverty Clock,” World Data Lab, November 2020, https://worldpoverty.io. 
19  “Amid Threat of Catastrophic Global Famine, COVID-19 Response Must Prioritize Food Security, Human-
itarian Needs, Experts Tell General Assembly,” United Nations Meetings Coverage and Press Releases, Decem-
ber 2020, https://www.un.org/press/en/2020/ga12294.doc.htm. 
20  The Yemen Crisis (2011-Present) is an illustrative case of how access to food and water alongside other 
developmental considerations can quickly propel a country to civil war. 
21  Achim Steiner, “COVID-19: Human development on course to decline this year for the first time since 
1990,” United Nations Human Development Report Office, May 2020, http://hdr.undp.org/en/content/covid-19-
human-development-course-decline-year-first-time-1990. 
22  Patricia Justino, “War and Poverty,” Institute of Development Studies, April 2012: 18, https://onlinelibrary.
wiley.com/doi/epdf/10.1111/j.2040-0209.2012.00391.x. 
23  “World Economic Outlook Database,” International Monetary Fund, October 2020,  https://

https://www.ft.com/content/31eb2686-a982-11ea-a766-7c300513fe47
https://www.ft.com/content/31eb2686-a982-11ea-a766-7c300513fe47
https://worldpoverty.io
https://www.un.org/press/en/2020/ga12294.doc.htm
http://hdr.undp.org/en/content/covid-19-human-development-course-decline-year-first-time-1990
http://hdr.undp.org/en/content/covid-19-human-development-course-decline-year-first-time-1990
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/epdf/10.1111/j.2040-0209.2012.00391.x
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/epdf/10.1111/j.2040-0209.2012.00391.x
https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/WEO/weo-database/2020/October/weo-report?a=1&c=200,&s=NGDPRPPPPC,PPPPC,&sy=2018&ey=2025&ssm=0&scsm=1&scc=0&ssd=1&ssc=0&sic=0&sort=country&ds=.&br=1
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associated with risks of conflict in developing countries,24 this decline is more than enough 
to inspire conflict in states prone to violence. There exists extensive academic literature to 
support this causation argument. For example, Paul Collier et al. argue that if the growth rate 
in developing countries is increased by 1 percentage point from the mean, the risk of conflict 
decreases by 0.6%,25 which means that the staggering 4.69% projected decrease in GDP per capita 
controlled for inflation forecasted by the IMF between 2019 and 2020 vastly increases that risk. 

In addition, Seonjou Kang and James Meernik show that the growth rate in conflict countries 
in the five years prior to conflict was on average 0.5 percent compared to 2 percent in peaceful 
countries,26 a conclusion that retroactively corroborates the Collier et al. finding and implies that 
there may be a lag of up to five years from 2020 until the economic impact spills over to conflict. 

At a global scale, this phenomenon is illustrated by the UCDP dataset in the context of the 
Global Financial Crisis of 2007-2009. State-based conflicts, which code civil wars among other 
conflicts between state and civilian forces, increased markedly in the period before versus after 
the Global Financial Crisis. In the five years preceding the crisis, 2002-2006, there were 33 violent 
state-based conflicts per year. Since 2011, however, the number of state-based conflicts have 
increased in all but 2 years. In the decade following the crisis, 2010-2019, there were 44.5 violent 
state-based conflicts per year. There have not been fewer than 50 such conflicts per year since 2014, 
five years after the twilight of the Global Financial Crisis, which coincides with the five years 
of lag between development and violence standardized by Kang and Meernik. This trend also 
follows the notion that development and violence are mutually reinforced given the consistent 
upward slope of conflicts since the crisis. Non-state conflicts – the use of armed force between two 
organized armed groups – follow a similar historical trajectory. Between 2002 and 2006, there were 
an average of 34.4 violent conflicts per year compared to 62.6 per year in the ten years following 
the crisis. 

The decline of war thesis is in imminent danger. If the impact of COVID-19 does in fact 
dwarf the impact of the Global Financial Crisis on economic development, this would present 
a grave threat to the decline of war thesis in coming years. This adds a worrisome caveat to the 
UCDP data, which provides mixed evidence for the decline of war thesis alluding to the possibility 
that it may have been in peril even before the onset of the global pandemic. The fate of the 
decline of war thesis going forward hinges on several variables. What will vaccine distribution 
infrastructure look like in the developing world? What social and political consequences will arise 
from the pandemic once the dust settles? And finally, what role should the United States play in 
international development in the aftermath of COVID-19 going forward, if any role at all? In light 
of these pivotal questions, the need for international development research that examines how the 

www.imf.org/en/Publications/WEO/weo-database/2020/October/weo-report?a=1&c=200,&s=NGD-
PRPPPPC,PPPPC,&sy=2018&ey=2025&ssm=0&scsm=1&scc=0&ssd=1&ssc=0&sic=0&sort=coun-
try&ds=.&br=1. 
24  Namsuk Kim and Pedro Conceição, “The Economic Crisis, Violent Conflict, and Human Development,” 
International Journal of Peace Studies 15, no. 1 (2010): 29-43, https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/41852999.pd-
f?refreqid=excelsior%3Ac45fc7fe46970e104fc03acbd73e4bad. 
25  Paul Collier, Anke Hoeffler, and Dominic Rohner, “Beyond Greed and Grievance: Feasibility and Civil War,” 
Oxford Economic Papers 61, no. 1 (2009): 1–27.
26  Seonjou Kang and James Meernick, “Civil War Destruction and the Prospects for Economic Growth,” The 
University of Chicago Journal of Politics 67, no. 1 (2005): 88-109.

https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/WEO/weo-database/2020/October/weo-report?a=1&c=200,&s=NGDPRPPPPC,PPPPC,&sy=2018&ey=2025&ssm=0&scsm=1&scc=0&ssd=1&ssc=0&sic=0&sort=country&ds=.&br=1
https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/WEO/weo-database/2020/October/weo-report?a=1&c=200,&s=NGDPRPPPPC,PPPPC,&sy=2018&ey=2025&ssm=0&scsm=1&scc=0&ssd=1&ssc=0&sic=0&sort=country&ds=.&br=1
https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/WEO/weo-database/2020/October/weo-report?a=1&c=200,&s=NGDPRPPPPC,PPPPC,&sy=2018&ey=2025&ssm=0&scsm=1&scc=0&ssd=1&ssc=0&sic=0&sort=country&ds=.&br=1
https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/41852999.pdf?refreqid=excelsior%3Ac45fc7fe46970e104fc03acbd73e4bad
https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/41852999.pdf?refreqid=excelsior%3Ac45fc7fe46970e104fc03acbd73e4bad
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impact of COVID-19 and other preexisting threats to the decline of war thesis can be mitigated is 
paramount.
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The Belt & Road Initiative: 
A Response to Capitalist Crisis

by Tony Budolovic
Columbia University ’22

I. Introduction

When Chinese President Xi Jinping first announced the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) in 
2013, the project was little more than an ambitious vision. In a speech at Kazakhstan’s Nazarbayev 
University, Xi emphasized the potential for greater connectivity and development across Central 
and Southeast Asia upon the revitalization of  ancient Silk Road trading routes.1 By 2017, however, 
potential quickly gave way to progress as the initiative transformed into a sprawling constellation 
of  trade and investment spanning three continents and over 70 countries.2 Composed of  both 
an overland “belt” of  railways and roads and a maritime “road” of  sea routes and ports, the BRI 
presently connects the economies and industries of  these states through a combination of  local 
projects and national “economic corridors.”3 As a result, the initiative is recognized as one of  the 
largest infrastructure projects in world history, and it is widely considered to be the centerpiece of  
Xi Jinping’s foreign policy.4

Yet, the BRI is not without controversy; in fact, the initiative has emerged as a proxy for a 
much larger debate about China’s growing role in the international system. As the state continues 
to grow in economic power and enmesh itself  in international institutions, a number of  actors have 
begun to question the motives and drivers behind the increasingly extensive and expensive BRI. 
Many of  these debates may be viewed as an iteration of  the same question: does the BRI represent 
a coordinated Chinese effort to reshape the international order? The answer to this question will 
have significant ramifications, as it promises to guide both conversations and policies regarding 
future engagement with China. The United States has already begun to respond in the affirmative, 
categorizing the BRI as an organized power play and a geopolitical threat.5 However, the United 
States is not alone in its defensive attitude toward the BRI; Japan and India are among a group of  
states who have expressed reticence or even outright hostility toward the initiative due to concerns 
over transparency, lending practices, and long-term dependency.6 However, I seek to challenge this 

1  Xi, Jinping. “Full Text of President Xi’s Speech at Opening of Belt and Road Forum.” Xinhua Net, 14 May 
2017, http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2017-05/14/c_136282982.htm. 
2 Cai, Peter. “Understanding China’s Belt and Road Initiative,” Lowy Institute, 22 Mar. 2017. https://www.lowy-
institute.org/publications/understanding-belt-and-road-initiative. 
3  National Development and Reform Commission, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and Ministry of 
Commerce of the People’s Republic of China. “Vision and Actions on Jointly Building Silk Road Economic Belt 
and 21st-Century Maritime Silk Road.” 28 Mar. 2015. www.fmprc.gov.cn/ce/cebn/eng/sgxws/t1250157.htm. 
4  Cai, “Understanding China’s Belt and Road Initiative.”
5  Lynch, Colum. “Bolton Builds Anti-China Campaign at the U.N.” Foreign Policy, 3 Apr. 2019. www.for-
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New American Security, 20 Sept. 2018. www.cnas.org/publications/reports/ power-play/. 
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geopolitical characterization of  the BRI by instead positing an interpretation rooted in Marxian 
political economy. Rather than viewing the BRI as a revisionist attempt at hegemony, I argue that the 
initiative represents a haphazard attempt to spatially “fix” an overaccumulation of  Chinese capital.

Africa serves as an excellent case study for these competing claims, as the continent represents 
one of  the greatest areas of  Chinese investment with regard to the BRI. The United States and its 
allies have disparaged Chinese involvement in Africa in particular, with former US National Security 
Advisor John Bolton accusing China of  “aggressively targeting their investments … to gain a 
competitive advantage.”7 Various other actors have levied similar criticisms against BRI projects in 
the region, the most common being that China is engaged in “debt-trap diplomacy” to gain leverage 
over African states unable to fulfill repayment obligations.8 However, I aim to refute these claims 
by first evaluating the theoretical components of  both realism and Marxism, and then by examining 
pertinent research on Chinese lending practices, economic dependency, and the structure of  the 
Chinese political system. I will argue that the BRI is a product of  the overaccumulation of  capital, as 
highlighted by Marxist crisis theory. Lastly, I will conclude my analysis with a brief  examination of  
the potential ramifications of  engaging China and the BRI based on each interpretation.

II. Theoretical Overview

Skeptics of  the Belt and Road Initiative typically interpret Chinese behavior through the 
theoretical lens of  realism. According to this theory of  international relations, the world is anarchic 
with states as the primary actors.9 Because states can never ascertain the intentions of  other 
states with perfect certainty, they must act in self-interest in order to attain security and survive.10 
Offensive realism, a subset of  realism spearheaded by John Mearsheimer, asserts that states will 
attempt to attain such security by maximizing economic and military strength in a manner that shifts 
the balance of  power in their favor.11 Such a view presupposes that nearly all states are revisionist 
states, as a disruption of  the status quo is necessary to augment their power and ensure survival.12 
Many of  these principles guide a perception of  China as a revisionist state itself, one that seeks to 
destabilize the international order through the implementation of  the BRI. Therefore, to those who 
subscribe to a realist interpretation of  international relations, Chinese investment in Africa serves as 
a long-term strategy designed to challenge American preponderance and eventually achieve regional 
dominance. Realists believe that China aims to realize such a goal through an augmentation of  
material capabilities, especially economic ones.

Marxian political economy, on the other hand, is less concerned with the balance of  power and 
more with the movement and organization of  capital. According to Marxist crisis theory, capitalism 

7  Bolton, John. “Remarks by National Security Advisor Ambassador John R. Bolton on the The Trump Admin-
istration’s New Africa Strategy.” Speech, Washington, D.C., Dec 13, 2018. The White House.
8  Pence, Michael. “Remarks by Vice President Pence on the Administration’s Policy Toward China.” Speech, 
Washington, D.C., October 4, 2018. The White House. 
9  Walt, Stephen M. “International Relations: One World, Many Theories.” Foreign Policy, no. 110, (Spring 
1998), 31.
10  Walt, “International Relations: One World, Many Theories,” 43.
11  Mearsheimer, John J. The Tragedy of Great Power Politics. New York and London: W.W. Norton and Com-
pany, 2001, 29.
12  Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics, 35.
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is inherently unstable due to internal contradictions that result in the production of  “crises.”13 
One of  the causes of  crisis is the process of  overaccumulation, a concept first articulated by Karl 
Marx himself  and later developed by Marxist geographer David Harvey. Overaccumulation occurs 
when capital lacks “profitable outlets” for reinvestment, leading to a surplus of  capital and labor in 
the form of  excess money or commodities and mass unemployment.14 These surpluses cannot be 
easily managed, as they arise from either a lack of  domestic demand in commodities or a lack of  
opportunities for employment. However, capitalism has developed an adaptation to such a crisis in 
the form of  the spatial “fix.” 

According to David Harvey, overaccumulation may be mitigated through a spatial relocation 
of  capital and labor surpluses to underdeveloped geographic regions.15 This relocation is often 
accomplished through long-term infrastructure projects or the opening of  new markets that serve 
to stimulate the creation of  profit once again.16 As a result, capital is “fixed” into regions or projects 
that allow for surpluses to be absorbed and the crisis to be temporarily resolved.17 A common 
example of  this phenomenon is the United States’ response to the Great Depression, where excess 
capital and mass unemployment were handled via the implementation of  various infrastructural 
programs under the New Deal.18 Those who subscribe to a Marxist view of  international relations 
believe that China is pursuing a similar undertaking in Africa. The massive infrastructure projects 
of  the BRI, therefore, function as a spatial “fix” intended to relieve the capitalist crisis of  
overaccumulation. 

III. Predecessors and Past Crises

Realist arguments tend to frame the Belt and Road Initiative as a sudden and novel gambit for 
hegemony. However, such a conceptualization lacks critical historical context that lends credence 
to an interpretation of  the BRI as a continuation of  decades of  Chinese foreign policy. Contrary 
to what realists may claim, the BRI is more likely the latest iteration in China’s attempt to tackle its 
crisis of  accumulation. In fact, previous efforts to resolve massive amounts of  surplus capital can be 
seen as early as the 1980s, when the state first began to transition toward a market economy under 
Deng Xiaoping.19

However, the Great Western Development Program of  1999 represents China’s first notable 
attempt to address the capitalist crisis via spatial fix. As capital became increasingly concentrated 
along the state’s eastern coast, the underdeveloped rural regions of  western China emerged as the 
ideal safety valve.20 The program intersected neatly with ongoing plans to develop the western 

13  Marx, Karl, and Friedrich Engels. Capital: A Critique of Political Economy, Volume III. New York: Interna-
tional Publishers, 1867, 160.
14  Harvey, David. “Uneven Geographical Developments and the Production of Space.” In Seventeen Contradic-
tions and the End of Capitalism, edited by David Harvey, 146-63. London: Profile Books, 2014, 151.
15  Ibid, 151.
16  Ibid, 151.
17  Ibid, 152.
18  Ibid, 151.
19  Olinga-Shannon, Stephanie, et al. “The Belt and Road Initiative: An AEPF Framing Paper.” Asia 
Europe People’s Forum, Nov. 2019. https://www.tni.org/files/publication-downloads/bri_ framing_web_en.pdf, 
3.
20  Jia, Junxue, et al. “Place-Based Policies, State-Led Industrialisation, and Regional Development: Evidence 
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interior, resulting in massive infrastructure projects supported by both state-owned enterprises 
(SOEs) and the private sector.21 Investment in the region rose from 72 billion yuan to 841 billion 
yuan over a period of  fifteen years, ultimately resulting in the integration of  China’s once-isolated 
west into the broader regional economy.22 Through an expansive array of  highways, airports, and 
hydroelectric power plants, China was able to briefly resolve a burgeoning crisis of  overaccumulation 
by turning to its most underdeveloped provinces and autonomous regions.23 

Yet, the geographic relocation of  surplus capital from east to west proved to be insufficient, as 
the financial crash of  2008 created an even larger crisis that required further mitigation. A global 
collapse in export demand forced China to buoy its economy with an immense stimulus package, 
one that helped avert recession but produced excess capacity in the heavy industries sector.24 Even 
after over a decade of  targeted investment in its western provinces, China lacked the ability to resort 
to domestic outlets for surplus capital. It is likely at this point that China shifted its focus to the 
international stage in another attempt to stave off  the capitalist crisis. Such a response, although 
formidable in scale, is characteristic of  the spatial fix. Because these “fixes” only temporarily alleviate 
overaccumulation by spatially relocating surpluses, they are prone to producing larger crises as 
capital accumulates over an even larger geographic area.25 Therefore, the size and scope of  spatial 
fixes must continue to expand as crises expand. 

