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The Journal
The McGill International Review is a part of the International 
Relations Students’ Association’s (IRSAM) effort to highlight 
excellence in the field of International Relations at McGill. The 
cornerstone of IRSAM’s mission is to “offer a neutral forum for 
university students to express their interest in international 
affairs.” With that mission in mind, IRSAM hopes that this in-
augural issue will establish an outlet for high-calibre academic 
discussion of international affairs. Though this publication’s 
predecessor within IRSAM featured works by established 
writers and academics, this journal’s purpose is to recognize 
quality undergraduate writing in the field. Thank you to all of 
the editors for their vision, hard work, and enthusiasm. We 
hope that this issue of the McGill International Review is only 
one of many in the years to come.

Sincerely,

Ilana Rothkopf
Vice-President, Internal Affairs 
IRSAM 2010-2011
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Foreward
Oh, do we have an academic treat for you. I’m proud to present the first issue of the new undergraduate-run McGill In-
ternational Review, dedicated to publishing undergraduate papers on topics of International Relations. We’ve had to 
assemble the whole psychoskeletal structure of a journal within a semester, replete with a gallant cast of editors and 
contributors. Each essay is the result of a host of labour, an initial twenty-something polished pages that we’ve had our 
editors buzzing around, waxing them epaulettes to shine nice. 

I want to thank everyone who made this journal possible. This journal would not exist without IRSAM, especially Ilana 
Rothkopf, our veritable patron saint. Nor would it exist without the members of my editorial board, who all worked tire-
lessly to ensure that this journal presented only the highest quality undergraduate scholarship on International Rela-
tions, and of course, last but most crucially, our great contributors for submitting papers that have provided interesting 
angles and taught me not a few things. 

All the best,

Ryan Healey
Editor-in-Chief 
McGill International Review
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The Dilemma of Statebuilding in Areas of Ethnic Violence:
How International Efforts to Bolster Georgia’s Statebuilding 

May Have Contributed to the Resurgence of 
Ethnic Violence Since 2003

Majd Al Khaldi
U3 ∙ Department of Political Science ∙ majd.alkhaldi@mail.mcgill.ca

In recent years, there has been a general consensus among 
scholars and policymakers alike that states with weak cen-
tral governments, failing states or, at the extreme, failed 
states are more likely to witness ethnic violence take place 
within their territories. As an example of each, one need 
not look further than contemporary Sudan, Yugoslavia in 
the 1990s or Somalia in the past two decades, respectively. 
It is therefore no surprise that the role of the international 
community in such areas often includes promoting the 
process of statebuilding, based on the idea that countries 
with stronger, more democratic governments and func-
tioning institutions are less likely to experience ethnic 
violence.

This paper, however, shall shed light on a negative side-
effect of statebuilding that has hitherto been largely ig-
nored; that is, in collapsed (or collapsing) states that had 
experienced ethnic violence in the past and in which 
many informal institutions exist, statebuilding can lead to 
an increase in the probability of ethnic violence occurring 
by destroying informal institutions that had a mitigating 
effect on ethnic violence. In such a situation, international 
support (economic or political) for these statebuilding ef-
forts may have the unintended negative effect of increas-
ing the likelihood of ethnic violence breaking out.

Using the case of Georgia and its two breakaway regions 
from 1990 to the present day, this paper shall demonstrate 
how the statebuilding efforts that have taken place in 
Georgia since the Rose Revolution of 2003, which includ-
ed strengthening government institutions, anti-corrup-
tion campaigns and the severing of patronage networks, 
decreased or ended collaboration between elites who had 
personal interests in maintaining the fragile peace, and, by 
disenfranchising them, paved the way for the resurgence 
of ethnic violence. In this context, the international com-
munity’s good intentions, which translated into financial 
and political support for Georgia’s statebuilding efforts, 
may have inadvertently facilitated the re-escalation of 

ethnic violence. The above ideas may be understood better 
if presented graphically:

It is important to note that, given the two conditions out-
lined above, this model does not claim that statebuilding 
will necessarily lead to the resurgence of ethnic violence. 
Rather, it implies that effective statebuilding measures 
will damage informal institutions and make an increase in 
ethnic violence more likely. The more international sup-
port these statebuilding measures have, the stronger this 
causality (i.e. the higher the likelihood).

Before delving into the topic, however, a few points must 
be made. The vast majority of academic literature avail-
able on the topic of the two unresolved ethnic conflicts 
in Georgia places them within the context of the larger, 
sub-systemic Russian-Georgian protracted conflict, or 
even the resurging global Russian-US rivalry. Scholars 
such as Per Gahrton have gone as far as labelling the re-
gion’s new dynamics as ‘The New Great Game,’ in refer-
ence to the 19th century rivalry between Imperial Russia 
and the British Empire over control of the region that was 
known as The Great Game (Gahrton 2010, 1). The author 
supports most of the conclusions drawn by scholars who 
use system-level analyses to explain various aspects of the 
two ethnic conflicts, but finds that alone they provide an 

Credible statebuilding 
efforts (ie: creation 

of functioning formal 
instutitions, democrati-
zation, anticorruption, 
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apparatus, etc)
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 that had mitigating 
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incomplete picture of Georgian-Abkhaz and Georgian-
South Ossetian  ethnic violence. While Russia has proven 
to be a staunch supporter of both the Abkhaz and South 
Ossetian secessionist movements time and again, sim-
ply portraying Abkhaz and South Ossetian politicians 
and rebels as proxies of Moscow is painting a grossly in-
complete image. This paper does not attempt to compete 
against, but rather complements these IR narratives. It 
seeks to clarify that in addition to the various actors’ real-
politik considerations in the region, there were often less 
visible factors at play affecting the situation on the ground.

Some academics (e.g. George 2009, 168-173) have suggest-
ed that ethnic violence resurfaced in Georgia beginning in 
2003 because from 1995 until then, the Georgians were 
too weak relative to the Abkhaz and South Ossetians to go 
about reintegrating the two breakaway regions. While that 
was true, two points must be made. First, the Georgian 
state was chronically weak from 1995 - 2003 because vari-
ous elites from all three sides who operated via informal 
channels and were personally benefiting from this state of 
weakness made an active effort to keep the Georgian state 
that weak. Saakashvilli had no intention of keeping that 
status quo after he rose to power. Second, after November 
2003, the increase in Georgia’s power relative to the two 
breakaway provinces was the same; however ethnic vio-
lence began to take place more frequently in South Ossetia 
than in Abkhazia. Therefore, some factor other than Geor-
gia’s relative state capacity must account for the differ-
ence in levels of ethnic violence. As will be demonstrated 
later on, the author believes that this discrepancy can be 
accounted for by the fact that informal South Ossetian - 
Georgian cooperation was damaged by statebuilding more 
so than the same kind of informal cooperation between 
Abkhaz and Georgian elites.

This paper treats the ethnic conflicts of Georgia as a given, 
and will not dwell on the causes behind them. That being 
said, primordial explanations for why ethnic violence re-
surged between the Abkhaz and South Ossetians on the 
one hand, and Georgians on the other in the Aftermath of 
the Rose Revolution must be dispelled on the basis that 
all three ethnic groups did not suddenly experience an in-
crease in deep-rooted ethnic hatred beginning in 2003.

Theoretical Considerations
‘Statebuilding’ shall be defined broadly as: the construc-
tion of a functioning, democratic state, with effective 
formal institutions, rule of law and working enforcement 

mechanisms based on the economic and political values 
of liberal Western democracies. Borrowing one more 
parameter from Lake (2010, 265), it can be added that 
statebuilding must increase the legitimacy of the state by 
increasing popular support for it.

Most comparative research on political institutions 
focuses mainly on formal rules. In many cases, however, so-
called informal institutions, “ranging from bureaucratic 
and legislative norms to clientelism and patrimonialism 
can play an equally important role in shaping political 
behaviour and outcomes” (Helme and Letivsky 2004, 725). 
Informal institutions will be defined as “socially shared 
rules, usually unwritten, that are created, communicated 
and enforced outside of officially sanctioned channels” 
(Ibid, 727). To narrow this definition further, four 
parameters must be added that highlight what informal 
institutions are not:

1) 

2)

3) 

4) 

Informal institutions are not synonymous with weak 
institutions. Formal institutional weakness does not 
necessarily imply the presence of informal institu-
tions. Clientelism and abuses of executive author-
ity, as an example, both depart from formal rules, but 
whereas the former is an informal institution, the lat-
ter is not.

Informal institutions must be distinguished from 
other informal behavioural regularities. Not all pat-
terned behaviour is based on rules set by incentives 
or rooted in shared mutual expectations about oth-
ers’ behaviour. In informal institutions, the violation 
of tacit rules must generate some kind of punishment 
or external sanction. When bribery is rooted in widely 
shared expectations among citizens and public offi-
cials, corruption may be considered an informal insti-
tution. On the other hand, when shared expectations 
are not involved and the bribe is merely a reaction to 
low public sector wages, it may simply be described as 
a behavioural pattern.

Third, informal institutions should be distinguished 
from informal organizations. In the same way that for-
mal organizations, such as political parties or unions, 
are not equivalent to formal rules, so too should infor-
mal organizations, such as mafias, be distinguished 
from informal institutions.

Fourth, it is crucial to differentiate between infor-
mal institutions and the more general idea of culture. 
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According to Transparency International, corruption is 
operationally defined as the “abuse of entrusted power for 
private gain” (http://www.transparency.org/news_room/
faq/corruption_faq-#faqcorr1). In other words, it is the 
use of public office for private and or personal gains. In 
their work on patron-client relationships, Eisenstadt and 
Roniger resolve that, in essence, patronage may be seen as 
a reciprocal relationship between a patron and a subordi-
nate, characterized by three main features: 	

	

The word ‘elite’ would be very difficult to operationalize 
for the purposes of this paper. Generally speaking, though, 
it shall encompass individuals such as political figures, 
heads of security, top police officials, businessmen, the 
heads of smuggling groups, ethnic warlords, and anyone 
else with enough authority or power to significantly affect 
the kinds of informal institutions discussed in this paper. 
Admittedly, the word ‘significantly’ is vague, but its im-
plied use will become clear. 

Background
Ethnic Ossetians are descendents of the Alan tribes that 
had migrated in ancient times from what is now modern 
Iran. Their language is related to that of the Pashtuns 
in Afghanistan. The exact time of their migration is de-
bated. While a small number of scholars, such as Stuart 
Kaufmann, have argued that the Alans are descendants of 
the Sarmatians who arrived in the region in the sixth cen-
tury AD (Kaufman 2010, 97), the majority of historians 
agree that the Ossetians were most likely driven into the 
region by Mongol invaders and Tamerlane’s armies in the 
thirteenth and fourteenth centuries AD (Birch 1996, 152). 

The Abkhaz people, on the other hand, speak a West Cir-
cassian language of the North Caucasian family (distinct 
from South Caucasian, which includes Georgian), and 
they trace their lineage to the Hittites, powerful warrior 
tribes that ruled Anatolia in the third and second centu-
ries BC (Chirikba 1998). The Abkhaz and Ossetians came 
under occupation by various larger powers throughout 
history, including the Byzantines, the Ottomans and the 
Persians, until they both became parts of the Russian Em-
pire in the 1800’s. Without going into the specific details 
of their history, for brevity’s sake, it is important to note 
that both within Imperial Russia and the Soviet Union, 
the Abkhaz and Ossetians were given special status rec-
ognizing their ethnic distinctiveness. However, in both 
Imperial Russia and the Soviet Union, the regions of these 
two ethnic groups’ regions were administratively treated 
as part of Georgia. Abkhazia, for example, became the Au-
tonomous Republic of Abkhazia within the Soviet Union 
Republic of Georgia.

The Early 1990s
In August 1992 war broke out between Abkhaz rebels 
seeking secession and Georgian troops. Given its influ-
ence with both the Abkhaz and the Georgians, Russia was 
able to play the role of mediator. Intensive negotiations be-
tween the Abkhaz and the Georgians took place in late No-
vember and December of 1993, under the aegis of the UN 
and with active mediation by Russia. In February 1994, 
both Russia and Georgia signed a series of agreements 
that provided for Russia to assist in the development of 
the Georgian army, for the deployment of Russian border 
guards and, critically, for Russia’s right to keep its military 
bases in Georgia. In return, Georgia’s territorial integrity 
was recognized but “no specific arrangements were made 
for settling the conflict” (Krutikov 1994, 59-60).

While culture may help shape institutions, the shared 
expectations of informal institutions should not be 
mistaken for shared values- though shared expecta-
tions can be (and often are) influenced by cultural val-
ues (Ibid, 726-728).

1) 

2)

3) 

The relationship must be unequal;

The arrangement relies on reciprocity, of goods, politi-
cal favour, wealth, votes...etc;

The emergence of patronage depends on close per-
sonal interactions between the client and the patron 
(Eisenstadt and Roniger 1980, 49-52).
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However, on September 27th, 1993, Abkhaz rebels 
breached the previously mentioned ceasefire agreement 
and took the Abkhaz capital, Sukhumi. On May 14th, 1994, 
all parties signed the Moscow Agreement, which was es-
sentially another ceasefire agreement. Georgia also called 
for the Commonwealth of Independent States to send 
peacekeeping troops (all of whom ended up coming from 
Russia) to maintain the fragile ceasefire in Abkhazia.

As in the case of Abkhazia, war broke out in South Ossetia 
on January 5th, 1991. When the Soviet Union collapsed, 
South Ossetia had few -if any- ties to the central Georgian 
government in Tbilisi (George 2009, 113). Fighting raged 
on for months. A ceasefire agreement that was signed 
on June 24th, 1992, and came to be known as the Sochi 
Agreement brought an official end to the war (Kuznetsova 
1992, 45-46).

With the signing of the Sochi and Moscow Agreements 
in 1992 and 1994 respectively, the two ethnic conflicts in 
Georgia were now frozen, in the sense that there was little 
to no ethnic violence in either breakaway region, but no 
comprehensive peace agreements were reached between 
Georgia on the one hand and the two breakaway regions 
on the other.

Corruption, Smuggling, Extortion and 
Patronage: South Ossetia, Abkhazia and 
Georgia After the Two Wars

According to Closson, by the mid-1990s, the informal 
trade which had originated during wartime burgeoned 
into networks of profit, enlisting a broad spectrum of 
actors. Scholars have suggested that networks of profit 
should either eventually harden into state institutions or 
weaken the state as a result of the economics of deliberate 
violence. In the case of Georgia, the rise of  what Closson 
calls “networks of profit” were detrimental to the process 
of post-war statebuilding, and led to the simultaneous de-
legitimization and weakening of the central government 
(Ibid, 179). Charles King, a renowned expert on the region, 
best summarizes the situation in post-war Georgia by de-
scribing it as “a dark version of Pareto efficiency,” whereby 
equilibrium has been reached by elites from within the 
various conflict actors- an equilibrium that renders the 
two ethnic conflicts frozen yet unresolved (King 2001, 
525). King observes that such situations developed when 
“even after one camp has secured a partial or complete 
victory in the military contest [analysts posit that Abkha-

zia and South Ossetia had both successfully defeated the 
Georgian army], the basic networks, relationships, and in-
formal channels... replicate themselves in new, state-like 
institutions in the former conflict zones” (Ibid, 528). The 
economic structure that developed in the region after the 
two wars depended on the participation of several enti-
ties in order to function, including South Ossetian trad-
ers, Russian peacekeepers, Georgian smugglers and the 
Georgian police... Such cooperation was taking place on 
multiple levels, from the highest (between the President 
of Georgia and the de facto presidents of Abkhazia and 
South Ossetia),  to the lowest (petty smugglers and poor 
policemen).

Following the end of Georgia’s two wars with South Osse-
tia and Abkhazia in the early 1990s, its president, Shevard-
nadze, was more concerned with the country’s stability 
than anything else. As such, in the process of privatizing 
the country’s industries, he offered tax exemptions to fa-
voured corporations, thus creating patron-client networks 
where they previously did not exist. By 2001, an estimated 
30% to 70% of the Georgian economy was illicit (George 
2009, 131). Shevardnadze had previously been Foreign 
Minister of the Soviet Union under Gorbachev. He was 
therefore able to bring the experience he had gained by ris-
ing through the former Soviet bureaucracy back with him 
to Georgia, where he effectively built for himself a broad 
base of clients. The president used personalized author-
ity to secure allies and punish enemies, and stabilized the 
economy while turning a blind eye to the extensive cor-
ruption networks that were developing, so long as they did 
not threaten his allies’ interests or, more importantly, his 
grip on power.

Birch agrees and adds that, like in Georgia, elites in the 
two breakaway regions took advantage of the status quo 
stalemate to reward their support groups (Birch 1999, 
528). For example, during the post-war period, the pur-
suit of personal interests was often intricately woven into 
government policy, at the expense of the Georgian state’s 
overall wellbeing. This was reflected in the cooperation 
that began to take place across ethnic divisions to main-
tain smuggling corridors, extortion checkpoints and illegal 
distribution networks both South Ossetia and Abkhazia. 
Examples abound. Just outside the entrance to the region-
al capital, Tskhinvali, the South Ossetian highway police 
were entrusted with the job of monitoring trade that was 
coming from / was on its way to Vladikavkaz, the capital of 
the Russian Republic of North Ossetia. Instead, however, 
they acted as facilitators rather than invigilators of illegal 
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trade along this route.Beside the same highway, markets 
emerged that sold licit goods such as petrol, timber, scrap 
iron and wheat flour, with hundreds of trucks laden with 
these goods coming from Russia every year (Kupatadze 
2007, 50). The Ergneti smuggling market, which was lo-
cated just on the de facto ‘border’ between Georgia and 
South Ossetia, on the road to Tskhinvali, offered oppor-
tunities for interethnic mixing and stability that years of 
confidence building measures could not deliver. Estimates 
of the value of smuggled goods entering Georgia through 
the Ergneti market alone reached US $100 million annu-
ally (George 2009, 138).

Elites in the South Ossetian administration received ma-
jor revenues from controlling this contraband trade, the 
road linking South Ossetia to the neighbouring city of 
Vladikavkaz in Russia, and the Roki mountain tunnel that 
links North and South Ossetia. The tunnel remains one of 
the few ways across the Caucasus mountain range, which 
extends from the Caspian Sea in the East to the Black Sea 
in the West. Ironically, an estimated US $60-$70 million 
in goods passed through the tunnel each year from 1995-
2003, compared with an official South Ossetian budget of 
roughly $1 million for the same time period. Furthermore, 
drugs (especially heroin) were being smuggled through 
both Abkhazia and South Ossetia in all directions (King 
2001, 537).

