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 The start of a new year always brings along a  

renewed excitement for what is to come. We here at the Politics Soci-

ety and Dialogue are very pleased to welcome our members back, and 

whether you are a fresher or a returning anarchist, our team has 

worked hard to plan a number of exciting events for the coming 

months. The excitement begins here, with our opening issue explor-

ing issues ranging from David Cameron’s EU agenda, to the history of 

Islamist violence in Algeria. But amidst all that occurs in the world 

there is always one constant actor, present in the minds of leaders 

though not necessarily involved. This actor is the US, and our Cover 

articles aim to explore whether Washington’s influence could be un-

dermined by the contradictions within its foreign policy, further delv-

ing into what course of action is best for both US and global interests. 

With articles that analyze failed states and revolutions, and Debate 

addressing  the question of who should pay for higher education, this 

edition looks to the past, the present, and the future of world politics 

through the lens of King’s students and various professionals. Have a 

flip through, you might just find something you like.  

 

 Happy reading! 

The  Editorial  Team 
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S he crept into the house, tired and hungry after wandering 

in the woods for hours and hours.  As she tiptoed into the 

kitchen, eager to find sustenance, she found three bowls of 

porridge sitting out in the open, as if the inhabitants of the 

house had just recently quickly absconded. Yet despite her 

hunger, Goldilocks was a finicky one; one bowl was too hot, 

the other too cold.  But the final one was just right, and she 

devoured it mercilessly. 

 

 So it goes with American foreign policy since the end of 

the Cold War.  Because of his attempts to shore up the United 

Nations, establish an International Criminal Court, and sign 

the Kyoto protocol, Bill Clinton was often accused of too 

much multilateralism in the 

formulation of US foreign 

policy.  His successor, George 

W. Bush, withdrew from the 

Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty, 

nixed the Kyoto Protocol, and 

announced after September 11 that actors in the international 

community were either “for us, or against us.” Overall, his 

reputation was one for rather less international engagement 

on critical decisions. The “Global War on Terror,” to include 

military operations in Iraq and Afghanistan, only helped so-

lidify that unilateral and adventurist reputation. 

 The Obama administration, in contrast to both, has 

sought to define a foreign and national security policy that is 

“just right” – balancing international engagement with do-

mestic needs and applying a healthy dose of skepticism when 

it comes to the use of military force.  In a certain light, his 

administration’s policies, with its heavy emphasis on drone 

strikes, air power, counter-terrorism, and longer-term strate-

gic challenges, chart a middle path between the extremes of 

his immediate predecessors. President Obama is loathe to 

commit US ground forces to any particular contingency, and 

prefers to work through partners – “leading from be-

hind.”  Yet in light of recent significant changes in the inter-

national security environment – such as Russian activities in 

Ukraine, ISIS/L in Syria and Northern Iraq and the Arab 

Spring-turned-winter – the question is whether or not the 

Obama Administration’s chosen 

course is, indeed, “just right.” 

 

 Certainly, when it comes 

to being  US President, you’re 

damned if you do, and damned 

if you don’t – regardless of the issue or policy 

choice.  Countless armchair critics, pundits, legislators and 

even allied governments do not hesitate to point out any par-

ticular policy’s shortcomings.  In fact, the only guaranteed 

result of any particular foreign policy choice is that a signifi-

cantly vocal constituency will hate it. It is therefore appropri-

ate to discount some of the critical “noise” emerging from the 

White House’s actions. 

“The question is whether or not the Obama 

Administration’s chosen course is, indeed, 

“just right.” 

By Kathleen J. McInnis 

The Goldilocks Approach to US National Security Policy 
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 A fair amount of the noise can be discounted, but not 

all.  Because once the cacophony is filtered out, there are still 

fundamental quandaries, bred from the collapse of many of 

the assumptions underpinning the Obama Administration’s 

foreign policy, many of which were thought somewhat dubi-

ous by key allies and partners.  Furthermore, allies and adver-

saries alike are question-

ing US ability and willing-

ness to put its money 

where its mouth is. Taken 

together, these trends 

have bred global, as well 

as domestic, anxiety about President Obama’s willingness and 

ability to lead the international community. 

 

The 2009 Strategic Context 

 Hindsight is, of course, 20/20. It is therefore worth 

exploring the strategic context and assumptions guiding the 

Obama Administration upon his assumption of office in Jan-

uary of 2009.  His first order of business: grappling with a 

teetering US economy about to undergo a major reces-

sion.  This is why the Administration prioritized reconstruct-

ing the US economy as a key component of his 2010 National 

Security Strategy: “Our strategy starts by recognizing that our 

strength and influence abroad begins with the steps we take 

at home. We must grow our economy and reduce our deficit.1”  

 

 This financial context made it imperative to reduce the 

ballooning defense budget. Years of wars in Iraq and Afghani-

stan led to the expenditure of trillions of dollars, largely allo-

cated through supplemental budgets for the Department of 

Defense.  This hemorrhaging of resources – essentially throw-

ing money at any number of problems – was rightly judged as 

unsustainable. A key priority for Secretaries Gates and Panet-

ta, therefore, was to put the Pentagon on more stable finan-

cial footing; to find and exploit budgetary efficiencies before 

Congress – or the White House – did so on the Department’s 

behalf. 

 

 Yet the 2008 financial crisis was only one of several 

major challenges that President Obama had to navigate with-

in the first couple years of his Administration. He also set 

himself the ambitious task of winding down operations in 

Iraq while simultaneously refocusing American attention on 

Afghanistan. Yet the American experience of fighting those 

two counterinsurgencies suggested that military force alone 

could not bring resolution to those conflicts. 

 Indeed, one of the many criticisms leveled against the 

Bush 43 administration was its over-reliance on the military 

as an instrument of national power.  After all, if the only tool 

one has at their disposal is a hammer, every problem quickly 

resembles a nail.  Governance and development assistance, 

and in particular the strengthening of legitimate institutions 

of governance, were therefore deemed more essential to win-

ning the peace in these regions than the application of boots 

on the ground.  This led to a second major strategic choice: de

-emphasizing of the military as an instrument of national 

power. “Our Armed Forces will always be a cornerstone of our 

security, but they must be complemented.2” 

 

 A third judgment by the Obama Administration, fol-

lowing the financial crisis, Iraq and Afghanistan: concerned 

the need to avoid overstretch. Not only were US coffers de-

pleted, at the time the US military 

was greatly overextended, leading 

many to question whether or not 

the all-volunteer force was at a 

breaking point.3  This led to the 

notion that the US would place 

greater emphasis on allies and partners in the promotion of 

global stability and order. “The burdens of a young century 

cannot fall on American shoulders alone – indeed, our adver-

saries would like to see America sap our strength by overex-

tending our power.4” 

 

 Yet, a number of other important assumptions helped 

govern US strategic thinking.  Firstly, perception was that 

Russia would remain a relatively benign actor that would play 

a constructive role in European security.  The project to make 

Europe “whole and free” was mostly complete, and European 

allies could therefore shoulder more of the burden for region-

al security.  There was also an assumption that stability in the 

Middle East and North Africa would largely hold (Israel/

Palestine conflict notwithstanding), even as US forces with-

drew from Iraq. The Arab Spring was inconceivable until the 

protests in Tahrir Square occurred, and the long-term sus-

tainability of Iraq was dependent upon the nascent Iraqi gov-

ernment – not necessarily the US or coalition forces. Indeed, 

the ability of the US military to affect outcomes on the 

ground, particularly in the Middle East, was very much in 

doubt. 

 

“Selective Engagement?” 

 These are, but a few of the assumptions leading to the 

Obama administration’s choices. Although the details varied 

according to the issue and region in question, the bottom-line 

remained the same. The world that Obama inherited in Janu-

ary of 2009 was one of presumed relative international stabil-

ity as well as with fiscal fragility, and one wherein the applica-

tion of military force was increasingly an inappropriate  

“Allies and adversaries alike are questioning 
US ability and willingness to put its money 

where its mouth is.”  
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method to deal with conflict. With that as context, the writing 

on the wall for US national security policy was clear:  the US 

neither could, nor would, afford military adventures any long-

er. It would therefore, by virtue of fiscal necessities as well as 

its assumptions regarding the emerging strategic environ-

ment, pursue a course of selective engagement by being much 

more careful about the conflicts and issues it would engage 

with. Ruthless prioritization, as well as a degree of divestment 

from Bush 43 activities, would be necessary. 

 

 Selective engagement is often, and unfairly, confused 

with “retrenchment.” Yet US “retrenchment” is a confusing 

term that is at best inaccurate, and at worst a wholesale mis-

characterization of US national security policy. Rather, it is 

more accurate to say that the United States sought to focus on 

longer term, global challenges while simultaneously winding 

down US military engagements. 

 

 These strategic judgments manifested themselves in 

several ways: prioritizing nuclear non-proliferation; ensuring 

the freedom of the “global commons” in sea, air and space; 

and cyber security. Geopolitically, the relative stability of the 

Middle East and Europe enabled the US to continue evolving 

its focus to the Asian theater – the controversial so-called 

“pivot” to Asia.  Consistent with the Administration’s skepti-

cism to employ force, the answer to the Global War on Terror 

would henceforth be intelligence-agency driven.  Above all, 

after Iraq and Afghanistan, the President’s threshold for de-

ploying US ground forces was, and remains, high. Large-scale 

counterinsurgency operations were (and still are) deemed a 

relic of the past.5 

 

 Where military force has been utilized, the administra-

tion has been selective in its methods of execution, preferring 

to “build partner capacity” rather than undertake US-led mili-

tary interventions.  For example, the recent activity to destroy 

ISIS/L in Northern Iraq; the US has sent advisors to support 

the Iraqi military, and has conducted over 150 airstrikes at 

the time of writing. However, President Obama has refused to 

commit “combat” troops.  This is reminiscent of his strategy 

for Libya, wherein the US was happy to let other coalition and 

NATO partners manage operations, choosing to ‘lead from 

behind’ as soon as was practically feasible.  Likewise: US sup-

port to Ukraine is logistical as opposed to weapons and boots 

on the ground. 

 

Theory vs. Reality? 

 Within the strategic context that President Obama in-

herited, along with the assumptions made about the global 

security environment, the application of selective engagement 

made sense. The challenge is that many of the judgments that 

underpinned the Administration’s strategic choices have not 

been borne out by recent events. 

 

 As the years progressed, one major assumption that 

held: the requirement for reduced defense expenditure.  Even 

on that score, the Administration’s efforts were stymied. Ra-

ther than realizing tailored, targeted efficiencies, Congress 

enacted sequestration, a meat-cleaver approach to defense 

cost cutting leaving the Department to realize the efficiencies 

it sought. 

 

 As for the other judgments that led to the selective en-

gagement strategy, many have proven quite wrong.  First and 

foremost, the Middle East has become profoundly unstable in 

recent years.  Iraq’s government became more authoritarian, 

in part, because the US failed to retain a presence in Iraq 

meaningful enough to continue nudging, prodding and cajol-

ing former Prime Minister Maliki to prioritize Iraq’s cohesion. 

In conjunction with a metastasizing conflict in Syria, this led 

to the  collapse of Iraqi forces and an ISIS/L takeover in that 

region. 

 

 Furthermore, Russia has become extraordinarily ag-

gressive in recent months. The annexation of Crimea, fol-

lowed by Moscow’s proxy war in Eastern Ukraine has shaken 

the European continent, with many concerned about the ter-

ritorial integrity of NATO’s member states. This called into 

question whether the US can, and should, rebalance its pos-

ture to focus more on Asia. This is especially concerning to 

many, as the administration has argued that defense re-

sources are dwindling. 

 While these developments are worrying, serious chal-

lenges stem from disconnects between US declarations and 

the policies it executes.  On the one hand, the Administration 

proclaimed to “renew American leadership” [6] of the global 

community and “continue to underwrite global securi-

ty.7”  Yet the policies pursued suggest that reality is far differ-

ent to American rhetoric.  Firstly, is it possible to be the glob-

al hegemon while ham-fistedly slashing the defense budg-

et?  A recent report issued by the bipartisan National Defense 

Panel tasked with reviewing the 2014 Quadrennial Defense 

Review unequivocally argues that it is not. 

  

 “The capabilities and capacities rightly called for in the 

2014 QDR… clearly exceed the budget resources made availa-

ble to the Department.  This gap is disturbing if not danger-

ous in light of the fact that global threats and challenges are 

rising…8” It seems that the US is in danger of putting itself in 

the position of speaking loudly, while wielding a small twig. 

 

 Besides the problem of fiscal constraints, there are 

questions as to whether the US is willing to use force as part 

of its “underwriting” responsibilities to the global community. 

Many nations around the globe are wholly dependent upon 

their alliance relationships with the US for their own security. 

Doubts about American political willingness to come to an 

“The annexation of Crimea, followed by Mos-
cow’s proxy war in Eastern Ukraine has shak-

en the European continent, with many con-
cerned about the territorial integrity of 

NATO’s member states.”   
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ally’s aid in the event of a crisis are therefore justified.    

 

 Unfortunately, many allies and adversaries alike justi-

fiably doubt this Administration’s willingness to employ 

force, as demonstrated during the Syrian “red line” cri-

sis. After articulating that President Assad’s mass use of 

chemical weapons constituted a “red line,” the Obama admin-

istration made serious missteps. In the first instance, it tele-

graphed its notion that it might conduct retaliatory “surgical 

strikes” against chemical weapon sites, ensuring that Presi-

dent Assad could move the weapons. Obama then sought 

Congressional approval to conduct the strikes, which was cu-

rious, given that he had the authority to launch such an oper-

ation to begin with. This raised serious concerns in capitals 

around the world – the American President’s ability to deci-

sively act in the event of a crisis is a key component of its 

“underwriting” responsibilities. Yet this President sought au-

thorization to conduct strikes from the same legislative body 

that held the global economy hostage as part of a debt ceiling 

debate few weeks prior.9 

 

 Indeed, the President has become well known for his 

careful, deliberative nature when it comes to matters of force 

employment. As Richard Haas, from the US Council on For-

eign Relations notes: “[President Obama] is someone who, 

more than most in the political world, is comfortable in the 

gray rather than the black and white… So many other people 

in the political world do operate in the black and white and 

are more quote-unquote decisive, and that’s a mixed blessing. 

He clearly falls on the side of those who are slow or reluctant 

to decide because deciding often forces you into a more one-

sided position than you’re comfortable with.10” 

 

 This is, understandable – to a point.  One would cer-

tainly hope that the Commander in Chief of the US would be 

deliberate when it comes to matters of life and death. Yet 

there is a fine line between deliberation and prevarication, 

and in matters of statecraft, decisiveness is its own, important 

commodity. “Analysis paralysis” leads to doubt, which can 

lead to the decay of the alliance networks and international 

organizations that the US professes to want to strengthen. 

 

 It is true that the US cannot solve all the world’s prob-

lems. Nor should it. Yet the answers stemming from the 

Obama administration’s selective engagement strategy are 

increasingly irrelevant to contemporary dilemmas.  Six years 

into the Obama administration, and the US is being pilloried 

for its perceived reticence to act internationally by both by 

domestic pundits and allies abroad. Unfortunately, there are 

good reasons for the criticism. Rhetoric is no longer matching 

reality. Rather than positioning US foreign policy between the 

middle of two extremes and developing a course of action that 

is “just right,” President Obama may have, instead, led to a 

muddling of both the perception and implementation of US 

policy. The situation is correctable, but only after seriously 

revisiting the assumptions leading to key policy choic-

es.  Hopefully, this President, and successor administrations, 

will demonstrate the political and mental agility to adapt to 

rapidly changing circumstances. 

KATHLEEN J. McINNIS  
is a Research Consultant at Chatham House and a PhD 

Candidate in the Department of War Studies.  
The views expressed are her own. 
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O n April 23 2014, the Fatah-led Palestinian Authority 

(PA) announced that it had signed an agreement with 

Hamas to form a national unity government between the oc-

cupied West Bank and the Gaza Strip. Though skeptical that 

the deal would succeed, the Palestinian people breathed a 

sigh of relief that the seven-year fracture between the two 

political parties could finally end. 

 

 The Israelis, as predicted, were furious. Within hours 

of the news of the unity agreement, Israeli government offi-

cials demonized the PA President Mahmoud Abbas and 

threatened to block the transfer of funds and salaries to civil 

employees in Gaza as punishment for the deal. 

 

 All eyes, however, were focused on Washington. To the 

surprise of many, the United States government made no sig-

nificant comments or harsh warnings against the unity agree-

ment. After several days of continued silence, the message 

was clear: the US was allowing the deal to go forward. 

 

 Though seemingly forgettable, this was a potentially 

defining moment for American policy in the Israeli-

Palestinian conflict. The US’s refrain from denouncing the 

agreement starkly contrasted with its response in 2006, when 

the Bush administration imposed immediate economic and 

diplomatic sanctions against the inclusion of Hamas into the 

Palestinian government, despite winning a majority in free 

democratic elections. 

 The Obama administration naturally remained antago-

nistic towards Hamas as a militant Islamist organization. 

However, after nine months of failed mediation between Isra-

el and the PA from July 2013 to April 2014, on terms largely 

determined by the Israeli side, the US appeared to be allow-

ing the Palestinians to pursue their own agenda of seeking 

national unity, regardless of Israel’s opinion on it. This sig-

nalled admittance by Washington that an alternate approach 

was needed to keep any remnants of the peace process alive. 

The move was all the more significant as Washington was 

directly challenging Israel’s stance against the deal, revealing 

an important rift between the two allies’ policies. 

 This defining moment, however, did not last long. In 

mid-June, three Israeli teenagers were kidnapped near the 

Gush Etzion settlement in the occupied West Bank. Israel 

“This was a potentially defining moment for 
American policy in the Israeli-Palestinian 

conflict.” 

Ending the Shield of Impunity 
America’s need to confront Israel 

By Amjad Iraqi 
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immediately blamed Hamas for the kidnappings and 

launched a military campaign across the West Bank, arresting 

hundreds of Hamas affiliates, raiding civilian homes, and 

placing entire Palestinian towns and villages under closure. It 

was only three weeks later, when the dead bodies of the three 

boys were found, that the truth was revealed: the Israeli au-

thorities had known the boys were killed moments after the 

kidnapping occurred. Moreover, the kidnappers had not acted 

on orders from Hamas, but operated as a lone cell. In short, 

the Israeli government had deliberately hidden the infor-

mation from the public, and used the kidnappings as pretext 

to attack Hamas’ political members. 

 

 Of the many questions that emerge from these two 

crises – Israel’s threats against the PA and its military ram-

page in the West Bank – one of the most puzzling is why the 

US did not intervene to assert its interests, particularly when 

Israeli policy appeared to be contradicting its own. Israel 

openly threatened to punish the PA despite the fact it knew 

that the US wanted the PA’s 

plan to continue. In addition, 

by hiding the truth of the 

three boys’ deaths, the Israeli 

government deceived its own 

citizens, the international 

community, and the US itself 

to obscure its politically-motivated objective: to break the 

Fatah-Hamas unity deal. And yet, Washington made no de-

nouncements of Israel’s deceptions or its defiance of Ameri-

can interests. If pressure was applied behind the scenes, then 

the US failed to produce results. 

 

 Though it is of course impossible to prove hypothetical 

scenarios from the past, American pressure during these two 

crises could have dissuaded Israel from pursuing its damag-

ing policies – policies that not only destabilized the occupied 

Palestinian Territories, but also contradicted America’s ap-

proach to managing the conflict. As a result of Israel’s escala-

tions, the situation deteriorated drastically with the murder of 

Palestinian teenager Mohammad Abu Khdeir in Jerusalem, 

which sparked widespread demonstrations, police repression, 

rocket fire from Gaza, and Israeli air strikes that eventually 

unfolded into “Operation Protective Edge.” Over 2,100 Pales-

tinians, mostly civilians, and 73 Israelis, mostly soldiers, were 

killed. Hundreds of thousands of Gazans were displaced and 

entire neighborhoods and public infrastructures destroyed or 

damaged. The ceasefire reached on August 26 differed little 

from the October 2012 agreement, promising cessation of 

hostilities and some easing of the blockade on Gaza. 