In light of  this context, it becomes much easier to imagine the BRI as the latest installment 
in China’s quest to resolve its enduring crisis of  overaccumulation. The massive scale of  the BRI 
serves to underscore the severity of  such a crisis, as China has been forced to shift its production 
capacity across several continents for lack of  domestic options. With a particular focus on Africa, 
China likely aims to invest surplus capital into traditionally underdeveloped states to allow for 
enough time to finally transition away from an export-driven economy.26 This action would mitigate 
the overaccumulation crisis to a greater degree than ever before, as it involves not only a spatial fix 
but also a significant restructuring of  the economy toward consumption. Such an interpretation of  
China in crisis stands in stark contrast to a realist narrative of  the state as a security-seeking actor 
seeking to undermine the international order. Therefore, it is more compelling to view the BRI as a 
continuation of  macroeconomic trends within the Chinese economy, rather than a geostrategic pivot 
toward domination or hegemony.

IV. Decentralization and Local Politics

Realist arguments are further undermined by a misguided conception of  the Chinese state 
as a unitary actor, which prevents a consideration of  fragmented policy-making processes. Such 
a conception is implicit in how some scholars and government officials describe the Belt and 
Road Initiative, often referring to infrastructure projects as components of  a grand “strategy” or 
from China’s Great Western Development Programme.” European Economic Review, North-Holland, (February 
2020). www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S00142 92120300301, 3.
21  Ibid, 5.
22  Ibid, 6.
23  Ibid, 5.
24  Cai, “Understanding China’s Belt and Road Initiative.”
25  Olinga-Shannon et al., “The BRI: An AEPF Framing Paper,” 3.
26  Loke, Beverley. “China’s Economic Slowdown: Implications for Beijing’s Institutional Power 
and Global Governance Role.” The Pacific Review, vol. 31, no. 5, (December 2017): . 682.
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“scheme.” Even beyond the BRI, the same parties tend to overestimate or mischaracterize the 
impact of  authoritarianism on Chinese decision-making by imagining the Chinese Communist Party 
(CCP) as a monolith or attributing every action personally to Xi Jinping. Members of  the Trump 
administration have been particularly prone to such rhetorical turns of  phrase; US Vice President 
Mike Pence, for example, claimed in 2018 that the Chinese Communist Party hopes to “foster a 
culture of  censorship.”27 These comments ultimately betray a lack of  nuance toward the Chinese 
government by suggesting uniformity, subsequently hindering a more comprehensive understanding 
of  the BRI as a decentralized initiative.

Although typically depicted as “authoritarian” by outside observers, the Chinese government 
is still characterized by a great deal of  fragmentation and decentralization in its decision-making 
processes.28 This is especially true in the formulation of  foreign policy, as numerous agencies and 
ministries exercise control over similar issues. Multiple sources of  authority subsequently contribute 
to disputes between agencies or conflicting guidance that may obfuscate any top-down directives.29 
Furthermore, while state decisions typically adhere to the party line, the decentralization of  
decision-making across multiple actors often generates competing interests, varying interpretations, 
and uneven implementations of  policy.30 Even the guidelines of  the Great Western Development 
Program, for example, were adjusted and tailored by lobbying groups and state-owned enterprises 
in order to serve interests and agendas more appropriate to them.31 However, the effects of  
decentralization are most likely to be apparent in the sphere of  foreign policy, as a greater distance 
from Beijing incentivizes behavior and decisions that stray further from codified guidance. 

This dynamic follows naturally into the BRI, which is characterized by a similar degree of  
decentralization and even disorganization. In fact, Chinese infrastructure and investments in Africa 
represent perhaps the most atomized elements of  the BRI, as local projects are often subject to 
high degrees of  local control. Ethnographer Ching Lee confirms this notion after six years of  
research in Zambia, stating that local bargaining often takes precedence over Beijing with regard 
to the behavior of  SOEs.32 Moreover, infrastructure projects and investments do not appear to be 
targeted to privilege “authoritarian” states and undermine regional order. The Brookings Institute 
corroborates this claim, concluding that Chinese investment on the continent is best characterized 
by its heterogeneity, as there was no correlation between investments in a state and its mode of  
governance.33 Therefore, contrary to realist claims, the structure of  the Chinese government appears 
to contradict a framing of  the BRI as a coordinated strategy with clear top-down goals. Rather, such 
a haphazard distribution of  capital lends itself  to an explanation rooted in overaccumulation. As 
crises of  capital beget instability, it is more likely that erratic or indiscriminate lending practices in 
Africa arise due to the need to quickly fix surplus capital.

27  Pence, “Remarks on the Administration’s Policy Toward China.”
28  Jones, Lee, and Jinghan Zeng. “Understanding China’s ‘Belt and Road Initiative’: beyond ‘Grand Strategy’ 
to a State Transformation Analysis.” Third World Quarterly, vol. 40, no. 8, (February 2019), 1416.
29  Ibid, 1416.
30  Ibid, 1417.
31  Ibid, 1418.
32  Lee, Ching Kwan. The Specter of Global China: Politics, Labor, and Foreign Investment in Africa. Chicago: 
The University of Chicago Press, 2017, 7.
33  Dollar, David. “Understanding China’s Belt and Road Infrastructure Projects in Africa,” Brookings Institu-
tion, Sep. 2019. https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2019/ 09/FP_20190930_china_bri_dollar.pdf, 5.
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V. The Fallacy of  “Debt-Trap Diplomacy”

The disorganization that permeates the BRI has certainly created a number of  issues in states 
that host BRI projects, the most notable of  which include loan defaults and the abandonment of  
some infrastructure initiatives.34 Policymakers inspired by realism often attribute the failure of  these 
isolated cases to Chinese geopolitical ambitions, condemning what they believe to be predatory 
lending practices. These charges tend to appear alongside the phrase “debt-trap diplomacy,” which 
describes a tactic of  burdening states with inordinate amounts of  debt to gain strategic leverage.35 
Many have highlighted the Hambantota port as a prime example of  this risk, as the Sri Lankan 
government leased the port to China when repayment obligations became unattainable.36 US Vice 
President Mike Pence expanded upon these warnings in 2018, claiming that Beijing seeks to exert 
influence in Africa by ensnaring states with debt.37 However, such warnings are ultimately specious 
as they frame Chinese investment and the BRI in coordinated terms, despite ample evidence 
to the contrary. Rather than conceptualizing the blunders of  the BRI as a form of  “debt-trap 
diplomacy,” it is far more cogent to attribute the failures in Sri Lanka and elsewhere to the crisis of  
overaccumulation.

As previously discussed, SOEs in Africa possess a relatively high degree of  flexibility due to 
the decentralized nature of  both Chinese foreign policy and the BRI itself. Therefore, as many 
SOEs function as “semi-autonomous entities,” these enterprises may resist guidelines from Beijing 
in order to effectively distribute surplus capital and maximize profit.38 However, these efforts to 
resolve overaccumulation and resume the production of  profit are not always carefully considered. 
In fact, many SOEs are inexperienced with international investment, leading to poor decisions that 
result in the later abandonment of  infrastructure projects.39 For example, the SOE that manages the 
Djibouti-Addis Ababa railway line has reported $1 billion in losses due to “inadequacies” in the audit 
prior to construction.40 Therefore, it appears that incompetence on behalf  of  SOEs eager to reinvest 
capital, and not orders from Xi Jinping, has driven many of  the BRI’s failures in Africa.

Yet, to claim that maladroit SOEs bear the full burden of  responsibility for such failures would 
diminish the active role of  host states in BRI negotiations. Host states are always heavily involved 
in these negotiations and impact the success of  infrastructure projects, for better or for worse.41 In 
fact, most BRI projects are initiated by the host states themselves in order to spur development or 
supplement domestic agendas.42Accusations of  debt-trap diplomacy often wrench this agency away 
from African states, depicting Chinese loans as predatory without fully evaluating lending practices 
from the perspective of  the recipient. Furthermore, descriptions of  the BRI as “predatory” fail to 

34  Jones, Lee, and Shahar Hameiri. “Debunking the Myth of ‘Debt-trap Diplomacy’: How Recipient Countries 
Shape China’s Belt and Road Initiative,” Chatham House, Aug. 2020. https://www.chathamhouse.org/2020/08/
debunking-myth-debt-trap-diplomacy, 22.
35  Dollar, “Understanding China’s BRI in Africa,” 5.
36  Gopaldas, Ronak. “Lessons from Sri Lanka on China’s ‘Debt-Trap Diplomacy’.” ISS Africa, 21 Feb. 2018. 
https://www.issafrica.org/amp/iss-today/lessons-from-sri-lanka-on-chinas-debt-trap-diplomacy. 
37  Pence, “Remarks on the Administration’s Policy Toward China.”
38  Jones and Hameiri, “Debunking the Myth of Debt-trap Diplomacy,” 9.
39  Ibid, 10.
40  Ibid, 3.
41  Ibid, 10.
42  Ibid, 4.
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acknowledge that China and Africa have reaped mutual benefits from many, if  not most, of  the 
initiatives. 

While the BRI has certainly been beset by some failures, it is ultimately in China’s interest for 
these initiatives to succeed and generate profit. If  China were truly engaged in debt-trap diplomacy, 
it would exacerbate its current overaccumulation crisis with a string of  unprofitable investments, 
such as the Mombasa-Nairobi railway that has only created further surplus capacity.43 Accordingly, 
China has launched efforts to reform its lending practices for the express purpose of  properly 
distributing capital in the future.44 Therefore, realist arguments that portray the BRI as a nefarious 
tool of  economic statecraft appear to be undercut by the benefits and interdependent relationships 
that have actually emerged from it.

VI. Dependence & Interdependence

Realists tend to contest claims of  interdependence, instead insisting that China is fostering 
exploitative relationships that serve to create a state of  economic dependency. This argument 
is often supported with evidence as early as 2009 indicating that Chinese textile and technology 
exports displace African ones, thereby creating negative trade conditions and a reliance on Chinese 
goods.45 When coupled with charges of  debt-trap diplomacy, such an account of  dependence fits 
neatly into a characterization of  the BRI as a revisionist strategy. However, viewing the relationship 
between China and Africa through the lens of  overaccumulation presents a much more nuanced 
and accurate picture. While China could certainly pursue a strategy of  short-term underdevelopment 
in Africa, growing evidence suggests the opposite is true. In fact, it is more likely that the BRI is 
facilitating mutually profitable spatial fixes that enable interdependence as China transitions toward a 
consumer economy.46

While it may seem paradoxical, Chinese debt from the BRI may offer more opportunities 
than risks to African states. Because of  poor credit ratings, debt-ridden African states have been 
effectively barred from seeking loans from Western states or international institutions.47 Large 
amounts of  debt have often precluded further development in Africa by impeding or outright 
preventing the construction of  infrastructure projects.48 Yet this debt, despite realist claims, 
is not primarily Chinese in origin; rather, nearly 70% of  Africa’s debt is owed to either private 
creditors or international institutions like the IMF. China, on the other hand, accounts for only a 
fraction of  Africa’s total debt, at about 20%.49 The BRI, therefore, appears to provide a financing 

43  Ibid, 11.
44  Li, Keqiang. “China to meaningfully lower real interest rates through market-oriented reform.” Xinhua Net, 
17 Aug. 2019. http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2019-08/17/ c138314816.htm.
45  Sanfilippo, Marco, and Giorgia Giovannetti. “Do Chinese Exports Crowd-out African Goods? An Economet-
ric Analysis by Country and Sector.” In The Power of the Chinese Dragon: Implications for African Development 
and Economic Growth, edited by Spencer Henson and O. Fiona Yap, 10-41. London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016, 
16.
46  Agbebi, Motolani, and Petri Virtanen. “Dependency Theory – A Conceptual Lens to Understand China’s 
Presence in Africa?” Forum for Development Studies, vol. 44, no. 3, (November 2017): 429–451.
47  Singh, Ajit. “The Myth of ‘Debt-Trap Diplomacy’ and Realities of Chinese Development Finance.” Third 
World Quarterly, (August 2020), 8.
48  Ibid, 5.
49  Ibid, 4.
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alternative to African states without heavily exacerbating their debt crisis. In fact, China appears 
to be simultaneously breaking the cycle of  underdevelopment while encouraging interdependence 
in multiple forms. For example, by offering loans regardless of  credit rating, the BRI has allowed 
African states to improve such a rating among international financing institutions. As a result, states 
like Angola are now able to look beyond China and seek investment from multiple sources.50 

The emergence of  interdependence may appear puzzling at first, as China could certainly 
pursue resource extraction and underdevelopment in order to mitigate its overaccumulation crisis. 
Surplus capital could potentially be “fixed” into futile infrastructure projects, subsequently allowing 
continuous investment on the continent as projects fail.51 However, such a course of  action would 
indicate that the BRI aims to fix capital indefinitely without preventing future overaccumulation. 
Evidence of  interdependence, therefore, suggests that China hopes to employ spatial fixes in a 
temporary manner. Because Xi continues to affirm China’s imminent shift toward an economy 
based on “domestic consumption,”52 it is likely that the spatial fixes facilitated by the BRI serve as 
a transition to such an economy. Underdevelopment or dependency in Africa would be contrary 
to this trajectory, as the state does not seek to export surplus capital or commodities in perpetuity. 
Therefore, the BRI is likely motivated by a macroeconomic need to not only address China’s crisis 
of  overaccumulation but also solve it.

VII. Consequences of  Engagement

Realism and Marxism provide contrasting frameworks with which to understand the Belt and 
Road Initiative. Such frameworks also give rise to diverging policy prescriptions for responding to 
the BRI, as engaging China based on either interpretation will yield starkly different outcomes. For 
example, a response rooted in a macroeconomic understanding of  the BRI may inspire cooperation 
on the continent. An adherence to the present geopolitical interpretation, on the other hand, will 
likely incite conflict between China and the United States in the near future. While the United States 
has favored the latter response under the Trump administration, a change in executive leadership 
may serve as an opportunity to recalibrate the current approach toward the BRI.

The policies pursued by the Trump administration, although deemed necessary to preserve the 
status quo, may well result in a backlash that actually destabilizes the international order. Rhetoric 
or policies that encourage containment or confrontation may prompt defensive reactions from 
China despite a previously cooperative posture, thereby creating a self-fulfilling prophecy.53 The 
consequences of  these clashes would certainly reverberate beyond China, as many states who 
participate in the BRI have long-standing diplomatic and economic ties with the United States. A 
great power rivalry would force these states into an uncomfortable position, likely requiring them 
to choose between China and the United States despite an expressed reluctance to do so.54 As 

50  Ibid, 5.
51  Agbebi and Virtanen, “Dependency Theory,” 17.
52  Xi, Jinping. “Promote People-to-People Friendship and Create a Better Future.” Speech, Astana, Kazakhstan, 
September 7, 2013. Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China.
53  Jones and Hameiri, “Debunking the Myth of Debt-trap Diplomacy,” 29.
54  Stromseth, Jonathan. “Don’t Make Us Choose: Southeast Asia in the Throes of US-China 
Rivalry,” Brookings Institution, Oct. 2019. https://www.brookings.edu/research/ dont-make-us- choose-south-
east-asia-in-the-throes-of-us-china-rivalry/, 2.
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many Southeast Asian and African states have benefitted from BRI projects,55 zero-sum rhetoric 
would create further distance between these critical partners and the United States. China’s growing 
economic prowess and commitment to “win-win cooperation”56 would then likely serve as the more 
attractive option for these states, rendering American efforts fruitless.

While a geopolitical interpretation of  the BRI is likely to spur conflict, an interpretation based 
on macroeconomic factors has the potential to foster cooperation. The United States could begin 
to complement, rather than compete with, China in Africa and elsewhere by first recognizing 
that Chinese investments are not intended to subvert American interests. Cooperation could then 
manifest via American investment in social sectors, such as education and healthcare, that operate 
closely with Chinese investments in physical infrastructure.57 Such an approach would likely reduce 
tensions between the two states and encourage economic cooperation, a stark contrast to the 
previous option of  geopolitical confrontation. Yet engaging the BRI with a perspective based on 
Marxian political economy does not preclude a recognition of  its geopolitical consequences. Rather, 
such an approach acknowledges that shifts in the balance of  power are unintended consequences of  
an initiative primarily driven by overaccumulation. By separating intent from potential consequences, 
it becomes possible to engage China in a manner that is both pragmatic and cooperative.

VIII. Conclusion

Realists and Marxian economists have reached radically different conclusions over the nature 
of  China’s Belt and Road Initiative, particularly in Africa. While realists often portray the BRI as a 
revisionist bid for regional hegemony, Marxian economists instead believe that it serves as a vehicle 
to relieve surplus capital and manage a growing capitalist crisis in China’s economy. Despite this 
ongoing debate, most evidence ultimately supports the latter viewpoint of  the BRI as a possible 
solution to a crisis of  overaccumulation. Attempts to characterize the BRI as a novel effort to 
destabilize the international order are unsupported by the historical record, as there is a precedent 
of  similar projects launched by China in recent memory. The Great Western Development Program, 
for example, accomplished a parallel goal in 1999 with spatial fixes in China’s western interior. 
Furthermore, despite claims that BRI projects are highly coordinated, evidence has demonstrated 
that Chinese foreign policy is instead heavily fragmented and decentralized. Such disorganization 
has often permitted erratic investments in Africa, as well as local bargaining, that reflect a 
haphazard drive to relieve surplus capital more than a grand strategy on behalf  of  the Chinese 
state. Accusations of  “debt-trap diplomacy” or dependency are also unsubstantiated, particularly 
by the prominent role of  African host states in BRI negotiations. In fact, close cooperation has 
largely resulted in mutually profitable investments and interdependence as China transitions to a 
consumer economy. Given these facts, it is increasingly clear that China is responding to a crisis of  
overaccumulation, not attempting to challenge American hegemony. As a result, an approach rooted 
in Marxian political economy offers the most productive and collaborative form of  engagement 
toward the Chinese Belt and Road Initiative.