In South Ossetia the illegal trade with Russia benefited 
all sides. The South Ossetian government applied vague 
“transit taxes” on various goods, while Georgian authori-
ties, especially the interior ministry, were able to take a 
cut by fining truck drivers on the outskirts of Tbilisi. A 
Russian word was even coined to describe corrupt Geor-
gian officials who offered valuable information and pro-
tection to smugglers: krysha- literally, “roof ” (Kupatadze 
2007, 50). The gradual increase in international humani-
tarian aid flowing into the region simply exacerbated the 
problems, by providing more fuel for the fire. Organiza-
tions were set up in Tbilisi to receive humanitarian assis-
tance destined for internally displaced persons (IDPs) in 
South Ossetia. Instead, however, these organizations sold 
the goods for profit in local markets (King 2001, 545-546). 
It is partly because of these tacit agreements between 
South Ossetian and Georgian officials that relations be-
tween Tskhinvali and Tbilisi were generally cordial, not-
withstanding the lack of a final conflict settlement. The de 
facto South Ossetian president, Eduard Kokoity, openly 
supported Eduard Shevardnadze in his bid for re-election 
to the Georgian presidency in early 2000 (King 2001, 546).

The general situation in Abkhazia was similar. If anything, 
the behaviour of Abkhaz police officials in the two districts 
of Abkhazia that border Georgia proper was even worse 
than that of the police in South Ossetia. The Abkhaz po-
lice have been noted to execute well-planned crackdowns 
on groups engaged in the smuggling of illegal goods to and 
from Georgia, not to enforce the law, but simply to elimi-
nate the competition and maintain their monopoly on 
trans-border smuggling (Kukhianidze 2009, 221). In fact, 
Kupatadze claims former Abkhaz President Vladislav Ar-
dzinba’s clan “continues to influence smuggling within the 
separatist region” (2007, 51). Closson goes even further 
and suggests that Ardzinba’s family headed the petroleum 
smuggling business, whereby petroleum was smuggled 
from Russia aboard one of Ardzinba’s nephews’ ships, and 
then taken to Georgia by another nephew’s trucks. 

The Abkhaz Presidential Guard and the State Security 
Services of Abkhazia also controlled five checkpoints and 
the main bridge across the Inguri river, which formed 
part of the de facto border between Georgia and Abkha-
zia. There they demanded illegal payments from freight 
transporters and extorted the local population. Beginning 
in 1995, even two of the largest Georgian insurgent groups 
remaining in Abkhazia, the Forest Brothers led by David 
Shengelia and the White Legion, headed by Zurab Samu-
shia, had shifted their focus away from fighting as insur-
gents toward operating as business groups in commercial 
activities (Closson 2010, 186-187). 

To make matters worse, the peacekeeping force that was 
deployed on the de facto border between Abkhazia and 
Georgia starting in 1994 often did not have the resources 
necessary to monitor, let alone interrupt smuggling across 
the Inguri river. Often, the poorly paid Russian peacekeep-
ers were bribed in return for unfettered passage (Closson 
2010, 185). It is reported that around 5-10% of the gasoline 
that entered Georgia was smuggled on trains from Rus-
sia that were actually transporting the aforementioned 
peacekeepers as well (Closson 2010, 185).

Perhaps most alarmingly, smugglers operating in both of 
the two breakaway regions also engaged in what Alexan-
der Kupatadze termed “Radiological Smuggling,” in col-
laboration with Georgian smugglers (Kupatadze 2007, 
40). It seems that the same groups that smuggled items 
such as cigarettes and fuel into and out of Georgia’s “grey 
zones” (i.e. South Ossetia and Abkhazia), sometimes also 
smuggled radioactive materials. By taking advantage of the 
debilitated border security, weakness (or sometimes com-
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plicity) of law enforcement figures and corruption of pub-
lic officials, these smugglers used Georgia as both a source 
of these materials (Georgia inherited Soviet facilities and 
military bases with radioactive materials in them) and as 
a transit country for material that was originally stolen 
in Russia. In fact, this smuggling business employed the 
services of high ranking security officials as high up as the 
former head of President Shevardnadze’s security, as well 
as large business tycoons who had the contacts necessary 
to sell abroad. The radioactive material itself could be 
used in devices other than nuclear weapons to create so 
called ‘weapons of mass disruption,’ which, in the wrong 
hands, may prove to be powerful psychological and politi-
cal weapons.  For years this has been (and continues to be) 
a primary concern for the US and its allies, especially since 
evidence surfaced to suggest that Iran had attempted to 
purchase such radioactive materials on the black market 
in the late 1990s (Kupatadze 2007, 41-47).

Because of the lucrative economies of stalemate, key elites 
on all sides saw little incentive to go beyond the parame-
ters outlined in the ceasefire agreements that followed the 
two secessionist wars- they preferred not to implement a 
peaceful resolution to the conflict. When elites did meet 
to talk, they usually simply agreed on the idea that they 
hold more talks in the future, because so long as the sides 
maintained “dialogue,” humanitarian aid and financial as-
sistance would keep flowing into the region (King 2001, 
548-549). It was this intricate web of relationships that 
developed between supposed enemies that helped con-
trol ethnic violence between 1995 and 2003. Corruption 
and patron-client relationships helped create a status quo 
equilibrium in which elites from all sides and from vari-
ous areas, such as politics, law enforcement and business 
cooperated to maximize their own interests. In his study, 
Closson concluded that the networks of profit that flour-
ished in Georgia and the two breakaway regions before the 
Rose Revolution did not transform and harden into formal 
institutions, but rather negatively affected statebuilding 
in Georgia. These networks impeded the creation of re-
spected “government institutions and a regulated market 
economy, contributed to high levels of criminal activity 
perpetuated by state security services, and inhibited con-
flict resolution as a result of lucrative profits paid to elites” 
(Closson 2010, 181). Nationalist Georgian rhetoric was 
kept at a minimum. Likewise, Abkhaz and South Ossetian 
calls for separatism were mollified. Ethnic violence was 
kept in check as long as all elite groups were privy to the 
trade and were benefiting from these ‘networks of profit.’ 
As evidence for the fact that these networks had an ef-

fect on the level of violence, the author draws on George’s 
account (2009, 139), whereby she describes that during 
times when elites disagreed on how to divide spoils, 
violence tended to escalate. For example, an outbreak 
of ethnic violence in Abkhazia in early 1998 has been 
directly linked to groups that were concerned that peace 
agreements would endanger their economic well-being 
(Ibid, 139).

The Rose Revolution and Saakashvilli’s 
Crackdown on Informal Institutions
In November 2003, fraud during Georgia’s parliamentary 
elections led to weeks of angry protests, the resignation 
of president Shervardnadze and the swearing in of the 
leader of the opposition and Shevardnadze’s former pupil 
and Minister of Justice, Mikheil Saakashvili. At the time 
of what later became known as ‘The Rose Revolution,’ 
Columbia University Law School graduate Saakashvili 
became the youngest leader of any state in Europe. He 
had widespread popularity among the Georgian masses 
because he promised to fight corruption, reinvigorate 
Georgia’s economy and, most importantly, reintegrate 
the two breakaway provinces back into Georgia. Mere 
days after becoming president, Saakashvilli launched a 
three-pronged reform campaign that involved a program 
of anticorruption, statebuilding and democratization 
(George 2009, 167). He immediately began to strengthen 
the security forces manning the borders and to decrease 
the level of influence of regional politicians in both Georgia 
and South Ossetia (Closson 2010, 191). At the same time, 
he ended the Georgian Defence Ministry’s sponsorship 
of Georgian guerrilla groups operating along the border 
with Abkhazia. Corrupt law enforcement officials were 
sacked. As a result, smuggling through Abkhazia became 
more chaotic and disorganised (Kupatadze 2007, 50). 
Saakashvili’s boldest move, however, came when he 
attempted to forcibly close down the Ergneti market in 
May/June 2003. When he ordered his troops into the 
market, he was met by armed Ossetians who violently 
defended their position for six weeks, before the market 
was finally closed. Soon after that, traffic through the 
Roki tunnel on the Russian side of the border with 
North Ossetia was initially curbed. “All imports of petrol 
products were to be directed first to Tbilisi for official 
accounting purposes and then distributed out to the 
regions” (Closson 2010, 191). Saakashvilli sacked over 20 
top Georgian police officials for their involvement with 
smuggling across the de facto South Ossetian-Georgian 
border. Saakashvili had effectively disrupted some of the 



Volume I ∙ Issue I ∙ April 2011
____________________________________________________________________________________________________

15

most important cross-ethnic elite ties that were based on 
informal institutions. In closing down the Ergneti market 
he had also eliminated the primary meeting place between 
ethnic Ossetians and Georgians.

Saakashvili’s focus returned to Abkhazia in 2005, where 
his Special Units’ efforts to curb smuggling led to the 
deaths of many Georgian police officers at first, and then 
eventually to the deaths of Abkhaz and Georgian civilians 
(Ibid, 193).

Saakashvilli’s anticorruption reforms led to the removal 
of Shervardnadze-era bureaucrats who had engaged in 
criminal activities, the replacement of the entire traffic 
police force, the creation of real customs control along the 
borders and the rewriting (and, more importantly, rein-
forcement) of the tax code. While all of Saakashvilli’s re-
forms led to initial successes, there was a major negative 
side-effect developing.

Starting with the Rose Revolution, there was a rise in 
ethnic violence between the Abkhaz and Georgians on 
the one hand, and South Ossetians and Georgians on the 
other. Instances of shooting, assassination, kidnapping, 
mine-blasting, ambushing and robbery increased as para-
militaries defined along ethnic lines from all sides began 
to clash. The breakdown in community relations at Ergne-
ti became a symbol, mirrored in the lack of negotiations 
between authorities in Tbilisi and Tskhinvali. The author 
of this paper asserts that Saakashvili’s three-pronged 
campaign efforts disrupted many of the existent informal 
institutions that extended across ethnic lines. Conse-
quently, as the relationships that were based on reciproc-
ity and expectations of mutual benefit broke down, so too 
did inter-ethnic elite cooperation. Elites who from 1995 to 
2003 were on supposedly opposing sides in a frozen eth-
nic conflict (but in reality were partners in one way or an-
other) no longer had the opportunity to collaborate with 
one another as a means of maximizing their own personal 
utility. This translated into the removal of a major buffer 
against the re-escalation of ethnic conflict, as fewer and 
fewer elites regarded a state of peace as being more ben-
eficial to them personally than a state of violence.

Some readers may wonder how damaging informal insti-
tutions implies an increase in the likelihood that ethnic 
violence will resurface. For one thing, many of the elites 
who were personally benefiting from the status quo before 
the Rose Revolution were political elites capable of mobi-
lizing ethnic support for themselves using ethnic rhetoric. 

The leaders of South Ossetia and Abkhazia both began to 
use nationalist ethnic rhetoric more frequently, and Saa-
kashvilli, out of fear for his legitimacy, retaliated in kind 
(George 2009, 173-175). In the 1990s Balkans, it was spe-
cifically this kind of Milosevic-like ethno-nationalist rhet-
oric that contributed to the destabilization of Yugoslavia 
and the rise of ethnic violence (Saideman, Fall 2010). The 
same kind of scenario was replicated in Georgia after the 
Rose Revolution, albeit on a smaller scale.

After the Rose Revolution reports of low-level clashes 
between Georgians and Abkhaz became steadily more 
frequent, and even more so between Georgians and South 
Ossetians. All this contributed to the beginning of an in-
ternational crisis, which in August 2008 burst into full 
scale war when, in the middle of the night on August 7/8  
Saakashvilli ordered Georgia’s armed forces to invade 
South Ossetia. The war, of course, cannot be entirely ex-
plained by the model, but the rise in ethnic violence cer-
tainly contributed to the probability of it happening. This 
is what was implied when the author expressed that the 
model presented in this paper does not seek to compete 
with, but rather complement system-level explanations.

The Role of the International Community in 
Georgia’s Statebuilding
Stewart (2009, 809) argues that in seeing the eagerness of 
Georgia’s new leader and due to the nature of his academic 
and professional backgrounds, Western countries were 
eager to support him without fully considering the side ef-
fects that their support may create.

Between the events of the Rose Revolution in November 
2003 and the presidential elections of January 2004 when 
he became president, Saakashvili put out calls for assis-
tance to the Organization for Security and Cooperation of 
Europe (OSCE). At a donor’s meeting held in the Nether-
lands, 6 million Euros were pledged to assist Georgia. The 
OSCE’s support was not limited to money. In 2004, during 
Bulgaria’s Chairmanship of the OSCE, support for democ-
ratization in Georgia was declared a priority of the OSCE’s 
(Jawad 2008, 620), which gave Saakashvilli’s statebuild-
ing efforts enormous political clout and legitimacy within 
Georgia. The IMF also pledged financial support for Geor-
gia’s efforts, in the amount of $750 million.

It is the United States, however, that has been by far the 
strongest supporter of Georgia’s statebuilding efforts. 
It provided almost $1.7 billion to Georgia in aid from the 
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late 1990s to 2008, specifically designed to facilitate state-
building efforts (Myers 2008). The vast majority of this 
financing poured into Georgia after the Rose Revolution. 
According to the official US Department of State Website:

Assistance Goals: United States Government (USG) as-
sistance promotes consolidation and advancement of the 
democratic reforms undertaken since the November 2003 
Rose Revolution [and] assists Georgia’s integration into 
the Euro-Atlantic community through the implementa-
tion of free-market reforms. And among the priorities of 
this program is to:

During a conference held at McGill University, former 
US ambassador to Georgia Kenneth Yalowitz insisted 
that it was primarily this US assistance that enabled Saa-
kashvilli to implement his statebuilding plans (Yalowitz 
2010). To summarize, international assistance aimed at 
strengthening Saakashvilli’s campaigns was crucial in 
the destruction of critical informal institutions that had a 
mitigating effect on ethnic violence. Without internation-
al assistance Georgia’s post-Revolution reforms would 
not have occurred as rapidly as they did or on the scale that 
they were on. The US and its European allies, by contrib-
uting their financial and political support unintentionally 
contributed made it more likely that ethnic violence will 
resurge. 

Caveats
At first glance, there seems to be a number of weaknesses 
with the model presented on page 2. Some of those shall 
be addressed here. Critics may point out that Georgia was 
receiving some statebuilding funding from the interna-
tional community even prior to 2003. The response to 
that is that while that was true, the Georgian leadership’s 
overtures and various allusions regarding its intentions to 
statebuild were not credible. Georgia’s head of state from 
1994 to  2003, Shevardnadze, was unwilling to take the 
necessary steps that accompanied the process of state-
building  (Jawad 2008, 620), most likely because he or his 
allies were complicit in many of the informal institutions 
that would have been targeted by reform. And, as the mod-
el suggests, internal statebuilding efforts must be credible 
before external support plays a role. Credibility was lack-
ing prior to the Rose Revolution but abundant right after it. 
With that in mind, it must be pointed out that some of the 
author’s colleagues have suggested making international 
support for statebuilding an independent variable in the 
model. The problem with that is that international sup-
port for statebuilding efforts alone cannot account for the 
destruction of informal institutions, it simply strengthens 
the causality between the independent variable and the 
dependent variable.

Another issue may be the generalizability of this model. 
The reader may have qualms with the presentation of only 
one case study in this paper. This was done for brevity’s 
sake. The case of Georgia was used specifically because it 
involved not one but two ethnic conflicts. The conclusions 
drawn from the model can, however, be applied to other 
regions with similar conditions. For example, in Saddam 
Hussein’s Iraq ethnic stability was fragile. Evidence sug-
gests that his use of oil money and patronage networks to 
co-opt traditional leaders of ethnic groups (George 2009, 
7) were just as important as his brutal use of repression 
in maintaining ethnic stability in the country. Following 
the US invasion in 2003, statebuilding efforts (in this case 
supported entirely by external actors) broke many of those 
patronage ties. This most likely contributed to the rise in 
inter-ethnic violence that ensued.

Conclusion and Outlook
The model that was developed for this paper is obviously 
not foolproof. However the explanatory power afforded 
by it is potentially too important to ignore. In areas where 
ethnic conflict exists, and where inter-ethnic cooperation 

•
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•

Reform, train and equip the Georgian military to meet 
NATO standards and to support contributions to in-
ternational peacekeeping and security operations
Improve the capacity of the Georgian Border Police 
and Custom Service to fight smuggling, increase rev-
enue and improve border control
Increase the skills of the Georgian judicial and law en-
forcement officials
Enhance forensic capabilities to meet international 
standards
Improve executive, parliamentary and local govern-
ment capacity, transparency, accountability and citi-
zen outreach, as well as institutional checks and bal-
ances
Strengthen the rule of law by improving judicial inde-
pendence, legal profession reform, judicial and legal 
education, and the criminal procedure code, and by 
supporting the implementation of jury trials
Bolster political party competitiveness and promote 
free and fair elections
Strengthen civil society, independent media and civic 
education
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through informal institutions plays a big role in mitigat-
ing ethnic violence, statebuilding measures can lead to an 
increase in the probability of ethnic violence occurring by 
destroying the aforementioned informal institutions. In-
ternational support for said statebuilding efforts may, by 
bolstering these efforts, have the unintended negative ef-
fect of increasing the likelihood of ethnic violence break-
ing out. 

The Western community continues to struggle with de-
fining the ideal ‘modern state’ and designing programmes 
to achieve this state. While critical approaches have con-
tributed significantly to understanding international 
practices of statebuilding, less attention has been given to 
understanding the effects of assisting statebuilding initia-
tives in countries that have unresolved ethnic strife and in 
which informal institutions play an important rule. If the 
international community wishes to maximize the posi-
tive impact of sponsoring various governments around 
the globe in their statebuilding efforts, then the specific 
context of each target state must be considered more care-
fully, in order to minimize the negative effects.
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‘Never Again.’ These two words have been echoing in 
the United Nations’ halls since the day it was created. 
They are reiterated in its founding documents, shouted 
by global leaders at forums and conferences, and paint-
ed on cardboard signs in marches throughout the world. 
After the Holocaust and other atrocities of World War 
II, after the Balkans, Rwanda, Burundi or Sierra Leone, 
this short phrase has been the expression of a rising 
worldwide concern for humanitarian atrocities and the 
emergence of a certain norm of humanitarian military 
intervention. 

