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LETTER FROM THE EDITORS

Dear The Journal on World Affairs readers, 

We are excited to present to you the Journal’s first print edition. Founded in the summer of 2020, 
The Journal on World Affairs was contoured by the challenges stemming from COVID-19, but colored 
by innovativeness and partnership. For all of its success, we have to thank the many individuals who 
joined our team in eagerness to assess and document an incredibly challenging and consequential 
moment in history. 

We could not be more drawn to the different perspectives that have emerged from our team—com-
plementing, challenging, and expanding each other's world view. Our writers and editors hail from 
leading universities across the globe—from UCLA, to Columbia University, The University of Oxford, 
The University of South Africa, and The University of Sydney. They are bold, yet clear-eyed; analytical, 
yet creative; and precise, yet adaptive. They have been a true honor to work with, and we are excited to 
present to you their ideas and experiences. 

The Journal rests on an important assumption: aspiring international relations careerists cannot pur-
sue that path deftly without engaging in foreign affairs in a truly global setting. It is one thing to learn 
about world events through reading and writing; it is another to collaborate, debate, and engage with 
individuals born and raised in the very areas one is seeking to analyze. For too long, the angle from 
which analysts have been looking and interpreting the developments within the international system 
has been narrow and at times insular. We strongly believe that it is up to the new generation of future 
IR scholars, observers and policymakers to instill an innovative and truly cosmopolitan approach into 
world affairs.  Perhaps ironically, this vision was forged and pursued at a time when a global pan-
demic shuttered borders and kept us away from the lecture halls of our respective universities. Our 
team recognized the importance of fostering a global dialogue more passionately while reviewing the 
articles crafted during the summer of 2021. 

Many of our writers anticipated and assessed what lies ahead for the United States amid a global pan-
demic, a change in presidential leadership, and deep political and social polarization. In this edition, 
we offered a unique constellation of perspectives on what strategies the Biden Administration should 
adopt to effectively navigate today’s foreign and domestic challenges—from our American, Austra-
lian, German, Mexican, Chinese, South African, and Iraqi writers. Taken together, each perspective 
has added a different element to complete a larger, more holistic image for America’s path forward. 
Hence, the title of this edition was decided: America’s Quest for a Strategy.

We hope that you enjoy reading the Journal’s first edition as much as we enjoyed creating it. As we are 
all still experiencing the effects of COVID-19, we also wish you great health and prosperity. 

Respectfully,

TAYLOR FAIRLESS  | Founder                                                 CORRADO CHIRICO  | Deputy Editor

ZACHARY DURKEE  | Deputy Editor
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Biden’s Domestic 
Vision for American 
Foreign Policy

4     !e Journal On World A"airs



In his !nal piece as Editor of 
Foreign A"airs titled “Foreign 

Policy for Pragmatists,” Gideon 
Rose writes, “#eories of history, 
fundamental beliefs about how the 
world works, are usually assumed 
rather than argued and rarely 
get subjected to serious scrutiny. 
Yet these general ideas set the 
parameters for all the speci!c 
policy choices an administration 
makes. Know an administration’s 
theory of history, and much of the 
rest is easy to !ll in.” 

Academics and those in the foreign 
policy community have sought 
to do just that by attempting to 
predict the theoretical compass 
they believe will (and should) 
guide the Biden administration’s 
approach to foreign policy over the 
next four years. 

Rose broadly divides theories of 
history between those that are 
pessimistic and those that are 
optimistic. Applied to theories of 
International Relations, the realists 
!t the shoes of the pessimists while 
the liberals fall on the side of the 
optimists. “Given the stakes of 
the question,” Rose notes, “no one 
really knows whether the optimists 
or the pessimists have the better 
case.” 

#ose in the realist camp have 
warned against a return to a 

liberal internationalist status-quo 
ante under President Joe Biden. 
Some, however, have been hopeful 
that a shifting balance of power 
and resurgence of great-power 
competition would complicate 
this e"ort. #ose in the liberal 
camp have encouraged a return to 
liberal internationalism, but remain 
divided about what the future of 
the Liberal International Order 
ought to look like and whether it 
is even feasible to restore America’s 
conventional leadership role within 
it.

Rose believes that Biden should 
instead opt for pragmatism; that 
is, not being wedded to any single 
theory or approach. He argues 
that the U.S. has historically 
avoided disaster because it has 
proven capable of blending and 
hedging against the two. #e main 
di"erence between the past and 
today, however, is that theoretical 
mixing usually occurs across 
administrations, not within one.    

Having now passed Biden’s 100th 
day in o$ce, it has become clear 
that he and his administration 
are not guided distinctly by realist 
or liberal principles, but rather 
a domestic-focused vision for 
American foreign policy centered 
on something far more elemental: 
revitalizing the social, political, and 

economic foundation of the United 
States. #is means confronting 
rampant economic inequality, 
reinvesting in basic research, and 
addressing the wide infrastructure 
gap, which many believe has 
helped fuel the rising tide of 
populism in the U.S. #ough 
ambitious, the president’s approach 
recognizes an unavoidable truth: 
without prioritizing a return to 
fundamentals, much of the practical 
policy utility o"ered by realism, 
liberalism, or any other major 
theory of international relations is 
diminished.    

A Realist Foreboding

Realists, the pessimists, emphasize 
the competitive and con%ictual 
side of international politics. To 
them, states are trapped in an 
anarchic international system 
that breeds both mistrust and an 
eternal competition for power 
between them. Peace, stability, 
and war are simply re%ections of 
stable or unstable distributions 
of power among the world’s 
strongest and most consequential 
states. Conventional wisdom says 
that ideology breeds con%ict, but 
realists emphasize the dominance 
of security competition and 
international anarchy in fueling 
war.  

“#eories of history, fundamental beliefs about how the world works, are usually assumed rather than argued 
and rarely get subjected to serious scrutiny. Yet these general ideas set the parameters for all the speci!c policy 
choices an administration makes. Know an administration’s theory of history, and much of the rest is easy to !ll 
in.”
– Gideon Rose

By Zachary Durkee
Biden’s Domestic Vision for American Foreign Policy
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If one is convinced by these as-
sumptions, then the U.S. ought to 
follow a simple approach to for-
eign policy: preserve the country’s 
hegemonic position in the Western 
Hemisphere; maintain its economic 
and military advantage over adver-
saries and potential competitors; 
and ensure that no state in anoth-
er region comes to dominate its 
neighbors. 

Simple enough, they say, but as re-
cent history has demonstrated, the 
U.S. has proven incapable of fol-
lowing this logic. Realist critics of 
U.S. foreign policy since the end of 
the Cold War do not see continuity 
between the so-called “post-war 
Liberal International Order” that 
existed within the broader bipolar 
Cold War order. !ey contend that 
the U.S. largely eschewed bal-
ance-of-power politics and em-
braced “liberal hegemony,” arguing 
that the country blended its ideals 
with its power and pursued foolish, 
unrealistic, and counterproductive 
policies that have diminished its 
power and prestige.

For example, rapid NATO ex-
pansion from 1999 through the 
"rst decade of the 2000’s is argued 
to have pushed the geopolitical 
tolerance of an insecure, volatile, 
and declining Russia, which pro-

duced avoidable hostilities that 
have poisoned relations with the 
West; neoconservatives militarized 
democracy promotion and em-
barked on a disastrous crusade in 
the Middle East that accomplished 
the opposite; and faith in what the 
combined forces of free trade and 
economic liberalization could pro-
duce also had the consequence of 
compounding economic inequality, 
withering America’s industrial base, 
and enriching China, which never 
democratized and is now convert-
ing its wealth into military power.

Present at these failures was Biden, 
"rst as a U.S. Senator and then 
as Vice President. Realists would 
point out that he was not only 
present, but was a chief architect 
and champion of many of these 
post-Cold War policies. Had the 
U.S. stuck to the basics, it would 
have taken Russian interests more 
seriously and likely averted a path 
that has only led to counterproduc-
tive hostilities; it would have not 
bet on China eventually liberalizing 
its political system and becoming 
a “responsible stakeholder” in the 
Liberal International Order; and it 
would not have found itself bogged 
down in quagmires throughout the 
Middle East.

Prominent Realist thinker Stephen 
M. Walt wrote in August 2020, 
“If former U.S. Vice President Joe 
Biden wins the presidential election 
in November—and, to be clear, 
I hope he does—the apostles of 
U.S. primacy and its ‘indispensable’ 
global role will be back in the sad-
dle, and we are likely to see at least 
a partial attempt to turn the clock 
back to the halcyon days when the 
United States was actively trying to 
create a global liberal order.” 

!e words “partial attempt” speaks 
to an unavoidable reality that Biden 
and these “apostles of U.S. prima-
cy” in his administration face: the 
sunsetting of the unipolar moment. 
It was America’s  uncontested 
power and stature in the interna-
tional system following the collapse 
of the Soviet Union that provided 
the structural permissiveness for it 
to pursue liberal hegemony. As the 
realist scholar  John Mearsheimer 
likes to say, the U.S. was Godzilla 
in a system "lled with minions. 
China, of course, is far from a 
minion today. It’s more like King 
Ghidorah, the three-headed arch 
enemy of Godzilla. Realists believe 
that the rise of a challenger will 
constrain any attempt to return to 
a liberal status-quo ante and hope 
that the resurgence of great power 
competition will make the virtues 
of prudence and restraint fashion-
able again.

Liberalism’s Cautious 
Optimism 

Liberals, the optimists, reject the 
realist notion that con#ict among 
great powers is an inevitable feature 
of an anarchic international system. 
!ey believe that international 
institutions, economic interde-
pendence, and the proliferation of 
democratic states are all pacifying 
forces that can promote great-pow-
er peace. !e general assumptions 
being that institutions help shape 
norms and behavior, promote 
cooperation, and provide platforms 
for states to settle disputes through 
non-violent means; free trade and 
globalization drastically raises the 
cost of war between them and 
advances economic and political 
liberalization within them; and 
democratic states never go to war 
with one another. Combined, these 
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“PRESENT AT THESE FAILURES 
WAS BIDEN, FIRST AS A U.S. 
SENATOR AND THEN AS VICE 
PRESIDENT. REALISTS WOULD 
POINT OUT THAT HE WAS NOT 
ONLY PRESENT, BUT WAS A 
CHIEF ARCHITECT AND CHAM-
PION OF MANY OF THESE POST-
COLD WAR POLICIES. “
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assumptions constitute the 
theoretical basis of the Amer-
ican-led Liberal International 
Order.  

To many, however, President 
Donald Trump’s election in 
2016 sounded the death-knell 
of this post-World War II con-
sensus. His America !rst plat-
form, crude style of diplomacy, 
and indi"erence he showed 
towards many of America’s 
traditional allies signalled a 
wide departure from his prede-
cessors. #e wave of national-
ism and populism he ushered 
in even rejected core elements 
of American foreign policy that 
many in the profession had come to 
regard as second nature: Leadership 
in international institutions was 
abdicated; trade wars with allies 
and enemies were pursued; pro-
tectionism was embraced; and the 
active and rhetorical promotion of 
democracy was largely ignored. 

Biden’s victory over Trump in the 
2020 U.S. presidential election had 
many in the foreign policy estab-
lishment questioning (and hoping) 
that the past four years had simply 
been an aberration. And if any-
one was going to be able to return 
American foreign policy to a more 
familiar beat after a period marked 
by turbulence and disruption, it was 
Biden. His nearly !ve decades in 
government demonstrated that he 
was a tried and true liberal inter-
nationalist who was not shy about 
his faith, support, and con!dence in 
multilateralism and free trade. He 
had campaigned as a moderate that 
vowed to bring America back to its 
traditional role in the world. Under 
his leadership, the U.S. would rejoin 
agreements Trump had left—such 

as the Paris Agreement and Iran 
nuclear deal—and once again stand 
as a champion for human rights 
and an opponent of authoritarian-
ism abroad.

But, can liberalism really be back 
in style post-Trump? Over the past 
four years, proponents of this theo-
ry of international politics in both 
academia and government have 
had to grapple with this question. 
As Rose notes in his piece, liber-
als have been on the defensive in 
recent years: 

“#ey argued that globalization 
would build on itself and increas-
ingly tie the world together, but 
instead it provoked a massive back-
lash, and states are weaponizing 
interdependence. #ey saw democ-
racy as improving at its core and 
marching forward on the periphery, 
but it is now regressing and retreat-
ing. #ey saw Chinese authoritari-
anism as doomed to fail, but it has 
succeeded beyond all expectations. 
#ey preached cosmopolitanism, 
but it turns out that everybody’s a 
little bit nationalist (and gets more 

so under stress). #ey claimed that 
norms constrained behavior, but the 
reality is that shameless people can 
break them without consequence.”

Even if one comes to terms with 
these failures and shortcomings, 
liberals would still point to the fact 
that realism has little explanatory 
power when it comes to the biggest 
challenges and threats facing the 
modern world. Climate Change, 
pandemics, !scal crises, arti!cial 
intelligence, terrorism, and cyber-
attacks (just to name a few) are all 
international realities unphased 
by international anarchy and left 
unaddressed by balance of power 
politics. #ey are, however, complex 
transnational problems that are 
indi"erent to territorial boundaries 
and require intense global coopera-
tion to solve them.

A world increasingly abundant in 
global collective action problems 
means that an international order 
which facilitates cooperation and 
instills a sense of accountability 
between states is not just relevant, 
it is critical. 

Biden’s Domestic Vision for American Foreign Policy



!is observation has led the prom-
inent liberal thinker Anne Marie 
Slaughter to reimagine what a re-
formed Liberal International Order 
ought to look like. She posits that 
power is increasingly di"use and the 
centrality of states is more diluted. 
Global challenges, however, are plen-
tiful. !ey are also extremely complex; 
so much so that she does not believe 
that states, even if they wanted to, 
possess the means to successfully 
confront and solve them on their 
own. She states: 

“In the absence of a true global gov-
ernment, the best bet for guarantee-
ing the world’s security and prosper-
ity is not to limit the liberal order to 
democracies but to expand it deeper 
into liberal societies. !ere, civic, 
educational, corporate, and scienti#c 
actors can work with one another—
and with governments—in ways that 
enhance transparency, accountability, 
and problem-solving capacity.”  

In her reimagined liberal order, 
“impact hubs” embedded within 
international institutions (and outside 
of them) would “harness the power 
and e$cacy of both governments 
and global actors” to solve and man-
age speci#c challenges. !is would 
steamline problem solving capacity 
by connecting relevant state, local, 
and non-state actors to a hub that has 
“both the funds and the authority to 
make a di"erence.” 

!is vision, however innovative and 
relevant, is one in which the U.S. 
is no longer front and center of the 
liberal order and states grant both 
funding and authority to a diverse set 
of issue-speci#c organizations com-
posed of a wide-array of actors. In 
the U.S., accepting this proposition 
would require a domestic consen-
sus that transnational problems are 

both real and must be solved and 
that Washington should provide 
dollars and responsibilities to more, 
not less, international organizations 
to confront them. Considering that 
questions as basic as what role should 
America play in the world? have been 
drastically rearticulated across just 
two U.S. administrations, it is clear 
that building such consensus would 
be a near impossible task. 

Back to the Basics 

President Biden recognizes the wide 
gap between America’s domestic 
realities and the international visions 
o"ered by theorists on both sides. 
For realists, the core of power lies at 
home. It is dependent on a nation’s 
ability to utilize all of the attributes 
of its population and economy to 
exert in%uence and power abroad. 
Polarization, toxic partisan rancor, 
growing economic inequality, and 
racial injustice are not qualities of a 
great-power that can serve it well for 
very long.

One can similarly apply this observa-
tion to the liberal side. !e U.S. will 
have a di$cult time continuing to 
lead a liberal order based on universal 
human rights and democracy pro-
motion when it itself is now divided 
over #rst principles. !is does not 
even consider the external challenges 
posed by China. Furthermore, grow-
ing nationalism and a country where 
a large portion of its population 
rejects globalism and believes that 
climate change is a “hoax” is not one 
where authority and funds can realis-
tically be granted to a more transna-
tional-oriented order. 

For both theories to continue having 
practical relevance for policy mak-
ing, Biden understands that the U.S. 
must revitalize its social, political, and 

economic foundation.

!e President recognizes that 
soaring economic inequality, 
crumbling infrastructure, and 
great portions of the country 
that have been left behind in a 
bygone era of American man-
ufacturing preeminence are all 
forces that helped generate the 
populist backlash that culmi-
nated in Trump’s election. !e 
appeal to nativism, stoking of 
racial animosity, and growing 
allegiance to a narrowly de-
#ned conception of American 
identity are all symptoms of a 
fractured society. 

Household wealth has not 
returned to its pre-recession 
levels and average incomes 
have grown at a dismal rate 
of just 0.3% between 2000 
and 2018. !is is contrasted 
with a 1.3% annual growth 
rate between 1970 and 2000. 
Had the rate stayed the same 
in the latter period to now, 
the current median household 
income would be $12,400 
higher. Furthermore, while 
unemployment skyrocketed 
during the Covid-19 pandemic, 
650 U.S. billionaires saw their 
net-worth’s increase by around 
35%, making them $1.2 trillion 
richer. 

When it came to R&D spend-
ing towards the end of the 
Cold War, the federal gov-
ernment receded from its role 
in funding basic research and 
increasingly relied on the pri-
vate sector for breakthroughs 
in advanced and emerging 
technologies. !e consequence 
has been a diminishing tech-
nological edge over China 

and an industry increasingly 
dominated by monopolistic 
corporations that sti%e com-
petition. On infrastructure, the 
gap between current spending 
and what is actually needed 
stood at $2 trillion in 2016. All 
of these developments indicate 
an approach to government, or 
lack thereof, that has left the 
social fabric of the U.S. torn 
and tattered after decades of 
disinvestment in the lives of 
everyday Americans.   

In May 2021, President Biden 
unveiled a plan to invest $3 
trillion in the U.S. economy. 
!e proposal addresses ev-
erything from infrastructure, 
technology, education, climate 
change, and workforce devel-
opment— all in an e"ort to 
make the U.S. more competi-
tive, productive, and equal. In 
June, the Senate also passed 
a major overhaul of U.S. in-
dustrial policy, committing 
$250 billion to research and 
development. At the heart of 
these historic policy proposals 
lies a recognition and bet that 
by boldly and dramatically 
confronting long-standing 
domestic de#ciencies, the U.S. 
can begin a process of mending 
the divides that Biden believes 
are hindering its ability to 
e"ectively compete and prevail 
in the 21st century. However, 
bizarre conspiratorial fanati-
cism, racism, tribalism, nativ-
ism, and hyper partisanship 
that have all come to de#ne 
many aspects of American 
life are unlikely to be resolved 
with a 21st century New Deal. 
!ere is also the corrosive and 
entrenched nature of partisan 
gerrymandering and current 

assault on voting rights in numerous 
states. !ese are all potent forces that 
threaten to hinder Biden’s agenda. 
Even with these uncertainties, how-
ever, the bet remains an ambitious 
and necessary one.  

No Longer Assume

When reading U.S. National Secu-
rity Strategies from the late 1990’s 
and early 2000’s, one will #nd that a 
general assumption prevailed in each 
one: !e U.S. was now in a position 
to concentrate its attention idealisti-
cally outward towards reshaping the 
world in its image. Concerns over 
fundamental values and #rst princi-
ples at home were the last thing on 
anyone’s mind. In fact, some even 
thought we had reached the “end of 
history” where liberal-capitalism had 
prevailed on a universal scale. 