55  Dollar, “Understanding China’s BRI in Africa,” 8.
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 1. Introduction
 
Hindi Chini Bhai Bhai (“Indians and Chinese are Brothers”)1 has been a slogan of  mutual 

cooperation and fraternity between neighboring powers, China and India, since 1950.  Though there 
have been intermittent periods of  hostility, the Indian and Chinese governments have demonstrated 
a strong relationship during the 21st century. To this end, both countries have attempted to prevent 
and/or de-escalate tensions along their common frontier. Even so, it is difficult to ignore the military 
buildup on both sides of  the border and elevated tensions between border patrols, particularly over 
the course of  the summer of  2020. Indeed, these circumstances led, on June 16th  2020, to a skirmish 
in the Galwan Valley within the Himalayan mountains in which at least 20 Indians, as well as an 
unreported number of  Chinese, were killed. Though small on the scale of  war, this was the deadliest 
clash between the two powers since their 1962 War, which took place in roughly the same region. 
The border dispute is, more than anything else, a wedge that divides the Chinese and the Indians, 
and could potentially spark a war between two nuclear powers on the Asian continent. The border 
dispute has historically caused a rift between the powers, a fissure that cannot be explained by their 
major power statuses alone.  More worrisome, this schism has spilled over into other, seemingly 
unrelated issues. This enduring estrangement may provide the United States an opportunity to bring 
India closer into its orbit. 

It is well understood in international relations literature that the US-China relationship will 
be the defining geo-political relationship in the 21st century. As the United States’ relative share 
of  global power and economic might wanes, there is a legitimate chance that it will cede its 
preponderance of  power to the Chinese. The international system has transitioned from unipolarity 
to bi-, or even multi-, polarity, spelling danger for the United States and presenting a unique 
opportunity for China. Indeed, American influence in Asia is faltering. According to the Lowly 
Institute, the authoritative source on power in Asia, the lead in relative power that the United States 
had over China in Asia is rapidly closing, with 2020 seeing a large decline in the United States’ 
relative power. This trend, coupled with the threat of  Chinese economic and or military domination 
of  the region, is concerning. As such, it is imperative that American observers closely study the Sino-
Indian relationship. To contend with Chinese economic dominance, an understanding of  China’s 
role in Asia and the world is essential. Identifying pressure points in the relationship between the 
United States’ peer competitor and its potential allies, as well as smoothing over areas of  contention 
in the United States’ relationship with East Asian countries is of  paramount importance. 

1  Mukherjee S, and Suchindranath Aiyer S. “The Years of Hindi-Chini Bhai-Bhai.” Indian Defence Review, 
2015. http://www.indiandefencereview.com/spotlights/the-years-of-hindi-chini-bhai-bhai/. 
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This paper will provide a brief  overview of  the origin and nature of  current territorial disputes 
in the Himalayas, present a condensed summary of  foreign relations between India and the People’s 
Republic of  China (PRC) over the last seven decades, assess the current situation, and then attempt 
to summarize the importance of  their relationship to contemporary geopolitics, with a particularized 
view to the policies and diplomatic efforts that the United States should consider moving forward. 

II. The Nature of  the Border Dispute

Though the border between India and China stretches for 3,488 kilometers (2167 miles), it 
is not clearly delineated by fixed geological or riverine boundaries. There is the so-called Line of  
Actual Control (LAC), which can refer to the western part of  the Chinese/Indian border or to the 
border more generally.2 Although some Indian border disputes are centuries old, most are related to 
Britain’s colonization and subsequent decolonization. There are roughly three sectors of  the border: 
the western, middle, and eastern sections. 

The western section of  the Sino-Indian border is referred to as the “Johnson Line.” This line 
was created by the British in the 1860s, and places the region of  Aksai Chin in Indian territory. One 
particularly important dispute related to the western section of  the border centers upon Ladakh, a 
region claimed by both China and India. Ladakh is of  great strategic import, as it straddles a portion 
of  Indian Kashmir, an area of  heated dispute between Pakistan and India.3 The middle section of  
the border is comparatively less contentious; Chinese and Indian broadly agree on the location of  
the Line of  Actual Control. Finally, the eastern section of  the Sino-Indian border is referred to as 
the “McMahon Line,” a line proposed by the British at the Simla Convention of  1914 to mark the 
border between Tibet and northeast British India.4 This eastern boundary has remained contentious 
for over a century, disputed by both Tibet and, more recently, China. 

 Though the disputed land has little economic value, the Himalayas are an imposing defensive 
barrier in the event of  a conventional military conflict and are thus strategically important. For 
example, Sikkim, in the eastern portion of  the border, is close to the Siliguri Corridor, a stretch of  
land that connects several northeastern India states economically to the rest of  India. India fears 
that, if  the China establishes a foothold in Sikkim, where the most recent clash occurred, it could 
threaten the Silgori Corridor. Likewise, some Indian military experts claim that Sikkim would be 
the optimal position in the Himalayas to resist an incursion by the Chinese or mount a counter-
offensive.5 Moreover, the Chinese disputed the legitimacy of  the Johnson and McMahon Lines at 
their core, on account of  their British imperial origins. Indeed, in an interesting dialectical twist, 
the Chinese used anti-colonialism, which was central to India’s initial recognition of  Maoist China, 
against India to discredit the legitimacy of  their border.6

2  “Sino Indian War of 1962.” Manifest IAS. https://www.manifestias.com/2020/06/02/sino-indi-
an-war-of-1962/. Accessed December 15, 2020.
3  Al Jazeera. “India-China Border Talks: Four Things You Should Know.” Asia Pacific | Al Jazeera. Al Jazeera, 
August 20, 2020. https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/08/india-china-border-talks-200820075620807.html. 
Accessed December 15, 2020.
4  Ibid.
5  BCC. “Sikkim: Chinese and Indian Troops ‘in New Border Clash’.” BBC News. BBC, January 25, 2021. 
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-55793112.
6  Norbu, Dawa. “Tibet in Sino-Indian Relations: The Centrality of Marginality.” Asian Survey 37, no. 11 
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Territorial integrity has always been a Chinese priority, dating back millennia. In the modern 
period, this has manifested itself  in Xinjiang (or as secession advocates call it, East Turkestan), 
Hong Kong, Taiwan, and Tibet, as well as other areas to lesser degrees. Because territorial integrity 
is integral to the nature and identity of  the Chinese state, Chinese rulers, everyone from emperors 
to warlords to Communist party leaders, have consistently denounced others’ territorial claims while 
remaining intentionally vague about their own. The decades-long dispute over the “Line of  Actual 
Control” with India finds an echo elsewhere, in the “Nine-Dash Line” located in the South China 
Sea, where the Chinese have asserted sovereignty over large swaths of  the ocean without establishing 
specific concrete boundaries or coordinates, coordinates that might allow other nations to assert and 
confirm definitive claims or counterclaims.7 

III. Recent Historical Background

India was the second non-communist state, after Burma, to recognize the People’s Republic 
of  China in 1950.8 They supported the “One China” policy,9 believing that victory in the Chinese 
Civil War granteed the PRC legitimacy. In 1955, the Indians and Chinese met with other Asian 
states at the Badung Conference, which laid the foundation for the Cold War Era’s Non-Aligned 
Movement.10 In spite of  these initial diplomatic openings, however, there were areas of  contention 
from the start. The first came on India’s northern border in October of  1950, when China invaded 
Tibet.11 Keeping with British colonial policy, India felt that Tibet was not a Chinese territory but 
rather a sovereign state; this was strategic, as Tibet was a crucial buffer between India and China. 
Furthermore, from a geopolitical perspective, keeping a potential rival out of  the Himalayas 
could only protect India. Though Indian Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru was initially vocal in 
his opposition to the invasion, by May 1951, the Indians realized they had no practical means of  
resistance and accepted China’s occupation of  Tibet. 

In 1954, China and India signed the Pansheel Agreement, which established “five principles” 
for peaceful coexistence: mutual respect for one another’s territorial sovereignty, mutual non-
aggression, mutual non-interference, equality and mutual benefit, and peaceful co-existence.12 
The Pansheel Agreement normalized trade relations between India and Chinese-occupied Tibet, 
thereby recognizing Chinese sovereignty over India’s historical ally. According to one historian, this 
agreement “sacrificed Tibet’s historical status on the altar of  Sino-Indian friendship.”13 In return for 

(1997): 1078-095.  doi:10.2307/2645742
7  Tsirbas, Marina.  “What Does the Nine-Dash Line Actually Mean?” – The Diplomat, June 2, 2016. https://
thediplomat.com/2016/06/what-does-the-nine-dash-line-actually-mean/. Accessed December 14, 2020.
8  Zhu, Zhiqun. “China-India Relations in the 21 St Century: A Critical Inquiry.” Indian Journal of Asian Af-
fairs 24, no. 1/2 (2011): 1-16.  http://www.jstor.org/stable/41950508.
9  Chaudhury, Dipanjan Roy. “‘Rethink India’s One-China Policy’.” The Economic Times, July 3, 2020. Ac-
cessed December 15, 2020. https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/defence/rethink-indias-one-china-policy/
articleshow/76762670.cms. 
10  “Bandung Conference.” Encyclopædia Britannica. Encyclopædia Britannica, inc. Accessed December 17, 
2020. https://www.britannica.com/event/Bandung-Conference. 
11  Norbu, Dawa. “Tibet in Sino-Indian Relations: The Centrality of Marginality.” Asian Survey 37, no. 11 
(1997): 1078-095.  doi:10.2307/2645742.
12  Ibid.
13  Ibid.
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India’s compromise, Nehru expected that China would recognize India’s Tibetan border. Nehru even 
made an announcement to this effect, asserting, “...as a consequence of  our Agreement with China, 
the northern frontier should be considered a firm and definite one…”14 In hindsight, it is clear that 
the Pansheel Agreement contained the seeds of  future tensions between India and China. 

Though the two countries maintained good relations for most of  the 1950s, this began to 
change toward the end of  the decade. This change can be attribbuted to two phenomena. The first 
impediment to a good relation was the 1959 Tibetan Uprising.15 Shortly after occupying Tibet, China 
limited religious freedoms and, thereafter, specifically restricted Buddhist practice, a major sources 
of  frustration among Tibet’s largely Buddhist population.16 After Chinese troops suppressed the 
revolt, the Dalai Lama, the spiritual leader of  Tibetan Buddhism, fled to India. He began permanent 
exile on March 31, 195917 and later formed the Central Tibetan Administration (CTA), the Tibetan 
Government in exile.18 Acting from a base in Dharamsala, in Himachal Pradesh, the CTA attempted 
to influence Tibetan affairs externally, serving as a constant irritant to the Chinese government. 
China believed that India’s support for the CTA undermined its influence and legitimacy in Tibet, 
which only increased tensions between the two states. In 1959, Premier Zhou En-lai observed that 
India’s desire to keep Tibet a non-aligned state “... is their guiding mentality, and also the center of  
Sino-Indian conflict.”19

Disagreements over Tibet and the eastern section of  the Sino-Indian border were fairly frequent 
in the early 1960s. Between 1959 and 1962, multiple small skirmishes broke out along the frontier. 
From India’s perspective, China was building forts beyond the Line of  Actual Control, in both 
the eastern and western zones. In November 1961, Nehru promulgated the “Forward Policy” and 
provided the following as a directive to area commanders: 

We are to patrol as far forward as possible from our present positions towards the International 
Border as recognized by us. This will be done with a view to establishing additional posts located 
to prevent the Chinese from advancing further and also to dominate any Chinese posts already 
established in our territory.20

This policy was intended to establish a more definitive border, as well as isolate existing Chinese 
outposts from their supply line. In reality, it led to more skirmishes along the border, which escalated 
throughout the summer of  1962. 

Heavy fighting began in October 1962, with conflict centering around Aksai Chin. Periodic 
outbursts of  violence were interspersed with days of  calm, until a final ceasefire was brokered on 
November 19.21 Over 1,300 Indian troops and 700 Chinese soldiers died in the conflict. Chinese 

14  Ibid.
15  Ibid.
16  This ban was eventually lifted in 1976 after the death of Mao Ze Dong.
17  “Dalai Lama Begins Exile.” History.com. A&E Television Networks, July 21, 2010. https://www.history.
com/this-day-in-history/dalai-lama-begins-exile. Accessed December 15, 2020.
18  Office of Tibet, “Brief Introduction to Tibetan Government In-Exile”, https://www.officeoftibet.com/index.
php/2014-08-21-17-03-06/brief-introduction-to-tibetan-government-in-exile. Accessed December 20, 2020.
19  Garver, John. “China’s Decision for War with India in 1962.” Essay. In New Directions in the Study of Chi-
na’s Foreign Policy, 95–95. Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 2006. 
20  Maxwell, Neville. “India’s Forward Policy.” The China Quarterly 45 (1971): 157–63. doi:10.1017/
S0305741000010481.
21  Szczepanski, Kallie. “What Was the Sino-Indian War of 1962?” ThoughtCo. https://www.thoughtco.com/
the-sino-indian-war-1962-195804. Accessed December 20, 2020.
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troops withdrew just beyond the Line of  Actual Control, which Zhou Enlai, then the premier of  the 
Chinese Communist Party, claimed was their boundary. Although China regained control of  Aksai 
Chin, a boundary along the Line of  Actual Control was established more formally, which constituted 
a victory in the eyes of  India.22

Following the conflict, each state withdrew its respective ambassador. There was very little 
contact between China and India over the next decade, diplomatic or otherwise. India grew 
somewhat closer to the Soviet Union, while China made overtures towards Pakistan. Relations 
became even more tense in 1975 when Sikkim, another historical buffer state, officially became 
a part of  India due to a post-rebellion referendum.23 In the aftermath of  this event, the Chinese 
attempted to strengthen their ties with Pakistan, and even supported their nuclear ambitions. 
Between the 1970s and 1990, China assisted Pakistan in the development of  its nuclear weapons 
program, providing Pakistan with weapons grade uranium and long-range missile warheads.24 

In 1986, India granted Arunachal Pradesh, a region along its eastern border, statehood, 
instigating a new wave of  hostilities. China mobilized troops along its southwestern border near 
Arunachal Pradesh, with India following suit. After several weeks, the conflict de-escalated, but 
it reminded both parties of  their long-standing border disputes. After this event, however, there 
were a series of  diplomatic breakthroughs, catalyzed by Indian Prime Minister Rajeev Gandhi’s 
visit to China in 1988.25 The Chinese government’s response to the Tiananmen Square protests 
slowed relations for a few years, but the relationship persisted and two important binational 
agreements were signed in the 1990s. The first was the 1993 Agreement on the Maintenance of  
Peace and Tranquility along the Line of  Actual Control in the India-China Border Areas.26 This 
agreement provided a framework for the cessation of  conflict, as well as enhanced cooperation 
along the border, until a final decision on demarcation of  the frontier could be negotiated. The 
two states agreed to reduce troops levels, partake in confidence-building measures, and provide 
notification of  troop movements. The second important agreement was the 1996 Agreement on 
Confidence Building Measures, which improved mutual inspection and trust on both sides. China’s 
neutrality during the 1999 Kargil War between India and Pakistan only strengthened the Sino-Indian 
relationship. The new millennium saw further diplomatic engagement, as India acknowledged 
Chinese sovereignty in Tibet and China recognized Sikkim as a part of  India. 

Unfortunately, this era of  amicability was short-lived. In 2006, China re-asserted its claim over 
Arunachal Pradesh.27 In 2009, the Dalai Lama visited a famous Buddhist monastery in Arunachal 

22  Ibid.
23  Roychowdhury, Adrija. “Sikkim’s History: From Buffer State for British to a Referendum in Favour of 
India.” The Indian Express, July 8, 2017. https://indianexpress.com/article/research/sikkims-history-from-buffer-
state-for-british-to-a-referendum-in-favour-of-india-4741222/. Accessed December 14, 2020.
24  Dori, John. “The Strategic Implications of China’s Nuclear Aid to Pakistan.” The Heritage Foundation. 
https://www.heritage.org/asia/report/the-strategic-implications-chinas-nuclear-aid-pakistan. Accessed December 
15, 2020.
25  Kumar, Pranav. “NAVAL POSTGRADUATE SCHOOL - Apps.dtic.mil.” Accessed December 15, 2020. 
https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a547878.pdf. 
26  “Agreement on the Maintenance of Peace and Tranquility along the Line of Actual Control in the India-Chi-
na Border Areas | UN Peacemaker.” United Nations. United Nations. Accessed December 15, 2020. https://
peacemaker.un.org/chinaindia-borderagreement93. 
27  Rediff. Arunachal Pradesh is our territory: Chinese envoy, November 14, 2006. https://www.rediff.com/
news/2006/nov/14china.htm. Accessed December 15, 2020.
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Pradesh, further inflaming tensions, and culminating in unauthorized troop buildups and movements 
along the border that violated the two major agreements signed in the 1990s.28  Periodically over the 
decade and a half  since, both states have made unprovoked, albeit small and short-lived, incursions 
along the frontier.

