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Editorial: Mis-steps in Security Studies
Konstantinos Xypolytos
Koç University, Istanbul, Department of History
On behalf of Strife’s Managing Board, I am delighted to announce the inaugural Issue of Strife for the
academic year 2021-2022. This is a double issue, containing many of the pieces sent by our authors in
the last six months. Despite the summer hiatus and COVID-19 related issues, I am happy to announce
that Strife is back on track.
This issue owes much to many people. First of all, thanks are due to our authors who, despite the
dreadful conditions we have all faced this last year, have managed to produce articles of great quality
and content, befitting Strife standards. Thanks are also due to the previous members of the editorial
team who worked hard to make sure Strife did not lose track of its commitments to its authors as well
as readers. In particular, I would like to thank Kris, Axel, and Isabela. My work is based on the
foundations they set before the assumption of my duties as Managing Editor. Most of all, thanks are
due to our Senior Editors who are vital in the reviewing process and who have so generously devoted
their time, experience, and passion for this publication. No amount of detail, large or small, has been
beyond their notice. Additionally, thanks are due to our outgoing Editor-in-Chief, Dr Anna B. Plunkett
who has worked tirelessly for Strife for the last three years. We all wish her the best in her new duties
as Lecturer at the KCL War Studies Department, another testament of the journal’s connection with the
foremost institution in the study of conflict and war. Finally, I would like to personally thank our new
Editor-in-Chief, Bryan Strawser, Coordinating Editor, Theo Menon and Book Reviews Editor, Dr
Nikolai Gourof for their efforts in publishing this Issue. They have admirably and in good humour
suffered through our online meetings and editing processes trying to put this Issue together. Their
professionalism, good humour and attention to detail has made seeing this Issue into “print” a real
pleasure.
Our editorial is followed by the summaries of the articles included in this issue. Half of them have been
compiled by Dr Anna B. Plunkett, our outgoing Editor-in-Chief, the other half by yours truly. We hope
you will enjoy reading them as much as we did.
I would like to welcome our new Senior Editors who are beginning their tenures with Strife. I also
extend my gratitude to the existing members of Strife whose experience we have come to rely upon
over the years. Finally, I would like to thank our readers for their unwavering support over the years.

Konstantinos Xypolytos
Managing Editor - Strife Journal
Koç University, Istanbul
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Article Summaries
Dr Anna B. Plunkett
King’s College London, Department of War Studies
In Mariana Vieira’s theoretical contribution, she analyses the realities and challenges Western
dominance has had and continues to have on security studies. She demonstrates the limitations of such
a perspective as well as the inherent and self-perpetuating nature of eurocentrism and Western foci
within the field. The article focuses on the challenges of agency and emancipation highlighting that
even where more critical perspectives are being taken there is need for further consideration of the
relationship between Western and non-western perspectives.
Parks provides a sound defence of the place and utility of Strategic Studies. Strongly opposing the view
that strategic studies is a dying field this contribution outlines the use and benefits of strategic studies
within policy making environments. Focusing on the last three US administrations, Parks argues there
is clear evidence of the use of strategic studies by policy makers within the US. It effectively addresses
the criticisms and concerns over the field of strategic studies to outline why this subfield remains such
a critical one within political science.
In Van Lembergen’s historical article we turn to the role of Spain in the Thirty Years War. The war
itself changed the balance of power and shifted relations across continental Europe. This article focuses
on Spain’s contribution and engagement in the War analysing the incentives Spain had to support
Austria and the consequences of this decision. It demonstrates how imperial overstretch and waning
power contributed to Spain’s strategic decision to enter the more, but more importantly, to its decline
during as a consequence of the war. This article highlights the challenges and consequences of empires
in decline, demonstrating how hegemonic decay has consequences not only for the family in power but
the whole region under hegemonic influence.
McClaran’s work focuses on British Foreign Policy during the Napoleonic Wars, and more particularly
the role of Castleigh. He critiques the dominant perception of Castleigh as the most prominent diplomat
of the time being preoccupied with Europe and Continental interests. Instead McClaran postulates this
was part of a Janus-Faced Grand Strategy, one that secured Britain’s place in Europe whilst ensuring
her dominance in the maritime theatre. The considerations of one, without the other, misinterprets
Britain’s actions and goals during this period.
In Gencer’s investigation into the South Ossetia conflict, there is an investigation of the incompatibility
between sovereignty and human rights. The acceptance of R2P in 2008 occurred alongside the Russian
intervention into South Ossetia and Georgia. Highlighting how policies aimed at rewriting conceptual
and normative understandings can be interpreted in different ways by differing states. Russia’s use of
R2P was not widely accepted in the case of Georgia though the state used it to legitimise their conflict
and engagement within Georgia during that time period.
Klečková’s examination of Russian intervention in Crimea in 2014 reviews the concept of hybrid
warfare, its definition in the literature and history, and the application of this ‘new way of war’ in both
Russian and Western military doctrines. The article assesses Russia’s annexation of the Crimean
Peninsula from both a Russian and Western perspective, deciding, whether or not it constitutes an
example of hybrid warfare.
Molina’s analysis of Plan Colombia highlights how the misinterpretation of the FARC movement and
the categorisation of the Colombian civil war as an issue of organised crime contributed to the failure
of this COIN initiative. The article demonstrates the thin line between criminality and insurgency yet
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illuminates the failure to properly appreciate the context of the civil war environment has had dire
consequences for the political environment within Colombia.
D’Amico’s article engages with the thorny issue of targeted killing, with particular focus on the
controversial assassination of Qassim Soleimani by the Tump Administration. This contribution clearly
delineates the legal precedent for targeted killing, highlighting how the US has failed to meet any of the
conditions required. Further, her analysis highlights concern for the future utility of targeted killing and
the implications of the assassination for international relations.

Article Summaries
Konstantinos Xypolytos
Koç University, Istanbul, Department of History
Schmitz’s article deals with the radicalising potential of COVID-19 related measures on the incel
community and the potential for violence. The author’s conceptualisation of incel violence as a serious
form of extremism shows the potential threat society faces in the aftermath of the global pandemic. The
authors unique contribution lies both in their ability to follow the digital path of incel communities as
well as introducing quantitative methods for this kind of analysis.
Durgavich’s work focuses on the military wings of terrorist organisations and the reason behind their
maintenance. The author makes a very nuanced argument, examining terrorist organisations as
constantly evolving actors that treat the line between legality and war, as well as showing the complexity
of their internal dynamics. Durgavich argues that apart from external factors, terrorist organisations
often have to make judgements based on their own ‘domestic politics’ regarding their military wings.
Hughes’s analysis is focused on phenomenon of Mexican vigilantism over a period of roughly ten years.
The large temporal scope of the analysis helps show the reasons behind the rise, plateau and in some
cases fall, of these vigilante groups, as well as the various government responses towards them.
Mainardi’s article focuses on the American position in the Asia-Pacific, current and future challenges
as well as ways of confronting China. The author has made the conscious choice to conduct a holistic
estimation of US interests on a variety of sectors, not simply politico military considerations. This
enriches the analysis and allows for more realistic estimations.
Onianwa’s work focused on the proceedings of NATO’s Political Council between 1967-1968, focusing
on the discussions of the member states regarding arms sale in Nigeria after the region of Biafra broke
away, fulling a civil war. This unique research of primary archival documents is an excellent
examination of NATO relations, the Cold War context, decolonisation, and arms control policy.
Gressetvold’s article makes a case for a Japanese nuclear weapons program owing to increasing North
Korean provocations and posturing as well as an uncertain Asia-Pacific environment. The author makes
a case for a limited nuclear arsenal that would, in effect, supplement rather than completely recalibrate
Japanese policy, thus achieving a modicum of balance between Japan and three of her nuclear armed
nations (China, North Korea, Russia).
Andrès’s investigation focuses on Bosnia-Herzegovina and the effect of the Dayton Accords. The
author makes a case for the shortcomings of the peace process in terms of a sustainable and transparent
regime for the people. In a broader sense, this is a critical case study of the consociational power-sharing
model and its limitations in societies that have been tried and tested by ethnic conflict.
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By the West and for the West? A Critical Appraisal of Performativity
and Eurocentric Predispositions in Security Analysis
Mariana Vieira

Abstract
This article deploys an anti-Eurocentric framework to examine the different approaches
to the analysis of security. Drawing on the insights of postcolonial and critical scholarship,
traditional realist approaches can be constructed as an analysis of security performed by the
powerful (West) and for the powerful (West), as they constrain the examination of security at
different levels and for different referent objects. The article then moves on to an assessment
of Western predispositions in non-traditional approaches, albeit to a smaller extent. The
argument stresses the limitations and implications of a security analysis imported from Western
traditions and supports the critical project of problematizing the status quo. By exposing them
to questions that the traditional agenda continues to marginalize, the aim of this article is to
rethink security discourses and open the space for non-Western agency.
Keywords: Security, International relations theory, International Security, Eurocentrism,
postcolonialism, eastern agency.
Introduction
From a critical theory point of view, the analysis of security is performed by someone
developing a theory which is trying to achieve some goal, consistent with the historical
situations experienced at the time. 1 Drawing parallels with Robert Cox’s observation that
‘theory is always for someone and for some purpose’, 2 the analysis of security is always
performed through the lenses of the specific theory adopted. In other words, theory does not
exist in some absolute sphere, divorced from a standpoint in time and space. Instead, the power
structures behind each theoretical standpoint translate into practices of everyday life and
uncovering these becomes key to denaturalizing certain analyses that may appear common
sense. Critical theorists such as Ken Booth and R. B. J. Walker uncover the relationship
between security and deeper assumptions about the nature of politics and the role of conflict,
which depend on a cultural explanation of who is performing security. A critical appraisal of
performativity is then interested in security analyses that shed light on those who are made
insecure by the prevailing order, furthering their emancipation. 3
Drawing on critical and post-colonial perspectives, this article illustrates how the
analysis of security is performed by the West and for the West, in both traditional and nontraditional approaches to security studies. Post-colonialism seeks to uncover the tendency to
Robert Cox, “For Someone and For Some Purpose: An Interview with Robert. W. Cox,” in Shannon Brincat,
Laura Lima and João Nunes, eds., Critical Theory in International Relations and Security Studies: Interviews
and Reflections (New York: Routledge, 2012), 15-34.
2
Robert Cox, “Social Forces, States and World Orders: Beyond International Relations Theory,” Millennium
10, no. 2 (1981): 126-155.
3
Richard Wyn Jones, Security, Strategy and Critical Theory (London: Lynne Rienner Publisher, 1999).
1
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exaggerate the power of the West and to recognize the interactive relationship between East
and West 4 that the traditional agenda continues to marginalize. In critical theory, concepts such
as emancipation need further examination, given the connotations with European
Enlightenment. The first section sets out the conceptual framework of the post-colonial project,
which will prove useful in the subsequent sections. The second section follows with an
appraisal of the traditional analysis of security. The third section examines how critical
international relations theories might suffer from Eurocentrism, perpetuating Western
dominance through universalist ideas and state-centric features. The fourth and final section
addresses the possible limitations of post-colonial analysis, contrasting the centrality of the
European process of state-making in Ayoob’s work with Hobson’s argument for increased
Eastern agency.
Post-colonial Concepts in IR and Security Studies
Post-colonial studies consist of a highly diverse body of theoretical perspectives that
share an appreciation for the uniqueness and importance of colonialism as a series of global
occurrences and phenomena. 5 The interconnectedness of the colonial and post-colonial eras is
crucial in understanding how different societies with different historical traditions were fused
into a history which produced the juxtaposed colonizer and colonized identities. On one hand,
the (colonizer) West is often portrayed as the embodiment of the standard of civilization,
possessing exclusively progressive characteristics, including rationality and liberalism. On the
other hand, the (colonized) East is imbued with all manner of regressive and antithetical
properties, occupying of peripheral status in global politics. 6
The identity-formation process alluded to here was pioneered by Edward Said in
seminal work during the 1970s on Orientalism as a form of discourse construction in which the
West defines the Self by what it is not––the East, onto which the imaginaries of Other are
projected. Drawing on the work of Foucault and Gramsci, Said explored the negative literary
representations of non-Europeans in the West, shedding light on their implications for the
emerging knowledge that facilitated, extended and strengthened the West’s growing hegemony
over the Orient. 7 Consequently, Said’s work contributed to the central role of identity
production in post-colonial frameworks, whereby knowledge and discourse are intimately
connected to the structures and practices of power that have prevailed since the colonial times. 8
Orientalism continues to validate a Eurocentric knowledge that elevates the Western
self while demoting the Eastern other. Eurocentrism is then a crucial concept in post-colonial
analysis of international relations, referring to the centrality of European experiences when
considering the past, present, and future of world politics. 9 John Hobson distinguishes between
conscious and subliminal types of Eurocentrism. The former explicitly celebrates all things
John M. Hobson, “Orientalism and the Poverty of Theory three decades on: Bringing Eastern and Subaltern
Agency back into Critical IR Theory,” in Critical Theory in International Relations and Security Studies, 129139.
5
Jonathan Hill, “Beyond the Other? A Postcolonial Critique Of The Failed State Thesis,” African Identities 3,
no. 2 (2005): 139-154.
6
John M. Hobson, “Is Critical Theory Always for the White West and For Western Imperialism? Beyond
Westphilian Towards a Post-Racist Critical IR,” in Critical International Relations Theory after 25 Years, eds.
Ben Thirkell-White and Nicholas J. Rengger (Cambridge University Press, 2007), 91-116.
7
Jonathan Hill, “Beyond,” 139-154.
8
Jonathan Hill, “Beyond,” 139-154.
9
Pinar Bilgin, “The Continuing Appeal of Critical Security Studies,” in Critical Theory in International
Relations and Security Studies, 159-170.
4
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West, whereas the latter can be highly critical of Eurocentrism and yet fails to dispose of the
assumption of Western centrality in the world. While a traditional analysis of security is more
compatible with the former, critical analysis will show awareness of West’s subliminal
centrality in international relations. On top of these, Hobson has begun to develop the notion
of Eurofetishism, which will be looked at with greater detail in the last section, where the
argument will turn to the limitations of approaching security through the lenses of some postcolonial approaches.
In security analysis, post-colonialism highlights the importance of security as a
construction of a radically different, inferior, and threatening other. Thus, the fields of
International Relations (IR) and Security Studies provide ‘particular solutions’ to a long list of
important questions concerning the identity of Self and Other. 10 For post-colonialists, these
solutions tend to exacerbate the division of the globe and constrain the understanding of global
hierarchies of wealth and power. Likewise, the concept of Third World is important, as Arif
Dirlik shows that an analysis of security based on three worlds of development is a product of
Eurocentric mappings of the world that deal with the post-colonial situation. 11 When dividing
the world between a relatively secure and conflict free (Western) zone and the Third World
where conflict is endemic, this analysis of security is exclusively performed for the West. Here,
the analysis of security often obscures the reasons intrinsic to the Third World regions that
provide much of the raw material for conflict. 12 Moreover, the decisions made by colonial
powers that resulted in the ethnic mix inherited by many post-colonial states, as well as their
inability to prevent superpower rivalries and conflicts from penetrating the regions, are not
included in traditional analysis of security.
Eurocentrism in Traditional Security Analysis
The resulting IR field allows for an analysis of security performed by an AngloAmerican discipline based on a Western conception of the state, which in turn produces
Eurocentric explanatory models of the world. Moreover, security in traditional IR discourses
has been consistently analysed from a Western historical perspective: the conceptualization of
security is a product of a particular intellectual tradition, faithfully reflecting a particular
process of historical and political development that can be traced back to the Peace of
Westphalia. 13 In other words, the analysis of security is essentially concerned with states,
authority and sovereignty, which is mostly informed by realist theoretical traditions.
Furthermore, statism, militarization and a confrontational-oriented attitude stem from the
importance of sovereignty and provide the foundation of traditional security studies. 14 It should
come as no surprise that during the Cold War, despite the widespread wars of decolonization,
Strategic Studies and International Security Studies (ISS) were characterized by a militarized
agenda focused on the use of nuclear weapons. The importance of great power politics should
also be noted, here the key security events, including the Cuban Missile Crisis and the 9/11
terrorist attacks, reveal the narrowness of the realist security analysis: threats are essentially
portrayed from the perspective of Western concerns.

Barry Buzan and Lene Hansen, eds., The Evolution of International Security Studies (Cambridge: University
Press, 2009), 66-100.
11
Mark T. Berger, “After the Third World? History, Destiny and the Fate of Third Worldism,” Third World
Quarterly 25, no. 1 (2004): 9-39.
12
Ayoob, “Review,” 273.
13
Lloyd Pettiford and Melissa Curley, Changing Security Agendas and the Third World (London: Pinter, 1999).
14
Jones, Security, Strategy and Critical Theory, chapter 4.
10
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From a post-colonial perspective, Charles Tilly and Krause argue that a state-centric
security analysis is problematic given the particular European history of state formation that
understands security as oriented towards external threats. 15 While traditional security assumes
the realist ideal of a unified and homogenous state, various non-Western states have followed
a different trajectory of state formation based on colonial boundaries that do not respect local
communities, resulting in a radically different set of political, economic and cultural
structures. 16 Indeed, Ayoob argues that in post-colonial states, the military has a mostly internal
security role, concerned with the processes of state and nation building. 17 Moreover, Ken Booth
warns from a critical standpoint that the ‘state’ is a social construction and not a ready-made
textbook unit. A state-centric analysis of security treats the state as the only deserving referent
and precludes analysis of insecurity experienced by individuals or groups, preserving the
hegemony. 18 Equally problematic is the purported positivist, value free and objective analysis
of traditional security, which can be considered a cloak for status quo thinking: seeing the world
as ‘it is’ through Eurocentric lenses of masculinized, capitalist and nationalist mind-sets. 19
Consequently, traditional realist approaches can be constructed as an analysis of security
performed by the powerful (West) and for the powerful (West), as it constrains the examination
of security at different levels and for different referent objects.
Here, Arms Control discourses provide a powerful example of how widespread realist
Western security culture is. Particularly, Krause explores the importance of identity and
cultural considerations in constructing security issues such as potential enemies and allies, and
the dominance of ethnocentric cultural standpoints. 20 Likewise, most analysts of arms control
and disarmament are steeped in East-West or European history, which allows for the Western
performance of nuclear weapons security analysis. Here, the individual and collective interests
of Western states are assumed and threats to those interests are considered self-evident. 21 The
analysis of security regards western policies as rational and benign, considering the West more
responsible and trustworthy. Different arms control measures take place according to the
distinction between West and non-West, in the sense that ideas such as democratic peace dictate
relations between western states while verification and compliance-monitoring are privileged
in agreements ‘not involving gentlemen.’ 22 Moreover, the possibility that the West’s nuclear
arsenal might be seen as threatening by others is not admitted. 23
In the context of the post-Cold War formal multilateral arrangements to counter
proliferation, the use of specific metaphors illustrates the Western referent object of security
analysis, whose concerns and interests are exclusively taken into consideration. Early in 1992,
the UN security council declared proliferation a threat to international peace and security,
opening the door for multilateral military responses that paved the way to the 2003 Iraq debacle.
The threat to security was framed around proliferation of weapons of mass destruction and
excessive accumulations of conventional arms, which shaped the debate around the problem
Buzan and Lene, eds., The Evolution of International Security Studies (Cambridge: University Press, 2009),
66-100.
16
Buzan and Lene, eds., The Evolution of International Security Studies (Cambridge: University Press, 2009),
66-100.
17
Ayoob, “Review,” 278.
18
Pettiford and Curley, Changing Security Agendas and the Third World, see chapter 6, 118-131.
19
Ken Booth, “Three Tyrannies,” in Human Rights in Global Politics, eds. Tim Dunne and Nicholas J. Wheeler
(Cambridge: University Press, 1999), 31-70.
20
Keith Krause, Culture and Security: Multilateralism Arms Control and Security Building (New York: Frank
Cass, 1999), 23-54.
21
Keith Krause, Culture and Security, 23-54.
22
Keith Krause, Culture and Security, 23-54.
23
Keith Krause, Culture and Security, 23-54.
15
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and possible solutions. 24 On the one hand, the metaphor of proliferation highlighted the sourcespread-recipient nature underlying the process of arms production and distribution. On the
other hand, proliferation downplayed the multitude of reasons for procuring weapons and
related technology that could scarcely be seen as directly targeting the West: regional military
threats, internal regime support and economic development. 25 Thus, on top of prioritizing the
‘spread’ of technology without grasping the problems of economic development which may
spur the creation of an arms industry, 26 the conservative stress on the stability of regional
balances of power illustrates a status-quo orientation towards the problem at hand, explored in
light of Western interests. As a result, when the analysis of security is performed by the West
and for the West, the resulting discourses of Third World restrict its access to nuclear
weaponry.
The notion of Third World imposes a dubious homogeneity on a large and diverse area
of the world, represented as dangerous in traditional security analysis. The post-cold war
context saw an increased interest in third world security after the oil crisis in 1973, which
showed that Third World countries held bargaining power. 27 Consistently, several Third World
countries were constructed as threats in order to occupy the place of ‘evil’ others, occupied by
the Soviet Union in earlier security analyses. Indeed, before China emerged as the most suitable
other currently available, the spotlight during 2000s fell on countries in Africa and the Middle
East, shifting uneasily in and out of focus according to the rise of terrorism and human rights
agendas.
This way, traditional security allows for new security threats based on the notion of
rogue states. This attributes countries a certain degree of menace amplified by the Orientalist,
centuries-old symbolic cultural representations of non-Western societies as irrational and
impervious to reason. 28 Here, it becomes evident how the traditional analysis of security is not
performed for the Third World, as it does not include the security concerns of non-Western
actors and further perpetuates the status quo that generates a great deal of insecurity in the nonWestern world. The overlap of power and security in traditional security analysis has
implications for the marginalization of the Third World, given its powerlessness. A move away
from Western predispositions can open the way to exploring a range of non-traditional sources
of insecurity, such as ethnic divisions, weak economies, and debt burdens. 29
Informed by the focus of what Robert Cox groups under problem-solving theories, the
main limitations of traditional analysis of security are two-fold: it is unable to reflect on the
Eurocentrism of the problem considered and unreflectively focuses on the solving. In contrast,
critical theories point to the myriad overlooked problems and consequently are able to highlight
the inadequacy of the solutions pursued. Within this broad umbrella, structuralist scholarship
is particularly useful in analysing how the neo-liberal economic structure exacerbates
inequalities and increases the relative security of the West at the price of chronic insecurity
elsewhere. 30 Thus, it becomes possible to reflect on the biased categorization allowing for a
dichotomy between the (self)-core and the (other)-periphery at the heart of traditional divisions
of Global North and Global South. Thus, from a performativity standpoint, the analysis of
24
David Mutimer, “Reimagining Security: The Metaphors of Proliferation,” in Critical Security Studies:
Concepts and Cases, eds., Keith Krause and Michael C. Williams (UCL Press, 1997), 187-222.
25
Mutimer, “Reimagining Security”, Critical Security Studies, 187-222.
26
Mutimer, “Reimagining Security”, Critical Security Studies, 187-222.
27
Buzan and Lene, eds., The Evolution of International Security Studies (Cambridge: University Press, 2009),
66-100.
28
Keith Krause, Culture and Security, 23-54.
29
Pettiford and Curley, Changing Security Agendas and the Third World.
30
Jones, Security, Strategy and Critical Theory, chapter 4.
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security is predisposed towards the self-interested neo-liberal economic order, and the interests
of Western societies, excluding experiences originating outside the non-West world.
The (Un)critical Theories
In contrast, critical approaches to security are bound with the concept of emancipation
which translates into a critique of the established way of thinking. The concept itself was first
developed by Ken Booth and the Welsh School of critical security studies, to expose the
traditional emphasis on military threats and to provide an alternative way of incorporating nonstate centric sources of insecurity, from economic collapse to climate change or
overpopulation. Questioning whose security comes first, Booth defined emancipation as ‘the
freeing of people from those physical and human constraints which stop them from carrying
out what they would freely choose to do’. 31 For critical theorists, emancipation highlights the
unfulfilled potential that already exists in a society, combined with a commitment to equity and
justice, recognising of the need for transformation. 32 Thus, the analysis of security ought to be
performed for common humanity with the purpose of emancipation. 33
Nevertheless, the question of who performs it remains open. Mustapha Pasha argues
that critical theory analyses security through post-Enlightenment lenses of progress and
civilizing process. 34 Indeed, the modern conception of emancipation took shape during the
Enlightenment, as the secular equivalent of redemption. This historical and cultural
contingency makes the universalization of emancipation’s referent object problematic, as it
overshadows its particular attributes. Furthermore, equating universal emancipation with
security precludes subjectivities arising in other locales, with different political desires or
religious views, from being included in the analysis of security. 35 As the possibility of other
pathways outside the spatio-temporal horizon of Western modernity is scarcely entertained,
critical IR allows little space for political desires expressed in forms that escape the
emancipatory logic of Western Reason. 36 Ultimately, the critical analysis of security is not
neutral nor culturally vacuous, which undermines the universality of emancipatory projects.
Similarly, Welsh scholars are charged with denying other’s otherness through the promotion
of universalist ideas that have emerged from several centuries of Western emancipatory ideas. 37
Despite acknowledging the global capitalist system as a source of structural inequality
and thus insecurity, the emancipation project is foregrounded on Western agency: as long as
emancipated individuals use their achieved emancipation to help emancipate others, it is
acceptable. Given the (Western) interveners’ level of emancipation and their ‘duty’ to use their
emancipation to support others on their emancipating journey, security as emancipation
provides grounds for humanitarian interventions that legitimize the status quo of
emancipation/security in the West at the expense of (temporary) insecurity elsewhere.
In common with emancipatory frameworks, the human security analysis shares a focus
on the individual and illustrates how traditional security practices contribute to insecurity. This
Ken Booth, “Security and Emancipation,” Review of International Studies 17, no. 4 (1991): 313-326.
Mustapha Kamal Pasha, “The ‘secular’ subject of Critical International Relations Theory”, in Critical Theory
in International Relations and Security Studies, 105-114.
33
Ken Booth, “Challenging the ideas that made us: An interview with Ken Booth,” in Critical Theory in
International Relations and Security Studies, 59-81.
34
Pasha, “The ‘secular’,” Critical Theory in International Relations and Security Studies, 105-114.
35
Pasha, “The ‘secular’,” Critical Theory in International Relations and Security Studies, 105-114.
36
Pasha, “The ‘secular’,” Critical Theory in International Relations and Security Studies, 105-114.
37
Booth, “Three Tyrannies,” 31-70.
31
32
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critical approach allows for greater agency for non-actors, as well as consideration of the nonWestern ‘other’. While this approach is important in adopting a critical view of the state, human
security can easily be performed by the West and for the West. First, the narrative of human
security is explicitly grounded in Western ideals such as liberal individualism and the pursuit
of development as crucial for achieving security. 38 For instance, human security analysis is
able to justify certain development and security policies that are predisposed to the status quo
and aligned with the rules of the game: ‘long defined, northern, masculinized liberal system’. 39
This way, security is analysed according to a specific Eurocentric value-based discourse that
purports to benefit the universal values of less civilized and less democratic others.
Finally, securitization theory analyses security as a discursive action. Similar to poststructuralist approaches to the discursive nature of threats, securitization explores the ways in
which political issues are constituted as extreme, by securitizing actors with institutional and
social power to move the threat at question beyond the realm of normal politics. 40 Here,
security is performed through speech acts that invoke discourses of danger and assert the
importance of a particular issue. An issue becomes successfully securitized when the target
audience agrees on the nature of the threat and supports extraordinary, often undemocratic,
measures in response. The Global War on Terror offers a good example of threat magnification
and the legitimization of measures from surveillance, the use of torture and the hallmark
Guantanamo detention camp. 41 Crucially, securitization highlights how security analyses
produce uneven power relations, as security is administered by some and received by others.
However, securitization is not without its own Western predispositions: this analysis of security
has been criticized for its state-centric origins and elite-centric aspects, focusing exclusively
on security performed by the powerful. Furthermore, securitization theory is unwilling to
question the traditional meaning of security, struggling to analyse the complexity of political
life and insecurity at the margins. 42

What Way Forward?
The post-colonial work of Mohammed Ayoob focuses precisely on the analysis of
security issues at the margins of Western security. Traditional security analysis developed for
the West is based on three major characteristics that are ‘thoroughly diluted’ in the Third
World: external orientation, links to systemic security and importance of alliance blocs. 43 In
addition, Ayoob incorporates time as a crucial variable in analysing security concerns from a
non-Western perspective. Contemporary Third World state-makers have been pressured to
complete the costly and complex process of state-making in less than four decades, while
European development lasted over three hundred centuries. 44 When encapsulating the various
phases of state and nation building into one all-encompassing phase, Ayoob argues that the
Ryerson Christie, “Critical Voices and Human Security: To Endure, To Engage or To Critique?,” Security
Dialogue 41, no. 2 (2010): 169-190.
39
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Clara Eroukhmanoff, “Securitisation Theory: An Introduction,” in International Relations Theory, eds.,
Stephen McGlinchey, Rosie Walters and Christian Scheinpflug (Bristol: E-International Relations Publishing,
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magnitude of internal security problems stems from the lack of legitimacy commonly found in
new states. Nevertheless, Ayoob’s subaltern realism has been criticized for exhibiting a form
of Eurocentrism in adopting a certain understanding of Western European history as the norm
and then sketching the trajectory for the rest. 45 Hence, Ayoob’s argument leads to the claim
that post-colonial analysis often treats history as inherently Eurocentric: the decolonization
process is analysed through a Eurocentric perspective whereby national liberation movements
reflect Western ideals of freedom. 46
In order to facilitate an analysis of security performed by those in need of emancipation,
John Hobson emphasises the importance of bringing back Eastern agency: when the Eastern
agent is robbed of agential capacity to resist the West, there is little chance for emancipatory
change. Thus, traditional, and critical analyses of security stand to gain from a post-colonial
examination of Eastern agency that avoids the Eurocentric representation of West’s monopoly
of progressive agency. 47 When granting agency to the East, analyses of security can overcome
the traditional winner/looser logic by revealing the processes and effects of Eastern agency in
shaping the West as well as global politics. Underlying this perspective is an effort to favour
historicism in order to reveal the social forces behind change in world history. For instance,
security analysis could benefit from a broader historical perspective that connects the current
processes of globalization with the first global economy of 1500-1850. Here, the East had a
predominant influence over the West, not in the context of a threat to security, but rather as the
near centre of a thriving trade network where Europeans sought to insert themselves. 48 Hence,
Hobson advocates for a focus on Eastern agency and the dynamic interactions that took place
before the brief, but world changing, interlude of Western dominance, from 1850-2008. 49
In the context of the on-going ‘China threat’ debate, where security analysis is
performed by the West and for the West, 50 this dialogical process can be instrumental in
desecuritizing the crisis management language deployed alongside the assumption that Chinese
agency is contingent on US action through policy-formation. Highlighting the flow of
ideational, technological and institutional ideas allows for new hybrid civilizational identities
that reveal the Other in the Self and vice-versa. This is central to the post-colonial project
seeking to disrupt the Westphalian narrative of globalization, Third World and security
analysis. Last, it is worth mentioning that an effort to overcome Eurocentric security analysis
does not imply an adoption of Eurofetishism. 51 Here, the binaries of moral superiority are
reversed so that the West goes from benevolent to inferior and the barbaric evil East is endowed
exclusively with innocence. Instead, doing away with homogenous categories that foreground
the referent object of security can give away to an alternative conception of agency where
Western and non-Western agency coexist overtime and along the same continuum.
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Conclusion
This article has examined the Western origins and predispositions of the different
analysis of security. An examination of critical and post-colonial bodies of work highlighted
the implications of Self and Other identities, resulting from historical processes that lay at the
base of an analysis of security performed from a Western perspective and focusing on Western
concerns. Here, the analyses of traditional security displayed the greatest degree of Western
influence, both in their historical background as well as dominance of key contemporary
security discourses. The traditional realist analysis overemphasizes the Eurocentric nation state
system, which works to marginalize a range of security concerns, namely the non-military,
intrastate, economic and structural sources of insecurity of the non-Western world. The critical
attempts to analyse security have succeeded to a great extent in opening up the space for an
agenda that prioritizes emancipation. Nonetheless, as it has been shown, these attempts still
suffer from a degree of Western-centrism that stems from a lack of engagement with and
questioning of their own theoretical and geographical origins.
It is therefore crucial to remain aware of the historical and cultural influence that
Eurocentric assumptions exert on the analysis of security, especially where the Other’s agency
is concerned. For the purpose of keeping the critical project alive, it is necessary to challenge
the ideas that inform the analysis of security that has contributed to an insecure world for a
large portion of the globe. Here, the inclusion of other (non-Western) perspectives and agency,
stemming from different societal contexts, has a two-fold role. On the one hand, perspectives
are crucial in expanding the performance of security and, on the other hand, agency is key to
overcome the dangerous and homogenizing binaries that can easily be inverted to produce an
equally counterproductive analysis of security.
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Is Strategic Studies Relevant to Contemporary Policymakers?
Grant Parks
School of Oriental & African Studies (SOAS)
Abstract
This article addresses the question of the relevance of the academic study of strategy to
those who carry out strategy in the domain of policy. Since its inception, the field of strategic
studies has long been critiqued as either irrelevant or overly focused on violence. The question
of its value to policymakers is rarely explored. This article argues that policymakers’ actions
are the clearest evidence that the field is still relevant to contemporary policymakers. Primarily,
I refer to multiple strategy documents from the last three American presidential administrations
to highlight how the principles of strategic studies are central to policymakers’ responses to the
global strategic environment.
Keywords: Strategic studies, strategy, policy, grand strategy, US policy
Introduction
The question of strategic studies’ relevance to both the modern intellectual canon as
well as contemporary policymakers is a perennial one. Since the birth of its modern form in
the interwar period, the field has been subject to scorn from critics who deride it as ‘meagre,
immoral or even promoting bellicosity among states’. 1 The termination of the Cold War
provided more fodder for those who felt that an academic discipline whose central focus is the
use of military action to achieve political goals was irrelevant for an era, bereft of great power
competition. Throughout the debate, there exists a tension between the need for academic
independence and integrity, and the goals and motivations of policymakers. Because of the
close relationship between strategic studies in academia and policy actions, the spectre of
‘prostitution of strategic scholarship’ is at the heart of criticisms of the field. 2
Throughout this article I argue that strategic studies remain as relevant to contemporary
policymakers as ever. Owing to its central focus on the ends-ways-means construct, strategic
studies provide an essential framework with which decision-makers can develop strategies that
are tailored to suit an ever-changing and complex geopolitical environment. Scholars too
benefit from this framework when it comes to understanding interactions between nationstates. 3 Moreover, while international relations and the subfield of security studies
predominantly concern themselves with ‘the study of the conditions of the international
security system and theories on the nature of that system,’ strategic studies has a clear
Ahmed Hashim, ‘Is Strategic Studies at Risk?’, Australian Journal of Defence and Strategic Studies, Vol. 1
No. 1 (2019): 84.
2
Colin Gray, Strategic Studies and Public Policy: The American Experience (Lexington: The University of
Kentucky Press, 1982), 2.
3
Jeffrey Meiser, “Ends + Ways + Means = (Bad) Strategy,” The US Army War College Parameters Quarterly,
Vol 6(4) (Winter 2016-2017): 82.
1

15

Strife Journal – Issue 15/16 (Autumn 2021)

relationship to action. 4 The field’s close relationship to policy action provides lasting impact
and relevance. While the need for academic independence and integrity is of the utmost
importance to the field, that does not change the fact that there is a clear link between theory
and practice in strategic studies.
While the changing geopolitical landscape – ranging from the growth of non-state
actors to the rise of China – might invite speculation that strategic studies is a vestige of the
Cold War and ought to be done away with and replaced with a field more responsive to modern
geopolitics, this does a disservice to the richness of strategic studies as an academic discipline.
As geopolitics has become more complicated, so too have the choices facing the nations of the
world. Strategic studies in the 21st century – with its study of sharp, soft, and hard powers – is
certainly more varied than the field was in the mid-20th century, with its predominant concern
being ‘the bomb’. While the toolkit of means becomes bigger, the reality is that the use of force
and the need for strategy will be a near-constant. In other words, ‘as long as mankind insists
on the use of force in inter-state relations, there will always be a need and a place for those who
study war and violence in the international system’. 5
A persistent theme when discussing strategic studies is a certain degree of ambiguity in
its definition. I will first introduce the field of strategic studies and identify its place within
political science, and especially within the field of international relations. I will also identify a
key – albeit controversial – model for strategic studies. Finally, by identifying this model within
the multitude of strategy documents, specifically the National Security and National Defense
Strategies, published by the previous three presidential administrations, I will argue that the
field of strategic studies remains critical to modern policymakers.
Strategic Studies
In order to understand the relevance of strategic studies to modern policymakers, we
must first define strategic studies and identify the discipline’s position within the broader field
of political science. Given the field’s relative youth as compared to the more established
subfields of political science such as international relations and political theory, this is not a
straightforward proposition. Nevertheless, the basis for my overall thesis is rooted in an
understanding of what strategic studies is, which provides an understanding of why it is relevant
to contemporary decision-makers.
The definition of strategic studies fits neatly within the definition of political science.
The latter is predominantly focused on the ‘systematic study of governance by the application
of empirical and generally scientific methods of analysis’ with a further emphasis on political
institutions and ‘power – defined as the ability of one political actor to get another actor to do
what it wants – at the international, national, and local levels’. 6 Turning to a definition of
strategic studies, the emphasis is on the ability of actors to achieve political ends. Strategy, in
turn, is defined as ‘the science or art of employing all the military, economic, and political
resources of a country to achieve the objects of war’. 7 Thus strategic studies is the study of that
science or art as it relates to the goals of political actors.
Robert Ayson, “Strategic Studies,” in The Oxford Handbook of International Relations, ed. Reus-Smith C. and
Snidal D. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009): 14. DOI: 10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199219322.003.0032
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If the relationship between political science and strategic studies is self-evident,
strategic studies’ relationship with international relations – especially within the subfield of
security studies – is less clear. A casual interpretation of the two fields might see significant
overlap between them, if for no other reason than the fact that military actions play an outsized
role in our conceptualization of security; and that strategic studies is often considered as the
study of why military actions occur. This perceived overlap has led scholars to ‘suggest that
strategic studies is a specialized portion of security studies, which is itself a subfield of
international relations’. 8
Yet, as Robert Ayson argues, that taxonomy may not be the best understanding of the
relationship between strategic studies and the international relations subfield of political
science. The first reason is that strategic studies is not purely the study of military actions, but
rather it is the study of ‘how political ends and military means interact under social, economic,
and other constraints’. 9 To further illustrate the point, Richard Betts describes a concentric
circle whereby military science (with its focus on tactics and technology) constitutes the core,
while security is the outermost ring; between the two is strategic studies. 10 Thus strategic
studies as a discipline does not exist under the shadow of security but is rather an ‘interactive
partner’; ‘if security is the condition, strategy is the reaction’. 11 While security studies and
international relations are concerned with the theoretical foundation for why conflict may occur
and what lays in its aftermath, strategic studies ‘is concerned with all three phases of war,
including the actual conduct and mechanisms of it. 12
Strategic studies is also able to stand alone as an interdisciplinary field. Not only is its
purview broad, but it also threads the needle between theory and application. In fact, it is not
improbable to argue that – much like the political theory subfield – strategic studies has strong
political philosophic roots; in one sense, when Clausewitz theorized the direct relationship
between politics and war, he became the ‘Thomas Hobbes of Strategic Studies’. 13 At the same
time, strategic studies is a useful tool by which scholars can understand the actions of political
actors through the ends-ways-means construct, while those same political actors can utilize the
same construct to achieve their goals. In this regard, the practical relevance of strategic studies
is clearer than many other academic disciplines.
There are also a number of critiques regarding the field of strategic studies and its
practitioners that must be accounted for: that ‘strategists leave morality out of account,’
strategists exclude ‘a whole range of policies such as disarmament or non-violent resistance
that are intended to abolish military force or to provide substitutes for it’, and that the field is
engaged in ‘pseudo-scientific’ methods such as game theory. 14 Many of these critiques arise
from an academic concern with a field that is intrinsically linked to military action, while other
critiques have not withstood the test of time as the field of strategic studies has matured in
response to an increasingly complex geopolitical landscape. The second critique seems at odds
with, for example, the United States’ well documented use of economic sanctions and financial
ways and means to achieve its strategic ends.
The relationship between practice and theory represents the greatest venue for criticism
of the field, including concerns about what Colin Gray described as ‘prostitution of strategic
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scholarship,’ 15 in addition to myriad other critiques of the field. Not only is there a moralistic
argument that strategic studies is somehow aiding ‘the work of the devil,’ but a field so closely
associated with policy suffers from a lack of ‘paradigm shifting…theoretical innovation’. 16
The fallacy of this argument is rooted in a failure to recognize that both theory and policy serve
valuable purposes. The United States’ current policy toward China, for example, is clearly
rooted in the theory of Realism which thus informs something as operational as destroyer
deployments in the South China Sea.
The intercourse between practice and theory – represented by policymakers and
scholars respectively – is an asset to the field of strategic studies. First and foremost it ensures
a continued relevance for the field. In the American context, the often-pejorative reference to
the revolving door in government in fact allows for experience across a broad number of
institutions, including government, academia, think-tanks, and private industry. 17 While
presenting a broadside for critiques of muddled priorities and allegiances, the reality is that
such a system yields a ‘richness of community embracing a diverse set of complementary
institutions’. 18 This in turn has aided in the continued relevance and richness of the field of
strategic studies and has manifested itself throughout the past two decades in a series of
National Security Strategies and National Defense Strategies from three separate presidential
administrations.
A Strategic Studies Framework
One of the prominent frameworks that is used in strategic studies and its policy
applications, particularly in the American context, is the ‘ends-way-means’ framework. This
model was first developed in the 1980s by Arthur F. Lykke Jr. while he served as an instructor
at the US Army War College. 19 The framework was originally conceived as a stool, with the
three components supporting strategy. Eventually, this framework developed into an equation
presented as ‘strategy = ends + ways + means’. 20 As a result of increased emphasis on teaching
strategy at the senior war colleges, as well as visibility through journal publications and
congressional testimony, Lykke’s model became the main strategy heuristic in both the Army
and the US military in general. 21 This model is still used to this day and is the key construct
the DOD uses when it discusses strategy: ‘all strategies include a fundamental logic of ends,
ways, means, and risk’. 22
This framework is not without controversy. As one critique points out: the emergence
of the framework as doctrine has little to do with the ‘soundness of the model,’ but rather a
coincidence of time and place for the author. 23 The main thrust of the critiques of the model
rest on its oversimplification. A formula which ‘fits cleanly onto a PowerPoint slide’ is clearly
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inadequate when addressing complex strategic questions. 24 Or put another way, ‘most strategic
problems in the world are not equation-able’. 25
These critiques are valid, particularly insofar as the claims of oversimplification are
concerned. The equation further opens strategy to claims of pseudo-science. Nevertheless, I
reference the ends-ways-means construct throughout this essay precisely because of its wide
adoption. Use of this construct by authors and strategists who are positionally removed from
senior war colleges is evidence of the application of strategic studies and its influence on
contemporary policymakers, regardless of whether or not the model being invoked is inherently
flawed. Furthermore, if we acknowledge that the framework is unsound, then the importance
of strategic studies for modern policymakers is even more paramount. The field of strategic
studies is not static nor is it reliant upon a singular model. Rather, it allows policymakers to
critically assess strategic decisions and policies through a deep understanding of all of the tools
of statecraft, as well as the historical, economic, and political reasons for their use. The
persistence of what many contend is a flawed model may illustrate a lack of rigorous
application of strategic studies, but it is not an indictment of the field itself. This is why I
reference the ends-ways-means framework throughout the essay as a signpost for identifying
how policymakers use and need strategic studies.
Assumptions
There are a number of assumptions that I rely upon in my analysis of the relevance of
strategic studies. The first is that my analysis is written from the American perspective. As a
field which grew into prominence on that side of the Atlantic, this is only natural, but it means
that there remains work to be done, particularly with regards to the application of strategic
studies in the Asian context.
The second assumption I make concerns terminology. My use of the term ‘strategy’ is
firmly rooted in Carl von Clausewitz’s maxim that ‘war is continuation of politics by other
means’ and that this ‘seeming cliché is in fact a radical statement’. 26 What I mean by this is
that while strategy is often related to war, in fact its use as a tool of politics means that it is an
inherently broad field that covers a range of tools of statecraft. As such, strategic studies is not
simply the study of how war is carried out, but rather the study of the various levers of statecraft
that governments use toward political ends.
Post-9/11 Strategy
The field of strategic studies matured during the mid-20th century and its importance
was further reinforced by the complex issues associated with the development and deployment
of nuclear weapons. The nuclear age introduced the concept of mutually assured destruction
and deterrence theory which – for the rest of the 20th century – represented one of the central
theoretical underpinnings of strategic studies. 27 The end of the Cold War necessarily forced a
reassessment of the role of strategic studies and its relevance. As a field that had gained
ML Cavanaugh, “It’s Time to End the Tyranny of Ends, Ways, and Means,” Modern War Institute, accessed
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prominence in its study of Cold War concerns, strategic studies could easily be maligned as
anachronistic or at the very least ill-suited to contemporary issues. Just as vigorously as
scholars argued for the primacy of a new liberal international order, and a supposed ‘end of
history,’ 28 critics of strategic studies surmised that the field was ‘an obsolete vestige of a dark
past’. 29 For those challenges that the new international order faced, the tenets of strategic
studies were supposedly wholly unsuited. The transition from a superpower duopoly to a single
‘hyperpower’ also saw a concomitant and increasingly potent role of non-state actors (both
violent and peaceful, economically and militarily focused). Yet while scholars were debating
the relevance of strategic studies, strategists in the 1990s were already developing new
approaches for achieving political objectives.
Furthermore, the events of 9/11 and the growth of non-state violence in the Middle East
disabused scholars of the irrelevance of strategic studies. Stephen Biddle highlights an
important point regarding the supposed death of strategic studies i.e., the continuity in strategic
thought between the mid-90s and in the immediate aftermath of 9/11. As an example, there are
explicit references to rogue states and terrorism in both the 1996 and 2002 National Security
Strategies. 30 National Security Strategies (NSS) play an instrumental role in helping understand
how strategy, and thus strategic studies, is viewed in the context of policymaking. The endsways-means construct is clearly on display both in these documents and in public
pronouncements regarding strategy in the post-9/11 era. The Cold War was replaced by a War
on Terror, which itself encompasses a number of political objectives: the disruption of
networks and foreign havens which in turn pose a threat to the homeland. The Bush
administration and its post-9/11 strategy have been the target of a great deal of criticism,
specifically regarding declaration of pre-emptive force, as embodied by the statement that
‘America will act against such emerging threats’ before they are fully formed. 31 My intent is
not to engage with the administration’s critics, but rather to focus on whether or not strategy –
and thus strategic studies – played a role in the national security strategies and actions of the
administration. I will do this by drawing a direct connection between these public strategy
documents and the central concepts of strategic studies.
As I have stated, the ends-ways-means construct is a useful framework for analysing
strategy, and that is no different for the 2002 National Security Strategy. The political ends as
stated in the 2002 NSS are decidedly principle-based: freedom, defence of peace, democracy,
and free enterprise. 32 In addition, defence of the nation is identified as the ‘first and
fundamental commitment of the federal government’. 33 In what would be a surprise to critics
who accused the Bush administration of unilateralism, the document then clearly identifies the
ways of the strategy: a unique American internationalism. The means for this pillar of the
national security strategy is clearly engagement with international partners. While a
commitment to ‘human dignity,’ the next component of the national security strategy, might
be considered too nebulous a ways for strategy, it is still supported by concrete actions
including targeted foreign aid, identifying the shape of bilateral relations, and public
diplomacy. The other ways including free trade, disruption of Weapons of Mass Destruction
(WMD) proliferation, and regional intervention are equally supported by targeted means. This
Francis Fukuyama, “The End of History’, The National Interest, No. 16 (Summer 1989): 3.
Kersti Larsdotter “Military strategy in the 21st century”, Journal of Strategic Studies, 42:2 (2019): 157, DOI:
10.1080/01402390.2018.1559151.
30
Biddle, “American”.
31
“The National Security Strategy 2002,” The White House, https://georgewbush
whitehouse.archives.gov/nsc/nss/2002/, (Accessed on: 2 January 2021).
32
Ibid.
33
Ibid.
28
29

