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The Don’s Clash: The Huntingtonian Narrative in a Tumultuous 
Levant

    Free Syrian Army solder walks through rubble Photo Courtesy of Wikimedia Commons

Trump’s objectives give insight to the future of strategy in the Middle East 
and North Africa.authoritarian regimes?
By Caroline Rose

“A unilateral decision made to draw lines in the 
sand, to undertake crusades, to oppose their evil 
with our good, to extirpate terrorism and, in Paul 
Wolfowitz’s nihilistic vocabulary, to end nations 
entirely, doesn’t make the supposed entities any 
easier to see; rather, it speaks to how much simpler 
it is to make bellicose statements for the purpose 
of mobilizing collective passions than to reflect, 
examine, sort out what it is we are dealing with 
in reality, the interconnectedness of innumerable 
lives, ‘ours’ as well as ‘theirs’.”- Edward Said

The presidency of Donald J. Trump marks an ar-
rival of initial uncertainty in American foreign 
policy towards the Middle East. While his cam-
paign promises and inaugural address were clear-
ly imprinted with ‘America First,’ the President’s 
nebulous worldview and policy contradictions 
have rendered his Middle East strategy ‘incalcu-
lable’ by many. Yet, if analyzed closely, Trump has 
expressed objectives in the region that give insight 
to the future of strategy in the Middle East and 
North Africa. The President’s policymaking will 
not be shaped by party affiliation or ideology, but 
rather an unorthodox perception of what defines a 
foreign policy ‘win.’  

Brookings Institution Senior Fellow, Thomas 
Wright, has deciphered Trumpian principles of 
policymaking. He has argued that the mystique 
surrounding Trump’s presidential policy is a false 

illusion; scholars, policymakers, and constitu-
ents should take him both literally and serious-
ly. Wright asserted that the President’s views are 
“alien to the Foreign Policy tradition,” whereas 
instead of channeling a hawkish, conservative 
agenda, Trump harkens back to the 19th century 
with a strong commitment to mercantilism and 
isolationism. As in business, Trump will perceive 
the Middle East not through lenses of conflict al-
leviation or humanitarian work, but rather a trea-
sure trove of financial ‘wins’ for the United States. 
This mentality can be explained with Trump’s 
detest of the international liberal order; despite 
the United States benefiting from post-war insti-
tutions and multilateral treaties in sectors of na-
tional security and diplomacy, these are invisible 
victories to which the United States carries much 
financial burden. If there is no immediate materi-
al or financial gain, American interest pivots. The 
President’s recent address to the Central Intelli-
gence Agency proves such prioritization; Trump 
affirmed his devotion to the phrase, “to the victors 
belong the spoils,” and claimed American troops 
should have seized the Iraqi state’s oil supply be-
fore departing in 2011.

Yet, while deals and foreign policy ‘wins’ will guide 
the objectives of foreign policy, it will be the nar-
rative of Samuel P. Huntington’s “Clash of Civili-
zations” theory that will embolden future crises. 
Under President Trump’s stewardship, the Middle 
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East will undergo a drastic rhetorical transfor-
mation. Traditional power dynamics will remain 
-- Syria will continue to confront an uncertain fu-
ture, the Iranian-Saudi Arabian rivalry in the Gulf 
will continue to haunt sectarian division, many 
post-Arab Spring governments will continue to 
reconcile tumultuous political realities. However, 
a revived use of Samuel Huntington’s “Clash of 
Civilizations” theory will pour salt in the wounds 
of bleeding conflicts, aggravating terrorism’s 
fault-lines of Orientalism and interventionism.

The Tool of the ‘Clash’

In 1992, Samuel P. Huntington gave a lecture at 
the American Enterprise Institute, where he in-
troduced the basis for one of the largest academic 
discourses in Middle Eastern studies: the “Clash 
of Civilizations.” The proposition culminated in 
a 1993 Foreign Affairs Magazine feature, and a 
1996 book: “The Clash of Civilizations? The De-
bate.” Huntington’s proposition that the future of 
the international system would not feature the 
“end of history” as Francis Fukuyama theorized, 
but rather a confrontation between the West — 
a troupe of ‘civilized’, Christian states -- and Is-
lam, a colossal religion he saw inimical towards 
non-Islamic cultures. Conflict, Huntington theo-
rized from his armchair, was inherently cultural. 
War would transpire across the fault lines of civi-
lizations, rooted in 20th century globalization. In 
the eyes of Mr. Huntington, The Cold War days 
of ideological tussles and nationalist fervor were 
well behind us, as it was now cultural peripheries 
that would characterize the slippery slope of in-
ternational affairs.

While the scholarly community was quick to cor-
rect Huntington on the mischaracterization and 
generalization of a colossal religion juxtaposed 
with ambiguous ‘Western values,’ hawkish pol-
icymakers were just as eager to adopt Hunting-
ton’s thesis. After all, in a post-9/11 international 
order, the idea was easy to incorporate in the Bush 
administration’s foreign policy; the ‘clash’ was a 
convenient explanation of the sudden rise of ex-
tremist organizations claiming a jihadist battle 
against the imperial West. It is easy to dismiss the 
sectarian, demographic, and political complexity 
of the region with such a simple theory — catego-

rizing a colossal, peaceful religion in opposition 
to the ‘West,’ whatever the West is.

But the ‘clash’ is only true if it is rhetorically made 
to be believed; mischaracterization is only reality 
when society makes it so. The danger of Hunting-
ton’s theory is not its context, but its capability 
to transform into a self-fulfilling prophecy. Those 
that yield power and influence can create an envi-
ronment of either co-existing cultural peripher-
ies, or civilizations caught in collision. The Trump 
administration will capitalize on the latter.

President Trump will not only use the Hunting-
tonian narrative as a framework in foreign poli-
cy, but as a tool. Juxtaposing the ‘West’ against 
a religion deemed a security threat dehumanizes 
and materializes the region, ripening the Middle 
East for harsher counterterrorism measures and 
cooperation with Russia in Syria. If Trump wish-
es to disassemble the pillars of the current liberal 
international order — multilateral organizations, 
such as the European Union and the United Na-
tions, and free-trade deals, such as the Trans-Pa-
cific Partnership — Huntington’s theory will 
serve as a key mechanism in undermining global-
ism and putting America first. In the Middle East, 
this mentality will prioritize the West’s war with 
Islam above endeavors in democracy-promotion, 
human rights campaigns, gender equality, con-
flict alleviation, and even the Gulf oil trade.

A New Middle East

North Africa, the Levant, and the Gulf all remain 
in extremely precarious conditions. Many of their 
postcolonial lesions still bleed with conflict, po-
litical and institutional instability, and civil dis-
unity. The failed democratic demands of Arab 
Spring protestors still linger in Tahrir Square, 
Avenue Habib Bourguiba, and Baniyas, with little 
chance of immediate re-emergence. Most nota-
bly, a once-isolated conflict in Syria has global-
ized into one of the largest refugee outpours since 
the Second World War, as well as a gargantuan 
power vacuum that has welcomed both forces of 
extremism and proponents of peace. To say Pres-
ident Trump is inheriting great disarray in the 
Middle East is an understatement — however, 
the president will prove selective in the crises he 
deems ‘winnable,’ using Huntingtonian logic to 
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materialize gains and dehumanize conflicts.

The Rhetorical Battle Against ISIS

Aside from ‘America first’, Trump’s most notable 
campaign pledge to the American people was the 
eradication of Daesh, the Islamic State of Iraq and 
Syria. The Islamic State has proven its parasitic 
existence in Syria and Iraq’s power vacuum and 
potent in its ideological appeal across the globe. 
The organization’s notability is derived from its 
eccentricity; the Islamic State sets itself apart 
from traditionalist terrorist organizations, as their 
social media adeptness, territorial conquest, and 
recruiting techniques truly deem it a 21st century 
phenomenon. Trump is right to perceive the ter-
rorist organization as a national security threat; 
the organization has killed nearly 1,400 people in 
over 90 attacks across the world with frequent di-
rect threats upon the United States, while operat-
ing a $2 billion war effort in the Levant.

However, the mechanism Trump has chosen to 
confront ISIS has been through rhetorical strategy 
rather than one of pure policy, using the “Clash of 
Civilizations” narrative by creating a social con-
struct that blurs the lines between religious affili-
ation and terrorist fervor. The president has made 
a point in deviating from the Obama administra-
tion’s rhetoric, opting to use the phrase, “radical 
Islamic terrorism,” instead of “acts of terror.” The 
implicit choice to implement the word “Islam,” 
confirms Trump’s commitment to associate ter-
rorist organizations with the a religion they mis-
interpret — a tactic to pose counterterrorism as a 
larger battle not between a government and non-
state actor, but a duel between civilizations.

Such language is counterproductive in the battle 
against radicalized organizations in the Middle 
East. Characterizing the enemy as a cultural, in-
compatible entity is a cyclical tactic, as the same 
rhetoric is used in terrorist propaganda and re-
cruiting mechanisms. Emile Nakleh, a former se-
nior intelligence service officer and director of the 
Political Islam Strategic Analysis Program from 
the Central Intelligence Agency, has argued the 
avoidance of using “Islamic terrorism” is a strate-
gic choice, as distortion of religious identity iso-
lates necessary allies integral in the fight against 
terrorism.

Strategizing a New Syria

Trump’s navigation of Syria’s political vacuum will 
be increasingly transactional, isolating much of 
the humanitarian, political, and ethical entangle-
ments that contributed to the conflict’s intracta-
bility. It has been made clear — through campaign 
rhetoric and the selection of cabinet members — 
that Donald Trump’s paramount objective in Syr-
ia is not ousting the Assad government, opposing 
Iran, nor rivaling Russia, but eradicating the Is-
lamic State of Iraq and Syria from the Levant. In 
fact, Donald Trump perceives Iran and Russia as 
key partners in ousting the terrorist organization; 
he has erroneously stated that the Assad regime, 
Iran, and Russia were actively and effectively fight-
ing ISIS in the region, when really, the forces were 
brutally striking separatist and moderate Sunni 
rebels, such as the Free Syrian Army and the Kurd-
ish Peshmerga forces in attempt to secure the sur-
vival of President Bashar al-Assad’s regime. In the 
process, an estimated death toll of 470,000 indi-
viduals have been counted in Aleppo under Rus-
sian-Syrian army bombings and series of chemical 
weapons attacks. The possibility that American 
policy will sacrifice deposing a regime guilty of 
innumerable war crimes in exchange for regional 
support in the fight against terrorism signals a piv-
ot from the multi-faceted framework of the previ-
ous administration, to one that is purely politically 
strategic in its Huntingtonian campaign.

By framing the Islamic world as a civilization in 
and of itself, Trump isolates the humanitarian 
strife that the previous presidential administra-
tion and liberal institutions sought to recognize. 
Such a tactic was exemplified in the administra-
tion’s controversial executive order, “Protecting 
the Nation From Foreign Terrorist Entry Into the 
United States.” The intentional ambiguity of the 
order’s language enabled the ‘clash’ to emerge in 
airports across the United States -- refugees and 
visa-holders from seven predominantly Muslim 
countries were barred from entry, with the ex-
ception to persecuted Christians. While the order 
did not specifically reference Muslims, it still em-
ployed Huntington’s theory through intentional 
interpretation of Islam as a threatening ‘civiliza-
tion,’ rather than religious identity. Uniformly 
casting Muslim refugees and immigrants under 
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the broader guise of national security threats, 
Trump masterfully succeeded in using the ‘clash’ 
to his advantage.

Conclusion

The year 2017 presents many questions to both 
American constituents and the international 
community. The rise of right-wing populism in 
the West, the acceleration of kleptocracy in reced-
ing democratic governments, the transformation 
of Syria’s civil conflict into a globalized quandary, 
and the impending collapse of post-war, liberal 
institutions have begun to deconstruct what we 
know as the international liberal order. The larg-
est phenomenon of last year was the presidential 
success of Donald J. Trump, who now occupies 
the most precious, precarious office in the world. 
Trump’s American presidency will create great 
reverberations around the international commu-
nity, but will particularly shape and embolden 
a new Middle East. The contemporary Middle 
East will continue to confront its disarray; post-
colonial recovery from imperial exploitation, ma-
nipulation of indigenous resources and identi-
ties, tension between nationalism and fallacious 
Sykes-Picot borders, and violent extremism. Just 
as in the past, American foreign policy will con-
tinue to struggle with the weighty complexity the 
Middle East presents them, but the adoption of 
Samuel Huntington’s “clash of civilizations” will 
only exacerbate the region’s conflicts, not allevi-
ate them.

The World Mind Vol. II No. 3

Caroline Rose is a student in the School of 
International Service class of 2018. She can be 
contacted at cr5485a@student.american.edu.
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Destruction of Public Space, the Right To The City, and 
Authoritarian Durability in the Middle East

Metropolitan buildings in 
Kuwait City

Photo Courtesy of  
Wikimedia Commons

The manipulation of urban space in authoritarian resiliency

By Adam Goldstein

Many authoritarian regimes in the Middle East 
are uniquely resilient in their ability to resist and 
pre-emptively stop change. The scholarly consen-
sus generally resides in the understanding that 
these regimes operate under a rentierist modali-
ty. In essence, rulers make an inordinate amount 
of money from rents, such as oil. Rentierist states 
operate in one of two ways. Kuwait demonstrates 
“popular rentierism,” meaning the use of revenue 
for ostensibly benevolent reasons such as creating 
and maintaining robust welfare, healthcare and 
civil service agencies. Alternatively, as Bahrain 
showcases, rentierism can manifest in a more se-
curitized approach, in which the state maintains 
such a powerful security apparatus that opposition 
to its rule becomes too costly for dissidents. Clear-
ly, rentierism is a significant factor in the resilien-
cy of Middle East regimes, but rentierist scholars 
overlook the importance of a population’s spatial 
dispersions. Merely reducing depoliticization to 
the effects of rentierism, while a credible lens, fails 
to explain why once cohesive societies atomize, a 
key component in the process of depoliticization.

To really understand why some Arab states did 
not succumb to the same democratic pressures of 
the Arab Spring we should apply Henri Lefebvre’s 
Le Droit à la ville, or, The Right to the City. If we 
intersect Lefebvre’s understanding of how cities 
foment a more cosmopolitan and democratic out-
look with the pressures and effects of global cap-
italism, then we can illuminate the depoliticized 
nature of populations and why the oppositional 

wave of the Arab Spring failed to materialize in 
some parts of the Middle East.

Theorist David Harvey aptly defines the “right to 
the city” as the essential human right to remake 
ourselves through our experience with the social 
relations within a city. We become more dynam-
ic-- emotionally and in terms of our comprehen-
sions-- when we live in a more diverse space. The 
urbanite lives in a more vibrant, multifaceted, 
and complicated space than those who are more 
rural, typically resulting in a more cosmopolitan 
outlook. We can see this process manifest by ex-
amining spatial determinants of voting in the 
United States. Urban constituents tend to vote for 
Democrats, the more cosmopolitan and diverse of 
America’s two parties, while those in more rural 
areas tend to vote for Republicans, the more pa-
rochial and conservative party. The unavoidable 
social interactions between individuals in the city 
means that one cannot live in isolation of differ-
ing perspectives. Sooner or later, urbanites stum-
ble into something like a Chinatown or other en-
clave, immigrants, or in general, people radically 
different from themselves.  These encounters are 
unavoidable, the spatial layout of the organic city 
mandates constant inevitable challenges to one’s 
worldview, generating a less hierarchical outlook 
more conducive to one of the fundamentals of 
Liberal democracy (that is, openness to those that 
are different).

The right to the city has an integral component: 
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the existence of easily accessible public space 
within the city. The classic case of this in Middle 
Eastern politics is that of the Iranian bazaar. The 
bazaar is an engine of political dynamism. Key 
in the dissemination of information, wealthy ba-
zaaris (the Iranian merchant class) who opposed 
the Shah’s control of the economy might facilitate 
the production of opposition leaflets, to be hand-
ed out by the Iranian city’s subaltern. The funda-
mental understanding of the bazaar as an entity 
that allows interaction without the stratification 
of class or gender is what the right to the city sub-
sists upon. Overcoming intra-societal differences 
is the key benefit of the right to the city. These 
interactions generate a more open society that is 
comfortable and even happy with dynamic zeit-
geists and political change. In this manner, the 
cosmopolitan urbanite self-energizes democracy. 
The urbanite becomes a more politically respon-
sible member of society, and the sum of a more 
open society creates a more robust body politic.

Why, then, might these public spaces be de-
stroyed, gentrified, or reimagined? One one hand, 
any authoritarian leader worth their salt will de-
stroy engines of political dynamism, understand-
ing that a powerful civil society is a threat. The 
problem with this method is that it is obvious. 
Aristotle famously stated that man is a political 
animal. Any rational individual fundamentally 
wants to participate in their society in a manner 
that will benefit the body politic. Creating barri-
ers to political dynamism, such as the destruction 
of protest camps or the cordoning off of certain 
areas for inexplicable reasons are clearly not de-
signed for the public’s benefit, but rather for that 
of the empowered. Without some type of reason-
able rationalization for impediments to the right 
to the city the populace will see the effort for what 
it is, an authoritarian power grab. The alternative 
to this rather transparent endevor is to provide 
digestible reasons, often claiming the need for 
development or investment.

Herein lies the authoritarian intersection with 
the facts of global capitalism. One reality of cap-
italism is that it operates under the frontier men-
tality. The frontier mentality can be understood 
as the constant desire to seek new territories and 
constantly push boundaries with the ultimate te-

leology of expansion. Karl Marx most accurate-
ly pinpointed Capitalism’s frontier mentality,  
contesting, “The need of a constantly expanding 
market for its products chases the bourgeoisie 
over the entire surface of the globe. It must nestle 
everywhere, settle everywhere, establish connex-
ions everywhere.” Capitalism as a system always 
seeks new markets to exploit for profit; it is an 
inherently expansionist system. Understanding 
this key facet of capitalism is integral to compre-
hending the modality of destruction toward the 
right to the city and access to public spaces in the 
Middle East.

Succinctly, we can understand this destruction 
through the idea of financial conjuring and the 
economy of appearances. Financial conjuring is 
the process of imbuing natural resources, a city, a 
population, or essentially anything, with qualities 
that can be exploited for profit. So, for example, 
an important waterway, the Nile River, is integral 
to regional trade. Access to the Nile River is im-
portant to industries seeking to trade in the area. 
Landlords in Cairo will charge rent for businesses 
seeking a base of operation close to the Nile River. 
The Nile River is thus monetized and exploited 
for profit.

The other aspect of this is the economy of ap-
pearances. The economy of appearances should 
be understood as an entity’s mode of business at-
traction. Understanding that business is always 
seeking expansion, those in charge of property 
might make the property more appealing to busi-
ness. Offering high-end shopping malls, grandi-
ose motorways, movie theaters, worldwide food 
chains, etc, are key to attracting global business. 
Without an attractive location, employees will 
not want to settle and the space will not lure the 
same quality of worker (consider the attractive-
ness of Silicon Valley’s proximity to San Francis-
co). This is a fundamental process to global cap-
italism. While these relationships and processes 
generate significant amounts of money, they san-
itize the city, replacing authentic public spaces 
with genuine histories with gentrified cookie cut-
ter buildings and businesses. The bazaar, where 
one could intermingle with those beneath and 
above their class and purchase genuine products 
becomes the supermall, where one can shop at 
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Brooks Brothers or eat at McDonalds.

Kuwait demonstrates how global capitalism de-
politicizes a population through atomization, or, 
the disunification and individualization of the 
collective. At its founding, Kuwait was a port city. 
Travelers and traders would bring their own cul-
tures, views, conceptions, products, spices, and 
foods. The intermingling of multitudes of iden-
tities manufactured a more open population. Of 
course, open populations are more receptive to 
democracy. They tolerate other views, appreciate 
similarities and celebrate differences while dis-
avowing hierarchy. In a more open society, myriad 
identities do not cause democratic decay through 
the dissolution of semblances of unity. A more 
open society can celebrate these differences. The 
right to the city is the driver of this phenomena. 
Through the unavoidable interaction with differ-
ing ideas, a zeitgeist more amenable to democracy 
manifests.

Recognizing that Kuwait’s more cosmopolitan so-
ciety was a threat to authoritarianism, in that a so-
ciety less inclined to support hierarchy would be 
less agreeable to limited political agency, Kuwait’s 
rulers initiated a major societal reorientation. 
Because Kuwait’s rulers had such a good under-
standing of the relationship between democracy 
and the right to the city, policies of de-urbaniza-
tion and suburbanization were heavily enforced 
beginning in the late 1950s. At the same time, im-
migration rates spiked. Simultaneously, Kuwait’s 
parliament redefined its citizenship laws and nar-
rowed citizenship requirements to approximately 
30% of the population.  

The reasons for the massive influx of immigrants 
should be understood dialectically with discours-
es on Kuwaiti citizenship. To be a Kuwaiti citizen 
meant having a cushy position in the civil service 
or governing bureaucracy, excellent healthcare 
and education, and a guaranteed life of luxury. 
Kuwait’s popular rentierism was designed to su-
perordinate a specific group of people--those with 
the capacity to influence politics-- to depoliticize 
them. Kuwaiti citizens expected to live easy lives 
and to work white collar jobs. Additionally, an em-
phasis on living in the suburbs, with the space, the 
cars, and the tempered lifestyle as main attractors. 

As Kuwaitis suburbanized, they lost their right to 
the city. No longer at the mercy of forced inter-
action with those different, Kuwaiti citizens could 
live in their own bubbles. If Kuwaiti society was at 
one point a cosmopolitan molecule comprised of 
myriad atoms, suburbanization smashed the mol-
ecule into individual atoms. The result, of course, 
was a disunified and atomized collective of indi-
viduals where a cohesive body politic once resided.

Obviously, any healthy economic system needs 
blue collar jobs. Migrant workers were heavily re-
cruited as Kuwaiti nationals left the city for the 
suburbs. Migrant workers moved to the city and 
lived in slums without many rights. Obviously, 
poverty and inadequate access to necessary re-
sources beget crime. Migrant workers became as-
sociated with criminality by the increasingly more 
closed-minded Kuwaiti. The once cosmopolitan 
Kuwaiti now viewed the outsider as a potential 
threat rather than a chance to expand or challenge 
a worldview.

Spurring this change in mentality, Kuwait’s pol-
ity oversaw a destruction of public space. New 
emphasis on car ownership, a hallmark of sub-
urbanization, forced roads to widen. Al-Safat, a 
center at which many smaller towns converged, 
was replaced by a traffic circle. Areas where dis-
parate groups of individuals found commonali-
ty was transformed into a mechanism to control 
movement. Space around al-Safat became a nexus 
for parking lots. Likewise, urban “beautification” 
schemes were designed to modernize the city. Au-
thentic working-class neighborhoods adjacent to 
bazaars and upper class spaces were eradicated 
and replaced with gardens or modern buildings. 
Any authenticity was lost in a guise to make the 
city a better place. In light of urban beautification, 
al-Safat’s parking lots were converted into a super-
mall. If we trace al-Safat’s history to its origins as a 
center of convergence to where it is today, we can 
begin to understand the “privatization of urban 
life.” To enter a mall, one must be a Kuwaiti citi-
zen. To be a Kuwaiti citizen, one must have mon-
ey. Essentially, the supermall is a center for con-
sumption rather than a space for interaction.

In Kuwait, we have seen  the effects of capitalism 
as a depoliticizing agent. Once cosmopolitan Ku-
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waitis suburbanize and atomize only to return to 
the city that at one point had given them dyna-
mism to find it a space for consumption. Indeed, 
the main rationalization behind this transition 
was the need to attract business and industry. 
Businesses and skilled workers flock to “devel-
oped” areas, Kuwait’s leaders would argue. Of 
course to the upper crust, the influx of foreign in-
vestment would benefit them. Landlords would 
collect rents and state owned enterprises would 
see new customers and business partners. Indus-
try came at the expense of the authentic Kuwaiti 
neighborhood and public space. The result of 
this, however, was a disunified population less 
amenable to democracy and content with hierar-
chy so long as they could be satiated. Rather than 
orienting our understanding of depoliticized 
Middle Eastern populations around the two types 
of rentierism, we should understand the osten-
sibly benign process of urban development and 
the need to attract business as an authoritarian 
modality to cement power.