IV. Contemporary Situation

On August 5, 2019, India’s Prime Minister, Narendra Modi, issued a presidential decree that 
revoked the article of  the Indian constitution affording special rights and privileges to Indian 
Kashmir. At the same time, India sent additional troops to the border region. Pakistan condemned 
the move, and China was quick to vocalize its support for Pakistan; Chinese Foreign Minister Wang 
Yi said that China “will continue to firmly support the Pakistan side in safeguarding its legitimate 
rights.”29 China viewed India’s constitutional change and its rapid troop deployment not only as 
an affront to Pakistan but also as a potential threat to China’s territorial integrity. On August 6, 
the Chinese Foreign Ministry declared that “India has continued to undermine China’s territorial 
sovereignty by unilaterally changing its domestic law...Such practice is unacceptable and will not 
come into force.”30 China’s concern was warranted; China’s claims in Ladakh lie within Kashmir, not 
to mention Chinese roads traverse the entire region, including Tibet, Aksai Chin, and even parts of  
Pakistan. Because all of  the aforementioned regions are loci of  territorial disputes between India and 
China or India and Pakistan, the dramatic and unexpected shift in Indian policy induced concern 
and inflamed the Chinese. As a result, China joined the Pakistanis in criticizing Modi and India at the 
United Nations and has sought international allies in this condemnation.31

The August 5 Declaration, Indian troop deployments, and subsequent protests in Kashmir 
compelled both China and India to mobilize their militaries, especially in the eastern section of  the 
frontier. In April 2020, both countries sent small, mobile units to several spots along the borderl. 
India claimed that China had surpassed the Line of  Actual Control in multiple areas, infringing on 
Indian territory. On June 6, both sides agreed to reduce tension in the Galdwan Valley. However, 
tensions soon flared again; on June 15, there was a border clash in the Indian-administered region 
of  Ladakh. 15 Indians and an unknown number of  Chinese were killed, but non-fatal casualties 
were estimated to be much larger.32 The Chinese were quick to blame India for this skirmish; China’s 
Defense Ministry’s spokesman asserted that “‘The incident was entirely caused by Indian’s violation 
of  consensus and its unilateral provocation, and it happened in China-controlled territory. The 
responsibility rests entirely with the Indian side.’”33 Conversely, India blamed the People’s Liberation 
28  Kumar, Pranav. “NAVAL POSTGRADUATE SCHOOL - Apps.dtic.mil.” https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/
u2/a547878.pdf. Accessed December 15, 2020.
29  Al Jazeera. “India Revokes Kashmir’s Special Status.” Human Rights News | Al Jazeera. Al Jazeera, Septem-
ber 4, 2019. https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2019/9/4/india-revokes-kashmirs-special-status. 
30  Rej, Abhijnan. “China Muddies Waters Further in Ladakh by Resurrecting Old Claim.” – The Diplomat. 
for The Diplomat, October 1, 2020. https://thediplomat.com/2020/10/china-muddies-waters-further-in-lada-
kh-by-resurrecting-old-claim/. 
31  Ibid.
32  “India-China Border Clash: What Happened on June 15-16?” Business Today, June 17, 2020. https://www.
businesstoday.in/current/economy-politics/india-china-border-clash-what-happened-on-june-15-16/story/407155.
html. 
33  “Chinese Defense Ministry Blames India for Border Clash: It ‘Unilaterally’ Violates Consensus.” 404. 
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Army for inciting the incident. 
Since mid-June, there have been multiple attempts at de-escalation by both sides. On November 

13, 2020, Indian officials announced there was plan between both sides for a staggered withdrawal34 
but, as of  February 1st 2021, that has not come to fruition. In fact, on January 20, 2021, there was 
another incident in Sikkim, in which Indian troops engaged with Chinese soldiers in light fighting. 
According to reports, Chinese forces had encroached upon Indian territory.35 Both sides maintain 
their innocence and accuse the other of  breaking the 1993 and 1996 bilateral border agreements, 
which explicitly prohibit troop buildup along the border.36

As detailed above, the nexus of  the Sino-Indian split is the border dispute. A critic may posit 
that this behavior is typical of  major powers sharing a border and a region. Still, it is not inherent 
enmity between the two countries that leads to border issues; instead, it is changes along the border 
that cause the ebbs and flows in the Sino-Indian relationship. Historical context supports this. The 
period between 1949 and 1959 was peaceful, until the situation in Tibet escalated and the Dalai 
Lama established the CTA in India. The events in Tibet led directly to the Sino-Indian War of  1962. 
Similarly, Sikkim’s 1975 decision to join India preceded Pakistan and China’s nuclear collaboration. 
Finally, Modi’s August 5th Declaration led to a mobilization of  troops and two spurts of  violence 
in the past nine months. These are likely the three most dramatic periods of  time in Sino-Indian 
relations, and all were instigated by actions either out of  the states’ control or actions that were 
not intentionally offensive. Other tensions, including India’s refusal to join China’s Belt and Road 
Initiative, can also be tied directly back to the border.37 The China-India border is this dyad’s 
equivalent of  the South China Sea; that is to say: it is a powder keg, very close to a flame.

V. An Eye to the Future & Broader Geopolitics

There are several strategic reasons to study the Sino-Indian relationship carefully. Together, 
China and India comprise roughly 37% of  the world’s population.38 A military or economic conflict 
between the two would have the potential to not only ravage their own tremendously populous 
countries; such a conflict could also destabilize other countries throughout Asia and even engender 
conflict. In addition, any conflict between the two would likely destabilize the world’s economy for 

Accessed December 15, 2020. https://news.cgtn.com/news/2020-06-24/India-fully-responsible-for-bor-
der-clash-Chinese-Defense-Ministry-RAcGi1kyFq/index.html. 
34  Al Jazeera. “India, China Close in on Plan to End Months of Border Standoff.” Asia Pacific News | Al 
Jazeera. Al Jazeera, November 13, 2020. https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/11/13/india-china-close-in-on-
plan-to-end-months-of-military-standoff. Accessed December 15, 2020.
35  BCC. “Sikkim: Chinese and Indian Troops ‘in New Border Clash.’” BBC News. BBC, January 25, 2021. 
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-55793112. 
36  Samanta, Pranab Dhal. “Chinese Action Violates 1993, 1996, and 2013 Border Agreements.” The Economic 
Times, June 18, 2020. https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/defence/chinese-action-violates-1993-1996-
and-2013-border-agreements/articleshow/76405795.cms?from=mdr. Accessed December 15, 2020.
37  HT. “India Refuses to Support China’s Belt and Road Project at SCO Meet.” Hindustan Times, November 
30, 2020. https://www.hindustantimes.com/india-news/india-doesn-t-join-sco-members-in-endorsing-china-s-
belt-and-road-project/story-CBH22ODWVImRFpwkkhehWI.html.  
38  Hurworth, Ella. “India to Overtake China as the World’s Most Populous Country: UN.” Cable News Net-
work, June 20, 2019. https://www.cnn.com/2019/06/19/health/india-china-world-population-intl-hnk/index.html. 
Accessed December 15, 2020.
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years, perhaps decades, as they are both linked to the global economy through financial institutions, 
technological capabilities, and supply chains.  Projections from the U.S. National Intelligence Council 
and others suggest that China’s economy will surpass that of  the United States in real GDP by 
2030; by 2050, India’s GDP will rise to third place internationally, with a GDP roughly two-thirds 
that of  the United States in 2050.39 Though Japan and Russia are regional powers that sometimes 
act as check on Chinese economic hegemony, it is likely that stagnant population growth and lack 
of  diverse raw materials will cause Japan and Russia’s combined GDP growth to slow to the point 
where it will be roughly half  that of  India by 2060.40 Given that India and China are neighboring 
states with a history of  mistrust, their relationship requires attention. Any American “pivot to Asia” 
requires a comprehensive and nuanced understanding of  both nations, as well as their numerous and 
diverse neighbors throughout the region.41 

It should also be noted that peace between nuclear powers is not a forgone conclusion. Indeed, 
India and Pakistan fought the Kargil War in 1999–and even fought over a similar issue, the border–
after both countries had acquired nuclear weapons.42 China may also be willing to engage in war with 
a nuclear power. During the Cold War, Mao Ze Dong repeatedly asserted his willingness to pursue 
his county’s interest in the face of  a nuclear threat, saying “The Chinese people are not to be cowed 
by the U.S. atomic blackmail. Our country has a population of  600 million and an area of  9,600,000 
square kilometers. The United States cannot annihilate the Chinese nation with its small stack of  
atom bombs.” This is not to say that a nuclear or conventional war is guaranteed but rather that the 
possibility cannot be discounted. 

As discussed previously, China places a high premium on territorial integrity. This concern was 
reinforced by the so-called “Century of  Humiliation” in the 19th and early 20th centuries, when the 
once-powerful Chinese Empire was forced to cede land, dominion, and economic control over 
large swaths of  territory to European colonial powers.43 This experience lies at the root of  China’s 
aversion to what it considers illegitimate, colonial lines of  control. In current geopolitical terms, 
some in China believe that the state’s greatst weakness is its dependence on the free transit of  goods, 
raw materials, and services through the Strait of  Malacca, which lies nearer to India than China.44 
Some Chinese analysts worry that India could use the Andaman and Nicobar Islands, located at the 
junction of  the Andaman Sea and the Bay of  Bengal, as a base from whence to block access to the 
Strait of  Malacca. 

In fact, one of  the chief  reasons that China cooperates with Pakistan is this so-called “Malacca 

39  Posen, Barry R. Restraint: A New Foundation for U.S. Grand Strategy. Cornell University Press, 2014. Ac-
cessed December 18, 2020. http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7591/j.ctt5hh0db. 
40  Ibid.
41  Bureau of East Asian and Pacific Affairs -  Department of State., September 18, 2019. https://www.state.gov/
bureaus-offices/under-secretary-for-political-affairs/bureau-of-east-asian-and-pacific-affairs/. Accessed Decem-
ber 15, 2020.
42  Riedel, Bruce. “How the 1999 Kargil Conflict Redefined US-India Ties.” Brookings. Brookings, July 24, 
2019. https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2019/07/24/how-the-1999-kargil-conflict-redefined-us-
india-ties/
43  Tischler, Mark.  “China’s ‘Never Again’ Mentality .”  The Diplomat, August 20, 2020. https://thediplomat.
com/2020/08/chinas-never-again-mentality/. 
44  The Malacca Dilemma: A Hindrance to Chinese Ambitions in the 21st Century.” Berkeley Political Review. 
https://bpr.berkeley.edu/2019/08/26/the-malacca-dilemma-a-hindrance-to-chinese-ambitions-in-the-21st-century/. 
Accessed December 15, 2020.
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Dilemma.” In collaborating with Pakistan, China’s intent is often to distract India, ensuring that its 
focus is not on China or the Sino-Indian border. It is also geo-strategic. After 9/11, China began 
to work with Pakistan on the construction of  Gwadar, a Pakistani port located near the Strait of  
Hormuz, the other critical shipping lane in Asia. Nominally, this is a joint venture for trade, but 
recent news of  Chinese plans to move hundreds of  thousands of  Chinese workers to this region 
of  Pakistan, along with China’s more ambitious Belt and Road Initiative implies a wider scope than 
simple bilateral trade.36 If  militarized, the Gwadar Port could create for India a “Hormuz Dilemma” 
to match China’s Malacca Dilemma.45 This lies on top of  the decades of  aid that China has given to 
Pakistan for its nuclear weapons program. Chinese support for Pakistan limits India’s flexibility along 
its borders with China. Though placid relations with India are important, China recognizes the value 
of  having other tools in its diplomatic toolkit. 

China is not the only power concerned about its borders. India has a history of  turbulent 
relations with several neighbors beyond Pakistan, including Afghanistan, Myanmar, Sri Lanka, 
and Bangladesh.46 India’s Look East policy,47 initiated in 1991, sought to improve economic and 
diplomatic relations with other countries in Southeast Asia. Unfortunately, India does not yet have 
the economic strength of  China and thus is not an unambiguously attractive partner for other South 
Asian countries. Until it becomes an unambigiously attractive partner, India will never displace China 
in their affections… or at least their self-interest. 

VI. The US-India Relationship

What does this mean for the United States? There are two roadblocks to a closer US-
India relationship. First, harkening back to their Cold War strategy, many Indian have called 
for “NonAalignment 2.0.”48 There is evidence that Indian leaders are playing both sides of  the 
US-China relationship, as Prime Minister Modi improved relations with President Trump while 
refusing to openly criticizing China for its initial missteps in handling the Coronavirus outbreak 
in early 2020.49 Second, the relationship between the United States and India has been strained by 
recent events, specifically with regard to Kashmiri and Muslim refugees. In 2019, India passed the 
Citizen Amendment Act, which gave a route to citizenship for all refugees except Muslims. This 
amendment, as well as Modi’s revocation of  Kashmir’s special privileges and the institution of  other 
Hindu-nationalist policies, has drawn criticism from the U.S. Congress.50

45   Kaplan, Robert “Monsoon: The Indian Ocean and the Future of American Power,” (New York: Random 
House, 2011),128.
46 Ibid, 132
47  Haokip, Thongkholal. “India’s Look East Policy: Its Evolution and Approach.” South Asian Survey 18, no. 2 
(September 2011): 239–57. 
48  Ashley J. Tellis, Sadanand Dhume. “Nonalignment 2.0: A Foreign and Strategic Policy for India in the 
Twenty First Century.” Carnegie Endowment for International Peace. Accessed December 20, 2020. https://carn-
egieendowment.org/2012/03/12/nonalignment-2.0-foreign-and-strategic-policy-for-india-in-twenty-first-century-
event-3587. 
49  Madan, Tanvi. “How Is the Coronavirus Outbreak Affecting China’s Relations with India?” Brookings. 
Brookings, April 30, 2020. https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2020/04/30/how-is-the-coronavi-
rus-outbreak-affecting-chinas-relations-with-india/.  Accessed December 20, 2020.
50  Kumar, Rashmee, and Akela Lacy. “India Lobbies to Stifle Criticism, Control Messaging in U.S. Congress 
Amid Rising Anti-Muslim Violence.” The Intercept, March 16, 2020. https://theintercept.com/2020/03/16/in-

https://carnegieendowment.org/2012/03/12/nonalignment-2.0-foreign-and-strategic-policy-for-india-in-twenty-first-century-event-3587
https://carnegieendowment.org/2012/03/12/nonalignment-2.0-foreign-and-strategic-policy-for-india-in-twenty-first-century-event-3587
https://carnegieendowment.org/2012/03/12/nonalignment-2.0-foreign-and-strategic-policy-for-india-in-twenty-first-century-event-3587
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2020/04/30/how-is-the-coronavirus-outbreak-affecting-chinas-relations-with-india/
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2020/04/30/how-is-the-coronavirus-outbreak-affecting-chinas-relations-with-india/
https://theintercept.com/2020/03/16/india-lobbying-us-congress/


Winter Quarter 2021 29

On the other hand, there are signs that recent events have provided an opportunity for the 
United States to strengthen its relationship with India. First, China’s more assertive foreign policy, 
recently dubbed “wolf  warrior diplomacy,”51 is leading India to seek new allies, including the United 
States. In recent years, the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (QUAD) has increased its activity in the 
region.52  QUAD is a forum for strategic talks as well as naval exercises between the United States, 
Japan, India and Australia. QUAD recently announced that for the first time, Australia would join 
the other three partners in the Makbar exercise, an annual joint operation that alternates between the 
Indian Ocean and Western Pacific.53 India has resisted Australia inclusion in the exercise for years for 
fear of  upsetting China but relented in October 2020, likely in response to China’s moves in those 
waters as well as the resurgence of  border disputes. This is a promising sign. Third, Indian civil 
society and public opinion has grown more critical of  China in recent months, as exemplified by 
comments made by the director of  the India Project at the Brookings Institution, Tanvi Madan: “In 
the public sphere…anti-China sentiment has gone mainstream in a way usually reserved for India’s 
other rival, Pakistan.”54 Many Indians, in traditional media and social media alike, have criticized 
China for its response to the origin and spread of  Coronavirus, as well as what some have alleged 
are attempts to profit economically and diplomatically from the crisis.55

Improving US-China relations requires an understanding of, and a response to, the continuously 
evolving relationship between China and India; persistent skirmishes along the extensive India-China 
border remain a source of  tension. The 21st century, according to many experts, will see increasing 
competition between the United States and China. Given that India will become the world’s third-
largest economy by roughly 2050, it would be an invaluable partner to either the United States or 
China, and could contribute to a shift in the global balance of  power. If  the United States wants 
India to modify its traditional stance as a Non-Aligned nation, the United States must understand 
the tensions within India as well as the tensions between India and other powers. 