20

Strife Journal – Issue 15/16 (Autumn 2021)

national security strategy works as an example of strategic studies in action as it finds itself on
Betts’ second concentric circle. Yet this document also clearly resides on the outer orbit of that
concentric circle, as the document does not engage directly with the military science, or even
technological means that will be used to achieve the ways and ends. As such, while this
document may not clearly illustrate strategic studies as it applies to the conduct of war, it does
highlight the development of the administration’s grand strategy.
The 2006 National Security Strategy posits itself as a wartime document: ‘America is
at war’. 34 Yet beyond the introduction, the remaining document reiterates the earlier one. The
lack of meaningful change between two documents which span four years of war across two
different countries reveals an important point regarding these documents as tools of strategy.
They are necessarily broad in scope and limited in detail, especially when it comes to the
specifics of the execution of the strategy, i.e. means. The Bush administration’s actions in the
Middle East have been widely derided as ‘strategic failure’ 35 and represented a set of selfinjurious policies which mired the United States especially, as well as its allies, in so-called
‘forever wars’. 36 What led to these strategic failures and what are the implications for thesis of
this paper? The Global War on Terrorism itself lays the groundwork for strategic shortcomings.
The reference to terrorism, itself as ‘a tactic, not an enemy,’ is troublingly imprecise. 37 Even if
an explicit noun “terrorist” were used, it would still be too imprecise for strategic application.
There is no way to determine when the political ends have been achieved. Another critique of
the Bush administration’s strategy is too much of a focus on Betts’ innermost circle, to the
extent that ‘politicians have become all the more involved in tactical solutions to strategic
problems’. 38 While there is nothing in either national security strategy that would lay the
groundwork for this over-focus on tactics, the lack of specificity is problematic. By not clearly
identifying the enemy or the political ends, the model thus leaves no room to identify concrete
means for action.
The national security strategies are not our only means to assess the application of
strategic studies principles to the administration’s policies. The 2005 and 2008 National
Defense Strategies (NDS), as well as the 2006 Quadrennial Defense Review Report (QDR) are
all explicitly built around the ends-ways-means framework. Importantly, the 2005 NDS heads
off the administration’s critics by acknowledging that the nation is engaged in a ‘long war’. 39
The document then identifies strategic objectives (summarized as defence of the homeland,
global freedom of manoeuvre, strengthening alliances, establishing favourable security
conditions); these are followed by ‘how we accomplish our objectives’. 40 Finally, the NDS
touches upon implementation guidelines. While the latter could be construed as overly vague
– thus falling victim to the same shortcoming as the NSS – the 2006 QDR presents itself as the
implementation guide for ‘operationalizing strategy’. 41 These two documents, then, work in
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35
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concert to firmly place the administration’s strategic goals on the strategic studies continuum
between the security environment and military science. The 2008 NDS continues the trend,
even going further and identifying ‘DOD Capabilities and Means’. 42 As such, criticisms of the
administration as overly focused on tactics, or execution without strategy, are without merit
when viewed through the prism of their strategic messaging. While the nebulous nature of the
Global War on Terror and its promise to be a war without a clear end can certainly be critiqued,
the administration did work within the ends-ways-means framework.
Strategic Studies in the Age of Great Power Competition
The transition to the Obama administration presented an opportunity to assess the
continuing application of strategic studies. With the administration’s stated aim to drawdown
forces in Iraq, in line with 2008 campaign promises, we can also identify changes to the
administration’s grand strategy entering the second decade following the 9/11 attacks. 43 Again,
we turn to the administration’s NDS and NSS.
The first indication of the continuity in the use of strategic studies are the multiple
references in the 2010 QDR to the 2008 National Defense Strategy. 44 This document continues
to highlight general lasting principles with regards to American grand strategy, namely support
for liberal democracies and open societies as well as commitment to partner nations. 45 The
2010 QDR also introduces an additional component of the security environment not seen in the
previous administration’s documents: climate change. 46 Beyond laying out the security
environment, the 2010 QDR also explicitly delineates the unit-level components needed to
carry out the military’s role in the nation’s strategy going forward. The Department of the
Army, for example requires 15 PATRIOT battalions, while the Department of the Navy
requires 51 roll-on/roll-off strategic sealift vessels. 47
The specificity of means illustrates a maturity of strategic implementation that was not
as clearly laid out in the previously discussed documents. It also highlights the beginning of a
shift in strategy and identifies multiple, competing ends. In the case of the 2010 QDR, these
ends include not only the current wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, but also ‘future threats,’
including China. 48 This shift in strategic mindset will ultimately lay the groundwork for the socalled Rebalance to Asia, which represented a ‘more comprehensive approach to strategy and
engagement in the region’. 49 The Obama Administration’s first National Security Strategy,
released after the QDR in 2010, also highlights a novel approach to the strategic ways,
including the role of not only the military, but also diplomacy, economics, development,
homeland security, intelligence, strategic communications, and American innovation and the
private sector. 50 While the NSS does not communicate the same level of granularity when it
comes to the means of strategy, there is certainly a clearer understanding of how strategy will
be implemented; there is also, notably, an extensive discussion on how military force will be
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used. These documents more clearly display a thorough understanding of the role of strategy
in responding to a truly complex security environment.
The Trump Administration’s 2017 National Security Strategy introduces a new
strategic end: putting America first. 51 While the previous administrations identified defence of
the homeland as the sina qua non of national security strategy, the 2017 NSS takes it one step
further by focusing on the need to be ‘safe, prosperous, and free at home’. 52 With this
understanding, one sees that this national security strategy goes beyond simply stating an
administration’s position on a wide range of issues, but is meant to communicate how campaign
promises – famously, the goal to ‘make America great again,’ which constitutes the first line
of the 2017 NSS – will be turned into policy. 53 Does this further politicization of the national
security strategy have an adverse effect on the relevance of strategic studies to those who
authored the document? In fact, this NSS more clearly than the previous administrations’ lays
out an ends-ways-means approach to strategy: the pillars represent strategic ends, which are in
turn supported by more specific ways, while priority actions represent the means. 54 Admittedly
this document does not have the granular details that were seen in the 2010 QDR. Nevertheless,
we see a clear application of strategic studies and its influence on the policymakers who
developed the 2017 NSS.
The second key takeaway from the 2017 NSS is the introduction of strategic
competition with ‘the revisionist powers of China and Russia’. 55 Identifying China and Russia
as revisionist powers not only sheds notions of geopolitical convergence, which the Bush
administration’s NSS hoped for when it proclaimed that ‘in time, China will find that social
and political freedom is the only source of greatness,’ 56 but it also represents the culmination
of a change in strategic ends that first began in the latter half of the Obama administration. This
change further reinforces the importance of strategic studies as it exemplifies the application
of theory in policy. The belief that China and the United States would geopolitically converge,
namely by China adopting western liberal political norms, was rooted in the belief of the
primacy of the post-Cold War liberal international order. By arguing that the rise of China and
its prominence on the world stage represents a threat to the United States, the neorealist theory
of international relations takes centre stage. In an anarchic world system, ‘each state is
uncertain about the intentions of others and is afraid that the possible gains resulting from
cooperation may favour other states more than itself’. 57 As I stated earlier, one of the key pillars
which enables strategic studies to stand alone as an interdisciplinary field is the importance of
theory. While neorealism is a broader international relations theory, as strategic studies
interacts with the security environment, so too does it rely upon many of the theoretical
underpinnings of international relations and security studies.
Conclusion
The reports of the death of strategic studies are exaggerated. While the conclusion of
the Cold War may have introduced the notion of peace overriding any need for the academic
field, the reality since the early 1990s has been quite different. As the geopolitical landscape
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became increasingly complex, this only further reiterated the need for strategy and its academic
study. Academics engaged in the study of strategy only serve to further ensure that sound
strategies are developed and executed. Moreover, any perceived strategic failures of the three
administrations that I have discussed are not clearly rooted in the application of strategic studies
toward their national strategy documents.
The interdisciplinary nature of a field which touches upon geopolitics, history, and
economics highlights the need to reassess where strategic studies lies within the political
science taxonomy. As my analysis of the National Security Strategies of the past three
administrations in the US has shown, there is a clear and direct link between the academic
study of strategy and the application of strategic principles as manifested in policy. Stating that
strategic studies is a subfield of security studies further disavows what Ayson described as the
interactive nature of the two fields. 58 Not only does strategic studies respond to the security
environment, as was illustrated by the shifting priorities over time in the analysed documents,
but strategic studies can also influence the security environment, as evidenced by the
development of the so-called Bush doctrine. As such, I consider strategic studies to be a
political science subfield in itself.
With the continued geopolitical rise of China and the ascendancy of middle powers
such as Australia the world has entered a period of distinct multipolarity. This multipolarity
coupled with the recurrent disruptive threats posed by non-state actors and the popular assault
on globalization ensure that the political actors of the world are confronted by a complicated
geopolitical landscape that demands multi-pronged strategies that cover a wide variety of
domains – namely diplomacy, intelligence, military, and economics. These strategies will be
well served by rigorous academic study and insight supported by the field of strategic studies.
Thus strategic studies is not only relevant to contemporary policy makers, but absolutely
critical.
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The Decline of Habsburg Spain and the Thirty Years’ War
Leonard Van Lembergen
King’s College London
Abstract
The Thirty Years’ War put an end to Habsburg Spain’s hegemony. In historical
literature surrounding its rule (1516-1700), it is often assumed that the House of Habsburg was
overconfident in winning a war against its main adversaries. By critically engaging with the
literature, this paper finds that Spain’s intervention was fuelled by a realisation of its waning
power. By aiding their Austrian allies, however, Spain would in turn facilitate the ascension of
France as the new dominant power in Europe.
Keywords: Spain, Thirty Years’ War, Hegemony, France, Balance of Power
Introduction
The Thirty Years’ War (1618–1648) has had a significant impact on European history.
Often, the conflict is depicted as the last biggest and most decisive confrontation between
Catholicism and Protestantism. 1 However, it was not only a religious war but also a political
one, leading to a profound shift of power in Europe. In the years leading up to the war, Spain
was the uncontested hegemon. After the war, however, France became the dominant power in
Europe, with Spain’s influence shrinking to that of a second-tier power. Almost all nations of
Europe were involved in the conflict. The Catholic faction, headed by the Habsburg family,
controlled large parts of Europe, such as Austria and Spain. 2 The Protestant faction included,
but was not limited to, Bohemia, the Palatinate, Sweden, and France. Starting as a religious
war between Bohemia and Austria, it quickly turned into a geopolitical conflict with its primary
aim to end Habsburg hegemony. 3
This paper focusses on Spain’s involvement in the Thirty Years’ War. More
specifically, it addresses the question: “Was the involvement of Spain in the war the cause or
the result of its decline?” To answer this, the paper first looks at Spain’s position as a hegemon
before the start of the conflict. The second part discusses the reasons behind the Thirty Years’
War. In the third part, the paper outlines the motives behind Spanish intervention in the conflict.
In the final part, it focusses on why Spain lost the Thirty Years’ War and the consequences
thereof.
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Spanish Power in the Years Before the Thirty Years’ War
From 1516 to 1659, Spain was the uncontested hegemon, controlling an enormous
territory that ranged from Europe to its colonies in the Americas. 4 Its military power was
superior, with the Tercio being the most powerful infantry unit and in economic terms, Spanish
coffers were always ready to sway influential people in foreign countries. While the reign of
Philip II (1556 – 1598) saw an increase of Spanish power in the Mediterranean, 5 their foreign
policy in Northern Europe was not so successful: the Dutch were in open revolt and Spain was
at war with England. Furthermore, the continued conflicts in which Spain engaged had left the
treasury empty. 6
Under Philip III’s reign (1598-1621), the situation deteriorated further. During most of
Philip II’s reign, France had been divided due to civil war. The coronation of Henry IV (1589)
marked a return of stability to France, ending the era in which Spain was the uncontested
hegemon. 7 In an attempt to make Spain the sole hegemon once again, Philip III sought to
neutralize France, claim victory over the British and crush the Dutch rebels. He did not succeed
in any of these attempts
Spain had an interest in a ‘neutral’ France, as it needed to go over lands under French
influence to reach its territories in the Netherlands. Before Dutch and English domination at
sea, Spain transported its troops to the Netherlands by boat, as this proved to be more reliable. 8
Loss of naval supremacy after the battle in which the Spanish Armada was destroyed (1588)
meant a land route was needed. This road started in Southern Italy, moved over the Alps to
arrive in the Spanish Netherlands, and was called the “Spanish Road”. Spain could freely move
their troops on this road to fight the Dutch rebels and needed not to worry about France which
was embroiled in a religious civil war. Most princedoms along the route needed or feared Spain,
thus they allowed Spanish troops to cross their territories. 9 This resulted in a safe, easy and fast
passage. 10 However, political stabilization in France meant that local powers became less
dependent on Spain for their security. This exposed the Spanish Road to a new force and the
rulers along it to a new temptation. Additionally, France’s re-emergence as power and its
subsequent ability to patronize Spain made clear the hatred in the Italian peninsula towards
Spain. An example of this is to be found in Venice’s action to openly declare in favour of Henry
IV as opposed to Philip III. 11 This revival of France resulted in a decrease in Spanish influence
on both the Italian peninsula and the Netherlands, as a result of diminished access to their
Spanish Road. 12
The second enemy that stood in the way of Spanish interests was England. The AngloSpanish war started over the former’s throne. Incorporating the English throne into the
Habsburg lands, along with its extensive navy and geographic position, would make Dutch
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resistance untenable, Philip III argued, whilst also closing the encirclement of France. 13 Spain,
however, lost the war, providing them with the opportunity to settle the Dutch question, as it
freed up resources and troops. 14
The third obstacle in Spain’s re-emergence as hegemon were the Dutch ‘rebels’. The
war between the Dutch and Spaniards had proven more devastating for the latter. Firstly, while
the Dutch economy was booming, Spanish income dwindled. 15,16 Secondly, a reorganization
of the Dutch military meant that they were capable of fending off attacks, whilst Spain
struggled to find adequate men due to having to fight wars on multiple fronts. 17 As Madrid was
not in the capacity to fully commit to the war anymore, they called for a cessation of
hostilities. 18
With the end of conflicts between Spain and its enemies, a Pax Hispanica was
established in Europe. Paradoxically, whilst Spain had been defeated, its stance as a hegemon
kept untouched: it had temporarily lost its possessions around the English Channel, yet its
colonial territories kept growing; the Spanish economy was in a significant downturn, yet it
spent large portions on maintaining an image of wealth through the construction of expensive
palaces and churches; it lost all its wars to logistical constraints and strategic errors, yet the
level of training of its military and its weaponry were unmatched. 19,20,21 Whilst in the decade
after 1610, Philip III still seemed to rule the world, his power had become very fragile. In many
parts of the Spanish Empire people vied for revenge: in Flanders and Italy, people had suffered
under the costs of previous wars and were unhappy with their lords. 22 Additionally, Spain’s
budget increasingly relied on imports from the New World, as levels of income kept decreasing
on the Iberian Peninsula. 23,24 This shows that Spain was draining the wealth from its own
country to fund external wars.
To conclude, while Spain was still the strongest power in Europe at the eve of the Thirty
Years’ War, its hegemonic status was brittle and Madrid was being outpaced by its peers:
militarily, Spain was losing ground to France and other countries; economically, its major
source of money, namely silver from the New World, was unreliable and victim to piracy and
privateering, and in terms of trade they were being outcompeted by the Netherlands and
England; territorially, Spain was unable to defend all their European holdings at once, showing
signs of imperial overstretch. 25,26
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The Thirty Years’ War
First, many intervening states were longing to expand their territories. Most Habsburg
opponents could be categorized as ‘dissatisfied’ powers, that is, nations wanting to acquire
more land. 27 Sweden and Denmark wanted to expand their territorial influence at German
expense, Bohemia and the Palatinate wanted to expand within Germany at the expense of other
German nations, and France wanted to break through the Habsburg circle surrounding their
lands. 28 Achieving their goals would put the respective countries in conflict with the Habsburg
holdings, who were too powerful to be defeated by one country. Consequentially, the Habsburg
opponents vying for territorial expansion is an important reason for the local religious conflict
turning into a prolonged war. 29
Balance of power theory provides a second reason why the local religious conflict
expanded to a pan-European one. This theory holds that nations want to secure their survival
by preventing one nation from gaining enough military power to dominate all others. 30 Since
the reign of Charles V, the Habsburgs had dominated Europe. 31 They wielded significant
influence in Europe, due to the enormous size of their holdings. 32 France, the only country able
to patronize Spain, was plagued with civil war, which left Spain as the uncontested power.
When stability returned, French contestation of Spanish power followed suit. Therefore, as
Wedgwood notes, the war must be seen against the background of a wider anti-Habsburg
struggle, in which France was the front runner. 33,34
Thus, apart from religious reasons, there were important political reasons for countries
to wage war with the Habsburgs – a desire for territorial expansion, a desire for political
independence, and a desire to restore the balance of power in Europe. As explained in the first
part, the picture of the political system in Europe before the Thirty Years’ War was one full of
enmity and resentment towards the Habsburg family. Many historians have therefore argued
that the Thirty Years’ War was inevitable. 35 They claim that the arrangements agreed in
Augsburg in 1555, among which was the principle of cuius regio, eius religio, were ‘nothing
more than a truce that shelved only temporarily the outbreak of open conflict’, because ‘neither
side was sincere’. 36,37 War did not immediately break out after the peace conference as most
major powers in Europe were exhausted from their respective prolonged wars. 38 Political
historians generally depict Germany in the years after 1609 as on a ‘knife-edge’ waiting for the
‘spark’ that would transform ‘a cold war into a hot one’. 39 When the Bohemian revolt started,
the enemies of Spain and Austria woke up, eager to fight for their influence.
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To summarise, the underlying reasons for the war were both religious and political,
with political reasons – dissatisfaction with the territorial divisions & balance of power – as
most important.
Reasons for the Spanish Intervention in the German Struggle Against Bohemia
Although Spain’s actual hegemony was over, it still decided to join its ally, Austria, in
its struggle against Bohemia. As discussed previously, the Pax Hispanica was a paradoxical
peace, with Spain failing militarily, economically and territorially. The realization of its waning
power stimulated the idea of closer cooperation with the German Habsburgs. 40 Additionally,
Spain’s hunger to increase its influence and lands throughout Europe brought it in close contact
with the German princes. 41
For a long time, Bohemia had been at the centre of Spanish ambitions within the
German empire. Even after the Imperial capital had moved from Prague to Vienna, the territory
retained its importance, as the King of Bohemia could cast a vote in the election for the emperor
of the Holy Roman Empire. 42, 43 Before the Thirty Years’ War, both crowns were securely in
the hands of Habsburg members. However, the childless Habsburg emperor made this position
insecure. If the nobles were to elect the wrong person (i.e. anti-Habsburg) as King of Bohemia
and consequentially to the Empire’s crown, then the effect upon Spain would be severe: it could
lose its holding in Italy, Tyrol and the Rhineland, as these were formally under the control of
the Holy Roman Emperor. 44 Losing the territories would prove devastating to Spanish
influence, as they would be confined geographically to the Iberian Peninsula, Southern Italy
and the Spanish Netherlands. Therefore, securing the Bohemian crown became a top priority
for Spain.
To achieve this goal, Spain relied on a pro-Spanish Habsburg to campaign for the
crown. This plan, however, failed. Due to the aforementioned unhappiness amongst the
population, the Bohemians revolted and elected Frederick V, Elector Palatine, an antiHabsburg. 45 For Spain, this meant that they could choose between interfering in the election,
and initiating a war, or preserving the Pax Hispanica. 46 Peace would have been the best course
of action for Spain. Firstly, the crown of the Holy Roman Empire had been secured by the
Habsburgs, unaware of the revolt, two days after the uprising. Secondly, a new Bohemian
government meant the opening of territory into which the Spaniards could expand without
angering its allies. 47
The Spanish emperor, however, decided that war was needed and that it would be
beneficial for Spain. He argued that a sign of waning Spanish power could cause their enemies
to declare war. Furthermore, upon breaking the peace in Europe, Spain wanted to make sure
that the two countries who had benefited most would be curbed. 48 The first country was the
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Netherlands. The truce allowed the Dutch to compete with Spain and Portugal in the colonies.
Furthermore, they had transformed Amsterdam into the new commercial hub of Europe,
supplanting Venice and London. 49 If this were to continue then, Philip III argued, they would
soon take over Spain as a colonial power. 50 The second country was England. By making peace
with London, Spain had allowed them to increase their naval capacity, extend their trade and
set up colonies, including settlements in North America. 51 Spain’s interference in the conflict
must therefore be seen in the light of a larger religious-political cause: by attacking protestants,
Philip III reckoned that the heretical English would interfere. This would provide Spain with
the necessary casus belli to fight England. 52 Additionally, the war with the Dutch ‘rebels’ was
to be reinitiated, as the truce would soon expire. Fighting a protestant prince would strengthen
the Spanish cause against the Netherlands, as its rebellion was similarly fuelled by a difference
in religion.
To summarise, these are the three most important factors for Spanish intervention in
the local religious conflict. Firstly, securing the Bohemian crown would ensure increased
Spanish influence in Italy and Germany. By gaining additional lands, their hunger for new
territories would be fulfilled. Secondly, Spanish interference in a local German conflict would
provide the Spaniards with reasons to fight the English, while at the same time strengthening
the legitimacy of their cause in the Dutch rebellion. Thirdly, after settling the Bohemian
question, the regained Habsburg hegemony could take out the enemies of Spain. In one war,
Philip III reckoned, Spain would increase its influence in the German and Italian states, as well
as cripple England and destroy the Netherlands.
The Outcome of the Thirty Years’ War and its Consequences for Spain
Four years of parley resulted in the Peace of Westphalia in 1648, concluding the Thirty
Years’ War. Significant religious changes were institutionalized within the treaty. Firstly, all
parties to the treaty had to recognize the Peace of Augsburg of 1555, which stated that every
prince could determine the official religion of his state. 53 Additionally, Calvinism became
recognized as an official religion. Finally, the treaty also stated the general sovereignty of a
ruler over his state, defined by Hinsley as “the idea that there is a final and absolute political
authority in the political community … and no final and absolute authority exists
elsewhere.” 54,55 In terms of lands, several territories were transferred between the main parties
to the war. For Spain, the most significant change was the definite loss of the Spanish
Netherlands. 56 This loss signified two things: Spain had lost its military and economic might;
additionally, Spain had officially stepped down as the reigning hegemon.
However, the Peace of Westphalia did not settle the conflict with the French, who
would continue fighting until 1659. Seen as a part of the Thirty Years’ War, the Franco-Spanish
war was concluded with the Treaty of the Pyrenees. Territorially speaking, France gained
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several provinces. 57 The two treaties highlighted important changes in the power dimensions.
Firstly, the loss of the Netherlands meant that the Spaniards had to compete with additional
colonial power for an indefinite amount of time. This put a damp on their capabilities to easily
transform their resources into influence. 58 Secondly, the peace treaties made clear Spain’s
imperial overstretch. 59 The loss highlighted the fact that it was unable to defend all its territories
at once. Thirdly, the Treaty of the Pyrenees was a sign that the Bourbons, the royal family of
France, had ended the dominance of the Habsburgs. 60 While still considered a great power, if
only second-tier, Spain now had to listen to France in European affairs.
Why did Spain, in the end, lose the war? Not for military reasons. Whilst Spanish
tercios had become less powerful, they were still nearly invincible. Additionally, Spain’s
military leaders had proved very capable and rarely lost any major battles. 61 Their army was
also one of the largest, so it was never in danger of being overwhelmed in numerical terms. 62
The main reasons for Spanish failure were therefore economic ones. Previously, I stated
that before the Thirty Years’ War, Spain was the richest country in terms of absolute GDP, able
to rely on both taxations from most of their territories and an influx of silver from their colonies
in the New World. Spain, however, was not one big territory, rather it was a unity of several
kingdoms with their fiscal laws, languages, and traditions. Castile was the largest and richest
province of Spain and was asked to bear the biggest share in terms of monies and men. 63 Two
reasons for this: firstly, the emperor of Spain lived in this region, and could therefore ask for
money more easily; secondly, the governors of other regions were often reluctant to pay for
wars that were not in the interest of their region. 64 Thus, as Cooper states, the “decline of
Spanish hegemonic status consisted of two connected processes: the ending of Castile’s
predominance in Spain, and the ending of Spain’s predominance in Europe.” 65
Several factors contributed to the decline of the region. Firstly, natural disasters such
as droughts forced farmers to move to cities. The resulting overpopulation combined with the
lack of sanitation and food made diseases prevalent, worsening the decline of Castile. 66
Dwindling population levels were further aggravated by Castilian casualties in the Spanish
wars. A second factor attributable to Castilian decline is over-taxation. Due to the myriad of
wars, as well as the increase in war expenditures, the Spanish treasury was regularly empty,
resulting in bankruptcy every decade. To balance its expenses, Spain was forced to borrow at
significantly higher rates than its peers. 67 To cover the interest, further monies were needed,
thus an additional tax was implemented in Castile who was again forced to bear the burden
mostly on their own.
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Why could the situation in Castile not be alleviated by the influx of enormous amounts
of silver from the New World? Three reasons can be found. Firstly, the colonies were able to
mine less due to the depletion of the silver mines. 68 The lower amount of silver resulted in a
lower income for Spain. Secondly, the transport of silver was prone to privateers. On one
occasion, Piet Hein, a Dutch privateer, was able to capture silver and other expensive goods
worth 11 500 000 guilders, enough to fund the whole Dutch army for eight months. 69 Such a
loss proved crippling for Spain. Thirdly, even if limited amounts of silver were to arrive, only
a portion could be used. Due to forced borrowing, Spain often promised silver to bankers in
return for more favourable interest rates. 70
To summarise, Spain lost the war mainly because it ran out of economic means, having
overstretched the resources of Castile. As mentioned before, the outcome of the war was
negative for Spain in three aspects: first, they lost the prosperous Dutch province and thus had
to compete with another colonial power; second, the perception of imperial overstretch
potentially aroused even further animosity towards Spain; third, the Habsburg family had been
supplanted by the Bourbons as most powerful family, negatively affecting their prestige.
Conclusion
Was the decline of Spain then a reason or result of their intervention in the Thirty Years’
War? As I have shown in this article, Spain’s declining power was both a reason for its
intervention in the Thirty Years’ War, as well as a cause for its definitive decline thereafter. In
short, Spain made a desperate gamble by entering the war. When losing this gamble, it rang
the dead bell over its power status.
In support of this argument, I first looked at Spain’s strength before the start of the
conflict, showing that Spain was not able to sustain its uncontested hegemonic status due to
three obstacles, namely France, England and the Netherlands. Secondly, I discussed the reasons
behind the Thirty Years’ War, which turned from a local religious conflict into a large-scale
international conflict in Europe, fuelled by a widespread anti-Habsburg sentiment. Thirdly, I
investigated the reasons behind Spanish intervention in the conflict. I showed that their quest
for increased power forced them to interfere. Both the desire to acquire the Bohemian Crown
and the belief that a religiously inspired war against the Dutch and English would allow Spain
to curb the economic power of the latter, stimulated Spain to interfere. Fourthly, I discussed
the outcome of the war and the Spanish defeat. The decline of the Spanish triggered an
intervention by the latter in the Thirty Years’ War. Spain believed that winning the war would
allow them to finally become the uncontested power once again. However, the outcome of the
war only helped Spain slide further down.
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‘Janus, the God of Two Faces’: Britain’s Grand Strategy during the
Napoleonic Wars, 1793-1815
Dominic McClaran
King’s College London