 

 The events described above illustrate the bizarre pre-

dicament of US-Israel relations. Had it been any other coun-

try that directly contravened American policies and decisions, 

the United States would have taken harsh measures to re-

spond to that country’s belligerence. Strong public messages 

would have been made, diplomatic consequences would have 

been signaled, and economic sanctions would have been 

threatened or used. But somehow, when it comes to Israel, 

the world’s greatest superpower is reduced to an abiding side-

kick. 

 

 There are numerous theories and explanations given 

for this dynamic, ranging from the power of the pro-Israel 

lobby in Washington; an insular political culture in Congress 

that mandates uncritical allegiance to Israel; common politi-

cal and military interests against Islamist militants and their 

state sponsors in the region; and America’s and Israel’s self-

identifications as vanguards of ‘the West’. Regardless of the 

reasons, the effects of this relationship remain the same: the 

United States fails to take confrontational action against Isra-

el to block or prevent dangerous Israeli policies, even when 

the interests of the conflict’s resolution, and America’s own 

policy interests, demand it. 

 

 The crises leading up to the recent war on Gaza are 

only the latest examples of this pattern that has been seen 

throughout US-Israel rela-

tions, including the last few 

years alone. In March 2010, 

the Israeli government pub-

licly announced plans to es-

tablish 1,600 new settlement 

units in the occupied West 

Bank on the same day that Vice President Joe Biden landed in 

Tel Aviv to discuss the renewal of peace talks. The following 

weeks of tension between the two governments, which includ-

ed Netanyahu being summoned to the White House, led 

many to believe that the US would respond sternly to Israel’s 

public insult and blatant political challenge. However, the US 

instead toned down its anger and left Israel unpunished. 

Since then, the Israeli government has continued to announce 

new settlement units every several months, with Washington 

merely repeating its “concern” that settlements are an obsta-

cle to peace. 

 

 Another crisis occurred in April 2014, just weeks prior 

to the announcement of the Palestinian unity deal. As the 

nine months of renewed peace talks came to an end, Israel 

reneged on its commitment to release a fourth round of Pales-

tinian prisoners, which the PA had feared would happen but 

which the US promised would not. The US began sharpening 

its tone towards Israel, with American officials like Secretary 

of State John Kerry and special envoy Martin Indyk express-

ing clear displeasure with Netanyahu’s procrastination. But 

yet again, the US refrained from threatening Israel with harsh 

punishments for refusing to comply with its end of the agree-

ment. Abbas, frustrated by Israel’s intransigence in the nego-

tiations and America’s capitulation to Netanyahu’s prefer-

ences, submitted applications for Palestine to join United 

Nations human rights treaties – the only move in the nine 

months of peace talks that remotely progressed towards a two

-state solution. 

 

 These cases and others illustrate the serious problem 

“...one of the most puzzling is why the US did 
not intervene to assert its interests, particularly 
when Israeli policy appeared to be contradict-

ing its own.” 
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its tone towards Israel, with American officials like Secretary 

of State John Kerry and special envoy Martin Indyk express-

ing clear displeasure with Netanyahu’s procrastination. But 

yet again, the US refrained from threatening Israel with harsh 

punishments for refusing to comply with its end of the agree-

ment. Abbas, frustrated by Israel’s intransigence in the nego-

tiations and America’s capitulation to Netanyahu’s prefer-

ences, submitted applications for Palestine to join United 

Nations human rights treaties – the only move in the nine 

months of peace talks that remotely progressed towards a two

-state solution. 

 

 These cases and others illustrate the serious problem 

with American policy in dealing with the Israeli-Palestinian 

conflict. Washington’s refusal to pressure the more powerful 

party, Israel, and its persistent abidance by Israel’s decision-

making, not only contradicts the US’s self-proclaimed role as 

a mediator but also has highly detrimental consequences to 

the conflict. In effect, America’s inaction forms a shield of 

impunity that enables Isra-

el to act in belligerent and 

damaging ways, at the se-

vere cost of the Palestinian 

people and America’s in-

terests for peace. This im-

punity is in addition to the 

unconditional support that the US provides to Israel through 

armaments, diplomatic cover, and American taxpayers’ funds 

that further contribute to Israel’s war-making and its gross 

human rights violations against Palestinians. 

 

 It is under this shield of impunity that Israel is empow-

ered to sustain its 47-year military occupation of the Palestin-

ian Territories, allowing it to de facto annex land from the 

West Bank and stifle Gaza to the point of becoming uninhab-

itable. It is under this shield that Palestinians live as subju-

gated non-citizens in a system that explicitly places one group 

over another based on their ethno-national identity. It is un-

der this shield that this apartheid-like system has become 

more permanent and irreversible, thus not only denying the 

existence and viability of a future Palestinian state but also 

increasing the likelihood that Israel will not survive to be a 

democratic, Jewish-majority state. As such, the United States 

has made itself a facilitator of the occupation and the violence 

it engenders, and is itself an obstacle to its own purported 

goal of achieving a just, equitable two-state solution to the 

conflict. 

 

 These American policies of impunity and uncondition-

al support for Israel become more dangerous as they fail to 

adapt to the negative changes occurring inside the country. In 

recent years, Israel has undergone an alarming shift to the 

political right, with the latest Gaza war revealing the extent 

that Israeli society and its politicians have become more na-

tionalist, racist and intolerant of dissent or expressions of 

sympathy towards Palestinians. These powerful currents in 

Israeli politics, which are rapidly dominating the state’s lead-

ership, are explicitly opposed to the establishment of a Pales-

tinian state, and are openly hostile to the human rights of 

occupied Palestinians as well as the Palestinian minority in-

side Israel. Future Israeli governments will likely become 

more defiant of America’s interests as long as Washington 

continues to guarantee its impunity and unconditional sup-

port, regardless of Israel’s worsening policies. 

 

 A key challenge for US policy, therefore, is to recognize 

and confront the significant link between Israel’s detrimental 

behavior and America’s unwillingness to use its leverage 

against such behavior. After forty seven years of inaction, it is 

time for America’s shield of impunity to end. The US must 

begin to adopt measures that pressure Israel to comply, if not 

w/ith international law, then with America’s vision for resolv-

ing the conflict through a just and equitable two-state solu-

tion. These measures include sterner diplomatic advocacy 

and threats of sanctions, including the withholding of funds 

and arms, to show Israel that its belligerence must end. 

 

 America’s policies to-

wards the Palestinian side 

have demonstrated the pow-

erful effect that such actions 

can have on political behavior 

in the conflict. Since 2007, 

the PA has been constantly pressured by the US to comply 

with Israeli security demands and to commit to peace talks as 

conditions for receiving international funds. Even in 2006, 

the US’s sanctions against the Hamas-majority government 

sent a clear message to the Palestinians that, in order for 

them to receive American support, they must abide by Ameri-

ca’s expectations for the conflict’s resolution. The fact that 

Hamas agreed to the April 2014 unity agreement on terms 

largely dictated by the PA – including the acceptance of nego-

tiations with Israel and the deployment of PA security forces 

in Gaza – further attest to the party’s recognition of this les-

son. Regardless of differing opinions on whether these were 

positive or negative outcomes, the impact of America’s deter-

mined responses proved to be game-changing. 

 

 There have been some positive signs in recent weeks 

that the US is beginning to consider these scenarios for Israel, 

albeit only in their infant stages. Since the beginning of the 

recent war on Gaza, the US showed growing signs of displeas-

ure with Israel’s military conduct and political decisions, de-

spite the public façade of continued support. Secretary of 

State Kerry unwittingly commented on camera, with clear 

sarcasm and disapproval, that Israel’s attacks were “a hell of 

an operation”. Media reports revealed that the US had even 

withheld the transfer of heavy missile shipments to Israel, 

with the White House placing Israel’s weapons requests un-

der greater scrutiny due to its concern over the excessive 

number of Palestinian civilian deaths in the war.  According 

to the reports, a senior official said the move was meant to 

signal that there would not be an American “blank check” for 

an operation it found questionable. Further, following the 

“America’s inaction forms a shield of impunity 
that enables Israel to act in belligerent and dam-
aging ways, at the severe cost of the Palestinian 

people and America’s interests for peace.”  
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post-war announcement of Israel’s expropriation of 4,000 

dunams of land from the occupied West Bank, reports indi-

cated an unprecedented wave of anger from White House 

officials, with whispers that the US could go beyond their 

mere public criticism of the move as “counterproductive”. 

Though these moments were short-lived, it is clear that the 

US is increasingly losing its patience with Israel’s policies. 

 

 Washington must now turn this anger into action. The 

crises leading up to the war on Gaza, as well as many other 

crises before it, demonstrate that the failure to intervene at 

critical political junctures can enable the path to unnecessary 

violence. Washington’s historic refrain from confronting Isra-

el, and the devastating consequences of that inaction, can no 

longer be an acceptable policy. In the same way it unhesitat-

ingly exercises its power over the Palestinians, so too must it 

do so with Israel. The United States therefore has two choic-

es: either it corrects the mistakes of its biased brokering and 

uses its extensive leverage against Israel, or it withdraws en-

tirely from its contradicting role as both a mediator and facili-

tator of the conflict. The longer Washington avoids applying 

pressure, the more it is complicit in Israel’s self-destructive 

path and in the Palestinians’ ongoing loss of their lands and 

human rights. 

 

AMJAD IRAQI  
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Adalah or +972. 
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T hat states seek reasons to justify their defense expendi-

tures and mould the populace so that a clear enemy is 

defined, does not surprise most readers. Neither is it surpris-

ing that the perceived enemy is constantly changing in con-

gruence with world politics; be it Russia, China, Al Qaeda, or 

ISIS. 

 

 What is surprising though, is the identification of a 

presently commonly accepted enemy that has no budget con-

straints, no particular strategy, no agenda and no obvious 

religion: climate change. The battle ahead is therefore one of 

uncertainty, the end of it unclear. Masking its uncertainty, 

the US is promoting an attitude towards climate change that 

is rippling out across the world. However, the American the-

sis is flawed, which this article aims to indicate. If at all there 

is a security concern linked to climate change, then the dan-

ger lies in the actions of states. The US is losing credibility by 

emphasizing climate change as a stress factor. Instead, it 

should continue its plea for democracy and freedom. This 

article will show why we should disentangle climate change as 

a security concern, and will propose a new angle from which 

we should look at stressors to human security. 

  

 The climate has not always been defined as a stressor 

in war. It is just recently that climate change has been named 

among the top threats to security in the western world. Since 

when has this been the case? Why does it resonate so well 

with our imagination and our fears? Even if there is no factu-

al basis for any security concern, environmentalists and de-

fense specialists have overcome their shyness towards each 

other and seem to be intimately embracing each other in their 

efforts to bring the changing climate as an environmental 

concern on the political agenda. 

 

 Firstly, “global warming” has been reframed by repub-

licans to “climate change”, as this sounded less severe, and 

more remote to direct human actions. Both terms however 

mean the same thing: an irreversible change in the atmos-

phere caused by CO2 emissions world-wide. As the indus-

trialised world carries most responsibility for global warming, 

with the US among the leading countries with over 17.6 met-

ric tons of CO2 emissions per capita in 2013 compared to 0.1 

in Ethiopia1, the vulnerabilities lie elsewhere. Instead of mak-

ing efforts to stop global warming, governments are prepar-

ing for the “worst” imaginable: waves of poor immigrants, 

climate wars, climate refugees, failing democracies, civil strife 

and increasing food insecurity. At the crux of this misconcep-

tion lies the influence American thought has over the rest of 

the world, inspiring all rich states to protect their borders 

against “illegal migrants”. 

  

 At present, to halt climate change, all states wait for 

each other’s actions; the only message of the international 

climate conferences seems to be that we can only survive in 

collective action to reduce global warming. The US refused to 

sign the Kyoto protocol, as they get on China’s case with just 

6.2 metric tons per capita per year. 

 

 Military expenditures need no approval of other coun-

tries, so states do not need evidence to back up their military 

strategy. Therefore states can define anything as a stressor, or 

as a threat to national security. In addition, poor people are 

still blamed for not adapting enough to the environment they 

are “misusing”; while state leaders are not held accountable 

The Global Implications of America’s Dubious 

Climate Change and Security Paradigm 

By Dr. Karen Witsenburg 
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for the miserable conditions of their subjects. All these facts 

undermine the integrity of the rhetoric behind the environ-

mental security paradigm. 

  

 This article will therefore question the rationality be-

hind the climate change and security discourse, and the ef-

forts to convince various audiences of the security threats 

that should justify more military expenditures. I will question 

the rationality of the link that is promoted mostly by America, 

and even suggest that linking a degrading environment with 

war will do more harm than good to those who are most vul-

nerable to climate change, and have least contributed to it. 

Consequently, I will come up with some questions and ideas 

to invite readers why it is necessary to rethink the link be-

tween a degrading environment, climate change and violence. 

 

When did it start? 

 The idea of a deteriorating environment contributing 

to war is not new: Malthus already predicted civil strife due to 

dwindling natural resources back in 1798, and Thomas Har-

din explained in his famous article “The Tragedy of the Com-

mons” in 1968 how nothing can stop the overuse of common 

property resources because it is only rational for human be-

ings to profit from a common property without contributing 

to its maintenance. Unless there is some form of government 

intervention, either to halt the population from growing, or 

fighting, or to protect environmental resources, the result will 

be a human tragedy. Al Gore, former US vice president, has 

been at the frontline of promoting the environmental security 

paradigm, earning him the Nobel Peace Prize (jointly with the 

IPSS) in 2007. 

 

 So, even though environmental concerns have always 

been of concern to political leaders, or part of collective gov-

ernance, the recent environmental concerns on the military 

agenda were inspired by Homer-Dixon’s book The Environ-

ment, Scarcity and Violence, (1999) in which the relationship  

between environmental degradation and violent conflict was 

described. In addition, Robert Kaplans seminal article in The 

Atlantic Monthly (1999), entitled “The Coming Anarchy,” is 

said to have influenced US foreign politics to a great extent. 

 

 Nowadays, numerous scholars, international organisa-

tions, government institutions and political parties sincerely 

believe in this thesis, even though the evidence that climate 

change, droughts, deforestation or desertification leads to 

violence is very meagre and not robust. (See Salehyan and 

Hendrix (2014), and the special issue of the Journal of Peace 

Research: January 2012, for an excellent overview of new 

and old work on this. 

 

 Neo-Malthusian thinking inspires international agen-

cies at all levels. For instance, the UN Convention to Combat 

Desertification organises a series of conferences in Caux, 

Switzerland as part of a process to enhance Peace and Securi-

ty in dryland areas. In the introduction it is stated that peace, 

development and environmental sustainability are usually 

promoted separately, however, they can often only be 

achieved together. This is especially so, says the UNCCD, 

where dry or degraded lands put populations under pressure. 

More than 75 percent of the world’s conflicts occur in dryland 

areas, which are home to just 35 percent of the world’s popu-

lation.1 The UNCCD therefore proposes to promote peace 

while caring for the environment because apparently one can-

not be achieved without the other. 

 

 There is, however, much to say for the idea that the 

UNCCD will not achieve peace and security in this way. The 
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Environment and Security are two themes that should be 

studied and solved independently because there is no causal 

relationship between a degraded environment and insecurity. 

Combining these themes together in this way suggests that 

there is a causal relationship between a degraded environ-

ment and insecurity. As if poor people in dryland areas are 

more inclined to use violence because their natural resources 

are scarce, and get scarcer. This is based on the old Malthusi-

an idea, that poor people are pressurising their environment, 

and will consequently face a doom scenario of famine, disease 

and war. Apparently, so the rhetoric goes, poor people are 

more exposed to violence that arises out of competition over 

scarce resources. 

 

 Even though combating both desertification and peace

-making are in itself noble aims to achieve, which I do not 

deny in any way, it is doubtful that those suffering in poverty 

around the world will be helped by trying to combine these 

two problems in one policy package, and I will explain why 

this can even work against them. 

 Degradation, a drought, or a natural disaster (whether 

or not caused by climate change) does nothing else than lay 

bare existing vulnerabilities. Environmental problems in 

themselves do not cause societal vulnerabilities; societal vul-

nerabilities are caused by political processes of exclusion, 

marginalisation, impoverishment and discrimination. 

 

 For instance, Bangladesh is facing floods, because of 

rising sea levels. In the Horn of Africa, people face famines. 

The cyclone that hits Bangladesh threatens the poor, mostly 

discriminated refugees, because they have nowhere to go. 

They cannot rely on the government to protect them, and that 

helps them when they are in need, and in the Horn of Africa, 

numerous people are time and time again threatened by fam-

ine. Not because droughts are tougher these days, but be-

cause they have nowhere to go, their rights are not recog-

nised, food and fuel prices are too high, and there is no gov-

ernment that represents them. 

 

 Nobel Prize winner Amartya Sen stated that no famine 

ever occurred in a democracy. This is because a democratical-

ly chosen government has reasons to listen to the needs of the 

populace; it may otherwise not be elected next time. Many 

people that are victim of extreme weather events or environ-

mental degradation are not documented, and not recognised 

by their own government. 

 

 In countries where democratic principles guarantee 

that people can vote, at least the government has an incentive 

to help people during a natural disaster. In weak states where 

no government official is legitimately elected by people living 

in marginal areas, there is a concentration of poor people 

extremely vulnerable for extreme weather events.  Therefore, 

it is not the weather event that causes their death, it is the fact 

that no government feels responsible for their welfare. That is 

a political issue, and not an environmental one. This reality 

has been misrepresented by American scholars and American 

policies for decades now. Even though it is true that both vio-

lence and poverty do converge in drylands, that does not 

mean that there is a causal relationship between these phe-

nomena. In most dryland areas where poor people live, and 

where there is insecurity, there are several intervening varia-

bles, or one can speak of a spurious correlation. 

 

 In a weak state, there is no manpower to maintain 

principles of environmental care. Powerful actors can destroy 

the environment without any authority in place to intervene. 

At the same time, in the absence of authority, other crimes 

can easily be committed; thieving, raiding, training of militia, 

and cross-border trade of arms, drugs, and other valuable 

commodities, creating spaces of insecurity (see for instance: 

Witsenburg and Zaal 2012). 

 

 Drylands are often situated far from the central gov-

ernment, and are often straddled by international borders. 

These areas do attract a certain type of people who profit 

from being remote from a central authority. 

  

 At the same time, poor people in drylands are often 

incapable of leaving the area when they are in need. There-

fore, the demography of drylands shows a specific selection of 

people: on the one hand there are very poor people, marginal-

ized, uneducated, and lacking the strategies to diversify, mi-

grate or innovate. On the other hand there are clever, crafty 

people, profiting from remoteness, the hardship and isolation 

of the area vis-à-vis central authorities, busy with smuggling, 

raiding, organizing raids, training young men in violence, etc. 

This is what frequently makes drylands unsafe. It is not that 

poverty or weather hazards cause insecurity; poor people are 

not more inclined to use violence. It is in poor areas that vio-

lent actors are not controlled as opposed to well-governed 

areas. Henceforth, neither climate change (or global warm-

ing) nor poverty drive violence in poorer areas, but political 

insecurity and lack of potential. 

 For these reasons, environmentalists should stop pro-

moting the environmental security paradigm. Environmen-

talists should care for the environment for other many good 

reasons than for security reasons. A reason perhaps why this 

has been such a common paradigm relates to America’s cli-

ché: “the threat to national security.” Yet, global warming is 

not a threat to national security or regional security for that 

matter; it is a phenomenon that needs environmental and 

societal attention. 

