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Foreword
US Foreign Policy Response to a World in Flux
There has been a recent sense that global politics are in an increasing state of flux. Growing concerns
over the rise of the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria and international tensions over the territorial
integrity of Ukraine have compounded with ongoing dilemmas over territorial disputes in the South
China Sea, Iran’s nuclear program, and international extremism. Moreover, the whistleblower
phenomenon, epitomized by the website Wikileaks, has demonstrated gaps in information security,
while the growing problem of foreign fighters has evidenced how global events are increasingly
intertwined with domestic concerns. The tools engaged to manage security are changing, as are
partnerships and allies. The concept of security has also widened and deepened over recent decades,
expanding from security between states, to areas such as human and environmental security. At the
forefront of these challenges, the United States has arguably remained the predominant power in the
international system, but how has this position changed and what role will it play in the future?
In this Special Issue of Strife Journal a group of young scholars from a number of prestigious research
institutions offers fresh and inventive approaches and equally provocative insights into these topical
questions. This Special Issue covers a large and diverse number of topics. Special attention is paid to
the analysis of the dynamics of US bilateral relations with new and traditional powers. This includes a
study of US-China relations. In particular, a theoretical and practical study of the US ‘distrust’ of
China’s military modernization. Another essay focuses on the ‘special relationship’ between the United
States and Israel. This longstanding relationship is addressed through the distinct prism of Israel’s
successive withdrawals from the Occupied Territories. A third essay analyzes the US security
partnership with Turkey. The author provides a detailed picture of the ‘fruitful’ frictions that arose in
the US military, defense, and intelligence relations with Turkey during the decade of the Erdogan
cabinet. Moreover, this Special Issue features analyses of adaptive tools in foreign policy. A first essay
engages in a study of US military assistance as a time-honored component of US foreign policy toward
Iraq. Special attention is paid to US military assistance since the Islamic State’s seizure of the Iraqi town
of Mosul in 2014. A second essay addresses Professional Military Education as a soft power asset in US
foreign policy. It considers international training and education programs as important tools used by
the United States to create an intricate web of influence on international, regional, and local levels
across a range of key organizations and individual actors. Finally, this Special Issue covers specific
policies within the broader remit of US foreign policy. One of these policies is the US policy of
counter-terrorism. In particular, a comparative study of counterterrorism policies during the Barack
Obama and the George W. Bush years. The other essay is a study of the US policy of “pivoting” to
Asia. Here, the author uses Marxist theories of imperialism and systemic rivalries between capitalist
states to explain the US response to China’s rise as a regional competitor.
Given the impressive breadth and diversity of coverage, there is little doubt that this collection of
essays will be of real interest to a wide range of readers inside and outside of academia.
Eugenio Lilli
Joana Cook
Editors, Special Issue, Strife Journal
http://strifejournal.org/
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Contingency as the ‘Missing Link’: A New Approach to
Understanding ‘Change’ in U.S. Foreign and Security
Strategy in the 21st Century
Oliver B. Steward
Introduction

repair its international credibility. The shift in
Obama’s foreign policy has been seen broadly
in the realignment of grand strategy and, in
particular, security commitments.2 This is seen
in the troop withdrawal from Iraq and in a
pivot towards Asia in response to China’s
emergence as a regional hegemon, while
policies in other areas, like counter–terrorism,
foreign policy and the expanding of the War on
Terror are pursued with a different set of
means, through the increased use of drone
strikes.3

There have been significant changes in security
strategy during both the Bush and Obama
presidencies.1 This can be seen in the military
operations in Afghanistan in 2001, in the
invasion of Iraq in 2003, in the troop surges in
Iraq in 2007, as well as in the troop surges in
Afghanistan in 2008, in the expansion of drone
operations under Obama, and in the
subsequent withdrawal of U.S. forces from Iraq
in 2010 and Afghanistan in 2014. More recently,
from 2014 onwards, we have seen responses to
potential contingencies in the redeployment of
U.S. forces under the Coalition umbrella in the
fight against ISIS. These changes have generally
signalled a more offensive posture on the part
of U.S. military deployments in specific areas
during particular times. As International
Relations theory is devoid of any explicit
definition of ‘contingency’, my working
definition of contingency is a possible event
constructed or potentially occurring in the
future.

Through historiographical research, it can be
demonstrated that U.S. foreign policy does
exhibit changes in its behaviour, particularly
when it comes to its response to potential
geopolitical threats. Typically, ‘contingency’ as a
factor in the changing nature of U.S. foreign
policy has been seen historically through this
century and before. The terrorist attacks of
9/11 put contingency within the new
geopolitical context of the Global War on
Terror.4 The National Security Strategy (2002) and
the subsequent policies of ‘pre-emption’, and
‘pre-emptive self-defence’ are based on the
combating of potential threats to U.S. national
security. More recently the National Security

With the advent of the Obama administration,
a different set of foreign policy and security
goals was espoused, one which recognised the
limits of U.S. power as well as the need to

2

Adam Quinn, ‘Obama’s National Security Strategy:
Predicting US Policy in the Context of Changing
Worldviews’, Research paper (Chatham House: Royal
Institute for International Affairs, 2015), pp. 15-17,
accessible online at
https://www.chathamhouse.org/publication/obamasnational-security-strategy-predicting-us-policy-contextchanging-worldviews (last accessed 30 October 2015).
3 Trevor McCrisken ‘Ten Years On: Obama’s War on
Terrorism in Rhetoric and Practice’, in International
Affairs, Vol. 87, No. 4 (2011), p. 793; Quinn, ‘Obama’s
National Security Strategy’, pp. 15-17.
4 Paul Rogers, Global Security and the War on Terror: Elite
Power and the Illusion of Control (London: Routledge, 2008).

1

My working definition of security strategy is the stated
plans of military action which the United States pursues
in order to achieve long term security aim and goals. The
particular focus of this inquiry is related to how strategic
aims are constructed to facilitate specific security goals
present within but not limited to the publication of
National Security Strategy policy documents from the
White House. This differs from securitization in that it
does not solely focus on how threats become alleviated
and subsequently ‘securitized’ through ‘speech acts’, but
instead focuses on how counter-terrorist security policies
evolve through time based upon the interaction of
rhetoric and practice.

1
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Strategy (2010) has furthered the commitment to
combat transnational terrorism within defined
limits. However this commitment is not as well
defined, although the Obama presidency
developed a security strategy to take into
account possible contingencies, most notably
the threat from ISIS in Iraq and Syria.
Empirically, the U.S. commitment to a ‘troop
surge’ in Iraq in 20075 and its subsequent
‘troop surge’ in Afghanistan was based on the
contingencies of
an ever increasing
deteriorating situation in these respective
countries, and the possibility of damage for
American credibility.6

and how ‘contingency’ works; this will
hopefully bring a greater empirical validity to
the claim that President Obama’s foreign policy
in relation to counter-terrorism has been one
of change.
The historiography so far has shown us that the
debate has yet to be resolved. On the eve of
the Obama administration, Lynch & Singh put
forward an argument that Obama’s foreign
policy will be more characteristic of change
than one of continuity, based upon the legacy
of George Bush’s policies both at home and
abroad.9 This publication provides the genesis
of the ‘continuity thesis’ which forms part of
the historiography in discussions of Obama’s
foreign policy. Lynch and Singh predicted that
‘Bush’s imprint upon American grand strategy,
his joining a global war on Islamic Terror and
the establishment of policies at home and
abroad... will remain substantially intact under
his successors’.10 Furthermore, they go on to
claim ‘American administrations differ very
little when it comes to foreign policy, especially
national security: [and that] they tend to
observe behavioural patterns of their
predecessors’.11 There are, however, two main
difficulties with this thesis. Firstly it takes into
consideration neither the unique and
qualitatively different circumstances in which
U.S. foreign policy operates, nor the differing
world view that President Obama extols, nor,
for that matter, the impact of contingency
upon strategy. As we shall see below, this
seminal work has sparked two competing
schools of thought in regard to the
historiography of Obama’s presidency, one
based upon continuity and the other on change.

In terms of understanding international
relations there is a wider debate as to whether
current theoretical approaches adequately
address the issue of change within the context
of social processes and interactions. The
mechanistic and materialistic theories associated
with the dominant ‘realist model’ of IR is
reductionist and negates the wider social factors
which may be in operation. Neither the
hegemonic stability theory7 nor neo-realism8
offer a complete explanation of why change is
taking place as both are based on a crudely
determinist ontology. An ontology open to
wider factors involved in change is necessary to
provide a more holistic explanation as to why
‘change’ has indeed taken place. It is this which
sets the scene for a social-constructivist
approach to U.S. behaviour. In my argument,
one of the main factors that facilitate change in
U.S. security strategy is that of contingency.
Review of current literature
The purpose of my research is to resolve the
ongoing debate between change and continuity,

Nicholas Bouchet observes that a consistent
theme in U.S. foreign policy is ‘democracy
promotion’ and argues this has an ‘enduring
influence’ which has been brought to the
forefront in America’s relationship with the
world.12 In particular, the author argues that

5

Stephen Benedict Dyson, ‘George W. Bush, the Surge,
and Presidential leadership’, Political Science Quarterly, Vol.
125, No. 4 (2010), p. 557; George W. Bush, Decision Points
(New York: Crown Publishing, 2010), p. 370.
6 McCrisken, ‘Ten Years On’, p. 797.
7 Robert Gilpin, War and Change in World Politics
(Cambridge, New York: Cambridge University Press,
1981).
8 Kenneth N. Waltz. Theory of International Politics (New
York: Longman Higher Education, 1979; John J.
Mearsheimer. The Tragedy of Great Power Politics (New
York: W.W. Norton & Co, 2001).

9

Timothy J. Lynch & Robert S. Singh, After Bush: The
Case for Continuity in American Foreign Policy (Cambridge &
New York: Cambridge University Press, 2008).
10 Ibid., pp. 5-6.
11 Ibid., p. 43.
12 Nicholas Bouchet, ‘The Democracy Tradition in U.S.
Foreign Policy and the Obama Presidency, International
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‘Obama’s first term confirms that, for all the
difficulties and contradictions it produces, U.S.
presidents persistently fall back on democracy
as a theme and goal of their foreign policy’.13
The author goes on to examine exceptionalism
and liberalism, as well as the strategic level in
U.S.’s own conception of its unipolar position.
This denotes a particularly important theme of
the interaction of ideas with the power position
of the United States, and how democracy
promotion can be seen as emblematic of longer
term historical precedents. While this may be
the case when taking democracy promotion in
isolation, it negates broader factors, including
personnel, and decision making in reality, as
well as individual leaders’ world view.

greater validity to the claims put forward and
present a more complex picture of the relative
factors underpinning Obama’s foreign policy.
Therefore, any future analysis must also take
into account how contingency impacts upon
the changing nature of U.S. foreign policy.
James Lindsay articulates two apparently
competing visions. On the one hand, he saw
Bush as ‘optimistic about the capacity of
American power to reshape the world, the
United States went on the offensive’.16 On the
other hand, Lindsay also recognised the
limitations of American actions were
exacerbated by the protracted nature of the
conflicts in Iraq and the difficulties the U.S.
encountered. By the end of the Bush
administration, the ‘existentialist limits to
American power’ were clear.17 However Lindsay
is also clearly pointing out that there are
ideational differences between the Bush and
Obama Presidencies, as well as between the
ways in which these differences interplay with
power relations. What remains unexplored is,
more importantly, that contingency may have
highlighted the perceptions of difficulties U.S.
encountered.

Another author of the continuity debate, David
Skidmore, argues that although Obama’s
rhetorical strategy is indicative of a shift in U.S.
foreign policy, in reality it has been subject to
much political restraint.14 By presenting
empirical evidence Skidmore argues that U.S.
foreign policy in practice has been characteristic
of more continuity due in part to structural
constraints. Therefore
when
structural
constraints exist,
‘the
domestic
and
international challenges of engineering a
multilateralist turn in U.S. foreign policy are
formidable... unilateralism emerges as a
common policy outcome, even when Presidents
may prefer otherwise’.15 Although this thesis
has empirical limitations in terms of a
presupposition that structural factors override
agency, it does provide the basis for further
research. This will bring greater validity to the
discussion of whether U.S. foreign policy is
characterised by change or continuity between
the George W. Bush and Barack Obama
administrations. Both authors delineate various
factors that bring about change, which needs
further exploration including ideational,
structural and strategic. Any debate concerning
U.S. foreign policy has to incorporate both
structural and agential factors, and match
rhetoric to practice. This will bring about

For James Mann, Barack Obama has departed
from the legacies and set precedents of George
W. Bush. Mann’s thesis is that Obama’s foreign
policy is characteristic of a pragmatic, realist
approach.18 In focusing on personalities and the
composition of elite decision-makers Mann
examines the intellectual impulses which make
up foreign policy decision-making. However,
Mann argues that Obama has fallen short of
redefining American power. While the overall
thrust of his thesis is one of change in U.S.
foreign policy, Mann does provide a more
nuanced perspective and highlights key features
where there are noticeable continuities as well
as differences in foreign policy approaches and
world views. Further revealing are the changes
in Obama’s own foreign policy persuasion, in
16

James M. Lindsay, ‘George W. Bush, Barack Obama
and the Future of U.S. Global Leadership’, International
Affairs, Vol. 87, No. 4 (2011), p. 765.
17 Ibid., p. 770.
18 James Mann, The Obamians: The Struggle Inside the White
House to Redefine American Power (New York, Toronto:
Penguin Books, 2012).

Affairs, Vol. 89, No. 1 (2013), p. 31.
13 Ibid.
14 David Skidmore, ‘The Obama Presidency and US
Foreign Policy: Where’s the Multilateralism?’, in
International Studies Perspectives, Vol. 13 (2012), p. 61.
15 Ibid.
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the form of policies pursued in relation to
military strategy. Though not explicitly stating
so, Mann does make an inference that there is a
change in military strategy, based in part on
contingencies. This would explain Obama’s
decision to initiate a troop surge in 2009. As
Mann points out:

According to Singh, characteristic of Obama’s
foreign policy approach is an inherent tension
in the commitment towards American
leadership on the one hand, and the changing
nature of the international order post-2008 on
the other hand. The perceived nature of the
changing international order signifies the
importance of social facts and how the
international environment is perceived by key
decision makers. Arguably, this tension in itself
has stimulated change, resulting in attempts by
the Obama administration to follow a more
considered forceful policy outlook. Singh
argues that the main predicament for Obama is
how to adapt to this transitional international
order ‘which is defined and directed from many
places and [by] many people’.22

‘The president also changed his military
strategy in a fundamental way so that the
Obama in 2011 was not the same as the
Obama of 2009. As the start of his
administration, Obama bought heavily
into the strategy of counter-insurgency
that had seemed to work for Petraeus in
Iraq [and] Obama shifted in Afghanistan
towards counter-insurgency.’19
This had led to Robert Singh revising his
argument to support the ‘change thesis’.20 What
is interesting is the apparent evolution in
Singh’s argument following his co-authoring
with Lynch a book titled After Bush. Arguing
that U.S. foreign policy has been ‘leading from
behind’ as he terms it, which was characterised
by foreign policy retrenchment, restraint and
the implicit assumption that Obama perceives
the world in a ‘post-American era’, Singh
identifies a relationship between the changing
political nature of the foreign policy decision
making and U.S. foreign policy. This complexity
in itself is illuminating as various authors have
failed to isolate this changing political culture as
a product of change in foreign policy terms.
Furthermore, implicit in Singh’s thesis is the
interaction between the changing nature of the
international system and Obama’s foreign
policy. The crux of Singh’s argument is that
Obama’s foreign policy can be ‘best understood
adhering strongly to a ‘post-American’
conception of a world order – one in which
American primacy is steadily but inexorably
ebbing’.21 The perception of a post-American
world is in part based upon the contingency of
other rising powers, and its subsequent impact
upon American primacy, although this is not
addressed by the author.

Singh points to an interesting development in
which U.S. foreign policy is more circumscribed
and constrained not just by the new realities of
the geopolitical environment, but also by the
decision-makers’ own perceived world view, and
by the ways they construct the international
environment around them. What are the
relative social factors that contribute to the
changing international environment, and how
does this imprint itself upon security strategy?
These are questions which remain in Singh’s
thesis.23 What is useful, however, is the
delineation between the changing nature of the
international environment and Obama’s own
world view, which forms the basis of foreign
policy based upon ‘leading from behind’.
On an empirical level, the National Security
Strategy (2010) under the Obama administration
can be seen as symptomatic of an effort to
articulate a change and a shift away from the
foreign policy of George W. Bush.24 Although
one may come to the conclusion when looking
at the key themes of the National Security Strategy
22

Ibid., pp. 4-5.
In this discussion the relative social factors are the
discursive aspects formulating the changes in U.S. foreign
policy. As President Obama has come into the equation
with a differing set of geopolitical beliefs and ideas this
has had a formative impact on the power projection of
America. A deconstruction of the relative aspects of
these ideas is fruitful for any future inquiry.
24 U.S. Government, National Security Strategy (The White
House, May 2010).
23

19

Ibid., pp. 337-338.
Robert Singh, Barack Obama’s Post-American foreign policy:
The Limits of Engagement (London & New York:
Bloomsbury Academic, 2012).
21 Ibid., p. 4.
20
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(2010) that not much has changed in the
Obama administration’s strategic outlook, this
does not represent the broader picture. As
Quinn points out:

In summary, Quinn’s working paper serves to
reinforce the importance of matching rhetoric
with practice and deconstructing the relative
ideational elements and practices of the Obama
administration in relation to national security
strategy. While Quinn deconstructs the National
Security Strategy (2010) through that of foreign
policy in practice, the author is in danger of
missing a vital link in the construction and
evolution of U.S. security strategy during this
administration, that of wider discursive
practices of elite decision-makers and
successful norm-entrepreneurs, as well as the
question of how the missing link of
contingency impacts on the evolving security
trajectory. This demonstrates why it is vital not
to focus only on security documents like as
National Security Strategy, however important
these may be, but to also include the wider
practices as revealed in speeches, interviews and
wider statements.

‘On the basis of these reaffirmations of
prior commitments in isolation one might
suppose that not much has changed
between administrations. This would be to
neglect a marked shift in emphasis and
tone, however. And since … emphasis
and tone are coin of the realm in crafting
of the NSS, such shifts should not be
ignored.’25
Quinn’s useful deconstruction and analysis of
Obama’s security strategy can be observed by
comparing the content of the National Security
Strategy (2010) with the realities of the Obama
administration’s counter-terrorist strategy. In
terms
of
military
intervention,
the
administration has expressed reluctance
through its National Security Strategy (2010) to
become engaged in major military operations
across the globe. As Quinn points out, prior to
2014 this was evidently the case; the U.S.
became involved in only one military operation,
in Libya, and this was done reluctantly and only
at the behest of the wider UN-sanctioned
international community. This is, in some ways,
an example of what Singh describes as ‘leading
from behind’. However, since 2014 Quinn has
argued that the Obama administration has
reconsidered its stance on military intervention
and has launched major military operations
against ISIS, though it has ruled major ground
operations.26 Furthermore in terms of counterterrorism practices, Barack Obama has
massively expanded ‘the scale of U.S.
unmanned aerial vehicle (‘drone’) strikes against
terrorist targets in Afghanistan, Pakistan,
Yemen and Somalia’, while scoring a success
with the assassination of Osama Bin Laden in
Pakistan.27 The military operations against ISIS
are indicative of contingency and the social
construction of possible eventualities of ISIS’s
rise, which any future research should take into
account.

As mentioned above, the seminal article by
Lynch and Singh has provided the basis for the
emerging of two schools of thought, one based
on the idea of continuity and the other on that
of change. The examination of Obama’s
National Security Strategy (2010) by Quinn has
been an attempt to marry particular discursive
practices and foreign policy precedents found
in official documentation to that of the
practices of counter-terrorism. However one
noticeable gap in research is that contingency
has yet to be taken into account. When looking
at the troop surges in Iraq and Afghanistan, as
well as at the subsequent military action against
ISIS, we see a lack of either empirical or
theoretical insights as to how ‘contingent’
factors affected those decisions. With this new
framework in mind, it will now be possible to
identify the relevant and as yet unexplored
‘contingencies’.
Although this debate has yet to be resolved,
several basic features can be discerned. One is
that there is an apparent disjuncture between
rhetoric and foreign policy in practice; and
secondly, that President Obama’s world view is
characteristically different from that of
President Bush. Singh’s reinterpretation of the
continuity thesis towards that of change is
revealing as the nature and subject of the
debate has changed. I intend to bring about

25

Quinn, ‘Obama’s National Security Strategy’, p. 15.
Ibid., p. 17.
27 Ibid., p. 18.
26
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greater validity of empirical findings to the
change thesis by connecting rhetoric to
composition of personnel, as well as to foreign
policy in practice in relation to counterterrorism.

realists and liberal scholars to provide a
theoretical account to augment understanding
of the course of the Global War on Terror.
Miller provides a neo-realist account for change
in U.S. strategy in relation to its security strategy
based on systemic factors. He explains the
change in U.S. behaviour following the events
of 9/11 through the prism of what he terms
‘offensive liberalism’, which culminated in the
war in Iraq, which he includes as part of a
blueprint for understanding change in foreign
policy behaviour as emblematic of ‘defensive
and offensive realism, and defensive and
offensive liberalism’.28 In expanding the
category of offensive strategies to include the
term ‘offensive liberalism’, Miller attempts to
explain the changes in U.S. foreign policy based
upon its predominant position and the external
threats to America following the events of
9/11 which created the impetus for behavioural
change based on ‘ideological grand strategies’29.
This theoretical model has the added benefit of
combining ‘systemic-material and domestic
ideational factors in an integrated framework’
to explain shifts in foreign policy behaviour30.
The dependent variables in this case consist of
ideational factors, whereas the selection of
these factors is based in turn on systemic
factors (the structure and nature of threats in
the international system).

Limitations in the historiography
The limitations in the historiography are the
problematic arguments presented. A conceptual
remedy to understand the role of ‘contingency’
in foreign policy-making will be to provide a
synthesis looking at rhetoric, personnel, and
foreign policy in practice. There is a lack of a
systematic account fully exploring the themes
of change and continuity, and the debate has
yet to be resolved. Although authors have
highlighted key themes in different areas, these
have not been brought together. This provides
a gap for foreign policy analysis to exploit. As
we shall see, there is a need for an allencompassing approach bringing together all
the major themes if we are to answer the
central question, namely how much Obama’s
foreign policy in relation to counter-insurgency
has deviated from that of the preceding
administration? This methodological holism
will bring greater validity to the findings, and
allow for the incorporation of contingency.
Limitations in theory

Although Miller provides a novel way to
systematise different ideational and systemic
variables, it too is not without limitations.
Firstly, Miller assumes that structural conditions
are the overriding factors in the selection of his
self-described approaches to security, and this
limits the role of agential factors as prime
movers. It thus assumes structural conditions
are much more important, thus risking to
downplaying in his thesis the significance of the
interaction between structural and agential
factors in explaining nation-state foreign policy
behaviour. In reality, politics are based upon the
interaction between structure and agency, and
in particular upon how key agents construct
their realities. Barack Obama’s own political

This section of the literature review examines
how theory relates to U.S. foreign policy
looking specifically at the theories of realism
and liberalism, and addressing how these
theories do or do not explain change and
continuity. I believe that these theories do not
allow for the analysis of social factors, nor do
they explain why particular strategies are chosen
within particular temporal periods. What I am
arguing is that conventional theories are
inadequate in explaining change and the
invocation of ideas in discourse. It is important
to relate ideas to the material practices of
foreign policy interventionism. Bringing in
ideational factors as a key component of U.S.
foreign policy provides the basis for a
constructivist account of changes in U.S.
foreign policy between the Bush and Obama
Administrations.

28

Benny Miller. ‘Explaining Changes in U.S. Grand
Strategy: 9/11, the Rise of Offensive Liberalism and the
War in Iraq’, Security Studies, Vol. 19 (2010), p. 26.
29 Ibid., pp. 26 – 27.
30 Ibid., p. 27.

There have been some novel attempts by neo6
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pedigree is also important in shaping both
geopolitical strategy and the broad thrust of
U.S. foreign policy. Taking Miller’s framework
forward delimits these factors. Any comparison
between George W. Bush and Barack Obama
has to take this co-dependency into account.

Case for a modified social constructivist approach to
foreign policy analysis
Any mapping or exploration of key changes
and continuities present within U.S. post-9/11
security strategy should, in my view, do the
following: firstly, it should demonstrate how
these continuities and changes are present
within the relative discursive practices of both
administrations; secondly, it should also
empirically account for these trends in practice.
This brings us to the emerging approach of
constructivist account of U.S. foreign policy,
and how the key themes delineating in this
growing body of research give us theoretical
insights into the debate about whether Obama’s
foreign policy has been subject to change or
continuity.

Jonathan Monten also attempts to marry
elements of both realism and liberalism, by
investigating the ideational and material basis
for the Bush Doctrine. The focus of Monten’s
thesis on U.S. democracy promotion, for
example, is that power and ideas are not
mutually exclusive, but that they instead interact
with one another to produce a set of foreign
policy outcomes31. In Monten’s view, one of the
main corollaries of the Bush Doctrine is the
promotion of democracy to further U.S.
interests, underpinned by U.S. foreign policy
ideology. The basic premise here is that the
Bush Doctrine consisted of active measures to
spread supposedly universal values under the
auspices of ‘democracy promotion’, within the
context of its hegemonic position based on its
military pre-eminence. To quote Monten:

In relating constructivism and its focus with
identity and norm creation with security is the
concept of ‘securitization’. One school of
thought that has emerged, the Copenhagen
School of
Securitization provides a
rudimentary framework for understanding
security issues. This is an application of
constructivism which treats security not as a
condition of power distribution in terms of an
objective reality (as realism proposes), but
instead as an outcome of specific social
processes in which threats become represented
and recognized through agency35. The school
provides an approach to understanding how
particular actors viewed and constructed
security and threats using the concept of
‘securitization’. The sectors are defined in terms
of arenas which exhibit a particular security
interaction36. These interactions encourage and
develop differing definitions of the ‘referent
object’. It is important to note that the
flexibility of the Copenhagen School’s
approach is its varying definitions of what
constitutes a referent object: there is no fixed
objective meaning as this is every time based
upon concrete social interactions. Although the
securitization approach does not explicitly take
into account contingency, it has the flexibility in
order to do so.

‘Both powers and ideas interact to
produce outcomes... [which] demonstrate
the utility of this approach in producing a
more theoretically sound and empirically
comprehensive under-standing of this
vital dimension of U.S. foreign and
security policy’32
Although Monten has unified both ideational
and material factors,33 he has failed to take into
account change, while Miller34 has based an
understanding of change in a crude systemic
tradition of Neo-Realism but fails to take into
account social factors. Furthermore totally
absent from Monten’s thesis is an ability to take
into account the precursors for change, as well
as the ways in which the agent may attempt to
change the social structure.