To succeed, the United States must develop a more nuanced approach to India’s national and 
strategic interests. It is up to the new Biden Administration to ease India away from strident Hindu 
nationalism in order to create a stronger consensus with Washington. The United States must also 
enhance its engagement with India in security matters in order to provide a tangible and enduring 
counterbalance to China, who poses direct challenges to India’s growth by maintaining disputes 
along the shared border with India, continuing its ambitious Belt and Road Initiative, and expanding 
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into the western Indian Ocean and the South China Sea. Finally, the United States must develop 
additional economic, military, financial, and technological tools to overcome India’s long-standing 
geopolitical apprehensions and allow it to assume a more prominent role in the international system. 
Finding a way to craft a long-standing, mutually-beneficial relationship with India will pay dividends 
across Southern Asia and help ensure a balance is maintained under the backdrop of  a rising China.
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I. Introduction & Framing

In 2015, hundreds of  thousands of  people fled across the Mediterranean Sea or through 
Turkey to escape conflicts in the Middle East and Africa, and ultimately resettle in Europe. This, 
in turn, sparked the most recent European refugee crisis. Under the Geneva Convention of  1951, 
asylum is a fundamental human right, and states have an international obligation to grant asylum. 
The Convention further requires states to “provide an impartial process to determine whether an 
individual qualifies for protection and must not return a refugee to a place where they could face 
persecution (refoulement).” This paper evaluates whether the EU’s asylum and refugee policy has 
failed. Using the Geneva Convention of  1951 as a guiding document, it analyzes the extent to which 
the European Union has ensured fair and dignified treatment of  asylum-seekers, as well as the extent 
to which its policies were effective in their design and implementation. 

The European Union’s asylum and refugee policy is wide-ranging and complex. To avoid 
overcomplicating the issue, this paper specifically examines and analyzes three policies: the Dublin 
Convention, the Common European Asylum System (CEAS), and the EU-Turkey Deal. This paper 
ultimately concludes that, due to the lack of  a unified, coordinated, and fair approach, the EU has 
failed to provide fair and effective protection of  refugees and asylum-seekers. 

II. The Dublin Convention

In 1990, the European Union adopted the Dublin Convention, a legal document which outlined 
which member state was responsible for processing an asylum application. Under the Convention, 
asylum-seekers were required to apply for asylum in their country of  entry into the European Union. 
If  the asylum-seekers moved to another European country, the European Union was permitted, 
even recommended, to return them to their country of  entry; this was referred to as a ‘Dublin 
transfer.’ 1 At any rate, under the Convention, the first country in which the asylum-seeker applied 
for asylum was responsible for evaluating their application. Though the Dublin Convention was 
revised in both 2003 and 2013, the law always stipulated that the an asylum-seeker’s country of  
entry into European Union is responsible for their evaluation, even if  they reside in and/or apply 
for asylum in a different country.2 The consequence of  this policy are clear: border states were 
responsible for processing all requests for asylum, regardless of  whether the asylum-seeker intended 
to remain in that particular state.

The authors of  the Dublin Convention intended to use the aforementioned policy to put 

1  Patrick J. Lyons, “Explaining the Rules for Migrants: Borders and Asylum - The New York Times,” Septem-
ber 16, 2015, https://www.nytimes.com/2015/09/17/world/Europe/Europe-refugees-migrants-rules.html.
2  Kristyna Tamchynova and Radka Havlová, “The Uncertain Role of the EU Countries in the Syrian Refugee Crisis,” Insight Turkey, 
April 1, 2016, 86, https://www.insightturkey.com/articles/the-uncertain-role-of-the-EU-countries-in-the-syrian-refugee-crisis. 
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pressure on border states, and hoped that the policy would strengthen border control and dis-
incentivize irregular entry into the European Union. Another equally important consideration in 
drafting the Dublin Convention was the Schengen Agreement. The Schengen Agreement was 
initially signed in 1985 but was adopted by the European Union in 1997, though not all member 
states were required to participate in the program. At any rate, the Agreement established the 
Schengen Area, abolishing passport and visa checks and facilitating movement within the European 
Union.3 Due to the spike in asylum-seekers fleeing to Europe, however, multiple states have 
reinstated border controls, and the Schengen Agreement has come under threat.

European Union member states rely on the states nearest the borders to enforce the borders 
of  the Schengen Area, and the 2015 refugee crisis has overwhelmed border states. As more asylum-
seekers enter the European Union, states in geographic proximity to the Middle East and Africa, 
including Italy and Greece, have been tasked with evaluating the majority of  asylum applications. 
As a result, there is increased pressure on the European Union to establish a new process by which 
to evaluate the unprecedented number of  asylum applications. Indeed, reform is necessary. In 
response to the recent spike in asylum applications, some states have adopted restrictive immigration 
measures, making it significantly more difficult for asylum-seekers to enter. According to Eurostat 
statistics, “Estonia, Lithuania and Portugal declined all of  the asylum applications in 2015, while 
Latvia, Hungary and Poland recorded first instance rejection rates above 80%.”4 If  the Dublin 
Convention was effective, borders would be better monitored, and border states would be able 
to evaluate the asylum applications with few problems. Insofar as this is not the case, the Dublin 
Convention failed to achieve its purpose. 

Analyzing the Dublin Convention’s outcome with respect to the Geneva Convention’s 
requirement to provide fair and effective protection of  refugees and asylum-seekers, it is clear that 
the policy was unsuccessful. The policy failed because it put an enormous burden on border states 
such as Italy, Greece, and Bulgaria to effectively accommodate asylum-seekers and process all of  
their applications. This is unfair and, if  not impossible, certainly very difficult. Further, the policy 
failed because many asylum applications were rejected by border states simply due to the fact these 
states lacked the time to read all of  the applications they received. The Dublin Convention was 
ineffective and failed to uphold the non-refoulement principle enshrined in the Geneva Convention. 
In this form, this policy put asylum-seekers at risk of  returning to war and facing persecution. 

In 2014, both the European Council on Refugees and Exiles and the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees called upon European Union member states to stop sending asylum-
seekers back to border states, as stipulated in the Dublin III Convention, because there existed a 
“real risk of  inhuman or degrading treatment due to systemic deficiencies in reception conditions 
and asylum procedures.”5 Though the situation had only worsened by 2017, the European Court 
of  Justice upheld the Dublin Convention, granting European Union member states the right to 
transfer asylum-seekers to their country of  entry despite the enormous burden that border states 

3  Lyons, “Explaining the Rules for Migrants: Borders and Asylum - The New York Times.”
4  Ibid, 86.
5  “ECRE Joins UNHCR in Calling on EU Member States to Stop Sending Asylum-seekers to Bulgaria under 
the Dublin Regulation | European Council on Refugees and Exiles (ECRE),” January 10, 2014, https://www.ecre.
org/ecre-joins-unhcr-in-calling-on-EU-member-states-to-stop-sending-asylum-seekers-to-bulgaria-under-the-
dublin-regulation/.
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were already carrying.6 Not only did the Dublin Convention prove to be unfair by overwhelming the 
asylum systems of  frontline countries, it also resulted in a failure to guarantee asylum.

III. The Common European Asylum System (CEAS) 

The Common European Asylum System (CEAS) was established in 1999 to set minimum 
standards for the treatment of  all asylum-seekers in the EU. At the time of  its inception, asylum-
seekers were not treated uniformly throughout the European Union and, for this reason, were 
incentivized to move around the European Union to find the best country to apply for asylum, 
a practice known as ‘asylum shopping.’7 The CEAS was formed to address this discrepancy. 
Unfortunately, the discrepancy in asylum systems within the European Union persisted, as the 
CEAS granted its members a fair amount of  discretion in how they applied rules and dictates.8 The 
ongoing refugee crisis has exacerbated this issue and has emphasized the need for coordination 
in asylum and refugee procedures. As such, in 2017, EU leaders began to consider reforming the 
CEAS. Legislative proposals included … 

reforming the Dublin system, establishing a fully-fledged EU asylum agency, 
replacing the asylum procedure directive with a regulation to harmonize EU 

procedures and reduce differences in recognition rates among member states, 
replacing the qualification directive with a regulation to harmonize protection 
standards and rights for asylum-seekers, reforming the reception conditions 

directive to ensure that asylum-seekers benefit from harmonized and dignified 
reception standards, and creating a permanent EU resettlement framework.9

This lengthy list of  reforms to the European Union’s asylum and refugee policy are clear proof  
that the European Union was not operating effectively at the height of  the crisis in 2015 and 2016. 
The inherent issues with the CEAS were not addressed until the situation was dire, indicating that 
the initial system established by the CEAS failed. 

The CEAS was intended to establish a consistent asylum and refugee EU policy but, due to 
the different burden-sharing preferences of  EU member states, ultimately failed. Member states 
attempted to divide the burden according to economic development, cultural, religious and ethnic 
preferences, and national legal systems.10 This approach ensured that some states received the brunt 
of  the asylees, while others received very few. In response to this issue, the CEAS adopted Tradable 
Refugee Quotas (TRQs), in the hopes that they would allow states to re-allocate asylees while sharing 

6  Justin Huggler, “EU Court Rejects ‘open-Door’ Policy and Upholds Right of Member States to Deport Refu-
gees,” The Telegraph, July 26, 2017, https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2017/07/26/EU-court-rejects-open-door-
policy-upholds-right-member-states/.
7  “How the EU Manages Migration Flows,” September 30, 2019, https://www.consilium.EUropa.EU/en/poli-
cies/migratory-pressures/managing-migration-flows/.
8  “2.1 The Common European Asylum System and Current Issues,” Text, EUROPEAN ASYLUM SUPPORT 
OFFICE, May 12, 2020, https://easo.EUropa.EU/asylum-report-2020/21-common-European-asylum-sys-
tem-and-current-issues.
9  “2.1 The Common European Asylum System and Current Issues.”
10  Tamchynova and Havlová, “The Uncertain Role of the EU Countries in the Syrian Refugee Crisis,” 87.
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equally in the burden of  asylee intake. Unfortunately, however, the EU was unable to manage these 
quotas and ensure fair burden-sharing across states.11 Additionally, a notable divide between the ‘old’ 
and ‘new’ member states has emerged. Old member states, such as Germany, tend to receive a large 
amount of  asylum-seekers while new member states, which broadly do not respect the TRQs, often 
temporarily block their borders, in violation of  European Union law.12 Structural deficiencies within 
the CEAS have made it ineffective in establishing a common European Union procedure, as well as 
ineffective in addressing the 2015 refugee crisis.

 As a result of  these structural deficiencies, there is a growing gap between law and practice. 
To this end, Hanne Beirens from the Migration Policy Institute of  Europe suggests that, instead of  
referring to the spike in asylum-seekers in 2015 as a ‘migration crisis,’ observers should refer to it a 
‘systemic crisis.’ Her reasoning is simple. The former implies that disorder and mismanagement are 
inevitable, whereas the latter places the appropriate blame on the structural deficiencies inherent 
in the CEAS.13 The latter, of  course, is more accurate. Many refugee-reception facilities are 
intentionally under-funded, in an attempt to keep the inflow of  asylum-seekers fairly low. 14 Further, 
intentionally complex and lengthy procedures have made the process of  asylum adjudication 
remarkably inefficient. In 2015, for example, “Somali applicants waited an average of  22 months 
for a first-instance decision in Germany.”15 Though the CEAS established common policies, it did 
little to regulate their implementation. Consequently, implementation was sporadic and variable; the 
burden of  asylum adjudication and asylee intake was not evenly distributed. These issues highlight 
the CEAS complete failure to coordinate European Union policy and implementation.

IV. The EU-Turkey Deal 

Inevitably, the European Union began to experience the consequence of  its poor asylum and 
refugee policy. Against the backdrop of  an increasingly controversial Schengen Agreement, as 
well as the rise of  far-right populist movements across the continent, the issue of  asylum became 
increasingly dire, and the European Union had to act. German Finance Minister Wolfgang Schäuble 
told Der Spiegel that, if  the Schengen Agreement were destroyed, Europe would be politically and 
economically endangered; as such, he recommended that Europe invest heavily in Turkey, Libya, 
Jordan, and other countries in the Middle East and Africa in order to ease the pressures responsible 
for migration.16 In this vein, and in support of  this goal, German Chancellor Angela Merkel and 
then Turkish Prime Minister Ahmet Davutoğlu began meeting to discuss the potential for a ‘strategic 
partnership’ between Turkey and the European Union.17 Germany was a natural negotiating 
partner for Turkey, as the two states have robust trade connections. Germany is also home to an 

11  Ibid, 87.
12  Ibid, 91.
13  Hanne Beirens, “Cracked Foundation, Uncertain Future: Structural Weaknesses in the Common European 
Asylum System,” migrationpolicy.org, March 16, 2018, 2, https://www.migrationpolicy.org/research/structur-
al-weaknesses-common-European-asylum-system.
14  Ibid, 9.
15  Ibid, 13.
16  Nick Thorpe, “The EU–Turkey Deal,” in The Road Before Me Weeps, On the Refugee Route Through Eu-
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estimated four million locals of  Turkish descent, thanks to a period of  migration that began in 
the 1960s; indeed, Germany is home to the largest Turkish population outside of  Turkey.18 From 
the perspective of  the European Union, the ideal deal would prevent asylum-seekers and refugees 
from crossing the Aegean Sea and arriving in Greece by pressuring Turkey to allow asylum-seekers 
to apply for asylum there. When the negotiations ended on March 18, 2016, all twenty-eight prime 
ministers of  European Union member states agreed to the ‘EU-Turkey Statement.’

The agreement was designed to slow and even prevent the influx of  asylum-seekers into Greece 
via Turkey, as well as to cut off  refugee smuggling businesses, which profited from illegally bringing 
refugees and asylum-seekers in overcrowded boats. While the EU-Turkey Deal went into effect on 
March 20, 2016, the Deal was not a legally binding agreement; for all intents and purposes, it may 
just as well have been a press release. There were four key points agreed upon: 

First, all new ‘irregular migrants’ crossing from Turkey to the Greek islands would be returned 
to Turkey; second, for every Syrian returned to Turkey from the Greek islands, another Syrian 
would be resettled in the EU; third, Turkey pledged to prevent new sea or land routes for irregular 
migration opening from Turkey to the EU; and fourth, once irregular crossings had ended or been 
substantially reduced, a Voluntary Humanitarian Admission Scheme would be activated.19

The Deal also included a pledge of   “€3 billion of  European funds, from both institutions and 
individual states, to improve the humanitarian situation for Syrian refugees in Turkey – with more to 
follow.”20 In addition to aid, the European Union agreed to revisit talks about Turkey’s accession to 
the Union.21 After signing the Deal, the Turkish government claimed they interpreted the agreement 
to only apply to all future arrivals in Greece from Turkey, and that they would not take back any of  
the 43,000 asylum-seekers already in Greece.22 

Responses to the EU-Turkey Deal was mixed. While the Deal did successfully curb the number 
of  asylum-seekers entering the European Union, it did this at the expense of  the European Union’s 
commitment to upholding the principle of  non-refoulement.23 Moreover, the entire deal was 
predicated on the premise that Turkey was a safe country and would be able to provide effective 
protection for asylum-seekers and refugees, a premise which was and remains contested. Human 
rights advocates, including Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch, vehemently attacked 
the deal and questioned how a purportedly liberal institution like the European Union could allow so 
many refugees to remain in country that did not fully respect the Geneva Convention of  1951 and 
did not qualify as ‘safe.’24 

In terms of  effectively protecting asylum-seekers and refugees, the EU-Turkey Deal failed 
miserably. Because of  the aforementioned structural deficiencies within the CEAS, the European 
Union could control the refugee crisis; as such, the European Union was forced to take drastic 
measures in the name of  self-preservation, abandoning international legal agreements and 
commitments in the process. The Deal is also decidedly unfair. For instance, the EU-Turkey Deal 
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23  Long, “The EU-Turkey Deal.”
24  Thorpe, “The EU–Turkey Deal,” 171.
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stipulates that every refugee arriving irregularly (i.e. by boat, without official permission) to Greece 
would be returned to Turkey and that, in exchange, European Union member states would accept 
one Syrian refugee from Turkey for each Syrian refugee brought to Turkey from Greece. This 
process does not guarantee protection to asylum-seekers, because it relies on the false premise 
that Turkey is a safe country for asylum-seekers. In addition, the deal does nothing to alleviate the 
existing stress on Greece, whose refugee camps are often to six times over capacity and lack access 
to proper facilities.25 Like the Dublin Convention and the CEAS, the EU-Turkey Deal is simply 
another instance of  the European Union’s failed asylum and refugee policy.

V. Conclusion

This paper attempted to determine whether the European Union’s asylum and refugee policy 
has failed. After analyzing the Dublin Regulations, the Common European Asylum System (CEAS) 
and the EU-Turkey Deal and the extent to which they upheld the Geneva Convention of  1951, it 
is clear that the European Union’s asylum and refugee policy has failed. The implications of  this 
failure are vast. To begin, the CEAS’ failure contributed to severely unequal burden-sharing, with 
states like Germany, Greece, Italy, and Bulgaria struggling to accommodate large populations of  
asylum-seekers. Further, the European Union’s failure to effectively address the 2015 refugee crisis 
contributed to widespread distrust, even Euro-skepticism.26 It is clear that the European Union’s 
mismanagement of  the refugee crisis may have indirectly led to a growth in nationalism, as well as an 
increase in far-right populist movements who oppose European integration.  