Times have changed. !e U.S. can 
no longer a"ord to assume that its 
own house is in order. Recognizing 
this is not a call to turn inwards at 
the cost of U.S. engagement with the 
world, but is rather a reminder of a 
famous statement given in a speech 
by U.S. President Abraham Lincoln: 
“A house divided against itself cannot 
stand.” To keep America standing 
strong in the world, it must #rst 
prioritize restoring and reinvigorating 
the social, political, and economic pil-
lars on which its strength rests. !is 
means engaging in honest national 
self-re%ection and boldly investing 
in itself. It is human capital on which 
American power and the American 
idea stands. After that standing is re-
stored, the bickering over pessimism, 
optimism, and pragmatism can once 
again ensue.  
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!is observation has led the prom-
inent liberal thinker Anne Marie 
Slaughter to reimagine what a re-
formed Liberal International Order 
ought to look like. She posits that 
power is increasingly di"use and the 
centrality of states is more diluted. 
Global challenges, however, are plen-
tiful. !ey are also extremely complex; 
so much so that she does not believe 
that states, even if they wanted to, 
possess the means to successfully 
confront and solve them on their 
own. She states: 

“In the absence of a true global gov-
ernment, the best bet for guarantee-
ing the world’s security and prosper-
ity is not to limit the liberal order to 
democracies but to expand it deeper 
into liberal societies. !ere, civic, 
educational, corporate, and scienti#c 
actors can work with one another—
and with governments—in ways that 
enhance transparency, accountability, 
and problem-solving capacity.”  

In her reimagined liberal order, 
“impact hubs” embedded within 
international institutions (and outside 
of them) would “harness the power 
and e$cacy of both governments 
and global actors” to solve and man-
age speci#c challenges. !is would 
steamline problem solving capacity 
by connecting relevant state, local, 
and non-state actors to a hub that has 
“both the funds and the authority to 
make a di"erence.” 

!is vision, however innovative and 
relevant, is one in which the U.S. 
is no longer front and center of the 
liberal order and states grant both 
funding and authority to a diverse set 
of issue-speci#c organizations com-
posed of a wide-array of actors. In 
the U.S., accepting this proposition 
would require a domestic consen-
sus that transnational problems are 

both real and must be solved and 
that Washington should provide 
dollars and responsibilities to more, 
not less, international organizations 
to confront them. Considering that 
questions as basic as what role should 
America play in the world? have been 
drastically rearticulated across just 
two U.S. administrations, it is clear 
that building such consensus would 
be a near impossible task. 

Back to the Basics 

President Biden recognizes the wide 
gap between America’s domestic 
realities and the international visions 
o"ered by theorists on both sides. 
For realists, the core of power lies at 
home. It is dependent on a nation’s 
ability to utilize all of the attributes 
of its population and economy to 
exert in%uence and power abroad. 
Polarization, toxic partisan rancor, 
growing economic inequality, and 
racial injustice are not qualities of a 
great-power that can serve it well for 
very long.

One can similarly apply this observa-
tion to the liberal side. !e U.S. will 
have a di$cult time continuing to 
lead a liberal order based on universal 
human rights and democracy pro-
motion when it itself is now divided 
over #rst principles. !is does not 
even consider the external challenges 
posed by China. Furthermore, grow-
ing nationalism and a country where 
a large portion of its population 
rejects globalism and believes that 
climate change is a “hoax” is not one 
where authority and funds can realis-
tically be granted to a more transna-
tional-oriented order. 

For both theories to continue having 
practical relevance for policy mak-
ing, Biden understands that the U.S. 
must revitalize its social, political, and 

economic foundation.

!e President recognizes that 
soaring economic inequality, 
crumbling infrastructure, and 
great portions of the country 
that have been left behind in a 
bygone era of American man-
ufacturing preeminence are all 
forces that helped generate the 
populist backlash that culmi-
nated in Trump’s election. !e 
appeal to nativism, stoking of 
racial animosity, and growing 
allegiance to a narrowly de-
#ned conception of American 
identity are all symptoms of a 
fractured society. 

Household wealth has not 
returned to its pre-recession 
levels and average incomes 
have grown at a dismal rate 
of just 0.3% between 2000 
and 2018. !is is contrasted 
with a 1.3% annual growth 
rate between 1970 and 2000. 
Had the rate stayed the same 
in the latter period to now, 
the current median household 
income would be $12,400 
higher. Furthermore, while 
unemployment skyrocketed 
during the Covid-19 pandemic, 
650 U.S. billionaires saw their 
net-worth’s increase by around 
35%, making them $1.2 trillion 
richer. 

When it came to R&D spend-
ing towards the end of the 
Cold War, the federal gov-
ernment receded from its role 
in funding basic research and 
increasingly relied on the pri-
vate sector for breakthroughs 
in advanced and emerging 
technologies. !e consequence 
has been a diminishing tech-
nological edge over China 

and an industry increasingly 
dominated by monopolistic 
corporations that sti%e com-
petition. On infrastructure, the 
gap between current spending 
and what is actually needed 
stood at $2 trillion in 2016. All 
of these developments indicate 
an approach to government, or 
lack thereof, that has left the 
social fabric of the U.S. torn 
and tattered after decades of 
disinvestment in the lives of 
everyday Americans.   

In May 2021, President Biden 
unveiled a plan to invest $3 
trillion in the U.S. economy. 
!e proposal addresses ev-
erything from infrastructure, 
technology, education, climate 
change, and workforce devel-
opment— all in an e"ort to 
make the U.S. more competi-
tive, productive, and equal. In 
June, the Senate also passed 
a major overhaul of U.S. in-
dustrial policy, committing 
$250 billion to research and 
development. At the heart of 
these historic policy proposals 
lies a recognition and bet that 
by boldly and dramatically 
confronting long-standing 
domestic de#ciencies, the U.S. 
can begin a process of mending 
the divides that Biden believes 
are hindering its ability to 
e"ectively compete and prevail 
in the 21st century. However, 
bizarre conspiratorial fanati-
cism, racism, tribalism, nativ-
ism, and hyper partisanship 
that have all come to de#ne 
many aspects of American 
life are unlikely to be resolved 
with a 21st century New Deal. 
!ere is also the corrosive and 
entrenched nature of partisan 
gerrymandering and current 

assault on voting rights in numerous 
states. !ese are all potent forces that 
threaten to hinder Biden’s agenda. 
Even with these uncertainties, how-
ever, the bet remains an ambitious 
and necessary one.  

No Longer Assume

When reading U.S. National Secu-
rity Strategies from the late 1990’s 
and early 2000’s, one will #nd that a 
general assumption prevailed in each 
one: !e U.S. was now in a position 
to concentrate its attention idealisti-
cally outward towards reshaping the 
world in its image. Concerns over 
fundamental values and #rst princi-
ples at home were the last thing on 
anyone’s mind. In fact, some even 
thought we had reached the “end of 
history” where liberal-capitalism had 
prevailed on a universal scale. 

Times have changed. !e U.S. can 
no longer a"ord to assume that its 
own house is in order. Recognizing 
this is not a call to turn inwards at 
the cost of U.S. engagement with the 
world, but is rather a reminder of a 
famous statement given in a speech 
by U.S. President Abraham Lincoln: 
“A house divided against itself cannot 
stand.” To keep America standing 
strong in the world, it must #rst 
prioritize restoring and reinvigorating 
the social, political, and economic pil-
lars on which its strength rests. !is 
means engaging in honest national 
self-re%ection and boldly investing 
in itself. It is human capital on which 
American power and the American 
idea stands. After that standing is re-
stored, the bickering over pessimism, 
optimism, and pragmatism can once 
again ensue.  
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“TO KEEP AMERICA 
STANDING STRONG 
IN THE WORLD, IT 
MUST FIRST 
PRIORITIZE
RESTORING AND 
REINVIGORATING 
THE SOCIAL, 
POLITICAL, AND 
ECONOMIC 
PILLARS ON WHICH 
ITS STRENGTH 
RESTS.” 



Pax Americana? 
The U.S. and its 
Resilient 
Superpowerdom
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Pax Americana? 
The U.S. and its 
Resilient 
Superpowerdom

In Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night, 
the antagonist, Malvolio, 
famously states that “some are 

born great, some achieve greatness, 
and some have greatness thrust 
upon them.”

Whether the United States was 
born great, achieved greatness, or 
had greatness thrust upon them is 
subject to varying opinions. Debate 
over the nature of American power 
stems from perceptions of global 
power rankings. !e U.S. rose to 
superpower status following World 
War II, and has seen seventy years 
of pax Americana and relative 
stability in the international order 
since. However, this status has been 
questioned, particularly following 
failed military interventions in 
Vietnam and Iraq. China’s rise has 
once again brought new relevance 
to debates over ‘American decline.’ 

Some analysts believe the 
distribution of power and 
authority has already shifted, 
and that the U.S. is no longer 
the “indispensable” state it once 
was. However, U.S. foreign policy 
critic Robert Kagan argues 
determinedly that discussions of 
American decline tempt “pre-
emptive superpower suicide” 
when in reality, nothing so drastic 
has occurred. Is the U.S. still a 
superpower? In short, yes, whether 
it likes it or not. A superpower, 
as understood in geopolitical 
terms, is a state with the (often 
military) capability to exert its 

in"uence beyond its immediate 
region. In"uential political scientist 
Samuel Hungtingon argued that 
a superpower must “stand for 
an idea with appeal beyond its 
borders.” Looking at these material 
and ideological understandings 
of a superpower, America clearly 
still quali#es. Furthermore, the 
greatness which it was either born 
with, achieved, or had thrust upon 
it is a distinctly modern kind of 
superpowerdom that is proving 
more resilient than critics – and 
many Americans – like to think.

Power in the Contemporary 
Security Landscape

To better understand the term 
“superpower”, it is necessary to 
discuss how power is measured. 
Political scientist Daneil Drezner 
astutely notes that “[i]nternational 
relations scholars are certain about 
two facts: power is the de#ning 
concept of the discipline and 
there is not consensus about what 
that concept means.” Despite it 
being an essentially contested 
term, discussions of a shift in 
the global balance of power are 
pervasive; however, this shift does 
not necessarily relegate the U.S. 
to less than superpower status. I 
am not referring to the U.S. as a 
global hegemon, as there can be 
only one hegemon in a system, but 
there can be several superpowers. 
For a period after the Cold War 
the U.S. was the only superpower, 
but whether one believes China is 

on the cusp of superpower status 
or has already claimed the title, it 
is clear that the U.S. is no longer 
alone at the top.

One of the most useful ways to 
understand a state’s power is by its 
material capability, which can be 
accounted for in economic terms, 
military strength or population 
size. In two out of three of these 
material measures, China surpassed 
the U.S. years ago. While China 
is catching up and investing 
heavily in a modernized defense 
force, with a particular focus on 
its naval capacity, the U.S. still has 
a far larger military and spends 
considerably more of its budget 
on defense. Similarly, while China 
has nuclear capability, it trails far 
behind the U.S. and its regional 
neighbor, Russia. !e U.S. is 
arguably in “peace mode,” with 
discussions of Sino-US parity only 
entertained because the U.S. has 
not shown its true military force 
for decades. “!e question is not 
whether the United States is still 
capable of prevailing in a global 
confrontation, either hot or cold, 
with China or any other revisionist 
power,” Kagan states, “it is.” 

However, this understanding of 
U.S. power heavily relies on nuclear 
capability, which is only one 
estimate of power and international 
security.  !e advent of nuclear 
weapons has signi#cantly altered 
the stakes of con"ict and the 
nature of great power competition. 

“Some are born great, some achieve greatness, and some have greatness thrust upon them.”

By Sarah Knight
Pax Americana? !e U.S. and its Resilient Superpowerdom
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Neither a status quo state or re-
visionist power are seeking to 
trigger a war which will e!ectively 
destroy it and the global order it 
seeks to in"uence. To say the U.S. 
is in “peace mode” and its nuclear 
arsenal is what allows it to main-
tain a superpower status is to hand 
that title comfortably to every other 
nuclear-armed state, including not 
only China and Russia, but also 
the United Kingdom, India and 
Pakistan. If one hundred nuclear 
warheads will existentially threaten 
a state, it doesn’t matter who has 
#ve thousand. Furthermore, it is 
far more realistic and informative 
to look at measures of superpower-
dom in traditional military out-
reach, allies, international trade, and 
membership and in"uence in mul-
tilateral fora. $ese are the arenas 
in which power relations are played 
out daily, and where America’s 
power really lies. In relying on the 
U.S.’s nuclear arsenal at the cost of 
other, far more dynamic measures, 
Kagan chooses not to account for 
the actual nature of the modern 
security landscape.

$at is not to say the U.S. is mili-
tarily inferior – it is not, especially 
not in its immediate neighborhood. 
In all ways other than nuclear, Chi-
na is not a signi#cant existential 

threat to the U.S. and will therefore 
be hard pressed to challenge or 
overthrow the international regime 
the U.S. has built. China is rising 
within the American-led system, 
composed of international organi-
zations, alliances and institutions 
that link state interests. For exam-
ple, even if China surpasses the 
U.S. by all measures at some point, 
it will take far longer to outstrip 
all OECD states when combined, 
both militarily and economically. 
$is of course depends on whether 
OECD states would choose to act 
as a counterweight against China 
if it were to reach total parity with 
the US, but the material capabil-
ity would be available to do so. 
However, Kagan deems this notion 
of regime durability “a pleasant 
illusion,” claiming that the cur-
rent world order cannot continue 
without the U.S. at the helm, it will 
either decline or collapse entirely. 
Somewhat apocalyptically, he states 
that if the U.S. does not maintain 
the liberal order, it will vanish from 
both the domestic and interna-
tional stage. $is may have been a 
realistic prediction when talking 
about power shifts during the 
Peloponnesian War or even failing 
empires in recent centuries, but the 
contemporary U.S.-led world order 
is a di!erent kind of imperialism, 

one that is holistically global and 
deeply embedded. Challengers like 
China or Russia exist within it and 
depend upon it to further their own 
national interests, with the Asian 
Infrastructure Investment Bank 
just one example of China compet-
ing within the system rather than 
attacking from outside. 

Furthermore, we very well may 
be living in a distinctly new era of 
great power competition, altered by 
the U.S. and the resilience of the 
system it has constructed, and the 
continued proliferation of nucle-
ar weapons. $e Belfer Center’s 
$ucydides’s Trap Initiative has 
found that out of sixteen incidents 
of great power competition since 
the #fteenth century, twelve have 
led to war. Great powers, as pre-
dicted by $ucydides in ancient 
Greece, are highly likely to go to 
war when faced with a serious chal-
lenge to the distribution of power. 
However, we have not seen this 
materialize since nuclear weapons 
were used on Japan in 1945. Fur-
thermore, the U.S. is not as fragile 
as the continental powers of the 
previous century. $is is due to its 
advantageous geographic position, 
the existential threat posed to any 
country that initiates nuclear con-
"ict, and the interconnected global 

system that—at this stage—still 
largely prefers U.S. leadership to 
present alternatives. In the last 
seventy-odd years of superpow-
derdom, the U.S. has insulated 
itself against revisionist bids 
by disicentivising con"ict and 
incentivizing both military and 
economic cooperation. $is 
makes it a much harder super-
power to challenge.

Myths of Empire and 
Decline

“TO SAY THE U.S. IS IN “PEACE MODE” AND ITS NU-
CLEAR ARSENAL IS WHAT ALLOWS IT TO MAINTAIN 
A SUPERPOWER STATUS IS TO HAND THAT TITLE 
COMFORTABLY TO EVERY OTHER NUCLEAR-ARMED 
STATE...IF ONE HUNDRED NUCLEAR WARHEADS WILL 
EXISTENTIALLY THREATEN A STATE, IT DOESN’T 
MATTER WHO HAS FIVE THOUSAND.”
12     !e Journal On World A"airs



Power distribution is changing, this 
much is clear, but how? Unsurpris-
ingly, the U.S. is central to most of 
these theories or ‘myths’ of systemic 
change and superpower behavior. 
In Myths of Empire, neoclassical 
realist scholar Jack Snyder exam-
ines why great powers over-expand 
in a bid to increase security. “Great 
powers in the industrial age,” 
Snyder says, “have shown a striking 
proclivity for self-in!icted wounds.” 
"e myth, proposed by a state’s 
elites to justify forays beyond its 
immediate neighborhood, is built 
upon three principles: 1) gains in 
territory lead to gains in resources 
and loss of territory can cripple an 
empire, 2) the o#ensive state or 
empire has the advantage, and 3) 
o#ensive threats provoke compli-
ance in weaker states. Each of these 
assumptions can be contested and 
are inherently !awed in that they 
actually prompt defensive coalitions 
to form, referred to as “self-encir-
clement.”

For Snyder, diplomatic states like 
the U.S. are “good learners,” in that 
they may prompt self-encirclement, 
but will then seek to avoid outright 
con!ict. However, Myths of Em-
pire was written in 1991, before the 
NATO intervention in Kosovo or 
the invasion of Iraq, the second of 
which has arguably triggered more 
problems than it has solved. Fur-
thermore, since the end of WWII 
and the rapid decline of the British 
Empire, the U.S. has taken its pre-
decessor’s place, with the sun never 
setting on the U.S. military due 
to the sheer geographic spread of 
bases around the world, as seen in 
$gure. "is geographic spread feeds 
into America’s resilience, with this 
spread facilitating its capacity to 
exert in!uence beyond its immedi-
ate region. "is is certainly evidence 

of expansion, with military pres-
ence coupled with Western liberal 
values found as far from U.S. terri-
torial borders as can be. In having 
military pivots around the world, 
the U.S. is particularly resilient. 
"e rapid and vast expansion of 
American in!uence has  triggered 
discussions of an inevitable decline. 
"e myth of decline is exactly what 
Kagan refutes, claiming any notion 
that the U.S. once unilaterally ruled 
the world and now does not is a 
nostalgic fallacy. "e mere existence 
of U.S. failures in the international 
arena are not signs of epic downfall, 
as they were present even during 
the post-war American golden age. 

"e U.S. maintains the world’s larg-
est military and seeks to preserve 
Western liberal institutionalism in 
the face of increasing nationalism 
around the world. "e U.S. as a 
single power (that seeks to avoid 
nuclear con!ict at all costs) cannot 
unilaterally dictate international 
a#airs—no lone state can—but 
the system it has built is unusually 
resilient, as is its own existential 
security. "e U.S. has allies across 
the globe who are wary of the rise 
of China, Wall Street is still a locus 
of the world economy, and the U.S. 
has a serious geostrategic advantage 
over China. As a superpower, the 
US’ regional neighborhood is stable 
and protective. Canada and Mexico 
are friendly neighbors who bene$t 
from American strength, and there 
are no Central or South American 
states that would have the intent, 
let alone capability, to challenge or 
undermine the U.S.

China, on the other hand, is ris-
ing in a crowded, nuclear-charged 
regional neighborhood with great 
powers along its borders. Russia, 
Iran, Pakistan and India are all 

nuclear powers in China’s imme-
diate vicinity. China and Pakistan 
have developed deep bilateral ties, 
and recent years have seen tentative 
Sino-Russian cooperation, however 
India has moved closer to the U.S. 
within the Quadrilateral Security 
Dialogue, and Iran is something of 
a loose canon, oscillating between 
whichever powerful state it can 
most bene$t from. Unlike the U.S., 
China must work harder to prevent 
encirclement from its neighbors, 
which necessarily constrains how 
disruptive it can be. "e U.S., on 
the other hand, has a vast ocean 
bu#er on each coast. Despite China 
having surpassed the U.S. in some 
economic power metrics, this has 
not triggered the war that power 
transition theorists or "ucydides 
would have predicted. "is is due to 
the U.S.’ uniquely robust superpow-
er status, its geographic blessings, 
and the all-encompassing world 
order it has created. 