Adam Goldstein is a student in the School of 
Public Affairs class of 2017. He can be contacted 
at ag8045a@student.american.edu.
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The Death of the Blue Wall and the Return of Southern 
Strategy
Where on earth do Democrats go from here?
By Alyssa Savo

Where on earth do the Democrats go from here? 
That’s the big question currently confounding 
left-wing political strategists, pundits, and elected 
officials following the Democratic Party’s absolute 
routing in the 2016 election. The left was defeated 
not only in the presidency, but also at the Congres-
sional and state levels to such a degree that the Re-
publican Party is estimated to be in its strongest 
position since at least 1928. Democrats seem un-
able to reliably win elections anywhere outside of 
the safest blue states, locking them out of control 
of every branch of government and the vast major-
ity of state legislatures and governorships.

In the wake of such a dramatic party collapse, it 
seems remarkable that the same concerns were 
spreading about the Republican Party eight years 
ago following the election of President Barack 
Obama. The GOP, pundits and strategists argued, 
was becoming increasingly reliant on a narrow 
faction of older and socially-conservative white 
voters, a demographic that could only reliably win 
a smattering of states in the South and rural West. 
The Democrats, by contrast, would be able to as-
cend to new heights of power by building a new 
coalition from America’s changing demographics, 
most famously described as the “emerging Dem-
ocratic majority” by Ruy Teixeira and John Judis 
in their 2002 book of the same name. Growing 
populations of ethnic minorities, working wom-
en, and college-educated professionals, Teixeira 
and Judis argued, would join the Democratic Par-
ty’s existing base to create a nearly-impenetrable 
electoral alliance. The resounding success of the 
so-called “Obama coalition” in 2008 and 2012 only 

reinforced beliefs in an inevitable march towards 
a permanent progressive majority.

Vital to this theory was the theoretical “blue wall,” 
a cohort of states from the Northeast, West Coast, 
and Midwest that had gone Democratic in every 
election from 1992 to 2012. These states added up 
to 242 electoral votes, meaning that Democrats 
would only have to capture a few swing states to 
win the presidency; Republicans, meanwhile, 
held only 102 electoral votes in the equivalent “red 
wall,” far short of the 270 needed to win the White 
House. The Republican Party would have to run 
the field, as they managed in 2000 and 2004, in or-
der to win the presidential election – a task made 
that much harder by growing populations of mi-
norities and college-educated voters throughout 
the South and Southwest.

The Republican Party was quick to take action 
after 2008, kicking off strategies to insulate the 

Democratic campaign 
buttons in 2012

Photo Courtesy of  
Wikimedia Commons
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party against the threat of death-by-demograph-
ics. In early 2010, conservative strategist Chris 
Jankowski launched the Redistricting Majority 
Project, or REDMAP, as a Republican plan to cap-
ture state legislatures and give the party an edge 
in congressional redistricting after the upcoming 
2010 census. Jankowski’s REDMAP plan was wildly 
successful, enabling Republicans to seize a 234-201 
majority in the House of Representatives in the 
2012 election despite Democrats winning the pop-
ular House vote by 1.4 million votes. Well-funded 
and well-run Republican campaigns also captured 
a growing number of governorships and Senate 
seats after 2008 in spite of the forecasted national 
Republican collapse, positioning staunch conser-
vatives like Wisconsin Governor Scott Walker and 
Michigan Governor Rick Snyder not only in swing 
states but within the blue wall itself. One by one, 
local Democratic parties in several states began to 
fall behind the GOP in terms of fundraising and 
organizing, especially in industrial Midwestern 
states that used to be reliably blue.

The Republican National Committee also began 
efforts to develop a new, modern style of conser-
vative politics following Mitt Romney’s loss in the 
2012 presidential election. Under the leadership 
of Reince Preibus, the RNC released the Growth 
& Opportunity Project in early 2013, a so-called 
election “autopsy report” which echoed concerns 
about the viability of the party’s dwindling core 
demographic. The autopsy report singled out 
Hispanics in particular as prime potential Repub-
lican voters provided the GOP move beyond the 
staunchly conservative party line on immigration. 
The Republican Party’s strategy after 2012, Preibus 
has said, would have to include newfound empha-
sis on “tone, inclusiveness, and engaging in [mi-
nority] communities” to expand its base and stay 
competitive with the left. Young, forward-think-
ing moderates who could win over Democrat-
ic-leaning voters were the best hope of the Repub-
lican Party at the national level, the conventional 
wisdom went.

Even after these efforts, fears lingered on the right 
that the Republican Party was still unprepared to 
combat the Democratic demographic advantage 
moving forward. One of the biggest proponents of 
the might of the blue wall heading into 2016 was 

Chris Ladd, a Republican columnist for the Hous-
ton Times who predicted dire odds for the GOP in 
the upcoming presidential election despite their 
success in the 2014 midterms. Ladd anticipated 
that the blue wall could soon encompass 257 or 
even 270 electoral votes by expanding to include 
New Mexico and Virginia, meaning that presiden-
tial elections from 2016 onward would, “until a 
future party alignment, be decided in the Demo-
cratic primary.” The Republican Party, meanwhile, 
had become too deeply entrenched in party fun-
damentalism and social conservatism to compete 
against Democrats outside of low-turnout mid-
term elections. The GOP would have to become a 
more inclusive party, and quickly, if it wanted any 
hope of winning the White House again.

So when Donald Trump barged into the Republi-
can presidential primary in June of 2015, he stood 
in stark opposition to a party mainstream that had 
spent years trying to move beyond its reputation 
as racist, exclusive, and out-of-touch. Bipartisan 
ridicule of Mitt Romney’s advocacy of “self-depor-
tation” during the 2012 election seems quaint in 
contrast with a candidate whose kick-off speech 
vocally denounced Mexican immigrants as drug 
dealers and rapists. Trump also went far beyond 
the usual Republican party line of being “tough on 
crime” and national security, ringing the alarm on 
a nonexistent crime wave seizing America’s inner 
cities and promising Muslim bans and war crimes 
as part of his plan to wipe out ISIS. And in spite 
of his obvious disregard for Republican leaders’ 
vision of a more inclusive and diverse Grand Old 
Party, Trump quickly barreled to the front of the 
Republican primaries. His message – economical-
ly populist on its face but underscored by a tone 
of racial animosity – was particularly resonant 
among white voters in the rural Rust Belt, who 
eventually proved enough to hand Trump the Pres-
idency via the Electoral College. Donald Trump’s 
victory clearly didn’t rely on bringing members 
of the “emerging Democratic majority” into the 
conservative fold; exit polls showed Hillary Clin-
ton winning women by the biggest margin of any 
candidate since Bill Clinton in 1996 along with lit-
tle evidence for Republican gains among minori-
ties and college graduates. Instead, Trump won by 
destroying the Democratic Party’s advantage in 
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supposed “blue wall” states including Michigan, 
Wisconsin, and Pennsylvania.

Donald Trump’s strategy in the Midwest in 2016 
was in many ways strikingly similar to the Repub-
lican Party’s “Southern Strategy” from 50 years 
ago. Starting in the 1960s, white Southerners 
who once made up the loyally-Democratic “Sol-
id South” became increasingly resentful of inte-
gration and civil rights legislation being forced 
upon them by liberal Democrats in the federal 
government. Republican candidates began to 
campaign in the South on platforms carefully 
crafted to avoid embracing blatant racism while 
still speaking to racial fears felt by many white 
voters. By tackling issues like busing and welfare 
with arguments based on “states’ rights” and eco-
nomics, Republicans allowed themselves plausi-
ble deniability while still distinctly feeding into 
their voters’ deeply-felt racial animosities. In a 
1981 interview, Republican strategist Lee Atwater 
succinctly described the Strategy:

“You start out in 1954 by saying, “N*****r, n*****r, 
n*****r.” By 1968 you can’t say “n*****r”—that 
hurts you. Backfires. So you say stuff like forced 
busing, states’ rights and all that stuff. You’re get-
ting so abstract now you’re talking about cutting 
taxes, and all these things you’re talking about are 
totally economic things and a byproduct of them 
is blacks get hurt worse than whites. …obvious-
ly sitting around saying, “We want to cut this,” is 
much more abstract than even the busing thing, 
and a hell of a lot more abstract than “N*****r, 
n*****r.””

Parallels can easily be drawn between the South-
ern Strategy attacks on social welfare policies and 
Trump’s aggressive “America first” rhetoric of to-
day. His pledged Mexican border wall and crack 
down on immigration into the United States have 
often been justified as consequences of “eco-
nomic anxiety,” a reaction to a hollowing out of 
inner America chronically ignored by the politi-
cal establishment. At its core, this argument isn’t 
wrong: the parts of the country that swung the 
most towards Trump and away from the Demo-
crats are mainly areas in the rural Midwest with 
the greatest number of blue collar jobs vulner-
able to outsourcing or automation. But at the 

same time, 2016 exit polls showed Hillary Clinton 
winning voters who named the economy as their 
top concern by significant margins in states like 
Michigan and Wisconsin, implying that support 
for Donald Trump has to do with more than pure 
economic interests.

Donald Trump’s militant anti-crime and an-
ti-terrorism rhetoric, too, seem more seated in 
stoking racial anxiety than addressing actual 
issues. Despite Trump’s repeated claims to the 
contrary, crime is at a 20 year low in America, 
and his botched “refugee freeze” on certain ma-
jority-Muslim countries largely targets countries 
with no history of terrorism in America while giv-
ing a pass to others with significant terrorist pasts 
such as Saudi Arabia and the UAE. Further, a 
University of Massachusetts study found a strong 
relationship between white voters’ likelihood of 
voting for Trump and how strongly they deny the 
effects of racism, a pattern that didn’t occur with 
John McCain in 2008 or Mitt Romney in 2012. It 
appears evident that Trump, intentionally or not, 
employed a sort of “Midwestern Strategy” to win 
over working-class white voters in the Midwest 
who once were loyal Democrats and voted for 
Barack Obama four years ago, much as the Re-
publican Party captured the Solid South half a 
century ago.

It’s unlikely that either Republican leadership or 
Donald Trump could have done such intensive 
damage to the blue wall on their own in 2016. 
Years of effort by the RNC served to undermine 
the Democratic Party at the state level in the Mid-
west, sticking them with a mediocre selection of 
candidates and massive deficits in funding and 
staff despite the national party’s continuing con-
fidence in the region. In turn, Donald Trump’s 
incendiary racial rhetoric and laser-precise popu-
list appeal on economic issues gave him the need-
ed edge to rip into Democratic margins among 
working-class whites in the rural Rust Belt. The 
alliance between Republican Party officials and 
their popular nominee was at best unsteady and 
at several points outright hostile, but ultimately 
proved to be the political “odd couple” necessary 
to deliver 2016 for the Republican Party at every 
level of office.
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The Future of the Parties

The result of the 2016 election pose major chal-
lenges for both parties moving forward, most 
critically the Democratic Party which just a few 
months ago was growing worried that a GOP col-
lapse could leave them without robust opposition. 
Democrats have to quickly come up with an alter-
native to the “blue wall” in time for 2018 and 2020, 
as they can no longer count on historical loyalty 
in the Midwest and also lag behind in supposed 
emerging Democratic Sun Belt states like North 
Carolina and Arizona.

The Democratic Party could make an effort to re-
capture the Rust Belt states that turned against 
them over the course of the last eight years, a 
tactic that would likely require the party to re-
calibrate its national platform to appeal more to 
white working-class voters. Democrats may have 
pulled off a victory in the Electoral College if, as 
some Bernie Sanders loyalists have argued, they 
had spent more time promoting their own pop-
ulist economic polices and less time on divisive 
social issues like reproductive rights and immi-
gration. However, this theory doesn’t explain why, 
for the first time in history, every single state vot-
ed for the same party for President and Senate in 
2016, resulting in decisive defeats of Midwestern 
progressives like Russ Feingold in Wisconsin and 
Ted Strickland in Ohio. In addition, even if the left 
had scraped together a victory in 2016 by holding 
on to the Midwest, it’s possible they would just be 
delaying the inevitable. As Sean Trende and Derek 
Byler have documented in their RealClearPolitics 
series “How Trump Won,” the Democratic Party 
pulled even in rural and urban areas in 1988, but 
since then has become increasingly concentrated 
in metropolitan areas while falling out in rural ar-
eas and small towns. Odds were going downhill 
for Democrats in the rural Midwest long before 
Donald Trump threw his hat in the ring.

Democrats could also try to attempt a reverse of 
the Southern Strategy of 50 years ago by target-
ing diversifying, vote-rich states throughout the 
South and Southwest including North Carolina, 
Arizona, Georgia, and Texas. While these states 
are all Republican leaning to some degree now, 
growing populations of Hispanic, African-Amer-
ican, and college educated voters in coming years 

could make them vulnerable to pick-ups by Dem-
ocrats in the future. Even in 2016, Hillary Clin-
ton performed considerably better than previous 
Democratic nominees in many of these states, giv-
ing the left something to hope for in future elec-
tions. A “Sun Belt Strategy” would impose its own 
problems for the Democratic Party, however. The 
fact that Donald Trump was still able to win these 
states in spite of his inflammatory racial and sex-
ist rhetoric indicates that capturing the Sun Belt 
will be a harder battle than Democrats anticipat-
ed. In addition, rhetoric that appeals to minori-
ties and well educated voters in the Sun Belt could 
further alienate white working-class voters in the 
Rust Belt and vice versa, putting Democrats in the 
tricky position of either trying to balance two very 
different demographics or choosing just one re-
gion to concentrate their efforts in.

Republicans, though having an obvious advan-
tage over the Democrats right now, will also have 
to grapple with major rifts within their own party 
soon. If the Trump administration fails to deliver 
on its economic promises and ends in political di-
saster, as many anticipate, voters in the Midwest 
and elsewhere could turn against the Republican 
Party as quickly as they came to support it. But if 
Donald Trump starts to show returns for Ameri-
can workers and remains popular among the Re-
publican base, the GOP will have to deal with a 
de facto leader whose policies and ideology are in 
sharp contrast with their own.

Traditional conservative values like intervention-
ist foreign policy and free-trade economics remain 
priorities for most Republican members of Con-
gress, even though such policies are at odds with 
the beliefs of both President Trump and a growing 
number of Republican voters across the country. 
Donald Trump’s warm relationship with Russia 
and Vladimir Putin puts the GOP in a sticky spot, 
for instance, considering that just four years ago 
their presidential nominee vocally denounced 
Russia as America’s “number one geopolitical foe.” 
Similarly, recent polls show self-described Repub-
licans as the most distrustful of free trade’s effects 
on American workers, while Democrats are the 
most trusting, potentially threatening congres-
sional Republicans’ current economic goals. In or-
der to work with President Trump and maintain 
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support from voters, conservative politicians will 
likely have to bend on at least some parts of their 
platform – a move which, in turn, could push cer-
tain demographics including educated whites and 
humanitarian Christians towards the Democratic 
party.

At any rate, the next four years and beyond are 
bound to see dramatic upheavals in the voter co-
alitions on both sides of the aisle. The theory of 
the “blue wall” has clearly been blown open, and 
the “emerging Democratic majority” also seems 
far more dubious than it did a few months ago. At 
the same time, we shouldn’t underestimate how 
quickly the Republican Party’s current national 
coalition could fall out; after all, if you’d told pun-
dits in 1984 that solidly-Republican California and 
Vermont would soon be among the bluest states 
in the country, they’d have laughed you out of the 
room. Depending on the successes and failures of 
the Trump administration, we could be looking at 
a very different electorate by the next presidential 
election – it remains to be seen what theory we’ll 
be using to predict how Americans vote in 2020.

Alyssa Savo is a student in the School of Public 
Affairs class of 2019. She can be contacted at 
as5797a@student.american.edu.
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A Reflection on the Peaceful Transition of Power: Why 
Inauguration Day Was More Important Than Most Realized

President Donald Trump swearing-in ceremony, January 20, 2017     Photo Courtesy of WikiMedia Commons 

After America’s dramatic 2016 elections, we should be grateful that power was 
peacefully transitioned
By Matthew Chakov

“I do solemnly swear that I will faithfully execute 
the Office of President of the United States, and 
will to the best of my Ability, preserve, protect and 
defend the Constitution of the United States.”

The oath of office. Thirty-five words that draw 
millions (well… sometimes millions) of people to 
Washington D.C. every four years. January 20th, 
2017 was a very emotional day, and certainly one 
that will go down in United States history for many 
reasons -- especially because nobody, not even the 
president himself, imagined or could have imag-
ined that day would ever come. Some Americans 
were elated; others, terrified. Despite the mixed 
reactions, all Americans on that day were be-
queathed a new commander-in-chief.

However, it was not the inauguration of a billion-
aire real estate developer turned reality TV star 
that was the most thought provoking aspect of 
the day, nor was it the fact that he was a precedent 
breaking individual defying a myriad of demo-
cratic norms during the transition. But it was that 
the next of the long line of peaceful transitions of 
power in United States history was officially a suc-
cess. Americans seem to forget about the record 
setting 200 plus years of administrations taking a 

bow and stepping off the stage, sometimes even 
to let the new blood reverse everything they had 
accomplished in their time in office. Pundits and 
politicians alike mention it on occasion, but no-
body takes the time to ponder how big of an ac-
complishment it really is. It’s taken for granted.

A major reason that such a pivotal achievement 
is glossed over in political discourse is because of 
its normalcy. Humorously, a quote from the ani-
mated show Futurama best explains this phenom-
enon: “When you do things right, people won’t be 
sure you’ve done anything at all.”

Every four or eight years, the metaphorical keys to 
the White House are handed off to the next ad-
ministration without a drop of blood. We do not 
think about the truly beautiful or complicated 
processes that drives our world until they break 
down in front of our very eyes, and that is exactly 
what happened in early December 2016 in a coun-
try far away from America, yet relevant to this dis-
cussion.

Not Your Typical Juxtaposition

While the eyes of the world were focused on the 
upcoming Trump Administration and the tumul-



tuous transition, The Islamic Republic of The 
Gambia (the Gambia) had a presidential election 
on December 1st, 2016.

The African country gained its independence 
from the United Kingdom in 1965, but it formed 
a “loose confederation” with Senegal, an adjacent 
country, in the early 1980s that broke down just a 
couple years later. Sir Dauda Jawara, the Gambia’s 
leader from the country’s inception, was ousted 
in a military coup d’état in 1994 by 29-year-old 
Lieutenant Yahya Jammeh who has since been the 
president. The over two-decade rule by President 
Jammeh was very characteristic of a military man 
who came to power in a coup; everything that 
one would expect from more publicized dicta-
tors on the international stage. Freedom House, 
an organization that ranks countries according 
to their relatively objective version of “freedom,” 
ranks the Gambia among the least free countries 
in the world. The Gambia is sandwiched between 
Yemen and Swaziland in their “Freedom in the 
World 2016” rankings, hardly an accomplishment. 
Even though Jammeh had virtually complete con-
trol over his country, he still had elections, and 
to nobody’s surprise he continued winning using 
tactics like jailing political opposition and mak-
ing it prohibitively difficult to oppose him with 
burdensome regulations and exorbitant registra-
tion fees.

December 1st came, and the people of the Gam-
bia went out to cast their ballots like usual. But 
the results when the votes were tallied up left the 
country and the world flabbergasted. Gambi-
an businessman Adama Barrow upset President 
Jammeh by tens of thousands of votes in a stun-
ning rebuke of a dictator who had aggressively 
suppressed his opposition.

The transition period in the Gambia began, but 
it was so hectic that it made the Trump transi-
tion look seamless. At first there was reason for 
optimism. Jammeh announced on national tele-
vision that he would concede the election and as-
sist Barrow in the transition, but ultimately take a 
“backseat.” This concession by an African dictator 
so used to winning stunned observers, even the 
Gambia’s head of the electoral commission, Alieu 
Momarr Njai, who said, “The president is mag-
nanimous enough to accept that he had lost the 

election… It’s very rare that this present situation 
now, in Africa, that this happens.” However, this 
concessionary sentiment in Jammeh did not last 
long because the president made another state-
ment just over a week later calling for a new elec-
tion because of “abnormalities” that could only 
be fixed with a new vote. This resulted in a month 
of fear and uncertainty in the country of almost 
two million.

Jammeh was condemned by the international 
community, and Barrow eventually fled to Sen-
egal for his own safety. The dictator continued 
refusing to cede power, even declaring a state of 
emergency in his country that banned “acts of 
disobedience and acts intended to disturb pub-
lic order.” Foreign troops with the permission of 
Economic Community of West African States 
(ECOWAS) decided to invade the Gambia in sup-
port of Barrow who is the legitimate president in 
their eyes. While this was happening, Adama Bar-
row was inaugurated at the Gambian Embassy in 
Senegal, and the troops soon stopped advancing 
to give time for Jammeh to decide to end the dis-
pute diplomatically, which eventually happened. 
On January 21st, Yahya Jammeh left the Gambia 
for Equatorial Guinea with millions of dollars and 
some luxury cars, handing the country over to the 
President Adama Barrow to rule.

Reflection is an important aspect of improve-
ment, and it’s an activity that everybody should 
participate in following such a divisive election. It 
would help the discourse in this country if every-
body took a step back and admired the things that 
went right instead of just complaining about the 
things that went wrong. Even after over a year of 
the most bitter campaigning the country has seen 
in the modern era, there was a peaceful transition 
of power that did not get nearly enough appre-
ciation. Looking at the situation in the Gambia 
made me thankful for living in a country where I 
do not have to worry about the conflict following 
the first Tuesday after the first Monday of Novem-
ber. The United Nations reports that over 45,000 
people have fled the Gambia for Senegal in the 
interregnum period because of the uncertainty 
surrounding Jammeh and the possibility of vi-
olence. There was and still is a lot of anxiety on 
the left regarding the actions of President Trump, 
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but nobody needs to be worried about a war on 
United States soil or any kind of violent domestic 
strife on or even close to the level witnessed in the 
small African country. An unquantifiable number 
of things can be said when it pertains to flaws in 
the American system, but watching the Gambia 
go through this period of chaos has granted me a 
new appreciation for this democracy, and I hope 
one day the Gambia will be able to achieve what 
we have.

Matthew Chakov is a student in the School of 
Public Affairs class of 2020. He can be contacted 
at mc0075a@student.american.edu.
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Trumpism and Immigration

A child scales the current 
U.S.-Mexico border fence near 
Brownsville, Texas. Trump has 

said we need to replace the fence 
with a wall. 

Photo Courtesy of Wikimedia 
Commons

Media sources often distort the President’s policies, but what do they actually 
entail?
By Jeremy Clement

The World Mind Vol. II No. 3

This election has seen the deterioration of civil 
discourse and the proper exchange of ideas come 
to a boiling point. Statements issued by President 
Trump and by Republicans and Democrats have 
been shortened and maimed into brash state-
ments that seem to only serve as a means for gar-
nering attention. Trump is particularly guilty of 
this. A study by PolitiFact revealed that 75 percent 
of Trump’s statements turned out to be mostly or 
entirely false while the other 25 percent turned out 
to be half true or mostly true. This leaves us with 
a grand total of exactly zero fully true statements 
of all that were analyzed. The following analysis 
seeks to empirically illustrate the likely effects of 
various policies offered by Mr. Trump and his base.

The Wall

The construction of a wall along the Mexican bor-
der has been one of the most publicized and dis-
cussed policy proposals Trump has issued. The 
logistics of building this mammoth wall are far 
beyond anything Mr. Trump has ever attempted. 
Fortunately, structural engineer Ali F. Rhuzkan 
has done some work for us by doing research into 
the logistics of this proposal.

Some of the more striking observations that Mr. 
Rhuzkan makes are as follows:

“This wall would contain over three times the 
amount of concrete used to build the Hoover 

Dam.”