 

 Environmentalists think that by solving environmental 

scarcities, or dealing with climate change through 

“adaptation” (which is the mantra in environmental circles), 

people will be less vulnerable against climate change. Envi-

ronmentalists, who like the common American dogma on this 

issue, uphold the “climate change causes violence” because it 

“Environmental problems in themselves do 
not cause societal vulnerabilities.” 
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is effective. Again, a threat to national security immediately 

justifies requests for funding and calls for widespread atten-

tion. When they can also justify their budgets with the claim 

that industrialized countries caused climate change and 

should therefore pay for projects in poor drylands, the struc-

tural and political mechanism that caused poor people’s vul-

nerability in the first place, will thus remain unaddressed. 

 

 In addition, by stressing that insecurity and violence is 

in one way or another caused by the vagaries of nature (for 

instance, remember the Darfur genocide being called the 

“first climate war”) exonerates governments of their responsi-

bility in a war. Weak governments that do nothing to help 

people during an extreme weather event, are using “climate 

change” as a reason why not to act. 

 

 Perhaps we should no longer talk of climate change. Al 

Gore and the American view of its correlation to violence 

have polluted the paradigm insofar that the approach to natu-

ral disasters should be redefined as they were hitherto. 

 

 Extreme weather events have always existed. Floods in 

Bangladesh, or increases in temperatures in urban areas or 

savannahs can as well be caused by deforestation, forest fires 

and increased house heating. It is extremely difficult to prove 

that climate change, which is defined as a long term change in 

temperature, rainfall patterns, wind speed, evaporation rates 

and atmospheric dynamics high above or beyond the tropo-

sphere, caused the current problems in the ecosystems of our 

globe. The “climate change rhetoric” paralyses any direct in-

tervention to help poor people cope with environmental de-

struction caused by destructive actors like plantation owners, 

mining companies, urban elites, parasite states, countless 

American TNCs or other resource grabbers. 

 

 It is therefore illuminating that representatives of 

weak governments of countries hit by drought, floods, cy-

clones and where people are also victim of violence and war, 

gladly promote the “environmental security” paradigm as a 

way of outsourcing the responsibility of the pollution. 

 

What foreign policy would be in place? 

 This is not to say that governments should stop the 

battle for a healthier environment. It should just not stop 

there. Instead, the best environmental action is to liberate 

people from their vulnerable position. It would be good to 

stop desertification and help poor people gaining an income 

while promoting sustainability. Strengthening people in ac-

quiring a sustainable livelihood will help them reduce their 

vulnerability. But this will not be enough. People in such are-

as should first be recognized as individuals with human 

rights. They should become documented, and their villages 

should appear on maps. They should appear on lists, become 

part of statistics. They should acquire the right to vote and 

the right to go to court, and have their own representatives. 

Their stories should be told. Therefore, democratic principles 

should be developed and practiced. Not only promoting dem-

ocratic rights and principles, but also enacting and practicing 

them will help poor people out of their vulnerable position. 

Likewise, an independent media structure, with independent 

journalists and reporters is of paramount importance. Then, 

exploiting actors should be held accountable. Failing govern-

ments, paramilitary insurgents and resource grabbers, should 

be identified and be held accountable for abusing the human 

right to live in a secure environment. If environmentalists 

would be able to see this security concern, I think their un-

easy embrace with military action will become more fruitful.  
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T he Pacific Alliance formed by Chile, Colombia, Mexico 

and Peru is the latest multilateral attempt to regional 

integration in Latin America. It aims to advance trade and the 

free circulation of services, capital and people. Its main objec-

tive is to forge closer relations with the Asia-Pacific region by 

establishing greater bargaining power as a bloc. Since it was 

established on April 28, 2011, it has accomplished impressive 

and tangible results in economic, financial and diplomatic 

terms due to its pragmatic approach. 

 

 Yet, voices of both support and discontent are emerg-

ing. While for some, it is the most credible Latin American 

integration project in the last decades and an answer to the 

spread of populism and demagoguery, for others, it establish-

es a geopolitical divide between right-wing pro-market econ-

omies with closer ties to the United States on the Pacific coast 

and left-wing protectionist countries on the Atlantic side 

which includes Mercosur, the trade alliance formed by Brazil, 

Argentina, Uruguay, Paraguay, and Venezuela. 

 

 In Latin America and the Caribbean, the Alliance rep-

resents 36 percent of  GDP, concentrates 50 percent of the 

total trade, attracts 41 percent of the FDI (foreign direct in-

vestment) that flows to the region and encompasses a popula-

tion of 212 million people.1 It seeks to boost economic and 

social development by improving regional-supply value 

chains, infrastructure and acts as a collaboration platform for 

science and technology, education, and security.  

 

 Tariff and non-tariff barriers have been eliminated on 

92 percent of the goods traded within the bloc, while the re-

maining part which mainly consists of agricultural and textile 

products, deemed too vulnerable for competition, has been 

kept protected. The bourses of Bogota, Lima, and Santiago 

joined together in 2011 forming an integrated stock exchange 

known as MILA. Mexico is expected to join this year and its 

integration would create the largest stock exchange in Latin 

America. 

 

 Business and tourist visa requirements among the 

members have been waived and a joint fund for international 

mobility promoting entrepreneurship among youth has been 

created. It has financed 658 scholarships for higher education 

studies in any member country focusing on areas critical for  

The Pacific Alliance and Latin American Divide 
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the improvement of the competitiveness of small medium 

enterprises (SMEs).2 Joint embassies and trade delegations 

have also been opened to establish a stronger presence in 

Asia and Africa. 

 

 The bloc has received a lot of international attention. 

During the VIII Summit of the Alliance held this year, Costa 

Rica requested full-membership and it is now a group of 25 

nations including China, Ecuador, India, Japan and the Unit-

ed Kingdom that act as observers. More interestingly, Para-

guay and Uruguay, members of Mercosur have not only 

joined as observers but expressed interest in closer relations 

between the two blocs. 

The Divide 

 The political and ideological divide in Latin America is 

nothing new but the emergence of the Alliance has brought to 

the fore more recent political polarization processes regard-

ing internal divisions. Organizations established by leftist 

governments such as ALBA (Bolivarian Alliance for the Peo-

ples of Our America) and UNASUR (Union of South Ameri-

can Nations) regard regionalism and integration as a deeply 

political issue and a tool for fighting globalization and the 

involvement of the US in the region. UNASUR for example 

denied Mexico’s membership because of its free trade agree-

ment with the US and Canada (NAFTA). 

 

 On the other hand, Mercosur, one of the oldest and 

most organized trade blocs seems paralyzed at the moment. 

Despite the lofty economic ambitions that originally inspired 

it, it has been replaced by parochial political manoeuvres, 

ideological posturing, and bitter recriminations among its 

members.3 In 2012, despite Paraguay’s allegations of a lack of 

democracy, Venezuela was accepted, which primarily benefit-

ed Argentina and Brazil who gained greater access to the Ven-

ezuelan market. 

  

 Nowadays, Brazil, the biggest economy in the region is 

focusing on enhancing its reputation as a BRIC and a global 

player thus neglecting its role as a regional actor which has 

allowed for the incursion of Mexico in South American af-

fairs. Furthermore, it is facing slow growth rates and accord-

ing to the 2014 World Bank ease-of-doing-business ranking, 

Brazil, once touted as one of the world’s most dynamic 

emerging markets is only ranked 116 out of 189.4 Argentina, 

Mercosur’s second-largest and protectionist economy has 

defaulted on its debts for the second time in 13 years isolating 

itself from international financial markets. Venezuela, a lead-

ing oil producer is surrounded by political uncertainty, pro-

tests and holds the world’s highest inflation rate: 60.9 per-

cent as a result of a distorted market.5 In this context, it is 

only understandable that smaller economies such as Uruguay 

and Paraguay should be looking for better horizons. Unlike 

Brazil, other bloc members do not have the huge domestic 

markets that to some extent allow for further protectionism. 

 

What’s next? 

 The Pacific Alliance faces diverse challenges. At the 

national level, the concerns are for the agricultural and 

manufacturing sectors and the emphasis on promot-

ing  strategies for SMEs to benefit from liberalized trade as a 

mechanism to address inequality. Beyond that, there is a 

need to improve export diversification to avoid the pitfalls of 

commodity prices. Regionally, intra-trade at the moment 

accounts for less than 3 percent of combined global trade 

because of a lack of adequate infrastructure and similar ex-

port-supply. Additionally, considering closer ties with Mer-

cosur members should be on the agenda, especially when 

taking into account the possible effects that ongoing mega 

trade agreements negotiation could have on the region. First, 

the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) between the US and 11 

countries throughout the Asia-Pacific region in which Chile, 

Mexico, and Peru are participating and Colombia has ex-

pressed an interest in joining. And, second, the Transatlantic 

Trade and Investment Partnership (TTIP) between the US 

and the European Union. If the negotiations advance they 

would put pressure on Mercosur that does not have agree-

ments with the US or the EU, to either approach the new bloc 

or to re-engage in promoting negotiations within the World 

Trade Organization. 

 

 The stagnancy of previous blocs, once regarded with a 

great deal of optimism suggests that populism and economic 

policies long on promises but short on results are becoming 

hard to maintain. Also, that despite the fiery rhetoric about 

shared values, common interests and collective goals, in prac-

tice Latin American countries have not been successful at 

working together. However with old and new challenges 

meeting in times of enormous global transformations and 

power competition, it may also be the time to consider tangi-

ble, new and more pragmatic approaches for the region. 
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A  wind of change is blowing on Brazilian Politics. After 

the death of PSB (Brazil’s socialist party) presidential 

candidate Eduardo Santos¹ on August 13, his running mate 

Marina Silva has completely overturned the election.  

 

 Expected to come third, the party is now predicted a 

win, or at least a shot at it according to recent polls.² A former 

rubber tapper from the Amazon who carved her own way out 

of poverty teaching herself how to read and write at sixteen, 

Marina Silva could become the President of the biggest de-

mocracy in the world and economic center of South America. 

In a matter of weeks, she has seduced the Brazilian electorate 

and positioned herself as a viable contender to incumbent 

Dilma Rousseff running for the Worker’s Party (PT) and Ae-

cio Neves, a former governor of the second most populous 

state of Brazil running for the social-democrats (PSDB), ana-

lysts say.³ Whether she can actually transform her electoral 

campaign promises into actual reform is still open to debate. 

 

 A conviction politician with a reputation for intransi-

gence, Marina Silva might indeed find it hard to build the 

coalitions required to push through reform in a country 

where nothing can be achieved without mustering enough 

support.³ Her detractors say her lack of executive experience 

is also a cause for concern but the same objections were lev-

elled at Lula da Silva when he ran, and under his Presidency, 

millions were lifted out of poverty.   

       

 A former senator, environment minister and founder 

of the Workers party, Mrs. Silva, however, is not new to the 

game either, and could prove more pragmatic than she is 

thought to be. For now still, she is ahead in the polls and the 

times are on her side. Last year, the Brazilian government 

faced mass protests during which at least a million Brazilian 

took to the streets to denounce their government policies and 

rampant corruption. And only last week, forty members of 

the government coalition were accused of receiving bribes 

from Petrobras, the state-run oil company in exchange for 

their support of the government. The loss of dynamism of the 

Brazilian economy - growth was at 7.5 percent when Rousseff 

was voted into office in 2010 and is predicted to be less than 1 

percent in 2014 - might also have been a blessing for Silva’s  

The Rise of Marina Silva 

By Sabriya El Mengad  
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campaign platform but will become a curse if she is elected. 

Politicians are not remembered for the enthusiasm they have 

aroused but for the legacy that they have built. Mrs Silva is 

accused of too much dreamy talk and little substance, as she 

might be surfing on circumstances without a bigger picture 

plan for Brazil.⁴ The election under its current form might 

turn into one of protest and wishful thinking but which could 

fail to materialize into a viable presidency: one that would 

bear results.  

 

 Mrs. Silva’s meteoric rise can be explained by her ap-

peal to multiple layers of society. Investors and business in-

terests are happy with her economic orthodoxy and her fa-

vouring of a central independent bank - a change from Dilma 

Rousseff’s statist approach to economics - the lower classes 

are satisfied with her promises of increasing social benefits 

and her status as one of their own, and the rising metropoli-

tan middle-class approves of her commitment to sustainabil-

ity and her credentials as a green activist.   

 After 12 years in power, the Workers’ party has lost its 

broad-based support and surprisingly enough, Mrs. Silva has 

even drained vote away from the PSDB party, a center right 

business-friendly party, hence appealing to both right and left 

wing voters and positioning herself as the third way candi-

date who will bring about change. Tired voters are drawn to 

her outsider status and her personal story because it reso-

nates with many of them and satisfies their deep desire for 

change. But as one commentator has put it Marina Silva is 

“exciting but unclear” and this lack of real political identity 

could prevent her from getting enough votes on October 5 to 

go on to the next round on October 26. In the upcoming 

weeks, her program will come under much more scrutiny. If 

Marina Silva has won the hearts of many Brazilians, she may 

not have won their minds just yet. The time she has remain-

ing for her campaign, will be crucial. "This will probably be 

the most competitive election in Brazil since the late 1980s," 

said Carlos Melo, from the business school Insper which 

means that any advance Mrs. Silva has now could be lost.  

 

 Whatever happens on vote day, one thing remains 

clear: Marina Silva’s candidacy has made one thing better — 

it has forced the other candidates to hear the cry for change of 

their electorate. Incumbent Dilma Rousseff has even pledged 

to incorporate “new blood” into her team if she were to be re 

elected President. The real tour de force realized by Marina 

Silva was perhaps not to bring her party from third place to 

first but to impact the campaign so much that it was to force 

her opponents to recognize the need for change in Brazilian 

politics. Whether she wins or loses, Marina Silva’s name will 

be the one we will remember from the 2014 Brazilian presi-

dential election, not Rousseff’s or Neves’.  

 

 Considering its costs and benefits, a military operation 

against Iran would be a deconstructive and harmful approach 

that would fail to achieve its objective: preventing a weapon-

ized Iran. Diplomacy continues to have the chance of clarify-

ing Iran’s intentions and providing a successful agreement. 

But if it fails to do so, deterring a nuclear Iran will be the po-

litically painful but strategically effective option. One that 

must involve clear red lines by the international community 

against use or spread of nuclear weapons by Iran, military 

alliances to prevent an arms race and Cold-War style commu-

nication networks with Tehran for crisis management. 
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T he Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC) 

movement is known as the largest guerilla insurgency 

group in the South American nation. It began as a small peas-

ant organization in the 1950’s and has now increased in im-

portance because of its military power and the popular sup-

port it has found in rural areas. The militant group has al-

ways proclaimed itself as Marxist and justifies its action by a 

“Robin Hood policy” of redistributing wealth from the rich to 

the poor. 

  

 The movement represents a clear opposition to the 

influence foreign countries, such as the United States, can 

have on Colombia. Despite the description of clear political 

ideas concerning the aspirations of the FARC of controlling 

the Colombian territory, the group is also very well-known 

for its illicit drug trafficking and its threats to local authori-

ties. The kidnapping of Franco-Brazilian Ingrid Bettancourt 

for more than six years in the Amazon jungle is a clear exam-

ple of what the  FARC insurgents are willing to do to fund 

their activities. 

  

 In conflict with the government since its creation in 

1964 and despite overtures in the 1980s for the movement to 

become an institutionalized political party participating fully 

in the democratic process, the FARC has decided to remain a 

protest movement seeking change outside of government. 

Recent political development might, however, pave the way 

for an easier relationship. 

  

 The presidential re-election of Santos in Colombia on 

June 16, 2014 can be seen as a return to the peace process 

negotiations because of his renewed commitment to peace 

which he decided to make one of the three pillars of its man-

date. The center-right politician, close to the Obama admin-

istration won the second round of the elections with 50.9 

percent, which has been perceived  as a strategic referendum 

rather than a comprehensive package for the future of Co-

lombia due to the focus of the electoral campaign on the 

FARC movement and on the course of action the elected gov-

ernment should follow. 

  

“With its long history of political involve-

ment in Latin American affairs, the US has 

taken a keen interest in the elections in  

Colombia” 

Can Peace be Achieved in Colombia? 

By Benjamine Laurin 
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 The discussion between the government of Juan Ma-

nuel Santos and senior representatives of the FARC started in 

October 2012 in Oslo and according to a report “Colombia’s 

government hopes to seal the peace deal in 2015.”1 This new 

chance for peace would have never been possible with the 

election of Santos's opponent Oscar Ivan Zuluaga. The latter 

was the candidate who represented the new Democratic Cen-

ter party and strongly opposed peace talks with the FARC. He 

argued that the manipulation of the FARC from Havana, 

where the peace talks are now taking place, had to be avoided 

and that a President could not offer impunity to the FARC. In 

one of his speeches, he advocates “a real peace in justice.”2 

  

 The FARC issue has thus clearly transformed the pres-

idential election into a single-issue vote and has subsumed 

the election to a yes or no to peace. Santos highlighted this 

when he said that Colombia “had the choice of. . .looking to-

ward the future or getting stuck again in war.”3 

  

 Zuluaga's belligerent and aggressive stance may not 

compare well with Santos' discourse of appeasement which is 

more in line with  today’s international willingness to fight 

for peace. But the relative support that Zuluaga has had in 

the election  might also have to do with the fact that not all 

Colombians want peace under those conditions. Half a centu-

ry is a long time and some parts of the population are tired of 

a revolutionary movement dragging their economy down and 

threatening their security. As it was pointed out, the Colom-

bian people cannot accept “peace at any cost”4 and this would 

entail a moving away from Santos’ policy, which is absolutely 

looking for the neutralization and the minimization of the 

dangers the FARC represents. 

   

 In theory, peace is feasible in Colombia but there is 

still a long road ahead. The election of Santos is clearly a big 

step in this direction which could lead to the political stabili-

zation of the country and improve internal security dynamics.  

  

 There is, however, another very important feature, 

which is the link between the United States and Colombia. 

With the terrorist attacks of 9/11 in mind and with its long 

history of political involvement in Latin American affairs, the 

US has taken a keen interest in the elections in Colombia. 

While the issue is still one that deals with domestic affairs, 

the situation may further complicate if the peace process 

does not lead anywhere. 

  

 With a clear economic and security agenda in mind 

“the US has. . .provided Colombia with about $10 billion in 

mostly military assistance since 2000 to combat the cocaine 

trade and erode support for the FARC and other illegal armed 

groups.”5 This is not without reminding of the end of the 

1950s when the US sent a special team consisting of counter-

insurgency experts to investigate Colombia's internal security 

situation. In 1962 another one went back  to Colombia and  

encouraged the creation of  a paramilitary force to sabotage 

FARC operations. 

  

 But this support is not well received by Colombians 

who term it “US Prohibition”. While they might want the 

same thing as the US, they would appreciate more leeway and 

stay an independent people rather than compliant servants. 

  

 All in all, the peace prospects for Colombia are possi-

ble but uncertain. Only time will tell if Santos can muster the 

support to push though the negotiations while managing to 

keep the US at bay, thus finding a Colombian solution to in-

ternal peace. 
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T he US congressional midterm elections, which occur eve-

ry four years midway through the presidential term, will 

take place on November 4. Congress is currently comprised of 

a Republican controlled House and a Democratic controlled 

Senate. The elections will determine a reshuffling that will 

surely affect President Obama’s final two years in office. 

Democrats and the Obama administration are seeking con-

gressional allies, hoping to outfit the legislature to more 

obligingly establish the Obama agenda. Some southern Dem-

ocrats, anxious to establish themselves in an uneasy climate, 

are distancing themselves from Obama’s administration, rely-

ing on Congressional Black Caucus leaders rather than the 

president himself to invigorate black voters.¹ Conversely of 

course, Republicans aim to reclaim control of the Senate, 

hoping to reform the Left’s initiatives.  