The end of the Cold War and the amplification of ethnic 
violence in the 1990s led the international community 
to render this concern into a doctrine. U.S. President Bill 
Clinton declared in 1999: “If the world community has 
the power to stop it, we ought to stop genocide and ethnic 
cleansing.”1 In 2001, the International Commission on In-
tervention and State Sovereignty enunciated this doctrine 
to be a “Responsibility to Protect.”2 Three years later the 
UN High Level Panel on Threats, Challenges and Change 
embraced the doctrine and made it a norm.3 In theory 
then, the global community has been given the responsi-
bility and mandate to end large-scale violence, genocide 
and crimes against humanity.

The 2003 outbreak of the Darfur Crisis uncovered a re-
gion that had long been ignored. As images of burnt villag-
es, refugee camps crowded by starving children, or stories 
of sexually abused women flooded the Western media, ap-
palled American, French, and Canadian citizens and non-
governmental organizations started to criticize the ab-
sence of international intervention and called for a greater 
political will to react. How was it possible for the UN to 
remain still? How could the world let nearly 500,000 in-
nocent civilians be killed and three million displaced, not 
even ten years after the failure to stop the Rwandan Geno-
cide and its 800,000 victims? Many humanitarians, deso-
lated to see that Darfur civilians did not weigh enough in 
the eyes of the Western leaders for them to be willing to 
intervene, argued that the international community was 
failing once more in its ‘Responsibility to Protect.’

The tragedy in Darfur however is not the result of a lack 
of intervention, but of the prospect of more intervention 
(Anderson 2004; Belloni 2006; Kuperman 2006, 2008, 
2009; Whitty 2008; Nzelibe 2009). In fact, some have ar-
gued that intervention, as “the norm, intended as a type of 
insurance policy against genocidal violence, exhibits the 
pathology of all insurance systems by creating moral haz-
ard that encourages risk-taking.”4 Sub-state groups are en-
couraged to rebel, as they expect a third-party to intervene 
and stop genocidal retaliation from the state. However, 
because lack of will or logistical issues delay intervention, 
this retaliation cannot be stopped. The ‘Responsibility to 
Protect’ thus creates more violence than would otherwise 
occur had the international community not embraced the 
norm. 
	
Borrowing from Alan Kuperman’s moral hazard theory, 
this paper will argue that the ‘Responsibility to Protect’ 
doctrine is partially responsible for the outbreak of vio-
lence in Darfur since 2003. While acknowledging the role 
of Khartoum’s leadership and the state-supported Janja-
weed militias in the tragedy, it will survey the responsi-
bility of actors that are often disregarded in the Western 
media – the Darfurian rebel forces. Militarily inferior, and 
aware of the probability of an extremely violent retalia-
tion from the government of Sudan, the rebels nonethe-
less launched a suicidal uprising. Said uprising was meant 
to provoke state retaliation, causing a humanitarian ca-
tastrophe that would acquire international attention and 
intervention, ultimately fulfilling the rebels’ political ob-
jectives.5 

After laying the theoretical framework developed by Ku-
perman on the moral hazard of humanitarian interven-
tion, this paper will examine the theory on the Darfur 
Crisis and attempt to explain why Darfur rebel groups 
have launched attacks on the Sudanese state despite the 
extremely low chances of success and the tremendous 
human costs entailed by this rebellion. In a third section, 
this paper will offer some policy recommendations, both 
addressing the ongoing Darfur Crisis and urging a certain 
rethinking of the ‘Responsibility to Protect’ doctrine.

The Darfurian Rebellion and the Moral Hazard
of Humanitarian Intervention

Valentin Robiliard
U3 ∙ Department of Political Science ∙ valentin.robiliard@mail.mcgill.ca
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Theoretical Framework and Hypothesis 
Development
In “Suicidal Rebellions and the Moral Hazard of Humani-
tarian Intervention,” Kuperman argues that the emerging 
‘Responsibility to Protect’ norm has been responsible for 
the escalation of genocidal violence. In the demonstra-
tion of his theory, Kuperman works backwards. Ques-
tioning the causes of violence at its motive cause, he finds 
that ethnic rebellions have very often been responsible 
for violence as they generally lead to aggressive retalia-
tion from the attacked state. He then asks why sub-state 
groups rebel, and offers the different alternatives and ra-
tionales that would lead them to rebel. Refuting four of 
the five plausible explanations to rebellion, he argues that 
outside intervention, as an insurance against violent re-
taliation, encourages the risky behavior of rebellion – a 
phenomenon known as moral hazard. He concludes by as-
serting that the emerging ‘Responsibility to Protect’ norm 
has deepened the security guarantee of intervention and 
amplified  the incident of moral hazard. This section will 
work through the reasoning in detail.

Despite popular belief and conflicting with the portrayal 
of genocidal violence in the Western media, literature on 
ethnic conflict and group claim-making finds that large-
scale violence, although carried out by the state, is very 
often provoked by a minority group. In the game of ethnic 
bargaining, minorities constantly make claims to the ma-
jority state. Depending on the state’s response, the avail-
ability of democratic processes to the realization of their 
claims, the signals sent by the state, or the chances of suc-
cessful insurrection, these groups may decide to challenge 
the state authority into launching a rebellion. “The major-
ity [the state] moves next and can either challenge the mi-
nority – large-scale violence – or back down.”6 Harff and 
Gurr (1988) have identified forty-four incidents of geno-
cidal or politicide violence between 1943 and 19877 and 
found that “at least 30 of the 44 cases (68%) exhibit the 
phenomenon in which rebels provoke their own group’s 
demise by violently challenging the state’s authority.”8 
While we may deplore the mass killings of civilians car-
ried out by the state, we must understand that the carnage 
is often a rational “calculated military response to the 
unique challenges posed by guerrilla warfare rather than 
simply the consequence of racist hatred, frustration or 
military indiscipline.”9

Scholars have offered various explanations for sub-state 
group rebellions, analyzing the types of claims minori-

ties make and tying the intensity of these claims to the 
necessity of a rebellion. Davies (1971) asserted that it was 
relative deprivation – a gap between what people want 
and what they actually have – that triggered frustrations 
leading to rebellion.10 Gurr (1970) argued that the politi-
cal opportunity for success and the ability for the group 
to mobilize were also important.11 Whether victim of 
discrimination, deprivation, or oppression, minorities 
sometimes see rebellions as windows of opportunities to 
change the status quo and achieve better lives for their 
ethnic kin. However, the literature fell short of explaining 
why some rebel groups, conscious of the massive violent 
retaliation that could result from rebellion, still choose in-
surgency over any other means towards equal treatment, 
state control, autonomy or secession. While the minority 
might be politically or economically weakened by the ma-
jority government in the current circumstances, its lead-
ership is aware that state retaliation in the form of geno-
cidal violence will only make the group worse off, making 
rebellion a suicidal venture.

In the setting of ethnic bargaining, the minority leader-
ship evaluates the costs, benefits and risks of each strategy 
by carefully analyzing the environment and the signals it 
receives from other actors. Misinterpreting these signals 
can lead the group into a detrimental course. Given the 
tremendous costs of rebellion, leaders must thus be very 
meticulous in decoding the environment surrounding 
them. Kuperman argues that there are four explanations 
for rebel groups to defy the deterrent threat from the state, 
or rather, four assessments that rebels use to consider the 
benefits of rebellion as offsetting its costs, thus engaging 
in revolt. 

First, there could be a gap between the state’s threats of 
retaliation and the rebel leadership’s perception of these 
threats. If the state is willing to pursue genocidal violence 
as punishment to rebellion, but fails to clearly communi-
cate these threats, rebel groups will not expect their rebel-
lion to trigger large-scale violence. However, this hypoth-
esis does not explain the perpetuation of violence in the 
face of retaliation. This yields the first hypothesis:

H1: If the minority leadership fails to perceive the credible 
threat by the state to retaliate, it will not see insurgency as 
suicidal and will engage in rebellion.

Second, the state could fail to communicate credible reas-
surances, so that rebel groups would expect genocidal vio-
lence no matter what. If it expects the state to inevitably 



20
____________________________________________________________________________________________________

 McGill International Review

launch large-scale violence against its group’s civilians, 
the rebel leadership will assess it has nothing to lose in 
launching rebellion, even if the uprising fails. The second 
hypothesis is thus:

H2: If the rebels expect victimization anyway, they will 
have nothing to lose in rebelling and will thus launch an in-
surgency.

Third, the insurgent group could legitimately expect a 
successful outcome to its uprising, without outside inter-
vention. Here, the rebel leadership could very well per-
ceive the threats of retaliation from the state or its reas-
surances, and understand that rebellion incurs significant 
human costs, yet it could find these costs worth paying in 
the event of a victorious (and unassisted) insurgency. This 
yields the third hypothesis:

H3: If the insurgents expect victory at a tolerable cost with-
out outside intervention, they will be willing to engage in 
rebellion.

Fourth, “it is the prospect of humanitarian intervention 
– moral hazard – that leads rebels to expect their armed 
challenge to succeed at tolerable cost.”12 State retaliation 
as punishment to rebellion could trigger a worldwide con-
cern for the lives of the group’s civilians, leading to hu-
manitarian military intervention against the oppressive 
state, and thus success of the rebels’ objectives. This gives 
the fourth hypothesis:

H4: The minority group leadership will engage in rebellion 
if it expects outside intervention to enable victory at a toler-
able cost.

Finally, the null hypothesis suggests that rebel groups do 
not behave rationally so that it should not be expected of 
them to pursue strategies that will maximize their utility:

H5: The rebels do not behave as unitary rational actors.

Kuperman puts forward the fourth hypothesis, stating 
that it is the dynamics of and discourse on humanitarian 
intervention that play as the exogenous variable to the 
insurgents’ decision to rebel. It is thus important to look 
more closely at this phenomenon of moral hazard. “Moral 
hazards occur when insured parties engage in activities 
that increase their chance of being victimized by the risk 
against which they are insured. In other words, moral 
hazard refers to the tendency of people with insurance 

to change their behavior in a way that increases claims 
against the insurance company.”13 For example, the un-
employed receiving government financial assistance (em-
ployment insurance) may sometimes behave irresponsi-
bly and choose to live off government welfare instead of 
looking for employment. Similarly, car theft insurance 
may inspire some to park their cars in unsafe neighbor-
hoods at night. Recently, when the U.S. government bailed 
out numerous failing banks, it indirectly encouraged these 
institutions to adopt the same irresponsible behaviors 
that led them to near bankruptcy. Humanitarian interven-
tion is no stranger to moral hazard: the international com-
munity, as “the third party (principal) provides a security 
guarantee (contract) to a domestic minority (agent) who 
wants protection from genocide, civil war, or other bad 
outcome.”14 As such, it “fosters rebellion by lowering its ex-
pected costs and raising its likelihood of success.”15	

Timothy Crawford (2006) distinguished four types of 
moral hazards tied to humanitarian intervention. First, 
if a third party has made a specific threat of intervention 
in a particular country, rebellion is said to be caused by 
an acute moral hazard. Second, a long history of interven-
tion in a specific country would be the source of a chronic 
moral hazard. Third, moral hazard is said to be contagious 
if intervention in support of rebels in one state spurred 
rebellion in a neighboring state (or region). Finally, moral 
hazard is pervasive when an emerging norm of humani-
tarian intervention inadvertently encourages rebellions 
more broadly.16

This first part has laid the theoretical framework on the 
moral hazard of humanitarian intervention. The second 
part will now test the theory and hypotheses on the Darfur 
Crisis.

Empirical Testing, Understanding the 
Darfurian Rebellion

This section will now assess the exportability of Kuper-
man’s theory from the Balkans to the Darfurian upheaval. 
Before testing each of the five explanations for the deter-
rence failure represented by rebellion, it is necessary to 
evaluate if the framework actually allows these hypoth-
eses to be tested. In other words, were the Darfurian reb-
els really the first ones to take up arms, so that genocidal 
violence was only a state retaliatory response?

Darfur is populated by two main groups: the ‘Arabs,’ pas-



toralist nomadic herdsmen, and the ‘Africans,’ subsis-
tence farmers. The two have been fighting over land and 
resources for decades. When the current President Gen-
eral Omar al-Bashir and the National Islamic Front seized 
power in 1989, a certain discourse on the superiority of 
the Arab ethnicity arose and ‘African’ communities be-
came the target of a series of discriminatory policies. With 
Africans constituting 80% of the population, Darfur was 
quickly left out of the government agenda and neglected 
to the point that Khartoum’s investment in the region be-
came nonexistent. “During the 1990s, the African Darfuri-
ans grew frustrated by political marginalization and gov-
ernment support for the Arabs. The ‘blacks’ complained 
about the central government’s lack of interest in building 
and repairing roads and financing local schools and hos-
pitals.”17 These frustrations were expressed in May 2000 
in The Black Book: Imbalance of Power and Wealth in Su-
dan, “a thoroughly documented catalogue of the hardships 
Darfur had endured at the hands of the government of 
Khartoum.”18 

Politically and economically weakened, Darfur was how-
ever not the target of full-scale violence from Khartoum. 
In fact, before 2003, despite some “endemic low-level vio-
lence between Darfur’s farmers and herders […] and a few 
attacks by government-sponsored Arab militias on Afri-
can villages, [there had been] no large-scale government-
militias campaign.”19 The Darfurian rebels, organized as 
the Sudan Liberation Movement/Army (SLM/A) or the 
Justice and Equality Movement (JEM), were thus the first 
ones to take arms: “In February 2003, [they] killed 200 sol-
diers in Golu, in Western Darfur. More spectacularly, in 
April 2003, both rebel groups attacked two army outposts 
in central and southern Darfur, killing dozens of soldiers, 
destroying several fixed-wing aircraft and helicopters, and 
capturing a base commander. Over the next four months, 
the rebels killed hundreds more soldiers in three attacks 
on north Darfur.”20 

In the early days of the rebellion, Khartoum attempted 
to negotiate with the insurgents. Peace talks proving un-
successful, the government of Sudan engaged in a large 
counter-insurgency campaign in June 2003. Genocidal 
violence was thus in fact the state’s retaliatory response 
to the rebels’ challenge to authority. The hypotheses pro-
posed in part one can then be put to test in trying to ex-
plain the suicidal venture that was this rebellion.

It is hard to believe the Darfurian rebels were not aware 
of the threat of state retaliation. In fact, the Sudanese gov-

ernment had overtly communicated its willingness to 
fight back if its authority was to be challenged. When 
trying to negotiate with the rebels, the government gave 
a ten-day ultimatum to surrender or suffer the conse-
quences of rebellion: the threat was given that “If dialogue 
does not work in Darfur, the Army can solve the situation 
in twenty-four hours.”21 After the massacre of nearly two 
million South Sudanese in the North-South civil war, no 
one could question the credibility of these threats. Local 
tribes, sharing a history of suffering from the government-
backed militias, were “hesitant to take action that might 
exacerbate their suffering. They had bitter recent experi-
ence of how any action, however small, could escalate.”22 
The first hypothesis fails then to inform the rebels’ deci-
sion-making process.

The second hypothesis, that the insurgents were expect-
ing victimization anyway so that they had nothing to lose 
by rebelling, is also not convincing. It is true the region 
was not free from violence and insecurity prior to rebel-
lion. However, things were far from genocidal violence. If 
Khartoum had used the Janjaweed militias as proxies in 
the past, it was only to take down insurgencies, never to 
target civilians. Concerns over a probable genocide plan 
against the ‘Africans’ were only expressed by the rebel 
leadership – “the government is planning to crush our 
people. What can we do?” said Ahmad Abdel Shafi, the 
SLA’s first coordinator.23 The African populace, however, 
not seeing violence as reaching genocidal levels, “refused 
to support mobilization for a rebellion” for years.24 The 
term ‘genocide’ was then clearly used as a rebel strategy 
to gain moral and financial support. These rebels however 
undeniably knew that things would get much worse if they 
launched a rebellion. There is thus no evidence to support 
the second hypothesis as an explanation to the uprising.

At the eve of their insurgency, the rebels incontestably 
knew that they had no chance of triumphing over Khar-
toum on their own. Although trying to reorganize them-
selves, they remained relatively weak, facing both a strong 
state and a multitude of merciless Arab militias in the re-
gion. . They had witnessed twenty years of struggle for rec-
ognition by the Sudan People’s Liberation Army (SPLA) 
against Khartoum and the state’s ability to take down the 
Southern (and better-armed) rebels. Furthermore, timing 
did not work in their favor, as Khartoum was engaged in a 
peace process with the South and could thus redeploy its 
troops in Darfur if needed.25 The third hypothesis, that the 
rebels could expect victory at a tolerable cost without out-
side intervention, fails then also at explaining rebellion.
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If the rebels knew they had no chance of military victory, 
if they understood state retaliation was inevitable, and if 
they were aware retaliation would be more violent than 
anything their people had ever endured, then rebellion 
could eventually be seen as irrational (null hypothesis) or 
the result of Kuperman’s moral hazard of humanitarian 
intervention (hypothesis four). “A possible explanation 
based on irrationality would be that the ‘blacks’ reached 
such levels of frustration as a consequence of marginal-
ization that they decided to rebel, without considering 
the likely costs associated with that course of action.”26 
According to Kelly Whitty (2008), there are grounds on 
which to question the unitary rational nature of the Dar-
furian rebel leadership.27 For example, there was little co-
hesion among the leadership: Not only were rebels divided 
between the SLM/A, the JEM, and others, but even within 
the SLM/A – the strongest and most active group – there 
were serious disagreements among the decision-makers. 

Throughout the conflict, rebels would disagree about 
whom to put forward as their spokesperson, or the lead-
ership would sign and then withdraw from peace deals 
because it lacked support from the rebel factions on the 
ground. “In 2006, Sudan’s government signed a US-bro-
kered peace agreement, but two of the three main rebel 
factions refused to join because they demanded additional 
concessions.”28 This confusion within the rebels’ leader-
ship suggests a lack of unified decisions based on shared 
preferences, which are dynamics necessary for the rebel-
lion to be considered a rational strategic venture. The null 
hypothesis is thus a plausible explanation to rebellion, and 
it will have to be tested against Kuperman’s hypothesis on 
the moral hazard of humanitarian intervention.