31

Jonathan Monten, ‘The Roots of the Bush Doctrine:
Power, Nationalism, and Democracy Promotion in U.S.
Strategy’ in International Security, Vol. 29, No. 4 (Spring,
2005), p. 116.
32 Ibid., p. 156.
33 Ibid.
34 Miller, ‘Explaining Changes in U.S. Grand Strategy’.

35

Barry Buzan, Ole Waever & Jaap de Wilde, Security: A
New Framework for Analysis (Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner
Publishers, 1998).
36 Ibid., pp. 7-8.
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The use of the ‘securitization’ concept forms
the central apex of the Copenhagen School’s
approach to security. The articulation of the
threat is found within a ‘speech act’ which is
based upon particular discursive forms of
representation. However this concept in itself
has evolved with the Copenhagen School.
Buzan and his co-authors brought into this
equation the concept of performativity, as
‘speech act’ was defined as a specific form of
securitization move, in which the issue is only
ever successfully securitized only ‘when the
audience accepts it as such’.37 Underpinning
this successful securitization move is the notion
of ‘facilitating conditions’.38 The understanding
of ‘facilitating conditions’ brings about a
greater coherence to the securitization
framework and allows for further analysis of
the contextual factors that underpin successful
securitization.
Although
implicitly
the
securitization framework is applicable to states,
this does not mean it is not limited to these,
and as such can be used to enable a greater
understanding of wider security issues which
include non-state actors, including but not
limited to concepts relating to transnational
terrorism. There is potential scope for linking
this to the impact of contingency.

interventions. To put it simply, a constructivist
analysis of U.S. foreign policy during this
period must look at both rhetoric and foreign
policy in practice using a case study approach to
bring greater empirical validity mapping
‘contingency’.
__________________________

There are, however, limitations here as well.
Firstly, securitization itself needs to be
broadened to include the practices of security
itself, as well as that of contingency.
Securitization in this sense, would include not
just the articulation and elevation of such
threats, but also what is evident in foreign
policy practices. Secondly, securitizations evolve
through time. Thirdly, the process of successful
securitization should not be limited to speech
acts, and should include wider discursive
practices of key elite decision-makers. Although
Buzan does broaden speech acts to include
securitization moves, this is still insufficient. In
order to achieve a fuller contextual analysis of
the evolution of security strategy between the
Bush and Obama administrations it is necessary
to unite rhetorical strategy with that of the
composition of elite decision-making with
foreign policy in practice evident in the security
practices found in the subsequent military
37
38

Ibid., p. 25.
Ibid., pp. 32-33.
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The U.S. Supply of Military Assistance to Iraq, post Mosul:
Pursuing Interests at the Cost of Influence
Emma Scott
containing the Soviet Union.6 President Jimmy
Carter introduced human rights considerations
into foreign aid decisions, although military
inducements (i.e. the needs of potential aid
recipients combined with the extent to which
countries could be a military asset) remained
the primary determinant.7

Military assistance is a foreign policy tool that
has been employed by rulers, warriors, and
politicians since ancient times. Gaius Octavius
(Augustus) is said to have pursued a strategy of
economy of force by seeking assistance from
clients in exchange for subsidies to defend the
Roman Empire.1 The Byzantine, Ottoman, and
European empires maintained donor-recipient
relationships in their conduct of imperial
politics.2 Britain for example successfully
leveraged military assistance to European
powers as they fought Napoleon’s army in the
Peninsular Wars (1808-1814).3 Pre-World War I,
Germany supplied military assistance in the
form of weapons and training to Brazil. Within
this South American context, the U.S., by
seeking to displace European powers and their
supplies from the continent, began dispatching
assistance overseas in the form of military and
naval missions.4

Iraq at the beginning of the 1950’s, was neither
aligned to, nor supplied militarily by the U.S.,
but Great Britain. At this time, the U.S. was
only beginning to expand its influence in Iraq.
However, like the Shah in Tehran, the proWestern Iraqi monarchy feared Communist
expansionism in the Middle East.8 Thus, in
exchange for agreement to participate in a
regional anti-Soviet alliance, the Iraqi
government under Nuri Al-Said obtained a U.S.
military assistance package inclusive of
financing to procure weapons, training, and
military advice.9

U.S. Presidential Doctrines and Military Assistance
Since the Nixon administration’s Twin Pillar
policy towards Iran and Saudi Arabia, the U.S.
had identified the Shah as the primary guardian
of U.S. interests in the Persian Gulf, but Iran’s
Islamic Revolution and the U.S. hostage crisis
of 1979 changed that. Where the Carter
Doctrine had proclaimed that any external
aggression against the Gulf was to be regarded
as an assault on U.S. interests, the Reagan

The basic premise of the Lend-Lease Act of
1941, the first formal military assistance
programme of the U.S., was that arms and
military advisors would be made available to
those Latin American countries that provided
access to military bases and strategic assets.5 In
the wake of World War II amidst the changing
tides of history for European powers, the U.S.
adopted the Truman doctrine, which provided
for the extension of military assistance,
including money, troops, and equipment to
both Greece and Turkey, with a view to

6

U.S. Department of State, Office of the Historian,
‘Milestones: 1945–1952: The Truman Doctrine, 1947’,
https://history.state.gov/milestones/1945-1952/trumandoctrine (last accessed 07 February 2015).
7 J.H. Lebovic, ‘National Interests and US Foreign Aid:
The Carter and Reagan Years’, Journal of Peace Research,
Vol. 25, No.2 (1988), p. 128.
8 T. Parsi, Treacherous Alliance: The Secret Dealings of Israel,
Iran, and the U.S. (New Haven & London: Yale University
Press, 2007), p. 21; D.C. Williamson, ‘Exploiting
Opportunities: Iraq Secures Military Aid from the West,
1953-56’, International Journal of Middle East Studies, Vol.
36 (2004), p. 90.
9 Mott, United States Military Assistance, pp. 166-7;
Williamson, ‘Exploiting Opportunities’, pp. 95-7.

1

W.H. Mott, Military Assistance: An Operational Perspective
(Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1999), p. 64.
2 W.H. Mott, United States Military Assistance: An Empirical
Perspective (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 2002), p. 1.
3 Mott, Military Assistance, p. 64.
4 Mott, United States Military Assistance, p. 90.
5 Ibid.
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doctrine included threats to internal stability
and the territorial integrity of Gulf countries.10
While military inducements continued to play a
substantial role in determining military
assistance’ allocations under Reagan, alignment
more so than in the Carter years was a
determining factor.11 Thus, after President
Carter’s initial declaration of neutrality, when
Reagan came to power within months of the
Iran-Iraq war breaking out and with the U.S.Iranian alignment ended, the Reagan
administration chose to support the Iraqi
dictator Saddam Hussein by means of bank
guarantees, military support, and arms.12

after the loss of Mosul tells us about the
emerging landscape and what determines
military assistance. Today, Iraq receives military
assistance under a multitude of programmes, all
consisting of the transfer of defence articles
and services via sale, lease, or grants and levied
to further national security and foreign policy
objectives. The next part of this paper
maintains that U.S. military assistance even after
the loss of Mosul forms part of the long term
strategy to secure U.S. interests, although the
long-term success of such a strategy seems
doubtful in view of the pro-Iranian tendencies
that have taken hold in Baghdad. The second
part of the paper maintains that U.S. foreign
military sales (FMS) to Iraq decorated in human
rights concerns are driven by the U.S. global
war on terror, but that these aims do not align
with those of the Iraqi Federal Government
(IFG), which leads the latter to diversity
suppliers.

Fearing an attack on its Gulf allies, the U.S.
objective was to contain the new Islamist
regime in Tehran and prevent the emergence of
a Shiite led government in Baghdad in order to
maintain the balance of power in the Gulf.13
Thus, when the 2003 U.S. invasion of Iraq
brought a Shiite led government to power in
Baghdad, an objective which Iran had failed to
achieve over the previous twenty years, Iran
expanded its influence in Iraq strategically
inconveniencing the U.S. The Maliki years
(2006-2014) were viewed as politics from the
right arm of Tehran.14 The extent of Iranian
influence in the corridors of power in Baghdad
and on the ground at least in those areas still
under Baghdad’s control became increasingly
evident after the capture of Mosul, Iraq’s
second largest city, by Islamic State (IS) forces
on 10 June 2014.

Strategic Assistance in the Form of U.S. Basing
Attempts: Unwanted and Likely Short-Term
“The primary document governing political,
economic, and security relations between the
U.S. and Iraq” is the Strategic Framework
Agreement (SFA) signed in 2008.15 One of the
principal provisos is that the U.S. will not use
Iraqi land, sea, or air as a launching or transit
point for attacks against third countries, nor
seek permanent bases nor a permanent military
presence in Iraq.16 Despite fears that the U.S.
sought to carve out a base in Iraq to complete a
military encirclement of Iran, this proviso
limits Iraq’s strategic value to any U.S.
administration.17

Henceforth, the objective of this paper is to
determine what U.S. military assistance to Iraq
10

W. Safire, ‘Essay: The Reagan Corollary’, New York
Times, 4 October 1981,
http://www.nytimes.com/1981/10/04/opinion/essaythe-reagan-corollary.html (last accessed 19 February
2015).
11 J.H. Lebovic, pp. 123-4.
12 P. Razoux, La guerre Iran-Irak : Première guerre du Golfe,
1980-1988 (Paris: Perrin, 2013), pp. 95 & 293.
13 Ibid, pp. 95 & 293.
14 A. Khadery, ‘Why we Stuck with Maliki – and lost
Iraq’, The Washington Post, 3 July 2014,
http://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/why-westuck-with-maliki--and-lost-iraq/2014/07/03/0dd6a8a4f7ec-11e3-a606-946fd632f9f1_story.html (last accessed
22 March 2015); S. Henderson, ‘The Battle for Iraq is a
Saudi War on Iran’, in Foreign Policy, 12 June 2014,
http://foreignpolicy.com/2014/06/12/the-battle-foriraq-is-a-saudi-war-on-iran (last accessed 22 March 2015).

A second document, the U.S.-Iraq Status of
Forces Agreement (SOFA), until its expiration
on 31 December 2011, governed the U.S.
15

A.H. Cordesman and S. Khazai, Iraq in Crisis (New
York: Rowman & Littlefield, 2014), p. 9.
16 Ibid.
17 S. Peterson, ‘Behind Diplomacy, Iran Sees a Fight
Coming’, Christian Science Monitor, 31 March 2005,
http://www.csmonitor.com/2005/0331/p06s01wome.html (last accessed 23 March 2015); K.L. Afrasiabi,
‘How Iran will Fight Back’, in Asia Times, 16 December
2004,
http://www.atimes.com/atimes/Middle_East/FL16Ak0
1.html (last accessed 24 March 2015).
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International Airport.20

security relationship with Iraq. Specifically, the
SOFA covered the U.S. presence, activities, and
eventual withdrawal from the country. It was
perceived by the Iranians as a U.S. attempt to
encircle Iran, to secure bases to attack Iran's
nuclear facilities, and to send covert operatives
and Special Forces into Iran.18 Failure to
renegotiate an extension resulted in an end to
the deployment of all U.S. troops and a
strategic setback in Iraq. While a blame game
amongst U.S. officials emerged, over the
reasons for its non-renewal, following the
collapse of ten of the fourteen divisions of the
Iraqi Security Forces (ISF) as the IS advanced
on Mosul, the crux of the problem lay with a
pro-Iranian block in the Iraqi parliament, hence
pressure from and a strategic gain for Iran.19

The subsequent establishment of operation
centres in Erbil, the regional capital of
Kurdistan, close to the Iranian border, and in
Anbar province, in western Iraq, which borders
Syria and Jordan demonstrates a continuation
of the U.S. goal to maintain the unity of Iraq.
Describing IS as a regional threat, U.S.
administration officials defined U.S. interests as
maintaining Iraq’s stability and establishment of
a national unity government before action was
to be taken against IS.21 These interests serve
the longstanding U.S. strategy dating back to
the Nixon administration of maintaining the
traditional balance of power in the Gulf.
While unlikely in the current instability, the
possibility that the Iraqi parliament would bring
an end to this basing-intelligence gathering
combo should not be unanticipated. Despite
the U.S. having the Baghdad centre fully
operational by the end of June, the Head of the
Iraqi National Intelligence Service, General
Qassem Atta, criticised initial U.S. efforts, and
maintained that the Iraqi’s had no choice but to
go to Iran [for arms]; yet Iran’s own vast
intelligence networks failed to foresee the rapid
advance of IS.22 Kurdish leaders of pro-

Withdrawal included no intelligence support to
assist in targeting Al Qaeda in Iraq (AQI), no
air support, and inadequate training assistance.
As U.S. and Iraqi officials were left
renegotiating a rapid re-entry into Iraq in June
2014, securing U.S. interests more than
providing air support and training to combat IS
militants was prioritised by the Obama
administration. The initial response stage
consisted of protecting U.S. embassy personnel,
remaining American contractors, and U.S.
facilities; a military assistance needs assessment
and establishment of three joint operation
centres, with the first one in Baghdad, for
intelligence sharing and coordination efforts;
and securing critical infrastructure at Baghdad

20

U.S. Department of Defense, ‘DOD Provides Security
Help for Baghdad Diplomatic Facilities’, DoD News, 15
June 2014,
http://www.defense.gov/news/newsarticle.aspx?id=122
482 (Last accessed 24 March 2015); U.S. Department of
Defense, ‘DOD Continues Security Assistance at State
Department’s Request’, DoD News, 16 June 2014,
http://www.defense.gov/news/newsarticle.aspx?id=122
489 (Last accessed 24 March 2015); Jim Garamone,
‘Dempsey: Leaders Wait to Hear From Iraq Assessment
Teams’, DoD News, 2 July 2014,
http://www.defense.gov/news/newsarticle.aspx?id=122
578 (Last accessed 24 March 2015).
21 ‘The White House Remarks by the President on the
Situation in Iraq’, Press Briefing, 19 June 2014,
https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-pressoffice/2014/06/19/remarks-president-situation-iraq (last
accessed 25 June 2015); Jim Garamone, ‘Chairman
Describes U.S. Interests in Iraq’, DoD News, 3 July 2014,
http://www.defense.gov/news/newsarticle.aspx?id=122
609 (last accessed 25 June 2015).
22 T.C. Marshall Jr., ‘Baghdad Joint Operations Centre at
Full Capacity’, DoD News, 30 June 2014,
http://www.defense.gov/news/newsarticle.aspx?id=122
578 (last accessed 25 June 2015).

18

Kenneth Katzman, interviewed by Linda Wertheimer,
‘Al-Maliki Demands Timetable for Iraq’ Withdrawal
Weekend Edition, 12 July 2008,
http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId
=92489073 (last accessed 24 March 2015).
19 C. Kahl, ‘No, Obama Didn’t Lose Iraq’, in Politico
Magazine, 15 June 2014,
http://www.politico.com/magazine/story/2014/06/noobama-didnt-lose-iraq-107874.html#.VRICMC403VE
(Last accessed 24 March 2015); J. Cole, ‘Sadrists to
Demonstrate in Baghdad against US Troops Remaining’,
Informed Comment, 8 September 2011,
www.juancole.com/2011/09/sadrists-to-demonstrate-inbaghdad-against-us-troops-remaining.html (last accessed
24 March 2015).
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western tendencies called the U.S. response
selfish.23 Closer examination reveals that the
joint operation centres rather than a specific
response to supporting the ISF form part of a
worldwide initiative of the U.S. Defense
Department begun under former Defense
Secretary, Donald Rumsfeld, in order to ‘meet
21st century military needs’.24

Historically, Iraqi governments have been
known to reverse leverage in negotiating basing
options with the West. In the early 1930's, Iraqi
nationalists opposed to a continued British
presence in the country after independence
sought at least to modify and at best reject
outright the terms of the 1930 Anglo-Iraqi
Treaty. This treaty provided Britain with a series
of commercial and military rights after
independence including maintaining Habbaniya
airbase in Anbar province and Shaiba airbase
near Basra in southern Iraq.27 Nuri’s
government at that time, despite extracting
concessions from Britain in the form of
military financing failed to placate Iraq’s
nationalists; the airbases were relinquished by
replacement of the Anglo-Iraqi Treaty with
then Anglo-Iraqi Special Agreement in 1955.28

Current legal protections and immunity for the
3,100 U.S. troops deployed to Iraq are based on
diplomatic notes, which are a formal means of
correspondence between governments and
grant the same level of protection that
President Obama was unwilling to accept when
attempting to negotiate the SOFA’s renewal in
2011.25 These notes epitomise neither
parliamentary nor constituency support, which
leaves the U.S. on frail footing. The Iraqi
government has already threatened to cancel
the SFA, which was in response to a delivery
delay of an initial eight F-16 fighter jets due to
insecurity at Balad airbase to where they were
been delivered.26

Humane Weapons’ Sales? Losing Out on Cost &
‘Urgency’ to the Competition
FMS granted under the Arms Export Control
Act (AECA) constitute the majority of U.S.
military assistance to Iraq. According to a
Pentagon official, FMS to Iraq are one of the
highest of all countries.29 At the onset of the
Mosul crisis, there were 370 pending FMS cases
to Iraq valued at over $9 billion, and by January
2012, the U.S. Office of Security Cooperation
(OSC-I), which administers Iraq’s FMS,
oversaw 600 cases totalling $9.9 billion.30 These
figures dwarf the combined value of other U.S.
military assistance programs to Iraq.

B. Daragahi, E. Solomon, ‘N. Bozorgmehr and G. Dyer,
Battle for Iraq: The Iranian Connection’, The Financial
Times, 10 November 2014,
http://www.ft.com/intl/cms/s/0/18136ee6-68c2-11e4af00-00144feabdc0.html#slide0 (last accessed 25 June
2015).
23 Ibid.
24 G.J. Gilmore, ‘DoD to Set up Joint Intelligence
Operations Centers Worldwide’, DoD News, 12 April
2006,
http://www.defense.gov/news/newsarticle.aspx?id=154
75 (last accessed 25 March 2015).
25 Kahl, ‘No, Obama Didn’t Lose Iraq’; J.E. Barnes, ‘U.S.,
Iraq Agree on Legal Protections for Military Advisors’,
Wall
Street
Journal,
23
June
2014,
http://www.wsj.com/articles/u-s-iraq-agree-on-legalprotections-for-military-advisers-1403567387
(last
accessed 25 March 2015).
26 AirForce Technology, ‘Iraq Threatens to Cancel Sale
Deal with US over F-16 Supply Delays’, AirForce
Technology.com, 7 July 2014,
http://www.airforce-technology.com/news/newsiraqthreatens-to-cancel-sale-deal-with-us-over-f-16-supplydelays-4311755 (last accessed 25 February 2015); AFP,
‘Unrest in Iraq Could Delay Delivery of US F-16s’, AFP,
30 June 2014, http://news.yahoo.com/unrest-iraq-coulddelay-delivery-us-f-16s-184127828.html (last accessed 23
February 2015); Eli Lake, ‘ISIS Tries to Grab its Own
Air Force’, The Daily Beast, 25 June 2014,
http://www.thedailybeast.com/articles/2014/06/25/isisthreatens-iraq-s-largest-air-base.html (last accessed 23
February 2015).

The State Department’s Foreign Military
Financing (FMF) program, which is U.S. funded
defence procurement, has been decreasing
rapidly since the full troop withdrawal at the
end of 2011 compared to the billions in
Security Forces Funding made available from
2004 to 2011 when U.S. combat troops were
27

Williamson, ‘Exploiting Opportunities’, pp. 89-90.
Ibid, p. 98.
29 J. Garamone, ‘U.S. Continues to Help Iraq in Face of
Extremist Threat’, DoD News, 29 July 2014,
http://www.defense.gov/news/newsarticle.aspx?id=122
787 (last accessed 26 July 2015).
30 Cordesman et al., Iraq in Crisis, p. 9; A.H. Cordesman,
S. Khazai, and D. Dewit, ‘Shaping Iraq’s Security Forces’,
US-Iranian Competition Series, 16 December 2013, Centre
for
Strategic
&
International
Studies,
http://csis.org/publication/shaping-iraqs-securityforces-0 (last accessed 26 March 2015).
28
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deployed to Iraq.31 For 2014, FMF amounted to
a mere $300 million, and decreased further for
2015, the year after the capture of Mosul, to
$250 million.32 While FMS can be underwritten
with FMF, Iraqi government funds pay for the
majority of U.S. weapons purchases, as well as
the salaries of non-governmental security
contractors hired by U.S. and coalition forces.33
Consequently, rather than being in a donorrecipient relationship in which the IFG benefits
unequivocally from U.S. defence procurement,
the U.S. is in a seller-buyer relationship because
the IFG is more likely to shop around for the
best bargain and choose the buyer most able to
respond to its needs.

danger".37 The IFG subsequently ordered
Russian SU-25 fighter jets with batches
delivered by both Russia and Iran before the
month’s end.38 Whether Russian, Iranian, or
Iraqi pilots actually flew the aircraft is not clear,
but with Russian and Iranian jets now bombing
from Iraqi airspace and with the U.S. led air
campaign not commencing until August, U.S.
strategy in Iraq had stalled and had not shown
itself willing to respond to Baghdad’s urgent
military assistance ‘needs’.
Hence, in addition to cost, the IFG is
emphasising
urgency
in
its
defence
procurement decision-making. The multitude
of suppliers available requires that the U.S.
counter their influence, which makes the U.S.
dependent on the IFG as it seeks to retain its
influence. But the Obama administration’s
preference for Maliki to resign and the apparent
hold-off on greater U.S. military involvement
until a new Iraqi government had been formed
led Iraqi leaders in search of weapons to
maintain in chorus that they had no alternative
but to request arms of Iran.39 Once the Mosul
crisis hit, Iran through its Defense Industries
Organisation (DIO) is reported as making
twice-daily flights to Baghdad complete with 70
tons of military equipment and supplies per
flight.40 Kurdish leaders maintained that Iran

While the first order for 18 F-16 fighter jet
aircraft in 2010/11 was been negotiated, the
IFG held simultaneous negotiations with
France for the purchase of 18 Mirage fighters,
in addition to considering the lower cost option
of the JF-17 Thunder combat aircraft jointly
produced by China and Pakistan.34 Iraqi leaders
played the same supplier diversification card
when the U.S. delayed delivery of the F-16s
after Mosul.35 Iraq’s Prime Minister Nouri
Maliki said "I'll be frank and say that we were
deluded when we signed the contract [with the
US]".36 Iraq’s Ambassador to the U.S. Lukman
Faily referring to Iran and Russia, said:
"Because of the precarious situation now facing
us, it is difficult for us to decline offers from
other countries that share our perceived

37

J. Hudson, ‘Iraq Ambassador to the US: Help us or
Else’,
Foreign
Policy,
1
July
2014,
http://foreignpolicy.com/2014/07/01/iraqiambassador-to-u-s-help-us-fight-isis-or-else
(last accessed 25 February 2015).
38 G. Jennings, ‘Iraq receives additional Su-25 jets,
purportedly from Iran’, IHS Jane's Defence Weekly, 1 July
2014,
http://www.janes.com/article/40237/iraq-receivesadditional-su-25-jets-purportedlyfrom-iran (last accessed
25 February 2015).
39 A. Gearan and K. DeYoung, ‘Kerry meets with Iraqi
leaders in Baghdad, says U.S. will defend its interests’, The
Washington Post, 23 June 2014,
http://www.washingtonpost.com/world/kerry-arrivesin-baghdad-to-meet-with-iraqi-leader-as-militantscontinue-rapid-offensive/2014/06/23/e73ac936-faa811e3-932c-0a55b81f48ce_story.html (last access 23
February 2015); The White House, President Obama Makes
a
Statement
on
Iraq,
August
07,
2014,
http://www.whitehouse.gov/photos-andvideo/video/2014/08/07/president-obama-makesstatement-iraq#transcript (last accessed 23 February
2015).
40 M. R. Gordon and E. Schmitt, ‘Iran Secretly Sending
Drones and Supplies into Iraq, U.S. Officials Say’, New
York Times, 25 June 2014,
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Ibid., p. 15.
U.S. Department of State, ‘Foreign Military Financing
Account Summary’,
http://www.state.gov/t/pm/ppa/sat/c14560.htm (last
accessed 25 February 2015).
33 Cordesman et al., ‘Shaping Iraq’s Security Forces’, p.
15.
34 Defense Industry Daily Staff, ‘The New Iraqi Air
Force: F-16IQ Block 52 Fighters’, Defense Industry Daily,
26 & 27 January 2011,
http://www.defenseindustrydaily.com/iraq-seeks-f-16fighters-05057 (last accessed 23 February 2015).
35 C. Harress, ‘Iraq's Order of F-16 Fighter Jets Delayed
as Russia Steps in With Better Alternative to Fight ISIS’,
International Business Times, 01 July 2014,
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was the first one to supply weapons.41 Russia
signed an arms deal with Baghdad inclusive of
artillery, mortars and ammunition contracts
worth more than USD1 billion within one
month of the crisis.

about Baghdad exaggerating the terrorist threat
to extract unnecessary weapons.44 After all,
Maliki’s sectarian polices including brutalising
and alienating Iraq’s Sunnis led in part to the
Mosul crisis. Even before U.S. troops left Iraq
in 2011, U.S. officials were aware of a target list
composed of names of Sunni men of military
age, tribal leaders and other Sunnis that
identified them as “the friend of a terrorist,
father of a terrorist, grandfather of a terrorist,”
without any direct evidence of their
involvement with terrorism.45 Hence rather
than been actually concerned with the U.S. led
war on terror, the IFG’s continuing emphasis
on urgent supplies of weaponry without
conditions is to respond to a threat from its
Sunni rival and to serve as a weapons build up
to hedge against future threats.46 Such a strategy
by Iraqi politicians is not new.

That said, the absence of weaponry provided
by the U.S. in the early stages should not be
taken at face value as Iraqi politicians may like.
Until the U.S. had managed to bring on board
its Gulf allies in the air campaign coalition as
well as members of the Congress, the U.S.
could not be seen to be fighting on the same
side of a conflict with its arch enemy Iran.
Using the same means of President Reagan to
arm Saddam Hussein, the CIA purchased
Russian made AK-47s on the black market and
filtered those to the Kurds.42 The ISF also
received leftovers of an outstanding order of
Hellfire missiles, but lacked an adequate air
force to launch these, ran out of stock by the
middle of July, and had to await the necessary
Congressional controls before more would
arrive.43 Hence, urgent recipient needs as
identified by the IFG are not emerging as the
utmost determinant of U.S. military assistance
to Iraq.

