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SOUTHWESTERN JOURNAL OF INTERNATIONAL STUDIES
This issue of the Southwestern Journal of International Studies (SJIS) is another fine example of the
inter-disciplinarity and diverse interests of scholars of international studies. The essays herein span four
continents from international and domestic perspectives and diverse methods. This issue’s research note
departs from what we do professionally with a note about how interact professionally with some helpful
reminders about professional courtesy and decorum.
The SJIS was established as an outlet for scholarly work presented at the annual meetings of the
Southwest International Studies Association, and to encourage SISA activity in-between conferences. As
well, scholars engaged in inter-disciplinary research continue to face challenges in publishing such efforts
because they do not often fall into the neater categories of the defined disciplines. While this is changing,
the SJIS remains an important outlet for scholars seeking to build theoretical and methodological bridges
across the disciplines.
Another long-standing character of the SISA is to actively encourage undergraduate research
through professional integration. SISA is one of few regional or national professional associations that
actively and regularly reserves panel space for undergraduate research presentations. The ultimate incentive
for our undergraduate (and future graduate) students to engage in rigorous research is to also reserve space
in the SJIS for publication of such research.
All papers are subjected to the traditional blind review process. While preference is given to
manuscripts of research presented at the annual SISA meetings, we are now open to all submissions.
Finally, and most importantly, I join all of our SISA colleagues in extending deep thanks to our
founding editor, Dr. Dragan Stefanovic, professor of political science at Appalachian State University. Dr.
Stefanovic’s dedication to the profession, developing junior professionals, and support of undergraduate
research are now proud hallmarks of the Southwest International Studies Association and a major point of
distinction for our association.

Hans Stockton, Editor
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Obamapower: The Rhetoric, Response and Reality
Sonia Alianak, PhD
Department of Political Science, Univ. of Texas Pan-American (alianak@utpa.edu)

Abstract
This study is an analysis of Obamapower, a unique form of Smart Power, in terms of the
president’s rhetoric, the response and the reality over a three year period during his first term.
This paper arrives at a theory of the specific nature of Obama’s utilization and dovetailing of soft
power, with economic power and hard power, after applying the literature on power to Obama’s
Rhetoric in terms of his major foreign policy speeches, the Response he received from his two
audiences in terms of domestic public opinion and foreign polls, and the Reality he faced in
terms of Bush’s legacy, the constraints both domestic (economic and re-election campaign) and
international, with an emphasis on the highly volatile Greater Middle East.

Introduction
The scholarly literature on power tends to concentrate on the finished product of power
concentrating on the state as a unit of analysis – that is, whether a country has hard power, soft
power or a combination thereof (Brown et. al. 2008, Carpenter 2008, Parmar and Cox 2010).
However it tends to make short shrift of power as a dynamic process of evolution especially in a
democratic system of government like the United States. Here I propose a more complete picture
of power which is depicted as a process in constant flux where the rhetoric of the President is
shaped by, tends in turn to shape it and is further shaped by the response of the public opinion it
elicits amid evolving domestic constraints, whether economic (for example an economic
downturn) or political (for example an approaching Presidential election), and international
events. I go beyond Craig Hayden’s The Rhetoric of Soft Power (2012) by adding three new
dimensions: (1) Whereas he concentrates on the rhetoric of diplomacy and its influence on
foreign audiences, I cover also the domestic United States audience; (2) Whereas he concentrates
on soft power, I analyze hard power’s effect on the rhetoric, response and reality concentrating
on smart power; (3) Whereas he follows a comparative approach by studying in prose public
diplomacy programs, in general, of four nations, Japan, Venezuela, China and the United States,
I concentrate on the United States and in particular to its relation to the volatile Greater Middle
East as depicted by Obama’ speeches.
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The game of power, that is the relation of power vis-à-vis international actors, is best
analyzed by Joseph Nye in terms of a three-dimensional chess game on three simultaneous chess
boards (2011, 213-217): the first chess board is Unipolar involving United States hegemony and
mainly concerns American military superiority, a hard power best analyzed by Realism; the
second chess board is Multi-polar and involves economic relations between the United States,
Britain, France and Germany (European Union), Japan and the BRIC countries (Brazil, Russia,
India and China) best analyzed by Liberalism; the third chess board involves Trans-nationalism,
through the communication revolution, NGOs and IGOs such as the United Nations and is best
depicted by the soft power of Liberalism. Nye concludes by advocating Smart Power for the
United States combining both hard power and soft power (2011, 218-234).
President Obama’s unique version of Smart Power combination, Obamapower, is
conveyed best through his Rhetoric in his major foreign policy speeches during the course of his
first term, over a three year period to date, starting with his Inaugural Speech on January 20,
2009 and extending till his remarks at Bagram Air Base in Afghanistan on May 1, 2012 mainly
concerning the crisis hot points in the Greater Middle East. Given that Obama is a master
rhetorician adroitly presenting his stance on issues in a systematic analytical mode, this study has
concentrated on his major speeches. As a best-selling author, who is a master of words, Obama,
through his remarks, provides us a candid and succinct window to his evolving intentions, plans,
and visions for United States foreign policy both present and future. Hence his speeches provide
ample and pertinent material for the analysis of his concept of American hegemony.
The President’s speeches are directed toward two audiences, the domestic American
audience and the foreign audiences. The Responses of these two audiences are depicted by
public opinion polls which in turn affected his future speeches in a two-way relationship.
This study covers three analytical segments, soft power of the Third Chess Board,
economic power of the Second Chess Board, and hard power of the First Chess Board, which
together make Obama’s unique version of Smart power, Obamapower, with each section
depicting Obama’s Rhetoric, the Audience Responses and the Reality of Action in relation to the
Greater Middle East.

Southwestern Journal of International Studies

2

Obamapower: A Unique Smart Power
Soft Power: The Third Chess Board
In the Greater Middle East, Obama embarked on a campaign of soft power from the
beginning of his Presidency, mainly promoting religious tolerance and democracy, both
American ideals. He was faced with the constraint of the legacy of the Bush Administration,
which even when it had called for these ideals, was perceived at best to pay lip service to them.
Obama departed from both the Realists and Idealists, while still aiming at security and his
version of lasting peace. In his Nobel speech delivered on December 11, 2009, he rejected the
“stark choice between narrow pursuit of interests or an endless campaign to impose our values
around the world” (2009f, 5). He further defended his position on moral and pragmatic grounds
in another speech delivered at the United Nations on September 23, 2010: “The idea is a simple
one – that freedom, justice and peace for the world must begin with freedom, justice and peace in
the lives of individual human beings. And for the United States this is a matter of moral and
pragmatic necessity” (2010e, 7). He considered these to be universal values for which the United
States stands because “it’s the right thing to do” (2010e, 7). For him “right is might” and “that is
the moral source of America’s authority” (2009e, 6-7).

Further he emphasized “Abroad,

America’s greatest source of strength has always been our ideals” (2010a, 8).
For him these ideals dovetail with American security abroad and he would “not give them
up for expedience’s sake” as his first speech as President, his Inaugural speech, indicated (2009a,
4) and was repeated later in his Guantanamo speech. In the former he stated “As for our
common defense, we reject as false the choice between our safety and our ideals” (2009a, 3). In
the latter he reiterated that these ideals are most valuable in the long run for security: “Time and
again, our values have been our best national security asset – in war and peace; in times of ease
and in eras of upheaval….not simply [as] a matter of idealism, … [because] doing so is right, but
[because] it strengthens our country and keeps us safe” (2009b, 2).

