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From the Editor
Dear Reader,
The last hundred years have challenged the limits of our collective
imagination. Ideologies and empires rose and fell with stunning rapidity.
Technological advances repeatedly transformed society, the economy, and
warfare. How would someone in 1919 have pictured the world of 1945? Could
they have foreseen the Great Depression, the rise of fascism, the Second World
War, the retreat of colonialism, or the nuclear age? Now imagine someone
in 1989 thinking about the world of 2015. Would a prudent observer have
predicted the peaceful collapse of the communist bloc, the Chinese economic
miracle, the Eurozone, the internet, or the Islamic State? What will the next
quarter-century bring? Heraclitus said “the only thing that is constant is
change.” The issues that seem intractable today will certainly evolve with a
rapidly changing world.
The articles in this edition of the Wilson Journal address a few of today’s
most demanding issues. Some identify important details and extrapolate—
while others apply general theories. Cyber espionage, crime prevention, the
international monetary system, and low intensity conflict are each in turn
viewed through the framework of policy choices created by shifting social,
economic, and political geography.
The study of international affairs is both an art and a science. Policymakers
and undergraduate students alike dissect the past, searching for patterns to
predict the future. Too often we see only the current course of events, without
looking at the underlying trends that drive leaders. Institutions are taken for
granted, while relative declines are heralded as existential threats. This breeds
complacency and alarmism, willful ignorance and hyperbole. The task facing
each of us is to differentiate between events that are cursory and events that
are truly decisive.
Since 2004, the Wilson Journal has featured outstanding research
completed by undergraduate students at the University of Virginia in an
effort to promote dialogue within the community about some of the most
perplexing issues in international affairs. The next generation of policymakers
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must be both prudent and innovative to navigate an age of uncertainty.
The Wilson Journal would not be possible without the ongoing support
of the University community. I would like to recognize the International
Relations Organization for providing a forum to discuss and debate current
events, and thank them for their steadfast patronage of the Journal. Lastly I
wholeheartedly thank the members of the editorial staff for their hard work
and dedication.

Sincerely,

Jackson T. Simon
Editor-in-Chief
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China’s Proliferation
of Cyber Warfare
Capabilities
Implications for U.S. Policy
By Kelly Abbinanti

The cyber attacks carried out on the U.S. Government Office of Personnel
Management (OPM) between March and July 2015 have generated
significant attention to the threat posed by cyber warfare. The breach directly
affected over 21.5 million people, compromising the background investigation
information of most federal employees. This article argues that the People's
Repbulic of China has gained significant advantage by means of political
and economic cyber espionage over the past decade. Regular attacks on U.S.
government agencies demonstrate Chinese cyber warfare capabilities pose an
increasing threat to intellectual property, confidential information, and civil
infrastructure. It also examines the role of de-incentivizing factors, such as
the importance of the Sino-American bilateral relationship and increasingly
entwined economic interests. U.S. policymakers should be concerned about
China’s proliferation of cyber warfare capabilities, specifically the raison d’être
of PLA Unit 61398. They must take necessary steps to protect economic
and national security interests, while balancing a “friendly-competitor”
relationship with the PRC.
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S

ince the turn of the century, the People’s Republic of
China has pursued a military
modernization program known as
Informationalization, which emphasizes cyber warfare and espionage as
an integral part of Chinese strategic
doctrine and domestic industry.A
Xi Jinping, General Secretary of
the Chinese Communist Party,
has reportedly advocated Informationalization within the Chinese
government and the People’s Liberation Army (PLA).B Since 2004,
China has worked to improve C4ISR
(Command, Control, Communications, Computers, Intelligence,
Surveillance, and Reconnaissance)
capabilities via computerization
and inter-connectivity.1 A series of
open-source reports made by PLA
Deputy Chief Xiong Guangkai in
2003 explicitly state that China has
pursued “leap ahead” information
warfare capabilities with the goal of
being able to wage war in “high-tech
conditions”.2
Among China’s technological

initiatives, the past decade has seen
an emergence of a cohesive cyber
warfare doctrine. Chinese statesmen
and military strategists have concluded that cyber warfare serves as a
means to compensate for “qualitative
military deficiencies”.3&4 Semantic
issues for individually defining cyber
and warfare have impeded a unitary
or globally agreed upon definition
of cyber warfare, but the U.S. Department of Defense defines it as “an
armed conflict conducted in whole
or part by cyber means, conducted
to deny an opposing force the effective use of cyberspace systems and
weapons… [Which] includes cyber
attack, cyber defense, and cyber enabling actions.5 Additionally, a cyber
attack is described as a “hostile act
using computer or related networks
or systems, with the intent to disrupt
and/or destroy an adversary’s critical
cyber systems, assets, or functions”.6
As China invests in cyber warfare
capabilities, the threat of intrusions
from the Chinese government and
independent hacker groups rises. In

A: Informationalization (also translated as Informationization) is disctinct from informatization, refers to a society, economy, or population base becoming increasingly
information-based. Informationalization is a term commonly used in East Asian countries where English is used in business. It is defined as the computerization of business,
industry, and military.
B: Peaceful Rise & Development (PRD) has been dubbed China’s grand strategy by
Barry Buzan, a professor at the London School of Economics and Political Science. It
has governed China’s rapid economic growth and increasing global presence over the
past decade. Chinese statesmen have articulated that China’s rise is purely peaceful and
not motivated by a search for strategic advantage. (See Endnote 3)
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particular, the past decade has seen
an escalation of attacks against both
American governmental agencies
and corporations. A study conducted by Akamai Technologies in 2013
concluded that while the U.S. based
groups were responsible for 10% of
the world’s cyber attacks during the
last quarter of 2012, China was responsible for 41%.A The U.S. is the
second highest perpetrator of cyber
warfare. Russia accounted for 4.3%
and Turkey for 4.7% of the attacks.
The U.S. is undeniably home to
several of the world’s leading hack-

property held by companies. With
Sino-American relations perpetually
in the spotlight, it is no surprise that
China regularly rejects allegations
of cyber warfare. It is important to
understand the importance of maintaining face for Chinese domestic
politics, but the PRC’s continued
denial of any hacking allegations is
becoming an albatross in diplomatic
negotiations.
To discern the threat level of
Chinese cyber warfare capabilities
to U.S. interests, it is best to categorize Chinese cyber intrusions in
terms of short and long
Chinese statesmen and military strategists
term implications. To
have concluded that cyber warfare serves as a
date, there have been
means to compensate for qualitative military.
no reported deaths
from cyber warfare or
er groups, such as Anonymous and cyber terrorism, meaning a degree
Antisec.7 The 31% disparity between of caution should be taken not to
the U.S. and China is unquestionably hyperbolize dangers associated with
alarming. This gap between the U.S. Chinese cyber warfare.9 Nonetheand China has remained substantial less, China’s growing capabilities
over subsequent years. 2014 report- should not be ignored, especially as
ing’s holds China responsible for 41% U.S. governmental and economic
of the world’s cyber attack traffic, and infrastructure becomes increasingthe U.S. responsible for 11%.8 The ly dependent on computers. In the
question is how concerned should past decade, the People’s Republic of
American policymakers be? There is China has pursued significant politprominent evidence that the Chinese ical and economic advantage at the
government and independent groups expense of U.S. cyber security, inare targeting the U.S. on a multi-lev- creasing the threat of large scale cyel basis, posing a threat to national ber warfare. The PRC has sanctioned
security and private intellectual regular attacks on U.S. government
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agencies, and taken steps to develop
asymmetric cyber capabilities in able
to acquire Western intellectual capital via economic cyber espionage.B
In a report on China’s ‘cyber-militia’, U.S. intelligence officials
cautioned that China’s hackers possessed the capacity to steal sensitive
information from U.S. government
agencies and corporations. The former inspector general of the NSA,
Joel Brenner, stated that although
there are multiple countries attempting to commit cyber offenses against
the U.S. government, China stands
out because of “the pervasive and
relentless nature of the attacks”.10
“High-profile” penetrations of governmental systems have been occurring since at least 2004. Additionally,
Defense News reported that China
focuses much of its attacks on the
White House, the State Department,
the Department of Energy, the intelligence community, the Pentagon,
and, oddly, the Postal Service.11 After interviewing a senior at a Washington think tank, Minnick report-

ed that the PLA can distinguish
between protected and unprotected
networks.
One series of coordinated attacks
from 2003 to 2006, which became
known as Titan Rain, targeted U.S.
government and military installations, notably defense and aerospace
departments.C The information
attained included engineering schematics, aviation specifications and
software, and hundreds of mission
critical documents.12 It is still unknown whether the China-based
Titan Rain attacks were perpetrated
specifically by the Chinese government or independent hackers. The
attacks themselves were “not particularly sophisticated” and appeared to
have only required “minimal training
with commercially available products”.13 In one sense, this makes the
threat seem less alarming because the
Chinese cyber warfare capabilities
used were not significantly advanced.
Conversly, the attacks also demonstrated that U.S. installations could
be breached with everyday equip-

A: Akamai Technologies is a cloud services provider, and maintains one of the world’s
largest distributing delivery networks. The Akamai Intelligence Platform provides
extensive research in Internet security, visibility, and expertise. Akamai Intelligence
Platform releases quarterly reports including the “State of the Internet” report on
internet security since 2008. The author analyzed the most recently available reports
from Q1 2013 through Q2 2014.
B: The FBI defines cyberterrorism as a “premeditated, politically motivated attack
against information, computer systems, computer programs, and data which results in
violence against non-combatant targets by sub-national groups or clandestine agents.”
C: Organizations attacked include Sandia National Laboratories, Lockheed Martin,
Redstone Arsenal, the Department of Defense, and NASA.
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ment and expertise. It is also important to consider that Titan Rain
was initiated a decade ago. It serves
as a harbinger of expanded capabilities. The Pentagon responded to the
series of attacks by increasing cyber
security. However, PLA hackers
(positively identified in this instance)
were able to infiltrate the Pentagon’s
defense systems less than a year later
in June 2007.14 The Financial Times
described this second attack as the
“most successful cyber-attack against
the U.S. Defense Department,” as
China had demonstrated its ability to
disrupt and disable defensive systems
on a “very large scale”.15
A review of China’s cyber warfare
capabilities, prepared by a Northrop
Grumman team for the U.S.-China Economic and Security Review
Commission (USCC), includes a
chronological report of other relevant and cyber attacks perpetrated by
the Chinese government. The review
references media reports from November, 2004 detailing Chinese cyber attacks against unclassified U.S.
military systems at Fort Huachuca,
the Defense Information Systems
Agency, the Naval Ocean Systems
Center, and the U.S. Army Space
and Strategic Defense Installation.
The report also disclosed a cyber
attack on the State Department in
2006 when sensitive information and

user credentials were stolen. During
a 2006 attack on the Pentagon’s
NIPRNET, A Chinese hackers secured over twenty terabytes of data.
A China-based 2007 attack on Oak
Ridge National Labratory gave hackers access to the nuclear weapons
laboratory database.16 The attack on
NIPRNET is particularly suspicious
because of its significance in the
U.S.-China-Taiwan relationship. In
the event of a Chinese invasion or attack on Taiwan, NIPRNET plays a
vital role in the quick deployment of
U.S. military forces.17 This is a classic example of how China’s military
modernization goals are assymetric,
focused on disruption. China has
successfully integrated cyber warfare into “real-world military action
by the PLA”.18 If China can disrupt
American communications at will,
potentially delaying or compromising U.S. military deployment, they
will have developed a potent asymmetric advantage.
The Department of Defense has
recognized China’s efforts to achieve
an asymmetric advantage in cyberspace. In the past decade, the Chinese
government has developed offensive
capabilities as a means to balance its
deficient conventional military forces.
These “asymmetric techniques” aim
specifically at an opponent's vulnerability in order to counter or deter mil-
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itary power.19 As China advances its cludes that because China’s military
military position via cyber warfare, is “one to three generations behind
the U.S. should take preventative the U.S. and Russia,” China has
action, especially through domestic pursued techniques of cyber warfare
defense. Government and military with hopes of creating an asymoperations rely heavily on cyber net- metric advantage.B Cyber warfare
works. Senior Counsel
Brenner recently stated
China had demonstrated its ability to disrupt
that “the Internet was
and disable defensive systems on a “very large
not built for security, scale.”
yet we have made it
the backbone of virtually all private provides China with an avenue to
sector and government operations”.20 exploit adversary’s weakness, to deDespite the fact that the U.S. has ter aggression from stronger miliannually allocated more government tary powers, and to “leapfrog” other
spending to cyber security since military technological capabilities.22
the early 2000's", because of greater Fritz holds the Titan Rain attacks as
reliance on high-tech network sys- the quintessential example of asymtems, the U.S. is more vulnerable to metric cyber warfare.23&C During
a cyber-attack than other countries,” the attacks, the hackers were able
says a former DoD official who now to take control of U.S. defense netheads the Cyber Defense Agency.21
works, copy all their files in a half
In “How China will use Cyber hour, and then funnel data through
Warfare to Leapfrog in Military "zombie" computers and routers until
Competitiveness,” Jason Fritz con- it reached computers in Guangdong
A: NIPRNET (NIPRnet), the Non-Classified Internet Protocol Router Network, is
the unclassified network employed by the DoD. It provides Internet access to users
DoD facilities.
B: How Fritz measured this military power and capacity is unclear. Fritz reports that
China often obtains technology that is one generation old at the time of acquisition,
and also that the PLA’S weaponry several generations behind American platforms.
C: Definitions from “Asymmetry and U.S. Military Strategy: Definition, Background,
and Strategic Concepts.” Asymmetric warfare can be defined in various ways (Endnote 23). The 1999 Joint Strategy Review has the broadest definition: “asymmetric
approaches are attempts to circumvent or undermine US strengths while exploiting
US weaknesses using methods that differ significantly from the US expected method
of operations.” However, Metz emphasizes a more complete definition: “asymmetry is
acting, organizing, and thinking differently than opponents in order to maximize one’s
own advantages, exploit an opponent’s weaknesses, attain the initiate, or gain greater
freedom of action.”
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Province, China.A Other Titan Rain
attacks, such as those executed on
November 1, 2004, hacked into U.S.
installations, retrieved information,
and gained control of computers via
Trojans across four states within a six
hour timeframe. In addition to being
able to shut down the entire system,
the Trojan programs utilized would
have been able to initiate attacks
from compromised computers into
other networks. “Unlike HUMINT,
cyber warfare provides a lack of definitive attribution, makes distance
nearly irrelevant, and allows for the
mass accumulation of data in a short
span of time— all at a small cost in
comparison to traditional espionage
or military activities,” states Fitz.C
In relation to the larger Sino-American intelligence dual, cyberwarfare
is definitively China’s most effective
tool. During a USCC assembly in
2007, the Commission reported that
Chinese espionage in the U.S. comprised the single greatest threat to
American technology development,
and that the spree of illicit activity
was related to China’s acquisition of
new military tactics such as cyber-attack capabilities.24 More recently,
the USCC 2013 report, “Section
2: China’s Cyber Activities,” stated
that there is strong evidence indicating that the Chinese government is
executing a large-scale cyber espio-