“Although non-strategic factors affected the rebels, their 
most fateful actions are better explained by strategic 
calculation.”29 In fact, although the dynamics within the 
decision-making stratum of the rebel groups seemed to 
suggest a certain irrationality of its leaders, one will ap-
preciate the strategic calculations of the rebel leadership 
and understand the rationality of its actions once one en-
deavors to consider the perverse effects that the prospect 
of humanitarian intervention could have had on the reb-
els’ decision-making process. “According to moral hazard 
theory, the rebel groups take offensive actions against the 
state to provoke violent retaliation on the civilian popula-
tion in order to attract international attention and eventu-
ally intervention of some sort in their support.”30 In line 
with Crawford’s four types of moral hazard, the rebels had 
legitimate reasons to expect an outside intervention if 

large-scale violence was to erupt. 

First and foremost, the international community had 
just intervened in Southern Sudan. After years of civil 
war, the international community, led by United States, 
intervened to stop the humanitarian crisis and pressure 
Khartoum to share power and wealth with the southern 
rebels. The 2005 Peace Agreement eventually fulfilled the 
rebels’ agenda, granting them autonomy, a share of the oil 
revenues, and the promise of a referendum on secession. 
This triggered a phenomenon of contagious moral haz-
ard, as the Darfurian militants could hope to “emulate the 
southern strategy of attracting humanitarian intervention 
to gain a share of power and wealth.”31 

Second, as mentioned earlier, the ‘Responsibility to Pro-
tect’ doctrine had become law in the international com-
munity, it was deeply rooted in its moral principles and 
had been publicly embraced by all prominent global lead-
ers. “Many of the SLA/M leaders were university-educat-
ed, making it reasonable to assume that they were at least 
peripherally aware of the international discourse on inter-
vention in states where gross violations of human rights 
took place.”32 After a series of high-profile humanitarian 
military interventions in the 1990s (Northern and South-
ern Iraq, Bosnia, Somalia, Zaire, Liberia or Kosovo), there 
was no reason to believe Darfur would not appear on the 
agenda for military intervention in the event of large-scale 
violence. In fact, rebel leaders would constantly make par-
allels to humanitarian intervention precedents, wanting 
things done “like in Bosnia” or Kosovo.33 A phenomenon of 
pervasive moral hazard is thus observable. 

However, there is no evidence to support the phenom-
ena of acute and chronic moral hazard. In fact, there was, 
prior to rebellion, no direct threat of intervention target-
ing Khartoum, nor did Sudan have a particularly long 
history of outside intervention. Nonetheless, following 
the first waves of state violent retaliation, “there was a 
gradual escalation of intervention in Darfur starting with 
humanitarian aid in 2003 and peacekeepers in 2004; and 
persistent calls by Western states and non-governmental 
organizations for greater intervention in Darfur,”34 sug-
gesting that acute and chronic moral hazards did come 
into play later on in the conflict.

Darfurian rebels, then, had every reason to believe the 
international community would intervene if the state 
were to engage in a massive violent retaliation to rebellion. 
The concern was thus to send out the right signals in order 



to garner the sympathy of the international community. 
Note for example that the rebels always targeted govern-
ment installations, never the Arab militias or their civil-
ian support base, therefore appearing as the victims of 
violence and not the perpetuator of atrocities against ci-
vilians. Western media, portraying the rebels as freedom 
fighters, triggered wide waves of support in the West for 
these ‘heroes.’ Yet these ‘heroes’ let their villages burn and 
their people die. In fact, the more images of suffering and 
death there were, the more sympathy in the West there 
was and the greater the pressure for intervention. As such, 
the rebels “have been very content to sit back, let the vil-
lage burnings go on, let the killing go on, because the more 
international pressure that’s brought to bear on Khar-
toum, the stronger their position grows.”35 Convinced that 
the international community would intervene, the reb-
els almost encouraged their civilian support base to take 
the beating – the SLA told the populace: “Hey, don’t give 
up. The U.S. and England will come here and occupy this 
country and they will give you everything and take off the 
Arabs from Sudan.”36 The rebels’ reluctance to explore 
peace deals with Khartoum also suggests an effort to make 
the crisis last, eventually obtaining greater intervention 
in the future. In 2003, the SLM abandoned peace talks. In 
2004, both rebel groups refused to attend peace talks. In 
2005, the rebels made unrealistic claims putting the peace 
process to a halt. In 2006, when the SLA/M signed the 
Darfur Peace Agreement, two internal rebel factions con-
tinued to fight, “not by irrationality, but by [the] strategic 
assessment that [they] could hold out for greater interven-
tion.”37 

The first three hypotheses fail to explain the insurgents’ 
decision to rebel. After having challenged the null hy-
pothesis against Kuperman’s theory on the moral hazard 
of humanitarian intervention, it is hard to believe the 
rebels acted irrationally, as the decisions they took were 
the results of highly strategic calculations. Judging from 
the series of provocations, the violations of ceasefires and 
the marketing of their rebellion, it is clear that the rebels 
sought to have the eyes of the international community 
on the humanitarian catastrophe carried out by the state, 
eventually triggering outside intervention. The fourth hy-
pothesis, on the moral hazard of humanitarian interven-
tion, is thus the most convincing in explaining rebellion.

Research Findings, Implications and Policy 
Recommendations
Explaining rebellion in Bosnia and Kosovo, Kuperman’s 

theory on the moral hazard of humanitarian intervention 
can also explain the Darfurian puzzle: despite their mili-
tary inferiority and aware of the massive campaign of vio-
lence the Sudanese state would engage in as punishment 
to rebellion, the Darfurian rebels launched an insurgency 
against the government in Khartoum. The idea was to pro-
voke retaliation against their own people, triggering a hu-
manitarian catastrophe that would make the news in the 
West, ultimately causing the international community to 
intervene and thus fulfill the rebels’ political objectives. 

Citizens and non-governmental organizations in the West 
ought then to be careful when articulating their concerns 
for the lives of the civilians in Darfur, or when advanc-
ing plans for military intervention. In fact, the emerging 
norm which dictates that the international community 
is justified in intervening militarily to prevent human 
rights violations when a state is unable or unwilling to 
protect its own citizens has had perverse effects on state 
and sub-state actors, paradoxically creating more violence 
than expected. Misunderstanding the dynamics that led 
to the conflict in the first place and this phenomenon of 
moral hazard can lead one to pursue policies that would 
be counter-productive or harmful. This third section will 
highlight the complexity of preventing moral hazard in the 
international realm. It will also offer some policy recom-
mendations that could help reduce the incidence of moral 
hazard. In Darfur, it is essential to show that the interna-
tional community will not reward the irresponsible be-
havior of rebellion, while more broadly, it is necessary to 
rethink the ‘Responsibility to Protect’ doctrine. 

In “Principal-Agent Problems in Humanitarian Interven-
tion: Moral Hazards, Adverse Selection, and the Com-
mitment Dilemma,” Robert W. Rauchhaus (2009) offers 
a clear picture of the complexity of dealing with moral 
hazard in the anarchic international system. While “in 
the insurance industry and many of the other domains ex-
plored by economists, principals have a variety of pricing 
mechanisms – premiums, deductible, and co-payments – 
to prevent or punish bad behavior, in international politics 
[…] third parties often lack effective instruments for pre-
venting of punishing bad behavior.”38 While an insurance 
company can tackle moral hazard with the legal tools it is 
given in the domestic realm (courts, binding arbitration, 
special clauses, etc), the anarchical nature of the interna-
tional system and the absence of an external binding en-
forcement mechanism renders impossible the prevention 
of free-riding and the punishment of fraud. Countries con-
sidering humanitarian intervention are thus confronted 
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by a commitment dilemma: “If a third party credibly com-
mits to intervening in a dispute, the domestic minority 
may take advantage of the situation and engage in provoc-
ative or risky behavior. In contrast, if a third party avoids 
credibly committing to intervention, then the government 
may discount the warnings as merely bluffing or cheap 
talk, and continue engaging in violence.”39 If the ‘Respon-
sibility to Protect’ doctrine, as a security guarantee, offers 
incentives for minorities to rebel, then should we nullify 
this security guarantee? But if we do, are we allowing a hu-
manitarian crisis as we disengage from the conflict? 

The international community is facing this dilemma in 
Darfur. Intervening would absolve the rebels of their re-
sponsibility and strengthen their legitimacy and their 
cause, rewarding them for the humanitarian catastrophe 
they have indirectly provoked. Yet disengaging would 
leave millions of innocent civilians at the mercy of vio-
lence. In choosing to intervene, one must thus distinguish 
the militants from the civilians and design a strategy that 
will save civilian lives without strengthening the rebels. 
Costantino Pischedda (2007) in “A plan for military inter-
vention in Darfur” suggests an intervening force of about 
30,000 personnel that would focus on the protection of 
refugee camps, the prevention of their militarization, and 
the protection of humanitarian aid delivery.40 By screen-
ing the populations at the entrance of the camps, rebel 
forces would not be able to make these camps their bases 
or benefit from the food, medicine, vehicles and commu-
nication equipment provided by the humanitarian aid. 
“[Because] Khartoum wants the ‘blacks’ to ‘behave’ rather 
than to exterminate them, the government would not be 
interested in attacking camps inhabited by unarmed ele-
ments. The intervention may actually be seen in a positive 
light by Khartoum, as it would reduce the negative public-
ity associated with the violence on IDPs [Internally Dis-
placed Persons], while depriving the rebels of important 
resources.”41 While the rebels will most likely oppose this 
type of intervention, if successful it will prove to be an effi-
cient solution to the ongoing dilemma. The humanitarian 
catastrophe will be addressed, yet the intervention will 
not reward the irresponsible behavior of rebellion and 
will not register a precedent encouraging other rebellions 
in the future.

But a lot of damage has already been done in Darfur, and 
although the intervention mentioned above would cer-
tainly alleviate much of the suffering, it does not absolve 
the international community from seriously questioning 
the norm that has indirectly contributed to the carnage. It 

is in fact necessary to rethink the ‘Responsibility to Pro-
tect’ doctrine so as to decrease the incidence of moral haz-
ard in the future. Kuperman in “Rethinking the Respon-
sibility to Protect” proposes five reforms of intervention 
policy that could help reduce moral hazard and thus geno-
cidal violence.

First, “the international community should refuse to in-
tervene in any way – diplomatic, economic, or military – 
to help sub-state rebels unless state retaliation is grossly 
disproportionate.”42 Making such a statement should dis-
courage both provocations by sub-state actors and dispro-
portionate retaliation by the state in the event of a rebel-
lion. Various issues remain however. The international 
community yet has to agree on what constitutes a dispro-
portionate retaliation. Moral hazard also fails to be clearly 
addressed, as sub-state actors might harden their rebel-
lion in an attempt to provoke even greater retaliation. But 
more importantly, the phenomenon of moral hazard could 
also affect the state: because the international community 
sets a threshold, the state is given the reassurance that it 
can engage in retaliation without having its sovereignty 
disputed, as long as it does not cross said threshold.

Second, as suggested by Pischedda, interveners should, 
when delivering humanitarian aid (food, water, medi-
cal supplies, etc), “do so in ways that minimize the ben-
efits to rebels.”43 In an attempt to prevent refugee camps 
from becoming safe-havens for the militants, interveners 
should escort humanitarian aid convoys and police the 
camps. This recommendation is promising, and appears 
to be easily implementable. However, rebel groups have 
no interest in bettering the lives of their civilians, as they 
struggle to spread the most images of suffering. As such, as 
Pischedda suggests, rebel groups will gladly attack the aid 
convoys, and escorting these convoys will require heavy 
military capabilities. Interveners might also have to resort 
to bribes for them to be able to reach the refugee camps, 
which would significantly strengthen the rebels’ financial 
and military resources.

Third, “the international community should expand sub-
stantial resources to persuade states to address the le-
gitimate grievances of non-violent domestic groups.”44 
Instead of punishing states when it is too late, because 
they have retaliated when violently challenged, the inter-
national community should encourage them to address 
the non-violent claims of minorities, for example through 
more democratic processes. This could be done through 
socialization or conditionality, but remains very idealistic.



Fourth, “the international community should not apply 
coercive leverage to compel a state to hand over terri-
tory or authority to a domestic opposition, unless it first 
deploys a robust peacekeeping force to defend against the 
potential violent backlash.”45 Siding with the domestic op-
position, without first ensuring the international commu-
nity is willing to intervene and has the military capacity to 
do so, could backfire and lead to state to further retaliate 
against the civilians. 

Finally, “interveners should avoid falsely claiming hu-
manitarian motives for interventions that are driven pri-
marily by other objectives, such as securing resources, 
fighting terrorism, or preventing nuclear proliferation.”46 
Although claiming to be driven by charitable purposes 
when intervening abroad may be a better strategy in an 
effort to gain popular support, it undeniably creates prec-
edents for which other rebel groups could then point to in 
an attempt to obtain humanitarian military intervention. 
As we have seen in the debate unfolding over Iraq however, 
it is hard to expect countries to behave in perfect honesty 
and constantly claim the exacts motives and objectives 
that bring them to intervene.

While imperfect, these reforms could, if considered by 
policy-makers, contribute to a certain rethinking of the 
‘Responsibility to Protect’ doctrine, in an effort to reduce 
the incidence of moral hazard in the future.

Conclusion
The ‘Responsibility to Protect’ doctrine has been enthu-
siastically received by the global civil society. Challeng-
ing the Westphalian tradition by arguing that sovereignty 
is neither absolute nor an entitlement of statehood, but 
rather, a privilege that states may earn only by protect-
ing their people, the doctrine has obligated the interna-
tional community to intervene, militarily if necessary, to 
protect the at-risk populations.47 For non-governmental 
organizations and human rights activists, this is a great 
innovation that will assist the international community 
in tackling the challenges of the post-Cold War world. 
But the ‘Responsibility to Protect’ could very well be the 
cause of these challenges: as a security guarantee against 
genocidal violence, the norm has the perverse effect to en-
courage risk-taking and eventually rebellion by sub-state 
actors, exhibiting the pathology of moral hazard carried 
by all insurance systems. As the case of Darfur confirms, 
the dynamics of and discourse on humanitarian interven-
tion have had an impact on the decision-making process 

groups and rebel forces, encouraging them to engage in 
the suicidal venture of rebellion in the hope of creating a 
humanitarian catastrophe that will acquire international 
attention and intervention. It is therefore urgent for the 
international community to rethink its rhetoric and the 
‘Responsibility to Protect’ doctrine. In an effort to reduce 
the incidence of moral hazard, it is necessary in Darfur to 
show that if we are to intervene to address the humani-
tarian crisis, we will not reward the rebels’ irresponsible 
behavior. More broadly, policy-makers must consider 
reforming the doctrine to redefine the ethics driving in-
tervention, tackle the phenomenon of moral hazard, and 
solve rather than cause challenges in the future.
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Can local politics effectively oppose the cultural influ-
ences of globalization? Due to the vast power discrepan-
cies between local governments and supranational insti-
tutions, it is often held that the actions of local politics 
cannot determine how the dynamics of globalization will 
influence society. Consequently, it is perceived that the 
forces of globalization hold direct consequences on a na-
tion’s cultural identity. It will be argued that the emphasis 
on the effects of globalization on culture may not be war-
ranted. On the contrary, the case of Québec demonstrates 
that local politics can effectively resist the cultural influ-
ences of globalization. 

There is a tension concerning language use between the 
processes of globalization and local politics. This is at-
tributed to the dominance of the English language within 
the international economic system and the importance of 
English in conducting international affairs. In this sense, 
it is proposed that language laws in Québec effectively op-
posed the increasing level of Anglicization in the target-
ed segments of society. Furthermore, it is suggested that 
more emphasis should be placed on analyzing politicians’ 
adoption of anti-globalizationist discourse to accede to 
power, rather than focusing on the direct influence of 
globalization on culture. If constituents demonstrate an 
opposition to globalization, then politicians have an in-
centive to engage in politics of identity. Finally, the emer-
gence of the new economy has compelled politicians in 
Québec to adapt their language policy orientation. It will 
be shown that a focus on neoliberalism in the world mar-
ket since the late 1980s has shifted the political discourse 
of Québec’s language policies from protectionism to eco-
nomic development.

First, it is important to define globalization within the 
framework of this paper. Scholarly literature on the topic 
is inundated with diverse applications and analyses of glo-
balization. At its most basic level, globalization is simply 
“a set of processes having many facets.”1 However, this 
definition does not emphasize the particular processes 
of interest within the concept globalization; it leaves the 
framework of globalization too open-ended to draw con-

clusions. Therefore, for the purpose of this paper, global-
ization is grounded in the processes of rapid technological 
and economic change, which result in increased commu-
nication and integration amongst societies. In turn, these 
processes have a protracted effect on cultural identity, 
which may result in political backlash or restructuring.

Politics of identity emerge in the context of globalization 
when a group feels that their identity is threatened by the 
dominance of the international status quo. In this sense, 
the effects of globalization on culture are perceived as the 
consequence of rapid advances in technology, which lead 
to a great reduction in the cost of communication and pro-
duction and the accentuated spread of cultural products. 
However, competitive countries exploit the appropriate 
means to determine “global brands,” thus establishing 
dominant cultural influences on a global scale. As noted 
by Mark Brawley in The Politics of Globalization, “a com-
mon observation is that cultural homogenization seems to 
be taking place.”2

English and the Post-WWII Economic Order
Politics of identity derived from the processes of global-
ization are often couched in linguistic divisions. In a great 
number of cases this is attributable to the dominance 
of the English language in international relations after 
World War Two. Robert W. Cox in his article “Global Re-
structuring: Making Sense of the Changing International 
Political Economy,” provides an understanding of the his-
torical process that established English as the interna-
tional mode of communication.  

As highlighted by Cox, the beginning of America’s con-
temporary global economic dominance is linked to the 
establishment of the Bretton Woods system. The Bretton 
Woods regime was the initial model for creating economic 
linkages between cosigning states and also for facilitating 
the spread of American hegemony. As noted by Cox, “…the 
Bretton Woods system attempted to strike a balance be-
tween a liberal world market and domestic responsibili-
ties of states.”3 States seeking to participate in the Amer-

Globalization, Ethnicity, and Politics of Identity: 
Québec’s Resistance to Cultural Homogenization

Vincent Di Sciullo
U3 ∙ Department of Political Science ∙ vincent.disciullo@mail.mcgill.ca

Volume I ∙ Issue I ∙ April 2011
____________________________________________________________________________________________________

27



can-led economic system would be required to re-shape 
their domestic institutions to be compatible to those of 
the United States. It is important to note that the Bretton 
Woods system is a marker for the contemporary promi-
nence of the English language in international affairs. 