Religious Tolerance
The Rhetoric
One American ideal for Obama was religious tolerance, a soft power that he wanted to
promote especially with Islam. On a continuum about the relationship between the United States
and the Muslim world ranging from outright conflict at one end to positive cooperation on the
Southwestern Journal of International Studies
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other, Obama’s Rhetoric aimed at moving toward the latter. Specifically he called for a minimum
of avoiding conflict to coexistence and then possibly to a maximum of interactions through
partnerships and cooperation. He sought at least to “respect the dignity” of Muslims, to “not to
be in competition,” to at most engaging them positively through activities of “mutual interest.”
He especially dwelled upon this theme during his speeches at the beginning of his Presidency
fulfilling a key promise made during his candidacy in the Presidential election campaign of
2008.
During his Cairo speech, on June 4, 2009, Obama reached out to the Muslim World.
Rejecting the notion of an inevitable “clash of civilizations,” he offered a new beginning. He
stated “I know there are many – Muslims and non-Muslims – who question whether we can
forge this new beginning. Some are eager to stoke the flames of division and to stand in the way
of progress. Some suggest that it isn’t worth the effort – that we are fated to disagree, and
civilizations are doomed to clash.” He urged instead “to find common ground, to focus on the
future we seek for our children and to respect the dignity of all human beings” (2009c, 10). He
emphasized “I have come here [Cairo] to seek a new beginning between the United States and
Muslims around the world; one based upon mutual interest and mutual respect; and one based
upon the truth that America and Islam are not exclusive, and need not be in competition.”
“Instead,” he reiterated that, “they overlap, and share common principles – principles of justice
and progress; tolerance and the dignity of all human beings” (2009c, 2).
The goal of repairing relations with the Muslim World could be accomplished through
interfaith dialogue and religious tolerance.

Citing the common heritage of the Abrahamic

religions, Judaism, Christianity and Islam, Obama stated some positive steps taken by the United
States. He reiterated “Indeed faith should bring us together. That is why we are forging service
projects in America that bring together Christians, Muslims and Jews” (2009c, 8). Another basic
endeavor by America was to work toward peace in the Holy Land of the three great religions and
specifically in Jerusalem. The United States, while aiming ultimately for a two state solution,
would bring about a time “when Jerusalem is a secure and lasting home for Jews and Christians
and Muslims, and a place for all the children of Abraham to mingle peacefully together as in the
story of Isra, when Moses, Jesus, and Mohammad (peace upon them) joined in prayer” (2009c,
6). And controversially elaborating publicly what had long been understood privately he
ventured on May 19, 2011 “We believe the borders of Israel and Palestine should be based on the
Southwestern Journal of International Studies
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1967 lines with mutually agreed swaps, so that secure and recognized borders are established for
both states” (2011e, 6).
Promoting religious tolerance, both within the United States and Muslim countries, was
emphasized by Obama.

Within the United States, the President considered it to be his

responsibility “to fight against negative stereotypes of Islam wherever they appear” (2009c, 2).
Tolerance should also be practiced by the Muslim World where “People in every country should
be free to choose and live their faith based upon the persuasion of the mind, heart and soul”
(2009c, 8).

Obama upheld religious diversity in Lebanon concerning Maronites, in Egypt

concerning Copts (2009c, 8) and in Indonesia concerning the flourishing of both Islam and other
faiths and where there is “unity in diversity”. He hailed this in his Jakarta Speech on November
9, 2010 “that spirit of tolerance that is written into your constitution; symbolized in mosques and
churches and temples standing alongside each other…” (2010f, 2).

The Response
Perhaps Obama was cognizant of his Arab audience which had rated its approval of the
United States very low in 2008, with approval ratings in a public opinion poll conducted by
Gallup ranging from the single digits (Algeria at 4 per cent, Egypt at 6 per cent) to the lower
double digits (Palestinian Territories at 13 per cent, Tunisia at 14 per cent, Lebanon at 25 per
cent). Certainly the Response to Obama’s speech and his new Presidency was positive with
approvals rising in Egypt to 37 per cent, Lebanon to 30 per cent, Palestinian Territories to 20 per
cent, Tunisia to 17 per cent and Algeria to 15 per cent in the 2009 Gallup Poll (Marlar 2010, 1).
These results were also confirmed by another poll, the Pew Global Attitudes Project, which
showed double digit increases in the positive responses to the question that the United States
leadership “will do the right thing in world affairs,” with Egypt increasing from 2008 by 31
points, the Palestinian Territories from 2007 by 15 points, and Jordan by 24 points from 2008
(Wike and Sprehe 2010, 1).
Moving along the continuum toward the desirability of more involvement in actual
interactions between the United States and the Muslim World, the responses showed an increase
in the percentage of respondents who saw this as a benefit rather than a threat, namely from 53
per cent in 2008 to 63 per cent in 2009. The most favorable individuals were between the ages
of 15 to 29, men, and those with at least high school diplomas (Abu Dhabi Gallup Center 2010,
Southwestern Journal of International Studies
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11 and 24). Therefore Obama’s appeal appeared to extend to the hearts and minds of future
generations, the young and the more educated. But what was to be the reality of the relationship?

The Reality
The question here was how did religion fare in comparison to the reality of politics?
Obama had gone after the most intractable source of tension between the West and Muslims, the
religious dimension. The results of a poll in early 2010 showed that about 51 per cent of the
respondents of the MENA region (Middle East and North Africa) cited religion as the source of
inevitable conflict; whereas 46 per cent of those who believed that this conflict could be avoided
cited political factors (Culture was cited only 9 per cent of the times) (Abu Dhabi Gallup Center
2010, 11 and 36).
Going a step further and putting the matter in terms of the MENA respondents being
“Ready” or “Not Ready” for positive engagement with the United States, the “Ready” group
ascribed 46 per cent to political roots to the tensions; whereas only 33 per cent of the “Not
Ready” group did so. Also in the “Not Ready” group of respondents 55 per cent referred to
religious roots of tensions compared to 34 per cent of the “Ready” group (Abu Dhabi Gallup
Center 2010, 12 and 44). These results confirmed the relevance of Obama’s emphasis on
religion initially but also showed a need to sustain his appeal with action and the reality of
politics in order to encourage the “Ready” group who dwelled upon and cited politics as
paramount to their inclination to positive engagement with the West. In other words Obama
needed to go beyond the Rhetoric of improved United States-Muslim religious relations into the
realm of the Reality of politics to sustain the momentum he had achieved through his speeches.
A sticking point with the MENA nations was the resolution of the Arab-Israeli conflict
which centered on the question of the “freezing” of Israeli settlements in the West Bank. Israelis
continued to build settlements under Obama. The prominence of this issue in the minds of
Egyptians can be detected in a poll conducted by the Egyptian-Cabinet-Information and Decision
support Center in June 2009 immediately following the American President’s June 4 Cairo
speech, where the “Palestinian issue and the Arab-Israeli relations” rated higher at 48 per cent
compared to “relations between the USA and Muslims” at only 22 per cent of the respondents (In
Abu Dhabi Gallup Center 2010, 25). Hopes were raised by Obama’s speech only to be dashed in
the Arab World. Accordingly there was a dip in the approval rating of the United States in early
Southwestern Journal of International Studies
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2010 in the MENA region. However in many countries the United States approval rating,
although lower than in 2009, was still higher than in 2008. For example in Egypt, it dipped from
37 per cent in 2009 to 19 per cent in 2010 which was still higher than the 6 per cent in 2008.
Similarly, in the Palestinian Territories, it dipped from 20 per cent in 2009 to 16 per cent in 2010
which was somewhat higher than the 13 per cent in 2008 (Abu Dhabi Gallup Center 2010, 25).
These results also reflected that the Palestinian issue was compounded with the Reality of
the Wars in Iraq (although then winding down) and Afghanistan (continued at the time with the
surge) and the continued existence of the Guantanamo prison. Another very pressing issue for
the MENA region in 2010 was the Reality of continued close ties of the United States with the
autocratic regimes of the region in spite of President Bush’s promises to spread democracy in the
region.

Promotion of Democracy
Ultimately, Obamapower aimed at achieving a peaceful and stable world by promoting
the American ideal of freedom, another soft power.