  

All 435 seats in the House of Representatives will be 

contested. Forecasters expect 231 seats to be securely or lean-

ing Republican, while 191 seats are deemed securely or lean-

ing Democratic, leaving 13 seats uncertain.² The Republicans’ 

House majority seems secure, with predictions that the GOP 

will net five to eight seats.³ In the Senate, 36 of 100 seats will 

be contested. Here, Republicans are currently in want of the 

six seats that would establish control. This appears to be 

within reach, as predictive Democratic seats amount to 47 

and the number of predictive Republican seats climbs to 48, 

leaving 5 “toss up” seats and an estimated Republican netting 

of anywhere from 4 to 8 seats.⁴ This election season, a num-

ber of retiring House representatives, such as Gary Peters 

(D), Steve Daines (R), James Lankford (R), and Shelley 

Moore Capito (R), are expected to run successful senatorial 

campaigns.⁵ 

 

Midterm elections are typified by lower voter turn-

out, particularly among groups that usually favour the Demo-

cratic Party, such as younger voters, women, and minorities. 

Those who do vote are usually united by a common concern. 

For example, midterms in the 90s saw Republicans protest-

ing Clinton’s domestic policy and later saw Democrats push-

ing back, appalled by the Right’s effort to impeach Clinton. In 

2002, voters, shaken by 9/11, were compelled by national 

security, while in 2006, disapproval of the War in Iraq was 

the order of the day; and midterm elections in 2010 revolved 

around Obama’s fiscal policy, including his healthcare agen-

da.6 Philip Rucker, Robert Costa, and Matea Gold report that 

Gallup polls, which always investigate voters’ “most im-

portant problem,” indicate that this midterm election year is 

the first since 1998 in which “no single issue registers with 

more than 20 percent of voters.”7 In early August, govern-

ment in general took a slim lead, with 18 percent claiming 

dissatisfaction with government to be “the most important 

problem facing this country today,” closely followed by immi-

gration at 15 percent, the economy at 14 percent, and unem-

ployment at 12 percent.8 Divided opinion indicates broad 

discontent and distrust among the people. Interestingly, Gal-

lup has found that Americans are less preoccupied by 

“economic concerns,” with 71 percent finding problems such 

as dissatisfaction with the government, immigration, foreign 

policy, and ethical or moral decline as important issues facing 

the US.9Such wide-ranging malaise rarely bodes well for the 

president’s party during midterm elections.  

 

From net neutrality to income inequality, the policy 

concerns facing legislators are legion. Though the controver-

sies surrounding issues like the Keystone XL Pipeline, border 

security and immigration, and veterans’ affairs are signifi-

cant, the most conspicuous issues this summer linked to the 

president himself are Obamacare and foreign policy. In re-

cent months, polling revealed 53 percent of Americans disap-

prove of the Affordable Care Act, and 60 percent rate 

Obama’s foreign policy performance poorly.10 11 The discon-

tent associated with these two issues is a boon to congres-

sional Republicans, and after the elections, these two issues 

will remain prominent, particularly given how each will re-

flect upon Obama’s presidential legacy and reputation as a 

world leader. Passed in 2010 with the intention of providing 

healthcare security across the nation, Obamacare was sup-

posedly settled; however, implementation has been troubled 

and the original opposition persists. Obama’s crowning suc-

cess, getting the Affordable Care Act through Congress, in 

fact remains unresolved. A Republican dominated Congress 

would be a major setback in the continued implementation of 

the Affordable Care Act, the cornerstone of the president’s 

domestic legacy.  
 

Obama’s healthcare policy is of unique significance 

in the context of his floundering foreign policy. The American 

“Midterm elections are typified by lower 
voter turnout, particularly among groups 
that usually favour the Democratic Party, 

such as younger voters, women, and 
minorities.” 

Midterm of our Discontent:  
Congressional Midterm Elections and Obama’s Future 
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people may be disappointed a Nobel Peace Prize winner is not 

more successfully managing crises abroad, but they would 

still deem Obama’s presidency successful if under his leader-

ship the US achieved a meaningful healthcare overhaul. The 

results of the midterm elections have the potential to utterly 

stymie the president’s healthcare objectives during his final 

two years; the depth of his legacy may be decided on Novem-

ber 4, 2014.  

 

Obama, however, has exhibited a penchant for taking 

action without Congress and legislative review, stating 

“wherever and whenever I can take steps without legislation 

to expand opportunity for more American families, that’s 

what I’m going to do.”12 This statement resonated with many 

Americans frustrated with a “do nothing” Congress. Though 

Obama may direct the future of Obamacare in this way, he 

risks criticism for taking action through administrative rather 

than legislative routes. This is a difficult avenue, which the 

president himself decried as a senator, criticising Bush in 

2008 for “trying to bring more and more power into the exec-

utive branch and not go through Congress at all.”13 Turning 

from politically fraught healthcare initiatives to leadership 

abroad, the president could improve his relationship with 

legislators, by garnering support in a Republican dominated 

Congress with a coherent strategy in response to the crisis 

associated with ISIL/ISIS. The president’s restraint and de-

sire to “know exactly what it is that is going to be required for 

us to get the job done” is by no means foolhardy, even though 

his August statement that “we don’t have a strategy” was a 

regrettable sound bite.14 Even as the president’s strategy re-

garding the Islamic State solidified in early September, 

Obama stated “ I have the authority to address the threat 

from ISIL” while conceding “we are strongest as a nation 

when the President and Congress work together.”15 A missed 

opportunity to demonstrate respect for the legislature, this 

tepid gesture falls short of actually soliciting authorisation 

from Congress and has been criticised by the Right, particu-

larly Senator Rand Paul who reiterated “the power to declare 

war resides in Congress.”16 The midterm elections will put the 

president in a trying position regarding Obamacare; and even 

though a more aggressive foreign policy could win him con-

gressional friends, he remains in the difficult situation of de-

termining appropriate action amidst a muddled array of glob-

al problems. The upcoming midterm elections indeed ordain 

a challenging final two years for President Obama.  
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T he acronym BRIC was introduced by Jim O’Neill, former 

Head of Global Economic Research at Goldman Sachs, in 

his November 2001 paper "Building Better Global Economic 

BRICs."1 This term referred to the four biggest and most dy-

namic emerging countries: Brazil, Russia, India, and China. 

Predictions hypothesise that by 2050, the BRIC countries will 

become four of the six largest economies in the world, along-

side Japan and the United States.2 

 

 The rise of the BRIC economies challenges the US and 

Western dominance in international institutions as they gain 

greater recognition as emerging powers within existing insti-

tutions and, to a smaller extent, by creating other institutions 

that counterbalance Western dominance in international pol-

itics. The BRICs believe that their current power does not 

match their status in the established institutions, and they 

call for a more balanced leadership that would reflect the re-

cent shifts in economic and political influence.3 A number of 

recent nominations at the head of international institutions 

prove that concessions have been made, with Brazilian Rob-

erto Azevedo taking the helm of the World Trade Organisa-

tion, and Margaret Chan of China now managing the World 

Health Organisation. 

 

 Secondly, by creating new institutions, the BRICs re-

define the balance of power. Each emerging country has re-

gional ties with recent institutions promoting political and 

economic cooperation by means of a free trade zone. For ex-

ample, Russia has ties with former Soviet Republics through 

the Commonwealth of Independent States, and India has ties 

with eight other states of South Asia through the South Asian 

Association for Regional Cooperation. More interestingly, 

China has begun to create new institutional structures out-

side of the US’ reach, with the Shanghai Cooperation Organi-

sation promoting military and energy cooperation.4 

 

 The emergence of the BRICs also challenges the US by 

modifying the balance of power in conflict resolution to a 

more multilateral approach. Indeed, their emergence will 

oblige countries wanting to intervene militarily in a foreign 

country situated within a BRIC country’s regional influence 

to engage in discussions with that emerging power. This will 

be a change compared to the hegemonic approach that the 

United States has sometimes had, bypassing the United Na-

tions Security Council in 2003 for intervention in Iraq, and in 

2007 for intervention in Kosovo, despite the Russian veto. 

Additionally, as the BRICs emerge further, their military ca-

pacity will encourage increased multilateral approaches to 

conflict resolution.5 

 

 Furthermore, the emergence of the BRIC economies 

will challenge the dominance of the United States, particular-

ly in the economic sphere. Indeed, the recent economic crisis 

has relatively weakened the United States’ economy, and has 

thus created the opportunity for emerging economies to chal-

lenge it economically. The emerging economies, excluding 

Russia, have recovered quickly and are outperforming devel-

oped countries after the economic crisis of 2008, with India’s 

The Battle for Influence: US Dominance Challenged by BRIC Economies? 

By Carl Giesecke 
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economy growing by 5.9 percent and China’s economy by 8.1 

percent.6 

 

 Yet, the combined economies of the BRIC nations are 

equivalent to 50 percent of the United States’ economy, the 

world's largest economy. This shows that the BRICs can hope 

to challenge the US economically but they can certainly not 

overtake it.7 Furthermore, it seems that only China has the 

capacity to seriously challenge US dominance, as it holds a 

majority of the country’s debt and is struggling against the 

dollar’s status of an international reserve currency in favour 

of the yuan.8 Hence, it is nearly impossible to affirm that the 

BRIC countries will have the ability to 

take on the leadership of the world indi-

vidually. It would be more sound to say 

that the emergence of the BRIC econo-

mies will create a more multi-polar world 

in which the United States will continue 

to be a relatively dominant country but will at perhaps need 

to share its power with emerging countries.9 

 

 Additionally, the BRIC economies would have to sus-

tain their current levels of economic growth in order to chal-

lenge the US in the long-run, which is far from guaranteed. 

This is an important difficulty that the BRICs have to over-

come, otherwise it is likely that previous reforms of voting 

quotas favourable to emerging countries will be reconsidered, 

and that newly created regional blocs and institutions will 

become partly irrelevant because of powerlessness. Several 

issues might present a risk to the sustainability of the BRIC 

economies’ growth, such as corruption, demographic crises, 

and dependence on dwindling natural resources. Corruption 

is a serious issue that could slow growth in the BRICs, as ac-

cording to the Transparency International Corruption Index 

2013, India and Russia are ranked 94 and 127, respectively, 

out of 177 countries.10 Concerning demographic crises, such is 

mainly an issue in Russia and in China. Russia has the high-

est rates of abortions and the second highest death rate in the 

world, leading to a negative population growth in the country. 

As for China, the issue may arise because of its ageing popu-

lation and the shrinking of its work force caused by the one-

child policy. 

 

 Finally, the tensions among the emerging powers 

could undermine their chances of challenging the US, as their 

new influence partly relies on their agreement on similar 

claims; it is contested whether the BRICs represent a coher-

ent and unified block. Firstly, the emerging powers compete 

against each other in a “physical” way, as some members rep-

resent a threat to others. India and China have a history of 

tensions, and the past has shown the possibility of military 

means of solving issues with the 1962 war over a disputed 

Himalayan border, and it can be argued that both countries 

currently compete for leadership in Asia. Russia and China 

also represent a threat to each other, as Russia wants to re-

gain the prestige of having superpower status and sees China 

as a credible competitor. These tensions were illustrated by 

the 2009 ZAPAD operation where Russia’s military simulated 

a Chinese invasion of the country’s Eastern frontier.11 Second-

ly, the emerging powers compete against one other economi-

cally, especially when concerning exports of low-added value 

goods in other countries. Ruchir Sharma explains that the 

four emerging markets do not have much in common as they 

generate growth in different and often competing ways, con-

cluding that "BRIC countries are unlikely to grow in 

unison."12 He takes the example of Brazil and Russia, who are 

major energy suppliers and benefit from high energy prices, 

whereas India suffers from these high prices as a major ener-

gy consumer.13 Both the “physical” and economic competition 

between the BRIC countries show not 

only that the BRIC group is far from 

coherent, but also that the challenge 

that these emerging countries want to 

pose to the United States may face the 

obstacle of a lack of unity within the 

group.  
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Solving the Higher Education  

Financing Puzzle 

By Mark R. Reiff 

  

E ducation has long been seen as a principal source of eco-

nomic mobility.¹ But for years now public education, 

and especially public higher education, has been under at-

tack. American states now spend one-fifth less per public col-

lege student on average than they did a decade ago.² In Cali-

fornia, which once boasted a public higher education system 

that was the envy of the entire world, state funding per stu-

dent has been cut in half.³ As a result, despite the fact that 

fees for tuition, room and board have been rising faster than 

inflation for the last 20 years, public universities in the US 

have been forced to make deep cuts in the programs and ser-

vices they provide in order to make up for this hole in their 

budgets.⁴ Similar cuts have also been made in the UK, where 

in the name of rebalancing the budget the government seems 

determined to dismantle what has been an extraordinarily 

successful system of public-financed higher education and 

replace it with one modelled on the private debt-financed 

system of higher education that in the US is already on the 

verge of collapse. 

 

 Because neither the existing US nor the prior UK fund-

ing model seems to have much of a future in the current eco-

nomic and political climate, what I propose is this: public 

higher education should be free at the point of entry. Not 

means tested, not cheap, not subsidized, but free. For every-

body. Instead of cash up-front, what would be required is a 

promise, a promise to pay a certain amount of one's taxable 

income – say percent – for one's prime earning years (35-54) 

to the university that provides one's undergraduate degree. 

These promises would then be stacked together for each uni-

versity cohort (e.g. the class of 2018), securitized, and then 

sold to investors both at home and abroad. Through the secu-

ritization process, investors would acquire an equity interest 

in the average income of the entire cohort. Because the aver-

age income of each cohort generally tracks inflation, these 

securities would effectively be inflation-protected, and there-

fore would be very attractive to investors. 

 Indeed, the math works out here so that with a 6 per-

cent promise from every cohort member, the securities 

should sell now for at least enough to pay for the education of 

the entire cohort. For example, assume that the cost of 

providing an education to each student at four-year universi-

ty is $20,000 a year, or roughly $80,000 per student per un-

dergraduate career, as it is at the University of California, and 

the annual average income of the current cohort during its 

prime earning years is $90,000 as it also is for UC graduates. 

In this case, if each student paid 6 percent of their income 

during their prime earning years the total cost of education 

for their entire cohort would be covered. The average student 

would ultimately pay about $110,000 in inflation-adjusted 

dollars, but they would do so over 20 years starting at 35. Of 

course, any particular student might pay more or less than 

this, but because of the operation of the law of large numbers, 

the actual amount paid by any particular student would not 

matter. All that matters is the average for the entire cohort, 

and this is relatively stable in inflation-adjusted dollars. And 

this is why these promises can be securitized and sold to in-

vestors – no investor's return is tied to the income of any par-

ticular student; it is tied to the income of the entire cohort. 

Each student is free to be a poet or an industrialist or any-

thing in between. Students who end up having incomes lower 

than average pay less, and possibly nothing. Students who 

end up having incomes higher than average pay more, and 

conceivably much more. But they should pay more, for their 

education has turned out to have far greater economic value. 

Besides, given the diminishing marginal utility of income, 

although some pay more and some pay less, the financial bur-

den that every student has to bear should be roughly equal. 

 

“Public higher education should be free at the 

point of entry. Not means tested, not cheap, 

not subsidized, but free.” 
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 Because each university would be able to raise the cost 

of educating each incoming cohort through the securities 

market under my proposal, the government would be out of 

the financing higher-education business. But the government 

would still have something constructive left to do. It would 

still provide funding for research and other activities that 

universities perform that primarily benefit the general public 

rather than only students (students would pay only for the 

cost of the educational services they receive, not the whole 

cost of running their universities). Most importantly, howev-

er, the government would lend the vast enforcement infra-

structure it has already developed in connection with moni-

toring the payment of taxes to ensure that the promised pay-

ments were indeed made. These payments would be made 

along with tax payments and processed by the relevant gov-

ernment tax authority (the IRS in the US and HM Revenue 

and Customs in the UK), which would then provide enforce-

ment services against those former students who failed to 

pay. But given that the payments due are tied to income re-

ceived, failures to pay should be rare, far less than the default 

rate on student loans, which has doubled over the last decade 

in the US.⁵ And unlike the current system for capping and 

forgiving student debts, here, no contribution from the public 

purse would be necessary to ensure that these payments were 

affordable for all, for affordability would be built into the very 

nature of the promise each student is asked to make. 

 

 Look at what this does. It satisfies the concerns of both 

the left and the right, for everyone would be able to get a high

-quality higher education no matter what economic resources 

they or their families currently enjoy, yet the demands on 

taxpayer and the public purse would be drastically reduced if 

not eliminated entirely, thereby freeing up large amounts of 

resources to be redirected toward primary and secondary 

education. Some of these savings could even be returned to 

the taxpayers in the form of tax cuts. No longer would poor 

students have to choose between working long hours at meni-

al low-wage jobs in order to finance their education, thereby 

jeopardizing their ability to perform well in or even complete 

their courses and taking on large debts they cannot begin to 

pay. No longer would students from poorer families be forced 

to choose occupations that brought high-incomes even if they 

preferred to do something else, and no longer would students 

who did choose to pursue occupations that typically do not 

pay so well be forced to live like paupers in order to pay over 

the same amount for their education that their investment 

banker housemates do. But most importantly, through the 

securitization process, students would be able to access the 

giant pool of private capital just sitting out there in the world 

today looking for a place that is safe and secure, protected 

from inflation for 45 years no matter what it might turn out 

to be, plus a real return equivalent to a share in the amount 

by which average incomes raises faster than inflation. Na-

tions like the US and the UK that have highly-developed and 

well-respected systems of higher-education would now be 

able to attract huge amounts of money from abroad not just 

by admitting foreign students but also by offering foreigners a 

mechanism to invest in their domestic students. And the par-

ents of domestic students would no longer be forced to pro-

tect their children from oppressive amounts of debt by taking 

on crushing amounts of debt themselves. 

 

 This greater access to education is reason enough to 

opt for my proposed method of financing, but there is an im-

portant additional economic benefit as well. While other 

forms of consumer debt have gone down, student debt has 

continued to rise throughout the Great Recession, and has 

now begun to reach alarming proportions. Indeed, in the US, 

it is now second in total size only to mortgage debt.⁶ Obvi-

ously, the potential repayment problem associated with this 

amount of debt not only threatens the financial security of the 

individual debtors involved, it also has ramifications for the 

entire economy, as those with high levels of student debt will 

have trouble accessing other forms of credit and will there-

fore have difficulty contributing as they otherwise might to 

effective demand, which will limit growth of the entire econo-

my. And of course if large amounts of this debt end up in de-

fault, which is a growing danger if the job market does not 

improve, and these heavily indebted students are unable to 

find jobs that are sufficiently well-paid, we could well have a 

replay of the sub-prime mortgage crisis. 