Iraq’s baathists who came to power by means
of a military coup in 1963 and who acquired
arms primarily from the Soviets were not
concerned about Moscow’s global communist
ambitions.47 Akin to the IFG today, they were
preoccupied with internal order including
Kurdish calls for autonomy, internal
insurrection, and border disputes with Iran;
consequently, they sought arms.48 Applying the
same measure, U.S. and IFG strategic aims do
not converge. The U.S. is supplying Baghdad to
maintain the ally it sought in Iraq by means of
the 2003 invasion and to counter a regional and
international terrorist threat that may endanger
its hegemonic interests.

Although the U.S. views the campaign against
IS as part of its global war on terror and
certainly does not want to see the group expand
further in Iraq, it is likely to be concerned
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/06/26/world/middleeas
t/iran-iraq.html (last accessed 25 February 2015).
41 I. Coles, ‘Iran Supplied Weapons to Iraqi Kurds;
Baghdad Bomb Kills 12’, Reuters, 26 August 2014,
http://www.reuters.com/article/2014/08/26/us-iraqsecurity-kurds-idUSKBN0GQ11P20140826
(last accessed 27 March 2015).
42 Razoux, p. 220-4; M. Hosenball and M. Ryan, ‘U.S.
Begins Direct Arms Shipments to Kurdish Forces’,
Reuters, 11 August 2014,
http://www.reuters.com/article/2014/08/11/us-iraqsecurity-usa-kurds-idUSKBN0GB1XL20140811
(last accessed 27 March 2015).
43 T.C. Marshall Jr., ‘U.S. Continues Aid to the Iraqi
Government’, DoD News, 30 June 2014, (Last accessed 27
June 2015); Defence Industry Daily Staff, ‘Out Of
Hellfires’, Defence Industry Daily, 21 July, 2014,
http://www.defenseindustrydaily.com/iraq-wantshellfires-lots-and-lots-of-them-026078/ (last accessed 24
February 2015); Defence Security Agency, ‘Iraq - AGM114K/N/R Hellfire Missiles’, 29 July 2014,
http://www.dsca.mil/major-arms-sales/iraq-agm114knr-hellfire-missiles (last accessed 24 February 2015).

Conclusion
U.S. military assistance after Mosul forms part
of a long-standing strategy to maintain the
traditional balance of power in the Gulf
between Iran and Saudi Arabia. In this regard,
44

A. Boutton, ‘US Foreign Aid, Interstate Rivalry, and
Incentives for Counterterrorism Cooperation’, Journal of
Peace Research, Vol. 51, No. 6 (2014), p. 751.
45 Defence Industry Daily Staff, ‘Intelligence’, Defence
Industry Daily, 4 July 2014,
http://www.defenseindustrydaily.com/iraq-wantshellfires-lots-and-lots-of-them-026078/ (last accessed 24
February 2015).
46 J. Hudson, ‘Iraq Ambassador to the US’.
47 Mott, United States Military Assistance, p. 95.
48 Ibid.
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the U.S. by employing military assistance seeks
to maintain the territorial integrity of Iraq and
consequently is left playing power broker
between Iraqi rivals. Both further expansion of
Iranian influence as well as IS in Iraq, could
lead to the demise of a U.S. friendly
government in Baghdad and more instability
across the Middle East region. Thus, U.S.
military assistance to Iraq presents itself in a
new Cold War paradigm with the U.S. in
competition with both Russia and Iran to
influence the IFG and preserve its interests.
U.S. military assistance is not driven by military
needs as defined by the IFG. Although actual
weapons from Russia and Iran are of lower
quality and value than U.S. weapons, the
formers ability to deliver urgently and without
democratic controls and human rights
conditioning provides the IFG with a means to
leverage the U.S. as it exploits the rivalry
between these larger powers to attain a
weapons build. This ability of Baghdad to
reverse leverage makes the U.S. dependent on,
and limits its ability to influence Baghdad.
While U.S. and IFG short-term aims in
combatting IS converge, strategic aims differ as
Baghdad has little interest in Washington’s
global war on terror nor human rights
concerns. U.S. weaponry may grant Iraq
experience in modern warfare and military
superiority, but as the former General Petraeus
has shown, victory by military means cannot be
attained in Iraq.49
__________________________

49

D.H. Petraeus, ‘How we Won Iraq’, Foreign Policy, 29
October 2013, http://foreignpolicy.com/2013/10/29/how-wewon-in-iraq/ (last accessed 29 March 2015).
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Explaining U.S. Distrust of China’s
Military Modernization
Xiongxiong Zhang
*

Introduction*

global financial crisis and China’s rise as the
second largest economy, U.S. became more
sensitive about China’s intentions, as it worried
that China would take advantage of the
vulnerability and undermine U.S. efforts to
recover.4
China’s
increasing
military
modernization and the establishment of variant
China-led regional institutions led to the
speculation that China intends to replace U.S. as
the dominant power in Asia.5 Facing the
difficulty of managing the relationship, which is
at the critical period of transition, and the
likelihood to fall into the ‘Thucydides Trap’
because of distrust, U.S. leadership accepted
the China’s proposal to build ‘new type of great
power relations’, of which the first step is to
build trust.

Although U.S. distrust of China has been there
since the establishment of PRC, U.S. has been
mainly focusing on practical issues with China,
rather than addressing distrust. There are three
main reasons for U.S. ignorance of distrust.
First, the U.S.-China relations had been
fundamentally
stable
because
of
interdependence
and
both
states’
preoccupations of domestic affairs.1 Second,
uncertainty of others’ intentions could be
dismissed if the level of potential risk is
acceptable and there are cooperative or
deterrent means persuading others, e.g. China,
to do the right thing.2 Third, a state’s
expansionist intentions can be thwarted by the
combination of domestic weakness and foreign
resistance.3

The paper suggests that in order to build trust,
the two sides must know the factors that cause
distrust. As the problem of trust between U.S.
and China are big and complex issue, the paper
is to analyze the sources of distrust from U.S.
side and focuses on the sensitive area of
China’s military modernization. The following
paragraphs are divided into two parts, the
theoretical part and the empirical one. The
theoretical part briefly reviews the trust
literature in U.S.-China relations and introduces
three theoretical understandings of trust and
distrust. The empirical part is case study, in
which the paper examines U.S. distrust towards
China’s military modernization in details
through all three theoretical perspectives.

The paper agrees that interdependence and
stable power structure can provide stability
between states, even between those with
distrust, while trust and distrust become
important factors in determining the outcomes
of relations in transition where the rising power
has gained significant might that is capable to
challenge the status quo. And that is the case of
the current U.S.-China relationship. After the
*

An early version of this paper was presented at the US
Foreign Policy Research Group and Strife first Annual
Conference, King’s College London, 4 March 2015. The
author would like to thank the conference’s organizing
committee and Strife’s editors for providing such a great
platform. The author would particularly like to thank
panel discussant Dr. Alessio Patalano for his feedback
and questions related to this paper.
1 David M. Lampton, ‘Power Constrained: Sources of
Mutual Strategic Suspicion in U.S.-China Relations’, in
NBR Analysis, Vol. 93 (2010), p. 6.
2 David M. Edelstein, ‘Managing Uncertainty: Belief
about Intentions and the Rise of Great Powers’, in
Security Studies, Vol. 12, No. 1 (2002), pp. 1-40.
3 June Teufel Dreyer, ‘China’s Power and Will: The PRC’s
Military Strength and Grand Strategy’, in Orbis, Vol. 51,
No. 4 (2007), pp. 651-664.
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Kenneth Lieberthal & Jisi Wang, ‘Addressing U.S.-China
Strategic Distrust’, John L. Thorton Center Monograph Series,
No. 4 (2012), p. 23.
5 Zheng Wang, ‘China’s Alternative Diplomacy’, The
Diplomat, 30 January 2015, online at
http://thediplomat.com/2015/01/chinas-alternativediplomacy/ (last accessed 20 February 2015)
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Distrust in U.S.-China relations: literature and
theories

mutual interest in establishing trusting
relationship.11 The second understanding is
fiduciary approach, or trust-as-binding, which
focuses on the notion of the obligation to
honour commitment and rules in producing to
trust between players.12 The third approach
emphasizes interpersonal feelings, or individual
psychologies in affecting trust between states.13

The existing literature examining U.S. distrust
towards China’s military rise mainly took a
rational calculative approach and focused on
the material side of the picture, such as China’s
rising military expenditure6, China’s effort in
acquiring advanced weapon systems7, or China’s
acquisition of weapons that are perceived as
particularly targeting U.S. military in Asia8. The
paper suggests that there are mainly two
weaknesses of the hardware-orientated,
calculative perspective. First, it misses the
essential element of trust or distrust, intention.
Material power does not tell anything without
considering how state will use that power.9
Second, the calculative perspective only depicts
partial picture of the problem of distrust in
U.S.-China relationship, as there are other
sources of distrust that are independent from
rational calculation, such as institutional and
normative factors. The remaining part of this
section will provide a theoretical framework
that can depict a comprehensive picture of U.S.
distrust towards China’s military rise.

The paper agrees with the first understanding
of trust, while notices that there are actually
two kinds of obligations for the fiduciary
approach, the institutional obligation and
normative obligation. Institutional obligation
usually derives from formal and legalistic
mechanisms between actors.14 Normative
obligation stems from shared rules and norms
among players, which are not necessarily legally
binding, but it is regarded as right to follow
them.15 The paper plays down the third
approach and does not incorporate individual
factor in the analysis, because relations at
individual level are not equal to inter-state
relationships. For example, although President
George Bush commented warmly about
President Putin and regarded him as
trustworthy16, no one would categorize U.S.Russia relationship as trusting. While President
Obama and Prime Minister Netanyahu have
awkward personal relationship17, no one would

Trust is trustor’s belief that the trustee intends
to do what is beneficial or right10, similarly
distrust is the belief that the trustee intends to
do what is detrimental or wrong. Although
there is insufficient literature on distrust in
international relations, the paper builds the
analysis framework for distrust using trust
literature, as distrust can be regarded as the
opposite of trust and the same category of
factors that lead to trust can also lead to
distrust. The existing literature on trust
provides three different understandings. The
first is rationalist approach, or trust-aspredictability, which stresses the importance of

11

Ken Booth & Nicholas Wheeler, The Security Dilemma:
Fear, Cooperation and Trust in World Politics (London & New
York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), p. 229. Jan Ruzicka &
Nicholas J. Wheeler, ‘The Puzzle of Trusting
Relationship in the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty’, in
International Affairs, Vol. 86, No. 1 (2010), pp. 72-74.
12 Aaron M. Hoffman, Building Trust: Overcoming Suspicion
in International Conflict (New York: State University of
New York Press, 2005), pp. 20, 137-139.
13 Jonathan Mercer, ‘Rationality and Psychology in
International Politics’, in International Relations, Vol. 59,
No. 1 (2005), pp. 77-106.
14 Lynne G. Zucker, ‘Production of Trust: Institutional
Sources of Economic Structure, 1840-1920’, in Research
in Organizational Behaviour, Vol. 8 (1986), pp. 53-111.
15 Martin Hollis, Trust within Reason (Cambridge, New
York, etc: Cambridge University Press, 1998), p. 10.
16 Caroline Wyatt, ‘Bush and Putin: Best of friends’, BBC
News , 16 June 2001, online at
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/europe/1392791.stm
(last accessed 21 February 2015)
17 Y. L. Guernigou, ‘Sarkozy Tells Obama Netanyahu is a
“Liar”’, Reuters, 8 November 2011, online at
http://uk.reuters.com/article/2011/11/08/us-mideastnetanyahu-sarkozy-idUSTRE7A720120111108
(last accessed 24 February 2015)

6

Karl W. Eikenberry, ‘Does China Threaten Asia-Pacific
Regional Stability?’, in Parameters, Vol. 25 (1995), pp. 82103.
7 Edward Timperlake, & William C. Triplett II, Red
Dragon Rising: Communist China's Military Threat to America,
(Washington, DC: Regnery Publishing, 1999); Lampton,
‘Power Constrained’, pp. 19-22.
8 Lieberthal & Wang, ‘Addressing U.S.-China Strategic
Distrust’, pp. 29-30.
9 Lampton, ‘Power Constrained’, p. 10.
10 Aaron M. Hoffman, ‘A Conceptualization of Trust in
International Relations’, in European Journal of International
Relations, Vol. 8 (2002), p. 375.
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deny that U.S.-Israeli relationship is not a
trusting one.

obligation and credible commitment between
states.
The
higher
the
level
of
institutionalization is, the stronger the sense of
obligation can be felt, which leads to higher
level of trust. On the contrary, low level of
institutionalization leads to weak sense of
obligation, which results in low level of trust,
suspicion or distrust. High level of
institutionalization also serve as channels for
effective communication, which can increase
mutual understanding and comprehension
through sharing information about each other’s
capabilities, intentions, and strategies.21 Whereas
low level of institutionalization reduces the
effectiveness of communication and gives
states more reasons to suspect, hedge, and
distrust.

Although each of the rationalist, institutional,
and normative approaches can explain trust and
distrust between states independently, the paper
adopts a combined approach, as all three
approaches are ‘necessary to understand the
origins, dynamics and future possibilities of ’
trust and the distinction between them is more
analytical than empirical.18 With a mixed
approach, the paper will be able to provide a
complete explanation of U.S. distrust towards
China’s military modernization. The following
paragraphs will discuss respectively how each
theoretical perspective explains trust and
distrust in international relations.
The first theoretical understanding of trust and
distrust is the rationalist approach, which
stresses the calculation of interests in
producing trust or distrust. To believe that a
potential trusted state will do something
beneficial, the potential trusting state needs to
be confirmed that the result will also benefit
the potential trusted state. It is clear that the
rationalist approach relies on the incentive
element in determining the trustworthiness of
other states. The incentive element is termed as
‘encapsulated interest’ by Russell Hardin,
according to whom, ‘I trust you because…
…you have your own interests in taking my
interests into account. That is, you encapsulate
my interests in your own interest.’ 19 Thus, for
rationalist, mutual interests help produce trust
between states, while the lack of mutual
interests, or the existence of contradictory
interests lead to suspicion and distrust.

The third theoretical understanding of trust is
the normative approach, which focuses on
shared rules and norms in producing trust. The
rules and norms provide a standard from which
they can generate expectations, evaluate the
behaviour of others, and determine the
legitimate range of actions etc.22 Trust in a
normative sense means the belief that the
potential trusted state will follow rules or will
do what is ‘right’, ‘just’, or ‘correct’, of which
the meanings are shared between the two
sides.23 The rules here do not need to be formal
treaties or explicit commitment, but usually
takes the forms of custom, established practice,
moral or operational rules, which are important
source of formal rules in institutions.24 With
shared rules and norms, each state has an
obligation to do things in the right way. The
obligation is moral in nature and is different
from the one among states in an institution,
where the obligation is usually in a legal sense
and takes a contractual form. For instance,
allies trust each other because they have treaty
obligation towards each other, thus they would
expect member states’ help when they are

The second theoretical understanding of trust
and distrust is the institutional approach, which
emphasizes the importance of formal rules and
principles in establishing trusting relationship.
Institutions are “persistent and connected sets
of rules that prescribe behavioural roles,
constrain activity, and shape expectations”20.
Institutions produce trust by creating a sense of

21

Robert O. Keohane & Lisa L. Martin, ‘The Promise of
Institutionalist Theory’, in International Security, Vol. 20,
No. 1 (1995), pp. 41-46.
22 Bruce Cronin, Community under Anarchy: Transnational
Identity and the Evolution of Cooperation (Nwe York:
Columbia University Press, 1999), pp. 8-9.
23 Hollis, Trust within Reason, p. 10.
24 Hedley Bull, The Anarchical Society: A Study of Order in
World Politics (New York: MacMillan Press, 1995), pp. 6465.
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Russell Hardin, Trust and Trustworthiness (New York:
Russell Sage Foundation, 2002), p. 1.
20 Robert O. Keohane, ‘International Institutions: Two
Approaches’, in International Studies Quarterly, Vol. 32, No.
4 (1988), p. 383.
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under attack or the threat of attack. States with
shared values and norms can also trust each
other and expect support when certain rules or
norms, such as freedom of expression,
democratic governance, are violated. States may
not have treaty obligation to defend those rules
and values, but they will do out of moral
obligation, because they have a feeling a
common fate in it and they consider it as the
right or just thing to do. On the contrary, states
without shared rules or norms cannot trust
each other, as the potential trusting state cannot
expect the potential trusted state to do the right
thing, or it may even expect the trustee to do
the wrong thing when their follow
contradictory rules and norms.

military missions, such as building a “blue
water” navy to protect marine sovereignty, and
new operational concepts, such as joint
fighting, and counter-intervention operation
etc. 26
The U.S. distrust towards China’s military
modernization is reflected in military responses,
export regulations, and diplomatic efforts.
In order to strengthen U.S. position and
reassure its allies and partners, U.S. pledges to
improve its force deployment in the region,
especially naval force, both quantitatively and
qualitatively.27 In order to counter China’s
development in asymmetrical warfare capability
and maintain the ability to get access to and
operate freely in the region, U.S. proposes the
Joint Operation Access Concept (JOAC)28,
which is implemented by the more specific “Air
Sea Battle” (ASB) concept29.

China’s military modernization and U.S. distrust
Supported by its growing economy and
centralized political structure, China’s military
has undergone decade-long continuous
modernization, with the defense budget grows
faster than economic growth.

Apart from military reactions, U.S. also engages
actively trying to slow down China’s military
rise through export control. U.S. has in place
two systems of export control on goods and
technologies to China. The export of militaryuse goods and technologies, terms as
“munitions list” items, is strictly prohibited.
And the export of so-called dual-use items is
under control.

China’s military modernization can be better
assessed with the “three pillar” method, which
examines the material, institutional, and
doctrinal aspects of the military modernization
process.25 The material modernization is mainly
reflected in the acquisition of modern missiles,
aircrafts, submarines, and surface ships, the
advancement in space and counter-space ability
and the improvement in information warfare
capability. The institutional modernization
includes reforms to the organizational
structure, and training and educational system,
the standardization of training techniques
among different service units in order to
achieve joint and integrate operation, the
increasing educational criteria for officer
recruitment, and the creation of a corps of
non-commissioned officers (NCOs) so that the
military can be better prepared for the hightech environment of modern warfare. The
doctrinal
modernization
involves
the
introduction and implementation of new

Besides from its own export control of military
and dual-use items, U.S. is also concerned of
China getting access to these sensitive goods
and technologies through third party. By
threatening to withdraw foreign aid or to block
access to U.S. defence and high-tech
programmes, U.S. successfully persuades Israel
not to provide further military assistance to

26
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of China (2009, 2010, 2011, 2012, 2013, 2014).
27 Ronald O’Rourke, ‘China Naval Modernization:
Implications for U.S. Navy Capabilities-Background and
Issues for Congress’, CRS Report RL 33153 (10 April
2014), p. 42.
28 U.S. Department of Defense, ‘Sustaining the U.S.
Global Leadership: Priorities for 21st Century Defense’
(January 2012), p. 4.
29 Air-Sea Battle Office, U.S. Navy, ‘Air-Sea Battle: Service
Collaboration to Address Anti-Access/Area Denial
Challenges’ (May 2013).
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Institute, 2007), p. 70.
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China30 and prevents EU from lifting its
embargo on trade in arms with China31.

threat. As most of these maritime neighbors
are either the allies or partners of U.S., the
threat to them is also considered to be a threat
to U.S. For example, although U.S. shifted its
recognition from Taiwan to China, every U.S.
administration
has
expressed
security
commitment explicitly or tactically to Taiwan
since its split off from mainland in 1949. The
successful transition from authoritarian rule to
democracy makes Taiwan an even more
valuable partner for U.S. in the region.
Although U.S. does not support the de jure
independence of Taiwan, U.S. has interest and
commitment to maintain the status quo before
peaceful solution can be found. Thus the
growing cross-strait military imbalance raises
U.S. concerns, as China’s threat to Taiwan is
also a threat to U.S. Similarly the shifting
balance of military power in Asia, which is in
China’s favour, is contradictory with U.S.

Explanations of U.S.’s distrust of China’s military
modernization
As has been discussed, the analysis of U.S.
distrust is conducted in a framework that
combines three theoretical explanations in
order to provide a complete picture of the
problem. The rationalist explanation focuses on
the material impact of China’s military
modernization and how that modernization can
negatively affect U.S. national interests.
According to the institutional perspective, the
low level of institutionalization between U.S.
and China, which is reflected in the low level of
recurrent military dialogues and the fragility of
communication channels, is the source of
distrust, as low level of institutionalization lead
to weak sense of institutional obligation. Based
on the normative approach, the U.S. distrust
towards China is the result of increasingly
assertive military behaviours aimed at defending
its disputed and controversial sovereign claims
in East and South China Sea, which lead U.S. to
believe that China is an unsatisfied revisionist
power, rather than a satisfied status quo power.
The following sections will examine these
explanations in details.

Efforts of Chinese military modernization,
especially the development of anti-access/area
denial capability, are perceived as specifically
targeting U.S. forces and bases in East Asia.
China’s counter intervention capability limits
U.S. freedom of operation in international
water and puts its surface ships and regional
naval bases at risk. China’s asymmetrical
warfare capability also restricts U.S. ability to
carry out its treaty obligations and security
commitment to its regional allies and partners.

Rationalist explanation
Rationalists usually take a calculation approach
towards trust and distrust. Based on the
calculative approach, U.S. distrusts because
China’s military modernization contradicts U.S.
national interests in three ways, by posing threat
to U.S. allies and partners in Asia, by putting
U.S. forces in East Asia at risk, and by
challenging U.S. led order and leadership.

As the only hegemon in the international
system, U.S. is content about its position and is
determined to maintain its position well into
the twenty first century. As U.S. relies heavily
on its military supremacy in sustaining its
leadership, it is sensitive to any other military
rise that may challenge its supremacy. Therefore
China’s military modernization, given its rapid
pace and comprehensive scope, will inevitably
drive suspicion and distrust on U.S. side. China
is actively acquiring sensitive technologies, such
as anti-access/area denial and other
asymmetrical warfare technologies, new
generation stealth fighter technologies, nuclearpowered ballistic missile submarines, which can
be used to affect U.S. operation and challenge
U.S. position in the region. China’s rapid
military rise disrupts regional military balance,
poses threat to Taiwan and other U.S. allies in
Pacific region, if unchecked, it would lead to

Given China’s territorial disputes with U.S. allies
and partners in the region, China’s military
modernization,
especially
its
naval
modernization, is inevitably perceived as a
30

Wade Boese, ‘Israeli Arms Exports to China of
Growing Concern to U.S.’, Arms Control Association, 1
March 2003, online at
http://www.armscontrol.org/act/2003_03/israelexports
_mar03 (last accessed 25 February 2015).
31 Russell Ong, China’s Security Interests in the 21st Century
(Abingdon & New York: Routledge, 2007), p. 38.
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reordering of relationships and alliance system
that might not be in U.S. interest32, as shifting
military balance between U.S. and China might
lead regional states to consider whether to
make foreign policies closer to U.S. or China.

Unlike the rationalist explanation, the
institutional explanation does not look at the
extent of the military growth or the
offensiveness of the weapons states acquire,
but looks at the level of institutionalization
between them. From the institutional
perspective, U.S. distrust towards China’s
military modernization is the result of low level
of institutionalization, which is reflected in the
insufficiency and vulnerability of U.S.-China
Military-to-Military Dialogues.

Although attention has been given on the
potential role for MMCA to manage crisis and
address tension, there has no agreement on
setting up meeting during crisis or rule of
engagement.33 The difficulty of communication
during high tensions is reflected in the EP-3
incident, 2001. After the collision of planes,
instead of holding crisis talks, China suspended
military-to-military contact. The then U.S.
ambassador to China Admiral Prueher was
frustrated when neither the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs nor the PLA answered the phone or
return phone calls in the immediate after the
collision.34 China held information about the
collision for two days before accusing U.S. as
hegemon and violating its sovereignty by
sending the “spy plane” to its territorial
waters.35 For U.S., China’s action misled its
population and the outside world, and
undermined the diplomatic efforts of U.S.

Insufficiency
dialogues

Vulnerability of
dialogues

Institutional
explanation:
institutionalization

of

U.S.-China

low

level

of

military-to-military

The insufficiency of U.S.-China military
communication is reflected in the facts that
there are only three low level recurrently held
military-to-military dialogues between them,
and there is no mechanism of dialogue for
crisis.

U.S.-China military-to-military

Apart from the insufficiency of military
dialogues, their vulnerability also contributes to
U.S. suspicion and distrust.
The U.S.-China military-to-military contacts can
be easily suspended by China as punitive
measures to express its displeasure towards U.S.
For example, in protest to the Bush
Administration’s notification to Congress of
arms sales to Taiwan in November 2007, China
cancelled the annual meeting of the Military
Maritime Consultative Agreement and denied
port visits at Hong Kong by U.S. aircraft carrier
group led by USS Kitty Hawk.36 Similarly, China
responded to the U.S. administration’s October
2008 notification of arms sales to Taiwan by
cancelling or postponing military exchanges and
blocking U.S. ships’ port visits. The relationship
did not resume until the February 2009 visit of

Given the size of U.S. and China’s militaries
and their significance in regional peace and
stability, it is surprising that there are only four
recurrently held military dialogues, the Defense
Consultative Talks (DCT), the U.S.-China
Strategic Security Dialogue under U.S.-China
Strategic and Economic Dialogue, the Defense
Policy Coordination Talks (DPCT), and
Military Maritime Consultative Agreement
(MMCA). The former two are the highest level
of talks, which are at deputy-ministerial level.
The relatively low level of dialogues is
inevitably not enough to address issues of
strategic importance. Although there are
meetings between Defense Minister and Chief
of Staff from both sides, those contacts are not
institutionalized.

33
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U.S.-China Economic and Security Review
Commission, USCC 2007 Annual Report to Congress,
(Washington DC, 2007), p. 271.
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32

U.S.-China Economic and Security Review
Commission, USCC 2005 Annual Report to Congress
(Washington DC, 2005), p. 133.

21

Strife Journal, Special Issue I (November/ December 2015)

Secretary of State Hillary Clinton.37 And again
in response to the January 2010 U.S.
announcements of arms sales to Taiwan, China
postponed deputy ministerial level meetings on
international security, arms control, and nonproliferation issue38, the relationship did not
resume until late 201039.

a rising power that has great regional influence,
China needs to be more transparent in order to
address its regional neighbours’ concerns.
According to U.S., there is a moral obligation
for China to increase transparency in order to
be considered as responsible.41 However,
China’s continuous opacity about its military
modernization results in U.S. suspicion and
distrust.