The Rhetoric
Obama stated in his Nobel speech about the need for a long lasting peace: “I believe that
peace is unstable where citizens are denied the right to speak freely or worship as they please;
choose their own leaders or assemble without fear” (2009f, 5). He espoused the prevalent
Democratic Peace Theory which states that democracies do not go to war against other
democracies (Weart 1998), and which is based on Immanuel Kant’s study Perpetual Peace: A
Philosophical Sketch (1795). Obama stated in this connection “America has never fought a war
against a democracy, and our closest friends are governments that protect the rights of their
citizens. No matter how callously defined neither America’s interests – nor the world’s – are
served by the denial of human aspirations” (2009f, 5).
This promotion of democracy was emphasized early in his Presidency during his
Inaugural Speech, when Obama alluded to “those who cling to power through corruption and
deceit and silencing of dissent” to be “on the wrong side of history” (2009a, 5). He elaborated
upon what he considered to be the characteristics of “true leadership,” presumably for those who
are on the right side of history, at his first United Nations speech on September 24, 2009: “True
Southwestern Journal of International Studies
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leadership will not be measured by the ability to muzzle, dissent, or to intimidate and harass
political opponents at home;” and he continued prophetically “The people of the world want
change[:] They will not tolerate those who are on wrong side of history” (2009d, 8). He called
instead for those who promote “democracy and human rights,” “…because governments of the
people and by the people are more likely to act in the broader interests of their own people,
rather than narrow interests of those in power” (2009d, 8). He considered governments that
protect these ideals of human rights and democracy, to be “more stable, successful and secure”
(2009c, 7). Therefore he wanted in the future “a world where governments serve their citizens,
and the rights of all God’s children are respected,” in his prophetic message in Cairo on June 4,
2009 as he addressed the Islamic world foreshadowing and perhaps laying the groundwork for
the winds of change which were later to occur in the Middle East in 2011 (2009c, 10).
Ominously predicting the winds of change in the Middle East in what is called the “Arab
Spring,” two years before they occurred, he stated “Pent-up grievances fester, and suppression of
tribal and religious identity can lead to violence” (2009f, 5).
Obamapower reflected a shift in American foreign policy. It aimed to depart from the
Bush Administration, which advocated but paid lip service to the promotion of democracy, and
to carry out the actual United States abandonment of its loyal dictators in most cases. This was
possibly based on the premise that these tyrants alienated their populations who could then be
more easily recruited by Al Qaeda. The war on terror took on a new dimension. The United
States was henceforth to side with the demands of the populations of the Middle East in order to
avert their being recruited by our enemy number one, Al Qaeda. Surface stability would be deemphasized in favor of lasting long term democratic “perpetual” peace and ultimately more
stability. Obama called governments that protected these universal ideals as being “more stable,
successful and secure” (2009c, 7). Hence he saw “emerging democracies … [as] potential
partners” (2010d, 6).
How was the United States to achieve this? The National Security Strategy Report of the
President issued by the Obama Administration in May 2010 called for a “dual track approach.”
This involved a bilateral government-to-government approach and an engagement with civil
society and peaceful political opposition (2010c).
The government-to-government approach was started as early as Obama’s Inauguration.
In his speech on that occasion, Obama called on dictators to “unclench… [their] fists” (2009a, 5).
Southwestern Journal of International Studies
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At first he offered an olive branch; he would “extend a hand” to them if they did so (2009a, 5).
Later in his Nobel Speech on December 11 of the same year, he elaborated on the methods he
was going to use to promote human rights: “exhortation” and “painstaking diplomacy.” Taking a
pragmatic stand he stated “I know that engagement with repressive regimes lacks the satisfying
purity of indignation. But I also know that sanctions without outreach – condemnation without
discussion – can carry forward only a crippling status quo. No repressive regime can move
down a new path unless it has a choice of an open door” (2009f, 6). Thus he sought to “balance
isolation and engagement, pressure and incentives”

(2009f, 6) through public and private

diplomacy, in an attempt to change the repressive behavior. Those “tyrannical governments”
who deny human rights had made a choice to be “our adversaries” (2010e, 7).
And in his Jakarta Speech, Obama warned even those rulers who promote prosperity over
freedom “Prosperity without freedom is just another form of poverty” (2010f, 4). This standing
up for the freedom of others “will guide America’s leadership in this 21st century” (2010e, 10).
How was Obama to deal with civil society? He wished to promote it so long as it is
peaceful and even if it had views that the United States disagreed with. “America respects the
right of all peaceful and law abiding voices to be heard around the world, even if we disagree
with them,” he mentioned in his prophetic Cairo Speech to the Islamic world (2009c, 7). He was
to make good on his 2009 United Nations Speech in his handling of the demonstrations in Cairo,
Egypt, later in 2011, “the United States of America will never waver in our efforts to stand up for
the right of people everywhere to determine their own destiny” (2009d, 8). Obama repeated this
“moral source of America’s authority” later in his Afghanistan Speech (2009e, 6), also later in
his Nobel Speech (2009f, 6) and again at West Point: “Together with our friends and allies,
America will always seek a world that extends these rights” (2010b, 8).
In his 2010 speech at the United Nations, Obama dwelled on civil society and promoted a
more active role for the United States in dealing with it and reaching out to it by even bypassing
the rulers’ governments: “Civil society is the conscience of our communities and America will
always extend our engagement abroad with citizens beyond the halls of government. And we
will call out those who suppress ideas and serve as a voice for those who are voiceless” (2010e,
8). This preceded his future actions, only 4 months later, in January 2011, when Middle Eastern
regimes started to topple due to the demonstrations of their citizens and when Obama sided with
the protesters, especially in Egypt. Already Obama had declared in September 2010 that the
Southwestern Journal of International Studies
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time for change had come: “And it is time to embrace and effectively monitor norms that
advance the rights of civil society and guarantee its expansion within and across borders”
(2010e, 8-9).
The ultimate success of democracy would “come because individual citizens demand a
say in how they are governed” and “not because the United States dictates it,” according to the
President (2010e, 9). However the United States would be very proactive as an involved
facilitator especially in the realm of cyber-communication, which had assumed importance
earlier in 2009 in the attempted “Twitter Revolution” in Iran: “We will promote new tools of
communication so people are empowered to connect with one another and, in repressive
societies, to do so with security. We will support a free and open Internet, so individuals have
the information to make up their own mind” (2010e, 8).
Obama hoped that the new governments, having come about democratically, would be
democratic in the true sense. While he acknowledged that democracy could be “messy” (2010f,
4), he considered it to be the best type of government, even in an age “where borders between
nations are blurred, because to put it simply, democracy, more than any other form of
government, delivers for our citizens” and promotes “human progress” (2010e, 7).
The actual form that democracy would take would not be imposed by the United States.
“America does not presume to know what is best for everyone…” (2009c, 7). Further he
emphasized “Democracy cannot be imposed on any nation from outside” (2009d, 8). Rather
each country would develop democracy in its own way depending on its “traditions” and the
“culture” of its people (2010e, 7). For Obama America “…will welcome all elected, peaceful
governments provided they govern with respect for all their people” (2009c, 7). He reemphasized this stance on May 19, 2011 too (2011e).
However, Obama cautioned that democracy “goes beyond casting a ballot. It takes
strong institutions to check the power – the concentration of power.” Beyond that “It takes open
markets to allow individuals to thrive.” Further, “It takes a free press and an independent justice
system to root out abuses and excess, and to insist on accountability. It takes open society and
active citizens to reject inequality and injustice”(2010f, 4). He thus went beyond procedural
democracy, which involved elections, and delved into substantive democracy, which he first
explained in his Cairo speech on June 4, 2009: “Without these ingredients, elections alone do
not make true democracy” (2009c, 7).
Southwestern Journal of International Studies
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The Response
The Response of the MENA countries to Obama’s promotion of democracy was positive
initially. He had set himself a hard task to convince them that he meant it despite his repeated
calls for it prior to the Arab Spring. On the one hand, in 2009, the Abu Dhabi Gallup Center
Polls indicated that what Muslims admired most about the West was “Freedom/Liberty” (along
with technology) but on the other hand, before the Arab Spring, they were skeptical about its
realization in their countries. Specifically they doubted that the United States would seriously
support democracy in the MENA region. The polls indicated that 51 per cent of all majority
Muslim country respondents showed this distrust. Further the MENA respondents did not seem
to believe Obama’s call for their countries’ self-determination and freedom from American
interference as seen from the high percentage who expressed fear that United States would not
allow them to fashion their own political future as they wished (Abu Dhabi Gallup Center 2010,
37 and 40). Perhaps this was due to their memories of past Western political domination of the
region.
After the Arab Spring this distrust of United States intentions continued. For example in
Egypt 68 per cent of respondents believed that the United States would try to fashion the
country’s political future. This was so in spite of the fact that more Egyptians, about 88 per cent
viewed the United States as a political model for Egypt in June 2011 (Mogahed and Younis
2011, 1). This increased identification with and respect for the West continued in December
2011 and stood at 82 per cent (Abu Dhabi Gallup Center 2011, 7). In spite of this 73 per cent of
Egyptian respondents in December 2011 still believed that the United States was not serious
about encouraging democratic aspirations in the governments of the region, with only 12 per cent
saying that it was serious. Therefore late in 2011, much had not improved in the perceptions of
the United States since 2008, before Obama’s Inauguration, where the distrust had stood at 75
per cent (Younis and Younis 2012a, 3).