Abstract
The Napoleonic Wars are commonly remembered for political crisis, pan-continental
conflict, and French dominance in Europe. More importantly, they also catalysed Britain’s
propulsion to hegemony during the nineteenth century. By 1815, Britain administered a global
empire that dominated international trade, enjoyed maritime supremacy, and ruled India. And
yet, scepticism persists as to the aims of its chief diplomat during this period, Viscount
Castlereagh. Viewed as overly concerned with Europe, Castlereagh’s actions have appeared
contradictory to Britain’s successes. In fact, Castlereagh operated under a consistent, yet
adaptable, grand strategy that complimented Britain’s continental and maritime interests: a
‘Janus-Faced strategy’.
Keywords: Grand Strategy; Britain; British Empire; Napoleonic Wars
Introduction
As the Napoleonic Wars – conflicts caused by Revolutionary and Napoleonic France
during 1793-1815 – came to an end, Lord Castlereagh commented that ‘Great Britain may be
driven out of a Congress but not out of her maritime rights’. 1 Castlereagh, Britain’s Foreign
Secretary during 1812-22, outlined a continental connection that complemented, rather than
replaced, its concurrent pursuit of maritime supremacy. However, Castlereagh’s attempt to
create a European ‘balance of power’ through the Congress of Vienna – the subsequent peace
settlement during 1814-15 – has continually been misrepresented as an anomaly in the broader
chronology of Britain’s foreign policy. Daniel Baugh depicts Britain’s grand strategy during
the Napoleonic Wars as a departure from the ‘Blue-Water Policy’ that had helped it to achieve
imperial and maritime greatness during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. For Baugh,
Britain’s employment of a large, conscript army during this period signals a shift from its
longstanding seaward focus. 2 Even Henry Kissinger’s compliment to Castlereagh as the ‘most
European of British statesmen’ carries the implication that his priorities were weighted more
towards continental affairs. 3
In fact, Castlereagh’s commitment to a comprehensive peace settlement on the
Continent did reflect British interests. Moreover, it embodied the ‘Janus-faced strategy’ that
Britain had pursued throughout 1793-1815; a strategy whose continental and maritime
dimensions were ‘complementary rather than antagonistic’. 4 Specifically, it defended its
interests through the twin pursuits of imperial expansion and European stability. As the
Napoleonic Wars progressed, Britain’s ends encompassed colonial expansion, a secured grip
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over maritime trade routes, and an ordered Europe free from the dominance of one single
power. In so seeking this strategic double-act, it evokes Janus, the Roman god of transition and
duality, of peace and war. Depicted with two faces looking in opposing directions, this deity
emblemises Castlereagh’s concurrent aims of conservation and expansion. With ‘one face
turned towards the Continent to trim the balance of power and the other directed at sea to
strengthen her maritime dominance’, Britain utilised its national resources to attain security in
Europe and hegemony overseas. 5
‘Beyond the Buzzword’
While grand strategy is agreed to be ‘long-term’ or ‘big-picture’ thinking, a
comprehensive definition is ‘a contentious idea at all levels’, an issue exacerbated in a context
of war. 6 Robert Art’s definition of grand strategy as ‘how the military instrument can best be
used to support foreign policy’ barely distinguishes it from conventional military strategy. 7
Nina Silove’s division of grand strategy into three categories, however, effectively explains its
different forms. Dividing the term into ‘grand plans’, ‘grand principles’, and ‘grand behaviour’,
Silove shows their common factor – the holistic application of a state’s resources to link its
‘means’ to its ‘ends’. 8 This explains Britain’s grand strategy more clearly when combined with
Basil Liddell Hart’s definition: unlike military strategy, ‘grand strategy looks beyond the war
to the subsequent peace.’ 9 Importantly, Britain’s Janus-faced strategy during the Napoleonic
Wars and the subsequent peace settlements entailed ‘ways, means and ends’ – the
‘conventional assumption’ of what constitutes grand strategy. 10 While a European balance of
power was not initially an end in itself for Britain in 1793, John Bew explains that this soon
became the best means for maintaining its security and preserving its European interests. 11 The
desire for such a balance was reflected by Prime Minister William Pitt’s plan of 1805, the basis
of Castlereagh’s own proposals during 1814-15: the containment of French aggression; the
creation of ‘more effectual barrier[s]’ to further aggression; and the establishment ‘general
system of Public Law in Europe’. 12 The attainment of this balance was vital for Britain to
expand as an imperial power, as well as protecting its interests overseas.
First Thing’s First
Protecting its home isles, however, was the most immediate aim of Britain’s grand
strategy. The British Isles provided the seat of Britain’s political power; they also contained
the bulk of its military, maritime and economic capabilities. As such, nullifying the threat of
French invasion – most alarmingly shown by an ‘Army of England’ during 1804 – was crucial.
Given Britain’s insular position, this threat could most effectively be deterred through the
employment of maritime power. As the Secretary of War stated in 1799, Britain’s status as ‘a
small spot in the ocean without territorial consequences’, necessitated the destruction of enemy
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fleets. 13 Britain’s maritime power enabled it to offset its military disparity with France by
engaging in ‘mobility and surprise’. 14
Surprise attacks, such as the successful Battle of the Nile in August 1798, did much to
reduce France’s naval capabilities. The superior mobility of the Royal Navy also made direct
engagements such as the Battle of Trafalgar in October 1805, which irreversibly crippled
Franco-Spanish naval power, decisive. However, the dangers presented by neutral fleets
coming under French control necessitated pre-emptive strikes, an unprecedented tactic. In this
way, the Royal Navy destroyed ships at Copenhagen twice after it assumed ‘Armed Neutrality’,
in April 1801 and September 1807 respectively. It is true that British attempts to use targeted
amphibious assaults were not as effective as naval power in warding off the threat of invasion:
poor planning, inadequate logistical support, and superior French forces proved a difficult
combination to overcome. The abortive Walcheren Expedition during 1809, for example,
resulted in mass casualties and failed to force French power from the Scheldt River – the most
suitable site for invading Britain. However, these failures were offset by Britain’s maritime
successes elsewhere, allowing it to preserve its domestic security throughout the Napoleonic
Wars.
While the threat of foreign invasion was checked by maritime power, stability at home
was sought through the implementation of a policy of political repression, levelled at potential
French sympathisers. As Jeremy Black shows, securing domestic solidarity by fostering
loyalism and suppressing radicalism was pursued throughout the 1790’s. 15 In response to a
proclamation by French National Congress for sedition against European monarchies, a law
banning public meetings was passed by Parliament during 1793. Important steps were also
taken to secure Britain’s hold over Ireland, a province that was deemed ripe for rebellion after
the success of Britain’s American separatists during 1776-83. Indeed, Ireland did rebel in 1798
– resulting in the loss 30,000 lives – and again, though less damagingly, in 1803. An attempt
to secure Ireland politically was embodied by an Act of Union passed in 1801. This not only
gave Britain more authority in Ireland, but also promoted the power of local loyalists, granting
them one hundred seats in Parliament.
While these changes quelled dissent within Britain, the threat of French intervention in
Ireland – actualised in 1799 and promised by Napoleon in 1802 – prompted the further
development of the Isles’ defences. Loyalism was encouraged by the increase of militia and
volunteer regiments; of the 162,300 troops in Britain during 1798, only 47,000 were regulars. 16
These reforms were coupled with the improvement of coastal fortifications. Moreover, a Board
of Ordinance was established in 1801 with the responsibility of organising Britain’s defence in
the eventuality of invasion. However, while these domestic developments were necessary for
Britain’s grand strategy, they were not as significant as its European or maritime goals.
Maintaining domestic security allowed Britain to protect its most immediate interests
throughout the Napoleonic Wars – but it was still a defensive measure.
The ‘Money Method’:
Britain’s Janus-faced strategy also involved balancing domestic security with the
promotion of its imperial priorities abroad. Largely, as labelled by Baugh, this entailed the
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‘money method’. Namely, Britain mobilised its maritime and financial resources to wage a war
of ‘financial attrition’ against France. 17 The power of the Royal Navy enabled Britain to assert
its ‘maritime rights’ of stop and search on neutral vessels. This limited the supplies that French
territories could import from abroad. Britain further undermined French financial power, while
consolidating its own commercial primacy, by acquiring its colonies. As Paul Kennedy
observes, Britain ‘systematically captured’ France’s overseas possessions throughout 17931815: valuable plantation colonies, St. Lucia and Tobago for example, were taken during the
1790’s while strategic posts, such as Martinique were secured by 1810. 18
The opportunities for imperial expansion increased as European states fell under French
control; Dutch and Danish possessions overseas were occupied once they had become French
satellites during the 1800’s. Britain’s financial power was further magnified by the introduction
of an income tax from 1799: tax revenues rose from £18.1 million in 1793 to £77.9 million in
1815. 19 This financial power proved crucial in allowing Britain to challenge French military
power by subsidising the numerically superior armies of successive continental allies. Indeed,
Britain paid subsidies totalling £23.25 million during 1803–12 and £39.5 million in money and
armaments in 1813–15. 20 The ‘money-method’ not only made Britain the ‘bountiful mother of
all subsidies’ in Europe, it also expanded its imperial possession overseas. 21
A Team Effort
While Britain’s ‘money-method’ effectively promoted its interests overseas, it could
not directly affect affairs on the Continent – that could only be done by coalitions. Indeed,
Britain played an important part in forming seven coalitions against France during the
Napoleonic Wars. Prior to 1812, however, Britain’s diplomatic ineptitude and relative military
impotence undermined the effectiveness of this strategy. As Baugh explains, before 1808,
Britain’s contribution ‘to military campaigning on the Continent derived mainly from money
and credit’. 22 With only 40,000 regular troops in 1789, Britain could only mobilise its financial
power in support of its allies. However, as C.J. Bartlett explains, this was neither ‘appreciated’,
nor ‘rewarded with any commensurate influence’ over continental affairs. 23 The lack of any
major British military presence in Central Europe prior to 1808 prevented it from
diplomatically pressuring its allies into binding treaties against France. While more substantial
British forces were committed during the Peninsular Campaign (1808-14) this was largely
regarded as a peripheral conflict. Consequentially, the Continental Powers continually opted
for peace with France on their own terms that did not take account of Britain’s interests. Peace
in 1803 entailed the loss of Britain’s possessions in Hannover, while the Franco-Russian Treaty
of Tilsit (July 1807) diplomatically isolated Britain from the rest of the Continent. Indeed,
Britain was without any major allies from 1808 to 1813. Clearly, Britain could not guarantee
its strategic interests on the Continent through maritime power alone. This lesson would not go
unlearnt.
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Danger Zone
Diplomatic isolation not only exposed Britain’s European interests to danger during this
period, it also allowed Napoleon to infringe upon Britain’s commercial primacy by engaging
in economic warfare. For the Janus-faced strategy to be successful, imperial expansion had to
be complemented by corresponding successes on the Continent. However, the fragility of the
Coalitions had resulted in astounding French victories at Austerlitz (December 1805) and Jena
(October 1806) that crippled the military power of Britain’s continental allies. Moreover, the
Treaty of Tilsit turned Britain’s remaining allies against it, granting Napoleon near-hegemony
over much of the Continent. Issuing the Berlin Decree in November 1806, Napoleon
established a ‘Continental System’ over Europe, shutting off compliant ports from British
goods.
This system embodied Britain’s failure to protect its commercial interests as, explained
by Enno Kraehe, it entailed ‘the concentration of the Continent's resources under a single
organizing authority’. 24 The loss of valuable European trading partners harmed Britain’s
exports – although this was slightly offset by smuggling. With 20,000 Britons involved in this
illicit business, it was certainly booming. As an unofficial activity, however, the wealth it
generated was not so easily tapped into. 25 More importantly, the loss of trade threatened
Britain’s capacity to field a large navy, as it usually supported it from customs revenues. In
turn, this undermined its ability to effectively assert its maritime rights, exposing the British
Isles to invasion. Therefore, while Britain had extended its imperial power by 1812, its aims of
an advantageous European equilibrium were far from realised.
Preventing a ‘Continental Peace’
While Britain failed to attain the continental dimension of its grand strategy during
1793-1812, Napoleon’s invasion of Russia in June 1812 precipitated a series of opportunities
to redress this. 26 Britain utilised its diplomatic sway to ease tensions between Russia, Sweden,
and the Ottoman Empire, allowing Tsar Alexander I to concentrate his forces on France.
However, the crushing defeat inflicted by Russia, Austria, and Prussia on Napoleon at Leipzig
(October 1813) was not beneficial for British interests in and of itself. Indeed, the threat of a
‘Continental Peace’ disregarding British interests was embodied by the lenient Frankfurt
Proposals of November 1813; these proposals, offering to leave France with some territorial
gains, were at odds with Pitt’s plan. Britain’s real ‘diplomatic victory’ however, was achieved
by Castlereagh at the Treaty of Chaumont. 27 Concluded in March 1814, during the final months
of the war, this agreement cemented the unity of the allies in opposition to Napoleon by binding
each nation to seeking a communal peace treaty. As such, Chaumont tied the Continental
Powers’ objectives to those of Britain, with Pitt’s Plan forming a basis for the emerging postwar settlement.
However, these important measures could not have been achieved without the full
mobilisation of Britain’s military forces. The British army increased from 40,000 in 1789 to
250,000 during 1812-14, a number equal to Continental Powers like Prussia and Austria. 28
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Moreover, victories such as Vitoria (June 1813) bolstered Britain’s martial reputation and
literally entrenched its military presence in Central Europe, with Wellington’s forces crossing
the Pyrenees during 1813. As Castlereagh commented that same year, the mobilisation of
Britain’s military, maritime, and financial resources ‘put an end to any doubts as to the claim
[they had] to an opinion on continental affairs.’ 29 Indeed, Britain’s international clout was
strengthened by Napoleon’s ‘Hundred Days’ of war during March-June 1815. Wellington’s
contribution to the Anglo-Prussian victory at Waterloo (June 1815) not only entrenched
Britain’s status as a military authority, but also allowed British troops to occupy Paris –
strengthening its negotiating position during the subsequent peace settlements.
The God of Two Faces
The maritime aims and achievements of Britain’s Janus-faced strategy were outlined
well by Castlereagh in 1816: ‘Our policy…has been to secure the Empire against future
attack… to do this we had acquired what in former days would have been thought romance –
the keys of every great military position’. 30 These ‘keys’ were embodied by the overseas
possessions that Britain retained after the Napoleonic Wars. These possessions were selectively
chosen for geostrategic significance, rather than raw wealth; as Barry Gough explains,
‘strategic advantages [replaced] old mercantilist connections’. 31 Britain was established as the
dominant power in India as its territorial gains on the subcontinent were confirmed. Strategic
outposts such as Mauritius, Ceylon and the Cape were also retained to secure the valuable
shipping lanes to India. A recent work by Robert Holland also shows that Britain established
its own ‘blue-water’ empire in Europe itself, by occupying key insular positions. Heligoland
protected Baltic shipping, the Ionian Islands maintained a Balkan presence, and Malta placed
the Royal Navy in the centre of the Mediterranean. 32
Just as British hegemony was established overseas, its maritime supremacy was
accepted in European waters. It was this balance that was sought by Castlereagh. He was able
to achieve confirmation of Britain’s maritime rights by 1814, allowing Britain to assert its naval
power by intercepting foreign vessels. As Black explains, potential sources of future maritime
competition were also nullified during the Congress of Vienna. The French fleet at Antwerp
was destroyed while ship-building ports that could pose a threat in the future, Genoa, Trieste
and Venice for example, were placed under the control of friendly states such as Austria and
the newly-formed Piedmont-Sardinia. Certainly, Bartlett’s assertion that Britain emerged with
the ‘greatest measure of naval supremacy in her history’ shows the success of its grand
strategy. 33
The continental dimension of Britain’s Janus-faced strategy was embodied by
Castlereagh’s proposals of 1814: the territorial reduction of France, the establishment of bufferstates on its borders, and a balance of power in Europe assured by a congress system. Their
prevailing purpose was the prevention of a Continental Power from mobilising Europe’s
resources against Britain’s own interests. While Tim Chapman views Castlereagh’s colonial
concessions as a strategic failure, such concessions were vital for the maintenance of Britain’s
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own national security. 34 As a British Minister commented, ‘Antwerp and Flushing out of the
hands of France are worth twenty Martiniques in our own hands’. 35 Indeed, the Scheldt was
placed under the control of the Kingdom of the United Provinces, a neutral buffer-state on
France’s Northern border; an enlarged Piedmont-Sardinia also protected the South.
Meanwhile, Britain’s own dynastic interest in Hannover was protected by Prussian
expansion into the Rhine and the creation of a German Confederation under Austria. Central
Europe was further supported against possible Russian expansion. Austria was established in
Italy, while British intervention in the Polish-Saxon Crisis prevented Russia and Prussia from
taking too much territory in Poland and Germany. Similarly, French power was curbed with a
financial indemnity, foreign occupation, and the reduction of its borders to pre-1790 limits.
With these territorial transfers, an advantageous equilibrium was achieved in Europe while
Britain enjoyed a monopoly of maritime power overseas. The confirmation of the Quadruple
Alliance – a treaty binding the European Powers against France – also secured such an
equilibrium for the future. As Barry Gough explains, ‘Castlereagh worked urgently to construct
the Concert of Europe, but in the end, it was British interests…that most concerned him’. 36
Lord Castlereagh once commented that is was not his business to ‘collect trophies’ at
the Congress of Vienna, but to ‘bring the world back to peaceful habits’. 37 Certainly, a
‘peaceful’ Europe provided the surest way of preserving the ‘trophies’ that Britain had already
collected. Britain’s Janus-faced grand strategy was one that turned to Europe and the seas in
equal measure. While its means may have changed over the course of the Napoleonic Wars,
Britain’s ends of a quiet continent and maritime supremacy never deviated and were
successfully achieved through the subsequent peace settlements. However, Britain’s strategy
is not only impressive, it also provides lessons for the present day. After the polarising Brexit
referendum of 2016, Britain has wavered between its obligations to Europe and its aspirations
overseas. Of course, a direct comparison between Britain’s conduct during the Napoleonic
Wars and its current position will inevitably founder on the material, practical, and ethical
considerations that must arise. That being said, Castlereagh’s implementation of Britain’s
continental and maritime interests can still provide inspiration to aspiring scholars of foreign
policy. Faced with competing demands and constraints, national activity often resembles a
balancing act of priorities. Following in this statesman’s footsteps, however, may point to a
more productive alternative – the resolute pursuit of a single destination, facilitating scope for
a multifaceted, perhaps double-facing, foreign policy.
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An Exceptional Way of Aligning Human Rights with Sovereignty:
Russia and Georgia War
Nilay Gençer 1
Middle East Technical University, Northern Cyprus Campus
Abstract
Russian interventions in former Soviet republics have been interpreted through different
causal lines. This paper analyses Russian intervention in Georgia in 2008 within the political
and normative context it was built. During this time period there were ambitious efforts to
transform humanitarian intervention, most notably the doctrine of Responsibility to Protect
(R2P). Russia saw no reason to hesitate to invoke R2P, although it would later be described as
an act of abuse on the academic and policy-making level. The study’s central question is: to
what extent did this intervention overcome the incompatibility between state sovereignty and
human rights?
Keywords: Responsibility to Protect, Russia-Georgia war, intervention, sovereignty, human
rights.
Introduction
Russian interventions in former Soviet republics have long been a hot research topic
within different research questions. After the annexation of Crimea in 2014, Russia was
accused of threatening European security, acting aggressively, and becoming a norm-violator
in international politics. The interventions in Georgia and Ukraine, for instance, were compared
within the framework of Russian foreign policy in the near abroad, or Russian sphere of
influences. 2 Both interventions were Russian reactions to the geopolitical reorientation of these
two countries and carried similar legitimisation mechanisms. Besides, the interventions
contained a strong security dimension: preventing the North Atlantic Treaty Organization
(NATO) enlargement in the former Soviet space. The annexation of Crimea and the war in
Ukraine made the Black Sea Region ’a theatre of heightening tension and risk between NATO
and Russia’. 3
This paper investigates the instruments of legitimation in the August war between
Russia and Georgia in 2008. Russian intervention occurred three years after the Responsibility
to Protect (R2P) doctrine became formally accepted by the United Nations (UN). The doctrine
aimed to solve the existing problems around humanitarian intervention, such as the tension
between state sovereignty and human rights. This tension arises because while the UN Charter
bans violation of state sovereignty, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR)
guarantees individuals’ rights against oppressive states. 4 R2P, therefore, was set to solve this
1
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tension by changing the traditional understanding of sovereignty which had been associated
with unlimited use of force within a territory. Instead, R2P uses ‘sovereignty as responsibility’
discourse which underlines that sovereignty is not unconditional; rather, it implies specific
responsibilities. However, the universality of this definitional change has not necessarily been
interpreted as such by some states. Russia and China, for example, perceive sovereignty and
non-interference in the domestic affairs as the absolute principles of international relations. 5
Since NATO’s action in Kosovo in 1999, Russia has been a vocal critic of Western
humanitarian interventions, and in this context, the evolving doctrine of R2P. And yet, against
this background, Russia claimed its right to invoke the doctrine in 2008 under their own
interpretations of it, which caused many discussions on the abuse of R2P. Therefore, this article
provides an excellent opportunity to advance the understanding of the link between sovereignty
and human rights in the context of the Russia and Georgia war. The paper’s central question
is: to what extent did the Russian position manage to overcome the incompatibility between
state sovereignty and human rights in the Georgian case? This paper is a case study research
design which investigates the justification of the intervention through political discourses.
The article consists of four main sections. The first part focuses briefly on the historical
background and the escalation of the conflict in South Ossetia. The next section presents the
aim and scope of Responsibility to Protect and Russian position towards R2P, which then will
be followed by the construction of the legitimation by Russia during the war in Georgia. The
last part is devoted to the discussion where the depoliticised nature of R2P and the creation of
exceptions by Russia will be investigated.
Historical Background and Context
The conflict between Georgia and Russia in 2008 started in South Ossetia. Historically,
it was an autonomous oblast of the Georgian Soviet Socialist Republic (SSR) between 1936
and 1991. Georgian SSR had two other subunits as autonomous Soviet socialist republics:
Abkhazia and Adjara. 6 Starting from the 1990s, both South Ossetia and Abkhazia had tensions
with Georgia because those regions demanded more autonomy and attempted to declare their
independence. The demand in both areas was not born spontaneously but was affected by lack
of civic nationalism because of Georgian language and education policies that discriminated
against both Abkhazians and Ossetians and the preference for Russian presence in the region. 7
In response to Tbilisi’s policies promoting the Georgian language in 1980s, The South Ossetian
People’s Assembly, a nationalist organisation, began their campaigns favouring unification
with the North Caucasian autonomous republic of North Ossetia, which was a part of Russia. 8
On 20 September 1990, the communist authorities in South Ossetia wanted to form the South
Ossetian Soviet Democratic Republic and become a part of the USSR – although this did not
come to pass. 9 South Ossetia also boycotted the Georgian parliamentary elections of October
1990, and it held elections to its own parliament in December. 10 The Georgian Supreme Soviet
responded by annulling the independence declaration of South Ossetia, removing South
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Ossetia’s status as an Autonomous Region and making it part of another Georgian region. 11 As
a result of the rising tensions and actions, the civil war within South Ossetia lasted 18 months
which caused hundreds of deaths and the expulsion of thousands of Georgians and Ossetians
from their homes. 12 In June 1992, the Sochi Agreement was signed and settled the conflict.
The agreement provided the creation of Joint Peacekeeping Forces that consisted of Georgian,
Russian and South Ossetian units. 13 As a result, Russia had de facto command and acquired
the role of chief mediator in the resulting conflict-resolution process. 14 Eduard Shevardnadze,
Georgia’s second president, took the South Ossetian conflict over from the first president,
Zviad Gamsakhurdia. 15 During his time in office, the Georgian-Ossetian conflict remained a
frozen conflict as he refused to take military action in the region.
A critical moment in the post-Soviet Georgian space was the Rose Revolution. It
occurred between November 2003 and January 2004 in response to the fraudulent
parliamentary election held on 2 November 2003 by the governing party, The Citizens’ Union
of Georgia, led by President Shevardnadze. 16 In the extraordinary presidential election in
January 2004, Mikheil Saakashvili rose to power and became the president who promised to
solve the issue of separatist movements within Georgia, unify the country, and seek
membership in the European Union (EU) and NATO. 17 Overall, the Saakashvili administration
aimed to weaken Russian influence by integrating the country into the Euro-Atlantic alliance
and positioning it more toward Western interests. 18 He was an ambitious politician, indeed,
when we consider his attempts to improve the establishment of oil and gas pipelines from the
Caspian Sea and Central Asia and in seeking out aid to prepare itself for NATO accession.
Also, Saakashvili backed the US war in Iraq by becoming the third state contributing troops
after the British and Americans. 19 Those events worsened the relationship between Georgia
and Russia, which had several ups and downs, including: Russian interference in Abkhazian
presidential elections; the building of Russian military bases in South Ossetia; and a Russian
export ban on Georgian wines.
In the spring of 2008, the tension increased in the region as a result of violent attacks
by Georgian and South Ossetian forces, which included fire and artillery shelling, a bomb
explosion in the capital of South Ossetia, Tskhinvali, as well as the increasing Russian
peacekeeping forces in the area. 20 The storyline narrating the origins of the escalation of the
crisis is quite complex and still remains disputed. To understand the conflict, it is best to start
on 1 August 2008, when a Georgian police vehicle was destroyed by a land mine which was
supposedly planted by South Ossetian forces. 21 Georgian forces struck back with sniper attacks
against South Ossetians. On 7 August, Saakashvili claimed that Russian tanks invaded Georgia
through the Roki Tunnel, which Russians denied since, for them, it was a routine support line
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for their peacekeepers. 22 According to the Georgian Government storyline, the Russian tanks
moving through Roki Tunnel are claimed to be the major triggering event for the five-day war
between Russia and Georgia. 23 On the contrary, the Russian Government denies this and views
the Georgian attack on Tskhinvali as a provocation. 24 Although the discussions around who
started the war between Georgia and Russia continue, the common point in which divergent
opinions seem to agree is that the Georgian attack triggered the escalation of violence. Still,
Russia’s military invasion of Georgia went beyond an act of self-defence or humanitarian
intervention because the legitimation it used was not in line with either two of these
justifications. Additionally, Russian forces used aerial, artillery and tank fire strikes that
resulted in civilian deaths, which meant that it violated international humanitarian law. 25 The
historical account of intervention or its legality in international law is beyond the scope of the
article. Instead, the paper investigates how the intervention is constructed through Russia's
political discourses and what instruments serve the legitimisation mechanisms of the
intervention. The importance of investigating through this lens, Martha Finnemore argues, is
because justification draws on shared values, and the examination of justifications allows us to
not only understand internationally held standards, but also how they change over time. 26 She
further holds that justifications unveil the characteristics of normative context and shared social
context. In this respect, the Russian justification for intervening in Georgia can be seen as an
attempt to connect its actions with the changing conceptualisation of intervention during the
post-Cold War era. Reconsidering the internationally held standards for humanitarian
intervention, which eventually transformed and gave birth to the doctrine of R2P, is crucial to
situate this case study in a broader political context.
From Humanitarian Intervention to Responsibility to Protect
Humanitarian intervention is a crucial concept to understand the evolution of the R2P
doctrine. Humanitarian intervention is defined by the use of force by one state or a group of
states with the aim of ‘addressing massive human rights violations or preventing widespread
human suffering.’ 27 In the post-Cold War era, the concept of intervention significantly changed
and gained a new dimension with the end of the bipolar international system. Instead of two
superpowers relying on intervention to extend their sphere of influence, intervention became a
matter of international peace and security which had been threatened by internally destabilising
wars predominantly occurring in illiberal states. 28 This causal logic was accompanied by
changing notions of security, the evolution of human rights norms and the proliferation of
armed conflicts within states over time. 29 It is within this context that the concept of
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intervention started to alter. Additionally, the expectations for collective action from UN
member states was particularly high with the end of the Cold War.
However, starting with the withdrawal of UN peace operations in Somalia in 1992-93,
several interventions failed to live up to expectations and necessitated an evolution in approach.
Further problematic interventions throughout the immediate post-Cold War period included
the Security Council’s refusal to act in the Rwandan Genocide in 1994 and the failure by the
UN and others to prevent the 1995 Srebrenica Genocide in a UN so-called ‘safe area’. 30
Further, in 1999, NATO bombed Kosovo with the justification of protecting Albanian
populations from Serbian offensives without the Security Council’s authorisation, an action
called illegal but legitimate by the Independent International Commission on Kosovo. 31 These
interventions raised serious questions about the consequences of international humanitarian
action, given their complexities inherent in either their failure to prevent harm, or their
prevention of harm without Security Council authorisation. Overall, the Security Council's
failures to respond to mass atrocities in Rwanda and Srebrenica, as well as illegal intervention
carried out by NATO in Kosovo, prepared the ground for a new framework that would seek to
protect civilians from violations of human rights. At such a time, when new questions started
to emerge because of disproportionate action and deaf inaction of the UN in protecting
civilians, high-level discussions came to the fore. Secretary-General Kofi Annan raised the
specific question: ‘if humanitarian intervention, is, indeed, an unacceptable assault on
sovereignty, how should we respond to a Rwanda, to a Srebrenica – to gross and systematic
violations of human rights that affect every precept of our common humanity?' 32 The reply
originated in a report entitled ‘The Responsibility to Protect’ which was authored by the
International Commission on Intervention and State Sovereignty (ICISS), and set by the
guidance of Canadian Foreign Minister, Lloyd Axworthy. 33 The ICISS report attempted to
make a clear distinction between humanitarian intervention and what would come to be known
as R2P. The report particularly highlighted the ‘deliberate decision not to adopt [the
humanitarian intervention] terminology’. 34 Whereas humanitarian intervention evokes the
intervener’s perspective as a right to intervene, R2P has a victim-centred perspective, according
to its advocates. 35 The main idea behind R2P is that states have a responsibility to protect their
citizens from serious harm, and in the case of not fulfilling this duty, the international
community assumes this responsibility. In addition, R2P does not only include reaction
(military intervention) but also the responsibility to prevent and the responsibility to rebuild.
This threefold responsibility implies that R2P builds normative and operational links between
assistance, prevention and reconstruction. 36
Although conceived in 2001, R2P was not officially recognised in the UN until the
World Summit in 2005 because of the post-9/11 interventions in Afghanistan and Iraq. In
other words, the age of development of the norm was interrupted through terrorist events
which shifted the focus of states on counterterrorism and the so-called Global War on Terror.
In the 2005 World Summit Outcome document, R2P was accepted in the 138th and 139th
paragraphs which underlined that ‘each individual state has the responsibility to protect its
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populations from genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanity.’ 37 In
the failure to do so, the international community – through the UN – can use the appropriate
means through which to help protect those populations. Before the Summit, at the 87th
plenary meeting of UN General Assembly, the Russian position towards R2P was vague as it
questioned what the emerging norm means considering the lack of support from the
international community for such a norm. 38 But, in general, it neither opposed nor challenged
the establishment of the norm. Furthermore, Russia accepted the first two pillars of the
doctrine which consist of states’ responsibility to protect their own citizens and the
international community’s responsibility to assist states. However, it rejected the third pillar,
which requires collective action by international community when states fail to exercise their
responsibilities. 39 Nevertheless, it should be noted that Russia, together with China, did not
approve the use of force by NATO in Kosovo in 1999. After the NATO bombing, Russia
tried to make the Security Council adopt a resolution condemning the NATO military
action. 40 Therefore, considering the reservations of Russia about international intervention,
and the meaning of R2P, its position towards a new-born norm was not entirely positive. And
yet, Russia invoked the R2P doctrine within the context of Georgian intervention in 2008 – in
what ways did Russia justify its legitimacy to intervene, despite its reluctance to accept the
new R2P doctrine?
Construction of Legitimacy
Russian presentation of its humanitarian intervention in South Ossetia in 2008 included
four main instruments for justifying its actions. The first was the defence of Russian
peacekeepers. 41 With the 1992 Sochi Agreement on the Settlement of the Georgian-Ossetian
Conflict, the Joint Control Commission (JCC) was established in South Ossetia to monitor the
conflict zone. Later, JCC was replaced by the Joint Peacekeeping Force that consisted of forces
from Russia, Georgia and South Ossetia. Amongst them, Russian forces were much stronger
and more well-equipped. 42 And in the 2000 Military Doctrine of the Russian Federation, it
was stated that the country’s peacekeeping forces could be involved in the withdrawal of
conflicting parties and the delivery of humanitarian aid. 43 However, peacekeeping forces in
South Ossetia were politicised and far from neutral in the first instance as Russia appointed the
commander of these forces. 44 According to the Russian storyline on the war in South Ossetia,
Georgia was the aggressor, and its act of aggression was against Russian peacekeepers. 45 As a
result, Russia claimed that Georgia attacked its peacekeepers 46, and it had a right to intervene.
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Accompanying peacekeepers, Russia also put forward the defence of Russian citizens
as a secondary justification. 47 After the collapse of the Soviet Union, most of the Abkhazians
and South Ossetians refused Georgian citizenship and those stateless separatists ended up
having no legal existence nor the ability to travel abroad. 48 Since Soviet passports expired too,
Russia started to issue passports to Abkhazia and South Ossetia's inhabitants in the early
2000s. 49 Over time, Russian passport holders in South Ossetia increased dramatically: by
August 2008, about 90% of South Ossetians held a Russian passport. 50 Although distribution
of Russian passports in breakaway territories was a practical solution for stateless people, it
meant an interference in the internal affairs in Georgia and constituted an assault against
Georgian sovereignty. 51 It also led to destabilisation in the regions of Abkhazia and South
Ossetia where Russia was supposed to act as a peacekeeper. Most importantly, Russia justified
its military intervention in South Ossetia in 2008 by claiming that it had a duty to protect its
citizens there. 52 In the words of Russian President Dmitry Medvedev:
‘Civilians, women, children and old people, are dying today in South Ossetia,
and the majority of them are citizens of the Russian Federation… In accordance
with the Constitution and the federal laws, as President of the Russian Federation,
it is my duty to protect the lives and dignity of Russian citizens wherever they may
be.’ 53
Therefore, Russia used its right to self-defence enshrined in Article 51 of the UN
Charter through the claim of protection of peacekeepers and citizens against Georgian forces
as a justification for their intervention. 54
This logic is also the basis of another legitimation mechanism. In addition to the
defence of peacekeepers and civilians, Russia appealed to R2P in its political discourse. For
example, Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov stated in an interview to BBC on 9 August
2008:
‘according to our Constitution there is also responsibility to protect – the term
which is very widely used in the UN when people see some trouble in Africa or in
any remote part of other regions. But this is not Africa to us; this is next door… the
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laws of the Russian Federation make it absolutely unavoidable to us to exercise
responsibility to protect’. 55
However, the 2005 World Summit Outcome document underlined that the Security
Council’s approval is crucial to in order to apply forceful means to deal with an R2P situation
– a convention which Russia bypassed. In addition, R2P focuses on the responsibility of a
sovereign state to protect its populations within its borders and others to support it to do so. It
is not a doctrine which addresses responsibilities of a state for populations located outside its
borders. 56 In this context, Russia also accused Georgia of genocide for the violence perpetrated
towards Russian citizens. While Lavrov used a legal justification in which he portrayed Russia
as a key norm defender, Medvedev and Prime Minister Vladimir Putin publicly used the loaded
term of ‘genocide’ in relation to Georgian attacks in South Ossetia. 57 Similarly, Ambassador
Vitaly Churkin, Russia’s Permanent Representative to the UN, condemned Georgia with
accusations of ethnic cleansing. 58 While there is contention surrounding the validity of those
claims, it is important to view them within the R2P context: if the host state (Georgia) is unable
to prevent the abuses, the responsibility to protect falls to the international community instead
of a single state. 59 As a result of the invocation of R2P which went far beyond its original
purpose and scope by Russia, some commentators argue that its invocation was ‘specific to
Russians, and Russian compatriots, rather than universal in protecting vulnerable
populations’. 60
The final instrument used as justification for intervention in Georgia was the Kosovo
precedent. To recall, NATO bombed Kosovo in 1999 which had no Security Council
authorisation and was based on humanitarian grounds. Once Kosovo gained its independence
and was recognised by most Western states in early 2008, European Commissioner Olli Rehn
stressed that ‘Kosovo does not set a precedent for frozen conflicts elsewhere; it is sui generis.’ 61
Despite statements about the uniqueness of the Kosovo context, on 1 February 2006, Putin
declared that: ‘if people believe that Kosovo can be granted full independence, why then should
we deny it to Abkhazia and South Ossetia?’ 62 Similarly, when asked if the act of recognition
of the Georgian breakaway territories was a direct challenge against the West, Medvedev
responded that if Kosovo is a sui generis case, then the two regions were as well. 63 He also
commented upon the recognition of the independence of those two regions after the war was
over. He stated that: ‘in international relations, you cannot have one rule for some and another
rule for others’ 64 From the perspective of Russia, the recognition of Kosovo’s independence
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was flawed both morally and legally and reflected the double-standard approach of the West. 65
On this double-standard, Putin demanded a reflection of the international community: ‘an
independent Republic of Northern Cyprus has existed for 40 years. Why don’t you recognise
it? Aren’t you, Europeans, ashamed of taking a double-standard approach towards resolving
similar problems in various parts of the world?’. 66 Many reports, articles and commentaries
exist on the dissimilarity between the historical background of Kosovo and South Ossetia, but
Russia manipulated it as a reference point and thereby mimicking the language of the West. It
is no surprise, therefore, that South Ossetia is called Russia’s Kosovo. 67 As such, the
legitimation tools used by Russia in the context of the August war are quite similar to that of
references to Kosovo.
In sum, the protection of peacekeepers, as well as Russian citizens, were two crucial
justifications for Russian intervention in Georgia which laid the groundwork for the invocation
of R2P by Russia. However, the responsibility was associated with the Russian constitutional
obligation to protect Russian citizens abroad instead of deriving from the R2P principle
endorsed by the UN. 68 In addition, Russia used Kosovo as a precedent and recognised the
independence of Abkhazia and South Ossetia in the aftermath of the conflict. Further to those
legitimation mechanisms, there were some important factors in terms of Russian domestic
context leading to intervention in South Ossetia such as the dominant set of ideas within Russia
and the level of state capacity. 69 Regarding the ideas, a key theme in Russia’s national identity
narrative is that threats to national security traditionally come from the West. It is particularly
relevant to Russian sensitivity to NATO’s eastward expansion and the EU’s increased action
in the post-Soviet space. 70 There was also a growth in state capacity in the early 2000s which
provided the Russian state an to regain authority over internal and external issues and endorse
a more proactive stance in the post-Soviet region. 71 The stronger state in the early 2000s was
necessarily related to the authoritarian turn under Putin which can be seen as a ‘facilitating
factor of Russia’s near abroad assertion.’ 72
Discussion
Overall, Russia widened the existing gap between the two extreme poles – state
sovereignty and human rights – through turning de facto states into spaces of exception and
manufacturing the people it ‘protects’. The transformation of the poles did not take place in a
vacuum, but rather in a normative context where Russia was undoubtedly well aware of the
political nature of R2P. 73 Previously, the failures of the international community in the
Rwandan Genocide, and the illegal but legitimate NATO bombing in former Yugoslavia shed
light upon the puzzle of humanitarian intervention. In other words, the tension between state
sovereignty and human rights was presented as the ultimate problem in humanitarian
interventions. R2P was supposed to overcome those problems by assigning responsibility to
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the states. It is in this political and normative context that Russia was able to perform its
intervention in Georgia. Recalling the aim of R2P, it strived to change the language of the right
to intervene to a responsibility to protect the civilians from the crimes against humanity,
genocide, war crimes and ethnic cleansing. In other words, the depoliticised language of R2P
was supposed to be a remedy for previous failures of humanitarian interventions as well as ‘the
toxic politics of previous approaches to inter-state intervention’. 74
Despite the reservations it had towards R2P, Russia invoked the doctrine in its
intervention in Georgia in 2008. How do we interpret Russian intervention in Georgia – is it
just another story of Russian near-abroad ambitions? When we consider the timing of the event
when the efforts to transform humanitarian intervention to a more responsible act through R2P
were on the rise, it does not seem plausible to take it as a fait accompli. Protection of Russian
citizens and peacekeeping forces, intervention in Kosovo, and R2P played crucial roles in the
intervention. The duration of the war, five days, should not mislead us. Intervention in 2008
may even be interpreted as an intervention within an intervention because the ‘starting point’
might even date back to 2002, when the distribution of Russian passports began and constituted
the first attack against Georgian sovereignty. Further, Russian invocation of R2P during the
war was a sign of the Russian dual approach to sovereignty. Ruth Deyermond summarises two
such models which were at play in Russian government discourse as well as practice. 75 One is
the Westphalian model of sovereignty which Russia defended strongly in relation to states
outside the area of the former Soviet Union and in speaking about the basis of international
order. Another is a ‘post-Soviet approach’ to sovereignty in which Russian state sovereignty
was expressed as inviolable but interventions in the domestic issues of post-Soviet states
considered as threats to Russian security was acceptable. Attempting to resolve the tension
between sovereignty and human rights, R2P became a justification for Russian intervention in
Georgia thanks to the Russian dual approach to sovereignty which differs inside and outside of
the post-Soviet space. Russia also produced exceptional spaces through distributing passports
within the Georgian territory where ‘the norms of international law and the modern state system
were effectively suspended’. 76 Therefore, Russia was able to justify its actions in the war
through various legitimation mechanisms thanks to its unique approach to sovereignty and
human rights which was relatively specific in scope, consisting of Russian citizens and
compatriots living in post-Soviet space.
A doctrine once seen as transformative and almost revolutionary for the protection of
human rights when it was first accepted in 2005, the invocation of R2P in the Russian-Georgian
context showed how it could become just another tool of justification for so-called
humanitarian intervention by a major state power. One could argue that the Russian
manipulation of the R2P doctrine within the Georgian context demonstrates that the
international community cannot easily break away from the problems surrounding
humanitarian intervention, which historically has been invoked for the advancement of material
and national interests of hegemonic powers. Ultimately, the combination of humanitarian
motive and the use of force will remain a paradox in itself whilst there is no mechanism in
international politics that can prevent states from abusing or manipulating accepted
internationally held standards of justice. R2P was a huge step, mainly, in terms of change in
the terminology from ‘right to intervene’ to ‘sovereignty as responsibility’; and yet, the realworld application of it, like Russian intervention in 2008, does not necessarily reflect the
behaviour of ‘responsible sovereigns’ as such. While R2P is loaded with universal moral and
Chris Brown. “The Antipolitical Theory of Responsibility to Protect”, Global Responsibility to Protect 5
(2013): 425.
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humanitarian concerns, the Russian case showed that the coercive dimension of the doctrine
will not fade away and can further be used to justify unilateral military interventions in the
future by other states.
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Does the Russian Intervention in Crimea in 2014
Demonstrate the New Way of War?
Adéla Klečková
King’s College London
Abstract
The concept of hybrid warfare is understood, itself, as a “new way of war”, and it is
argued that how the concept is defined and perceived is, to a large extent, geopolitically
contingent. Indeed, what constitutes hybrid warfare, and by extension what constitutes the
“new way of war,” is different in both Russian and Western military doctrines. Consequently,
and congruently neither perspective demonstrates a wholly “new” way of war. These findings
will be further demonstrated by an assessment of the annexation of Crimean Peninsula from
both a Russian and Western perspective, deciding, whether or not it constitutes an example of
hybrid warfare.
Keywords: Russia, Ukraine, Hybrid Warfare, Disinformation, Cyber Security, Colourful
Revolutions
Introduction
“Every age has its own kind of war, its own limiting conditions and its own peculiar
preconceptions.”
- Carl von Clausewitz
A deep irony is embedded in the term ʽhybrid warfare’ being applied to the activities
the Kremlin uses against its adversaries in the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO).
The Kremlin employs this concept to confuse its enemies and to create a false perception that
Russia is more capable, powerful, and militarily superior to the West. Similarly, the term
ʽhybrid warfare’ sounds novel, innovative and sophisticated and feeds into this false image
immensely. Yet the term is two decades old and to this day there is no unified agreement on
what it really stands for. Donald Stroker, describes it, quite accurately, as
“an example of poorly constructed theoretical approaches that cloud our judgement
and feeds a dangerous tendency to confuse boundaries between war and peace.” 1
Yet the term ʽhybrid warfare’ is the label of choice made by the Western elites, to
describe hostile actions to confuse and undermine the West. And despite efforts of many
prominent political and military thinkers, this false image of ʽhybrid warfare’ to this day not
only prevails but grows in power. Thus, it is a great irony.
Similarly, to many, also this author argues that ʽhybrid warfare’ is an ambiguous and
overused buzzword referring to a military concept which is not modern at all. Nevertheless, to
amend the existing body of knowledge, a novel perspective will be presented here, explaining
the understanding of ʽhybrid warfare’ differs among the global actors. This is partially a result
of geopolitical division (NATO vs. Russia) but partially also a result of roles these actors play
Donald Stoker, “Blurred Lines: Gr ed Lines: Gray-Zone Conflict and Hybrid W one Conflict and Hybrid
War—Two Failures of American Strategic Thinking.” Naval War College Review. 73. No. 1 (Winter 2020): 3.
https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=8092&context=nwc-review
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in the ongoing hybrid war where Russia plays the offensive role of an aggressor while NATO
is in the defensive role of a paralysed victim. This will be demonstrated by comparing the
differences between understanding of ʽhybrid warfare’ between these two actors, while still
arguing that neither of these perspectives constitutes a new way of war.
This article proceeds as follows. First, ʽhybrid warfare’ is introduced as a theoretical
concept with emphasis put on its ambiguity. Subsequently the concept is defined from both
NATO, as well as a Russian point of view to demonstrate the difference in perceptions as well
as the overall ambiguity of the term as such. The 2014 annexation of Crimean Peninsula is
generally considered to be the most prominent demonstration of ʽhybrid warfareʼ as the new
way of war. Thus, the military concept employed during this operation will be assessed in more
detail in the second section to ultimately determine, whether it does classify as an example of
ʽhybrid warfare’ from both - Russian and NATO - perspectives. The third section will
subsequently present a number of empirical cases from military history prior to the annexation
of Crimea assessing whether these previous examples also meet the criteria of ʽhybrid warfare’
operations. If such cases are found, they will serve as ultimate evidence that the military
concept known this day as ʽhybrid warfare’ has been employed before the 2014 annexation and
thus the case of Crimea (and consequently ʽhybrid warfare’ does not demonstrate a new way
of war in the present.
Defining ʽHybrid Warfare’
There are many different interpretations of ʿhybrid warfare’ across the globe and this
concept is deeply embedded in military doctrines of a number of countries - Iran, China and
Russia to list a few. Broadly speaking, this concept can be described as a form of mixedmethods involving multiplicity of strategies, methods and actors. Nevertheless, there is no
internationally approved unified definition of it as the differences of understanding are too
great. For example, unlike its US allies, the European Union, putting a great emphasis on the
non-military aspect of it, does not define ʿhybrid warfare’ as an actual warfare but as
“the mixture of coercive and subversive activity, conventional and
unconventional methods which can be used in a coordinated manner by state or
non-state actors to achieve specific objectives while remaining below the
threshold of formally declared warfare.” 2
Consequently, the concept of ʽhybrid warfare’ is confusing, incoherent, ubiquitous and
therefore impossible to categorize. Does ʿhybrid warfare’ even meet the criteria of a warfare?
Cox argues, saying that it is not and that more accurate, yet substantially less marketable label
would be “convergent trends in tactics.” Unfortunately, the ongoing discussions whether
ʿhybrid warfare’ is a tactic or possibly a strategy remains inconclusive. Warfare, on the
contrary, is defined as making an act of war, thus does employment of ʽhybrid warfare’ against
a state actor constitute a (hybrid) war? Using Clausewitz's very broad and blunt definition,
“war is an act of violence intended to compel our opponent to fulfil our will,” one would tend
to agree. Especially since a similar definition, emerging during the conference by NATO
Defence College ‘NATO and New Ways of Warfare: Defeating Hybrid Threats’ is

European Commission, “Joint Framework on Countering Hybrid Threats,” European Commission. April 6,
2016.
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/MEMO_16_1250.
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“strategic in its ambition and employs a mix of disinformation, destabilising
gambits and intimidation to force an adversary to comply with those interests. The
essential purpose of hybrid warfare is to keep adversary politically, militarily and
societally off-balance.” 3
Nevertheless, the report from the 2015 conference continues, by further defining
ʽhybrid warfare’ as “a generic form of warfare, by which illiberal power seeks to paralyse the
policy and action of liberal states by attacking their open societies.” 4 This normative
dimension of ʽhybrid warfare’ is rather novel yet seems to be logical - authoritarian regimes
are better equipped to coordinate instruments of national power. Nevertheless, ascription of
ʽhybrid warfare’ to illiberal state and non-state actors gives it a clear negative connotation,
which might, in the long term, prove to be a self-defeating strategy. On the other hand, paralysis
of policy actions seems to be indeed a rather fitting description of NATO response to growing
Russian aggression, which goes directly against Clausewitz's interaction in war. “War is not
the action of a living force against a lifeless mass, but always a collision of two living forces.” 5
Thus, if neither NATO nor the EU responses to the Kremlin aggression, how can this be a war?
Indeed, trying to identify the red line between international competition and war is one
of the most pressing questions of the 21st century and this author believes that the answer is
far more complex than this. Therefore, it is paramount trying to understand the differences
between the Western as well as the Russian perception of ʽhybrid warfare’ - because the way
the term is defined determines how states respond to it and which government agencies are
involved in countering it.
Hybrid Warfare
The term ʽhybrid warfare’ is of American origin and, being used for the first time in
Robert Walker’s unpublished master’s thesis in 1998 - over two decades old. The term was
publicly used for the first time by Frank Hoffman in 2005. Hoffman laid the grounds for
Western understanding of ʽhybrid warfare’ and his book published 2007 - Conflict in the 21st
Century - is considered to be the most influential work in this area.
“Hybrid warfare incorporates a full range of different modes of warfare including
conventional capabilities, irregular tactics and formations, terrorist acts including
indiscriminate violence and coercion, and criminal disorder.” 6
Hoffman was influenced by the Israel-Hezbollah war in 2006 when formulating his
thoughts on ʽhybrid warfare’ thus he considers this conflict to be a perfect example of a hybrid
war. For Russians, the perfect example is the colourful revolutions. Interestingly enough, both
Russia and NATO consider different conflicts as early examples of successful hybrid war. This
can be considered as one of the root causes for the different understanding of this method
between these two actors which will be more elaborated in the third section.
Yet even at the dawn of the ʽhybrid warfare’ debate, there were sceptics disputing its
novelty. “The challenges (US military has to face) are archetypes. None of the four -

Julian Lindley-French, “NATO and New Ways of Warfare: Defeating Hybrid Threats.” NDC Conference
Report.” May 19, 2015. https://www.ndc.nato.int/news/news.php?icode=814.
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traditional, irregular, catastrophic or disruptive - exist in a pure form,” claims Nathan Freier. 7
Hence, while Hoffman understands ʽhybrid warfare’ as a novel and special category of
irregular warfare, Freier, similarly to the author if this present essay sees hybridity as an everpresent condition. Furthermore, he refuses the term ʽhybrid warfare’ since it implies military
character hybrid threat and proposes ‚ ‘hybrid challenges‘ which captures hybridity stemming
from a combination of military and non-military components. After the 2014 annexation of
Crimea, Hoffman admits that the problem with his ʽhybrid warfare’ definition is that “it focuses
on combinations of tactics associated with violence and warfare but completely fails to capture
other non-violent actions.” 8
The US Army uses the official definition of a ʽhybrid warfare’ to be “diverse and
dynamic combination of regular forces, irregular forces, and/or criminal elements all unified
to achieve mutually benefitting effects.” 9 Conclusively, western thinkers perceive ʽhybrid
warfare’ primarily as a combination of different modes of warfare. Hybrid wars can be
conducted by both, state or non-state actors, by separate units or by one unit, but generally,
operationally, and tactically directed and coordinated within the battle space to achieve
synergistic effect in physical and mental dimensions of conflict. The most important difference
between Russian understanding here is that the conflict is declared. The boundaries of the
scope of conflict and the battlefield remain clearly stated, the kinetic means have priority to the
non-military means which are employed strictly within the boundaries of the actual military
conflict.
New Generation Warfare
Shifts in means and domains are not new to Russian operational concepts. Since 1920,
the Russian military concepts involved in five distinct periods, while foundations of operational
art largely remained the same. The last shift towards non-military means and non-traditional
domains in the operational concept started in 2000. Indeed, already in 2003, Russia released a
white paper, the vital concept was swift destruction or control of communications, economics,
infrastructure and political command to disrupt command and control of the enemy with the
use of proxy forces both on land and in the cyber domain. 10
Consequently, Gerasimov used both of the conflicts in Estonia and Georgia in 2008 as
testing laboratories and was the first to describe a framework for the operational concept based
on the lessons learned. In his article “The value of science in foresight” published in February
2013 where Gerasimov gave his view on the operational environment and what a future war
might look like. 11 Almost two years later, in December 2014, the Kremlin released a new
military doctrine which was heavily based on Gerasimov's thoughts. Nevertheless, as
Gerasimov admits himself, the idea of an undeclared war has been alive already in 1914, in the
work of leading Soviet thinker George Isserson who wrote that,
“war is not declared at all. It simply starts with a pre-deployed military force.” 12
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Gerasimov built up on Isserson thoughts and added the application of asymmetric and
indirect actions by military-civilian components, special operations forces and hi-tech
weapons.
Compared to the Western ʽhybrid warfare,’ Russian ʽnew generation warfare’ is more
complex and politically led form of contestation. Indeed, ʽnew generation warfare,’ even
though it includes a military component, should be primarily treated as non-military and nonkinetic warfare. Three main, distinct features can be identified:
i)
ii)
iii)

war as an ongoing permanent conflict
employment of non-state actors
emphasise on non-kinetic operations and information warfare. Indeed,
according to Gerasimov:

“a perfectly thriving state can, in a matter of months and even days, be transformed
into an arena of fierce armed conflict, become a victim of foreign intervention, and
sink into a web of chaos, humanitarian catastrophe, and civil war.” 13
The first principle of ʽnew generation warfare’ seems to be the most important and the
most discussed one - wars are no longer declared and, having begun, proceed according to an
unfamiliar template. Indeed, the notion of permanent war is interesting, since it denotes the
existence of a permanent enemy. In the current geopolitical structure, the clear enemy is
Western civilisation, its values, culture, political system and ideology. Nevertheless the concept
of Russia being at ,war' with ,Western values,' suggests that Russia has returned to a Sovietera style battle of ideas with the West where, to paraphrase Clausewitz, peace is essentially a
continuation of war by other means. 14 This again supports the notion that Russian current
military doctrine is to a large extent an adaptation of the Soviet-era methods implemented in
the operational environment of the 21st century.
The second principle - employment of non-state actors is not limited only to irregular
proxy or commercial forces such as guerrilla, terrorists, insurgent mercenaries. Indeed,
cultivating ethnic Russian minorities is only the tip of the iceberg. Russia and especially its
intelligence agencies foster relations with a wide spectrum of non-states actors from political
lobbyists, tame journalists to hackers, a whole range of parastate proxies can be activated and
deployed in the pursuit of a political victory.
The third important difference between ‚hybrid warfare,‘ and ʽnew generation warfare’
is that the Russian view of modern warfare is based on the idea that the main battle-space is in
the mind and, as a result, ʽhybrid warfare’ is dominated by information and psychological
warfare in order to reduce the necessity for deploying hard military power, and encouraging
the opponents’ military and civil population to support the attacker, to the detriment of their
own government and country. 15 As a centerpoint of operation planning, are influence
operations, while all means must be employed in order to be successful.

Gerasimov, “The value of science in anticipation.”
James Wither,“Making Sense of Hybrid Warfare.” Connections: The Quarterly Journal 15. No. 2 (2016): 8182. https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.2307/26326441.
15
Jānis Bērziņš, “Russia’s New Generation Warfare in Ukraine: Implications for Latvian Defense Policy,”
National Defence Academy of Latvia Center for Security and Strategic Research. Paper No. 2 (April 2014): 5,
https://sldinfo.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/05/New-Generation-Warfare.pdf.
13
14

55

Strife Journal – Issue 15/16 (Autumn 2021)

Case Study: Intervention in Crimea
The annexation of Crimea is generally considered a textbook example of the ʽhybrid’
and ʽnew generation’ operation of the 21st century. Thus, it will be described in more detail to
provide a real-life case study of the full course of such operation.
Since the collapse of the Soviet Union, Russia considers Ukraine (and Belarus) its
neutral buffer zone with Europe, as well as a guarantee of its regional integrity. Thus, the
Kremlin regards keeping Ukraine to be a friendly and subordinate partner as a paramount
objective for Russian national security. Subsequently, Moscow considers any involvement by
the US or the EU in Ukrainian internal affairs to be a direct confrontation to its own regional
interests. Therefore, it perceived any cooperation between Ukraine and the EU or NATO prior
to the 2014 as attempts to attract Ukraine further into the Western sphere of influence and to
destabilise the pro-Kremlin Yanukovych government.
Ukraine itself has always been largely divided between a pro-Russian population, and
a more pro-Western one, culminating in a number of protests over the course of the last fifteen
years. The Euromaidan protests in 2014 eventually led to the fall of the pro-Kremlin
government and the election of a pro-Western one. This event consequently triggered the
annexation of Crimea by Russia, which was to a significant extent driven by a fear of losing its
priceless ally to the West. Indeed, the less than subtle subtext of the annexation was to be
perceived as a warning message to both - other post-soviet republics perhaps wanting to be
closer integrated within the Western sphere of influence, but also to the West represented
primarily by the EU and NATO not to meddle with the Russian sphere of interest. 16
As already mentioned, the ‚hybrid’ conflict being an undeclared one, it is difficult to
pin down its exact beginning, nevertheless, there is a general agreement that the hybrid
operation started some time after the president Yanukovych fled the country in February 2014
and the pro-Western government assumed power. Consequently, on 16 March, Crimea held
the referendum for independence and 96, 77% voted for a reunification with Russia - an act
which can be considered as the end of the ‚hybrid’ operation (the conflict itself, remains
frozen). In this approximately 4 weeks period - without much of a resistance - all of Ukrainian
190 bases on Crimea hosting 16 000 soldiers had surrounded. Russia deployed less than 10 000
assault troops - mostly naval infantry already stationed in Russian military bases in Crimea
backed by a few battalions of airborne troops and Spetznas commandos. 17 The Russian army
managed to break the morale of Ukrainian troops creating information chaos, using electronic
and cyber warfare, intimidation, bribery, psychological warfare and internet and media
propaganda to undermine resistance of Ukrainian soldiers, thus avoiding the use of firepower.
Hybrid Operations in Practice
The non-militaristic non-state actors played a crucial role during the entire operation.
Especially the Crimean ethnic Russian minority (1,5 million making up 65% of all inhabitants
in the peninsula) played an important part in legitimising the occupation. This was done
through the Russian consulate in Crimea, which started issuing Russian passports for the
Crimean ethnic Russians weeks prior to the military outbreak in February. 18 By this, they
effectively created a large Russian minority. The Kremlin could then later on effectively rescue
Sergey Radchenko, ”Russia and the West: Mistakes of the 1990s.” Riddle Russia. December 12, 2020.
https://www.ridl.io/en/russia-and-the-west-mistakes-of-the-1990s/.
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these people from a Ukrainian government which it felt would jeopardise the security of not
only Russians in Ukraine, but also of Ukraine itself. The next few days saw a number of proMoscow and anti-Kiev protests in Crimea, likely to have been orchestrated, by pro-Kremlin
proxies as well Russian agents to further spur the anti-Ukrainian sentiment. 19 As a result of all
of these unrests and violent events, Russia argued that it had a moral and, according to Russian
law, legal mission to protect Russian minority in Crimea. This unrest was followed by
numerous non-kinetic attacks in the form of information campaigns and cyber attacks on
critical infrastructure creating informational chaos and cutting down communication between
Crimea and the rest of the Ukraine.
As Gerasimov suggests, kinetic forces (both military and non-military) were employed
in the later stage of the conflict. During the seizure of the Crimean capital city Simferopol taking place on the 27th February - first the parliament was taken and the local government
replaced with a pro-Kremlin one, followed by other local institutions. This political coup was
orchestrated partially by the local proxies and paramilitary forces, partially by the military nonstate actors (the Wagner mercenaries) and partially by the Russian special forces (the little
green men).
Consequently, 190 military bases were attacked on 7th March mostly by Russian troops
already based on the peninsula as a part of a self-declared peacekeeping operation. Creating
information chaos, using strategic bribery, propaganda and psychological warfare together with
cyber and electronic warfare to completely isolate the troops, the Russians managed to break
down the morale of Ukrainian troops who have surrounded their bases without resistance and
many of them even joined the Russian forces. 20
In three weeks since the seizure of Sevastopol, the Crimea was taken from the Ukraine,
the Ukrainian forces were defeated or deserted, key strategic spots in Simferopol were
occupied, and the local government was replaced by pro-Kremlin supporters. The local
parliament held a referendum on joining the Russian Federation, recording a 97% vote in
support of secession from Ukraine and incorporation into Russia. Thanks to a very successful
strategic communication and information operations - two core components of ʽhybrid warfare’
- all of this was accompanied by the massive support of local inhabitants, and a minimal
reaction from the international community, namely the EU and NATO. 21
In conclusion, aspects of both, ʽhybrid warfare’ and ʽnew generation warfare’ can be
found in the annexation of Crimea. The blend of state and non-state actors, various military
units and civilians, and conventional as well as irregular operations, accurately constitutes the
ʽhybrid warfare.’ Similarly, Russian ʽnew generation warfare’ places influence as a center of
operational planning and employs many unconventional means to leverage it. These include;
deception operations, psychological operations, and well-constructed internal and external
communications - means which have been paramount to Russian military victory in Crimea.
Nevertheless, whether or not this intervention and, by extension, its hybrid nature, constitutes
an example of a new way of war - is not so clear cut.
Not so “New” Way of War
This section will look beyond the 2014 annexation of Crimea to find earlier examples
of conflicts which constitute either ʽhybrid warfare,’ or ʽnew generation warfare.’ By doing
this the author will offer a brief insight into the history and development of both of these
Mark Galeotti, “Hybrid, ambiguous and non-linear? How new is Russia’s new way of war?”. Small Wars and
Insurgencies 27. No. 2 (2016): 284. https://doi.org/10.1080/09592318.2015.1129170.
20
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methods and consequently, will add to the existing body of knowledge on why does the ʽhybrid
warfare’ not constitute a new way of war.
Past Trends in ʽHybrid Warfare’
While the operational environment where state and non-state actors conduct hybrid war
today has indeed changed, the fundamental principle of utilising a combination of conventional
and irregular methods to achieve political objectives is consistent with older forms of conflict.
Indeed, the emphasis on non-kinetic means is itself a reaction to the evolution of the operational
environment and, as such, many examples of ʽhybrid warfare’ throughout history can be found
when these qualifications are made.
Major powers sponsoring irregular fighters and non-state irregular fighters, and nonstate actors in the execution of broader military campaigns, have been central to Western
operations in Syria, Afghanistan and Iraq. According to members of the US special forces, the
US is executing its own hybrid war against Islamic State through a combination of traditional
air power, sending advisors to train Iraqi troops, Kurdish peshmerga, and sectarians militias
and training opposition forces with Syria. 22 Fundamentally, the Iraq-Syria hybrid war is not
one hierarchical entity against another, but rather an interconnected group of state and nonstate actors pursuing somewhat overlapping goals where the “social and political context is
complex and the state is weak.” 23
Another very important example of ʽhybrid warfare’ is the Israel-Hezbollah conflict in
2006. This conflict shaped Hoffman’s understanding of ‚hybrid warfare’ during his first
attempts to define it in his early work. 24 In 2006, the Hezbollah groups, historically heavily
supported by regional hegemon Iran, managed to resist one of the most advanced regional
armies for weeks. The conflict included a mix of state and non-state actors, with both sides
employing conventional as well as modern technologies to conduct information operations in
cyberspace.
Past Trends in ʽNew Generation Warfare’
Successful examples of ʽnew generation warfare’ are those conducted primarily
through information operations, whereby the centerpoint of (political) change is the local
population. Employment of kinetic means is not important for the success of the operation and,
if deployment of forces is inevitable, it should only be done in the final stages of the conflict.
As already explained in the second chapter, the 21st century ʽnew generation warfare’ is rooted
in the Soviet military doctrine and therefore can to a large extent be regarded as adaptation of
the Soviet-era methods implemented in the operational environment of the 21st century. Many
of the methods Russia employed in Ukraine date back to the soviet era and the application of
maskirovka or military deception used to take over state institutions, undermine civil society,
and crush all opposition to the imposition of Communist rule. Such methods were for example
implemented during the occupation of Czechoslovakia in August 1968. 25 Indeed, the ʽnew
generation warfare’ presents a continuation, rather than a revolution, of military strategic
thinking.
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When looking for examples of 21st century ʽnew generation warfare’ the Russians
looks at events which they regard as Western influence operation - Colour Revolutions or the
Arab Spring.
“Of course, it would be easiest to say, that events of the Arab Spring are not war,
and so there are no lessons for us - military men - to learn. But maybe the opposite
is true - that precisely these events are typical of warfare in the 21st century,”
writes Gerasimov. 26
Indeed, such events are regarded as perfect examples of successful information
operations on behalf of the West in order to promote its ideology and values, and in order to
undermine the existing system. In ʽnew generation warfare’, local populations are manipulated
by Western propaganda, that of which demands the current regime step down as locals call
increasingly for the implementation of western values, a rethink of their own political systems,
and to join the Western sphere of influence.
It must be taken into account, that Gerasimov has written these lines knowing it will be
translated and read by Russian adversaries - NATO. Therefore his thoughts must be regarded
partially as Russian external propaganda and one must under no circumstances feed into
Russian narrative of being a victim of Western aggression. Nevertheless, it is true that many
Russians still deeply believe that Russia has been under sustained and effective information
attacks by the US since the 1980s. Events such as the colourful revolutions and the emergence
of multilateral organisations such as the IMF and the World Bank, are all considered
instruments of irregular warfare intended to destabilise Russia. 27
As already explained in the second section, there is a significant discrepancy between
what is perceived as ‚war’ in Russia and NATO. While the Western allies perceive use of
political, economic, informational, humanitarian and other non-military measures as a legit tool
of state competition, Russia considers them to be novel means of conflict. Therefore, the
Kremlin does not regard itself as an aggressor but perceives the seizure of Crimea and
operations in eastern Ukraine as strategic defensive campaigns to counter US ʽnew generation
warfare’ against Russian national interests and values.
The invisible annexation of Crimea does not resemble a conventional occupation but
does indeed show similarities with the course of the colourful revolution. The beginning of the
operation was orchestrated as a civic movement of Russian ethnic minorities wanting to free
themselves from the newly elected oppressive Ukrainian government. Furthermore, the
through-a-coup established pro Kremlin regional parliament in Simferopol formally asked
Russia first for military intervention, and after the referendum to join the Russian Federation.
Similarly, president Putin asked Russian Duma for permission to help Crimea prior to
approving of the ‚peacekeeping’ operation. 28 Furthermore, the Russian’s demonstrated a great
understanding and awareness of the key target audiences, helping them to predict what
reactions to their own actions might be, and how to respond to these. As a result, Russian
media were able to establish a parallel material reality, legitimising Russian actions in the realm
of ideas.
There are statements from senior NATO Commanders calling the Crimean campaign
“the most amazing information warfare blitzkrieg we have ever seen in the history of
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Wither, “Making Sense,” 80.
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information warfare.” 29 However when evaluating the military operation itself, one must take
into an account the extremely favourable operational environment:
i)
ii)
iii)
iv)

Russia already had military bases on the later occupied territory,
More than half of the local population was of Russian ethnic origin with a very
strong pro-Russian sentiment,
There was neither cultural nor language barrier,
Majority of local population (95%) gathers their information from (Russian)
state controlled media - either the television or the internet (where the users rely
mainly on two major Russia social networks).