 

 But wait you say, don't the securities I have in mind 

sound just like a mortgage-backed securities, and we all know 

how those turned out. Isn’t my proposal simply a recipe for 

yet another financial disaster? No, it's not, for several rea-

sons. First, although the securities I am proposing are con-

structed in the same way as mortgage backed securities, we 

are not securitizing debt here – under my proposal, no one 

will be agreeing to pay a set dollar amount; they will be agree-

ing to pay a set percentage of their income, and that  percent- 

“Everyone would be able to get a high-quality 
higher education no matter what economic 

resources they or their families currently en-
joy, yet the demands on taxpayer and the pu-
blic purse would be drastically reduced if not 

eliminated entirely.” 
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age will be calculated to ensure that it is affordable no matter 

what amount of income the student ultimately earns. And the 

payments due will not begin until the student reaches his 

prime earning years (15 years after graduation in most cases), 

so each student has a significant amount of time to get finan-

cially settled (even those who go on to graduate school) be-

fore a portion of his or her income begins to get diverted. So 

we need not be concerned that some people may be entering 

into obligations they cannot keep. Affordability is built into 

the promise; the only risk is that some people may not pay 

even though they can afford to do so.  And remember, even if 

some economic catastrophe did occur and some investors lost 

some money, they wouldn't lose much, and those that did 

could still feel they had contributed to something worthwhile 

– not a house that now stands abandoned and decaying be-

cause its buyers could not afford their mortgage, but the edu-

cation of people, and education once received cannot be lost 

or repossessed. Everybody benefits from having a better edu-

cated populace no matter what, and while there is a good ar-

gument that this means that government should still fund 

some portion of the cost of higher-education, it is absolutely 

free to do so under my proposal – if it does, this just reduces 

the amount that needs to be raised from private investors, 

thereby cutting the percentage amount each student promises 

to pay. 

 

 In any event, in the absence of a fresh approach, tui-

tion fees are likely to continue going up, especially in times of 

economic distress. This not only threatens to cut off more and 

more students from higher-education, it also can be a signifi-

cant factor when it comes to determining inflation (at four-

year public universities in the US, for example, tuition and 

other costs have risen 68 percent over the last 10 years, con-

tributing substantially to inflation), putting even more pres-

sure on the economy and often leading to further overall re-

ductions in government spending.⁷ So financing public edu-

cation in the way I propose seems to present one of those very 

rare kinds of political and economic policies – a policy that is 

actually a win-win for everybody. Instead of being used to 

create economic weapons of mass destruction, the advanced 

techniques developed by the financial services industry could 

finally be used for a far more constructive purpose – creating 

investment vehicles of mass education. 

MARK REIFF 
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S ince higher education (HE) can never be free — the cost 

of university lecturers, buildings, books, materials and 

everything else associated with university attendance must be 

paid for by somebody — the key question in such a debate is 

actually not whether higher education should be free, but in 

fact, who should pay? 

 

 When people argue for a system of free higher educa-

tion, what they really mean is that the taxpayer should pay.  

At first, this may appear to be a reasonable idea. After all, 

there are a number of social benefits — reaped by everyone in 

the country — associated with having a more educated popu-

lation. Improved economic growth, value creation and inter-

national competitiveness are all associated with a more edu-

cated workforce. Better health and reduced crime are also 

among the benefits of more educated societies.1 It may there-

fore be in the interest of the government to encourage univer-

sity attendance, offering free tuition, maintenance grants and 

loans, even if that comes at a high cost to the taxpayer. 

 

 In addition to the social gains listed above, however, 

there are clearly large private gains from higher education. 

There have been various studies on this subject, and most 

agree that the effect of a (typically a three-year) UK university 

education on wages is large — for example Walker and Zhu2 

find that the return to a degree averages around 22 percent 

for men and 35 percent for women, while the Department for 

Business Innovation and Skills3 claims that graduates earn 

around £108,000 more than non-graduates over their life-

times. 

 

 So, given that students make such large private gains 

to education, can it really be justified to make all taxpayers 

pay? 

 

 For many years, up to the first tuition fees of 1998, this 

is precisely the system that was in place in the UK. There 

were no tuition fees and generous maintenance grants, mean-

ing those going to university effectively received large govern-

ment subsidies. In contrast, those who chose not to go to uni-

versity received no such subsidies, but were still required to 

contribute to the HE system through taxes. But those going to 

university tended to be from higher income backgrounds.4 

Effectively, individuals from low income backgrounds who 

received no wage benefits from HE were subsidizing the edu-

cation of those from better-off backgrounds, who would then 

go on to earn higher wages as graduates. This is a highly re-

gressive system. 

  

Even after taking into account the higher taxes paid 

by graduates (due to their higher average earnings), the pre-

1998 system was regressive — only the very highest earning 

graduates actually paid as much in taxes towards HE as they 

received in benefits as students.5 

Higher Education: Who Should pay? 
By Gill Wyness 
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How much should students pay? 

 So, if a free higher education system is regressive, then 

it follows that students should pay for at least some part of 

their higher education. But how much should they pay? 

  

 There are a number of economic principles underlying 

this question. We can start from the extreme example, where 

students have to pay for the entire cost of their university 

education, with no intervention from the government. Such a 

system would be less than ideal for everyone in society — in-

cluding non-graduates — for a number of reasons. 

  

 Firstly, most youths of school leaving age do not pos-

sess adequate financial resources to pay for higher education 

and would instead be reliant on their parents to loan or give 

them the money, or must be prepared to borrow from the 

private sector. But banks do not have full information on in-

dividuals or their future earnings (a problem economists call 

information asymmetry) and therefore may choose to only 

loan money to students from rich backgrounds — who ironi-

cally are the least likely to need such loans — or to charge 

prohibitively high interest rates to offset the risk of lending to 

young people without jobs or security. This problem of capi-

tal market failure could result in only a very small proportion 

of society attending HE.6 

 

 There are other reasons why leaving students at the 

mercy of banks and financial institutions to fund their de-

grees may result in a lower than desirable proportion of stu-

dents attending university. Students are typically around 18 

years old, and may struggle to understand the implications of 

borrowing a large amount of money to pay tuition fees, par-

ticularly given the possibility that they might fail the degree, 

or that it might not give them the wage benefits they hope for. 

This problem will be exacerbated for students from poor 

backgrounds — who may not have parents or siblings who 

have attended universities, or any real knowledge of what the 

university experience will be like until they arrive. These stu-

dents may also be debt averse and therefore less willing to 

take out a loan to pay for their studies. 

  

 Finally, to make rational decisions, individuals must 

be perfectly informed about the nature of the product, the 

price they are paying, and the benefits they will accrue. But it 

is hard for students to know what their university experience 

will be like until they get there, and even harder to know what 

the eventual benefit (in terms of wages) will be until long af-

ter they graduate. The government has made good steps to-

wards improving information on offer to students via the Key 

Information Set, and experts such as Which? University have 

also helped matters, but ultimately students are risking a 

large amount of money on an uncertain return. 

  All of these issues are likely to result in there being 

fewer students attending university than is desirable from a 

social point of view — an efficiency problem — and moreover, 

could result in fewer students from poorer backgrounds at-

tending university — an equity problem —, essentially justify-

ing intervention by the government of some form. 

  

Up-front fees or income-contingent loans? 

 One potential solution to the issues discussed above is 

for the government to lower the up-front cost faced by stu-

dents. This can either be done by charging up-front fees, such 

as the kind introduced in the UK in 1998, or by providing 

subsidized income contingent loans (ICLs), such as those put 

in place in 2006. 

 

 Johnstone argues that up-front fees are a highly effi-

cient means of creating a funding source for universities, 

since in most cases they are paid for by parents.7 Many 

wealthy parents would be happy to make a contribution, and 

some would likely pay well above the maximum fee to guar-

antee their child’s place at a more prestigious university — so 

the university (and the taxpayer) reaps a rich resource. 

 

 Yet, up-front fees may not be an efficient or equitable 

means of increasing HE funding, since credit constrained 

youths may be deterred from university as a result of the up-

front cost. To tackle this issue, the government can, of course, 

lower the costs to certain groups of students e.g. by means 

testing so that lower income groups pay less or no fees. They 

can also lower the cost of living for these students by offering 

grants or loans to cover both fees and maintenance, effective-

ly reducing up-front costs to zero for these students. 

 This system can still lead to inequality. Certain groups 

of students from better-off backgrounds may still not be able 

to pay their fees if their parents decide not to contribute to 

their education. Parents who don’t believe in the value of a 

university education could withhold money from their kids. 
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Only a system that offers free education at point of use can 

really be described as equitable. This is where income contin-

gent loans come into play. Here, students only have to repay 

their loans upon graduation and employment, and if and only 

if their income goes above a certain threshold (currently 

£21,000 per year). Thus, they have a built in insurance 

against inability to pay, and meet the equity criteria of ensur-

ing education is free at point of use. 

  

 However, the income-contingent loan system still has 

its problems. Firstly, it’s complicated. And many young peo-

ple – particularly those from poor backgrounds — lack infor-

mation on how it works. For example, recent research shows 

that around half of students still believe that fees are paid up-

front —  and 25 percent of students still feel financially con-

strained about going to university.8 Thus, the best intentions 

of the income contingent loan system — to give students the 

reassurance that can afford university regardless of their fi-

nancial circumstances — are not being realized for many stu-

dents. 

 

 A further, and well documented issue with the current 

system, is that it is highly expensive to the taxpayer. Recent 

reports have described the system as “unsustainable” with 45 

percent of the value of fee and maintenance loans (and asso-

ciated interest payments) predicted to remain unpaid by 

graduates and hence taxpayer liability.9 

  

 How you tackle these two problems is largely a matter 

of which of the stakeholders involved — the taxpayer, stu-

dents, universities or graduates — you choose to prioritize. 

  

 If low-income students — and widening participation 

— is the greatest concern, then replacing the entire ICL sys-

tem with a graduate tax — as mooted by Vince Cable in 201010 

— could go long way. This scheme, where graduates would 

pay an additional percentage of their income over their life-

time, offers the same protection as an income contingent loan 

scheme — no-one need pay upfront and low earning students 

are protected from up-front costs. A further benefit is the 

simplicity of the system; no student would mistakenly think 

they have to pay a tax up-front, nor would they attempt to. 

Furthermore, it is progressive and equitable; richer graduates 

would have to pay more than poorer ones, and being from a 

rich background would offer no advantage. And it would cer-

tainly allay fears about the debts associated with higher edu-

cation, since there would be none. 

 But if sustainability and cost to the taxpayer is your 

main concern, then a graduate tax — which tends to bring 

money in at a far slower rate than ICLs — may not be the ide-

al system. Instead, it may be preferable to tweak certain ele-

ments of the current repayment system, such as by lowering 

the repayment threshold, or increasing the rate at which 

graduates have to repay their loans. 

  

 An alternative to this scenario, is to pursue the current 

Conservative-led policy of marketization, essentially attempt-

ing to lower the costs of the system by creating a marketplace 

for HE. This involves allowing universities to set their own 

levels of tuition fees resulting in a wide range of fee levels for 

different universities and different subjects. This system is, in 

theory, more efficient since it takes into account supply and 

demand, allowing popular courses to charge students more 

money and expand and less popular courses to contract, or be 

forced to charge less money. Universities would compete with 

each other — potentially forcing efficiency savings and in-

creasing quality. This would also encourage students them-

selves to make more rational decisions if they were aware of 

the true costs of their education. 

  

 Of course, much of the set up for this system is already 

in place – universities can charge variable fees of up to 

£9,000 per year, and students can take their fee loans where 

they want, but the efficient, marketized system has not really 

materialized. There is almost no price competition (average 

fees are around £8,600 per year)11, and little movement in 

terms of demand-driven university expansion, despite caps 

on student numbers being eased each year since 2012 (to be 

lifted fully by 2014). 

 

 With the general election only a year away, and each of 

the major parties having different views on how HE finance is 

decided, what happens next is ultimately a matter of politics. 
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F or a policy hastily scrambled together two years ago to 

placate a growing UKIP poll threat and the whims of 

angry backbenchers, David Cameron’s EU renegotiation 

pledge has remained surprisingly durable. He could have 

easily dropped it along the way, citing improved economic 

conditions in the Eurozone and improved poll ratings for 

staying in the EU as evidence that his pledge no longer ap-

plies.  

 

 But he hasn’t. He could have made any referendum 

contingent upon a 2015 Tory majority – not an impossible 

occurrence, but extremely unlikely given the large vote lead 

this would require.¹ Instead, he’s made his pledge a red line 

in coalition negotiations – essentially ensuring that any part-

Tory government will hold it.² He’s even committed to pass-

ing legislation making a renegotiation and referendum bind-

ing on whichever government is in power in 2017.³ Indeed, 

Cameron’s pledge now seems to be being treated as a certain-

ty by all the key political players. Boris Johnson even saw fit 

to mention it recently, arguing that Britain should be un-

afraid of withdrawal, and providing Cameron with a 

“shopping list” of demands.⁴ But Boris can write a list as long 

as he likes, and Cameron can make his pledge a thousand 

times – it won’t change anything. Because Cameron’s plan 

has hardly any hope of success.  

 

 To succeed, Cameron first needs to secure the coop-

eration of other EU countries. And not just any countries – 

ideally, he needs France and Germany on his side to secure 

anything meaningful, and France have come out strongly 

against any repatriation of powers.⁵ Germany have been 

more conciliatory, true – but even what Merkel is offering 

falls short of Cameron’s demands.6 They may, I suppose, 

relent if there was a stark ultimatum presented to them – 

renegotiate, or Britain leaves. In such a case, threatened 

with the risk of a Brexit, I’m confident that France and 

David Cameron’s Next EU Challenge 

By Jonathan Andrews 

“Even if, by some miracle, a majority of EU 

leaders wanted to agree to Cameron’s de-

mands, thanks to Cameron’s spectacularly 

poor timing they’ll have more important issues 

on their hands.” 
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Germany would capitulate. But the trouble with any threat 

to pull out of the EU is that while the public at large see it 

as a tangible possibility, the elites ruling the EU are quite 

aware that it really isn’t. Observe the polling data – since 

the beginning of 2014, a number of opinion polls have been 

carried out asking people how they’d vote in the case of a 

referendum. Even when renegotiated terms aren’t an op-

tion, and the choice is between remaining in the EU on 

current terms or withdrawal, the majority of polls show the 

“in” side beating the “out” side.  

 

 A fair number, true, show the “out” side prevailing. But 

these are never by numbers large enough to win. At its height 

in an April 2014 TNS poll, the out campaign scored 49 per-

cent, against 41 percent to stay in and 10 percent undecided.⁷   

You might think these are good odds – since, all else being 

equal, only 1.01 percent of undecided would need to swing to 

the “out” camp for the campaign to be victorious. But “all else 

being equal” is a very big ask, especially considering the his-

torical precedent when it comes to British nationwide refer-

endums. In every case – unequivocally – support swung back 

towards the status quo, often violently, as the referendum 

approached. Before the referendum on the EU’s predecessor, 

the EEC, in 1976, opinion polls showed two-thirds in favour 

of withdrawal,⁸ yet by polling day that was reversed to two-

thirds voting to stay in.⁹ Sure, you might argue that was ages 

ago – that Britain is a different country now, far more diverse 

and less small-c-conservative, and thus less averse to change. 

But a quick look at the polls for the 2011 AV referendum dis-

proves this. Just like in 1976, initial polls showed a 

groundswell of support for change, with the public backing 

AV by 56 percent to 35 percent;10 and just like in 1976, public 

opinion eventually swung back behind the status quo and 

endorsed first-past-the post for the foreseeable future.11 

 

 Additionally, it should be remembered that this poll’s 

numbers have never since been replicated – in all likelihood, 

it was a rogue poll, right on the fringes of the margin of error 

which flattered the “out” vote massively. After all, a YouGov 

poll conducted on the same day as the TNS poll found the 

“out” vote to be a meagre-by-comparison 37 percent12 (and 

indeed, YouGov, widely considered the most credible of poll-

sters, hasn’t shown a plurality in favour of withdrawal since 

February 2014).13 Evidence points overwhelmingly towards 

the British public voting to remain within the EU, even were 

no renegotiation to take place. So the polling figures showing 

a landslide “in” victory on renegotiated terms are irrelevant. 

For the EU leaders, the choice isn’t “renegotiate or Britain 

leaves”; it’s “renegotiate or nothing changes.” And when 

“nothing changes” is their preferred option, why on earth 

should they agree to renegotiate anything? They might as well 

call Cameron’s bluff, force him to call a referendum the out-

ers will lose, and nip in the bud the chance of pro-British EU 

reform for a generation. 

 

 Besides, even if, by some miracle, a majority of EU 

leaders wanted to agree to Cameron’s demands, thanks to 

Cameron’s spectacularly poor timing they’ll have more im-

portant issues on their hands. Cameron’s deadline for negoti-

ations, 2017, is the same year as the French presidential and 

assembly elections and the German federal elections. In 

France, Marine Le Pen’s virulently Anti-EU Front National is 

poised to come first in the first round of voting and come 

dangerously close to winning the presidency14 (and latest 

polls put Le Pen only four points behind Hollande should she 

face him in the second round, precariously close to victory).15 

With his very job at risk, not to mention the political future of 

his country, it’s near-impossible to see Hollande prioritising 

Cameron’s demands over French domestic concerns. In Ger-

many, meanwhile, current polls show Merkel’s CDU precari-

ously close to winning a majority in the Bundestag at the next 

election, for the first time since Adenauer led her party to 

victory in 1957.16 Such a result would allow the party to rule 

independently, a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity – as such, 

even more than would be expected during an election year, 

domestic policy will take priority for Merkel. And the German 

media, whose support Merkel is sure to want to court, show 

little sign of warming to Cameron’s proposals.17 

 

 In conclusion, the opinion poll evidence shows that the 

great renegotiation debate is more rhetorical than a genuine 

risk. Though Cameron promises a renegotiation, it is incredi-

bly unlikely one will be forthcoming – for that to happen, 

there would have to be a genuine reason for EU leaders to 

concede to his demands. While there is no real threat of a 

Brexit, there simply isn’t one; and even if there were, due to 

Cameron’s poor timing Merkel and Hollande would be priori-

tising home affairs at the very time he wants to negotiate. 

Even leaving aside the plethora of other strong arguments 

against a successful renegotiation, thanks to the surprisingly 

pro-EU opinion in the UK, Cameron’s plans lack the backing 

to get off the ground.  
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T he results of the May 2014 elections to the European Par-

liament carry an unequivocal message. By earning land-

slide victory at the ballot boxes, Europe’s political parties sit-

ting right of the centre took the momentum by storm. Yet 

embedding this watershed into its contemporary context, it is 

equally clear that their success hardly arrived out of the blue. 

By looking closer into their innate concepts, a historical reap-

praisal may help to put their nascent threat into perspective, 

and further suggests keeping a wary eye on the political 

tendencies in the election’s aftermath. 

  

 Looking to Scandinavia, the Finns Party and the Dan-

ish People’s Party emerged in the mid-nineties and manoeu-

vred with relatively limited political clout at first. Only as of 

2001 the latter gained significant ground by openly support-

ing a Conservative- Liberal coalition government lasting ten 

years, in return for recognition towards its political advocacy. 

To that effect, their agenda openly revolves in a relatively 

moderate fashion, for the most part around the preservation 

of the Nordic welfare model. 

  

 In the United Kingdom and France, the British Nation-

al Party and France’s National Front were traditionally more 

vocal in taking a hard line by pushing the latitude of a more 

extremist stance. Unsurprisingly, during the last twenty years 

their political campaigns heralded the rhetoric of law and 

order and have been inclined to embrace islamophobic 

tendencies. Yet just when the British National Party sank into 

insignificance in light of this year’s European elections, Nigel 

Farage’s UK Independence Party embarked on a fierce euro-

sceptic campaign and surged ahead in a sweeping victory.  

Causing a political earthquake in France, Marine le Pen rea-

ligned her National Front with charismatic leadership and 

lurid language, trying to exploit predominant resentments 

and a French economy in dire straits. In East central Europe, 

the thoroughly tenuous economic and social conditions in 

post-communist Hungary cast a long shadow.  Its political rift 

between two traditionally strong and deeply antipodal leftist 

liberal and right-wing nationalist blocs continues to paralyse 

a country that drifts internally apart. Hardly less strikingly 

than Jobbik, a radical party committed to Hungaro-centrist 

thought, and emerging as the third largest party out of 2014’s 

national parliamentary elections, Viktor Orbán, Prime Minis-

ter and leader of the reigning right-wing Fidesz party, sums 

up his political prospect: “Europe is our home, but Hungary 

is our homeland.”  