“Such a wall would be greater in volume than all 
six pyramids of the Giza Necropolis.”

“That quantity of concrete could pave a one-lane 
road from New York to Los Angeles, going the 
long way around the Earth.”

“We could melt down 4 of our Nimitz-class air-
craft carriers and would probably be a few cruisers 
short of having enough steel.”

Rhuzkan’s wall model

I implore anyone reading this article to imagine 
all of the good that could be done with the mon-
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ey and materials that would go into making this 
wall. The funds could be used for programs to 
prevent the crime that Mr. Trump accuses undoc-
umented immigrants of committing, shoring up 
our national debt, providing attorneys to refu-
gees escaping violence, perhaps even for invest-
ing in foreign development to avoid the need for 
immigration in the first place.

Aside from the logistical and monetary realities 
of building this wall, it would tarnish our interna-
tional reputation and harm our relationship with 
Mexico, a close regional ally. A wall between our 
two nations would send a message of indifference 
and hatred. It is hard for two cultures to learn 
from and respect one another through a barrier 
of cold steel and cement.

Another issue the wall creates is that it does not 
solve the underlying humanitarian issues sur-
rounding immigration. The reality of the sit-
uation is much different than that which the 
political sphere has been discussing recently. 
Nowadays, immigration from Mexico has large-
ly declined, with more Mexicans going back to 
Mexico than coming to the United States. How-
ever, a large portion of those coming to the Unit-
ed States are fleeing violence from Latin America 
and Mexico. These types of immigrants are not 
looking to sneak into the United States or steal 
jobs, but they are surrendering at the border. 
Many (roughly 38%) of these types of immigrants 
are women and children. No wall is going to stop 
these refugees from coming, and pretending they 
do not exist is not going to help their plight.

Deportation

Donald Trump has put his weight behind a de-
portation plan and, although he has backpedaled 
after his inauguration, the risk of him changing 
his mind further remains. Under Trump, 11 mil-
lion undocumented immigrants could be deport-
ed. Among the reasons offered as justification are 
the costs to taxpayers, crime, and welfare abuse. 
More cynically, Trump has been quoted speaking 
to fellow Republicans saying that they should not 
pass comprehensive immigration reform simply 
because immigrants do not typically vote Repub-
lican.

Before moving into the issues with this plan, I 
would like to point out a contradiction regarding 
Trump’s reasoning for deporting immigrants. He 
has made broad statements claiming that immi-
grants come to America to take American jobs, 
but on the other hand claims that immigrants 
need to be stopped because they are abusing our 
welfare system. These two claims imply that im-
migrants are so hard working that they steal our 
jobs, but they are so lazy that they are feeding off 
our welfare system.

Aside from these issues with the deportation 
plan, like organizing a deportation force in the 
21st Century to round up and forcibly remove 11 
million human beings from this nation, there are 
significant economic consequences connected to 
this policy.

The sudden deportation of this many immigrants 
would leave a gaping labor shortage in our econ-
omy. The industries that immigrants work in are 
specific to immigrants (as shown in figure 2) and 
the loss of labor skills would leave certain indus-
tries bankrupt of labor with no one to fill the gap. 
Not every unemployed person in this nation is 
looking for any job, they will not settle for these 
low skill jobs.

Immigrant distribution across industries

The Washington Post illustrates a specific exam-
ple of this labor shortage that would occur in Cal-
ifornia, Nevada, Texas, and New Jersey. The arti-
cle states, “[E]ven if every unemployed American 
in those states took an undocumented worker’s 
job — wildly unlikely, given that most Americans 
are unwilling to do the dirty jobs filled by many 
immigrants — it would still leave hundreds of 
thousands jobs unfilled.” In California, undoc-
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umented workers range anywhere from a third 
to half of the agricultural workforce. Deporting 
these immigrants would affect about half of the 
fruits and vegetables consumed in America and 
cripple California’s farming industry.

Deporting 11 million immigrants would provoke 
massive international displacement. Dictators 
and extremists cause humanitarian exoduses, not 
those with democratic principles.

Regardless, all of this fear mongering over immi-
grants is in vain. On top of the evidence already 
presented, plenty of other studies have shown 
the benefits of immigration for host countries. 
I sifted through examples from Miami to Great 
Britain, but I settled on a  scenario from South 
Africa published in Foreign Policy magazine to 
illustrate my point.

Before the end of apartheid in the early 1990s, 
black South Africans had their citizenship re-
voked and were exiled to quasi-nation states 
called Bantustans, cut off from white South Af-
rican society. Before apartheid fell, white South 
Africans were afraid, as many in America are to-
day, of what would happen when the barriers fell 
and the black South African population (9 times 
that of the white population) flooded the labor 
market. To put this into perspective, this would 
be the same proportion as the entire population 
of Brazil, China, and India simultaneously immi-
grating to the United States. The result was unlike 
anything anyone expected. Household incomes 
for both black and white South Africans doubled 
between 1993 and 1994. This type of economic 
situation has repeated itself as well. When the EU 
lowered labor migration restrictions between Eu-
ropean countries Portuguese immigrants rushed 
to Denmark for work. This left both Denmark 
and Portugal with a more than 2% GDP increase 
rather than economic collapse.

The above examples illustrate that immigrants 
are complementary workers to native popula-
tions. Thelp get more work done faster, and they 
do not simply come and take jobs. They create 
more. More jobs and more wealth. This is a statis-
tic that Donald Trump should look into. Instead 
of building a wall to block out immigrants and 
silence their cries for help, we should be build-

ing bridges to help those in need and allow them 
to contribute to our economy. Instead of deport-
ing 11 million immigrants, we should be granting 
them a path to citizenship so they can continue 
to contribute to our economy and be allowed to 
pay taxes.

Conclusion

The Mexican border wall and broad deportation 
plan are the extreme end of President Trump’s 
policy statements on immigration. His admin-
istration has backpedaled from some of these 
claims, but the possibility of a partial implemen-
tation, or reversal of policy remains. My hope is 
that the aforementioned policy proposals have 
been placed in sufficiently clear light regarding 
their actual effects on the U.S. population and 
economy.

Jeremy Clement is a student in the School of 
International Service class of 2019. He can be 
contacted at jc5160b@student.american.edu.
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Last November, this column discussed the 
potential effects of the demonetization of Indian 
banknotes. However, the article was written while 
the shock of the initial announcement was still 
fresh and could only report what was known at 
the time, providing background information 
regarding the scale of Indian black money and 
offering quick glances at things to look out for in 
the near future. Now that the old 500 and 1, 000 
rupee (R) banknotes have officially ceased to be 
considered legal tender as of December 30th, an 
update to the initial story seems necessary.

Modi’s “Surgical Strike” on India’s Black 
Money Problem
Originally, the suddenness of demonetization 
was justified on the grounds that it would deny 
those hoarding black money (money acquired 
through illegal or semi-legal means) a chance 
to launder their dirty cash ahead of time. 
Deemed a “surgical strike” by its proponents, 
demonetization was billed as a way of leveraging 
the Indian economy’s heavy reliance on cash 
(98% of all transactions involve cash, and 86% 
of all bills in circulation were the demonetized 
500 R and 1,000 R) to either catch criminals 
and hoarders of black money or force them 

to forfeit their stashes. As reported last fall, 
the thinking went that while large stashes of 
newly demonetized cash earned via legitimate 
commerce could be explained with receipts and 
income statements, demonetized cash earned 
via illegitimate commerce would come with no 
valid receipt or income statement and would not 
be eligible to be exchanged for the new bills. In 
theory, those holding no black money would lose 
nothing, while those with black money would 
be forced to choose between admitting criminal 
activity and outright losing a substantial amount 
of money.
Unfortunately, this storyline has not played 
out in practice. As the December 30th deadline 
for exchanging old bills for new ones passed, 
Bloomberg reported that 14.97 trillion R of the 
15.4 trillion R that was demonetized (over 97%) 
had been validated and exchanged for new bills. 
Such a high rate of validation suggests that 
either India’s shadow economy is far smaller 
than initially estimated, or that hoarders of black 
money were able to successfully launder their 
dark fortunes in a short amount of time, despite 
the promises of a “surgical strike.” Given that 
estimates of the size of India’s shadow economy 
are consistently reported in the billions – and 

Demonetization in India and the Misuse of Shock 
Economics

Both 500 and 1,000 rupee notes, like the one above, have been phased out in India.  Photo Courtesy of WikiMedia Commons

As the dust settles after Narendra Modi’s Demonetization move, one big 
question looms: why the rush?
By Samuel Woods
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was estimated at around 25 trillion R as recently 
as June 2016 – it seems farfetched to assume 
that less than 3% of the most popular bills in 
an overwhelmingly cash-driven economy can 
be attributed to black money. Rather, such a 
high rate of validation more likely indicates that 
holders of black money were able to launder 
their money some way or another.

While it is unclear at this point exactly how this 
was done on such a complete scale, there have 
been reports of bankers knowingly exchanging 
counterfeit or unaccounted-for bills in return for 
payment. Interestingly, while gold prices jumped 
over 1,000 R per 10g the day after demonetization 
was announced after staying relatively steady 
the week before, they immediately returned 
roughly to pre-demonetization levels a 
day later and actually steadily fell through 
November and December. This sharp increase 
in demand, followed by a quick correction and 
steady fall, suggests that while black money 
hoarders may have immediately turned to gold 
in order to launder their dark fortunes, this 
common laundering technique was not a major 
contributor to the unexpectedly high validation 
rate of old bills. Regardless of the precise 
technique of the laundering, the fact that over 
97% of illegal bills were validated indicates that 
black money hoarders were able to successfully 
side-step Mr. Modi’s “surgical strike” against 
them.
Sadly, not everyone emerged unscathed from 
the “surgical strike.” As reported last fall, 
Indian housewives who had spent generations 
collecting personal fortunes secret from their 
husbands were now forced to make a choice 
between losing those fortunes altogether, 
or admitting to their families that they had 
been siphoning money from their husbands. 
Given that many women in India hold second-
class economic citizenship and are kept from 
handling money and making purchases, these 
secret stashes of wealth represent a rare form 
of financial and personal freedom for Indian 
women. Now, for many, that freedom has likely 
vanished, perhaps along with the trust of their 
husbands.

More saliently, dozens of people have died as 
a result of demonetization, primarily due to 
exposure from standing in bank queues for 
hours and from hospitals refusing to accept 
old bills. Mamata Banajaree, a member of the 
opposition to Mr. Modi, claimed that 112 people 
in total had died due to demonetization between 
the time it was announced and the December 
30th deadline. Though it is unclear as to how 
Mr. Banajaree came to exact number, it should 
be noted there were at least total 55 deaths 
reported merely 10 days after demonetization 
was announced. Because withdrawals of the new 
bills were limited to 2,000 R a day during the 
50 day exchange window, and banks often ran 
out of new bills before queues were exhausted, 
people looking to exchange demonetized bills 
often had to stand outside for hours day after 
day in order to exchange all of their bills. While 
limiting the withdrawal amount meant to 
prohibit black money hoarders from exchanging 
their entire fortunes at once, it also kept old or 
sick Indians trapped outside day after day, likely 
contributing to such a seemingly high death toll.

A Move to the Digital Economy
However, while demonetization may have 
come up short in its public goal of surgically 
striking hoarders of black money, evidence 
exists to suggest that it may still yield positive 
results in the story of India’s long-term growth. 
By November 30th, less than a month after 
demonetization was announced, 30 million new 
bank accounts had been opened nationwide, 
and it has been reported that many of the 
previously “dormant” bank accounts (accounts 
without any transactions for 24 months or more) 
have awoken as well. Furthermore, as money 
moves from cash to digital form, previously 
reliable practitioners of the cash-only business 
model, such as laundry washers, rickshaw 
drivers, and street vendors, have started offering 
digital payment options. Paytm, an electronic 
payment service, reported over 14 million new 
accounts in November, and Oxigen Wallet, a 
rival e-payment service, has reported a 167% 
increase in daily users since November 8th. 
Though only small steps on a long road, this 
is good evidence that India’s journey toward a 
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digital economy has been nudged forward by the 
shock of demonetization.

The obvious benefit of a digitized economy is 
that it makes economic activity much easier 
to regulate and tax, due to greater ease of 
electronically tracing transactions as opposed 
to them being conducted under the table with 
largely untraceable cash. On December 29th, 
just before the 50 day window for exchanging 
notes expired, India’s Finance Minister, Arun 
Jaitley, declared demonetization a success for 
tax collection purposes. According to Jaitley, 
direct tax collection (collections of taxes directly 
billed by the government, such as income taxes) 
increased 14.4% through December 19th, and 
indirect tax collection (collections of taxes that 
are paid to the government through a third party, 
such as sales taxes) increased by 26.6% through 
the end of November. Moreover, government 
reports from 47 cities in India have reported 
a combined 268% increase in tax revenue for 
November 2016 as compared to the previous 
November. For a developing economy, such a 
dramatic increase in tax collection efficiency 
is especially important , and demonetization 
should be given credit for nudging the Indian 
economy down the path toward digitization, even 
if it did so as an afterthought to punishing black 
money hoarders.

Of course, while the digitization of India’s 
economy is increasing at record levels, it still 
remains an overwhelmingly cash-driven economy 
at the moment. This is especially true in rural 
areas, where access to banking services often 
involves walking miles to the nearest ATM, 
rendering economic digitization inconvenient 
at best. Moreover, stores and shops in rural 
areas tend not to be equipped to accept digital 
payment, fostering little to no immediate need 
to open a bank account. Similarly, truckers and 
transportation services rely heavily on cash and 
walked off the job when they ran out of legal 
tender in the early days of demonetization, 
oftentimes abandoning their cargo on the side 
of the road. Getting transportation and cargo-
moving providers to go digital in the near future 
seems difficult, as it would require them to have 

access to e-payment options wherever they go, 
which would involve all or most of the entire 
country getting on board with digitization.

Lessons for the Future
While the dust is still settling and new 
information about the effectiveness of 
demonetization is coming in every day, a clear 
question has emerged: why make the move a 
surprise? Of course, Mr. Modi made it known 
at the outset that demonetization was meant 
to catch hoarders of black money off guard and 
therefore needed it to be a surprise in order to 
deny hoarders a chance to plan ahead. However, 
that over 97% of the demonetized currency 
was validated suggests that hoarders of black 
money were able to adjust on the fly despite 
a lack of warning. Instead, those who were 
unable to adjust tended to be the poor, who 
could not afford to queue at a bank for hours, 
truckers and transportation services who also 
couldn’t afford to queue at a bank for hours and 
who rely on being able to use cash anywhere 
to refuel and conduct business, and those in 
rural areas without easy access to banking 
services or e-payment infrastructure. Making 
demonetization a surprise hurt these types of 
people the most by inconveniencing them after 
denying them the opportunity to plan ahead. As 
has been shown before, and as Mr. Modi should 
have been expected to consider beforehand, it 
is often the most disadvantaged that are most 
severely impacted by the economics of shock.

Additionally, there is little evidence to suggest 
that demonetization needed to be a surprise in 
order to have the effect it has had on economic 
digitization. In convincing Indians to go digital, 
Mr. Modi only needed to give them a reason to 
get to the bank and not trust cash so blindly, 
and there is no reason why this couldn’t have 
been accomplished via a lengthy rollout of 
demonetization, wherein the public would be 
warned months or even a year before 86% of the 
bills in circulation were to be invalidated. This 
would allow Indians of all types of backgrounds 
to plan ahead, but would still force them to go 
to a bank and exchange or deposit their old bills 
eventually, thereby achieving the major win of 
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demonetization without throwing much of 
the nation’s economy in temporary turmoil. 
For future governments looking to fight black 
money or digitize their economies, the lesson 
they may learn from India’s experience with 
demonetization should simply be to take their 
time.

Of course, politics do matter in economic 
decisions, and demonetization was arguably just 
as much a political move as it was an economic 
one. For Mr. Modi and his ruling Bharatiya 
Janata Party (BJP), a grand “surgical strike” 
against corruption plays better politically than 
does a slow, methodical nudging of the Indian 
economy toward digitization. As it happened, 
Mr. Modi and the BJP were better able to frame 
demonetization as a grand, patriotic sacrifice 
for a better India. One might imagine an 
opposing scenario wherein Mr. Modi rolled 
out slow banking reforms aimed at digitizing 
India’s economy, having to drag Indians through 
months of inconvenience and spend months 
drumming up support for such a dull measure.

With five states in which the BJP is active 
holding elections in the coming weeks, it shall 
be seen how effective Mr. Modi and the BJP can 
be at continuing to frame their move as one of 
heroic patriotism. Home to over a fifth of India’s 
population and comprising a multitude of castes 
and demographic groups, elections in these five 
states have been regarded as a referendum on 
demonetization. Early polling suggests that the 
BJP is poised to put forth a strong showing in 
Uttarakhand, and win the large state of Uttar 
Pradesh, indicating at least an acceptance of the 
necessity of demonetization.

However, with the polls in the large state of 
Uttar Pradesh staying open through March 8th 
and the state of Manipur not voting until March 
4th, the BJP’s political opposition still has some 
time to turn the tide. To do so, they will almost 
certainly need to brand demonetization as an 
unnecessarily quick, ill-prepared economic move 
made with political gain in mind. Luckily for the 
BJP’s opposition, the economic justification for 
this narrative is there.

Samuel Woods is a student in the College of 
Arts & Sciences class of 2017. He can be contact-
ed at sw8389a@student.american.edu.
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Trump’s Anti-TPP Stance Defied Big Donors

Leaders of TPP member 
states. Most are disap-
pointed by Trump’s recent 
decision to pull out of the 
negotiations, as are some 
of Trump’s biggest backers.

Photo Courtesy of Wiki-
Media Commons

Does money really buy influence when it comes to President Trump?

By Emily Dalgo

Keeping to his campaign promise, President Don-
ald Trump officially withdrew the U.S. from the 
Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) negotiating pro-
cess after signing an executive order during on 
of his first weeks in office. Heralded as Obama’s 
signature trade deal, the TPP created a free-trade 
zone between the U.S. and 11 other Pacific Rim 
states – amounting to 40 percent of the world’s 
economy. Throughout his campaign, Trump de-
nounced the deal as harmful to American man-
ufactures and workers and vowed to abandon the 
TPP under an “America first” policy. The work that 
the Obama administration devoted over the last 
eight years to pass this deal has been swiftly dis-
mantled.

Behind the scenes, powerful lobbying groups were 
also putting in work. In 2015, 436 organizations 
filed 1,751 reports that mentioned TPP, a Center 
for Responsive Politics analysis shows. In 2016, the 
TPP had 2,036 mentions from 443 organizations.

While an analysis of Federal Election Committee 
(FEC) data can shed light on which entities lob-
bied on the TPP, PACs do not have to disclose how 
much they spent lobbying on the deal or any oth-
er specific issue -- only on a group of issues com-
bined. One can, however, look at a slightly cruder 
metric: how many of an organization’s lobbying 
reports mentioned TPP, and what share is that of 
the total number of lobbying reports filed by the 
organization?

Companies and their PACs also don’t have to dis-
close what stance they took on a matter. The good 
news for a transparent Democracy: some organi-
zations have not been shy about their positions. 
Automakers, brand-name pharmaceutical com-
panies, labor unions and environmental groups 
have been especially vocal about their disapproval 
of the Partnership, while technology and media 
companies such as Google, Microsoft, Apple and 
Facebook were enthusiastic supporters.

Where did those who lobbied heavily on TPP put 
their chips when it came to the presidential race? 
While secretary of state under Obama, Hillary 
Clinton praised the deal, though she promptly 
flipped her position during the Democratic prima-
ries – quite unlike Trump who strongly opposed 
the deal from the beginning of his campaign.

One rather large caveat here: most large organi-
zations give to politicians based on a range of is-
sues. While trade policy is enormously important 
to many large U.S. companies, so is tax policy, de-
fense spending, intellectual property and so on.

There are some interesting connections between 
2016 campaign contributors and their chosen can-
didates’ stances on the Trans-Pacific Partnership. 
One example of this is Altria Group, one of the 
world’s largest producers and marketers of tobac-
co and an outspoken opponent of TPP due to the 
stricter public health policies regulating tobacco 
in other countries. It spent over $19.6 million lob-
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bying on a range of issues including TPP from 
2015 to 2016 and mentioned TPP on 11 reports out 
of the total 169 reports it filed over the two years. 
The group contributed almost $18,300 to Clinton 
and just over $2,700 to Donald Trump. (The CRP 
data includes contributions totals for companies 
that include gifts from PACs, as well as from em-
ployees individually.)

Like most auto companies, Ford Motor Company 
opposed the TPP, and spent about $8.9 million in 
the 2015 and 2016 cycles lobbying on all issues in-
cluding the trade deal. Ford, too, favored Clinton, 
though not by as wide a margin: $42,000 for her 
and more than $13,300 for Trump. General Mo-
tors spent $17.6 million lobbying since 2015 and 
gave more than $79,300 to Clinton and $22,800 
to Trump.

On the other hand, the TPP-averse AFL-CIO, the 
largest federation of unions in the U.S., has spent 
about $10.3 million lobbying on all issues since 
2015 and froze Trump out completely, contrib-
uting about $30,800 to Clinton during the 2016 
cycle.

Big Pharma company Eli Lilly & Co spent over 
$14.3 million lobbying in 2015 and 2016 overall 
and gave more than $5,400 to Trump’s campaign 
and $35,900 to Clinton’s.

Pro-TPP groups also lobbied extensively and had 
deep ties to the candidates. Microsoft Corp spent 
about $17.2 million lobbying in 2015 and 2016; the 
company contributed almost $814,400 to Clinton 
and just over $34,740 to Trump. Bank of Amer-
ica, which spent over $2.2 million lobbying in 
2016 alone, and Morgan Stanley, with $4.9 mil-
lion lobbying since 2015, were Trump’s largest do-
nors among those that have lobbied on TPP since 
2008, contributing about $69,000 and $45,740 re-
spectively to the business mogul’s campaign.

Berkshire Hathaway comes in a close third, with 
about $42,070 to Trump. Interestingly, Warren 
Buffett, multibillionaire chairman and CEO of 
Berkshire Hathaway, was an ardent Clinton sup-
porter. Buffett’s company spent $13.3 million lob-
bying in 2015/2016 combined. Also in the pro-TPP 
corner are Apple Inc, which spent over $9.1 mil-
lion lobbying various issues including the TPP 
and contributed just under $4,600 to Trump in 
2016; AT&T Inc, which only reported lobbying on 
TPP in 2010 and 2011, but donated almost $32,400 
to the Trump campaign; and General Electric, 
which spent $28.8 million lobbying since 2015 
and contributed over $26,271 to Trump.
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Eight of Trump’s top ten donors that also lobbied 
the Trans-Pacific Partnership since 2008 were 
pro-TPP, with two being ambiguous about their 
stance. This begs the question: does money really 
buy influence when it comes to President Trump?

This article was completed while the author was 
an intern at the Center for Responsive Politics. The 
story was edited by CRP reporters.
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Beyond Supply and Demand: Using Economic Principles to 
Explain Terrorism

SEAL conducting sensitive site exploitation mission in Jaji Mountains     
 Photo Courtesy of WikiMedia Commons

Economic principles can help us to understand the rational choices of 
terrorists.

By Buzz Helfrich

Introduction

Following the September 11, 2001 attacks, a dra-
matic rise in the study of terrorism occurred in 
academia. Although recent actions by U.S. mil-
itary and Treasury officials seek to deplete ISIS’ 
economic resources, little literature exists regard-
ing the role of economics on the development 
and behavior of terrorist groups. This paper ex-
amines the economic motives of terrorist groups 
and proposes possible solutions to deter and 
prevent future terrorist attacks. The first section 
focuses on the economic causes of terrorism uti-
lizing economic principles such as rational choice 
theory and self-interest. The second section uses 
market structure and club theory to examine the 
dynamics of terrorist group behavior. The third 
section of the essay explores the use of deterrents 
including welfare spending, offensive strikes, 
and restricting economic resources as means of 
both hindering terrorist organization growth and 
thwarting terrorist attacks.