Yet despite these very favourable conditions, the consequent deployment of military
forces the perception of the conflict being a merely civic movement, as was indeed the case
with the colour revolution. Instead, the annexation was debunked as an orchestrated military
operation by another state actor. The Crimean referendum was consequently declared as
illegitimate by the United Nations issuing a resolution 68/262 on Territorial Integrity of
Ukraine. 30 Furthermore, the annexation further damaged Russia’s reputation in the world’s
eyes. Russia's violation of international law and its ongoing activities within the territory of
Ukraine have stimulated a response from NATO members of nearby countries in Central and
Eastern Europe, calling for greater reassurance and deployments in the region. It has also
triggered the implementation of economic sanctions on Russia.
Conclusion
This article has offered a reconceptualisation of ʽhybrid warfare’ as a method employed
during the annexation of Crimea in 2014. The main argument is that the concept of ʽhybrid
warfare’ itself is different from the perspectives of Russian and Western scholars.
While for the West its defining feature is a blend of state-non and non-state actors and
conventional and non-conventional operations with an emphasis on employment of modern
technologies, Russia's perspective is broader and more vaguely defined. Indeed, for Russian
military thinkers, it is full spectrum warfare with employment of means which, standalone, are
not usually perceived as military ones. Primacy is therefore given to the non-kinetic means and
the battleground is considered to be the minds of the local population.
Combining empirical examples from the past conflicts together with the relevant
literature from both Russian as well as Western thinkers, this essay further offered an ultimate
answer to the research question, whether annexation of Crimea demonstrates a ‚new way of
war.’ Given the historical evidence of this method being employed prior to this military
operations, it was established that annexation of Crimea presents a continuation rather than a
revolution of military strategic thinking
Ultimately, this challenges not only the ubiquity and salience of concepts such as
ʽhybrid warfare,’ but also demands a constant rethink of how such concepts are deployed - in
both theory and practice - to justify military change, development, and revolution. Both
scholars and practitioners would therefore do well to be wary of confusing contextual change
and the passing of time, with meaningful changes in military, political, and cultural aspects of
warfare, many of which stand the test of time. This is true not only in terms of the West, but
also with regards to Russia, and is of paramount importance as the divide between East and
West once again rears its ugly head.
John Vandiver, “SACEUR: Allies Must Prepare for Hybrid Warfare.” Stars and Stripes. September 4, 2015.
General Essambly, ”Resolution adopted by the General Assembly on 27 March 2014: 68/262. Territorial
Integrity of Ukraine.“ United Nations. March 27, 2014. https://undocs.org/A/RES/68/262.
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The Failure of ‘Plan Colombia’ and of US-Colombian
Counterinsurgency under President Álvaro Uribe
Guillermo Pérez Molina
King’s College London
Abstract
This article shows that the counterinsurgency campaign waged by Colombian President
Álvaro Uribe and the USA against FARC regarded the Colombian Civil War not as a war, but
as a problem of crime and narcotrafficking. As a result, the counterinsurgency campaign
suffered greatly from this misperception to the point that it misidentified the political nature of
the war and its centres of gravity, namely FARC’s impoverished rural support base and
Colombia’s historical agrarian conflict. While important operational victories were achieved,
the consequence of the military campaigns was a deepening of the historical political and
economic dynamics that motivated the FARC insurgency.
Keywords: COIN, strategy, Uribe, FARC, Colombia.
Introduction
This article analyses the counterinsurgency campaign waged by the Colombian
government of Álvaro Uribe (2002-2010) and the United States against the Revolutionary
Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC), which waged war against the Colombian Republic from
1964 to 2016. The scope chosen corresponds to Uribe’s two terms, the peace deal that resulted
from Juan Manuel Santos’ Presidency (2010-2018), and the duration of ‘Plan Colombia’. The
counterinsurgency campaign was a response to the threat posed by FARC during its peak
military power in the early 2000s, and was conducted under the framework of the 2000-2015
US-Colombian assistance package called ‘Plan Colombia’. 1 ‘Plan Colombia’ underpinned
Uribe’s notion of ‘democratic security’ and the resulting counterinsurgency; it effectively
turned Colombia into “America’s number three war.” 2
The research question guiding this study is: what are the problems of approaching
insurgency as organised crime? This question is especially pertinent in light of the identified
problems arising from Uribe’s perception of the Colombian Civil War (CCW) as a problem of
crime and narcotrafficking, rather than as a war, affecting the consequent counterinsurgency
campaign. This article will argue that the conflation of organised crime and insurgency seen in
‘Plan Colombia’ and the Uribe government’s response to FARC is best understood as a
continuation of the 'New Wars' narrative, which fails to properly conceptualise insurgent and
criminal violence due to its ahistorical approach and creation of a false dichotomy between
politics and economics. In applying J.C. Wylie’s strategic theory of power control to the study
of the CCW, this article showcases the importance of the political and economic dynamics
Jonathan Rosen, The Losing War: Plan Colombia and Beyond (New York: State University of New York
Press, 2014), 1.
2
Thomas Marks, “A Model Counterinsurgency” in Stability Ops in the Western Hemisphere, ed. Jenny Solon
(Fort Leavenworth: Center for Army Lessons Learned, 2011), 43.
1
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underlying the conflict and use of violence, whilst simultaneously highlighting the strategic
failures of the US and Colombian counterinsurgency efforts.
This article will first critically discuss the relationship between insurgency and
organised crime as conceived in the ‘New Wars’ thesis, arguing that the myriad of issues within
the thesis result in a mistaken approach to counterinsurgency. The second part explicates the
case study of ‘Plan Colombia’, using the previous theoretical discussion to analyse the strategic
failure at the core of US-Colombian counterinsurgency and show its link to the current situation
of Colombia and the problems it faces in implementing the 2016 peace deal. The importance
of this research question, and this paper’s response to it, is that it empowers a better
understanding of ‘Plan Colombia’ and Uribe’s ‘democratic security’ as part of a wider
academic and political context. Showing the strategic failure at the heart of ‘Plan Colombia’ is
of particular policy importance, since ‘Plan Colombia’ is considered a successful “small
footprint, indigenously-conducted COIN” 3 model to be replicated elsewhere (for example in
Mexico) among US policymakers. 4
Insurgency and Organised Crime
The generally agreed-upon distinction between organised crime and insurgency is that
criminals seek profit, whereas insurgents employ the revenues from criminal activities as
means to achieve their political goals. 5 This insight is axiomatic to the theoretical analyses
addressed in this article, although these theories develop in very different ways (and draw
antagonistic conclusions). Kaldor makes this exact same distinction between crime and war but
argues that in contrast to the political nature of old pre-globalisation wars, contemporary ‘New
Wars’ are characterised by the blurring of the boundaries between criminality and warfare as a
consequence of globalisation, meaning that contemporary wars are conceived as criminal
instead of political phenomena. 6
In Colombia, this popular line of thought leads to the perception of the FARC
insurgency as a problem of organised crime rather than a war driven by politics. This is the
‘narcoguerrilla’ theory of the CCW, a term popularised in 1984 by US Ambassador to
Colombia, Lewis Tambs 7, and maintained by key Colombian actors like Uribe and among US
policymakers. 8 This view regards the FARC as the key actor in the drug trade after the demise
of the Medellín and Cali cartels in the 1990s 9, and the FARC leadership as having lost their
ideological raison d’être and political objectives because of their participation in
narcotrafficking. 10
The overarching problem of the 'New Wars' thesis (and of its application to the CCW)
is that it reduces conflicts to a set of characteristics that supposedly are more prevalent in
Jorge Delgado, “Counterinsurgency and the limits of state-building,” Small Wars & Insurgencies 26, no. 3
(2015): 408.
4
Blanca Paniego, Lucha contra el narcotráfico: un análisis comparativo del Plan Colombia y la Iniciativa
Mérida (Madrid: CEU Ediciones, 2019), 43.
5
Bilal Saab and Alexandra Taylor, “Criminality and Armed Groups,” Studies in Conflict & Terrorism, 32, no. 6
(2009): 457.
6
Mary Kaldor, New and Old Wars (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2013), 2-4; Stathis Kalyvas, ““New” and “Old”
Wars. A valid Distinction?” World Politics 54, no. 1 (2001): 99.
7
Renán Vega, La Dimensión Internacional del Conflicto Social y Armado en Colombia: Injerencia de los
Estados Unidos, Contrainsurgencia y Terrorismo de Estado (Bogotá: Espacio Crítico, 2015), 38.
8
Rosen, The Losing War, 43, 50.
9
Arlene Tickner, “Colombia and the United States: from Counternarcotics to Counterterrorism,” Current
History 102, no. 661 (2003): 80.
10
Phillip Hough, “Guerrilla Insurgency as Organized Crime: Explaining the So-Called “Political Involution” of
the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia,” Politics & Society 39, no. 3 (2011): 381-382.
3
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contemporary times, as well as abstracting wars from its specific context and historical
background. 11 At its core, it imposes a false dichotomy between politics and economics, by
which actors must be either motivated by greed-profit—in which case they are criminals—or
by ideology-grievance—in which case they are political actors. 12 Such a view fails to recognise
that politics is largely about the aggregation of economic interests, as Charles Tilly’s 1992
analysis of capital and coercion indicates. 13 The 'New Wars' thesis’s emphasis on the apolitical
nature of contemporary violence thus results in a failure to recognise the way that political
discourse works in each context- in which the interaction of economic and political agendas
cannot be separated into distinct analytical categories. 14 In sum, a higher incidence of
criminality in contemporary wars does not necessarily correspond with a depoliticisation of the
combatants, as the 'New Wars' thesis posits.
This is not to say that 'New Wars' is an inherently poor theory. It correctly identifies the
impact of globalisation on the character of war. 15 Increased interconnectivity, mobility and
access to capital have brought about new opportunities for combatants in terms of financing
and access to arms, as well as linked local political-economic dynamics to global trends. 16 But
this does not necessarily mean that violence is no longer political. Instead, this changed
character of war corresponds to changes in global politics and is best seen as a manifestation
of the chameleonic nature of war. This is exemplified by the FARC insurgency in Colombia.
Contrary to Luis Alberto Moreno’s (former Colombian Ambassador to the US) claim that
FARC involvement in narcotrafficking since the 1970s led to a involution after which it ceased
to be a political insurgency, FARC never lost its political nature as a Marxist-Leninist peasant
organisation. 17 Indeed, despite acquiring between 50% and 90% of its income from
narcotrafficking 18, FARC’s historical demand for land reform continued to be the first agenda
point in its negotiations with the Santos government. 19 Moreover, the FARC notably reinvested
all goods and revenues into the organisation itself, which led to a considerable increase in
military capabilities. 20 This denotes the strategic logic behind FARC’s criminal involvement
and criminal violence.
Analysis of the FARC involvement in narcotrafficking highlights how involvement in
crime does not diminish the political reasons for conflict. Rather, the FARC involvement was
primarily for highly political reasons which fit into their larger objectives and strategy. In a
country like Colombia, where the coca economy is the only means of subsistence for hundreds
of thousands of peasant families 21, the FARC was able to present itself as the protector of
marginalised communities like the cocaleros. 22 Regulating the coca economy, resolving

11
Mats Berdal, “The ‘'New Wars'’ Thesis Revisited,” in The Changing Character of War, eds. Hew Strachan
and Sibylle Scheipers (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 116, 111-112.
12
Kalyvas, ““New” and “Old” Wars,” 102.
13
Charles Tilly, Coercion, Capital and European States, AD 990-1992 (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 1992), 4.
14
Mats Berdal, “Beyond Greed and Grievance: And Not Too Soon … A Review Essay,” Review of
International Studies 31, no. 4 (2005): 691.
15
Berdal, “The ‘'New Wars'’ Thesis Revisited,” 110.
16
Mats Berdal, “How “New” are “'New Wars'”?” Global Governance 9, no. 4 (2003): 482.
17
Hough, “Guerrilla Insurgency as Organized Crime,” 381; Vanda Felbab-Brown, Shooting Up:
Counterinsurgency and the War on Drugs (Washington D.C.: Brookings Institution Press, 2010), 69.
18
Tobias Bruce-Jones and M.L.R. Smith, “Coca, Clausewitz, and Colombia,” Studies in Conflict and Terrorism,
41 (2019): 6.
19
Macarena Arcos, Colombia: Un país sumido en más de medio siglo de conflicto (Madrid: Instituto Español de
Estudios Estratégicos, 2015), 7-8.
20
Hough, “Guerrilla Insurgency as Organized Crime,” 384; Felbab-Brown, Shooting Up, 70.
21
Delgado, “Counterinsurgency and the limits of state-building,” 416.
22
John de Boer, Juan Carlos Garzón-Vergara and Louise Bossetti, Criminal Agendas and Peace Negotiations:
The Case of Colombia (New York: United Nations Centre for Policy Research, 2017), 6.
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disputes, and delivering justice in the areas under its control meant that FARC established a de
facto state, even developing social, economic, and public works infrastructure. 23
This example of FARC’s criminal activities clearly shows that there is political action
associated to criminal economies and that criminal groups can be (intentionally or
unintentionally) involved in political discourse. This last view is convincingly developed by
Christine Cheng’s analysis of Liberia’s ‘extra-legal groups’, which become (unintentional) de
facto statebuilders as a by-product of their commercial activities and environment. 24 This is
because by virtue of asserting control, usually via coercion, over underworld illegal markets,
organised crime undertakes governance roles by setting norms, distributing resources and
solving disputes. 25 Depending on particular contexts, organised crime also engages with
“upperworld” 26 politics, even if it does not seek to replace the state, as the examples of the Cali
and Medellín cartels show. 27
This context-dependency means that a dichotomic view of criminality and insurgencywar cannot be applied to conflicts like the CCW, in which the main insurgent group responds
to a very specific interplay between economic and political factors. Instead, crime and
insurgency can be understood as a continuum that is contingent on the interrelation between
economic and political discourse in each specific context. This makes the violence and any
other means employed by both organised crime and insurgent groups inherently strategic,
purposive, and political, although - as understood by M.L.R. Smith - each type of violence will
be politicised to different levels. 28 With the notion of a continuum, the distinction between
profit and political-ideological goals can be maintained, though not in a dichotomic way. This
does not exclude the interconnectedness of political and economic agendas, nor does it reduce
contemporary conflicts to a simplistic understanding of greed-motivated crime devoid of
political and strategic connotations. In essence, increased criminality does not equate to
decreased political-ideological goals. 29 Thus, at this point of the argument, it becomes
necessary to introduce a general theory of strategy that encompasses both criminal and
insurgent violence into a single strategic framework. Utilising this will allow clarification of
the nature of FARC’s violence whilst also highlighting the failures of US-Colombian
counterinsurgency.
Admiral Wylie’s theory of control provides such general theory of strategy, and at its
core states that:
‘The primary aim of the strategist in the conduct of the war is some selected
degree of control of the enemy for the strategist’s own purpose; this is achieved
by control of the pattern of war; and this control of the pattern of war is had by
manipulation of the centre of gravity of war to the advantage of the strategist and
the disadvantage of the opponent.’ 30
Ibid.; Hough, “Guerrilla Insurgency as Organized Crime,” 390.
Christine Cheng, Extralegal Groups in Post-Conflict Liberia: How Trade Makes the State (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2018), 253, 281.
25
James Cockayne, “Chasing Shadows: Strategic Responses to Organised Crime in Conflict-Affected
Situations,” The RUSI Journal 158, no. 2 (2013): 12.
26
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27
Francisco Thoumi, “Illegal Drugs, Anti-Drug Policy Failure, and the Need for Institutional Reforms in
Colombia,” Substance Use & Misuse 47, no. 8-9 (2012): 977.
28
M.L.R. Smith, “Strategy in an Age of ‘Low-Intensity’ Warfare,” in Rethinking the Nature of War, eds. Jan
Angstrom and Isabelle Duyvesteyn (New York: Frank Cass, 2005), 33-35.
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Per this framework, combined with the notion of a crime-insurgency continuum, violence is
used to advance different political-economic interests. Some are aimed at controlling capital
and trade flows, whilst others aimed at establishing control over the political institutions of the
state. All are ingrained into the dynamics of the wider polity. This notion goes back to Tilly,
who considered criminal activities like banditry, piracy and gangs as belonging to the same
continuum as policing and war-making. 31
In line with this, FARC’s insurgency can be considered part of the ever-changing
character of war 32, with its criminal activities used to achieve its political ends and control of
the pattern of the war. The 'New Wars' thesis’s improper categorisation of conflicts like the
CCW as crime or narcoterrorism, rather than war, leads to a “destrategisation” 33: the failure to
identify the amount of time and resources necessary to achieve particular goals under
conditions of political uncertainty leading to technocratic solutions that do not relate to the
goals nor to the political environment in which they are applied. Counternarcotics and
improving state capacity and territorial control—statebuilding—in ‘Plan Colombia’ and
‘democratic security’ are clear examples of this.
Case Study: Plan Colombia and Democratic Security
FARC peaked in military power in the early 2000s. With approximately 20,000
members, it decimated battalions of the Colombian army in open combat and controlled around
40% of Colombian territory, including the hills overlooking Bogotá. 34 As a consequence,
Colombian and US policymakers feared that Colombia would become a failed state. 35 This
prompted President Andrés Pastrana (1998-2002) to propose structural changes like land
reform and seek US assistance in order to avoid the perceived impending collapse. 36
Resentment over the failure of Pastrana’s peace programme made the public more
inclined towards Uribe’s hardline approach to the guerrillas. 37 Uribe viewed the FARC as a
narcoguerrilla group solely motivated by the profits of narcotrafficking and identified
Colombia’s weak state capacity as the overarching problem to be fixed. 38 His subsequent
‘democratic security’ policy sought to address this by strengthening and extending state
authority and the rule of law to tackle the public security problem posed by the
narcoguerrillas. 39 In practice, this entailed an increased budget and the size of security forces,
as well as tactical improvements (e.g. US-provided helicopter mobility 40) to regain control over
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the national territory; this was followed by counternarcotics operations (i.e. crop eradication)
and governance reform. 41
This policy showcases the clear path dependency of the narcoguerrilla view of FARC.
Identifying the problem as poor state capacity compounded by a narcotrafficking plague
inevitably leads to a statebuilding solution combined with efficiency reforms and
counternarcotics efforts. Of course, this technocratic path dependency does not address the real
structural problems that are caused in many ways by the state itself. The nature of this approach
(which was inspired by the Malayan Emergency) followed a “clear, hold and build model” 42,
leading various authors to identify ‘democratic security’ as an example of neo-classical
COIN. 43 There are certainly parallels between ‘Plan Colombia’ and US COIN efforts in Iraq
and Afghanistan, where tactics and operational methods replaced the necessary cohesive and
balanced strategic judgement about the nature of the war and the impact of actions on the
ground on the broader political environment. 44
It was US assistance through ‘Plan Colombia’ that made Uribe’s ‘democratic security’
policies possible. ‘Plan Colombia’ formally became the way to ensure the national security of
the Colombian state, and protect US interests in the oil rich country and geostrategicallyimportant region. 45 US funds, hardware and military advisors became integral to the
counterinsurgency strategy that sought to target and reduce coca production and forcibly extend
the authority of the Colombian state. 46 However, as Hylton notes, in Colombia, as in Vietnam,
“US leaders confused tactics with strategy.” 47 This certainly explains the emphasis on
counternarcotics and why 72% of all resources were directed towards improving Colombia’s
police-military capabilities. 48 As will be shown, misidentifying FARC as a narcoguerrilla
group - and viewing Colombia’s problems as the absence of government authority - led to the
mistaken belief that its strategic defeat could be achieved via militarisation, counternarcotics
and statebuilding. The issues with this approach are outlined below.
The results of ‘Plan Colombia’ and ‘democratic security’ have been a success to the
extent that the weakening of the FARC led to their realisation that military victory was
unachievable; leading to their commitment to Santos’s peace process. 49 Violence levels
declined significantly as a consequence of the increasing capabilities of the Colombian security
forces and their expanded presence across the country. 50 Impressive operational victories
against the FARC were achieved by the Colombian government. 51 However, exploration of the
counterinsurgency’s strategic failures reveals that the current difficulties of the peace deal –

Emilio Sánchez, “La seguridad en nuevos escenarios de posconflictos y el papel de las Fuerzas Armadas,” in
Cuadernos de Estrategia 189 – El posconflicto colombiano: una perspectiva transversal, ed. Instituto Español
de Estudios Estratégicos (Madrid: Ministerio de Defensa, 2017), 137, 139.
42
Rosen, The Losing War, 56.
43
Delgado, “Counterinsurgency and the limits of state-building,” 408, 413; Marks, “A Model
Counterinsurgency,” 43.
44
Delgado, “Counterinsurgency and the limits of state-building,” 411.
45
Rosen, The Losing War, 51; James Petras “Geopolitics of Plan Colombia,” Economic and Political Weekly
35, no. 52/53 (2001): 4617.
46
De Boer et al., Criminal Agendas and Peace Negotiations, 7.
47
Forrest Hylton, “Plan Colombia: The Measure of Success,” Brown Journal of World Affairs 17, no. 1 (2010):
102.
48
Paniego, Lucha contra el narcotráfico, 16.
49
González, “La paz en Colombia es solo aparente,” 286; de Boer et al., Criminal Agendas and Peace
Negotiations, 8.
50
Shifter and Jawahar, “State Building in Colombia,” 146.
51
Adam Isacson, “Don’t Call it a Model,” Washington Office on Latin America, July 14, 2010, 2,
https://www.wola.org/2010/07/colombia-dont-call-it-a-model.
41

66

Strife Journal – Issue 15/16 (Autumn 2021)

and the very real threat of a revival of the FARC 52 – responds to the same historical dynamics
not acknowledged by the counterinsurgents. The military surge enabled by ‘Plan Colombia’
did not cripple nor defeat the FARC as intended. Rather, the insurgents showed their ability to
adapt tactically and retain important military capacity 53 (around 7,000 fighters in 2013). 54 In
terms of counternarcotics, the efforts were an absolute failure, since cocaine production
remained constant throughout the campaign, and it has reached an all-time high in recent
years. 55
These failures are a consequence of the mistaken approach adopted by the US and
Colombian governments, which misidentified the key centres of gravity of the CCW, namely
FARC’s impoverished rural support base and Colombia’s historical agrarian conflict. This led
to the furtherance of the historical statebuilding processes directly responsible for the conflict.
The formulation of counterproductive policies like Uribe’s intensification of crop eradication
(to target FARC’s income sources) particularly through aerial spraying, had disastrous
consequences. 56 The “largest, most intense and most sustained eradication programme
anywhere in the world” 57 not only failed to reduce cocaine production or bankrupt the FARC,
but it destroyed the livelihoods—and health—of peasant communities without providing
alternatives, thus deepening their grievances against the state and playing into the FARC
narrative. 58 Eradication repeatedly generated massive FARC-organised social protests in
departments like Guaviare, Putumayo and Caquetá, where the FARC had already frequently
mobilised hundreds of thousands of peasants in the 1990s. 59
This grave strategic mistake can be attributed to a failure to understand the role of the
drug economy not only in FARC-controlled areas but also in Colombia and its contemporary
statebuilding. This is seen in the scandals of President Ernesto Samper (1994-1998) 60, and in
those surrounding the Uribe government’s links with the United Self-Defence Forces of
Colombia (AUC) paramilitary. 61 Because of its importance in the military struggle against
FARC 62, the AUC case exemplifies the strategic failure of ‘Plan Colombia’ in seeing
statebuilding and counternarcotics as an overarching solution to Colombia’s problems. Being
directly founded and funded by the cartels (and thus playing a major role in narcotrafficking) 63,
AUC’s violence – and strategic purpose – has followed both the logic of criminal profit and of
counterinsurgent political action. In this latter role, the paramilitaries were part of Colombia’s
history of land grabbing and state formation 64 because they have served as protectors of the
interests of the major hacendados (large landholders) and other business interests threatened
by FARC. 65
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Their notorious role in forceful population displacements, 66 is only one of the multiple
contemporary agrarian problems of Colombia. Stark inequalities in landownership and
extreme poverty remain very high in rural areas, where 0.4% of landholders control 61.2% of
landholdings and 84% of the smallest farms control 4% of productive land. 67 Historically, the
hacendados elites’ capital accumulation has depended on the continuous expansion of their
holdings into frontier regions 68, something closely linked to the forceful population
displacements have characterised Colombia throughout its history and hold to this day. 69
During Uribe’s term between 2002 and 2010 2 million people were forced from their homes,
300,000 in the year 2009. 70
‘Plan Colombia’ and ‘democratic security’ understood these issues in a technocratic
and decontextualised way. This led to the failure to anticipate how the government’s military
campaigns (and the involvement of the paramilitaries in these) would play into these historical
dynamics and continue the process of forceful displacement. Thus, ‘Plan Colombia’ and
Uribe’s statebuilding efforts only deepened the agrarian problems that motivated FARC
violence. Colombian politics might explain this, as well as the interests behind the
narcoguerrilla view. Land reform efforts have seen slow and difficult progress over the years. 71
They have systematically been met with fierce opposition of the hacendados which have
blocked most large-scale reforms 72, in addition to the existing institutional mechanisms for
land grabbing entrenched in local power networks. 73 As Grajales observes: “the web of legal
and illegal practices that characterises land grabbing in Colombia can be interpreted as a
historical process of state formation.” 74
Thus, no matter how many development projects or civilian agencies to centralise rural
development and foster economic improvements were created 75, they could not offset the
government’s military campaigns, which continued the process of forceful displacement and
land grabbing. Most notably, military efforts followed a geographic pattern whereby they
focused on regions of rising economic importance in which FARC activities or popular
activism threatened the interests of local and national investors. 76 Hylton states that the
‘holding’ stage of ‘Plan Colombia’ and ‘democratic security’ was the “largest land grab in
Colombian history” 77 with 5.5 million hectares of land having been usurped between 1997 and
2007. The fact that Colombia has one of the world’s highest number of IDPs (7.7 million since
1985 78, whose number increased continuously during Uribe’s two terms) is evidence of the
historical dynamics that ‘Plan Colombia’ not only failed to acknowledge, but also exacerbated.
In this regard, the 2016 peace deal with the FARC certainly attempted to tackle many
of these dynamics, including the key pillar of ‘Comprehensive Rural Reform’ meant to “change
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the conditions that have facilitated the persistence of violence.” 79 The current difficulties faced
by the peace are a continuation of the discussed historical trends, particularly the unresolved
agrarian conflict. The ambitious 2016 land reform agreement has not even begun
implementation, and there is a lack of capacity and political will on the part of the current
government of Iván Duque to uphold many other points of the deal. 80 On top of that, a number
of ex-FARC commanders who participated in the peace negotiations have subsequently
rearmed and announced a new phase in the armed struggle. 81 If the peace deal finally collapses,
it will indicate that the military impasse between government and insurgency, and the
leadership of Santos, were not enough to overcome historical tendencies and the power
dynamics of the Colombian state. Of course, there are other factors that may play key roles in
the failure of the peace, like the various strategic mistakes committed by the FARC over the
course of the CCW, which significantly eroded its legitimacy outside its core social base. 82
Additional research is necessary to determine the role played by FARC in the failure of the
peace process.
Conclusion
This article has argued that approaches to insurgency and organised crime like the 'New
Wars' thesis or, in the case of Colombia, the narcoguerrilla view, do not conceptualise
insurgency and organised crime in a way that allows us to understand the interconnectedness
of political and economic agendas and their context-dependency. As a result, these approaches
present a superficial and reductionist view of complex conflicts. Instead, insurgency and
organised crime can be understood as a continuum in which criminality plays a part in political
action and the violence employed by different groups follows a strategic logic. Contrary to the
narcoguerrilla view, it has been shown that the FARC did not degenerate into a purely criminal
group, and also that even purely criminal groups can participate in the polity’s political
discourse and generate political capital, even if as a by-product.
Analysing the strategic failures of ‘Plan Colombia’ and ‘democratic security’ enables
identification of the strategic purpose that counterinsurgent violence had, and how it played
into the broader power balance of Colombia. These strategies failed to properly comprehend
the key agrarian centres of gravity of the CCW and instead adopted a range of technocratic
fixes to narcotics production, governance efficiency and territorial control. As this paper has
shown, these were not only unproductive but also deepened and furthered historical trends that
made a solution to the key agrarian problems behind the CCW more difficult.
Through this article’s framework, the strategic purpose of counterinsurgent violence
against the FARC shows that the CCW has a difficult solution. It has been argued that the
counterinsurgency plans deepened the drivers of the war by supporting the interests of, for
example, the landed powers of the region of Caquetá. 83 From this point of view, the
counterinsurgency campaign certainly was successful for the economic powers that benefitted
from military and paramilitary advances into FARC territory. From the perspective of the US,
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‘Plan Colombia’ was a pyrrhic success in that it degraded FARCs operational abilities and
avoided the failed state scenario threatened by FARC’s peak in power in the early 2000s, yet
failed to destroy the group, leaving it able to rearm whilst simultaneously reinforcing the threats
posed to the Colombian state by the narcotraffickers and other armed groups. To conclude, the
strategic failures of the counterinsurgency in Colombia show that approaching insurgency as
organised crime in a dichotomic way leads to developing astrategic, decontextualised and
apolitical solutions. These impede understanding the dynamics and nature of a particular
political-military context, and to analysing the enemy violence in an astrategic way. The
consequence has been a counterinsurgency campaign that has deepened and exacerbated the
historical agrarian conflict and the political and economic dynamics that motivated the FARC
insurgency.
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The Assassination of Iranian Major General Qasem Soleimani:
A Case Study in The American Warfare Practice
Giulia D’Amico
King’s College London
Abstract
On the 3rd of January 2020, the United States of America (US) carried out a military
operation in Baghdad using a Reaper drone that killed Iranian Major General Qasem Soleimani
and Abu Mehdi al Mouhandis, head of the Kated Hezbollah (KH militias), along with 7 other
individuals. 1 Soleimani was the leader of the Quds Force, one of the five branches of Iran’s
powerful Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC). 2 It is highly influential not only in Iran,
but also in neighbouring countries including Iraq, Syria, and Lebanon. In particular, the Quds
Force inspired many Shiite militias in their confrontation of US troops in the region. The attack
was justified by the US in the name of self-defence, and it represented a crucial turning point
in the US-Iran crisis. 3
Keywords: US, Iran, Foreign Policy, Targeted Killing, War on Terror, IHL,
International Law
Introduction
In a letter to the United Nations (UN) Security Council on 8 January 2020, the US
Ambassador to the UN, Kelly Craft, presented the targeted killing of the Iranian leader
Soleimani as an act of self-defence under Article 51 of the UN Charter. 4 Article 51 reads:
‘Nothing in the present Charter shall impair the inherent right of individual or
collective self-defence if an armed attack occurs against a Member of the United
Nations, until the Security Council has taken measures necessary to maintain
international peace and security’. 5
The US accused Iran of an ‘escalating series of armed attacks in the recent months’
arguing that they conducted the strike ‘in order to deter the Islamic Republic of Iran from
conducting or supporting further attacks against the US or the US interests, and to degrade the
Julian Borger, “US kills Iran general Qassem Soleimani in strike ordered by Trump”, The Guardian, (3 Jan
2020).
2
Mehran Kamrava, ed., “The Armed Forces in Post-revolutionary Iran”, Routledge Handbook of Persian Gulf
Politics (Routledge, 2020).
1

United Nations Security Council, Letter Dated 8 January 2020 from the Permanent Representative of the
United States of America to the United Nations Addressed to the President of the Security Council, UN Doc
S/2020/20 (New York: 2020).
4
UNSC, Letter.
5
United Nations, Charter of the United Nations, (October 1945), Chapter VII – Action with respect to Threats
to the Peace, Breaches of the Peace, and Acts of Aggression: Article 51.
https://legal.un.org/repertory/art49.shtml
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Islamic Republic of Iran and Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) Quds Forcesupported militias’ ability to conduct attacks’. 6 Moreover, the US declared a readiness to
engage in any additional operations in the region if considered necessary to protect US
personnel and interests. 7
Since the September 11 attacks, the US has conducted many counter-terrorism
operations. These missions were part of the American ‘War on Terror’ against the terrorist
group Al Qaeda, which was deemed responsible for the 9/11 attacks. However, as a permanent
member of the UN, the US commits to ‘refrain in their international relations from the threat
or use of force against the territorial integrity or political independence of any State, or in any
other manner inconsistent with the Purposes of the UN’. 8 Any operation conducted in selfdefence must be in line with the principles of the Charter.
It remains very controversial to use the principle of self-defence as a justification for
the use of force. Additionally, over the years, the US has broadened the interpretation of Article
51 of the UN Charter, allowing for a pre-emptive attack in case of an imminent threat. In 1986,
in the Nicaragua v. United States of America case, the International Court of Justice (ICJ)
provided a more comprehensive understanding of the prohibition of the use of force. 9 Indeed,
it objected to a US pre-emptive attack, even when based on the right of self-defence. 10 The
court specified that an act of self-defence was considered legitimate only as a response to an
armed attack, thereby restricting any broader interpretation. 11
As a consequence, two schools of thought have developed regarding interpretation of
Article 51 of the UN Charter: those supporting a more restricted interpretation, and those
advocating for a broader one. 12 The Charter does not specifically provide for the possibility of
states to engage in pre-emptive self-defence. Moreover, member states’ views on what
constitutes legitimate use of force vary substantially, complicating determinations on whether
use of force is justified under international law.
In this paper I consider the assassination of Major General Qasem Soleimani in order
to evaluate the conformity of this action with international law. To do so, I firstly trace the
main events that characterized the tensions between the US and Iran since the Nuclear Deal in
2016. Then, I analyse the foundations of the norms that characterize legitimate military
operations and I delineate the reasons why Article 51 is not applicable in this context. I also
support the hypothesis that the specific conduct of the 3 January 2020 drone strike on Iraqi soil
represents a profound violation of its sovereignty.
Context Analysis: the Deterioration of US-Iran Relations During the Trump
Administration
Since 2016, innovations in the oil sector have significantly improved Iran’s economic
situation. In particular, the adoption of the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action – also known
as the Nuclear Deal of Iran – in 2016 helped Iran fully recover from previously enforced
economic sanctions. 13 However, as soon as Trump was elected President of the US, he strongly
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focused on perpetrating an anti-Iran campaign. While the US felt threatened by the influential
role played by Iran, the European Union (EU) considered Iran to be a highly profitable partner
for international cooperation. At the same time, Iran kept gaining influence in the region – in
particular exerting power on some major crises, including those in Syria, Yemen, and Iraq.
In May 2019, as part of an ostensibly pre-emptive approach, the Trump Administration
announced that the US was sending an aircraft carrier strike and Air Force bomber to the
Middle East due to ‘troubling and escalatory indications and warnings’ related to Iran. 14 In
June 2019, Iran shot down an American RQ-4A, an unmanned aerial vehicle, over the Strait
of Hormuz. Although the US confirmed the time and the general location of the attack, US
Central Command argued that ‘the drone was flying in international airspace’. 15 Diverging
from its previous stances following such incidents, Iran then sent a letter to the UN Security
Council justifying its actions under Article 51 of the Charter and accusing the Trump
Administration of conducting ‘spying operations’ that necessitated a response in selfdefence. 16
A month after the downing of the American drone, an action conducted by American
military forces destroyed an Iranian drone near the Strait of Hormuz. 17 The Trump
Administration justified this retaliatory strike by arguing that the drone was approaching an
American vessel and ignoring its calls to move away, thereby constituting a serious threat to
American security. Many other attacks followed in October, November, and December. On
27 December 2019, Hezbollah, with presumed Iranian support, was accused of launching
dozens of rockets at the Iraqi base in Kirkuk, ‘killing a US contractor and wounding four US
service members. 18 Finally, on 31 December 2019, a group of pro-Iranian protesters attacked
the US embassy in Baghdad. 19 The Iranian Major General Qasem Soleimani was accused of
being responsible for the attack and he was killed on 3 January 2020.
The Inherent Right of Self-Defence
The case under study is a very complex one, which encompasses multiple spheres of
international law. First of all, it is centred on the inherent right of States to resort to the use of
force when they suffer an armed attack – as the UN Charter suggests – but also when they are
certain that an imminent attack is going to be launched against them. 20 The existence of an act
of ‘aggression’ is the principal requirement for the application of any measure of self-defence;
without it, resorting to the use of force is neither necessary nor proportionate. 21 Although in
the letter submitted to the UN, the US makes reference to the series of escalating attacks that
preceded the 3 January strike, it is still contested whether the State of Iran could be deemed
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responsible for those operations. 22 In addition, neither the attack on the American Embassy in
Baghdad, nor the previous events that occurred in June and July 2019, can arguably amount to
an armed attack by Iran or Iraq against the US in terms of scale and effects. 23 In this regard,
the ICJ in the Nicaragua case argued that it is necessary to make a distinction between ‘the
most grave forms of the use of force – those constituting an armed attack – from other less
grave forms’. 24 This definition is crucial when triggering Article 51 since ‘in the case of
individual self-defence, the exercise of this right is subject to the State concerned having been
the victim of an armed attack’. 25 Indeed, the threshold maintained by the court is still used for
the evaluation of the intensity of the use of force. This opinion is also backed by the 2005
Executive Committee of International Law Association (ILA), which approved a mandate for
the Use of Force Committee to produce a report on the meaning of war or armed conflict in
international law. 26 It found two components of an armed conflict: the existence of organized
armed groups and engagement in fighting at some intensity.
With regard to any definition – broader or stricter – it was repeatedly affirmed that the
parties are not in ongoing armed conflict. For the same reason, it seems unreasonable to appeal
to the Authorization for Use of Military Force (AUMF) 2001 and 2002 and on the ‘War on
Terror’ campaign promoted by the US as a justification for the use of lethal force. 27
Nevertheless, there are two main requirements for the application of Article 51: the parameters
of proportionality and necessity of the military action. 28 This would exclude any ‘unnecessary’
use of lethal force as in those circumstances where the existence of a real imminent threat
cannot be proven. When deciding how to act in case of an imminent attack, States must
determine the aims and the scope of the force that will be used and the tools that will be adopted
to achieve the preestablished objectives. 29
Going back to the American interpretation of pre-emptive self-defence, In
Understanding the Bush Doctrine Robert Jervis writes:
‘The doctrine has four elements: a strong belief in the importance of a State’s
domestic regime in determining its foreign policy and the related judgment that this
is an opportune time to transform international politics; the perception of great
threats that can be defeated only by new and vigorous policies, most notably
preventive war; a willingness to act unilaterally when necessary; and, as both a
cause and a summary of these beliefs, an overriding sense that peace and stability
require the US to assert its primacy in world politics’. 30
However, it could be argued that this interpretation may not act within the limits and
scope of the UN Charter. Nevertheless, this rationale was used during the drone strike that
killed Soleimani – although the Pentagon itself never provided evidence of an ‘imminent
threat’.
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The 3 January strike eliminated one of the most influential officials of a sovereign State,
on the territory of third-party sovereign State. It appears that the US has interpreted the
international obligations of the UN Charter in a very broad way to argue for the lawfulness of
its actions. The strike against Soleimani could arguably be lawful only if the US could establish
that killing him would in fact have disrupted those attacks and, moreover, that it was the only
way of disrupting those attacks. 31
Breaching Sovereignty of a Third State
Based on the evidence outlined in the previous paragraph, the case under study does
not follow the framework for a lawful resort to the use of force. When Article 51 loses its
applicability – as it (arguably) does in this context – a targeted killing conducted in a third
sovereign state can only be legitimate through the consent of the third state or if the ‘unwilling
or unable’ condition applies, as will be explained below.
With regard to the case under study, the US army acquired the authorization to act on
Iraqi soil in the months that followed the 9/11 attacks. In May 2003, the US and the UK
submitted a letter to the President of the Security Council ‘acknowledging their responsibilities
as occupying powers under international law’. 32 In the same month, the UN Security Council
adopted the Resolution 1483 which recognized the US and UK as ‘occupying powers under
unified command’. 33 Since then, the presence of US military troops in Iraq was justified by
Iraqi consent for the purposes of the restorations of ‘Iraqi’s sovereignty and territorial integrity,
recognizing the right of the Iraqi people to establish a representative government based on the
rule of law’. 34 Although the American troops’ presence on the Iraqi soil was justified by
Resolution 1483, it doesn’t preclude the wrongfulness of a US drone strike on Iraqi territory.
Furthermore, it seems that US did not acquire consent by the Iraqi government for the execution
of an Iranian official on its territory. Therefore, by using force in Iraq on behalf of the selfdefence rationale against Iran, it could be argued that the US conducted a violation of Iraqi
sovereignty.
In the Nicaragua case, the ICJ accounted for those circumstances in which using force
on the territory of a sovereign state can be considered legal: if ‘the State is unwilling or unable
to stop armed attacks against the first State launched from its territory’. 35 In the present case,
Iraq suffered a large attack, although it demonstrated that it was not ‘implicated in any
imminent attacks against the US’. 36 Prior to the attack, the US should have demonstrated
through clear evidence that Iraq was not able to protect its diplomats and diplomatic bases. It
should have also proved why the ‘imminent threat’ posed by Soleimani – specifically on Iraq’s
territory – required an immediate reaction by the US to compensate for Iraq’s ‘unwillingness
or inability’ to act.
However, President Trump has never applied the ‘unwilling or unable’ rationale.
Additionally, if there is no evidence of Iraq giving consent to the US, it could be argued that
the strike amounted to an armed attack against the Iraqi State. Indeed, the assassination of an
Iranian official on Iraqi soil could be considered as an ‘intentional intervention in or against
31
Marco Milanovic, “The Soleimani Strike and Self-Defence Against an Imminent Armed Attack”, European
Journal of International Law (January 2020), 6.
32
Sean D. Murphy, “Security Council Recognition of US Postwar Role in Iraq”, American Journal of
International Law 97, (2003), 681-683.
33
United Nations Security Council, The Situation Between Iraq and Kuwait, Resolution 1483, (2003),
S/RES/1483, paras. 4-5.
34
Murphy, “Security”, 681-683.
35
Paul Alston, “The CIA and Targeted Killings Beyond Borders”, Public Law and Legal Theory Working
Papers 303, (New York: 2011),
36
Milanovic, “The Soleimani”, 2.