Although China has continuously expressed its
desire to improve the military relations, China’s
responses of periodically taking military-tomilitary exchanges as hostage indicate China’s
instrumental attitude towards military dialogues,
which in U.S. view does not contribute to
understanding and trust.

Apart from the lack of transparency, China’s
increasingly assertive maritime behaviours also
cause U.S. distrust as these behaviours are
considered as revisionist and contradict rules
and norms that U.S. has believed in.

Normative explanation

China’s military modernization is accompanied
by assertiveness, especially after the global
financial crisis. According to observers, China
used to justify its assertive behaviours by citing
provocative actions of other states, which made
China’s behaviours “more retaliatory than
purely belligerent”. 42 However, China’s new
assertiveness is usually self-initiated rather than
reactive. For example, in South China Sea,
China increases its physical presence
significantly through land reclamation and
China simply justifies its action by claiming its
“indisputable sovereignty” over the islands and
adjacent waters.43

The normative approach focuses on shared
rules and norms in producing trust between
states. According to the normative approach,
trust is the belief that the potential trusted state
will do what is “right”, or “just”, while distrust
is to the belief that the potential trustee will not
do what it right. Unlike the rationalist and
institutional understandings, normative trust is
not based on self-interest computation or
contractual forms of obligation, but is based on
a moral sense of obligation to protect the
common good. Based on the normative
understanding, there are mainly two sources of
U.S. distrust towards China, the lack of
transparency of China’s military modernization
and China’s revisionist behaviours in the region.

Although U.S. is not a member of UN
Convention on the Law of Sea, it shares the
rules and norms containing in it. Thus, U.S.
does not recognize China’s newly declared
ADIZ and its sovereign claim in South China
Sea. And U.S. considers China’s assertive
behaviours as normatively wrong, and as
reflection of China’s revisionist intention to
alter the status quo.

Although there is no treaty obligation on
China’s side to share information, U.S. believes
it is only right that China provide plausible
explanation for its rapid military build-up.40 As
37
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CBSNEWS,
30
January
2010,
online
at
http://www.cbsnews.com/news/china-balks-at-us-armssales-to-taiwan/
39 U.S. Department of Defense, Annual Report to Congress
(2011), pp. 53-54.
40 ‘Rumsfeld: China Buildup Threat to Asia. U.S. Defense
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Press,
4
June
2005,
online
at
http://www.nbcnews.com/id/8091198#.VNZOZvmsW
Ck (last accessed 27 February 2015).
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Intentions’, Washington Post, 22 September 2005, online at
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wpdyn/content/article/2005/09/21/AR2005092101912.ht
ml (last accessed 19 February 2015).
42 Ely Ratner, ‘China Undeterred and Unapologetic’,’ War
on the Rocks, 24 June 2014, online at
http://warontherocks.com/2014/06/china-undeterredand-unapologetic/ (last accessed 20 February 2015).
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Conclusion
By applying the mixed approach to examine
U.S. distrust towards China’s military
modernization, the paper shows that China’s
military rise is not just a rationalist problem, but
is also an institutional problem, as well as a
normative problem. By clearly identifying the
sources of distrust, the paper provides
directions for both sides to build trust in their
military relations. Researchers can also apply
the theoretical framework to examine U.S.
distrust towards China’s economic rise, as well
as its diplomatic rise. With the same framework,
students can also analyse China’s distrust
towards U.S. in variant areas.
Although the paper believes that the framework
to analyse distrust presented here is also
suitable as a framework for trust-building, the
paper does not see U.S.-China relationship as a
good case study for the testing, as the bilateral
relationship is still a distrusting one. A good
case for testing a framework of trusting
building is the European integration after the
Second World War, which is accompanied by
efforts of strengthening mutual interest,
building institutions, and finding shared values
and norms. Further research will be done to
test the suitability of the framework for trustbuilding. If proved, it is more plausible to
suggest that addressing the rationalist,
institutional, and normative factors that cause
distrust between U.S. and China is the right
direction to build trust.

__________________________
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because Chinese ambitions are calibrated and
far reaching, driven by nationalism, fuelled by
internal political compulsions and backed up by
economic heft and technology driven military
modernization. At the same time, the U.S. as
the sole superpower is unlikely to retreat or
retrench to accommodate China’s rise as the
regional hegemon in Asia.3 As the world enters
a new era of great power rivalry, there are no
parallels from the past that could serve as
guideposts in
analyzing how power
arrangements between these two powers will be
negotiated and rearranged in the twenty first
century. Historical experience has shown that
whenever the structure of global power
changes, the world experiences more instability.
While the end of the cold war was a
transformative moment that reshaped the
structure of the international system, the need
for weaker states to balance against stronger
states and the inherent security dilemma of
states continues to shape international politics.4
The emergence of China as a potential peer
competitor to counterbalance U.S. dominance
in the world and the emerging challenges to
U.S. primacy is the subject of this paper. The
main thrust of the paper is to test if the main
assumptions about the post-cold war era are

The emergence of the concept of a sole
superpower was a late twentieth century
phenomenon that was unprecedented in global
history. The natural state of world politics prior
to the last two decades always involved multiple
great powers. At the turn of the last century,
the United Kingdom (UK) accommodated the
rise of the United States (U.S.) as a great power.
The defeat of Japan and Germany in the
Second World War and the gradual decline of
the UK led to a bipolar world order,
exemplified by the cold war rivalry between the
U.S. and the Soviet Union. The end of the cold
war was a seminal moment in world politics and
history. After more than six decades of
incessant conflict and proxy wars, the end of
the cold war delivered what IR scholar Francis
Fukuyama argued was the final verdict on the
ideological debate about the future of the
global political system.1 In 1990, Conservative
columnist Charles Krauthammer, famously
referred to the end of the cold war as the
arrival of the ‘unipolar moment’ in global
politics.2 The Unipolar moment signalled the
rise of the U.S. as the sole superpower on the
world stage with unbridled sway over global
affairs.

3

See J. Mearsheimer, ‘Can China Rise Peacefully?’, in
National Interest, 8 April 2014, online at
http://nationalinterest.org/commentary/can-china-risepeacefully-10204 (last accessed on 30 October 2015); R.
Kaplan, ‘Superpowers don’t Get to Retire: What our
Tired Country Still Owes the World’, in New Republic, 26
May
2014,
online
at
http://www.newrepublic.com/article/117859/allurenormalcy-what-america-still-owes-world (last accessed on
30 October 2015).
4 R. Jervis, ‘Cooperation Under the Security Dilemma’, in
World Politics, Vol. 30, No. 2 (1978), pp. 167-214. For
extensive analysis of how security dilemma specifically
plays into the U.S-China equation, see A.P. Liff and G.J.
Ikenberry, ‘Racing toward Tragedy: China’s Rise, Military
Competition in the Asia Pacific, and the Security
Dilemma’, in International Security, Vol. 39, No. 2 (Fall
2014), pp. 52-91.

However, as China emerges as the new
challenger, power shifts are inevitable, as the
contest for power maximization would
intensify in a struggle for regional and global
supremacy. The potential for conflict is intense
*
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York: Free Press, 1992).
2 C. Krauthammer, ‘The Unipolar Moment’, in Foreign
Affairs, Vol. 70, No. 1 (1990), pp. 23-33.
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still valid in the context of the U.S. pivot to
Asia. Is the unipolar world order still alive and
well, as China s rapid rise as a great power
challenges U.S. preponderance in East Asia and
beyond? This paper seeks to answer the
question as to whether the U.S. should
continue to perpetuate the unipolar moment or
seek accommodation with China in a new
regional order through strategic restraint and
power sharing.

order that exhibited many qualities of being
unipolar, but was also becoming more multipolar.6 In his seminal work about why great
powers decline, Paul Kennedy professed that
the continued domination of the U.S. would
depend on its ability to maintain the necessary
defence requirements and the means to meet
those commitments.7
Two major schools of thought have argued for
and against unipolarity in the academic
literature. First, scholars including Layne and
Monteiro8 argue that unipolarity is the cause of
the outbreak of conflict and question the ability
of unipolar systems to promote peace. The
opposing camp led by Wohlforth argues why
unipolarity promotes a more durable and
peaceful world order and has the capacity to
sustain itself as long as bipolarity did in the
twentieth century.9 Some other scholars argue
that the U.S. is safer than ever before and call
for a less activist foreign policy and a greater
reliance on international institutions to advance
U.S. national security10 while others advocate
that the U.S. adopt a strategy of soft

In the first part of the paper, I revisit the
’unipolar moment’ and the arguments advanced
by opposing camps on the efficacy of
unipolarity. Second, I briefly review U.S. Grand
Strategy in East Asia since the end of the cold
war and the current academic debates in the
context of the U.S. rebalancing to Asia. Third, I
highlight several emerging challenges to U.S.
hegemony in the region. Finally, I examine why
a multi-polar regional order in East Asia led by
the U.S., but includes other powers could ease
U.S. burden sharing and bolster its pivot.
Post-cold War Unipolarity & U.S. Grand
Strategy in East Asia

6

S. Huntington, ‘America in the World’, in The Hedgehog
Review (Spring 2003), pp 1-18.
7 P. Kennedy, The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers: Economic
Change and Military Conflict, 1500–2000 (New York:
Random House, 1987).
8 C. Layne, ‘The Unipolar Illusion Revisited: The Coming
End of the United States’ Unipolar Moment’, in
International Security, Vol. 31, No. 2 (Fall 2006), pp. 7-41;
N.P. Monteiro, ’Unrest Assured: Why Unipolarity us Not
Peaceful’, in International Security, Vol. 36, No. 3 (Winter
2011), pp. 9-40.
9 W.C. Wohlforth, ‘The Stability of a Unipolar World’, in
International Security, Vol. 24, No. 1 (Summer 1999), pp 541. For similar views on U.S. Grand Strategy, please see,
M. Mastanduno, ‘Preserving the Unipolar Moment:
Realist Theories and U.S. Grand Strategy after the Cold
War’ in International Security, Vol. 21, No. 4 (Spring 1997),
pp. 49-88. S.G. Brooks and W.C. Wohlforth, ‘American
Primacy in Perspective’, in Foreign Affairs, unnumbered
(July/August 2002), pp. 20-33.
10 M.A. Zenko, ‘Clear and Present Safety’, in Foreign
Affairs, Vol. 91, No. 2 (2012), pp. 79-93; J. Traub, ‘The
End of American Intervention’, in The New York Times,
18
February
2012,
online
at
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/02/19/opinion/sunday/
the-end-of-american-intervention.html?_r=0
(last
accessed 30 October 2015). See for example, B.R. Posen,
‘Pull Back: The Case for a Less Activist Foreign Policy’,
in Foreign Affairs, January February 2013, online at
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/unitedstates/2013-01-01/pull-back (last accessed 30 October
2015).

Unipolarity Revisited
The arrival of the ‘unipolar moment’ prompted
prognostications about its capacity to endure as
a viable structure of the international system
and the future trajectory of global politics.
Krauthammer made three key assumptions
about the end of the cold war: the world would
become multipolar, America would retreat into
an isolationist shell, and there would be less
conflict. Waltz argued why global politics was
not about to transform itself, but instead the
end of the cold war only alters the structure of
world politics.5 Samuel Huntington raised
doubts about the unipolar state of global
politics, why it was an aberration that would
eventually pave the way toward a ‘unimultipolar’ world order. Huntington argued
that the structure of world politics can no
longer be understood in linear and
unidimensional terms, but needs a more
nuanced and complex understanding of a world
5

K.N. Waltz, ‘Structural Realism after the Cold War’, in
International Security, Summer 2000, Vol. 25, No.1, pp 541.

25

Strife Journal, Special Issue I (November/ December 2015)

balancing.11

maintained an enduring presence in China and
the Asia Pacific. Though the U.S. foray into
Asia can be traced back to 1692, it is Hay’s
note, demarcating ‘spheres of interests’ to
safeguard U.S. trading interests that ended
America’s intransigence and strategic dilemma
towards Asia and guided U.S. foreign and
security policy in the early part of the twentieth
century. During this time, while safeguarding
and promoting its own self-interest, the U.S.
stayed away from either committing or getting
entangled in the Asian great power rivalry
involving Germany, UK, Russia and Japan.
However, the end of the Second World War
and the defeat of Japan, dramatically changed
America’s strategic posture towards Asia from
being a neutral power to that of an offshore
balancer and later a regional hegemon. The
U.S. long term commitment to Asia should be
seen in this historical light. Though East Asia
has witnessed wars unfold in the Korean
Peninsula (1950-53) and Vietnam (1962-75), it
has witnessed unprecedented levels of
economic progress and prosperity over the past
four decades, led by Japan in the 1970s, Korea
and China in the 1980s and the Asian ‘tiger
economies’ in the 1990s. A major contributor
to this economic growth has been the enduring
alliance between the U.S. and Japan which
undergirds a stable security order in East Asia.

Roots of U.S. Preponderance
Despite predictions about the decline of U.S.
power, the U.S. is still the largest economy in
the world, with one of the largest per capita
income. Over the years, investments in Science
and Technology have enabled the U.S. economy
to develop a sustainable competitive edge in
various technology sectors.12
The U.S. military is still the most
technologically advanced in the world and
spends more on defence than the Top 8
countries combined.13 The U.S. is also a leading
cyber and space power. As the original inventor
of the Internet, possessing unrivalled
technological superiority over its rivals, the U.S.
has played a decisive role in ensuring that the
Internet remains in U.S. hands for now and in
the future. Since the future of the Internet is
increasingly intertwined with the political
ideologies of competing states in the global
system, in the strategic competition for control
of the Internet, the U.S. quest for primacy in
controlling the Internet dovetails with what is
increasingly being seen as the next frontier for
demonstrating global supremacy.
U.S. Grand Strategy in East Asia

From the perspective of U.S. strategy towards
East Asia, the 1991 U.S. National Security
document only makes a passing reference to
China, as the U.S. focus was on managing the
after effects of the First Gulf War.15 Towards
the latter half of the last decade of the twentieth
century, opening up Chinese markets and
integrating the Chinese economy with the
global trading system was the overriding
priority of the U.S.16 China prominently figured
in U.S. national security calculations for the
first time in 2000, as the U.S. recognized the
rise of China as a major player in Asia, and
stressed not so much competition, but
cooperation.17 The horrific events of 9/11
compelled the Bush Administration to adopt a

While analyzing the U.S. role in Asia, it is
important to keep history in perspective. Since
Secretary of State, John Hay wrote his famous
‘open door’ notes in 1899,14 the U.S. has
11
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advocates a grand strategy based on offshore balancing
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afar. See for example, J. Mearsheimer, ‘Imperial by
Design’, in National Interest, No. 111 (Jan/Feb 2011), pp.
16-34.
12 , Joseph S. Nye, Jr. ‘Is the American Century Over’?
(Cambridge: Polity Press, 2015).
13 Peter G. Peterson Foundation, ‘The U.S. Spends More
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11 April 2014, online at http://pgpf.org/ChartArchive/0053_defense-comparison (last accessed 30
October 2015).
14 A detailed description of the ‘open door’ notes is
available at https://history.state.gov/milestones/18991913/hay-and-china (last accessed 30 October 2015).
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17 U.S. Government, A National Security Strategy for the New
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modernization23 and the 2015 strategy went
further in stating that the U.S. would manage
competition from a position of strength.24

grand strategy based on pre-emptive war and
democracy promotion in the Muslim world.
The policy in East Asia was still led U.S.
engagement with the region with Japan as the
fulcrum of its regional strategy.18 By 2006, the
U.S. was beginning to view the rise of China
with some degree of concern, scolding China
for its penchant for aggrandizing global energy
supplies, and expressed serious reservations
about its human rights record at home.19 The
long term national intelligence estimate of 2008
clearly recognized China as the long term threat
to securing U.S. interests in East Asia. When
Obama came to office in 2008, in the
immediate aftermath of the global financial
crisis, the U.S. briefly flirted with the idea of
coopting China to manage global affairs in a
G2 framework.20 However, with China calling
for a new form of great power relationship and
yearning for being treated as an equal, these
plans were soon abandoned in favour of a more
pragmatic foreign policy that was grounded in
realist politics.21 Some scholars began
wondering if Obama even had a grand
strategy?22 For the first time, Obama’s National
Security Strategy in 2010 spelt out the need for
the U.S. to closely monitor China’s military

Emerging Challenges to U.S. Regional
Primacy
Most current debates about the U.S. pivot to
Asia are framed as some form of a direct
contest between the military strategies of the
two great powers in the high waters of the East
and South China seas: the Chinese A2/AD
(Anti-access/Area Denial) strategy pitted
against the U.S Air-Sea battle strategy.25 While
this could be a useful lens to analyze rival
military strategies in a hotly contested
battlespace, a more comprehensive assessment
of the emerging security situation in East Asia
would have to encompass a deeper
understanding of the internal challenges that
could constrain the unbridled use of power in
the pursuit of U.S. grand strategy and a more
nuanced understanding of the economic,
political, technological and societal forces that
are shaping the politics and the behaviour of
states in East Asia, and are largely occurring
outside of U.S. control.
China’s Pan-Oceanic Ambitions

18

U.S. Government, The National Security Strategy of the
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Ross, ‘Competing Visions for U.S. Grand Strategy’, in
International Security, Vol. 21, No. 3 (Winter 1996/97), pp.
5-53.
20 Jaime Flor Cruz, ‘U.S.-China relations in focus at ‘G-2’
summit’, CNN, 2 April 2009, online at
http://edition.cnn.com/2009/WORLD/europe/04/01/
g20.china.us (last accessed 30 October 2015).
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Affairs, Vol. 90, No 4, pp. 57-68.

For more than three decades, the Chinese
economy has registered an average economic
growth rate of 7-10%. Though economic
growth has slowed down and China itself is
undergoing internal economic policy shifts
under Xi Jinping, the long term economic
growth trajectory for China still looks quite
promising as China is projected to be the
world’s largest economy by 2050.26 While
Chinese global economic engagement has been
on a steady rise, China is using its economic
23
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clout to fashion new security relationships
globally, more so in South East Asia and South
Asia. In South Asia, China is planning a
maritime silk route by investing in ports in
Pakistan, Sri Lanka, Burma and Bangladesh to
encircle its Asian rival India through a ‘string of
pearls’ strategy.27In the longer run, some of
these ports could be converted for dual-use
purpose as naval bases.28 In the long run,
China’s economic and security interests would
extend beyond today’s confines of the Yellow,
East China and South China seas, to include the
Indian Ocean Region (IOR) extending from the
Gulf of Aden to the Malacca straits. For the
U.S., these developments would mean the need
for an active forward policy of containment
that would have to extend beyond the confines
of the East China Seas.

through cyber weapons and believes that
eventual strategic parity with the United States
would depend on prowess in cyberspace.30
Hedging by Regional Powers
A defining pillar of U.S. hegemony in East Asia
has been the enduring partnerships and
alliances that were stitched together after the
Second World War with countries including
Japan and, Korea and later with Taiwan,
Philippines, Indonesia Singapore, and Australia.
With the exception of Japan and Korea, other
countries in the region are likely to hedge their
alliance strategies in the long term in ways that
may not always align with U.S interests. Taiwan
still remains a major conflict flashpoint in East
Asia
with
rapidly
changing
internal
developments that are shaping its political
landscape. The looming threat of an outright
Chinese takeover of the Island is ever present.31
The increasing business and trade ties that the
Taiwanese have cultivated with China over the
past decade could persuade China to pursue a
more assertive foreign and security policy vis-àvis Taiwan. While India, a country steeped in
non-alignment32 during the cold war is engaged
in a ‘strategic partnership’ with the U.S., it is
unlikely to enter into any kind of a formal
alliance with the United States to contain a
rising China. India is open to formal defence
cooperation and military exercises, but is in no
mood to embed its military operationally with

The Cyber Element in the U.S.-China Conflict
As a rising world power, China’s efforts
towards improving its technological capabilities
have been steadily progressing over many
decades. Though the U.S. leads the world in
developing Internet technology, China is now
the largest Internet market with 564 M Internet
users at the end of 2012.29 In emphasizing the
importance of Cybersecurity in overall Chinese
strategic thinking, Chinese strategic experts Colonel Liang Qiao and Colonel Wang
Xiangsui authored a seminal text –
‘Unrestricted Warfare’, identifying how U.S.
dependence and vulnerability in cyberspace
need to be exploited asymmetrically. The
Chinese believe that a dominant cyber weapons
and cyber-attack capability is a key strategic
imperative for Chinese national security in the
twenty first century. Increasingly, the cyber
domain features prominently in the emerging
cyber posture of China and in its foreign and
security policies. China seeks to deter the U.S

30
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the U.S as part of the ‘pivot’ strategy.33 While
Australia is a formal U.S. ally and the U.S.
troops are stationed in Darwin,34 Australia is
also leveraging its relationship with China to
boost its own resource economy, while an
influential Australian academic has called for
the U.S. to share power with China.35 As a
major regional player and an important party to
the dispute in the South China seas, Vietnam’s
economic and security interests are linked to
how well it can manage relations with China.36
Despite a troubled past, Indonesia’s relationship
with China has been on an upward trajectory
since the 1990s.37

spending
and
investing
in
military
modernization. Japan is also engaging in
stepped up defence cooperation in Asia with
Australia and India. As China accelerates its
defence modernization and flexes its military
might, it is inevitable that the U.S and Japan
would adopt a closer embrace to counter the
rise of China. If Chinese strategic posture in
the region veers towards belligerence, Japan’s
security dilemma will exacerbate in the years
ahead as it seeks to bolster its own defence
forces and work more closely with the U.S. as
the ‘offensive partner’. 38 Moreover, Japan
which has been in the midst of a prolonged
economic stagnation and faces a long term
demographic challenge, may have to contend
with the so called ‘commitment paradox’, as
U.S. resources shift towards balancing China.

Japan’s secular decline
Japan is an important factor in the U.S.
rebalancing strategy. As a major global
economy, Japan is also a key trading partner of
the U.S. and a crucial link in the proposed
Trans-Pacific Partnership to promote a U.S. led
intra-regional trade within the Asia Pacific
region that excludes China. As China becomes
more assertive in its maritime claims, Japan is
responding by increasing its own defence

Conclusion
The fall of the Soviet Union had raised hopes
for a new world order based on peace and
cooperation. However, over the past two
decades, the world has witnessed at least three
major wars, revolutions in Eastern Europe, the
Arab spring in the Middle East, nuclear sabre
rattling in North Asia and the tug-o-war over
regional supremacy in the Gulf.
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Within the U.S. and think tank fraternity, two
major schools of thoughts define the current
debate about the future U.S. role in shaping the
global order. Some scholars have argued for the
U.S. to recognize the assertive role being played
by emerging powers like India and China in
shaping a new international order,39 while some
U.S. based academics argue for a U.S. retreat
from global interventions and have advocated
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the pursuit of a policy of retrenchment.40 Some
others have called for an Asian-centric order to
be preserved based on the traditional notions
of hierarchy which have always been the core
guiding forces in preserving East Asian order.41
Some scholars have called for the U.S. to
continue its current hegemonic grand strategy
as the only possible response to the rise of the
China and have argued for why the U.S. should
continue to hone its competitive edge in the
emerging competition with China and the need
to understand China’s ‘global personality’.42 43
Emerging new scholarship on the U.S. role in
East Asia calls for a consent based hegemonic
order in the region led by the U.S., but also
includes China, Japan and other U.S. partners.44

UK interested in membership.45 These changes
are bound to have a profound impact on how
China seeks to counterbalance U.S. power and
play a greater role in managing global affairs.
Notwithstanding the possibility that it may have
to prepare itself for a potential future conflict
in East Asia, U.S. Grand strategy would be
better served by focusing on the macro issues
that are crucial to global stability - cyber
security, western control of the Internet,
preservation of the U.S. led global economic
order, cooperation with China on economic
and security issues and global cooperation in
nuclear disarmament. During the course of the
last century, the U.S. became the indispensable
technology leader and global power due to
American exceptionalism. The challenge to U.S.
preponderance in the twenty first century is
being able to sustain global stewardship in a
‘uni-multipolar’ world order.

As China undergoes monumental internal
transformation to reinvent its society, economy
and technology capacity, the world would
increasingly look a lot less unipolar and more
multipolar. The Chinese are already gearing up
to float an alternate infrastructure Bank that is
slated to emerge an alternative to the World
Bank with many Western powers including the
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Capitalist Development, China’s Rise and US State Managers:
Explaining ‘Pivot to Asia’ with Marxists Lenses
Zeno Leoni
Introduction

organization of the state, the roles of policy
makers, and the personal characteristics of
those elites that hold power. While on the one
hand this is the best way to approach foreign
policy, particularly in the US, in this paper I
present a framework which methodologically
follows a similar order of determinations, but
in terms of contents it remains faithful to
Marxism.3

In this paper I will attempt to sketch a Marxist
theory of imperialism for American foreign
policy and Barack Obama’s government
strategy over the Pacific water mass. Marxism
for many years has been a ‘lame duck’ vis-à-vis
International Relations (IR) because Karl Marx
did not provide a consistent theory of the state.
Economic determinism dominated accounts of
imperialism. Furthermore, because of its focus
on systemic processes, Marxism has been at
odds with foreign policy.

Uneven development of capitalism and material values
of territory
The major pressure to which state managers are
subjected is the uneven development of
capitalism. Capitalism spreads its forces
unevenly on different geographical scales. In
global cities, uneven development can be seen
in their fragmented dispersion of wealth and
poverty throughout the urban area. On a
national scale, this is represented by the many
North-South, West-East, and coastal-inland
economic divides that nowadays profoundly
characterize developed and developing
countries. On a global/international scale
instead, the uneven development of capitalism
can be observed in the rise and fall of great
powers of the kind discussed by Vladimir
Lenin.

The shift brought in the balance of economic
and military power by the uneven development
of capitalism, and rising expansionist
discourses – in Russia and China - demand for
further work on the role of the state in
international relations, as the era in which many
claimed for the withering of the latter seems to
be ending.1
The one presented here is a new approach to
IR and foreign policy; however as a method it
takes inspiration from suggestions of Eugene
R. Wittkopf and James N. Rosenau. The
former saw American foreign policy not as the
result of national interests, but as ‘the product
of a complex political process anchored in
tradition and colored by contemporary
developments at home and abroad.’2 Foreign
policy in general should be accounted for as the
product
of
hierarchically
ordered
determinations – factors. Rosenau for instance,
considered the forces determining foreign
policy outcomes with a total view. The agencies
he thought of were the global arena, the
domestic social arena, the institutional

For Lenin capitalism did not favor reinvestment
of profits in the same national territory in order
to improve people standard of living, but it
aimed at ‘exporting capital abroad to the
backward countries’ where profits could be
3

J.N. Rosenau, ‘Pre-Theories and Theories of Foreign
Policy’, in R. Barry Farell (ed.), Approaches to Comparative
and International Politics (Evanston, IL: Northwestern
University Press), pp. 27-92.