nage campaign against the U.S. The
Commission’s report emphasized
Chinese economic cyber attack campaigns, explaining that such attacks
could be critically damaging to U.S.
infrastructure and companies.
Cyber espionage has helped Chinese industry quickly catch up to
developed countries over the past decade by acquiring trade secrets with
government complicity. China’s continuous launch of cyber attacks on
businesses has cost the U.S. greatly,
and deprived industries of revenue
required to subsidize further research
and development. In light of China’s
vast and cheap labor force, American
companies depend on technological
innovations to increase their productivity to stay competitive. So far technology intensive industries and their
higher paying jobs, have remained in
the U.S. However, as China’s cyber
operations continue, American intellectual property is at risk. Chinese
companies are benefiting from stealing U.S. intellectual capital, producing equivalent products at lower
cost with no fear of reprisal. In 2012
Mike McConnell, previous Director
of the NSA and Director of National
Intelligence, wrote an article in the
Wall Street Journal decrying China’s
“cyber thievery” of intellectual property. McConnell, citing open source
reports, said that “China intends to
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help build its economy by intellectual
property theft rather than by innovation and investment in research.”26
Suchs innovation requires investment of time and money. When
China illegally acquires blueprints,
inventions, or chemical formulas
at virtually no cost, U.S. businesses
must spend more money pursuing
technological innovation in an effort to ensure that it stays ahead of
its adversaries.B If cyber-attacks on
U.S. economic installations continue,
China will gain an economic advantage because it will bypass incurring
the cost of innovation and will exploit its inexpensive and large labor
force for mass production of goods.
In 2013 the U.S. cybersecurity
firm, Mandiant, released a 74 page
Intelligence Center report on PLA
Unit 61398. Buried within the PLA's
bureaucracy, listed as the 2nd Bureau
of the 3rd Department, Unit 61398 is
equivalent to the National Security

Agency. The report concluded that a
significant portion of cyber attacks
have originated from the Unit since
its inception in 2006. Dubbed Advanced Persistent Threat 1 (APT1),
Unit 61398 has been responsible for
at least 141 attacks on a wide range of
organizations, with 115 (82%) of its
targets in the U.S. Mandiant stated
that the sheer quantity of information breached by APT1 eventually
convinced Mandiant to publicize
the findings.C China has responded, stating that such allegations are
“groundless” and “unprofessional.”
Realistically, it is unlikely that the
centralized and politically authoritative CCP (Chinese Communist
Party) could have been unaware of
such an organized and resourceful
cyber attack group operating out of
a closely regulated urban center like
Shanghai.D Mandiant concludes
that APT1 has been able (and continues) to wage a “long-running and

A: A "zombie" computer is defined as a computer that has been compromised by an
outsize party for the purpose of exploiting its computational and network resources;
frequently linked into a botnet (Singer, Friedman, 2014).
B: This claim is directed towards intellectual property rights, and does not pertain to
all echelons of China’s technological advances. With regard to renewable energy, for
example, China has undoubtedly pioneered solar panels and wind farms.
C: Mandiant has identified over 20 APT groups that have originated in China.
APT1 is a single organization of operators. Comment Crew, Comment Group, and
Shady RAT are confirmed aliases that APT1 has been described as in media sources.
Mandiant defines an Advanced Persistent Threat as a set of stealthy and continuous
computer hacking processes, usually orchestrated by humans requiring high levels of
covertness over a long period of time.
D: The problem of attribution in relation to cyber attacks is the difficulty of identifying actual or potential attackers (Kugler, 2009). Forensics is time consuming and often
inconclusive.
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extensive cyber espionage campaign”
against the U.S. because of government acknowledgement and support.27 Additionally, Mandiant has
not only been able to identify APT1
as PLA Unit 61398 (Figure 1), but
it has also traced sources of APT1
attacks to a governmental building
in Shanghai. When considering the
cyber security domain, this identification is particularly impressive
and incriminating, as it is difficult
to trace the source of cyber-attacks.
Mandiant has been able to distinguish APT1, its involvement in cyber threats to the U.S., and its modus
operandi.A
The PLA has initiated a prolific campaign across the globe, but
APT1's narrow focus on U.S. infrastructure is reflected in economic
damage and intellectual property
theft.28 China’s economic cyber espionage campaigns, known collectively
as corporate espionage, have infiltrated over twenty U.S. industries ranging from information technology to
legal services.29 The USCC’S most
recent report cited some of Mandiant’s findings, emphasizing that the
Chinese threat of cyber warfare has
increased with its successful acquisition of U.S. technology blueprints,
manufacturing processes, test results,
business plans, pricing documents,
partnership agreements, emails, and

contact lists from corporate leadership30. Targeted industries include
high-tech satellites and telecommunications, energy, public administration and financial services, putting
much of America’s critical economic
infrastructure at risk.
Other Chinese cyber espionage
groups targeting U.S. economic security have also been identified in recent years. In 2013, a Verizon cybersecurity team’s annual Data Breach
Investigations Report concluded that
out of the 621 cases of confirmed
data disclosure in 2012, 19% of the
intrusions were acts of espionage,
and 96% of these intrusions were
committed by state-affiliated actors
that originated in China.31&B The
report concluded that China was the
most active source of industrial cyber
espionage to date.32 Additionally,
U.S. cybersecurity researchers have
identified a Chinese cyber espionage
threat group that focuses on strategic financial and economic interests.
Novetta Solutions, a U.S. specialist in
cybersecurity analytics and technology solutions, has recently released
a report on this threat group nicknamed Axiom. Novetta found that
Axoim cyber espionage operations
date back as early as 2008. Supposedly part of the Chinese intelligence
apparatus, Axiom has performed
cyber espionage attacks globally as
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well as against U.S. Fortune 500 trends where Axiom exploited U.S.
companies, academic institutions, “zero-day vulnerabilities”.36 Zero-day
pro-democracy groups domestically vulnerabilities refer to holes in softand abroad, software companies, and ware that are unknown to the vendor
environmental groups.33
(in this case U.S. corporations) and
Because of Axiom’s level of so- subsequently are exploited by hackphistication and apparent telescoped ers. Novetta reports that Axiom deconcentration on SIGINT capabil- ployed at least four zero-day exploits
ities,C many experts
believe that Axiom Because China’s military is “one to three
poses a greater threat generations behind the U.S. and Russia,”
than APT1. Peter China has pursued cyber warfare with hopes of
LaMontagne,
Chief creating an asymmetric advantage.
Executive Officer of
Novetta Solutions, stated that Ax- on Microsoft Windows software
iom’s sophistication is obvious in alone, and continues to threaten U.S.
how it “moves laterally” inside cyber critical infrastructure. Customarily,
network systems and suggests that Chinese intelligence units and large
the actor is “well-funded, organized, corporations are benefiting from
and patient—all characteristics of economic cyber espionage at the exgovernment cyber organizations”.34 pense of U.S. economic security and
With moderate to high confidence business intellectual capital. Earlier
that Axiom is indeed part of China’s this month, NSA Director Rogers
Ministry of State Security (MSS), testified before a House Intelligence
Novetta’s findings are supported by Committee, where he confirmed that
FBI officials who reported Axiom China’s cyber warfare capabilities
as a group of state-sponsored hack- include the ability to “damage the
ers.35 Axiom’s strategic economic nation’s economic future” by intercyber espionage activity poses a fering with critical power systems.37
legitimate and current threat to the Chinese economic cyber espionage is
U.S. economy, especially in regular clearly a real and present danger to
A: Mandiant has been able to uncover APT1’s tools, tactics, and procedures.
B: Verizon defines “confirmed data disclosure” as any event resulting in confirmed
compromise (unauthorized viewing or accessing) of any non-public information.
C: PLA Unit 61398 does not exclusively concentrated on SIGINT operations; Although Unit 61398 has executed substantial cyber-attacks, the unit has other avenues
of focus, meaning that its operational tactics are not as advanced as Axiom’s (Novetta
Report, 2014).
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the daily infrastructure of the U.S.
State sanctioned cyber warfare
poses an increasing threat, as attacks
become more frequent and sophisticated. The PLA's targeting of vital
government and military infrastructure, the development of China’s
asymmetric cyber military doctrine,
and the acquisition of Western
intellectual capital and corporate
infrastructure by economic cyber espionage have provoked a strong and
disjointed American response. In
May 2014, the U.S. Department of
Justice indicted five members of the
PLA in absentia on grounds of hacking into U.S. industries and stealing
valuable information.38 Wang Dong,
Sun Kailiang, Wen Xinyu, Huang
Zhenyu, and Gu Chunhui were all
members of PLA Unit 61398. Their
targets included Westinghouse, SolarWorld, U.S. Steel Corp, Allegheny
Technologies Inc., Allied Industrial
and Service Workers International
Union, (USW), and Alcoa Inc. The
charges included “accessing a protected computer… to obtain information for the purpose of commercial advantage and private financial
gain, conspiring to commit computer
fraud and abuse, and economic espionage."39 The Department of Justice
report claims that these five members conspired together from 2006
to 2014 to attain information that

would “be useful to their competitors
in China, including state-owned enterprises”.40 The report states that all
five PLA members worked in Unit
61398 and identifies APT1 as a signals intelligence unit of the Chinese
military. Although it is quixotic to
expect that the Chinese would extradite the five PLA members, this case
represents a landmark (if symbolic)
decision. It stands as the most direct
confrontation and blatant accusation
on behalf of the U.S. government
against the PRC on cyber warfare.
Attorney General Eric Holder stated that this case was the first time
the U.S. had brought forth charges
of cyber attacks against state actors
that have attacked U.S. companies.41
When the indictments were announced, the PRC responded by denouncing the charges and published
various articles through the official
government media outlet, Xinhua
News, denying the accusations. The
Chinese Foreign Ministry responded
that the U.S. charges were “purely
ungrounded with ulterior motives,”
and that the Chinese were “steadfast in upholding cyber security”.42
Although the U.S. is accustomed to
China’s regular denial of anything
that either potentially threatens the
legitimacy of the CCP or indicates
that government officials are “losing
face” (diulian) this case is particularly
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interesting because the U.S. Department of Justice has brought forth
specific evidence of economic cyber
espionage.
When assessing the Chinese
threat of cyber warfare, it is important to recognize that the U.S. also
engages in acts of cyber espionage.
Although the strict censorship of
the CCP and American national
security concerns make it difficult
to compare U.S. and Chinese government reports on cyber activities,
the U.S. admits that it does indeed
initiate in cyber espionage against
various countries including the PRC.
However, unlike groundless responses and continuous denial from the
CCP, the U.S. attempts to justify its
cyber related attacks. The U.S. government has regularly pursued the
justification between bona fide cyber
espionage on behalf of national security and defense, versus seeking economic profit via corporate cyber espionage and the stealing of intellectual
capital to boost domestic industries.
Many U.S. technology corporations
and cybersecurity firms also report
on the United States’ level of cyber
attacks in comparison to other countries. However, as outlined in Akamai Technology’s 2014 report, the
sheer disparity in attacks originating
in China versus the U.S. is telling. A
review of the report concludes that
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China is currently responsible for
41% of the world’s cyber-attack traffic in comparison to 11% attributed
to the U.S. This sweeping portion of
global cyber attacks originating from
China is a reflection of the PRC’S Informationalization doctrine, which
serves as a response to conventional
military inadequacy and industrial
under-development.
China’s
rapid
technological
growth and use of sophisticated cyber espionage tactics imply a threat
that is both real and forthcoming.
Nonetheless, a mode of caution must
be taken when assessing China’s end
game in cyberspace. To be clear, the
U.S. is not currently at war with China, in cyberspace or otherwise. In the
past decade, China has pursued significant political and economic gains
at the expense of the U.S., both in the
realm of national security and industry. As the PRC gains an asymmetric
advantages in cyber capabilities, the
threat to the American government
and economy increases.
A valid argument against a future
comprised of ever-expanding cyber
warfare is that the infrastructure
of the PRC and the U.S. are interdependent and too closely related
for extensive damage to be done
against one country without affecting the other. At least in the near
future, the U.S. and China will both

continue to benefit from economic
propinquity and are only rational
to continue their roles as friendly/
fierce competitors. A report released
by the Center for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS) states,
“cybercrime is a serious and growing
threat, but the risk to a nation-state