Rational Choice Theory, Self-Interest, and 
Suicide Bombers

To better understand terrorists, this paper classi-
fies them as rational actors who aim to maximize 

utility. Terrorism is a rational choice because 
the perpetrators weigh their decisions based on 
marginal benefit versus marginal cost. Terrorism, 
as described throughout the essay, is defined as 
“the premeditated use, or threat of use, of extra-
normal violence to obtain a political objective 
through intimidation or fear directed at a large 
audience.” Terrorists consider the possibility of 
a successful attack against the possible risk of 
an agent such as the government preventing the 
attack and detaining terrorist members. Terror-
ists also seek to maximize utility by inflicting the 
greatest possible damage at the lowest possible 
cost.

Academics may also describe terrorists as self-in-
terested or present-aim actors to further explain 
their economic motives. The former is defined 
as considering one’s choice based on tradeoffs 
regarding cost, benefits, and resources, where-
as the latter occurs when an actor successfully 
pursues their objective at the time of the attack. 
Present-aim terrorists do not consider possible 
tradeoffs and base their actions off the most effi-
cient means of destruction possible. Present-aim 
terrorists claim non-monetary motives behind 
their actions and would substitute a reduction in 
income in exchange for more successful terrorist 
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attacks. However, Juliet Elu’s article examining 
terrorism in Africa and South Asia disproves this 
idea. Based on the study’s comparison of na-
tions’ GDP per capita and their rate of terrorist 
attacks from 1980-2004, a positive correlation 
exists between per-capita-income and terrorist 
attack rates. This relationship demonstrates that 
terrorists do not attack low per-capita-income 
nations due to the decreased economic oppor-
tunity, thus exemplifying the idea that terrorists 
act as self-interested actors.

Figures 1 + 2: Graphs illustrating the relationship 
between Africa and South Asian nations’ GDP 
per capita and their number of terrorist inci-
dents from 1980-2004.

Although conventional wisdom may regard 
suicide bombers as irrational due to their inher-
ently self-destructive actions, economic theory 
demonstrates their function as self-interested, 
rational actors who seek to maximize utility 
based on tradeoffs regarding benefits and costs. 
A positive correlation exists between suicide 
bombers and high amounts of human capital; 
the latter of which economists define as an in-
dividual’s skills or knowledge. This relationship 

is likely due to the increased marginal benefit a 
highly-intelligent terrorist provides to a terror 
organization. Despite the destruction of human 
capital due to the suicide bomber’s inevitable 
death, the action reaps a large amount of utility 
for the terrorist organization.

Suicide bombers are also more likely to attack 
an area with a large population density. Despite 
the initial explanation of choosing to target 
high-population dense areas due to increased 
damages, this decision remains rooted in eco-
nomic theory. Utilizing this method of destruc-
tion provides a low-cost, high benefit means 
of destruction. The suicide bomber will likely 
inflict mass casualties due to the high-proba-
bility of success. Eli Berman, author of Radical, 
Religious, and Violent: The New Economics of 
Terrorism, observes that the operation poses 
little cost in the form of risk due to the impossi-
bility of the government detaining the perpetra-
tor following their actions. Also, terrorist groups 
often delegate the role of suicide bomber to 
those least likely to defect. These members often 
possess large amounts of human capital and are 
highly likely to carry out the mission.

Market Structure, Economic Development, 
and Club Theory

A nation’s market structure may serve as a key 
factor in a country’s rise of terrorism. Terrorist 
attacks may occur due to the transition to a more 
advanced economy. Charles Boehmer and Mark 
Daube’s research posits a link between the rise 
of terrorism and the conversion from a clien-
tele economy to a market-based economy. The 
former consists of an economic structure based 
on hierarchical values and the accumulation of 
influence, whereas the latter is based on con-
tract law and perceived egalitarianism among all 
economic actors. This economic overhaul likely 
contributes to the rise of terrorism due to a per-
ceived overthrow of social order. The economy 
no longer remains focused on hierarchy and all 
economic agents are equal. This situation may 
lead to social unrest, contributing to the rise of 
terrorism as a means of reestablishing previous 
socioeconomic values.
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Despite the study’s evidence of a correlation 
between economic transition and the rise of ter-
rorism, conflicting literature exists regarding the 
occurrence of terrorism in high and middle-in-
come nations. Although the paper previously 
pointed out that Elu’s research developed a cor-
relation between a country’s per capita GDP and 
its number of terrorist attacks from 1980-2004, 
a different data set yields disparate results. By 
analyzing data of 144 nations’ rates of terrorist 
incidents and GDP per capita from 1970-2000, 
Boehmer and Daube conclude that middle-in-
come states are most vulnerable to terrorist 
attacks. Their study explains this result by not-
ing that many middle-income nations recently 
underwent the transition from a clientele to a 
market-based economy, providing the potential 
for social unrest and the possible subsequent 
rise of terrorism. Also, Boehmer and Daube 
believe that terrorist attacks occur less frequent-
ly in high-income nations due to those states’ 
ability to create government programs to lessen 
social strife and reduce the incentives of forming 
a terrorist group. Although their analysis arrives 
at different conclusions than Elu’s work, neither 
study disproves the other due to the differences 
in their respective data sets.

Figure 3: Graph illustrating the correlation 
between 144 nations’ GDP per capita and their 
number of terrorist attacks from 1970-2004.

In addition to a nation’s market structure and 
level of economic development, club theory 
helps explain terrorists’ behavior. In the con-
text of this paper, club theory denotes a group, 
particularly a radical religious organization, that 
provides goods through acts of charity. Terrorist 
organizations epitomize this idea by their offer-

ing of mutual aid in which individual members 
of groups such as Hamas and the Palestinian 
Islamic Jihad provide services to the families of 
organization members based on financial and 
political support. Groups that follow this mod-
el must avoid the free-rider problem, in which 
terrorists may not contribute to the group and 
receive services for free. However, this problem 
seldom occurs due to the demands terrorist 
organizations place on new recruits. Before 
receiving charitable services, potential members 
must sacrifice their time and assist others in the 
community. By providing a test of loyalty in the 
form of initial sacrifice, terrorist organizations 
address this economic issue and ensure that all 
members will contribute to the group at some 
point in their membership.  
Welfare Spending, Offensive Strikes, and Re-
source Deprivation as Incentives

Although the paper has focused on the eco-
nomics behind terrorism, the subject can also 
be utilized to prevent both the rise of terrorism 
and future terrorist attacks. Many academics 
and policymakers propose welfare spending as 
a means of deterring terrorism. However, liter-
ature on the subject yields conflicting results, 
and the spending must be properly implement-
ed and administered to achieve the desired 
outcome. The success of increasing spending 
on government programs to reduce terrorism 
is best demonstrated by the actions of North-
ern Ireland. Following the signing of the Good 
Friday Agreement in 1998, the UK and the EU 
provided grants to Northern Ireland in the form 
of peace money designed to fund public projects 
that aimed to reduce social inequalities between 
Catholics and Protestants.

Within five years, disparities between the two 
groups in terms of healthcare, education, and 
housing had been eliminated, which also cor-
related with a reduction in terrorist attacks. UK 
and Northern Ireland leaders credit local admin-
istration and oversight to the program’s success, 
which permitted the peace money to be directed 
to projects designed to reduce conflict between 
Catholics and Protestants while also helping to 
economically improve Northern Ireland’s cities.
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However, welfare spending does not guaran-
tee decreased terrorist activity. Schnellenbach 
notes that transferring wealth to communities 
that support terrorist organizations will likely 
result in increased financial contributions to the 
group. Ensuring proper fund implementation 
may prevent this problem. Money invested in 
public works projects designed to improve soci-
etal aspects such as public health and education 
will likely lower terrorist support. This con-
cept remains true due to the use of incentives. 
Although providing funds to terrorist sympa-
thizing areas may appear to reward terrorists, 
doing so may result in decreased support for the 
terrorist organization if local government over-
sees the money’s proper implementation. Local 
residents will be less likely to join a terror cell if 
economic conditions improve, as there would 
be little economic benefit to joining the terrorist 
organization.

Like the conflicting literature regarding welfare 
spending, academics also debate the efficacy 
of offensive strikes versus restricting economic 
resources as means of hindering terrorist at-
tacks. Proponents of the former believe that 
government raids and preemptive strikes dis-
rupt terrorist organizations and deter terrorists 
from committing attacks. However, countries 
seldom implement this strategy due to both the 
free-rider problem and information asymmetry. 
Offensive action often requires multinational 
cooperation and remains more difficult to imple-
ment than defensive strategies such as building 
a wall. The free-rider problem may occur due to 
one nation not participating in the anti-terrorist 
coalition yet benefitting from the efficacy of the 
offensive strike. Similarly, terrorists often know 
more about government actions than vice-versa, 
adding to the difficulty of offensive action due to 
the risk of the targeted group acquiring knowl-
edge of the plan.

Peace economist researchers often recommend 
restricting resources to terrorist groups as a 
means of hindering attacks. Despite the conven-
tional defensive strategy of protecting a nation’s 
assets, Intriligator suggests governments focus 

on raising the costs of terrorism by cutting off 
resources to terrorist organizations. This tactic 
increases the difficulty of terrorist organiza-
tions to acquire valuable assets such as money, 
weapons, and intelligence. This increased cost of 
terrorism may deter potential recruits from join-
ing terrorist groups. Also, protecting a nation’s 
assets by increasing security in areas such as 
government buildings and major transportation 
hubs remains ineffective at thwarting terrorist 
attacks due to the concept of substitution. Rath-
er than increase the amount of resources to com-
mit an attack at a place of high-security such as 
an airport, terrorist groups will devote their ef-
forts to attacking other areas of high-population 
density, such as train stations and city centers.

Conclusion

This paper examines the role of economics in 
terrorism through both terrorist actions and 
possible deterrents. Despite media coverage 
surrounding ISIS’ predominantly oil-based 
economy, utilizing economic ideas to model 
terrorist behavior remains important. Rational 
choice and self-interest help explain the be-
havior of individual terrorist, as demonstrated 
by the economics behind suicide bombers. 
Market structure and club theory act as means 
of explaining the actions of terrorist organiza-
tions. Also, the use of deterrents such as welfare 
spending, offensive strikes, and restricting re-
sources function as possible solutions to prevent 
both terrorist attacks and the growth of terrorist 
groups. Further study is needed on the behavior 
of terrorist organizations outside of the Mid-
dle East. However, better understanding of the 
economics of terrorism may assist the United 
States in defeating the Islamic State by financial-
ly suffocating the group’s struggling economy in 
addition to coordinated military attacks.

Buzz Helfrich is a student in the College of 
Arts and Sciences class of 2019. He can be con-
tacted at wh4891a@student.american.edu.
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Excessive Resource Specialization and Openness to Trade

Saudi Arabia’s King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud in conversation with Prime Minister Narendra Modi of India. Saudi Arabia has almost one-fifth of the 
world’s proven oil reserves and ranks as the largest producer and exporter of oil in the world. Photo Courtesy of WikiMedia Commons

What happens when country leadership goes full throttle with only one trad-
able resource?
By Sam Mason
In an era where global trade is powered by an 
insatiable thirst for primary resources, those in 
control of the lands blessed with the right fixes 
for the world’s addictions bear incredible influ-
ence on the futures of their own nations.  Add 
to the mix a lack of viable economic alternatives 
and the endowment of an abundant resource 
can serve as easy temptation for a country to 
overspecialize.  To a political leader, the allure of 
lining your nation’s coffers with the riches prom-
ised by a hefty resource endowment is hard not 
to give into.  And indeed, a valuable exportable 
asset is exactly that; valuable.  But what happens 
when country leadership goes full throttle with 
only one tradable resource?  How does this af-
fect the overall trade outcomes of that country?  
Throughout the process of overspecialization, the 
political elite of resource-dependent countries 
may look at their windfalls and be tempted to rest 
easily about the economic future of their nation, 
but data suggests that when it comes to overspe-
cialization, it is typically the resources in control 
of the countries, not the other way around.

Looking into the issue of excessive resource 
specialization, there is no shortage of analysis 
connecting resource overdependence to poor 
governance outcomes and a host of economic 
maladies, yet very little is done to take the next 
step in connecting overspecialization to overall 
outcomes in trade specifically.  Considering this 

gap in research as well as the reliance of many 
resource-dependent economies on exports for 
their very economic existence, there is a compel-
ling case to be made for us to explore just where 
embarking down a path of overspecialization 
leads, especially as it concerns a country’s overall, 
long-term trade outcomes.  To be sure, overspe-
cialization can mean different things to different 
people.  Thus, this analysis  will focus on just the 
most extreme cases of specialization; from econ-
omies where one primary resource or resource 
sector (i.e., petroleum, refined petroleum and 
petroleum derivatives would be considered one 
‘resource’) comprises or comprised at least 70% of 
exports, and/or at least 25% of national GDP.

Upon first glance, the main culprits of over-
specialization demonstrate a few immediately 
identifiable commonalities.  The most dominant 
trait across the board is the dominance of min-
eral resources.  Though non-mineral, primary 
resource exports like bananas and coffee in some 
countries like Guatemala and Honduras make up 
significant percentages of government revenues, 
it would seem that no exportable asset wields 
the same potential to completely dominate a 
country’s export portfolio as raw mineral mate-
rials.  Secondly, these over-indulgers in mineral 
resources tend to be low to middle income econ-
omies.  In fact, according to a 2011 study, nearly 
“75% of all mineral-dependent countries are now 
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low- and middle-income countries, while the 
number classed as mineral-dependent has in-
creased by 33% since 1996 from 46 to 61 nations.”  
The same study also finds a “strong negative cor-
relation between non-fuel mineral dependence 
and GDP per capita,” suggesting that resource 
wealth actually aggravates, rather than alleviates, 
domestic inequality.  This means that we will be 
talking primarily about petroleum and oil export-
ers like Venezuela, Iraq, Azerbaijan, Angola and 
Equatorial Guinea, but also occasionally about 
exporters of other important commodities like 
the Democratic Republic of Congo, or Zambia, 
where copper reserves rake in over 77% of export 
wealth.  Additionally, given a lack of prior devel-
opment in many overspecialized economies and 
the sheer abundance of the specialized resource, 
export capability tends to vastly overshadow 
domestic consumption capability, reflecting a do-
mestic economy that is not industrialized enough 
to consume the abundant resource, further con-
tributing to export concentration.

When it comes to the academic take on the 
effects of overspecialization, most scholars agree 
that there is a connection between singular 
resource wealth and the consolidation of au-
thoritarian regimes and weakening of political 
and economic institutions.  Though there are 
disagreements about processes, the main hy-
potheses on this point can be summarized into 
three general points: 1) “easy resource revenues 
eliminate a critical link of accountability be-
tween government and citizens” 2) “[resource] 
revenues generate staggering wealth that facili-
tates corruption and patronage networks” and 3) 
“together, [these factors] consolidate the power of 
entrenched elites and regime supporters, sharp-
ening income inequality and stifling political 
reform.”  The caveat here, however, is that not all 
countries that fit the scope of this investigation 
are officially autocratic, though many of these de-
mocracies on paper still indeed display indicators 
of weak institutions, such as corruption, uninter-
rupted political terms, as well extra-constitution-
al powers afforded to political figures.  Examples 
of these countries would be Azerbaijan, Zambia, 
DRC, Nigeria, Algeria and Venezuela, all ‘democ-

racies’ given a rating below 45/100 on the Oxford 
Policy Management economic and institutional 
development index, developed from the World 
Bank’s six world governance indicators.  These 
characteristics of resource-dependent states are 
particularly important to this investigation as 
they deal with the very policymakers steering a 
country’s economic vehicle and the economic 
climates that they operate in.

Implications for Trade

Foreign Direct Investment

At the outset of discovery, a given low-middle 
income resource overdependent nation typically 
does not possess the necessary capital, technol-
ogy and expertise required to get a resource out 
of the ground and into the hands of consumers 
and industries the world round (and at a profit at 
that).  This paves a clear path for foreign MNCs 
with the right stature to assume the immense 
risks and costs associated with resource explo-
ration. Thus, at first, there is a high incentive for 
host countries to embrace foreign access to their 
country’s resources.  Over the long term, howev-
er, governments tend to shed foreign ownership 
with time.  Today, foreign ownership varies from 
region to region, being the highest in the least 
developed countries.  According to a 2007 report 
from the United Nations Conference on Trade 
and Development, the share of oil production by 
foreign firms was 57% for Sub-Saharan Africa, 
while it was a mere 18% for Latin America, 11% for 
middle income countries, 19% for all low income 
countries, and nonexistent for some countries 
like Kuwait and Saudi Arabia.  But even in these 
latter cases, initial foreign ownership has proven 
unavoidable, like in Saudi Arabia, where foreign 
partners were not completely bought out until 
1988, a full fifty years after the discovery of oil.  
These transitions make sense given the fortify-
ing effect resource wealth can have on a regime’s 
grasp on power.  Despite these general patterns 
for oil producing countries, however, autocratic 
countries with poor institutions can still ostensi-
bly exercise their domain over the export industry 
through their control of the enforceability of con-
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tracts and their final say on the issue of nation-
alization.  Furthermore, in some resource-rich 
sub-Saharan African countries for example, navi-
gating bulky bureaucracies often means engag-
ing in quid-pro-quo transactions that favor the 
established powers, serving as a tantalizing way 
to bypass red tape.  It is important to note here 
that a lack of transparency surrounding deal-
making in institutionally weak countries makes 
finding official figures notoriously difficult.

Foreign Reserve Usage

If FDI and exploration prove successful in devel-
oping a resource promise, host countries face the 
prospect of being on the receiving end of seem-
ingly boundless sums of foreign reserves.  In au-
tocratic regimes, these windfalls are concentrat-
ed in and directed by the hands of the powerful 
few, who may dispense of their wealth to ensure 
the continuation and enjoyment of their own 
entrenched political interests.  Thus, outcomes 
may be seen as depending disproportionately on 
the incentives of domestic leadership, and may 
be used to squander resource wealth just as they 
may be used to invest in future diversification 
and trade in other sectors, though the former 
seems to be more popular choice.  According to 
a 2015 report from the Natural Resource Gov-
ernance Institute, “resource-rich governments 
have a tendency to overspend on government 
salaries, inefficient fuel subsidies and large mon-
uments and to underspend on health, education 
and other social services.”  Securing popularity is 
not free, and in resource-rich autocratic regimes 
looking to preserve power, high on the list of 
priorities for the national budget is financing pa-
tronage networks that distribute jobs to political 
supporters and buying off opponents.  Perhaps 
most recklessly, foreign reserves may be also be 
blown on lavish personal endeavors.  Consider 
the ruling families of Equatorial Guinea, Gabon, 
and Republic of Congo; all nations that fit the 
confines of this investigation who have interna-
tional investigations opened against them for 
embezzling millions of dollars worth of state 
money.

The implications these spending habits have for 

trade lie within their sustainability over the long 
term, and to what extent they direct or misdirect 
investment to/from industries outside of the 
resource sector.  This is because overspecializa-
tion subjects an economy to the fluctuations of 
international commodity prices, and when pric-
es inevitably take a dip, if country leadership has 
not properly mitigated against this inherent risk, 
governments will likely have to stifle foreign ex-
change usage so that reserves don’t dry up.  This 
limits a country’s options for financing imports 
and is observable time and time again in devel-
oping, resource-dependent countries.  In 2015, 
Angola’s central bank had to request companies 
and citizens to cut foreign-exchange usage in 
half amid a dollar shortage caused by dwindling 
revenue from oil and diamond exports.  This 
year in Nigeria low international oil prices have 
devastated government earnings, causing rating 
agencies to downgrade the economy and Pres-
ident Muhammadu Buhari to slash his budget, 
reducing the country’s overall growth prospects.  
This included ending Nigeria’s infamous fuel 
subsidies, for which the government this year 
alone spent over $5 billion trying to maintain.  
According to experts, these subsidization poli-
cies, as part of government spending in an insti-
tutionally weak country, were corrupt and highly 
inefficient.  In Brunei, where oil windfalls in the 
sultanate have historically meant no income 
tax or sales tax for locals, as well as free univer-
sity education and and subsidized housing, the 
government has recently had to make sweep-
ing budget cuts in light of falling oil prices.  In 
Venezuela, where oil exports account for 95% of 
revenue, and imports account almost entirely for 
nationwide consumption, socialist leadership 
has historically diverted money from increasing 
productivity or ensuring production to build-
ing houses for the poor, distributing subsidised 
food to state-owned markets, and funding social 
programmes, neglecting not only alternative 
industries, but the oil producing sector as well.  
Today, Venezuela’s economy lies in shambles and 
the availability of basic products is scarce, to say 
the least.  As a whole, in countries where trans-
parency is low and institutions are weak, it can 
be assumed that low accountability for foreign 
reserve spending diminishes the probability that 
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resource wealth is used responsibly.

Despite these doomsday predictions, however, 
as noted before, foreign reserves may indeed be 
used more sustainably, as observed in several 
Gulf Arab countries. In Saudi Arabia, for in-
stance, serious dedication to attracting diverse 
foreign investment is corroborated by General 
Electric’s recent announcement of an investment 
of $1.4 billion in the country, creating a $400 
million manufacturing facility as well as 2,000 
new jobs for Saudi citizens.  This implies that 
nationwide investment in infrastructure (i.e., 
roads, electricity distribution, etc.) and alternate 
industries, enhances trade capabilities and wid-
ens overall domestic consumption capabilities.

Import & Export Restrictions

Excessive resource specialization can have a sway 
on leadership in some cases to pursue protec-
tionist policies, such as import substitution, in a 
vain attempt at diversification.  In describing the 
political failures of Zambia in its pursuit of exces-
sive resource specialization, Arne Bigsten notes 
that “during mineral booms, most governments 
behave as if the inflows of resources are per-
manent, embarking on new projects, including 
import substitution.”  Bigsten further describes 
that once “boom turns to bust,” it can be quite 
difficult to reverse economic policies as strong 
economic interest groups become entrenched 
by large initial investments.  In the case of Indo-
nesia, high worldwide oil prices in the late 1970s 
brought Indonesia’s mining sector production 
composition ratio up to 25% by 1980.  Amidst this 
oil boom, Indonesia chose to overlook the role of 
foreign investment and pursue policies of import 
substitution, not switching to an export-oriented 
policy until oil prices plummeted in the 1980s.  
Since 2015, Angola has also taken several import 
substitution measures to diversify its econo-
my.  According to a report from the World Trade 
Organization, “customs tariff rates (especially 
those on agricultural products) have risen consid-
erably and fall within a range of 2% to 50%, with 
an average of 10.9% (compared to 7.4% in 2005).  
These cases reflect a desire to open up trade 
prospects, but in a way that relies too heavily on 

government directed-windfalls.

With regard to export restrictions, as described 
by a staff working paper from the World Trade 
Organization, “the need for export diversification 
of a resource rich economy can justify the use of 
export restrictions to promote domestic down-
stream production,” though “this strategy has 
a number of drawbacks.”  Other incentives also 
exist for export restrictions, such as is commonly 
seen amongst OPEC member nations, who are 
widely known for controlling world oil produc-
tion supplies so as to secure a collective advan-
tage in regulating  worldwide oil prices.  Forward 
thinking oil exporters may also limit output in 
the short term through production quotas so as 
to conserve resources for future, sustained ex-
ploitation.   

Conclusion

Ultimately, not every country shares the same 
story for how excessive specialization came to 
play such a dominant role in their economies.  
In general, oil-dependent Gulf countries (Saudi 
Arabia, Kuwait, UAE) tend to reflect more posi-
tive trade outcomes than the rest of the countries 
in this investigation.  Noting that oil-exporting 
gulf countries congregate at the higher end of 
the previously cited economic and institutional 
development index, perhaps strong institutions, 
even under autocracies, can mitigate the negative 
economic forecast generally predicted by re-
source dependence, though this explanation still 
leaves the question of how these institutions be-
came strong in the first place.  Other academics 
offer that the oil-rich countries of the Middle East 
have so far escaped some of the worst economic 
consequences of the resource curse due to a ratio 
of relatively small population to a vast amount of 
oil.  The question of what determines sustainable 
outcomes still remains largely unanswered.  