!e Myth of Exceptionalism

One of the greatest tensions in U.S. 
foreign policy is unidenti$able from 
a structural perspective. "is can 
only be examined by acknowledg-
ing the domestic factors that play 
into ideas of a state’s place and role 
in world a#airs. Often, what the 
national security decision makers 
want is di#erent to what the people 
want.

A myth commonly referred to, 
particularly by international critics, 
is the myth of American exception-
alism. American exceptionalism 
can be de$ned as the notion that 
the U.S. is bigger, more powerful, 
and unconstrained by rules and 
norms of international relations 
and society. "e concept emerged 
concurrently with the rise of Amer-
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-ican hegemony after WWII, and 
has since been chipped away at by 
decades of underwhelming and in-
consistent economic performance. 
Resurgences in exceptionalist rhet-
oric go hand in hand with decline, 
as a rallying ideology like excep-
tionalism is most pervasive and 
e!ective, or even relevant, when 
things appear to not be going well. 
Politicians like Hillary Clinton 
have adopted the phrase to inspire 
the American population, whereas 
President Trump’s “Make America 
Great Again” slogan actually im-
plies that America is not great, let 
alone exceptional.

Is the U.S. still a superpower? Yes, 
according to the Lowy Institute 
Asia Power Index. Most decision-
makers realize this, with the nota-
ble exception of President Trump; 
however there is little domestic 
consensus. Analyzing why any 
leader gets elected is beyond the 
scope of an article like this, how-
ever it is interesting to note that 
Trump was elected on a populist 
platform which was emphatically 
anti-elite, and encouraged people to 
be suspicious of any elite consensus. 
If previous presidents and leaders 
have stated that the U.S. should 
wield its strength and perform as 
a superpower on the world stage, 
then an anti-elite populist platform 
would suggest America should re-
turn to its isolationist roots. While 
not explicitly called “isolationism” 
by most Americans, this is an im-
plicit facet of the “Make America 
Great Again” slogan.

However, for the U.S. to do so, for 
it to relinquish its role as mediator 
in the international system, reluc-
tant or not, it must also relinquish 
its power. "e Biden administration 
is considerably more internation-

alist than its predecessor, however 
more than seventy million Amer-
icans voted against this interna-
tionalist foreign policy rhetoric. It 
is unlikely we will see any explicit 
or implicit ceding of international 
leadership under President Biden, 
but if a greater proportion of the 
population become disillusioned 
with America’s international role, 
future presidents may have to pull 
the U.S. back from the world stage, 
whether reluctantly or enthusiasti-
cally. 

In doing so, the U.S. would cede its 
leadership role to China, the only 
state with both the ambition and 
capacity to take America’s place. 
"is is something most Americans 
do not want. "e U.S. has proven 
itself ‘exceptional’ in its superpow-
erdom. "is is not because it does 
not have to conform to rules and 
norms and whatever fundamental 
principles govern international 
relations, but because the US’ status 
as a superpower and the system 
which it has built survived an ad-
ministration which wanted nothing 
to do with either. Nonetheless, the 
liberal world order emerged from 
the Trump administration a little 
battered but otherwise trium-
phant. Allies appeased, adversaries 
bit their tongues, and the system 
endured. 

Was America born great? Did it 
achieve greatness, or have greatness 
thrust upon it? "at depends on 
who you ask. If we ask those who 
believe America should return to 
an era of isolationism, America 
was born great and has strayed 
far from its origins. If we con-
#ate greatness with a superpower, 
then America certainly achieved 
greatness. If we associate greatness 
with leadership and international 

responsibility, then perhaps it was 
thrust upon the US. Depending on 
which alternative you believe, you 
will have di!erent expectations of 
what America should do moving 
forward under the Biden adminis-
tration. But while many Americans 
think the U.S. should ‘mind its own 
business’ in foreign policy, to do so 
is to create a power vacuum, with 
states like Russia and China just 
as eager to $ll the gap as France or 
Germany. 

However, the U.S. is not a super-
power to be toppled easily, not even 
if a segment of its own population 
is its biggest impediment. "e U.S. 
is still a superpower, but its glob-
al lead is shrinking. As the world 
becomes aware of another bipolar 
competition after decades of uni-
polarity, greatness has been thrust 
upon the U.S. once more. As the 
world wonders whether pax Ameri-
cana will give way to pax Sinica, the 
U.S. must go “once more unto the 
breach, dear friends, once more.”
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Militarism and violence, 
personi!ed in nuclear 
weaponry and national 

"ags. Cold, calculated decisions 
made by men seated across from 
each other at round tables. #ese 
images have characterized foreign 
policy, especially in the modern era. 
But how might a new perspective 
on international a$airs change 
our world? Enter the concept 
of feminist foreign policy: a 
framework calling for diplomatic 
relations, aiming to promote 
marginalized women on a global 
scale. 

A Feminist Foreign Policy

Women have historically been 
disenfranchised and disregarded 
on an international level, and the 
COVID-19 pandemic has only 
exacerbated these gender divides. 
#e virus has ravaged social and 
economic settings alike, which 
has disproportionately impacted 
women. On a worldwide level, 
women are more susceptible 
to job losses than their male 
counterparts; while they make 
up 39% of the global labor force, 
they account for 54% of workplace 
layo$s. During the pandemic, 
trends such as these have largely 
occurred due to existing systemic 
inequalities between men 
and women; given that many 
occupations are segregated along 
gendered lines, women undertake 
a disproportionate amount of 
the burden of domestic work, 

which can otherwise be dubbed 
as “unpaid care.” Job losses are 
highly concentrated among 
these gendered occupations, and 
childcare responsibilities force 
women out of the workforce and 
back into the home. When women 
are excluded from the market, they 
are excluded from foreign a$airs 
decision-making spaces and remain 
disregarded when their countries 
facilitate international a$airs 
strategies based on power and the 
economy. 

Today, many movements to support 
gender equality are performative 
in nature, failing to address the 
systemic violence against women 
worldwide—especially on an 
intersectional level. In today’s 
era of the Internet and social 
media, performative activism—or 
activism done for the purpose of 
increasing one’s social capital—is 
on the rise. For the majority of the 
public, the feel-good dopamine 
hit of supporting an important 
cause is a mere click or retweet 
away, emphasizing one’s personal 
alliance with a cause without 
meaningfully reforming and 
dismantling problematic power 
structures. Social media has become 
a setting through which activism-
themed posts are shared—posts 
that  “bring attention” to particular 
issues while failing to address more 
fundamental concerns. With regard 
to the global feminist movement, 
social media users have tended 
to ignore the gendered violence 

that is intrinsic to governmental 
systems across the world, lauding 
the physical beauty of the women 
in their own lives instead of 
instigating purposeful change. 

A feminist foreign policy 
champions a women-centric 
worldview in the international 
a$airs realm, asserting that the 
experiences of women across the 
globe should be a centremost 
consideration in the formation 
of global a$airs decisions. 
#e concept accounts for the 
experiences of women along 
all intersections of identities, 
including, but not limited to, 
race, sexuality, socioeconomic 
status, and religion. Speci!cally, 
the framework identi!es 
and validates the continued 
oppression of women worldwide 
under patriarchal structures of 
colonialism, militarism, capitalism, 
and heteronormativity, arguing that 
a$airs on an interstate level must 
thoroughly consider the systemic 
marginalization of women under 
many of the globe’s dominant social 
systems.

Furthermore, a feminist foreign 
policy calls for a shift in the 
issues of interest to policymakers 
in international a$airs spaces. 
Although both literature and 
practice have historically conceived 
of global policy topics as aggressive 
and militaristic, a feminist foreign 
policy champions a more holistic 
perspective, advocating for the 

A feminist foreign policy necessitates a shift in values and a transition from militaristic to diplomatic tactics in 
dealing with actors on the world stage.

By Alyssa Fong
Toward A Feminist Foreign Policy

Fall 2021     17



consideration of the common 
people in international a!airs deci-
sions. Scholars in this "eld note 
that modern international a!airs 
tends to prioritize high competi-
tion and focus on national pros-
perity, rather than conceptualizing 
the ways in which that ideal of 
“prosperity” might practically look 
for the members of a given na-
tion — especially those currently 
marginalized. National wealth and 
prestige might ward o! potential 
adversaries, but with that a#uence 
may very well come high levels of 
inequality on the domestic level— 
inequality that is detrimental, and 
even deadly, for oppressed popula-
tions. A feminist foreign policy 
recognizes these structural barriers, 
urging states to formulate global af-
fairs strategies that prioritize their 
people. 

Progress

Progress on implementing a femi-
nist foreign policy has been mixed. 
To date, a diverse variety of states 
have explicitly acted to integrate 
women into their global a!airs 
strategies, and the number of those 
states have been steadily increasing. 
$e action taken by these nations 
includes racial justice initiatives, 
economic empowerment programs, 
and non-governmental organiza-
tion partnerships. Still, this prog-
ress points to gaps between the 
tangible reality and the idealized 
future, outlining goals that might 
be adopted by other countries look-
ing to increasingly accommodate 
women.

Despite di%culties at-large on the 
global a!airs stage, many coun-
tries have successfully adopted a 
feminist foreign policy. In 2014, 
Sweden o%cially announced that 

its foreign policy would actively 
prioritize gender equality, outlining 
a value system which has angled 
its international a!airs decisions 
towards gender equality for the 
past seven years. Under Prime 
Minister Stefan Löfven, the na-
tion announced its commitment to 
rights, representation, and resources 
for women worldwide. Notably, 
the Swedish government was ex-
plicit in denoting its newly adopted 

policy as feminist, and condemned 
the systemic political, social, and 
economic violence against women 
throughout the globe. Although at 
the time, the Swedish proclamation 
of a feminist foreign policy was 
considered unsound and unortho-
dox, their bold approach has paved 
the way for a broader global com-
mitment to gender equality at-
large.

Since Sweden’s initial policy 
change, many other states have 
followed suit. In 2017, Canada an-
nounced its Feminist International 
Assistance Policy, a document 
outlining both broad values and 
speci"c goals regarding its ap-
proach to worldwide gender em-
powerment. 2020 saw the launch 
of Mexico’s feminist foreign policy, 

as well as commitments by France 
and Luxembourg to pursue similar 
routes. On a worldwide scale, the 
framework was initially met with 
suspicion and uncertainty, but as 
prominent global actors under-
take these commitments, foreign 
policy at-large is shifting towards a 
more thorough accommodation of 
women.

On the global level, the commit-

ment to a feminist foreign policy 
has become increasingly tangible 
and strategic. In 2016, the Center 
for Feminist Foreign Policy was 
launched, and began conduct-
ing work on policy initiatives that 
have advanced the role of women 
in global a!airs spaces. $e CFFP 
recognizes the connections between 
women and climate justice, and 
continues to publish resources and 
host conferences that emphasize 
the importance of this convergence. 
$ey address feminism from an 
intersectional perspective, champi-
oning the rights of women of color 
who have been historically disen-
franchised by their governmental 
systems. Today, their work syn-
thesizes many of the urgent issues 
surrounding feminist foreign policy 
and its implementation worldwide.
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Despite these developments, global 
a!airs spaces of today often fail to 
explicitly accommodate women. 
Men disproportionately occupy 
positions of power in the interna-
tional relations "eld, and the voices 
of women are rarely present during 
vital policy conversations. Fur-
thermore, the dominant relational 
frameworks upheld by intergov-
ernmental organizations are prof-
it-minded and militaristic, favoring 

utility and prestige over equity and 
social progress. In order for a prac-
tical and e!ective feminist foreign 
policy that works for underrepre-
sented global actors to be realized, 
meaningful change must be enact-
ed on a worldwide scale. 

Implementation

In order to promote a feminist for-
eign policy, the international a!airs 
space at-large will need to signi"-
cantly shift its broad values and 
structures. Rather than continu-
ing a foreign policy structure that 
facilitates an antagonistic rat race 
between powerhouse countries, and 
champions militaristic solutions to 
global issues, states on the world 
stage must actively advocate for 
marginalized peoples everywhere,  

especially women and BIPOC. 
Many of this framework’s general 
principles include combatting glob-
al poverty, dismantling systemic 
racism, and employing the pri-
vate sector in the "ght for gender 
equality. Tangibly, such value shifts 
might manifest in supporting (or 
even authoring) documents such 
as the Women, Peace, and Security 
Resolutions, which provide funding 
to oppressed subpopulations, hold 
perpetrators of human tra#cking 
accountable, and facilitate women’s 
participation in peace e!orts. 

However, a feminist foreign policy 
cannot merely be based in abstract 
ideals; it must correspond with 
lived reality, and actively rectify the 
harm that non-feminist approaches 
have already caused. Prominent 
actors on the world stage have 
long been perpetrators of violence, 
colonialism, and other hardline 
tactics whose e!ects have been felt 
on a worldwide level. An approach 
grounded in practicality must 
acknowledge the shortcomings of 
the past, and engage in active dis-
mantling of systems of oppression. 
To promote climate justice, it must 
recognize the climate injustices 
that have already been done, espe-
cially in a world motivated by pro"t 
and production. In the "ght for 
women’s equality, it must account 
for the years of social, political, 
and economic marginalization that 
women have endured, and address 
questions regarding the rights and 
opportunities of the future from an 
intersectional perspective. 

$e United States does not cur-
rently have a feminist foreign 
policy, but scholars in the interna-
tional a!airs "eld suggest that such 
a framework might be bene"cial. 
According to the International 

Center for Research on Women, 
the United States must "rst tangi-
bly deliver on the recognition that 
women’s rights are human rights, 
and then advocate for the liberation 
of women worldwide. Internal pro-
cesses concerning American foreign 
policy must be thoroughly repre-
sentational in nature, and women, 
especially women of color, must be 
present in relevant decision-making 
spaces — especially in a country 
with as much international pres-
tige as the United States. A truly 
feminist foreign policy should also 
promote bodily autonomy, and 
declare the importance of women’s 
personal agency in the realm of sex-
ual and reproductive rights. Finally, 
these principles must coalesce into 
support for environmental justice, 
especially as women continue to 
bear a disproportionate amount of 
the hardships of climate change. 
Women are often marginalized in 
the "ght for increased environmen-
tal consciousness, as they represent 
a disproportionate majority of 
the world’s poor and are relatively 
highly reliant on scarce natural 
resources.

Conclusion

Formulating a feminist foreign pol-
icy must be an explicit move on the 
part of any nation, requiring bold, 
direct action. A feminist foreign 
policy necessitates a shift in values 
and a transition from militaristic to 
diplomatic tactics in dealing with 
actors on the world stage. It must 
be cultivated intentionally, with 
an intersectional perspective on 
the inherent rights and liberties of 
women. Although such a policy has 
not yet been seen on a global scale, 
the progress made by a variety of 
countries throughout the world fa-
cilitates optimism about the future.

“HOWEVER, A FEMINIST 
FOREIGN POLICY CANNOT 
MERELY BE BASED IN AB-
STRACT IDEALS; IT MUST 
CORRESPOND WITH LIVED 
REALITY, AND ACTIVELY 
RECTIFY THE HARM THAT 
NON-FEMINIST APPROACHES 
HAVE ALREADY CAUSED.”
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No form of government 
in existence has found 
immunity to corruption. 

When trust is eroded by abuse 
of public o!ce for private gain, 
policies become less e"ective 
and fair. #e lack of political will 
and neighboring cooperation to 
promote integrity inevitably ensues 
havoc within a country—such 
as mismanagement of natural 
resources, poverty, and social unrest. 
#is casts doubt on the conditions 
of safety and opportunity extended 
by the government. #is is a state 
of a"airs that Central America has 
cyclically encountered, contributing 
to the fact that 55 percent of 
all U.S. immigration cases stem 
from Guatemala, El Salvador, and 
Honduras. 

#e United States is rehashing 
the carrot and stick approach in 
Latin America, this time in Central 
America in an e"ort to sti$e the 
recent uptick in migration from the 
region. #e Biden administration 
is entrusting a special task force 
with the mission to support 
local prosecutors’ %ght against 
corruption, carrying forth the 
U.S. president’s commitment to 
recalibrate the scales of justice in 
the Central American countries 
of Honduras, Guatemala, and El 
Salvador—collectively known as 
the Northern Triangle. Regional 
stability is contingent on 
addressing corruption and lack of 
public infrastructure, and may only 
be achieved with foreign support. 

To address poor governance, the 
U.S. %nds itself on a tightrope of 
balancing soft and hard power 
to restore peace and prosperity, 
a venture the country has 
familiarized itself with historically. 

After meeting with a group of 
Latin American leaders in 2009, 
then Vice President Joe Biden 
signaled a renewal of partnership, 
“the time of the United States 
dictating unilaterally, the time 
where we only talk and don’t listen, 
is over,” in spite of U.S. in$uence 
in the region waning and Latin 
American countries growingly 
expanding relations with China 
and Russia. However, in the space 
between this speech and Biden’s 
embark on establishing his own 
presidential foreign policy in the 
region, Latin America’s proclivity 
to the causes and consequences of 
corruption has exacerbated. 

As social issues such as social 
unrest, economic instability, and 
political turmoil have unraveled at 
almost unparalleled rates, America 
has spectated its neighbors from 
afar. Nearly two decades of poverty 
reduction e"orts have been erased 
by pandemic measures, leaving 
Central America particularly 
bruised by setbacks of COVID-19. 
#e Trump Administration 
declined to intervene or lead in 
Central America, beyond its “safe 
third country” deal which required 
migrants from El Salvador and 
Honduras to seek asylum in 

Guatemala %rst, majorly preventing 
migrants from Central America 
from reaching the U.S. southern 
border

Following the Trump 
Administration noticeably turning 
its head from cooperatively 
intervening in Latin America, 
and instead confronting autocratic 
regimes with debilitating sanctions 
and threatening rhetoric, the 
region is eager for rest after erratic 
diplomacy.

Biden’s career-long interest in 
Latin America could be of use in 
restoring American leadership, 
particularly in Central America. 
American domestic policy largely 
relies on stability on the U.S. 
southern border. If the Biden 
Administration plays its cards 
correctly, the dynamic of American 
engagement has the ability to 
transform, engaging in the internal 
a"airs with support of regional 
governments so long as there is 
multilateralist cooperation on 
issues pressing for all participating 
parties—climate change, migration, 
economic development, and trade.

However, the relationship between 
the U.S. and Latin American 
countries is distinguished by a 
long history of harm and distrust, 
entangled by imperialistic and 
interventionist behavior. Manifest 
Destiny was coined in 1845 to 
describe the American ideology of 
continental expansionism in the 

#e lack of political will and neighboring cooperation to promote integrity inevitably ensues havoc within a 
country—such as mismanagement of natural resources, poverty, and social unrest. #is is a state of a"airs that 
Central America has cyclically encountered.

By Vanessa Mendivil
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Western Hemisphere. Sparked 
by the Mexican-American war, 
Manifest Destiny was used to 
justify the expansion of the U.S. 
under the pretext of a providential 
right based on racial and cultur-
al superiority. President Hoover 
availed ‘American Exceptionalism’ 
as the backdrop between the U.S. 
as a leader of the New World and 
foreign administrations still run by 
social systems of the Old World. In 
the wake of the Great Depression, 
Hoover blamed America’s econom-
ic despondency on its relationship 
with the international economy. He 
rethought economic realities with 
the countries of South and Central 
America, nonetheless believing that 
America’s rugged individualism and 
democracy could not be replicated 
in these regions. Reagan revital-
ized this con!dence in America 
as a vision to the world through 
his evocation of “a city on a hill,” 
arguing that America had the 
strength to transcend any interna-
tional a"ray. Walt Whitman used 
the terms ‘America’ and ‘democracy’ 
synonymously. #is fervent convic-
tion in American uniqueness has 
chronically been deployed to justify 
U.S. intervention across the globe, 
especially in its own backyard. 