is significantly dependent on U.S. financial markets, and heavily benefits
from Sino-American trade in what is
arguably the most important bilateral relationship in the current foreign
arena. It remains highly unlikely
that the PRC will embark on a fullfledged cyber war with the U.S.
When analyzing the
Chinese cyber attacks could destabilize information that has
American financial markets. In an increasingly been previously stolen
interconnected global system, what would China by Chinese hackers as
gain?
well as U.S. compromised systems, the genin deploying cyber-weapons against uine question remains of why more
an opponent’s economy are too great damage has not been done. Many
for any country to contemplate these successful hacking attempts by the
measures”.43 Although the 2002 re- Chinese government and indepenport cannot account for the recent dent hackers have concluded that
significant increase in attacks perpe- significant damage could have octrated by the PRC in the last decade, curred to U.S. installations but that
Lewis emphasizes the stigma, “the the hacker chose not to act. The case
sky is falling,” that often accompa- of Titan Rain, for instance, mennies cyber warfare discussion. The tions that the installed Trojan on a
sky is not falling. The United States U.S. computer could have been used
is often responsive to cyber attacks to carry out attacks on other nations
and threats, ready to draw up ad (making it seem like the U.S. executhoc committees or perform regular ed the attack). Did the hacker just
surveillance on cyber threat groups. install it as a method of experimenIn assessing China’s cyber warfare tation, to see if it could be done? Did
threat, various sources claim that the hacker choose not to execute it
Chinese cyber-attacks even have the under the assumption that U.S. legitability to disable American financial imacy among foreign states made it
markets, but in this ever-increasing unlikely for external actors to believe
interconnected global system, why that the U.S. was actually behind the
would China want to do that? China attacks? The world of cyber espio-
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nage and hacker motivation remains
questionable, with valid suspicion
arising from various circumstances
and suspected future implications.
Legitimate concerns remain over
what China’s cyber attacks and preemptive measures against U.S. government and economic institutions.
In many cases of cyber intrusion,
backdoors are left on computers, and
tens of thousands of U.S. computers
today have such vulnerabilities and
are largely unaware of such exploitation.A
The U.S. should be cautiously worried about China’s increasing cyber
warfare threat. It remains to be seen
whether current security measures
can protect the U.S. as China continues to exploit U.S. companies’ zero-day vulnerabilities and engages in
cyber espionage against critical systems. Regarding cyber attacks, NSA
Director Rogers recently warned that
it “is only a matter of when, not if,
that we are going to see something
traumatic.” America’s heavy reliance
on power grids and online network
connectivity makes the U.S. government and economy liable to many
vulnerabilities. Supportively, cyber
expert Caroline Baylon (Chatham
House) recently argued that security

costs money, and “it wouldn’t be possible or practical to defend against
everything, financially or otherwise”.44 In combatting China’s threat
of cyber warfare, it is imperative that
the U.S. develops realistic and applicable solutions to protect as much
U.S. government installations and
economic infrastructure as possible.
The past decade has witnessed
China’s rising threat of cyber warfare
capabilities, with particular regard to
an increase in attacks on U.S. government and military departments,
the threatening advancement of
China’s asymmetric cyber military
capabilities, and the acquisition of
American intellectual capital and
corporate infrastructure via economic cyber espionage.
The PRC’s emphasis on Informationalization has raised valid
concerns as U.S. cyber security
firms report on the growing threat
of Chinese attacks. Many attacks
are state sponsored, such as those of
PLA Unit 61398. Others are likely
perpetrated by independent hacking
groups working for material advancement. U.S. cyber watchdogs, such as
Mandiant and Akamai Technologies
have emphasized the undeniably prodigious capabilities of the People’s

A: In cyber context, a backdoor is a means of access to a computer that bypasses
security mechanisms. Hackers often install back doors on computer programs so that
computers can be regularly accessed.
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Republic of China.
Various cybersecurity firms, the
NSA, DoD, and the U.S.-China
Economic and Security Review
Commission continue to assess China’s cyber warfare doctrine. In years
to follow, the U.S. government must
take necessary steps to best assure

protection of the U.S. economic and
national security interests. The threat
of outright cyber warfare remains
distant, but political and economic
cyber espionage is likely to increase
in coming years. It is imperative that
the U.S. take appropriate measures
to mitigate its vulnerabilities.
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The Power of
Community-Based
Crime Prevention
The Politics of Developing Areas
By Ana Derrick

Social, economic, and political factors are driving a mass emigration from
El Salvador, whose governmental infrastructure is ill-equipped to face a
cycle of violence and uncertainty. Violent crime is taking a tremendous toll
on the development of Latin America, negatively affecting both economic
advancement and public faith in democracy. This article examines the nature of
violent crime and its underlying causes. It highlights the need to move toward
broader unity of effort through locally driven solutions in coordination with
the nation’s private sector. New pilot initiatives in El Salvador to promote
municipally-led crime prevention programs demonstrate the positive impact
of community and private sector co-sponsorship.
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E

ver stop to wonder why
so many Latin American
immigrants are fleeing
their countries and struggling to
cross into the U.S.? Many seek to
escape a Latin American region besieged by a spiraling level of violent
crime that threatens their survival.
A blend of security, social, and political concerns are fueling illegal
immigration with no end in sight.
In the case of El Salvador, national
and local governments are weak and
corrupted by criminal elements. The
Salvadoran government is beginning
to understand the extent of the nature of violent crime, but a solution
is complex. While previous efforts
to quell this rising national security
threat have been met with limited
success, a deeper look at the nature of
violent crime and its underlying causes suggests the need to move toward
broader unity of effort through locally driven solutions with the nation’s
private sector. In El Salvador, new
pilot initiatives to promote municipally-led crime prevention programs
are demonstrating positive impacts
that could well reverse the region’s
rise in violent crime.
Latin America is undoubtedly
one of the most violent regions in
the world, with crime rates more
than double the world average.1 A
2013 study carried out by the United

Nations states that Latin America
had an average of 25 murders per
100,000 population compared to the
world average of only 6.2 per 100,000
population in 2012.2 These homicide
rates, along with other violent crime
rates in Latin America, continue to
escalate each year, and are now comparable to those of war-torn regions
in Africa. Violent crime is taking a
tremendous toll on the development
of Latin America, negatively affecting both economic advancement and
public faith in democracy. Despite
the substantial progress toward democracy that the region has experienced over the last twenty years,
economic growth continues to be
“largely stagnant and democratic
consolidation scarce.”3
The pervasiveness of violent
crime in Latin America has slowed
economic growth in the region.
According to the Inter-American
Development Bank, Latin America’s
per capita Gross Domestic Product
would be 25% higher if the region’s
crime rates were equivalent to the
world average.4 The World Bank has
detected a strong correlation between
increasing crime rates and income
disparity as well. Crime is damaging
the regional market, as it raises insecurity amongst entrepreneurs and
business owners. Companies become
afraid to invest in neighborhoods
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that have limited security, high insurance rates, and lower probabilities
of success. Business organizations
in the region have ranked crime as
the number one issue adversely affecting trade and investment.5 Latin
America is trapped in a vicious cycle
in which high crime rates impede
economic growth and the lack of
economic opportunity contributes to
high crime.
In addition to hindering economic potential, violent crime negatively
affects democratic consolidation.
Since governments are perceived as
incapable of delivering basic services
like public security, public faith in

by the Economist magazine, massive
rallies on the street and other expressions of protest against violence like
those that took place in Venezuela
have made it “increasingly difficult
for politicians to avoid dealing with
the issue and, in many countries, have
made tackling crime a central theme
in political party platforms across the
region.”7 In recent years, the Presidents of Honduras and El Salvador
have even claimed that gangs are an
immense threat to national security.8
It is clear that violent crime is undermining democratic consolidation.
Regarded as one of the most
violent countries in the Western
Hemisphere, El SalvaViolent crime is taking a tremendous toll on dor yielded a homicide
the development of Latin America, negatively rate of 40 per 100,000
affecting both economic advancement and people in 2013 compublic faith in democracy.
pared to the previous
year’s world average
democracy itself weakens. A 2013 of only 6.2 per 100,000 people.9 El
report by the Latinobarómetro Salvador’s democracies are beset
Corporation--a private non-profit with weak leadership, inexperienced
organization that is responsible for government officials, and low incarrying out an annual public survey vestor confidence.10 The executive,
across Latin America--revealed that judicial, and legislative branches
only 56% of citizens support democ- squabble over power and are deeply
racy and only 39% are satisfied with polarized. A high degree of distrust
its performance.6 This data suggests exists between the private sector
that the notion of democracy is under and the government, leading to low
threat. Furthermore, crime is causing levels of investment and stagnant
people to revolt as they face political growth. Hence, the government
distrust and corruption. As stated has little capacity to plan, resource,
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and execute programs that are vital
to the country’s development and
security. The government has even
become vulnerable to infiltration of
organized crime, which is corrupting
or outright blocking their efforts to
reduce crime.
While government weakness
contributes to violent crime, El Salvador’s private sector is also contributing to widening social disparity.
Approximately thirty families have a
very large level of economic influence
over the entire economy.11 Private
sector leaders have historically been
perceived to be distant, self-serving,
arrogant, and indifferent about the
growing social inequities. They appear to be status quo minded, but
they have exhibited an increasing
awareness of the need to productively
engage with the government. Limited corporate social responsibility
programs exist from well-resourced
national level foundations and private
sector entities. Excessive security
costs are also negatively affecting the
economy. Great amounts of private
sector resources must be invested
in private guards, security forces,
equipment, and training to provide
personal and business protection.
These costs reduce firm profitability, undercut future investment, and
undermine competitiveness, while
adversely impacting the consumer.

Up until recently, most regional responses to violent crime in El
Salvador have focused on strengthening law enforcement and toughening anti-gang policies. In 2004,
El Salvador’s Congress unanimously
approved the “Firm Hand” policy, which aimed at strengthening
anti-gang regulations.12 The new
policy was proposed by President
Tony Saca and increased the prison
sentence for arrested gang members
to five years and those of gang leaders
to nine years.13 Moreover, the policy
established a controversial rule that
allowed children less than 12 years of
age to be convicted. The United Nations claimed that this aspect of the
legislation undermined international
human rights and was not an effective
solution to the gang problem. While
improving law enforcement and expanding the grounds for arrests resulted in a significant increase in the
number of arrests, such policies are
insufficient for eradicating violence,
because law enforcement officials in
El Salvador are confronting devastating threats like “organized crime
networks, narco-trafficking, high
levels of corruption, ineffective legal
systems, and gang violence.”14 Recent
events indicate that gang members
are bribing judges. For example,
during the months of January and
February in 2010, Salvadoran judg-
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es released over 51 gang members of
the MS-13 gang from custody due to
“inconsistencies” in the testimonies
against them despite the insistence
of locals that they were guilty.15 Evidently, the legal and justice institutions of El Salvador are weak, which
has enabled crime to thrive.
Over the last few years, El Salvador adopted a national crime prevention strategy that features local
level municipal planning in crime
deterrence. As part of the U.S. Government’s Central America Regional
Security Initiative (carsi), the United States Agency for International
Development (usaid) has designed
and implemented various programs
to improve citizen security by
“strengthening community capacity
to combat crime and by creating educational and employment opportunities for at risk youth.”16 More specifically, usaid has greatly invested in
establishing the Crime and Violence
Prevention Program, Regional Youth
Alliance, and SolucionES.
First, the Crime and Violence
Prevention Program aims at reducing violent crime on the local level
through community-based interactions. Before implementing the
program, usaid identified municipalities to target in El Salvador. The
conditions that were considered when
selecting “at-risk” districts included

the presence of abandoned houses,
inadequate public lighting, difficult
access and poor road conditions,
signs of gang presence (like graffiti
on the walls), and ineffective garbage
disposal systems.17 Once these areas
were identified, usaid invested in
building churches, community organizations, police stations, schools,
crime observatories, and health centers.18 usaid also initiated “Municipal Crime Prevention Committees,”
which primarily consist of community development association leaders.19
They work closely with the local police to prevent crime by discussing
key issues and fostering trust within
the community. The committees directly report incidents of crime to the
police, communicate their concerns,
examine local situations, and offer
propositions for improvements in the
system. Moreover, usaid established
at-risk youth programs in local communities including outreach centers,
workforce development courses, and
mentorships. For example, new after-school activity centers provide
youth populations with quality musical instruments, computers, board
games, books, refreshments, etc.
These recreational centers prevent
the youth from spending time on the
streets and thus reduce their chances
of getting involved with gangs.
Second, usaid has partnered with

32

Creative to implement the Regional Salvadoran businesses and non-govYouth Alliance. This project consists ernmental organizations that have
of innovative programs that rehabil- agreed to match usaid’s funds with
itate and reintegrate ex-gang mem- $22 million. 23 The Alliance works
bers into society while preventing alongside local government to dethe participation of youth in gangs.20 crease crime and violence among the
Through the establishment of com- youth population in 50 communities
munity-based public-private alli- across five municipalities. 24 By unitances, the Regional Youth Alliance ing their efforts, the Alliance and losupports crime and violence pre- cal governments provide workshops
vention activities among the youth. on violence, youth leadership, entreIn fact, the project grants awards to preneurship training, and extracurlocal organizations in 66 targeted ricular clubs. Moreover, the program
communities working
with gangs and gang A stronger unity of effort between local
prevention.21
These government, private sector, NGOs and the
local
organizations communities offers new insight into ways to
develop successful job build a better future for Latin America.
placement initiatives
for the youth and encourage commu- works alongside local businesses to
nity participation through municipal train their employees on violence
crime prevention committees. The prevention and funds educational
membership of these committees classes for policy makers on the same
includes representatives from local subject.
communities, the private sector, civil
In order to assess the effectivesociety, and faith-based organiza- ness of programs described above,
tions who all gather to pinpoint risk Vanderbilt University carried out an
factors in each municipality.
impact evaluation study in 2014.25
Thirdly, usaid has invested $20 The study consisted of surveys exemillion in SolucionES to further cuted by the Latin American Public
promote community-based solutions Opinion Project (lapop). Through
for crime prevention. 22 SolucionES a controlled experiment, the impact
is a public-private partnership led evaluation compared municipalities
by the Foundation of Businesses for that were “treated” with communiEconomic Development (fepade). ty-based crime prevention programs
It is essentially an alliance between with those that were not. The “treat-
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ment” was considered effective at the
point of evaluation if the outcomes
in the treatment group “improved
more (or declined less) than they
would had if the treatment has not
been administered.”26 In the end,
the evaluation revealed that usaid’s
local crime prevention tactics have
been very successful. lapop interviewed and surveyed local residents
and community stakeholders in their
neighborhoods while carrying out
systematic neighborhood observations. The evaluation analyzed the
perceptions of locals towards violent
crime and feelings about security in
their neighborhoods before and after the programs. According to the
study, more than 50% of residents
living in communities which have
implemented usaid’s programs for
crime prevention have reported that
they feel more secure, have witnessed
less crime, and trust the National
Police more than before.27 There
has been a significant reduction in
reports of crime victimization and
violence compared to what would
be expected without the treatment.
In fact, 51% fewer residents reported
being aware of murders, extortions,
and blackmail while 26% fewer residents reported being aware of illegal
drug sales.28 Moreover, 19% fewer
residents reported being aware of
robberies.29 In addition to statistical

evidence, lapop revealed qualitative
evidence suggesting that usaid’s
community-based programs are effective. For example, police officers
were asked about their perception on
crime. A police officer in El Salvador
said, “I feel that we have lowered the
crime rate substantially, compared
to previous years, because now you
certainly can enter certain neighborhoods, which before if you entered
them, perhaps you were risking some
type of mishap.”30 Evidently, the
community-based approach to reduce violent crime has been efficient.
Overall, a dramatic rise in violent crime is a complex issue in
Latin America that undermines
economic development and increases regional instability. To devise an
effective solution, it is important to
understand how crime is defined, to
pinpoint crime’s causes, and to learn
from past policy. In El Salvador,
usaid-funded local initiatives like
the Crime and Violence Prevention
Program, Regional Youth Alliance,
and SolucionES have shown that the
reduction of violent crime is feasible
if government, private sector, and
community work together with a
much greater unity of effort to defeat
crime at its roots. These programs
focus on the long-term sustainability
of violence reduction by addressing
the core problems: low economic op-
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portunity, a lack of education, lack of
access to social services, high unemployment rates, and gang influence
among youth populations.
Moreover, the new community-based solutions in El Salvador
pivot away from previous efforts emphasizing law enforcement to a more
rigorous focus on the prevention by
addressing the underlying social
causes. Scientific study demonstrates
that this new form of community-driven solutions in crime prevention is having a positive impact.