At the end of the day, however, it can be said 
with confidence that the incentive and initiative 
for which policies an overspecialized country 
will choose and why, ultimately fall on country 
leadership, according to the demands, strains, 
and opportunities available to them.  Thus, the 
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connections that can be drawn between resource 
overspecialization and regime type, as well as 
economic conditions, are essential to bridg-
ing the broader relationship between excessive 
resource specialization and openness to trade.  
Certainly, external political and historical fac-
tors, as well as personal traits of individual 
leaders not addressed here wield their influence 
on trade outcomes, yet all of these factors seem 
to pale in comparison to the almighty resources 
themselves.  Ultimately, if a country chooses to 
devote itself to the riches and promises of one 
resource and one resource only, it must also 
accept the unbounding dominance that resource 
will have on its future.

Sam Mason is a student in the School of Inter-
national Service class of 2017. He can be contact-
ed at samuel.s.mason@gmail.com.
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Overestimating Refugees’ Economic Impact: An Analysis of the 
Prevailing Economic Literature on Forced Migration

Kurdish refugees travel by truck.                     Photo Courtesy of WikiMedia Commons

As we deal with the Syrian refugee crisis in greater depth, we should stray 
away from overestimating the economic effects of migration

By Bill Kakenmaster
The UNHCR reported in June 2016 that the 
number of number of refugees, asylum seekers, 
and internally displaced persons reached a record 
high of 65 million individuals worldwide. How 
will all these individuals impact the economies 
of the countries in which they find asylum? Do 
refugees, as some politicians claim, force domes-
tic workers out of the labor market? Do refugees 
exert a substantially negatively net fiscal impact? 
This paper attempts to address these questions by 
analyzing the prevailing economic literature from 
1990 until the present on refugees’ and immigra-
tion’s economic impact. I argue that, although 
the estimated economic effects of immigration 
and refugees vary, their overall impact is negligi-
ble. Refugees exert a slightly negative impact on 
domestic wages if domestic labor is immobile. At 
the same time, refugees’ net fiscal impact de-
pends more on their tax contribution—which is a 
function of their labor market integration—than 
their consumption of publicly funded goods and 
services.

Overview

Refugee and forced migration issues have dom-
inated recent political debates in Europe and 
other parts of the world. Those on the political 

Right claim that refugees threaten European na-
tional security, economic prosperity, and cultural 
traditions; those on the political Left claim that 
the influx of refugees represents a humanitarian 
crisis that demands accepting additional refu-
gees. Perhaps the Economist’s attempt to rec-
oncile these two opposing opinions puts it best: 
“Humanity dictates that the rich world admit ref-
ugees, irrespective of the economic impact. But 
the economics of the influx still matters.” Setting 
aside that international law does require states to 
provide refugees with asylum, this paper attempts 
to address the two most salient economic ques-
tions regarding refugees’ arrival in Europe.

First, do refugees displace domestic workers, 
leading to higher rates of unemployment and 
lower wages? Second, do refugees exert signif-
icant strains on public finances? While perfect 
data do not exist to answer either of these ques-
tions beyond the shadow of a doubt, evidence 
suggests that, in the short run, granting refugees 
asylum leads to a negligible overall effect on the 
labor market and public finance. In the long 
run, however, refugees positively contribute to 
the labor market and public finances, the extent 
of which depends mostly on the success of their 
integration into the economy.
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Refugees and the Labor Market

Economists disagree about the precise nature 
and extent of immigration’s impact on the wages 
and unemployment rates in immigrant-receiving 
countries. On the one hand, some studies suggest 
that immigration has “essentially no effect on 
the wages or employment outcomes” of domes-
tic workers. David Card’s famous analysis of the 
Mariel Boatlift found that refugee immigration 
had a positive, yet minimal impact on the Miami 
economy due to the city’s ability to absorb refu-
gees into previously unexploited sectors. On the 
other hand, George Borjas argues that, because 
of labor mobility, the impact of immigration on 
unemployment and wages may be tenuous in 
regional labor markets, while simultaneously 
depressing labor market conditions at a nation-
al level. Borjas measured skilled and unskilled 
immigrant labor in terms of educational quali-
fications and found that a 10 percent increase in 
the labor force due to immigration resulted in a 
three to four point decrease in domestic workers’ 
wages.

However, other studies attempt to find some sort 
of middle ground, disputing both the argument 
that immigration has no effect on the labor mar-
ket and the argument that immigration drastical-
ly depresses wages and employment. Gianmarco 
Ottaviano and Giovanni Peri, for instance, adopt 
the qualification bands from Borjas’ framework, 
but they assume that, even within those bands, 
immigrant and domestic workers are not perfect 
substitutes. In other words, immigrants with the 
exact same educational qualifications as domestic 
workers can function as “imperfect substitutes” 
because of labor market discrimination. Even if 
immigrants could do the same job as domestic 
workers, they don’t practically function as per-
fect substitutes because, in reality, they may not 
be hired by employers who consider them less 
capable because of their race, ethnicity, nation-
ality, language, etc. As a result, Ottaviano and 
Peri find that immigration has “a small effect on 
the wages of native workers with no high school 
degree (between 0.6% and +1.7%) […and] a small 
positive effect on average native wages (+0.6%).” 

Moreover, Ottaviano and Peri also note that, 
given the standard error, this effect is not “signifi-
cantly different from 0.” The largest impact on the 
labor market observed was on the wages of pre-
vious immigrants, which were found to have “a 
substantially negative effect (−6.7%).” Thus, even 
at the theoretical level, the effect of immigration 
on the labor market has been highly contested.

Later, even more tweaks were made to the tradi-
tional methodology used to study the econom-
ic effects of migration. Stephen Nickell of the 
University of Oxford and Jumana Saleheen of the 
Bank of England recently studied migration’s im-
pact on average British wages in any given region 
of the country between 1992 and 2014. Crucially, 
Nickell and Saleheen measure skill distribution 
by occupation, a clever methodological tweak 
considering “that it is often very tricky to accu-
rately compare education qualifications across 
countries.” In addition, treating skill distribution 
as a function of occupation helps to translate the 
economics of migration directly into the jargon 
of public discourse, which treats immigrants 
principally by occupation rather than by educa-
tional attainment, such as with the “stereotype 
of the Polish plumber—used widely as a symbol 
of cheap labor.” Ultimately, Nickell and Saleheen 
find that migration exerts “a statistically signifi-
cant, small, negative impact on the average occu-
pational wage rates of the regions” studied. The 
largest effect on wages observed related to semi-
skilled and unskilled labor, where a 10% increase 
in migrant labor resulted in a 2% decline in the 
average wage. Nickell and Saleheen’s occupation-
al measure of qualification might be said to be 
more accurate than educational measures such as 
Borjas’ considering that, oftentimes, educational 
credentials do not transfer between countries. 
Therefore, Nickell and Saleheen’s findings sug-
gest that refugees immigrating to Europe may 
adversely affect the labor market, but not nearly 
to the extent that some politicians claim.

Moreover—and with specific regard to refugees—
the Economist notes that the wage-dampening 
may “even have positive side-effects” for the 
domestic labor market. A recent paper by Mette 
Foged and Giovanni Peri finds that, in Denmark 
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between 1991 and 2008, domestic workers pushed 
out of low-skilled industries by refugees changed 
jobs to other, “less manual and more cognitive” 
labor-intensive sectors. Such jobs included “legis-
lators and senior [government] officials,” “corpo-
rate managers,” and even “skilled agricultural and 
fishery” sectors. By contrast, the proportion of 
refugees composing manual skilled sectors such 
as “machine operators,” “drivers,” and “mining la-
borers” rose substantially, resulting in “positive or 
null wage effects and positive or null employment 
effects” for domestic populations over the long 
run. So, to the extent that refugees substitute for 
domestic labor—however imperfect that substi-
tution may be—their overall economic impact 
also depends on the abilities of displaced domes-
tic workers to find employment in other sectors. 
Additionally, evidence exists from Congolese 
refugee camps in Rwanda to suggest that one 
additional refugee receiving cash aid contributes 
an estimated $205 to $253 to the local economy. 
Taking the difference between contributions and 
per-refugee cash aid, refugees yielded a positive 
individual contribution of between $70 $126 
annually. Most of the refugees’ individual con-
tributions resulted from spillovers with the local 
economy, such as the “purchase [of] goods and 
services from host-country businesses outside the 
camps.” If refugees displace workers who move 
into other sectors of the economy and experience 
higher wages, then they also positively contribute 
to the sales of local businesses.

Refugees and Public Finances

Refugees exert a similarly ambiguous impact on 
public finance as they do on the labor market. 
In fact, a 2013 OECD report notes that including 
or excluding non-personal sources of tax reve-
nue, such as corporate income taxes, as well as 
non-excludable goods like roads, in an analysis 
of immigrants’ net public fiscal impact “often 
changes the sign of the impact” itself. Estimates 
of immigrants’ net fiscal impact thus vary de-
pending on the methodology employed, although 
the report’s main findings suggest that—however 
measured—the impact “rarely exceeds [plus or 
minus] 0.5% of GDP in a given year.” In fact, the 

OECD observed the highest impact on public 
finance in Luxembourg and Switzerland, where 
immigrants positively contributed an estimat-
ed 2% of GDP to the public purse. Compared to 
domestic populations, however, the OECD report 
found that, on average, immigrants have a lower 
net fiscal contribution overall.

This is an especially salient concern in the short 
run, because refugees can potentially exacer-
bate strains on the public purse, contributing to 
increases in demand for public services while the 
supply of those resources remains temporarily 
fixed. In fact, precisely because of the protections 
afforded to asylum seekers under international 
law, “additional public spending for […] housing, 
food, health, and education, will increase aggre-
gate demand,” therefore making such services 
more costly to provide, all else equal. However, in 
many cases, the short-term costs of accommodat-
ing asylum seekers are borne by international do-
nors rather than governments. In fact, University 
of Oxford Professor Emeritus Roger Zetter notes 
that global programs to accommodate refugees 
in the short term total 8.4 billion USD globally, 
but that economists “rarely analyze the econom-
ic outcomes of their program[s].” Instead, they 
“tend to assess the impacts and costs for the host 
community” as a percentage of GDP regardless of 
whether or not the government actually pays for 
the accommodations provided to refugees. Such 
analyses are frankly misleading because, while 
aggregate demand for publicly funded goods may 
increase in the short run, the cost of meeting 
such a higher demand puts strain on NGOs, the 
UNHCR, and other international donors, not on 
governments.

Among the three countries with the highest 
numbers of Syrian refugees—Turkey, Lebanon, 
and Jordan—GDP is expected to rise, while es-
timates of the costs of accommodating refugees 
are paltry. The OECD predicts that Turkey’s GDP 
growth will “remain close to 4% per annum in 
2016 and 2017.” Meanwhile, the 5.37 billion euros 
that Turkey spent between 2012 and 2015 on “the 
perfect refugee camp[s]” amount to less than 
0.2% of GDP per year. Turkey, importantly, is one 
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of the only countries paying the entire costs of 
short term asylum accommodations out of pock-
et, “except for some relatively minor international 
donations” Similar trends have been observed 
in Lebanon and Jordan, where GDP growth far 
outpaces the short term costs of accommodating 
refugees largely due to the fact that—in contrast 
to Turkey—refugee camps and resettlement pro-
grams are funded principally by NGOs and the 
UNHCR.

Yet even following the short term costs of ac-
commodating refugees, their net fiscal impact 
over time depends more on the success of their 
integration into the labor market than their raw 
consumption of publicly provided goods and 
services. Joakim Ruist from the University of 
Gothenburg, for instance, suggests that the net 
fiscal contribution of refugees in Sweden steadi-
ly increases from approximately 10,000 kronor 
(approximately 1,100 USD) during the first year of 
residence to over 30,000 kronor (approximately 
3,300 USD) during their seventh year. In a similar 
vein, the IMF observed that, depending on the 
speed of labor market integration, “the level of 
GDP could be about 0.25 percent higher for the 
EU as a whole and between 0.5 and 1.1 percent 
higher in the three main destination countries 
(Austria, Germany, Sweden)” by 2020.

Importantly, Ruist found that four-fifths of 
refugees’ net fiscal impact has been estimated 
to result from their smaller contributions to tax 
revenue, while only one-fifth was due to “higher 
per-capita public costs.” In other words, the net 
fiscal impact of refugees has more to do with 
their limited contribution to government revenue 
than their increased demand for public services, 
suggesting that refugees are more than capable 
of paying for the public services they consume if 
successfully and fully integrated into the labor 
market. This further justifies the need to focus 
on integrating refugees into the labor market of 
their destination country, as opposed to simply 
denying asylum claims based on perceptions that 
refugees will “steal” domestic jobs.

Furthermore, attempting to estimate refugees’ 

net fiscal impact based on previous models of 
migration like Borjas’ wrongly assumes that refu-
gees have a reasonably similar economic profile as 
other immigrants. In reality, the net fiscal im-
pact of any immigrant varies depending on both 
the economic profile of the immigrant and the 
economic conditions of the receiving countries. 
For example, immigration to Europe between 
2007 and 2009 heavily strained public finances 
because “lots of [immigrants] were pensioners, 
who tend to drain the public finances,” accord-
ing to the Economist. By contrast, most refugees 
fleeing Syria, who “constitute[d] the biggest 
national group migrating to Europe in 2015,” are 
both younger and more skilled than those fleeing 
the last “refugee crisis” in Europe—that of the 
former Yugoslavia in the 1990s. The median age 
of Syrian refugees in 2014 was 23 years-old, and 
compared to the former Yugoslavia, the ratio of 
“youth cohorts” to “near-retirement-cohorts” has 
declined from 1.3 to 0.7 since 1990. Moreover, the 
International Labor Organization reported in 
2014 that an average of 56% of Syrian refugees re-
siding in Lebanese camps worked either in skilled 
or semi-skilled sectors. Therefore, the impact of 
refugees on the economy overall, and specifically 
on a country’s public finances, depends on the 
economic profile of the refugees with particular 
regard for working-age and job skills.

Conclusion

According to the Pew Research Center, a record 
1.3 million people applied for asylum in Europe 
in 2015, nearly double the previous record of 
700,000 set in 1992, and the number of forced mi-
grants across the globe continues to rise. There-
fore, understanding refugees’ impact on Europe-
an economies will become hugely important as 
more and more are granted asylum and resettled 
in their new homes. While previous studies of 
immigration’s impact on the labor market and 
public finances is somewhat ambiguous, the pre-
vailing economic literature suggests that, in the 
short run, refugees will have a slightly negative 
impact on average wages and employment rates 
in substitutable sectors, and a slightly negative 
impact on public finances. However, in the long 
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run, if prevailing economic scholarship holds 
true, wages will stabilize while those forced out of 
employment by refugees will find work in other 
sectors, and refugees will yield a net positive fis-
cal contribution. Finally, considering the fact that 
refugees hardly function as perfect substitutes for 
domestic labor, their integration into the labor 
market would bolster the overall net fiscal expen-
diture of immigrant-receiving countries.

Bill Kakenmaster is a student in the School 
of International Service class of 2017. He can be 
contacted at wk6344a@student.american.edu.
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The Case for the Iraq War
Voters in Baghdad                                     Photo Courtesy of WikiMedia Commons 

Why Nation-Building is Not a Perpetual Folly and Lessons America Can 
Learn from the Past
By Robert Rosamelia

“Nation-building” is often considered a loaded 
term in our modern lexicon that sets political 
pundits and experts alike off on riffs and rants 
that coalesce around how it has been done incor-
rectly. Talk of the continuing instability in post-
Cold War attempts to assist in the emergence of 
democratic states in Iraq, Afghanistan, Libya, and 
Syria dominates the conversation surrounding 
nation-building. This stigma suggests that na-
tion-building is nearly always a recipe for disaster 
undertaken with foolish expectations in mind for 
the host nation. However, nation-building can be 
done with great success—exemplified no better 
than the postwar reconstruction of Germany and 
Japan—and carries with it lessons to be learned 
for future U.S. foreign policy initiatives. In this 
article, I will discuss three major points about 
U.S. nation-building efforts in Germany and 
Japan, the failure to emulate those efforts during 
the 2003 invasion of Iraq, and how the situation 
in Iraq can still be improved and serve as a point 
of improvement:

Planning for the occupations of Germany and 
Japan was meticulous, whereas the Iraqi plan 
was undercut by a lack of consensus. Advanced 
planning for the reconstruction of Germany and 
Japan began before World War II had even end-
ed. This comprehensive approach allowed the 
U.S. to create hierarchical and sensible command 
structures, and American generals were cautious 
to revert power back to the postwar nations. 
Iraq’s management was far less detail-oriented. 

A failure to understand cultural and economic 
intricacies undoubtedly caused tensions between 
different religious and ethnic groups to spiral into 
intense struggles that threaten the stability of the 
country to this day.

A sense of national identity in Germany and 
Japan served as a benefit to the occupation.  The 
relatively singular cultures of German and Japa-
nese nationals benefitted American planners by 
only having to consider each culture on its own. 
Economic and governmental stability were the 
major focal points of the U.S. nation-building 
effort after WWII. In Iraq, the U.S. occupation 
turned chaotic rather quickly due to the neglect 
of internecine struggles between various eth-
nic and religious groups. Because there was no 
singular Iraqi identity, failure to acknowledge 
these social hierarchies ultimately fostered an 
environment where open hostility could not be 
prevented.

There is still a means of achieving Iraqi stabil-
ity, but the window is closing. As Iraq is mired 
by internal conflict, a glimmer of hope remains 
from the examples of Germany and Japan. Amer-
ica’s role as an advisory power may still serve to 
mediate discussion between different swathes 
of Iraqi culture, and complete detachment from 
their political sphere should be weighed by 
their readiness to govern. Lessons in planning 
and execution from Germany and Japan should 
dictate future U.S. policy, and Iraq now serves as 
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a benchmark for improvement for future na-
tion-building efforts.

Nation-building, as a general term, is often inter-
preted as the occupation and reconstruction of 
one nation—the host nation—by another with 
the end goal of making the host country resem-
ble the occupying nation. In the United States, 
this definition is often associated with the effort 
undertaken by the U.S. to democratize the dicta-
torship led by Saddam Hussein in the aftermath 
of the 2003 invasion. The lack of anticipation of 
cultural and economic challenges created a stig-
ma that nation-building is nearly always a recipe 
for disaster undertaken with foolish expectations 
in mind. However, nation-building can be done 
with great success, exemplified no better than 
the postwar reconstruction of Germany and 
Japan. American generals overseeing the post-
war reconstruction of Germany and Japan had 
a detailed command structure in place working 
in tandem with experts on the host countries; 
the absence of familiarity with Iraqi political 
culture would hobble American attempts at 
nation-building after the 2003 invasion just as 
the proficiency of German and Japanese political 
culture had benefitted the American proconsuls 
in the aftermath of World War II. In addition to 
the rigidly planned and long-spanning imple-
mentation of nation-building efforts in Ger-
many and Japan, the homogenous cultural and 
societal trends in the host countries also served 
as a boon to U.S. efforts that was not present 
during the occupation of Iraq. These diverging 
strategies ultimately caused two nation-build-
ing efforts to chart different courses, but lessons 
learned in both post-WWII Germany and Japan 
and post-invasion Iraq now serve as benchmarks 
of improvement for future U.S. endeavors in 
nation-building.

Before World War II had officially ended, the 
United States government had already been hard 
at work on three stages of preparation that were 
identical for German and Japan. This period 
consisted of “the first stage, 1942-43, a time of 
research and preliminary position papers, the 
general framework for a new world order and 
basic principles for the treatment of defeated 

enemy countries,” “the second period of more 
advanced work,” and “the third stage of planning 
[when] political solutions of the Japan special-
ists had gained wide acceptance.” This punctili-
ous approach was designed in order to create an 
environment where experts on both host nations 
would draw upon knowledge of their cultures 
meant to be incorporated into the framework 
set up by the postwar governments. In the spe-
cific case of Germany, the U.S.-led allied powers 
“pursued nation-building in Germany by demo-
bilizing the German military, holding war crimes 
tribunals, helping construct democratic institu-
tions, and providing substantial humanitarian 
and economic assistance,” and the democrati-
zation effort was made easier due to consider-
ation by American experts that Germans of the 
Weimar Republic had a basic understanding of 
democratic systems of government. The effort by 
American planners to create democratic nations 
that would resemble American structures was 
expert-driven and required a commitment in 
time and resources by U.S. military governors 
in order to keep economic and civil operations 
stable. Iraq would begin with similar goals 
of democratization, with Andrew J. Bacevich 
summarizing the American invasion of Iraq “as 
the initial gambit of an effort to transform the 
entire region through the use of superior mil-
itary power, [and] it not only made sense but 
also held out the prospect of finally resolving the 
incongruities bedeviling U.S. policy.” While Iraq 
had the same general end goals of the postwar 
occupations of Germany and Japan, the results 
could not have been more different in Iraq due 
to inadequate preparation on the part of the U.S. 
that had been so heavily relied upon in Germany 
and Japan.

Operation Iraqi Freedom started in 2003 with 
the primary goal of unseating Iraq’s dictator, 
Saddam Hussein, in an attempt to create a dem-
ocratic Iraq that would serve as a benchmark 
for other countries in the region and encour-
age them to follow suit. American interests in 
Iraq were nearly indistinct from the interest in 
creating stable nations of Germany and Japan, 
yet Germany and Japan are currently stable 
democracies and two of the world’s foremost 
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economic powers while Iraq remains mired in 
intense regional conflict with a weak central 
government. In the post-9/11 world, there was 
certainly a desire to see the unpredictability of 
Saddam Hussein and his threats of possessing 
WMDs neutralized as quickly as possible. As the 
arguments of “no blood for oil” also arose in the 
lead-up to Operation Iraqi Freedom, economist 
Gary S. Becker dismisses this claim with the fact 
that “the U.S. would be better off if it encour-
aged Iraq to export more, not less, oil because 
that would lower oil prices.” In short, if the U.S. 
wanted oil from Iraq, war would be incredibly 
destructive to this objective. However, the Bush 
administration’s handling of the subsequent oc-
cupation of Iraq, according to Michael E. O’Han-
lon, “surely includes the administration’s desire 
to portray the Iraq war as a relatively easy under-
taking in order to assure domestic and interna-
tional support, the administration’s disdain for 
nation-building, and the Pentagon leadership’s 
unrealistic hope that Ahmed Chalabi and the 
rather small and weak Iraqi National Congress 
might somehow assume control of the country 
after Saddam fell.” Juxtaposed to the time and 
resource commitment and intense knowledge of 
host nations by the American military govern-
ments present in Germany and Japan, the effort 
to nation-build in Iraq was negatively impacted 
by a less precise and incredibly blunt military 
intervention that dissolved the current structure 
without a suitable replacement. The failure of 
the Bush administration to enact a fully devel-
oped strategy only exacerbated the potential for 
chaos in a host nation O’Hanlon concludes as 
“still plagued by the continued presence of thou-
sands of Baathists from Saddam’s various elite 
security forces who had melted into the popula-
tion rather than fight hard against the invading 
coalition.” Germany and Japan had robust mili-
tary governments that sought to create stability 
before turning power over to the host nation, 
but their homogenous cultural makeup was an-
other major benefit that the Bush administration 
did not possess and failed to explore during the 
occupation of Iraq.