#e 1823 Monroe Doctrine tri-
umphantly casted down European 
powers from further colonization 
and stringing puppet monarchies to 
protect newly independent Lat-
in American states, ascribing the 
U.S. as a regional hegemony in the 
Western Hemisphere. #e 1904 
Roosevelt Corollary asserted the 
U.S.’s self-imposed role as police-
man of the West by declaring that 
the U.S. would view any attempt by 
a European power to control any 
country on their side of the world 
as a hostile act. Most importantly, 
the Corollary noted that the U.S. 
would intervene in the internal 
a"airs of Latin American countries 
to prevent unruly economic man-
agement and political disorder if 
necessary. #e U.S.’s long history 
of intervening in the daily a"airs of 
Latin American nations reveal that 
tensions between the neighboring 
regions are not new, but the region’s 
antagonist image of Washington is 
similar to that of the Bush era in 
the early 2000s. 

Biden may dampen this polariza-
tion through regional cooperation. 
#e Biden administration’s task 
force in Central America is being 
led by Vice President Kamala Har-
ris, members of the U.S. Justice and 
State Departments, and Ricardo 
Zuniga, special U.S. envoy for the 
Northern Triangle. In addressing 
the “root causes” of illegal immi-
gration from El Salvador, Guate-
mala, and Honduras, Biden seeks 
to realize his soft power promise 
of protecting peace, prosperity, and 
security in the region, but !nds 
challenge in preventing the pos-
sibility of his aid package falling 
partly to graft. Conversely, the 
Biden administration is also quietly 
deploying its hard military and eco-
nomic power as it works with local 

government enforcement.

#e “carrot” strategy accounts for 
the endowment of $310 million 
in humanitarian aid towards the 
“immediate needs” of migrants 
in Honduras, Guatemala, and El 
Salvador. #is is cause for worry 
as the state administrations of the 
Northern Triangle are infamous 
for mishandling resources and 
embezzling public funds. In Hon-
duras, U.S. prosecutors are inves-
tigating President Juan Orlando 
Hernandez for participating in 
the nation’s large-scale narcotics 
trade, encouraged by the fact that 
in 2013 he had received millions of 
dollars in drug-tra$cking proceeds 
in exchange for protection from 
prosecutors and law enforcement. 
His brother and former Honduran 
congressman Juan Hernandez is 
sentenced to life in person for drug 
tra$cking as of this past March. 
When public funds are diverted 
into the private hands of a small 
few, this imposes bleak implications 
for the actual lives of the citizenry.

In addition to governmental graft 
and corruption, countries in the 
Northern Triangle experience hard-
ship from failing infrastructure and 
poor electricity, and its populations 
su"er from nutritional and agricul-
tural issues. Family units are divid-
ed by violence and migration, lay-
ing groundwork for increased crime 
and gang participation. Elites in 
these countries have been building 
economic caldrons of security for 
themselves rather than !nancing 
tax reform to rebuild public ser-
vices. As a result, El Salvador and 
Honduras have some of the highest 
homicide rates in the world. Rates 
are driven by femicide and gangs 
that are !nanced by extortion and 
cartels which supply illicit drugs for 

“WHEN PUBLIC 
FUNDS ARE DIVERTED 
INTO THE PRIVATE 
HANDS OF A SMALL 
FEW, THIS IMPOSES 
BLEAK IMPLICATIONS 
FOR THE ACTUAL 
LIVES OF THE 
CITIZENRY.”
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cartels which supply illicit drugs for 
U.S. consumption and are fueled 
by U.S. extradition practices. !e 
U.S. has the power to dampen these 
issues through accountability prac-
tices that will ensure economic as-
sistance is directed towards justice 
reform, e"ective public spending 
management, and professionaliza-
tion of the police force. 

Enclosed in Biden’s “US Citizen-
ship Act of 2021” is his commit-
ment to promote “the rule of law, 
security, and economic develop-
ment in Central America” in order 
to “address the key factors” fueling 
immigration. !e U.S. revisits its 
policeman role when Latin Ameri-
can internal a"airs pose a potential 
danger towards its own national se-
curity, in this case coming twofold 
in the form of a migration issue 
and economic opportunity.  !e 
U.S. has more free trade partners 
in Latin America than anywhere 
else in the world. In the Northern 
Triangle, U.S. factories employ 
160,000 Hondurans and 55,000 
Salvadorans, producing everything 
from clothing to electronics and 
medical devices. 

Central America’s cheap labor, 
fertile lands, and plentiful natural 
resources have been exploited by 
foreign investors throughout its 
history. !e theoretical strategy 
for encouraging citizens to not 
migrate elsewhere is predicated on 
the belief that if Central American 
governments can attract foreign 
nations with sophisticated infra-
structure, tax breaks, weak labor 
and environmental laws, then the 
free market will do its job in ush-
ering investment and employment. 
Naturally, as is the case for most 
developing, formerly imperial-
ized countries, the exact opposite 

has occurred in Central America. 
Whether it be bananas and co"ee 
in the 19th century, sugar, cotton, 
and cattle after the second World 
War, or revolutions in the 1980’s, 
the adverse economic strain of 
exploitation and corrupt leader-
ship has perpetuated the north-
ern-bound mass migration issue 
unfolding today. To support the 
high-consumption lifestyles that 
de#ne #rst world countries like 
the United States, cheap exports 
are produced in places like the 
Northern Triangle, leading to 
deforestation and other activities 
that accelerate climate change. !is 
directly impacts the livelihoods of 
Central Americans as it increases 
the likelihood of intense storms, 
$oods, droughts. 
Intersecting strains of violence, 
weak public infrastructure, food 
shortages, and the COVID-19 
pandemic have caused large num-
bers of citizens to $ee to their 
northern borders. !is is where the 
“stick” approach of the agreement 
comes in. !e Northern Triangle 
agreement provides aid for the 
Mexican, Honduran, and Guate-
malan governments to deploy po-
lice and military forces in order to 
block the recent uptick in migrants. 
In March alone, 170,000 individ-
uals arrived at U.S. borders from 
Central America, numbers unheard 
of in the last decade. For almost 
two decades, the United States has 
been funding its southern neigh-
bors’ military and police forces to 
enforce U.S. immigration priorities. 
In chain of e"ect, Mexican forces 
are regularly deployed on the U.S.’s 
southern border, and Guatemala on 
its border with Honduras. 

 Without abandoning the U.S.’s 
identity as a promoter of justice, 
and contrary to its predecessor, in 

exchange for border protection, the 
agreement also ensures that the 
rule of law is being strengthened 
through “conditional funding” 
to the countries of the Northern 
Triangle. !e Biden administration 
seeks to revitalize anti-corruption 
organizations and bodies which 
were either defunded or dismantled 
in recent years. In aid to prevent 
corrupt candidates from occupying 
federal positions, Ricardo Zuniga 
reported that the U.S. government 
has authority from Congress to cre-
ate an Engel List of Central Amer-
ican o%cials involved in corruption, 
revoke their travel visas and impose 
#nancial sanctions on them. Such 
sanctions often entail freezing U.S. 
assets and forbidding American 
entities from conducting business 
with undemocratic actors. 

!e Biden administration has not 
made a detailed plan available 
for the public outlining what the 
funds will target, how funds will be 
allocated, and how long it will take 
for migration to be impacted. !e 
United States is the leading player 
when it comes to foreign aid; how-
ever, a common concern is whether 
foreign aid goes corrupt. One-#fth 
of economic assistance goes directly 
to governments while the other 
portions are given to non-pro#t 
organizations, multilateral orga-
nizations, or elsewhere. When the 
U.S. wishes to support a country 
with a corrupt government it will 
typically funnel money through 
private tunnels, like the Honduran 
private organizations CICIG and 
MACCIH, which independently 
investigate dirty money and  em-
power anti-corruption reform. 

While Joe Biden’s posture contrasts 
starkly with that of his predecessor 
in terms of alliance, aid, and coop-

!e Biden Doctrine: Multilateralism in Central America Can Bring American Primacy Back
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eration, will he shake things on a 
deeper international moral level? In 
2020, 13,000 of more than 328,000 
migrants were unaccompanied chil-
dren, !eeing from poverty, violence 
and forced migration. As Biden 
renews the tactic of strengthening 
its neighbors’ border security, in 
many cases, children and adoles-
cents are forced to return to their 
countries where they either do not 
have a home to return to, end up in 
considerable debt, or are sometimes 
recruited by gangs and are prone 
to human tra"cking. Between 
2011 and 2016, for every additional 

homicide per year in the region, 
an additional 3.7 unaccompanied 
children showed up at the U.S. 
border. Child migrants’ motivations 
for traveling north include eco-
nomic reasons, seeking to reunite 
with family from the U.S., and 
ultimately seeking protection from 
imminent danger in their mother 
countries.U.S. legal immigration 
categories consist of family migra-
tion, work migration, and asylum 
migration. #ese three categories 
individually do not address the 
realities which children migrating 
to seek better education, safety, and 
economic security face. Migration 
from these regions is driven by 

a complex web of humanitarian 
issues that are not always taken 
into account. Opening up realistic 
legal pathways for immigration 
has already been proven to reduce 
irregular migration such as in the 
case of Mexico. For instance, the 
number of border apprehensions 
for Mexican immigrants has fallen 
more than 90 percent from its peak 
in 1955 when the Bracero program 
tripled in size, allowing entry to 
millions of temporary farm mi-
grants from Mexico, some of which 
Reagan eventually gave amnesty to 
in the 80’s. #is is a prime example 

of the intersection between do-
mestic and foreign policy. Being 
geographical neighbors, changes in 
U.S. policy in Latin American of-
ten has a direct impact on the !ow 
of people, trade, and political-social 
dynamics. 

What is Biden’s next step in Cen-
tral America? Will he reapply a 
bandage to the region desperately 
calling for a long-term $x, or will 
his administration truly get to work 
undoing the deep rooted cyclical is-
sues the region su%ers from? If the 
U.S. is set for global success it must 
begin within its own side of the 
hemisphere. #e U.S. should work 

to encourage the Northern Triangle 
countries to create sustainable $scal 
plans with greater transparency to 
provide reliable avenues for domes-
tic investment. It must also work to 
integrate its youth and young adults 
into the workforce, especially since 
only 27.3 percent of young people 
in Honduras are neither studying 
nor working—the highest rate for 
youths in Latin America. #e core 
solution to the deeply rooted issues 
of displacement, violence, and en-
vironmental havoc is predicated on 
tackling the needs of the labor force 
rather than those of production 
demands. #e region su%ers from 
a labor force that is underpaid, 
underskilled, and uneducated. #e 
region deeply requires a strength-
ening of quality of education, to 
both increase student retention 
and develop secure communities. 
#e lack of economic opportuni-
ties, infrastructure, and security 
makes migration a necessity rather 
than an option. 

Former Defense Secretary Rob-
ert Gates commends the U.S. as 
a “beacon to oppressed people 
everywhere,” an image which 

Biden must reignite by delivering 
long term $scal security and reli-
able institutional infrastructure for 
its citizens. In 2018, Biden wrote 
an essay about his image of Latin 
America and his vision for the U.S. 
as “the driving force” to “enable 
all of our countries to prosper and 
grow.” Beginning with multilater-
al dialogue, the U.S. has the op-
portunity to not only reestablish 
America’s image as the Western 
Hemisphere’s guardian of universal 
rights, but also to legitimize fragile 
democracies, which continue to be 
trampled by the corruption that 
plagues the region. 

#e Biden Doctrine: Multilateralism in Central America Can Bring American Primacy Back
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“IF THE U.S. IS SET FOR GLOBAL SUCCESS IT 
MUST BEGIN WITHIN ITS OWN SIDE OF THE HEMI-
SPHERE. THE U.S. SHOULD WORK TO ENCOURAGE 
THE NORTHERN TRIANGLE COUNTRIES TO 
CREATE SUSTAINABLE FISCAL PLANS WITH 
GREATER TRANSPARENCY TO PROVIDE RELIABLE 
AVENUES FOR DOMESTIC INVESTMENT.”
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U.S. foreign policy experts 
have long feared that as 
China becomes more 

powerful, its in!uence will threaten 
the United States’ longstanding 
hegemony. Currently, the Sino-
American competition manifests 
itself in Southeast Asia, a region 
that holds valuable natural 
resources, outsourced labor, and the 
world’s fastest growing economies. 
If left unchecked, China may 
successfully consolidate its power 
in the region by continuing to 
fuel political corruption, provide 
support for infrastructure 
development, and threaten its 
neighbors with its military might 
in Malaysia, Indonesia, and 
Taiwan. "e dilemma Southeast 
Asia faces is how to balance 
China’s investment and aid to 
the region with safeguarding 
public health through e#ective 
vaccines, continued economic 
development, and infrastructure 
without sacri$cing sovereignty. By 
understanding what China can and 
cannot o#er to each country, the 
Biden Administration can craft its 
approach to the region in a way 
that makes remaining impartial to 
China (as opposed to in its favor) 
an attractive option. If the United 
States’ diplomacy in Southeast 
Asia lives up to its potential, U.S.-
Southeast Asia foreign policy will 
have implications for the future 
of democracy, global norms, and 
self-determination in a multipolar 

world. 

No matter what foreign policy 
the United States implements 
in Southeast Asia, there is no 
foreseeable future in which 
Southeast Asian countries can 
make a foe out of their powerful 
neighbor. China not only accounts 
for a sizable portion of ASEAN 
countries’ imports and exports, 
but it also has a strong military 
presence in the South China Sea 
and has shown an impressive 
commitment to face-to-face 
diplomacy throughout the ongoing 
pandemic. It has invested heavily 
in Belt and Road infrastructure 
and provided Southeast Asia 
with COVID-19 vaccines early 
on; meanwhile, the United 
States was eerily silent. China is 
counting on a continued mutually-
bene$cial trading relationship, 
access to natural resources, and 
the accumulation of allies amid 
a Sino-American competition—
all of which are steps towards 
establishing greater sway in the 
recon$guration of the new world 
order. 

"is is not to say that ASEAN 
leaders do not have reservations 
about China’s interference in the 
region’s a#airs, but that the United 
States needs to acknowledge that 
Southeast Asian countries are in 
a position where an endorsement 
of the U.S. could lead to loss in 

trade, a decrease in funds for 
development, and less secured  
borders. "e Biden administration 
should focus on keeping Southeast 
Asia as independent and impartial 
to China as possible. "ough 
China has developed a stronger 
hold on Southeast Asia in the 
absence of engaged American 
leadership, the U.S. is still capable 
of an e#ective foreign policy that 
does not provoke China while still 
promoting a rules-based world 
order. 

Under President Trump, China 
policy became increasingly 
adversarial both in rhetoric and 
implementation. Despite an all-out 
trade war and strong allegations 
that “Beijing’s actions pose the 
greatest threat to freedom of the 
seas anywhere on the planet,” 
Chinese o%cials have not lost 
momentum. And while China’s 
o#enses cannot be excused or 
forgiven, threats of military action, 
economic sanctions, or political 
pressure have been met with equal 
opposition. President Biden has 
the opportunity to tackle Chinese 
aggression di#erently. "rough 
strengthening the United States’ 
relationships with Southeast Asia 
in addition to direct confrontation 
where necessary, President Biden 
can inhibit the extent to which 
China’s interference is needed 
or desired. Speci$cally, in post-
pandemic recovery, the Biden 

By understanding what China can and cannot o#er to each country, the Biden Administration can craft its ap-
proach to the region in a way that makes remaining impartial to China (as opposed to in its favor) an attractive 
option. If the United States’ diplomacy in Southeast Asia lives up to its potential, U.S.-Southeast Asia foreign 
policy will have implications for the future of democracy, global norms, and self-determination in a multipolar 
world. 
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administration should lead a del-
icate approach in Southeast Asia 
by re-establishing alliances with 
the region in a way that abides by 
national sovereignty, aids economic 
development, and alleviates current 
vaccine shortages. 

!e United States needs to act on 
China’s shortcomings in Southeast 
Asia to keep Chinese power and 
in"uence at bay. !e U.S. should 
take it upon itself to provide 
Southeast Asia with the "exibility 
to enforce its sovereignty without 
compromising the state of its econ-
omy or public health. Under the 
Obama Administration, the United 
States strengthened and deepened 
diplomatic ties with Southeast Asia 
through an unprecedented num-
ber of foreign state visits, signing 
the ASEAN Treaty of Amity and 
Cooperation, and establishing the 
Lower Mekong Initiative that 
fostered joint sustainability e#orts. 
Trump’s foreign policy demon-
strated a pivot away from South-
east Asia by withdrawing from 
the Trans-Paci$c Partnership and 
missing two ASEAN summits. 
Many Southeast Asian leaders had 
high hopes that the Biden adminis-
tration would return to Obama-era 
policies. But the implementation 
of such policies have yet to be seen. 
Once the U.S. proves itself a reli-
able ally, as opposed to  one that 
frequently alternates between isola-
tionism and intervention, ASEAN 
member states can act according 
to their own interests rather than 
bending to the will of China.

Southeast Asia is a region in which 
trade, foreign investment, and 
infrastructure development are des-
perately needed to ensure contin-
ued economic growth and domestic 
well-being. On the one hand, 

China’s generous involvement in 
Southeast Asia has an array of 
tangible bene$ts which will serve 
both parties well. But on the other, 
these trade deals and infrastructure 
projects are also opening the door 
to issues of economic dependence, 
political corruption, and rising 
debt levels among Southeast Asian 
nations. !is will leave the region 
vulnerable to Chinese in"uence, 
economic coercion, and invasions 
of sovereignty.

China’s display of maritime power 
in the South China Sea has al-
ready threatened the sovereignty 
of several Southeast Asian coun-
tries throughout the region. China 
has claimed exclusive control of 
over 90% of the South China Sea, 
militarized its arti$cial islands, and 
insisted sovereignty over Taiwan 
in the face of $erce disapproval 
by concerned states and the U.S. 
Continued disregard for existing 
international maritime law and the 
decision of the Permanent Court of 
Arbitration at the Hague threatens 
Taiwan, Brunei, the Philippines, 
Malaysia, Vietnam, and Indonesia’s 
access to sea trade routes, natural 
resources, and free-moving trans-
port. !e U.S. maintained a military 
presence in the South China Sea 
under President Trump, but this in 
itself was and will not be enough 
to e#ectively resolve disputes. 
Southeast Asia needs to develop an 
infrastructure, economy, and mari-
time presence that functions inde-
pendently of China’s involvement.

!e Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), 
which is China’s commitment to 
large-scale investment and devel-
opment projects from East Asia 
and Europe, o#ers several areas for 
discontent. !e project, which was 
launched by President Xi Jinping in 

2013, expands Chinese in"uence by 
building physical and technological 
infrastructure, maritime networks, 
and economic frameworks outside 
its borders. If the U.S. can provide 
an attractive alternative, countries 
in Southeast Asia and beyond will 
be allowed more "exibility in their 
relations with China while gaining 
valuable infrastructure. 

Firstly, BRI has been a vessel for 
corruption. For example, China’s 
in"ated contract pricing for BRI 
projects in Malaysia served as po-
litical cover for Malaysian leaders’ 
embezzlement crimes in 2018. Two 
BRI projects were subsequently 
cancelled, and one was renegotiated 
in order to avoid the criticism of 
public opinion and the accumu-
lation of further debt to China. 
Such maneuvers by the Chinese 
government threaten the integrity 
of government institutions and 
keep dishonest, corrupt politicians 
in o%ce who will allow it to assert 
in"uence in the region to the detri-
ment of the people of each nation. 