 

 Alarming also is Poland’s “Congress of the New Right”, 

which ended up in fourth place at the 2014 European elec-

tions. Its eccentric leader, Janusz Korwin-Mikke, draws ma-

jor attention through his unparalleled hostile rhetoric. Proof 

of him going beyond the pale, the outspoken Dutch populist 

Geert Wilders sacked a prospective alliance in the European 

Parliament given the former’s misogynist and anti-Semitic 

The Rising Threat of Far-Right Parties in Europe 

By Sebastian Maier 

“It is telling that in times of economic despair, 
just when it was needed the most, the EU lost 

its unifying, consociational momentum.”  
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incitement. With the pragmatic centrist Donald Tusk spear-

heading the European Council in lieu of his national Cabinet, 

it remains to be seen which path Poland will be taking in the 

near future. But in any case, it will be determinant given its 

key role by sitting on the crossroads of the Visegrad Group 

and the Weimar Triangle. 

 

 Regarding the Mediterranean countries at the periph-

ery of Europe, it bears mentioning that the picture unfolds 

ambiguously. On the Iberian Peninsula, despite suffering 

from severe austerity measures, Spain and Portugal are un-

likely to provide fertile soil for any sort of rapidly emerging 

extremist parties for the time being. Quite the contrary, 

though, both Italy and Greece currently experience a swing 

oscillating between the two extreme poles of the political 

spectrum. The emergence of the former’s Five Star Move-

ment and the latter’s “Coalition of the Radical Left” are inher-

ently tied to the promotion of their radical leftist ideas mainly 

in the context of present domestic economic hardship. On the 

other extreme end, SYRIZA’s ideological counterpart Golden 

Dawn ascended under the pretext of the Macedonia naming 

dispute in the early nineties, and hasn’t failed to allure the 

Greek electorate with their fascist campaign ever since. 

 

 The bottom line is that economic uncertainty, with all 

its factual circumstances, is all grist to the mill of radicalisa-

tion. The massive surge of protest vote on the European bal-

lot boxes in 2014 draws decisively upon the global recession 

as of 2008, and served as a harbinger vis-à-vis the dispersing 

Eurozone crisis that followed shortly after. The way had been 

paved for a more complex, less certain, and as such, truly 

precarious international environment. It is telling that in 

times of economic despair, just when it was needed the most, 

the EU lost its unifying, consociational momentum, and in-

stead embarked on the symbolic quest for an elusive “New 

Narrative”. Along these lines the polarisation brought to light 

a subtle, yet cascading disenchantment among its constituen-

cy. As a consequence a fast-growing number of Europeans 

started to turn a blind eye on the accomplishments the EU 

brought forth and is safeguarding since its inception. The 

manifold achievements became a matter of course. Rallying 

around the flag over national identity, thus putting country 

before party came into vogue. It is therefore not surprising to 

witness soapbox moments which unfold seemingly lucidly 

when addressing inherent existential economic fears and vi-

cious nativism. 

 

 In spite of it all, there is room for hope. In the wake of 

this year’s second-order elections in Europe, the bias of vari-

ous national far-right parties being struggling to locate com-

mon ground and eventually establish a uniform far-right bloc 

in the European Parliament proves true. What is more, man-

aging the extremist centrifugal forces ought to work out if the 

EU attends the most pressing matters by a valiant citizen-

orientated, less-technocratic push towards much needed 

structural reforms. Hence, instead of banalising, integrating 

and cultivating the far-right dynamics into the European in-

stitutional machinery might bear a helping hand in contain-

ing its detrimental ramifications. By doing so, rather than 

soul searching, the EU might be further well advised to con-

front the socio-economic fundamentals at the national grass-

roots level. To come to terms with the paralysing repercus-

sions of the crisis might just well be the right prelude in order 

to slow down insidious far-right impetus. 

  

 Leaving the Strait of Gibraltar behind and going on 

shore of Spain’s fenced North African enclave Ceuta may be 

helpful to put things into perspective. The perception of the 

EU by what far-rightists fearfully call “the other” serves as a 

vivid reminder that it continues to tragically appear as a Ja-

nus face. For refugees and asylum seekers, much longed-for 

safe haven or unreachable fortress are two sides of the same 

coin. 

 

 Since this years’ commemorations of the two World 

Wars loom large, more topical than ever, the increasing lever-

age of European far-right movements and its embedment 

into the enduring economic downturn holds a lesson, and 

should remind ourselves that as much as the EU shall not 

serve as a fictional kaleidoscope for political experiments, it 

must be adamantly defended against inner subversion. 
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 The Failure of Turkey’s ‘‘Zero Problems Policy’’ 

  By Alican Aksoy 

In light of the recent developments and particularly the Gaza-

Israel conflict, Turkey can no longer assume the role of an 

honest broker. Turkey’s diminished role has been evident in 

the remarks of various governments that opposed any Turk-

ish interference in the peace talks. However, there was a time 

when Turkey was praised for being able to speak with any 

actor in the Middle East.  

  

 In the last twelve years groundbreaking changes have 

occurred in Turkish politics. The 2002 landslide election vic-

tory of the AK Party marked the beginning of a new era for 

Turkey’s foreign relations. Turkey has adopted a proactive 

foreign policy backed by an impressive economic perfor-

mance. Indeed, the foreign policy has become so active that 

even with the Middle East, a region that previous govern-

ments approached reluctantly, relations enhanced on an un-

precedented scale. All of this foreign policy activism was 

based on a theoretical framework created by expert in Turk-

ish foreign policy and professor of international relations, 

Ahmet Davutoğlu, who was appointed as the Minister of For-

eign Affairs in 2009. Davutoglu had projected his own foreign 

policy vision in his book Strategic Depth, which asserts that 

Turkey should pursue an Ankara-based foreign policy rather 

than echoing other’s views. Moreover, as the world ushers in 

a new era after the Cold War, Turkey cannot be oblivious of 

the developments taking place in her neighbourhood either 

because of its geo-strategic location or its historical legacy. 

Therefore it is imperative for Turkey to abandon passivity and 

diplomatically engage more actively and constructively in her 

various neighbourhoods. This is a natural consequence of her 

historical and geographic depth. Owing to this strategic 

depth, Turkey would no longer be the handmaiden of some-

one else’s world vision but master of its own.  

  

 The associated policy of zero problems with neigh-

bours is another trademark of Davutoğlu’s foreign policy vi-

sion and the one that has proved to be the most contentious. 

Derived from Atatürk’s aphorism ‘‘Peace at Home, Peace in 

the World’’, it expresses Turkey’s expectations vis-à-vis her 

neighbours. On the basis of this principle, Turkey has begun 

to wield diplomatic tools such as dialogue, engagement, con-

fidence-building measures, dispute mediation, trade agree-

ments, economic aid, visa exemption and peacekeeping all of 

which strove to minimize existing problems with neighbours. 

Indeed, Turkey’s relations have warmed markedly with her 

neighbourhood and Davutoğlu deserves credit for that.  

 

 Furthermore, Turkey was credited with the ability to 

engage with any actor in the region. For instance, it was able 

to convince the Sunnis of Iraq to participate the critical gen-

eral elections in 2005. In 2011, on the eve of the Syrian crisis, 

Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdoğan was able to hold talks 

with all factions in Iraq and his visit to Necef, the Center of 

Shiite was an important signal of Turkey’s multidimensional 

foreign policy. But most significant of these was Turkey’s me-

diation between Israel and Syria in 2008 in order to facilitate 

direct talks between the two parties. However Turkey’s policy 

of zero problems with neighbours was short-lived. To get a 

full grasp of the failure of this approach, we need a retrospec-

tive analysis.  

  

 Starting from 2009, Turkey’s policy of zero problems 

has been shaken by a number of setbacks. Not the least of 

these happened in 2008, following the breakdown of Turkey’s 

mediation between Israel and Syria for the resumption of 

bilateral talks. As a result of Israel’s attacks on Gaza in late 

2008, relations between Turkey and Israel deteriorated. Con-

sequently, Erdoğan stormed from the platform at the World 

Economic Forum in Davos in 2009, accusing the then Presi-

dent Peres of killing innocent Palestinians and causing the 

relations to hit rock bottom. Then came the most dramatic of 

all: the Gaza Flotilla raid. In 2009 when Israeli commandos 

conducted a raid on the Mavi Marmara-an aid carrying ship 

to Gaza-in international waters, it sparked a nationwide out-

rage in Turkey and relations became truly abysmal until Is-

rael's Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu’s official apology 

to Turkey for the loss of lives in 2013. As of today, it is hard to 

say that Turkey has mended fences with Israel as Erdoğan 

publicly said that the relations will not normalize if Israel 

‘‘continues to terrorize’’ Gaza. 

  

 But it was the turmoil in the Arab World that has truly 

began to test Turkey’s approach to its Middle East neighbour-

hood such that it was started to be mocked as ‘‘zero neigh-

bours without problems.’’ The first setback suffered in March 

2011 as Turkey faced an acute diplomatic dilemma over sup-

porting a NATO-led intervention in Libya. Erdoğan initially 

opposed a NATO-led intervention, saying that it would be 

absurd, unthinkable and should not even be discussed. But 

after UN Security Council Resolution 1973, Turkey made a U-

turn and joined NATO’S efforts to topple Gaddafi. Yet, zero-

problems policy suffered its biggest blow in the face of Syria 

where Erdogan had invested political capital and cultivated a 

friendship with Assad. Turkey’s vocal condemnations of Syria 

escalated tensions, occasionally leading to brinkmanship. In 

2012, Syria shot down a Turkish Turkish F-4 reconnaissance 

jet. In 2014, Turkey downed a Syrian jet over violating its air-

space. On one hand, Turkey has failed to appreciate the com-

plexity of Syria’s domestic structure. On the other hand, it 

could not anticipate the geopolitical interests of two regional 

powers: Russia and Iran. Consequently, it is bogged down in 

a proxy warfare in Syria.  
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 The war within Syria also exposed divisions between 

Turkey and other countries such as Russia, Iraq and notably 

Iran. Turkey became closer with Qatar and Saudi Arabia as 

the historic Sunnite-Shiite antagonism once again emerged as 

a key parameter in Middle Eastern politics. The final event 

that sealed Turkey’s alienation from the Middle East hap-

pened when Turkey broke off relations with the military re-

gime in Egypt since July 2013. The AK Party government 

holds a grudge for the subversion of its close ally, Muhammad 

Morsi.  

  

 As the zero-problems approach started to stumble, 

Turkey seems to have lost the anchor it once had in the region 

regarding the resolution of conflicts and mediation. In 2013, 

for instance, both Israel and the Palestinian Authority reject-

ed Turkey’s possible role as a peace broker. Finally, in the 

summer of 2014, Israel and the mediator of the recent Gaza-

Israel conflict, Egypt, not only denied Turkey’s any role in the 

peace talks but also accused her of a ‘‘conspiracy’’ to block the 

ceasefire. The two countries also accused Qatar, Turkey’s only 

remaining ally in the region. The problems that Turkey faces 

are remarkably complicated and the zero-problems policy is 

mainly criticized for its holistic approach. This is because re-

solving a problem with a country could lead to create prob-

lems with another country as we have seen in the deteriora-

tion of Turkish-Azerbaijani relations after Turkey’s efforts to 

normalize its relations with Armenia. The decision making 

with respect to the Middle East can be likened to picking a 

poison and as Machiavelli puts it plainly: “Wisdom consists in 

choosing the lesser evil.’’ Turkey’s relations with Israel are a 

stark demonstration of this rule. Despite that Israel apolo-

gized and agreed to pay compensation, two countries are not 

likely to have improved relations in the foreseeable future, 

especially if Israel continues to colonize the West Bank.  

  

 In conclusion, the zero-problems policy seemed to be 

working when it was based on pragmatism and Turkey’s re-

fusal to take sides in regional disputes. Therefore in order for 

the policy of zero-problems with neighbours policy succeed 

and for Turkey to assume the role of stabilizing power, it 

should have a customized approach and has to return to its 

pragmatic and realist policies, away from those based on ide-

ology.  
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I n Hong Kong, pro-democracy protests broke out in early 

September as the National People’s Congress in Beijing 

announced plans to more directly nominate the city’s next 

Chief Executive. This more direct approach by Beijing in 

Hong Kong politics will mean the city’s leadership will be 

nominated by a committee stacked with those heeding Bei-

jing’s wishes. The change is supposed to come in effect for the 

next election in 2017. The protesters have been met by police 

and pro-Beijing protesters who both call for greater obedi-

ence to the National People’s Congress. 

 The reaction by Hong Kong to Beijing’s aim for greater 

control is not unusual for the city, however, it does magnify 

the less explored relationship between state and society. In 

1990, renowned Sinologist Lucian Pye’s article in Foreign 

Affairs stated that “in Western terms,” the China of his day 

functioned “as if the Europe of the Roman Empire and of 

Charlemagne had lasted until this day and were now trying to 

function as a single nation-state.” He observed that histori-

cally, the relationship between the Chinese state and its socie-

ty were seemingly harmonious on the surface but actually 

incongruent. The actions of the government and the way in 

which power and authority operates in China is frustrating 

for not just outsiders, but also a vast majority of Chinese peo-

ple. Pye predicted that elements within Chinese society would 

strengthen over time and “serve as more effective checks 

against the troublesomeness of the state.” China’s annual 

average of 7 percent economic growth has seemingly become 

such a pillar. 

 

 Economic growth has brought much of China’s stabil-

ity; economics has become China’s highest politics. Increas-

ing incomes and higher living standards are two core features 

that have secured a sense of legitimacy for the Communist 

Party of China (CPC) to govern. The “mandate” for continu-

ing to be solely responsible for government is now dependent 

on economic stability. The challenge which the CPC presently 

faces in governing China is not so much electoral, but of an 

unspoken edict to maintain a socially stable China under Han 

Chinese dominance. This edict applies in Hong Kong as it 

does in Wukan where a mini rebellion broke out in December 

2011. In Hong Kong, business elites and locals more interest-

ed in steadily rising living standards than politics have been 

supportive of Beijing and the CPC’s rule. Like their counter-

parts in major mainland cities, economic prosperity has been 

equated to good governance and ensures support to the CPC. 

Any tendency to apply democratic values must first be sifted 

to ensure there are “Chinese characteristics.” 

 

 Many Chinese economists have claimed that threats to 

economic growth in China endanger the maintenance of so-

cial stability, however, the inverse is also true. Although a 

remote possibility, it is not an impossibility for civil unrest 

within China to turn into a civil war. There have been multi-

ple periods of failed statehood in Chinese history where Chi-

na has been divided into territories of conflicting parties. The 

divide between China and Taiwan is one such reminder of the 

tumultuous rivalry for the mandate to govern China. Western 

areas of China such as Xinjiang and Tibet are also hotly con-

tested territories where CPC rule is less appreciated by non-

Han Chinese ethnic groups. A China of Beijing under CPC 

control has ensured security, but it has done so at the risk of 

discontent. 

An unstable China would have devastating global 

repercussions. Without political stability there can be no con-

fidence in the mitigation of business risks that would threaten 

capital and labor markets. Even if just the labor market was 

“China is a civilization pretending to be a na-
tion-state” – Lucian Pye (1992: 235). 

Too big to Fail 

By Daniel Jiang 

Economic growth has brought China much political stability, but how long can this protective bubble really last?
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affected, the effect would be disastrous to global supplies of 

goods currently produced cheaply in China. Rampant infla-

tion would plague all global economies — a mutually assured 

economic destruction situation. Such a possibility, according 

to Mervyn King, the former Bank of England governor, is only 

a minor repercussion. Were China to enter into civil war, the 

sheer population size of China would translate into a problem 

of massive outflows of refugees. 

 

 China is just too big to fail, and the CPC capitalizes on 

such a fact. During the 18th National Congress in 2012, the 

Party asserted one of its historic tasks as “safeguarding world 

peace and promoting common development.” Stability within 

the Middle Kingdom is a significant contributor to world 

peace. Utilizing a more soft-power conceptual approach of 

“Da Zhongguo” (Greater China), the CPC prefers a large net-

work of global Chinese Diasporas and Confucianism to build 

better foreign relations. Internally, opposition within China 

that could cause instability are swiftly dealt with. Han Chi-

nese settlements and financial incentives have been applied 

in parts of the country where Han Chinese populations are 

less dominant. Beijing, for example, has declared monetary 

bonuses for Han-Uyghur marriages to encourage better inte-

gration in Xinjiang. 

 

 Political stability, however, is a bit of a façade; beneath 

the veneer of economic success is a more sinister underbelly. 

Yet, stability is too multi-faceted for the CPC to deal with 

alone in China. Professor Chenggang Xu of the University of 

Hong Kong claims that even those who only care about the 

economy have reason to despair. He maintains that although 

when ranked by total GDP “China is the second largest econo-

my in the world… by per capita GDP ranking, China is worse 

than the USSR in the 1980s.” Xu also points to the lack of 

constitutional rules in China as a crucial disadvantage for 

functioning financial markets. Without constitutional rule, 

the government violates property rights repeatedly and thus 

prevents the Chinese financial market from working. The lack 

of property rights also means the government can engage in 

large-scale urbanization where it grabs land from peasants 

and sells the rights to developers, forcing demolition and peo-

ple to move. When local governments are faced with tens of 

thousands of “mass incidents,” their first instinct is to call the 

troops. Public security budgets have often rivaled military 

spending in China. 

 

 There may not be a Chinese revolution anytime soon, 

but estimates of 500 protests a day is troublesome at the very 

least. The CPC today is less harsh to challengers, especially to 

those from society, but it is still not tolerant of large popular 

movements. Movements must work within the system and 

treat the CPC as legitimate if they are to continue. Successes 

have been achieved by movements which work within the 

system; churches under the Three-Self Patriotic Movement 

are one such example. In Wukan as in Liaoyang, crony capi-

talism is not yet too unbearable. The historical disconsonance 

that Pye saw between state and society still exists, yet so long 

as a majority prefer a stable state, the state will remain unper-

turbed about grievances. 
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The Indonesian President-Elect’s Immediate Agenda  

By Vikram Nehru  

I ndonesia’s presidential election has a winner — finally.  On 

August 21, after spending a fortnight hearing testimony in 

a lawsuit brought by the losing candidate alleging “massive 

and systemic fraud,” the Constitutional Court finally con-

firmed Joko Widodo — popularly known as Jokowi — as In-

donesia’s next president.  The court’s ruling is final with no 

right of appeal, so the transition to a Jokowi administration 

now begins in earnest as he prepares to take over the reins of 

the presidency on October 20.  Despite winning the most 

closely contested presidential election in Indonesian history, 

the new president nevertheless shoulders an impossibly 

heavy burden of unrealistic expectations as he faces en-

trenched political, economic, and institutional obstacles that 

will make reforms a slow, long, and hard slog. While he must 

use his strengths and experience to build policy momentum 

from the very start to advance his agenda, he will also need to 

manage expectations and pace his reform program to ensure 

a steady drip of good news during his five-year administra-

tion. Most Indonesian and foreign political observers have 

acclaimed Jokowi’s win as a victory for democracy and a tri-

umph for the common man. Both accolades are well-

deserved; Indonesia’s peaceful, fair, and transparent elections 

were an impressive accomplishment, and Jokowi’s modest 

background stands in stark contrast to virtually the entire 

current generation of Indonesian politicians. As governor of 

Jakarta, the capital city, and mayor of Solo, a mid-sized town 

in Central Java, Jokowi became known as a man of the peo-

ple, touring slums on foot, listening to the concerns of the 

poor, and then resolving their problems using innovative, win

-win solutions.  