Piloting new approaches to crime
prevention opens the door for replication throughout the country and
the entire region.
A stronger unity of effort between
local government, private sector,
ngos and the communities offers
new insight into ways to build a better future for Latin America. Proven
new models of cooperation can bring
lessons learned and best practices for
replication-- the foundation for reversing the rise of crime in a troubled
region.
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Power and Principle at
Play in Iraq
Examining the Obama
Administration’s motivations for
the 2011 troop withdrawal
By Jack Brake

The Obama administration's decision to withdrawal all combat troops
from Iraq in 2011 was the result of an offensive realist assessment of U.S.
capabilities and objectives. The prohibitive costs of continued low intensity
conflict in blood, treasure, and reputation were deemed too high and
counterproductive to U.S. interests. Obama's liberal domestic politics are
necessary but not sufficient to explain the end of the combat and support
missions in Iraq. Ultimately, strategic objectives were informed by a largely
apolitical, long term appraisal of U.S. relative power in relation to its goals.
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O

n September 10th, 2014,
two and a half years after
the last U.S. troops left
Iraq, President Obama announced
his decision to send them back. Most
commentators—including
many
of the President’s harshest foreign
policy critics—supported this action
as necessary to confront the Islamic
State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS). Yet
the decision was still controversial:
the rise of ISIS, some argued, proved
that Obama had been wrong to withdraw U.S. forces from Iraq in 2011
and abdicate responsibility for its security to a dysfunctional government
that was ill-equipped to combat terrorism. Normative arguments aside,
as the United States enters into its
third Iraq War in as many decades, it
is critical to understand why the last
war ended as it did. Why did President Obama withdraw U.S. troops
from Iraq in 2011 despite the risk of
destabilization?1 This paper examines
two competing explanations. The
national values explanation attributes
the withdrawal to principle: the
Obama administration’s neoliberal
values were inconsistent with unilateral U.S. military action in Iraq. The
offensive realism explanation attributes
the withdrawal to power: the Obama
administration’s consideration of
relative power exposed the war as
counterproductive to U.S. interests.

Both of these theories adequately
explain the withdrawal as an isolated
event. However, the national values
theory falters when contextualized
within the Obama Administration’s
larger foreign policy. It is offensive
realism that best explains the 2011
withdrawal and reconciles it with
the unfolding legacy of U.S. forces in
Iraq.
The National Values
Explanation
This explanation holds that dominant national values systems define
“policymakers’ national role conceptions,” which heavily inform foreign
policy decisions and outcomes.2 Different leaders espouse different values
and therefore pursue different foreign
policies. This is especially clear with
respect to the Bush and Obama Administrations. The dominant values
system during the Bush years was
neoconservatism, which held that
“U.S. security interests [should be
defined] in terms of the expansion of
U.S.-style liberalism.” Neoconservatism projects a “nationalist vision
of the United States as a redeeming
force in international politics,” with
U.S. power “employed as the primary
instrument in liberal change.”3 In
sum, coercive democracy promotion
is not merely justifiable, but prudent.
Shortly after taking office, Presi-
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dent Obama explicitly rejected neoconservatism during his landmark
address to the Muslim world in Cairo. This speech was a turning point
in U.S. foreign policy. The President
laid out his new vision for the Unit-

the Iraqis ... [thus,] we will remove all
our troops from Iraq by 2012.”5 The
liberal values of self-determination
(“Iraq for the Iraqis”) and respect for
international law (“Iraq’s sovereignty
is its own”), impelled the U.S. decision to withdraw troops
Obama’s neoliberalism implicitly condemned by 2012.
coercive democracy promotion as immoral and
The values system
impractical.
that Obama articulated in Cairo prioritized
ed States’ role in the world, based “mutual interest and mutual respect”
on multilateralism and international and recognized that “military power
cooperation:
alone [was] not going to solve [the
I know that there has been contro- United States’] problems.”6 This “neoversy about the promotion of democ- liberalism” was clearly incompatible
racy in recent years, and much of this with the occupation of Iraq, which
controversy is connected to the war relied on the premise that coercive
in Iraq. So let me be clear: No system democracy promotion was a justified
of government can or should be im- exercise of U.S. power. Obama’s
posed by one nation by any other… neoliberalism implicitly condemned
[The] events in Iraq have reminded coercive democracy promotion as
America of the need to use diploma- immoral and impractical. If the concy and build international consensus tinued presence of U.S. troops in Iraq
to resolve our problems whenever was unjustified, it followed that they
possible. 4 The President’s speech— should be withdrawn.
fittingly titled “A New Beginning”—
Where The National Values
was not merely an expression of his
Explanation Falls Short
liberal values; it was a promise to
apply those values to the formulation
The national values explanation
and implementation of American seems straightforward: Obama and
foreign policy. Obama clearly linked his advisors bought into a neoliberal
his liberal values to specific policy values system, and these values were
objectives: “Today, America has a not compatible with the Iraq War
dual responsibility: to help Iraq forge or its premise of coercive democracy
a better future—and to leave Iraq for promotion. The logical result was the

40

end of the war and the withdrawal of
U.S. troops. However, other foreign
policy developments under Obama
undermine this series of causal links
since the President has consistently
favored unilateralism over international cooperation. This is critical
because a values system must by
definition have systemic applicability,
accounting for most events during a
given period. In other words, the legitimacy of the national values explanation for the Iraq troop withdrawal
is contingent upon its explanation
of subsequent foreign policy developments. The national values theory
fails to explain arguably the most important development under Obama,
namely the increased use of drone
strikes to combat global terrorism.7
In Pakistan alone, the administration
has approved 331 of the 380 strikes
carried out since 2004, resulting in
the deaths of as many as 950 civilians and 200 children.8 Drone strikes
are anathema to the neoliberal values
of the president’s Cairo speech because they are completely unilateral,
executed without international cooperation or approval, and they do
not coordinate with the sovereign
nations whose territory and citizens
come under fire. Since value systems
are definitively non-anomalistic,9 the
fact that neoliberalism explains the
troop withdrawal, in isolation, but

not the most critical foreign policy
development during the relevant
time period means that it does not
carry sufficient explanatory weight.
The Offensive Realism
Explanation
Offensive realism provides a more
convincing explanation for the withdrawal. Offensive realism assumes
that: “the [international] system is
anarchic, great powers possess some
offensive capabilities, no state can be
certain of another’s intentions, survival is the primary goal, and actors
are rational.”10 States must “think
strategically about their external situation and choose the strategy that
seems to maximize their basic aim of
survival.”11 Often the “best way for a
state to achieve survival in anarchy is
to take advantage of other states and
gain power at their expense.”12 Given
these tenets, offensive realism explains the 2011 troop withdrawal and
the end of the Iraq War in four ways:
the United States’ goal of democracy
promotion was futile; the war upset
the regional balance of power and
thus diminished the United States’
security; the tactical dynamic of occupation disadvantaged the United
States; and the costs of the war in
terms of relative power outweighed
its benefits.
First, offensive realism, like neo-
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liberalism, invalidates the war’s justification as a righteous and ultimately
beneficial exercise in democracy promotion. Offensive realism maintains
that there is a “limitless power struggle” in the international system.13 All
states are “aggressive power-maximizers despite embracing liberal
democracy,” so the establishment of
a liberal world order or an enduring
“democratic peace” is impossible.14
According to the structural power
dynamics identified by John Mearsheimer, a stable Iraq would most
likely react against the United States’
hegemonic presence in the Middle
East by balancing against it with
other unfriendly states. The United
should not undertake the self-sacrificial and counterproductive errand
of democratizing a country that may
not behave as a loyal client.
Second, the U.S. presence in
Iraq propped up an ineffective and
unpopular government, upsetting
the regional balance of power that
had existed under Saddam Hussein
wherein Iraq and Iran balanced
each other as two relatively strong
and fundamentally opposed rivals.
Competition between the two states
prevented either of them from becoming dominant and exerting hegemonic influence.15 However, when
Iraq dissolved into post-Saddam
anarchy, this balance of power was

undermined and Iran was left free
to pursue regional hegemony.16 This
resulted in “unbalanced multi-polarity,” which is the least stable form of
power structure.17 Since international
relations are a “zero-sum game,” increased Iranian power in the Middle
East decreases U.S. relative power.
The United States thus engineered
its own relative power decline because the weak regime it supported
in Baghdad could not keep Tehran in
check.18
Third, the tactical dynamic of occupation disadvantaged U.S. forces
in Iraq. Offensive realists believe that
conquest is historically more profitable than consolidation.19 Common
sense suggests that this is especially
true in modern warfare because the
United States enjoys such an impressive technological advantage over
its enemies in offensive capabilities
like air power. However, the United States must effectively handicap
itself by staying on the defensive to
secure Iraq from insurgents. The unnecessary costs inherent in defense
are merely another reason to end the
occupation.
Fourth, “Only when the benefits
outweigh the costs do [hegemons] go
after additional increments of relative
power.”20 By 2011, the cost-benefit
analysis implicit in offensive realism’s consideration of relative power
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weighed heavily in favor of ending troops in Iraq:
the war and withdrawing all troops;
This war distracts us from every
the U.S. had spent over $1 trillion and threat that we face and so many oplost 4,487 soldiers, and its objective portunities that we could seize. This
of installing a stable pro-American war diminishes our security, our
democracy was largely unrealized.21 standing in the world, our military,
At the time of the withdrawal, it was our economy, and the resources we
“hard to find evidence that [the U.S.] need to confront the challenges of
had ever been [in Iraq]…The bombs the 21st century. By any measure, our
were back, sometimes a half-dozen single-minded and open-ended focus
a day, nearly always
deployed by Sun- "According to the structural power dynamics
nis to kill Shiites.”22 identified by John Mearsheimer, a stable Iraq
The occupation had would most likely react against the United States’
devastated Iraq ma- hegemonic presence in the Middle East by
terially and failed to balancing against it with other unfriendly states."
foster good will for
the United States. As one Baghda- on Iraq is not a sound strategy for
di car mechanic declared after the keeping America safe.24
withdrawal, “We’ve waited for this
This rationale recognizes the
day since 2003. When [the United primacy of security as a national
States] invaded us, we carried our objective, the cost-benefit calculus
machine guns and went to fight them. implicit in military action, and the
We decided to do suicide operations need to actively address credible
against them. They committed many threats to the United States’ relative
crimes, and we lost a lot of things be- power supremacy (i.e. hegemony). In
cause of them.”23 Realizing that the sum, Obama’s thinking on Iraq was
occupation was futile absent popular clearly informed by offensive realsupport, the Obama administration ism. Furthermore offensive realism
providently decided to withdraw.
can be consistently applied after the
2011 withdrawal. For example, drone
Explanatory Benefits
strikes epitomize offensive realism,
of Offensive Realism
maximizing relative power gains (the
During the 2008 presidential elimination of enemy combatants)
campaign, Obama explained his while minimizing the potential for
opposition to the presence of U.S. relative losses (inherent in putting
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“boots on the ground”). The strikes
are naturally offensive and exemplify
a hegemon using its power to help
itself without the encumbering considerations of international law and
sovereignty.

radicalize those who are outraged
by the United States’ manifest disregard for collateral damage and the
rights of sovereign nations, creating
a cycle of instability in the Middle
East. Furthermore, these policies
are proving insufficient, as evidenced
by the failure of U.S.-led airstrikes
to fully eliminate ISIS. Less than
four years after the withdrawal, the
Obama administration should hesitate to fully recommit the United
States to Iraq. But in the long run,
democracy promotion and the establishment of a state that is able to defend itself without external support
is unavoidable.It is unfortunate that
the president’s neoliberal values have
been submerged by relative power
considerations because multilateralism, international cooperation, and
the gradual engagement of elites in
liberal institutions still provide the
best means of promoting democracy,
stability, and material U.S. interests
without coercion.