The Reality
Perhaps this skepticism was due to the perceived region-wide disparities of the United
States foreign policy which seemed more concerned with energy and national security than
democracy promotion. Notable here was the case of Bahrain, the hub of the United States Fifth
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Fleet, where America did not meaningfully support the Bahraini, mainly Shiite, democratic
movement (Younis and Younis 2012a, 1).
Further the strained Egyptian-United States relations were reflected in a poll conducted
from January 31 to February 7, 2012, where 56 per cent of Egyptian respondents saw closer
relations with the United States as a “bad thing,” which was up from 40 per cent in December
2011. Also 65 per cent of Egyptians disapproved of the overall United States leadership with
only 19 per cent approving (Younis and Younis 2012b, 1-2). The unfavorable spike in the
opinion poll could perhaps be attributed to a high-profile case involving American NGOs
operating in Egypt. The SCAF (Supreme Council of the Armed Forces) closed the NGO offices
and confiscated their computers, files and records because it accused them of illegally engaging
in Egyptian politics. Beyond this the 16 American NGO organizers, which included United
States Secretary of Transportation Ray Lahood’s son, were at first barred from leaving Egypt
pending a trial. Specific charges included illegally attempting to influence the Egyptian
Parliamentary elections of November – December 2011 by monetary contributions to Egyptian
political groups.
This Egyptian craving for political independence and distrust of United States motives
was clearly apparent as far back as June 2011 when a public opinion poll showed that 75 per cent
of the Egyptian general public respondents and 88 per cent of those who regarded the United
States as a political model were opposed to United States aid to Egyptian political groups
(Mogahed and Younis 2011, 1-2).

Economic Power: The Second Chessboard
To promote American leadership on the economic multi-polar second chess board of
Smart power, Obamapower dovetailed the need for open markets with economic development,
which it considered important for the promotion of democracy, the soft power of the third chess
board.

Both were seen as essential for strengthening United States national security and

ultimately leading to global peace.

The Rhetoric
In order to improve economic conditions at home and indeed to promote American
economic leadership worldwide, open markets were essential. For open markets to function
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there should be no protectionism or corruption by other countries.

Obama’s aim was to

strengthen international norms against corruption by taking positive steps through the United
Nations, the G-20, the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) and
international financial institutions (2010c). In his second United Nations speech, delivered on
September 23, 2010, Obama spelled out and dwelt upon free trade: “That means letting
entrepreneurs start a business without paying a bribe and governments that support opportunity
instead of stealing from their people.” He proceeded to mention positive steps he was taking:
“There is no reason why entrepreneurs shouldn’t be able to build new markets in every society,
which is why I hosted a summit on entrepreneurship earlier this spring, because the obligation of
government is to empower individuals, not to impede them” (2010e, 8). A couple of months
later, Obama repeated his views in favor of transparency at Jakarta: “And it will require a refusal
to tolerate corruption that stands in the way of opportunity; a commitment to transparency that
gives every Indonesian a stake in their government…” (2010f, 4).
Beyond pragmatism, the President emphasized a moral obligation of the United States
together with other states to engage in development. Addressing the United Nations on
September 24, 2009, he mentioned: “At a time of such interdependence, we have a moral and
pragmatic interest, in the broader questions of development…” He laid out a plan for both the
wealthy and developing nations to follow. The wealthy nations “must open their markets to
more goods and extend a hand to those with less, while reforming international institutions to
give nations a greater voice;” whereas the developing nations “must root out corruption that is an
obstacle to progress – for opportunity cannot thrive where individuals are oppressed and
businesses have to pay bribes. That is why we support honest police and independent judges,
civil society and a vibrant private sector” (2009d, 7).
Thus for its part, the United States would go beyond its narrow economic interests and
delve more into the development of the countries of the Middle East. Obama elaborated on what
he had already stated at Cairo on June 4, 2009: “And while America in the past has focused on
oil and gas in this part of the world, we now seek a broader engagement” in the fields of
development, education, science and technology, and health (2009c, 9). This required the joint
partnership of America with both the governments and the citizens – the latter through
community organization, businesses and religious leaders to help “people to pursue a better life”
(2009c, 9). He re-emphasized a prior, more general, commitment to the developing world during
Southwestern Journal of International Studies

13

his Inaugural Speech on January 20, 2009: “To the people of poor nations, we pledge to work
alongside you to make your farms flourish and let clean waters flow; to nourish starved bodies
and feed hungry minds” (2009a, 5).
These “hungry minds” would be fed through education of both men and women. He
stated at Cairo “… I do believe that a woman who is denied an education is denied equality. And
it is no coincidence that countries where women are well educated are far more likely to be
prosperous” (2009c, 8).

And in response to the general under-investment of Muslim

communities in education and innovation, Obama cited specific steps that the United States
would undertake: “On education, we will expand exchange programs, and increase scholarships,
like the one that brought my father to America, while encouraging more Americans to study in
Muslim communities.” More specifically “On science and technology, we will launch a new
fund to support technological development in Muslim-majority countries, and to help transfer
ideas to the market place so they can create jobs” (2009c, 9).
For the President the advancement of economic development also promoted democracy.
Both were essential, coexisted, and strengthened each other even at times of economic crisis,
according to Obama. He stated at Jakarta on November 9, 2010 regarding Indonesia: “Today we
sometimes hear that democracy stands in the way of economic progress…. Particularly in times
of change and economic uncertainty, some will say that it is easier to take a shortcut to
development by trading away the right of human beings for the power of the state…” He
continued that Indonesia’s “achievements demonstrate that democracy and development
reinforce one another” (2010f, 3). Further he emphasized that “Development is strengthened by
an emerging democracy” (2010f, 5).
And following the 2011 Arab Spring, with its recognized economic roots, Obama reemphasized the need for America to promote prosperity to safeguard the nascent democracies if
the countries involved would stamp out corruption “…the corruption of elites who steal from
their people; the red tape that stops an idea from becoming a business; the patronage that
distributes wealth based on tribe and sect;” and promised that “We will help governments meet
international obligations and invest efforts at anti-corruption” through “reform,” “transparency”
and the holding of “governments accountable” (2011e, 5).
Focusing on “trade not just aid” and “investment not just assistance” with the goal of
“openness, the reins of commerce pass[ing] from the few to the many, and the economy
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generat[ing] jobs for the young,” Obama planned to start with Egypt and Tunisia (2011e, 4). His
approach was first multilateral involving the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund
through a plan for the G-8 summit, but also second a debt relief of $1 billion for Egypt, and
working with Congress to create an Enterprise Fund to invest in Tunisia and Egypt and
launching of a United States comprehensive Trade and Partnership Initiative in the region
(2011e, 4-5).
Beyond that, according to Obama, economic development strengthened peace and also
eventually contributed to United States’ national security. In his Nobel Speech he referred to
economic development as his third condition for building “a just and lasting peace:” “Third, a
just peace includes not only civil and political rights – it must encompass economic security and
opportunity. For true peace is not just freedom from fear, but freedom from want”(2009f, 6).
Adding a pragmatic note, Obama equated economic development to security not only of
other nations involved, but also for the United States itself. As far as the domestic security and
stability of other states are concerned, he mentioned their interdependence with development.
He stated “It is undoubtedly true that development rarely takes root without security; it is also
true that security does not exist where human beings do not have access to enough food, or clean
water, or medicine and shelter they need to survive” (2009f, 6). As far as American National
Security is concerned, the goal simply put by Obama is “a global economy in which growth is
sustained and opportunity is available to all” (2009d, 7).

The Response
While recognizing the difficulties facing developing nations, Obama nevertheless touted
the importance of modernity and globalization with their possible harmony with tradition in
overcoming the possible identity crisis of the peoples of the world in wake of these
developments in the Twentieth and Twenty-first centuries. He stated in Cairo “… the sweeping
change brought by modernity and globalization led many Muslims to view the west as hostile to
the traditions of Islam” (2009c, 1). “But,” he continued, “I also know that human progress
cannot be denied. There need not be a contradiction between development and tradition….In
ancient times and in our times, Muslim communities have been at the forefront of innovation and
education” (2009c, 9). Further he had started his speech on an optimistic note: “Together [alAzhar and Cairo University] you represent harmony between tradition and progress” (2009c, 1).
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Indeed he struck a note of approval here. According to a poll conducted by the Abu
Dhabi Gallup Center in 2009, after the President’s speech, Muslims cited technology as what
they admired most about the West (along with Freedom/Liberty)(Abu Dhabi Gallup Center
2010, 40).
In spite of this admiration, even after the Arab Spring, Egyptians were leery of United
States economic intentions. In a poll conducted in June 2011, 52 per cent of Egyptians as a
whole and 43 per cent of those, who regarded United States democracy as a model, went so far
as to oppose accepting economic aid from America regardless of their need for it (Mogahed and
Younis 2011, 1-2). Egyptians were afraid of the strings added to such aid.