The creation of an international economic system result-
ed in legitimizing the role of international institutions as 
essential administrators in the functions of the monetary 
regime. States that had signed the Bretton Woods accord 
had lost a significant amount of their power as autono-
mous sovereign entities; their economic welfare became 
dependent on the proper functioning of the international 
economic system. As the international system evolved, 
additional institutions were created and the power of the 
system over its participants increased accordingly. Cox 
explains that “states became accountable to agencies of 
an international economic order—the International Mon-
etary Fund (IMF), the World Bank, and the General Agree-
ment on Tariffs and Trade (GATT)—in regard to trade lib-
eralization, exchange-rate stability and convertibility.”4 

The post-war order established by the United States was 
effective in managing and promoting the economic growth 
of its participants during the 50s and early 60s. This is 
largely attributable to the war and arms production that 
occurred in the global economy during this period. How-
ever, as noted by Cox, a crisis emerged in 1968-1975, which 
revealed the reality of the top-down management of the 
global order by the United States: 

Ethnicity, Globalization, and Local Politics
Examining the establishment of the international eco-
nomic order highlights the importance of supranational 
institutions in relation to the domestic spheres of states. 
International economic institutions hold a vertical power 
relationship with governments-- they are not accountable 

to any electoral body. Therefore, the development of the 
international economic system has induced increasing 
levels of influence upon the population of states through 
economic regulation. Selma K. Sonntag, in The Local Poli-
tics of Global English, examines the influence of English 
on the populations of the United States, France, India, 
South Africa, and Nepal. Sonntag believes that the rela-
tionship between language and global politics is an essen-
tial dynamic of globalization. As argued by Sonntag:

There are many ways that globalizing processes can in-
fluence a group’s perceived identity. One such example is 
how integrated economic systems have an effect on the 
transmission of cultural products. However, as demon-
strated by Brawley:

In this case, if there is a significant group that opposes 
globalization within a society, then politicians have an in-
centive to engage in identity politics. In turn, identity poli-
tics can be identified as a determining factor of whether 
globalization processes further penetrate a society, or are 
contained by political backlash.  

In “Wider Horizons with Larger Details,” Cesare Poppi ex-
amines the relation between ethnicity and globalization. 
Poppi purports that “globalization must be understood as 
the condition whereby localizing strategies become sys-
tematically connected to global concerns.”8 In this sense, 
what is assuming a greater role in political rhetoric is the 
tendency to emphasize “locality” and “difference.” How-
ever, these notions are also congruent with the structur-

During this period, the balanced compromise of 
Bretton Woods shifted towards subordination of 
domestic economies to the perceived exigencies of 
a global economy. States willy-nilly became more ef-
fectively accountable to a nébuleuse personified as 
the global economy; and they were constrained to 
mystify this external accountability in the eyes and 
ears of their own publics through the new vocabu-
lary of globalization, interdependence, and competi-
tiveness. 5

The linguistic dimension of globalization is the ide-
al focus for an attempt to understand the relation 
between politics and culture… For language, as is 
widely acknowledged, is both a cultural marker and 
a means of communication. Embedded in language 
use is information about status and identity, as well 
as cold economic calculations based on efficiency 
and opportunity. The politics of global English are 
the politics of globalization, both economic and cul-
tural.6

[A]fter reviewing these possible linkages, we need to 
turn to a second way in which the politics of identity 
get intertwined with issues about globalization: as a 
tactical or strategic maneuver by political entrepre-
neurs.7
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ing of global relations of institutional communication and 
legitimization.9 The interesting contrast highlighted by 
Poppi is that within societies, groups seek to either rede-
fine their identity in accordance with globalization or they 
attempt to make identity claims in opposition to globaliza-
tion.

The concept of ethnicity includes identification by lan-
guage, race, kin and religion.10 Each aspect of ethnic iden-
tification relates to how individuals identify themselves 
relative to their social context. In this respect, Poppi re-
veals the fact that numerous political theorists have fo-
cused on language as one of the pillars of ethnic struggle 
relative to the processes of globalization. This is a phe-
nomenon that is readily observable in Europe and North 
America. Poppi argues that:

In this sense, it is because the processes of globalization 
are inducing a homogenization of most cultural aspects 
that language remains such a central issue of differentia-
tion. As purported by Poppi:

For Poppi, the contemporary situation of globalization re-
sides in the transformation of the idea of global diversity 
into cultural differences. Poppi maintains that “globaliza-
tion provides the context for the systematic articulation of 
differences. As it moves on, the differential traits of a given 
cultural formation are made commensurable, and their 
difference can be made to appear as a determination of 
the ethnic subject.”13 Therefore, politics of identity repre-
sent a central tool in the mobilization of cultural groups in 
order to commensurate their differences with the global 
political and economic systems. Language is an aspect of 
ethnicity that is more resilient to the processes of cultural 

homogenization induced by globalization. Furthermore, it 
is also one of the best-suited instruments for politicians to 
establish how the processes of globalization are threaten-
ing a group’s identity. 

Norman Fairclough in Language and Globalization ap-
proaches the issue of globalization with a particular 
emphasis on discourse and cultural political economy. 
Within this framework, Fairclough makes three opening 
remarks about how language is perceived in the processes 
of globalizations:

First, the modes of integration observed in the processes 
of globalization depend upon forms of communication, 
which are specifically tailored to trans-national and inter-
regional relations, including trans-national media such 
as CNN, and websites of international organizations like 
the European Union and the United Nations.14 Further-
more, the different forms of integration include exchanges 
of cultural discourses. As will be discussed further, the 
neoliberal economic discourse is an example of an ideol-
ogy that has spread as a consequence of globalization, and 
holds policy prescriptions: an open market economy with 
minimal interference by government.

Second, Fairclough highlights the distinction between the 
processes and tendencies of globalization and discourses 
of globalization by stating that:

In this sense, it is important to consider the difference be-
tween what language is used to describe globalization, as 
well as the cultural relevance that language holds to par-
ticular groups.

Finally, Fairclough emphasizes that it is also essential to 
account for the relationship between the processes of glo-
balization and the context in which discourses of global-
ization arise. Discourses of globalization cannot be seen 
as independent occurrences of the international trends 
of globalization. Moreover, as noted by Fairclough, dis-
courses about globalization “can under certain conditions 
also contribute to creating and shaping actual processes of 
globalization.”16

[L]anguage is the most ‘abstract’ expression of cul-
tural identity. It is a form that can express many 
content, and one that can retain its exchange value 
as a marker of cultural distinctiveness even when its 
import in terms of use-value is the same as that ex-
pressed by the majority language.11

[A] theory of ethnicity must account for this beyond 
the simple recognition of a subjective ‘choice’: it has, 
in other words, to trace the emergence of ‘difference’ 
(and difference as the ‘becoming focused’ of certain 
‘markers’) as part of the historical obliteration of di-
versity.12

[W]e cannot get away from the fact that although 
‘globalization’ is a set of changes which are actually 
happening in the world, it is also a word which has 
quite recently become quite prominent in the ways 
such changes are represented.15

Volume I ∙ Issue I ∙ April 2011
____________________________________________________________________________________________________

29



30
____________________________________________________________________________________________________

 McGill International Review

The framework presented by Fairclough illuminates the 
centrality of identity to how ethnic groups will engage in 
globalization. Furthermore, it reinforces the idea that lan-
guage holds real value within politics and can be the cause 
of a divided society. Québec is an exemplary case of how 
politics of identity emerge through language use. More-
over, the case of Québec demonstrates the progression of 
a linguistic divide from a simple debate to the codification 
of language laws. In turn, as highlighted by Brawley:

Quebec’s Resistance to Globalization
Michel de Coster in “Les enjeux des conflits linguistiques” 
provides an important synthesis of how the French lan-
guage has been a central political and cultural issue in 
Belgium, Switzerland, and Canada. An important theme 
in de Coster’s analysis is that at the outset of a language 
debate, the issue is necessarily underlined by economic 
grievances. However, the recurrent use of discourses tying 
economic systems to linguistic choice inevitably opens a 
space for political backlash. Therefore, a rationalist un-
derstanding would point to the politician’s incentive to 
make politics of identity central to the national debate, 
since it is an uncontestable mobilizing force.

The first Révolution tranquille is generally seen as the con-
temporary marker for the politicization of the language 
divide in Québec. De Coster specifies that Jean Lesage, 
head of the Liberal Party that acceded to power in 1960, 
was the initiator of the Révolution tranquille. Lesage’s 
political agenda was framed around the internal divisions 
in Québec espousing a desire to push back the Angliciza-
tion of the province. Moreover, it was a decisive attempt 
to orient public policies within Québec, as well as Canada, 
to equalize employment discrepancies between Franco-
phone and Anglophone communities. It was perceived 
that the economic and financial prowess of Anglophones 
in Canada was limiting the job-recruitment possibilities 
for French-speaking Canadians, including access to high-
er-paid managerial positions.18 Effectively, from 1960 on-
wards policy prescriptions to protect the French language 

within Québec supplanted the political discourse of eco-
nomic grievances felt by French-Canadians with a focus 
on ethnic identity. 

Language within Québec assumed unequivocal symbolic 
value, and became the center of political conflicts between 
the French and English communities. Particularly within 
the city of Montréal, political discourse was continually 
seeking to affirm linguistic primacy. The rhetoric tensions 
engendered by politics of identity produced various quar-
rels over the naming of streets, squares, and buildings. A 
particular debate engaged in by nationalists, related to 
the future naming of an important hotel in Montreal—the 
Queen Elizabeth for Anglophones and the Château Mai-
sonneuve for Francophones—represents some of the is-
sues that became exacerbated by local medias.19 Effective-
ly, the discourses concerning the “language divide” within 
Montreal manifested themselves in the debate over regu-
lation of the language used in public and commercial signs. 

Marcel Martel and Martin Pâquet discuss the various is-
sues concerning politics of identity in Canada and Qué-
bec in Langue et politique au Canada et au Québec. They 
highlight that during the 1960s the Canadian federal 
government had to increasingly address societal pres-
sures arising from Québec. The francophone discourse 
was becoming more influential in the context of the so-
cio-economic disparity attributed to English-language 
dominance of the economy. Inevitably, how the federal 
government responded to these pressures supplanted the 
political salience of the language discourse within Qué-
bec. In 1969, French was introduced as the second official 
language and quelled the fear of ethnic homogenization.20

Ottawa’s solution to the widening language divide was to 
promote national unity through institutional bilingual-
ism. Pierre Elliott Trudeau was the prime minister at the 
time when Canada adopted the Official Languages Act. 
Martel and Pâquet note that the scope of Trudeau’s deci-
sion aimed at making language an individual choice that 
would be considered separate from cultural heritage.21 
Therefore, regardless of where they are located in Canada, 
the multiple levels of the federal government would be re-
quired to provide services in both French and English.

According to Martel and Pâquet, the Francophone reaction 
to the adoption of French as a second official language 
varied. The unilingual French-speaking population in 
Québec equated the new language law with a legal tool 
destined to protect English within the province.  However, 

The French-English conflict plays out primarily in 
Québec, but has important ramifications for politi-
cal identity within the country as a whole... When we 
turn to the phenomenon of globalization, we imme-
diately think of English... Language use, therefore, 
becomes a battleground for those wishing to resist 
globalization via the politics of identity.17



people managing minority-group relations within federal 
institutions were quite favourable of the new law, since 
it provided much needed accessibility. There was a gen-
eral reluctance, however, to accept the law as permanent, 
since it had not been enshrined in the constitution. There 
was a fear that an anti-bilingual party could easily attain 
a majority of seats within parliament and simply abolish 
the new law or render it powerless.  

The goal of the first Révolution tranquille was primarily 
to communicate the increasing seclusion felt by French-
Canadians with respect to the growing economic imbal-
ance between French and English communities. However, 
it was not until 1977 that a resurgence of the Révolution 
tranquille would emerge in the form of the infamous char-
ter of the French language: Bill 101. As highlighted by de 
Coster, the essential motivation behind these laws was to 
ensure that the political ground that had been gained since 
the 1960s would not be lost. In the preamble to the pass-
ing of the bill it was argued that the incorrect use of the 
French language in conjunction with the French-English 
divide, in both economic and social realms, was responsi-
ble for the inferior position of the French language within 
Canada.22

An important focus was placed on the immigrant popula-
tion of Canada that had arrived since the end of the Sec-
ond World War. Since English was the primary language 
within the workplace, immigrants speaking neither of-
ficial language would be most likely be directed towards 
learning English over French. However, the crux of the 
argumentation behind Bill 101 put the focus embedding 
the French language within Québec. First, the French lan-
guage was seen as poorly taught and poorly spoken. Sec-
ond, due to its scholastic weaknesses, it was considered 
incapable of competing in the economic system.23 There-
fore, the establishment of a linguistically oriented policy 
to define the nature of the French language within Québec 
was pursued. Bill 101 effectively laid the groundwork for 
the justification of adopting institutional arrangements 
that essentially focused on a question of Québec national 
identity within Canada.

Bill 101 can be interpreted as a response to the Official 
Languages Act, which made both French and English the 
official languages of Canada. It rejected the notion of a 
provincial model that was based on stabilizing inter-lin-
guistic relations for one that sought to renew the primacy 
of French as the common language spoken within Québec. 
Bill 101, in its original form, held various propositions to 

penetrate existing social infrastructures. It made French 
the official language of the legal system, public adminis-
tration, and education in Québec. De Coster highlights the 
most radical of these changes concerning the language of 
education, the use of language in a working environment, 
and the use of language in public spaces.
 
As noted by de Coster, in regards to schooling, the strate-
gic framework that had been laid out in the 1960s by the 
Révolution tranquille foreshadowed the legislative form 
that a charter of the French language would assume.24 Bill 
101 decreed the language of education within schools in 
Québec to be French. It exempted students who had al-
ready begun their education in English, as well as students 
who have parents that had previously attended an English 
school within Québec. 

Beyond the education system, the workplace was equally 
transformed in line with Bill 101’s linguistic socializa-
tion. Prior to Bill 101, the use of French within an enter-
prise was on a voluntary basis. The application of Bill 101 
took on a more coercive stance, since a radical change was 
sought in terms of how French was used within the realm 
of affairs in Québec. In order to reflect the priority given to 
the French language, any enterprise that had fifty or more 
employees was forced to have a French language program 
for all non-French speaking employees.25 Moreover, all 
documents that were produced for in-office or public use 
had to be produced in French and a committee was formed 
in order to oversee the proper application of the new laws 
within enterprises. 

The third transformative facet of Bill 101 as outlined by de 
Coster, is the strict framework provided for naming con-
ventions of public places. The Commission de Toponymie 
of Québec was established in order to regulate the appli-
cation of the new language conventions. The conventions 
apply to street names, squares, historical sites, and other 
spaces in order to convey the centrality of the French 
language in Québec’s national identity. As mentioned by 
de Coster, although the revolution in the 1960s belonged 
primarily to the struggle for socio-economic emancipa-
tion, the new revolutionary wave undertaken in 1977 gave 
greater weight to its concerns for French identity.26 This 
became accessible in light of the importance attributed to 
language and culture in earlier periods.

Although it is hard to assess the qualitative impacts that 
Bill 101 has brought to the rest of Canada, within Québec 
there are some measurable changes that reflect the stated 
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goals of the French language charter. In 1996 census data 
reported that 62% of Canadian citizens living in Quebec 
stated that they were bilingual, compared to only 33% in 
1971.27 Furthermore, the socio-economic reorientation 
undertaken since the Révolution tranquille has drastical-
ly changed the number of francophone employees within 
the workplace. As highlighted by de Coster, in the greater 
region of Montreal, which holds 75% of Anglophones that 
live in Quebec, the mother tongue of 88.2% of employees is 
French and French has become the most spoken language 
within the workplace.

Additionally, as is seen in Table 1, the language adopted 
by immigrants took a significant shift as a result of the in-
creasing entrenchment of the French language within in-
stitutions, which were molding employment and school-
ing within urban centers. Comparing the periods before 
and after 1960, one observes that the impact of the Révo-
lution tranquille was monumental. The adoption of Bill 
101 effectively resisted the influence of the processes of 
globalization by giving priority to the French language in 
critical aspects of society.

Table 1: Language adopted by immigrants in Quebec 
relative to period

Year French (%) English (%)
Pre-1960 21 79

1960-1970 36 64
1971-1975 47 53
1976-1980 61 39
1981-1986 54 46

Source: Bureau de la statistique, Démographie québécoise, 
Québec, Éditeur official, 1987, table 9-2, p. 322.

Quebec and the Changing International 
Economy
Since the 1980s there has been a qualitative shift in the 
international economy, which has placed greater impor-
tance on the flow of financial exchanges between states. 
Scholars associate this trend with the emergence of the 
international neoliberal economic order, which has di-
rected governments to reduce their control over the do-
mestic market in order to provide corporations greater ac-
cessibility to the international market. In this sense, there 
has been an attempt “to alter the legislative landscape in 
countries around the globe in order to accommodate glo-

balization, and to promote financialization of economic 
activities for short-term gains at the expense of long-term 
growth and development.”28 In Québec, this has resulted 
in a shift of the political discourse concerning globaliza-
tion to focus on exporting cultural products rather than 
protecting language rights.

In “From protector to producer: the role of the State in the 
discursive shift from minority rights to economic devel-
opment,” Emanuel de Silva and Monica Heller elaborate 
on the notion that Québec has had to adapt its approach 
to safeguarding Francophone communities in light of the 
changing international economic system. In this view, the 
consequence of political discourse and language laws dur-
ing the 1960s and 70s led to the emergence of an economic 
crisis in the rural populations of Québec. The increasing 
use of French within the working environment of urban 
centers has resulted in the urbanization of the labor force 
from the homogenous segments of rural Québec.29 Com-
peting interests within Québec between minority rights 
and international economic competitiveness, in the neo-
liberal sense, have resulted in the establishment of a na-
tional program to bolster community economic develop-
ment. As argued by de Silva and Heller:

There is a semblance of continuance in the policy orienta-
tion being adopted by politicians, however, the reality of 
Québec’s stagnant rural population have shifted the dis-
course away from rights and towards access to the inter-
national market. Census data provided by Statistics Can-
ada demonstrates that the new globalized economy has 
induced urbanization across Canada (see Figure 1).