Conclusion: The
Ramifications of
Resurgent Realism
Offensive realism seems to explain not only the 2011 withdrawal
of all U.S. troops from Iraq, but also
the Obama administration’s decision
to avoid democracy promotion in
general. Under Obama, the United
State's government has not armed
the pro-democracy Syrian rebels or
contested the military coup against
Egypt’s democratically elected Islamist government. Instead, the
United States has adopted a policy
of intervention with impunity. Power
seems to have won out over principle. Yet the policies motivated by
offensive realism threaten to further
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Withdrawing from
Iraq
the

2008 SOFA Negotiations

By Benjamin Harris

The last elements of the American military left Iraq in December of 2011,
during Obama's first term. The president fulfilled his campaign promise
by fully ending the Iraq War. However, American troops were following
a withdrawal deadline stipulated by the 2008 Status of Forces Agreement
negotiated by the Bush Administration. Why did President Bush abandon a
conflict he believed in? This article argues that offensive realist explanations
fail to explain the decision to withdraw; instead, domestic pressures were the
determinant factor in SOFA negotiations.
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A

fter the Islamic State
emerged from the chaos of
the Syrian Civil War and
ran roughshod over the clearly overmatched Iraqi security forces, seizing
large swaths of territory, many questioned why the United States had
chosen to withdraw its troops from
Iraq. As Rick Brennan notes, the
tragedy that followed since the 2011
withdrawal “was foreseeable—and,
in fact, was foreseen by U.S. military
planners and commanders.”1 Traditional explanations of international
behavior, like Offensive Realism—
which predicts that states only act
in response to changing balances of
power between states—are unable to
explain the United States’ puzzling
decision to end its combat mission
in 2008. In fact, many realists at the
time predicted disaster if the U.S.
withdrew. Instead, President George
Bush’s decision to assent to an accelerated withdrawal of American
troops from Iraq in the 2008 Status
of Forces Agreement (SOFA) can
be better understood by using the
logic of Two-Level Game Theory,
advanced by Robert Putnam. It argues that international leaders must
negotiate with two groups, foreign
diplomats and domestic politicians,
to secure passage of international
agreements. Additionally, the domestic situation which constrained

President Bush can be explained by
turning to Alexander George’s theory of domestic legitimacy, which
argues that a domestic audience must
believe a policy to both desirable and
feasible.
The Puzzle
In 2008, the Bush Administration entered negotiations with the
Iraqi government over a Status Of
Forces Agreement. The United Nations resolution legally authorizing
of the American military presence in
Iraq expired in December, “raising
the possibility that the United States
would have to depart the country
immediately or remain there illegally.”2 At the time, President Bush was
under tremendous political pressure.
Mounting opposition to the Iraq
War “paved the way for George W.
Bush to rack up the most unpopular second term in modern polling
history.”3 President Bush, however,
still went into the negotiations determined to keep American soldiers in
Iraq for the long-term.4
Unfortunately the Iraqis, led by
Prime Minister Maliki, were unwilling to sign a traditional SOFA that
granted legal immunity to American
soldiers. Emma Sky concludes that
the Iraqis “bargained tenaciously during the SOFA negotiations
and extracted significant conces-
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sions from the United Because there was no change in the balance of
States.”5 These conces- power, realism cannot explain the U.S. decision
sions included larg- to withdraw its troops from Iraq, a conclusion
er control over how supported by the dire predictions of realists at
American troops oper- the time.
ated and a stated withdrawal deadline: the end of 2011.
havior for five main reasons: 1) the
This result was completely in con- world of states is anarchic, so no
trast with initial American goals, higher authority exists to inforce
reversing “the entrenchment that international law; 2) states are unPresident George W. Bush originally certain as to the intentions of other
envisioned.”6 On November 17, U.S. states, so they can never be certain
and Iraqi officials signed the agree- they will not be attacked; 3) the priment that stipulated a deadline for an mary goal of states is to survive; 4)
American withdrawal.7
states are rational actors; and 5) all
major states possess some offensive
capabilities (as Mearsheimer so eloOffensive Realism
quently puts it, “After all, for every
Realist Theory
neck there are two hands to choke
The central variable of all realist it”).9
theories of international relations is
Mearsheimer considers the United
the balance of power between the States to be the world’s only regionstates in a system. John Mearsheimer al hegemon, which means that it is
propounds a variant of realism, Of- the only great power in the Western
fensive Realism, which argues that Hemisphere.
states acts upon the basis of their relMearsheimer argues that, in
ative power to maximize their own keeping with its privileged position,
standing in the system.
the U.S. projects its power across the
In short, the world of Offensive globe because “regional hegemons...
Realism can be described by the do not want peers.”10 If Mearsheimer
Athenians’ declaration in Thucy- is right, one would expect to see the
dides’ Melian Dialogue: “The strong United States act aggressively to predo what they can and the weak suffer serve its power, only leaving Iraq if
what they must.”8
it had secured complete victory, thus
Mearsheimer contends that states ensuring its dominance, or if the balexhibit this power-maximizing be- ance of power had shifted against the
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U.S., forcing it to withdraw.
Realism as Applied
to the Case of Iraq
Contrary to the realist conception
of power projection, the U.S. withdrew in the absence of major shifts in
relative power, without either defeat
or victory. American military forces
certainly did not suffer any major
reverses before the decision to withdraw—there was no American Dien
Bien Phu—but neither did the U.S.
achieve total victory. Despite the successes of the much vaunted "surge",
even the most optimistic report concluded that the United States had
not yet secured its goal of creating a
stable democratic ally in Iraq.
More damningly, if the decision
to withdraw American troops made
sense from a realist perspective, one
would expect realists at the time
to argue for withdrawal. Instead,
realists objected to the decision to
withdraw on three primary grounds:
first, it would hurt the United States’
reputation; second, Iraq would slide
into chaos; and third, regional powers would interfere with Iraq.
Central to realist logic is the importance of reputation. In order to
deter attacks, a state must demonstrate to any potential aggressors that
it has the resolve needed to stomach
a fight. In accordance with this logic,
many feared that American with-

drawal from Iraq would be taken as
a sign of weakness. President Bush
himself stated that “extremists of all
strains would be emboldened by the
knowledge that they forced America
to retreat.”11 Worryingly, as Hakan
Tunç notes, the extremists themselves agreed:
Al Qaeda’s leadership, as well as
most militants of radical Islam, believe that America lacks resolve due
to its decadence, materialism, and
life-loving character, all of which
weaken the fighting spirit of American troops and enhance the casualty
aversion of American society. . . .
The U.S. withdrawals from Beirut
in 1983, Somalia in 1993 and Yemen
following the bombing of USS Cole
in 2001 are held up as evidence of
America’s lack of military resolve.
In each of these cases, after sustaining only a few casualties, the United
States withdrew from the theater of
war.12
According to this logic, if the
U.S. were again to withdraw from
the Middle East, America’s enemies
would take such a withdrawal as
proof that America lacked the will
to fight. At best, the U.S. would be
emboldening insurgents in Iraq and
elsewhere. At worst, the U.S. would
be inviting another major terrorist
attack.
Realist logic predicted complete
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disaster in Iraq if the U.S. were to
pull out. Some scholars, like Anthony Cordesman and Adam Mausner,
predicted that the withdrawal of
American troops “will result in a major power vacuum in the region—and
the Middle East abhors a vacuum.”13
President Bush himself foresaw a
renewal of the Iraqi Civil War; The
Economist notes in a 2007 article:
“Mr. Bush is right to give warning
that terrible consequences may flow
from an American withdrawal... a
full-blown civil war would be a real
possibility.”14 Many scholars agreed
with the president’s assessment. Michael O’Hanlon from the Brookings
Institution argued that “the residual risk of civil war goes up with
this decision.”15 Even the American
military foretold disaster if the U.S.
pulled out. “All this evidence led
U.S. military planners in Iraq to one
clear conclusion: if U.S. forces completely withdrew by the end of 2011,
it would be very difficult for the
Iraqis to maintain the fragile gains
made since 2007.”16 In accordance
with balance of power logic, realism
predicted that U.S. troop withdrawal
would lead to chaos in an unstable
Iraq.
Realists also predicted that the intervention of Iraq’s neighbors would
worsen its situation. As James Dobbins put it, “In terms of external ac-

tors, all of Iraq’s neighbors are going
to interfere in one way or another.
They would be foolish not to.”17 Of
special concern to realists at the time
was Iran, which could use Iraq’s instability to expand its own influence.
This argument ties into the realist argument about reputational concerns.
Iranian President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad stated, “Americans planted a tree in Iraq. They watered that
tree, pruned it, and cared for it. Ask
your American friends why they’re
leaving now before the tree bears
fruit.”18 Clearly, realists had valid
concerns about the loss of American
prestige and the potential for the
situation in Iraq to deteriorate rapidly, concerns that recent events have
only validated. Because there was no
change in the balance of power, realism cannot explain the U.S. decision
to withdraw its troops from Iraq, a
conclusion supported by the dire predictions of realists at the time.
An Alternative Explanation
Two-Level Game Theory
Robert Putnam’s Two-Level
Game Theory does not discount the
importance of relative power. Instead, it focuses on how international
negotiators reach their agreements.
Putnam explains, “The politics of
many international negotiations can
usefully be conceived as a two-level
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Domestic Legitimacy

game. At the national level, domestic groups pursue their interests by
pressuring the government to adopt
favorable policies... At the international level, national governments
seek to maximize their own ability
to satisfy domestic pressures, while
minimizing the adverse consequences of foreign developments.”19 Putnam’s key insight is that negotiators
at Level I, the international level,
must not only be concerned with
reaching an agreement amongst
themselves; they also have to worry
about getting that agreement ratified
at Level II, the domestic level. These
negotiations constitute two “games,”
which, while separate, influence
each other. Putnam recognizes that
the principle negotiator—in general, the head of state—often has his
own goals separate from those of his
constituency, but he concludes that
such a negotiator would have to worry about his “own domestic standing
(or indeed, his incumbency)” if the
negotiator were unable to satisfy his
or her domestic constituency.20 The
demands of domestic politics, therefore, constrain international leaders
in their negotiations. Importantly,
if a leader has a precarious position
domestically, other negotiators at the
table can use that fact as leverage.

Putnam does insist that “any
testable two-level theory of international negotiation must be rooted in
a theory of domestic politics,” but he
himself does not suggest such a theory.21 Alexander George supplies such
a theory about domestic constraints
and the need for policy legitimacy.
Fundamentally, George argues that
any successful leader must convince
his domestic constituency that his
policy is legitimate on both a normative and cognitive basis, or that
his policy is both desirable and feasible.22 In order to do so, an American president must battle against the
short-sightedness of the American
public, which possesses both “impatience for quick results and its demand for frequent reassurances that
a policy is succeeding.”23 Therefore, a
number of factors severely constrain
an American president in his foreign
policy, and it is often difficult to persuade the American people to support a long-term policy which does
not deliver immediate results.
Putnam and George Applied to Iraq
If Putnam’s Two-Level Game
Theory, with George’s addendum,
is correct, one would expect that
domestic politics would constrain
even a president in favor of continued troop presence in Iraq and force
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him to bargain with the Iraqis, who
would use the President’s domestic
weakness against him.
Fortunately, the American public’s
view of the Iraq War and President
Bush can be closely tracked by looking at opinion polls, which painted a
dire picture indeed for the president.
The Iraq War was the single most
important political issue for most of
Bush’s presidency, and his popular
support eroded as public opinion
soured on Iraq.24 Importantly, the
declining support for the war tracks
almost perfectly with disapproval of
President Bush as “views on whether
the Iraq war was worth fighting correlated with the president’s approval
rating at a remarkable .95, a whisker
from a perfect match.”25 By the time
of the SOFA negotiations, a large
majority of Americans were against
the war.
Public support for the war
plunged, as George would predict,
as Americans grew impatient with
slow progress and high casualties.
Initial successes “turned into another bloody stalemate, and when no
weapons of mass destruction were
found, support for the war rapidly
declined until it reached the 50 percent oppositional turning point in
May 2005.”26 The American public,
in particular, may be poorly-suited
to support lengthy wars of attrition.

Stephen Walt posits that “it is impossible to sustain public support for
long and grinding wars of occupation. Once it becomes clear that we
face a lengthy and messy struggle,
the American people quite properly begin to ask why we are pouring
billions of dollars and thousands of
lives into some strategic backwater.”27
Eventually, President Bush could no
longer persuade the American public
that his policy was legitimate.
Importantly, while the SOFA
that Bush was negotiating was not a
treaty and therefore would not have
to be ratified by the Senate, there is
a clear mechanism for how domestic
displeasure with the Iraq War could
have imperiled the agreement: elections. President Bush’s Republican
Party already suffered large losses
in the 2006 elections, which were
effectively a referendum on Bush’s
conduct of the Iraq War. As The New
York Times reported, “Americans cited Iraq as the most important issue
affecting their vote, and majorities
of Republicans and Democrats said
they wanted a change in approach.”28
More importantly, the SOFA
was being negotiated in the shadow
of the 2008 presidential election.
While Senator John McCain supported a continued U.S. presence in
Iraq, 29 Senator Barack Obama was
the clear frontrunner and advocated
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for American withdrawal.30 Bush nor Prime Minister Maliki could
could not make an agreement with compromise on the issue, with the
the Iraqis to keep American troops latter saying that, “anyone who bein their country if he
was not certain the next "To scholars like Mearsheimer, the United
administration would States should have kept fighting until it became
uphold it.
clear that the U.S. had lost or until lasting
President
Bush victory had been achieved.”
therefore had to play
Putnam’s Level I game having al- lieved that the parliament would
ready lost the Level II game, a crip- approve a status of forces agreement
pling liability which the Iraqis used that included complete immunity did
to their advantage. During the nego- not understand Iraqi politics.”33 Thus,
tiations, “the Iraqi leaders clearly kept due to Iraqi intransigence and his
a careful eye on the American Pres- own precarious domestic position,
idential elections and used Obama’s Bush failed in his objective to keep
stance to strengthen their own hand American troops in Iraq and signed a
in negotiations.”31 The Iraqis simply status of forces agreement that manplayed hardball with President Bush. dated withdrawal.
Importantly, the same two-level
Conclusion
game analysis applies to Iraq’s Prime
Minister, Nouri al-Maliki. While
As fighting between Syrian PresPrime Minster Maliki was himself ident Bashar al-Assad and various
willing to allow a small contingent rebel groups escalated into civil war
of American soldiers to stay in Iraq, in 2011, Iraq’s government faced a
the Iraqi parliament and public were test. Could it maintain order as connot. Faced with “an overwhelmingly flict raged along its borders? As the
popular demand among Iraqis” to rise of the Islamic State has shown,
remove American military personnel Iraq was not yet ready to stand on its
from Iraq, Prime Minister Maliki own. Its military disintegrated, and
“appears to have been unwilling to huge tracks of territory were ceded
take the political risk of extending to radical Islamist control. Pundits
it.”32 The primary issue was one of quickly assigned blame for this reverwhether American troops would be sal, and many pointed to the United
subject to Iraq’s legal system. Do- States’ abrupt withdrawal from the
mestically, neither President Bush country in 2011.
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This withdrawal, mandated by
the 2008 SOFA, is incompatible
with realist thinking. There was no
significant shift in relative power, so
there was no reason for a major policy change. To scholars like Mearsheimer, the United States should
have kept fighting until it became
clear that the U.S. had lost or until
lasting victory had been achieved.
Instead, one must turn to the
domestic politics of both nations to
understand the withdrawal. Both
President Bush and Prime Minister
Malaki wanted to keep American
forces in Iraq, but both faced domestic