The European Union ought to critically examine its response to the 2015 refugee crisis in, 
order to better understand both its deficiencies and the scope of  its commitments to international 
agreements like the Geneva Convention. Europeans may also want to reconsider their attitude 
towards the migrants and the crisis, shifting from their perception of  asylum-seekers as a security 
problem to the granting of  asylum as a fundamental human right. 
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I. Introduction

Why does Israel employ a policy of targeted killing? Israel’s long-standing use of this tactic in 
its counterterrorism operations, as well as the United States’ adoption of a targeted killing policy, 
has brought the two countries to the fore of a global debate. However, many question the legality 
of the policy under international law, as well as its efficacy in combating terrorism, arguing that 
martyrdom begets more enemies. Despite these criticisms, Israel’s targeted killing apparatus has 
persisted and even expanded, a phenomenon that this paper aims to explain. First, this paper 
describes how Israel’s interpretation of international law justifies targeted killing, and how the 
international system is broadly permissive of the practice. Next, it outlines how Israel’s policy 
has changed over time, and discusses disparate arguments about the efficacy of targeted killing. 
Finally, this paper discuss who benefits from Israel’s targeted killing policy, and provides examples 
of targeted killing operations that do not meet the requirements for legality under Israeli law. 
This paper argue that, within a framework of legal ambiguity, Israel has institutionalized the use 
of targeted killing to accomplish short-term goals, which benefit certain elites and interest groups 
while undermining long-term strategy. 

II. The Legality of  Targeted Killing

In November 2000, the Israeli government acknowledged that it regularly employed targeted 
killing and, in so doing, institutionalized targeted killing.1 On December 14, 2006, nearly five 
years after a petition was filed challenging Israel’s      assassination policy, the nation’s High 
Court of Justice reached a decision that upheld the legal basis for targeted killing, under specific 
conditions outlined by the Court.2 The petitioners argued that, because the West Bank and Gaza 
Strip are occupied territories, Article 51 in the Charter of  the United Nations, which permits the use 
of military force in the name of self-defense against another state, does not apply.3 Even if the 
Court were to consider the occupation an international armed conflict, they argue that Article 
51(3) contends that even ‘criminal civilians’ are protected from military attack except when they 
are directly engaged in life-threatening combat. They also argued that recurrent civilian casualties 
render the policy disproportionate, and that the lack of an independent judicial review denies 

1  Michelle Lesh, “The Public Committee Against Torture in Israel v. the Government of Israel: the Israeli High 
Court of Justice Targeted Killing Decision,” Melbourne Journal of International Law 8, no. 2 (October 2007): 
374.
2  Ibid, 375.
3  Ibid, 376–377.
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targets the right to due process. The State of Israel argued that the legality of targeted killing falls 
under international law, not domestic law, giving the state the right to self-defense under Article 
51.4 It also argued that terrorism constitutes a new type of conflict and, as such, created a third 
category between ‘civilian’ and ‘combatant,’ termed ‘unlawful combatant,’ for someone who is 
not protected by Geneva Convention III and can be targeted at any moment. Though the Court 
did not recognize this third category, it recognized the designation of ‘unlawful combatant’ as a 
‘civilian’ who has relinquished legal protection by engaging in hostilities.5 Under this rationale, 
targeted killing was deemed legal. Though the Court’s judgment is disputed,6 Israel adopted a 
rationale within the bounds of international treaties and, therefore, unlike the U.S., it maintains 
that terrorists are protected by international law.7 “Thus,” Michelle Lesh writes, “President [Ehud] 
Barak, a judge whose country is more experienced than any other in fighting terrorism, has refused 
to adopt a legal stance that the U.S. regards as crucial to fighting its ‘war on terror.’”8

The Court imposed four conditions on targeted killing operations: 1) the target must have 
forfeited their protected status (by engaging in hostilities), 2) targeted killing can only be used 
as a last resort, 3) an “independent and thorough investigation” must determine the killing 
was justified and the state must compensate innocent civilians if necessary, and 4) the military 
advantage gained must outweigh the costs of expected collateral damage.9 Naturally, the subjective 
nature of these conditions bestows a substantial degree of discretion to Israel’s military and 
intelligence agencies. Still, they make Israel the only country with guidelines for targeted killing 
codified by the state’s highest court.10 

Even if Israel’s rationale is accepted, however, other issues still arise. For example, there is a 
difference between killing military leaders or operatives and killing political or spiritual leaders. 
The latter is considered illegal by the United States, in line with the Law of Armed Conflict as set 
forth by the Hague Convention of 1907, which prohibits killing a foreign government official 
outside of wartime.11 The U.S. therefore distinguishes ‘targeted killing’ from ‘assassination,’ 
while Israel does not.12 According to political scientist Or Honig, Menachem Begin was the only 
prime minister who considered eliminating leaders a taboo.13 Israel’s killing of the Syrian official 
Muhammed Suleiman, for example, would not have been permitted under U.S. law. Hassan 
Nasrallah, too, would be considered off-limits by the U.S., which feared that Israel might target the 
Hezbollah leader during the 2006 war in Lebanon.14 Even Hassan Nasrallah’s chief of staff, Imad 

4  Ibid, 377.
5  Ibid, 383.
6  See: Yael Stein, “By Any Name Illegal and Immoral. (Response to ‘Israel’s Policy of Targeted Killing’) (Ar-
ticle by Steven R. David in This Issue, p. 111),” Ethics & International Affairs 17, no. 1 (2003): 127–137.
7  Lesh, “The Public Committee Against Torture,” 382.
8  Ibid, 382.
9  Ibid, 386–387.
10  Ophir Falk and Amir Hefetz, “Minimizing Unintended Deaths Enhanced the Efficacy of Targeted Killing in 
the Israeli–Palestinian Conflict,” Studies in Conflict & Terrorism 42, no. 6 (2019): 600–616.
11  Adam Entous and Evan Osnos, “Qassem Suleimani and How Nations Decide to Kill,” The New Yorker, Feb-
ruary 3, 2020.
12  Ibid.
13  Or Honig, “Explaining Israel’s Misuse of Strategic Assassinations.” Studies in Conflict & Terrorism 30, no. 6 
(2007): 563–577.
14  Entous and Osnos, “Qassem Suleimani.”



Winter Quarter 2021 39

Mughniyeh, who had orchestrated the killings of hundreds of Americans and kidnapped and 
tortured American officials, posed a legal quandary to the U.S. when Israel reached out in the mid-
2000s for assistance in his assassination.15 Still, Ronen Bergman demonstrates how easily the rules 
can be reinterpreted:

“The CIA… is forbidden to carry out or support assassinations, under Executive Order 12333. 
While both countries believed it was permissible to kill people, they had somewhat different legal 
perspectives. The United States would not normally participate in the execution of someone in a 
country with which America was not at war or involved in an armed conflict. Ultimately, the CIA 
legal advisers came up with a solution whereby it would be legal to strike Mughniyeh in Syria, 
based on the principle of self-defense, since Mughniyeh was sending his men from Syria to Iraq to 
spur the Shiite militias to carry out terror attacks against American personnel.”16

Indeed, the U.S. has been keen to reinterpret the law to suit its needs, while Israel has 
remained fairly consistent and was engaging in covert assassinations in the name of self-defense 
long before 9/11. It was only with the start of the Second Intifada, however, that targeted killing 
was publicly sanctioned in Israel and ultimately codified into law.17 At first, the U.S. condemned 
Israel’s targeted assassinations of Palestinians, and the U.S. ambassador to Israel explicitly called 
them “extrajudicial killings” in July 2001.18 Of course, two months later, the U.S. changed its 
stance. The arena of warfare had changed, to such an extent that it challenged the Westphalian 
international framework that sought to balance human rights with the right of states to defend 
themselves. The 2006 decision by Israel’s High Court of Justice, therefore, was monumental in its 
precedent. But the reason that it was not challenged more than it was is that the policy gained the 
bipartisan backing of the U.S. shortly after it was brought into the light. There are some minor 
legal discrepancies between Israel’s and the United States’ respective targeted killing programs 
concerning their concepts of a viable target and approaches to international law. The United States 
seeks to justify its policy outside its courts by blurring the lines between the law of armed conflict 
and the international law of self-defense, essentially expanding the concept of a war zone and 
circumventing its own assassination ban.19 Still, John Gershman and Stephen Zunes argue that the 
reason the United States stands so steadfastly behind Israel’s assassination program is that Israel’s 
policy largely mirrors U.S. policy.20 This support has little to do with benevolent concern for 
Israel’s security. 

The U.S. and Israel have been willing to stand alone. After the 2004 killing of Hamas 
founder Sheikh Ahmed Yassin, the international community dissented. Though Yassin had held 
considerable influence over a terrorist organization as a spiritual leader, he was quadriplegic 
and nearly blind and deaf, and thus an arguably protected civilian unable to engage directly in 

15  Ronen Bergman, Rise and Kill First: The Secret History of Israel’s Targeted Assassinations (New York: Ran-
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17  Oldrich Bures and Andrew J Hawkins, “Israeli Targeted Killing Operations before and during the Second 
Intifada: a Contextualized Comparison,” Small Wars & Insurgencies 31, no. 3 (2020): 569–593.
18  Entous and Osnos, “Qassem Suleimani.”
19  Odle, J. (2013). Targeted Killings in Yemen and Somalia: Can the United States Target Low-Level Terrorists? 
Emory International Law Review 27(1): 605–660.
20  John Gershman and Stephen Zunes, “Defense of Israeli Assassination Policy by the Bush Administration and 
Democratic Leaders,” Institute for Policy Studies, October 2, 2005.
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hostilities.21 He had been imprisoned twice previously, which challenges the use of targeted killing 
as a last resort. Furthermore, the attack resulted in an additional seven casualties, and his successor 
was considered more hawkish than he, which complicates Israel’s claim to strategic interest.22 
President Bush and National Security Advisor Condoleezza Rice both publicly defended the 
assassination, however, and the U.S. was the lone dissenting vote against a UN Security Council 
resolution to condemn the assassination.23 In this case, Israel was not held accountable to even 
its own interpretation of international law, because it was in the United States’ interest for the 
international climate to be permissive. This precedent has dangerous connotations in the long 
term, as the definition of a justifiable target expands and unintentionally gives a shaky legitimacy 
to the strategy of attacking non-combatant leaders in warfare. 

III. Israel’s Targeted Killing Policy: Then and Now

The non-profit human rights group B’Tselem reports that, between September 29, 2000 and 
December 26, 2008, 384 Palestinians were killed by targeted killing operations in the occupied 
territories and, of that 384, only 232 of those killed were targeted by Israel.24 Between January 19, 
2009 and April 30, 2020, another 136 Palestinians were killed in targeted killing operations in the 
occupied territories, only 55 of whom were targeted.25 Globally, between World War II and the 
start of the Second Intifada, Ronen Bergman estimates that Israel conducted approximately 500 
targeted killing operations, killing at least 1,000 people.26 He estimates another 1,000 operations 
during the Second Intifada, 168 of which were successful, and another 800 operations since. 
Though the U.S. has increased the pace of its own targeted killing program in each administration 
since George W. Bush, Israel has still executed the most targeted killings out of any Western 
country since World War II.27 

The practice began with retributive killings of Nazis after World War II, authorized by 
the Haganah.28 The Hebrew underground’s assassinations of members of the German Templer 
sect living in Palestine, many of whom had contributed to the Nazi war effort, were successful 
in driving the Templers out of the region.29 The Haganah also adopted a policy of targeted 
killing against Arabs who had killed Jewish settlers, and, in preparation for the 1948 War, Arab 
leaders as well.30 It later employed the tactic against British officers who had impeded the Jewish 
underground and Jewish immigration, including officers abroad, contributing to Britain’s 
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withdrawal from Mandatory Palestine.31 Even before Israel achieved statehood, key patterns 
emerged. Many targeted killings were executed to protect civilian lives, and the persistence of the 
State of Israel is often attributed to Israel’s forceful response to threats. For many in the wake of 
the Holocaust, this was an existential cause. David Ben-Gurion ultimately outlawed some of the 
more extreme factions of Jewish resistance, including the Irgun and the Lehi.32 Nevertheless, even 
in this pre-statehood era, the line already began to blur between political leaders and combatants, 
as did the line between self-defense and retribution. 

Targeted killing continued after the State of Israel was established, when Israel sent letter 
bombs to Egyptian intelligence officers orchestrating terrorist attacks in the 1950s, which managed 
to abate terrorist incursions in the south.33 However, the existence of the intelligence apparatus 
behind Israel’s operations was kept classified; public acknowledgment of the security agency Shin 
Bet or the intelligence agency Mossad was forbidden until the 1960s.34 Thus, no legal framework 
existed to regulate their operations.35 Not only did targeted killing continue, but Commander and 
future Prime Minister Ariel Sharon and IDF Chief of Staff Moshe Dayan developed a reprisal 
policy of victimizing Arab villages from whence terrorists had emerged.36 Until the 1970s, targeted 
killings occurred primarily in ‘hostile’ or ‘target’ countries, which was difficult and risky for 
Israeli personnel.37 After the Munich Massacre in 1972, when the Palestinian terrorist group Black 
September killed 11 members of the Israeli Olympic team, Prime Minister Golda Meir allowed 
operations to expand into Europe. Given Mossad’s ties to European intelligence bodies and the 
admittedly less severe repercussions for assassins who blow their cover, operations in Europe were 
much easier to carry out.38 Technology also played a role in expanding Israel’s targeted killing 
apparatus. By 1982, Israel was regularly using drones to gather intelligence.39 Ten years later, Israel 
used a drone to kill Hezbollah leader Abbas al-Musawi.40 By contrast, the U.S. began using drones 
for surveillance in 1991, and first armed a drone with missiles in 2001.41 

The most dramatic expansion of Israel’s targeted killing apparatus, however, occurred with the 
onset of the Second Intifada. Between 2000 and 2005, Israel institutionalized targeted killing in an 
entirely new way, increasing its scale, changing the definition of a target, and transitioning from a 
reliance on explosive devices and small arms to an overwhelming reliance on aerial assault.42 Once 
this apparatus became large-scale, thousands more people became directly involved, rather than 
only small, discreet teams working behind the scenes.43 Perhaps most importantly, this policy was 
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considered legal, and was capable of holding up to public scrutiny. Israel had previously focused 
attacks on those in key military positions or with exceptional skills, but now it began targeting 
leaders and their successors, as well as lower-tier members of terrorist organizations at an increased 
rate.44 Though political figures had been targeted before, such as the targeting of PLO leaders in 
Beirut in the 1973 Operation Spring of Youth,45 this had not been implemented strategically on 
such a large scale. Within the security apparatus, the period was described as a shift from targeting 
“ticking bombs” to “ticking infrastructures,” meaning that the profile of a target increasingly 
encapsulated political and ideological figures.46 The shift to aerial attack accommodated the 
increase in scale; while this method reduced the risk posed to Israeli personnel, it also increased 
civilian casualties and, as Bures and Hawkins point out, it constituted a more conventional 
approach to warfare than the previous era’s clandestine tactics.47 These changes attracted the 
scrutiny of the international community, giving less plausible deniability to Israel. But, as 
previously discussed, Israel had American support. The two allies increased the coordination of 
their respective intelligence agencies in 2007, especially in operations related to Iran.48

Targeted killing in Israel has not proceeded without protest. When Israel assassinated Salah 
Shehade with a bomb in 2002, the attack killed at least an additional 14 civilians, 9 of whom were 
children.49 Even though terrorist operations directed by Shehade had killed at least 220 civilians 
and 16 soldiers,50 the casualties caused by Shehade’s assassination instigated a “storm of protest” 
within Israel, including protests by airmen and soldiers.51 Still, targeted killing is more-or-less 
supported domestically, with one poll from 2001 showing a 70 percent approval rate for Israel’s 
use of the tactic.52 A 2014 poll by Pew Research Center shows a similar 65 percent approval rate 
for U.S. drone strikes, the highest of the forty-four countries surveyed.53

IV. The Efficacy of  Targeted Killing
 
Analyses of the efficacy of targeted killing focus on the policy’s success in blocking imminent 

terrorist attacks or reducing their frequency, either through deterrence or by destroying the 
infrastructure that enables their success. This definition of success is, admittedly, difficult to 
measure. To make the issue more complex, sometimes the most apparently effective operations 
are the least justifiable in the eyes of the world. For example, as part of a multi-pronged strategy 
to impede Iran’s bid to acquire nuclear weapons, Israel orchestrated the murder of six nuclear 
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scientists, causing others to defect from the project for the sake of their lives.54 The killings were 
an efficient means to stall the program; even CIA Director Michael Hayden could not deny that, 
though his organization could never have condoned the illegal attacks.55 Generally, however, the 
efficacy of targeted killing varies depending on how it is measured. 

Bures and Hawkins measure success based on a few indicators: elimination of the target, 
minimal additional casualties, minimal retaliatory attacks, and minimal adverse political 
consequences.56 Based on an analysis of 38 operations, they found that targeted killing operations 
were less successful during the Second Intifada than those conducted prior for the latter three 
indicators, while the first indicator, elimination of the target, remained relatively consistent. Based 
on their sample, both civilian casualties and retaliatory attacks directly linked to targeted killings 
nearly doubled during the Second Intifada compared to the prior period. 