 

 Compared to his previous positions as mayor and gov-

ernor, however, as president Jokowi will have to tackle chal-

lenges that are greater in size and complexity. Politically, he 

will face a fractious parliament in which the losing candidate 

in the presidential elections, ex-General Prabowo Subianto, 

curently 

“The new president shoulders an impossibly 

heavy burden of unrealistic expectations.” 
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currently commands a coalition of parties that account for 

nearly two-thirds of the seats in parliament.  

 

 Institutionally, Jokowi will inherit a weak bureaucracy, 

a corrupt justice system, and subnational governments in 

need of urgent repair. Center-local fiscal arrangements have 

encouraged bloated subnational bureaucracies, not efficient 

service delivery. The general view of Indonesia’s judiciary as 

inefficient, incompetent, and corrupt was underscored by last 

year’s arrest and conviction of the Constitutional Court’s 

Chief Justice. The police and prisons also rank highly in sur-

veys of perceived corruption and have a reputation for target-

ing the poor, powerless and uneducated, while protecting the 

rich and powerful.  

 

 On the economic front, Jokowi will inherit a slowing 

economy facing macroeconomic imbalances and structural 

challenges. The imbalances include an external current bal-

ance that plunged into deficit for the first time in 15 years and 

a fiscal deficit perilously close to its constitutionally-

mandated ceiling of 3 percent of GDP. Structural challenges 

include severe infrastructure bottlenecks, a shortage of skills 

across a range of occupations, and an investment environ-

ment that places Indonesia near the bottom of international 

rankings.  

 

 Jokowi does not seem overawed by these daunting 

challenges, but has instead showed a quiet confidence. He has 

done a good job so far of managing expectations and moving 

forward with deliberate speed. He has appointed a five-

member high-powered transition team led by Rini Suwandi, a 

56 year-old technocrat, to prepare a policy road map that will 

fulfill his campaign promises. A separate “headhunting team” 

is vetting potential ministerial candidates, complemented by 

an innovative online public survey soliciting views from the 

public of their candidate choice. It is important that all delib-

erations of these two teams are confidential until Jokowi is 

ready to reveal his vision for the future of Indonesia and an-

nounce his team to the country. He proposes to announce his 

cabinet in early October, which hopefully will meet his criteria 

of professionalism, honesty and teamwork. 

 

 Jokowi will need to spend his limited and hard-earned 

political capital in the early days of his administration on only 

the most critical reforms. Foremost among these must be an 

increase in the price of fuel and electricity to rein in out-of-

control budgetary subsidies.  Necessary as it may be, this will 

surely become a lightning rod for criticism of the new govern-

ment and an opportunity for the Prabowo-led opposition to 

block the new president’s program. Yet taking the political hit 

early for a necessary but unpopular reform will give Jokowi 

the fiscal space to increase expenditures for more popular 

infrastructure and social protection programs, while also low-

ering the fiscal and balance of payments deficits. Of much 

lower priority in the early days, and therefore not recom-

mended at this time, would be the abolition, merger, or re-

structuring of ministries (as recommended by the transition 

team). In his early days in office, he will need to motivate and 

encourage the bureaucracy, not demoralize or antagonize it.  

 
 To ensure smoother passage of new laws through par-

liament, Jokowi’s early game plan should also include win-

ning over some opposition parties to the ruling coalition. To 

do this, he has to emerge from the shadow of his mentor, 

Megawati Sukarnoputri, and open discussions with potential 

partners, such as the Democratic Party or Golkar — some-

thing that Megawati has always been reluctant to do. Vice 

President-elect, Yusuf Kalla, understands the horse trading 

involved in forming coalitions and making them work, and 

could be a useful ally, and perhaps even interlocutor, in these 

negotiations.  

 Finally, Jokowi’s 100-day action plan should focus on 

programs for which he was elected — namely, getting infra-

structure projects moving again, improving the delivery of 

basic services to the poor, expanding affordable health insur-

ance nationwide for low income groups, and reducing corrup-

tion by strengthening the Anti-Corruption Commission, 

streamlining regulations, and introducing e-governance 

where possible. These programs can build on his strengths as 

an administrator and his experience as a subnational govern-

ment leader. Since these programs may take time to imple-

ment, Jokowi should outline a realistic timetable for change 

at the very outset of his administration and then stick to it. 

The emphasis should not be on “big bang” change, but rather 

a steady drip of reforms which, with time, could transform 

the policy and institutional landscape of the country.  

 

 Jokowi should not be expected to solve Indonesia’s 

deep-rooted problems overnight.  But he should have a plan 

of action that sets the right priorities, and select a cabinet 

capable of implementing them. And that he can demonstrate 

well before he takes office on October 20.  

“Jokowi will inherit a weak bureaucracy, a 
corrupt justice system, and subnational gov-

ernments in need of urgent repair.” 
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A cross Pakistani lands, from Lahore to Islamabad, there 

are anti-governmental protests occurring. Leading these 

rallies are two key figures: Imran Khan, founder and leader of 

the centralist and nationalist party, Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf 

(PTI), and Tahirul Qadri, a political icon, anti-governmental 

cleric, and important Pakistani religious figure. 

 

The protest’s desired goal is to pressure the current 

Prime Minister, Nawaz Sharif, to resign his post over alleged 

election fraud. Khan labels the election that led to Nawaz 

Sharif's victory over 14 months ago as, "one of the most 

rigged elections"1 in Pakistani history, and he is probing for 

fraud in last year's election polls. Khan insists that there is no 

personal agenda in his role as leader against Sharif. Qadri 

shares a similar opinion to Khan, and has also condemned 

the Prime Minister’s as being rampantly corrupt. Both men 

are infuriated not only by the illegitimacy of the present gov-

ernment, but also by their nation's weakening economic posi-

tion and the government’s failure to deliver core services, 

such as a steady electrical supply.  

 

Ever since the partition between India and Pakistan 

in 1947, Pakistan has been plagued with corrupt politicians. 

Such leadership was far from just; it incurred a limited demo-

cratic state that failed to enable social and economic progress 

and denied fair governance to Pakistani citizens. The making 

of the Constitution was long delayed, and was only finally 

declared, nearly a decade after the Pakistani state was estab-

lished, in 1956. Any sort of democratic government experi-

ence, if ever there was a time, was short lived. Although na-

tional elections were scheduled in 1959, instead, a militia 

coup d'etat was carried out by General Mohammed Ayub 

Khan, who was President from 1958 to 1969. Pakistan was 

under an autocracy until the unrest in West Pakistan in the 

late 1960’s helped to undermine Ayub Khan's authority, and 

resulted in him losing power in 1969. Yet democracy was not 

what followed, as a second military regime, led by General 

Agha Muhammad Yahya Khan, controlled government from 

1969 to 1971. A war with India and the formal establishment 

of Bangladesh caused Yahya Khan’s downfall. Currently, one 

of Pakistan’s biggest industrialists, Nawaz Sharif, is Prime 

Minister of Pakistan. This is Sharif’s third term in office. He 

was previously elected twice: the first time being in Novem-

ber 1990, holding the post until July 1993; and the second 

time in February 1997, a term that lasted until October 1999. 

Sharif is also the president of Pakistan Muslim League (N), 

which is currently Pakistan’s largest political party, and has 

formed the government with majority.  

 

The Legacy of the Militia: 

Unrest in Pakistan 

By Medha Pal 
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Despite the escalation in violence and the increased 

backlash from the Pakistani public, and the scale of these pro-

tests, which has involved several thousand citizens (rather 

than a few million, a figure which Khan has stated), Pew 

notes that, “Pakistanis are more satisfied with the direction of 

their country than they have been in six years.”2 The Pew poll, 

involving over 1,000 interviews, was carried out two months 

prior to the rallying headed by Khan and Qadri. As well as 

this apparent satisfaction, the poll has also shown that Sharif 

maintains a favourable percentage with regards to his posi-

tion as Prime Minister, with 64 percent of Pakistanis being 

supportive of his role.3 Dissimilarly, Khan's popularity has 

fallen to just under 17 percent over the last two years.  

 

It is without a doubt that the future of Pakistan is a 

great distance away from being a stable and prosperous na-

tion. Load-shading is a regular occurrence that often lasts 

hours; the Pakistani rupee is crippling against the US dollar; 

and preventable diseases, such as polio, are still prevalent in 

the country. The Taliban also remain a high-level security 

threat, and tensions with Pakistan's neighbouring country, 

India, continue to provide the country with a constant weari-

ness of the possibility of large-scale warfare. Yet, as the Pew 

poll shows, over a quarter of the voters consider Pakistan to 

be heading in the right direction, proving a lifeline for Sharif 

as he attempts to swim through the political upheaval being 

led by Khan and Qadri. Sharif is also making a decent job in 

trying to resolve the crises that face Pakistan, with the econo-

my at the top of his list of priorities. 

 

Yet, with the questioning and accusations of illegiti-

macy, it is fair for citizens to exercise their right to help influ-

ence their nation’s future, and to the leader who could make 

or break their country. The government has already appoint-

ed teams of politicians who have begun negotiations with the 

protest leaders, and Qadri has conducted his meetings with 

Sharif, yet proclaims it was unsuccessful.  

 

The ideas and practices of democracy are new to Pa-

kistan and its citizens. It is understandable that Pakistanis 

would be in favour of exercising their right to re-evaluate the 

election that Led to Sharif’s power, considering their coun-

try’s governmental history. This desire was surely heightened 

when the protests and the responses to them escalated. In the 

beginning, the authorities remained relatively peaceful with 

the protesters pressuring the Prime Minister to resign, but it 

has escalated to the level of tear gas being fired by the Paki-

stani police. In addition to the shift to harsher police re-

sponse, the protests have led the capital, Islamabad, to be 

virtually shut down with thousands barricading parliament.  

 

The violent response from the police is not surprising 

given Pakistan’s history of military coups. Yet the authorities’ 

decided course of action against protesters to their govern-

ment provides Pakistani citizens with evidence that could 

shift perspectives on Sharif’s leadership. Those speaking out 

against the government are a minority, and it is fair and just 

for Sharif to address this upheaval, but he should do so ap-

propriately — not through the means of violence and intimi-

dation. If the Prime Minister’s desire is to end the protests, he 

should reconsider his current method of dealing with events. 

Instead of reverting back to the cookie cutter militia response, 

Sharif should address the protesters’ concerns through other 

means. 

 

 

 

 

 

“Those speaking out against the government 
are a minority, and it is fair and just for Sharif 
to address this upheaval, but he should do so 
appropriately — not through the means of vi-

olence and intimidation.” 
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What has Really Caused the Failure of the Iraqi State?  

By Suha Alwan 

T he people of Iraq have faced terrorist attacks every day 

for over a decade. Things appeared to have taken a turn 

for the better after the 2010 elections, but this was short 

lived. In light of the recent escalation of the Iraqi crisis, 

countless journalists and political analysts have sought to 

explain the causes. Sectarian narrative, particularly between 

the Sunni and Shiá sects of Islam, has taken the forefront of 

explaining the country´s turmoil.  

 Yet memory does not fail most citizens, who remember 

the 2003 invasion of Iraq all too well. The US attempted to 

enforce sudden democracy in a country stifled by dictatorship 

for 40 years. This was made increasingly difficult by the fact 

that Iraq is surrounded by powerful  theocracies, dictator-

ships and kingdoms, still navigating the post-Iranian revolu-

tion balance of power. The crisis in Iraq is not simply a Sunni 

uprising against a Shi’a government, but a geopolitical strug-

gle affecting a country suffering from a brain drain, and 

threatened by the embers of Ba’athism.  

  

 With the execution of Ba’athist dictator Saddam 

Hussain, Ba’athism did not suddenly lose its relevance. The 

pan-Arab political ideology still has many old adherents and 

allies. In fact, Richard Barret, former head of Global terror 

operations at MI6 recently told The FT that “The leadership 

of ISIS is essentially Iraqi Baathist, whom are very concerned 

about regaining power in Iraq.” However, it is also the case 

that  IS fighters are backed by foreign powers, namely by the 

states of Saudi Arabia and Qatar.  

  

 Under the circumstances, Iraqi prisons operate nearly 

as brutally as they did under previous regimes. An estimated 

2 million exiled Iraqis can be found in every continent of the 

globe, a majority of them comprising of the educated and 

skilled. These include many members of the Da’wa party 

whohave since returned – but tend to relocate as soon as the 

political situation worsens. This is the truth of the dire situa-

tion which Iraq finds itself in now.  

“The crisis in Iraq is not simply a Sunni upris-

ing against a Shi’a government, but a geopolit-

ical struggle.’’ 
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tion worsens. This is the truth of the dire situation which Iraq 

finds itself in now.  

  

 In addition to this, bribery and corruption continue to 

infiltrate institutions in the Iraqi state, notwithstanding the 

army. The rapid disintegration of the armed forces in Mosul 

signifies the distinct lack of organisation, strategy and morale 

that is paramount for the future of the nation. This is not sur-

prising considering that many posts have been acquired 

through means of bribery, or desperation in the face of unem-

ployment figures (which now hover at approximately 30 per-

cent). From the universities to the civil service, the acquisi-

tion of a diploma or position through bribery is sadly com-

monplace.  

 

 The failure to build even one strong institution in Iraq 

is the fault of all politicians, irrelevant of the party to which 

they are loyal. Although the widely unpopular Prime Minis-

ter, Nouri al Maliki, has stepped down, the problem has not 

suddenly disappeared. Earlier this year, protests in Baghdad, 

organised by activists and intellectuals, demanded that the 

parliament review its new Pensions law. While it was made 

more fair for the general population, it exempted government 

employees in one important clause: politicians had made it 

possible for all public service employees to receive a hefty 

pension for any period of work, not the 15 years stipulated 

originally. The law was an abomination — a symbol of a rapa-

cious government divorced from the suffering of its people. 

All the while Al-Qaeda affiliates and an emergent ISIS were 

running rampage in Anbar province west of Baghdad, Iraqis 

were being fed false reports of army victories leading up to 

the April election campaign, and the world’s media was mute.  

 

 Although ISIS was doing its fair share of slaughter and 

destruction, many Iraqi Sunni’s in Fallujah became aggrieved 

with government forces’ supposed sectarian bombing of civil-

ians and clerics.  It is reported that this translated into some 

support for the “Mujahideen” fighters against the army. Many 

remain unconvinced. The sadly under-reported events are the 

execution of several Sunni Imams in Anbar province and later 

in Nineweh who refused to aid the terrorists and called on 

their congregations to resist retaliating against Maliki in this 

way.  

 

 In Tikrit, north of Baghdad, civilians seemed to have 

built a good relationship with the army. However in reaction 

to the all-too frequent explosions in Baghdad the special forc-

es targeted many “suspicious” Tikriti men with unofficial 

charges and secretive imprisonment.  This has been one of 

the explanations used to forward the Sunni Uprising/

Insurgency thesis. The fact is that no-one in Iraq is content 

unless they are Prime Minister, and even Shi’ite political 

leaders such as Sadr and Hakim used openly anti Maliki/

Da’wa Party rhetoric. Despite Maliki’s nepotism and manipu-

lation of a weak constitution, there is nothing to suggest al-

ternatives would be any better at governing the distraught 

nation.  

 

 Chatham House fellow Haider al-Khoi remarked that 

the current order “built on an ethno-sectarian model - handi-

caps Sunnis, given their minority status.” Maliki’s bloc fairly 

won a majority and the Shi’ite “Iraqiya”, despite its internal 

squabbles, was the biggest coalition formed this month. As 

long as the populous votes sectarian, the representation of 

Sunni Iraqis in government will always be underwhelming. 

Nevertheless, it is customary that a Sunni holds the position 

of parliamentary speaker, a Kurd is president and a Shiite is 

prime minister, meaning it is not simply a ‘Shia Government’. 

 Let’s not forget the Kurdish Regional Government and 

its desire for cessation. Baghdad has not approved the export 

of oil from the KRG’S American oil fields, as that could lead 

to it becoming fiscally independent; at the moment the KRG 

receives it share of the national oil revenue, which is possibly 

less than it could independently gain.  

 However, the KRG has put its foot down and defied 

legal regulations: It began exporting oil from its territory, 

with Israel being the only willing recipient of this illegal ship-

ment. Obama, vocal as he is about maintaining Iraq’s unity, 

has done nothing to pressure American oil companies to di-

vest from the KRG . 

 

 Oil, Al-Qaeda fermented Jihadi ideology and Gulf 

money, coupled with power hungry political leaders are pull-

ing the country apart. Iraq is a failing state and the forces 

seeking its destruction are all too powerful. The new PM 

Haider al-Abadi may win over some Sunnis. In this case, 

alongside the support of the army, a united Iraq stands a 

chance. Of course, Ifs and Buts are not enough to save lives 

and livelihoods for now.  

 

 

SUHA ALWAN 

is a second year undergraduate History BA student at 

Kings College London, University of London  

  

“There is nothing to suggest alternatives 

would be any better at governing the dis-

traught nation.’’ 
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B eirut is a city that perfectly 

displays the contradictory 

features of Lebanon. On the one hand, it boasts beautiful 

views of the Mediterranean Sea, plush shopping malls that 

could just as easily be found in London or New York, and a 

rich cultural heritage. On the other hand, there is a tangible 

and distinct feeling of unease in the city as neighbouring 

countries struggle with extraordinarily complex internal situ-

ations. 

 

 Like most Middle Eastern countries, Lebanon has a 

history stained by war and unstable political regimes. The 

most recent rocket exchanges between Lebanon and Israel, 

for example, took place a mere seven years ago, with a num-

ber of isolated clashes recurring since. The scars of the Civil 

War of 1975-1990 are still visible in many parts of the coun-

try, from the bullet holes in decrepit buildings to the 75,000 

individuals that are still displaced today. However, the coun-

try currently maintains peace (however fragile) and relatively 

good relations with the West; a rarity in today’s Middle East. 

 

 This peace appears to have been wrought against all 

odds. Lebanon is a country with rich religious diversity: 

whilst no official census has been taken since 1932, it is esti-

mated that the population is approximately split 54 percent 

Muslim and 41 percent Christian, with a significant number 

of smaller minorities (such as the Druze community) distrib-

uted all over the nation. 

 

 Whilst sectarian tensions continue to persist, Lebanon 

has not yet suffered from radical divisions within its social 

cleavages in the way Iraq has, for example. However, it ap-

pears that its current system of government, namely confes-

sionalism, is unlikely to be sustainable in the future. 

 

 Proponents of confessionalism ensures the fair distri-

bution of political and institutional power amongst different 

religious communities. However, its greatest pitfall is that 

political influence is easily manipulated in favour of the most 

prevalent religious group. Furthermore, it does not account 

for the nature of religious identity or the social dynamics that 

are relevant to Lebanon. This was very much the case in Leb-

anon in the 20th century.   

  

 The National Pact, based on the results of the 1932 

census, installed a 6:5 ratio of Christians to Muslims in Par-

liamentary seats, and ensured that control of the Presidency 

and the armed forces remained with the Christian populace. 

Over the following years, the generally poorer Muslim popu-

lation grew faster than their Christian counterpart, and it 

became clear that the political power wielded by the latter 

had become disproportionate. Increased tensions between 

these two religious groups eventually led to the explosion of 

the Civil War. It was not until the ratification of the Taif 

Agreement in 1989, after 14 years of clashes, when Parlia-

mentary ratios were changed accordingly and powers allocat-

ed to the President were reduced.   

 

 After such a difficult past, Lebanon’s future looks de-

cidedly uncertain. This moment in time is crucial for the 

country as it now faces the challenge of addressing the large 

number of displaced Syrians, that have continued to flood in 

since the start of the civil war in March 2011. 

 

 With a population of a mere 4 million, one in four of 

those within the country’s border originate from Syria. This 

in turn places a massive and unsustainable burden upon the 

country’s infrastructure and limited resources. In larger cities 

such as Beirut, the overwhelming number of those who live 

on the streets and subsist on what little charity is available 

are Syrian, each with their own heartbreaking tale of how 

they came to be there. 