1

R. O’Brien, Global Financial Integration: The End of
Geography (New York: Council on Foreign Relations
Press, 1992).
2 E.R. Wittkopf & C.M. Jones, American Foreign Policy:
Pattern and Process (Thomson Wadsworth, 2008), pp. 14-5.
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higher.4 It goes without saying that, once the
previously backward countries industrialized,
these were searching for investments
somewhere else and increased their geopolitical
expectations.

companies. Classical Marxist theories of
imperialism, such as those of Hobson,
Hilferding, Bukharin and Lenin, argued in
different ways that the causes for aggressive
foreign policies were to be found in the
symbiotic relation between state and big
industrial-financial combines. Monopolies grew
so big that they had the power to take control
of the highest spheres of the state and use
them to pursue a scramble for the material
values of territory: natural resources, cheap
labor, markets, legal and physical infrastructure.
Particularly for Bukharin, it was the state
sponsoring of national monopolies which
brought to clashes between capitalist states.8

Countries therefore follow the sort of cyclical
pattern in which there is ‘1) low economic
growth due to capital constraint’, followed by
‘2) high economic growth by dissolution of the
constraint’ and ‘3) low economic growth due to
labor constraint.’5 This process on the one hand
triggers development around the world. On the
other hand, it unleashes forces which produce
new rivals for already developed countries
which fight for the ‘most highly industrialized
regions (German appetite for Belgium; French
appetite for Lorraine)’,6 while territorial
conquest becomes a mean ‘to weaken the
adversary and undermine his hegemony’.7
States need to promote conditions of
profitability domestically or abroad for their
private capitals, and because they want to
maintain economic growth through taxation
and reception of foreign direct investments
(FDIs) competition brings to a re-division of
spheres of economic and military influence.

A milestone in this strand of literature remains
the work of Gabriel Kolko. The latter believes
that the American business class is extremely
influent, and it has effective informal
mechanisms to co-opt if not corrupt state
managers and to make their vision of economic
policy translated into policy of the state.9
Despite the liberal background of his work
Joseph S. Nye, Jr. found three areas in which
big businesses intervene in world politics ‘direct role’ in ‘private foreign policy’, when
multinationals pressure a host country;
‘unintended direct role’ of ‘instruments of
influence’ for governments; ‘indirect roles’ of
‘setting the agenda’ of a government.10

State-capital relations
On a second level of determination lies the
pressure exerted by economic actors on the
foreign policy process. This factor is between
the systemic and the agential realm and it
concerns with the relation between the state
and capitalist monopolies, multinational
corporations (MNCs), banks and insurance

Future researchers started to see classical
Marxist theories of imperialism as flawed by
economic determinism. Fred Block overcame
this problem by considering a reciprocal
interaction between state managers and big
business. For Block, while on the one hand
capitalists look at egoistic short-term interests,

4

V. Lenin, Imperialism, the Highest Stage of Capitalism (New
York: International Publishers, 1939), p. 63. Written
between January and June of 1916, first published in
mid-1917.
5 H. Onishi, ‘Uneven Development of the World
Economy: from Krugman to Lenin’, Working Paper 101,
Graduate School of Economics, Kyoto University,
February, 2009, p. 10, online at http://www.econ.kyotou.ac.jp/~chousa/WP/101.pdf (last accessed 30 October
2015)
6 Lenin, p. 91.
7 Ibid, pp. 91-2. See also core-periphery shifts in I.
Wallerstein, The Modern World-System I (Berkeley, Los
Angeles & London: University of California Press, 2011),
p. 350.

8

A. Brewer, Marxist Theories of Imperialism: A Critical
Survey (London and New York: Routledge, 1990).
9 G. Kolko, Main Currents in Modern American History (New
York: Harper and Row, 1976), chs. 7 and 8. Quoted in P.
Gowan, ‘Global Economy’, in Michael Cox & Doug
Stokes, US Foreign Policy (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2008), p. 339.
10 Like in the case of liberalization for trade with the
Soviet Union. J. S. Nye, Jr., ‘Multinationals: The Game
and the Rules: Multinational Corporations in World
Politics’, in Foreign Affairs, Vol. 53, No. 1 (October, 1974),
pp.153-175.
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state managers are concerned by the long-term
economic health and power of the state. They
still have to rely on private economy, because
economic health is synonymous of public
support and a high inflow of revenues through
taxation, but they are driven by an interest
different from that of big business.11 Recently,
Third-wave theories of imperialism developed
an understanding of imperialism where state
managers’ logic interact with that of capital or
it filtrates it through their ideologies.12

subtly, by Henri Lefebvre. For the latter – a
Marxist thinker - space had to be considered as
a social relation,19 however ‘the understanding
of space cannot reduce the lived to the
conceived, nor the body to a geometric or
optical abstraction. On the contrary: this
understanding must begin with the lived and
the body, that is, from a space occupied by an
organic, living, and thinking being. This being
has (is) its space, circumscribed in its immediate
surroundings, but threatened or favored by that
which is distant.’20

The foreign policy level: national territory and state
managers

If looked through these lenses, space happens
to have semantic values, in addition to the
material values needed by capitalism.21 Tangible
characteristics entail ‘control over a particular
territory, the protection of an ethnic minority,
or the removal of a particular leader’, while for
intangible ones can refer to ‘influence, prestige,
or ideology.22

Forces at the agential level then metabolize and
translate economic pressures into foreign
policy. This paper focuses on the link between
ideologies of state managers and territory.13
In this sense classical geopolitics provides some
important insight. While realism describes the
state as a static and monolithic container, the
tension between the finite and infinite that is at
the base of classical geopolitics14 reveals
another tension between the bordered
sovereign state and the borderland of the
nation.15 This dichotomy was highlighted in
Ratzel’s theory and in Hitler’s bodenpolitik, or soil
politics (‘blood and soil’).16 As the boundaries
of the nation do not overlap with those of the
state and at the same time are less defined,17 the
state is only relatively fixed and therefore is
prone to expansionism.18

While these theories may seem to apply more
directly to Russian and Chinese imperialism,
how would they fit with regard to a country
whose foreign policy was apparently more
driven by ‘morality and economics’, rather than
geopolitics?23 In the United States, the relative
fixity of national territory and historical and
symbolical meaning attached to it could be
found in the Puritan idea of a nation ‘imbued
with a sacred calling’ and ‘the belief — derived
from the War of Independence— that a
republic endowed with a constitution of liberty
for all times’ was born.’24 The encroachment
between material and symbolic values of
territory and their fusion in the need of security
is better represented by Manifest Destiny, a

This aspect was also acknowledged, more
11

F. Block, Revising State Theory (Philadelphia: Temple
University Press, 1987).
12 David Harvey, The New Imperialism (Oxford & New
York: Oxford University Press, 2005)
13 In a more complete study, groups interests and
institutional mechanisms should also be considered.
14 M. Ruggiano, L'infinito nella sensibilità romantica
(Benevento: Ricolo, 1981).
15 This is in addition to the tension between free flowing
capitals and territorially fixed states usually considered by
Marxist geographers
16M. Bassin, ‘Imperialism and the nation state in
Friedrich Ratzel’s political geography’, Progress in Human
Geography, Vol.11 (1987), pp. 484, 475.
17 P. Dicken, Global Shift: Mapping the Changing Contours of
the World Economy (New York & London: The
Guilford Press, 2011), p. 172.
18 For an American version of this aspects, see the works
of Frederick Jackson Turner.

19

H. Lefebvre, The Production of Space (Oxford & Malden
MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 1991), p. 26.
20 H. Lefebvre, State, Space, World: Selected Essays, Edited
by Neil Brenner and Stuart Elden (Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press, 2009), p. 226..
21 D.J. Dzurek, ‘What Makes Territory Important:
Tangible and Intangible Dimensions’, in GeoJournal, Vol.
64, No. 4 (2005), p. 263.
22 P.R. Hensel & S. McLaughlin Mitchell, ‘Issue
Indivisibility and Territorial Claims’, in GeoJournal, Vol.
64, No. 4 (2005), p. 275
23 P. Anderson, ‘Consilium’, in New Left Review, Vol. 83
(September/October, 2013), p. 115.
24 P. Anderson, ‘Imperium’, in New Left Review, Vol. 83
(September/October), 2013, p. 5.
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socio-ideological dimension in which the
expansionism of both capitalism and American
culture are attached together. Manifest Destiny
in American history has been expressed under
different sub-ideologies and parties currents.25
The contradiction between expansionism and
universalism embedded in these discourses,
explain the lack of formal territorial occupation
by the United States, which clashes with
extraordinary number of military bases around
the world and patrolling of the global
common.26
IV – The changing
multipolarity?27

world

order:

between financial markets and national
monetary authorities was equaled to that
between a ‘tiger’ and its ‘tamer’.29 Trade average
expansion and FDI were ‘stronger than in the
first wave of globalization’ from 1850 to 1913’
and world poverty decreased.30 In the ‘90s, the
fall of the last great power favored the passage
to the ‘Age of Optimism’, with geoeconomy
making its way into different narratives because
security was thought to have become postgeopolitical,
and
territorial
control
31
counterproductive. Slogans such as ‘peace
dividend’ and ‘enemies become friends’
appeared, as URRS’ fall meant ‘strategic pause’
for Washington.32 This intellectual upheaval was
underpinned by novelties in military affairs.33
Security was better understood and practiced as
‘horizontally extended’.34 The best portrait of
this period was Thomas Barnett’s map, as the

towards

In section I a dealt with a theoretical
perspective on how capitalism shapes the
balance of global economic power. In this
section instead I remind how a world which
was going to become global and borderless,
found itself very territory-attached after the
2007-08 economic crisis. The world order as we
have known it over the last decades went
through an historical shift which can be seen in
the reshuffling on a global scale of the relations
of economic and military power.

29

F. Saccomanni, Managing International Financial Instability:
National Tamers Versus Global Tigers (Cheltenham:
Edward Elgar Publishing, 2008); A. Elson, Governing
Global Finance: The Evolution and Reform of the International
Financial Architecture (New York: Palgrave Macmillan,
2011), pp. 75-76.
30 World Trade Organisation, World Trade Report 2008:
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policy: Geopolitical and Geoeconomic Logics of Power’,
in Political Geography, Vol. 27, No. 5 (2008), p. 576; M.
Sparke, ‘Geopolitical Fear, Geoeconomic Hope and the
Responsibilities of Geography’, in Annals of the
Association of American Geographers, Vol. 97, No. 2 (2007),
p. 339, reprinted in Geopolitica: Revista de Geografie Politica,
GeoPolitica si GeoStrategie, Anul VIII, Nr. 36-37 (2011) and
in Klaus Dodds (ed.), SAGE Library of International
Relations: Geopolitics (Vols. 1-4). (London: SAGE
Publications Ltd, 2009).
32 Lawrence Freedman, ‘The Revolution in Strategic
Affairs’, in Adelphi Paper 318, International Institute for
Strategic Studies, Vol. 38, No. 318 (1998), p. 5; C.
Kupchan, How Enemies Become Friends: The Sources of Stable
Peace (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2010).
33 F. W. Kagan, ‘The U.S. Military’s Manpower Crisis’, in
Foreign Affairs, Vol. 85, No. 4 (July/August 2006), pp.
97-110.
34 E. Rothschild, ‘What Is Security?’, in Daedalus, Vol.
124, No. 3 (Summer, 1995), pp. 53-98. For post-modern
warfare see A. Bousquet, ‘War’, in Nash, Kate et al., The
New Blackwell Companion to Political Sociology (Oxford:
Blackwell, 2011).

Starting from the ‘80s the international
economic system experienced the entrance into
the ‘Age of Transformation’ with Eastern
Europe, China, India and South America
adhering to global capitalism.28 The relation
25

W. R. Mead, Special Providence: American Foreign Policy and
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World
(New
York:
Knopf, 2001); “war is inherent in this doctrine”, as argued in
R. Coles, ‘Manifest Destiny Adapted for 1990s’ War
Discourse: Mission and Destiny Intertwined’, in Sociology
of Religion, Vol. 63, No. 4 (Winter, 2002), p. 404; for the
development of a different spectrum of approaches to
foreign policy, see B. R. Posen & A. L. Ross, ‘Competing
Visions for U.S. Grand Strategy’, in International Security,
Vol. 21, No. 3 (Winter, 1996/97), pp. 5-53.
26 C. Lutz, The Bases of Empire (New York: New York
University Press, 2009); J. Gerson, and B. Birchard, The
Sun Never Sets: Confronting the Network of Foreign U.S.
Military Bases (Boston: South End Press, 1991).
27 This section draws on a paper titled ‘From Unipolarity
to Multipolarity: Changing Capitalist Development and
the Return of the State in International Security’ which I
presented at the conference on Global insecurities: emerging
security challenges in a nexus between networks and remoteness
(University of Bristol, 29 November, 2014),.
28 Gideon Rachman, Zero-Sum World: Politics, Power and
Prosperity After the Crash (London: Atlantic Books, 2011).

34

Strife Journal, Special Issue I (November/ December 2015)

new enemies were spaceless and transnational.35

V: Contrasting visions in the Democratic
Party and the Pivot to Asia to counter China

The death of territory however, contrasted with
the fact US, while policing the globe for its
Global War On Terrorism (GWOT), it
developed a network of bases and alliances
ready to counter China in Asia and in subSaharian Africa.36 Blind confidence on the
success of globalization in bringing an equal
distribution of power did not last, as the
passage to multipolarity was approaching
rapidly with an unprecedented transfer of
economic power from West to East.37 It seemed
clear that the twenty-first was going to be the
‘Chinese century’.38 With regard to China, this
brought many authors to focus their attention
on the eventuality of a passage of hegemony
between US and China or a struggle for it.
However these authors’ conclusions were
looking
more
like
forecasts39
and
recommendations,40 or as study of China’s
world vision.41 An interest in the internal
dynamics which drive the foreign policy-making
process was missing.

A split inside the Democratic Party
At the agential level, the link between capitalist
development, businesses pressures and
symbolical values of territory can be found in
the different agencies, such as the working of
institutions in the US with its key positions
occupied by different parties, path dependency,
roles of policy-makers and party ideologies. In
this last section I consider ideology at a low
level of abstraction. As the ideological
spectrum in the U.S. is a moderate one, the
Democratic Party does not contain any really
alternative vision of foreign policy compared to
the Republicans. This means that, whoever
governs, be this the ‘hawkish’ George W. Bush
or the ‘gentleman’ Barack Obama, the
substance is likely to remain intact. However
differences in timing of policies and intensity in
the deployment of power can appear in the
final adjustment of a foreign policy mainly
determined by forces outlined in the first two
sections.

35

T.P. Barnett, The Pentagon’s new map: War and peace in the
twenty-first century (New York: Putnam, 2004).
36 John Gershman, ‘US: Remaking Policy in Asia’, in
Foreign Policy in Focus, 22 November 2002; republished in
Asia Times, 6 November 2002, accessible online at
http://www.atimes.com/atimes/Japan/DK26Dh02.html
(last accessed 30 October 2015); Z. Leoni, ‘US
Security Strategy in South Sudan: An Anti-China
Strategy?’, in Sudan Tribune, 3 May 2013, online at
http://www.sudantribune.com/spip.php?article46437.
See above for U.S.’ bases
37 National Intelligence Council, ‘Global Trends 2025: A
Transformed World’ (US Government Printing Office,
November 2008), p. VI, accessible online at:
http://www.aicpa.org/research/cpahorizons2025/global
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38 Ted C. Fishman, ‘The Chinese Century’, in The New
York
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INA.html (last accessed 30 October 2015).
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History, Vol. 105, No. 690 (2006), pp. 160-2.
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Affairs, Vol. 87, No. 1 (January/February, 2008), pp. 2337.
41 R.L. Schweller & X. Pu, ‘After Unipolarity: China’s
Visions of International Order in an Era of U.S.
Decline’, in International Security, Vol. 36, No. 1 (Summer,
2011), pp. 41-72

The clash between realists and idealists is an old
parameter for the study of US foreign policy
one. However since William Clinton election
this divide has been interiorized by the
Democratic Party. The latter went through a
transformation during the 1980s which moved
the ideological posture of the party ‘toward the
center of the political spectrum’. This shift was
led by the Democratic Leadership Council
(DLC), which challenged the main ideology of
Democrats after the left wing of the party
dominated in the ‘60s and ‘70s.42 And it arose
from the necessity to ‘break the Republican
hold on the White House’ after years.43 As Hale
reminded ‘the party that does not hold the
White House faces the need to generate ideas
and policy responses that can form the basis of
a message and agenda in the next election’.44
42

An ‘unofficial group’ of the Democratic Party; its
think thank is the Progressive Policy Institute.
43 J.F. Hale, ‘The Making of the New Democrats’, in
Political Science Quarterly, Vol. 110, No. 2, (Summer, 1995),
p. 207.
44 Ibid, p. 208.
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does not have a doctrine,48 his approach to
American power has been rational, balanced
and one of prioritizing, as the efforts spent on
domestic economy demonstrate. By stating that
‘America has shown arrogance and it has been
dismissive, even derisive’, he opposed a fanatic
approach to American power.49 And his foreign
policy has been affected by the weight of the
version of Manifest Destiny he personally
embeds. The mandate he received from electors
was to show the rest of the world that once
again American had something to teach: how to
change and renew itself, how to fix mistakes.

The centrist wing is favorable to the use of
military force, it adheres unconditionally to
neoliberalism and endorses a light welfare. The
second one supports a more extensive welfare
and is suspicious of easy going approaches to
military interventions. This split is considered
to be still valid, and is likely to emerge loudly
during the next Democrats primaries and in an
eventual blue government between Hillary
Clinton and Senator Elizabeth Warren.45
This division was also central to the first
Obama’s administration – with the president
being more cognate to the liberal wing, and
Hillary Clinton to the centrist one - despite
there is who sees the latter as split along three
generational lines: one from the post-Vietnam
era – e.g. Joe Biden – disappointed by the
Vietnam catastrophe, but repented not to have
supported First Gulf War and therefore then
supported the Second Gulf War; a second one
led by the Clintons and which sees the
American power as ‘indispensable’; a third one,
that of the Obamians, which has been
profoundly affected by the wicked use of
military force after September the 11th.46

Somebody called him a ‘consequentialist’.50 And
not by chance Obama attacked Hillary Clinton
by arguing that Bush junior’s foreign policy was
the continuation of her husband’s foreign
policy.51 The president was not wrong if
considered that Clinton ‘repeatedly aligned
herself with the most consistent realist in the
Obama administration’, such as Secretary of
Defense Robert Gates – who covered the same
position with Bush – and who had influence
over Obama’s national security strategy.52
Clinton translated to her electors Obama’s
apparently moderate messages as incapability to
deal with ‘3 A.M.’ emergencies.53 But to believe
that Obama has or would put an end to
American imperialism is a utopia at the list. As
he confirmed during his last West Point speech:
‘the United States will use military force,
unilaterally if necessary, when our core interests
demand it — when our people are threatened;

Barack Obama vs. Hillary Clinton
Barack Obama declared to be ‘not a particularly
ideological person’.47 Despite observers said he
45

Political analyst Stuart Rothenberg commented: ‘We’re
seeing the same sort of division in the Democratic Party
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46 James Mann, ‘US Role in Asia and the World’, lecture
in the America’s Role in the World: Global Agenda 2013
Speaker Series, University of Delaware, accessible online at
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House to Redefine American Power (New York: Viking, 2012).
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priority for every one of us in administration.’58
The history of US grand strategy and a Marxist
approach to it, tell that no president or political
faction would challenge the American quest for
security and economic primacy, and in a way
Kerry’s words remind that there is not a
fundamental difference on the way American
state managers imagine US grand strategy.
However, to agree on the importance of
shifting towards Asia it does not mean that
everyone sees it at the same way: ‘Some in the
administration, especially in the State
Department, viewed this policy primarily in
terms of contrasting Chinese threats to the
region. The president, however […] viewed a
successful overall regional strategy as vital for
U.S. national interests and remained convinced
of the feasibility and importance of seeking
win-win cooperation with China to the extent
possible over the long run.’59

when our livelihoods are at stake; when the
security of our allies is in danger.’54
The United States of America already
maintained under observation Asia and China
since the 1997, and during the Bush’s years.
However all this could not be compared with
the level of attention rose within the Obama’s
administration.55 The main reason for this shift
was the fact that the crisis and the uneven
development of capitalism had made of China
and the Pacific a fundamental area for shipping,
mineral and fishing resources, and military
strategy.56 But the approach to China will also
depend on the balance of forces inside the
American government.
The two wings and China
In the distribution of financial resources for
national security in 2016, pivot to Asia will be
the container to benefit most.57 In commenting
the announcement of the new budget,
Secretary of State John Kerry stated that the
pivot, which got the biggest share, is ‘a top

When Obama entered the White House in fact,
it could be noticed a general ‘promising start’.60
This regarded in particular issues such as global
crisis management, climate change and nuclear
proliferation.61 But security came down to be a
horse of different color, as China became more
assertive.62 For ‘pivot to Asia’ in fact, 2011 was
the topical year. Despite the formal words of
respects which are always part of high-level
diplomatic communication, Hillary Clinton
made clear that she was committed ‘to sustain
our leadership, secure our interests, and
advance our values’, and that US would have
not receded of a centimeter with regard to
‘freedom of navigation in South China Sea’ –
something China will not accept.63 James
Steinberg, James Bader, and Jon Huntsman, the
most experts on the international relations of
Asia in the Obama’s administration, had to

54

D. Hudson, ‘“America Must Always Lead”: President
Obama Addresses West Point Graduates’, The White
House
Blog,
28
May
2014,
online
at
http://www.whitehouse.gov/blog/2014/05/28/america
-must-always-lead-president-obama-addresses-westpoint-graduates (last accessed 30 October 2015).
55 Robert S. Ross, ‘The Problem with the Pivot: Obama’s
New Asia Policy is Unnecessary and Counterproductive’,
in Foreign Affairs, Vol. 91, No. 6 (November/December,
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a bullet-points illustration of Obama’s strategy towards
Asia, which lies in the middle between unilateralism and
tolerance, see Ibid., pp. 6-8.
56 G. P. Hastedt, American Foreign Policy: Past, Present and
Future (New York: Rowman and Littlefield, 2015), p. 30;
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resign because the aggressive rise of China was
de facto defeating their approach to diplomacy,
and ‘strategic reassurance’ was seen as
confusing and ineffective as a strategy.64

opposition happened not by chance. Holbrooke
had been Hillary Clinton’s lead foreign policy
advisor during the presidential campaign and
potential Secretary of State, and Obama had
vetoed his candidature for becoming Clinton’s
deputy.68

That there were and still there are clashes, and
that these clashes could affect the ‘pivot’, was
also noted in a bipartisan letter sent to Obama
by four senators, asking to constitute a leading
interagency to clarify the strategy and not to
leave it to ‘speeches, interviews, and articles’ of
many individuals and institutions.65

During the second term of Obama observers
have had the feeling the rebalancing has slowed
down.69 But this is probably just a matter of
time. The reasons for the slowing down of the
pivot completion on the one hand has to do
with the difficulties in developing the TransPacific Partnership.70 On the other hand the
Obama II has changed some key personality,
and certainly in the latter there has been less
space for the democratic hawks and aggressive
rhetoric about China. Obama chose individuals
which were on his side ‘since his first days in
office or earlier’ while Clinton and her assistant
Kurt Campbell left.’71 Probably Campbell had
been one of the few to juxtapose the word
‘rivalry’ to China.72 Compared to the Obama I,
a higher degree of union characterized the
second term.73

The split is more than unofficial, but to believe
that Barack Obama and those official allied to
him are against pivoting to Asia, would be
incorrect as it is in the DNA of American
grand strategy to control and secure the
strategic regions of the world, and now the
Pacific has become the new Middle East of
even more important. Obama in fact had
‘acknowledged the rise of China before
election, and argued that Bush mistake was to
engage in Asia’.66
However while initially president Obama was
dialoguing with the military establishment for
adding more troops in Afghanistan - in parallel
with the implementation of an exit strategy
from Iraq - he was challenged by some of his
new advisers, among which a loud voice was
that of Richard Holbrooke. The latter thought
that spending more energies in Afghanistan was
‘counterproductive’, and it would have not
eased the concentration of financial and
military resources into the Pacific Rim.67 This

The divide inside the Democratic Party seemed
to be less sharp when it came to the TransPacific Partnership, with regard to which
frictions arose along the institutional lines.
While in the negotiations for the TPP the
Obama’s administration has led with less
68
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contrasts, it encountered opposition from
Democrats seating in the Congress at the time
of asking for fast-track. The Congress so far
has been taken out of the TPP affair and
generally from the ‘pivot to Asia’.74 This clash
has confirmed the support for economic
expansionism inherent by the members of the
Democratic Party which occupy government
positions.75

Party itself – it represents a further step
towards an international system characterized
by states rivalries.
__________________________

Conclusion
This paper put forward some suggestions for a
Marxist theory of foreign policy which can be
better understood as the result of a three-tiered
process. This process goes through, first of all,
the imbalances of global economic power
generated by the uneven development of
capitalism. Secondly, the threat of economic
stagnation sets the stage for a dialectic between
state managers and by big business, where the
latter pose a powerful pressure on the former.
Finally, the previous two pressures are then
metabolized by the agents of foreign policy. In
the latter, state managers’ ideologies start to
work and economic pressures are filtrated
according to politicians worldview and
interests. Meanwhile, the world has been
transformed by the crisis of the West and the
rise of China and other East Asian states: the
Pacific basin has become the most strategic
region in the world, at which multinational
enterprises look with greediness. That could be
sufficient to outline the fundamental tenets of
US grand strategy. However in this paper I
suggested that the divide in the Obama’s
administration, or better, the ideological divide
inner to the Democratic Party, it is a factor to
consider in order to understand the timing and
the intensity of foreign policy outcomes.
Certainly, within a world order switching from
uni-polarity to multi-polarity, the likely return
on power of an hawkish administration –
whether run by Hillary Clinton supported also
by some Republicans, or by the Republican
74
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False Foes and Fruitful Friction: U.S.-Turkish Military,
Defence, and Intelligence Relations
during the Erdogan Decade*
Ben Sollenberger
Introduction: ‘Korea, 1951’*

Turkey’, suggested that these rifts signified an
emerging crisis between the U.S. and Turkey.1
Ultimately the U.S. Senate Foreign Relations
Committee convened in 2010 to evaluate the
troubled alliance. Speaking in front of the 2010
committee, Congressman Connie Mack
proclaimed ‘the relationship with Turkey is
hanging by a thread.’2 For many on Capitol
Hill, the verdict was already clear  Turkey had
been lost.