Secondly, the wavering strength of 
local law enforcement in the face 
of Chinese construction companies 
has led to breaches of sovereignty, 
paving the way for deforestation of 
the land and displacement of the 
people (as was the dilemma for the 
Kachin people of Myanmar in 2019 
during the proposed construction 
of the Myitsone hydroelectric 
dam). Although the Myitsone dam 
was slated to generate more elec-
tricity on its own than the whole 
country of Myanmar produces now, 
90% of the electricity generated 
would be used by China with only 
the remaining 10% being used by 
Myanmar. Aside from the asymme-
try of the deal between China and 
Myanmar, the construction of the 
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dam would more than likely kill the 
river and cause devastating down-
stream e!ects by displacing thou-
sands of people who rely on the 
waterway for the plentiful supply 
of "sh it holds and the agriculture 
it supports. #e dam also stands 
to $ood some of the remaining 
forests in the area which hold rich 
biodiversity. For many Southeast 
Asian communities who rely on the 
bodies of water where China plans 
to build its dams, constructing 
infrastructure comes at the cost of 
their livelihoods.

Lastly, the cost of BRI is indebting 
Southeast Asia, namely countries 
like Malaysia, Burma, Cambodia, 
Indonesia, and Laos, to Chinese 
state-owned enterprises (SOEs) at 
a rate that will only serve to give 
China leverage in future a!airs. 

#ere is a general consensus on 
what a U.S.-backed alternative to 
BRI looks like. A successful Chi-
na policy is one that sustainably 
builds much-needed infrastructure 
while being a!ordable and feasible 
enough to attract investment with-
out racking up debt, and functions 
free and clear from corruption and 
infringements of sovereignty. It is a 
tall order indeed, but it has the po-
tential to revolutionize developing 
economies and the living standards 
of tens of millions. 

Despite China’s early donations of 
Sinovac vaccines, Southeast Asia 
is in the midst of a resurgence in 
COVID-19 transmissions due to 
the Delta variant and in dire need 
of an increased vaccine supply. Now 
that most Western countries have 
secured vaccines for their own pop-
ulations, U.S. pledges for donations 
to Indonesia, Malaysia, and Paki-
stan in recent weeks will provide 

overdue and much-needed assis-
tance. #is has also served as an 
opportunity for the United States 
to re-establish goodwill initially 
lost in the scramble for COVID-19 
vaccines during the early days of 
the pandemic. However, an e!ec-
tive and e%cient vaccine delivery 
system is also essential to taking 
control of the current public health 
crisis. Donations of Western vac-
cines such as Moderna and P"zer 
will also be used as booster shots 
for health workers who initially 
received Sinovac vaccines in Indo-
nesia and #ailand, which suggests 
a deeper trust in Western technol-
ogy to safeguard public health than 
that of China’s. #e U.S. should 
capitalize on this con"dence by 
continuing to improve its access to 
modern technology and innovation 
in health, policy, and beyond.

Since President Biden took o%ce, 
his administration has failed to 
restore the amicable, enthusiastic 
diplomatic environment from the 
pre-Trump era of Southeast Asian 
relations. ASEAN has been left in 
the cold despite its pressing public 
health crises and vital importance 
to the future of Sino-American 
relations. Meanwhile, Biden has 
paid considerably more attention to 
major Indo-Paci"c powers, includ-
ing Japan and South Korea, as well 
as the G7. In addition to vaccine 
distribution and foreign aid, the 
United States should revive its rela-
tionship with ASEAN. When the 
time comes, it should give South-
east Asia the support and freedom 
it needs to chart its own course, 
whether that be in the South China 
Sea or infrastructure development. 

“THE U.S. 
MAINTAINED A 
MILITARY 
PRESENCE IN THE 
SOUTH CHINA SEA 
UNDER PRESIDENT 
TRUMP, BUT THIS 
IN ITSELF WAS 
AND WILL NOT 
BE ENOUGH TO 
EFFECTIVELY RE-
SOLVE DISPUTES. 
SOUTHEAST ASIA 
NEEDS TO DEVELOP 
AN INFRASTRUC-
TURE, ECONOMY, 
AND MARITIME 
PRESENCE THAT 
FUNCTIONS IN-
DEPENDENTLY OF 
CHINA’S INVOLVE-
MENT.”

#e U.S. needs Southeast Asia to be Independent from China
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Those who work in American 
foreign policy have been 
tasked with handling 

substantial threats to the liberal 
world order and America’s place 
within it—from the Cuban Missile 
Crisis, to the a!iction of Vietnam, 
the 1997 "nancial breakdown, and 
September 11, 2001. America’s 
resilience has been astonishing, 
thanks to a dense network of 
alliances, a propitious geographic 
position, the strength of the U.S. 
dollar, and a relatively stable 
domestic political environment that 
balanced foreign policy objectives. 
#is strategic combination and 
deployment of military assets, 
diplomacy, economics, and politics 
to advance a particular set of 
foreign policy goals is referred to 
as “grand strategy.” For decades, 
forging a grand strategy to meet 
the seemingly endless list of threats 
has helped prevent the fall of the 
so-called American empire.

But times have changed, and the 
international order in which the 
United States operates di$ers 
markedly from that of previous 
administrations. From nuclear 
tensions with North Korea to a 
more confrontational and strategic 
China and meeting the Russian 
cyber challenge, American o%cials 
are contemplating whether or not 
a tailored strategy can e$ectively 
meet the novel and diverse threats 
faced by Americans today.

Staging an Intervention

In 2019, Daniel Drezner and 
Rebecca Friedman Lissner “staged 
an intervention” for the U.S. 
foreign policy establishment, as 
former Executive Editor of Foreign 
A$airs, Gideon Rose, put it. In a 
post-Trumponian era, searching 
for a strategy to best preserve 
the international liberal world 
order and America’s place within 
it requires a dramatic shift away 
from the status quo. #e U.S. is 
starting to show cracks with the 
ebbing of democratic guardrails 
that have checked the president’s 
domestic and international policy 
prerogatives. Systemic polarization 
continues to derail the execution 
of U.S. foreign policy and signal 
to America’s allies an unreliable 
partner. And illiberal powers, 
including Russia and China, 
are seeking to undermine the 
liberal world order while actively 
participating in it.

Drezner took a deeply pessimistic 
stance on the search for a robust 
strategy. He argued that the 
question at hand should not be 
what the United States can do 
following the conclusion of the 
Trump administration, but whether 
there exists a grand strategy 
strong enough to withstand deep 
political polarization and what he 
expected to be a revolving door 
of extreme ideologies shaping 
and executing foreign policy in 
radically di$erent directions amid 
each new administration. In his 

mind, Trump was merely one 
factor in a long-standing myriad of 
problems degrading the American 
foundations undergirding the 
liberal international order. While 
future presidents will seek to 
revitalize the classical version 
of U.S. foreign policy, Drezner 
maintained the prospects of success 
are unlikely.

Lissner and her colleague Mira 
Rapp-Hooper took a cautiously 
optimistic stance, claiming liberal 
universalism will no longer be on 
the menu, but an ‘open strategy’ 
will be. #is objective entails 
four pillars: mitigating closed 
regional spheres of in&uence, 
such as China’s dominance in 
the South China Sea; preserving 
global free access to the sea, air, 
and space; defending political 
independence, even if that means 
accepting an ideologically-
antipodal state; and it would 
shelve the so-called handbook of 
liberalism that seeks to promote a 
tempered strategy of democratic 
support. To their eyes, the world 
is not witnessing a conclusion 
of American grand strategy, as 
Drezner has convincingly argued. 
Rather, America has a window of 
opportunity, though increasingly 
closing, to forge a new policy 
initiative that restabilizes its place 
in the liberal international order.

While Drezner, Lissner, and 
Rapp-Hooper ultimately come 
to di$erent conclusions about the 

Why America Needs a New Approach to Grand Strategy
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prospects of the U.S.-led world 
order, their arguments stem from 
the same theoretical presumption: 
the United States cannot continue 
down the same strategic path.

“!e Vision !ing”

What do experts mean when they 
reference ‘grand strategy’? !e term 
is centuries old, though its use has 
oscillated with frequency since 
World War II. !is ambiguity was 
captured deftly by Peter Layton 
when he de"ned grand strategy 
using a line from Lewis Carroll’s 
1871 Humpty Dumpty: “When I 
use a word…it means just what I 
choose it to mean—neither more 
nor less.”

Historical usages of ‘grand strategy’ 
revolved around military ambitions 
and operations, when today, experts 
deploy the term more broadly to 
demonstrate the ways that military, 
diplomacy, economics, and politics 
are used to advance a state’s na-
tional interests. Twentieth-century 
British grand strategy, for example, 
sought to expand imperial pow-
er and prevent political decline, 
whereas today, grand strategy 
involves the use of both soft and 
hard power to execute objectives 
like multilateral peace treaties. In 
recent years, the novelty of threats 
including cyberwarfare and global 
terrorism has left some in the for-
eign policy community to advocate 
for more ad hoc approaches rather 
than a uni"ed—and to their mind, 
narrow—set of practices.

!e complexity of grand strategy 
is heightened by the ever-evolving 
foreign policy environment which 
shapes and aligns a state’s goals. 
Lyndon B. Johnson’s foreign ob-
jectives were de"ned by Vietnam. 

George W. Bush was challenged 
with combatting terrorism, and 
so too was Barack Obama. And 
Biden’s foreign policy doctrine 
sees COVID-19 and great pow-
er competition with China at the 
forefront. De"ning and executing 
grand strategy today is nothing like 
that of the past, nor should analysts 
treat it as such.

A Successful Foreign Policy Tale

!e execution of U.S. foreign 
policy has never truly been de"ned 
as ‘successful’, with the exception 
of the peaceful fall of the Soviet 
Union, which American politicians 
ascribed to the peerless strength of 
the United States and the emerging 
liberal international order to which 
it was shaping. As Drezner alerted, 
there is a bottomless well of is-
sues politicians address, even amid 
a seemingly stable and peaceful 
period. But over the past decade, 
these concerns  have been uniquely 
challenging, and America has seen 
a decline in its ability to e#ectively 
deploy both hard and soft pow-
er capabilities to oversee policy 
at home and abroad. !e United 
States can no longer resume a role 
in which it exists as an unrivaled 
hegemon benignantly, though 
imperfectly, shaping a liberalizing 
world.

Michael Mandelbaum argues that 
there was an unusual and robust 
presence of three peace-promoting 
features that enabled an unprece-
dented twenty-"ve year period of 
peace following the opening of the 
Berlin Wall. First, while the U.S. 
had adversaries that were displeased 
with the prospects of a U.S.-led 
liberalizing world order, those 
countries did not dare to meaning-
fully challenge the United States 

because of its vigorous combination 
of military might and diplomacy, a 
rich and reliable network of allianc-
es, and an advantageous geographic 
position. Second, the fall of the 
Soviet Union triggered increased 
economic openness in the form 
of trade and overseas investment, 
which in turn signi"cantly raised 
the stakes of going to war. Last-
ly, the number of democratizing 
states reached its peak in the 1990s, 
and this pronounced presence of 
democracies promoted peace in 
both powerful and diverse ways. 
Popular sovereignty allows for free, 
fair, and regular elections, which 
o#ers citizens a level of control over 
their leaders. Liberty in the form 
of economic, religious, and polit-
ical freedoms likewise supports a 
more empowered population. And 
this system increases the prospects 
of peacefully resolving disputes at 
home, which Mandelbaum argues 
leads to a more peaceful foreign 
policy agenda. It was during this 
period that the United States 
asserted unrivaled power over a 
democratizing world.

Taken together, these three fea-
tures, though important, do not 
guarantee peace. !is is chie$y 
because a framework does not exist 
that assures cordial relations among 
adversaries while  decreasing the 
prospects of war. !eoretically, if 
these three peace-promoting fea-
tures did guarantee peace, the Unit-
ed States would still be in grave 
trouble.

A Decade of Decline

It is no longer the case that Ameri-
ca will enjoy unrivaled power over a 
liberalizing world. !e global "nan-
cial crisis of 2008 besmirched the 
liberal economic order, and mis-
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steps in the Middle East exposed a 
great weakness in America’s mil-
itary approach—that is, when a 
group strikes Washington, Wash-
ington strikes back twice as hard, 
even if it is to the country’s ulti-
mate detriment. Today, two obvious 
factors contributing to America’s 
decline come from the more overt 
exercise of power  from China and 
a resurgent Russia.

In the past decade, there has been 
general bipartisan consensus that 
America needs to toughen its 
stance on China in order to pre-
serve an open and stable interna-
tional system. 

From China’s maritime and terri-
torial claims, to its ambitious Belt 
and Road Initiative, the Chinese 
Communist Party under Xi Jinping 
is far more direct in delineating and 
pursuing its objectives. However, 
confrontation with the Chinese 
Comunist Party is challenging 

in that most approaches will not 
involve direct combat, but will see 
the use of grey zone operations 
or irregular warfare. !e former 
refers to confrontation that occurs 
just below the threshold of war, a 
strategy that the People’s Libera-
tion Army is becoming increasing-
ly masterful at. !e latter can be 
described as a shadowed approach 
to military a"airs undertaken by 
intelligence operatives, hackers, 
or special operations forces. !ese 
same approaches will be seen amid 
escalations with Russia.

Competition with Moscow will not 
occur at the theater level, but will 
be indirect through cyber hacks 
or coercion. Presently, American 
forces are severely under-pre-
pared to engage in unconventional 
warfare due to an acute focus on 
nuclear escalations and traditional 
warfare at major #ashpoints, in-
cluding Taiwan, the Baltics, and the 
South China Sea. !is de$ciency 

will require America to preserve 
and strengthen relations with key 
states in Europe, the Middle East, 
and Asia, though many of those 
alliances were tested and strained 
during the previous administration, 
including former President Trump 
levying steel tari"s on European 
allies while engaging in a trade war 
with China. Meanwhile, Russia’s 
economic standing is nothing to 
fret about, but their nuclear forces, 
cyber dominance, and their integra-
tion of military and civilian spheres 
comprise a meaningful challenge 
to an open and liberalizing world 
order. !e advancement of arti$cial 
intelligence is threatening to lower 
the cost of con#ict by reducing mil-
itary forces and by more e"ectively 
striking targets, which is expect-
ed to encourage more aggressive 
and nimble escalations. President 
Joe Biden has to act cautiously in 
order to prevent what is becoming 
a stronger Russian-Sino strate-
gic partnership, which challenges  



America’s attempts to minimize 
security threats through enacting a 
trade war or issuing sanctions.

Division & Disease

One of the most damaging chal-
lenges to an e!ective foreign policy 
agenda is domestic polarization, 
which makes shaping and exe-
cuting goals lengthy and often 
inconsequential. "e belief that the 
opposition party assuming power 
will deteriorate important pillars 
of American democracy and de-
crease the chances of one’s own 
party from e!ectively competing 
and winning in future elections 
gives rise to two issues: a lack 
of institutional forbearance and 
mutual distrust. "e former refers 
to o#cials, such as the president, 
imposing self-restrictions on their 
authority in the name of preserving 
democratic  norms. "e president 
may have the legal right to pack the 
Supreme Court, for instance, but it 
would be considered as challenging 
the spirit of the Constitution. "e 
same is said for government shut-
downs and partisan impeachments. 
American democracy has addition-
ally descended into dysfunction 
through signi$cant distrust for 
members of the opposing party, 
the consequences of which includ-
ed the dramatic e!ort to overturn 
the results of the 2020 election. A 
strong grand strategy requires a 
shared understanding of a nation’s 
goals and objectives that lasts be-
yond presidential administrations. 
Having a continuous exchange 
of drastically di!erent political 
ideologies not only decreases the 
prospects of reaching a consensus 
on foreign policy, but it signals to 
America’s allies an unstable and 
unreliable partner.

"at considered, the year of 2020 
became even more exigent with the 
onset of COVID-19. Lockdowns 
and business foreclosures exacer-
bated pre-existing conditions that 
have decelerated and more recently 
created a drop in the degree of 
international trade, including a rise 
in protectionist policies both in the 
U.S. and abroad. COVID-19 dealt 
a blow to the already-wounded 
World Trade Organization, which 
has seen historic trade imbalances 
favoring America and the Eu-
ropean Union. However, China, 
India, and Brazil have remarkably 
challenged America’s preeminence 
in the WTO and signaled to other 
states that confronting the U.S.-EU 
economic alliance is both plausible 
and can yield meaningful changes. 
Most recently, President Xi Jinping 
has embraced America’s strategies 
to bolster economic authority by 
using protectionist policies, such as 
levying subsidies or decreasing for-
eign direct investment. "e degree 
of economic disintegration through 
a rise in protectionism and the ero-
sion of an e!ective body to enforce 
benign competition and trade is 
challenging the prospects of main-
taining strategic relations that o!er 
both prosperous and unique ben-
e$ts for the U.S., particularly with 
China.

An Open World

It has become mainstream to 
believe that the conclusion of the 
Trump era will mark a return to 
classical American foreign policy. 
"e liberal international order will 
once again thrive, and the Unit-
ed States will enjoy a return to a 
tightly-knit network of alliances 
securing a liberal world order. But 
Lissner and Rapp-Hooper argue 
quite the contrary, and instead of 

supporting a return to the princi-
ples of liberal universalism, they 
o!er a new approach to grand 
strategy to meet the challenge of an 
entropic world: an openness-based 
order.

To Lissner and Rapp-Hooper’s 
minds, America cannot, nor should 
not, confront every problem thrown 
against the liberal order. Seeking 
to contain authoritarian states, for 
example, has had the reverse e!ect 
of creating authoritarian spheres of 
in%uence. Decoupling from Chi-
na with the aim of minimizing its 
increasing command of trade and 
growing political authority has 
instead in%icted harm on America’s 
economy and strained its partner-
ship with important states. Lissner 
and Rapp-Hooper believe America 
should instead o!er leadership in 
achieving the only realistic goal of 
preserving the openness and free-
dom of the international system. 
In doing so, the U.S. would address 
illiberal states by impelling them to 
accept the principles of indepen-
dence and openness inherent to the 
liberal order. Applied to Iranian 
nuclear proliferation, an openness 
strategy would accept the Iranian 
regime instead of seeking to alter 
it, and America would address the 
security threat through multilateral 
e!orts, such as the JCPOA. "is 
approach should not be taken as 
yielding to security threats. On the 
contrary, Lissner and Rapp-Hoop-
er contend that the United States 
must maintain a robust military 
in order to deter aggression and 
prevent the emergence of closed 
spheres of in%uence.

"is more modest approach to 
grand strategy would place an 
emphasis on preventing an adver-
sary or bloc from controlling areas 
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of interest through a closed sphere 
of in!uence. "e looming issue is 
that of the Indo-Paci#c, which is 
home to major !ashpoints includ-
ing the Taiwan Strait, the South 
China Sea, and the Korean pen-
insula. If China were to dominate 
the Indo-Paci#c, it would pose a 
great threat to American national 
security by way of China coercing 
potential partners and blocking 
navigation as well as strengthening 
Chinese military mobility. "e ef-
fort to preserve access to the global 
commons can create a more vigor-
ous and uni#ed approach to ad-
dressing possible contingencies in 
these areas, and it would o$er new 
avenues for cooperation with both 
American allies and adversaries, 
including trade, addressing climate 
change, and minimizing arms races.