constituencies which had long since
decided that that policy lacked legitimacy. As Putnam would predict, the
two leaders were constrained at the
international level by the demands
of domestic politics. Since President
Bush negotiated while his likely replacement campaigned on a promise
to end the Iraq War, his position at
the diplomatic table was too weak to
persuade Prime Minister Malaki to
challenge his own domestic constituency. Failing at both the Level I and
Level II games, Bush was forced into
an agreement which he himself did
not want.
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Global Reserve
Currencies
Why the Dollar Will Remain the
Principle Reserve Currency
By Saiful Khan
The United States dollar has maintained its status as the world’s principle
reserve currency since the 1940s. This power reflects the overall hegemonic
role of the U.S. within the contemporary world order, which has been
reinforced by its manipulation of the dollar as a world currency. With the
more recent establishment of the Eurozone and the rise of China as an
economic superpower, some have expressed doubts about how long the dollar
will retain its key status. This article argues that states around the world will
continue to balance their currencies against the dollar due to its availability
and liquidity, as well as the impracticality of supranational reserve currencies.
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A

s Robert Gilpin suggests, “Every international
monetary regime rests on
a particular political order.”1 Rather
than divorcing states’ monetary policies from their geopolitical ambitions
and macroeconomic strategies, the
following framework indicates that
the international monetary order is
a “tool for actors within the existing
system to either prolong or subvert
that order.”2 The existing monetary
order has been indisputably centered
on the U.S. dollar (USD) since the
inception of the Bretton Woods system in the 1940s, which formally anchored the world’s currencies on the
USD in a fixed exchange rate system.
Even after the Nixon administration’s
decision to eliminate the USD’s convertibility to gold signaled the official
demise of the Bretton Woods system
in 1971, the USD remained the de
facto key currency in the international monetary order due to its necessity
in facilitating global trade in the new
floating exchange rate system. The
floating exchange rate system further
transformed the USD’s role as the key
global reserve currency, granting the
United States “exorbitant advantages” and “extraordinary costs” resulting from its unique burden. While
the exploitation of these advantages
by the United States occasionally
threatens international monetary and

economic stability, there appear to be
few significant threats to continued
status of the USD as the key global
reserve currency; alarm over the rise
of the euro, the renminbi, and even
supranational currency units prove to
be insignificant.
Historical Importance of
Foreign Exchange in the
International Monetary
System
Before the twentieth century,
many states pegged their currencies
to the value of an underlying asset,
“typically gold or silver.”3 However,
the collapse of the gold exchange
standard in the early 1930s led the
Great Powers to exercise monetary
policies befitting their greater political and economic goals. Exchange
rates became “a battleground in
which Great Power politics prevailed,” as Germany enforced a series
of bilateral arrangements in Central
and Eastern Europe, Britain organized its empire around sterling,
France created a gold bloc; and the
United States dollar became prominent in Central and Latin America.”4
To resolve the regional struggles for
power in the international monetary
system, the U.S. agreed to stabilize
exchange rates with Britain and
France in the 1936 Tripartite Agreement, for the first time ascending to
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a leading role on international monetary cooperation.
The “ruinous competitive currency devaluations” caused by these
arrangements led signatory countries
in the Bretton Woods conference to
opt for a “fixed but adjustable exchange rate system” with the U.S.
dollar at its core.5 The dollar was
pegged to gold and in turn, most
other key currencies were pegged to
the dollar. As a result of this new
arrangement and limits on convertibility of its rival currencies early in
the Bretton Woods system (Europe
was still recovering from World War
II, no one in East Asia had yet fully
industrialized yet), dollars were used
as the main liquidation currency and,
hence, reserve currency.6
However, the Mundell-Fleming trilemma suggests that there
are inherent tradeoffs in the choice
of a monetary system. States can
maintain monetary policy autonomy (setting interest rates), control
exchange rate levels, and preserve
capital mobility, but not all three.
In the Bretton Woods system, many
states instituted capital controls, allowing governments to control both
exchange rates and interest rates.
In this fixed exchange rate system,
foreign exchange reserves are the
critical tool used by central banks to
intervene in currency markets. Haus-

mann suggests that a fixed exchange
rate is “a conditional promise…that
the central bank will use its foreign
exchange reserves to defend the national currency.” 7 Accordingly, many
fixed rates collapse depending on the
strength of a nation’s currency reserves and the nature of the demand
for its currency in the international
marketplace.
The Bretton Woods fixed exchange system collapsed in 1971,
as increasingly free movement of
capital and governments’ continued
use of aggressive Keynesian monetary policies forced the trilemma to
shift, causing exchange rate controls
to collapse. After the Nixon administration eliminated the USD’s convertibility to gold, states floated their
currencies against one another, with
some developing countries opting to
anchor their currencies to the USD.
As capital mobility is increasingly a
fixed feature in today’s markets, the
trilemma is effectively reduced to a
tradeoff between monetary policy
autonomy and fixed exchange rates.
Thus, states maintain monetary policy autonomy while the world’s major
currencies float against one another.
This method was thought to allow
countries to eliminate currency misalignments, as exchange rates would
adjust “in an orderly and automatic
fashion” to compensate for differenc-
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es in states’ domestic polices (interest
rate, inflation, and unemployment
preferences).8
However, floating exchange rates
have not exhibited this expected order, as the present monetary regime
has reintroduced exchange rate volatility and tension between competing
domestic and international monetary
interests. In the absence of fixed exchange rates, foreign exchange is a
critical tool for states to exercise their
economic power in order to fulfill
their domestic and international policy objectives. Accordingly, the role
of global currency reserves has also
transformed, changing the relationship between nations not only in the
realm of monetary policy, but also in
regard to geopolitical and economic
power.

currency arrangements, floating
exchange rates provide an inviting
opportunity for states to manipulate
their currencies in order to create
balance of payments account surpluses, hence “provoking potentially
destabilizing flows of speculative
capital.”10 For instance, China and
other states have often actively devalued their currencies relative to those
of their trading partners so as to give
Chinese exports an advantage over
their competitors. This in turn spurs
Chinese growth, a primary domestic
economic goal, as manufacturers create jobs to sustain trade surpluses.
Global currency reserves play a
central role in this behavior, as China
must sell its own currency and buy
foreign reserves in predominantly
dollar-denominated assets in order
to depreciate its currency against foreign currencies. Currency manipulation concerns between the U.S. and
China overshadow the FX markets
because the U.S. dollar is the world’s
primary global reserve currency and
China holds the world’s largest foreign exchange reserves, with $3.95
trillion USD in assets.11 Although
China is secretive about the precise
composition of it reserves, USD-denominated assets are estimated to
compose 66% of the reserves, with a
further 25% in euros, and the rest in
yen, sterling, and other currencies.12

Currency Reserves as a Policy
Tool
Currency reserves are a critical
policy tool for sovereign governments, as they “reduce the risks of
external debt and local currency crises,” mitigate the negative shocks of
sudden capital inflow/outflows, and
provide “a broad space to adjust macroeconomic policies.”9
However, foreign exchange reserves can also be used as a competitive tool in the international monetary system. In the absence of formal
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Economists from Citigroup estimate that currency reserve increased
by over $40 billion in March 2014
alone, in spite of a trade surplus of
$7.7 billion in the same period, “indicating heavy intervention in the
currency markets” by the Chinese
government.
Foreign exchange is also the primary mechanism through which
monetary policy autonomy is exercised post-Bretton Woods. Hausmann posits that domestic interest
rates appear to be “more sensitive
to foreign rates” under floating exchange rate systems, which “implies
less monetary independence” in the
present structure rather than the
Bretton Woods regime.13 Today’s
high rate of capital mobility enables
capital inflows/outflows in response
to decisions by central banks to manipulate interest rates, thus subordinating domestic monetary policies to
operate within the confines of foreign
exchange. For instance, if the United
States government aimed to boost
growth by increasing the domestic
money supply, the Federal Reserve
would reduce interest rates. This
would encourage capital outflows as
investors sought higher returns in
foreign markets, requiring foreign
exchange, which causes the value of
the dollar to fall against other currencies due to a decrease in relative

demand. This in turn spurs domestic growth as aggregate demand increases as American exports become
cheaper due to currency devaluation.
The increase in exports causes employment and production output
to rise, fulfilling the government’s
initial goal of spurring short-term
growth through monetary policy.
Although these outcomes are ineffective in the long run due to price
increases and subsequent currency
appreciation (offsetting the impact of
past depreciation), they demonstrate
the tension between domestic policy
interests and foreign/international
interests when central banks use currency reserves. States have a rational
inclination to use their currencies as
another policy tool to further their
domestic economic goals at the expense of other states’ domestic goals
and even the stability of the international monetary system.
Domestic Impact of Using a
National Currency as Global
Reserve Currency
Domestic Benefits of USD
as Global Currency Reserve
Former French Finance Minister Valery Giscard d’Estaing once
proclaimed that the United States
enjoyed an “exorbitant privilege” in
pursuing its domestic policy interests as a result of the USD’s role as
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the global reserve currency.14 Most
apparently, the United States is able
to borrow from other countries more
easily than any other country in the
world, allowing it to finance steep
current account deficits by “issuing
dollar assets [i.e. U.S. Treasury bills]
at very low rates of interest.”15 Foreign
central banks must hold these dollar
assets to build their currency reserves, which are necessary to defend
domestic currencies and facilitate
trade, since most international trade
is “invoiced in dollars.”16 McNamara
posits that investors will invest in
dollar-denominated securities “regardless of their short term economic
fundamentals or valuation on international currency markets,” due to
the dollar’s usefulness as the central
currency in the monetary system.17
This relative demand inelasticity for
the dollar has allowed the United
States to radically increase its debt
levels in the postwar period, “deferring economic adjustment.” Official
foreign holdings of U.S. treasuries
have grown dramatically since 2002;
China alone holds approximately
$1.266 trillion USD of U.S. Treasury securities as of September 2014,
making it “the largest creditor to the
world’s largest economy.”1819
Furthermore, the United States
maintains a “macroeconomic hegemony in monetary and fiscal policy,”

as the dollar’s status as a key reserve
currency strengthens its domestic
macroeconomic and foreign policy
instruments.20 Cohen posits that the
United States enjoys more leeway to
set its own macroeconomic policies
because “it will not have to adjust
to international markets to the same
degree” as non-hegemonic currency
states.21 Canzoneri et al. further explain that “shifts in monetary and fiscal policies” emanating from key currency reserve countries have greater
effects on inflation and output, both
domestically and abroad, compared
to states with non-key currencies.22
Since monetary policy autonomy is
weak and operates though exchange
rate changes, states whose currencies
have the most liquidity and volume
of denominated assets exhibit stronger influence in monetary and fiscal
policy. This allows the United States
to impose its inflationary and interest
rate preferences on other nations, as
its monetary and fiscal policies have
“strong spillover effects.”23
In addition to these macroeconomic policy advantages, the United
States is able to exercise hard hegemonic political power by leveraging
the influence of the dollar as a reserve
currency. Kirshner (1995) demonstrates that the United States can manipulate international monetary relations to advance its national security
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goals by “manipulating exchange rate
values,” “creating monetary dependence on the part of weaker states,”
or “systemically disrupting the international financial order.”24 While
Kirshner’s original analysis applied
equally to key currency hegemons in
both the Bretton Woods and modern-day monetary systems, evidence
from 1995-present suggests that the
floating rate system and the evolved
role of the dollar as a global reserve
currency have strengthened the coercive ability of the key currency state.
This is particularly true in regard to
currency manipulation, which is the
most cost effective and opportunistic
classification of monetary power.
For instance, emerging markets
are particularly susceptible to banking and currency crises arising from
dollar volatility from American domestic policies such as quantitative
easing and interest rate benchmarks.
Since less-developed economies cannot borrow in their domestic currency and must do so in the dollar, the
burden of foreign exchange risks in
business and financial transactions
are transferred to emerging markets. Emerging market investments
accordingly suffer from currency
mismatches and/or maturity mismatches.25 Hausmann suggests that
these conditions provide “a recipe for
financial fragility,” as they invite for-

eign investors to buy dollars in order
to cover their exposures and foreign
governments to use currency reserves
to defend their currency, which in
turn causes the emerging market
country’s currency to “depreciate
further” and banking system monetary liquidity to “dry up.”26 Without
liquidity or the ability to defend its
currency, foreign governments have
few policy options with which to
combat ensuing bank runs.
These scenarios are not merely
theoretical consequences of international monetary order, as financial
volatility in Chile, Mexico, Peru,
and Venezuela suggest that emerging
market countries suffer significantly
at the benefit of the United States
and other key currency countries.
Emerging market economies face
significantly higher levels of average real interest rates, as investors
“seek higher returns to compensate
for greater instability” and foreign
exchange risks.27 There are easily
distinguishable political winners and
losers from this outcome. Emerging
markets and least developed countries (LDCs) suffer from higher
domestic inflation and interest rates
in addition to diminished autonomy
over domestic monetary and fiscal
policy controls. The United States, on
the contrary, benefits from consistent
dollar demand from foreign investors
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and foreign central banks aiming
to bulk up their currency reserves,
which in turn allows the U.S. to borrow at extremely low costs to finance
its current accounts deficits.
This dichotomy should not be
taken as a given consequence of the
existing monetary order, as emerging
markets “never voluntarily opted”
for floating rate regimes and most
currencies were fixed to the dollar
during the Bretton Woods period
and only came of their pegged rates
in the post-Bretton Woods period
“after various economic crises.”28
Non-key currency states would actively prefer to avoid the risks associated with the floating exchange
rate system and the pervasiveness of
a single key reserve currency, while
key currency hegemons have a vested interest in exploiting developing
markets to reinforce their political
and financial position in the global
monetary order.