This trend, demonstrating steady increasing urbaniza-
tion, is particularly important for Québec, since national-
ist politicians in the province have built their campaigns 
on the basis of championing minority rights within Cana-
da since the 1960s. The approach to counter the economic 

“The neoliberal state’s focus on individual employ-
ability was curtailed by shared interests in the main-
tenance of francophone collective identity, harness-
ing an economic development discourse to an older 
one of community reproduction, in which the com-
munity in question was understood to be precisely 
the rural, homogenous communities in economic 
crisis. The question for the state has therefore be-
come one of how to help those communities enter 
the globalized new economy.” 30
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Source: “Canada at a Glance 2009.” Statistics Canada. 

crisis in rural Québec has been to focus on language not 
only for its symbolic value, but also as a skill to develop a 
targeted and exportable industry. As illustrated by de Silva 
and Heller, “…the Canadian government in its Action Plan 
for Official Languages (2003) invested $20 million (CDN) 
to create a language industry association to coordinate the 
industry of translators, interpreters, etc., and to promote 
Canadian language products and services around the 
world.”31

Since the global economy has ascribed greater importance 
to the ability of firms to generate capital (as opposed to 
states) the focus of the political discourse within Québec 
has undergone a qualitative shift towards the exportation 
of language skills and cultural products. In this sense, al-
though the focus of the discourse has changed from the 
protection of language rights to economic development, 
language has remained the central device for politicians 
to accrue political capital through politics of identity.

Conclusion
The central goal of this paper has been to ascertain wheth-
er or not local politics can effectively oppose the cultural 
influences of globalization. This question arises in light of 
the frequently observed power differential between inter-
national economic institutions and sovereign states. It is 
unquestionable that the processes of globalization have 
induced a vertical power relationship between unelected 
supranational entities and governments. These entities 
have power over the populations of countries because of 
their management of the international economy. Thus, the 
relationship between states and international institutions 

has required governments to act according to the fluctua-
tions of the international economic system. Consequently, 
the processes of globalization are conducive to cultural 
homogenization. Using the case of Québec, however, this 
paper has argued that it is possible for local politics to gen-
erate a discourse that effectively resists the cultural domi-
nation resulting from globalization.

First, the notion of globalization in relation to the emer-
gence of politics of identity has been presented. The ar-
gument focused on the fact that the processes of global-
ization can challenge the identity of certain groups by 
excluding them from participating in the international 
market. The political salience of ethnic identity provides 
an opportunity for politicians to frame discourses along 
anti-globalization lines. 

Second, this paper explains the historical process that 
entrenched English as the dominant language of interna-
tional affairs. The establishment of the Bretton Woods re-
gime after World War Two by the United States is identi-
fied as the contemporary marker for the emergence of the 
global economy. Moreover, the evolution of the interna-
tional economic system has been conducive to an increas-
ing power differential between supranational institutions 
and their participants. 

Third, the case of Québec’s resistance to the increas-
ing Anglicization of its population has been described 
in detail. The socio-economic discrepancies between 
Francophone and Anglophone communities are related 
to the emergence of politics of identity. It has also been 
observed that there was a shift in this discourse towards 
a more identity-based rhetoric with the adoption of Bill 
101. However, Bill 101 did achieve the original goal of the 
Révolution tranquille: an important increase in the use of 
French within enterprises. 

Finally, although the case of Québec has shown that it is 
possible to resist the influences of globalization on cul-
ture, the new economy of the international system has 
put a focus on the adoption of neoliberal economic poli-
cies. Therefore, this paper argues that Québec has had to 
change its approach towards the global economy by shift-
ing its political discourse and policy prescriptions from 
minority rights to the exportation of language skills and 
cultural goods. This implies that the reality of the new in-
ternational economy, in comparison to that of the 1960s, 
is making the nationalist discourse in Québec increas-
ingly difficult to maintain. Although the language divide 

Figure 1: The new globalized economy has induced 
urbanization across Canada



remains present and politically salient within Canada, the 
qualitative shift observed within Québec suggests that it 
may not be sustainable in the long run.
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Although geographic, economic, and ideological distinc-
tions exist between the Gaza Strip and Cuba, both terri-
tories share a common policy imposed on them by Israel 
and the U.S: enduring economic sanctions in the form of 
an embargo for Cuba and a blockade for Gaza aimed at 
deposing the incumbent regimes by creating economic 
hardship.  The aim of this research paper is to provide an 
explanation on why the policies of blockade in Gaza and 
embargo in Cuba have failed to weaken and/or oust the 
regimes. Despite numerous differences between both ter-
ritories, the outcome delivered by the sanctions has been 
equal: they have failed to weaken and/or oust the target 
states. 

This essay will begin with a brief introduction on the Gaza 
Strip and Cuba, covering the alleged reasons by the sanc-
tioning states on the target ones and the characteristics of 
both the blockade and the embargo. Three arguments will 
be presented to answer the above-stated question that will 
disclose why the embargo and the blockade have failed to 
weaken and overthrow the regimes. They will show that 
the sanctions have failed because the Hamas and Cuban 
regimes have exploited the sanctioning policies through a 
process of delegitimization. First, the incumbent regimes 
have explained to their peoples that the country’s econom-
ic problems are a result of the sanctions, that Hamas and 
Cuba have found alternative channels to obtain resources, 
and finally that there have been enduring international ef-
forts to further delegitimize the sanctions. 

The Gaza Strip
The Gaza Strip, one of the most densely populated terri-
tories, lies on the Eastern coast of the Mediterranean Sea, 
bordering Egypt on the southwest and Israel on the south, 
east and north. It was under foreign administration – 
Egyptian then Israeli – from 1948 until 1994 when it came 
under the direction of the Palestinian National Author-
ity (PNA) until 2006. The Strip is currently under Hamas 
rule. Hamas was founded in the late 1980s during the First 
Intifada. During the Second Intifada, it emerged as the 
most active actor against Israel, employing such methods 
as suicide bombings. In February 2005 the Israeli govern-
ment voted on a unilateral disengagement from the Gaza 

Strip. By September 2005 all Israel Defense Forces (IDF) 
personnel left while Israeli citizens were evicted. In Janu-
ary 2006 a Palestinian legislative election was held, in an 
electoral victory for Hamas, which were described by hu-
man rights organizations as free and fair.

Preceding the blockade was a series of economic sanc-
tions imposed against the Palestinian Authority by Israel 
and the Quartet on the Middle East, which comprised of 
the U.S., Russia, the United Nations (UN), and the Euro-
pean Union (EU) as a result of Hamas’s 2006 electoral vic-
tory. The purpose of the sanctions was to force Hamas to 
“…satisfy the three conditions imposed by Israel and other 
countries: to recognize Israel’s permanent right to exist, 
to forswear violence and to accept the validity of previous 
Palestinian-Israeli agreements, which are based on the 
concept of a two-state solution as the foundation stone for 
a peace treaty.”1 The sanctions consisted in withholding 
tax revenues collected in the Palestinian territories by Is-
rael, U.S. banking restrictions, interrupting international 
aid to the Palestinian National Authority and restrictions 
by Israel of movement of goods within the Palestinian ter-
ritories and outside of it. However, in June 2007 Hamas 
expelled Fatah from Gaza by force, effectively taking ab-
solute political control. Consequently, Israel and the U.S. 
reestablished relations with the West Bank Fatah-run 
government while augmenting sanctions on the Hamas-
controlled territory of Gaza by imposing a near-total eco-
nomic blockade.

The purpose of the Israeli blockade has been to remove 
Hamas from office.  To achieve this end, the Israeli admin-
istration has sought to prevent Hamas from effectively 
ruling by denying them access to resources while asphyxi-
ating all economic activity, in the hope that it will lead to 
social and political upheaval. Nonetheless, the result has 
been the reverse: Hamas has been isolated, has unjustly an-
nulled elections enabling it to further entrench its power 
while gaining popularity as a resilient movement against 
the Israeli occupation. Carol Migdalovitz unambiguously 
describes the objectives and outcome of the blockade as a 
“…tight land, sea and air blockade on the Gaza Strip…With 
the blockade, Israel…hoped to turn Gazans against Hamas 
by contrasting Hamas rule with the better life of the Pal-
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estinians in the West Bank. Instead, the blockade isolated 
the territory and helped strengthen Hamas’s control.”2 

The Republic of Cuba
Cuba, strategically located in the Caribbean with a popu-
lation of 11 million, has been governed by a socialist to-
talitarian regime led by Fidel Castro since revolutionary 
triumph in1959. The U.S. imposed-embargo was enacted 
partially in October 1960, and strengthened in February 
1962. The imposition of the embargo was a result of two 
policies adopted by Castro: 1) the nationalization of as-
sets and properties owned by US corporations and citi-
zens, and 2) the alignment of Cuba with the Soviet Union. 
Moreover, the embargo was codified into law with the en-
actment of the Cuban Democratic Act in 1992 and further 
strengthened with the Helms-Burton Act.

The underlying principle of the embargo – as in Gaza – 
was to overthrow Fidel Castro’s regime. Sussane Gratius 
accurately summarizes US policy since Castro’s rise to 
power: “Since the sixties, US policy towards Cuba has had 
two aims: 1) to cause the fall of Fidel Castro’s regime, 2) 
to establish a liberal democracy and a market economy on 
the island.”3 In order to achieve these two goals, succes-
sive US governments have used an arsenal of instruments 
including diplomatic pressure and isolation, fostering 
opposition movements within Cuba, sponsoring violent 
anti-Castro movements such as Alpha 66 and the suspen-
sion of diplomatic relations. However, the American “eco-
nomic and financial embargo…continues to be the key part 
of its policy towards its neighboring country.”4 The objec-
tive of the sanctions – again, as in Gaza – was to deny the 
Cuban regime of effective rule by preventing them access 
to resources, which would erode regimes legitimacy, pro-
voking an economic crisis followed by a social upheaval. 
Former Deputy Under-Secretary of State for Inter-Amer-
ican Affairs Lester D. Mallory pertinently defines the em-
bargo’s objective: 

As observed, Cuba and Gaza share, despite distinctions 

in the technicalities of the policies and deep political and 
geographic differences, an identical burden with an equal 
objective: foreign economic sanctions intended to depose 
the ruling regimes. In the section below I will argue how 
the policies have failed to weaken and oust the incumbent 
regimes.

First, the blockade and embargo have failed due to the 
internal delegitimization campaigns promoted by the 
target regimes against the sanctions. These campaigns 
insist that the country’s economic woes are a result of 
the sanctions. This victimized rhetoric on the country’s 
economic problems and the inability to deliver the popu-
lation has resulted in increased political support for the 
regimes rather than turning the populations against the 
incumbent regimes as sanctioning states had intended. In 
Cuba, according to Cuban Foreign Affairs minister Bruno 
Rodriguez “the direct economic damage inflicted on the 
Cuban people by the implementation of the blockade over 
the last 50 years amounts to more than $751 billion dol-
lars.”6 This economic damage has been caused by the loss 
of earnings due to the obstacles to the development of ser-
vices and exports, restrictions on Cuban purchases in the 
United States, the limitation imposed on the growth of the 
national production of goods and services (limited access 
to technologies), denial of Cuba’s access to international 
credit and to integration in international financial regu-
lations, exclusion of third-nation ships from U.S. ports, 
and the U.S. travel ban.7 Moreover, although the Cuban re-
gime has been credited with having been able to establish 
a nation-wide free healthcare service, there are medical 
shortages which Cuban authorities blame on the embargo 
by using propaganda billboards in highly congested areas 
stating: “12 hours of blockade are equivalent to all the nec-
essary insulin for the country’s sixty-four thousand pa-
tients.”8

Also, a “brain drain” has been emphasized by the Cuban 
leadership due in part to the Cuban Adjustment Act (CAA) 
of 1996 – first implemented in 1966 – which is “a special 
procedure under which Cuban natives or citizens…get a 
green card  permanent residence if they have been present 
in the United States for at least 1 year, they have been ad-
mitted or paroled and they are admissible as immigrants.”9 
The CAA, essentially known as the “wet foot, dry foot pol-
icy” allows Cubans reaching U.S. soil, but not water to ob-
tain the treasured green card. This policy has had a double 
effect. First and foremost, it has “encouraged” Cubans to 
migrate, mainly illegally, by speed- and homemade boats 
allowing many Cubans to prosper in the U.S., but has also 

Most Cubans support Castro.... the only foreseeable 
means to alienate internal support is by creating dis-
illusionment and discouragement based on lack of 
satisfaction and economical difficulties… We should 
immediately use any possible measure to…. cause 
hunger, desperation and the overthrow of the Gov-
ernment.5



resulted in thousands dying in the strait of Florida. Sec-
ondly, it has given Fidel Castro another pretext to attack 
the embargo by attributing blame on the death and flight 
of Cubans: “The government of the United States should 
repeal the murderous Cuban Adjustment Act, which has 
cost the lives of so many women, children, old people 
and other citizens of Cuba, and continues to do so.”10 The 
Castro regime, in a biased fashion and through state-run 
media, exploits the humane and economic losses that the 
migration causes as a result of the CAA in turn gaining 
sympathy and undermining the embargo. Moreover, al-
though the state provides each Cuban with a monthly food 
staple at an artificially low price, food is expensive due to a 
shortage in supply. Jorge Dominguez cogently articulates 
the ineffectiveness of the embargo and its effect on food: 

These negative consequences affecting the Cuban people 
have allowed the brilliant orator of Fidel Castro, for over 
50 years in Cuba’s state-run media, to blame the U.S. for 
the economic woes: “I want to remind you… of a basic ethi-
cal principal related to Cuba: any injustice, any crime in 
whatever time has no excuse to go on. The cruel blockade 
(embargo) against the Cuban people costs lives, costs suf-
fering.”12 Thus the Cuban population has been the primary 
victim while the regime has benefitted politically by using 
the embargo as a holistic justification for the country’s 
woes. A report to the Committee on Foreign Relations of 
the U.S. Senate explicitly described the futile outcome of 
the embargo:

Similarly, in Gaza, the blockade imposed by Israel “has 
‘locked in’ 1.5 million people…triggering a protracted hu-
man dignity crisis with negative humanitarian conse-
quences.”14 Gaza experiences a collective punishment 
which has negatively affected in all aspects of livelihood: 
over 40 percent of Gaza’s workforce is unemployed, ap-
proximately 75 percent of Gaza’s population is food inse-
cure and some 90 percent of the population experiences 
scheduled electricity cuts.15 For instance, the livelihoods 
of many Gazans has been severely affected as a result of 
the 3-mile limit, who has seen how their fishing catch 
dropped from 3,650 metric tonnes in 1999 to 1,525 metric 
tonnes in 2009, while figures indicated that during 2010 
the decline in fishing catch would continue.16 Moreover, 
the blockade has resulted in the near total collapse of 
Gaza’s private sector. About 95 percent of industrial es-
tablishments (3,750) have either been forced to close or 
were destroyed over the past four years, resulting in a loss 
of 100,000 to 120,000 jobs.17 The Gaza population, like the 
Cuban, has been the principal casualty of the economic 
hardship inflicted by the blockade, resulting in increased 
support for the Gaza regime and augmented criticism of 
Israel. Despite this, Hamas does not enjoy full support of 
the population. As Dr. Ivan Eland, Director of Defense Pol-
icy Studies at the Cato Institute, rightly says:

Despite dreadful living conditions, 37 percent seeking im-
migration from Gaza, and the lack of economic resources 
by the government, PSR Ramallah statistics illustrate that 
Dr. Eland’s claim holds value: a recent “positive evaluation 
of the performance of the Ismail Haniyeh government 
reaches 36 percent while if elections were held today, 
Haniyeh would receive up to 36 percent of the vote.”19 Ad-
ditionally, as a result of isolation and the direct effects of 
the blockade on the people, Hamas has further consolidat-
ed its power by clamping down on media-sources and thus 
consolidated power in turn censoring any criticism and 
only projecting the economic woes caused by the block-
ade. For instance, circulation of the Al-Hayat al-Jadida, 
Al-Ayyam, and Al-Quds newspapers was prevented from 
entering by the Gaza police.20 Daniel Byman is very explic-
it in saying that:

“Most helpful to Cuban hardliners has been the 
so-called Cuban Democracy Act… The acts only 
significant measure has been to mandate penalties 
on U.S. firms whose third country subsidiaries 
trade with Cuba… Since that trade was mostly in 
foodstuffs, Cuban leaders now find it easier to blame 
food shortages on Washington.”11

According to several analysts, the complete ban on 
U.S. trade and financial transactions with Cuba from 
the 1960s to the present allowed the Castro govern-
ment to use the external threat posed by the United 
States to win additional popular support. In addi-
tion, as a visible symbol of U.S. hostility, the sanc-
tions made it possible for Castro to justify building 
a large military and establishing tight political con-
trols on Cuban society.13

“Overall, the blockade helped Hamas… (because) 
people anywhere tend to rally around their govern-
ment when they are under military or economic at-
tack… (And) Gazans resent the attempt at strangula-
tion and provide greater support to Hamas… further 
radicalized… against Israel.” 18
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The embargo and the blockade have brought economic 
hardship to the people of Gaza and Cuba by collectively 
punishing them with economic sanctions that have al-
lowed the regimes to politically consolidate. Rather than 
causing a popular backlash on the incumbent regimes, the 
sanctions have instead earned them popularity for resist-
ing and allowing them to have a “rally-around-the-flag” 
effect. 