75

Strife Journal – Issue 15/16 (Autumn 2021)

another State without that State’s consent or subsequent acquiescence, which is not legally
justified’. 37
Targeted Killings
In the course of the article, it was demonstrated that Article 51 could arguably be
triggered in the case under study. At the same time, the article argues that the US has resorted
to disproportionate and unnecessary use of force with an unprovoked armed attack carried out
on the territory of a third sovereign state without the latter’s consent. These findings urge for
an analysis of the legitimacy of the targeted killing of General Soleimani. In its statement of 2
January 2020, the Department of Defence had already communicated that Qasem Soleimani
was targeted for being ‘the head of […] a US-designated Foreign Terrorist Organisation’. 38
The use of drones in targeted killing operations are not intrinsically unlawful; in particular,
these military tools are employed in counter-terrorism operations in order to avoid the risks of
taking action in the field. However, the use of drones for targeted killings should always be
conducted in conformity with the international legal system.
The topic of drone strikes was scrutinized during the 27th and 28th Meetings of the Third
Committee of the United Nations 68th General Assembly. 39 The introductory remarks were
held by the UN Special Rapporteur on extrajudicial, summary, or arbitrary executions, Christof
Heyns, who underlined that the use of drones is not illegal, but the core question is related to
law, policy and practice of their use. 40 In other terms, he emphasized that drone attacks should
comply with the existing frameworks, in particular with regard to IHL and IHRL. He concluded
saying that it is a priority for the whole international community to comply with these norms –
whose main objective is to protect human life.
Based both on the doctrine and on the evidence acquired from the analysis of these
practices, it could be argued that – with specific reference to unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs)
– targeted killing should meet these conditions to be legal:
a)
b)
c)
d)
e)

existence of a recognized armed conflict, 41
the target should be a legitimate military target,
the targeted killing has to be planned and performed so to avoid collateral
damage and casualties,
it should comply with the prohibition to use weapons that can cause unnecessary
suffering,
military necessity and proportionality shall be evaluated.

Both IHL and IHRL apply in the framework of an armed conflict when considering the
legality of actions and of the measures adopted. The acting State is not allowed to use
assassinations as a deterrent or a punishment, and it must also be proven that the operation is
necessary and proportionate. 42 Most importantly, it should be ensured that all non-violent
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measures were exhausted before resorting to the use of lethal force, thereby discouraging any
kind of pre-emptive attack. 43 The requirements that legitimate targeted killings during
peacetime are not very different: outside the context of an armed conflict, the proportionality
and necessity requirements continue to apply, thus implying that the operation must be proven
to be necessary in order to protect the life of other individuals and proportionate with regard to
the use of force adopted.
The role played by General Soleimani further complicates the analysis of the legitimacy
of the strike. Being an Iranian Major General, Soleimani was considered the key actor in
directing Iranian operations – and also directing other regions’ decisions, due to the
involvement of Iran in various operations in the Middle East. Apart from breaches of
international obligations, the military operation did not avoid unnecessary casualties as the
drone strike killed other people travelling with Qasem Soleimani.
Indeed, the US should be incentivized to restrict its interpretation of existing
international laws in order to significantly limit the parameters the execution of specific targets’
killing. As it emerged that the US has not respected the framework of international obligations,
it should provide consistent justifications for its military decisions. 44 Indeed, the Trump
Administration should have proved to be in an ongoing conflict with Iran, it should have
demonstrated that Soleimani was a lawful target and that it was forced to kill him exactly where
and when it did. As the facts confirmed after 3 January, the targeted killing of the Iranian Major
General had unintended consequences: rather than putting an end to the ongoing crisis between
Iran and the US, the drone strike created profound and irreversible instabilities in the Iran-US
relationship.
Conclusion
As discussed in the preceding sections, the terrorist attacks of 11 September 2001
represented a crucial turning point in the stability of the whole international community. Since
then, some States have favoured a broader interpretation of the concept of self-defence
provided in Article 51 of the UN Chapter. In accordance with the obligations arising from
international law, in order to resort to self-defence, the US should have proven that an armed
conflict was taking place between Iran and US and that the military action followed the
parameters of proportionality and necessity. In addition, the US should have demonstrated that
the government of Iraq had given consent to the execution of an Iranian official on its soil.
Lastly, the targeted killing operation should have been conducted in line with the parameters
described above.
However, in July 2020, Agnes Callamard, UN Special Rapporteur on extrajudicial
executions confirmed that the US was not in an ongoing conflict with Iran and, thus, Article
51 could not be applied. 45 Indeed, it was proven that the US had not acted in conformity with
the norms of international law. Additionally, it could be argued that – in accordance with the
definition provided in Resolution 3314 – the assassination of Qasem Soleimani constituted a
form of armed attack against the State of Iraq. 46 Indeed, Anne-Marie Slaughter’s observation
following Osama Bin Laden’s assassination also seems to apply here: ‘having a list of leaders
that you are going to take out is very troubling morally, legally and in terms of precedent. If
other countries decide to apply that principle to us, we’re in trouble’. 47 The assassination of
UNHRC, Concluding Observations.
Alston, “The CIA”.
45
Elliot Setzer, “U.N. Special Rapporteur Release Report on Soleimani Killing”, Lawfare (July, 2020).
46
United Nations General Assembly, Definition of Aggression, Resolution 3314, (New York: 1974).
47
Anne Marie Slaughter, “The UN should issue death warrants against dangerous dictators”, CNN World, (May
2011).
43
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Soleimani can ultimately be described as an extrajudicial execution of one of the most critical
actors of a sovereign State on the territory of a third sovereign State without compliance with
international norms. When a targeted killing does not fall within the law enforcement
operations – thus, when the use of force is intentional and deliberate, with a degree of premeditation, against a subject already classified as a future target by the killing State – the
practice loses its legitimacy. 48

48
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Two Pandemics: Evaluating and Forecasting Incel Reactions to
COVID-19 1
Avery D. Schmitz
The George Washington University Program on Extremism

Abstract
The purpose of this paper is to draw attention to the growing threat of incel violence,
which has been exacerbated by COVID-19. For incels, the crisis has ushered in broad
psychological, social, and organizational changes. Deteriorating mental health conditions, a
dramatic growth in internet usership, and an increasingly active ecosystem of right-wing
extremist groups will fuel elevated rates of incel-motivated violence as the pandemic subsides.
Governments around the world should confront this burgeoning threat by funding initiatives to
curb extremist ideologies in schools, while leveraging existing online communities to provide
cognitive behavioural therapy to radicalized individuals.
Keywords: COVID-19, Incel, Ideologically Motivated Violent Extremism, Mental
Health, Internet
Introduction
The global spread of COVID-19 in early 2020 marked a new chapter of violent
extremism. In some cases, the pandemic has directly aided terrorist organizations like the
Islamic State, which capitalized on the volatility to regain some control in Iraq and Syria. 2 For
politically unstable states like Libya and Yemen, COVID-19 has contributed to deteriorating
economic and humanitarian crises and civil unrest. 3 In the United States, the coronavirus
compounded social, racial, and economic grievances, which drove high rates of violence from
right-wing militias like the Oath Keepers and Three Percenters in 2020. 4
Acknowledgements: I would like to thank Seamus Hughes, Joana Cook, Devorah Margolin, and Matteo
Carrabba for their encouragement and advice. Thank you to my family for contributing their editing skills and
supporting me throughout this project.
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Magid, Pesha. “Islamic State Aims for Comeback amid Virus-Expedited U.S. Withdrawal.” Foreign Policy, 6
April 2020. (accessed 10 April 2021), https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/04/06/iraq-islamic-state-comebackcoronavirus-us-withdrawal/.
3
International Committee of the Red Cross, “Libya: COVID-19 and Conflict Collide, Deepening Humanitarian
Crisis,” International Committee of the Red Cross, 20 August 2020, (accessed 10 April
2021), https://www.icrc.org/en/document/libya-covid-19-and-conflict-collide-libya-deepening-humanitariancrisis. (accessed 11 April 2021); Omer Karasapan, “Yemen and COVID-19: The Pandemic Exacts Its
Devastating Toll,” The Brookings Institution, 15 June 2020, (accessed 10 April
2021), https://www.brookings.edu/blog/future-development/2020/06/15/yemen-and-covid-19-the-pandemicexacts-its-devastating-toll/.
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States.” Center for Strategic and International Studies, 22 October 2020. (Accessed 10 April 2021),
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Looking beyond the activities of associated far-right groups, the coronavirus pandemic
has had clear and quantifiable impacts on the involuntary celibate, or incel, community. From
increasing interaction with extremist content online, to driving elevated rates of depression, the
COVID-19 pandemic fundamentally altered the landscape of violent inceldom. The
community may continue to grow as a result of these changes, and the risk to the public will
increase.
Incel violence is not a new phenomenon. On 23 May 2014, Elliot Roger perpetrated the
first widely recognized incel-motivated attack at the University of California at Santa Barbara.
Since then, there have been at least 65 victims of incel violence across North America and
Western Europe. Ten of the 13 attacks recorded since 2014 have occurred in the past four years.
The American-born ideology has taken root in Canada, provoking attacks in Alberta and
Ontario provinces. Indeed, violent inceldom has become a global threat, as demonstrated in the
2020 Hanau shooting, which left 11 people dead and was the first reported incident outside of
North America.
This paper will consider the effects of COVID-19 on incel communities in the United
States and abroad. Following this brief introduction, a review of relevant literature discusses
current scholarship regarding incel ideology and use of the internet. Direct and indirect impacts
of the crisis are then evaluated, emphasizing social isolation and changes in incel behaviour
online. To forecast incel-motivated violence resulting from COVID-19, this paper analyses
various psychological factors, heightened internet usership, and the intersection of grievances
as evidence of growing volatility. Finally, this paper raises concrete policy recommendations
to mitigate this constantly evolving threat.
As with many crises, the coronavirus has fostered instability and enabled the
proliferation of violent networks around the world. As environmental factors and extremist
threats evolve, preventative strategies must be implemented accordingly. This paper seeks to
evaluate how the COVID-19 pandemic has impacted violent incels and propose policy
solutions to mitigate emergent risks. Finally, this may serve as a framework for evaluating the
impacts of future public health crises on domestic violent extremists.
Contextualizing the Threat of Incel Violence
One of the fastest-growing threats to global security is that of right-wing political
movements. 5 Joined with many of these movements are ideologically motivated violent
extremist (IMVE) actors, who have recently become more active, according to FBI Director
Christopher Wray. 6 Sometimes overlooked when discussing IMVEs are violent incel
communities, whose activity has increased in previous years. 7
Involuntary celibates, widely referred to as incels, are individuals who ascribe to an
ideology which capitalizes on followers’ lack of romantic or sexual companionship. 8 Alex
Worldwide Threats to the Homeland, House of Representatives, 116th Congress, 2nd Session, 2 (2020)
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6
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Miller).
7
Bruce Hoffman, Jacob Ware, and Ezra Shapiro, “Assessing the Threat of Incel Violence,” Studies in Conflict
& Terrorism 43, no. 7 (19 April 2020): 569–72, (accessed 10 April 2021),
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DiBranco explains that, while its own entity, inceldom is predicated on values which mirror
those of far-right organizations such as the Oath Keepers and Three Percenters. 9 Central to the
ideology are themes of misogyny, patriarchy and white supremacy. 10 Women, minorities, and
immigrants are scapegoated for the ‘dispossession and oppression of white men’, according to
the Southern Poverty Law Center (SPLC). 11 According to a 2019 study by Farrell et al., incel
communities have directly contributed to a steady, quantifiable increase in misogynistic
rhetoric since 2015. 12
Incel communities and many far-right organizations operate in similar ecosystems and
frequently feed off each other’s rhetoric. 13 This propinquity is most blatantly demonstrated by
the large number of influential ideologues who contribute to both narratives, such as
Christopher Cantwell and Matt Forney. 14 While the vast majority of incels do not harbour
violent intentions, as researcher Mia Bloom notes, the lethality of extremists who do subscribe
to inceldom has been manifested in the recent attacks in Santa Barbara, Parkland, Toronto, and
Hanau. 15
Incels interact almost exclusively online, a feature which distinguishes them from other
extremist communities. 16 They have found safe haven on websites such as Reddit, 4chan, and
8chan. 17 Many incel forums are relatively small, with fewer than 100,000 users. 18 Referred to
as the ‘manosphere’, this ecosystem allows ideas to spread with unparalleled speed. 19 A study
conducted by Gothard et al. indicates an increase in activity on sites which promote inceldom
in recent years. 20 The same team identified a pattern wherein moderators disband groups (citing
dissemination of hateful, explicit, and violent content) and new forums quickly appear to
replace them. 21 Rather than organizing in static groups, these online communities are dynamic
and decentralized, which protects participants’ identities and the efficacy of these virtual
spaces.
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Impacts of the COVID-19 Pandemic on Incels
COVID-19 has significantly impacted followers of inceldom. This article proceeds to
outline how the pandemic has altered their self-images and introduced grievances which are
compounded by their ideological tenets. Other impacts discussed include heightened
sentiments of isolation brought on by lockdowns and quarantines, and a shift in how incels
employ the internet as a tool for interaction and indoctrination.
The Cognitive Impacts of the COVID-19 Pandemic on Incels
The cognitive effects of the coronavirus pandemic on the incel community are farreaching, with serious implications. Initially, incels viewed certain public health measures
(such as mask mandates and social distancing) as equalizers. They felt that, with the
introduction of mask mandates, they might find a romantic or sexual partner given that
attractive people would be required to obscure their faces. 22 More broadly, COVID-19 has
‘fueled [sic] self-pity, extremist fantasies, and hostility towards attractive men and women’. 23
The implementations of lockdowns, for many in the incel community, validated their
lifestyle and were cause for celebration. 24 In March and April of 2020, many incel forums saw
increased user activity by individuals excited that the rest of the population would be forced to
abstain from physical intimacy. 25 Prior to being banned in March of 2020, one popular Reddit
forum, entitled r/ShortCels, had attracted approximately 12,500 followers and was receiving
well over 350 comments per day. 26
The diffusion of various grievances stemming from COVID-19 through online forums
has altered existing belief systems and stoked resentment. Mindful of the link between incel
and far-right communities, economic downturn caused by the pandemic emerged as a point of
dissatisfaction within incel circles. 27 Similarly, disdain for government overreach intensified
as agencies and officials responded to the pandemic. 28 Many of these issues were created or
exacerbated by the pandemic and may have prompted some to engage with or adopt a more

Mia Bloom, How Extremists Are Exploiting COVID-19.
Anh V. Vu, “The Pandemic as Incels See It” (Cambridge Cybercrime Centre, 4 April 2020), (accessed 10
April 2021), https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Anh-Vu67/publication/344071293_The_Pandemic_as_Incels_see_it/links/5f50cd29299bf13a319a3a19/The-Pandemicas-Incels-see-it.pdf.
24 Mia Bloom, How Extremists Are Exploiting COVID-19.
25 Sarah Manavis, “Incels Are Celebrating Lockdown Because Attractive People Can’t Have Casual Sex,”
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to Violent Extremism,” Studies in Conflict & Terrorism, May 10, 2021, (accessed 23 June 2021),
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extreme version of inceldom. 29 Through discussion of shared grievances, more individuals
operating within the right-wing ecosystem will likely become involved with incel ideology.
The Impacts of Social Isolation from COVID-19 Lockdowns on Incels
The COVID-19 pandemic catalysed an unprecedented level of social isolation with the
implementation of lockdowns and mask mandates around the globe. The loneliness and
isolation already felt by many incels has become more potent as a result of these precautions.
It is widely known that social connections are vital for one’s well-being. 30 Both interpersonal
and romantic relationships can be resources for navigating life experiences and have been
shown to improve mental health. 31 Isolation of any form furthers susceptibility to adopting
extremist views, meaning that certain coronavirus precautions will increase the likelihood of
radicalization. 32 Living under unprecedented social distancing measures, incels could become
further indoctrinated through increased access to online communities prompted by social
isolation.
Inceldom and the Internet During COVID-19
Reliant on the internet for interaction and indoctrination, the COVID-19 pandemic has
helped incels reach a wider audience. As previously stated, incel communities operate almost
exclusively online, a reality which has not been altered by the onset of the coronavirus. The
internet has become a crucial asset, guaranteeing the growth of these virtual groups and their
rapid spread across countries and continents.
Due to heightened internet usership since the implementation of lockdowns, IMVE
content will be consumed more widely, facilitating greater integration between incel and rightwing circles. 33 To this end, digital echo chambers will play a key role. When exposed
exclusively to the views of like-minded users, individuals may become further indoctrinated,
and their violent potential could increase. 34 In addition, the intersection of grievances (such as
the economic downturn and government overreach) will likely promote interaction across
ideological lines. It is probable that the right-wing ecosystem will expand as a result. The
Ibid.; Emma F. Thomas, Craig McGarty, and Winnifred Louis, “Social Interaction and Psychological
Pathways to Political Engagement and Extremism,” European Journal of Social Psychology 44, no. 1 (4
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30
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32
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33
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https://doi.org/10.1177/1097184x17706401.; Mark Beech, “COVID-19 Pushes up Internet Use 70% and
Streaming More than 12%, First Figures Reveal,” Forbes, 25 March 2020, (accessed 10 April 2021),
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internet is a dangerous weapon which will change the landscape of IMVE in the wake of
COVID-19.
Forecasting Incel Violence Resultant from the COVID-19 Pandemic
The coronavirus pandemic will likely catalyse an increase in incel-motivated attacks.
COVID-19 has aided radicalization processes, provided justification for political violence, and
broadened extremists’ networks. Considering how these factors could exacerbate volatility will
lend credence to the assertion. The psychological toll of the pandemic, including heightened
levels of stress and depression, will likely contribute to the growth of violent inceldom.
Individuals spending more time online as a result of lockdowns may become more susceptible
to radicalization efforts. Finally, COVID-19 has worsened alternative drivers of extremist
ideologies, angering many. The culmination of these factors, each caused or exacerbated by
the pandemic, will likely drive an increase in violence perpetrated by incels.
The Psychological Toll of COVID-19 and Facilitation of Recruitment and
Radicalization
The psychological impacts of COVID-19 are profound, especially in respect to incels.
Heightened levels of stress and depression, in addition to widespread social isolation will
facilitate recruitment and radicalization to violent inceldom.
The ability to make informed, rational decisions is altered with the introduction of
chronic stressors. The pandemic itself represents one such stimulus and has created many more.
For example, financial uncertainty, job insecurity, and social isolation are changing how people
around the world make decisions. In addition, chronic stress can negatively impact one’s ability
to make rational cost-benefit analyses. In a 2017 study, rodents subjected to chronic stress
engaged in ‘non-optimal decision-making’, which increased their likelihood of preferring highrisk, high-reward options. 35 A similar study of 197 undergraduates found that ‘higher chronic
stress [among them] was related to more deontological moral choices’. 36 The tendency of
individuals to avoid moderated choices when under chronic stress is inextricably linked to
gravitation towards extremist ideologies. 37 Extended exposure to stressors generated by the
pandemic could remove rational and moral considerations by individuals who are targets of
radicalization. Given these effects, coronavirus-induced chronic stress will likely facilitate the
growth of violent inceldom.
COVID-19 has elevated levels of depression, a common complaint among selfproclaimed incels. 38 Notably, the disorder is directly linked to stress, and exacerbates its
symptoms. 39 In a March 2020 survey posed in an incel forum, almost 70% of respondents
Alexander Friedman et al., “Chronic Stress Alters Striosome-Circuit Dynamics, Leading to Aberrant
Decision-Making,” Cell 171, no. 5 (16 November 2017): 1191–1205, (accessed 10 April 2021),
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36
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reportedly suffered from depression. 40 Involvement with these communities perpetuates
depression, which leads individuals to engage further with IMVE content. 41 The cyclical nature
of this phenomenon reinforces how mental health issues can drive individuals to engage with
extremist communities. 42 Academics have characterized these online forums as ‘breeding
grounds for defeat’. 43 In an August 2020 survey of over 6,000 adults, respondents cited levels
of depression three times higher than a control group prior to the onset of the coronavirus crisis,
resultant from many stressors. 44 This dramatic increase in the intensity of depression brought
on by the pandemic is concerning, especially as recent evidence links depression with a higher
probability of harbouring extremist sympathies. 45 Factoring in the prevalence of the condition
within incel circles, these communities may grow as a direct result of the global health crisis.
Depression induced by COVID-19 will aggravate the current IMVE threat.
One psychological effect of loneliness and social isolation impacts the perception of
social threats. Sensitivity to these is heightened in the top 25% of isolated individuals so that
they acquire a hyper-vigilance to social threats. 46 For incels, who resent certain members of
society, spending extended amounts of time in solitude may increase their volatility to these
perceptions. This hyper-vigilance may increase some fragile individuals’ violent potential,
especially towards women. 47
Increased Internet Usership from COVID-19 Will Likely Enable Incel Violence
It is probable that spending more time online as a result of COVID-19 restrictions will
increase individuals’ potential for radicalization to violent inceldom. From the onset of the
pandemic, the time individuals spend on the internet has risen dramatically. Figures from
March 2020 show a growth rate of 50-70% since the implementation of lockdowns. 48 Given
that a percentage of individuals frequently interact with digital extremist content, this usership
increase will inflate the raw number of people engaged in this behaviour. 49 In many Facebook
groups associated with right-wing extremist ideologies, membership grew following the initial
implementation of lockdowns. In a sample of 125 such online communities, 63% were created
between February and April and nearly half of members joined between late March and midHoffman, Ware, and Shapiro, Assessing the Threat of Incel Violence, 568.
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April of 2020. 50 This diffusion of online right-wing rhetoric spreads ideas which justify
political violence and enables individuals to build social networks. This dramatic growth of
far-right extremists’ digital footprints begs the question: With their close ideological and social
connections, have incels behaved similarly?
It is difficult to quantify incel activity across online platforms. However, research
indicates a clear, rapid increase in unique authorship on r/ShortCels, one of the largest Reddit
communities for incels in early 2020. 51 This growth correlates closely with the implementation
of restrictive public health measures. Due to these precautions, individuals who might lack
confidence in pursuing face-to-face relationships would be afforded time to become involved
with online incel circles given the opportunity. 52 The dissemination of extremist content further
legitimizes and strengthens the ideology, making it progressively more dangerous as internet
usership increases. 53
In a refutation of the premise that internet usership will feed radicalization, critics note
that individuals often need social ties to supplement digital interactions. 54 While true in some
cases, this is not a universal reality. The virtually exclusive reliance of incel-motivated violent
extremists on online spaces to communicate negates this argument and reaffirms the likelihood
that the coronavirus pandemic will contribute to the growth of incel communities and violence.
COVID-19 Amplifies Drivers of Violent Extremism
Many drivers of violent right-wing extremism have been amplified by the coronavirus
pandemic. Frustrations with government overreach, economic turmoil, and domestic political
volatility will facilitate the initial involvement of individuals who are already active in the farright ecosystem in incel communities. Many of these grievances will supplement incel ideology
and rhetoric to further validate individuals who gravitate towards extremism and seek
justification for violence.
In a broader context, right-wing violence has become intersectional. Racial, economic,
and political issues have been melded together to assemble a growing ecosystem of far-right
groups. An emerging “salad bar” of ideologies presents a virtually unprecedented threat to
global security, by which motivations, tactics, and legal definitions are blurred. The COVID19 pandemic has compounded this intersection of issues, having caused numerous grievances
previously discussed. Due to their interactions with “salad bar” ideologies, incel communities
will become more accessible to a growing number of individuals as the ecosystem of far-right
groups expands. 55
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Addressing Current Data Concerning Incel Violence and COVID-19
A critique of the premise that COVID-19 will provoke incel violence relies on the fact
that such an increase has yet to occur. Notably, many perpetrators have attempted to maximize
casualties with attacks in Santa Barbara, Parkland, Toronto, and Hesse. Under coronavirus
public health restrictions, there exist fewer opportunities to target large public gatherings.
However, as these precautions are relaxed, circumstances which make it possible for violent
incels to attack large groups will re-emerge. 56
Policy Recommendations
Pertinent when discussing remedies to incel violence is the role of schools in
recognizing and mitigating threats and working to protect communities. Since 2014, there have
been four incidents targeting students perpetrated by incels. In three of these four shootings,
social isolation was cited as a significant impetus in the individual’s decision to commit the
atrocity. 57 In addition to targeting some of the most vulnerable members of the population,
school shootings by incels have proven especially lethal, averaging nine deaths per attack. 58
By providing school districts with resources to identify students with mental health
issues who may be susceptible to radicalization, policymakers can neutralize the threat before
it arises. As part of this initiative, clear and concise literature would be distributed across school
districts to all school personnel. Information describing warning signs for psychological
distress and extremist ideologies would be provided, along with steps to refer students to
counsellors and psychologists. This program would begin with regional training, wherein
representatives from school districts would be equipped with the tools to act as liaisons with
departments of education. Tracking referrals and cases, state officials would be able to identify
geographic areas of concern and allocate appropriate human, financial, or security resources to
address problems. Similar to the proposed initiative, the McCain Institute conducted a study
which aimed to identify elementary school students at risk of being radicalized to inceldom. 59
Including administrators, teachers, and parents in the strategy, the program was received
positively by all participants and represents a promising model for combating incel ideology
before it takes root. 60 This framework could be implemented as virtual classes are phased out
and would remain beneficial after the pandemic. Without long-term solutions, children are
more vulnerable to not only school shootings, but to the lifelong effects of mental illnesses.
Given that incels communicate largely online, some have advocated for clinicians to
employ cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT) in these virtual settings. 61 Mental illness is
prevalent among incels, and accessible healthcare is a possible remedy. 62 An initiative to make
CBT treatment available from trained experts, even over the internet, could have a positive
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impact on patients. 63 The federal government should take initiative and approach extremism
from a public health perspective, first by assembling a team of experts to study the magnitude
of radicalization across incel forums. Contracting mental health professionals to provide this
treatment would bolster the program and accelerate its implementation. Providing CBT within
online incel communities could provide mental health resources to individuals whose
psychological wellbeing is deeply compromised, and a successful program would diminish the
threat of incel violence. 64 Moreover, this framework might serve as a sustainable model to
combat jihadist and other extremist threats in an increasingly digital world.
Trans-Atlantic communication between far-right groups has grown in recent years, and
governments around the world must react to the shift. 65 The diffusion of ideologies, conspiracy
theories, and other information online has enabled the deliverance of extremist ideologies to
Europe. Throughout the pandemic, many governments have enforced stringent lockdown
measures, creating additional opportunities for incels to interact with extremist content and
perpetuate this trans-Atlantic dialogue. Given that social isolation can make individuals more
susceptible to extremism, the number of perpetrators, especially outside of North America may
increase as a result of the pandemic. States, especially those which have enforced stringent
quarantine measures, must recognize social isolation as a potential catalyst for violence. No
single policy initiative can serve as a remedy to every problem. Thus, governments must
collaborate with academics and public health experts to tailor mental health and
counterterrorism initiatives to best suit the threat. Responsibly implementing programs based
on the options outlined previously would mitigate the risk of incel-motivated violence.
Conclusion
The COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated the global threat posed by violent
extremism. The crisis has made fragile individuals more susceptible to radicalization, increased
interaction with extremist content, and erased divisions between violent actors around the
world. Indeed, the pandemic has radically impacted nearly every facet of terrorist operations.
As a result, the global community is now more vulnerable to IMVE than at any time in the
recent past.
The pandemic has arguably impacted incels more severely than any other violent
extremist community. The coronavirus altered incels’ self-conceptions and aligned them more
closely with right-wing organizations. Social isolation from lockdowns has worsened existing
mental illnesses and increased susceptibility to extremist rhetoric. Finally, digital communities
have grown and become further radicalized as a result of heightened internet usage.
Incel-motivated violence poses a greater threat to global security now because of the
coronavirus. The pandemic has taken a severe psychological toll on many, causing elevated
rates of chronic stress and depression. This dramatic change will make many incels less
resistant to radicalization efforts, and some may become extremely volatile. Elevated internet
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usership will inflate the sheer number of users interacting with extremist content online and
create additional opportunities for radicalization. As incels become more integrated into the
far-right ecosystem, their ideology will pose a greater risk to the public.
IMVE actors are more advanced than ever before, and innovative strategies must be
implemented to counter the threat. As what were once universal norms become blurred,
dynamic programs must be set in motion to ensure our global security. This includes employing
unconventional approaches to address radicalization. Initiatives to neutralize extremist ideas
before they take root and provide mental health resources to radicalized individuals must be
implemented to the fullest extent possible. Funding additional research into preventative and
deradicalization programs is crucial as it will guide our next steps against extremist actors.
The COVID-19 pandemic marks a new chapter in the fight against global terrorism.
Recognizing and responding to immediate threats is of paramount importance, but lasting
solutions will require us to re-evaluate how we counter violent extremism both at home and
abroad. We must pursue frameworks and mechanisms to not only address the risks resultant
from the coronavirus, but to be prepared for the next global crisis when it occurs.
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Holding the Line: Why Militant Wings Are Maintained by Politically
Engaged Groups
Daniel Durgavich
University of Virginia

Abstract
Certain terrorist organizations will engage in the political system; however, many will
also maintain militant wings. Understanding the reasons for this may help to provide a lens
through which to create policy solutions to reduce violence. Three reasons for this trend are
hypothesized: benefit acquisition, continuing recruitment, and lack of trust. These hypotheses
are tested against two case studies, the Palestinian Liberation Organization and Hezbollah, who
have both engaged in the dual militant/political method. Recommendations on amelioration
and benefit denial are then drawn from the conclusions derived from these studies.

Keywords: Counterterrorism/terrorism, Political Affairs, Policy, PLO, Hezbollah

Introduction
Terror is a tactic used to achieve a political end; however, groups that use terror often
also participate in more conventional forms of civil activity, usually through the creation of
political wings. In fact, for many terror groups, entering into the political system as a means of
achieving their policy objectives is equally important to ensuring that those objectives are met
through violence. Legitimately entering the body politic is an important step in the life of a
terrorist organization, usually associated with greater authority and visibility than previously
had. Despite this new legal authority, many groups will continue to engage in simultaneous
terrorist tactics, such as violence and disruption. This raises the question: why do these groups
maintain this tactic despite the negative impact it may have on their legal activities? In order
to answer this question, two groups, Hezbollah and the Palestinian Liberation Organization
(PLO), were analysed which have tried to achieve political goals through both violence and
political means and consider the motivation for the maintenance of their militant wing. A
variety of causal factors were considered to determine what may be in play for these different
organizations, in order to see why the preservation of a militant wing occurs despite political
legitimacy. From these causal factors, conclusions were drawn on the cause of maintaining a
terrorist wing and propose several potential policy practices that can emerge from the data.
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Hypotheses
The question of why these groups maintain terrorist tactics can best be explained by a
successful trade-off of opportunity costs. If they are choosing to maintain this tactic, it must
provide more benefit to the group than it costs them in political leverage. This assumption
follows from previous literature that asserts that terrorist organizations are rational actors who
are seeking an end, rather than attempting to create chaos to benefit their situation. 1 Andrew
Kydd and Barbara Walter posit this in their study of why terrorist organizations choose to
launch attacks to break up negotiations. Any chaos that is created is intentional and focused
towards the group's objective or with a rational purpose in mind. 2 As an example, the PLO has
been very targeted with their attacks since their entry into the Oslo Accords, choosing only to
do so at particular moments rather than maintain an active stream of violence. 3 The other key
element that must be taken into account for the type of group that is being studied is that
political actors are largely considered rational in their action, even if their desires may be
viewed as irrational. 4 While neither of these models are irrefutable, they seem to do the best to
explain how the types of militant organizations that develop political wings function on the
global stage. The most obvious question posed by the rational actor model is what is being
gained by maintaining a militant wing when there are political opportunities available.
The first hypothesis is that maintaining a militant wing is a tactic which succeeds in
providing benefit to the group’s legal efforts. More precisely, the use of terror tactics helps to
create the situations that increase political authority for a particular group or strengthens them
in some other manner. It can sometimes increase support for the cause politically when there
is an active threat. This active threat is created through the mythos of the militant wing, which
breeds a sense of immediate danger. It can also help to dampen opposition support or work to
shape public opinion in a more aggressive manner, through intimidating opponents and
securing votes to ensure political outcomes. The hypothesis rests on the belief that these groups
are seeking to achieve an end through violence as the most viable option presented at the
moment. 5 It also implies that legitimacy is not the sole aim of the group, but rather that there
are other benefits that can be gained outside of the political process.
The second hypothesis is that these groups retain their militancy in order to continue
recruitment more broadly. There are three sub-areas related to this kind of recruitment. The
first is that the political arena is a complicated world full of determined, cunning people. While
some leaders of terrorist organizations may have the skill and talent for such an endeavour, not
every person accepted into a terror group possesses these abilities. While it is true that the
average terrorist is comparatively well educated, there is still a degree of sophistication when
it comes to politics that is not seen in all recruits. 6 This kind of recruitment bias has been
described in the literature before, through studies such as the one done by Ariel Marari, Ilan
Kydd, Andrew, and Barbara F. Walter. "Sabotaging the Peace: The Politics of Extremist Violence."
International Organization 56, no. 2 (2002): 263-96. www.jstor.org/stable/3078606.
2
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Diamant, Arie Bibi, Yoav Broshi & Giora Zakin. Their study broke down recruitment in
organizations to determine where the primary acceptance rate came from and from what section
of society. 7 The conclusion found was that terrorist groups are choosy when they admit
members into their ranks. The same logic could therefore be applied to their political wings as
well. By maintaining a distinction between the wings, the group can continue to recruit new
members to the ideology, regardless of talent. The second sub-area is an organizational
component. Like any organization, terrorist groups have a high management cost which
requires expertise to upkeep and maintain. This is particularly important for different wings,
which require different specialists and methods of communication to maintain. 8 There are two
major benefits for keeping these groups separate. The first is to allow for the group to maintain
its terrorist activities while also offering plausible deniability to the political wing. The other
is to ensure that the group persists in the face of potential failure. If a terror group is afraid that
their legitimate method to achieve their political end could be threatened by traditional means
might secure their position through a militant wing. While this is not always the case, it is
certainly a consideration for any group that seeks to enter into that space. Lastly, there is the
question of ideological purity within recruitment. Altering courses one way or another may
drive potential recruits away due to the question of how a group wants to present themselves
to the global community. Some individuals may only arrive at the group due to the use of
violence, which attracts them. Moving away from that ideological purity would endanger the
group and potentially lead to dissolution in toto.
Thirdly, groups will maintain a militant wing if they feel that political recognition will
not fully achieve their objective. This hypothesis considers the idea that certain types of
terrorism may feel more of a need to maintain their wings than others. Nationalist
organizations, as an example, may feel more compelled to maintain a militant wing in order to
ensure that they are able to defend their people than a leftist group, which is seeking only a
political aim, and not a liberation from the current polity at large. This distinction may give
greater cause for the roots of terror writ large and thus the impact of establishing a political
arm.

The Case of the PLO
The first case study is that of the PLO, which can be described as either a nationalist or
an Islamist terrorist organization. This group, founded in 1964, was solely dedicated to the
liberation of the Palestinian people, through violence if necessary. 9 In order to achieve this, it
engaged in a large number of terror attacks throughout the latter half of the twentieth century,
which earned it a categorization as a terrorist organization by both the United States and
Israel. 10 Despite this label, it also established diplomatic ties with other nations, leading to it
developing a degree of political legitimacy. The PLO eventually received political recognition
from almost 100 nations globally at the height of its sole power over the Palestinian
movement. 11 The result was a shift in tactics away from violence. One of the most major
changes that came from this particular shift was the recognition of two United Nations
Ibid (2009) , 89
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resolutions, 242 and 338, in the mid 1990’s, which involved abandoning violence as a tactic. 12
These were followed by further negotiated treaties, such as the Oslo Accords, which created a
formal political wing, the Palestinian Authority (PA) to implement policy for Palestinians. 13
The peace that followed was short lived, as violence resumed in the twenty first century,
launched by the never-disbanded militant wing. This wing was run by the same leaders who
ran the political wing at the turn of the century. In partnership with other Palestinian groups,
the PLO participated in the later Intifadas, continuing the violence that they had perpetuated
before recognized political representation. 14 There have not been large efforts within the PA to
reduce the presence of these particular militias, to the disdain of Israel.
The question emerges of what has come of the continued presence of the militant wing
of the PLO. It appears that maintaining the wing has helped to gain greater benefit for the group
in terms of passive and active support among different parts of the Palestinian Independence
movement, which had increased in its diversity following the creation of the PA. 15 No longer
the sole representative, the PLO was but one party among many in the new body, whose
authority came from broad elections. This bred resentment from the PLO, both from losing
sole legitimacy and having its political power reduced. Since complete control of Palestine was
no longer achievable, they sought other ways to demonstrate their opposition to Israel and
support of the Palestinian people in the form of violence. Even as elements of the PLO entered
back into the PA, the shift towards violence continued, bolstered by the distinction between the
two bodies in Palestinian life.
Additionally, in this political separation, there emerged another actor who would
contend for power and political control in the occupied territories of Palestine: Hamas. At
present the largest party in the legislature, Hamas emerged as an offshoot of the Egyptian
Muslim Brotherhood in 1987 and has firmly rejected working on a truce with Israel for many
years. 16 This is in part because they have very high standards for a truce, but also because they
see the idea of a conflict as necessary for liberation. They stand as the rival to the PLO and its
political wing, Fatah. 17 This surge in popularity helps to support the hypothesis that the contest
between the two powers has a significant role to play in the alteration of the strategy of the
PLO. The maintenance of the militant wing was to ensure that the benefits gained by violent
action would not be monopolized by a rival power. This rivalry could very well play a
significant role in the continued presence of militancy in the group as a whole.
Legitimacy for the PLO had an impact on supplies, but not recruitment. In a 1974 paper,
Ronald Macintyre points out that broad international support originated in more progressive,
rather than conservative, Arab states. 18 This meant that conservative states more dedicated to
the cause, such as Saudi Arabia, slowly began to reduce material aid. 19 Lack of clear data made
publicly available on the topic make specific numbers difficult to come by, but historical trends
indicate that this militant wing made recruitment only viable from more revolutionary
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countries, but did not harm recruitment numbers. 20 This indicates that while the breadth of the
pool slimmed, total fighters did not.
Moreover, there does not appear to be any evidence that the maintenance of the military
wing was done for the sake of organization efficiency. Rather, it seemed to be a way of having
some semblance of a defence force in place. Eventually this force would be subsumed by the
Palestinian National Security Forces of the PA, but the principle remains the same. Both sought
to maintain the militant wing not for organizational reasons but for practical ones. The benefit
of separation for the PLO was that there were fewer restrictions on the use of the force, which
led to the use of terror tactics. Now distinct, the PLO has less control on the recruitment of new
fighters and not all are dedicated to the PLO’s beliefs.
The final variable is that of successful completion of goal. The goal of the PLO is the
liberation of the Palestinian people from Israeli rule, which has not been satisfied through
political means. The Oslo Accords, which were meant to be the beginning of a lasting peace,
did not succeed in that objective. The persistence of a militant wing demonstrates that the
Accords faltered in the objective of the PLO in their hope to find their goal of a Palestinian
state through political means. One such example is the continued mentioning of the destruction
of Israel as a key goal in the PLO covenant, despite the words of the Oslo Accords. 21
Additionally, the PLO has not been recognized as the sole representative of the Palestinian
people, which is a further frustration for the group and reduces its margins to act. These factors
point to a failure by the group to obtain its goals through political legitimacy and thus speak to
the cause of its renewed violent response. If there was to be a reduction in militancy, the PLO
would need greater assurances that it could trust both its rivals, Hamas and Israel, in this peacemaking process.

The Case of Hezbollah
A second example can be found just slightly to the north, in Lebanon, in Hezbollah.
Formed in the 1980’s, the group is an Islamist organization, dedicated to the principles of
countering Israel and representing Shia Muslims in Lebanon. 22 The group has significant
external ties to nations such as Iran, and for its early years much of its activities were associated
with violent acts, especially against Western influence. For example, Hezbollah was
responsible for the bombing of the United States embassy in Beirut in 1983. 23 These actions
placed Hezbollah among the Islamist terrorist organizations listed by many Western nations,
including the United States. 24
Hezbollah entered the political sphere of Lebanon for the first time in 1992. 25 This was
a transition from previous activities and marked a semi-legitimacy within the state. Part of the
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appeal of Hezbollah for politics was its explicitly Shia beliefs. 26 As with many other Middle
Eastern political arenas, political parties tend to divide on sectarian grounds as much as on
partisan grounds, due to the centuries of conflict between different sects. The largest divide lies
between Shia and Sunni Muslims, who continue to fight for control of the Middle East. This
divide provided an opening for Hezbollah to enter the political scene to further its efforts. 27
Since 2005, Hezbollah has been a participating member of the governing coalition of the
country, granting it even greater authority within the state. Since entering government, its goal
seems to be to secure itself as a recognized part of the official government of Lebanon,
bolstering the authority it already possesses through force. 28 While Hezbollah may not have
the largest say in government policy, as a cabinet stakeholder it does have considerable
influence, and indeed, often functions as the sole reason the government exists.
Despite its presence in the government, Hezbollah has routinely refused to relinquish
its militant activities. The largest example of this remains that of the 2006 Lebanon War,
alternatively called the Hezbollah-Israel War due to the near sole involvement of Hezbollah
militants on the Lebanese side. 29 In mid-2006, these militants launched a cross border raid that
saw several rockets land on the Golan Heights, which is territory claimed by both Israel and
Lebanon. This led to attacks returning from the Israeli Defence Force (IDF), which launched
an invasion of the Lebanese state. The total loss of life numbered in the thousands and there
were hundreds of thousands of internally displaced people. A peace was eventually settled by
the end of the summer; however, the damage had already been done. The continued presence
of militant Hezbollah troops still exists to this day, with an ever-larger stockpile of arms and
weapons according to some reports. 30
Hezbollah maintains its continued militancy due to one obvious benefit. The military
of Hezbollah independently is considered to be better prepared and stronger than that of the
Lebanese military, giving little reason for Hezbollah to reduce its personal authority to support
the state. Additionally, there is the continued support that comes from Iran, which backs
Hezbollah’s militant actions. This is evident in studies of the 2006 war, which some have
indicated was really a proxy conflict between Iran and Israel, rather than a continuation of the
Arab-Israeli Conflict. 31 Such arguments point to the potential of a secondary source outside of
the governing structure, which provides the kind of legitimacy desired by the group. There is
also an international scope that must be considered for Hezbollah. Unlike the PLO, whose
groups are located totally in Palestine, Hezbollah is a transnational terrorist organization, with
members and cells present in countries ranging from Cuba to Korea. 32 As such, the group has
an incentive to maintain militancy at home in order to ensure that there is continued militancy
abroad. This disincentivizes them from engaging in efforts to reduce the amount of terror that
they commit in order to ensure that they maintain control abroad. These factors all seem to be
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potentially significant for the creation of increased amounts of terror. This also speaks as to
why the group chooses to not fully remove itself from the sphere of violent action.
Unlike the PLO, recruitment for Hezbollah is impacted due to changes in militancy.
While recruitment numbers are not fully known, the group’s guiding manifesto is one of
ideological warfare. It explicitly states its disdain for an American-centric international system,
and a desire to resist it both politically and militarily. 33 This statement indicates an expectation
of violence to oppose the standards that are not supported, which draws many to the group. It
should also be noted that unlike the PLO, there is a much greater degree of unity between the
military and political wings. This unity means that there are limited options to reducing
militancy, even to gain local political power. For this reason, it is important for Hezbollah to
maintain its military wing so that it can continue to be received positively by its international
partners.
There is a final question regarding the political aims of the group. Here there are once
again two primary points: success and competition. Success seems to be limited for Hezbollah's
political end. While Hezbollah has been a part of the government for over a decade, it has never
gained more than two ministers in the cabinet. This minority status makes them both an integral
part of the government, but also keeps their power much more limited than they may desire
officially. 34 This does not prevent Hezbollah from continuing to manifest its power through the
political bases that it already possesses, but also does not allow it to expand so that it has far
greater control of the region. Additionally, there is competition that exists which threatens
Hezbollah’s political stability. In recent elections, Hezbollah has been beaten out by the rival
Shia party, Amal, by just one minister in the past two governments. Hezbollah may therefore
be maintaining its militant forces in order to ensure that it continues to hold seats in this cabinet
through the threat of violence. The presence of a rival party always poses a threat that cannot
be fully eliminated if political legitimacy is to be maintained. Luckily, Amal is a partner party,
which reduces some of the threats it poses to the continued presence of Hezbollah in the
region. 35 Unlike Hezbollah, however, Amal has no connections to terrorist activities against
the West. This leaves them available for future partnerships with foreign powers. Moreover,
Amal tends to support Syria and Palestine, even against Hezbollah. This friction has resulted
in armed conflicts in the past. 36 These factors help to emphasize why, even if a current
partnership exists, there is little incentive for Hezbollah to further reduce its militant presence,
as it would reduce its ability to push for its goals through the political system.

Evaluating Hypotheses
These cases indicate a common theme in the variables that play a role in the change
seen in the use of militant wings of these different groups. Across the groups, the variables of
recruitment, benefit acquisition, and achieving political goals were examined in order to see
what impact each had on the decision to maintain a militant wing despite political recognition.
The first of these variables, benefit acquisition, proved to be a key factor in both cases. When
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there was a benefit to be gained, whether that was position in negotiation, support from
constituents or countries, or even monetary support, groups did not disband their militant
wings. If, however, the benefit of having a militant wing was low or did not exist as there was
no support to be gained from the violence, the wing was disbanded.
The second hypothesis was about the role recruitment played in the continuation of
militant wings. This hypothesis proved less conclusive for a variety of reasons. The first was
that many of the groups that have political and militant wings use different names for those two
organizations, which keeps them distinct from one another. They also have wholly different
structures, as was noted in the hypothesis. This makes tracking the impact of maintaining the
militant on total recruitment difficult. There is also the difficulty posed by a lack of total
recruitment numbers. This data being absent makes conclusions being drawn about the broader
impact of militancy on recruitment difficult. While not wholly disproven, the case studies do
not provide enough evidence to fully support the hypothesis.
The last hypothesis is that militant wings are maintained when the political goal that is
sought is not completed. Here the case studies point to a correlation between these two events.
In cases such as Hezbollah, where the political goal has not been fully achieved due to both
minority status within the government and the broader goal of establishing Shia law not only
domestically in Lebanon, but globally. 37 The PLO has similarly struggled to fully achieve its
objectives.