dollar. Since significant quantities of
American debt and currency are held
by other governments “in the form
of foreign exchange reserves, debt
instruments, and internationally circulating currency,” the United States
government will find it difficult to
stabilize the value of its currency
unilaterally.29
Dean Baker similarly suggests
that the dollar’s status as the world’s
major reserve currency delivers domestic consequences that conflict
with the American government’s
stated preferences, primarily a lower valued currency- a “major policy
goal in negotiations with China.”30
Demand for the dollar is greatly increased as a result of the status as the
preeminent global reserve currency,
thus raising the value of the dollar
and increasing the price of American exports.31 In turn, higher valued
dollars lessens the number of exports
while increasing the quantity of imports, which then become relatively
cheaper than American goods. This
dual shift steepens the balance of
trade deficit, domestically reducing
GDP and increasing unemployment,
particularly in sectors that hit “middle and lower income workers especially hard.”32
Beyond the loss of some domestic
policy autonomy, the United States
also faces the “exorbitant risk” of a

Domestic Costs of USD as
Global Currency Reserve
Although the United States enjoys
certain exorbitant privileges, it also
faces unique risks as a result of the
dollar’s use as the key global reserve
currency. Foremost, many aspects of
domestic monetary policy and currency autonomy may be jeopardized
by the systemic significance of the
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sudden sell-off in its assets, leading to
negative economic consequences that
would be “hard to address using obvious monetary and fiscal policies.” 33
William Salant’s analysis of systemic
risks associated with reserve currencies notes that the dollar-denominated assets are prone to drastic selloffs
“as long as foreign monetary authorities hold large reserves in the form of
dollars without any commitment to
keep them in that form.”34 This risk
has become more prominent in recent years, as the 2007 financial crisis
highlighted the interconnectedness
of global financial markets and currency reserves, leading prominent
Chinese economists and bankers to
consider rebalancing China’s currency reserves. Any such movement by
the Chinese central bank away from
the dollar and towards the euro, yen,
or pound sterling would drastically
reduce demand (or increase demand
elasticity) for dollar-denominated
assets and reduce the ability of the
United States to easily finance its
budget deficits with low-rate Treasury securities. Canzoneri’s economic modeling predicts that the
monetary and fiscal repercussions of
this reduced leverage advantage will
cause the American domestic economy to suffer from higher inflation,
causing the Federal Reserve to raise
interest rates, and “contributing to

the contraction of [domestic] consumption.”35
International Risks of the
USD as a the Global Currency
Reserve
The recurring example of
U.S.-Chinese monetary and currency-related policy conflicts is emblematic of the tension between domestic
and international interests for key
currency nations. The Triffin dilemma indicates that there is an inherent
conflict of interests between immediate domestic policy objectives and
systemic international objectives for
the state whose currency serves as the
world reserve currency. Though the
dilemma is traditionally cited as a key
feature of the Bretton Woods system,
it is equally potent after the collapse
of the gold standard, as the floating
rate system invites currency manipulation and risky overinvestment in
dollar-denominated assets, causing a
tension between short term domestic
interests and long-term monetary
stability.
During the Bretton Woods system, the United States sought to use
the dollar and foreign exchange as a
tool to fulfill its foreign policy goal of
“containing Communism in the face
of the Cold War” by “keeping the
dollars flowing.”36 By pursuing its international interests, it had no choice

68

but to run balance of payments defi- mestic initiatives with steeper current
cits, as the United States was the accounts deficits, resulting in a sharp
marginal supplier of the world’s re- devaluation of the dollar that destaserve currency and thus needed to bilized the global monetary system.
supply more dollars to fuel world eco- The US dollar-denominated reserve
nomic growth. However, as the glob- assets “lost 40% of their purchasing
al economy expanded, demand for power,” making the creditors to the
dollar-denominated currency reserve United States increasingly reluctant
assets increased, causing the United to continue building their reserve
States to oversupply the
dollar in relation to its The Triffin dilemma indicates that there
gold holdings. Triffin is an inherent conflict of interests between
warned that the result- immediate domestic policy objectives and
ing dollar glut would systemic international objectives for the state
“erode confidence in whose currency serves as the world reserve
the value of the USD,” currency.
since it was set to a fixed
exchange rate and needed to be con- assets and thus causing the demise of
vertible to gold.37 This diminished the fixed exchange rate system predconfidence would invite speculation icated on the dollar’s convertibility to
against the dollar, threatening the gold.39
viability of the USD as the global reThe Triffin dilemma is equally apserve currency and causing the fixed plicable in today’s monetary system,
exchange rate system to break down. although the “modalities through
Conversely, if the United States which the dilemma operates” have
sought to pursue its domestic interests changed considerably due to the inby tightening its balance of payments stitutional changes in the monetary
deficits and failing to supply reserve system.40 While the dilemma’s key
assets, the resulting lack of liquidity risk in the Bretton Woods system op“would pull the global economy into erated through the risk of converting
a contractionary spiral” and lead to USD into gold (a liquidity problem),
global monetary instability.38 The today’s risks stem primarily from curJohnson and Nixon administrations rency devaluation and capital losses
opted for the initial outcome when on systemically important securities
faced with the dilemma; it financed linked to widespread insolvencies, as
the Vietnam War and other key do- in the case of mortgage-backed secu-
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rities in the 2007 financial crisis.
Today, countries can exploit their
currency values and use its currency
reserves to actively manipulate the
values of their currency to serve domestic short-term growth objectives
at the expense of foreign exchange
rate stability and possibly even systemic stability.41 Chinese economist
Yongding Yu emphasizes that the
inherent tension of using a national
currency such as the USD as an international reserve currency renders
key reserve holders, such as China,
“easy prey of American domestic
policies.”42 As China holds over $1
trillion in U.S. dollar assets in its
foreign exchange reserves (roughly
66% of its total reserves), the value
of its foreign exchange reserves is in
“danger of being significantly eroded
as a result of the debasing of the U.S
dollar, which is, in turn, a result of
the U.S. fiscal and monetary policies
to promote domestic growth in the
wake of the 2007 financial crisis.”43
The Triffin dilemma suggests that
the USD will tend to depreciate over
the longer run, as a result of “overstimulation of domestic demand” in
the United States in order to satisfy
the global demand for liquidity.44
However, it is not necessarily just the
United States that has “a tendency to
create excess liquidity” in global markets, as currency reserve-accumulat-

ing countries are also responsible for
overinvesting in American dollar-denominated securities.45
For instance, China has accumulated dollar-denominated assets in
its foreign reserves and recycled its
surplus foreign exchange accounts
by buying additional U.S. government bonds and mortgage-backed
securities. Increased demand led to
lower global interest rates, creating
“perverse incentives for an unsustainable buildup of debt” in the United
States that ultimately contributed to
the debt crisis following the collapse
of Lehman Brothers in 2008.46 According to the Triffin dilemma, this
excessive accumulation of debt will
“eventually undermine the credibility of the international reserve currency.”47 Thus, the domestic interests of
currency reserve-accumulating and
key currency states not only conflict
with each other, but also conflict
with the stability and health of the
international monetary system.
Although the United States enjoys
the benefits of having its national
currency used as the key currency, the proliferation of the dollar in
global currency reserves creates a
level of economic interdependence
in the international monetary order
that renders it impossible to divorce
international and domestic interests.
The United States faces a tradeoff
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between exercising its coercive benefits and the risking the continued
confidence of the dollar as the key
reserve currency. Economists from
the European Central Bank suggest
that the United States’ lack of “policy-disciplining devices aimed at fostering external stability” gave rise to
the 2007 financial crisis, and that the
absence of tools “to efficiently adjust
global imbalances” makes the United
States vulnerable as foreign central
banks accelerate the diversification
of their currency reserves away from
U.S. government debt securities.48
In the wake of the recent financial
crisis, extensive quantitative easing
programs by the Federal Reserve, and
a subsequent downgrade of the United States’ Standard & Poor’s credit
rating from AAA to AA+ in August
2011, the Peoples’ Bank of China has
increased its holdings of non-dollar
assets, particularly “euro-denominated government bonds and Japanese
government bonds.”49 While critics
have lambasted Standard & Poor’s
for the downgrade, the risk posed by
excessive American debt on foreign
central banks (and thus monetary
stability) is not inconsequential.
Many of the world’s reserve-accumulating countries were overexposed
to American mortgage-backed securities in the 2007 financial crisis. In
2008, the People’s Bank of China

held a peak of $544 billion in agency securities (asset-backed securities from Freddie Mac and Fannie
Mae).50 A fear of default risks caused
the Chinese central bank to reduce
its share of agency securities by 45%,
demonstrating the manner in which
currency reserves focused on the
USD amplify the international risks
of American dollar-denominated
assets. These risks have caused the
floating exchange rate regime to fail
to achieve many of its originally stated benefits, particularly “increasing
the ability to absorb shocks” within
the system.51
Will the USD Remain a
Principle Reserve Currency?
There are several theoretical risks
to the continued supremacy of the
dollar as the principle reserve currency. McNamara suggests that the
Euro possesses “many of the underlying economic factors that would
make it a peer competitor to the dollar.”52 Zhou Xiaochuan, the governor
of the People’s Bank of China, has
continuously called for an expansion
of the role of the International Monetary Fund’s special drawing rights
(SDR), based on the Keynesian proposal of an independent international
currency unit.53 Ultimately, however,
these proposals lack the political and
hegemonic weight also required of a
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principle reserve currency. A more
likely threat comes from the possibility that the international monetary
system will shift towards regionalized currencies, as in the case of the
Eurozone.
First, it is worth noting the qualities that make the euro and renminbi
insufficient candidates for replacing
the dollar as the principle reserve
currency. Even when capital flows
were strained during the shock of
the Great Recession, the dollar was
more “widely available, liquid, and
completely convertible” than any of

the dollar from the world’s other
sovereign currencies.55 While the
euro area is roughly the same size as
the U.S. economy, accounts for large
shares of global trade, and exhibits
a “history of sound macroeconomic
policies,” it lacks the size and depth
of a sovereign debt bond markets
needed by an international reserve
currency to provide the liquidity and
supply of its currency.56
This lack of developed sovereign debt markets similarly inhibits
emerging market countries from
constituting larger shares of global
foreign currency reIn an international political and financial order serves. While China
predicated on sovereign states and trade, it has the largest share of
appears politically infeasible for independent total international trade
nongovernmental agencies to provide the and has become the
key currency for the international monetary world’s second largest
order, let alone for an institution as strongly economy by GDP beconnected to a sovereign state (the United hind the United States,
States) as the IMF.
it also lacks sophisticated domestic securities
54
its sovereign competitors. Further- markets. However, China’s domestic
more, the dollar’s status as the prin- macroeconomic policies have recentciple reserve currency is not de jure, ly become more suitable towards the
but rather tied to the emergence of end of internationalizing the renminthe United States as the world’s major bi, as the People’s Bank of China has
economy. The size of the American sought to increase its influence after
domestic economy; its significance the Asian financial crisis of 1997-98.
to global trade; the “size, depth, and
Despite the dollar’s lack of viable
openness of its financial markets;” competition from other sovereign
and the stability of its domestic mac- currencies as the principle reserve
roeconomic policies all distinguish currency, Hausmann explains that “a
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world with over 100 floating currencies” centered upon the dollar as the
principle reserve currency is inherently unstable.57 Emerging markets
can benefit from regionalized supranational currencies, or even from
adopting other sovereign currencies
such as the dollar, since these currencies are “more stable” and “safer for
capital mobility.”58 As the Eurozone
has demonstrated, regionalizing
currencies also reduces and stabilizes long-term interest rates. However, countries are generally hesitant
to forgo the political and financial
benefits of maintaining a sovereign
currency, such as seignorage and the
ability to conduct unilateral monetary adjustments within their state. If
using regional monetary currencies,
states would yield these authorities
to a supranational central bank such
as the European Central Bank, or
risk being completely at the mercy of
a sovereign central bank such as the
Federal Reserve, in the instance that
other states adopt the USD as their
currency.
Ultimately, the only way to avoid
the Triffin dilemma and its associated risks is to avoid using a sovereign
reserve currency. Keynes’ initial proposal for an international currency
unit named the “Bancor” was rejected in the 1940s during the Bretton
Woods conference, but the IMF did

create the SDR in 1969 in order to
mitigate some sovereign reserve currency risks.59 Although the Chinese
monetary authority has sought reform to make SDRs comparable to
the USD as an international currency, independent international reserve
currencies do not have the backing of
a public authority “sufficiently cognizant of its international responsibilities to elicit widespread support for is
currency to act as a reserve currency
unit.”60
In an international political and
financial order predicated on sovereign states and trade, it appears
politically infeasible for independent
nongovernmental agencies to provide
the key currency for the international
monetary order, let alone for an institution as strongly connected to a sovereign state (the United States) as the
IMF. The impossibility of divorcing
political and financial concerns indicates that the dollar will remain the
principle reserve currency and thus
the organizing anchor of the international monetary system. Other sovereign states are either unlikely (China,
Europe) or unwilling (Japan) to challenge the United States’ financial responsibility in the monetary system.
Supranational reserve currencies,
such as the Bancor and SDRs, lack
the political legitimacy and macroeconomic hegemony necessary to