Before leaving for Turkey on a year-long
teaching fellowship in August 2014 I received
an email from my grandfather wishing me safe
travels among other formalities. In the postscript, however, he succinctly captured the
essence of U.S.-Turkey relations over the past
60 years: ‘Korea 1951, Turkish infantry
battalion was attached to our 2nd Indianhead
division through UN. I directed artillery
and called for air strikes for their infantry
patrols seeking out Chinese forces.’ Throughout
the modern era the United States and Turkey
have indeed maintained a robust strategic
partnership on the military, intelligence, and
defence fronts. From serving as a buffer state
between the Soviet Union and Europe during
the Cold War to deploying soldiers in
Afghanistan to help the U.S. combat Al-Qaeda,
Ankara was a firm ally of Washington during
the latter part of the 20th century and beyond.

My paper examines and assesses the validity of
concerns over divergences in vital U.S.-Turkish
military, defence, and intelligence relations from
2003 up until this past year. It explores the
nature and extent of the partnership’s decline
and whether any discovered decline was
overstated in American foreign policy
discourse. Another central purpose is to
investigate if the commonly perceived distance
between Ankara and Washington might have
provided political cover or diplomatic gains for
either nation. In sum, this paper aims to
produce a more nuanced and complete
understanding of a complex new era in U.S.
engagement with Turkey.

Recently these long-standing ties have appeared
to fray some would argue unravel since the
rise of Turkey’s AKP (Justice and Development
Party) just over a decade ago. After being
elected in 2002, AKP leader and former
Turkish Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan
disregarded numerous American directives
regarding Ankara’s stances on three key issues
in the Middle East: The 2003 Iraq War, the
sanction regiment against Iran’s nuclear
weapons program, and ties with Israel. Worried
pundits and congress members in Washington
responded by placing the U.S.-Turkey strategic
partnership on trial. An influential 2008
Brooking Institute report, entitled ‘Winning

I contend that significant gaps generally did not
separate U.S. and Turkish chief objectives in the
Middle East. These included furthering mutual
national security goals such as preventing Iran
from nuclearising its weapons arsenal; toppling
Saddam Hussein; and cooperating with Israel to
thwart Iran aggression. This is not to deny
changes in the character of the U.S.-Turkish
relationship. Turkey certainly assumed a variety
1
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Partnership (Washington DC: Brookings Publ., 2008).
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of tactics that conflicted with U.S. ones.
However, Erdogan usually limited Turkish
defiance to public speeches, symbolic gestures,
and populist ramblings against Netanyahu.
Turkey’s vociferous criticism of the U.S and
Israel did not drastically disrupt the strategic
partnership. On the contrary, outwardly
distancing itself from the Bush and Obama
administrations bolstered Turkey’s chances for
helping the U.S. achieve long-term objectives in
the region: facilitating negotiations with both
Iran and the Palestinians as well as supporting
democratic
movements
via
Erdogan’s
leadership during the Arab Spring. Full and
overt compliance would have diminished
Turkey’s political capital among the many
regional actors who distrust the U.S. and its
presumed allies. Thus surface friction over
tactics and verbal skirmishes between
Washington and Ankara rarely jeopardised
primary American objectives and, in fact, better
positioned Turkey to be a powerful enabler of
U.S. policies in the Middle East.

How to explain Turkey’s intermittent
recalcitrance then? One alternative theory
raised by a perceptive senator which this
paper further investigates was that Turkey
took ‘independent positions regarding the
Palestinians and Iran, however objectionable to
us, while otherwise remaining committed to the
Western alliance.’
The Cooperation amidst the Controversy in Iraq
Washington’s inflated expectations for Turkey’s
role in the 2003 Iraq War obscured Ankara’s
significant contributions. Widely considered a
flashpoint in the history of U.S.-Turkish
diplomacy, Turkish parliament’s rejection of a
2003 U.S. plan to invade northern Iraq via
Turkey marred their image as a ‘shining crown
jewel’ among many notables in the American
foreign policy community.4 Immediately
following the vote in Turkish parliament Paul
Wolfowitz, former U.S. Deputy Secretary of
Defense, labeled the decision a ‘big, big
mistake.’5 Congressman John Costa echoed
Wolfowitz’s discontent during the 2010 special
hearing and blamed Turkey’s lack of
‘willingness to allow us to participate on the
northern border of Iraq’ for fragmenting U.S.Turkish unity. Other top analysts also saw the
tabled invasion plan as a catastrophe with longterm diplomatic fallout.6 A 2007 Brookings
Institute report’s grim conclusion stated that
the split over Iraq precipitated the end of the
period in which the U.S and Turkey could
always ‘count on the other in the name of
common strategic interest.’7

Turkey’s Allegiance on Trial: The Charges
Mounting concerns over Turkey’s handling of
Iraq, Iran, and Israel served as the driving
impetuses behind a 2010 U.S Committee on
Foreign Relations hearing to analyze Ankara’s
consternating behaviour. Chairman Howard
Berman (D-CA) identified three main reasons
for reassessing the alliance. The first was
Erdogan's scathing criticism of Israel,
compounded by his alleged termination of
military cooperation with Jerusalem after the
Flotilla Incident in 2010. The second concern
was Turkey's warming economic and public
connections with Iran despite U.S-led sanctions
levelled against the regime. Finally there was the
Turkish parliament’s refusal of Washington’s
request for the US Fourth Infantry Division to
stage an attack from Turkish territory at the
2003 Iraq War’s onset.3

Admittedly, such scepticism seemed justified
given the historical context of Turkey’s foreign
policy being tailored to suit Washington’s
preferences. For instance, Turkey fully
supported the last American-led attack on Iraqi
forces in 1991 even when it inflicted heavy
economy costs upon Turkey.8 The removal of
hundreds of thousands Kurds during this
conflict added more fuel to the conflict with

Yet none of these instances really pointed to
diplomatic disaster. It was and remains
incredibly unlikely for Turkey to ever consider
such a drastic move as withdrawing its
membership from NATO or removing U.S.
personnel from Incirlik Air Base in Adana.
3
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the P.K.K and raised new security problems in
Southeast Turkey. Ankara’s mere consideration
to again serve as a launch pad for an even more
ambitious aim of overthrowing Saddam
warranted greater recognition itself.

planes total access to Incirlik air base for one
year, ‘as well as the ports of Mersin and
Iskenderun, for support of coalition
operations’ and renewed this contract again in
early 2005.12 Through the early stages of the
Iraq War, Turkey not only served as a critical
transit point for provisions for American
troops in Iraq but also combated Iraqi
insurgency and used its own personnel to help
stabilise Northern Iraq.13 By February 2005 a
couple of analysts were able to look past the
initial Iraq plan gaffe and wrote that Turkey was
playing ‘a positive role in Iraq’s future, and that
the gap between Turkish and US policies was a
relatively narrow one.’ 14

This begs the question: In actuality, how far did
Turkey distance itself from American military
and intelligence postures in Iraq in 2003? Both
the initial parliamentary vote on participation in
the war which failed only narrowly and
Ankara’s quick response to pass a new
resolution suggested a bona fide willingness to
support the American campaign. Although the
1 March 2003 resolution to deploy U.S. troops
into Iraq from Southeast Turkey did not pass,
the majority of parliament members actually
voted in favor of the American invasion. The
‘yes’ votes outnumbered the ‘no’ ones by a
margin of 14, but the Turkish bylaws required
three more ‘yes’ votes for the motion to carry.9
In fact, The AKP leadership expected the
resolution to pass; ‘the outcome was a brutal
shock.’10 Turkish parliament officials scrambled
after the vote to reassure Washington of
Ankara’s allegiance. If anything, the vote’s
failure was a result of poor canvassing and
bureaucratic in-fighting rather than the product
of a risky political gambit by Erdogan to
undermine U.S. policy.11

When placed against a global backdrop
Turkey’s moderate to high levels of compliance
should have been praised rather than
condemned by American officials. The United
Nations condemned the invasion and
traditional U.S supporters such as France,
Germany, and Canada loudly opposed
unilateral action by the U.S. In total, 54
countries formally protested the American
incursion. Nevertheless, Turkey backed the Iraq
War with both promises and deeds. As a result
of this decision to align with the U.S., Turkey
would lose face in the international politics
arena. Amidst promising EU accession talks,
for instance, Turkey squandered an opportunity
to show solidarity with Germany and France by
backing the U.S. offensive.

More telling was Turkey’s decision to carry
through on its promise to support the U.S. and
provide significant operational assistance to
American forces throughout the war. After the
first vote failed to pass, another resolution
prevailed a mere three weeks later and
American bombers were promptly granted
permission to use Turkish air space. Later in
2003 Turkish parliament re-affirmed its
commitment to advancing U.S. war efforts by
signing off on an agreement giving American

Blame for the plan’s failure to pass should not
have been solely attributed to Turkey’s deficient
allegiance, as many in Washington had, but to
the Bush administration’s deficient patience
regarding the 2003 Iraqi offensive. Conceivably,
if Washington adopted a slower and more
thoughtful diplomatic approach, Turkish
apprehensions could have been properly
assuaged and the vote could have passed by a
larger margin. It was not Turkey’s commitment
to the U.S. that faltered during 2003, but rather
the lack of appreciation for Turkey’s major
operational contributions and shared vision
toward the future of Iraq. This example proves
particularly instructive today as State
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Department officials again press Turkey to take
a greater role in fight against ISIS without a
clear plan for the fighting’s aftermath or how to
safeguard Turkey from the fall-out.

in those lands,’ then Minister of Foreign Affairs
Ahmet Davutoğlu announced in a 2012 press
conference.16 The AKP’s mantra to reestablish
Turkish hegemony and pride in the region was
repeated throughout out his time in command.
Armed with a bomb, however, a nuclear Iran
would foil Erdogan’s designs for a Turkishcentric Middle East. Besides the ideological
differences separating the Shia Islamic Republic
and Sunni Turkey, the two nations split over
how to shape the destinies of Egypt and
Syria.17 A more powerful Iran could have
leveraged its new weapons to gain more
influence in Egypt and Syria, derailing Turkish
aspirations for obtaining more regional clout.
Turkish fear of conceding regional hegemony
to Iran discouraged it from providing any direct
and substantive support for Iran’s attempts to
obtain nuclear bomb.

Divisions over Iran
Another area of concern for American analysts
was improving Tehran-Ankara relations
between 2003 and 2013. The pinnacle of
Iranian-Turkish economic partnership roughly
coincided with the peak of U.S.-Iranian
tensions over Tehran’s nuclear program.
Turkey’s trade with Iran skyrocketed from
approximately $1 billion when Erdoğan first
took office in 2003 to over $20 billion a decade
later.15 Iran meanwhile evoked new ire from the
U.S. due to the unveiling of Terhan’s efforts to
nuclearise. Named as part of ‘Axis of Evil,' by
President Bush in 2003, Iran remained a
principal adversary of the U.S. through 2013.
One of the reasons provoking U.S. animosity
was the discovery of undeclared nuclear
facilities in Iran in 2002. A major way the U.S.
sought to combat Iran’s nuclear weapon
ambitions was by invoking economic sanctions
against the Islamic Republic. Given this zerosum logic, members of U.S. Congress that the
strengthening of Turkish-Iranian economic ties
from 2003-2013 meant the weakening of the
bonds between Turkey and the U.S.

Iran’s success might have also
destabilised the Middle East by initiating a
dangerous arms race, further discrediting
theories that Ankara was in favor of a Tehran
possessing WMDs. In December 2011, Saudi
Arabia’s chief intelligence officer, Turki alFaisal, stated that his country, a powerful
regional rival led by Sunni Arabs, might develop
their own nuclear weapons program if Iran had
acquired the bomb.18 Similar attitudes were held
by then-president of Egypt, Hosni Murabak. In
a cable leaked while Murabak was attending a
2008 international conference, the leader said
that ‘Egypt might be forced to begin its own
nuclear weapons program if Iran succeeds in

Mutual Fears, Goals
But like the U.S., Turkey did not want to see the
emergence of an Iran with atomic weapons.
Though their two economies were tightly
linked, Ankara and Tehran were nonetheless
rivals. Erdogan opposed the emergence of a
nuclear Iran since a more powerful Tehran
would have threatened Turkey’s objectives,
ranked in ascending order of importance, for a
neo-Ottoman Middle East, regional stability,
and the survival of the Turkish state.

16

Haber Turk Correspondent, ‘Kaybettiğimiz
Topraklarda Buluşacağız’, Haber Turk, 21 January 2012,
online at
http://www.haberturk.com/gundem/haber/708252kaybettigimiz-topraklarda-bulusacagiz (last accessed 30
October 2015).
17 Burak Bekdil, ‘Is the Turco-Iranian Friendship Real?:
Turkey at the Crossroads’, Middle East Quarterly, Vol. 21,
Nr.
2
(Spring
2014),
online
at
http://www.meforum.org/3768/turkey-iran-friendship
(last accessed 30 October 2015).
18 The Associated Press, ‘Prince Hints Saudi Arabia May
Join Nuclear Arms Race’, The New York Times, 6
December
2011,
online
at
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/12/07/world/middleeas
t/saudi-arabia-may-seek-nuclear-weapons-princesays.html (last accessed 30 October 2015).

‘Whatever we lost between 1911 and 1923,
whatever lands we withdrew from, from 2011
to 2023, we shall once again meet our brothers
15

Rubin, ‘Iran-Turkey Trade Jumps Again’, American
Enterprise Institute, 5 March 2013, online at
https://www.aei.org/publication/iran-turkey-tradejumps-again/print (last accessed 30 October 2015).

43

Strife Journal, Special Issue I (November/ December 2015)

those efforts.’19 A potential nuclear weapons
domino effect brought about by Iran’s creation
of atomic weapons would surround Turkey
with multiple nations capable of posing an
existential threat to the Turkish Republic.20
With a history of playing off one another’s
unruly Kurdish populations, moreover, a
nuclearised Iran could have also provided the
PKK and other anti-Turkish militants with
more sophisticated, longer-range, and more
accurate conventional weaponry to use for
harm and leverage against Turkey. The potential
fallout of a nuclear Iran would be unacceptable
for Turkey.

Turkey’s official stance on the Iranian nuclear
program was not as stringent as the U.S. would
have liked, the Turkish political and military
elite were highly concerned about a potentially
nuclear armed Iran and the direct and
existential danger it posed to Turkey.
More importantly, did the concrete actions of
Turkey indicate that minimising the Iranian
threat was Turkey’s true priority? I would
answer this contested question in the
affirmative due to Turkey’s serious military and
intelligence responses to the Iranian nuclear
threat. Most notably, Turkey’s agreement to
deploy and then take further steps to defend a
NATO radar system evinced Turkey’s
commitment to neutralising the Iranian nuclear
threat. The early warning radar system activated
in 2012 in the eastern Anatolian could provide
information to U.S. ships in the Mediterranean
in the event of an Iranian ballistic missile being
launched against a NATO partner or U.S. ally.23
Turkey further countenanced its pro-American
orientation by hosting a micro-missile defense
set-up in southeastern Turkey. The system,
owned by NATO and deployed presumably to
protect Turkey from the threat of Syrian
chemical-biological attack, was made up of six
Patriot anti-missile batteries. Not only could the
Patriot umbrella safeguard Turks from border
clashes, as it was depicted, but the missiles
could be used to protect the aforementioned
U.S.-owned, NATO-assigned radar deployed in
south Turkey from an Iranian strike. Thus, the
anti-missile protection raised over the NATO
radar in Kurecik represented U.S.-Turkish
solidarity over what both saw as an essential
strategic aim: checking the influence of Iran’s
military threat.

Above all, a Tehran wielding atomic weapons
would have posed an immediate mortal threat
to Turkey considering Iran’s previous attempts
to coerce Turkey. On multiple previous
occasions Iran warned it would launch military
assaults against Turkey. In 2011 a senior
military commander of Iran's Revolutionary
Guard announced that Tehran would have
targeted NATO's missile defense shield in
Turkey in retaliation of any U.S. or Israel assault
on the Islamic Republic.21 Iran also threatened
to strike back if U.S. or any of its allies
intervened in the Syrian War. Given that Turkey
was increasingly depicted by Iran as a proxy for
carrying out Western designs in the Middle
East, a retaliation might have indeed involved
Ankara due to its geographic proximity and
close ties to Washington. One of the
Revolutionary Guards’ most influential
newspapers, Sobhe-Sadegh, corroborated this
assessment and declared in 2012 ‘that Iran’s
relationship is so important that it would
choose Assad’s Syria over Turkey.’22 Although
19

The Associated Press, ‘Egypt Considering Nuclear
Arms if Iran Gets Them’, Fox News, 2 December 2010,
online at
http://www.foxnews.com/world/2010/12/02/egyptconsidering-nuclear-weapons-iran (last accessed 30
October 2015).
20 F. Stephen Larrabee and Alireza Nader, Turkish-Iranian
Relations in a Changing Middle East (Santa Monica, CA etc:
RAND Corportation, 2013,) p. 11.
21 The Associated Press, ‘Iran to Hit Turkey if Nuclear
Program Targeted by Israel, U.S., General Says’, Haaretz,
26
November
2011,
online
at
http://www.haaretz.com/israel-news/iran-to-hit-turkeyif-nuclear-program-targeted-by-israel-u-s-general-says1.397862 (last accessed 30 October 2015).
22 Larrabbe & Nader, Turkish-Iranian Relations, p. 24.

Nonetheless, Turkey’s doubts about carrying
through with the radar deployment suggested
deeper cracks were extant between the U.S. and
Turkey. Turkey initially hesitated since many in
Anakara feared the system singled out Iran.24
23

Serkan Demirtaş, ‘NATO Radar System in Turkey up,
Running’, Hürriyet Daily News, (undaded; 2012), online at
http://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/nato-radar-systemin-turkey-uprunning.aspx?pageID=238&nID=11474&NewsCatID=3
38 (last accessed 30 October 2015).
24 Zeynel Lüle, ‘İşte NATO’nun Füze Planı’, Hürriyet
Daily News, 10 October 2010, online at
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President Abudllah Gul himself voiced his
reluctance to bless NATO’s plans to install the
radar since its ‘mentioning one country, Iran...
is wrong and will not happen. A particular
country will not be targeted.... We will definitely
not accept that.’25 A Foreign Affairs article
criticised this hesitation, claiming that Turkey
‘dragged its heels on hosting NATO X-Band
radar installations on its territory, which are
aimed at protecting NATO states from Iranian
ballistic missiles.’26

against Iran, Turkey wanted to save face by
ostensibly advocating for Tehran. Moreover,
accepting the U.S. demand with alacrity would
give off the notion that Turkey was still the
puppet it was for the U.S. during the Cold War.
Putting up more than a half-hearted fight
against the U.S. helped disabuse the idea of
Turkey being a 51st state and portrayed Turkish
foreign policy to be more independent, as
Erdogan desired and the U.S. would be wise to
wish for as well. By the end of 2012 both radar
and missiles protecting the system were up and
running effectively. For all the noise and uproar
Turkey gave off about cooperating with the
U.S. on vital security issues, Washington
appeared as a friendly target on Ankara’s radar.

Understated in this analysis is the fact that
Turkey firmly aligned itself with the West at the
end of the debate. Turkey’s delay over
deploying the radar bears many similarities
and lessons to Turkey’s hesitancy to accept
the U.S. plan to invade Iraq in 2003. In both
cases, Turkey was rushed to accept a risky
operation. And in both cases, Turkey was
unfairly criticised for carefully weighing and
assessing its options. The impatience and
criticism of the U.S. stemmed from its weak
grasp of the potential consequences facing
Turkey. Simply put, there was no diplomatic
touch; still, Turkey answered faithfully to the
U.S command and deployed the equipment.

Israel
A similar dynamic can be used to explain
Turkey’s simultaneous criticism of Israel with
its cooperation in military and intelligence areas
between 2003 and 2013, as well as American
analysts’ negative interpretations of this
complex situation. Erdogan condemned Israel
over its relations with Palestine between 2003
and 2013. He blasted Israel’s air raids over Gaza
and poor treatment of Palestinians during the
second Intifada. At one point Erdogan labelled
Israel a terrorist state and warned that ‘sooner
or later, Israel will answer for the innocent
blood it has shed so far.’27

Not only did analysts overlook the ultimate
acquiescence of Turkey, they did not seek to
understand why Turkey might delay the
deployment. Fielding harsh criticism from Iran
throughout the process, including threats to
bomb the Turkey-based radar system at certain
points, Turkey acted resilient in order to
assuage the fears and animosity of Iran. To that
end, Turkey deliberately stated the radar would
not be used to single out one nation. Though
the radar was of course designed to protect

The U.S. was and should have been concerned
about the verbal onslaught being waged against
one of its closest allies. The opening statement
from the chairman of the 2010 US SPFC
addressed this point: ‘The intensity of Prime
Minister Erdogan’s anger at Israel became clear
for all to see at Davos in February 2009. Since
that time Turkey’s growing closeness with Iran
has added, for many of us, a new dimension of
outrage and concern.’28 The indignation
towards Turkey’s anti-Israel statements grew as
the hearing processed. One senator pointedly
concluded that Erdogan had ‘turned his back

http://www.hurriyet.com.tr/iste-nato-nun-fuze-plani16046631 (last accessed 30 October 2015).
25
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February 2014, online at
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on one of our Nation’s most trusted allies.’29

Subsequent news reports in Israel contradicted
the information that was being dispersed about
the halting of military cooperation between the
two nations. Officially, Turkey announced the
expulsion of the Israeli ambassador over
Israel's refusal to apologise for the 2010 Gazabound aid flotilla, also indicating that Ankara
would sever its substantial military links with
Jerusalem. However, speaking to Israel Radio,
Amos Gilad, then-director of policy and
political-military affairs at the Israel Defense
Ministry, said military relations between Israel
and Turkey were still operational, adding that
‘Israel's military attaché was continuing his
work.’33 The senior Israeli defence official
discredited Turkey’s declarations of total freeze
as well as discounted rumours about a potential
war breaking out over the incident. And while
Erdogan demanded Israeli issue a formal
apology before diplomatic ties were normalised,
Turkey continued to work together with Israel
on defence projects. In 2012, Erdogan allowed
his foreign ministry’s director general to meet
with Israeli Senior Envoy Ciechanover in
Geneva 2012 at the same time Erdoğan was
spewing out harsh rhetoric against Israel during
the initial phases of Operation Pillar of
Defense.34 Despite all the uproar and noise
generated, Turkey’s tacit collaboration with
Israel endured, though not at the extent it
previously was.

Erdogan was, however, working behind the
scenes with Israel to coordinate their military
and defense troops from the day he assumed
office. Between 2003 and 2013 Turkey, the U.S,
and Israel organised multi-lateral naval and
ground military exercises. The sale of high-tech
arms from Israel to Turkey also boomed
throughout Erdogan’s tenure as prime
minister.30 Moreover, it is notable that Turkey
risked its own security to safeguard Israeli from
Iranian missile attacks by deploying the
aforementioned controversial NATO radar unit
in 2012 in southeastern Turkey. Yes, Ankara
recalled high-level political figureheads from
Israel and vilified them in the press.
Nonetheless, Turkey and Ankara cooperated to
protect one another’s pressing and often
mutually shared security concerns.
The 2010 Flotilla controversy supposedly
redressed this special relationship and
eliminated military cooperation between Israel
and Turkey and, by extension, damaged the
partnership between Turkey and the U.S.
Turkish hostility to Israel came to a head in
May 2010 when the Mavi Marmara boat, sailing
under a Turkish flag, tried to slip pass the
Israeli blockade of Gaza under the pretence of
delivering food, water, and other humanitarian
aid to the Palestinians. And ‘When Israeli
troops boarding the ship were met with
violence, Ankara downgraded its diplomatic
relations with Israel and cancelled all military
cooperation with Jerusalem.’31 The Flotilla
incident, in particular, stood out to congress for
the casualties inflicted and Turkey’s severe
response. As a result, one senator asked
congress to meditate on whether Turkey in fact
‘had our interest in mind, and whether or not
they can continue to be thought of as truly
reliable allies’ in the Middle East.32

Friction’s Fruits
Even if the hardliners had got their way, the
consequences for Turkey announcing a shift
back to Israel and warmly embracing the
American line could have been unfortunate for
the U.S. For one, it might have damaged the
prospects of Turkey serving as a key
interlocutor between U.S. and the many Islamic
peoples and organisations in the Middle East.
33
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But Turkey continued to prove its
trustworthiness by covertly cooperating with
Israel in vital defence and intelligence areas.
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Turkey’s connections to group such as the
Muslim Brotherhood, Iran, and Palestinians
were more jeopardised when the U.S appeared
to be controlling Turkey or Turkey appeared to
be protecting Israel. For example, Turkey was
one of the few countries very closely
strategically aligned with the U.S. but also
trusted enough by Palestinians to help mediate
the Israel-Palestinian conflicts—due in part to
the overt distance between U.S. and Israel
created by the verbal skirmishes launched by
Erdogan.35 If Turkey were and is to have any
future as a meaningful intermediary between
the U.S. and a Islamic Middle East that is deeply
mistrustful of America, Turkey’s perceived
neutrality as well as its underlying commitment
to the U.S. policy goals are both paramount.

wishes for democracy to grow in the Islamic
Middle East via the Turkish Model, Washington
simply cannot be seen as too closely influencing
of or cordial with Ankara.
Final Thoughts
This paper suggests a number of related
conclusions: In the areas of military, defence,
and intelligence, Turkey has almost always been
with the U.S. during the 21st century. The paper
also reveals that clashes over soft issues did not
always mean cooperation was dwindling over
hard issues like security cooperation. Finally,
this study indicates that the rifts in public
diplomacy might have actually opened the way
for Turkey to play a more productive and
positive role in the Middle East than it
otherwise could have. In the future, calls to
punish Turkey with actions such as removing
American personnel from airbases in Adana
should not be quickly heeded. At the same time
Obama should not be too eager to pick up the
phone to organise press conferences aim
toward revamping Turkey-U.S. public relations.
Given these findings, U.S. policy makers might
be best served to simply let the relationship’s
new negative reputation stick with the public
while continuing to work closely with Turkey
behind the scenes to coordinate and implement
regional strategies.

Amidst the most comprehensive and fiercest
movements toward democracy in the Islamic
Middle East, many nations overthrowing
autocrats still disapproved of American and its
allies during the Arab Spring. According to Pew
Research Center’s Global Attitudes Project
Polls, the percentage of Egyptians who viewed
American favourably fell from 27% in 2009 to
19% in 2012 during the height of the
movement. Similar declines occurred across a
number of Muslim-majority countries in the
region.36 Turkey’s distance from the Oval Office
is one the variable that should not be ignored
when considering why Ankara, and not
Washington, became an inspirational model for
Tunisia and Egypt. Nearly 1 million Muslim
brotherhood supporters rallied around and
greeted Erdogan as a role model and hero
when he landed in Cairo after Murabark fell.
And Erdogan didn’t call for the establishing of
an Islamic republic when he arrived. Instead
Erdogan recommend Arab nations adopt
secular and democratic constitutions. If the U.S.