A second reason why economic sanctions have not suc-
ceeded in weakening or ousting the Hamas and Castro 
regimes is that both parties have found alternative chan-
nels to obtain resources. Israel and the U.S. expected the 
collapse of the targeted regimes by economically asphyxi-
ating them, resulting in their inability to acquire the re-
sources to fulfill their agendas, mainly providing for their 
populations. However, the sanctions did not contain strict 
mechanisms that could prevent Hamas and Cuba from 
obtaining resources through alternative channels. For in-
stance, U.S. policy since the Cuban revolution has aimed 
to unsuccessfully eliminate Castro by closing its market to 
the U.S only to see the Soviet Union counterbalance U.S. 
policies. For example, “President Eisenhower went on to 
cut the Cuban sugar quota on 6 July 1960 in an open and 
deliberate attempt to undermine Castro’s power. But the 
Soviet Union…stepped into the breach.”22

From the early 1960s to the late 1980s, Cuba found in the 
Soviet Union a lucrative commercial partner and a long-
term ally. Mark Katz highlights this relationship patently 
stating “the complete embargo by the U.S. of all trade with 
Cuba was offset by large-scale Soviet economic assis-
tance.”23

Moreover, the Soviet Union served as an economic and 
military sponsor of the Cuban regime by establishing a re-
ciprocal commercial exchange of goods produced in Cuba 
to the Soviet Union, mainly sugar, and the Soviet Union 
provided the island with military equipment, consumer 
goods and many oil derivatives that the US refused to ex-
change. Huberman and Sweezy elaborate on this commer-
cial exchange by explaining the rationale behind it:

Despite the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1989, Cuba was 
able to weather the disintegration of its main patron and 
continue to offset the embargo through non-American 
channels. Ironically, during the decade of the 1990’s Cuba 
opened its borders to inflows of capital deriving mainly 
from Europe that were channeled to the rise of the tourist 
industry providing the Cuban regime with a new source of 
income. In 2000, with the rise of Hugo Chavez and Ven-
ezuela’s energetic power, Cuba saw the rise of what would 
become its principal commercial patron in exchange 
for its qualified human capital. Thus, the outcome of the 
flourished Cuban-Venezuelan relations took the form of 
the “oil-for-doctors” relations, allowing Cuba to offset the 
absence of the Soviet Union and the embargo: 

The Hamas regime, considering the economic difficulty 
of earning an income caused by the inability to engage in 
private and external economic activity as a result of the 
air, land and sea restrictions and the drastic reduction of 
international aid also pursued alternative resource chan-
nels. By preventing the arrival of merchant ships and air-
craft, a new source of income has emerged in the develop-
ment and taxing of the “tunnel trade.” Hundreds of tunnels, 
running mainly between Gaza and Egypt, not only employ 
about 40,000 people but also, the tunnel trade is estimated 
to have earned Hamas up to $200 million in taxes.26 More-
over, due to the inability of merchants to engage in official 
commercial exchanges and the unwillingness of the Quar-
tet countries to economically engage the Gaza administra-

“the siege has failed at another level: it has 
not weakened Hamas… Today, Hamas has an 
unquestioned – and, in the eyes of most Gazans, 
largely legitimate – monopoly on the use of force and 
its political clout among Palestinians has grown at 
the expense of Fatah.” 21

…Cuba is a low-cost producer of sugar, perhaps 
the lowest-cost producer in the world...The Soviet 
Union is a low cost producer of the things Cuba is 
most in need of: oil, trucks and jeeps, tractors, ma-
chinery etc....It follows that… the Soviet Union can 
reduce the average cost of its sugar consumption by 
exchanging what Cuba needs for Cuban sugar…24

…Caracas provided the critical lifeline in the energy 
field: Venezuelan oil reenergized vital sectors of the 
island’s economy, ending the enervating blackouts 
of the Special Period. Economic growth had reached 
11.8 percent by 2005 and has remained at a respect-
able level since…According to direct agreements 
between Havana and Caracas, Cuba receives 90,000 
barrels of oil a day largely in exchange for over 
30,000 doctors and medical personnel and special-
ists in fields such as education and sports.25



tion, Hamas has sought to strengthen its financial stand-
ing by, paradoxically, acquiring more funds externally. To 
appeal to foreign actors for economic support, Hamas has 
attracted financial donations by means of its reputation as 
a charity – Dawa activity.27 Hamas receives funding from 
a variety of external actors, including Iran, Palestinian 
expatriates, private benefactors in Saudi Arabia, charities 
and associations operating in the Palestinian territories 
and communities in Europe and North America as well 
as other Arab states. A significant portion of funds derives 
from the Gulf States, primarily Saudi Arabian sources 
amounting to a total value of $12 million a year.28 More-
over, according to Matthew Levitt, Hamas, based on Is-
raeli and Canadian intelligence, receives between $3 and 
$18 million a year from Iran.29 Also, through organizations 
such as The Palestine Relief and Development Fund (In-
terpal) in Great Britain, The Holyland Foundation (HLF) 
in the U.S., the Al Aqsa Foundation in Germany, Holland, 
Belgium and Denmark and the Comité de Bienfaisance 
et Solidarité avec la Palestine in France, Hamas has been 
able to obtain more funds.30

Additionally, countries friendly to Hamas such as Syria 
provide its leadership with refuge for its militants, and 
space to train combatants and organize its financial and 
military strategies. Lastly, funds transferred to the Pal-
estinian Authority are channeled through specific semi-
institutions in Gaza with no direct connections to Hamas 
that benefit the people in Gaza. Institutions of this kind 
include: the Coastal Municipal Water Utility, an indepen-
dent water utility responsible for managing all water and 
wastewater systems in Gaza that has received over $60 
million in funding for projects and institutional develop-
ment; the NGO Development Center a Palestinian NGO 
that manages and allocates $28 million in grants to NGOs, 
with at least 40 percent of NDC’s funding going to Gaza; 
the Municipal Development and Lending Fund (MDLF), 
an autonomous public institution managing $115 million 
and with 40 percent of its programs in Gaza, was estab-
lished to support municipalities in fulfilling their man-
date as front line service providers by financing infra-
structure investments, costs for critical services for the 
public and provides technical assistance to municipalities 
to improve their management.31 Also, the United Nations, 
through the United Nations Reliefs Work Agency, funds 
numerous social projects. Paradoxically, another source 
of income for the people of Gaza has been the payment of 
salaries for certain public-sectors employees not to work 
(for the Hamas government) by the Palestinian Authority 
in the West Bank.32

Gaza and Cuba have confronted, and continue to con-
front, numerous obstacles to finance government expen-
ditures as a result of the economic sanctions. However, 
with diverging and innovative financing strategies they 
have been able to offset the sanctioning policies to a high 
degree by obtaining alternative resources mainly from ex-
ternal actors. This has allowed both regimes to evade the 
full impact of the economic sanctions and not face any 
significant domestic threat by receiving external aid thus 
enabling the Gaza and Cuban administrations to reason-
ably advance their agendas and consolidate their grip on 
power. 

Lastly, both the embargo and the blockade have failed to 
weaken or oust the regimes as a result of international 
campaigns pursued by the Gaza and Cuban regimes. These 
campaigns have been centered on direct and indirect ef-
fects of the economic sanctions and have been beneficial 
to the Castro and Hamas governments by diverting atten-
tion from their domestic problems and instead have pro-
vided them with greater legitimacy to their claims against 
the blockade and the embargo. For instance, since 1992 
and promoted by the Cuban government, the UN General 
Assembly holds an annual resolution calling for the Unit-
ed States to lift the longstanding economic embargo. The 
outcome on each vote has been an overwhelming diplo-
matic victory for the Cuban government. First, since 1992, 
no more than four countries have supported the resolu-
tion – this year only the U.S. and Israel voted against it.33 
On the contrary, the Castro dictatorship has seen every 
year an increasing amount of countries voting in favor of 
the embargo’s lift with 59 on the first resolution and 187 
this past year. The UN resolution has allowed Castro and 
his government to draw attention to the futility of the em-
bargo and to highlight the negative effects of the embargo.

The Elian Gonzalez case presented another diplomatic 
victory that united Cubans and strengthened the posi-
tion of the regime while diverting attention from Cubans’ 
continued deprivation of basic freedoms.  On November 
25, 1999, Elian, a five-year-old Cuban boy, reached Florida 
shores on an inner tube, following a ship-wreck in which 
his mother perished in the open seas. Immediately, Elián 
became a rallying symbol for Miami Cubans, a large num-
ber of whom mounted a major campaign to retain the boy 
in the United States under the custody of relatives. The 
reaction in Cuba was rapid and furious. Led personally 
by Fidel Castro, and the Unión de Jóvenes Comunistas 
(UJC), a nation-wide well-orchestrated campaign to rally 
Cubans was put in motion in support of Elián’s return to 
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his father who had stayed on the island. Huge mass mobi-
lizations now became part of routine life in Cuba and in 
June 2000 Elian returned. The importance of the cam-
paign for bolstering Castro’s regime was significant. As 
described by Mauricio Font:

In Gaza, the blockade has been enacted for over four years 
causing great peril to the people of Gaza. Consequently, in 
recent years, humanitarian aid groups have sent aid ships 
and activists to Gaza to lessen the suffering of Gazans 
fearing possible reprisal by Israeli authorities. The Free-
dom Flotilla is a very but particularly instructive example, 
which Hamas strongly supported. Prior to the assault the 
Flotilla suffered, Hamas leader Ismail Haniyeh said, “the 
meaning of the flotilla is that the entire world opposes the 
siege on the Gaza Strip, and if Israel behaves like pirates 
and sea-terrorists – we will win.”35 Meanwhile, Israel ac-
knowledged the campaign in favor of the Flotilla with 
Foreign Affairs Minister Avigdor Lieberman saying, “the 
aid convoy is violent propaganda against Israel…”36 The 
outcome of the Flotilla resulted, according to Haniyeh’s 
calculation, in an Israeli assault and a diplomatic and 
rhetorical victory for Hamas. The assault by Israeli com-
mandos resulted in the death of nine Turkish citizens and 
one Turkish-American, benefiting Hamas politically as a 
result of widespread international condemnations to the 
assault that delegitimized the blockade. 

The Freedom Flotilla event represented a victory for 
Hamas by reflecting the failure of the blockade and divert-

ing attention from Hamas’ internal authoritarian tenden-
cies allowing Hamas to escape greater scrutiny. Interest-
ingly, Israel agreed to ease the blockade a month after the 
attack. It lifted its ban on most consumer goods despite 
maintaining restrictions on many construction materials 
and “dual use” items.38 Moreover, the Hamas regime has 
seen an indirect benefit from the international campaign 
that has emerged with diverging actors denouncing the 
illegality of the blockade. For instance, the U.N. Human 
Rights Chief, Navi Pillay, stated that the Gaza blockade 
is illegal because it amounts to collective punishment of 
civilians, which is prohibited under the Geneva Conven-
tions and cited the conventions’ requirement that “no 
protected person may be punished for an offense he or she 
has not personally committed. Collective penalties and 
likewise all measures of intimidation or of terrorism are 
prohibited.”39 Moreover, the International Committee of 
the Red Cross (ICRC), a traditionally neutral organiza-
tion, declared that:

Implications & Conclusion
Researchers at the Peterson Institute for International 
Economics in Washington, D.C. recently released the 
third edition of their highly regarded book-length study on 
economic sanctions, examining over 170 cases in the last 
century. Their main conclusion: sanctions have accom-
plished their proclaimed objective in only about a third of 
all cases — and most of those involved goals far more mod-
est than regime change.41 With this evidence, what is the 
purpose of maintaining policies that have proven unsuc-
cessful? There is a growing international consensus on 
the futility of the embargo and the blockade and the eco-
nomic hardship they have fostered while simultaneously 
reaping political benefits to the incumbent governments. 
Consequently, the U.S. and Israeli government must re-
vise their policies, which have delegitimized the U.S. and 
Israel while legitimizing the oppressive Hamas and Castro 
leaderships. The embargo and the blockade have served as 
a scapegoat for Hamas and Castro who employ them as an 

The campaign to gain custody of Elián as well as its 
outcome turned out to be a major political success 
for Castro personally and for his regime. The mobi-
lizations rallied many Cubans around their national 
leader, once again. The outcome confirmed the re-
gime’s claims to legality, and authorities basked in 
their ability to “protect a Cuban child against injus-
tice.34

The international condemnation of the Israeli raid 
on the flotilla was possibly unprecedented in its 
severity… One of the beneficiaries of the raid will 
be Hamas. The main perception after the raid was 
that the blockade policy had failed and could not 
be continued, so any easing of the blockade will be 
seen as a victory for Hamas in its confrontation with 
Israel.37

“the whole of Gaza’s civilian population is being 
punished for acts for which they bear no responsi-
bility. The closure therefore constitutes a collective 
punishment imposed in clear violation of Israel’s ob-
ligations under international humanitarian law.”40 
These aforementioned non-orchestrated declara-
tions have indirectly aided Hamas at discrediting 
the blockade. 



excuse for their own failings. In Cuba, almost fifty years 
of embargo and Castro rule uphold the urgent necessity 
to repeal the embargo. The embargo has shielded the is-
land from democratic and market economy forces, which 
could eventually be embraced by the Cuban people in an 
embargo-free scenario and increase domestic demand for 
regime change. Although the recent Republican victory in 
the legislative election and the highly influential Cuban-
American community will not facilitate further open-
ings towards Cuba by President Obama, U.S. politicians 
must struggle to repeal the embargo.42 Allowing American 
tourists and companies will not only aid Cubans but will 
also benefit the U.S. politically and economically. Trends 
among Cuban-Americans seem to be shifting as reflected 
by a poll of Cuban-Americans in Florida’s Miami-Dade 
County that found that 55 percent of the respondents were 
in favor of lifting the embargo. In Gaza, described by con-
servative British PM David Cameron as a “prison camp”, 
Israel must repeal the near-total blockade, which has de-
humanized Gazans while harnessing Hamas greater pow-
er and legitimacy. Israel must focus on achieving a higher 
degree of security rather than overthrowing Hamas. To do 
so Israel and its allies must engage Hamas, as Dr. Larbi Sa-
diki says by “investing more soft power in Gaza to lure Ga-
zans and Hamas to the negotiating table, and unburdening 
Israel and Egypt of their dehumanizing tactics.”43 Israel 
must also find a mechanism by which to ensure that arms 
imports do not rearm Hamas without inflicting extreme 
humanitarian damage.

This essay has emphasized that the embargo and the 
blockade have failed at weakening and/or ousting the 
Hamas and Castro regimes, but rather have instead bol-
stered the leadership’s legitimacy and allowed them to 
thus consolidate power. The ruling elites have countered 
the rationale for the imposition of economic sanctions by 
emphasizing the detrimental socioeconomic effects of the 
policies on ordinary Cubans and Gazans, have found alter-
native sources of income through patron-client relation-
ships with other countries and actors, and have carried 
out international efforts to further undermine the legiti-
macy of the policies. 
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The 1994 Israel-Jordan Treaty of Peace provides a clear 
challenge to the Realist theories of water as a scarce re-
source leading to a zero-sum game and ultimately, inter-
state conflict. A number of factors should have provoked 
conflict over water between Israel and Jordan. Instead, 
these two countries came to sign a viable peace treaty ad-
dressing substantive issues that included water allocation 
and distribution. This treaty is an appropriate case to cri-
tique the realist prediction of water scarcity and power 
calculations breeding interstate conflict. In this paper, 
I will critique the realist theory on two accounts. First, 
the importance of the historical precedent of cooperation 
between Israel and Jordan must be noted. Secondly, on 
whether water was the primary national interest, beyond 
all others, for the two countries. Indeed, water policy be-
tween the two countries could have been subject to other 
wider domestic and regional forces that affect the possi-
bility for conflict or cooperation. 

This paper will be organized as follows. It provides a back-
ground on water supply and its importance to Israel and 
Jordan. It then explains the realist theory for resource 
conflict and applies these arguments to the case of Israel 
and Jordan. Following this background, the paper moves 
onto the critiques. I will argue that despite conditions be-
tween Israel and Jordan supporting the realist argument 
for resource conflict, this narrow view negates wider his-
torical patterns and political issues for the two countries, 
and subsequently reduces the explanatory value of the re-
alist account.

The Water Situation in Jordan and Israel
The Jordan River basin comprising the Yarmouk and Jor-
dan rivers is a small, but crucial source of water for Israel 
and Jordan. This basin provides between 1200-1800 mil-
lion cubic meters (mcm) of water annually, or to put it in 
perspective, less than 2% of the total water flow from the 
Nile and 1% of the Congo.1 That said, both states are de-
pendent on the river basin, with the Jordan River provid-
ing 75% of Jordan’s water supply and 60% of Israel’s.2 The 
agricultural sectors are the dominant consumers of water 

resources for both countries. Of Jordan’s total demand of 
740 mcm, agriculture utilized 520 mcm or close to 70% 
of total demand in 1990. Similarly, agriculture consumed 
1250 mcm of Israel’s total demand of 2100-2200 mcm 
or close to 67% in the same year. Yet, renewable supplies 
failed to meet growing demand and both countries faced 
deficits in water supply. In 1990, Jordanian supply reached 
720 mcm equating to a shortfall of 20 mcm; Israel faced a 
shortfall of 150 mcm with supply reaching 1950 mcm. It 
should be noted that although Israel faced greater deficits, 
Jordan experienced higher rates of population growth, 
greater variability in supply and had lower absolute sup-
ply and supply per capita. These water deficits contributed 
to the overexploitation of domestic sources by both sides 
with each exceeding the sustainable level by between 
15%-20% and lowering water tables.3 However, the issues 
directly related to the allocation, quality, and management 
of water between Israel and Jordan were resolved in Ar-
ticle 6 and its annexes of the 1994 Peace Treaty. 

Before the 1994 treaty, the most substantive example of Is-
raeli-Jordanian conflict over water cooperation occurred 
with the American-negotiated Johnson Plan in 1953. The 
Johnson Plan derived from UNRWA’s “Main Plan” es-
tablished water allocation quotas for the countries in the 
Jordan Basin. The two states never officially signed the 
agreement. The plan failed as political factors impeded its 
success. Among the most salient was the official state-of-
war existing between the two countries after the 1948 Ar-
ab-Israeli War. For Jordan to sign an agreement with Is-
rael would signify officially recognizing Israeli statehood. 
The rise of the Pan-Arabist movement, following Nasser’s 
assumption of power in Egypt the year before, further 
pressured this decision. Jordan would have considered its 
relationship with other Arab states compromised by sign-
ing the agreement. Moreover, suspicions that the United 
States used the Johnson Plan as a guise to gain Arab co-
operation with Israel precluded cooperation on water is-
sues.4 Israel and Jordan continued to tacitly follow the 
regulations outlined in the Johnson Plan with the help of 
American aid and other inducements. In the absence of an 
officially recognized agreement, there were disputes that 
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could be used by realists to link water issues to interstate 
conflict. One example is a chain of events linking a dispute 
over the 1963 Arab-led water diversion plan and the out-
break of the June 1967 War.5 Similarly, Jordanian troops 
mobilized along the shared border after accusing Israel of 
diverting water from the East Ghor Canal in 1979.6

The 1994 treaty between Israel and Jordan ended the 
forty-year long state-of-war between the two states. Yet, 
as shown in the previous paragraph, relations between the 
two countries were certainly less contentious than rela-
tions between Israel and its regional neighbors. The treaty 
addressed water issues in Article 6 with four key specifi-
cations: i) agreement on the need to develop and maintain 
new water sources to increase the quantity of water avail-
able; ii) to prevent contamination of water resources and 
protect water quality; iii) mutual assistance to prevent 
shortages through allocation and sharing during the win-
ter and summer months; and iv) to establish a Joint Water 
Committee (JWC) to increase the flow of information and 
promote joint research and development between Jordan 
and Israel. This agreement was depicted as being derived 
from mutualism without asymmetrically benefitting one 
party and as a bilateral institutional framework on which 
to base other riparian reconciliation in the region.7

The Realist Argument
The realist argument begins with the premise that re-
sources become securitized or a military aim when they 
come to define the power of a country. According to this 
argument, water can be treated in this way because it 
provides a source of economic and political strength for 
countries. Wolf argues that water as a resource shares its 
most “contentious characteristics” with other resources.8 
Yet water unlike oil, has no clear substitutes and is diffi-
cult to redistribute, making it a valid concern in security 
calculations. Within this framework, water is an essential 
resource with many crosscutting influences that prompt 
states to maximize its use.  Thus, when water reaches a 
point of relative scarcity and states reach a “water bar-
rier,” conflict is likely to erupt between states competing 
over water resources.9

Authors give four distinct criteria for determining the like-
lihood of conflict over water.10  Firstly, the degree of water 
scarcity between the two countries and within each coun-
try can increase tensions. The root of this scarcity can be 
from environmental changes or technical and actual/per-
ceived political issues called “blockages.” Political factors 

are especially polemic because, while they increase scar-
city, they can also raise perceptions of threat to national 
interest that can lead to conflict. Secondly, the nature of 
the interests involved for each state. This can include how 
states utilize water in their economies and politically, 
their shared dependence on a single water source and the 
extent of their shared interests. Thirdly, authors point out 
the relative riparian position of basin states or the geo-
graphic location of the state and access to the river.