Daniel Byman, on the other hand, proposes that targeted killings were actually most effective 
during the Second Intifada.57 Terrorist groups often operate at partial capacity, enabling them to 
retaliate in the event of a targeted killing. During the Second Intifada, however, he argues that 
Palestinian Islamic Jihad (PIJ) and Hamas were operating nearer to their maximum capacity, 
which changed the circumstances for retaliation. Though the rate of attacks by Hamas increased 
over the course of the Intifada, their average fatality rate dropped steadily from its high point at 
5.4 deaths per attack in 2002 to 0.11 deaths per attack in 2005, indicating that the attacks became 
less effective over time. The evidence for efficacy in this specific circumstance is not broadly 
applicable, however. Byman argues that Israel’s use of targeted killing against Hezbollah merely 
resulted in the emergence of new leaders and the scaling up of suicide attacks. Though Israel 
was aware of Hezbollah’s capacity to retaliate in Latin America, it assassinated Hezbollah leader 
Abbas Mussawi in 1992, prompting the organization to carry out two bombings in Argentina, 
killing 114 people.58 In short, the efficacy of targeted killing depends both on the capacity of the 
enemy and the spatial and temporal circumstances of the conflict. It also depends on the level 
of decentralization; the more dispersed a group is, the more difficult it becomes to devastate its 
infrastructure by eliminating its leadership.59

Operational success and an understanding of political consequences matter, too. Falk and 
Hefetz found that, despite some exceptions, targeted killings with unintended casualties in the 
West Bank were generally followed by a greater number of retaliatory attacks.60 The study’s 
findings in Gaza were consistent with this pattern, though the results were insignificant. They 
argue that this is due in part to the necessity for public support within terrorist groups. Honig 
gives examples in which Israel’s targeted killing of leaders has eliminated potentially productive 
negotiating partners, disrupted potential ceasefires, and even boosted the popularity of Hamas 
over Fatah in the 2006 elections.61 Byman argues that suicide attacks that followed the killings of 
PIJ leader Fathi Shikaki in 2005 and Hamas bomb-maker Yahya Ayyash (“The Engineer”) in 1996 
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tainted the Labour-led coalition in Israel and inadvertently helped bring Netanyahu to power.62 
The presence of adverse political consequences does not necessarily mean an assassination did not 
preemptively save lives, but it can potentially prolong conflict. With the advantage of hindsight, 
intelligence leaders in Israel came to regret some of the assassinations carried out by their 
agencies.63

Even the oft-cited argument that targeted killings create martyrs and consequently more 
terrorists, arguably a fatal flaw in the United States’ and Israel’s counterterrorism strategies, has 
its exceptions when secrecy is involved. For example, Bashar al-Assad has covered up several 
Israeli operations in Syria so as not to provoke public pressure for retaliation in the immediate 
aftermath. This was the case with the assassination of his close advisor, Muhammad Suleiman,64 
as well as Operation Out of the Box, which destroyed a secret nuclear complex in Syria that 
violated the Non-Proliferation Treaty.65 Both of these were major strategic successes for Israel. 
Neither resulted in severe consequences due to Assad’s ex post facto complicity. For some, Israel’s 
numerous ‘success stories’ justify their reluctance to rely on other methods, such as third-party 
arrest. Bergman recounts an instance when Israel worked through the Italian government to arrest 
members of a Black September squad backed by Libya.66 Just three months later, pressure from 
Qaddafi led to the entire squad’s release.

Because ‘efficacy’ is such an ambiguous metric, there is a substantial amount of discord 
among scholars as to whether or not specific targeted killings worked to Israel’s advantage. As 
the arguments above demonstrate, targeted killing is not a uniform strategy. Its efficacy varies 
depending on the time and place of the operation, the strategic interests of countless stakeholders, 
the operational success of the attack, the degree of decentralization of a targeted group, and 
its structural capacity to retaliate, among other factors. The perceptions of the international 
community also factor in, regardless of how willing Israel is to disregard international norms. 
The result of this picture is complex, but suffice it to say that the claim that targeted killing can 
never be effective for Israel is unconvincing. Even so, that does not mean it should be used in the 
capacity in which it is used today. The circumstances in which the policy has achieved plausible 
success are narrow, too narrow to justify the scope of Israel’s targeted killing apparatus. It is 
easy to judge with hindsight bias, and it is perhaps not always possible for human judgment to 
discern beforehand whether or not the results of a targeted killing justify its use. Except in cases 
when an imminent attack is directly blocked, the infrastructure of a terrorist organization is 
effectively dismantled, or the intensity of the conflict is high enough to reduce the consequences 
of retaliation and martyrdom, the short-term strategic interest of elites tend to supersede the 
long-term strategy of the state itself. Technological advancement has led to the unprecedented 
operational ‘success’ of targeted killing, which has “fostered the illusion among most of the 
nation’s leaders that covert operations could be a strategic and not just a tactical tool.”67 The lack 
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of a rigid legal infrastructure to determine the guidelines for the use of this tool of warfare has 
enabled the U.S. and Israel to expand the definition of a target to the extent that other states and 
non-state actors could turn their own policies against them the moment they acquire the requisite 
technology. As Byman argues: “Neither the U.S. government nor the Israeli one, for that matter, 
would want targeted killings to become a widely used instrument.”68

V. The Beneficiaries of  Israel’s Targeted Killing Policy
 
Targeted killings serve many purposes. In the view of Paul Gaston Aaron, “targeted killing 

became institutionalized not just to reduce direct and imminent threats against Israelis but 
also to mobilize electoral support, field-test weapons and tactics, and eliminate key figures in 
order to sow chaos and stunt the development of an effective Palestinian national movement.”69 
Aaron cites a 2008 study that analyzed 74 interviews with senior members of Israeli intelligence 
and found that the goal of ‘leadership decapitation,’ the hallmark of Israel’s targeted killing 
policy during and after the Second Intifada, was to erode Palestinian governance and maximize 
instability.70 Targeting leaders, the study contends, is more demoralizing to the community at 
large than targeting exclusively military figures. For Aaron, this theory explains the elimination 
of leaders, such as Jamal Mansour, Abu Shanab, and Sheikh Yassin, whom he sees as having 
been instrumental in Palestinian political unity.71 This begs the question: is Israel threatened by 
terror or by the possibility of a Palestinian state? Arguably it is threatened by both, but the latter 
is a less honorable entity to destroy. The maintenance of the status quo, an occupation without 
the political incorporation of Palestinians, prevents Israel from having to choose between the 
Jewish or demographic nature of the state.72 As long as Palestinian institutions are inadequate for 
statehood, the pressure on Israel is relaxed.

An iron fist against the threat of terror is also an effective means of rallying domestic political 
support, as exemplified by Ariel Sharon’s electoral victory in 2001. Honig cites several “false causal 
stories” prevalent in Israeli society and argues that they contributed to public support of Israel’s 
counterterrorism strategy. These stories included a “false belief in the possibility of eliminating 
terrorism,” a “blind faith in Israel’s escalation dominance vis-a-vis the terrorist organizations,” and 
“an assumption of a constantly high level of motivation” among terrorists.73 In a hyper-militarized 
state, domestic political motivations may push Israel toward extremes that flout long-term strategy. 

The guidelines set out by the 2006 High Court of Justice decision do not allow for targeted 
killing based on vengeance alone; strategic military advantage must outweigh the loss of life. But 
even before retributive lethal action was deemed illegal, the practice was strategically unsound for 
its capacity to incite further violence. Nevertheless, revenge has been a motive for a number of 
targeted killings throughout Israel’s history. The January 2002 killing of Raed Karmi, who had 
been rendered blind by a previous attack, ended a “period of quiet” during the Second Intifada, 
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demonstrating Israel’s commitment to retribution even when strategic interest is questionable.74 
Aaron cites bloodthirsty and often racist rhetoric among prominent military figures in his 
framing of Israel’s targeted killing policy as part of an “idolatry of force.”75 Ariel Sharon, he says, 
“earned his nickname ‘the Bulldozer’ through a record of implacable commitment to territorial 
conquest and control.”76 As stated previously, Sharon was one of the men who developed Israel’s 
reprisal policy. This strategy was purportedly aimed to deter terrorist attacks, but explicitly targeted 
innocent civilians, undermining the moral high ground that Israel often seeks to occupy in its war 
against terrorism. 

Who benefits from Israel’s targeted killing policy as it is utilized today, with a broad definition 
of an acceptable target? In some cases, Israeli elites benefit from short-term strategic displays of 
Israeli military might that boost their political image. Former Mossad director Meir Dagan’s career 
in military intelligence ended over a protracted argument with current Prime Minister Benjamin 
Netanyahu.77 Dagan left his post with a scathing critique of Netanyahu’s short-sightedness, 
claiming that the politician used aggression to serve his own interests above the nation’s and that 
his policies would only prolong the conflict, eliminate the possibility of a two-state solution, and 
eventually force a binational state.78 Targeted killings used to achieve political goals, rather than 
used with discretion as a tactical tool to save lives, deride the necessity for a political solution to 
the conflict, and thus benefit those who profit from the status quo. By this logic, Israeli settlers 
in the West Bank also benefit from this policy, as their security tenuous than those living in 
Israel’s pre-1967 borders, and they, too, benefit from the postponement of an agreement between 
Palestinians and Israelis. Finally, the United States, too, benefits from Israel’s policy, as it ascribes 
legitimacy to its own use of targeted killing. 

VI. Conclusion

The use of targeted killing against political enemies is a serious reinterpretation of Israeli law. 
Debates about the motivations of targeted killings, too, raise questions about their legality. In 
2012, Israel convicted a journalist for possession of classified information for the first time, the 
result of an article published in 2008 that exposed targeted killings that may have been illegal 
under Israeli law.79 The ambiguity of international law on the matter has created a vacuum, 
and Israel and the U.S. are filling the gap with effectively unchecked power. Their expansion of 
the definition of a justifiable target could one day work to the disadvantage of both countries. 
And yet, for Israel, some operations have proven quite plausibly successful, and by 2002, Israeli 
intelligence was estimated to be blocking over 80 percent of attacks.80 At the same time, however, 
an increasing number of attacks were attempted.81 The primary problem for Israel’s long-term 
strategy is the prolongation of the conflict, preserving a status quo that benefits elites, settlers 
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in the Palestinian territories, and specific interest groups in the short-term. In the absence of an 
adequate legal framework, the short-term strategic interests of powerful individuals will continue 
to prevail.
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During the 1956 Suez Crisis
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1. Introduction

Constructed at great expense between 1859 and 1869, the Suez Canal connects the Red Sea to 
the Mediterranean Sea through the Isthmus of Suez. By 1956, two-thirds of all Middle Eastern oil 
bound for Western Europe travelled through the Suez Canal, in addition to a substantial volume 
of global sea-faring trade.1 

In July 1956, Egyptian President Gamal Abdel Nasser unilaterally nationalized the Suez Canal 
and related assets registered under the Suez Canal Company, owned in large part by British and 
French shareholders.2 Despite offers by the United States to sponsor negotiations and mediate a 
compromise, the British government, encumbered with post-war austerity and occupied with the 
winding down of its empire, felt that a delayed response or a negotiated settlement would be taken 
as signs of weakness and irreversibly damage its credibility as a great power. Whitehall considered 
“efforts to reach a satisfactory solution by international consultation simply a matter of time […] 
window dressing hung to justify the inevitable invasion that would be necessary.”3 As such, war 
plans were drafted but meticulously kept secret from the United States up until the invasion itself. 
In October 1956, British and French forces invaded Egypt, with the goal of removing President 
Nasser and restoring Western control over the strategically valuable Suez Canal. Shortly before the 
British and French invasion, allied Israeli forces invaded the Sinai Peninsula with the additional 
objective of securing the Straits of Tiran and retaliating against past incursions along the Israeli 
border. 

Despite early successes against the disorganized and poorly equipped Egyptian military, 
mounting diplomatic and economic pressure from the United States forced the United Kingdom 
to withdraw its forces by November, with the French following soon after. Ultimately, the conflict 
resulted in the removal of foreign troops from Egypt, the restoration of Egyptian ownership of 
the Suez Canal, and the collapse of the Eden government in the United Kingdom. The Suez War, 
though costly, was a boon to the nationalist movement in Egypt and an injury to British global 

1  Steven G. Galpern, Money, Oil, and Empire in the Middle East: Sterling and Post-war Imperialism, 1944–
1971 (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 142.
2  ‘Nationalization of the Suez Canal Company’ Harvard Law Review 70 no. 3 (Jan 1957) (Boston, MA: Har-
vard Law Review Association).
3  Steven G. Galpern, Money, Oil, and Empire in the Middle East: Sterling and Post-war Imperialism, 1944–
1971 (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 159.
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power.
There is little doubt that the crisis contributed significantly to the deterioration of Anglo-

American relations. The United States’ refusal to cooperate with the British weakened the United 
Kingdom’s international position, elicited feelings of ‘betrayal’ among top officials in the British 
government, and, at times, threatened to escalate into open hostilities. Nevertheless, tensions 
in the ‘special relationship’ were certainly not new. The crisis was symptomatic of fundamental 
readjustments to the prevailing geopolitical landscape, and it must be considered in this context. 
In particular, a nuanced assessment of the Suez Crisis must consider its unique situation in the 
emergence of post-imperial realities and Cold War urgencies. In this context, it is evident that, in 
turbulent global circumstances, the Suez Crisis was the “episode which fixed the U.S.-U.K. power 
relationship for the rest of the century.”4  

This paper assesses the extent to which the deterioration in political and diplomatic 
relations between the United States and United Kingdom in the late 1950s can be attributed 
to disagreements over the handling of the 1956 Suez Crisis. Situating the Suez Crisis in the 
transitional context of the post-empire and Cold War world, this analysis demonstrates how a 
complex, interrelated array of mutually reinforcing and mutually competing interests influenced 
the negotiation and renegotiation of the Anglo-American ‘special relationship,’ producing a set 
of new dynamics more familiar to contemporary observers in the 21st century. By studying the 
crisis from both the British and American perspectives, I present the Suez Crisis as a critical 
turning point in the history of Anglo-American relations, one with consequences stretching far 
beyond the Egyptian waterway, but also shaped by powerful forces related to the twin processes of 
decolonization and the Cold War. 

II. The Deterioration of Anglo-American Relations 

The British Economy
The most immediate discernible harm brought upon the United Kingdom by American 

interference was economic in nature. This is logical, as Britain’s decision to invade Egypt was 
motivated by economic considerations in the first place. By 1956, successive British governments 
had worked “assiduously… to re-establish the strength and stability” of  sterling.5 In lowering import 
costs, the government hoped that a stronger national currency would help mitigate the effects of  
and resolve the country’s worsening balance of  payments deficit.6 Crucially, efforts to support the 
value of  sterling, and by extension the British economy, were underpinned by the stable and reliable 
inflow of  oil produced in the Persian Gulf  and transported through the Suez Canal.