The Reality
In Reality while Obamapower aimed idealistically at a global economy with opportunity
for all, it was limited by the United States domestic economic downturn. Obama reiterated “But
as we end this war in Iraq and transition to Afghan responsibility, we must rebuild our strength
here at home. Our prosperity provides a foundation for our power. It pays for our military. It
underwrites our diplomacy;” and he continued “It takes the potential of our people, and allows
investment in new industry. And it will allow us to compete in this century as successfully as we
did in the last” (2009e, 6). Therefore Obama was most interested in building our own nation
economically especially at a time of economic crisis and of the upcoming Presidential elections
where the Republicans were attacking his economic policy and mainly the over 8 per cent
unemployment figures.
Dwelling upon the expensiveness of our past wars which contributed to our economic
decline, Obama stated “Over the past several years, we have lost that balance and failed to
appreciate the connection between national security and our economy.” He cited that “In the
wake of an economic crisis, too many of our friends and neighbors are out of work and struggle
to pay the bills…” especially at a time of fierce global economic competition.

“So”, he

continued, “we simply cannot afford to ignore the price of these wars” and “That is why our
troop commitment in Afghanistan cannot be open-ended – because the nation I am most
interested in building is our own” (2009e, 6).
This realization of economic constraints was compounded by the exigencies of Obama’s
re-election bid in 2012. Indeed his State of the Union message in January 2012 concentrated on
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economic development at home, namely the creation of jobs, which was bound to be a major
campaign issue, rather than on foreign policy.

Military Hard Power: The First Chess Board
Obama dovetailed his soft power and economic power stances with American military
hard power in the Unipolar First Chess board where the United States hegemony prevailed. As a
prudent but multilateral player, he was bent upon defining when and where to use this military
power, to wage war and when not to.
Obama defined his concept of power, which includes but goes beyond military power,
succinctly in his Iraq Speech on August 31, 2010: “Indeed one of the lessons of our effort in Iraq
is that American influence around the world is not a function of military force alone. We must
use all elements of our power – including our diplomacy, our economic strength, and the power
of America’s example – to secure our interests and stand by our allies”(2010d, 6). Already in his
Afghanistan speech on December 1, 2009, he had emphasized that “In the end, our security and
leadership does not come solely from the strength of our arms. It derives from our people…”
(2009e, 7). For Obama power should preferably be used sequentially first attempting soft power,
then relying on hard power while not overlooking the need of its accompaniment with soft
power.
The question was when, where and how much to use military power. Here Obama was
cautious – he emphasized its prudent use. He stated in his Inaugural Speech on January 20, 2009:
“They [the founding fathers] understood that our power alone cannot protect us, nor does it
entitle us to do as we please. Instead, they knew that our power grows through its prudent use.”
He continued “Our security emanates from the justness of our cause; the force of our example;
the tempering qualities of humility and restraint” (2009a, 4). Part of this prudence can be
detected also later in his United Nations Speech on September 23, 2010: “And from South Asia
to the Horn of Africa, we are moving toward a more targeted approach – one that strengthens
partners and dismantles terrorist networks without deploying large American armies” (2010e, 23).
However Obama was no pacifist. While he praised Martin Luther King and Mahatma
Gandhi for their non-violence and love of humanity, he did not consider them to be practical
(2009f, 7). He recognized that “Evil does exist in the world. A non-violent movement could not
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have halted Hitler’s armies. Negotiations cannot convince al Qaeda’s leaders to lay down their
arms” (2009f, 3).

Not to Use War: The Iranian Case
The Rhetoric
Obama suggested the use of economic sanctions and pressures by the international
community instead of military force to make nations that break international norms and law
change their behavior in spite of Israel’s apparent inclination toward a military solution
especially in 2011 and 2012. This measure featured earlier as Obama’s first suggestion in a list
of ways to build a just and lasting peace during his Nobel Speech on December 11, 2009 (2009f,
4-5). Later, in 2010, he drew attention to the actual sanctions against Iran: “Iran is the only party
to the NPT [Non-Proliferation Treaty] that cannot demonstrate the peaceful intentions of its
nuclear program, and these actions have consequences.

Through U.N. Security Council

Resolution 1929, we made clear that international law is not an empty promise”(2010e, 3).

The Response
The American public tended to show its approval of direct negotiations advocated by
Obama with Iran over its nuclear program. According to a Pew Research Center Survey,
conducted early in his Presidency, namely from September 30 to October 4, 2009, 63 per cent of
the respondents voiced approval of such a policy.

Opinion was, however, divided over

confidence in Obama’s dealing with Iran with slightly over half, 51 per cent, showing confidence
(17 per cent “a great deal” and 34 per cent “a fair amount”) and 44 per cent less confidence (24
per cent “not too much” and 20 per cent “none at all”), although they tended to favor “tougher
international economic sanction” against Iran with 78 per cent showing approval and only 12 per
cent stating their disapproval (Iran, 2012, 6-7).
The respondents though would not advocate the extreme policy of using military force
for regime change, with 62 per cent saying so and only 33 per cent supporting this measure,
according to an ABC News/Washington Post Poll conducted from October 15 to 18, 2009 (Iran,
2012, 5-6). Short of this drastic measure of regime change and involving just the prevention of
Iran from developing nuclear weapons by bombing the suspected nuclear sites, opinion was
divided leaning more in favor of military action with 54 per cent favoring and 45 per cent
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opposing and one per cent being unsure, according to a CNN/Opinion Research Corporation Poll
conducted at about the same time from October 16 to 19, 2009 (Iran, 2012, 5).
Three years later, in March 2012, opinion was still divided in about the same proportion,
with 51 per cent supporting military action but less (36 per cent) being opposed to such a
measure and more being unsure (13 per cent), according to a CBS News/New York Times Poll
conducted from March 7 to 11, 2012 (Iran, 2012, 2). Again when respondents were asked should
there be conclusive evidence that Iran was building nuclear weapons, opinion was still slightly
more in favor of military action with 56 per cent in favor compared to 39 per cent opposing. But
the public was more in support of Israel itself taking military action in such an eventuality, with
62 per cent supporting and only 30 per cent opposing its possible action, according to a
Reuters/Ipsos Poll conducted from March 8 to 11, 2012 (Iran, 2012, 1).

The Reality
With opinion about equally divided on military action to deal with Iran’s nuclear
ambitions, Obama faced a dilemma. In the election year of 2012 when Republicans were
clamoring for tougher action in support of Israel’s inclination and possible determination to use
military force, the President preferred diplomacy but opted for tougher economic sanctions for
now. However, Obama deftly used the carrot and stick approach as he did not take the military
option off the table.

The Iraqi Case
The Rhetoric
A case where Obama believed that war should be scaled down responsibly and eventually
ended was the Iraq War. He gave progress reports on the matter during his subsequent speeches,
Iraq Speech on August 31, 2010, Jakarta Speech on November 9, 2010 and the State of the
Union Address on January 25, 2011. He ordered the removal of United States combat troops by
August 2010 and all troops by the end of 2012 which he accomplished building upon and abiding
by the timetable of the agreement signed by President Bush with the Iraqi government before he
left office. Beyond this Obama’s aim was continued support of Iraq but “as a partner never as a
patron” (2009c, 5).
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Obama believed that the Iraq war was not a war of necessity but a war of choice: “Unlike
Afghanistan, Iraq was a war of choice that provoked strong differences in my country and around
the world” (2009c, 4). He was opposed to it because of this and also because he believed that
military force should not have been used in the first place so readily without thorough
consideration being given to its possible consequences: “I opposed the war in Iraq because I
believed that we must exercise restraint in the use of military force and always consider the longterm consequences of our actions” (2009e, 3).
In hindsight Obama underscored the importance of diplomacy in avoiding the use of
military forces: “I also believe that events in Iraq have reminded America of the need to use
diplomacy and build international consensus to resolve problems whenever possible;” and he
cited Thomas Jefferson who had said: “I hope that our wisdom will grow with our power, and
teach us the less we use power the greater it will be” (2009c, 4).