Economic and governmental factors played 
a large role in the bifurcated end results of 

post-WWII Germany and Japan and Iraq. U.S. 
proconsuls’ awareness of the need for a stable 
governing structure in the former cases and the 
intelligence gap in the latter case was paramount 
in determining the differences in end result. In 
post-WWII Germany, “the occupying powers 
continued to allow the German central bank 
to operate, but they, rather than the Germans, 
exercised control over it,” and “in the U.S. sec-
tor, General Clay devoted substantial effort and 
resources to restarting German factories and 
mines.” The American nation-building effort had 
taken great care in ensuring an economically 
stable system would be in place once occupation 
of Germany came to an end. This was undoubt-
edly due in part to the fact that economic blight 
had crippled Germany in the aftermath of World 
War I and made the people of Germany suscep-
tible to authoritarianism. American proconsuls 
were right to address this as a primary compo-
nent of their nation-building efforts as a means 
of preventing another politically gifted figure 
from demagogically exploiting the postwar dis-
array to promote their own ends in the way Adolf 
Hitler did during the Weimar period. For this 
reason alone, economic stability was a driving 
force for American planners during the recon-
struction of Germany. Governance in Germany 
was also tempered, and American generals were 
cautious to introduce immediate German rule 
because of concerns that “a civilian would be lost 
that quickly after the close of hostilities.” Ameri-
can military governors had a command structure 
in place, and turning control over to the host 
nation too soon had the potential of resulting in 
a breakdown of the fledgling democratic sys-
tem the U.S. was trying to build if pressured too 
soon. The invasion of Iraq proved to be a nearly 
polar opposite approach to the one taken in 
postwar Germany.

After the toppling of Saddam Hussein and the 
presence of U.S. troops in Baghdad, the politics 
surrounding economic structures in Iraq im-
mediately came to the fore. Unlike in Germany, 
socio-economic development was undermined 
due to a lack of American knowledge of the ma-
jor economic resource of Iraq—oil—as Anthony 
H. Cordesman of CSIS points out:
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Iraq’s oil wealth has not been used to create the 
economic conditions for unity, and is a critical 
underlying problem in trying to heal its sectarian 
and ethnic divisions. The [Iraqi Prime Minister] 
Maliki regime strongly favored itself and Arab 
Shi’ites over Arab Sunnis, and wavered between 
efforts to bribe the Kurds and force them to put 
all petroleum development under central govern-
ment control.

The failure to understand cultural ties to eco-
nomic resources in Iraq meant that the United 
States was already at a disadvantage. Unlike in 
Germany, American forces had no reliable source 
to turn over economic control to in Iraq, and the 
lack of cultural ties to Iraqi economic resources 
almost ensured sectarian conflict would arise in 
the absence of the American military. The gov-
erning system of Iraq did not fare much better 
due to the lack of democratic foundation in the 
country. The nation-building effort in Iraq had 
the potential to see the new Iraqi government 
accommodate the multiple sects of its society by 
“endowing those institutions with popular legit-
imacy and widespread participation, not merely 
shifting power and access from one group to an-
other.” Compounded by the insufficient amount 
of time spent integrating the civilian population 
into a democratic framework after the military 
intervention, murky American understanding of 
the multiple identities of Iraqi society did little to 
help an increasingly unstable environment.

A clear example of such murky understanding of 
the Iraqi political structure came from the slash-
and-burn approach coalition forces took in the 
form of de-Ba’athification, or the dismantling of 
the Ba’ath Party in Iraq that espoused the prin-
ciples of socialism and Arab nationalism under 
Saddam Hussein’s authoritarian regime. Any 
restructuring of the Iraqi political environment 
would require some degree of de-Ba’athification, 
but the American approach saw an abrupt shift 
for a nation that was not united under one na-
tional identity in the way the Germans or Japa-
nese were and had deep-seated sectarian strug-
gles. The goal of de-Ba’athification was, according 
to the Coalition Provisional Authority Order 1, 

“eliminating the party’s structures and removing 
its leadership from positions of authority and 
responsibility in Iraqi society” in order to ensure 
“representative government in Iraq is not threat-
ened by Ba`athist elements returning to power 
and that those in positions of authority in the 
future are acceptable to the people of Iraq.” In do-
ing so, the U.S. comprehensively rebuilt the Iraqi 
government on a foundation rooted in—among 
other things—sectarian struggles that would boil 
over under the Premiership of Nouri al-Maliki, a 
Shiite Muslim. As Prime Minister of Iraq, al-Ma-
liki set the stage for the current volatility in the 
region due to what Council on Foreign Relations 
fellow Max Boot deemed the “victimisation of 
Sunnis [and] made them receptive to Isis, which 
was being reborn in the chaos of Syria.” Swaths of 
Iraqi Sunnis who were suddenly found out of the 
job as a result of de-Ba’athification were targeted 
by mass arrests and suppression tactics under 
al-Maliki that made them feel isolated and under 
attack. In 2011, AEI scholar Frederick W. Kagan 
and Institute for the Study of War President Kim-
berly Kagan wrote that “Maliki is unwinding the 
multi-ethnic, cross-sectarian Iraqi political set-
tlement” in part due to his exploitation of the ef-
fects of de-Ba’athification. Such a comprehensive 
reorganization of the host nation’s government 
with no apparent sensitivity to centuries-long 
sectarian struggles was a major contributor to the 
failure to achieve political stability in Iraq.

While Germany and Japan had fairly simple 
ethnic and cultural breakdowns largely due to a 
sense of national identity, Iraq was unique in this 
case due to the fact that “oil, ethnicity, religion, 
tribes, militias, the insurgency, the Sunni Arab 
boycott of January 2005 elections, and old-fash-
ioned power struggles combined for volatile 
post-Saddam politics” that had not been account-
ed for in Iraq. These cultural intricacies led to 
complications that were less contentious in the 
examples of Germany and Japan, and the lack of 
anticipation on the part of the U.S. for these fac-
tors made for a messy reorganization of post-in-
tervention Iraq. In his reflections on the Iraq War, 
Robert Kaplan surmises that “better generalship 
and logical command chains would likely have 
improved the security situation, leading to less 
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financial cost, less loss of human life, less oppor-
tunity for Iranian meddling, and thus a better 
geopolitical outcome.” The U.S. benefitted from 
a stringent chain of command and more ho-
mogenous host country in the case of Germany 
and Japan, but the inadequate anticipation for 
the dynamics of Iraqi culture and elite structure 
threaten to put the entire undertaking in severe 
jeopardy. There was no clear evidence that Bush 
administration officials were prepared to grapple 
with the competing sectarian interests present 
in Iraq that were absent from the nation-build-
ing effort in postwar Germany and Japan, and 
herein lies the issue. The central key to success 
for any nation-building effort is that the host na-
tion is capable of creating a unified government, 
and Professor James M. Quirk appropriately ob-
serves that “for Iraq, that included Shiites confi-
dent that Saddam Hussein and the Ba’ath Party 
would not return to repress them, minority Sun-
nis that they would not be repressed by the rise 
of Shiites to power, and Kurds that much of their 
autonomy (and oil assets) would be preserved.” 
Being attentive to this dynamic was crucial at the 
time of the invasion, and not having a strategy in 
place to deal with the intricacies of Iraqi culture 
ultimately led to intense sectarian violence.

The future of Iraq is one that now seems uncer-
tain with the rise of ISIS and internecine conflict 
between different regions of the country that 
are at odds due to their competing identities. 
While it is uncertain what, if anything, the U.S. 
can do to turn the deteriorating situation in 
Iraq around, a suggestion by Sen. Marco Rubio 
(R-FL)—a member of the Senate Foreign Rela-
tions Committee and Senate Select Committee 
on Intelligence—takes sectarian relations into 
account in order to “negotiate a power-sharing 
deal that will give predominantly Sunni prov-
inces, such as Anbar and Nineveh, assurances 
that their rights will be respected by Baghdad.” 
Though this is imperfect as a sole solution due to 
the fact that sectarian divides are not the sin-
gular cause of Iraq’s current political instability, 
Sen. Rubio offers a perspective that incorporates 
sectarian conflict in a way not seen in the plan-
ning for post-invasion Iraq. Future U.S. sensi-
tivity to the cultural identities and awareness 

of the power dynamics at play are paramount to 
establishing governmental structures that will in 
turn function constructively with respect to Iraqi 
culture. As with Germany and Japan, the U.S. 
withdrawal of forces in 2011 does not mean an 
end to advising, but the Iraqis are now—whether 
they were ready to in 2005 or not—beginning 
to govern themselves. For the future of Iraq to 
regain stability despite the instability in the 
region, the current U.S. nation-building effort 
should be conscious of the fact that “early diffi-
culties, and even early failures, will not indicate 
long-term disorder as long as the key represen-
tative interests remain committed to this kind 
of politicking instead of retreating to coups, 
secession or open advocacy of violence.” The 
best course of action for U.S. planners in Iraq is 
to be cognizant of competing sectarian interests 
while allowing these differences to be dealt with 
politically as opposed to violently and facilitate 
discussion where need be.

The post-WWII German and Japanese na-
tion-building efforts succeeded because of a 
logical chain of command and significant time 
and resource investments that sought to steadily 
revert power back to the host countries; Iraq’s 
failures resulted from a loosely-defined com-
mand structure after regime change and a lack of 
understanding by U.S. planners of the rudiments 
of Iraqi cultural diversity in a way not seen in the 
German or Japanese examples. Though the re-
sults of poor foundational handling after regime 
change are seen in modern-day Iraq, there are 
still lessons that can be gleaned from previous 
nation-building successes in Germany and Ja-
pan. Future U.S. foreign policy—if it is to still be 
one of championing democratization abroad—
would do well to observe the future of Iraq and 
remember the lack of foundational planning 
as a benchmark for improvement if future na-
tion-building efforts are to be beneficial to U.S. 
foreign interests.

robert Rosamelia is a student in the School 
of Public Affairs class of 2018. He can be contact-
ed at rr0035a@student.american.edu.
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Russian Aggression and the Annexation of Crimea

Vladimir Putin is the current President of the Russian Federation. Photo Courtesy of WikiMedia Commons.

Guiding calculated American responses to Russian actions on the world stage
By Daniel Lynam

Following the end of the Cold War and the 
subsequent collapse of the Soviet Union, power 
dynamics on the Eurasian continent were reshaped 
by expansions of Western institutions, such as 
the European Union (EU) and the North Atlantic 
Treaty Organization (NATO). These expansions 
have strongly contributed to the current state of 
tensions between the US (and the EU) and Russia. 
Russia, under the leadership of Vladimir Putin, is 
attempting to restructure the balance of power on 
the continent. A restructuring of power dynamics 
on the European continent is seen as necessary 
by the Kremlin to maintain their territorial 
sovereignty. This is on display in conflicts in 
Ukraine such as the annexation of Crimea in March 
2014 and military buildups along Russia’s Western 
border. The current US policy towards Russian 
aggression includes raising the cost for Russia 
for its actions with the goal of regime change and 
supporting US allies in Eastern Europe.

Historical Background

The North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) 
was forged in 1949 to ensure a US commitment to 
the security of the European continent post WWII 
and in response the rise of the Soviet Union. The 
Alliance was formed to ensure a sharing of burden 
would occur, and that the European nations 
would too be responsible for their defense in 

cooperation with the United States. The Soviet 
Union countered NATO with its own, similar 
arrangement, the Warsaw Pact between Russia 
and the communist states in Eastern Europe.

Andrew T. Wolff best describes the source of 
current Russian aggression as stemming from 
two historical contexts: a) Russia’s tradition of 
geopolitical emphasis and worldview and b) a 
strong disagreement over a 1990 “no expansion 
promise” made between Russian Prime Minister 
Mikhail Gorbachev and US Secretary of State 
James Baker.

Russia has long held a long-standing tradition 
of approaching the world through a geopolitical 
standpoint. Russia places an emphasis, above 
all else, on its own territorial sovereignty and 
maintaining a relative sphere of influence. This 
ideology can be seen throughout Russia’s centuries 
of history as an expansionist empire; some might 
even argue that this “empire mindset” has still not 
subsided under the new post-Westphalian state 
order. This territorial sovereignty is exerted by 
the ability of the Kremlin to influence politics of 
that area through political, economic, and social 
pressures.

The expansion of the EU and NATO, two 
organizations which deliberately elected to leave 
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Russia out of their membership and operations 
for many years, pose, for Russia, a threat to its 
territorial sovereignty as well as its sphere of 
influence in Eastern Europe by promoting ideals 
and reform policies not in line with Putin’s 
administration. Due to the close ties of ethnic 
Russians across countries like Ukraine, economic 
and political success there may serve as a ‘spark’ 
leading to a call for reform in Russia itself—this 
poses a potential threat to Putin’s control over the 
country. While some might point to the strong 
favorability of the Russian leader in the polls, it 
is important to remember that Putin is looking 
towards his long-term placement. Should the 
Russian economy be struck again by recession 
or depression, that favorability will quickly turn 
into unfavorability as Russians who were simply 
content may no longer have a source of income 
nor food to put on their table.

On a similar note, the 1990 informal agreement 
between the US and Russia supposedly stated 
that in exchange for cooperation on a peacefully 
reunified Germany, NATO would not expand 
past East Germany. The breakdown comes in 
interpreting what this agreement actually meant. 
For the Kremlin, it meant NATO membership 
would not extend past East Germany, which it 
did. NATO’s first expansion was in 1999 with 
the addition of Poland, Hungary, and the Czech 
Republic into the alliance and has since grown 
to 28 members. According to a high ranking 
NATO official, the US and NATO understood this 
agreement to mean no NATO-deployed troops or 
bases would be stationed beyond East Germany, 
which there has not been until after the 2014 
annexation of Crimea.

Ultimately, Russia’s interest does not actually lie 
in the Crimea, but rather the annexation can be 
seen as an attempt to destabilize the Ukrainian 
government which was seeking closer ties with the 
European Union. The government was on the eve 
of signing a EU-Ukrainian agreement, granting 
Ukraine access to the EU common market and a 
push forward on the needle towards accession. 
Keeping Ukraine from fully integrating with the 
‘west’ is of utmost importance for the Kremlin to 
ensure its sphere of influence remains somewhat 
intact. This type of power move can also be seen 

in Georgia, where Russia invaded South Ossetia 
in 2008 following talks of Georgia looking to join 
NATO. While Georgia’s NATO aspiration was 
not the immediate trigger, it intensified relations 
which ultimately broke down with military 
build-ups following the downing of a Georgian 
unmanned drone.

Current US Policy

The current US policy in countering Russian 
aggression, namely the 2014 annexation of the 
Crimea and rebel activity in Eastern Ukraine is 
best described by Steven Pifer, a Senior Fellow at 
Brookings, in a testimony to the Senate Foreign 
Relations Committee. Pifer broke breaks down 
the current US response into three sections:

“I. Bolster the Ukrainian Government

Reassure NATO allies of the US commitment to 
defend against Russian aggression

III. Penalize Russia with the objective of 
promoting a change in Russian policy”

These three aspects of the US’s strategy, in 
practice, seek to try to increase the cost of 
aggression for Russia both through sanctions and 
increased military support of our allies.

US efforts to bolster the Ukrainian government 
have been accomplished through disbursements of 
foreign operations assistance with US$513,502,000 
budgeted for 2016, up from US$334,198,000 
in 2015. These funds overwhelmingly went to 
support ‘Economic Development’, with the 
second largest spending category being ‘Peace 
and Security,’ which includes providing material 
support and training to Ukrainian troops. These 
efforts are meant to help sustain the Ukrainian 
government against opposition forces and help it 
fund programs to continue to develop the country 
economically and socially.

In reassuring NATO allies of the US’s commitment 
against Russian aggression, the US has pledged 
both support and weapons. The 2015 European 
Reassurance Initiative saw the Baltic states each 
receiving over US$30 million each in equipment 
to bolster their defense efforts as well as dramatic 
increases of US Foreign Military Assistance 
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being pledged to these nations as well. The US 
is currently constructing a second anti-ballistic 
missile station in Poland in order to complete a 
so-called “European ballistic missile shield.”

During NATO’s 2016 Summit in Warsaw, President 
Obama announced the stationing of 1000 US troops 
throughout Eastern Europe, namely Poland and 
the Baltic states. While 1000 troops offer Europe 
minimal, if any, tactical advantage, it is moves like 
these that NATO sees as key to maintaining the 
alliance. Should an invasion occur into any of these 
nations, not only will the invaded nation’s troops 
be attacked, but so will the US troops, directly 
forcing the US into the conflict. The theory goes 
that now the US will have no choice but to pursue 
full engagement after attacks on their own troops.

While these moves have reassured many US 
allies, they do pose a very real risk of being 
interpreted by Russia as encroachment and 
escalation on its border. Without proper channels 
of communication and a clear understanding 
between the two parties, these troop movements 
may be countered by similar build-ups by Russian 
troops. This can lead to a continuous cycle of 
build-up by both sides in response to one another.

A key part of the US response to Russian 
aggression has been so-called “smart sanctions” 
which target individuals the US has identified as 
playing a role in guiding and execution Russian 
aggression in Ukraine and the Crimea. These 
sanctions are intended to increase the personal, 
economic, and diplomatic cost of Russian 
aggression. Sanctions range from freezing of 
financial assets to restrictions on travel for these 
individuals. Additional sanctions imposed in 
partnership with the EU and NATO members 
a) restrict access of state-owned enterprises to 
western markets, b) embargo oil production and 
exploration equipment exports to Russia, and 
c) embargo military good exports to Russia. The 
ultimate goal of the sanctions is to force a regime 
change through external pressure on the regime 
itself as well as pressure the economically-affected 
population.

While the Russian economy has been in an 
economic downturn since 2014, credit may not be 
fully placed on the sanctions regime, but rather 

on a global downturn in oil prices. The Russian 
economy relies extensively on oil exports with 
minimal diversification. The global downturn in 
oil prices as directly impacted the economy and 
the value of the Russian ruble. The sanctions 
regime has further hampered the recession by 
limiting the country’s access to credit, meaning 
it has limited sources of finance. With the recent 
OPEC agreement to cut production, it will be a 
true test of the strength of the sanctions regime 
and how much it will prohibit the economy from 
recovering fully.

Concluding Remarks

The current conflict in Ukraine is a symptom 
of wider Russian aggression. These moves, 
unilaterally executed by Putin, can be viewed as a 
response to long-term ‘encroachment’ of western 
organizations like the EU and NATO. These 
organizations which explicitly do not include 
Russia (although attempts have been made for 
more bilateral cooperation) pose threats to what 
Russia perceives to be its territorial sovereignty 
and its sphere of influence. Russian moves can be 
seen to attempt to destabilize the international 
systems set up by Western powers.

Many politicians and pundits like to talk of 
a “Russian reset” in which the US (and other 
Western powers) would attempt to reharmonize 
relations with Russia and start with a blank slate, 
of sorts. I can appreciate the sentiment of this 
approach and for sure, so does Donald Trump. 
However, I think it’s a folly. A fundamental basis 
of international relations is the idea of the “long 
game,” states and actors are always aware of 
how their actions affect their long-term status, 
credibility, and survival. The same concept can 
be applied in a backwards looking manor; it is 
laughable to think a state will forget previous 
actions and threats. Rather, I would argue, Trump 
and other western leaders should look to rebuild 
relations with Russia fully embracing our past and 
current clashes. A relationship with Russia should 
be folded into institutions where the Kremlin can 
have an equal seat at the table and reassure itself 
that any moves executed by Western powers does 
not pose a threat to Russian sovereignty. This is 
key if any successful and productive relationship 
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with Russia is to move forward.

On the same note, we need to reemphasize it 
is never okay to sit idly by or fail to respond 
to aggressive moves on behalf of Russia 
that threatens sovereignty of other nations. 
Maintaining sovereignty of all nations is 
paramount to US security. If we don’t defend 
others, who would defend us should the day 
come. That’s why Donald Trump should continue 
the US’s trifold policy, until otherwise warranted, 
of bolstering support militarily and economically 
of Ukraine and its Eastern European allies as well 
as attempting to usher a regime change through 
sanctions.

Daniel Lynam is a student in the School of 
International Service class of 2017. He can be 
contacted at dl7839a@student.american.edu.
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Building Influence: Chinese Infrastructure Investment in Latin 
America

Ship moving through the Panama Canal, an artificial 48-mile waterway in Panama that connects the Atlantic Ocean with the Pacific Ocean. The 
construction of a Nicaraguan Canal would give China access to a shipping route across the geopolitically strategic isthmus without having to 
pass through the Panama Canal. Photo Courtesy of WikiMedia Commons.

A look at the development projects expanding China’s political and economic 
sway
By Gretchen Cloutier

As China’s economic power grows, the Asian giant 
is extending its reach around the globe. While the 
country has maintained strong economic ties with 
Africa since the early 2000s, it has also recently 
ramped up trade and investment in Latin Amer-
ica. Chinese president Xi Jinping has agreed to 
double bilateral trade with the region to $500 bil-
lion and increase investment to $250 billion over 
the next decade, according to various deals signed 
with Latin American countries in 2015. Currently, 
China is the largest trade partner of three of the 
leading economies in the region: Brazil, Chile, and 
Peru. These countries, along with the rest of Latin 
America, mostly export primary goods and natural 
resources; copper, iron, oil, and soybeans account 
for 75 percent of the region’s exports to China. In 
addition to trade and investment, Chinese loans 
to the region have also increased from $7 billion in 
2012 to $29 billion in 2015.

This investment in Latin America often comes in 
the form of large infrastructure projects aimed at 
improving transportation and better connecting 
the region to lower costs for Chinese imports. As 
the U.S. is turning its back on relations and trade 
with Latin America, most prominently exempli-
fied by protectionist calls to end NAFTA and thus 

free trade with Mexico, China has recognized an 
opportunity to supplant the U.S. as the extra-re-
gional hegemon. However, this is not due to Chi-
na’s goodwill and altruism towards the region, but 
rather an opportunity to control global trade flows 
through Chinese owned transportation links, and 
reduce costs of trade to Asia. This is an ambitious 
goal, and although China has made promises of 
increased investment and signed deals for large 
infrastructure projects, it is uncertain if the plans 
will actually come to fruition.

Considering China’s own domestic politics, it is no 
surprise that the country favors trade and invest-
ment with left-leaning Latin American nations. 
The former Kirchner administration in Argentina 
had several deals with China, including plans for 
a nuclear plant, a satellite tracking station, and 
a $1 billion contract to buy Chinese fighter jets 
and maritime patrol vessels. When current cen-
ter-right president Macri came into office, he said 
the deals made under Kirchner would be reviewed 
and may face rejection, however after five months 
of internal review, the Argentine government 
successfully ratified the contracts. China has also 
loaned $65 billion to Venezuela since 2007, more 
than any other country in the region. China has a 
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growing need for energy, and Venezuela mainly 
pays back the loans with oil. However, the current 
economic crisis in Venezuela could mean that the 
country may not be able to supply enough oil to 
China or pay back the loans, and so China an-
nounced in late 2016 that it would no longer issue 
new loans to Venezuela.

Chinese loans and investment are particularly 
appealing to Latin American countries since they 
rarely come with political and economic condi-
tions or other requirements, such as implement-
ing austerity of structural adjustment programs. 
Unlike loans from Western international insti-
tutions such as the IMF, Chinese loans have no 
(apparent) strings attached. Following the Latin 
American debt crisis of the 1980s, countries that 
sought relief from the IMF were required to im-
plement structural adjustment policies that im-
posed austerity measures as a condition of the 
loans. This resulted in a “lost decade” of economic 
growth for the region, during which living stan-
dards and growth both plummeted. Considering 
this history with lenders from Western-dominat-
ed international organizations, China has found 
the ideal opportunity to shape Latin America 
for itself by investing in infrastructure, and, in 
return, gaining cheap access to the primary and 
natural resources needed for its booming popu-
lation and industry sector. Two examples of the 
largest infrastructure projects currently proposed 
in Latin America are the Nicaraguan Canal and 
the Twin Ocean Railway.

Nicaraguan Canal

The Nicaraguan Canal, approved by the govern-
ment in 2014 with a goal date of completion in 
2020, is China’s alternative to the historically 
U.S.-controlled Panama Canal. The proposed 
design would stretch 178 miles between the At-
lantic to the Pacific Oceans, running across the 
southern portion of the country, through Lake 
Nicaragua. It is estimated to cost $50 billion, 
and Chinese businessman Wang Jing (who owns 
HKND, the company responsible for developing 
and building the Nicaraguan Canal) is the only 
known investor in the project.