Punitive measures imposed by the United States in response to British involvement in the 1956 
invasion targeted this precise economic vulnerability. The United States firmly refused to discuss the 
possibility of  financial aid or replacement oil until Britain agreed to an unconditional and unilateral 
cease-fire, adversely affecting global confidence in sterling. The U.S. also refused to waive domestic 

4  John Dumbrell. A Special Relationship: Anglo-American Relations from the Cold War to Iraq (New York, 
NY: Palgrave Macmillan Press, 2006), 49.
5  Steven G. Galpern, Money, Oil, and Empire in the Middle East: Sterling and Post-war Imperialism, 1944–
1971 (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 145.
6  Ibid, 149.
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anti-trust regulations, effectively prohibiting American petroleum companies from working with 
their European counterparts to alleviate the oil shortage.7 President Dwight Eisenhower even 
prevented the Middle East Emergency Committee from convening, commenting that “those who 
began this operation should be left to work out their own problems—to boil in their own oil.”8 
Furthermore, without American backing, it was impossible for Britain to secure the majority vote 
needed to approve emergency withdrawals from the International Monetary Fund.9 “Without a 
sufficient surplus,” Harold Macmillan, then the British Foreign Secretary and Chancellor of  the 
Exchequer, wrote, “we shall be unable to… maintain our currency, our position at the center of  the 
sterling system or… as a world power.”10 

As a result of  punitive measures imposed by the United States, Britain’s economy was in danger 
of  backsliding into recession. Key industries languished due to the oil shortage, leading to the 
notorious four-day working week, with nationwide petrol rationing enforced until as late as May 
1957.11 At exorbitant cost, the United Kingdom was forced to reroute oil shipments around the 
Cape of  Good Hope; even so, there were insufficient tankers to eliminate the oil deficit.12 American 
sanctions pushed the United Kingdom to the precipice of  financial collapse. By November 1956, the 
Treasury had lost 279 million pounds from a run on sterling allegedly instigated by American traders, 
“reducing the nation’s total gold and dollar holdings to… below the threshold… necessary for the 
sterling area to function.”13 Several British-owned oil firms were liquidated to stabilize the reserves, 
though proceeds were negligible.14 This “alarming flight” persisted when sterling-holders worldwide 
realized that Britain alone would be unable to maintain the currency’s value should hostilities both in 
Suez and against the United States persist.15 Britain’s trading partners delayed payments for British 
exports, expecting real prices to fall once the Treasury was compelled to devalue. By December 
that same year, the United Kingdom’s credit deficit surpassed 1.3 billion U.S. dollars.16 Over 100 
Conservative MPs publicly censured the Eisenhower Administration for threatening to unravel the 
close ties between their two countries.17

7  Ibid, 197.
8  Ibid, 184.
9  Christopher Grayling & Christopher Landon. Just Another Star? Anglo-American Relations Since 1945 
(London, UK: Harrap Press, 1988), 10.
10  Steven G. Galpern, Money, Oil, and Empire in the Middle East: Sterling and Post-war Imperialism, 1944–
1971 (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 149.
11  British Broadcasting Corporation. Cheers as petrol rationing ended. 14 May 1957.
12  Christopher Grayling & Christopher Landon. Just Another Star? Anglo-American Relations Since 1945 
(London, UK: Harrap Press, 1988), 179.
13  Ibid, 179, 184, 186-9.
14  Steven G. Galpern, Money, Oil, and Empire in the Middle East: Sterling and Post-war Imperialism, 1944–
1971 (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 185.
15  Ibid, 185.
16  Rose McDermott. Risk-Taking in International Politics: Prospect Theory in American Foreign Policy (Ann 
Arbor, MI: The University of Michigan Press, 1998), 162; Pnina Lahav. The Suez Crisis of 1956 and its After-
math: A Comparative Study of Constitutions, Use of Force, Diplomacy, and International Relations. Boston 
University Law Review. vol. 95 (Boston, MA: Boston University Press), 1346.
17  Michael Dunne. The Suez Crisis and the Politics of the Anglo-American Special Relationship. (Cambridge, 
UK: Cambridge University Press, n.d.), 3.
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The Transatlantic Alliance
More seriously, perhaps,  the Suez Crisis raised pressing questions about the United States’ 

commitment to its allies, particularly the United Kingdom. The Transatlantic alliance was 
the cornerstone of British foreign policy. British officials were confident that their ‘special 
relationship’ would offset the United States’ initial misgivings about using military force against 
Nasser.18 Initially, this appraisal seemed accurate. In September 1956, American Secretary of 
State John Foster Dulles reassured Harold Macmillan that “the [Eisenhower] Administration was 
prepared to do anything it could to bring Nasser down,” even acknowledging that the British 
“might have to use force.”19 Shortly thereafter, American Treasury Secretary George Humphrey 
declared, “America must see the United Kingdom through any of her troubles… nobody is more 
interested in the maintenance of sterling.”20 Britain, it was said, could expect “massive support.”21 
Although the United States was unaware of Britain’s plan to invade the Suez Canal when these 
assurances were given, the British government felt certain that American support was guaranteed. 
Prime Minister Eden even wrote that Macmillan “found the American attitude reassuring in a 
number of respects.”22 British war preparations continued under the assumption that the United 
States would not interfere with the operation, even if it chose to withhold assistance. 

Unfortunately, these assumptions proved false. When the United States later “seemed 
deliberately slow in coming to the rescue” and even imposed crippling sanctions on the United 
Kingdom, popular sentiment was that the United Kingdom had been “betrayed.”23 The U.S. 
Sixth Fleet was deployed to the Eastern Mediterranean, with orders to prepare for imminent 
hostilities, suggesting that harsher punitive action was being considered, however remotely, and 
even if only as a last resort.24 During the Suez Crisis, five U.S. aircraft carriers were mobilized, 
including the Forrestal, then the largest warship in existence.25 The United States’ show of force 
was decidedly unwelcome, and the usual amity in Anglo-American diplomatic correspondence 
was briefly rescinded. On 5 November, Eisenhower telephoned Eden, writing, “I demand that you 
immediately give the ceasefire order if you want to preserve Anglo-American solidarity as well as 
peace. I cannot wait any longer […] If you continue your culpable attitude, do not count on us.”26 
Anxieties were further stoked when Eisenhower contacted the Kremlin to conduct bilateral talks 
without first notifying the British. West German Chancellor Konrad Adenauer, while in Paris 
with British and French officials, “[wondered] uneasily [whether] the U.S. was on the point of 

18  David Reynolds. A ‘special relationship’? America, Britain and the international order since the Second 
World War. International Affairs Vol. 62. No. 1 (London, UK: Royal Institute of International Affairs, 1985), 
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23  Carsten Holbraad. Superpower and International Conflict. (London, UK: Macmillan Press, 1979), 14; Lucas 
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School of Economics and Political Science), 408-415.
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abandoning Europe.”27 Outraged by this “collusion” the British Foreign Office “[accused] Dulles 
of leading the US into partnership with the Soviet Union against the best representatives of 
civilization in the West […] with the U.S. abandoning justice for its allies.”28 In November 1959, 
the American embassy in London reported, “Anti-American feeling in the U.K. is at a very high 
pitch.”29 The British government felt that the United States had been duplicitous.

 The United States, however, felt as though their response was justified. The British invasion 
acted against the United States’ Cold War agenda, threatening to undermine the strategic position 
of the United States against the Soviet Union. Since 1947, the United States had employed the 
Truman Doctrine and, in so doing, worked forcefully to contain Communism. Beyond its military 
dimension, containment involved the equally challenging battle to win the “hearts and minds” of 
non-aligned states, including those of the Middle East.30 However, the United Kingdom’s imperial 
history and unsympathetic attitude often obstructed  American regional efforts. In 1953, for 
example, Dulles had proposed that Egypt join an anti-Soviet regional alliance, which included the 
United Kingdom, but Nasser rebuffed, “[The Soviet Union] has never occupied our territory... 
the British have been here for seventy years. How can I go to my people and tell them I am 
disregarding a killer with a pistol sixty miles from me at the Suez Canal to worry about somebody 
who is holding a knife a thousand miles away?”31 The 1956 British invasion confirmed Egyptian 
fears.32 In fact, it severely impaired United States’ efforts to buy Nasser’s friendship, at a time when  
anti-West sentiment was growing across the entire Middle East.33 Even the few Arab states that had 
cautiously agreed in 1955 to join the U.S.-backed Baghdad Pact became increasingly suspicious 
of its Anglo-American leadership.34 The Soviet Union, on the other hand, gained “an enormous 
upsurge of support within the Arab world” following the Suez Crisis.35 Washington could do 
little to muster Arab condemnation of the Soviets when its closest ally had become the locus of 
international opprobrium.

Furthermore, the Suez Crisis unfolded in the weeks closely leading up to the U.S. presidential 
elections, threatening to derail Eisenhower’s re-election campaign, which had heavily emphasized 
his role in upholding international peace.36 Upon learning of  the British invasion, Eisenhower was 
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“aghast and furious […] dismayed that Britain could have acted so deceptively and foolishly.”37 
That the United States’ closest ally would wage an unpopular war against a former colony nine days 
before the election was unacceptable from an electoral standpoint; it was antithetical to Eisenhower’s 
campaign message, not to mention the American public “flatly [rejected] the thought of  using force” 
in Egypt.38 Eisenhower felt compelled to signal his strong disapproval for the British invasion, 
as inaction would surely be criticized by political opponents as complicity in illegitimate, colonial 
violence.

III. Contested Visions for the Post-WII World

Nevertheless, the post-Suez deterioration of  Anglo-American relations must be considered 
in the wider context of  fundamental readjustments to the balance of  power happening between 
the U.K. and the U.S. Bilateral tensions in 1956-1957, while unusually high, were not exclusively 
instigated by the events surrounding the Suez Canal. The Suez Crisis might have exacerbated 
tensions, but it was symptomatic of  deeper problems arising from more profound geopolitical 
transformations. 

Although the British Empire achieved its greatest territorial extent during the interwar 
period, the British also “severely overstrained themselves, running down their reserves, wearing 
out domestic machinery, becoming increasingly dependent on American munitions, shipping, 
foodstuffs, and other supplies’ during the world wars.”39 By the end of World War II, the United 
Kingdom was no longer the unchallenged global superpower.40 India gained independence in 
1947, and the loss of the Raj inspired nationalist upswings across the Afro-Asian world, with a rise 
in demands for self-governance and a corresponding rise in nationalist violence. It is within this 
transitional global context that Eden’s cabinet approached and viewed the Suez Crisis. That said, 
while post-war British leaders certainly recognized the first stirrings of national decline, they did 
not think it was necessarily terminal, and “illusions of Great Power status lingered.”41 The Suez 
Canal was vital to preserving that Great Power status, and to maintaining British control over 
the remaining imperial territories.42 The basis of imperial defense in two hemispheres was “the 
mobility of the [Royal Navy’s] main fleets;” that is, “its capacity to proceed from central waters 
to emergency situations and to arrive in fighting condition.”43 The defense of the naval station at 
Singapore, as well as the British dominions of Malaya and Hong Kong, depended entirely on this 
mobility. The Suez Canal provided by far the shortest, fastest, and cheapest passage to East Asia 
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from home waters.44 The Suez Canal was so important that prior to 1952, the United Kingdom 
maintained, at great expense, an 80,000-strong garrison to defend the Canal Zone.45 

Nasser’s seizure of this ‘jugular vein’ threatened to bifurcate the empire, prompting immediate 
alarm in London.46 Nasser appeared unwilling to negotiate, yet inaction would spell the British 
Empire’s doom. Britain’s Permanent Under-Secretary of State Ivone Kirkpatrick declared, “If faced 
by the alternative of strangulation or war, we should have to choose the latter... the British people 
would rather die fighting than slowly bleed to a state of impotence.”47 Assistant Under-Secretary 
Evelyn Shuckburgh similarly remarked, “If [the invasion] is imperialism, then Nasser might as well 
know that we are imperialists.”48 Eden was particularly furious, and reportedly said “The Egyptian 
has his thumb on our windpipe! I don’t care if it’s legal or not, he’s not going to get away 
with it.”49 Still “scarred by memories of appeasement in the 1930s,” invasion seemed absolutely 
necessary. The United Kingdom had to confront Nasser immediately and forcefully if it did not 
want to be destroyed as a first-class power and “reduced to a status similar to that of Holland.”50 

The Americans firmly disagreed. Eisenhower felt that Britain’s imperial ambitions were 
outdated, and even joked that the British were trapped in the mid-Victorian Era.51 The United 
States’ apparent refusal to sympathize with the United Kingdom’s foremost anxiety, the collapse 
of its empire, came at great injury to the British government. The United States’ aversion to 
empire was communicated through the State Department’s fiercely anti-colonial rhetoric, as well 
as through policy intended to obstruct or resist British efforts to reconsolidate their empire. For 
instance, in return for emergency loans, British officials were forced to make sterling convertible 
with the dollar.52 Effectively, this ended the sterling area’s protectionist currency and trade 
arrangement, a key projection of the United Kingdom’s global economic reach.53 In spite of 
American disapproval, British officials still “reserved the right to defend British interests, even if 
these interests did not coincide with United States definitions.”54 Macmillan would later tell Dulles 
that the Suez Crisis was “the last gasp of a declining power,” adding that “perhaps, in two hundred 
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years,” the Americans would finally understand.55 Relations deteriorated due to the rebalancing of 
power in Anglo-American dealings, which disrupted Britain’s historically pre-eminent position. 
The Suez Crisis accelerated this dynamic, but it was also symptomatic of a broader, continuing 
trend of British post-war decline. The United Kingdom was no longer able to shape international 
affairs without American consent and backing. In the words of Grayling & Landon, Britain had 
increasingly become “conceptually and morally [an American] satellite.”56 In its 1977 obituary of 
Anthony Eden, The Times observed that he was “the last prime minister to believe Britain was a 
great power, and the first to confront a crisis which proved she was not.”57 

IV. The Resilience of  the ‘Special Relationship’

How, then, did Anglo-American relations endure – and even flourish – despite the apparent 
irreconcilable differences in worldview and power that the Suez Crisis had painfully exposed? 
Arguably, tensions in bilateral relations after the Suez Crisis were outweighed by more pressing 
geopolitical exigencies. Although the British Empire was dealt a fatal blow over the Suez Canal, 
and the political goodwill that the United States had meticulously built with Arab states seemed 
compromised, both sides nevertheless found a new set of convergent interests, reinforced by the 
Suez Crisis itself. This was ultimately sufficient to preserve the Transatlantic alliance.

The United Kingdom was weakened by the misadventure at Suez and, consequently, needed 
continued U.S. support. British power in the 20th century relied heavily on the strengths drawn 
from its empire: resources and trade from the colonies, military bases on foreign territories, 
and so on. Compounded by nationalist agitation abroad and mounting economic problems at 
home, the loss of the Suez Canal meant that the British Empire’s future, and, accordingly, the 
United Kingdom’s international position, was no longer secure. With Europe in the early stages 
of forming a supranational organization, the United Kingdom could potentially participate in 
this scheme of pooled sovereignty and retain some outsized ability to influence world events. 
That said, British officials were hesitant to join a coalition of European states; Macmillan believed 
that British interests could only be secured if Britain wielded the same power as France and West 
Germany in this new organization. This was unlikely, if not wholly impossible. France, highly 
suspicious of Britain’s relationship with the United States, was reluctant to “allow America a voice 
in Europe.”58 Moreover, Britain had not participated in earlier trans-European ventures.59 As such, 
the United Kingdom had few options other than to align itself with the United States.

More pressing, the United Kingdom possessed neither a sufficient nor reliable nuclear array 
to deter Soviet aggression. By the early 1950s, military intelligence had reason to believe that the 
Soviet Union could shoot down high altitude, fast-moving jets. If this were the case, the slow, 
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cumbersome V-bombers that formed the backbone of the British nuclear deterrent could not be 
as decisively relied upon as before.60 These fears were confirmed when Gary Powers’ U-2 spy plane 
was famously shot down.61 Though the British tried to upgrade their military technology, and 
even attempted to design a replacement for the V-force, the Blue Streak, the project proved too 
costly and was ultimately cancelled.62 As Soviet threats abounded in the months and years after 
the Suez Crisis, the British government became increasingly reliant on the U.S. nuclear umbrella. 
To that end, in 1957, U.S. Thor missiles were deployed in East Anglia and, under the 1962 Nassau 
Agreement, four Royal Navy Resolution-class submarines at Holy Loch were outfitted with the 
U.S.-made Polaris nuclear missile system.63 These arrangements provided the British government 
very limited authority over the weapons; American officials dictated targeting, with British input 
dependent upon American goodwill.64 In this sense, the Suez Crisis strengthened the Anglo-
American alliance in the long-term despite leaving Britain politically and economically weakened 
in the short term.

The United States had similar incentives to mitigate the diplomatic repercussions over the 
Suez Crisis. For one, the United States needed the support of its principal ally, Britain, to contain 
the expansion of Soviet influence. At the onset of the Suez Crisis, Britain had already relinquished 
military guarantees over Greece and Mandatory Palestine, fuelling American concerns that, 
in the absence of some presiding power, the Soviets could fill the vacuum in these regions. If 
pushed too far, the United States feared that Britain might “cut back NATO and Commonwealth 
commitments,” weakening the policy of containment.65 While American policymakers, including 
Eisenhower, opposed the prolonging of empire, they recognized that disorderly withdrawals 
from the colonies risked creating political instability. The United States was wary that the Soviet 
Union might exploit any political stability or rifts in the Transatlantic alliance to “embark on 
a major aggression,” as the Soviets had in Hungary.66 During the Suez Crisis, Soviet Premier 
Nikolai Bulganin proposed that American and Soviet forces stop the Anglo-French invasion 
together. Eisenhower immediately refused, and regarded it as “an obvious attempt to divert world 
attention from the Hungarian tragedy… an unthinkable suggestion.”67 Even at the height of the 
Suez Crisis, the United States was careful to avoid conflict with Britain beyond what was needed 
to compel the British withdrawal from Suez.68 Once the Suez Crisis ended, the United States 
immediately set about normalizing relations with the United Kingdom. Shipments of replacement 
oil were arranged and dollar credits provided in bulk to stabilize sterling. Eisenhower confided 
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to an aide, “Those British— they’re still my right arm.”69 This is a testament to the strength of the 
relationship.

V. Conclusion

In many senses, the British and French invasion of  the Suez was “an unmitigated failure… 
a gamble [that] had not paid off.”70 Without strategic gains, the United Kingdom endangered its 
economic and diplomatic position. Nasser remained in power, arguably more firmly so than before. 
The Suez Canal itself, despite briefly coming under Anglo-French control, was eventually returned to 
Egyptian jurisdiction under the writ of  the United Nations. Beset with failing health and politically 
discredited, Eden resigned from his post in January 1957, his wartime achievements as Churchill’s 
deputy overshadowed by the ill-fated invasion. The United States’ refusal to provide assistance 
imposed great costs, at times pushing Britain towards financial collapse. Ultimately, the Suez Crisis 
accelerated the decline of  British world power; British foreign policy and the pursuit of  imperial 
interests were no longer feasible in the post-war, post-empire reality. 

Even so, while the “special relationship” suffered in the short-term, the remarkable speed 
at which it recovered and adapted to meet a new set of convergent interests provides a critical 
point of study. In particular, given more pressing considerations related to the Cold War, 
nuclear security, and long-term economic viability, both the United States and United Kingdom 
subordinated the issue in favor of closer ties. in the years after 1956 and 1957.71 Altogether, the 
special relationship was redefined but nevertheless continued to retain its special quality. 
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