Limitations of Analysis
There are several limitations that come with the analysis of the case studies above that
should be noted. The first of these is the selection of cases. The aim of this article was to find
the reasons behind the maintenance of militant wings despite having political legitimacy. As
such, cases were selected on the basis of organisations possessing political legitimacy and
making comparisons. There are no comparable cases of organisations that lacked political
legitimacy and yet maintained a militant wing. It also does not address groups that choose not
to enter the militant arena, but solely use the political arena. Both types of organizations
represent potential forms of achieving political ends, but their use in this study is limited to
examining the relationship between the maintenance of militant wings with political authority.
The second limitation is the type of groups that are studied. It should be noted that both of these
groups maintain either a nationalist or religious bent; this inadvertently limits the analysis by
not examining the impact of more ideological terrorism, such as green terrorism. This is
primarily due to the latter's lack of success in gaining significant political power. The last
limitation of the study is that it is very causal in nature. The choice of a historical lens means
that much of the analysis comes from the flow of events and documents, rather than analysed
trends over time. An interesting continuation of this paper would be to see the details of attacks
over time in a quantitative time series.
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Policy Applications
There are several policy applications that can be gathered from studying this
phenomenon. The most important that can be seen is that of finding the truly articulated goal
of the political organization. As noted above, one of the most impactful questions to answer
when asking if a group will cease its militant activity is the extent a group has achieved its
political end to the point of being satisfied with its own security. If this is the case, then the
likelihood of the group disbanding their militant wing increases. Ultimately, this results in
finding a compromise to end the violence and fully bring the group into the political arena
without caving to unreasonable demands. This can only be done through a peace process or
simply getting them to the table, as was done with the PLO with mixed success. The mixed
success can also be attributed to other factors such as acquisition of benefit winning out over
achieving the goal; in both cases, the potential was present because the primary goal seemed
achievable. This also helps governments recognize the groups they cannot negotiate with.
Some groups publish manifestos that posit a different goal than their underlying driver of their
violence. These differences can explain the persistence of violence that follows and allows for
a change in tactic by the government to address the true goal. In some cases, this goal will not
be met; in other cases, the real goal can be addressed, allowing for a reduction in violence even
as the group continues to fight for a differently stated objective.
The other key element of policy application comes from the benefit acquisition side of
the equation. If violence is benefiting the terrorist organization, then its benefits need to be reevaluated. The clear example in the case of the PLO is that of international support; this support
derived from continuing to defend the Palestinian people which comes mostly from more
radical nations.

Conclusion
This article has worked through case studies to make an argument for the rationale
behind organizations keeping a militant wing, despite acquiring significant political power.
Through these case studies, the determinant cause seemed to be an incomplete acquisition of
the end goal through that political power. This provides a useful lens for policy makers that
attempt to integrate terrorist organizations into the political system. Further studies could be
conducted, focusing on quantitative evidence, looking for a correlation between political
success and violent activity. This further research, paired with the current qualitative one, will
provide new tools to prevent the growth of new organizations and advance the further
deradicalization of those that already exist.
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Mexican Vigilantism: The Role of Self-Defence Groups
in a Fragile Security Apparatus
Matthew A. Hughes 1
Johns Hopkins University School of Advanced International Studies

Abstract
Around 2012-2013, citizens in southern Mexico formed self-defence groups to protect
their communities from cartel violence, as the state had failed to do so. Administrations failed
to capitalize on a potential enabler in security, and instead, permitted vigilante groups to turn
toward criminal activity and replace the violence of the cartels they sought to expunge. This
article asserts that the policies of heads of state are largely culpable for the worsening trajectory
of the state’s security situation, which had prospects of improvement by fully incorporating
these groups into the Rural Defence Corps when they first emerged.
Keywords: Mexico, cartels, self-defence groups, vigilantism, community police
Introduction
As the federal government failed to curb worsening violence associated with organized
criminal organizations in Mexico in the late 2000s and early 2010s, citizens established
vigilante groups to confront these threats directly impacting their safety and livelihood. Mexico
has a heritage of constitutionally protected community police forces in indigenous areas, but a
new style of self-defence groups emerged around 2012-2013 due to address cartel violence
directly affecting citizens. The government struggled to deal with this new kind of actor and
administrations took different approaches to manage risks, determine how to employ or punish
their members, and abate the conditions fostering their creation and growth.
The main question that guides this research is, how do self-defence groups fit into
Mexico’s security apparatus? A thread in research that is gaining momentum is that local selfdefence groups may be an imperfect but effective alternative when states fail to provide public
safety, either due to the lack of capacity or willingness. 2 More nuanced analysis offers insights
from case studies from other countries where self-defence groups contributed to security and
helped the state to regain control, but they also argue that the state should disband such groups
The opinions expressed in this article are those of the author alone and do not reflect the official position of the
U.S. Army, the Department of Defense, or the U.S. Government. Also, the appearance of hyperlinks does not
constitute endorsement by the U.S. Army, the DoD, or the U.S. Government of the referenced sites or the
information, products, or services contained therein.
2
Patricio Asfura-Heim and Ralph Espach, “The Rise of Mexico’s Self-defence Forces: Vigilante Justice South
of the Border,” Foreign Affairs 92, no. 4 (July/August 2013): 143-146 and 148-150, 146,
https://www.jstor.org/stable/23526915 (accessed 23 March 2021).
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after they fulfil their government-granted mandates to restore the monopoly of force to the
state.
This article asserts that heads of state failed to leverage likely allies in Mexico’s security
crisis, which has ultimately worsened the country’s security apparatus. This research identifies
crucial decision points for heads of state and analyses the impacts of their decisions and policies
to deal with this new actor in the security arena. Inaction and indecisiveness by heads of state,
as well as a lack of commitment to follow through with courses of action once decided,
contributed to the devolution of self-defence groups as more turned to criminal activities and
transitioned from potential security enablers to nefarious actors.
Analysis in this essay is divided into three sections based on chronological events,
exploring the government’s interactions with self-defence groups and their impacts on Mexican
national security by the presidential administration. Section A, exploring significant events
during the Calderon administration (2006-2012), introduces the concept of self-defence groups
and describes their emergence and early ambiguities that contributed to government inaction
and indecision. Section B describes the Peña Nieto administration’s (2012-2018) range of
reactions from ignoring these groups to co-opting them, public perceptions, and key
developments in terms of how self-defence groups influenced local security. Section C explores
López Obrador’s stance toward self-defence groups, how these groups and threats evolved
during his term, and poor policy decisions. The conclusion outlines policy recommendations
and implications and presents possibilities for further research.
Calderón Administration (2006-2012): A Security Alternative Born Out of Necessity
The Drug War and Cartel Fragmentation
In December 2006, newly inaugurated Mexican President Felipe Calderón dispatched
6,500 troops to his home state of Michoacán, initiating a war on drugs that, within a few
months, involved 20,000 troops in counter-drug operations across the country. 3 Cartels
retreated to their support zones, where they diversified portfolios with new criminal enterprises
to make up for destroyed drug crops and decommissioned shipments. This led to cartel
fragmentation that, over the course of the following 13 years, increased the number of large
cartels from six to nine and produced 24 medium-sized cartels and over 200 smaller factions. 4
Scattered throughout Mexican communities, these organizations engaged in crimes affecting
citizens in more direct ways than drug trafficking, including theft, kidnapping, and extortion.
Crime steadily increased and the nation experienced a rate of organized crime-related
homicides that nearly quadrupled between 2007 and 2010 (Table 2). This heightened crime
persisted until the end of Calderón’s term, reflected by Mexico’s worsening security apparatus
indicator score in the Fragile States Index (FSI) (Figure 1). When the cartels in Mexico’s
southwestern state of Michoacán diversified their sources of income, they seized lime crops
and mines, property, and possessions of citizens and taxed them on anything they could—even

Nina Lakhani and Erubiel Tirado, “Mexico’s war on drugs: what has it achieved and how is the US involved?”
The Guardian, 8 December 2016, https://www.theguardian.com/news/2016/dec/08/mexico-war-on-drugs-costachievements-us-billions (accessed 21 March 2021).
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Linnea Sandin, “‘Abrazos, no Balazos’—Evaluating AMLO’s Security Initiatives,” Center for Strategic &
International Studies, 13 December 2019, https://www.csis.org/analysis/
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bread and tortillas. 5 Cartels’ tactics also became more brutal as their members began to kidnap,
rape, and sometimes kill citizens’ young daughters and wives. 6 In a country where an estimated
98 percent of crimes go unpunished, 7 these citizens knew they would not find justice through
state institutions or police forces, who many citizens believed to be collaborators with the
cartels. Citizens required an alternative to those slow and unreliable institutional approaches.
Emergence of a Citizens’ Vigilante System: Self-defence Groups
In 2012, citizens in Michoacán began to arm and organize themselves into self-labelled
autodefensas, or self-defence groups. Under the leadership of Mexican doctor Jose Manuel
Mireles, recognized as the founder of self-defence groups, small farmers, shopkeepers, and
other citizens of various backgrounds united. Agricultural and mining communities in other
areas formed similar groups to protect their interests. 8 Although Mexican laws forbade these
citizens from possessing certain weaponry or engaging in security operations, they acquired
sophisticated weapons and began to conduct patrols to protect their communities from the
criminal activities of cartels. One self-defence leader explained, ‘I know that we’re doing
something illegal. If in order to defend my family I have to step out of legality, I’m willing to
do it every time.’ 9
This development in the security apparatus of Mexico threatened the state’s monopoly
on the use of force, although that was already tenuous. The speed with which these militia
groups could form also exposed an arms proliferation problem the state could not contain, as
group members either already possessed weapons or obtained them with ease. Most
importantly, this phenomenon of self-defence groups revealed the government’s inability to
address security challenges and its perceived unreliability to protect citizens.
Ambiguities regarding Legality and Justification
Ambiguities surrounding the identity, characteristics, and legal status of these emerging
groups complicated the government’s response. Circumstances blurred lines between selfdefence groups and certain types of armed groups condoned by the state. This condition has
clouded media coverage and complicated security, political, and juridical responses. For
instance, the Mexican Constitution permits community police forces (policia comunitaria)
through its recognition of ‘the right to indigenous peoples to self-determination and autonomy
[to] apply their own normative systems for the regulation and the resolution of internal
conflicts.’ 10 Such groups have a long history in rural areas of Mexico, as well as a legacy of
maintaining security in areas with limited government presence or influence.

“Fighting Mexico’s Knights Templar Cartel,” Vice News, 26 February 2014, 3:14,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dzalpuffwFI (accessed 23 March 2021).
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mmnMgDEp_R0 (accessed 20 March 2021).
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9 Hipolito Mora (Self-defence Leader) in an interview with Vice News, “Fighting Mexico’s Knights Templar
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While the lines between these types of organizations have ‘become increasingly
blurred,’ 11 some experts have sought to distinguish them by observing that community police
forces ‘[seek] to preserve the autonomy of indigenous peoples, allowing them to apply their
own justice system,’ whereas self-defence groups ‘arise in response to a public security crisis,
that is, when the State has failed to protect its citizens.’ 12 In spite of such nuanced differences,
analysts often group them together as identity militias—‘armed and violent groups organized
around a collective, common feature including community, ethnicity, region, religion or, in
exceptional, cases, livelihood’ 13—as they are in Figure 3, because in practice, these groups
‘have a very similar field of action’ and a number of groups may self-identify as either type of
organization. 14
Although there are relatively high rates of identity militia incidents in Chiapas and
Oaxaca (Figure 3), these are more characteristic of legal community police groups designated
for indigenous areas, as opposed to self-defence forces that emerged in response to elevated
crime rates and a weak security apparatus. Indigenous heritage is prevalent in southern Mexico,
including among citizens of Michoacán and Guerrero, but whereas the population that can
speak an indigenous language in those states is less than four percent and around 15 percent,
respectively, that figure is about 28 percent in Chiapas and 32 percent in Oaxaca. 15 The number
of organized crime-related homicides in Chiapas is also relatively low (Figure 2) and not
consistent with precursor conditions that provoked the formation of self-defence groups
elsewhere. The Mexican government wrestled with this ambiguity early on, and this condition
still complicates academic analysis and methodologies to understand the self-defence group
phenomenon and its effects. This ambiguity persisted and caused disagreements among
political figures at the local, state, and federal levels in each successive administration.

11 On this, see “Mexico struggles: whether to dialogue with ‘self-defence’ groups or persecute them,” Yucatan
Times, 22 August 2019, https://www.theyucatantimes.com/2019/08/mexico-struggles-whether-to-dialoguewith-self-defence-groups-or-persecute-them/ (accessed 22 March 2021). This report states that some selfdefence groups “exist legally in indigenous communities,” not drawing the same distinction as experts between
constitutional community police forces in indigenous communities and self-defence groups that recently
emerged in high-crime communities.
12
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reconfiguration in Michoacan,” Noria Research, September 2013, https://noria-research.com/self-defencegroups-cartels-and-territorial-reconfiguration-in-michoacan/ (accessed 20 March 2021).
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Peña Nieto Administration (2012-2018): Controversy and Co-optation
Positive Momentum
Communities in Michoacán supported emerging self-defence forces and permitted
them to set up barricades and establish checkpoints 16 to ensure safety and root out members of
the Knights Templar Cartel, the most significant threat at the time. This cartel dominated
Michoacán and controlled cocaine shipments and methamphetamine precursor chemicals
through the port at Lázaro Cárdenas and charged “protection fees” from 85 percent of legal
businesses’ in the state. 17 Citizens had generally tolerated aspects of cartel activity in their
locales prior to Calderón’s drug war, but with the subsequent fragmentation of cartels,
criminals invaded communities with crime that directly affected their families’ safety and
livelihood. In the words of one self-defence group leader in Tierra Colorada, ‘Narcotraffickers
as a rule usually keep things under control in their territories, but lately they’ve been getting
involved in extortion and murders, and that’s not right. The drug problem is for the state to
resolve, but kidnapping and robbery touches us.’ 18 This condition and notoriety of early
successes in Michoacán provided the impetus for more communities to organize self-defence
forces throughout Mexico.
By July 2013, self-defence groups operated in at least 13 different states and 68
municipalities, with hotspots including Michoacán, Jalisco, Chihuahua, Veracruz, Tabasco,
and on the outskirts of Mexico City. 19 Self-defence groups in Michoacán aggressively occupied
territories controlled by the Knights Templar Cartel as the year moved forward. Although these
groups helped to curb violence conducted by the Knights Templar, they did not manage to
weaken other cartels within Michoacán to the same extent, or curtail their violence. On the
contrary, organized crime-related homicides increased after 2013 as splinter cells of former
cartels continued to grow and conflicts grew (Figure 2). A similar dynamic played out in
Guerrero, where organized crime-related homicides also increased after 2013 (Figure 2),
despite a robust vigilante group presence.
Co-optation: Self-defence Groups Join the Rural Defence Corps
Early on in his administration, Peña Nieto condemned vigilante groups, but then largely
ignored them and the security situation in Michoacán throughout 2013, which permitted
conditions to ripen to a point requiring federal government intervention in that state in early
2014. As more self-defence groups emerged in 2013 and attracted attention of policymakers,
some recognized the merits of self-defence groups in general, such as their ability to be quickly
and cheaply assembled, the advantage of its members’ geographic knowledge of the area, and
members motivations to protect their communities and families causing these groups to have
higher morale and less predatory tendency than state security forces. 20 In 2013, as the
government struggled with organized crime-related homicide rates that nearly quadrupled from
five years prior (Figure 2), President Peña Nieto sought to address the failures of corrupt local
police forces and a weak military by creating an elite, 10,000-member national police force by
“Fighting Mexico’s Knights Templar Cartel,” 6:19.
“Knights Templar,” InSight Crime, 5 May 2020, https://insightcrime.org/mexico-organized-crimenews/knights-templar-profile/ (accessed 21 March 2021).
18
Asfura-Heim and Espach, “The Rise of Mexico’s Self-defence Forces,” 145.
19
Ibid,144.
20
Ibid, 146.
16
17

103

Strife Journal – Issue 15/16 (Autumn 2021)

the end of the year. 21 He and many other political figures considered self-defence groups to be
illegal organizations and perceived them as a threat to the rule of law, fomenting a form of
anarchy in areas where the government had a limited security presence.
Political figures from municipal levels to the head of state argued about how to deal
with these citizen organizations, with opinions ranging from confiscating weapons and
arresting members with lengthy prison sentences to legalizing and training groups. In February
2013, ‘the governor of the state of Sinaloa said that the legalization of these [self-defence]
groups would amount to an admission of state failure,’ a sentiment later echoed by the director
of the National Security Commission. 22 The federal government officially refused to recognize
the groups, but several state and municipal governments defied its example and recognized
self-defence forces. 23 The governor of Michoacán ‘pledged to support self-defence groups in
his state with formal police training and equipment.’ 24 As a hotbed for conflict between cartels
and self-defence groups, the security situation in Michoacán necessitated a response from the
federal government to quell the unrest and set a precedent.
On 15 January 2014, 9,000 army and police forces entered Michoacán to restore order
and force self-defence groups to disarm. Twelve days later, after vigilante groups refused to
lay down their arms, the government made the controversial offer to incorporate vigilante
groups into local police forces or the Rural Defence Forces (subordinate to the army), and
groups agreed. This drastic policy shift from condemnation to deputization of vigilante groups,
along with a $3.4 billion development spending plan for Michoacán, reflected the ‘reality on
the ground’ that these militia groups were a formidable force that the federal government could
no longer ignore. 25 This rapid development and apparent ability to ‘finess[e] the militia leaders’
is indicative of bait-and-switch strategies employed by Pena Nieto’s special envoy to
Michoacán, former Mexico State Attorney General Alfredo Castillo, reminiscent of other
Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI) tactics used to retain control of the government for the
better part of the past century. 26 Adherents of these community organizations also complied
with government requirements to register their weapons. The framework, however, failed to
outline groups’ purview, jurisdiction, or service terms, nor did it authorize the use of automatic
weapons. 27 These groups based in Michoacán accepted President Pena Nieto’s deal, but they
‘violated it and continue to act extralegally and illegally and refuse the authority of that state.’ 28
Disillusionment at Apatzingán
On 8 February 2014, a 500-person mixed grouping of military, police, and self-defence
forces prepared to reclaim Apatzingán, the Knights Templar stronghold in Michoacán. This
would be the first large-scale joint operation since the Mexican government legalized these
vigilante forces and designated them part of the Rural Defence Corps, just twelve days prior.
Ibid, 143.
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23
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24
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Beyond just a symbolic gesture, these groups had the local knowledge to serve as guides to
state security forces operating within Apatzingán and could also help identify members of the
Knights Templar. In terms of symbolism, however, a successful joint operation would be
paramount, as it would facilitate future collaboration, build trust between community groups
and the disconnected and scorned state security forces, and legitimize the new, governmentsanctioned self-defence forces as local members of the Rural Defence Corps. Such an operation
would help the federal government regain the confidence of the local populace who felt
betrayed by a government they believed to be corrupt and disinterested in their security
problems.
With the prospect of much progress, however, the government committed a blunder
that nullified much of its administrative headway in treating the security issue over the previous
weeks. As federal forces entered Apatzingán, they ordered self-defence forces to remain
outside the city on standby, and radioed hours later that they had completed the operation. 29
The federal government forces had completed the task independently, without incorporating
its newest local enabler. Commanders on the ground likely assessed that there would be risks
in bringing an informal security organization into the conflict, but the prospect of greater trust,
integration, and legitimacy should have led these decisionmakers to assume risk and conduct
the operation as a mixed force. Instead, resentment for federal troops pervaded among the selfdefence groups. They still achieved security benchmarks, as these newly-sanctioned selfdefence groups had gained control of 22 percent of the state’s territory by the end of that
month, 30 but the government had failed to capitalize on a significant opportunity to strengthen
local trust and send a message to cartels and self-defence groups in other states through media
coverage.
Strong Public Support for Self-Defence Groups
Mexicans’ approval of these vigilante groups in their early years (2013-2014),
especially when compared to state security forces, reflect the perceived contributions of these
groups to Mexican national security. Many of their effects gained national publicity and
cultivated the formation of new self-defence groups in other states suffering from high crime
rates. Media coverage bolstered support for self-defence movements throughout the country as
perceptions reflected legitimacy in their existence and cause. According to one survey in
Mexico in June 2013, 57 percent of respondents agreed that some communities should form
their own police forces to defend themselves against crime, while only 22 percent disagreed,
the remainder taking no definitive stance. 31 In that same survey, polled Mexicans expressed
more trust in informal self-defence groups for protecting their communities from crime than
government forces. 32
Significant developments in the struggle against organized criminal groups influenced
public perception. In a Parametría survey in late January 2014, when asked whether the
government or self-defence groups did a better job defending communities in Michoacán, 53
percent of respondents stated self-defence groups, compared to only 26 percent who believed
“Mexico’s Vigilante State – Fault Lines,” 15:03.
“Fighting Mexico’s Knights Templar Cartel,” 20:08.
31
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32
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the government was more effective. 33 This survey took place immediately after the federal
operation to reclaim Apatzingán, which likely contributed to stronger perceptions about state
security forces than previous surveys, but even after that critical operation, more than double
the number of Mexicans favoured self-defence forces to state security forces, reflective of these
groups’ considerable contributions to a fragile Mexican security apparatus.
Drawbacks and Challenges as Vigilantism Set In
While desperation and the desire to restore order led to the creation of these vigilante
groups—conditions void of want for personal gain—greed, corruption, and infiltration by
criminal groups quickly disrupted progress and public trust once self-defence groups gained
leverage and control. Some leaders and members used their influence and power to exploit
communities and became a new form of organized crime, replacing the problem they originally
sought to extinguish. This development led the government to again demand self-defence
groups to disarm. Communities began to distinguish between community police forces that
protected their own neighbourhoods and self-defence groups that operated outside their own
communities, going on the offensive, as exploitation became increasingly associated with the
latter.
In addition to extortion and other forms of crime, growing violence forced some citizens
out of their communities. Some fled violence associated with military operations or territorial
disputes between criminal elements, but violence linked to ‘battles with self-defence militias’
also caused the number of Mexico’s internally-displaced persons (IDPs) to rise, 34 as reflected
in Mexico’s worsening score in 2017 for refugees and IDPs in the State Fragility Index (Figure
1).
López Obrador Administration (2018-Present): Formal, Unenforced Condemnation
Security Central in Platform
As Mexico’s public safety continued to worsen under Peña Nieto’s failures to curb
violence and institutionalize self-defence forces, as reflected in a worsening FSI security
apparatus score (Figure 1), presidential contender Andrés Manuel López Obrador featured
security in his campaign platform. In 2018, citizens elected this left-wing populist in response
to ‘the political establishment’s inability to stem the country’s rampant security crisis.’ 35 His
rhetoric targeted his predecessor’s interactions with self-defence groups, such as when he
remarked, ‘What they did in past governments was improper because security must be
guaranteed by the State. We cannot promote the creation of groups to address security issues.
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That doesn’t work and generates a lot of disorder.’ 36 He criticized Peña Nieto’s decision to
deputize their adherents, arguing that instead of improving conditions, ‘things got worse.’ 37
Although President López Obrador’s words indicate his disapproval of these groups,
his deeds are another matter. He has been reluctant to confront vigilante groups with punitive
steps and has demonstrated little will to take any actions against them. 38 He has made some
firm remarks indicating his unwillingness to compromise, such as when he stated, ‘[w]e cannot
have illegal groups performing law enforcement duties,’ 39 but his inaction and lack of
enforcement make such assertions less convincing. In his Plan for Peace and Security: 20182024, López Obrador outlined his strategy to form a 50,000-member National Guard to
preserve public safety and combat crime, 40 similar to the creation of security-oriented federal
bodies by his predecessors, but his plan to improve national security does not mention selfdefence groups.
A Worsening Security Apparatus
During the López Obrador administration, the country’s security situation has
continued to deteriorate, as reflected by Mexico’s worsening security apparatus score after
2018 (Figure 1). New illicit market opportunities also hastened the devolution and moral decay
of community militia groups as they grew in force and more members turned to criminal
activity for profit. For instance, analysts anticipated violence in Guerrero to subside in 2019 as
synthetic opioids disrupted the opium market, upon which criminal groups in that state had
relied. 41 Instead, violence increased as financial prospects in fuel theft, gold mines, and
trafficking of precursor chemicals ‘pitt[ed] warring gangs against vigilante squads.’ 42 Largely
as a result of these conditions, Guerrero has been Mexico’s most troubled state in terms of
identity militia incidents in the past two years (Figure 3), registering over 45 percent of all such
incidents in Mexico during that period. High incident rates in Michoacán reflect a government
failure to address self-defence groups and security. The geographic extent of such incidents,
which occurred in 20 of Mexico’s 31 states and federal district (Figure 3), also reveals that
although the greatest density remains in Mexico’s southern states, this is a national problem
necessitating a federal response.
The nature of self-defence groups has also continued to evolve, further complicating
matters of distinguishing between organizations and how the government should confront
them. In Michoacán, a new, all-female vigilante group formed in January 2021, when around

“AMLO rebukes his Interior Secretary, denies that his government is negotiating with self-defence groups,”
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45 women, some of whom were pregnant, took up arms against the Jalisco Cartel. 43 Enraged
with the cartel’s kidnappings and brutal killings of their family members, this crew of women
created barricades and roadblocks, constructed a homemade tank, and welded steel plate
armour to heavy-duty pickup trucks. 44 Such dramatic developments reveal the further decline
of security conditions in Michoacán, the government’s continued inability to provide public
safety, and the desperation of citizens as the most vulnerable members of society wield
weapons in self-defence. Given these stark conditions, such self-defence groups seem even less
likely to cooperate with the federal government in laying down their arms when ordered than
Michoacán’s vigilante groups that agreed to the Peña Nieto administration’s terms in 2014.
López Obrador’s failure to curb the cartel violence and confront the topic of self-defence
groups is repeating Peña Nieto’s initial apathy and following the trajectory of his first year in
office, toward an unavoidable federal intervention that will yield more pain for the community
with each passing day of delay.
Continued Lack of Consensus and Inaction
Internal division regarding how to deal with self-defence groups endured beyond Peña
Nieto’s administration, and now troubles even the highest echelons of López Obrador’s
government. In August 2019, López Obrador’s Interior Secretary (second in the line of
presidential succession) reported the government was ‘in talks with many (armed) groups [who
stated] they d[id] not want to continue with this violence,’ apparently referring to self-defence
groups, which deviated from policies discussed in security cabinet meetings. 45 That same
month, López Obrador’s Assistant Interior Secretary attended the ground-breaking ceremony
of an agricultural processing plant in Michoacán in the presence of self-defence group leaders,
but López Obrador refused to attend and disagreed with government presence at the event. 46
The new National Guard offers prospects for improved public safety. López Obrador
could deploy these forces to Mexico’s southern states to augment police forces and establish
ties with self-defence groups. This would rekindle the intent of nesting them into security forces
by incorporating them into the Rural Defence Corps as bodies subordinate to the army to
enforce laws and contribute to security efforts. Instead, López Obrador has diverted these
forces to Mexico’s northern and southern borders to stem the flow of migrants.
Summary, Implications, and Future Research
Self-defence groups enhanced local security in their early years and many continue to
deter crime by cartels, but continued lawlessness, prospects in illicit markets, infiltration,
increasing power wielded by these groups, and the government’s failure to operationalize them
as members of the Rural Defence Corps has catalysed their ethical decay and transformed many
into nefarious actors. Poor decisions and policies of heads of state failed to leverage these likely
allies in Mexico’s security crisis, which ultimately worsened the country’s security apparatus.
Their inaction, as well as a lack of commitment to follow through with their chosen courses of
action, permitted many of these potential security enablers to become nefarious actors.
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In light of these findings, one implication of continued government inaction is the
increase in number, size, and capabilities of self-defence groups that, operating outside of
government oversight and control, eventually turn to criminal activity. This can hasten the
country’s security decay to the point of national collapse, beyond its present condition of
dispersed lawlessness. Lessons from Colombia and Peru offer insights on how the Mexican
government might manage self-defence groups as enablers, but Mexico seems to have missed
the opportunity during Peña Nieto’s term to train self-defence forces and integrate them into
the Rural Defence Corps to enhance security, although this may still be possible for some
groups with a concerted effort reliant on the National Guard. The country lacks the capacity to
force vigilante groups to relinquish their weapons or enforce laws regarding possession of
arms, and those groups are unwilling to comply with such demands. Instead, the country should
focus on working alongside those citizens still disposed to cooperate with the government in
defeating their common enemy, the cartels.
Appendix
Figure 1: Cohesion Indicator Trends: Mexico, 2006-2020

Source: The Fund for Peace, “Fragile States Index,” Washington, D.C.: The Fund for Peace,
2018, accessed 27 March 2021, https://fragilestatesindex.org/country-data/.
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Table 2: Organized Crime-related Homicides in Mexico, 2007-2016

Note: Heat map generated by author to show relative homicide rates and identify possible
correlations between high homicide rates preceding self-defence group creation or decreasing
homicide rates with presence or increased activity of self-defence groups.
Source: Milenio, “Organized-crime group related homicides (2007-2016) from Milenio,”
compiled by Justice in Mexico, San Diego, last updated 19 April 2017, available at
https://justiceinmexico.org/data/.
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Figure 3: Identity Militia Incidents in Mexico, 2018-2020

Note: Identity Militia includes self-defence groups and community police forces. Incidents
include battles, explosions/remote violence, riots, strategic developments, and violence against
civilians, as defined in ACLED, “Armed Conflict Location & Event Data Project (ACLED)
Codebook, 2017,” 2017, accessible at https://acleddata.com/resources/generalguides/#1603120929112-8ecf0356-6cf0. There is no ACLED data prior to 2018 for Mexico.
Source: Author-generated using mapchart.net/mexico.html, based on data in Clionadh Raleigh,
Andrew Linke, Håvard Hegre and Joakim Karlsen, “Introducing ACLED-Armed Conflict
Location and Event Data,” Journal of Peace Research 47, no. 5 (2010): 651-660. Downloaded
dataset from ACLED database at https://acleddata.com/#/dashboard on 28 March 2021.
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Whither American Pacific Primacy
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Abstract
The rapid growth of China and its corresponding expansion onto the international stage
has prompted many concerns about the ability of the United States to sustain its leadership role
in the Asia-Pacific. Indeed, American primacy in the Pacific rests on several key foundations
that are increasingly being challenged. There are many regional hotbeds that risk confrontation
between China and the United States or its allies. However, these challenges are not
insurmountable and the path towards addressing them relies on increasing American
investment in its regional alliances.
Keywords: Asia-Pacific, US-China Rivalry, American Alliance System, Sea Power,
International Order, Maritime Strategy
Introduction
The United States has maintained a strong presence in Asia since its acquisition of the
Philippines following the Spanish American War of 1898. However, American primacy in the
Asia-Pacific was a product of the Second World War in which it decisively defeated the
Japanese Empire and replaced it as the regional hegemon. American leadership in the AsiaPacific is founded on its own military power, its alliance system, and the post-war liberal
international order. However, the United States today faces many regional threats to its system.
An increasingly assertive China dissatisfied with the status quo, an unstable nuclear-armed
North Korea, and its own declining investment in the region serve to undermine American
primacy. In spite of these factors, there has not been a dramatic shift away from the institutions
set up by the United States. Likewise, no American allies have renounced their ties to the
United States in favour of the rising power of China. As such, while American leadership in
the region has withered, the possibility of revival remains distinct.
Foundations of American Primacy
The American Military
Integral to American primacy in Asia has been its strong military presence since the
conclusion of the Second World War. Using its alliance system, the United States has been
able to maintain a significant forward deployment of military forces across the region. 1 The
James Przystup, “The United States and the Asia-Pacific Region: National Interests and Strategic
Imperatives,” Strategic Forum, no. 239, (2009), 2-3.
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American military presence in the Asia-Pacific is organized under the United States AsiaPacific Command. Host countries of American military deployments in the region include
Australia, Japan, South Korea, the Philippines, Singapore, and Thailand. 2 In total, the United
States maintains approximately 368,000 military personnel in the Asia-Pacific. 3 This military
force represents one of the largest in the region.
The most important component of the American military presence in the Asia-Pacific,
owing to the largely maritime geography of the region, is the United States Pacific Fleet. The
United States Pacific Fleet is the largest of the United States Navy, continually maintaining a
force of roughly 50 to 70 platforms in the region, thereby also making it one of the largest naval
forces in Asia. 4 American naval dominance in the Pacific enabled its intervention in numerous
Cold War-era conflicts and remains key to its security guarantees. 5 However, the United States
Navy also serves to protect the freedom of commercial vessels, a particularly salient issue for
the region which accounts for roughly 30 percent of global maritime shipping. 6 In contrast,
American ground forces in Asia play a twofold role of reassuring allies of its commitment to
their security and as a deterrent to those actors who might threaten its partners. 7 This is perhaps
most notable in the deployment of American forces in South Korea for the last sixty years. 8
Today, approximately 28,500 Americans maintain the commitment of the United States to
defend South Korea and deter North Korea. 9 Nonetheless, American land forces are present in
over half-a-dozen countries across the region. 10
The American Alliance Network
In the wake of the Second World War, the United States developed a system of alliances
in the Asia-Pacific as a part of the larger Cold War policy of containment. 11 In contrast to
American Cold War policy in Europe, the United States was unable or unwilling to create a
version of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) in Asia. 12 Rather, it developed a
series of bilateral relationships supplemented by several multilateral alliances, such as the
Australia-New Zealand-United States (ANZUS) treaty alliance and the Southeast Asian Treaty
Organization (SEATO). There is a significant body of literature seeking to explain why the
United States opted to pursue a largely bilateral alliance model despite its creation of the
European-based multilateral NATO; notable conclusions include the maritime orientation of
the Asia-Pacific, a lack of major American allies in the region immediately following the
“Chapter Three: North America.” The Military Balance 120, no. 1 (2020): 58-60.
“The Asia-Pacific Maritime Security Strategy: Achieving US National Security Objectives in a Changing
Environment,” United States Department of Defense (2015), 22.
4
“The United States Seventh Fleet Fact Sheet,” Commander, United States Seventh Fleet.
5
Taeyoung Yoon, “The role of US naval power in the Asia‐pacific region: From regional protector to regional
balancer,” Global Economic Review 32, no. 2 (2003): 111.
6
United States Department of Defense, “The Asia-Pacific Maritime Security Strategy,” 2-3.
7
Kimberly Field and Stephan Pikner, “The Role of US Land Forces in the Asia-Pacific,” Joint Forces
Quarterly 74 (2016): 34.
8
Michael R. Schiffer, “US Defense Posture in the Asia-Pacific Region,” Hampton Roads International Security
Quarterly (2011): 6172.
9
Ibid.
10
“Chapter Three: North America,” The Military Balance 58-60.
11
Michael Yahuda, The International Politics of the Asia-Pacific, Third (New York: Routledge, 2011), 91.
12
Victor D. Cha, “Powerplay: Origins of the U.S. Alliance System in Asia,” International Security 34, no. 3
(2009): 161.
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Second World War, the lack of shared cultural norms and identities between East Asian states,
deep distrust of Japan due to its actions during the Second World War, and racial prejudice
against Asian peoples. 13 However, what is more important for the discussion of this paper is
simply that a trans-Asian collective security organization spearheaded by the United States has
not developed in Asia as it did in Europe and North America.
The “hub and spokes” alliance system that emerged in East Asia was founded on the
San Francisco Conference of 1951, during which the United States concluded bilateral security
agreements with Australia, Japan, New Zealand, and the Philippines. 14 However, the core of
the hub and spokes system is comprised of the 1951 bilateral alliance with Japan, 1953
agreement with South Korea, and 1954 treaty with Taiwan. 15 The bilateral nature of these three
alliances, particularly the latter two, was meant to restrain “rogue” leaders from inciting larger
conflicts. 16 These “spokes” in the alliance system have served as platforms to amplify
American influence in the region. 17 Not only this, but the network of American allies unites
several of Asia’s largest economies. While there has been friction amongst American allies,
they nonetheless serve as a binding force which enhances regional cohesion, norms, and, by
extension, the legitimacy of the American-led order. 18
The Liberal International Order
Founded in the aftermath of the Second World War, the existing international order is
an overlapping set of rules and norms asserting liberal values. 19 This international system is
centred on free markets, multilateral institutions, democratic values, and, implicitly, the
leadership of the United States. 20 It is epitomized in the institutions of the Bretton Woods
Conference, the International Monetary Fund and World Bank, the United Nations, and the
Group of Seven. 21 These systems of international norms, rules, and governance bodies have
successfully fostered a growing global economy and provided means of peaceful international
dispute resolution. 22
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Challenges for the United States
Expansion of the People’s Liberation Army Navy
As of 2020, the People’s Liberation Army Navy (PLAN) has become the world’s largest
navy containing at least 350 combat-capable vessels. 23 Likewise, China’s naval personnel,
totalling 250,000, dwarfs its regional peers. 24 Many of the PLAN’s ships have been produced
at domestic shipyards and its first domestically constructed aircraft carrier was commissioned
in 2019 with a second scheduled for completion in 2023. 25 However, it is the pace of its naval
buildup that is most striking. Since 2005, the PLAN has acquired 117 new ships. 26 Nonetheless,
the PLAN has stated its target force size as a 550-platform fleet, meaning an additional 200
ships will potentially be constructed in coming years. 27 Thus, in strictly quantitative terms, the
PLAN demonstrates a significant challenge to the United States Navy.
Maritime Disputes in the South and East China Seas
One of the most hotly contested issues of the Asia-Pacific over the last decade has been
the pursuit of maritime claims in East and Southeast Asia. There are several especially notable
maritime disputes in the East and South China Seas, including the Senkaku-Diaoyu islands
contested between Japan and China, the Dokdo-Takeshima islands dispute between Japan and
South Korea, and China’s so-called “nine dashed line” in which it asserts control over large
swathes of the South China Sea including the Spratly and Paracel islands also variously claimed
by the Philippines, Vietnam, Malaysia, Brunei, and Taiwan. 28
While the United States makes no territorial claim to islands in the East or South China
Seas, the maritime disputes in this region involve several American allies, pose a significant
risk to the operations of American military forces in the region, and threatens the liberal
international order which it helped established. Chiefly, the most severe risk for the Americanled status quo in the Asia-Pacific is that these maritime disputes have the potential to escalate
into conflicts which likely would involve American allies and, in turn, the United States. 29
Moreover, American allies themselves assert conflicting claims. Questions about sovereignty
over the Dokdo-Takeshima islands remain one of the most significant rifts between the two
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closest allies of the United States, Japan and South Korea. With no path towards resolution in
sight, the Dokdo-Takeshima dispute continues to undercut high-level cooperation. 30
At the same time, China’s expansion in the South China Sea threatens the ability of
American forces to support its allies in Southeast Asia. 31 In what has come to be labelled as
anti-access/area denial warfare (A2/AD) by foreign observers, Chinese military doctrine in the
South China Sea seeks to utilize a combined arms approach to limit the tactical and operational
flexibility of naval forces in the region. A2/AD is epitomized in the expanding role and
capabilities of the People’s Liberation Army Rocket Force (PLARF). In the event of conflict,
PLARF doctrine asserts its role as threefold: targeted destruction of major capital ships, the
imposition of focused naval blockades, and general aerial defense. 32 Its land-based ballistic and
cruise missile network maintains platforms with a maximum range of 4,000 kilometres,
extending well into the second island chain which includes the American military bases in
Guam and Palau. 33 Since American capacity to support its regional allies relies so heavily on
its naval forces, A2/AD presents a major challenge to supporting partners during potential
periods of conflict. Furthermore, in building artificial islands which may be used as air bases
or platforms for anti-ship and anti-aircraft systems, China’s zone of sea control is extended
thereby increasingly constraining naval freedom of manoeuvre. 34
Regarding the threat to the international order posed by these maritime disputes, China
has exhibited an unwillingness to submit to international law and arbitration under the United
Nations Convention for the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) through its rejection of the ruling in the
2013 UNCLOS arbitration case with the Philippines. 35 Despite the United States itself not
having ratified UNCLOS, it remains one of the leading proponents of the freedom of navigation
and China’s flagrant rejection of the international maritime legal regime poses a risk to
maritime freedoms. 36
The Belt and Road Initiative
Much has been made of China’s ambitious Silk Road Economic Belt and 21st-Century
Maritime Silk Road (hereafter the Belt and Road Initiative). Announced in 2015, China’s
official position on the Belt and Road Initiative is that it seeks to economically develop and
integrate Eurasia. 37 While many Western observers have characterized the Initiative as a
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31
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dedicated grand strategy to supplant the United States as the dominant power in Asia, the reality
is that Belt and Road is a broad category for Chinese infrastructure projects which have seen
varying levels of success and partner satisfaction. 38
The implications of the Belt and Road Initiative, despite its setbacks, are twofold: that
China is promoting alternative multilateral institutions of global governance and that its power
projection capabilities will be significantly enhanced, a possibility most acutely apparent in the
maritime domain. First and foremost, in establishing parallels to pre-existing international
institutions – most importantly the creation of the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB)
as the funding arm of the Belt and Road Initiative – China is challenging the value of preexisting institutions rather than seeking to integrate into them. 39 In the case of the AIIB, China
has sought to create a financial institution which operates with no borrower institutional reform
requirements. This is in stark contrast to the International Monetary Fund who, as the liberal
international order’s chief financial institution, requires domestic reforms in areas such as
government corruption, opening of markets, and human rights. In so doing, China is asserting
an alternative path to development in which the liberal and democratic values of the
international order are not only marginalized, but it is also actively willing to invest in illiberal
autocratic revisionist states such as Iran and Venezuela.
In the maritime realm, the Belt and Road Initiative has the capability to enhance China’s
naval projection capacity. China has initiated an overseas base acquisition strategy which seeks
to add at least 18 PLA and PLAN bases between 2020 and 2030. 40 These basing efforts are
likely to coincide with China’s expanding Belt and Road Initiative throughout the Indo-Pacific
region. 41 As of 2019, China had invested $126 billion through the Belt and Road Initiative into
transport and storage facilities throughout Asia. 42 Should these efforts be successful in
developing into overseas military logistical bases, the PLAN’s power projection capability will
be significantly enhanced thereby potentially threatening American maritime operations.
Moreover, as China’s power projection capacity expands, its ability to compete with the United
States in more theaters, such as the Middle East, is greatly improved.
The Taiwan Question
The issues of sovereignty and legitimacy between the People’s Republic of China –
mainland China – and the Republic of China – hereafter Taiwan – are longstanding and largely
intractable. The division is rooted in the aftermath of the Chinese Civil War in which nationalist
forces fled to Taiwan while the communist forces assumed control of the mainland. 43 Taiwan’s
continued existence is essentially the product of American intervention in the dispute through
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various deployments during the three Taiwan Strait Crises and arms sales. 44 Chinese leadership
has expressed that “unification is an inevitable requirement for the great rejuvenation of the
Chinese nation.” 45 While China has indicated its strong desire for reunification, it has also
indicated that it wishes to achieve reunification through nonmilitary means. 46 This does not,
however, preclude the possibility of force being used to press the issue.
Reunification of mainland China and Taiwan, whether voluntary or by force, has
become a zero-sum game for the United States. Should China, as an illiberal state already
seeking to establish alternatives to the liberal international order, convince a liberal democracy
– Taiwan – to eschew its democratic system in favour of an autocratic one, the ideological
propaganda value would be inestimable. What is certain, however, is that such a scenario would
present a severe blow to the legitimacy of the international order. In contrast, if mainland China
were to militarily coerce Taiwan into reunifying, the United States would have to intervene or
demonstrate that the foundation of its alliance system, guarantees of security, are meaningless.
Should such a scenario occur, while American allies would be unlikely to “defect” to China,
they would certainly place less value on American assurances which, in turn, would likely lead
regional partners to seek alternative means of ensuring their security. Of course, if the United
States does militarily intervene, it would become embroiled a war whose outcome is by no
means assured.
Crisis on the Korean Peninsula?
The division of the Korean peninsula in 1945 was initially a temporary arrangement but
has since become a part of the status quo. 47 Following the conclusion of the Korean War (19501953), friction between the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea – hereafter North Korea –
and the Republic of Korea – hereafter South Korea – remains a potent security concern for the
Asia-Pacific region. 48 Yet the two most important issues surrounding North Korea are its long
running nuclear program and the possibility of the regime’s collapse.
North Korea’s nuclear program has matured from hypothetical threat to a distinct
reality. Whether nuclear weapons are inherently a destabilizing force is not pertinent to this
discussion, rather, that North Korea has acquired nuclear capabilities as an actor outside the
American-led system is a blow to the American security order. In maintaining a nuclear
deterrent, North Korea mitigates the capability of the United States to employ coercive force
against it. Further, North Korea has threatened two key American allies, South Korea and
Japan, thereby also threatening the American alliance system. Thus far, the American strategy
of disengagement has served largely to reinforce North Korea’s desire to develop the weapons
system. 50
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Regarding the possibility of government collapse, analysts have long forecasted the
collapse of the regime due to an unstable line of succession. 51 First, in 1994 when Kim JongIl succeeded his father Kim Il-Sung and, again in 2011, when Kim Jong-un succeeded Jong-Il,
observers forecasted the collapse of dictatorship. 52 While these transitions of power have
proved successful, the regime certainly remains unstable. Should the North Korean government
collapse, 24 million individuals, likely with severe health issues and suffering from
malnourishment, would become refugees. 53 The consequences of this massive a humanitarian
issue would be wide-reaching and particularly challenging for the American-led regional order.
An inadequate response from the United States would likely undermine its legitimacy as a
leader, but also leave open the ability for China to upstage the United States in its own response.
Prospects for Endurance
The Challenge at Sea
Regarding the continued growth of the PLAN, the composition of China’s naval forces
is noteworthy. Of the PLAN’s roughly 350 ships, approximately 209 are patrol and coastal
combatants. 54 The remaining vessels are comprised of 63 submarines, 52 frigates, 28
destroyers, one cruiser, and one aircraft carrier. 55 Since the majority of China’s fleet is
comprised of patrol coastal ships while its truly combat-capable ships are primarily submarines
and small surface combatants, such as frigates, lauding the PLAN as maintaining the world’s
largest fleet is somewhat misleading. Equally notable is that of the 117 ships the PLAN has
commissioned since 2005, 49 were corvettes which are primarily used in coastal operations,
35 were small patrols boats, 15 were amphibious transport ships, 11 were destroyers, six were
frigates, and one was cruiser. 56 From analyzing the composition of the PLAN’s acquisitions,
two important conclusions emerge. First, that the vast majority of the PLAN’s vessels are patrol
and coastal combatants, not major warships, indicating a limited operational scope. Second,
that most of China’s naval buildup during the last two decades has likewise centered around
patrol and coastal combatants rather than warships or submarines.
In contrast, the United States fields a total force of 11 aircraft carriers, 92 cruisers and
destroyers, and 59 small surface combatants and combat logistics ships. 57 Thus, the combined
surface fleet of the United States amounts to approximately 162 vessels. Its submarine fleet is
comprised of 50 attack submarines, 14 ballistic missile submarines, and four cruise missile
submarines. 58 Of course, however, the United States Navy is a globally deployed force of
which slightly less than half is deployed in the Pacific at any given time. This would put the
United States at a significant numerical disadvantage in-theatre should conflict with China
occur. However, the United States maintains a distinct advantage over China in its many
regional allies. When considering the naval fleets of just two American regional allies – Japan
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and South Korea – an American-aligned naval force doubles in size; Japan maintains a fleet of
approximately 51 vessels while the South Korean navy totals 23 major warships. 59 As such, it
becomes apparent that the key to maintaining Asia-Pacific naval supremacy is ensuring the
commitment of American allies.
Questions of Territory
In 2014, by annexing Crimea, the Russian Federation reminded the world that territorial
annexation is not a thing of the past. It likewise signalled that a state can do so and emerge
largely unscathed. The implications for East Asia are not lost on the Chinese Communist Party.
While it has asserted that it desires to achieve its goal of national rejuvenation peacefully, it
has likewise repeatedly asserted its willingness to use force in achieving them. This has been
demonstrated most pointedly in the repression of the Uighur populations in Xinjiang province
and the strongarming of Hong Kong despite its ostensible independence. For its part, the United
States has presented an ambivalent response towards China’s actions in both cases. Should a
significant foreign policy change regarding China’s aggressive actions not occur, it is likely
that the issue of Taiwan will increasingly be pressured by force. However, these matters are
gaining increasing salience among American allies. The responses from states, such as
Australia, have been notable, seeming to indicate that there is significant interest in forming a
multilateral coalition to address such concerns.
Institutional Longevity
The threat of the Belt and Road Initiative is not one of direct intervention against or
effect on the United States. Indeed, virtually none of the challenges presented in this paper
directly threaten the United States itself. Rather, they represent latent challenges to American
leadership and its values, embodied by the liberal international order. In the case of the Belt
and Road Initiative, as a mechanism which not only does not enhance liberal democratic values
abroad but actively bolsters those states who work against them, China is fostering cracks in
the international order. To an extent, it is the oversights of the United States that China has
been able to exploit such gaps in the international system. Should the United States wish to
ensure continued faith in the existing international order among developing states, it needs to
offer more accessible and meaningful alternatives to that of China.
Likewise, one of the most significant challenges to the American-led order has been the
United States’ own declining investment in it. Under the Obama administration, the United
States introduced its “Asia Pivot” to address China’s rising influence by deepening its alliances
and improving its relations with existing regional institutions. 60 Yet the policies of the Trump
administration appear to have reversed many previous efforts towards engagement and
reinvestment in the order it ostensibly leads. 61 In the wake of the Trump presidency, declining
faith among American allies and the erosion of the rules-based liberal international order by
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new alternatives present a major stumbling block to continued American leadership in the AsiaPacific.
Conclusion
Today, there are many challenges to the American-led order in the Asia-Pacific. First
and foremost, the means by which the United States is able to sustain its presence in the region,
the United States Navy, is increasingly challenged by an ever-growing Chinese naval force.
Disputes over maritime territories and resources have shown that China is willing to flout
international laws and norms. Similar disagreements have seen American allies clash over
issues of territorial sovereignty, undermining the interconnectedness of the regional alliance
system. Taiwan, despite maintaining de facto independence for roughly sixty years, will likely
come under increasing pressure from the mainland as Chinese leaders seek to realize the goal
of “national reunification.” The North Korean regime, however unstable, continues to pursue
its nuclear programs, destabilizing the Korean peninsula. On a much wider scale, China’s Belt
and Road Initiative has inaugurated alternative development options to the liberal norms and
values that the system led by the United States has been founded on.
Nonetheless there have been no “defections” from the international order the United
States developed, let alone its alliance system. Rather, we have seen American allies, Japan
and Australia in particular, take more prominent leadership roles in the general maintenance of
the international system. Moreover, such states have deepened their political and security ties
to one another despite withering American assurances. With the foundations of the liberal
international order proving resilient among invested regional actors across the Asia-Pacific, the
question of whether American primacy will endure is more one of will the United States
commit to ensuring that it does? From the early months of the Biden administration, it appears
that the United States is still willing and able to do so.
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Abstract
This study examines discussions of the NATO Political Committee during the Nigerian
Civil War. The study relied on primary sources such as archival materials obtained from the
British National Archives Kew London, NATO Archives, and secondary sources. The NATO
Political Committee discussed the Nigerian Civil War at regular intervals between 1967 and
1969 with top priority on foreign military assistance to Nigeria and Biafra. The author argues
that the western restrictive policy on military aid that caused increased communist presence in
Nigeria had prompted the response of the Committee to the conflict. While the Committee’s
Member-States were allergic to external influence capable of endangering pro-western interests
in Nigeria, discussing the war was meant to minimize its threat to regional and global security.
Keywords: NATO, Political Committee, Nigerian Civil War, Biafra
Introduction
On 1 October 1960, Nigeria gained its independence from British colonial rule. 1 On 6
July 1967, the country was engulfed in a civil war which was fought between the Federal
Military Government of Nigeria, led by Major-General Yakubu Gowon and the defunct
Republic of Biafra, led by Lieutenant-Colonel Chukwuemeka Odumegwu Ojukwu. 2 The
Nigerian Civil War was a very crucial international issue in the 1960s. The major feature of
the conflict is the intervention of international organizations and external forces such as Britain,
the Soviet Union, Czechoslovakia, France, and Portugal in the civil war. 3 The NATO Political
Committee (PC) had discussed the civil war at regular intervals with reference to arms supply
to Nigeria and Biafra, and the threat of an increasing Soviet military assistance to Nigeria. 4
Nwankwo Arthur Agwuncha and Samuel U. Ifejika, The Making of a Nation: Biafra (London: C. Hurst and
Company, 1969) 3.
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(2000):66.
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JWN 2/2/Part A/5A368/West African Dept./Tile: the Nigerian Civil War and Western European Union, 1
January, 1968/31 December, 1969, Foreign and Commonwealth Office Papers 65/240, The National Archives,
Kew, London.
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This study analyses the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) Political
Committee’s discussions on the Nigerian Civil War especially how the Netherlands questioned
the acumen of western policy with regards to arms supplies to Nigeria and whether that policy
had allowed Communist influence in Nigeria to escalate. It further examines how Britain and
United States used the forum to contend against Soviet military actions in the war as a way of
defending their existing policy in the dispute. The research adopted historical narrative
approach for data analysis and relied on primary sources such as archival materials obtained
from the National Archives Kew London and secondary sources. The author argues that the
policy on restrictive military aid at the beginning of the conflict that paved way for increased
Soviet Union presence in Nigeria had prompted the response of the NATO Political
Committee’s discussions on the conflict. While the Committee’s Member-States were allergic
to external influence capable of endangering pro-western interests in Nigeria, discussing the
war was meant to minimize its threat to regional and global security. Even as the NATO PAC
meetings on the Nigerian conflict afforded the great powers like Britain the opportunity to
defend their interests in the conflict and let other Member-States know the menace of Nigeria’s
acceptance of Soviet Union military aid, the need to draw a lesson from the Nigerian situation
on foreign influence in Africa in terms of arms deliveries caused the Committee to debate the
war. The PC discussions on Nigeria was situated within the wider context of foreign military
assistance to Africa and identifying suitable ways of carrying out arms and defense control due
to perceived communist clandestine activities on the continent at the time.
NATO Political Committee’s Deliberations on the Nigerian Civil War
The Committee of Political Advisers was created to assist the Permanent
Representatives and Secretary-General, Manlio Brosio, in discharging their responsibilities for
political consultation by undertaking all necessary preparatory work for them. 5 The PC
discusses and exchanges information and assessments on political and regional developments
of interest to Allies. In the Committee, individual member countries have a key role in
proposing topics for the committee’s agenda, making experts available to inform the debate
and providing food-for-thought papers and political assessments. 6
Although the main purpose of NATO is to ensure collective defense of its members
within the area covered by the Treaty, it was evident that their security and wellbeing can be
seriously affected by developments outside that area. 7 Since 1960 the Committee had
monitored internal political situation in Nigeria. The coup d’état of January and July 1966
heightened concerns of PC on Nigeria considering that if action was not taken to tackle the
issue, the pro-Western stance of the country would suffer. The Alliance had initially established
several specialized groups working on specific subjects outside the Atlantic area for better
political consultation. 8 Based on this standpoint, the NATO Expert Working Group met in Paris
Note on The Committee of Political Advisers from Joachim Jaenicke to Professor C.L. Patijn Metting of
Rapporteurs Foreign Office Bonn, 20 July 1967, NATO Archives. Retrieved 9 November, 2021 from
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/topics_115938.htl# .
6
North Atlantic Treaty Organisation, 2014. Political Committee. Last Updated 11 December, 2014. Retrieved 9
November, 2021 from https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/topics_115938.htl# .
7
NATO Confidential: Memorandum on Developments in Regions Outside the NATO Area Reference No.
F/10748/67/6001 from J.H.O. Insinger Acting Permanent Representative to NATO Secretary-General Manlio
Brosio, Paris 5 October 1967, NATO Archives. Retrieved 9 November, 2021 from
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/topics_115938.htl# .
8
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in April 1967 and recommended that the “alliance should maintain close consultation on
political developments in Nigeria.” 9
The distress of NATO about the Nigerian situation increased following the declaration
of the Republic of Biafra by Lieutenant-Colonel Chukwuemeka Odumegwu Ojukwu on 30
May, 1967. The Biafran Question was an internal security threat with global implications in
the context of East-West relations and their positions in Africa. As W.M Newton rightly said
in a letter sent to the Political Advisers, “the breakaway of Biafra was at least as important as
the secession of Katanga which excited world interest to a high degree.” 10 For this reason, the
PC conveyed series of meetings to consider various aspects of developments in Nigeria and
how those would affect the long-term relationship with the country.
Consequently, on 6 June 1967, the PC held its first meeting on Nigeria. The agenda of
the focused on the letter the Nigerian Head of State and Commander-in-Chief of Armed Forces
of the Federal Republic of Nigeria, Major-General Yakubu Gowon, sent to all nations of the
world including the NATO Member-States on 30 May 1967 shortly after the Republic of Biafra
was declared by Lieutenant-Colonel Chukwuemeka Odumegwu Ojukwu. Gowon admonished
them not to accord recognition to Biafra or have anything to do with Ojukwu’s leadership. In
the letter, Gowon declared:
My appeal to you is to refrain from doing anything that
will impair the corporate existence, sovereignty, and
integrity of the Federal Republic of Nigeria. I hardly need
to add that any attempt at the recognition of the Republic
of Biafra as a sovereign state will amount to interference
in the internal affairs of my country and will be regarded
as an unfriendly act… 11
The Member-states present at the meeting were asked whether they received Gowon’s
letter of appeal. While Norway confirmed receiving the communication, the Canadian delegate
revealed that they acknowledged an appeal from Gowon asking them not to have anything to
do with Biafra. British official, John Bushell told the Member-States that “the British Prime
Minister, Harold Wilson, received a message from Gowon immediately after secession asking
us not to recognize the East as a separate state. A short reply was sent, expressing Britain’s
sympathy for Nigeria’s difficulties and the hope that these would still be settled peacefully.” 12
Gowon was confident that the majority of NATO countries would not cooperate with Biafra if