Approaching Russia using this 
strategy would allow the United 
States to more e$ectively address 
a state that is willing to expend 
considerable resources and tolerate 
high levels of risk to materialize 
principal interests. Russia is unlike 
the Soviet Union in that it actively 
participates in the liberal world 
order and simultaneously bene#ts 
from it. President Biden might #nd 
strength in pressuring Russia to ad-
here to the institutions and values 
that comprise liberal international-
ism, including crafting multilateral 
arms reductions treaties, by threat-
ening to upend the areas in which 
Russia sees considerable gains from 
the liberal world order. Expanding 
the UN Security Council to in-
clude Germany and Japan would be 
an example.

"e United States cannot shoulder 
the weight of regime change. Syria, 
Iraq, and Afghanistan are a case 
in point. While the U.S. would be 

wise to maintain data-gathering 
facilities and basing arrangements 
in the region to prevent a need 
to return, maintaining military 
presence in the region with the 
hopes of enacting regime change 
has proven to be too burdensome 
on the country and, in many ways, 
incredibly destabilizing for the 
host-country. Under this frame-
work, the U.S. would assist coun-
tries that are seeking to uphold 
standards of democracy and human 
rights, but would not go so far as to 
initiate regime change.

"is strategy, while imperfect, 
provides a more realistic approach 
to U.S. grand strategy than that of 
previous administrations. As the 
endless list of worries continues to 
grow, President Biden must depart 
from conventional approaches to 
grand strategy to meet a unique 
and evolving world order, one in 
which America’s seemingly perpet-
ual authority is seeing its dusk.

“THE EFFORT TO 
PRESERVE ACCESS 
TO THE GLOBAL 
COMMONS CAN 
CREATE A MORE 
VIGOROUS AND 
UNIFIED APPROACH 
TO ADDRESSING 
POSSIBLE CONTIN-
GENCIES IN THESE 
AREAS, AND IT 
WOULD OFFER NEW 
AVENUES FOR CO-
OPERATION WITH 
BOTH AMERICAN 
ALLIES AND 
ADVERSARIES...”

Grand Strategy in the Age of Hubris
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U.S.-Russia Relations 
Crumbled in the Gulf 
War’s Afterlife
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The Gulf War has often 
been hailed as a resounding 
success and a symbol 

of multilateralism’s incredible 
potential. !rough a multinational 
e"ort which brought together 
partners from six continents, the 
United States and its allies quickly 
won the war, pushing Iraqi forces 
out of Kuwait with relatively few 
coalition casualties. 

Most remarkably, the war involved 
extensive U.S.-Soviet (later U.S.-
Russia) coordination during and 
after Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait. !is 
closed the door on the Cold War 
and appeared to be the beginning 
of a more peaceful and cooperative 
international order. Although 
this level of optimism appears 
absurd today, it was justi#able at 
the time. Both the U.S. and the 
Soviets had indicated a desire to 
put the past behind them and 
step into the future as partners. 
!eir unprecedented cooperation 
in the Gulf War gave the world a 
reason to believe that a partnership 
between Moscow and Washington 
could one day become a reality. 
However, it does not take a foreign 
policy expert to realize that today 
the U.S. and Russia are not allies; 
they are far from it. What became 
of these aspirations?

!e War

On January 16, 1991, former 
American President George H.W. 
Bush remakred, “As I report to 

you, air attacks are underway 
against military targets in Iraq…
Our objectives are clear: Saddam 
Hussein’s forces will leave Kuwait. 
!e legitimate government of 
Kuwait will be restored to its 
rightful place, and Kuwait will once 
again be free.» 

When Iraq invaded Kuwait on 
August 2, 1990, the international 
community immediately took 
action. !e U.N. Security Council 
called for an Iraqi withdrawal from 
Kuwait and imposed a worldwide 
trade ban on Iraq. !e U.S. and its 
NATO allies moved troops into 
Saudi Arabia to protect it against a 
potential invasion from Baghdad, 
and several Arab nations joined 
the U.S.-led coalition. Iraq spent 
this time building up an occupying 
force of about 300,000 troops.  

On November 29, the Security 
Council authorized the use of force 
against Iraq if it did not withdraw 
from Kuwait by January 15, 1991. 
Iraqi President Saddam Hussein 
refused to do so, and by January, the 
coalition against Iraq had grown to 
700,000 troops, about 540,000 of 
whom were from the U.S. 

!e U.S. military expected a 
di$cult #ght when planning 
Operation Desert Storm, largely 
because Iraq had the fourth-
largest military in the world at the 
time. One U.S. military general 
anonymously foretold, “Many, 
many people are going to die... 

it’s not inconceivable we could 
lose.” !e reality manifested quite 
di"erently: the U.S.-led coalition 
crushed the Iraqi military in fewer 
than 40 days. While there were 
somewhere between 8,000 and 
50,000 Iraqi military deaths, about 
300 allied service members were 
killed in the con%ict. One U.S. 
marine pilot described the war as 
similar to “being in the Super Bowl, 
but the other team didn’t show up.”

!is resounding victory represented 
more than an e"ective military 
strategy. It was the dawn of a 
“new world order” in which 
multilateralism reigned, violations 
of international law were punished, 
and the rule of law prevailed.  
Particularly in the United States, 
the Gulf War victory was actively 
depicted as the beginning of a 
new era for international a"airs. 
Joint U.S.-Soviet e"orts following 
Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait gave 
rise to widespread hopes for a 
warmer relationship between the 
two countries. !ough the Soviet 
Union dissolved in the months 
following the Gulf War, optimism 
regarding its future with the United 
States was transferred to the U.S.-
Russia relationship. However, these 
hopes soon faded as the Gulf War 
revealed American hegemony 
and as its aftermath created 
irreconcilable con%ict between the 
U.S. and Russia. 

A Triumph for Multilateralism?

!eir unprecedented cooperation in the Gulf War gave the world a reason to believe that a partnership between 
Moscow and Washington could one day become a reality.

By Renata Shammo
U.S.-Russia Relations Crumbled in the Gulf War’ s Afterlife
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“Russia and the United States are 
charting a new relationship. And 
it’s based on trust; it’s based on 
a commitment to economic and 
political freedom; it’s based on a 
strong hope for true partnership.”
- Former American President 
George H.W. Bush, February 1, 
1992

 “I consider that I was very lucky in 
life, both as a political person and 
just as a man, to have met George 
Bush…We call each other on the 
telephone. We say Boris and say 
George. And already this says a 
lot.”
- Former Russian President Boris 
Yeltsin, February 1, 1992

In hindsight, this rosy rhetoric 
about the relationship between 
Washington and Moscow is laugh-
able, but post-Gulf War, it was the 
norm, and justi!ably so.  

Because of its diminishing capabil-
ities, the U.S.S.R. was attempting 
to disentangle itself from regional 
con"icts and craft a new place for 
itself in the international arena. It 
was also desirous of curbing U.S. 
unilateralism. As a result, prior 
to the Gulf War, Gorbachev’s 
U.S.S.R. had been attempting to 
involve itself more deeply in the in-
ternational community. In multiple 
statements, Gorbachev indicated a 
particular aspiration to strengthen 
theSecurity Council’s ability to pro-
mote international security through 
greater use of U.N. peacekeepers 
and active participation of Security 
Council permanent members. 

Nevertheless when Iraq !rst invad-
ed Kuwait, in blatant violation of 
international law, there was some 
doubt as to how Moscow would 
respond. In stark contrast to its 

recent history with the U.S., the 
U.S.S.R. had been closely allied 
with Iraq for years. It had nearly 
200 military advisors and several 
thousand civil technicians in Iraq 
at the time of the invasion as well 
as a strong pro-Iraq coalition in the 
Soviet Foreign Ministry.  

Doubts on the U.S.S.R.’s stance 
were largely dispelled when the 
U.S. and U.S.S.R. almost imme-
diately issued a joint statement 
condemning the “brutal and ille-
gal invasion of Kuwait.”  #e U.S.  
Secretary of State James Baker and 
Soviet Foreign Minister Eduard 
Shevardnadze happened to be 
meeting with each other when the 
crisis in the Persian Gulf began. 
#ey quickly penned their state-
ment, indicating that the U.S.S.R. 
and the U.S. would work together 
to pressure Iraq through such ac-
tions as an arms embargo and asset 
freezes. It seemed that this con"ict 
was posed to bring Russia and the 
United States closer together.

Later on, Secretary Baker described 
U.S.-Soviet cooperation in the 
First Gulf War as “breathtaking,” 
especially considering the recent 
end of the Cold War. After its 
post-Gulf War emergence from the 
U.S.S.R., Russia continued sup-
porting American e$orts to use the 
problem of Iraq as a tool to forge a 
new world order. 

!e Emergence of Unipolarity

“Our !rst objective is to prevent 
the re-emergence of a new rival. 
#is is a dominant consideration 
underlying the new regional de-
fense strategy and requires that we 
endeavor to prevent any hostile 
power from dominating a region 
whose resources would, under con-

solidated control, be su%cient to 
generate global power.”
1992 Draft of U.S. “Defense Plan-
ning Guidance

Post-Cold War, the desire for a 
positive U.S.-Russia relationship 
had been motivated in part be-
cause it was believed that the only 
paradigm for maintaining peace 
was to establish a close, bilateral 
relationship based on multipolarity 
and interdependence between the 
two greatest superpowers in the 
world. #e overwhelming Gulf War 
victory demonstrated the obsolete-
ness of that view. No longer were 
there two global superpowers; there 
was only one, and it was the United 
States.  

#ough the Gulf War had been 
fought multilaterally, with troops 
and stratagems from several coun-
tries—including the United King-
dom, France, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, 
and Syria—the United States was 
by far the largest contributor to 
the e$orts and quick victory, based 
on numbers of troops and partic-
ipation in sorties. What had been 
considered a war that would last 
months or perhaps years, against 
the fourth most capable military in 
the world, was won by the United 
States in a matter of weeks.  

#is demonstration of American 
competence immediately dimmed 
Washington’s motivation to pri-
oritize Moscow’s concerns and 
revealed the stark power imbalance 
between the two states. #e U.S. 
no longer needed Russia to accom-
plish its ends. While it may have 
preferred to work in tandem with 
Russia, the U.S. could and often 
did act in contravention of Russia’s 
desires when they diverged with 
American priorities.  When it came 
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to Iraq, the two countries’ objectives 
diverged often.

!e Gulf War caused far more 
damage to Iraqi infrastructure than 
anticipated, triggering an acute 
humanitarian crisis.  Saddam Hus-
sein’s regime was committing atroc-
ities against the Iraqi people and 
failing to abide by the Gulf War 
cease"re agreement that gave U.N. 
inspectors full access to its weap-
ons sites. Because of this, the U.S. 
insisted on maintaining economic 
sanctions on Iraq, which worsened 
Iraq’s humanitarian situation. !e 
U.S. failure to lift sanctions on Iraq 
and alleviate the humanitarian 
crisis became a signi"cant strain on 
U.S.-Russia relations.

!ere were two primary options 
for the lifting of sanctions on Iraq. 
!e initial plan would exempt some 
exports and imports from sanctions, 

including some oil exports, to allow 
the Iraqi government to procure 
su#cient "nancing to address 
“essential civilian needs.” To ensure 
that oil revenue was not misused, 
the U.N. would expand monitoring 
mechanisms and all money would 
$ow through U.S. banks. Iraq had 
assured the executive delegate for 
the humanitarian crisis in Iraq that 
it would acquiesce to the terms of 
this deal. However, the U.S. led 
a minority e%ort at the U.N. Se-
curity Council to block this pro-
posal.  Disappointed that Hussein 
had survived the war, the U.S. did 
not want to give him the tools to 
reconsolidate his power by selling 
Iraqi oil and providing services for 
the Iraqi people.  

Instead, the U.S. backed a plan in 
which the U.N. would manage the 
sale of Iraqi oil and use the pro-
ceeds to deliver food and supplies 

to Iraqis. Most states that had 
supported the original resolution 
also supported this arrangement, 
though they expressed concern 
about apparent American unilat-
eralism in blocking the "rst plan, 
which had been broadly supported. 
!e U.S.-backed proposal passed a 
Security Council vote. As it turned 
out, Hussein cared too much about 
his own power to allow his govern-
ment to be cut out of the equation 
in such a way, repeatedly rejecting 
the resolution as a violation of Iraqi 
sovereignty. 

!e humanitarian crisis continued 
in full force, and this disturbed the 
cooperative international order that 
had developed during the Gulf 
War, while also damaging Ameri-
ca’s international reputation.  

As part of a campaign to lift the 
post-Gulf War sanctions on Iraq 
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and depict the U.S. as the guilty 
party, Hussein’s Ba’ath Arab Social-
ist Party circulated documentation 
of the humanitarian crisis occurring 
in Iraq to potentially sympathetic 
international actors. After failing 
to engender the support of Yeltsin’s 
governing party, Ba’athists began 
appealing to the Russian opposi-
tion and popular press, with much 
greater success. !e opposition 
spread this information through 
the Russian public, which began to 
pressure Yeltsin’s government on its 
treatment of a formerly close 
Russian ally. Finding the U.S. 
in"exible in its position, Yeltsin 
yielded to domestic pressure and 
took a stance defending Iraq and 
favoring lifting sanctions, against 
the will of the U.S.

!is was problematic for 
Washington, particularly when it 
felt the need to militarily enforce 
Iraq-relevant U.N. resolutions. 
Because of Russia’s pro-Iraq stance, 
informing Moscow of potential 
U.S. military operations could warn 
the Iraqi regime and risk Ameri-
can lives and interests. However, if 
the U.S. did not tell Russia about 
its actions, it would undermine 
the trust needed to consolidate a 
cooperative international system. 
In general, the U.S. erred on the 
side of hiding its operations from 
Russia.  

!e aftermath of the Gulf War 
was certainly not the only point of 
contention between Moscow and 
Washington. Con"icts over the 
Balkans and NATO expansion into 
Eastern Europe also marred 
bilateralism between the countries. 
However, the issue of Iraq was one 
signi#cant, often overlooked factor 
that drove the broader deterioration 
of U.S.-

Russia cooperation and a$ected 
other con"icts as well. 

CIA reports from 1993 asserted 
that tensions over Iraq increased 
Moscow’s insecurity over the 
possibility of U.S. intervention in 
the Balkans. Russia did not with-
draw its ambassador to the U.S. 
over the Balkans or NATO 
expansion.  However, in 1998, it 
did withdraw its ambassador to the 
U.S. for the #rst time since World 
War II after the joint U.S.-U.K. 
bombing of Baghdad. On a phone 
call with former President Clin-
ton, Boris Yeltsin directly asserted 
that “what is at stake is not just 
the person of Saddam Hussein but 
our relations with the U.S.” Clin-
ton responded by emphasizing the 
importance of bilaterally develop-
ing a strategy for how to navigate 
U.S.-Russia tensions over Iraq.

However, the two countries were 
unable to deal with this tension, 
and the U.S.-Russia relationship 
has never fully recovered. Today, 
the U.S. and Russia are at odds on 

a range of issues, from Syria and 
eastern Europe to election inter-
ference and human rights. Both 
countries have expelled each other’s 
diplomats and imposed a series of 
unilateral sanctions. And the like-
lihood of warmer relations in the 
near future is diminishing.  

!e issue of Iraq and the e$ects of 
the Gulf War, which had initially 
brought Washington and Moscow 
together in unprecedented coor-
dination, damaged prospects for 
a positive relationship between 
the two. It is impossible to know 
whether di$erent American pol-
icies in the wake of the Gulf War 
would have made possible a “new 
world order.” One thing is clear, 
however. !e Gulf War cast a shad-
ow that would damage post-Cold 
War prospects for a fruitful alliance 
between the United States and 
Russia for years to come.
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“POST-COLD WAR, THE DESIRE FOR 
A POSITIVE U.S.-RUSSIA RELATION-
SHIP HAD BEEN MOTIVATED IN PART 
BECAUSE IT WAS BELIEVED THAT THE 
ONLY PARADIGM FOR MAINTAINING 
PEACE WAS TO ESTABLISH A CLOSE, 
BILATERAL RELATIONSHIP BASED ON 
MULTIPOLARITY AND INTERDEPEN-
DENCE BETWEEN THE TWO GREATEST 
SUPERPOWERS IN THE WORLD. THE 
OVERWHELMING GULF WAR VICTORY 
DEMONSTRATED THE OBSOLETENESS 
OF THAT VIEW. NO LONGER WERE 
THERE TWO GLOBAL SUPERPOWERS; 
THERE WAS ONLY ONE, AND IT WAS 
THE UNITED STATES.”

U.S.-Russia Relations Crumbled in the Gulf War’ s Afterlife

Fall 2021     41
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The Chinese Maritime 
Militia, dubbed the ‘little 
blue men’, pose a signi!cant 

threat to regional stability in 
the South China Sea (SCS) 
and represent a more assertive 
China in the maritime domain. 
"e Maritime Militia, or what 
the Pentagon calls the People’s 
Armed Forces Maritime Militia 
(PAFMM), signi!es Beijing’s 
vision of a maritime ‘people’s 
war’ where civilian and military 
structures are integrated in a 
Maoist fashion that sees the social 
sphere as intimately connected to 
the military industrial complex. 
China uses these forces in gray-
zone operations in the SCS in an 
attempt to assert control over the 
region. "is is posing a considerable 
challenge to both U.S. interests and 
regional sovereignty in the SCS, 
and will continue to test these 
interests during the next decade. So 
far, China is ‘winning’ the gray-
zone and now, more concrete policy 
options need to be implemented 
in order to counter this regional 
challenge. 

!e PAFMM and gray-zone 
operations

"e PAFMM has played a major 
role in asserting Chinese maritime 
claims in the SCS. Many of these 
are robust vessels camou#aged 
as !shing boats, featuring water 
cannons and oversized rails suitable 
for ramming, manned by dedicated 
teams of professional units who 

report to the People’s Liberation 
Army. "is subcomponent of 
China’s armed forces is trained 
and equipped to support the 
advancing sovereignty claims to 
disputed features and sea areas, 
with numbers of vessels conceivably 
in the thousands. "is is well-
documented in numerous incidents, 
such as the 2012 Scarborough 
Shoal stando$, where the U.S. 
and allies, while not adequately 
responding, allowed China to seize 
maritime features in this area that 
denied Philippine sovereignty. In 
this strategy, China is challenging 
the established order in the 
SCS through gray-zone tactics. 
"e gray-zone is well-de!ned 
by the Centre for Strategic and 
International Studies as: 

“a form of con#ict that: pursues 
political objectives through 
integrated campaigns; employs 
mostly nonmilitary or nonkinetic 
tools; strives to remain under key 
escalatory or red line thresholds 
to avoid outright conventional 
con#ict, and; moves gradually 
toward its objectives rather than 
seeking conclusive results in a 
relatively limited period of time.”

Gray-zone activities have a long 
history. However, some have argued 
that they have increased during the 
nuclear age as they are attractive 
to revisionist powers that seek to 
challenge the existing world order 
without any major escalation. "ese 
tactics have also been likened to 

those of Russia during its 2014 
intervention in Ukraine, where 
armed forces, known aptly as “little 
green men,” were strategically-
ambiguous so as to not cross the 
threshold of formalized aggression. 

In contrast, the “little blue men,” 
named for the color of their ship 
hulls, are trying to insert China’s 
‘nine-dash line’ claims. Under this 
policy, China declares sovereignty 
over 90% of the water mass of the 
SCS, overlapping the Exclusive 
Economic Zones (EEZs) and 
features of multiple SCS littoral 
states including: Brunei, China, 
Taiwan, Indonesia, Malaysia, 
the Philippines and Vietnam. In 
2016, the Permanent Court of 
Arbitration at "e Hague ruled 
that China’s nine-dash claim’ did 
not supersede United Nations 
Convention on the Law of the 
Sea (UNCLOS) — thus China’s 
claims are not recognized under 
international law. "is has achieved 
little to stop Chinese expansion 
into the SCS.