__________________________
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It’s the ‘Special Relationship’, Stupid: Examining Israel-US
Relations through the Prism of Israeli
Territorial Withdrawals
Robert Pinfold
Introduction

the ‘Suez Crisis of 1957; (2) the period 19571973; (3) the US’s role in the Sinai I and II
disengagements, 1974-1976; (4) the Camp
David talks and the development of ties and (5)
the Gaza withdrawal of 2005. This study
suggests that Israel has previously responded
positively to both American pressure and
incentives to withdraw from occupied territory.
This study refrains from arguing ‘for’ or
‘against’ the ‘special relationship’, instead
contextualising US-Israel relations as a product
of conflict and territorial withdrawal.

‘Obama administration officials described
(Israeli Prime Minister) Netanyahu (...) as
recalcitrant, myopic, reactionary, obtuse,
blustering, pompous, and “Aspergery”.’1
The above quote was written in October 2014,
by Geoffrey Goldberg, a journalist with
unprecedented access to American President,
Barak Obama. Goldberg ominously warned
that ‘profound changes in the relationship may
be occurring’,2 alluding to a possible paradigm
shift in the unprecedented assistance Israel
receives from America. Currently, Israel
receives around $3 billion in US aid annually,
rising with inflation. Israel is the third-largest
customer for US weaponry, purchasing $36.2
billion in arms since 1950.3 America guarantees
Israel a ‘quantitative military edge’ over all other
regional actors. Simultaneously, political
assistance has been invaluable: from 1946-2012,
the US vetoed 42 resolutions hostile to Israel in
the United Nations Security Council.4

Israel: Burden or Blessing?
Frequently, debates constructed around USIsrael relations ignore the determining influence
of Israeli territorial withdrawals. Walt and
Mearsheimer’s now-infamous The Israel Lobby
and US Foreign Policy generated unprecedented
debate on the utility and scope of Israel-US
relations. The study claims that ‘the overall
thrust of US policy in (the Middle East) is due
almost entirely to (...) the activities of the
“Israel Lobby5”’. In contrast, supporters of this
‘special relationship’ emphasize shared
ideological and practical cooperation, framing
Israel as the front-line of the global war
between liberal democracy and Islamist
terrorism.6 At no point in Walt and
Mearsheimer’s paper, nor in the notorious
rebuttal by Dershowitz, is the evolution of USIsrael ties traced, with both sides fixated on
whether contemporary Israel is ‘good’ or ‘bad’,

This study argues that the so-called ‘special
relationship’ between the US and Israel is
primarily the product of an American
willingness to reward and incentivise Israeli
territorial withdrawals. This study employs a
historical approach to trace the evolution of
bilateral ties in five periods: (1) the build-up to
1
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2 Ibid.
3 Paul D. Miller, ‘Evangelicals, Israel and US Foreign
Policy’, in Survival: Global Politics and Strategy, Vol. 56, No.
1 (2014), p. 19.
4 Amnon Cavari and Elan Nyer, ‘From Bipartisanship to
Dysergia: Trends in Congressional Actions Toward
Israel’, in Israel Studies, Vol. 19, No. 3 (2014), p. 3.
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Republic in 1955.9 The level of mutual distrust
is obvious in an exchange of letters between
Eisenhower and Ben-Gurion, in April 1956.
Eisenhower singled out Israel for criticism,
demanding Ben-Gurion: ‘Abstain, even under
the pressure of extreme provocation, from any
retaliatory acts, which may result in very
dangerous consequences.10 The Israelis were
furious at perceived American bullying and a
failure to recognise Israel’s security needs. BenGurion’s patronising response accused
Eisenhower of ignorance:

and whether by extension ties with Israel are
legitimate. Both sides emphasise the
unprecedented level of support provided by the
US, either justifying it due to shared interests or
attacking it as the product of a shadowy lobby.
This dichotomisation does little to advance
understandings of how this extraordinary
relationship originated and developed. Framing
the Israel-US relationship as a product of a
shared, contemporary strategic and ideological
outlook or a shadowy lobby is deeply
reductionist, thinly masking predetermined
value judgments. This study addresses the gap
in current debates, by examining when, why
and how US-Israel relationship developed.
Tackling these questions provides an essential
toolbox for the focal question of the debate:
Why does the US afford such preferential
treatment to Israel? Answering this question
requires tracing the development of ties,
beginning with the foundation of the State of
Israel, in 1948.

I am certain that if the entire situation
were detailed for you, you would not have
restricted yourself merely to expressing
hope that we would abstain from military
acts. I cannot imagine that in case of
continual Egyptian attacks you would
assume that we would abandon our
country and people to the dangers and
bloody consequences of a perpetual
campaign of terror by the terrorist gangs
of the Egyptian government.11

Ambivalence: From Independence to Suez
Supported by France whilst shunned by
America, Israel went to war to prevent Egypt
from absorbing Soviet weapons. The result was
the ‘Suez Crisis’ of October-November, 1956,
with 3000 Egyptian and 200 Israeli deaths.12 In
a triple entente with France and Great Britain
to topple the Egyptian government, Israel
invaded the Gaza Strip and Sinai Peninsula,
vanquishing the Egyptian army. In a victory
speech, Ben-Gurion suggested Israel would
have to recognise Israel to regain territory.13

In May 1948, the new-born State of Israel
joined the United Nations with the consent of
both the United States and the Soviet Union; it
was unclear whether the embryonic state would
learn east or west in the unfolding Cold War.
David Ben-Gurion, Israel’s Prime Minister,
sought alliance with the US, but was repeatedly
frustrated: America scuppered Israel’s bid to
join NATO, fearing that close ties would
jeopardise the West’s capital in the Arab world7.
Whereas contemporary military cooperation is
extensive, American policy initially was to
embargo all arms sales to Israel and the Arab
world.8 Ultimately, France served as Israel’s
great power guarantor, providing limited arms.

Enraged, Eisenhower publically denounced the
Israeli-Franco-British plot. The US brought a
proposal to the UN Security Council
demanding Israeli withdrawal, which was then
vetoed by Britain and France. Eisenhower
subsequently threatened that if Israel did not
withdraw, the US would ban all private

Throughout the 1950s, Israel-Egypt tension led
to escalating skirmishes. Despite Israeli
protests, President Eisenhower upheld the arms
embargo, even after Egypt signed a major,
Soviet-endorsed weapons deal with the Czech
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donations to Israel by American citizens, a dire
threat to the cash-strapped Jewish State.14
Eisenhower’s anger is captured by one of the
harshest letters ever written by an American
President to an Israeli leader:

Your statement that a United Nations
force is being dispatched to Egypt in
accordance with pertinent resolutions of
the General Assembly is welcomed by
us. We have never planned to annex the
Sinai desert.18

‘Statements
attributed
to
your
Government to the effect that Israel does
not intend to withdraw from Egyptian
territory (...) have been called to my
attention. I must say frankly, Mr. Prime
Minister, that the United States views
these reports (...) with deep concern. Any
such decision by the Government of
Israel (...) could not but bring about the
condemnation of Israel as a violator of
the principles as well as the directives of
the United Nations’.15

Though Ben-Gurion had, in fact, suggested
Sinai would be annexed,19 Israel had clearly
changed style and substance when dealing with
the US; capturing vast swathes of territory,
whilst handing back every inch of it due to
American demands. The Americans, too, had
re-calibrated: though the US ignored Israel’s
needs during peacetime, conflict created a
paradigm shift in American policy-making.
Beginning with the Suez Crisis, this new
approach would be solidified further by conflict
in 1967.

Israel internalised these threats and withdrew
troops from both the Sinai Peninsula and Gaza
Strip in 1957. However, Israel also gained
critical concessions from the US-led
negotiations. For the first time, the US
recognised Israel’s economic and security needs
by consenting to an UN-controlled buffer zone
along the Egypt-Israel border, and agreeing the
Straits of Tiran - the Egyptian-dominated
waterway leading to Israel’s port city of Eilat must remain open to Israeli shipping.16
Additionally, the US provided Israel with aid for
the first time, delivering $100 million between
1959-1961.17 Thus, withdrawal from the Sinai,
whilst carried out under duress, was the
foundation stone of the ‘special relationship’.

The Foundations of Friendship: 1957-1973
Following 1957, the US perception of ties with
Israel as detrimental to the national interest was
slowly retrenched. The emergent paradigm,
tried and tested at Suez, suggested the US could
establish regional supremacy through peacemaking, offering incentives to increase Israeli
flexibility.20 Simultaneously, the Suez Crisis
precipitated an Egyptian-Syrian shift towards
the USSR, making US policy-makers
increasingly prone to support Israel. Kennedy
was the first president to authorise arms sales,
selling Israel Hawk anti-aircraft missiles in
1962.21 Johnson finally relented to multiple
Israeli requests in 1968 to sell Israel the
advanced Phantom fighter jet. Both these sales
followed Soviet weapons deals to Arab states.
The US now appeared to be guaranteeing Israel
that whatever the USSR sold the Arabs, the US
would sell Israel effective counter-measures.

The writing was on the wall: powerless to resist
American demands, the collapse of British and
French willpower demonstrated that the United
States was the West’s only ‘great power’. Israel
internalised this message. Responding to
Eisenhower’s threats, Ben-Gurion took a
different tone to 1956:

The ‘Six Day War’ of June 1967 provided the
impetus for the next stage of the ‘special
relationship’. Striking pre-emptively, Israel
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withdrawal in Israel, and infuriating the US.25
Thus, Resolution 242 demonstrated both the
increasing convergence of Israeli and American
perspectives and the divergence between the
US and the Arab World.

captured the West Bank from Jordan, the Golan
Heights from Syria and the Sinai Peninsula and
Gaza Strip from Egypt, routing a multi-national
Arab coalition in less than a week. Conflict was
the product of the Suez Crisis: Egypt broke the
US-sponsored agreements by closing the Straits
of Tiran and ejecting the UN buffer force. The
American response demonstrated the shift in
framing since Suez. Instead of demanding a
return to the status quo – eventually yielding to
some Israeli demands – as Eisenhower had in
Sinai, Johnson pushed ‘land for peace’:22
employing the crisis as a game-changer, to
engender (American-sponsored) peace.

Under the Nixon administration, Israel
prevented a pro-Soviet Syrian invasion of USallied Jordan in 1970. This convergence of
‘strategic’ interests was reflected by a massive
increase in US aid to Israel, from under $3
million from the entire period of 1968-1970, to
$1.5 billon 1971-1973.26 Whereas Johnson
sought conflict resolution, Nixon’s National
Security Advisor, Henry Kissinger, argued that
‘the longer Israel holds its conquered Arab
territory, the longer the Soviets cannot deliver
what the Arabs want’.27 However, regional
actors had other ideas. Egypt’s President Sadat
had attempted to shift Egyptian orientation
towards the west, but had been dismissed by
Kissinger. Thus, as Israel had done in 1956,
Egypt went to war with Israel in the 1973 ‘Yom
Kippur War’, to try to gain from the US in
conflict what it could not in peacetime.

The new US policy paradigm was enshrined by
UN Security Council Resolution 242.
Subsequently, no American president expected
Israel to vacate occupied territory without
limited non-belligerency guarantees from Arab
states.23 The resolution stresses ‘inadmissibility
of the acquisition of territory by war’,
demanding:
Withdrawal of Israeli armed forces from
territories occupied in the recent
conflict; termination of all claims or
states of belligerency and respect for and
acknowledgement of the sovereignty,
territorial
integrity
and
political
independence of every State in the area
and their right to live in peace within
secure and recognized boundaries.24

America found itself once again pushed into
the position of regional peacemaker. Kissinger
eventually authorised a massive, $2.2 billion
arms airlift to Israel, though he deliberately
delayed it to prevent a decisive Israeli victory,
which he feared would render post-conflict
mediation impossible.28 The airlift caused the
Arab World to refuse to sell oil to the West,
sparking an energy crisis. This altered US
perceptions further: conflict resolution,
through Israeli territorial withdrawal – rather
than Israeli military strength – was now seen as
vital to US strategic interests.29 Kissinger’s new
paradigm of conflict maintenance and
increased ‘no strings attached’ aid to Israel was
stillborn.

Thus, the US was now committed to a dual
approach - perfect for a mediator – demanding
Israeli withdrawal from territory in exchanges
for regional recognition and non-belligerence:
‘land for peace’. Israel accepted Resolution 242;
the text seemingly vindicated Ben-Gurion’s
position in 1956 that Arab states should
recognise Israel for territory to be returned.
Subsequently, the Arab League met in
Khartoum, agreeing to the ‘three no’s’: no
recognition of, no peace, and no negotiations
with Israel, undermining supporters of

Thus, the period 1956-1973 was underlined by
a complex period of convergence and
25
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divergence in bilateral US-Israel ties. It was
regional events, primarily conflict and the need
for mediation, which drove US involvement in
the region, rather than influences in US
domestic politics or strategic convergence.
Israeli-American strategic perceptions were far
from aligned, as demonstrated by the 1973
airlift: the US aided Israel, but ensured Israel
would not become too powerful. Increasingly
drawn into the region by conflict, occupation
and geostrategic concerns, the US walked a
tightrope between conflict mediation and
increasing bilateral ties with Israel. This
balancing act would be tested further as the
dust of the Yom Kippur War settled.

agreement with the Americans, rather than their
adversary, seeking a great power ally. This
ensured that progress on the Egypt-Israel track
was smoother than the Israel-Syria track, since
Syria was a firm ally of the Soviet Union.
The US adopted the doctrine of ‘a piece of
peace for a piece of land’:32 limited withdrawal,
for limited non-belligerency, the first proposed
step on the road to full peace, and full
withdrawal. Following the separation-of-forces
agreements, Israel received an unprecedented
$2.2 billion; Jordan and Egypt also received US
aid for the first time.33 Thus, diversification of
US aid to Israel was again the product of the
American approach to encourage Israeli
territorial withdrawal. Nixon’s successor, Gerald
Ford, encapsulated the American strategic logic
of increased support for Israel:

The Special Relationship Begins: Sinai I and II
With a plethora of states breaking off relations
following pressure from oil-producing Arab
nations, Israel ended the Yom Kippur War
internationally
isolated,
dependent
on
Washington for aid and diplomatic support.30
Additionally, Israeli society was shocked out of
its sense of invulnerability and contentment
with the status quo. Conversely, the Jewish State
ended the war with more captured territory, in
both Egypt and Syria. Thus, Israel would not
easily consent to withdrawal, whilst Arab states
were still reluctant to provide non-belligerency
assurances. However, through the role of
‘positive sanctions’, the US operationalised
‘land for peace’, bringing the sides closer than
ever before.

If we provided the hardware, we could
convince Israelis that they were secure.
Then they might be willing to accept
some risks in the search for peace’.34
Incentives were supplemented with more
coercive tactics. President Ford, exasperated
with Israeli reluctance to follow-up on the
separation-of-forces agreement with Egypt
(Sinai I), declared a ‘reassessment’ of US-Israel
relations. The Israeli demand for full peace
before limited withdrawal was seen as a nonstarter by both American and Egyptian
officials. The level of public and private
confrontation had been unseen since the 1956
Suez Crisis: the US was publically blaming
Israel for the failure of negotiations, hinting
hard-won aid would be cut.

The US played a critical role in ending the war,
demanding Israeli forces limit their advances
into Syria and Egypt. Adopting ‘shuttle
diplomacy’, since the Arab states would not
directly negotiate with Israel, Kissinger flew
between each belligerent, conveying messages.
Under US mediation, all involved parties Egypt, Israel and Syria - committed to
separation-of-forces agreements, seeing Israel
withdraw from territory captured in June 1967
for the first time – in the Golan Heights and
western Sinai – whilst all parties foreswore
violence.31 Both Egypt and Israel prioritised an

Pro-Israel elements in Washington – who had
been unable to prevent ‘reassessment’ mobilised to retrench the policy. However,
reassessment served its objective: forcing Israel
to consent to further withdrawals from Sinai.
American policy-makers, not Israel or the Israel
lobby, won this round. Kissinger knew Israel
feared losing its status as America’s pre-eminent
Agreement with Egypt’, in Israel Studies, Vol. 19, No. 3
(2014), p. 57.
32 Ibid., p. 60.
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regional ally35. This combination of diplomatic
‘carrots’ and ‘sticks’ bore fruit as Israel signed
the September 1975 ‘Sinai Interim Agreements’
(Sinai II). Israel withdrew further from Sinai,
whilst both sides renounced the use of force
and Egypt’s Suez Canal was opened to nonmilitary Israeli shipping.

mediation and peace-making.
Entrenching the Special Relationship: The Camp
David Accords
President Carter had hoped for a
comprehensive, multilateral peace conference
to deal with the Arab-Israel conflict. However,
regional events yet again derailed US planning.
Egypt’s President Sadat, who felt that the
process was being unnecessarily delayed,
despite his gamble in negotiating Sinai II, took
another risk. In 1977, Sadat visited Israel, the
first Arab leader to do so. This ground-breaking
visit sent shockwaves through the region, with
the Carter administration pivoting to back
Sadat. Carter proposed the US host a summit
between Sadat and Israel’s new, right-wing
leader, Menachem Begin, at the American
president’s Camp David retreat. Carter felt the
time was ripe for a final-status agreement,
enabling the fulfilment of land for peace.39

The ‘reassessment’ was dropped in favour of
massive political, economic and military
assistance. Between 1974-1976, Israel received
$5.8 billion in US aid, more than ever before.36
These financial ties were matched by political
pledges: the US undertook to protect Israel
from the USSR, and to refuse to recognise the
Palestinian Liberation Organisation, until the
latter recognised Israel.37 The relationship
therefore developed as the product of Israeli
territorial withdrawal, with the employment of
aid to facilitate disengagement. Lasensky argues
that:
‘By using aid for political purposes,
Nixon and Kissinger turned positive
economic inducements into a powerful
agent for Arab–Israeli peace-making.’38

Negotiations took place between 5-17
September 1978, significantly longer than
anticipated. Begin, suspicious of American
intentions, demanded the US limit its role to
getting the parties together, a position rejected
by Carter and Sadat.40 Carter felt Sadat was
more flexible and often cooperated with the
Egyptian leader: Carter asked Sadat to present
the toughest possible proposal, so they could
suggest to the Israelis that the US was forcing
Egypt to make serious concessions.41 Indeed,
Carter prepared a press release in case the
summit failed, informing the world that he
sided with Sadat, whilst heaping blame on
Begin.42 Whilst the US is often accused of
siding with Israel in negotiations, at Camp
David, Carter preferred to work with the
Egyptians to counter Israeli obstinacy.

Thus was born the ‘special relationship’: the
product of US mediation and Israeli territorial
withdrawal, rather than US domestic politics, or
strategic convergence. Despite the existence of
the ‘Israel lobby’, Israel was more reliant on the
US than ever before; America was able to
publically threaten Israel by threatening to end
the nascent ‘special relationship’. Concurrently,
the upgrade in bilateral relations did not result
from ‘strategic’ alignment of Israeli and
American interests; the opposite was the case,
as the US employed carrots and sticks to goad
Israel to accepting positions previously deemed
untenable. This strategy led to a regional
paradigm shift, as Israel and Egypt turned to
negotiations and away from violence. Whilst
‘land for peace’ had been tentatively
operationalised, Israel continued to occupy half
the Sinai, whilst Egypt had yet to recognise
Israel. With incremental diplomacy breaking the
impasse, the stage was set for an increase in US

With the singing of the Camp David Accords
on 17 September 1978, two separate
agreements were signed: one dealing with
Israel-Egypt peace, and another planning
Palestinian autonomy in the West Bank and
39
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Gaza. The latter was never implemented;
Israel’s foreign ministry asserts that: ‘the
framework agreement regarding the future of
Judea, Samaria (West Bank) and Gaza
was...interpreted differently by Israel, Egypt,
and the US’.43 Quandt suggests the autonomy
agreement was a product of all parties
deferring disagreements to a later stage44. Begin
was so uncompromising that a major crisis in
Israel-US relations was only averted by the
Iranian Revolution of 1978, diverting American
regional priorities elsewhere.45 Resultantly, the
agreements failed to facilitate a broader,
regional peace involving the Palestinians, Jordan
and Syria, as Carter had hoped.

one year, with the Jewish State receiving an
unprecedented $15.7 billion48. Hence, the Camp
David treaty represented the high water mark
of US aid to Israel, but also set a precedent.
From 1979 to the present day, annual US aid to
Israel remained more than $2 billion every year,
suggesting the critical role of Camp David in
setting a paradigm of sustained, unprecedented
US aid to Israel. Thus, Israeli withdrawal from
Sinai had, for the fourth time, engineered a
dramatic escalation in US-Israel bilateral
relations. Withdrawal from occupied territory,
rather than domestic pressures, or shared
strategic interests, created, defined and
escalated the ‘special relationship’ between the
US and Israel.

However, what was achieved at Camp David
was extraordinary. The ‘Land for peace’
doctrine had now been implemented, leading to
full Israeli withdrawal from the Sinai and full,
bilateral peace. Egypt, Israel’s most powerful
regional adversary, became the first Arab state
to
recognize
Israel.
Despite
Begin’s
stubbornness, Israel indubitably undertook
huge concessions, forcibly removing 7000
Jewish settlers and dismantling 150 military
installations, the first time Israel had forcibly
evicted Jewish citizens in such numbers. In
abandoning Sinai, Israel evacuated 91% of the
territory it had captured in the Six Day War,
leaving behind oil fields that provided 50% of
its oil needs.46 The Straits of Tiran, the closing
of which caused Israel to go to war in 1956 and
1967, were returned to Egyptian control, with
guarantees of access for Israeli shipping.

Land for Aid: Israel’s Disengagement from Gaza
Following the Sinai withdrawal, aid to Israel
diversified and took on a life of its own beyond
the ‘positive sanctions’ paradigm. Israel was
declared a ‘major non-NATO ally’ in 1987,
diversifying and increasing US arms sales to
Israel. Concurrently, tensions publically
exploded to levels matching the 1975
‘reassessment’ crisis in 1990, when US Secretary
of State Baker publically suggested that the
Israelis were not ‘serious about peace’.49 The
US also withheld $10 billion in loan guarantees
in protest at Israeli settlement-building.
Regardless of increasing aid, construction of
Israeli settlements in the occupied West Bank
and Gaza Strip continues to divide Israeli and
American administrations.

The US rewarded and compensated both
parties generously for their undertakings. Egypt
received $1.5 billion annually in US aid, which
continues to this day. Israel received $10.2
billion over four years, including $3 billion to
relocate military bases.47 Indeed, 1979 saw the
largest amount of US aid transfer to Israel in

In the new millennium, both American
mediation and the ‘land for peace’ doctrine
were severely tested. The US mediated IsraeliSyrian peace talks under three separate Israeli
prime ministers, but each attempt was fruitless.
The 2000 Camp David talks between Israel and
the PLO collapsed, leading to the Second
Intifada, a bloody conflict between Israeli and
Palestinian forces. Whilst Israel withdrew from
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southern Lebanon in 2000, ending a 15-year
occupation, this was undertaken without
negotiations, US mediation, or a peace
agreement with Israel’s adversaries. This
instance of Israeli ‘unilateralism’ was gamechanging: perceiving a deficit of peace partners,
Israel gave up on non-belligerence, seeking to
retrench occupations in territory deemed nonbeneficial to security. In 2003, Israel’s Prime
Minister Sharon proposed another ‘unilateral’
withdrawal, this time from the Gaza Strip. This
strategy of ‘unilateralism’ is encapsulated by a
letter from Sharon to US President Bush:

With his own cabinet wavering, Sharon invoked
the doctrine of ‘positive sanctions’ to win
domestic support. Initially, aid was not
forthcoming; US National Security Advisor,
Condoleezza Rice argued:
‘You take a unilateral step when that step
is good for you. Therefore you cannot
expect to get anything for having done
yourself a favour.’54
Bilateral US-Israel ties were radically different
than during previous withdrawals. Total US aid
to Israel throughout 1973 was just under $500
million; in 2004, Israel received over $2.6
billion.55 However, Israel was to receive
additional assistance: from 2007, military aid
was agreed to increase by $6 billion over ten
years.56 Critically, Israel’s withdrawal from the
Gaza Strip resulted in the US significantly
softening its positions on the concessions
required from Israel in a final status agreement
with the Palestinians. In a personal letter to
Sharon, Bush promised to refrain from
imposing peace plans on Israel, also agreeing
that no diaspora Palestinians would be resettled in Israel.57 Equally critical were Bush’s
guarantees regarding the final borders of the
Jewish state, affirming that:

There exists no Palestinian partner with
whom to advance peacefully toward a
settlement (...) I have decided to initiate a
process of gradual disengagement with
the hope of reducing friction.50
Disengagement from Gaza was seen as
desirable for security and demographic
reasons.51 Thus, the doctrine of ‘land for peace’
was no more, replaced by ‘unilateral’
withdrawals initiated by Israel, rather than
international pressure. Peace was no longer the
goal; instead Israeli policy-makers sought to
reconfigure
Israel’s
security
doctrine,
abandoning peripheral, divisive occupations.
However, the perception of unilateralism as
Israel ‘going it alone’ is overly simplistic. Whilst
‘land for peace’ was eschewed, US-Israeli
relations
remained
critical
to
the
implementation of the Gaza disengagement.
Peters argues that: ‘Sharon was far more
interested in reaching an understanding with
the US than with the Palestinians’.52 As the
Second Intifada raged, Israel was under
international pressure to change the status quo.
Resultantly, Sharon sought to deflect American
pressure by preparing his own plan.53
Withdrawal was therefore Sharon’s preemptive
move against demands for concessions deemed
harmful to Israeli security.

It is unrealistic to expect that the
outcome of final status negotiations will
be a full…return to the armistice lines of
1949.58
For the first time, an American president had
publically agreed that Israel’s borders before the
1967 War were unsuitable for a final status
agreement. This rendered Resolution 242
somewhat obsolete, as America no longer
demanded full withdrawal for full peace. Bush
also suggested that a ‘freeze’ on settlement
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building, a consistent US demand since the
Camp David talks of 1978, should not be taken
literally: Israel could continue building in the
largest settlement blocs beyond the 1967
borders which would be retained by the Jewish
State in a final-status deal.59

developing bilateral relations to their
contemporary level. From 1957 to the
contemporary era, the ‘special relationship’ was
defined and developed by the degree of Israeli
willingness to withdraw from occupied
territory.