Accordingly, upstream states have greater “riparian pow-
er” to control river flow than downstream states.11 For 
Naff and Matson, this concept of riparian power can be 
linked to broader realist conceptions of internal and ex-
ternal state power and the ability of one state to project 
power to shape the actions of the other, such as through 
access to water. According to Gleick, a fourth criterion is 
the availability of alternative sources or technology to re-
duce scarcity, such as desalination, improved irrigation, 
water purification, or more efficient water use. As a gener-
al hypothesis, conflict potential is highest with increased 
scarcity (with few alternatives) with high water-related 
interests and similar relative riparian power between the 
two states. 

Conflict between Israel and Jordan over 
Water?
Realists demonstrate that the prevailing conditions and 
power dynamics between Israel and Jordan before the 
1994 peace agreement should have culminated in conflict. 
First, in terms of water supply, each state faced high water 
scarcity in relation to the size of the shared Jordan River 
basin and each country’s dependence on the river for wa-
ter. Each state relied on inefficient, low quality domestic 
sources of water and these situations were greatly exac-
erbated by a series of droughts and crop failures between 
1988 and 1993. Moreover, given the importance of water 
to agriculture, which is the principal industry in the Jor-
danian and Israeli economies, increased scarcity should 
breed competition and conflict over water. At the time, the 
increased scarcity was certainly exacerbated by popula-
tion growth, development, climate change and hydroelec-
tric dependence.12 This point satisfies one criterion that 
determines the likelihood of conflict.

For both countries, other water-related enter into their 
political calculations. Beyond the immediate economic 
considerations on Israel’s national interest, agricultural 
activity figures prominently in Zionist ideology. 



Water takes on a symbolic significance within this Israeli 
nationalist discourse due its use in agriculture.13 In addi-
tion, Wolf argues that water is crucial to Israel for stra-
tegic purposes. Water was a necessity for irrigation and 
hydropower in the establishment of Israeli towns and set-
tlements. It took on strategic importance as Israel sought 
to develop and defend of borders and its peripheral areas.14  
Water as a resource is thus intimately connected to Israeli 
national interest and power. For Jordan as well, water re-
lates to two issues of primary concerns, sustainable devel-
opment and political stability. Arguably, water does not 
take on the same strategic value for Jordan as Israel.

On the third point, Israel’s geographic location as the “up-
stream” country puts it in a powerful position. Israel’s 
greater riparian power gives it leverage against Jordan, 
as a “weaker”, downstream country), enabling it to con-
trol the quantity and quality of the flow. That said, Jordan 
would likely perceive any disruption of flow or “blockage” 
by Israel as inflammatory. 

There are few alternatives or substitutes for water in 
either country, which further increases the chances of 
armed conflict. Each country relies heavily on the Jordan 
River for the majority of its water resources and is forced 
to overexploit its own domestic resources to meet its 
needs.  The possibility for improvements of desalinization 
or irrigation technology could potentially alleviate some 
of the burden, but are too high cost on the scale needed to 
be efficient.15 If we accept the realist hypothesis regarding 
water conflict, the Jordan-Israel case should have erupted 
into conflict. Yet, history reminds us that they instead co-
operated to sign a peace treaty in 1994. 

Resource Non-Conflict
Before critiquing the realist argument, it is important to 
understand an alternative argument that explains or can 
be used to predict non-conflict within the realist frame-
work.  Naff and Matson do not dismiss the possibility for 
cooperation, but instead suggest that if there are high 
shared interests between both countries--that is, if water 
is so essential in highly charged situations--it will not al-
ways culminate in conflict.16 Additionally, if a state’s po-
litical or economic interests are perceived as “fostered” 
by other actors, participants will move towards non-con-
flict.17 One state must be the dominant actor in terms of 
relative interests, power and riparian position for this to 
occur. These explanations are inextricably linked to cal-
culations of power in which water is an essential determi-

nant. Acording to the argument, Israel was the dominant 
power in the relationship where there was a high degree 
of shared interests between the two actors and this pre-
cluded conflict. 

Naff and Matson’s theory is valuable as it can be used to 
explain, within a realist framework, how two states can 
rest in non-conflict. Yet, I would argue that this theory re-
mains weak because it assumes preeminence of riparian 
or water-related interests over other interests. Further-
more, it relies on power relations between the two coun-
tries as the key determinant of policy. This aspect of the 
theory comes into critical question as it negates the role 
and importance of the weaker state in affecting the situ-
ation. For example, after a closer study of the negotiation 
process, it emerges that it was in fact Jordan who pursued 
water cooperation and therefore, non-conflict. Hadda-
din, the senior negotiator for the Jordanian delegation 
during the peace process, highlights Jordan’s insistence 
on addressing water issues, while Israel sought to focus 
more on electricity and environmental issues. Jordan had 
greater interests in increased water supply compared to 
Israel during this period, due to the water shortage and 
domestic/regional issues it faced.18 In this case, the weak-
er riparian power addressed water issues and shifted the 
relationship from one of possible conflict to non-conflict 
and cooperation.

The authors also highlight three determinants that can 
complicate moving from this state of conflict or non-con-
flict to cooperation over water disputes.  These determi-
nants include: 

Within the authors’ framework, other issues limit coop-
eration between the two countries, rather than relative 
power. To the extent Naff and Matson address non-con-
flict, despite rising scarcity at the time, they argue it oc-
curs due to rising Israeli riparian power vis-à-vis Jordan. 
Having considered how the realists address water related 
conflict, non-conflict and cooperation, I will now turn to 
critiquing the argument.

1)

2)

3)

Water’s cross-cutting nature and purposes in many 
different spheres;

Water being used as a weapon, a symbol and ideological 
tool domestically and internationally; and

Water’s relationship to wider issues and conflicts 
(such as the Arab-Israeli conflict). 19
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Critiques of Realism

Historical Perspectives
The first point of contention in the realist argument is its 
inability to explain the historical precedent of tacit coop-
eration between Israel and Jordan on issues of high and 
low politics, including water. Israel and Jordan were often 
called the “best of enemies” whereby, despite being in a 
formal state of war, they continued to maintain functional 
ties. Garfinkle notes that cooperative day-to-day relations 
have emerged from the needs of living in a small area with 
a shared border and multiple, overlapping interests.20 Ar-
eas of cooperation include: agriculture, pest control, pol-
lution control, intelligence, navigation, air traffic control, 
mining, banking and commence, and scientific exchange 
on water conservation and allocation. 

Specifically on water issues, we observe a largely coopera-
tive relationship that serves the interests of both coun-
tries. As discussed previously, the Johnson Plan (1953) 
remained a tacit agreement between the two countries on 
water allocation between 1953 and 1967. The East Ghor 
Canal and National Carrier projects (1965) represent the 
clearest examples of cooperation where each country ref-
erenced the Johnson plan and the interests of the other 
in the construction of these projects.21 Furthermore, dip-
lomatic meetings at high and low levels on water issues 
took place in 1970-71 and 1976. In 1985, the states estab-
lished an agenda for future negotiations on issues such as 
administration of the West Bank, control over Jerusalem, 
settlement building in the West Bank, final status for the 
Palestinians and water administration. Contacts were 
mixed into the Gulf War Era as regional and domestic pol-
itics became the primary concern for both countries. Is-
rael’s relative economic and military power and Jordan’s 
relative weakness bred a level of public hostility, suspicion 
and caution of threat between the two countries.22

It is notable that from 1985 to 1993, when water scarcity 
rose and realists predicted a water conflict between Israel 
and Jordan, the states maintained functional ties and dia-
logue. Although the conditions at the time were ripe, the 
countries were not driven to conflict. This result is con-
trary to the realist prediction that high scarcity, high po-
litical and economic interests, and similar riparian power 
between the two countries would lead to such a conflict. 
Therefore, we can firstly critique the realist account on 
the basis that it overlooks previous repeated patterns of 
engagement between the countries when predicting con-

flict. Closer consideration of these patterns in the Jorda-
nian/Israeli case reveals a longer history of tacit coopera-
tion over a multitude of issues and interests, rather than a 
conflict over a single issue. Wolf supports this critique by 
arguing that water resources were not a factor in strategic, 
spatial, or territorial terms in any previous wars between 
Israel and Jordan, or in the context of the wider Arab-Is-
rael Conflict.23 This critique raises questions over wheth-
er water can be considered a primary interest for either 
country; I will now address this question at greater length. 

Water in the Domestic/Regional Context
The realist argument posits that water scarcity will culmi-
nate in conflict driven by competition over the resource. 
In doing so, the realist argument elevates water to be a 
state’s primary interest and relegates other issues to lesser 
importance, such as regional security, regime stability and 
issues of domestic politics. I will instead argue that these 
issues are factors that are important drivers of policy in 
the place of water issues in some cases.
 
Realists posit that if cooperation occurs (because it is 
a primary interest) water will form the basis of a wider 
peace.24 We can question the viability of the argument by 
considering the content of the peace treaty. The main body 
of the peace treaty addresses broader issues of normaliza-
tion of political relations. Water issues were negotiated 
under Annex 6 with other issues of low politics. This is 
not to deny the importance of water as an issue, but it does 
raise questions over water’s relative importance as a na-
tional interest in relation to other issues. To resolve these 
questions we must consider domestic/regional events and 
interests, which affect water policy.

Jordan
It is widely argued that in the case of Jordan, the most 
prominent interest related to its domestic policy and 
policy vis-à-vis Israel was its treatment of the Palestin-
ians. Between 1948 and 1988, uncertainty over Palestin-
ian statehood and state responsibility of the Palestinians 
dominated Israeli/Jordanian relations. At the same time, 
prior to at least 1988, questions over who claimed sover-
eignty over the West Bank and ultimately, representation 
of the West Bank Palestinians, further deepened competi-
tion between the Jordanian Monarchy and the Palestinian 
Liberation Organization (PLO). In the Israel-Jordan-PLO 
triangle, Israel tended to support the Jordanian Monarchy. 
Israel’s own antagonistic relationship with the PLO drove 



this policy. I would argue that the issue of the Palestinians 
superseded water issues in domestic politics and its im-
portance to higher level Jordanian/Israeli diplomacy. 

Palestinians or so-called “West Bank Jordanians” com-
prise over half of the Jordanian population. In the interest 
of regime stability, the Monarchy maintained (and contin-
ues to maintain) a steady balance between representing 
the interests of this group and favoring the East Bank Jor-
danians who form the core of regime support. This balance 
entailed on the one hand, claiming a degree of economic 
and political responsibility over the West Bank and its 
people, supporting Palestinian nationalism, and refusing 
formal negotiations and peace with Israel. While on the 
other hand, it entailed relying on low-level patronage and 
preferential parliamentary and economic laws to appease 
the “East-Bank Jordanians.”25 A clear break in this policy 
occurred in 1988 when King Hussein renounced control 
over the West Bank. The monarchy introduced the policy 
in the hopes of promoting internal stability by insulating 
the monarchy from the Intifada uprising and establishing 
a new image of “Jordan for the Jordanians.”26 Water can 
be linked to issues of economic prosperity, sustainable 
development, and internal stability, which are important 
concerns of the Monarchy. Yet, I would argue that internal 
political dynamics and their implications on regime sta-
bility to the Jordanian Monarchy were of greater concern 
and surpass water as a primary interest. The limited and 
tightly controlled political liberalization led by the mon-
archy that was taking place during the same period further 
supports this point.27 

Israel
To view water as the primary concern for conflict negates 
Israel’s wider security interests and domestic interests. 
Firstly, within Israeli nationalist (Zionist) discourse, wa-
ter becomes connected with agriculture, taking on great 
symbolic value, and comes to be part of the wider drive 
for territorial expansion. Water as well becomes a tool for 
projecting internal and external state power to achieve 
aims connected to the wider conflict.28 In this way, water 
takes on a greater significance as part of a wider agenda. 
For example, we can highlight Israeli policy towards the 
Palestinians with its deep domestic and regional signifi-
cance as one that takes precedent over issues of water. 
Israel can limit Palestinian access to water to disrupt ag-
ricultural production or lower standards of living, while 
at the same time supplying a disproportionately high 
amount to Israelis.29 It appears that it is water’s connec-

tion with this broader conflict that causes it be perceived 
as a primary interest. 

It could be argued that Israel did not perceive water to be 
one of its primary interests in terms of its relations with 
Jordan because it had not reached its “water barrier.” For 
example, during the peace negotiations, energy and envi-
ronmental interests were treated as equally important as 
water in Israel’s negotiating platform. This could be be-
cause Israel faced a lower relative scarcity of water com-
pared to Jordan. As discussed previously, although Israel 
faced a higher absolute shortfall, it faced fewer pressures 
on this shortfall compared to Jordan. In addition, as an 
upstream country, Israel had greater control over the flow, 
quality and quantity of water resource compared to Jor-
dan.

Lastly, Israel’s own interest in putting pressure on the 
PLO, as well as the combined Intifada leadership provided 
strong motivation for supporting the Jordanian Monarchy 
at the time. Garfinkle underlines the degree of coordina-
tion between Israel and Jordan during the Intifada period 
(1987-1992). These actions were taken to politically iso-
late and economically squeeze the Intifada leadership to 
weaken their efforts.30 These activities took place during 
the same period as the realist predicted conflict between 
Israel and Jordan and show the importance of other inter-
ests in the relations between these two states. 

Regional Forces
Authors highlight other regional forces that combined 
to increase Israeli and Jordanian receptiveness towards 
cooperation. It is beyond the scope of this paper to fully 
explain the significance of each event; however, it does al-
low us to appreciate the limits of the narrow realist view. 
Three systemic events are highlighted as significant: the 
end of the Cold War, the Gulf War and the signing of the 
Madrid and Oslo agreements. 

Dolyatar and Gray argue that the end of Cold War affected 
regional politics by ending the competition between su-
perpowers that previously polarized the region. In the new 
environment States could instead move toward multilat-
eral negotiations.31 Garfinkle highlights the significance of 
Jordan’s support of Iraq during the Gulf War in increasing 
Israel’s perception of threat. Israel would come to reassess 
its relationship with Jordan due to this involvement.32 A 
belligerent Iraq and the possibility of a consolidated Pal-
estinian State caused Israel to value the Jordanian rela-
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tionship as a buffer against these threats. 

Lastly, Lukacs emphasizes the importance of the Madrid 
agreement and Oslo Accord I & II accords in (partially) 
settling issues of boundaries, legal status and governance 
between the Israelis and Palestinians. This ultimately 
solved the question surrounding the Palestinians between 
Israel and Jordan. These events removed the taboo on 
Arab states of negotiating directly with Israel.33 This ta-
boo developed following the 1948 War and affected previ-
ous efforts such as the Johnson Plan, from seeing success. 
Jordan’s position to that point was to support a full Israeli 
withdrawal and the formation of a Palestinian state. The 
formal agreements between Israel and the PLO “legiti-
mized the idea” that separate peace with Israel was not 
“treason.”34 

In addition, authors point to greater environmental aware-
ness and a desire for sustainability within Israel and Jor-
dan, as well as greater recognition of the economic ben-
efits from cooperation, in explaining the lack of conflict.35 
Factors at the time such as a series of droughts and bad 
harvests and increased water scarcity were said to drive 
these ideological changes. These examples of regional 
forces affecting Israeli-Jordanian relations at the time 
highlight that water was not the primary interest between 
the two countries. Selby contends that water conflict and 
cooperation is not reducible to a set of universal assump-
tions and requires analysts to account for wider historical 
precedents, regional/domestic structures, struggles and 
forces.36 Indeed, an analysis of the Jordanian/Israeli case 
supports this assertion. 

Conclusion
I have presented the realist argument for resource conflict 
by applying it to the case of Israel and Jordan, but I ulti-
mately questioned the viability of this theory. The realist 
argument presents four conditions that could increase 
the possibility of a water-related conflict. This theory was 
then applied to the case of Israel and Jordan. Although the 
theory predicted a water conflict, this did not happen. I ar-
gued that the realist account overlooks substantive issues 
that precluded conflict and contributed to cooperation in 
1994 and that this weakens its explanatory power. Firstly, 
it overlooks the historical precedent of Israeli-Jordanian 
cooperation on issues of low and high politics. Secondly, 
it overstates the importance of water as the central inter-
est in Israel and Jordan’s foreign and domestic policies. 
In doing so, it negates the wider regional context affecting 

the likelihood of conflict over water. Water issues must 
be placed within a wider context by recognizing histori-
cal, regional, domestic, symbolic and other forces and how 
they interact to promote conflict or cooperation on water. 
Further research on other riparian conflicts such as in the 
Tigris/Euphrates Basin between Iraq and Syria and Indus 
Basin between India and Pakistan should be pursued to 
further support or challenge this argument.
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