Beijing asserts its claims with what 
o%cials call the “cabbage strategy,” 
due to its multiple layered leaves. 
Chinese doctrine places PAFMM 
forces on the “front line” in China’s 
campaign to exert presence and 
control in disputed spaces in the 
SCS. Behind them, on the ‘second’ 
and ‘third’ lines, China’s two other 
maritime forces operate, the China 
Coast Guard (CCG) and the 
People’s Liberation Army Navy 

"e Chinese Maritime Militia, dubbed the ‘little blue men’, signi!es Beijing’s vision of a maritime ‘people’s war’ 
where civilian and military structures are integrated in a Maoist fashion that sees the social sphere as intimately 
connected to the military industrial complex.

By Cameron Smith
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(PLAN). !is layered approach 
achieved its greatest success at 
Scarborough Shoal in 2012, and 
the recent situation at Whitsun 
Reef, where 200 Chinese vessels 
lay at anchor for weeks in Filipino 
territory, proves this approach is 
alive and well. Concurrently, China 
is building arti"cial islands, which 
can be used to project military 
power in the SCS and as a tool 
to bolster sovereignty claims over 
this strategically important region. 
If allowed to continue unchal-
lenged, China could e#ectively 
dictate terms to other SCS littoral 
states on where their "shermen 
can "sh, where oil companies can 
drill, where they can build their 
own contested reefs, and so forth. 
Naturally, this would give Beijing 
signi"cant leverage in the region 
and open opportunities to forge 
political agreements—reducing 
their scope of military cooperation 
with the U.S. 

!e e#ort of China to solidify its 
hegemony in the SCS is a clear 
example of a gray-zone strategy 
campaign. It also demonstrates two 
major tactics re$ective of gray-zone 
con$icts: the ‘salami slicing ap-
proach’ and ‘fait accompli’. ‘Sala-
mi slicing’ is a key feature of the 
strategy and involves a gradualist 
approach to achieving objectives 
in the SCS, which are ambiguous, 
instead of a knee-jerk advance. !is 
goes hand-in-hand with the ‘fait 
accompli’ approach, which is to 
seize limited gains before the other 
side can respond, acting suddenly 
and decisively in a manner that 
poses the defender with the dilem-
ma of acquiescing or pursuing a 
dangerous escalation. Both of these 
approaches of strategic gradualism 
make the task of deterrence and 
balancing acts complicated for 

defending powers. In this partic-
ular case, defending powers in the 
region are also hamstrung by the 
presence of the CCG, who are 
positioned to support the mari-
time militia if an incident escalates. 
!is issue was highlighted in 2012, 
when two Philippine warships 
attempted to arrest Chinese "sher-
men, two CCG and several militia 
vessels rushed to intervene, leading 
to a two-month stando#. !is acts 
as a signi"cant deterrence for op-
posing powers in the region, which 
not only want to avoid a potential 
escalation to con$ict but also a po-
litical and economic backlash from 
Beijing. 

It also poses a unique challenge 
for the U.S. Ross Babbage of the 
Centre for Strategic and Budget-
ary Assessments astutely notes 
that the U.S. “political and hybrid 
warfare arsenals are weak at best, 
poorly organized, and grossly 
under-resourced. !ere is clearly a 
strategy mismatch between China 
and the Western allies.” In other 
words, the United States currently 
has no credible strategy to counter 
Chinese gray-zone actions in the 
region. Essentially, the PAFMM 
are evoking Sun Tzu to “subdue the 
enemy without "ghting.”

Regional implications

!ere are few options to avoid 
confronting the PAFMM. Circum-

venting confrontation will mean 
e#ectively surrendering territory 
and accepting the dissolution of 
international law governing the 
SCS, which would have signi"cant 
implications globally. !is is not 
tolerable to both the regional pow-
ers or the United States. Moreover, 
failing to confront the PAFMM 
normalizes Beijing’s presence and 
reach in other nations’ territorial 
seas. Consequently, the question 
that must be understood for SCS 
littoral states is, not if and when 
they should, but to what degree 
they confront Chinese gray-zone 
operations and defend their territo-
rial waters.

!ese gray-zone operations also 
pose signi"cant challenges to 
long-established international 
norms and laws. One area that this 
is immediately clear in is the four 
hundred years of custom and State 
practice embedded in the law of 
naval warfare, which may be up-
ended by China’s unorthodox ap-
proach to maritime power. China, 
in turn, utilizes the PAFMM due 
to the very nature of these laws of 
naval warfare, as “"shing boats” are 
protected unless they are involved 
in a war. !is poses valid concerns 
over identifying what is a legiti-
mate "shing boat and what vessel 
is a part of the PAFMM. !is plays 
into the hands of China, as if their 
vessels—even operating solely as 
civilian economic actors—operate 
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unchallenged, their presence helps 
to solidify CCP claims. Further-
more, as China does not o!cially 
acknowledge their existence, refer-
ring to them as a “so-called mari-
time militia,” it allows the vessels to 
harass and intimidate foreign pow-
ers while leaving China room to 
de-escalate by denying its a!liation 
with these activities. However, the 
same factors that make the militia a 
deniable force also raise the risk of 
accidents and escalations. "e more 
frequent its operations, the greater 
the likelihood of interactions with 
foreign vessels that could spiral out 
of control. Overall, the actions of 
China in the SCS have contributed 
to the weakening of international 
law, the international rules-based 
order, and the deterioration of 
regional stability.

Most importantly, for the United 
States, this threatens its credibility 
with allies and emerging partners 
in the region, which are already 
materially su#ering from China’s 
expanding presence. If the U.S. 
continues to appear unwilling or 
unable to deal with territorial dis-
putes in the SCS, it will heighten 
the concern among claimant states 
like the Philippines and Vietnam 
that the U.S may not intervene 
on their behalf. It would also play 
into China’s narrative that South-
east Asian states would be wise to 
accept its ascension as a regional 

hegemon. Washington’s lacklus-
ter response to China’s gray-zone 
activities in places like the Scar-
borough Shoal erodes more than 
U.S credibility. It also increases the 
likelihood of a traditional military 
confrontation by permitting China 
to solidify its gains while neutral-
izing U.S diplomatic and economic 
leverage. "rough this process of 
elimination, military force becomes 
the only viable option to resolving 
hardened disputes, something the 
U.S would be reluctant to do. "us, 
it is essential for U.S and region-
al policymakers to confront the 
PAFMM and gray-zone operations 
in the SCS, as it is undermining 
national sovereignty, international 
governance, the U.S alliance struc-
ture, and making con$ict more 
plausible.

Countering the PAFMM

A fundamental shift in thinking 
within defense circles is required to 
challenge the PAFMM. One of the 
eternal principles of war, espoused 
by Sun Tzu, is to seize the initiative. 
For too long, maritime nations in 
the SCS have simply been reacting 
to Chinese moves, playing into 
Beijing’s script. "ere is a need to 
put the onus back onto Beijing by 
seizing the initiative, and forcing 
China to react. "is has already 
happened in a few instances, such 
as the Philippines lawsuit under 

UNCLOS in 2016, but it must 
now become the norm, not the 
exception. For one, China is bank-
ing on U.S prioritization of tradi-
tional deterrence at the expense of 
a robust, and likely more e#ective, 
asymmetric strategy. Building a 
stronger deterrence in the region 
not only requires a new approach 
for the US, but for regional powers 
in Southeast Asia, which collec-
tively need to build asymmetric 
and traditional capabilities against 
China’s gray-zone strategy.

One traditional way the U.S. can 
achieve this is through the build-
up of national coast guards trained 
to enforce international maritime 
governance in the SCS. In their 
new maritime strategy manifesto, 
the United States Coast Guard 
(USCG) made a compelling case 
for a bigger presence in the SCS. 
In it they argued that the coast-
al service, with its lightly-armed, 
high-endurance vessels and 
law-enforcement expertise, has the 
potential to function as America’s  
own gray-zone maritime force. 
Moreover, coast guards can provide 
%rst responder capability and law 
enforcement legitimacy without 
the negative aspects of coercion. In 
contrast, U.S. warships are not par-
ticularly well-suited for maritime 
policing tasks, as their presence 
would bolster Chinese claims that 
the U.S. Navy is the true aggressor 
in the region. 

However, there are signi%cant 
issues with using the USCG to 
patrol the SCS more frequently. It 
would take time, money and e#ort 
to adapt the service to a gray-
zone mission. Over the last several 
years, USCG funding has declined, 
and it would still have competing 
demands across the world, includ-
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ing in the US. It would also mark 
a substantial shift in U.S tactics 
and appetite for risk. As it stands, 
there is little evidence that the U.S 
“white hulls” will be attempting to 
pacify the waters en masse anytime 
soon. 

While any presence of the USCG 
in the SCS will remain limited, 
they may be highly e"ective in 
training and assisting foreign coast 
guard services in Southeast Asia. 
!is would not only lead to a more 
multinational process in confront-
ing Chinese aggressions, but would 
also allow the USCG contributing 
forces to remain somewhat limited. 
Southeast Asian powers are in-
creasingly using their coast guards 
to support their territorial claims 
against the PAFMM, and a general 
trend shows considerable growth in 
white hulls across the region. U.S. 
policymakers should encourage and 
assist with this trend in the region, 
and act multilaterally in upholding 
maritime governance in the SCS 
against the destabilizing force of 
the PAFMM. In particular, Viet-
nam, Malaysia and the Philippines 
should be assisted by U.S policy-
makers. Japan, while the strongest 
U.S ally in the wider region, has 
constitutional barriers that pose a 
signi#cant challenge to enhanc-
ing their presence in confronting 
gray-zone operations in the SCS. 
Furthermore, Tokyo is more con-
cerned, with PAFMM operations 
in the East China Sea, while less 
common, appear to be increasing. 
In contrast, Vietnam, Malaysia and 
the Philippines have less technical 
expertise and have shown a willing-
ness to combat the PAFMM. !e 
Philippines should be prioritized 
#rst in assistance as it is the weak-
est of the three, a formal U.S ally, 
and the most vulnerable to gray-

zone operations. Moreover, sup-
porting a U.S ally would provide 
a legal basis to enhance military 
forces in the Philippines and would 
have the extra bene#t of boosting 
U.S credibility.

!e USCG can also assist in 
building asymmetric capabilities of 
regional powers along the SCS to 
combat China in their own game. 
!is must involve assistance in 
building up these powers’ own mar-
itime militias to compete against 
the PAFMM. !e USCG may be 
utilized to provide law enforce-
ment and maritime safety training 
to support these national militias. 
!is option carries a risk that it 
would be expanding a concept that 
is already damaging the rules-based 
order, but it will provide some 
level of parity for states facing the 
PAFMM. !is is a capability that 
Vietnam has already developed and 
is being taken seriously by other 
states in the region. 

!e USCG and other regional 
coast guard forces should also be 
empowered to document and make 
public harassment by the PAFMM 
known, removing the veneer of 
plausible deniability that it gives 
Beijing. China wants to prevent 
being labelled as ‘the aggressor’ in 
the SCS, and documenting militia 
activities could help the U.S. and 
its partners win the information 
war and unite global public opin-
ion against Beijing. Moreover, by 
maintaining visual presence on 
the PAFMM when operational, it 
can be demonstrated that they are 
being constantly observed, while 
collecting vital intelligence on how 
the PAFMM operates. !is was 
used to great e"ect by the Philip-
pines during the recent incursion 
in the Whitsun Reef, where valu-

able intelligence of the PAFMM 
was gathered, including: its oper-
ational patterns, the government 
support for the operation, the key 
units operating in contested spaces 
and where they originated. !ese 
#ndings prove that Beijing’s pub-
lic messaging regarding Whitsun 
is disprovable with open sources 
alone. !is is perhaps the best op-
tion for how other Southeast Asian 
states can contribute in shaping the 
global narrative of the SCS. It plac-
es China on the defensive—forcing 
them to issue weak, unconvincing 
denials — and limits their ability 
to portray themselves as a victim if 
and when an incident occurs. !is 
will not be enough to convince Bei-
jing to fully scale back its operation, 
but it is a bigger deterrent than it 
currently faces. !is needs to be 
supported by diplomatic initiatives 
by U.S and regional policymakers, 
to express support for the 2016 
verdict on the illegal basis of Chi-
na’s maritime claims. !rough this 
approach, U.S and regional poli-
cymakers can shape and win the 
competing narrative over the SCS. 

Lastly, policymakers should con-
tinue to promote intelligence assets 
in this space. With few exceptions, 
most states in the SCS possess an 
incomplete patchwork of sensors 
capable of surveilling only parts 
of their territorial waters. How-
ever, sustained capacity building 
e"orts from several powers in the 
Indo-Paci#c have made signi#cant 
strides in providing access to com-
mercial surveillance tools that allow 
states to have a vastly improved 
picture of the ‘battlespace’. !is will 
give states greater power in locat-
ing and disrupting illicit activity in 
their EEZs and will make it harder 
for PAFMM to operate stealthily. 
Utilizing these intelligence assets 
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will also make it more challenging 
for Beijing to maintain deniability 
in its gray-zone operations. 

What is the future of gray-zone 
operations in the South China 
Sea?

!ere is increasing risk that a gray-
zone operation will spiral out of 
control. As of January 2021, the 
CCG ‘rules of engagement’ have 
changed and they are now autho-
rized to "re on foreign vessels if 
a threat is perceived. !is recent 
change has signi"cant implications. 
While it remains unclear whether 
the CCG or PLAN vessels will ac-
tively defend the PAFMM, there is 
now a greater potential for miscal-
culations to occur. !e Pentagon’s 
statement that the PAFMM vessels 
will be treated like warships has 

also reinforced this possibility and 
increased the chance of a signi"-
cant escalation leading to war. 

!is points to a clear need in the 
region to deter the PAFMM from 
continuing to expand gray-zone 
operations in the strategic waters 
around China. Nevertheless, Chi-
na will inevitably double down on 
expanding the PAFMM, as it pro-
vides a cheaper and lower technol-
ogy alternative tool in sovereignty 
disputes and coastal defense than 
the PLAN. !e PAFMM are also 
suited to wage a guerilla war style 
“people’s war at sea” armed with 
sea mines and anti-air artillery and 
missiles, !is means that practically, 
whether in peace or war, it will be 
a force to be reckoned with. While 
the future of the rules-based order 
is threatened in the SCS, there are 

no predetermined outcomes, and 
Chinese hegemony is not a given. 
However, American  and region-
al policymakers must implement 
more e#ective policy solutions—
empowering the Coast Guard, 
providing intelligence support to 
regional actors, and initiating a 
comprehensive information warfare 
campaign—to impede PAFMM 
gray-zone operations. While it is 
highly unlikely that there are any 
solutions short of full-scale war 
to fully prevent these operations, 
policymakers can make it more 
challenging for these services to 
continue to operate in this way. 
Without more concrete policies, 
states reliant on the international 
rules-based order will "nd them-
selves subject to the whims of a 
volatile and menacing power at sea.
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In the spring of 2018, the U.S. 
Cyber Command (Cybercom) 
was elevated from a subordinate 

uni!ed command under the U.S. 
Strategic Command to the 10th 
uni!ed combatant command under 
the U.S. Department of Defense. 
During his speech at the change-
of-command ceremony, Deputy 
Secretary of Defense Patrick 
Shanaghan de!ned Cybercom’s 
next challenge as “build[ing] scale 
and strengthen[ing America’s] 
arsenal of cyber weapons, cyber 
shields and cyber warriors.” What 
exactly are cyber warriors, and why 
does America need them?

"e transition of Cybercom to a 
combatant command signals the 
integration of cyber capabilities 
into the other four U.S. war!ghting 
domains and demonstrates the 
increased importance of cyberspace. 
Over the years, cyberspace has 
evolved to become a leading 
domain for intelligence collection, 
covert operations, and warfare. 
However, due to the novelty 
surrounding this domain, the rules 
for operating within it remain 
underdeveloped, which is re#ected 
in the nebulous nature of the 
term “cyber” itself. De!nitions 
range from referring speci!cally to 
computer network operations and 
logical attacks against computer 
systems to information warfare and 
the manipulation of information. 
"us, the de!nition of cyber 
warrior also has varying degrees 
of speci!city and has been used 

to refer to non-cyber experts. 
I will use a relatively narrow 
conceptualization of the term: 
cyber experts assigned to both 
threat-oriented and vulnerability-
oriented activities in the military. 
"is includes personnel associated 
with o$ensive and defensive 
operations as well as vulnerability 
mitigation.

"e cyberspace domain has become 
an increasingly popular arena 
where state and non-state actors 
locate and exploit each other’s 
vulnerabilities. Standing before 
the Senate committee on Armed 
Services in February 2019, General 
Paul M. Nakasone, commander 
of Cybercom, stated, “Cyberspace 
is a contested environment where 
we are in constant contact with 
adversaries … We see near-peer 
competitors [China and Russia] 
conducting sustained campaigns 
below the level of armed con#ict 
to erode American strength and 
gain strategic advantage.” As 
U.S.-Sino relations evolve towards 
greater strategic competition, 
the threat posed by China’s 
growing command of cyberspace 
has generated concern among 
American scholars and military and 
defense o%cials.

While cybersecurity has played 
a prominent role in U.S.-Sino 
relations over the last decade, one 
factor has repeatedly impeded 
meaningful discussion and the 
establishment of norms of conduct 

on both sides: the deep distrust 
that permeates their relationship. 
"is has been apparent through 
mutual accusations of misconduct 
over the years, such as when Beijing 
reprimanded the U.S. after Edward 
Snowden exposed American cyber 
operations against China and 
Chinese companies, and when 
Washington condemned China for 
cyber espionage during the O%ce 
of Personnel Management hack 
that a$ected 22.1 million personal 
records.

Furthermore, the U.S. and China 
have both constructed cyber 
strategies that will further damage 
trust between the countries. "e 
2018 Department of Defense 
Cyber Strategy expressed a shift 
from a U.S. strategy focused on 
extremism and counterterrosim to 
one focused on competition with 
Russia and China. It emphasized 
an assertive posture of ‘defending 
forward’ in order to “disrupt or 
halt malicious cyber activity at its 
source, including activity that falls 
below the level of armed con#ict.” 
In accordance with this new 
posture, U.S. cyber warriors can 
operate outside of DoD networks 
for the !rst time to pursue and 
counter adversaries’ operations in 
foreign networks. Despite the lack 
of an o%cial de!nition for the 
defend forward policy, there is a 
consensus among scholars that the 
2018 strategy is more proactive 
than its 2015 predecessor and 
marked a pivot towards heightened 

Deputy Secretary of Defense Patrick Shanaghan de!ned Cybercom’s next challenge as “build[ing] scale and 
strengthen[ing America’s] arsenal of cyber weapons, cyber shields and cyber warriors.”
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aggression in cyberspace. In the 
2019 Defense White Paper, Beijing 
responded to these shifts by an-
nouncing the accelerated building 
of China’s cyberspace and cyber 
defense capabilities and cyber 
security. While China stressed the 
defensive nature of these e!orts 
and proclaimed its desire to avoid 
arms racing and cyber warfare, 
the U.S. should be weary of such 
professions.