The Response
The American public tended to favor Obama’s handling of the situation in Iraq with 60
per cent approving and only 30 per cent disapproving in October 2011 according to a CBS
News/New York Times Poll (Iraq, 2012, 6). More specifically the great majority of them, 78 per
cent, believed that his decision to withdraw all U.S. combat troops from Iraq by the end of
December 2011 was the right decision with only 21 per cent responding otherwise according to a
CNN/ORC Poll conducted between December 16 to 18, 2011 (Iraq, 2012, 1-2).
In a general cost-benefit analysis of the Iraq War in terms of the loss of American lives
and other costs, a CBS News Poll in November 2011 found that 67 per cent believed that it was
not worth it, this being the same (67 per cent) as in September 2009 at the beginning of Obama’s
term, with only 24 per cent considering that it was worth it in both years. The CBS Poll had
shown earlier that opinion had been equally divided about the subject at the beginning of the war
in 2003 with 46 per cent saying it was worth it and 45 per cent that it was not worth it (Iraq,
2012, 5). And 71 per cent even considered the Iraq War to be “one reason for the economic
problems the country is facing today” and only 28 per cent reporting it was not related, according
to a CNN/ORC Poll conducted at the end of the war from December 16 to 18, 2011 (Iraq, 2012,
3).
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The Reality
With the American public favoring his Iraq policy from the beginning of his Presidency,
Obama capitalized on the termination of the war under his watch during his subsequent speeches
and dwelt upon this at the time of his re-election campaign in 2012 as his major foreign policy
achievement.
The public predicted that he would do so. According to a CNN/ORC Poll conducted from
December 16 to 18, 2011, 62 per cent of the respondents stated that he was motivated by politics
and 34 per cent cited national security in ending the war (Iraq, 2012, 4).

The Use of War
What were Obama’s views about when and where to use military power or to scale down
its use? Obama’s approach here was multilateral. For Obama military power should preferably
not be used without the help of allies and the United Nations in an interdependent world. He
declared at West Point on May 1, 2010 “The burden of this century cannot fall on our soldiers
alone. It cannot fall on American shoulders alone. Our adversaries would like to see America
sap its strength by overextending our power. And in the past, we’ve always had the foresight to
avoid acting alone” (2010b, 6).
Earlier he had issued a warning at Cairo: “Given our interdependence any world order
that elevates one nation or group of people over another will inevitably fail. So whatever we
think of the past, we must not be prisoners of it. Our problems must be dealt with partnership;
progress must be shared” (2009c, 3). Elaborating further on this theme during his United Nations
Speech on September 24, 2009, he declared: “In an era when our destiny is shared, power is no
longer a zero-sum game. No one nation can or should try to dominate another nation. No world
order that elevates one nation or group over another will succeed” (2009d, 3).
Citing the anachronisms of previous power relations in the present interdependent world,
Obama reiterated that “no balance of power among nations will hold” and that “divisions
between nations of the South and North make no sense in an interconnected world; nor do
alignments of nations rooted in the cleavages of a long-gone Cold War.” Instead he urged
cooperation through the United Nations: “The choice is ours…. To serve the common interests
of human beings, and finally give meaning to the promise embedded in the name given to this
institution: the United Nations” (2009d, 3-4).
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Libya War
The Rhetoric
This common interest, especially when it is humanitarian, could possibly justify the use
of force. Obama stated on December 11, 2009, during his Nobel Speech “I believe that force can
be justified on humanitarian grounds…” within an international framework. He elaborated that
while peace was desirable, it required “responsibility:” “Peace entails sacrifice. That is why
NATO continues to be indispensable. That is why we must strengthen U.N. and regional
peacekeeping, and not leave the task to a few countries”(2009f, 4). He held true to this vision in
the case of Libya. Here the United States was to show its “responsibility as a leader” to prevent
“slaughter and mass graves” (2011b, 4). It was to act multilaterally, through the Security Council
Resolution 1973 passed on March 17, 2011, even “when our safety is not directly threatened, but
our interests and our values are” but in a “limited way” to establish a “no-fly zone” to be
“commanded by NATO,” with no direct involvement of American ground troops (2011b, 5, 3).
This policy was to be done on “behalf of what is right” in this case and not as a general policy
against dictators in the Middle East where the United States would act selectively, case by case,
based upon “our interests” – for example in the Libyan case where it was in our interest that the
revolutions in neighboring Tunisia and Egypt succeed without the added burden of Libyan
refugees. But Obama pragmatically initially stopped short of calling for regime change as had
happened in Iraq: “But regime change there [Iraq] took eight years, thousands of American and
Iraqi lives, and nearly a trillion dollars. That is not something we can afford to repeat in
Libya”(2011b, 5). NATO, however, went ahead with regime change efforts through aerial
bombardments and the use of predators. Gaddafi was toppled and lost his life without the loss of
American lives and at a very low dollar cost.

The Response
The response of the American public as depicted by the various polls tended to be about
equally divided. It seemed that Americans were not sure about the war, tending to lean slightly
more toward approval. An ABC News/Washington Post Poll conducted from June 2 to 5, 2011
showed 44 per cent approval of the way Obama was handling the situation in Libya with 41 per
cent disapproving (Libya 2012, 6). With the increased NATO bombings going beyond a narrow
interpretation of the United Nations mandate of just protecting civilians, Americans tended to
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prefer an enlarged role for NATO in removing Muammar Gaddafi with 50 per cent in favor of
the latter to 45 per cent believing in a more limited role (Libya 2012, 6). And in September 2011
just before the death of Gaddafi, the Pew Research Center Poll conducted from September 1 to 4,
showed that whereas 49 per cent approved of Obama’s handling of the situation, 19 per cent
were unsure with 33 per cent disapproving (Libya 2012, 1-2).
However, a month after the end of Gaddafi’s life and his regime in October 2011, a CBS
News Poll conducted from November 6 to 10, 2011, showed that 49 per cent concluded that the
United States should not have gotten involved in Libya with 37 per cent saying that it did the
right thing and with 14 per cent being unsure. This result was across both parties and
Independents with Republicans presenting a slightly higher score of 50 per cent than Democrats
at 47 per cent and Independents at 49 per cent (Libya 2012, 1). Further Americans tended to be
“not very confident” with 35 per cent and “not at all confident” with 21 per cent “that the people
who removed [Gaddafi] will cooperate and work with the United States” with only 4 per cent
“very confident” according to a Fox News Poll conducted from October 23 to 25, 2011 (Libya
2012, 1). The public seemed as well to be skeptical that a “stable democratic government will be
established in Libya” with 54 per cent expressing doubt to 45 per cent being more confident
according to a CNN/ORC Poll conducted from August 24 to 25, 2011 (Libya 2012, 3). But the
respondents tended not to expect from Obama that the United States should assume the general
role of establishing democratic governments in other countries, with 64 per cent stating that this
should not be the aim with only 32 per cent that it should, according to a poll conducted from
March 24 to 28, 2011 by the GfK Roper Public Affairs & Corporate Communications (Libya
2012, 9).
The Public also tended to agree with Obama that any United States action in Libya
should be multilateral involving international organizations and allies such as Great Britain or
France, with 74 per cent stating that the United States should leave involvement to others with
only 23 per cent that America should take a leading role, according to a CNN/Opinion Research
Corporation Poll conducted from March 11 to 13, 2011 (Libya 2012, 13). And, as Obama was
later to correctly gage and announce in his Libya speech, they opposed, with 78 per cent, the
sending of United States ground troops into Libya, according to a Poll conducted by GfK Roper
Public Affairs and Corporate Communications between March 24 and 28, 2011 (Libya 2012, 9).
Further like Obama the public predicted correctly that the United States would be able “to
Southwestern Journal of International Studies

23

accomplish its goals with very few or no American causalities” with 41 per cent being
“somewhat confident” and 18 per cent “very confident” and only 24 per cent “not too confident”
and 16 per cent “not confident at all” according to a poll conducted from March 18 to 20, 2011
by CNN/Opinion Research Corporation (Libya 2012, 12).
However, unlike Obama, Americans were expecting the Libya war to last much longer,
according to a Pew Research Center Poll conducted at the beginning of the War, form March 24
to 27, 2011 with 60 per cent believing that the War would “last for some time” and only 33 per
cent that it would be “over pretty quickly” with 7 per cent being unsure (Libya 2012, 10). This
was concurred by another poll by the GfK Roper Public Affairs and Corporate Communications,
where 42 per cent believed that it was “somewhat likely” that the Libya War would involve a
“long-term commitment of forces” with only 18 per cent believing that this was “not too likely”
and 7 per cent stating that was “not likely at all” (Libya 2012, 9). Obama had gambled on the
possibility of short duration of the War and won.