Photo: The Guardian

It remains unclear whether or not the Chinese 
government is directly involved in the planning 
or implementation of the project. Further com-
plicating matters is Nicaragua’s diplomatic rec-
ognition of Taiwanese independence. Every Cen-
tral American country, excluding Costa Rica, is 
politically aligned with Taiwan. However, China 
refuses formal diplomatic ties with any country 
that recognizes the island as a separate nation. 
But Taiwan has little to offer Central America, 
and as China’s economic and political power 
grows, Nicaragua and its neighbors are likely to 
shift diplomatic ties to the mainland.

Regardless of the Chinese government’s involve-
ment, the current project is facing setbacks due to 
Wang’s reported loss of 85 percent of his personal 
wealth in a stock market crash, which he was us-
ing to fund the canal. Additionally, the construc-
tion of the canal has faced scrutiny and backlash 
for its effects on the communities in the sur-
rounding area. It is estimated that about 30,000 
people will be displaced due to construction of 
the canal. HKND has a compensation budget of 
$300-$400 million, or up to $13,300 for each dis-
placed person. This has not stopped opposition 
from affected communities, however, and the 
last two years have seen more than 80 protests 
against the Nicaraguan government and HKND. 
These demonstrations have occasionally turned 
violent, and there have also been reports of arbi-
trary detainment of protesters. Additionally, con-
cerns have been raised over the environmental 
impact of the project, including the pollution of 
Lake Nicaragua, the largest source of fresh water 
in Central America, which currently supplies wa-
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ter to over 80,000 Nicaraguans.  

The construction of a Nicaraguan Canal would 
give China access to a shipping route across the 
geopolitically strategic isthmus without having to 
pass through the Panama Canal. This would low-
er costs dramatically for Chinese imports, since 
tariffs and fees for trade through the Panama Ca-
nal have tripled over the past five years. It would 
also give China unprecedented access to the re-
gion, with control over how both their imports 
and exports are traded. Like the revenue the U.S. 
gained from the Panama Canal, China, or at least 
the overseeing company HKND, could also prof-
it from other nations paying fees to ship goods 
through the canal. Nicaragua, too, would benefit 
economically from increased trade in the region 
and probable shared profits with China.

While the canal is likely to be economically ad-
vantageous for both countries, its environmental 
and social impact could prove insurmountable. 
The construction has already faced setbacks due 
to environmental concerns, and, amid questions 
about funding, the Nicaraguan canal seems in-
creasingly unlikely, at least in the near future. 
There has not been much additional construction 
since ceremoniously breaking ground in 2014.

Twin Ocean Railway

Another ambitious project proposed by China is a 
transcontinental railway stretching from Brazil’s 
Atlantic coast to Peru’s Pacific coast. As with the 
Nicaraguan canal, this railway would facilitate 
movement of goods and greatly reduce trading 
costs for China. There are two possible routes 
for the railroad: one running directly from Brazil 
to Peru along a northern corridor, and one that 
passes through Bolivia further to the south. The 
latter, dubbed the Twin Ocean Railway, follows a 
more direct route and would cost about $13.5 bil-
lion to build, stretching over about 3,700km. The 
former is estimated at an untenable $60 billion, 
and would be over 1,000km longer, measuring 
5,000km from start to finish. If the project moves 
forward, it is likely to be built along the more fea-
sible Twin Ocean Railway corridor.

Photo from: Inter American Dialogue

This marks a win for Bolivia, who has been in dis-
cussions with China, Peru, and Brazil about be-
ing included along the route since 2014, following 
the signing of a Memorandum of Understanding 
creating a trilateral working group on the rail-
way that did not include Bolivia. The landlocked 
country of Bolivia, which has the lowest GDP 
per capita in South America, has been looking 
for a way to access the sea since Chile annexed 
part of its territory on the Pacific coast in a war 
during the 1870s. The opportunity for Bolivia to 
once again be connected to seaports via a major 
trade-based railway could provide a much-need-
ed boost to the economy.

Like the Nicaraguan Canal, the railway project 
has also been met with criticisms of possible 
environmental degradation and threats to local 
communities. Some of the route passes through 
delicate Amazon ecosystems, and it is projected 
to expose up to 600 remote indigenous commu-
nities that have never previously had contact with 
other societies. Current Peruvian president Pedro 
Pablo Kuzynski has also raised concerns that the 
railroad will be too environmentally harmful to 
build.

Looking Ahead

The Nicaraguan Canal and the Twin Ocean Rail-
way are two impressive megaprojects, which, if 
completed, would underscore China’s economic 
influence abroad, and help to further cement its 
role as a global economic power. However, both 
projects are far from completion. In addition to 

The World Mind Vol. II No. 3



The World Mind Vol. II No. 3 · 56

The World Mind Vol. II No. 3

their environmental and community impact con-
cerns—which could halt the projects in and of 
themselves—many questions have been raised 
about their economic feasibility and long-term 
success, especially given China’s track record with 
similar endeavors in the region.

The Twin Ocean Railway’s aims are very similar to 
those of the InterOceanica transcontinental high-
way, which also incorporated Brazil. The project 
began in 2006, however it was never fully com-
pleted, and the parts that were finished are not 
entirely structurally sound. Today, it remains a 
collection of unfinished, damaged, or impassable 
sections of highway, with no further construction 
or completion date in sight. Another Chinese com-
pany signed a contract with Brazil in 2011 to build a 
soy processing plant valued at $2 billion; however 
the proposed project site remains an empty field. 
Plans for a different railroad to be built by a Chi-
nese company in Colombia in 2011 never material-
ized, along with another train project that failed 
in Venezuela. Given China’s history with these 
other infrastructure projects, it is entirely possi-
ble that the Nicaraguan Canal and the Twin Ocean 
Railway could end up in a similar situation – never 
completed or, at best, only partially built and then 
abandoned.

In addition to the projects that were never fin-
ished, other contracts have been pulled due to 
allegations of corruption between host govern-
ments and China. A rail project worth $3.7 billion 
slated for Mexico in 2014 was terminated after a 
public outcry due to evidence that the deal ben-
efitted allies of Mexican President Enrique Peña 
Nieto. Additionally, a recent scandal in Bolivia re-
vealed that the government awarded almost $500 
million in no-bid contracts to a single Chinese 
company, raising concerns about unlawful spe-
cial privileges. China’s record of not completing 
projects or engaging in shady contracts could sour 
relations with the region and foment public skep-
ticism about foreign infrastructure investment, 
deterring future opportunities for China to grow 
its economic influence and for Latin America to 
develop valuable infrastructure and trade links.

Investment in large infrastructure projects in 
Latin America could be monumental for China’s 

economic influence and ever-expanding soft pow-
er, while at the same time offering sizeable bene-
fits to many Latin American economies. Howev-
er, Chinese firms must overcome their previous 
shortcomings and actually make progress on con-
structing these projects in a socially and environ-
mentally responsible manner. Transcontinental 
trade and transportation links are largely miss-
ing from the region, and these proposed projects 
would provide much needed connections not only 
among neighbors, but also to Asia and the rest of 
the world.

Gretchen Cloutier is a student in the School 
of International Service class of 2017. She can 
be contacted at gc2710a@student.american.
edu. On May 18th, the US and 39 sub-Saharan 



The Fate of AGOA
Cargo Handling Port of Cotonou Benin. Photo Courtesy of WikiMedia Commons.

Examining the ‘Cornerstone’ Policy of U.S.-African Trade Relations
By Deborah Carey
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African countries will celebrate the 17th anniver-
sary of the African Growth and Opportunity Act 
(AGOA), the “cornerstone of the trade and invest-
ment relationship between the United States and 
sub-Saharan Africa”. This act has been subject to 
debate over the years. Is it effective? Should the 
requirements for African nations be more strin-
gent? Does it invite too much investment in oil 
exports? This year, a new question has surfaced: 
Will it be favorable to the Trump administra-
tion? President Trump’s recent rejection of the 
Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) and broader plat-
form favoring bilateral agreements have created 
uncertainty for existing partnerships, including 
AGOA.

Overview of AGOA  

AGOA was signed by President Clinton in 2000, 
with the objective of bolstering trade between 
the U.S. and sub-Saharan Africa. Since then it 
has been considered the “cornerstone of trade 
policy” between the U.S. and Africa. There are 
currently 38 beneficiaries of AGOA, which are 
able to import 6,500 different products into the 
U.S. duty-free. Each country benefits differently. 
Nigeria alone accounted for 32% of AGOA trade 
in 2013, but other smaller nations and industries 

are scaling up to tap into U.S. markets. Through-
out its implementation, there have been multiple 
reviews of the program. A performance overview 
was completed by the US Trade Representative 
in 2014, before President Obama led the U.S.-Af-
rica Business Summit. Overall, they report that 
both the U.S. and Africa (as an aggregation of all 
beneficiaries) have benefitted from the partner-
ship. The highest years for trade were 2008 and 
2009, before the global slowdown resulting from 
the 2008 recession. Over time, a trade deficit (for 
the U.S.) has resulted, as more African industries 
tap into the benefits of duty-free exports. This 
report, and subsequent statements by African 
leaders, also highlight the existing challenges in 
the agreement. Most prominent among these are 
the rules of origin and product list.

Existing Challenges of AGOA

The existing Rules of Origin for AGOA state that 
a country must add 35 percent value to a good in 
the benefitting country for that good to enter U.S. 
markets tariff-free. This is a very high standard 
for smaller countries that may be producing one 
item in a large, global supply chain. As a result, 
one of the major criticisms of AGOA is the indi-
rect manner that it incentivizes petroleum ex-
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ports. Petroleum products, unlike manufactures, 
easily qualify under the Rules of Origin. Policy-
makers in the U.S. and Africa have been devel-
oping methods to mitigate this issue. The Afri-
can Union’s “AGOA Forum” began in 2002, for 
nations to share ideas and strategies to bolster 
their industries and benefit from more duty-free 
products. Some countries have developed indi-
vidual-country strategies, and favor industries—
like textiles—that could qualify for AGOA with 
the construction of factories.

The U.S. has been partnering on diversification 
projects to diminish the rules of origin barri-
er.  USAID’s “Trade and Investment Hubs” were 
created to assist countries in Africa to organize 
themselves around AGOA. In certain countries, 
such as Kenya, AGOA has inspired the develop-
ment of “Export Processing Zones” (EPZ) that 
build-up infant industries. Richard Kamajugo 
of TradeMark East Africa underlines the impor-
tance of these endeavors: “Repealing the Act 
would wipe out the EPZ sub-sector that em-
ploys about 40,000 Kenyans, and greatly reduce 
trade as textile and apparel products account 
for about 80 per cent of Kenya’s total exports 
to the US.” When renewal was being discussed, 
scholars suggested the rules of origin be adapted 
to encourage regional integration. For exam-
ple, by stating that products could benefit from 
duty-free entry if a region—like East Africa—
contributed 35 percent value to a good collec-
tively, private companies and governments in 
the region would direct supply chains to include 
regional counterparts. This suggestion was never 
operationalized, but remains a leading idea for 
the 2025 renewal.  

The product list has also been a point of conten-
tion, and alternative strategies are not as flexible. 
While AGOA offers 6,500 products, many agri-
cultural products that are essential to countries 
such as Tanzania—whose agricultural sector 
accounts for 80 percent of GDP— do not qualify. 
Sugar and groundnuts are at the top of this list, 
and remained excluded even after the renewal of 
the act. U.S. agricultural subsidies are rumored 
to be the underlying cause for exclusion of “im-
port sensitive products,” defined as U.S. products 

that are “susceptible to competition from im-
ports from other country suppliers”. Trade min-
isters of many AGOA beneficiary countries have 
lamented the exclusion of these products, but 
the US has not conceded.

Politics of AGOA

U.S.-African economic policy has been unchar-
acteristically bipartisan. President Bush qua-
drupled aid to Africa during his administration, 
and Obama has introduced specific initiatives 
such as PEPFAR, Power Africa, and Trade Afri-
ca throughout his two terms. When the AGOA 
renewal act passed Congress, it was attached to 
a larger act-- the Trade Preferences Extension 
Act of 2015--which included Trade Adjustment 
Assistance (TAA) to mitigate the costs to work-
ers affected by trade policies. Democrats had 
initially disputed the TAA on a stand-alone act, 
but with AGOA included, the Trade Preferences 
Extension Act of 2015 passed in the House of 
Representatives, 387-32 and Senate, 97-1.

With its highly bipartisan nature and remaining 
8-year lifespan before renewal, policy analysts 
had minimal apprehension that AGOA would be 
questioned by the new Administration. How-
ever The New York Times recently obtained a 
list of “Africa-related questions” that were sent 
to experts at the State Department. One of the 
many inquiries included AGOA. The Admin-
istration asked: “Most of AGOA imports are 
petroleum products, with the benefits going to 
national oil companies, why do we support that 
massive benefit to corrupt regimes?” Analysts, 
such as Witney Schneidman of Brookings Insti-
tute, are now apprehensive about AGOA’s future. 
Schneidman contends “AGOA could easily be 
the first [trade] casualty under Trump.” Analysts, 
investors, policy-makers, and trade ministers 
alike are conspiring—what would the U.S.-Africa 
trade partnership look like without AGOA?

Impact if Ended

The impact of AGOA has exceeded the statistics 
of trade balances. Many government programs, 
private initiatives, and factories have been 
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constructed around AGOA’s existence, since it 
creates demand for African imports in the U.S.  
One of the largest socio-economic contributions 
has been the inclusion of women. Women have 
been employed in regions where they had min-
imal involvement in the formalized economy. 
The existence of AGOA also increased investor 
confidence in Africa, which has led to both pub-
lic-private partnerships with government en-
terprises and greater amounts of foreign-direct 
investment (FDI).

If tariffs toward AGOA-qualifying products are 
re-instated, these smaller-scale industries like 
clothing factories will not be able to compete 
with large corporations. Some analysts believe 
that investors, who have observed the market 
potential in Africa through AGOA programming, 
will fill in the gap. Others contend that China or 
the European Union will offer trade promotion 
programs in the absence of AGOA. Regardless 
of this speculation, the objective evaluations of 
AGOA have demonstrated the positive effects 
of its implementation. Economies in Africa 
would survive in the absence of AGOA, but trust 
between the benefitting nations and the U.S. 
would undoubtedly deteriorate.

Conclusion

Policy-makers and representatives on both sides 
of the political aisle should vocalize their sup-
port for AGOA preemptively, before the fears of 
AGOA revocation materialize. Those benefiting 
from AGOA in Africa and supporting its imple-
mentation in the US should specify the unique 
qualities of this U.S-African partnership, so it 
will be evaluated alone. Lumping AGOA togeth-
er with other seemingly ineffective trade policies 
would be a mistake. While AGOA may not be 
the long-term policy prescription that under-
lines all U.S.-African trade policy, its benefits 
have incited the creation of many industries 
across the continent.  The U.S. has undoubtedly 
benefitted from this multilateral partnership, 
especially in terms of economic growth and 
strengthened relationships with African gov-
ernments. As we look forward to a more fair, 
growing global economy, Africa must be includ-

ed; AGOA has facilitated the beginning of what 
could be a mutually prosperous future for the 
U.S. and sub-Saharan Africa alike.

Deborah Carey is a student in the BA/MA 
program for international economic relations 
class of 2017. She can be contacted at dc1227a@
student.american.edu.
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Religious Ideology v. Feminism:  How Poland’s Growing Feminist 
Movement is Challenging the Catholic Church

Poland Grudusk Church. Courtesy of WikiMedia Commons.

Can modern Polish religiosity and feminism coexist?
By Claire Witherington-Perkins

For centuries, Poland was a patriarchal soci-
ety defined by the Catholic Church, confining 
women to traditional roles, with the Church and 
foreign powers reinforcing women’s subordi-
nation to men through cultural traditions and 
customs. While foreign entities occupied Poland, 
the Polish Church, seen as the mother of Poland, 
became the only stability and source of resistance 
in the country, cementing the idea that to be 
Polish was to be Catholic. Communist attempts 
to discredit the Church’s authority increased 
the Church’s popularity, prompting citizens to 
proclaim their faith and follow the Church as a 
form of resistance to communist rule. Despite the 
communist government passing legislation en-
couraging women to work and to alleviate wom-
en’s domestic tasks, Poles’ assertion of Cathol-
icism inhibited any real change in gender roles 
and relations, as the Catholic doctrine confined 
women to a motherly, domestic role.

Communism’s attempts to redefine women’s roles 
from traditional patriarchal roles left a legacy 
of distrust of feminism, and thus, the feminist 
movement has been slow to emerge since the 
fall of communism in the 1980s, when Poland 

received an influx of Western goods. These goods 
provided an opportunity to introduce contra-
ceptives into society; however, Pope John Paul II 
allied with pro-life Poles and introduced Catholic 
family planning in Poland. The post-communist 
era reinstated the Church’s authority in society, 
mandating religion classes in schools and priests 
as teachers. These classes deteriorated women’s 
status, encouraging domesticity through their 
rhetoric. Thus, the Church is the dominant moral 
authority in Poland, formulating the norms of 
acceptable behavior in politics and society. The 
Church has been reasserting its presence in Po-
land at a time when Poles are becoming less reli-
gious, and the Church can still influence political 
debates, as many politicians try to avoid contro-
versial topics like reproductive rights. Competi-
tion for political positions and politicians’ fears 
of losing power reinforces the Church’s influence 
in politics. Although the Polish Parliament has 
passed legislation regarding work and materni-
ty, these laws mostly act as a formality and do 
not impact day-to-day lives. The vastly influen-
tial Church, the main hurdle for feminist and 
women’s rights movements and organizations, 
is the root of the lack of and opposition to gen-
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der equality and reproductive rights, spreading 
its ideology through its presence in schools and 
political debates.

European Union

In 2004, when Poland joined the European Union 
(EU), many Poles within the feminist commu-
nity had the idea that EU accession would im-
mediately create equality, quieting the feminist 
movement during the accession process (1997-
2004). This process requires adherence to the 
acquis communautaire, a common set of rules 
ensuring values such as human rights, equality, 
or environmental issues embedded in EU legis-
lation. However, this adherence has not assuaged 
gender discrimination in Poland, especially in 
the workforce. EU accession has actually reinvig-
orated religious rhetoric in politics, associating 
women with motherhood and the nuclear fam-
ily. Instead of improving women’s reproductive 
rights, Poland’s EU accession legitimized Polish 
laws adhering to pro-life ideology. Additionally, 
EU governing bodies have limited influence on 
Polish political parties regarding reproductive 
rights because, legally, the EU cannot intervene 
on moral values, including abortion. Many femi-
nists in Poland say that they thought joining the 
EU would make a large impact on reproductive 
rights but that they are now uncertain about the 
future of reproductive rights because the EU has 
not drastically improved the situation in Poland.

Since Poland joined the EU, the Polish people’s 
approval of the EU is increasing, but attitudes 
toward gender equality have experienced limited 
change. Up to 87% of Poles, the highest percent-
age in the EU, do not believe that gender equal-
ity is a fundamental right, posing a problem for 
future feminist or women’s rights movements. 
Many women are unhappy with the state-spon-
sored provisions for gender equality, and some 
women have appealed to European legislative and 
judicial bodies to try to ensure their rights. The 
European Court of Human Rights ruled against 
the Polish State in a case where a Polish woman 
was unable to receive an abortion even though 
the law entitled her to do so. Furthermore, the 
Council of Europe stated that women should 

legally have access to abortion to ensure safety 
rather than forcing women to have unsafe illegal 
abortions; however, the EU is unable to take any 
legislative action regarding abortion. Women’s 
organizations use “Europeanization”, or becom-
ing more like Western Europe, as an argument for 
the improvement of women’s rights and access to 
safe abortion. Furthermore, many Poles emigrate 
from Poland and move to other European coun-
tries with greater gender equality and more open 
ideas regarding reproductive rights. Currently 
Poland is at a crossroads: now that it is a member 
of the EU, it must legally ensure equal rights and 
oppose discrimination; however, Poland remains 
one of the most religiously parochial countries in 
Europe.

Abortion and Reproductive Rights

Abortion was made legal in Poland in 1956 under 
the Condition of Permissibility of Abortion Act, 
which overturned the abortion ban in place since 
1932. Women from all over Europe traveled to Po-
land for abortions from 1956 through 1993, a time 
when the state subsidized abortion. Polish wom-
en saw abortion as a fundamental right; however, 
the Polish government severely restricted abor-
tions in 1993 when it approved the 1993 Family 
Planning Act. Since then, abortion in Poland is 
only legal under three conditions: the pregnancy 
or prospective birth would endanger the moth-
er’s health or life, the fetus has a high risk deter-
mined by using prenatal tests, or the pregnancy 
was the result of a criminal act. This law was seen 
as a compromise, merging proposed liberal and 
conservative bills, but it sparked few pro-abor-
tion grassroots movements. The compromise in 
1993 established the current tension surrounding 
every aspect of women’s reproductive rights, but 
especially those surrounding abortion in Poland 
today.

As a result of the abortion ban, Poland has a 
thriving underground abortion market, with an 
estimated 80,000 to 200,000 illegal abortions 
and only 200 legal abortions in Poland each 
year. An illegal abortion in Poland costs between 
2,000 and 5,000 PLN ($493.53-$1,233.82), when 
the average gross salary in Poland is 2,000 PLN 
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($493.53). Thus, illegal abortions are restricted 
to wealthy individuals. Illegal abortions are a 
lucrative industry in Poland: individuals seeking 
illegal abortions have nowhere else to turn and 
therefore doctors performing these procedures 
can charge any price. Thus, pro-choice move-
ments find it challenging to mobilize doctors to 
their cause, as they are making so much money 
in the underground abortion market. Even when 
a woman is legally allowed to receive an abor-
tion, she faces harassment from pro-life groups, 
and doctors can enact the “conscience clause” 
that allows pro-life doctors to refuse abortions 
on moral grounds. To cement the problem, the 
Polish government does not enforce the legal 
right to abortion even though its laws state that 
women in certain situations have the legal right 
to an abortion. Poland currently has a de facto 
abortion ban, as many doctors are unwilling or 
scared to perform legal abortions because they 
want to avoid stigma and risk for their hospitals 
or practices. The Church states that this de facto 
abortion ban is the current social compromise. 
However, 74% of Poles would rather keep the 
current legislation than pass a bill proposing a 
complete ban on abortions, indicating that the 
majority of the Polish population is in favor of 
allowing abortions in certain conditions rather 
than a de facto or complete legal ban.

Many Polish youth are morally opposed to 
abortions, mainly due to the Church’s influence 
through the role of priests in education in public 
schools, calling the fetus or embryo “conceived 
life” or “conceived child” as rhetoric to discour-
age abortion. The Church uses these terms to 
focus on the fetus rather than the mother, which 
encourages pro-life supporters to think of abor-
tion as the “civilization of death”. While many 
Poles view abortion as unacceptable, contracep-
tion might seem a rational precaution to take for 
many women; however, that is not the case in re-
ality. Despite the fact that female contraceptives 
are legal in Poland, the Church exerts such in-
fluence that it can affect the availability of these 
methods. Additionally, many doctors will refuse 
to prescribe female contraceptives for moral or 
cultural reasons. Poles have limited literacy con-
cerning contraceptives and different methods of 

contraception, and women must have awareness 
and money to find effective, accessible contra-
ceptives. For example, a monthly pill costs six to 
ten percent of a monthly minimum wage.  Thus, 
only the wealthy and those willing to put in an 
effort to find contraceptives will have a reliable 
method of contraception (other than condoms), 
making reproductive rights a class issue in addi-
tion to a gender issue.