"e annual threat assessment 
released by the O#ce of the Di-
rector of National Intelligence last 
month suggests that this is indeed 
the case. "e report listed China’s 
proli$c cyber-espionage operations 
as a major threat. However, giv-
en the fact that cyber operations 
can exacerbate the risk of nuclear 
escalation, Washington must not 
overlook cyber threats to the U.S. 
nuclear command, control, and 
communications (NC3) systems. 
Since the U.S. NC3 systems and 
those of other nuclear-armed states 
are dependent on computers, they 
will always be vulnerable to cyber 
threats. While no computer can be 
completely invulnerable, the stan-
dard for the cybersecurity of NC3 
systems must be extremely high 
given the ability of nuclear weapons 
to decimate mankind in just under 
30 minutes. With around 900 nu-
clear weapons on hair-trigger alert 
status in the U.S., meaning they 
can be launched within minutes, 
the result of a cyberattack on the 
U.S. NC3 infrastructure could be 
devastating. "e implications of the 
cyber-nuclear domain for potential 
crises between the U.S. and China 
is especially worrying because there 
currently exists no formal interna-
tional agreement that links nuclear 
weapons and cyber capabilities. 
"us, the threat of cyberattacks 

on NC3 systems poses the most 
signi$cant risk to strategic stability 
and nuclear escalation. "is makes 
the weakening of restrictions on 
o!ensive cyber operations as a 
result of the defend forward policy 
particularly worrisome.

While the U.S. should not be so 
naïve as to believe China’s stated 
preference for a cooperative cy-
berspace domain, it is also imper-
ative that U.S. cyberwarriors avoid 
o!ensive cyberattacks on China’s 
NC3 system. Cyber attacks are 
attractive for many reasons. "ey 
are relatively inexpensive, e!ective, 
nonlethal, and they pose a much 
lower risk of escalation since they 
are less destructive than kinetic, or 
traditional, weapons. However, this 
does not hold true when it comes 
to NC3 systems. Instead, o!ensive 
attacks on China’s NC3 infrastruc-
ture increase the likelihood of a 
non-kinetic battle in cyberspace 
that could escalate to a kinetic one, 
and potentially a nuclear one. For 
example, the insertion of malware 
in NC3 systems increases the risk 
of nuclear escalation even with-
out it being activated. If Chinese 
leaders suspect that China’s critical 
systems contain enemy malware, 
they may stop trusting their ear-
ly-warning systems in a crisis and 
choose to strike $rst. "ey may 
also view attacks on China’s NC3 
infrastructure as preparation for a 
larger one aimed at neutralizing its 
nuclear capabilities and decide to 
launch their nuclear weapons out of 
fear of a preemptive strike.

While a more proactive approach 
to cyber operations has led to de-
fensive gains for the U.S., it comes 
with the risk of nuclear escalation 
when applied to the cyber-nucle-
ar domain. "us, in order to deter 

“DEEP DISTRUST 
SPREADS. IT 
EXTENDS FAR 
BEYOND THE 
CYBERSPACE 
DOMAIN, 
INCREASING THE 
RISKS OF ARM 
RACING, CRISIS 
INSTABILITY, AND 
CONFLICT 
ESCALATION...
INCREASING THE 
NUMBER OF CY-
BER WARRIORS IS 
MERELY THE FIRST 
STEP TOWARDS 
PRESERVING 
CYBER-NUCLEAR 
STABILITY.”
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cyber attacks on U.S. NC3 systems 
without jeopardizing strategic sta-
bility, cyberwarriors must focus on 
monitoring, defending, and mit-
igating vulnerabilities in the sys-
tems. !e U.S. NC3 systems have 
not been comprehensively updated 
since almost three decades ago, and 
many systems such as the Strategic 
Automatic Command and Control 
System are slowly becoming ob-
solete, rendering them vulnerable 
to attack. According to nuclear 
security expert Bruce G. Blair, one 
concern regarding the U.S. nuclear 
systems is the “weak custody over 

the supply chain during design, 
manufacture, installation, and 
operation.” Many components of 
the U.S. nuclear networks are pur-
chased o" the shelf and frequently 
from foreign suppliers, meaning 
they cannot be certi#ed as bug-free 
and safeguarded against exploit-
ative malware and cyberhacking. 
!us, the U.S. NC3 systems are in 
desperate need of not only modern-
ization, but also more cyberwarriors 
for both defensive operations and 
vulnerability mitigation.

Given the growing tensions be-

tween the U.S. and China, some 
experts have warned that Beijing 
views current and planned en-
hancements to America’s forces 
and NC3 system as strengthening 
the U.S. ‘s capacity for preemptive 
operations and thus o"ensive in na-
ture. Even so, the U.S. needs more 
cyber warriors assigned to strength-
ening its NC3 infrastructure since 
mutual distrust is set to intensify 
with the heightening of strategic 
competition and downright hos-
tility between the U.S. and China. 
Deep distrust spreads. It extends 
far beyond the cyberspace domain, 
increasing the risks of arm racing, 
crisis instability, and con$ict esca-
lation. !is is why increasing the 
number of cyber warriors is merely 
the #rst step towards preserving 
cyber-nuclear stability. Sustained 
bilateral dialogue must also be es-
tablished between the two goliaths 
to increase mutual tolerance, trust, 
and the likelihood of maintaining 
strategic stability in cyberspace. !e 
establishment of such a foundation 
is the necessary next step towards 
addressing both sides’ concerns over 
potential cyber threats and nuclear 
postures and eradicating any poten-
tial for a 21st century cold war.
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Home to half of the world’s 
population and some 
of the fastest growing 

economies, all eyes are on the Indo-
Paci!c for its economic potential 
and geopolitical signi!cance. Yet, 
the European Union has long 
hesitated to create an o"cial 
Indo-Paci!c strategy due to 
fears of antagonizing China, its 
limited maritime presence in the 
Indian and Paci!c Oceans, and its 
geographical distance. However, 
after pressure from member 
states, some of whom have already 
drafted their own national Indo-
Paci!c strategies, the Council of 
the European Union called upon 
the European Commission and 
High Representative to present an 
Indo-Paci!c Strategy by September 
2021. #e proposed document 
covers a wide range of proposed 
EU policies and objectives, ranging 
from maritime trade to human 
rights and transnational security. 

Europe is no stranger to the 
Indo-Paci!c, having historically 
controlled several Asian countries 
such as India, the Philippines, and 
Vietnam. European ventures into 
the region were led by corporations, 
including the Dutch East India 
Company, in search of foreign 
markets. #e Industrial Revolution 
ushered in a wave of powerful 
nation-states vying for  control 
over peripheral countries for raw 
resources, geostrategic rivalries, and 
the consolidation of state authority 
through imperialistic means.

However, post-World War II 
saw the gradual diminution of 
European political dominance as 
the U.S. moved in to secure the 
region. World War II served as a 
major catalyst for the growth of 
independence movements in Asia, 
where European powers held a 
large concentration of colonies, 
leading to the gradual retreatment 
of foreign powers in the region. 
As World War II ended, the 
United States quickly entered 
the Cold War as the government 
fought to counter the Soviet 
Union’s in$uence and the spread 
of communism. Mao Zedong’s 
establishment of the People’s 
Republic of China also compelled 
the U.S. to make several bilateral 
alliances in the region, establishing 
a broad presence throughout 
the Indo-Paci!c. Following the 
Vietnam and Korean Wars, the U.S. 
e%ectively became a major player 
in the region ahead of its European 
counterparts and continues to be so, 
especially through its involvement 
in Taiwan.

In recent years, however, European 
countries have made an increased 
e%ort to reestablish a strong 
presence. As the world’s largest 
trading bloc, the security of open 
maritime supply chains is crucial 
for Europe’s trade, as it heavily 
relies on secure and free sea lines. 
For example, stability in the Indian 
Ocean is a priority for the EU, as 
one-third of its energy resources 

come from the Middle East 
through maritime trade. Since 
2008, the EU has promoted its 
anti-piracy work in the Gulf of 
Aden, the Indian Ocean region, 
and Southeast Asia through 
maritime domain awareness 
capacity building, designed to 
protect vital maritime routes. 
Notable countries that have also 
taken steps to increase their naval 
presence, in the maritime interest 
of all EU member states, include 
France, the U.K., Germany, and the 
Netherlands. 

With steps taken to establish the 
!rst o"cial Indo-Paci!c Strategy, 
the EU has signaled its increased 
assertiveness in defending its 
maritime economic interests, as 
seen through free trade agreements 
with powerful players in the region 
such as Japan, South Korea, and 
Singapore. #is boosted e%ort to 
deepen economic cooperation with 
regional partners points to the EU’s 
ambition to in$uence the balance 
of power in the Indo-Paci!c region, 
which has largely fallen into the 
hands of the US and China. As 
open trade is crucial for the growth 
of the European economy, it is clear 
that the EU is looking to diversify 
and strengthen its maritime supply 
chains by improving partnerships. 
In 2018, the EU released its 
“Strategy for Connecting Europe 
and Asia,” which outlined the 
EU’s agenda to grow sustainable 
and transparent partnerships 
between countries in the Indo-

In recent years, European countries have made an increased e%ort to reestablish a strong presence in the In-
do-Paci!c, home to half of the world’s population and some of the fastest growing economies.
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Paci!c. Also dubbed as the EU’s 
“connectivity strategy,” the goal is 
to build alliances with countries of 
similar agendas and connect with 
existing initiatives for enhanced 
global prosperity. "e document 
highlighted the union’s desire to 
speci!cally strengthen sustainable 
energy, trade, transportation, invest-
ments, as well as digital and human 
dimension protection. To act upon 
these interests, the EU is currently 
working to establish e#ective trans-
port and electricity transmission 
systems, facilitate student exchang-
es and sta# mobility between the 
two continents, strengthen country 
partnerships, establish encompass-
ing air transport agreements, and 
digitally support research collabo-
rations.

As the fastest growing economic 
region in the world, the Indo-Pa-
ci!c’s rapid urbanization has put 
strain on the region’s land, natural 
resources, and sustainability. "e 
Indo-Paci!c is also highly vulnera-
ble to climate change e#ects, which 
include the alteration of the phys-
ical environment, food and water 
insecurity, and forced migration. 
With these hazards come a large 

range of implications such as dip-
lomatic tensions, a rise in extremist 
organization activity, resource dis-
putes. At the same time, the EU is 
also looking to become a leader in 
global issues, such as those outlined 
in the United Nations Sustainable 
Development Goals. For example, 
the EU has launched several strat-
egies under its Green Alliances and 
Partnerships initiative in support of 
multilateral pledges, including the 
Paris Agreement and the Con-
vention on Biological Diversity, to 
transform Europe into a sustainable 
and competitive economy. Particu-
larly, the EU has been taking steps 
to achieve ambitious environmental 
targets through sustainable infra-
structure, biodiversity protection, 
and the transition to a circular 
economy. "us, the EU should 
aim to incorporate the Indo-Pa-
ci!c partners into bilateral and 
multilateral initiatives that foster 
sustainable cooperation for crucial 
obstacles for the global community. 
While issues range from climate 
change to gender equality to mit-
igating the socioeconomic impact 
of the COVID-19 pandemic, the 
main focus of taking initiative is 
for the EU to solidify its presence 

and promote its interests in the 
region. Enhancing cooperation 
with Europe’s allies and multilater-
al organizations working within the 
Asia-Paci!c who will serve to build 
a strong community of those whose 
political agendas align with the EU. 
With a strong support system of 
allies, the cooperation of countries 
in the region will enable the EU to 
take the lead in e#ectively tackling 
global issues through targeted pol-
icies while also building credibility 
amongst nations in the region.

While o$cials have denied it, the 
creation of an o$cial Indo-Paci!c 
strategy has been widely viewed as 
the EU’s strategy to counter Chi-
na’s growing in%uence in the region 
by increasing cooperation with 
China’s neighbors. As an economic 
and political powerhouse, China 
has solidi!ed its presence in the 
Indo-Paci!c through its Belt and 
Road Initiative (BRI) and the Peo-
ple’s Liberation Army Navy’s in-
creasingly confrontational advances 
in the South China Sea. Despite 
the geographic distance, the EU 
has been forced to confront the 
impact of China’s growing power 
in Asia as BRI e#orts have led to a 

“PARTICULARLY, THE EU HAS BEEN TAKING STEPS TO ACHIEVE AM-
BITIOUS ENVIRONMENTAL TARGETS THROUGH SUSTAINABLE INFRA-
STRUCTURE, BIODIVERSITY PROTECTION, AND THE TRANSITION TO 
A CIRCULAR ECONOMY. THUS, THE EU SHOULD AIM TO INCORPO-
RATE THE INDO-PACIFIC PARTNERS INTO BILATERAL AND MULTILAT-
ERAL INITIATIVES THAT FOSTER SUSTAINABLE COOPERATION FOR 
CRUCIAL OBSTACLES FOR THE GLOBAL COMMUNITY.”
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a number of Chinese investments 
in European strategic sectors and 
critical infrastructure. !e emer-
gence of debt traps in smaller 
European countries and in"uence 
operations in European academia 
and politics are also among the 
critical issues that o#cials and poli-
cymakers fear.

!e Council points to dangerous 
geopolitical dynamics in the region, 
such as increased tensions in trade 
and human security that have di-
rectly impacted the stability and se-
curity of the EU’s interests. While 
the document does not name any 
speci$c party, many have interpret-
ed it to reference China’s increased 
involvement in the Indo-Paci$c. 
As a cooperative security actor, the 
EU is likely to address these trans-
national security threats by taking 
an active stance in e%orts to resolve 

international security challenges, 
which encompass maritime secu-
rity, terrorism, and nuclear arms 
control. Speci$cally, the Council 
calls for cooperation in the context 
of Common Security and Defense 
(CSDP) missions and operations 
in the framework of Indo-Paci$c 
centered agreements such as the 
ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF). 
In line with the May 2018 Coun-
cil Conclusions on Enhanced EU 
Security Cooperation in and with 
Asia, the EU is also anticipating 
the formation of new Framework 
Participation Agreements with 
partners in the region to establish 
the comprehensive monitoring of 
maritime security and freedom of 
navigation according to interna-
tional law. Aside from forging new 
initiatives, the strategy also aims 
to strengthen existing agreements 
with Paci$c Island and African 

countries to address transnational 
issues, such as maritime security 
and disaster prevention.

!e EU should capitalize on its 
maritime commitments to expand 
its geographic scope in coopera-
tion with regional partners. A solid 
European naval presence will allow 
the EU to e%ectively protect mar-
itime routes in the Indian Ocean 
that are critical for the growth of 
the European economy, have a 
decisive hand in the power balance 
of the Indo-Paci$c, and strengthen 
alyships. Not only will the pro-
motion of transnational security 
contribute to the EU’s reputation 
as a global security power, but the 
region’s local communities will also 
bene$t from increased e%orts to 
improve human rights and enforce 
the rule of law.
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Editor’s Picks
Pakistan’s Sectarian Crisis: It Begins and Ends with the State

“In 1947, after two centuries of colonial rule and a contentious schism 
with the Indian Dominion, a !edgling Pakistan established itself as a new 
state, free from corruption, nepotism, and religious discrimination. But, 
on the eve of its eightieth anniversary, sectarianism and religious extrem-
ism permeates the state’s social strata and threatens a government whose 
sovereignty continues to wane post-2011. Indeed, this is a trajectory that 
is unlikely to change without external pressure. However, if there is one 
thing decades of regime change and “democracy in boots” has taught 
the United States, it is that this pressure must be supplemented by an 
endogenous, socio-religious e"ort to curb Pakistan’s sectarian dilemma. 
#e external pressure that experts call for will not be su$cient to reduce 
extremism and promote religious equity in Pakistan, for its problems are 
internal. #e problem’s persistence is due almost entirely to opportunistic 
leaders whose legacies plague the country to this day.”

“#e economic and political grievances which provoked such widespread 
insurgence continue to placate the region today, aiding the argument 
that the unrest triggered by Bouazizi’s martyrdom ten years ago, known 
as the Arab Spring, never truly ended. On one hand, the uprisings may 
have succeeded in booting dictators from power, as Zine el-Abidine Ben 
Ali of Tunisia, Hosni Mubarak of Egypt, Muammar al-Qadda% of Libya, 
and Ali Abdullah Saleh of Yemen were each stripped of their authority. 
#e assumption that the removal of these dictators would %nally open 
the door to democracy for autocratic nations across MENA, however, 
is overly optimistic and emphatically false. Concurrently, the alternative 
assumption that enabling democratization by dismantling dictatorship 
would welcome Islamist tyranny was equally wrong. “

Ten Years On, #e Arab Spring Continues

#e EU Lacks a United and Truly Transatlantic China Strategy. 
It Doesn’t Need One.

“While serving as Secretary of State in 1973, Henry Kissinger 
tried to grasp whether European countries were able to develop 
common strategies by asking the infamous question: “Who do 
I call if I want to call Europe?” Since then, member states have 
consistently tried to harmonize their approaches, yet the continent 
still seems unable to demonstrate its unity and %nd a common 
voice when dealing with external as well as internal challenges, be 
it trade, foreign policy, or security. It is not hard to %nd the last 
time when an EU o$cial was publicly confronted with Europe’s 
struggle to present itself as a compact block. Just last February, 
while on an o$cial visit in Moscow, the EU’s high representative 
for foreign a"airs, Joseph Borrell, had to passively witness Russia’s 
top diplomat, Sergey Lavrov, rebuking  Europe for being “an unre-
liable partner.”
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Editor’s Picks
Pakistan’s Sectarian Crisis: It Begins and Ends with the State

Diversi!cation of Lebanon’s Economy is the Path 
Toward Rebuilding the Country’s Broken Financial System

“Despite Western media’s portrayal, it is important to note that Lebanon is not a 
country desperately in need of a white savior to wash away all its problems, nor is it a 
country that has been consistently plagued by war and terrorism, never truly able to 
thrive. As economists like Dambisa Moyo have proved, international aid from wealthy 
countries o!en leads to a greater "nancial burden and rarely resolves crises. While 
international support for the country is necessary, Lebanon must regain its footing 
primarily on its own. #e country will need to utilize its natural resources such as 
oil, gas, limestone, salt, and arable land to begin exporting products and producing 
revenue, and young Lebanese citizens that have $ed the country will need to return to 
avoid a crippling brain drain to the economy. #e massive diaspora, which is "ve times 
the size of the country’s population, will likely need to reach deep into their pockets to 
begin funding ventures in the country that can employ Lebanese citizens and further 
stimulate the economy.”

It’s More "an Xi’s China

“No strategy, no matter how savvy, will make China believe its true 
interests lie nearly a decade in the past. Focusing too much on Xi 
mistakes him as a driving force behind today’s China rather than a 
product of it. And although it is possible that a more tempered, mod-
erate successor could one day take the reins in China, this would have 
little impact on the long-term trajectory of U.S.-China relations. No 
leader or rhetoric will fundamentally alter the fact that China seeks to 
preserve its autocratic political system, achieve regional hegemony, at-
tain technological primacy, and champion its state-capitalist economic 
system. It would be a mistake to base any prospective China strategy 
on the misplaced belief that China can be returned to a day before Xi.”

What the Transition to a Biden Administration Means for 
America’s Relations with North and South Korea, Potential Peace

“Biden’s challenge will come in navigating ways in which to facilitate 
unity of the Korean peninsula and reduce security threats from North 
Korea while making an e#ort not to overstep on the present South 
Korean liberal government’s desire for greater autonomy. Biden will 
need to gain back domestic South Korean support for foreign ties with 
the U.S., which frayed during Trump’s presidency, as well as smooth out 
some contentions which predate the Trump administration. Further-
more, Biden should aim to engage in talks with North Korea and not 
take a more conservative hard-lining approach if he is to gain South 
Korea’s approval for U.S.-mediated peace interference. It is critical for 
Biden to balance U.S. security interests with those of South Korea as a 
joint-approach is favorable for Korean uni!cation.”

By Zachary Durkee
By M

anon Snyder
By Lea Haddad
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