  

 It was only very recently that Lebanese authorities 

Lebanon: A Fragile Oasis of Peace? 

By Sara Ewad 

“Whilst sectarian tensions continue to persist, 
Lebanon has not yet suffered from radical divi-

sions within its social cleavages in the way 
Iraq has.” 
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sanctioned the opening of official state-sponsored refugee 

camps along the often volatile Lebanon-Syria border. The 

reluctance to do so sooner is closely linked to past experience; 

namely the mass Palestinian exodus into Lebanon that fol-

lowed the creation of the state of Israel in 1948. The presence 

of 400,000 refugees in the country contributed significantly 

to the start of the Civil War in two main ways. 

 

 Firstly, the mere existence of the refugees created fur-

ther divisions in a sectarian political landscape where one’s 

religious beliefs would be equated with political allegiance. 

Specifically, the sheer number of refugees posed a serious 

threat to the political security of the Maronite Christians, 

who, as described above, held the most significant powers in 

government. Secondly, the levels of poverty rampant within 

refugee communities, as well as discriminatory treatment, 

pushed a substantial number to militarise and contribute to 

the clashes that preceded the outbreak of the Civil War. 

 

 Whether or not the fear that history might repeat itself 

is legitimate, the role of the Palestinians in Lebanese history 

serves to explain much of the antagonistic feeling towards the 

Syrian population within their territory today. With the con-

flict under the Assad regime continuing relentlessly, it is un-

likely that repatriation of Syrians will occur in the near fu-

ture. This is further emphasised by news of the expansion of 

American airstrikes to combat Islamic State militants in Syr-

ia. 

 

 As such, unless the government under Michel Sulei-

man is able to radically improve the appalling conditions 

many Syrians live under, it is likely that these tensions will 

not abate. Lebanon faces difficult times ahead, and one can 

only hope that it does not degenerate into violence once 

more.   

 

SARA EWAD  

is a third year undergraduate Politics, Philosophy and 

Law LLB student at King’s College London, University 

of London. 
“After such a difficult past, Lebanon’s future 

looks decidedly uncertain. “ 
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T hree and a half years ago, movements emerged around 

the Arab world with the goal of overthrowing autocratic 

governments, and replacing them with more democratic 

ones. There was a mood of jubilation in Western capitals as 

governments believed these events would allow democracy to 

spread in a region where it had been so absent in the past. 

Today, the Arab World has never been so unstable, with vio-

lent civil strife in Yemen and Libya, an autocracy re-

established in Egypt, a civil war in Syria, and an “Islamic 

State” set up amid Iraq and Syria. In analyzing why the Arab 

Spring failed, it is important to examine the false assump-

tions that were made by the many who believed it would suc-

ceed.   

  

 Firstly, many believed the Arab world was homogene-

ous and that the success of mass protests in one country 

would imply success in the region as a whole. The term Arab 

Spring misled many to think that the movement affected all 

parts of the region relatively equally. However, countries 

such as Algeria and the United Arab Emirates were barely 

affected.   

  

 Secondly, Western governments praising the aspira-

tions of the Arab Spring protesters were wrong in believing 

that democracy meant the same thing in the Arab world as it 

did in the Western world. Democracy in the Middle East and 

North Africa is solely associated with free elections while oth-

er key values such as checks and balances, the protection of 

minorities, human rights,  the constitution, and the autono-

my of the different branches of government are neglected. 

Numerous events confirm this; For example, Mohamed Mor-

si and Abdel Fatah el-Sissi were both democratically elected 

presidents of Egypt. However, the former’s bid to change the 

constitution to his benefit coupled with the latter’s trial of 

three Al Jazeera journalists in a kangaroo court demonstrates 

the lack of autonomy in different branches of the Egyptian 

government.   

  

 Thirdly, the perception of the Arab Spring as a cohe-

sive movement led Western governments to believe that 

there would be a peaceful transition to democracy and 

stability. The movement did temporarily unite tolerant 

liberals and ultraconservatives, yet as soon as their common 

enemy had been defeated, the rivalry was restored. The auto-

cratic regimes played a key role in enforcing stability by pre-

venting any type of dissent and political discussion; their re-

moval consequently led to just that. Libyans, for example, 

relied on the state for basic services and necessities and 

viewed the state’s authority as self-evident. However, as soon 

as Gaddhafi’s regime was overthrown, any body elected in 

subsequent elections lost all legitimacy as it could not enforce 

its authority to the same degree. As a result, different regions 

started declaring  independence and militias fought each oth-

er for swathes of land. There are currently up to 1700 militias 

fighting for control of Libya, none of which have the authori-

ty or the legitimacy to end the bloodshed.  

  

 This is due to the false belief held by Western govern-

ments, that removing despotism would allow democracy to 

flourish - an idea that was quickly debunked when the top-

pling of authoritarian regimes simply created a power vacu-

um. This same power vacuum has fermented the instability 

and violence which has given the opportunity for extremists, 

such as ISIS, to pursue their agendas.   

 

 Another reason by which extremist groups such as 

ISIS have been able to gain popularity in Arab countries is 

due to the fact that the Arab Spring catalyzed a social break-

down that was already existent in the Arab world. The Inter-

net Age and globalization has forced the region to question 

its basic ideals. The Arab Youth Survey, which analyzes 

trends among youths in the region, indicates that the per-

centage who believe traditional values are “outdated” has 

increased from 17 percent to 46 percent in the past three 

years. Furthermore, a poll recently conducted in Morocco 

revealed that 54 percent of six-to-fifteen year olds are more 

likely to trust Google than their parents. In a society where 

communal and family ties are paramount, these trends imply 

a breakdown of essential values.  

  

  The Arab Spring has only worsened this situation; civil 

strife has displaced tens of millions of people in the region 

and has prompted a militarization of society. In countries like 

Syria, Libya, and Yemen where instability is prevalent, child 

soldiers have been utilized. Furthermore, arms have become 

commonplace, and civilians have become increasingly radi-

calized. These issues are unlikely to be resolved and have the 

potential to scar the region for generations to come.   

  

 Radical organizations like ISIS have taken advantage 

of the deteriorating social situation in the Arab world to at-

tract support against Western values. They are using the pre-

tence of protecting traditional values to destroy anything that 

goes against them including minorities, democracy, and 

modern education. Based on the number of enemies such 

A Series of Unfortunate Revolutions  

By Yacine Belhaj-Bouabdallah  

“This is due to the false belief held by Western 
governments, that removing despotism would 

allow democracy to flourish.” 
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organizations have, few pundits believe they will survive in 

the long-term. Even though Syrian, Iraqi, Kurdish and Amer-

ican offensives on ISIS will most likely defeat the organiza-

tion, the aftermath of the war is likely to result in more 

bloodshed and instability than the war itself.   

  

 As parts of the region remain unstable, many ponder 

the future repercussions of the Arab Spring on the Middle 

East and North Africa. It is possible that countries like Syria 

and Yemen end up in a political situation similar to that of 

Algeria, where a bloody civil war between the army and Is-

lamist groups in the 1990s ended with the army’s victory. It is 

also possible that states such as Iraq, Syria, and Lebanon will 

be divided up into Kurdish, Christian, Sunni, Shiite, and Ala-

wite States. In countries where a power vacuum has left vari-

ous groups fighting each other, the return of the monarchy is 

conceivable. Such proposals are already gaining support in 

Libya. A constitutional monarchy would allow a supervisory 

body to unite the country, end the bloodshed, and promote 

democracy. Furthermore, there is always the possibility that, 

despite all obstacles, a democracy is established as a conse-

quence of the Arab Spring. Nevertheless, if a democracy is to 

be established in the region, history has shown us that it will 

be a gradual process and not a precipitous one. Unfortunate-

ly, in all these scenarios there is likely to be further blood-

shed before peace is to ever be established in the Arab world. 

In order for the aims of the Arab Spring to be realised, it is 

fundamental that there is a sense of unity amongst the people 

of the Arab world against the evils of extremism, social re-

pression and Western interference.   
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I slamic opposition has a long and venerable history in Alge-

ria. One of the first groups to speak of an Algerian nation 

and seek the rehabilitation of its Arab and Islamic traditions 

was the Association of Muslim Algerian Ulama (AUMA). 

Founded in 1935, it remained an important faction within the 

nationalist movement until it was subsumed by the National 

Liberation Front (FLN), the organisation that launched the 

war of liberation in 1954. And once independence had been 

won in 1962, Islamic groups steadily emerged, despite peri-

ods of sustained persecution, as the most effective and popu-

lar opposition to the ruling elite. So it was that the Islamic 

Salvation Front (FIS) won the most votes and seats in the 

local, regional and first round of the parliamentary elections 

held in June 1990 and December 1991. 

 Indeed it was the FIS’s impending victory in the parlia-

mentary election that prompted the military to halt the vote, 

annul the result of the first ballot, outlaw the party, and arrest 

and imprison thousands of its members. Its actions precipi-

tated the establishment of several insurgent and terror fac-

tions, most notably the Armed Islamic Group (GIA), Islamic 

Salvation Army (AIS) and Salafist Group for Preaching and 

Combat (GSPC)/Al Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM), 

with which it has been doing battle ever since. While the level 

of Islamist-waged violence in Algeria is now much reduced 

from what it was at its peak in the mid to late 1990s, it has 

not disappeared entirely.  

 The post-independence tradition of armed Islamist 

opposition, however, pre-dates the military’s move against 

the FIS. It first emerged in July 1982 when former FLN fight-

er, Mustapha Bouyali, established the Armed Islamic Move-

ment (MIA) which carried a series of raids and fought several 

skirmishes against the army from 1984 until Bouyali’s death 

in 1987. The group was then re-launched in 1991 before be-

A Brief History of Islamist Violence in Algeria 

By Dr. Jonathan Hill 

“Once independence had been won in 1962, 
Islamic groups steadily emerged, despite peri-
ods of sustained persecution, as the most ef-
fective and popular opposition to the ruling 

elite. “ 
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coming part of the AIS in 1994. Over that period the faction’s 

objectives changed significantly. Initially, when Bouyali was 

in charge, it was driven by frustration at the divisions within 

the Islamic movement and a desire to force the government 

to return to the Islamic-nationalist principles which Bouyali 

believed the war of liberation had been fought for. In the ear-

ly 1990s, however, the faction’s goals were to punish the mili-

tary and avenge the FIS, and help the party take the power 

that it had been on course to assume before the parliamen-

tary election had been halted. 

 These ambitions, though, were not shared by the GIA. 

While they too wanted to turn Algeria into an Islamic state 

they did not want the FIS to take power. Indeed, relations 

between the MIA/AIS and GIA deteriorated to the extent that 

in the mid-1990s they attacked each other. From the late 

1990s onwards the pro-FIS stream quickly withered away as 

the AIS made its peace with the regime and eventually abol-

ished itself in 1999. Its dissolution added momentum to the 

government’s increasingly effective counter-insurgency cam-

paign. Indeed, by the turn of the millennium the tide of battle 

had shifted decisively in the regime’s favour as the number of 

militants decreased sharply and those who remained at large 

were forced to operate ever deeper in Algeria’s vast sparsely 

populated, desert hinterland. 

 These changes in fortune have forced the armed Islam-

ist movement to scale back its goals. Whereas once both the 

MIA/AIS and GIA/GSPC strands sought to seize control of 

the Algerian state and had realistic chances of success, today 

AQIM pays only lip-service to this ambition. Its main aims 

now are to survive, generate income, carry out some attacks 

in Algeria and neighbouring countries, and provide assistance 

to like-minded factions operating elsewhere in the region. 

AQIM now has a different outlook to what it once did.  

 Originally called the GSPC, AQIM was established in 

September 1998 after breaking away from the GIA who’s in-

creasingly nihilistic attacks on civilians it considered counter-

productive. It changed its name to AQIM in January 2007 

after entering into a formal alliance with Al Qaeda. This un-

ion helped confirm the changes in direction forced upon it by 

the Algerian security forces. Whereas once its focus had been 

mainly on Algeria its attention is now divided far more equal-

ly across the region’s countries. And whereas once its primary 

function had been as a fighting force it now acts far more as 

trainer, armourer and financier to its allies elsewhere in the 

Maghreb and Sahel. 

 Indeed, an unfortunate corollary of the Algerian au-

thorities growing ascendancy over AQIM has been a concomi-

tant increase in the level of threat posed by the group to the 

governments and populations of Algeria’s southern neigh-

bours. The faction has carried out numerous attacks in Mau-

ritania, has been actively involved in the fighting in Mali and 

is credited with reinvigorating Boko Haram to the extent that 

it is carving out its own Caliphate in northern Nigeria. Rather 

than focus on confronting Algeria’s well-funded and battle-

hardened security forces, AQIM is pursuing and helping oth-

ers go after easier targets. The wide open spaces of the Saha-

ra, highly porous international borders and overstretched and 

ineffective security forces of countries like Mauritania and 

Mali providing it with the perfect location in which to endure. 
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S omalia – a country devastated by decades of civil war, 

famine, drought and state failure – has a new chal-

lenge in the shape of al-Shabab. Over the recent years, pi-

racy was one of the biggest threats arising from Somalia. 

Its coastline around ports such as Kismayo , Merka and Eyl 

were infested with pirates, who struck shipping of all sorts 

and reaped massive profits from the ransoms. Piracy fi-

nanced militias across the country and became so profita-

ble that even terrorist outfits such as al-Shabab wanted a 

share of the market. Somali piracy is now at its lowest lev-

els since 2006 due to international maritime patrolling 

and strict security on-board ships. The latest threat now is 

Somalia’s feared al-Shabab militant group which is fast 

becoming a regional player with attacks being mounted in 

neighbouring Kenya and Uganda. 

 Al-Shabab as a militant outfit has seen drastic cuts 

in its funding since the decline in piracy but it still retains 

its edge in guerrilla warfare and supply of fighters with 

years of experience. The recent U.S strikes in Somalia con-

firm the fact that al-Shabab is a major international threat 

and a serious challenge for East African nations especially 

Uganda, Kenya and Ethiopia. International media and 

community are occupied with the Taliban in Afghanistan 

and Islamic State more recently in the Middle East. As this 

happens, al-Shabab grows its numbers and strength be-

coming a threat to world peace. The situation in Somalia is 

fragile and precarious as  al-Shabab have a Sharia enforc-

ing agenda and any links to Islamic State can help their 

cause. An al-Shabab aligned with the Islamic State will be 

much better financed and equipped posing an existential 

threat to the already failing Somali government in Moga-

dishu and the African Union forces. 

 

 It is important to consider why Somalia is a haven 

for militancy and Islamic extremism. Religious sentiments 

are very strong among the population and Islam is the 

principal religion in the country. Historically, Somalia had 

“The situation in Somalia is fragile and pre-
carious as  al-Shabab have a Sharia enforcing 

agenda and any links to Islamic State can 
help their cause.” 

Somalia: Solving the Puzzle of a Failed State 
By Bakht Jamshaid Baryar 
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a mystic version of Islam known as Sufism but recently Wa-

habi sentiments have taken a  strong foothold. Al-Shabab’s 

ideological roots are based in such an extremist form of Islam 

and thus it longs to enforce Sharia in the country. Apart from 

the religious factor, the unregulated banking sector working 

on hundi and hawala transactions provides terrorist financi-

ers an easy way to fund operations. Somalia’s banks revolve 

around mechanisms that are not approved in international 

banking regulations and people can transact in almost com-

plete secrecy. This is an added incentive for terrorist and mili-

tant outfits trying to secure funding and hide from interna-

tional authorities at the same time. Lastly, there is almost no 

government writ in Somalia and the central government in 

Mogadishu is little more than a city government. Even within 

Mogadishu, there are serious challenges to its authority and 

constant harassing al-Shabab attacks on various targets. 

 

 Interestingly, most people are not well acquainted with 

Somalia and do not know that it is not a single country. So-

malia has never been a single, unified country. It is divided 

into three separate areas. Somaliland is a self-declared inde-

pendent and autonomous state which forms the north of So-

malia. Somaliland has its own government, military and a 

capital city. Puntland forms the central part of the country 

and is again independent but wants to work as a federating 

unit of Somalia with a degree of independence. The remain-

ing southern part known as the south-central area is what is 

left of Somalia and this is the area that is supposedly con-

trolled by the Mogadishu-based Somali government.  

    

 African Union forces are undertaking peacekeeping in 

south-central Somalia and fighting against al-Shabab with 

some success. The Somali government army is also fighting 

alongside the African Union but it is a depleted force with 

ragtag soldiers, lack of training and obsolete weapons. The 

Somali government’s forces also suffer a huge morale prob-

lem in the fight against guerrilla warfare. With such an under-

resourced and depleted military there are little hopes of a 

decisive military victory against al-Shabab. Even if it assumed 

for a moment that al-Shabab is miraculously defeated by the 

African Union troops, it is abundantly clear that the Somali 

government will not be able to maintain such a victory for 

long. 

 

 In such a fragile situation, it is crucial that the interna-

tional community, African Union and United Nations search 

for a viable and long-term solution to the crisis. The curious 

case of Somaliland can certainly serve as an example for the 

whole of Somalia. This little breakaway state is an oasis of 

peace in desert of raging conflict. With a decent military, 

functional institutions and security for foreigners Somaliland 

is fast becoming an example to follow. Perhaps the best way is 

not just to send peacekeepers and carry out airstrikes against 

al-Shabab but also help build stronger institutions in all the 

three regions of Somalia. Empowering the judiciary, stronger 

police forces and professional militaries could pose as a po-

tent defence against the rising tide of extremism and terror-

ism. The world has to consider recognising Somaliland as an 

independent state and then helping it become stronger with 

stable institutions. The same model could be extended to 

neighbouring Puntland. Stability and security in these areas 

will corner al-Shabab in south-central Somalia where they 

can then be dealt with both military and political means. 

 

 The international community and in particular African 

Union has to recognise the fact that military means alone can-

not win this war. A unique combination of economic develop-

ment, recognition of the sovereignty of different regions and 

institution building must be deployed in the strategy to solve 

the Somali puzzle.  

 

 

“The world has to consider recognising Soma-

liland as an independent state”  

BAKHT JAMSHAID BARYAR 

is a third year undergraduate International Political  

Economy student who spent the summer working as a 

researcher in Somalia on various international aid and  

development projects. 
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OCT. 
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Discussion British Elections in Times of Legitimacy Crisis 

OCT. 

9th 

Debate Scottish Independence: A Riot Against the Status Quo 

OCT. 

14th 

Workshop 

Social 

Young People in Politics 

Members’ Social 

OCT. 

21st 

Debate After Revolution: Political ideologies of the 21st century 

put into practice — which is the best form of 

government? 

NOV. 

4th 

Debate Europa vs. Eurasia: Has Pax Americana come to an end, 

has the EU failed, or is Putin’s dreamed Eurasian Union 

doomed? 

NOV. 

6th 

Discussion Witnesses of Atrocities, part I: Can and should the me-

dia ever be impartial? 

NOV. 

13th 

Debate The Coming of World War III: A Resource War or a 

Religious Clash? 

NOV. 
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Discussion Contemporary Security Threats: What are we to fear 

most today? 

NOV. 
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Debate Witnesses of Atrocities, part II: NGOs and impartiality. 

DEC. 
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Workshop Smart Power in Politics: The Importance of Rhetoric 

DEC. 

11TH 

Social 

Networking 

Christmas Networking Drinks Reception 

TBA Interactive 

Event 

SURPRISE EVENT — Stay tuned for more information! 

October-December Events Agenda 
Debates + Discussions + Socials + Workshops 

Find out more and stay updated by giving our Facebook page a “Like”: www.facebook.com/kclpolsoc 
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