Indubitably, the 2005 Gaza withdrawal differed
significantly to the withdrawals from Sinai.
Previously, the US had resorted to ‘sticks’
alongside ‘carrots’, and had often been the
primary driver of Israeli territorial withdrawal.
By contrast, the Bush administration had been
relatively detached from involvement in the
peace process.60 However, the withdrawal from
Gaza was far from ‘unilateral’. Israel deflected
pressure to withdraw from the West Bank,
gaining guarantees that a return to the 1967
borders would be ruled out. Employing the
doctrine of positive sanctions, Israel had
replaced ‘land for peace’ with ‘land for aid’.
Ignoring their Palestinian adversaries, Sharon
went cap-in-hand to the US, demanding
compensation for his strategic manoeuvre. In
an era of significant American aid to Israel,
which continued to flow unrelated to Israeli
territorial withdrawal, US aid still played a role
in generating status quo changing Israeli
withdrawals from territory.

Israel turned to war in 1956 out of
exasperation that the US would not accept its
security concerns. Ironically, it was not the war
itself, but the Israeli withdrawal, and
subsequent territorial withdrawals from Sinai,
that engendered a paradigm shift in American
strategy, creating the doctrine of ‘positive
sanctions’ and bringing the two countries closer
together through a shared end goal of ‘land for
peace’. Before 1979, US annual aid to Israel
reached $1 billion three times: 1974 (Sinai I),
1976 (Sinai II) and 1978 (Camp David
negotiations). Following the finalising of the
Camp David Accords in 1979, US annual aid
never dropped below $2 billion annually.62
Similarly, the 2005 Gaza withdrawal generated
unprecedented American political concessions
to Israel. This contextualisation of the
relationship’s development bears critical
ramifications for the contemporary debate as to
the utility of the ‘special relationship’.
This study does not refute that the so-called
‘Israel lobby’ exercises impressive levels of
influence over American politicians. However,
framing Israel-US relations as the sole product
of the ‘Israel lobby’ is reductionist and false.
Over-emphasising these domestic influences in
foreign policy passes a value judgment,
portraying relations as morally and strategically
unsound. By contrast, this study demonstrated
that upgrades in relations were conditional on
Israeli
territorial
concessions.
Whilst
unprecedented, US-Israel ties have performed a
transformative regional role. Increased relations
fulfilled key US foreign policy objectives of
power-projection through successful conflict
mediation, engendering non-belligerence.

Conclusions and Implications
‘The US is a dominant if not sole
actor in facilitating the peace treaties
between Israel and its neighbours, and is
key to any progress in (...) peace
negotiations.’61
This study demonstrated the salience of the
above quote, despite the retrenchment of the
‘land for peace’ paradigm. Whilst bilateral ties
diversified beyond a framework of territorial
withdrawal, the ‘special relationship’ particularly American political, military and
economic aid to Israel - continues to play a role
in generating Israeli territorial concessions.
Conversely,
Israeli
withdrawals
were
instrumental in defining, extending and

Concurrently, US-Israeli bilateral ties were the
product of divergences in perceptions and
praxis, rather than shared ideological and
strategic bonds. America showered Israel with
‘rewards’ to change the cost-benefit analysis of
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Israeli policy-makers and society as to what was
constituted to serve Israel’s ‘national interest’.
Since US aid has increased, US influence has
also increased, forcing Israel to act with selfrestraint.63 During the late 1990s, the Israeli
government considered reducing aid received
from the US, fearing it had an excessive
influence over Israeli policy.64 Unprecedented
aid also gave, and continues to give, the US
unprecedented abilities to influence Israeli
policy.
American aid to Israel has often been an
inherently political transaction to engender a
shift in Israeli policy, rather than a no-stringsattached ‘hand out’ due to fraternal ties or a
domestic lobby. However frustrating local
intransigency may be, US policy-makers should
not cut aid without encouraging a change in
Israeli behaviour. The US has proven itself
particularly effective in curbing Israel’s
settlement growth in the West Bank during the
tenure of President Obama. History has
demonstrated that the ‘carrot’ of aid has
worked well to moderate Israeli policy,
alongside occasional necessary threats to
restrict aid. Itself the product of territorial
withdrawals, the ‘special relationship’ still has a
critical role to play in generating withdrawal
from territory, through ‘positive sanctions’ and
extensive bilateral ties.
__________________________
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The Use of Professional Military Education as a Soft-Power
Asset in U.S. International Security Policy
Duraid Jalili
‘Humble’ Beginnings

Americans as an alternative to acceding to a
French request for vacancies at the U.S.
National War College and Industrial College of
the Armed Forces, and at the British Imperial
Defence College.’2

In 1949 the U.S. began training foreign military
personnel as part of the “Military Assistance
Program” authorised by Congress. Initially
designed to help rebuild European forces
(alongside Foreign Military Sales) as a barrier to
Soviet influence, the U.S. perspective on the
value of international military education was
underpinned by a division between the known
value of such activities, and the nature of a
closed-organisational model.

Despite this initial reluctance, over the next
sixty years the U.S. engaged in an exponential
expansion of external foreign military training,
as well as significantly widening its capacity to
incorporate and integrate foreign military and
civilian students within its own national training
courses. In 1976, for example, it created its
benchmark International Military Education and
Training (IMET) programme, designed to
centralise a wide range of leadership and
management training for both current and
(potential) future military leaders.

As shown in U.K. Cabinet Office archives, for
example, on 27 November 1945 Field Marshal
Henry Maitland Wilson, Chief of the British
Joint Staff in Washington D.C. sent a
confidential telegram to the U.K. Chiefs of
Staff. His message was regarding an offer which
had been made to the U.S. Chiefs of Staff to
send U.S. officers to attend the U.K.’s Imperial
Defence College (now known as the Royal College of
Defence Studies). In the letter, Wilson outlined a
personal conversation held with General
George C. Marshall the U.S. Army Chief of
Staff in which Marshall stated that: ‘...the U.S.
Chiefs of Staff would be glad to reciprocate.
However, [they] were concerned to keep the
whole thing as quiet and informal as possible
on the grounds that if it got about they would
be inundated with requests to accept students
at American colleges from all the Latin
American countries.’1

Such programmes were not devoid of criticism
or controversy. In the 1994 documentary film
‘School of Assassins’ for example, Robert
Richter chronicled the wide range of human
rights abuses committed by graduates of the
U.S. Army School of the Americas (SOA).3 Such
criticisms over questionable human rights
records, combined with Congressional infighting regarding the value of such
programmes, led U.S. Congress to deny foreign
training assistance to several countries over the
years, impacting both upon individual foreign
students and wider political and diplomatic
relations between countries.4

Just under five years later on 7 September 1950
(and only one year after the commencement of
the U.S.’s Military Assistance Programme), a
U.K. Chiefs of Staff Committee meeting
regarding the proposed creation of the NATO
Defence College, noted that ‘the idea of setting up
such a College has been conceived by the

Yet, despite these setbacks, total U.S.
Government expenditure on foreign military
2
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training continued to increase as a part of the
U.S.’s international security policy. Taking the
most recent figures available, for example, over
the period of 2003 to 2013 inclusive, the U.S.
Department of State and Department of
Defense spent a combined $6,013,484,553 on
foreign military training programmes, averaging
0.09% of total U.S. defence expenditure across
the period. During this 11 year period alone
annual PME expenditure rose alongside wider
defence spending by over 50%, from a total of
$490,537,172 in 2003 to a total of $738,321,586
in 2013.5 (See Appendix, Table I.)

If I am persuaded to go along with your
purposes without any explicit threat or
exchange taking place - in short, if my
behavior is determined by an observable
but intangible attraction - soft power is
at work. Soft power uses a different type
of currency - not force, not money - to
engender cooperation - an attraction to
shared values and the justness and duty
of contributing to the achievement of
those values. […] Co-optive power - the
ability to shape what others want - can
rest on the attractiveness of one’s culture
and values or the ability to manipulate
the agenda of political choices in a
manner that makes others fail to express
some preferences because they seem to
be too unrealistic.9

This essay will consider how this expenditure
can be used to identify a sustained
contemporary emphasis on the value of ‘soft
power’ within U.S. defence and security
strategies. Moreover, it will highlight the means
by which this strategy is implemented on a
regional and national level, in areas such as
increased peer-to-peer influence; alignment
with U.S. socio-economic and politico-military
aims; advancement of self-sufficiency for
military partners; and cultivation of by-proxy
operational capabilities.

Within this framework, education provides a
significant means of facilitating soft power. In
outlining this, Nye highlights this through a
2001 statement by then Secretary of State Colin
Powellregarding the U.S. State Department’s
Fulbright Scholarship programme, in which he
remarks: ‘I can think of no more valuable asset
to our country than the friendship of future
world leaders who have been educated here.’10
For Nye, the value of such an asset is selfevident, in that many ‘of these former students
eventually wind up in positions where they can
affect policy outcomes that are important to
Americans.’11 This assessment, however, is not
restricted to the civilian sphere, but finds
tangible presence in military education. As
stated by Eric D. Newsom, former U.S.
Assistant Secretary of State for Political-Military
Affairs:

Scholarship and Soft Power
Since its introduction by Joseph S. Nye in
1990,6 the concept of soft power has gained
significant traction in both governmental and
non-governmental strategic thought, with
‘visible impact on American foreign policy as
well as that of other countries’7. As defined by
Nye, the concept centres around the ‘ability to
get what you want through attraction rather
than coercion, or payments’, which itself ‘arises
from the attractiveness of a country’s culture,
political ideals, and policies.’8

I believe, for the most part, we do not
fully appreciate how IMET and similar
programs impart American values to the
recipients in foreign militaries, both
directly and indirectly. The stability we
saw in military forces around the world
during [the] recent radical decrease in

5

All data on PME investment used within this study is
taken from the annual ‘Foreign Military Training’ report
to U.S. Congress, compiled by the U.S. Department of
Defense and Department of State. Available at
http://www.state.gov/t/pm/rls/rpt/fmtrpt/
(Last
accessed on 16 February 2015)
6 J.S. Nye, Jr., Bound to Lead: The Changing Nature of
American Power (Basic Books, 1990).
7 K. Ifantis, ‘Soft Power: overcoming the limits of a
concept’, in McKercher, B.J.C. Routledge Handbook of
Diplomacy and Statecraft (Routledge, 2012), p. 441.
8 J.S. Nye, Jr., Soft Power: The Means to Success in World
Politics (PublicAffairs, 2004).

9

Ibid, p. 7.
Ibid, p. 44. Original quotation by C. Powell, ‘Statement
on International Education Week 2001’. Available at
http://20012009.state.gov/secretary/former/powell/remarks/2001/
4462.htm. (Last accessed on 31 October 2014)
11 Ibid, p. 45.
10
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defense budgets would have resulted in
coups which today never materialized, in
part because of the learned respect for
civilian control of the military.12

during those two years, he was
subjectively inclined toward the US offer.
As a party to the meeting with him in
Pakistan when he made the decision to
accept the US offer, tying his policy to US
strategy for Afghanistan, I gained the
impression that his IMET experience was
a critical factor in his decision.16

Although it is difficult to quantitatively define
the extent to which the policies and actions of
foreign governments and militaries have been
influenced by foreign military education, it is
possible to gain significant qualitative data on
individual cases. In John A. Cope’s 1995 study
of the IMET programme, for example, we find
evidence that foreign PME and shared
educational experiences: enabled greater U.S.
cooperation with Middle Eastern officers
during the Persian Gulf War ‘because most of
the high ranking [officers] had attended military
training in the U.S. and understood how to
work with us’13; reduced ‘emotional and
uninformed reactions [...] against the U.S.’ by
Brazilian military officials14; and even ‘produced
at least two unauthorized channels of
communication between senior Argentine and
U.S.
officer-classmates’
during
the
Malvinas/Falklands War in 198215. Perhaps the
most interesting encapsulation of this, however,
is found in the 1993 Congressional testimony
of Lieutenant General (Ret) William E. Odom,
former Director of the U.S. National Security
Agency:

Indeed, both before and after Nye’s original
definition of ‘soft power’ in 1990, this effort to
influence both individual decisions and wider
critical thinking of foreign military and civilian
leaders has defined and incentivised
governmental and military expenditure on
foreign military training. As reinforced by
Cope’s analysis of the IMET programme:
As U.S. foreign aid continues to collapse
under strong congressional pressure to
economize, this “bonsai” appropriation
in the vast forest of security assistance
programs has gained in standing,
potency and importance to national
security far surpassing that envisioned by
its political framers in 1976.17
Through these efforts, the U.S. has sought to
counteract the critical belief that ‘soft power,
and particularly culture as soft power, is often
something over which governments have little
control but with which they must reckon.’18
Indeed, in recent years this focus has been
further enhanced by a new tactical emphasis on
areas such as influence operations which (as
defined by the U.S. Army Leadership Centre)
engage with ‘planning and enacting behaviors
that are intended to alter another’s beliefs,
attitudes,
and/or
actions’
across
‘intergovernmental groups, other militaries, [...]
and others that fall outside the traditional chain
of command’19.

Another kind of desirable influence
through IMET is demonstrated by USPakistani relations immediately after the
Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. General
Zia, the President of Pakistan, was being
urged by his foreign minister to scorn US
offers of assistance in favor of coming to
term [sic] with Moscow. Because Zia had
attended two US Army schools, and
because he had made extremely close
friends with ordinary American citizens
12

16

Quoted in Pomper, p. 196.
Response to Institute for National Strategic Studies
(INSS) Research Survey, Fort Bragg, NC. 27 January
1995. See J.A. Cope, International Military Education and
Training: An Assessment. A report for the Institute for
National Strategic Studies, at the National Defense
University (Diane Publishing, 1995), p. 30.
14 Response to INSS Research Survey, Washington, DC.
30 January 1995. See Cope, p.27.
15 Response to INSS Research Survey, Miami, FL. 3
February 1995. See Cope, p. 28.

LtGen (Ret) W.E. Odom, ‘US Military Assistance
After the Cold War’, Testimony before the Senate
Foreign Relations Sub-Committee on International
Economic Policy, Trade, Oceans and Environment. 16
June 1993.
17 Cope, p. 1.
18 Ifantis, p. 433.
19 R. Mulvaney et al., ‘A Grounded Model of Leadership
Influence Techniques’, Conference Presentation at the
Annual Meeting of the International Military Testing
Association. Lucerne: Sept/Oct, 2010. IMTA. Available at
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The Who, the What, the Why, the When and the
Where?

having the skills that let one exercise
“leadership of the armed forces in the
democratic spirit.”’20

If foreign military training can be used to create
influence, therefore, then who should be
influenced, in what ways, to what ends, at what
times, and in what countries? Practically
speaking, the means of engagement can be
divided into two categories: ‘education’ and
‘training’. Education refers to courses whereby
foreign officials are taught strategic and tactical
aspects of contemporary defence and security.
The goal of such teaching is to provide current
and future leaders with the analytical skills and
knowledge to enable them to engage at the
highest levels of operational, policy and strategy
roles. In doing so, governments create a
network of future international leaders, with
potential sympathy towards U.S. culture and
strategic interests, as well as a means of
conceptualising political and military problems
based on ‘U.S.’ best practice.

Complementing
this
higher-level
of
engagement, the process of ‘training’ centres
around the provision of practical and technical
assistance to soldiers and officers engaged in
role-specific activities. Examples of such
training range from counter insurgency, drug
interdiction, peace-keeping and counter piracy
operations, to de-mining, firearms training and
mechanical engineering courses. In principle,
the overarching goal of ‘training’ versus
education is to ensure that the practical and
technical aspects which underpin the military
function occur in the most proficient possible
manner, both in and out of theatre. In
comparison to education, this ‘training’ process
provides the main complement to foreign
military sales, as well as acting as a potential
force multiplier for the U.S. military (i.e.
creating a network of foreign troops trained
according to U.S. standards, who can therefore
be relied upon to engage in regional conflicts in
which the U.S. may wish to participate byproxy or as part of a coalition operation).

Although such education occurs at the Staff
Colleges for mid-career officers, at its most
senior level it is specifically designed to target
an elite cadre of military and civil service
officials, who have been hand-chosen by their
representative governments as potential future
leaders. In the U.S. such ‘fourth-tier’ education
takes place at one of six colleges: the U.S.
National War College, the Dwight D. Eisenhower
School for National Security and Resource Strategy
and, at the service level, at the U.S. Army, Air,
Naval and Marine Corps War Colleges respectively.

Underlying this two-part structure of influence,
is a vast substructure of subject-, rank- and
regional-specific programmes run either
separately or jointly by the U.S. Department of
Defense and U.S. Department of State. These
include Department of State funded
programmes such as the African Contingency
Operations Training and Assistance (ACOTA);
Global Peace Operations Initiative (GPOI);
International Military Education and Training
(IMET); and International Narcotics and Law
Enforcement (INL) programmes. Department of
Defense specific programmes include Combatant
Command Security Cooperation Activities; Regional
Defense Combating Terrorism Fellowship Program
(CTFP); Section 1004 Drug Interdiction and
Counter-Drug Training Support (CDTS); Section
1206 (‘Global Train and Equip’); the Service
Academy Foreign Student Program; the Aviation
Leadership Program; and Professional Military
Education (PME) exchanges. In addition to these

The emphasis on influential transnational
connections that occurs within these colleges is
encapsulated perfectly in Judith Hicks Stiehm’s
overview of the U.S. Army War College
(USAWC) induction process for new students,
which involves a presentation graphic featuring
pictures of graduates who went on to become
‘strategic leaders’. After photos of six U.S.
Commanders in Chief and seven senior U.S.
Generals, the presentation then features four
international graduates, ‘including one from the
Czech Republic, who is quoted as having
learned at the USAWC the importance of
“civilian supremacy over the military” and of

20

J.H. Stiehm, The U.S. Army War College: Military
Education in a Democracy (Temple University Press, 2002),
p. 58.

http://www.imta.info/pastconferences/Presentations.asp
x?Show=2010 (Last accessed on 10 October 2014).
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direct programmes there exist a range of
regional programs with Department of Defense
funding, such as the Asia-Pacific Center for Security
Studies (APCSS), the George C. Marshall European
Center for Security Studies (Marshall Center), the
Center for Hemispheric Defence Studies (CHDS), the
Near East South Asia Center for Strategic Studies
(NESA Center), and the Africa Center for Strategic
Studies (ACSS).

regional trends. (See Appendix, Tables II, III
and IV.).
In assessing such figures, we find a microcosm
of the U.S.’s wider strategic aims21. The Near
East region, for example, shows a spending
climate significantly informed by energy
interests in the Gulf, and military engagement
in Iraq and Yemen. Interestingly, however, the
dip and rise in spending across the period
cannot simply be attributed to the start and end
of U.S. engagement in Iraq. In fact, training
expenditure in Iraq seems almost a process of
homeostasis rather than holistic planning, with
major investments occurring mostly on a
triennial basis. Instead, we find the figures
influenced by a significant reduction in training
investment in Egypt (-49%), the U.A.E. (-65%)
and Israel (-70%) respectively. In comparison,
the notable increase in investment towards the
end of the period is heavily influenced by the
steady increase in expenditure across the period
in Yemen (313%), Oman (419%), Saudi Arabia
(522%), Lebanon (2,902%), and a rapid
increase in funds for Libya (3,473%) between
2007-2014.

Although, as previously mentioned, it may be
impossible to quantify the impact of this
influence, it can be argued at the very least that
this range of programmes allows the U.S.
government to: increase military-to-military and
military-to-government influence (especially by
identifying and training future national leaders);
promote self-sufficiency in partner nations (e.g.
in technical, economic, judicial, socio-political,
and
military
areas);
expand
foreign
understanding of and subscription to U.S.
culture and values; encourage adherence to
democratic thinking and human rights concepts
in foreign militaries; prepare for and pre-empt
emerging
security
concerns;
enhance
operational capabilities in a by-proxy or
coalition military capacity within conflict
hotspots; participate in international narcotics
control; facilitate economic ties through foreign
military sales; and normalise U.S. standard
operating procedures, as well as wider strategic
and tactical doctrine, as a global standard for
military forces.

In the African region, the significant increase in
investment can be broadly attributed to
counter-terrorism
and
maritime
piracy
concerns, as well as wider peace-keeping
engagement, and securing of future trade and
energy links. Yet, interestingly, a significant
proportion of this rise in investment is directly
linked to a focussed increase in training funds
for six countries: Cote D’Ivoire (1,170%),
Burkina Faso (1,571%), Niger (2,248%),
Somalia (3,377%), Uganda (4,940%), and
Burundi (7,450%). As seen in Table V, this
reveals a trend of counter-terrorism investment
which not only focuses on individual cases, but

As has been shown, therefore, by analysing U.S.
foreign military education programmes it is
possible to achieve a greater understanding of
how the U.S. Government and its Armed
Forces conceive of notions of ‘influence’ and
‘soft power’, as well as contextualising PME as
a means of creating strategic and tactical gains
in the global socio-economic and politicomilitary spheres.

21

It should be noted that PME as a complement to
Foreign Military Sales plays a significant role in the
figures shown. Although it could be argued that this
factor places an anomalous link between U.S. soft power
aims and countries with enough finances (and relevant
offset programmes) to invest in U.S. technology, it can
equally be argued that such investment by these countries
is a key indicator of their preference towards U.S.
influence versus that of its competitors. Thus, although
the data provides a valuable perspective, a larger analysis
in which this data is correlated with the respective GDP
and defence investment data of each country has the
potential to provide alternative results.

In addition to this, however, investment in
foreign military education programmes
provides an interesting framework by which to
analyse the implementation of U.S. strategic
aims on both a regional and national level. If
we take into account, for example, the overall
spending trends on foreign PME across both
Department of State and Department of
Defense agencies, it is possible to see clear
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also results in a geo-strategic barrier between
Boko Haram in West Africa and Al Qaida in
North West Africa. (See Appendix, Table V.)

with key countries, who can be defined within
one or more categories: current conflict
environment; rich in natural resources; tactically
advantageous in terms of geography; and
potential exporter of drugs or terror threats to
the U.S. (See Appendix, Table VI.).

Increased investment in the East Asia & Pacific
region bears clear linkage to wider U.S.-Chinese
strategic manoeuvring. Of specific interest is
the increase in investment in Cambodia (932%)
and Vietnam (1,185%), as well as the status of
Singapore as the country with the highest level
of investment across the entire 2003-2013
range, with a total expenditure of $830,366,014
(surpassing Saudi Arabia, in second place, by
nearly $300million). In South Central Asia,
there is a predictable concentration of PME
investment in Afghanistan, Pakistan and India
(which, when combined, constitutes over 74%
of expenditure within the region). Yet, despite
this, we find a broadly similar ratio of
investment growth in Kyrgyzstan (179%), the
Maldives (360%), and Tajikistan (436%), as we
do in Pakistan (114%), Afghanistan (229%),
and India (796%).

As a means of contrast, however, only one of
these nations features on the list of 11 countries
for whom the U.S. has increased PME
investment by over 1000% across the same
period:

At the top end of the spectrum, there are 13
countries in which the U.S. has invested over
$100 million across the 2003-2013 period:
This contrast supports the data previously
shown in Table IV, revealing that although the
U.S. does use PME to maintain key strategic
partners within each continent, it remains
engaged in a shifting regional focus with
significant emphasis on both counter-terrorism
specific
and
wider
politico-economic
engagement within Africa.
Based, therefore, on the spectrum of contexts
and statistics available for foreign PME
investment, and wider strategic trends, it is
possible to draw a broad range of general
conclusions and potential theories for the
future of U.S. international security policy.
Perhaps most obviously, it is evident that the
U.S. will continue to engage in a wide spread of
foreign military training activities across Latin
America, Africa, the Near East, East Asia &
Pacific, and South Central Asia. Central to this
will be a focus on ‘key’ nations with whom the
U.S. has long-term pre-existing links, based on
energy
resources,
tactical
geographical
placement, or their potential for fostering and
exporting terrorism and/or narcotics.

Although a total of $6billion has been spent
across 178 countries and protectorates across
the 2003-2013 period, over 59% of that total
expenditure is concentrated across these 13
countries. This spectrum suggests that, despite
the potential for
small-scale
tactical
manoeuvring through PME investment, the
brunt of U.S. foreign training investment is
based on a strategy of focussed engagement
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As part of this, it seems likely that there will
remain stable investment in Latin America, with
the potential for gradual reductions in counternarcotics spending as individual U.S. states
slowly legislate towards de-criminalisation.
Investment in Africa will likely continue to
increase at a higher rate than other regions,
both in line with continuing issues regarding
political instability, counter terrorism, and
maritime security, and as part of a wider
mission to counteract increasing Chinese socioeconomic influence and foreign military sales
prospecting with regional trade allies.
In comparison, it appears probable that there
will be a continued decrease in investment
within Europe, with a geographical movement
towards increased training in North- and
South-East Europe (both due to fear of
Russian expansionism and the ambiguous
status of Turkey as a regional influencer).
Linked to this, as well as natural energy
resource requirements, it is possible that there
will be a dual increase in both education and
training for a certain selection of the ‘-stans’ in
Central Asia (yet this may be more gradual due
to their relative strength as regional powers,
and comparative lack of current internal
conflict).
On a wider level, it is feasible that, either in a
concerted government-wide effort, or due to
individual actors within specific training
programmes and colleges, there will be an
increasing tendency towards generating new
methodologies to cultivate and exert influence
through alumni and other ‘non-formalised’
student networks. In addition, there will likely
be a movement towards increased regularity of
U.S. educational engagement with foreign
officers throughout their career, achieved
through short, in-country or distance learning
refresher courses, in order to maintain and
enhance personal ‘affinity’ with U.S. culture and
strategic priorities through frequency of access.
What is certain above all, however, is that the
use of foreign military education as an
hegemonic tool will remain a valuable asset in
U.S. strategic policy.
__________________________
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Table II |
$USD Foreign Milit ary Education and Training Expenditure by
Region
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* The significant rise in African spending in 2012 is predominantly due to Section 1206 of the National Defense Authorization
Act (NDAA), which ‘authorizes the President to direct the Secretary of Defense, with the concurrence of the Secretary of
State, to conduct or support a program or programs to 1) build the capacity of a foreign country’s national military forces,
maritime security forces, and/or security forces in order for that country to conduct counterterrorist operations; or 2) build
the capacity of a foreign country's national military forces to participate in or support military and stability operations in
which the U.S. Armed Forces are a participant.’22 In 2012 this process was used for the Ugandan and the Burundi Armed
Forces, at a cost of $155,353,277 and $31,282,113 respectively.

‘Foreign Military Training: Fiscal Years 2013 and 2014’. Joint Report to Congress, Vol.1. U.S. Department of Defense and Department
of State. II.5.
22
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