73

maintain existing institutions but replace the USD. Even regionalization
of currencies, as evident by the rise
of the Eurozone, cannot threaten the
supremacy of the USD.
While overly domestic-centric
policies by the United States such as
quantitative easing and depreciating
the dollar present systemic risks to
the international monetary system
due to the pervasiveness of dollar-denominated assets in foreign reserves,
there is no apparent method for holding the United States accountable for
these consequences. States can rebalance their reserves away from the
USD, but safe dollar-denominated
assets remain the “repository of monetary and financial security in times
of crisis” and still provide the liquid-

ity necessary for international trade
and open capital markets.61 Thus,
the United States will continue to
enjoy the hegemonic benefits of the
dollar’s primacy as a reserve currency
and absorb costs associated with the
responsibility.
Furthermore, it is unlikely that a
multi-polar international monetary
system would soon emerge, as this
would require the renminbi or euro to
quickly gain the “economic weight”
and “policy credibility” necessary to
acquire international status.62 Although the decision remains in the
hands of monetary policymakers, it
will prove to be extraordinarily difficult to create large, stable sovereign
debt markets in China or the Eurozone.
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An Analogy of the
Iraq War
How Informal Congressional
Powers influenced the Obama
Administration’s Response to the
use of Chemical Weapons in Syria
By Caitlin Hall

Instead of ordering military involvement in response to the Assad regime's use
of chemical weapons, President Obama agreed to a disarmament arrangement
brokered by Russia. He was constrained by domestic institutions, namely
the informal powers of Congress. Congress’ lack of support for a military
strike against Syria forced the Obama Administration to act unilaterally
or not at all. Obama used America’s involvement in Iraq as an analogy to
inform his policy decisions. Becasue he was unable to control public debate
surrounding a potential strike, he opted for a diplomatic solution rather than
risk a politically costly quagmire.
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S

ince its inception in 2011,
the Syrian civil war has posed
foreign policy dilemmas for
the Obama administration. Following a brutal military crackdown
against protestors in 2011, the United
States has called for the Syrian President Bashar al-Assad to step down.
Despite this stance, the current administration has been steadfast in its
desire to avoid military intervention
in the region. However, in what has
now become regarded as the “red
line” speech, Obama’s remarks to the
White House press corps on August
20, 2012 provided a stipulation for
military involvement in Syria. Obama
asserted, “I have, at this point, not
ordered military engagement in the
situation...We have been very clear to
the Assad regime...that a red line for
us is we start seeing a whole bunch of
chemical weapons moving around or
being utilized. That would change my
calculus.”1 When chemical weapons
were determined to have been used
by Assad, this remark led to a string
of conflicting policy decisions culminating in Obama’s agreement to the
arrangement brokered by Russia, an
ally of Syria, to place Syria’s chemical
weapons stockpile under international control. Taken on its own,
the decision to negotiate with Russia
and Syria would not contradict the
Obama administration’s stated desire

to avoid unilateral action in international disputes. However, placed in
the context of Obama’s previous “red
line” speech, followed by his request
for Congressional approval of military force to respond to Syria’s chemical weapon use, Obama’s decision
not to strike was surprising. Obama
ultimately agreed to the Russian
arranged diplomatic settlement with
Syria because he was constrained by
the domestic institutions of the United States, namely the informal powers of Congress and public opinion.
Ultimately, the decisions made were
a result of the use of the Iraq War as
an analogy for the current situation
in Syria. Obama was adamant about
avoiding the mistakes made in Iraq,
which greatly influenced his decision
making.
Obama’s eventual decision to
agree to Russia’s diplomatic solution
was puzzling for a number of reasons.
Firstly, Obama’s use of “red line” in
his discussion of chemical weapons
implied consequences would arise if
the “line” were crossed. “Red lines”
are a form of coercive diplomacy defined as “the use of threatened force
to achieve policy goals...the success
of which depends on a state’s ability to threaten retaliation.”2 Without
following through with force, coercive diplomacy is ineffective. Critics
of Obama’s policy have argued that
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by carrying out a strike, the United States would have indicated to
the international community that
the “red line” drawn on chemical
weapons was legitimate. Secondly,

tion.”4 Fourthly, the United States is
a permanent member of the United
Nations Security Council and would
therefore face no repercussions in the
event of a unilateral strike.
Finally, the PresiPresident Obama’s decision to attain dent’s resolution to seek
Congressional approval is indicative of the Congressional approval
informal powers of Congress over military for a military strike in
engagement.
Syria, after continual
reluctance to act unithe agent through whom the diplo- laterally, required political capital,
macy was conducted, Russia, was which could have been applied to
“at a global level...the power which other political battles. Even after
has most prominently provided a Obama drew the red line on the use
diplomatic shield for the Syrian of chemical weapons, when the first
state and bolstered it with arms sup- allegations of chemical weapon use
plies.”3 Given the strong alliance be- against Assad arose in December of
tween Russia and the Assad regime, 2012, Obama maintained a non-inObama would have been justified in terventionist policy. By June 2013,
questioning Russia’s resolve to find U.S. officials also concluded Assad
a diplomatic settlement that would had used chemical weapons and
have weakened Syria. Thirdly, earlier Obama authorized limited military
in his presidency, Obama established aid to the rebels but did not, at that
that he interpreted his powers as time, announce plans to respond
Commander-in-chief to include the with force to the crossing of the
ability to strike foreign targets and “red line.” Only after an attack on
did so through increased use of drone an area outside of Damascus which
strikes. While stating his intention led to the death of many Syrian cito gain Congressional approval for a vilians through exposure to sarin
military strike, Obama maintained nerve gas did Obama announce his
that he could legally carry out the desire to initiate a military strike.
attacks without this approval, “…I On August 31, 2013, in an address
believe I have the authority to car- in the White House Rose Garden,
ry out this military action without Obama announced, “I will seek auspecific congressional authoriza- thorization for the use of force from
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the American people’s representa- The straightforward implication is
tives in Congress.”5 After months that presidents will seek control.”6
of avoiding military intervention in Not only is seeking congressional
the Syrian conflict, focusing on other approval atypical of the behavior of
policies including aiding rebel groups prior presidents, it is also atypical of
and discussing the need for multilat- the Obama administration. Obama
eral action, that Obama suggested a has not been afraid to use presidenunilateral military strike was unusu- tial power. Earlier in his presidency
al. His decision to seek a diplomatic he ordered military action in Libya
solution would not have been surpris- without Congressional approval,
ing if he had not endured such great maintaining that the action did not
political risk in obtaining Congres- constitute a declared war and did
sional approval for a military strike. not fall within the application of the
Despite expending political capital War Powers Act. “Placed against this
in attempt to convince law makers to pattern, President Obama’s decision
approve his proposal, Obama did not to ask for congressional approval
carry out a strike against Syria and of a military attack against Syria in
instead turned to negotiations with a August 2013, after the regime used
known Syrian ally and longtime con- chemical weapons against civilians,
tentious peer in the foreign relations stands out as a clear outlier.” 7 Inforarena-- Russia.
mal congressional powers explain
President Obama’s decision to this break in the pattern of presidenattain Congressional approval is in- tial power.
dicative of the informal powers of
Critics of domestic institution
Congress over military engagement. theory would argue that in recent deAccording to political scientist Ken- cades Congress has lost control over
neth Mayer, this decision was atypical of Obama announced, “I will seek authorization
the normal expression for the use of force from the American people’s
of presidential power. representatives in Congress.”
Mayer asserts that “the
primary axiom of unilateral-powers the formal powers to curtail military
literature is that the institutional set- force and therefore lacks ability to
ting and political incentives that con- influence military action. Although
front presidents push them to seek Congress has the power to declare
to maximum discretion over policy. war, the last war declared by Con-
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gress was World War II. The power
to appropriate funds to military engagements is a “problematic instrument of congressional influence, one
so blunt that it has often proved all
but possible to exercise effectively.”8
Fear of putting the troops in danger
keeps many members from voting
against funding military actions. The
War Powers Resolution (WPR) was
meant to serve as a way for Congress
to reassert the war powers they once
wielded but has failed to live up to
expectations. “Presidents routinely
report their actions to be ‘consistent
with’ the WPR, even as they refuse
to recognize its constitutionality.”9
Presidents often fail to report that
U.S. troops are deployed into a
“‘zone of ‘hostilities,’ which would
automatically trigger the WPR’s
90-day withdrawal clock, even when
American forces are routinely taking
fire.”10 Congress has not been able
to initiate the withdrawal clock on
its own. Despite the failure of these
formal powers, Congress maintains
influence over military force.
President Obama, aware of the
informal powers of Congress, sought
to utilize the political benefits of
Congressional approval. Obama indicated in his Rose Garden speech,
that he did not seek Congressional
approval because he believed in its
constitutional necessity, but rather

because he, “[knew]that the country
will be stronger if we take this course,
and our actions will be even more
effective.”11 Congress is able to influence military policy in many ways for
it maintains the ability to introduce
legislation to curtail or limit the use
of military force or hold investigative
hearings. Congress’ most significant
influence over military policy is its
role in establishing public debate regarding military action. Congress has
been historically effective at swaying
the public view of a proposed military action. In a democratic republic
such as the United States, public
opinion is important, even for a second term president, because opinion
of the president ultimately affects the
congressional members of his party
and their reelection aspirations. Such
has the ability to influence what the
president is able to accomplish during
his final term. In the wake of his announcement, Obama faced a skeptical public. A Gallup poll conducted
in September 2013, a short time after
Obama’s announcement in the Rose
Garden, indicated that fifty-one
percent of those polled condemned a
military strike in Syria and only thirty-six percent favored one.12 Despite
low congressional approval ratings,
“the vast majority of Americans still
express a desire for the legislature to
authorize the use of force before it
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commences.” 13 Obama sought to use
the informal powers of Congressional approval to change the course of
public opinion.
Congress has the ability to control the debate surrounding military
action in two ways: firstly by rallying popular support for a military
mission among an ambivalent public
and secondly by “diminishing the
intensity with which potential adversaries in Congress later criticize
the administration’s actions should
a military action fail to go according
to plan.”14 In a survey, upon reading
an excerpt from Obama’s Rose Garden speech followed by an excerpt of
a speech made by Senate Minority
Leader Mitch McConnell in favor of
the President’s decision to seek authorization, respondents were more
likely to support limited military intervention in Syria compared to those
who only read the speech or read a
response from Senator John McCain
critiquing the President’s decision.15
Controlling the debate surrounding
the use of military force can lead to
benefits in terms of shifting public
opinion. While these results indicate
the benefit of seeking congressional
approval, it also qualifies it. “This
benefit is highly conditional on the
reaction of other political elites.”16
Obama sought to control the public
debate by restricting the informal

powers of congress via the receipt of
formal congressional approval of his
military strike proposal. Although he
abandoned the plan before there was
an official vote, it appeared doubtful
that his resolution would have been
passed. According to the Washington
Post, there were 263 House members
against or leaning against the proposal and only 25 members expressing public support.17 Obama failed to
receive Congressional support for his
proposal, and thus faced harsh criticism from the largely negative public
sphere. Therefore, Obama had incentives to abandon his resolution to attack and instead to seek a diplomatic
resolution which would allow him to
act without congressional approval.
The influence of the informal
powers of Congress on military engagement only partially explains
Obama’s cooperation with Russia
and Syria and does not explain his
decision making process. The President was guided by “a much wider
anxiety: Obama’s desire to avoid
‘another Iraq.’”18 Because he looked
at the Iraq war as a failure, President
Obama used the war as an analogy
through which he formulated and
made his decisions regarding Syria.
According to Khong, “Analogies…
can be viewed as intellectual devices
often called upon by policymakers to
perform a set of diagnostic tasks rel-
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evant to political decision-making.”19 and the British Parliament voted to
In both Iraq and Syria, there were not permit Prime Minister David
reports of weapons of mass destruc- Cameron use of force in Syria, dition. However, in Iraq these reports minishing the likelihood of a multiremained unsubstantiated and were lateral strike. While Obama sought
proven false. In dealing with Syria, Obama While Obama sought Congressional support
sought certainty that in order to control public debate over his
the reports of chemical proposal, he also sought to minimize the
weapons use were ac- effects of a unilateral strike.
curate before adopting
a strategy.
Congressional support in order to
Analogies help to imply or sug- control public debate over his proposgest possible solutions to political al, he also sought to minimize the efquandaries as well as predict the fects of a unilateral strike. Analogies
likelihood of success. As a senator, also provide warnings of dangers. To
President Obama voted against the Obama, the greatest danger was eninvasion of Iraq and was skeptical of gaging in and committing resources
the effectiveness of unilateral mili- to another war in the Middle East
tary action. In 2012, before Obama’s with limited public support. His de“red line” speech, Ben Rhodes, the cision to seek Congressional approval
administration’s Deputy National was also informed by his knowledge
Security Advisor for Strategic Com- that the public was war-weary and
munications, asserted that, “[c]rises therefore hesitant to become involved
the administration deems indirect in another distant Middle Eastern
threats to the United States—such as conflict. When Russia provided the
the uprisings in...Syria—are ‘threats opportunity to work with other nato global security’...and will be re- tions on a multilateral solution which
sponded to multilaterally and not would avoid military engagement,
necessarily by force.”20 Even when even at the potential cost of political
U.S. intelligence verified the exis- capital, Obama agreed. While untence and use of chemical weapons, successful at gaining Congressional
Obama was reluctant to engage mil- approval, he successfully provided a
itarily. Russia, a permanent member diplomatic solution to the escalating
of the Security Council, would not conflict surrounding Syria’s use of
allow any U.N. action against Syria, chemical weapons.
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President Obama, who had
achieved great likeability due to his
condemnation of the Iraq War, used
America’s involvement in Iraq as an
analogy to inform his policy decisions. Obama was unable to control
public debate surrounding a military
strike. Despite a lack of formal powers, Congress maintained a strong
influence over public opinion. Congress’s lack of support for the strike
against Syria would force Obama to
act unilaterally, something he wanted

to avoid because of the stigma of the
Iraq War.
When the opportunity to avoid
the use of military force presented itself, Obama chose diplomacy
and multilateral action. President
Obama, using the Iraq War as an
analogy, was constrained by the domestic institutions of Congressional
informal powers and therefore could
not carry out a formal military strike
against Syria.
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