9
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W. Bushell United Kingdom Delegation to NATO Paris 16e to P.H. Moberly in the West African Department
Commonwealth Office London, 31 May, 1967 File No. TX 2/3/6C1068/West and General African Dept./ Title:
Nigeria, External, Multilateral, NATO Attitude towards the Nigerian Civil War 30 May, 1967-31 December,
1969, TNA.
10
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No. RS/67/90, 11 July 1967, NATO Archives, Retrieved 9 November, 2021 from
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they wanted to maintain diplomatic and economic relations with sovereign Nigeria that
operated more pro-Western policies than any other country in Africa.
Among issues raised at the meeting were questions about Gowon and Ojukwu’s foreign
policies. The Canadian delegate commented that both sides were pro-West. But they were
under pressure to switch sides by their supporters who tended to be considerably more radical.
The British delegate said that both Gowon and Ojukwu were both preoccupied with Nigerian
affairs, and their attitude to the outside world was largely conditioned by the attitude of foreign
countries to Biafra’s secession. However, the Federal government was pro-Western and had
always taken a reasonable line at the United Nations Security Council and General Assembly.
Ojukwu tended to accept help by anyone willing to recognize and do business with Biafra. For
example, he obtained arms from Eastern Europe. In his efforts to secure support from more
radical African countries Ojukwu had presented himself as a radical when compared with the
Federal Military Government of Nigeria just to bring Biafra more closely to the arena of
international politics. 13
During the deliberation, the Soviet Union was mentioned as a possible alternative
backer of the Federal Military Government of Nigeria. The reason was that Moscow and its
allies were increasingly active throughout the world including Africa using both overt and
covert means to enhance Soviet policies in under-developing countries and to undermine those
of Western nations. On the overt side, they capitalized on a vast diplomatic, economic and
military presence through exportation of large sum of arms to military and radical regimes. On
the covert side, Moscow had a vigorous program of active measures and other clandestine
activities which they undertook to influence regimes, support and guide the activities of
Communist parties and media organizations. NATO nations feared that the Soviet would
exploit the porous and volatile political situation in Nigeria to establish a presence in the
country in such a manner that pro-Western interest would be undermine. 14 Arms and
communist experts had arrived in Africa at an alarming rate and were supplied to military
regimes like Nigeria. By looking at this situation squarely in the face with effective and
beneficial realism, NATO vowed never to relent in the efforts to prevent the spread of
communism in Africa. 15 Her engagement in the civil war was an opportunity to undertake this
task through the instrumentality of the PAC.
The Committee discussed Nigeria again on 19 June 1967. The first point dealt with was
how to reply to Gowon’s message to NATO Member-States. Nine representatives were aware
of such message being received but the methods on how to handle them differed. The Belgian
representative said that they received an unsigned and stenciled circular message which seemed
to call for no reply. The French representative said that they had received a similar
communication; a polite acknowledgement was later sent to Nigeria, but nothing of substance.
The Greek representative said that his authorities were considering how to reply to the letter
and the German representative thought no reply should be sent because the Nigerian
Ambassador in Berlin called on the Foreign Ministry earlier in June 1967 and was told that the
Federal Republic of Germany would not recognize Biafra. The Canadian and Italian
Representatives thought of sending some reply to Gowon. The US representative said that the
United States Government had received a telegram and a letter of 2 June 1967 from Gowon.
Confidential: NATO Discussions on Nigeria Held on 6 June 1967 from R. Thomas in the United Kingdom
Delegation to NATO Paris to P.H. Moberly in the West and General African Department and African Political
Department in the Commonwealth Office, 6 June, 1967, FCO 38/231, TNA.
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Brief and non-committal replies were sent to Gowon. He added that the US was not aware that
any country in the world had yet recognized Biafra. 16
Arms policy was an important point at the Committee’s meetings. As argued by the US
Deputy Permanent Representative in the NATO “deliberations in this Council are highly
relevant in the case of the arms race issues.” 17 Members voted that arms should subsequently
be discussed. The PC’s gathering held on 27 June 1967 had arms supply as its principal subject.
On arms, the US representative explained the US government’s policy in the wake of outbreak
of civil war in Nigeria. No US weapons or ammunition were permitted for export to Nigeria.
The ban applied to the sale, resale and transfer of arms. The US Government also examined
carefully any applications for exports of items that were of even marginal value for war. The
German delegate said that the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Bonn had asked all responsible
authorities in Germany to refuse the export of war materials to Nigeria. The French delegate
repeated what he said in the previous meeting, and added that a contract for light armoured
cars, engine ledgers and Panhards were suspended. The Danish, Dutch and Canadian
representatives said that arms exports to Nigeria would be refused. The last of these added that
the Nigerian authorities had earlier in 1967 asked Canada for twenty CL 41G jet trainers and
that this request was turned down. 18
Taking the discussion further, British delegate, John Bushell, spoke about the British
arms supply policy to Nigeria. Britain was in a different position from other NATO member
governments. British traditional links with Nigeria, a fellow member of the Commonwealth
imposed obligations on her to render military assistance to Nigeria and was unreasonably
expected to refuse to continue delivering the arms and ammunition supplied in the past to the
Federal Government of Nigeria simply because the latter was at that moment trying to maintain
unity against a secessionist movement. 19 During the civil war, Britain jettisoned a supply of
military aircraft to the Nigerian government because of the fear that it would significantly alter
the European military balance in Nigeria.
The French delegate said that Nigeria had sought to purchase certain armaments in
France and that no deliveries from France were authorized. 20 France had consistently denied
her military incursions in the conflict through a supply of arms to Biafra army, despite
numerous evidence uncovered by great powers like Britain.
On the diplomatic level, some points were made for the recognition of Biafra. The
German delegate said that two Biafra emissaries approached the German Ministry of Foreign
Affairs in Bonn to persuade the German government to recognize Biafra but the request was
not received. The Canadian diplomat said that Ojukwu sent a letter to the Canadian government
which centered on the question of recognition of Biafra but the Canadian government did not
intend to acknowledge this communication. The Portuguese delegate said that since his country
Confidential: Record of Meeting of NATO Political Committee Held on 19 June 1967 in Paris from United
Kingdom Delegation to NATO in Paris J.C.W. Bushell to P.H. Moberly in the West and General African
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17
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18
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had no relations with Nigeria, Portugal had received no communications on the need not to
recognize Biafra. However, his government was very much interested in hearing the other
governments’ views in the Political Committee on the events in Nigeria. 21 Summing up, the
Chairman said “on this point that it appeared that no NATO country or indeed any other
appeared to have thought of recognizing Biafra. On the other hand, only the Federal Republic
of Germany had specifically said that they would not accord recognition to Biafra.” 22
At its meeting held on 11 July 1967 the PAC exchanged views on various aspects of
the Nigerian situation. British delegate informed the Committee that British policy on arms had
remained unchanged. He assured the Committee that Britain would not export sophisticated
weapons which would add a new military element to the Nigerian Civil War. The statement
from the British delegate was noted with some interest and both the US and German
representatives confirmed that their governments had banned arms exports to Nigeria. 23
During the meeting held on 16 November 1967 the UK representative Bushell said that
whilst a sudden military breakthrough by one side or the other could not altogether be ruled
out, a quick military victory by either side did not look unlikely unless it was triggered off by
some kind of internal or political upheaval. The outcome of the fighting was that both sides
would become increasingly bogged down from a military point of view. In the long run, the
Federal side might be able to gain the upper hand, but the longer the fighting lasted the greater
was the risk of loss of civilian lines, of inter-tribal disorders and if things got out of hand. 24
However, it was difficult to access the military and political effects of an arms supply
from the Soviet Union and Czechoslovakia such as military aircraft. These could have a marked
psychological effect on the opposing troops if long-term maintenance problems could be
overcome and pilots recruited. The Federal authorities seemed to be aware of the dangers of
developing a dependent attitude on the Soviet Union and considered that they were able to take
care of these dangers. Despite the action of the Soviet Union and Czechs in supplying aircraft
to Nigeria, Britain thought that the best policy for the NATO allies was to continue to exercise
the greatest possible restraint in the conflict. 25
The Canadian representative said that the remarkably large Nigerian attendance at the
Soviet Embassy on the occasion of the fiftieth anniversary of the Soviet October Revolution of
1917, taken with pro-Soviet comments made by Nigerian government officials, suggested that
Soviet Union influence had sharply increased in Nigeria at the expense of Western influence.
All the enthusiasm for the Soviets was merely a way of saying thank you for their aircraft.
Canada offered a ship or aircraft as a form of neutral ground for a meeting between Federal
and Biafra representatives. The Dutch representative said that his government felt some
concern that the Western restrictive policy on arms had opened the way for an increased
communist presence and influence in Nigeria. He suggested that the Political Committee
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should discuss whether this policy accorded with Western interests and whether any lesson
could be learnt for the future. 26
A very interesting comment was made by the German delegate during the Committee
meeting on 21 November 1967. He said that his government’s policy on arms remained
unchanged. That is, the Federal Republic of Germany would not allow the export of any arms
to a crisis area. He observed that a few Germans remained in Nigeria in connection with the
training of the Nigerian Air Force, of which the Germans took the initiative some years ago.
The German delegate also revealed that a certain number of small arms and ammunition to the
found their way to Nigerian authorities. He was reminded that this latest comment appeared to
contradict his statement that no exports were allowed to a crisis area, and he confessed himself
somewhat puzzled. 27
At the Committee’s discussions held on 5 December 1967, the Canadian delegate
opened the meeting with the comment that his government applied a tightly restrictive policy
on arms exports. The Canadian policy on arms was understood by top Nigerian officials. The
French representative said that while his government was opposed to arms sales to either side
in a conflict of this sort, they decided to allow the sale of anti-tank guns to Nigeria which was
regarded as not a serious anti-personnel weapon. They had sold no arms to Biafra but they were
aware that at least the B26 from French sources reached Biafra and that steps was taken to
prevent this sort of trade in arms. 28
The Italian representative said that it was the policy of his government to avoid
introducing sophisticated weapons into an area of conflict and his government refused to
endorse contracts offered to Italian companies by the Nigerian government notably in
connection with aircraft supply. The Italian government was keen to see this consultation
continued in NATO. The Dutch representative commented that the discussion did not provide
a satisfactory answer to his question on whether the Western policy concerning arms supplies
had been wise and whether NATO member-states have allowed Communist influence to grow
dangerously in Nigeria. It would be better if consultation on arms policies had been started at
an earlier stage. The Chairman spoke about the possibly of African experts being invited to the
next session to conduct a study on arms supplies and the lessons of the Nigerian Civil War; and
the Dutch representative agreed to think this over. 29
During the 19 December 1967 meeting of the Political Committee, there was a further
round of discussions on Nigeria. No one had any further hard information on the civil war, but
the Portuguese took the opportunity of reading out a sort of denial of virtually everything that
was said in the Press or elsewhere about Portuguese involvement in the Biafra affair. The
representative said that his authorities considered that the Nigerian conflict was an internal
affair. They did not authorize anyone to enlist in the Biafran Armed Forces, did not know of
any Portuguese mercenaries in Biafra. They also said they had no idea where the Portuguese
arms discovered in a Dutch ship came from and were quite certain that they were not loaded in
a Portuguese port. There was no proof of any kind that the crew of a bomber which crashed in
Ikoyi Lagos had been Portuguese. The Portuguese delegate went further to admit that aircraft
had landed in Portuguese airports en-route for Biafra. All their papers had been in order and
Confidential: Record of Meeting of NATO Political Committee Held on 16 November, 1967 in Paris from
J.C.W. Bushell United Kingdom Delegation to NATO in Paris 16e, to P.H. Moberly in the West and General
African Department Commonwealth Office, 16 November, 1967, FCO 38/231, TNA.
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the aircraft was owned by non-Portuguese European companies. Portuguese authorities had no
legal right to interfere with their cargoes which presumably included arms. The aircraft in
question were generally in theory on their way to countries other than Biafra. 30 The West was
concerned about the escalating situation in Nigeria in the wake of great power rivalry involving
the Soviet Union and some European nations. Thus, discussing the war at the NATO Political
Committee gatherings was meant to fashion out ways of not allowing the conflict to degenerate
and minimize its threat to regional and global security.
NATO Discussions on Arms for Nigeria and its African Contexts
On 6 February, 1968 the PC members proposed to examine the effect of arms deliveries
on the stability of developing countries, particularly in cases where the Soviet Union was
involved, taking Nigeria as the model. The Committee was to identify suitable questions to put
to the Disarmament Experts to deliberate on the matter. 31
When the Committee held its meeting on 15 February 1968 the Dutch delegate led off
the discussion in general terms. He said that his authorities were not satisfied with the results
of previous discussions of this sort with the Alliance. As a result of discussion on 27 June 1967
about arms supply policy to Nigeria, the NATO countries imposed strict ban on themselves for
the supply of sophisticated weapons to the combatants in the war. The same consideration
applied to the delivery of small arms and ammunition. Consequently, the Nigerians had turned
to the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe to obtain sophisticated weapons. The Nigerian Army
had grown too many times its pre-war size, a likelihood which the NATO countries should
have realized when hostilities began. They should have responded more fully to the reasonable
requests of the Federal authorities. Having in mind the importance of this subject for black
Africa as a whole, the Dutch authorities hoped that fuller consultations would take place in
future within NATO. 32
The Canadian delegate pointed out that one reason for the less than fruitful results of
earlier consultations was the opposing point of view of some NATO members including
Canada. Canadians felt that under-developed countries should use their scanty reserves in a
more sensibly manner than in the purpose of arms. Canada was interested from the point of
view of a supplier of aid. Officials in Ottawa had calculated that the last conflict between India
and Pakistan, for instance, had wasted in the space of time the equivalent of Canadian aid for
thirty years. The Canadian view was that military hardware should, as far as possible, be denied
to under-developed countries, both from the perspective of aid and in the context of reaching
an eventual goal of world disarmament. The British delegate John Bushell to a large extent
associated himself with the Canadian statement while recognizing that Britain was presented
with a dilemma in the civil war. 33 According to Bushell:
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We certainly wished to exclude weapons of mass
destruction from all-black African countries, but
naturally, we had no control over the arms export
activities of the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe, nor of
countries such as Sweden and Switzerland, nor potential
suppliers such as Japan and India. I agreed with the
Dutch point that one result was that the Soviets had got
into Nigeria further attested by the arrival of the two
IL28s jet aircraft and three fast patrol boats.
Nevertheless, one had to remember that the Soviets had
problems on their side such as the Middle East in which
they had seen so much of their loss of military aid. 34
The British delegate said that the UK-NATO Mission in Brussels should continue to
consult on this subject within NATO, but suggested that the topic might have to be considered
on a case by case basis since they admitted that no principles evolved on the supply of arms to
under-developed countries. The Chairman of the meeting agreed that the discussion in the
Political Committee had in June 1967 been entirely theoretical. He added that Western delivery
of arms might result in the Soviet Union delivering even more, and thus starting an arms race.
The American delegate agreed that it was American policy to avoid slipping into an East-West
Cold War confrontation in Africa to evade an arms race on the continent.
The Dutch representative still felt that 1967 discussions had reached a general
conclusion to limit the granting of export licenses to Nigeria. His authorities appreciated the
Canadian and British point of view and hoped that NATO countries would keep each other
informed about arms deliveries to under-developed countries like Nigeria. 35 This led the
Chairman to remind the delegates of the discussion on “Regional Conventional Arms
Transfers” for which the Danish representative articulated, circulating copies of a draft United
Nations resolutions before the meeting. There followed a procedure discussion as to whether
this subject was best dealt with by the Disarmament Experts or the NATO African Experts. It
was decided that it would be best to see what came out of the Disarmers discussion before
involving other groups. 36 The need to draw a lesson from the Nigerian situation regarding
foreign influence in Africa in terms of arms deliveries prompted the discussion of the war by
the Committee. The discussions took place within the wider consciousness of foreign military
assistance to Africa especially identifying suitable ways of carrying out arms and defense
control, given the perceived communist subversion on the continent at the time.
Conclusion
The NATO Political Committee discussed the Nigerian Civil War at regular intervals
with reference to arms supply and international recognition of Biafra. The Committee’s
discussion of the war created the chance to increase understanding among Member-States of
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the Nigerian conflict and their attitude towards it. While some member states had regularly
questioned the western policy concerning arms supplies to both sides of the conflict and
whether the result of that policy had not been to allow Communist influence in Nigeria to grow
dangerously, others such as Britain and the United States were highly concerned about the
growing dependence of the Nigerian government on the Soviet Union for arms supplies to
supplement those available from the United Kingdom and elsewhere, which created a new
situation in the war such as the perceived beginning of what might become a major communist
penetration in Nigeria and arms race in Africa. In private and discreet contacts at the
Committee’s meeting, the delegates were opened to persuasion about the common danger to
all in Europe and North America of Communist penetration of Nigeria which would continue
so long as the war was prolonged. Nigeria was potentially, in African terms, a major regional
power. It was in the best interests of NATO Members that Nigeria should be stable, prowestern, prosperous, moderate, and united. This was the main reason NATO Political
Committee opted to deliberate on the civil war. NATO’s limitation in the conflict was based
on the fact that the conflict was regarded as an African affair under the jurisdiction of the
Organization of African Unity. Most of its members mainly Britain and the United States
believed that the establishment of an OAU Consultative Committee for Nigeria represented the
best approach for any Afro-Asian initiative in the war. The OAU support for a solution based
on the unity of Nigeria boosted the British and American confidence that any deliberations on
the war should be through the OAU. Nevertheless, the NATO Political Committee’s
discussions of the fighting stemmed from the desirability of the Committee for proper
coordination of arms supplies policies of its member-states in the Nigerian conflict. NATO was
anxious about the fact that its member states should draw a lesson from the Nigerian situation
and foreign influence in Africa in terms of arms deliveries. Hence, her discussions of the
military situation in Nigeria had been within the wider context of foreign military assistance to
Africa to identifying the suitable ways of carrying out arms and defence control because of the
perceived Communist subversion on the continent.
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An Argument for Proliferation: Why the International Community
Should Encourage Japan to Acquire Nuclear Weapons
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Abstract
Japan faces a difficult geopolitical situation in light of heightening tensions on the
Korean peninsula. Faced with the imminent danger of several volatile nuclear states at its
doorstep, prevailing public attitudes to nuclear weapons rooted in unique historical conditions
constrain Japanese policy makers from developing credible tools of deterrence. This article
argues that Japan should abandon its three non-nuclear principles from 1967 and acquire a
limited set of nuclear weapons for defensive purposes. As will be demonstrated, this
fundamental change in Japan’s national security policy appears likely to strengthen regional
peace and stability.
Keywords: Japan, nuclear deterrence, North Korea, Asia-Pacific, realism, nuclear peace
Introduction
Considering a complicated history with nuclear weapons that commands no lengthy
explanation, such weapons have largely been considered undesirable in Japan. Yet Japan
remains one of the world’s most technologically advanced nations, possesses one of the world’s
largest plutonium reserves, and has one of the highest nuclear energy outputs globally. Such
factors have led to Japan being described as a de facto nuclear state. 1 Through its civilian
nuclear energy programme, Japan has since the 1960s acquired large quantities of plutonium,
which combined with high technological capacities enables the state to assemble nuclear
weapons within a year, if necessary. 2 Since the 2011 Fukushima disaster, nuclear energy
suffered a significant setback and industry targets to generate 40 % of national energy were
scaled back. Nevertheless, due to a lack of other energy sources and a heavy reliance on
imports, Japan is likely to maintain its position as a strong nuclear energy state. 3 The
Fukushima disaster helped generate further backlash and scepticism to nuclear energy, adding
to the already negative public attitudes to nuclear technology. 4 Coupled with the backdrop of
Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the Fukushima disaster has been essential in ensuring comparatively
negative Japanese attitudes to nuclear technology. Interestingly, deaths caused by closed
John H. Large, “The Actual and Potential Development of Nuclear Weapons Technology in the Area of North
East Asia (Korean Peninsula and Japan)”, Large Associates, November 2016, http://largeassociates.com/wp/wpcontent/uploads/2019/03/R3126-A1-final.pdf
2
Akira Kurosaki, “Nuclear energy and nuclear-weapon potential: A historical analysis of Japan in the 1960s”,
The Nonproliferation Review 24, no. 1-2 (2017), https://doi.org/10.1080/10736700.2017.1367536
3
Harrison Jacobs, “The 17 Countries Generating The Most Nuclear Power”, Business Insider, 6 April 2014,
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nuclear reactors in the aftermath of Fukushima due to increased heat and electricity prices in
Japan far outnumbered the deaths caused by the disaster itself, numbering at around 4,500
excess deaths between 2011 and 2014. 5
While public attitudes to nuclear energy have been reluctant, attitudes towards nuclear
weapons are far more averse. However, Japan neighbours North Korea, China, and Russia,
three states armed with nuclear weapons and characterized by their assertive international
behaviour. This paper argues a case that might seem unconventional and improbable at first
glance. Based on the region’s developing security situation in light of recent nuclear escalation
by North Korea, this article contends it is in the national and strategic interest of Japan to
acquire nuclear weapons for purposes of possessing a credible tool of deterrence in this hostile
environment.
Structure: Four Main Aspects to Consider Concerning Japanese Nuclear Armament
Four aspects are imperative to consider in the question of whether Japan should acquire
nuclear weapons. First, this article introduces and examines the historic and contemporary
attitudes of Japanese government officials and the public concerning nuclear armament in order
to better gain an understanding of current policies. Thereafter, the paper introduces nuclear
deterrence theory and analyses its applicability in the Japanese geopolitical context. Thirdly,
this article considers the scope of the North Korean nuclear arsenal and makes predictions
regarding its future. The final section examines the reliability of existing US protection in a
time when the global superpower is experiencing domestic political turbulence spilling over
into its foreign policy priorities. Based on analysis of these four aspects, this article concludes
it is in the national interest of Japan to acquire a limited set of nuclear weapons for defensive
purposes in order to credibly deter aggression from neighbouring states.
Contextualizing Japanese society and prevailing attitudes to nuclear weapons
Article 9 of the Japanese constitution states the following: ‘Aspiring sincerely to an
international peace based on justice and order, the Japanese people forever renounce war as
a sovereign right of the nation and the threat or use of force as means of settling international
disputes. In order to accomplish the aim of the preceding paragraph, land, sea, and air forces,
as well as other war potential, will never be maintained. The right of belligerency of the state
will not be recognized.’ 6
Article 9 and the ‘three non-nuclear principles’ of 1967 (not possessing, not producing,
and not allowing foreign nuclear weapons on Japanese territory), are the two guiding pillars of
Japanese defence policy. 7 Before embarking on further arguments, it is worth emphasising the
conundrum of allowing documents and principles, from 75 and 53 years ago respectively, to
guide contemporary foreign policy. These principles originate from a time when only a handful
nuclear states existed, devised in the aftermath of a devastating world war. Although certainly
Matthew Neidell, Shinsuke Uchida. & Marcella Veronesi (2019) “Be Cautious with the Precautionary
Principle: Evidence from Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Accident”, IZA Institute of Labor Economics Working
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captivating and historically important, they should not be assigned the role of flawless lodestars
in a dynamic, modern world, no matter how admirable and pacifist their intentions.
Public polling from recent years shows nearly half of Japan’s population oppose even
remaining under the protection of the US nuclear umbrella, considering such protection
unnecessary. Furthermore, nearly 80 % of the population remain opposed to the state acquiring
its own nuclear weapons. 8 Anti-nuclear sentiments in the Japanese public are seemingly
unshakeable. The significant imprint left on the population by atomic bombs dropped on
Hiroshima and Nagasaki, killing more than 210,000 people and leaving long-term
consequences on public health and wellbeing, has understandably created strong anti-nuclear
feelings. However, there was another less known incident in 1954 which arguably further
shaped the Japanese view of nuclear weapons. The first US hydrogen bomb test in the South
Pacific accidentally contaminated a Japanese fishing boat, giving every crew member severe
radiation sickness and killing one. It was only after this peace time incident that the first
grassroots movements against nuclear weapons emerged. 9
Contrary to public sentiment, opinions favouring acquisition of nuclear weapons have
on multiple occasions been voiced by Japanese political leaders. In the 1960s, Prime Minister
Eisaku Sato commissioned several studies into acquiring atomic bombs and even told US
President Lyndon B. Johnson that ‘Japanese public opinion will not permit this at present, but
I believe that the public, especially the younger generation, can be educated’ into allowing
nuclear armament. 10 Japan’s Prime Minister from 1982 to 1987, Yasuhiro Nakahone, also
believed Japan should build its own nuclear weapons arsenal. 11 In 2016, then-Prime Minister
Shinzo Abe publicly insisted that Article 9 in the constitution does not prohibit Japan from
obtaining nuclear weapons. 12 Considering this development, the central argument of this article
extends into a political debate in post-war Japan regarding whether the state should operate in
a more assertive manner on the international stage. In particular, this article is contextualized
by recent unsuccessful attempts by former Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe to revise
Article 9 in the Japanese constitution. 13 As part of the ‘Abe doctrine’, Japan has seen signs of
a return to more traditional state behaviour, where military and economic power are being
sought to be used more actively in order to obtain state objectives. 14
Considering these assertions by political leaders and how they diverge from public
sentiments, it is essential to keep in mind that what the Japanese government wants is not
always equal to what the general population wants. This divide was recently demonstrated by
the government seeking closer integration under the US nuclear umbrella, going against public
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opinion. 15 There are further indications that Japanese elites hold divergent views on security
implications of nuclear weapons compared to the public. A 2001 survey targeting 2,000
ordinary Japanese citizens and 400 citizens who were considered to be exceptionally wellinformed, found that over twice as many of the well-informed citizens wished for Japan to
acquire atomic bombs. 16 Such an argument of authority is of course not worth much by itself,
but its implications are still worth considering. Some have explained this divergence in opinion
by pointing to the elite’s likelihood to form their opinions ‘in accordance with coherent policy
discourse and trends stipulated by established nuclear architecture’, whereas the public ‘tends
to embrace a sort of ambivalence stipulated by their past experiences’. 17
In this article, I suggest diverting from the traditional notion of the Japanese public
comparatively knowing better how devastating nuclear weapons can be, based on the
experiences of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Instead, this article contends that these historic events
have generated uniquely distorted perspectives that are largely incoherent with contemporary
scholarship considering security implications of nuclear weapons proliferation. In turn,
Japanese defence strategy suffers from logical incoherence and renunciation of sovereignty,
complicating the implementation of sound strategic defence policies in the post-war era.
Nuclear Deterrence in the Japanese Geopolitical Context
‘Deterrence is the practice of discouraging or restraining someone - in world politics,
usually a nation-state - from taking unwanted actions, such as an armed attack.’ 18 Nuclear
deterrence adds to this definition by suggesting that an enemy’s attack will be met with a
nuclear counterattack, thereby increasing a threat’s gravity and the potence of deterrence. In
order to obtain stable deterrence, a state needs to have in place second-strike capabilities,
meaning that an enemy would assume it to be capable of retaliating by nuclear attack any first
strike on its territory. In order to have credible second-strike capacities, nuclear weapons need
to be located in a diversified and ideally secretive set of locations, thus capable of producing
an instant response to a first strike. Such widespread deterrence capacities are what generated
the philosophy of MAD (Mutually Assured Destruction) during the Cold War, often credited
with having ensured that the US and USSR never engaged in total warfare, 19 although whether
or not nuclear weapons increase global security has been subject to longstanding and
contentious debate. 20 21 Proponents of the idea that nuclear weapons sustain geopolitical
stability advocate for a theory known as Nuclear Peace.
Renowned US strategist and classic thinker in the field of nuclear deterrence Bernard
Brodie wrote upon the emergence of nuclear weapons in the US weapons arsenal that ‘Thus
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far the chief purpose of our military establishment has been to win wars. From now on its chief
purpose must be to avert them. It can have almost no other useful purpose.’ 22 Contextualizing
his statement, since the development of nuclear weapons, states’ prospects of winning wars
against a heavily armed nuclear state has effectively been eliminated. As a result, no rational
state would launch a significant attack on a state that possesses nuclear weapons. Pursuing this
line of thought, there is a strong, yet counterintuitive, case to be made that no other invention
than nuclear weapons have been more instrumental for peace in the history of mankind.
Notwithstanding the constant threat of total annihilation of humanity, the time of nuclear
weapons represents a unique time in history as a rare occurrence of relative world peace
between great powers. Consider the example of the Second World War: had Germany known
that their opponents by the end of the war would develop a weapon that could destroy entire
cities instantly, would they still have instigated offensive warfare? 23 Mutatis mutandis the same
logic applies to China and Japan in 1936, or Iraq and Iran in 1980, and war would have seemed
an unlikely scenario also in these instances. However, in the absence of nuclear weapons, war
did in fact materialise on all accounts, as aggressor states lacked substantial incentives not to
instigate conflict. Quantitative analysis lends support to Nuclear Peace theory, finding that
symmetric balance between states in their nuclear stockpiles increases stability and security.
On the other hand, nuclear asymmetry strengthens the likelihood of violent conflict between
states. 24 Therefore, any acquisition of nuclear weapons by Japan should attempt to
counterbalance the stockpiles of neighbouring states, rather than exceeding pre-existing
arsenals in the region.
Kenneth Waltz similarly argued that more nuclear weapons mean more safety. 25 He
pointed out that since the Second World War, the international community went through
seismic changes such as decolonisation, technological and strategic innovation, rapid economic
growth, and widespread nuclear proliferation. Although war regularly ensued between nonnuclear states, war never transpired on a significant scale between nuclear states. Almost forty
years later, this trend remains unchanged. Scholars have pointed out how nuclear weapons have
made the idea of winning a war against a great power impossible, as no one initiates an attack
of great significance knowing it will mean certain death for themselves. 26 Of course, a single
devastating nuclear war would turn this hypothesis on its head. Correspondingly however, its
validity strengthens each day that nuclear weapons deter powerful states from attacking one
another. While Japan has been hesitant to acquire nuclear weapons itself, it is widely
recognized that US nuclear protection is necessary to protect it from China and North Korea. 27
This is reflected by the fact that even liberal intellectuals in Japan tend to embrace deterrencelogic when discussing national security issues. This is done without fully embracing nuclear
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weapons, such as Shigeru Ishiba who praised Japan’s plutonium policy as acting as a limited
form of deterrence. 28
Are there ways of credibly defending a state that does not involve a purportedly
unstable measure such as nuclear deterrence? Japan operates a comparatively impressive
missile defence system commissioned by the government for geopolitical reasons. It consists
of two destroyers, a warship with AN/SQP-9B radar systems, and four additional destroyers
with Aegis missile defence systems and SM-3 interceptors. 29 By 2021, all ships are to be armed
with the SM-3 Block IIA interception systems, widely considered the best on the market.
However, in assessing its efficiency, scholars have pointed out that this defence system remains
not fully viable as an option for preventing a North Korean attack, as it has failed two out of
three interception tests. 30 Meanwhile, the US possesses the most expensive missile defence
system in the world at the cost of $70 billion, yet half of all interception tests still fail. That is
even considering assertions that state-conducted tests are easier to intercept given their
predictability compared to external missile attacks. 31 If Japan wants credible protection against
nuclear missiles, it seems unlikely to find it in missile defence systems. It seems reasonable to
conclude that the only worthwhile deterrent to a nuclear weapon is another nuclear weapon.
In July and September 2017, North Korea sent two missiles directly over Japan in a
move described as highly threatening to the Japanese public. 32 In March 2020, North Korea
escalated testing by firing three projectiles into the Sea of Japan, putting further doubt into the
outcome of seemingly successful diplomatic talks. 33 For this reason, the public debate on
nuclear deterrence has seen a resurgence in recent years, with a particular emphasis on North
Korea.
Yet Japan must also consider what nuclearization would mean vis-à-vis China. The
Sino-Japanese bilateral relationship has been described as one of the world’s most complex, in
part due to historical animosity. 34 And while an attack is considered highly unlikely, China’s
significant nuclear stockpile is of great concern to Japan. As of today, Japan’s strategy centres
around advocating for regional denuclearization while enjoying protection of the US nuclear
umbrella. This appears to be the path of least resistance, maintaining a functional status quo
with an overarching goal of easing tensions without overtly provoking China. However, for the
international community, there could be vast untapped potential in deterring expansionist
behaviour from China by advocating limited nuclear proliferation in the region. Western states
are well served by containing China’s assertive promotion of authoritarian values by
strengthening states in the region that possess more peaceful and democratic behaviour. There
is much to be lost in the realms of democracy and human rights if China can freely set the
Fumihiko Yoshida, “Japan Should Scrutinise the Credibility of the US Nuclear Umbrella: An Interview with
Shigeru Ishiba”, Journal for Peace and Nuclear Disarmament 1, no. 2 (2018),
https://doi.org/10.1080/25751654.2018.1507414
29
Monica Montgomery, “Japan Expands Ballistic Missile Defenses”, Arms Control Today 48, no. 7 (2018), 3233, https://search.proquest.com/docview/2115668338
30
Montgomery, “Japan Expands Ballistic Missile Defenses”
31
Deverrick Holmes, “Congress is not asking the right questions about missile defense”, The Bulletin of Atomic
Scientists, 25 June 2019, https://thebulletin.org/2019/06/congress-is-not-asking-the-right-questions-aboutmissile-defense/
32
Yasuhiro Izumikawa, “The North Korea Factor in the 2017 Election”, in Japan Decides 2017: The Japanese
General Election, ed. Pekkanen, R. J., Reed, S. R., Scheiner, E. and Smith, D. M (London: Palgrave MacMillan,
2018), 313-327.
33
Ankit Panda, ” North Korea Launches 3 Unknown Projectiles Into Sea of Japan”, The Diplomat, 9 March
2020, https://thediplomat.com/2020/03/north-korea-launches-3-unknown-projectiles-into-sea-of-japan/
34
Carnegie Endowment,” Implications of China’s Nuclear Policy for Other Countries”
https://carnegieendowment.org/files/ChinaChanging_CH5.pdf: p. 54.
28