Having previously rejected a pro-choice bill 
aiming to liberalize Poland’s abortion laws, on 
8 October 2016, the Polish Parliament rejected 
a proposed bill that would have been a near-to-
tal ban on abortions. Although Poland has one 
of the most restrictive abortion laws in Europe, 
the proposed bill, backed by the ruling right 
wing party, PiS, and the Catholic Church, would 
have criminalized all abortions, punished wom-
en with up to five years in prison and assisting 
doctors liable for prosecution and prison. Pol-
ish women received press around the world for 
their protests, marches, and strikes. Only fifteen 
percent of Poles opposed the strike, despite 
Poland having the lowest acceptance of abortion 
in Europe. Opponents to the complete abortion 
ban argue that a complete ban would not only 
deprive women of the choice of what to do with 
their own bodies but also would allow an under-
ground market to thrive, which would be dan-
gerous and encourage abortion-seeking Poles 
to get abortions abroad. Additional criticisms 
include that women suffering miscarriages could 
be under criminal suspicion and that the bill 
would discourage doctors from conducting rou-
tine procedures on pregnant women for fear of 
being accused of facilitating abortion. Women 
opposing the proposed bill argued that the com-
plete ban was against fundamental reproductive 
and human rights, threatening to women’s safety 
and dignity. Both supporters and critics of the 
bill are unhappy with the current situation of 
reproductive rights in Poland, leaving the debate 
at a stalemate.

Conclusion

Poland’s debate itself lacks many key aspects 
needed to grant women their reproductive 
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rights. There are many aspects of reproductive 
rights, such as sexual education, access to con-
traceptives, and hospital conditions (especially 
maternity wards); however, Poland’s reproductive 
rights debate focuses on abortion, disregarding 
larger issues and multiple aspects of reproductive 
rights. Furthermore, Polish legal language lim-
its social and political discourse for improving 
reproductive rights because there is no term for 
reproductive rights that is defined as ‘protection 
of reproductive health and self-determination in 
reproductive matters.’ In order to make progress 
on these issues, this crucial term must be defined 
in order to have meaningful discourse regarding 
women’s agency.

There are 150-200 women’s groups in Poland, 
most of which advocate for political and repro-
ductive rights with some intervening in other 
areas like socio-economic rights. Many women 
want to have children, but limited access to the 
labor market inhibits their ability to care for any 
children they may have. Thus, a solution to this 
problem is to clear any restrictions women have 
to the labor market, such as the pay gap, employ-
er gender discrimination, and ideas of domestic-
ity for women, although this would take many 
years to achieve. Polish feminist movements are 
actively trying to alter laws, so changing labor 
restrictions for women is well within these or-
ganizations’ goals. To change laws, however, 
pro-choice women must gain representation in 
Poland’s political bodies. The main opponent to 
women’s rights is the Church: the Church claims 
to protect women’s rights, although many femi-
nists define themselves as Catholic. Much of the 
debate about Polish feminism concerns how to 
define it rather than on advocating important 
women’s issues and grounding these issues in 
the Polish context. Growing feminist groups and 
organizations are slowly starting to engage wom-
en in projects or activities that increase partici-
pation, but this engagement needs to improve. 
Women need to advocate for themselves and 
convince other men to advocate for them; howev-
er, without a large movement promoting gender 
equality, Poland will achieve little progress in the 
area of women’s and reproductive rights.

However, the presence of the Church in Poland 
creates a difficult atmosphere to obtaining gender 
equality and reproductive rights in comparison 
to many secular countries also experiencing a 
push for equal rights and reproductive rights. To 
combat these religious ideas confining women 
to “traditional” or domestic roles will have a few 
steps. The first step consists of understanding 
the Church’s rhetoric and rationale concerning 
their positions on women’s rights and reproduc-
tive rights. The second step would be to use the 
Church’s own rhetoric to push back and argue for 
gender equality and reproductive rights, starting 
with less controversial issues and moving onto 
those issues once the movement has momentum 
and support. Although these steps are not per-
fect, they roughly outline the process feminist 
movements must take in order to combat the 
rhetoric of the Catholic Church.

Claire Witherington-Perkins is a student 
in the School of International Service and College 
of Arts and Sciences class of 2017. She can be con-
tacted at cw5893a@student.american.edu.
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The Puzzle of Scottish Independence and EU Membership
What happens to a post-Brexit Scotland?

Brexit Campaigners outside Parliament. Photo Courtesy of WikiMedia Commons.

By Claire Spangler

The possibility of an independent Scotland and 
its consequent European Union (EU) member-
ship holds a plethora of issues and ambiguities 
left to be clarified. The issue at hand is that the 
Treaty of the European Union does not address 
how, or if, a region of a current member could 
obtain membership, if that region becomes 
independent. The impending ‘Brexit’ further 
complicates this matter. This grey area of poten-
tial membership is increasing the demand for 
clarification regarding membership acquisition 
in light of the ‘Brexit’ and the growing instability 
of the European Union.  The potential secession 
of Scotland from the United Kingdom (UK) and 
entrance into EU membership poses a multitude 
of issues: defining the type of relationship an 
independent Scotland would have with the EU, 
what the process would be to become a member 
and how the process would manifest, and how 
the ‘Brexit’ affects Scotland’s want for member-
ship.

There are contentious debates surrounding the 
Scottish need for departure from the UK and its 
subsequent reapplication to the EU. Some ex-
perts assert that an independent Scotland would 
only need to ratify a number of treaties to be a 
full EU member, while others state that Scot-
land would become a “third country” (a non-EU 
member) and thus would be immediately ex-
pelled from the EU.

Each theory has its discrepancies, and no one 
method has been defined as the clear course 

with which an independent Scotland should 
proceed. Furthermore, Scotland’s role in the EU 
will also be reintroduced within the context of 
the ‘Brexit.’ The outcome of the 2014 Scottish 
independence referendum was largely affected 
by the Europhile sentiments of the region and 
its desire to retain its EU role; thus, the ‘Brexit’ 
could trigger another referendum on indepen-
dence that could result in Scotland preferring 
the EU to the UK. The EU-Scotland relationship 
needs to be defined, with a process for enacting 
that relationship decided upon, in order to pres-
ent a clear future including EU membership to 
the Scottish people. By defining and asserting a 
clear path for Scotland, the EU can preemptively 
avoid any future issues such as drawn out negoti-
ations or shocks to the EU economy.

Scotland’s want for independence is politically 
and economically based. The country, which 
has been ruled by the UK parliament since 1707, 
came under UK rule during a time of econom-
ic need, when insufficient supplies and cata-
strophic illness crippled the country. However, 
Scotland has matured in the modern age and is 
no longer in need of an economic system rooted 
in regional co-dependence. One of the primary 
arguments for secession is that Scots would gain 
political sovereignty (a wish that was only par-
tially met by the creation of the Scottish Parlia-
ment in 1998. This furthered sovereignty would 
also have economic benefits, with increased 
economic freedom from UK obligations. Howev-
er, both Scotland’s current political and econom-
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ic standings are dependent on its membership 
in the EU. Scotland wishes to be politically inde-
pendent in order to represent itself both to the 
world and to the EU specifically. With individual 
membership, Scotland would gain its own vote in 
EU matters; currently, the United Kingdom has 
a vote in EU matter, which represents the whole 
of the UK. In becoming an individual member, 
Scotland would be able to vote along the lines of 
its own interests and not merely be represented 
by the UK. Furthermore, economic indepen-
dence would retain Scotland’s current dealings, 
while opening the economy per the wishes of the 
Scottish people. Thus, the question at hand is 
whether or not an independent Scotland could 
be a EU member in order to gain politically and 
economically.

The grey area surrounding an independent Scot-
land’s EU membership originates in the Treaty of 
the European Union (TEU). When the treaty was 
written, it had not been anticipated that a re-
gion of a Member State would attempt to secede, 
and thus the treaty has not identified the pro-
cess concerning regions that have seceded from 
Member States. This means that, while there is a 
process in place for a member state to leave the 
EU, there is not one that specifically addresses a 
region such as Scotland. Thus, there is no pre-
determined legal process for Scotland that ad-
dresses what it would mean to secede from an EU 
member state. One viewpoint is that Scotland, 
by seceding from the United Kingdom, is exiting 
the EU. This is the opinion of former presidents 
of the European Commission, Prodi and Barroso, 
who described Scotland’s secession as an imme-
diate withdrawal from the EU. This, however, is 
not economically or legally feasible because Scot-
land is economically intertwined with the EU, 
and Scots are currently EU citizens. An overnight 
expulsion of Scotland from the EU would devas-
tate its economy as it is reliant on EU free trade 
-- three of Scotland’s top five export partners are 
EU members. Member States are also entangled 
with the Scottish market, as they too gain from 
Scottish imports such as petroleum and chem-
ical products. An expulsion of Scotland would 
manifest in the form of duties on its exports 
and imports, as well as the potential creation of 

export quotas for goods going into the EU. These 
restrictions would stress Scotland’s economy 
and potentially create barriers for EU countries 
seeking Scottish goods. Furthermore, Scots are 
EU citizens and to strip them of their citizenship 
overnight would be a harsh act that would leave 
many abroad without the freedom to cross bor-
ders, or at schools they can no longer afford. In 
addition to these entanglements, an immediate 
expulsion of Scotland would disregard the EU 
principle of sincere cooperation, diminishing 
Scotland’s right to the democratic process and the 
principle of continuity of effect. At any length, 
it appears that if an independent Scotland were 
to be considered a third country (non-member 
state) to the EU, it would be necessary to invoke 
Article 50 of the Treaty. Even if the EU considers 
the British exit to be Scotland’s exit from the EU, 
the exit itself would have to be negotiated over a 
two-year period to finalize all aspects of former 
EU dealings. However, a radically different view 
of Scotland has also been proposed.

The Scottish government, prior to the election, 
stated that an independent Scotland would be 
able to “take its place as a full Member State 
within the European Union”. This wording as-
sumes Scotland’s current role in the EU as partial 
membership; it acknowledges Scotland’s role in 
the EU while recognizing that it soon will not be 
a member state. The government has elaborated 
on this matter by stating that, following a vote 
for independence, Scotland would enter negoti-
ations with both the UK and the EU to ensure a 
smooth transition into independent EU member-
ship. This method of negotiation is corroborated 
by a number of experts that define Scotland as 
a non-member actor in the EU. However, this 
relation to the EU, and the process as previously 
defined by the Scottish government, is dependent 
on the UK’s role as a member state.

The situation in Scotland was made more com-
plex by the ‘Brexit’ vote. Many people have in-
correctly assumed that the ‘Brexit’ would simply 
incite another Scottish referendum because 
of Scotland’s Europhile tendencies; however, 
Scotland’s plan, as stated in a government white 
paper, Scotland’s Future, is dependent on the UK 
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as a member state. In the proposal for an inde-
pendent Scotland, potential EU membership is 
defined as full membership, but with certain opt 
outs such as abstaining from certain EU norms 
that the UK currently abstains from. Specifically, 
Scotland will not pursue an entrance to the Eu-
rozone or the Schengen Area, opting instead to 
continue using the pound and to keep its current 
Common Travel Area with the UK, The Repub-
lic of Ireland, Channel Islands, and Isle of Man. 
These two opt outs are radically affect by the 
‘Brexit.’ Scotland now faces more questions con-
cerning its potential EU membership including 
whether or not Scotland can mimic the Republic 
of Ireland’s opt out of the Schengen Area, and 
keep an open border with the UK, regardless of 
the Schengen’s external border resolution. The 
other, and more complicated, issue of currency 
will also need to be resolved. While Scotland has 
stated that it intends on continuing its use of the 
pound, it is questionable that as non-member 
the UK would allow its currency to be used by 
a separate country that willingly removed itself 
from UK jurisdiction. This topic has no prece-
dent and would need to be determined by the 
UK Parliament. In addition to these technical 
conflicts, Brussels has ruled out the possibility 
of Scotland remaining in the EU while Britain 
leaves. The European Commission came to this 
conclusion in late June, with the intention of 
relaying that an independent Scotland would 
need to reapply for membership regardless of 
the timing of independence, since it will be a 
post-Brexit vote. However, this declaration too 
has loopholes and leaves Scotland’s future with 
more questions. It has been speculated that 
Scotland could follow in Greenland’s footsteps 
from 1982 when Greenland itself broke away 
from the EU, but its residents (Danish residents) 
and Denmark itself remained in the EU. In this 
situation, Scotland (which has voted to remain 
in the EU and predominantly voted against the 
Brexit) could use this precedent loophole to 
retain EU benefits that it has desperately been 
pursuing.

Scotland’s future is facing many contradictions 
in terms of its participation in the EU. Scholars 
and politicians cannot agree on the terms of a 

Scottish claim to EU membership or the process 
by which an independent Scotland could attain 
membership. The Brexit has further complicated 
the matter by forcefully beginning Scotland’s 
unwanted exit from the EU and the single mar-
ket in particular. Indeed there is no clear path 
for Scotland at this time. The only clear aspect of 
this grey area is that Scotland wants EU mem-
bership and has proved so time and time again. 
It is a key player in, and depends on, the EU 
single market, and is prepared to fully add to 
the system by commissioning a full vote. Should 
Scotland have the opportunity to be a full EU 
member, it would do so whole-heartedly.

Claire Spangler is a student in the School of 
International Service class of 2019. She can be 
contacted at cs2857a@student.american.edu.



A Divining Rod for Conflict: The Dangers of Faltering Water In-
frastructure in Asian Metropolises

   At just over 13 million inhabitants, Tokyo is one of a growing number of megacities across the globe. (Wikimedia commons.)

Why water is scarce in the world’s megacities, and why you should care.
By Andrew Fallone.
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As the world changes around us, we are soon to 
be thrust into a future in which the availability of 
a particular natural resource that has formed the 
foundations of every human civilization through-
out history is being called into question: water. 
At the end of 2016, former UN Secretary Gen-
eral Ban Ki Moon spoke to diplomats gathered 
in Marrakech for the United Nations Climate 
Change Conference, gravely warning them that 
“no country, irrespective of its size or strength, 
is immune from the impacts of climate change, 
and no country can afford to tackle the climate 
challenge alone.” Indeed, the world is gradually 
becoming united in recognizing the importance 
of protecting our water resources, with 90% of 
countries referencing agricultural development 
as important to alleviating the stresses of cli-
mate change. Undoubtedly, the rural poor who 
conduct most of the agricultural work in these 
countries are among the most at risk and most 
egregiously affected by water scarcity because it 
constitutes not only a human necessity for them, 
but also a foundation of their livelihood. Yet, 
the ramifications of water scarcity are growing 
and encroaching on urban metropolises at a rate 
that will threaten significantly larger subsets of 
the population in the near future. While many 
leaders have focused on the impact of rural water 

scarcity, soon-to-be thirsting urban populaces 
will force their political representatives to address 
the equally vital topic of water scarcity in urban 
areas of Asia.

The urgency of addressing this growing threat 
to our planet cannot be denied when one listens 
to José Graziano da Silva, Director-General the 
Food and Agriculture Organisation of the United 
Nations, who espouses that “from California to 
China’s eastern provinces and from Jordan to the 
southern tip of Africa, an estimated four billion 
people – almost two-thirds of the global popula-
tion – live with severe water shortages for at least 
some of the time.” This problem becomes specifi-
cally pronounced in Asia when one considers that 
more than half of all 29 megacities (defined by 
the United Nations as a city with a population of 
more than 10 million people) are located in Asia. 
As our global populace urbanizes and begins to 
self-stratify to cities, population centers acceler-
ate in growth to placate the need for concentrat-
ed labor sources in developing Asian economies. 
Population division to cities does not always align 
with the natural distribution of water resources, 
resulting in 1/3 of the global population currently 
living with consistent and reliable access to clean 
drinking water. With the populations of cities 
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around the world projected to continue to grow, 
so too grows the preeminent importance of 
planning secure urban water supplies to quench 
all of these new mouths so that states are not 
forced to resort to violence.

It is important to differentiate between the prob-
lems caused by demand, called “water stress,” 
and scarcity driven by overflowing population, 
called “water shortage.” While economies of 
scale create the potential for sweeping water 
resource sustainability projects, megacities have 
not always adapted to the rapidly approaching 
threat of water scarcity well. With our global 
aquifers depleting and ice caps melting, the 
clock is ticking to find a solution to water stress 
driven by the massive populations of metropo-
lises which will soon have serious political and 
human security implications – especially in Asia 
where the majority of these megacities lie. The 
first step to combatting water stress is evaluat-
ing how urgent the problem has become. With 
many Asian cities operating with an incredibly 
low buffer for water scarcity in the future, the 
problem of water shortage has accelerated to the 
point that it will pose a serious threat to the lives 
of tens of millions of people in Asia’s megacities 
if not dealt with imminently.

With a low buffer for error, many Asia metrop-
olises are forced to wrestle with water shortage 
earlier than they are prepared for, which elevates 
the importance of the issue in the eyes of local 
bureaucrats but also can result in short-term 
stopgap solutions. Water shortage is a problem 
of both preparedness and infrastructure, the 
shortcomings of both of which were highlighted 
by the recent incursion of El Niño’s scorching 
weather patterns throughout Southeast Asia. In 
July of 2015, city authorities in Bangkok warned 
that taps may be shut off, as dams supplying the 
megacity with water see their usual water level 
of 8 billion cubic meters of water being reduced 
to a scant 660 million cubic meters of water. 
Residents were instructed to keep a reserve store 
of 60 liters of water on hand in case the city was 
no longer able to provide running water. This 
water stress resulted, at least partially, from poor 
infrastructure, for Thailand’s water is collected 

from rivers which become unusable in times of 
drought when salt water levels rise leaving the 
city unequipped to treat. Kuala Lumpur experi-
enced similar strife during a period of dry weath-
er in 2014 that was brought on from the fact that 
the entirety of the nation’s water comes from 
surface sources. These examples highlight the 
tribulations incurred by inadequate preparation, 
giving us a spyglass to a not-so-distant future 
if the proper steps are not taken to fight water 
shortage.

More than half of the world’s urban population 
now lives in Asian cities. If water stress remains 
unaddressed in these population centers, it’s 
possibly violent effects may likely become more 
pronounced and more serious. As massive popu-
lation centers struggle to match the pace of their 
solutions to rapidly approaching water scarcity, 
it can easily become a conflict resource. Rough-
ly 260 rivers run across borders through two or 
more Asian countries, and few treaties dictate 
who owns the rights to use the water from the 
river basins many nations rely upon. This am-
biguity is bound to result in conflict as we move 
forward into the new world of water scarcity. 
Furthermore, in situations where water is scarce 
problems with water quality often follow, so we 
may end up fighting wars for water we are even 
apprehensive to drink. Infrastructure in cities 
must be expanded and modernized to bulwark 
against shocks to the system wrought from hu-
man-influenced changes in weather patterns.

The majority of responses to water stress have 
been classified by recent research in the Interna-
tional Journal of Water Resources Development 
as “crisis management.” Yet, the problem with 
addressing a crisis is that the crisis is seen as an 
isolated problem to be resolved. When the crisis 
dissipates, any potential long term solutions to 
urban water scarcity evaporate with the passing 
crisis. City administrations are apt to deal with 
a problem when it is being thrust in their face 
by citizens who incur the immediate effects of 
a water shortage, but to truly handle the threat 
posed by water stress in megacities, urban gov-
ernments must look farther than just the next 
conflict to bulwark against the centuries of water 
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strife that will likely follow. In Marrakech the UN 
Secretary General called for the world to become 
more resilient, and that is exactly what countries 
must do. Even if droughts end, the ever-exacer-
bated problem of global climate change is here 
to stay and we must adapt our solutions to water 
stress as such. As our ground water depletes and 
rivers stop running, securing readily available 
water resources for population centers is key to 
preventing a future wrought with water-incited 
conflicts.

The potentially violent political ramifications of 
water stress in megacities can neither be down-
played nor ignored as they have the potential 
to become the largest drivers of conflict in the 
developing world. The history of China, where in 
the near future there will be nine cities qualifying 
as megacities, illustrates that “he who controls 
the water controls the people.” This holds true 
throughout the nation’s history, from the first 
emperor, who tamed the country’s rivers with ca-
nals, to Mao Zedong who constructed more than 
80,000 dams. Marvyn Piesse, a Research Analyst 
at Future Directions International argues that 
“to maintain a hold on political power, maintain 
control over water.” If the grasp governments have 
on their water resources evaporate, so too will the 
governments unless they can ascertain ways to 
modernize and prevent shortages from turning 
into lasting conflicts. A world where water wars 
occur is often posited as a threat for the future, 
but few realize that it is a world we already live 
in. From Golan Heights to the Kashmir Glacier, 
the locations of water resources have contrib-
uted to conflicts for longer than is often recog-
nized. The presence of water on land adds and 
additional layer of complexity to conflicts often 
viewed as purely territorial, for with control over 
aquafers comes control of the people who drink 
from them. Water is a resource that is inherently 
unevenly distributed, and when that fact is com-
bined with inept and unstable political regimes, 
the propensity for conflict is high. The likelihood 
of larger and more widespread water-driven 
conflicts is more than the impetus we need to 
actively take a role in bulwarking against water 
insecurity in metropolises for the future.

To fight water stress in megacity population 
centers, strides must be made in three key sec-
tors: water resources must be diversified, water 
infrastructure must be updated to accommo-
date ballooning populations, and efficiency and 
austerity must be introduced into water use itself. 
In China, efforts are being made to construct 
“sponge” cities, which diversify the water supply 
of cities to include stormwater. Many cities in 
China have experienced difficulties from the huge 
amount of concrete used in their construction, 
but through strategic placement, and careful 
urban planning and interspersing of water-col-
lecting city parks, new cities in China are able to 
rely less on water from ground and surface sourc-
es and rely more on the water readily available 
falling from the skies for needs from toilet flush-
ing to being purified for drinking water. The new 
cities hold such promise that the Chinese gov-
ernment has promised to fund the construction 
of 16 sponge cities in the near future. Singapore 
has similarly set an example for how to diversify 
water resources, implementing the “Four Nation-
al Taps” policy to ensure that water comes from 
four different sources. While half of the country’s 
water comes from Malaysia, they also desalinate 
saltwater, collect rainwater through a system of 
canals and ponds, and have a sewage system with 
two water reclamation plants. In India, sewage 
reclamation has become a pillar of its water 
resource. Between 70-80% of domestically used 
water originates as wastewater before it is treated 
in one of 234 sewage water treatment plants. This 
system is crucial as India accounts for 4% of the 
world’s water resources but constitutes 16% of the 
world’s population. In the megacity of Bangalore, 
they fought back against 48% of their water being 
sent through their pipes being unaccounted for 
by installing approximately 4,000 sensors in their 
pipes and pumping helium through their pipes to 
find leakages to be able to address them as soon 
as they are identified. Phnom Penh in Cambodia 
is a prime example of the benefits of implement-
ing water austerity all the way up from the infra-
structure. In 1993, only 20% of the city had access 
to running water, and that was only available for 
10 hours a day, but by cutting down on the 70% 
leakage they were experiencing in their pipes and 
cracking down on corruption to eliminate illegal 
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connections they were able to extend reliable 
water access to include 90% of the city. By to-
day, under careful leadership, the city has 24/7 
access to clean water, five times the treatment 
capacity, and a water loss rate of only 6.63%. 
Some other cities are taking their infrastructure 
systems to the next level, such as Hoi An, Viet-
nam, which plans to install a smart water sensor 
system that can actively respond to the changing 
water needs of the population. Some scholars 
go further than to recommend modernizing 
infrastructure and instead recommend that we 
start constructing new infrastructure through 
dams and canals. Only be pursuing solutions 
such as those discussed above that transcend the 
parameters of passing dilemmas can we buttress 
against future water wars driven by human-in-
fluenced climate change.

The threats to our water supply can be dealt with 
in an urban environment, as demonstrated by 
the examples above, through a combination of 
diversifying water sources, updating water infra-
structure, and eliminating waste. These changes 
are crucial to Asia megacities, who are a window 
into what our rapidly urbanizing future will 
look like. Without adequately accommodating 
for obstacles to come, water wars could become 
more than a possibility; they could become an 
inevitability.
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