The Reality
Another point about which Obama and the American Public tended to disagree upon and
which the President gambled on at a time of the reality of his re-election campaign, centered
upon the need of consultation with and authorization by Congress in launching the Libya War.
The Republican presidential candidates during their primary debates criticized Obama for bypassing the War Powers Act. This Act dating from the 1970s called upon a President to notify
Congress within 48 hours and to refer a military involvement to Congress for authorization
within 60 days of the start of hostilities. Obama argued that although he had informed Congress,
he did not need authorization since the Libya War was not covered by this Act as it was a war
conducted by NATO called upon by the United Nations Security Council and not a war by the
United States proper and that American ground troops were not involved.
According to a CBS News/New York Times Poll conducted between June 24 and 28,
2011, the respondents disagreed with the President, with 61 per cent thinking that he “should
have to get congressional authorization in order to continue the action” of the Libya War with
only 32 per cent stating that he “should not have to get authorization” (Libya 2012, 4). And in
answer to the question whether the President had “the constitutional authority to involve the
military in Libya without Congressional approval, even if the troops are just supporting the
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NATO mission and are not on the ground in Libya,” 50 per cent did not believe so with only 44
per cent agreeing with the President and 6 per cent being unsure, according to a Time Poll
conducted about the same time from June 20 to 2 1, 2011 (Libya 2012, 5).
The reality of a war that had lasted only about seven months and had resulted in regime
change without the involvement of American ground troops, without the loss of American lives
and with minimal financial cost was bound to reinforce and have an effect upon the planning of
future United States military strategy as subsequently announced by Obama and elaborated upon
by his Secretary of Defense, Leon Panetta, at a time of economic cost cutting on January 5, 2012.
Obama called for safeguarding “our security with smaller conventional ground forces” (2012a,
3). The United States would henceforth reduce ground military manpower, namely in the Army
and Marine Corps, and rely more on the Navy, Air Force and advanced military technologies
such as “unmanned systems in space,” according to Panetta (2012, 3). This was to have
repercussions also on another war which had hitherto been considered to be a “war of necessity,”
namely the future of the Afghanistan War, especially after the killing of Osama bin Laden.

The Disruption of Al-Qaeda
The Rhetoric
At West Point, on May 1, 2010, Obama laid out and justified United States policy in
using military forces against extremist Islamists: “Our campaign to disrupt, dismantle, and to
defeat al Qaeda is part of an international effort that is necessary and just” (2010b, 6). For
Obama, therefore, war is justified when it is “just” and “necessary.” He summarized his concept
of a “just war” when certain conditions are met: “if it is waged as a last resort or in self-defense;
if the force used is proportional; and if, whenever possible civilians are spared from violence”
(2009f, 1-2). He acknowledged what he called the “hard truth” of war: “We will not eradicate
violent conflict in our lifetimes. There will be times when nations – acting individually or in
concert – will find the use of force not only necessary but morally justified” (2009f, 2).
Accordingly America would engage Islamic extremists bent on violence, namely al
Qaeda, according to Obama.

He repeated this stance at Cairo, at Jakarta, and during his

Afghanistan speeches. At Cairo he stated “We will,…, relentlessly confront violent extremists
who pose a grave threat to our security” (2009c, 3). And his statement at Jakarta, on November
9, 2010, summarizes this determination: “I made clear that America is not, and never will be, at
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war with Islam. Instead, all of us must work together to defeat al Qaeda and its affiliates, who
have no claim to be leaders of any religion – certainly not a great world religion like Islam;”
further he sought support from the Muslim world in this endeavor “But those who want to build
must not cede ground to terrorists who seek to destroy. And this is not a task for America alone”
(2010f, 5).
Obama took a giant step on his promise to neutralize al Qaeda when he announced two
years later on May 1, 2011 the death of Osama bin Laden at the hands of the Navy SEALs
(2011c; 2011d).

The Response
Although the credit for the killing of Osama went to a large extent, 89 per cent, to the
United States military, the President also received “a great deal,” 35 per cent, to “a moderate
amount”, 36 per cent, of the credit. Further the respondents were “a lot more confident,” 32 per
cent, to “a little more confident,” 21 per cent, of Obama as a commander-in-chief, according to a
USA Today/Gallup Poll conducted on May 2, 2011 (Terrorism, 2012, 10). Also the public was
more confident that the President could handle terrorism in general with 38 per cent being “very
confident” and 36 per cent “somewhat confident” as reported by an AP-GfK poll conducted at
about the same time, from May 5 to 9, 2011 (Terrorism, 2012, 4).

The Reality
President Obama used the American public’s favorable view during his 2012 Presidential
campaign. He tried to tie this to the Afghanistan War through his commemoration of Osama’s
killing a year later, on May 1, 2012, at Bagram Air Base (2012b), perhaps being cognizant that
the American public had been cautious and divided in viewing this linkage as seen in a May 2,
2011 Pew Research Center/Washington Post Poll with 46 per cent being “more confident” that
Osama’s death would lead to the achievement of U.S. goals in Afghanistan and 45 per cent
saying that it does not affect their views (Terrorism, 2012, 8).
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The Afghanistan War
The Rhetoric
The necessity to fight a war, especially in Afghanistan, was underscored by the President
at West Point on May 1, 2010: “America does not fight for the sake of fighting. We abhor war.
… we fight because we must. We fight to keep our families and communities safe” (2010b, 8).
Earlier, in Cairo, on June 4, 2009, Obama had emphasized that since America was first attacked,
it was justified in its war in Afghanistan which involved denying safe haven to al Qaeda: “We
did not go by choice, we went because of necessity.” He continued “Make no mistake: we do
not want to keep our troops in Afghanistan. We seek no military bases there …. We would
gladly bring every single one of our troops home, if we could be confident that there were not
violent extremists in Afghanistan and Pakistan determined to kill as many Americans as they
possibly can. But that is not yet the case” (2009c, 4).
While increasing military forces by 30,000 troops, Obama, however, rejected an openended military involvement in Afghanistan. He set a deadline of July 2011 for United States
forces to start coming home. He stated: “I reject this course [open-ended escalation of forces]
because it sets goals that are beyond what we can achieve at a reasonable cost, and what we need
to achieve to secure our interests.” He continued: “Furthermore, the absence of a time frame for
transition [to Afghan government rule] would deny us any sense of urgency in working with the
Afghan government” (2009e, 5).
Later, the President repeated his determination on August 31, 2010, during his Iraq
speech: “But make no mistake: this transition will begin – because open-ended war serves
neither our interests nor the Afghan people’s” (2010d, 6). And during his State of the Union
Address, on January 25, 2011, Obama thanked “our heroic troops,” warned of “tough fighting
ahead,” while calling upon the Afghan government “to deliver better governance,” and while reemphasizing his position regarding the start of bringing “our troops home” beginning July 2011
(2011a, 7). But ultimately for Obama the “military effort to create conditions for a transition”
was only one of the “three core elements” in the Administration’s Afghanistan policy – the
others being “a civilian surge that reinforces positive action; and an effective partnership with
Pakistan” (2009e, 5).
On May 1, 2012 Obama announced his signing of an agreement between the United
States and Afghanistan to transition from a “war of necessity” to a “just and lasting peace” in his
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remarks at a surprise late night visit to Bagram Air Base in Afghanistan. His speech was mainly
directed at his American audience since it was delivered at prime time in the States and late at
night and in the very early morning hours Afghanistan time when the Afghans were asleep. He
also tried to address the allies.
For Obama the Afghanistan War was no longer “necessary.” To appeal to the war-weary
American public he presented several reasons which centered on major advances accomplished
in the last three years during his Presidency, when the “tide [of war] has turned,” Osama was
killed and al-Qaeda was “devastated” with the taking out of twenty of its thirty top leaders, the
“Taliban momentum” was broken, many of its leaders and foot-soldiers had “indicated an
interest in reconciliation,” Afghan security forces, that the United States had trained, were
“strong” and getting stronger (2012b, 1).
Beyond that to ensure a lasting peace where al-Qaeda would not be able to rebuild in
Afghanistan as the bulk of our forces leave in 2014, the President talked of an “enduring
partnership” with the message “As you stand up, you will not stand alone” (2012b, 1). The basis
of this “co-operation” “between two sovereign states” over the next decade would involve “two
narrow security missions beyond 2014 – counter-terrorism and continued training” of Afghan
forces. Addressing his Afghan audience he promised “we will not build permanent bases in this
country, nor will we be patrolling its cities and mountains,” and he recognized that the Afghans
“want to assert their sovereignty and build a lasting peace” (2012b, 2).
While at the same time recognizing the importance of Pakistan in the peace, Obama
addressed the Pakistan audience too in making it clear to it “that it [Pakistan] can and should be
an equal partner in this process in a way that respects Pakistan’s sovereignty, interests, and
democratic institutions” (2012b, 2) without touching upon the thorny issue of United States
drones, whose unmanned operations in that country many in Pakistan objected to.
Further, addressing the American public he promised no more sacrifice, no nationbuilding in our image in Afghanistan as this would entail many more dollars, many more
American lives, over many more years. He stated “our goal is not to build a country in America’s
image or to eradicate every vestige of the Taliban” rather “Our goal is to destroy al-Qaeda and
we are on a path to do exactly that” (2012b, 2). This would require a “firm timetable” (which
many Republican Presidential Candidates had objected to) but would not necessitate an
immediate departure (as some Democrats had called for) because some time was needed to give
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“Afghanistan the opportunity to stabilize” (2012b, 2).