137

Strife Journal – Issue 15/16 (Autumn 2021)

political agenda without regional competitors, as recently observed in relation with the CCP’s
support of the 2021 coup d’état in Myanmar. By advocating nuclearization of Japan, this can
help shift the regional balance in favour of western-aligned states reducing both the
responsibility and reach of the US, simultaneously gratifying Chinese wishes for a regional
leadership role while also strengthening Japan’s ability to serve as a counterbalancing force.
China is also likely to be more content with a larger security presence by Japan at the cost of
US influence, as it sees American activity on its doorstep as overreach by an intrusive and alien
state. 35 Presenting a more direct challenge to China’s regional dominance was also one of stated
the objectives of the Abe doctrine 36, although the former Prime Minister would have been less
inhibited from doing so if he had nuclear weapons at his disposal. And while Japanese
nuclearization could itself unsettle China; it would provide further incentive for China to lay
off an invasion of Taiwan, by involving Taiwan under a Japanese-US nuclear umbrella. In sum,
there is potentially much to be earned vis-à-vis China in Japan acquiring nuclear weapons. The
most urgent and unpredictable threat in the region, however, remains North Korea.
The Future of the North Korean Nuclear Weapons Programme
The International Atomic Energy Agency recently reported that North Korea is still
expanding its nuclear weapons programme despite what can be described as moderate success
in diplomatic talks between North and South. 37 Regardless of several highly unusual events
having transpired over the past years such as the historic handshake between leaders of North
and South at the DMZ, as well as the diplomatic acrobatics of an unorthodox US president, real
progress appears difficult to verify. In addition to ongoing nuclear expansion, international
groups of scientists who spent several weeks as observers at the Yongbyon nuclear facilities
have reported that North Korea is capable of swiftly rebuilding nuclear facilities previously
dismantled under international agreements. 38
It is estimated that North Korea currently maintains around ten to twenty nuclear
weapons and has material ready to construct another thirty to sixty. 39 Capacities have improved
significantly over the past two decades, and six successful tests of nuclear weapons have
occurred since 2006. The most powerful bomb had a yield of approximately 250 kilotons,
around fifteen times more powerful than the bomb dropped on Hiroshima. 40
Once a state possesses nuclear weapons, it is highly unlikely to relinquish them.
Advocates of nuclear non-proliferation make strong idealist assertions that appeal to pacifist
values in their pleas to unilaterally compel western nuclear powers to disarm, but such opinions
hold little weight in global realpolitik. Beyond numerous arguments demonstrating that nuclear
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proliferation would not necessarily make the world a safer place 41 42 43 44, it is worth noting
that the movement against nuclear weapons is a phenomenon primarily manifesting itself in
the west, unlikely to proliferate into new regions. 45
This seems particularly true for North Korea. Ever since the state ratified the Nuclear
Non-proliferation Treaty (NPT) in 1985, several attempts have been made through initiatives
such as the Six Party Talks to encourage North Korea to denuclearize. Western states have
even made payments in the form of oil and food shipments, to no avail. 46 The difficult
negotiations underline the limitations of diplomacy, as North Korea’s objectives can hardly be
appeased by anything western-aligned states can offer. Patrick McEachern from the American
Foreign Service Journal has delineated the two overarching strategic goals of North Korea; an
end to economic sanctions (short-term) and bolstering national security from a perceived
American existential threat (long-term). 47 The short-term goal can be alleviated in return for
promises of limited denuclearization, however any real attempts at strengthening national
security for North Korea cannot co-exist with substantial denuclearization. The risks are simply
too high, something the regime knows quite well.
Only four states have backed down from being nuclear powers. South Africa did so
voluntarily in 1990, although it can be argued that South Africa was a special case given the
few geopolitical threats in its vicinity, which diminished quickly in the aftermath of the Cold
War. 48 Furthermore, Pretoria likely realised that the dismantlement of apartheid was on the
horizon, which would have factored in during the all-white government’s decision-making
process. The three remaining states having denuclearised their weapons arsenals, Kazakhstan,
Ukraine, and Belarus, did so after the collapse of the Soviet Union. It remains a subject of
debate to what extent these newly founded states exerted control over their arsenals vis-à-vis
Moscow, putting into question just how much of a voluntary denuclearisation it really was. 49
In the case of Ukraine, denuclearisation appears a direct cause for war to be inflicted upon its
territory in 2014, a prediction made by realists already as the Soviet collapse was unfolding. 50
Ukraine voluntarily relinquished its nuclear arsenal of 1,900 warheads – at the time the third
largest in the world – in exchange for security assurances by Russia under the Budapest
Memorandum. 51 By considering that no two nuclear powers have ever gone to war, the Russian
decision to annex Crimea and invade Eastern Ukraine seems contingent on the abolishment of
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Ukrainian nuclear weapons. It appears likely that North Korea, unpredictable yet certainly
rational in its desire for regime survival, has learned its lessons from the Ukrainian example
which underlined the unreliability of promises by great powers. In short, there are few
conceivable concessions offered by western-aligned regimes that would be likely to see North
Korea resign its strongest guarantee of national security. Considering the US as an existential
threat, North Korea has little to gain by abolishing its nuclear capabilities.
Consequently, North Korea’s ability to attack Japan with nuclear weapons will not be
expunged, and Japan has to live with a number of unpredictable nuclear neighbours on its
doorstep. Currently safeguarded under the US nuclear umbrella, Japan does at present enjoy
external nuclear deterrence from a North Korean attack. However, as the world enters a phase
of increased nationalism, an increasingly powerful China, and democratic backsliding, this
protection appears less secure than in previous decades.
Assessing Reliability of US Protection in the Age of Nationalist Populism
Only eight decades ago, US and Japanese schoolchildren were taught in class to despise
each other as cultural and racial antagonists. Toxic attitudes between the two states were
exasperated by reciprocal atrocities committed during the Second World War, including but
not limited to nuclear bombing, excessive firebombing of Tokyo and other Japanese cities, the
attack on Pearl Harbour, and inhumane treatment of POWs. Considering this traumatic
historical backdrop, the trans-pacific alliance has been remarkably stable in the post-war
period. 52 The conciliatory tone of the relationship was amplified under Shinzo Abe, who visited
Pearl Harbour in 2016 in what was seen as an attempt to finalise any lingering disputes in the
alliance. 53
The visit followed longstanding positive development between the two allies, in which
several joint strategic measures were adopted. US army bases on Japanese territory are
frequently referred to as ‘cornerstone[s] of national security’ 54. From 2015, the bilateral
security ties were strengthened and integrated further through the Alliance Coordination
Mechanism (ACM) and the Bilateral Planning Mechanism (BPM), allowing for daily and more
streamlined military cooperation. 55 According to a report by the US Congressional Research
Service, Washington has 54,000 troops stationed in Japan and remains determined to act as
guarantor for its safety. 56 However, the report also states that Tokyo would likely reconsider
its stance on acquisition of nuclear weapons if US security guarantees are weakened. 57 The
report subsequently considers Japan’s hypothetical acquisition of nuclear weapons to be a
catalyst for declining US influence in the region. Meanwhile, Japan’s National Defence
Program states that ‘In dealing with the threat of nuclear weapons, US extended deterrence,
with nuclear deterrence at its core, is essential: Japan will closely cooperate with the United
States to maintain and enhance its credibility.’ 58 Hence, it appears that the problem of Japan’s
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government resides not with the philosophy of nuclear deterrence itself, but merely with
convincing its population that national ownership is preferable to American protection. In other
words, by accepting the protection of the US nuclear umbrella, Japan’s government implicitly
endorses the key tenets of nuclear peace theory, trusting that deterrence is a course of action
that will increase rather than weaken international structures promoting peace and stability.
Said even more bluntly, Japan only wants to remain pacifist as long as US power guarantees
their safety. The key issue as far as Japan is concerned is therefore not related to whether
nuclear weapons can enhance stability, this seems to be a settled matter, rather ownership of
nuclear weapons is what Japanese politicians cannot justify. This delegates formation of
defence policy away from Japan itself, and hands the reins of Japan’s safety to a state which
has shown far more contemporary malevolence than Japan would be likely to exert in the near
future. Therefore, Japan’s acquisition of nuclear weapons might not only be in its own interest,
rather it would also benefit the international community as a whole.
‘If Japan is attacked, we will fight World War III. We will go in and protect them with
our lives […] we will fight at all costs, but if we are attacked, Japan doesn’t have to help us at
all. They can watch on a Sony television.’ – Former US President Donald Trump 59
Former President Trump described NATO as obsolete, threatened to withdraw the US
from the organization, and made frequent controversial statements about close allies, having
contributed to decreased international credibility in the US. In fact, allies’ trust in the US has
never been weaker in modern history. 60 As presidential candidate in 2016, Trump stated that
Japan should acquire nuclear weapons to deter North Korea on its own. 61 While he was
narrowly defeated in the 2020 election, Republican foreign policy doctrine appears
significantly and irreversibly altered. It has become far more difficult to predict the future of
US foreign policy, in particular its military commitments to allies. While American protection
of Japan currently remains secure, few guarantees can be made for the next decade. The
domestic political situation in the US, characterized by extreme polarisation and widespread
inability to reach bipartisan agreements, does undoubtedly destabilise Japan’s security, as the
long-term prospects for effective protection are undermined. As a result, scholars have argued
that obtaining defensive nuclear weapons would increase Japanese international autonomy,
both in general as well as vis-à-vis North Korea and China. 62 In other words, nuclear weapons
would help liberate Japan from the political whims of an increasingly unreliable superpower.
Conclusion
This article has made four arguments in favour of the nuclear armament of Japan. The
opinion of the Japanese public seems distorted in disfavour of nuclear weapons due to historical
reasons, although Japanese elite opinion remains more positive to such armament. Through
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analysing and discussing traditional thoughts of nuclear deterrence rooted in Nuclear Peace
Theory, this paper has found that Japan’s safety is likely to increase through acquisition of
nuclear weapons. Examination of North Korea’s nuclear programme suggests the dictatorship
is highly unlikely to disarm in the near future, rather it seems likely the dictatorship will
increase its nuclear stockpile. Finally, the US position as an unquestionable ally has been
weakened by the Trump administration, and the international community would be well served
by allowing a contemporary peaceful state like Japan to take more control of its defence policy.
In conclusion, this essay finds that Japan certainly should acquire a limited set of nuclear
weapons for defensive purposes.
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Power-sharing in Post-war Divided Societies: The Failure of
Consociationalism in Bosnia and Herzegovina
Megan Neill Andrés
King’s College London
Abstract
After three years of conflict, the end of the Bosnian War in 1995 saw the creation of a
deeply divided country. Bosnia’s multi-ethnic society was united under the Dayton Accords, a
frail peace agreement which devised a political system based on the principle of consociation,
the cooperation of different and antagonistic social groups on the basis of shared power. As
this paper will illustrate, this agreement has failed to create a peaceful and stable country, as it
not only failed to address grievances but reinforced them through an imposed segregationist
system. Moreover, this system has repeatedly compromised political efficiency and
transparency, and has proven vulnerable to international influence, further destabilising the
country. The case of post-war BiH illustrates the pitfalls of implementing the consociational
power-sharing model in deeply divided societies, where it is unlikely to succeed in creating a
lasting, stable peace.
Keywords: civil war, ethnic conflict, post-war peace building, consociationalism,
power-sharing, Bosnia and Herzegovina.
Introduction
Previously a relatively obscure part of the world, Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH) was
catapulted into the international headlines in 1992 when war broke out between the three main
ethnic groups composing its population: Bosnian Muslims (45%), Bosnian Serbs (35%), and
Bosnian Croats (18%). 1 The breakup of Yugoslavia left behind an overwhelming preference
for ethnonational categories of identity in the region, and the three pre-war political parties, the
(Muslim) Party of Democratic Action (SDA), the Serb Democratic Party (SDS) and the
Croatian Democratic Union-BiH (HDZ-BiH), became in 1992 leaders of three respective
armies with distinct visions for the future of the country. 2
After three and a half years of war marked by ethnic cleansing, North Atlantic Treaty
Organization (NATO) aerial attacks on Bosnian Serb military targets brought the three warring
parties to the negotiating table in Dayton, Ohio, in November 1995. There was no victor, no
wilful stalemate, only international pressure for a peace agreement to be reached. 3 The
international community wanted to avoid separation, as they could not turn around their
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recognition of Bosnia as a state. 4 Since force was ruled out, accommodation seemed the only
reasonable option.
Under the Dayton Agreement, the country was structured as a consociational
confederation, a system shaped by the cooperation of different and antagonistic social groups
on the basis of shared power. Powers of self-rule were given to three “constituent units” divided
into two entities based on ethnonational boundaries: the Republika Srpska (RS, 49% of
territory) and the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina (FBiH, 51% of territory). 5 At all levels
of government, proportional representation was ensured through the allocation of public offices
on the basis of ethnonational identity. 6 A three-member Bosnian presidency was created,
formed by one member of each of the three communities elected from their respective entity.
This ensured mandatory grand coalition governments at both state and entity level, where
ethnonational caucuses were also given the right to invoke a “vital interest veto” on what they
deemed detrimental legislation. 7
These post-war arrangements were inspired by Arend Lijphart’s consociational theory,
which ensures accommodation through the implementation of a system based on four basic
rules: ethnoterritorial autonomy, proportional representation, a guaranteed grand coalition
government, and mutual veto rights. 8 Irish scholars John McGarry and Brendan O’Leary built
on Lijphart’s theory by distinguishing between two types of consociational society, based on
either corporate or liberal arrangements. While corporate consociationalism is static, ensuring
guaranteed representation in a grand coalition and allocation of resources on the basis of predetermined identities, liberal consociationalism allocates power according to self-determined,
variable and democratically legitimised identity groups. 9 According to this distinction, the case
of BiH represents corporate consociationalism, as representation is guaranteed in the grand
coalition to members of the three main, pre-determined ethnic groups, excluding those who do
not identify as part of any of these communities.
This paper will go through several issues in BiH’s post-war society that were
unresolved, if not perpetuated, by the adoption of corporate consociationalism as a powersharing model. While BiH does not benefit from Lijphart’s six identified favourable factors for
the success of this system – multiple balance of power, small size of the country involved,
overarching loyalties, segmental isolation, prior traditions of elite accommodation, and the
presence of cross-cutting cleavages –, 10 this is an important case that shows that the reality on
the ground in deeply divided societies is more complex than Lijphart’s model. First, the paper
will address the lack of political will to collaborate in BiH, which consociationalism was unable
to overcome, noting how unresolved grievances have made the peace deeply unstable.
Secondly, the paper will address corporate consociationalism’s segregationist nature, which in
BiH has contributed to the perpetuation of ethnonational boundaries through the empowerment
of its elites. Thirdly, it will analyse the difficulties of reforming the system and carrying out
day-to-day politics in BiH – what Donald Horowitz defines as the ‘immobilism problem’ of
consociationalism. As a final issue, the paper will examine the impact of external pressures on
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BiH, demonstrating how vulnerable consociationalism can be to both hostile and benign
international influence.
This analysis concludes that the case of BiH challenges the corporate consociational
power-sharing model due to the failure of the system to create a reconciled, peaceful, and stable
society. The conflict in BiH is one of the most complex cases in which consociationalism has
been applied as a solution and, as such, it is an important case for understanding the limitations
and potential failures of power-sharing agreements based on this model. Moreover, BiH
continues to suffer from instability that can only be explained by fully understanding the
shortcomings of its political system, still shaped by the same ethnonational boundaries that
split the country in 1992.
The Adoption Problem: Imposition and Lack of Political Will
Bosnia’s troubled history of corporate consociationalism begins with its adoption, in
the drafting of the Dayton Accords in 1995. Lacking a victor, the settlement denied all parties
what they had fought for over three years of war, resulting in a widespread feeling of imposition
of the agreement by the international community. The three main groups were pressed to
negotiate until an agreement had been reached, and two of the fighting communities, the
Bosnian Serbs and Bosnian Croats, were not even direct parties to the negotiations, represented
instead by the leaders of Croatia and Serbia, Franjo Tudjman and Slobodan Milosevic. The
agreement itself reflected significant input from international negotiators, as did the Bosnian
Constitution. The lack of domestic legitimacy caused widespread scepticism of the
settlement. 11
However, the external imposition of the agreement was arguably necessary because of
what Donald Horowitz, well-known for his critiques of consociationalism, describes as the
‘adoption problem’ of this power-sharing system. Consociational agreements are difficult to
reach in deeply divided post-war societies because conflicting communities often have no
desire to collaborate, and majorities or relatively stronger communities will likely accept a
regime of minority guarantees only when they are weak. 12 In BiH, several attempts by the
international community to end hostilities, such as the Vance-Owen Plan of 1993, were rejected
by parties who believed the continuation of violence was a better alternative. It was only when
the Bosnian Serbs, who had been the strongest party for most of the conflict, faced a military
crisis triggered by NATO attacks that they agreed to start negotiations in 1995. 13
This adoption problem also affects the chances of maintaining a lasting peace, as a
settlement imposed on any party translates into a long-term lack of political will to collaborate.
Accommodation is unlikely when groups believe that victory is achievable at an acceptable
cost. 14 The imposed nature of the agreement in BiH meant that grievances were never fully
addressed and have not disappeared. In 1997, 91% of Bosnian Serbs and 84% of Bosnian
Croats continued to oppose the legitimacy of BiH’s status as a sovereign state. 15 Furthermore,
as noted by Michael Kerr, in times of crisis, major disagreements between parties over a single
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issue has the potential to shatter the pact. 16 In October 2018, after inconclusive general
elections, disagreements over BiH’s potential NATO membership left the country without a
government for fourteen months. 17 Serb leader Milorad Dodik, part of the (Bosnian Serb)
Alliance of Independent Social Democrats, opposed the country’s eventual NATO membership
and took advantage of this issue to steadily move the Republika Srpska ‘from autonomy toward
sovereignty’, raising ‘the prospect of separation and unification with Serbia’. 18 Following
numerous threats of secession, Dodik ‘threatened to torpedo a number of state-wide
reforms…while questioning other competencies transferred from the two entities to statelevel’. 19 Where dissatisfaction with the agreement persists, any single issue may be used to
further claims of secession.
The case of BiH demonstrates how consociationalism can be unsuccessful in creating
a stable, peacefully coexisting society in divided post-war states where there is no political will
to collaborate, and how dissatisfaction with an imposed agreement can later lead to increased
claims of secession.
The Segregation Problem: Perpetuation of Cleavages and Empowerment of Elites
The consociational model established by the Dayton Accords also shows how
grievances can systematically persist from the structure of the agreement itself. By legitimising
and institutionalising segmental parties, corporate consociationalism is inherently
segregationist, which can perpetuate ethnonational boundaries rather than disseminate them.
Segregationism is a core principle of corporate consociational theory. Lijphart proposes
overlapping, cross-cutting cleavages as a factor conducive to successful cooperation under a
consociational system. 20 Where cleavages reinforce each other, however, he openly admits that
it may be desirable to keep transactions among antagonistic subcultures in a divided society to
a minimum, as ‘Good fences make good neighbours’. 21 As such, in BiH, where cleavages
reinforce each other rather than crosscut, the Dayton Accords and the Bosnian Constitution
designated clear powers of self-rule to three ‘constituent peoples’ reflected in institutions at the
state, entity and canton level. 22
While Lijphart’s argument is compelling, especially in the case of societies consumed
by war, it does not offer a strong enough basis for making segregation a long-term solution to
ethnonational conflict. It seems contradictory to promote segregation as part of a system which,
in theory, aims to avoid partition and unite several ethnonational communities under a single
state. As a questionable middle ground between partition and proper accommodation, this
arrangement can exacerbate divisions in the long-term. In the case of post-war BiH, the
segregationist nature of consociationalism has created three major problems. First, political
segregation through consociationalism legitimises and institutionalises segmental parties,
which empowers ethnonational elites and purposefully perpetuates divisions. Lijphart argues
that segregation is beneficial because it improves elite-mass relations by creating subcultures
that are cohesive political blocs. Elites are more likely to articulate the interests of their bloc,
16
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which makes popular support for them more stable. 23 While this may be true in some contexts,
in BiH, this system disincentivises change, as elites see their ethnonationalism rewarded by the
system through its institutionalisation and have no incentives to moderate their stance or
promote a more integrationist culture.
Today, the three main political parties in BiH remain split across ethnonational lines,
reinforcing ethnonationalism in social life, culture and education. The key example of this is
BiH’s ‘two schools under one roof’ system, which segregates children of a single school on the
basis of ethnicity. 24 This arrangement was introduced after the war as a temporary measure to
encourage the return of refugees. 25 However, lack of political will on the part of the empowered
ethnonational elites to encourage integrated education has turned it into a permanent
arrangement, despite repeated protests by students themselves. 26
A second issue brought about by consociationalism’s segregationist nature is that it
structurally impedes the creation of political associations which do not identify with any of the
main ethnonational groups in the country. A system which guarantees representation to predetermined parties in order to ensure the people’s support for them limits the political choices
available in the country, leading to a passive and demobilised population. While justified as
stabilising the country, these measures are ultimately undemocratic as they take away the
people’s right to elect candidates beyond ethnonational boundaries. The voting system of
proportional representation (PR), as proposed by Lijphart and adopted in BiH, contributes to
this limitation of choices. The PR system attempts to ensure that the ratio of seats includes and
represents all ethnic groups, giving elites more power over their party by giving them control
over the selection of candidates. 27 However, as noted by Benjamin Reilly, ‘the surest route to
electoral victory under PR is to play the ethnic card’, ensuring support from their own ethnic
group. 28 By strictly reflecting divisions in society, PR does not provide incentives for crosscommunity voting. In BiH, it rather gave democratic legitimacy to the ethnonationalist parties
who had conducted the war, who took advantage of the system right from BiH’s first elections
in 2002, using the electoral process to further their own agendas. 29
Consociationalism in BiH has disincentivised public debate and significant opposition
to scrutinise the executive, leading to state capture by elites that ‘claim to care about their group
but actually enrich themselves in a country where the official unemployment rate is almost at
twenty per cent’. 30 Corruption is rife, as the political elites in BiH maintain a tight grip over
public enterprises: ‘You can’t even get a job as a policeman, firefighter, or trash picker if you’re
not in a political party’ says Mr Iljazovic, a member of the People and Justice political party
that split from the SDA, the party which has dominated Bosnian Muslim politics since the
war. 31 The segregationist system has not succeeded in building a viable economy, and many in
BiH emigrate to the European Union (EU) in hopes of finding a better future. 32 While some
hope to solve this issue by incorporating BiH into the EU, the process to acquire membership
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has been slowed by a combination of corruption and lack of political will on the part of elites
to enforce the 14 points of recommendations proposed by the EU Commission’s Opinion on
BiH’s application for membership, which stresses the need for ‘de-politicising and
restructuring public enterprises and ensuring transparency of privatisation processes’. 33
Finally, a third issue engendered by segregationism in BiH is that, by creating obstacles
to the creation of parties which do not align with ethnonational boundaries, corporate
consociationalism actively discriminates against those who do not feel part of any of the
protected communities. Politicians are required to identify themselves with a group, and
citizens who refuse to do so are prohibited from standing for election to the House of Peoples
of the Parliamentary Assembly and the Presidency, which are composed only of persons
belonging to the three constituent peoples, as established by the Bosnian Constitution. 34 In
2009, two Bosnian citizens, of Jewish and Roma ethnicities respectively, complained to the
European Court of Human Rights that, ‘they were prevented by the Constitution’ from standing
for election ‘solely on the ground of their ethnic origins’. 35 In 2005, Ms Azra Zornić also
complained of her ineligibility to stand for election because she does not declare affiliation
with any of the ‘constituent people’. 36 Both of these cases were found to violate several articles
of the European Convention of Human Rights, including the prohibition of discrimination and
the right to free elections. 37 The discrimination of ‘others’ in BiH is recognised as
constitutional. The EU Opinion includes this issue as one of its 14 points, 38 and, as stated by
the Venice Commission and the OSCE/ODIHR, this problem ‘can only be addressed by
amending both the Constitution and the Election Law’. 39 Thus, discrimination is recognised as
a direct result of the Constitutional arrangements brought about by the segregationist nature of
consociationalism.
The case of BiH challenges the corporate consociational power-sharing model in that it
illustrates the dangers of its segregationist nature, which has limited effectiveness in promoting
long-term stability through cooperation. At the time of the peace agreement in 1995, this
constitutional framework appeared to many as the only workable model for BiH, as a state
based on a common, civic conception of national identity was simply unfeasible. In 2003, only
52% of Bosnian Muslims, 17% of Bosnian Croats and 9% of Bosnian Serbs favoured the
agreement. 40 However, segregation is not a long-term solution, but rather a lid on Pandora’s
box, vulnerable to breaking at any time. Since the implementation of the Dayton Accords, BiH
has suffered from constant tension among groups which could escalate to another ethnic
conflict.
The Immobilism Problem: Lack of Change and Political Stalemates
Consociationalism’s lack of long-term vision leads to a third identified issue which
relates to the structural obstacles to reform the system, described by Horowitz as the
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‘immobilism problem’. 41 Due to the strict nature of corporate consociational arrangements,
reforms are incredibly difficult to achieve, 42 even though structural inadequacies and majority
dissatisfaction with the inclusive government and the minority veto often inspire calls to
modify the system. Corporate consociationalism, supported by consociationalists as a
temporary measure to bring an end to violent ethnic conflict, thus becomes a permanent
arrangement that, for the above-mentioned reasons, falls short of a long-term solution to the
underlying problems of deeply divided societies.
Moreover, the strict nature of consociational arrangements, together with the veto
rights, brings about a different type of immobilism – political stalemates. Day-to-day politics
in corporate consociational systems, such as that of BiH, are difficult to implement due to
structural constraints. As explained above, disagreements over BiH’s potential NATO
membership stopped the country from forming a government for 14 months. This meant that,
during 2019, BiH’s state-level parliament did not hold a single session. 43 Separately, the city
of Mostar had not held elections for 12 years, until December of last year, due to disagreements
over electoral rules. 44 Political stalemates such as these may lead to restlessness which,
combined with the difficulties of modifying the system, might present secession as the only
way out for disenchanted groups. As noted above, Bosnian Serb threats of secession intensified
during the 2019 stalemate, with Dodik taking advantage of this ‘climate of paralysis’ to further
Bosnian Serb ethnonationalist claims. 45 Arguably, the only reason these threats have not
materialised is that in reality, secession for the RS would be difficult in practice. 46 The strict
nature of the consociational system in BiH, put in place specifically to stabilise relations
between the three groups, has instead destabilised the settlement by structurally creating
political impasses with no prospects of resolution beyond partition.
The Exposure Problem: Vulnerability to External Pressures
In order to counter these destabilising factors – lack of political will, segregation and
immobilism – the international community involved itself in the implementation of the Dayton
Accords as they did in its drafting. However, by extending their presence and influence in the
country, the international community created a fourth issue by making peace both vulnerable
to external threats and dependent on external support.
McGarry and O’Leary highlight the failure of traditional consociational theory to
address the role of external actors in creating and maintaining peace. 47 Lijphart lists the
existence of external threats to the country, common to all subcultures, as a favourable variable
for the success of consociationalism. 48 However, he did not consider that outside forces can
also be positive by facilitating mediation and providing incentives for peace. 49 In contrast,
Michael Kerr has also identified benign external influence as a key factor in determining the
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success or failure of consociationalism, arguing that implementation of consociation in the
long-term can only be successful if exogenous environments allow and encourage it. 50
The case of BiH illustrates why the system’s vulnerability to external pressures
challenges the consociational power-sharing model. First, BiH’s vulnerability to external
threats has exacerbated divisions and instability rather than unifying the subcultures against a
common danger, as external threats are not common to all communities. The broader ‘East vs
West’ conflict has a detrimental effect on BiH, where the Bosnian Serbs, contrary to Bosnian
Croats and Muslims, favour Russia over the West, exemplified by the issue over BiH’s
application to NATO. 51 Moreover, the relevant kin states to BiH, Croatia and Serbia, encourage
separatism rather than reconciliation. 52
Benign international involvement on the part of the West, mainly the US and the EU,
has made the country extremely reliant on external support. In addition to ending the war,
benign exogenous action has facilitated power-sharing in the past two decades, to the point that
McGarry and O’Leary note that it is difficult to imagine the implementation of Dayton without
outside intervention. 53 Sumantra Bose argues that this was both necessary and beneficial, as
security forces enforced peace and political agencies ensured a transition to democracy, as well
as contributing in humanitarian efforts. 54 While this may be true, such significant international
involvement has created a lack of domestic ownership over the peace processes, raising several
issues. International involvement has led to a lack of accountability in the political system,
particularly in institutions staffed, if not led, by international actors. Most notably, Bosnian
elites exploit the Office of the High Representative (OHR), headed by an international actor
and equipped with far-reaching powers of intervention, by forcing it to make decisions to
distance themselves from them publicly.55
Furthermore, external engagement has created a problem of lack of legitimacy,
worsening the already problematic feeling of imposition. External representation in several of
BiH’s institutions, combined with the OHR’s use of Bonn powers that allow them to pass
binding laws and remove locally elected officials, has stirred a debate on whether the
international peacebuilding operation has become a colonial-style civilising mission in BiH. 56
As a result, these institutions suffer from a lack of legitimacy and respect from the Bosnian
people. This is especially worrying in the case of the Constitutional Court, which includes three
international judges, and where its lack of legitimacy has translated into a weak Rule of Law
unprepared to tackle corruption and organised crime in the country. The EU Opinion recognises
that this issue may only be solved by reforming the Constitutional Court. 57
Additionally, the extended external presence in the country also exacerbates the issue
of the ethnonationalist elites’ empowerment and BiH’s demobilised population. Today, civil
society in BiH remains very weak, partly due to a lack of an enabling environment, 58 but also
due to the international community’s presence which encourages BiH’s pre-existing culture of
popular passivity, a legacy of President Tito’s dictatorship. Innovations in BiH are generally
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the result of international action, which disincentivise the people to take an active role in the
running of their country and could potentially damage the long-term development of Bosnian
capacities to emerge as active agents of their own future. 59
Finally, this level of external involvement has made BiH highly vulnerable to change.
Settlements reached under external pressure have shallow internal foundations. 60 The question
remains as to what might happen if international agencies do fully withdraw from the country
– something they have not been able to do 25 years after Dayton. The international
community’s long-term commitment has been crucial for the forging of peace in the country. 61
However, this transition is far from completed – were the EU to give up or relax its
commitment, BiH could still splinter and relapse into conflict.
The BiH’s vulnerability to both negative and positive external pressures accounts for a
further challenge of consociationalism’s power-sharing model. Moreover, the fact that this
level of international involvement, despite the issues it creates, has been and continues to be
crucial for ensuring the peace exacerbates the issue. Without a foreseeable end to international
involvement, the imposed power-sharing system cannot be deemed successful until the country
is properly run by its own citizens.
Conclusion
The conflict in BiH is one of the most complex cases in which consociationalism has
been applied as a solution. The country’s regional environment, the diversity of its people, and
the brutality of an unresolved three-year war marked by ethnic cleansing made peace extremely
difficult to reach. It is an accomplishment that the Dayton Accords were able not only to stop
the violence, but to create a country peaceful enough to perdure 25 years later.
This paper argued that there is not enough evidence to consider the case of BiH as one
that vindicates the power-sharing model it exemplifies, corporate consociationalism. Despite
their success in ending hostilities, the Dayton Accords have failed to correct several vital issues
in Bosnian society, as well as contribute to the creation of several others. Firstly, the case of
BiH illustrates consociationalism’s failure to create a stable peace in a post-war society where
its main actors lack enough political will to collaborate. Secondly, the system’s segregationist
nature perpetuates the same grievances that justified the war by empowering its ethnonational
elites, which also breeds corruption and discrimination of other groups. Thirdly, institutional
arrangements in BiH’s consociational system structurally disincentivise change, making
modifications extremely difficult, and creating a political system prone to stalemates which
further destabilise the peace. Finally, consociationalism in BiH has made its peace vulnerable
to hostile external influence, as well as highly dependent on benign international intervention,
which in turn has exacerbated the issue of lack of local ownership.
All these issues show that, as much as BiH’s power-sharing model has maintained the
peace, it has worked as a plaster which covers the wound without fully closing it. Grievances
are buried rather than addressed, with no long-term plan to resolve them, and structural
shortcomings make the peace deeply unstable, to the point that it is difficult to know for sure
whether the country is truly safe from a return to violent conflict. While the lack of alternatives
at the time of the agreement might justify the adoption of corporate consociationalism, this
does not excuse Dayton’s failures to properly encourage reconciliation in the long term. Any
peace agreement should strive to create a peaceful, stable society, as against merely ending the
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conflict at all costs. Despite any conceptual objections, the case of post-war BiH illustrates the
pitfalls of implementing the consociational power-sharing model in deeply divided societies,
where it is unlikely to succeed in creating a lasting peace.
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Book Reviews

Neil C. Renic. Asymmetric Killing: Risk Avoidance, Just War, and the Warrior Ethos. Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2020. Pp. xvi, 246. ISBN: 9780198851462. Hardback: £65.00; ebook:
£54.17.

The year 2020 saw the publication of several exciting new contributions to the everexpanding field of the Just War Tradition, with Neil Renic’s Asymmetric Killing: Risk
Avoidance, Just War, and the Warrior Ethos leading the charge. Shortly after, Victor Tadros
published his volume, enticingly titled To Do, to Die, to Reason Why: Individual Ethics in War,
and before the year was out, a final addition came in the form of The Moral Status of
Combatants: A New Theory of Just War, by Michael Skerker. 1 With all their highs and lows,
what all these volumes have in common is that they undertake the difficult task of thinking in
earnest about what war is ultimately about: killing and dying, ‘causing death and destruction’. 2
Indeed, Renic’s opening words in the preface to his book invite the reader to venture
into the circles of organized violence with Dantesque candour: ‘Asymmetric Killing is
concerned with war, and more specifically, the killing and dying that constitutes it.’ (p. vii)
Yet, Renic does not require the reader to abandon all hope, as he takes a normative stance to
approach warfare in the best tradition of Just War thinkers.
Before delving into the structure of Asymmetric Killing, it is worth highlighting one of
the main virtues of Renic’s work: its methodological approach. When writing about warfare,
academics are constantly haunted by the risks of overtheorizing or underestimating its effects.
Renic manages to eschew these risks thanks to the triple focus of his methodology. First, his
prose is not abstruse and overly analytical, but clear and accessible, which is always a virtue in
theoretical works, as clarity is a philosopher’s courtesy to the reader. Second, instead of
concocting ad nauseam infinite variations of the famous ‘trolley problem’ ethical dilemma, or
offering fanciful thought experiments involving ray guns, evil twins or aliens, Asymmetric
Killing draws on the rich deposit of military history – from sniping and manned aerial bombing
to UAV operations – to illustrate its points, in the footsteps of other notable JWT thinkers such
as Michael Walzer and Alex Bellamy. 3 Thirdly, and as a corollary of its clarity and historicity,
Asymmetric Killing is eminently practical, perhaps the most valuable feature a book of its kind
may aspire for. In that sense, it is a work aimed both at practitioners of armed conflict, as well

1
Victor Tadros, To Do, To Die, To Reason Why: Individual Ethics in War (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2020); Michael Skerker, The Moral Status of Combatants: A New Theory of Just War (New York: Routledge,
2020).
2
Roger Wertheimer, ‘The Moral Singularity of Military Professionalism’, in Roger Wertheimer (ed.),
Empowering Our Military Conscience. Tranforming Just War Theory and Military Moral Education, ed. (New
York: Routledge, 2016), p. 135.
3
See, for example, Michael Walzer, Just and Unjust Wars: A Moral Argument with Historical Illustrations. 4th
ed. (New York: Basic Books, 2006); and Alex Bellamy, Just Wars: From Cicero to Iraq (Malden: Polity Press,
2012).

153

Strife Journal – Issue 15/16 (Autumn 2021)

as at the political communities they belong to, and on whose behalf they kill, asymmetrically
or otherwise.
The book is divided into three main sections: Part I. Theory; Part II. Reciprocal Risk in
War; and Part III. The Historical and Contemporary Challenge of Asymmetry. Chapter 1 of
Part I outlines the phenomenon of asymmetric violence and the state of the field of its study,
where radical asymmetry is presented as the culmination of technological advancement, as well
as of doctrinal and political commitment to casualty reduction in war. In this chapter Renic
also undertakes the task of ‘historicizing’ the challenge of radical asymmetry.
Chapter 2 addresses the moral challenge of radical asymmetry, introducing the thrust
of Renic’s overall argument, the notion of ‘structural reciprocal risk’ between belligerents, i.e.
the idea that war is collective violence between structured groups composed of combatants,
and it is thus irreducible to one-on-one violence among individuals, or in Renic’s own words,
‘a sustained and pervasive imposition of danger upon and between belligerent parties’ (p. 35),
a veritable ‘dialectic of killing and dying.’(p. 53) This notion can be better illustrated in the
thought any given soldier may have on the battlefield: ‘Maybe I won’t get the enemy today;
maybe the enemy will get me. But if they do, then perhaps my buddies will eventually get back
at them for that.’ According to Renic, in recent decades drone warfare has disrupted such
structural reciprocity by posing the challenge of ‘radical asymmetry’ between belligerents.
In this chapter Renic also lays out the current debate within the Just War Tradition,
between ‘traditionalism’, ‘revisionism’, and ‘contractarianism’. In brief, traditionalism (called
‘conventionalism’ by Renic) espouses the premise of the ‘moral equality of combatants’,
regardless of the justice of their jus ad bellum cause to fight, as long as they abide by what
Walzer called the ‘war convention’ 4, or the rules of jus in bello. Revisionists, on the contrary,
led by Jeff McMahan, argue that combatants fighting an unjust war are not morally equal and
are to be treated the same way an unjustified assailant is in self-defence situations between
individuals during peace time. 5 Contractarianism, Renic argues, grounds the permissibility of
targeting on a rational bargaining process, although it is not clear why he treats it as a discrete
strand in the Just War Tradition considering that Skerker, for instance, uses contractarian
arguments to shore up the traditionalist view. 6
Although Renic does not unequivocally endorse any of these views, his doctrine of
structural reciprocal risk seems to be compatible with the traditionalist argument for a
differentiation between individual violence in peace time and organized armed force in warfare.
Moreover, although they do not cite each other, Renic’s and Skerker’s works should be read in
conjunction. Indeed, if Skerker erects storey upon storey of highly sophisticated arguments that
shape up the complex edifice of ‘irreducible corporate action,’ 7 Renic’s book works as the
doorway into that intellectual habitat, through the threshold of structural reciprocal risk.
In Part II, Chapter 3 reflects on the warrior ethos and the importance of reciprocity
within it. It is interesting that Renic decides to treat warrior ethos and Just War Tradition
separately, considering others have included the chivalric code among the Just War Tradition’s
sources. 8 Further, after the recent publication of the Brereton Report 9 on the abuses committed
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by Australian Special Forces in Afghanistan prompted by a toxic ‘warrior culture’ – as opposed
to professional soldiering – Renic might want to reconsider or qualify the term ‘warrior ethos.’
Chapter 4 expands further on the debate between traditionalism/contractarianism and
revisionism, with relation to radically asymmetric violence within the confines of structural
risk.
Part III takes a historical overview of consecutive challenges to symmetry in war,
including military sniping (Chapter 5), manned aerial bombing (Chapter 6), and UAVexclusive violence (Chapter 7). Renic concludes that, whereas sniping and manned aerial
bombing have become mainstream and ethically accepted means of warfare, drones distinctly
undermine the structural reciprocal risk that characterizes war, dehumanizing the enemy,
eroding the warrior ethos, and moving war closer to extra-judicial punishment. However, the
author envisages a possible normalization of UAVs in the near future.
Finally, in his ‘Conclusion’ Renic calls for a reformulation of the laws of war in light
of the challenge of radical asymmetry, even though the legal dimensions of drone warfare are
not studied in this work, as announced in the Introduction. (p. 9) 10 Ultimately, the author
forecasts a moral relaxation of the use of drones as more armies acquire them.
Renic’s Asymmetric Killing is one of 2020’s most significant contributions to the field
of the Just War Tradition, as it advances the debate on killing in war skilfully balancing
theoretical thinking, historical perspective, and practical awareness.

Francisco Lobo
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Emel Parlar Dal & Emre Erşen (eds.). Russia in the Changing International System.
New Haven and London: Palgrave MacMillan, 2020. ISBN: 978-3-030-21832-4. Pp.
xiv, 243. Paperback: £69.99; hardcover: £99.99; e-book: £55.99
Emel Parlar Dal and Emre Erşen’s edited volume, Russia in the Changing International
System, seeks to answer several important questions surrounding Russia’s foreign policy and
status within the evolving global system. These questions relate to, inter alia, Russia’s status
as a great vs. a rising power; Russia’s motives in and perceptions of the system; whether or
not, and how, Russia’s views offer an alternative vision of the system; and how Russia’s actions
in Ukraine and Syria, for instance, reflect Russian views and vision of the system. As a whole,
the volume claims that Russia is playing a dual role - of both a great power and a rising power,
that it proposes a view of world order that is in contrast with that of the West’s, and that it
For a legal analysis of the use of drones as a potential war crime from the perspective of International Criminal
Law, see Francisco Lobo, Uso de Drones en el Derecho Penal Internacional de los Conflictos Armados (Santiago:
Librotecnia, 2019). On the legal and ethical implications of the ‘capture or kill’ debate in contemporary
International Humanitarian Law literature, see Francisco Lobo, ‘The “Capture or Kill” Debate Revisited: Putting
the “Human” back in “Human Enhancement of Soldiers”,’ The Military Law and the Law of War Review, Vol.
58, No. 1 (December 2020), pp. 85-120.
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undertakes a mixed approach to multilateralism. In order to explain these claims and address
the questions above, the volume covers an array of issues facing Russia: its actions in Ukraine
and Syria; its relations with China, the Middle East, Europe, and Eurasia; its participation in
regional and multilateral institutions (e.g., Shanghai Cooperation Organization [SCO],
Collective Security Treaty Organization [CSTO], Eurasian Economic Union [EAEU], and the
Brazil, Russia, India, China [BRICS] group); and its views toward emerging political
independence movements.
The editors contend that Russia should be viewed as both a great and a rising power
simultaneously. Russia’s vast territory, energy resources, nuclear arsenal, and permanent seat
on the UN Security Council (UNSC) illustrate qualities of a Great Power while its shrinking
population and array of economic challenges undermine its potential as a global force. At the
same time, Russia can be seen as a rising power given its involvement in an array of regional
and multilateral institutions, its economic status vis-à-vis similar countries, and the similarities
it shares with other countries in seeking to counter the Western-led world order. It is argued
that this ‘duality’ of roles offers Russia the opportunity to pursue different policies depending
on its particular objectives. Thus, for instance, on security issues, Russia performs as a Great
Power while on governance and economic issues it acts more as a rising power).
Furthermore, in terms of how Russia views the Western-led international order, the
editors rightly contend that Russia seeks to counter Western values and norms as, in Russia’s
view, they trample the principle—important to Russia—of respecting state sovereignty and not
interfering in others’ affairs. Thus, Russia seeks to revise the international order to one that
respects the principles of sovereignty, spheres of influence, and balance of power
arrangements. Russia also advocates for more multilateral agreements and approaches to crises
to minimise what it perceives as unilateral Western actions that it sees as destabilising, lile, for
example, the 2003 invasion of Iraq.
These arguments are explored and supported throughout the volume. For instance, one
chapter, written by Marcin Kaczmarski, explores what he considers to be an informal division
of labor between Russia and China whereby Russia has been, until recently, concentrating on
global security issues whereas China has focused more on economic, financial, and
environmental concerns. However, Kaczmarski rightly notes that this division of labor is
evolving, with China taking on an increased role in global security governance. Another
chapter, by Emre Iseri and Volkan Ozdemir, describes how Russia has been pursuing different
policies on either side of its Eurasian landmass—increasing its ties with China and the AsiaPacific, while simultaneously advancing an aggressive policy against Western interests as
illustrated by its interventions in Georgia (2008) and Ukraine (2013-present).
Sergii Glebov examines how, despite UN and Western sanctions and criticism, Russia
was essentially able to get away with its annexation of Crimea, and with fomenting unrest in
eastern Ukraine. As Glebov rightly points out, Russia’s stance toward NATO and the EU has
become more hardened against what it perceives as expansion toward Russia’s borders and into
its sphere of influence. In doing so, Russia has attempted to shift blame to the West for its
actions in Ukraine and Georgia as it perceives Western encroachment into these regions as a
threat to its security. Russia’s revised military doctrine and national security strategy, for
instance, highlight its perception of what it considers NATO’s encroachment toward Russia’s
borders and NATO’s assumption of global, rather than regional responsibilities, as direct
threats. Additionally, Russia has used these actions to build a narrative for its domestic
audience, according to which Russia is under threat and must be ready to respond. Indeed,
Russia’s actions in Ukraine demonstrated that it takes seriously what it perceives as threats to
its interests – or, more precisely, what the leadership perceives as threats to its hold on power.
156

Strife Journal – Issue 15/16 (Autumn 2021)

Moreover, Glebov argues that the more the international community tries to isolate and/or
sanction Russia, the greater the chance that Russia may respond more aggressively in the
future, thereby indicating a likely no-end-in-sight to worsening tensions between Russia and
the West. While this point is often debated in policy circles, Glebov is correct in that the West
must better understand Russia’s threat perceptions in order to be best prepared to respond to
any Russian actions.
Similarly, a chapter by Regina Heller, claims that Russia’s coercive policies, as well as
failure to adhere to its principles of respecting state sovereignty and non-intervention, have led
Russia to lose control of Ukraine and broader influence in the former Soviet space. A chapter
by Victor Jeifets and Nikolay Dobronravin illustrates how Russia’s policy toward
independence movements has evolved since its support of Abkhazia and South Ossetia—
related to its 2008 war with Georgia—as well as in eastern Ukraine. In a chapter about Russian
policy in the Middle East, Alexey Khlebnikov contends that the Kremlin is mostly focused
upon security (e.g., countering terrorism) and economic issues (e.g., energy cooperation and
arms sales), as well as countering what it sees as destabilizing Western interventions. In
particular, he describes the evolving changes in the Middle East since 2010. including the Arab
Spring and subsequent regime changes, the emergence of new power centers (e.g., Iran, Saudi
Arabia, Turkey), the worsening Syrian civil war, and how Russia has been able to increase its
role in the region. Khlebnikov rightly describes Russia’s concern with the ‘color revolutions’
that had taken place in former Soviet states in the early 2000s, and its views of the Arab Spring
as part of a Western attempt at regime change.
Jeanne Wilson, reviewing Russia’s goals and motivations, observes that Russia
supports multipolarity and participation in regional organizations, in order to counter the
Western-led world order, to demonstrate its Great Power potential, and to bolster domestic
legitimacy. She argues that the Kremlin takes a dual approach to its participation in these
organizations—to both expand influence in the post-Soviet space and to counter Western
norms and values that Russia believes have infiltrated these institutions. Hence, Russia uses
these multilateral organizations to improve its ability to exert influence and enhance its status,
or perceptions of such status, globally and domestically.
Philipp Casula’s essay examines the tools employed by Russia in both Crimea and
Syria. Casula rightly argues that Russia’s actions do not represent a new form of warfare.
Rather, in his view, Russia is simply utilizing all tools—both kinetic and non-kinetic— which
are at the disposal of every state. For example, within the former Soviet space, it is claimed
that Russia particularly emphasizes ‘biopolitics’ by exploiting Russia’s cultural, historic,
linguistic, and other ties with compatriots and others who may identify with the Russky Mir.
Outside the former Soviet space, Russia emphasizes the notion of respecting state sovereignty
and non-intervention. Casula defines biopolitics as a ‘de-territorialized form of power that
transgresses the borders’ (p. 217). In this sense, Russia has justified its actions in its Near
Abroad (e.g., Georgia, Ukraine) by arguing that these actions were needed to defend and
protect the rights of Russian compatriots. As such, the Near Abroad—given the number of
Russian compatriots resident in these domains—is of critical importance to Russia. Casula also
contends that the Kremlin advocates for stability over democracy in its foreign policy (as well
as domestic policy), and that Russia is especially concerned with what it perceives as NATO
and EU encroachment toward its borders and towards what it perceives as its historic sphere of
influence. Relatedly, Russia considers this encroachment, coupled with Western support for
democratic movements—often referred to as ‘color revolutions’—as Western attempts to
overthrow existing regimes. Hence, the Kremlin places significant emphasis on the concept of
sovereignty and non-interference. For instance, in the case of Syria, Russia considers its
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intervention as legitimate given that the Asad regime invited Russia to intervene militarily and
this intervention was also legitimized domestically by the Kremlin, contending that it was
saving fellow Christians.
Russia in the Changing International System is a valuable contribution to the growing
literature on Russia’s foreign policy and worldview. As such, it is important reading for
scholars and practitioners alike, especially to better understand Russia’s worldview and what
it perceives as major threats—NATO and EU expansion, a Western-led world order, Western
unilateral military actions, and Western support of ‘color revolutions’. Particular strengths of
this volume are its description of Russia’s duality as both a rising and a great power, its
reminder of what Russia perceives as threats, and how it justifies its responses to these threats.
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