He further promised his American

audience, in an election year, that he would concentrate instead on domestic issues. He stated
“it’s time to renew America” after a long period of defending our ideals of “equality” and
“freedom” in the Afghanistan War (2012b, 2).
Addressing his NATO allies, Obama re-dwelt upon the theme of multilateralism by
promising to consult with them about the future of Afghanistan and the security of South Asia in
Chicago’s NATO meeting later in the month of May 2012 where he would seek an endorsement
of their support for “a strong and sustainable long-term Afghan force” (2012b, 1).

The Response
The response of the majority of the American public, as shown by the various polls
conducted before and after Obama’s three speeches on Afghanistan, namely on December 1,
2009, on June 22, 2011 and on May 1, 2012, were all in agreement with the President that this
war was a war of “necessity” as started initially in 2001. According to a USA Today/Gallup Poll
conducted on May 13, 2012, 59 per cent of the respondents believed this to be true with only 35
per cent reporting that the war was the wrong thing to do, compared to a poll in December 2009,
after Obama’s speech on December 1 of that year, when 62 per cent said it was “necessary.”
Republicans more than Democrats believed so with 72 per cent and 52 per cent respectively and
Independents at 56 per cent continuing to believe so in 2012 (Jones 2012, 1).
Initially, on the eve of Obama’s speech on December 1, 2009 about the possibility of a
surge of troops in Afghanistan, polls conducted by USA Today/Gallup indicated that the
American public was divided with slightly more favoring it at 48 per cent than those opposing it
at 45 per cent. Perhaps this was reflected in the President’s hesitation in making a quick decision
on the matter. Certainly the public was in no mood for an extended nation-building in
Afghanistan with 6 out of 10 respondents believing that democracy was unrealizable in
Afghanistan as there had not been any progress on this in a decade (Page and Michaels 2009, 12).
Obama obliged and set a timetable for withdrawal in his June 22, 2011 speech. He would
remove 10,000 troops in 2011, 20,000 by the summer of 2012 and the rest by the end of 2014.
This was in accordance to a CBS News Poll conducted from July 9 to 12, 2010 showing that 54
per cent of the respondents had stated that the President should set a timetable for withdrawal
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with 41 per cent being opposed (Afghanistan 2012, 18). Perhaps Obama was also responding to a
Washington Post/ABC News Poll released later in March 2011 that showed that 2 out of 3
Americans no longer considered the Afghanistan war worth fighting for, up by 15 per cent since
December 2010 (Bhadrakumar 2011, 1-2).
A Gallup Poll conducted from June 25 to 26, 2011, following the President’s speech
showed that 72 per cent favored a pull-out plan starting in 2011 with 23 per cent being opposed.
But only 30 per cent backed the actual details of the withdrawal timetable. More Democrats at 45
per cent than Republicans at 19 per cent agreed with the rate of pulling out the troops (Newsmax
Wires 2011, 1). This was to be a bone of contention for the President given Mitt Romney’s
opposition to a set timetable and Obama himself defended it in his May 1, 2012 speech.
On the other hand, Obama had also to convince Americans that the setbacks in 2012
resulting from Koran burnings, pictures of American soldiers urinating on Taliban fighter
corpses, the shootings of some American trainers by Afghan trainee soldiers, the killing of 16
Afghan civilians by an American soldier, were no reason for exiting sooner. A March 13, 2012
poll conducted by USA Today/Gallup had shown that 50 per cent of all Americans were growing
impatient and favored the speeding up of the withdrawal of troops with only 24 per cent
advocating adherence to the timetable of 2014 and 21 per cent insisting on staying on till the
goals were achieved (Jones 2012, 1).

The Reality
Obama’s May 1, 2012 speech was based on the constraints he encountered such as reelection exigencies as reflected in the polls and the reality of the situation in Afghanistan.
The President had his work set up for him of selling his timetable of withdrawal at a time
of approaching Presidential elections. Independents at 54 per cent more than Democrats at 53 per
cent and Republicans at 40 per cent wanted the speeding up of the withdrawal according to a
USA Today/Gallup Poll on March 13, 2012 (Jones 2012, 1). These results were in accordance
with a later poll in April by the Pew Research Center which showed that 59 per cent of the
Swing voters, 64 per cent of the Obama supporters and 49 per cent of Republicans wanted the
troops to leave as quickly as possible (Drake 2012, 2).
Polls also reflected the perceived discrepancies in the assessment of the reality of the
military situation in Afghanistan. Only 38 per cent of those surveyed by the Pew Research
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Center in April 2012 perceived that the military situation was “going very or fairly well” (Drake
2012, 2). And according to another poll, the New York Times/CBS News Poll, conducted earlier
from March 21 to 25, 2012, 68 per cent believed that the war was going “somewhat badly” or
“very badly” up from 42 per cent in November 2011 (Bumiller 2012, 1). This was at odds with
the President’s assessment of the situation about only a month later on May 1, 2012 when he said
“we broke the Taliban’s momentum” and that “we’ve built strong Afghan security forces”
(2012b, 1). But Dianne Feinstein and Mike Roger, the heads of the Senate and House
Intelligence Committees, believed otherwise as seen from their statements a few days later on
May 6, 2012 on CNN’s “State of the Union.” Feinstein went so far as to conclude, after their
fact-finding trip to Afghanistan, “I think we’d both say that what we found is that the Taliban is
stronger” (Feinstein and Rogers… 2012, 2). However a spokesman for the International Security
Assistance Force (ISAF) was quick to cast doubt on their assessment stating the different
intelligence organizations “may collect and assess data slightly differently,” that the coalition
and Afghan forces were “having much success in taking Taliban leadership off the battlefield,”
and that “an insurgency cannot be defeated through foreign intervention alone. It takes
indigenous forces and ultimately a political solution to end an insurgency” (Feinstein and
Rogers… 2012, 2-3).
Doubts were also cast about the possible readiness of the Afghan forces to assume full
responsibility after 2014. According to Tom Bowman, the NPR Pentagon correspondent
reporting from Afghanistan, “It really isn’t realistic at this point” (What the Afghan Deal Means
for U.S. Troops, 2012, 2). He enumerated the various hurdles that had to be overcome, such as
the high illiteracy of the Afghan troops, many of which could not even count, their high attrition
rates and the deficit in the thousands of junior Afghan leaders, such as sergeants, the needed
backbone of any military (Bowman 2012, 1).
This dire situation was also compounded by the perceptions of the Afghan population
about the coalition occupation. According to a Washington Post/ABC Poll, conducted from
March 7 to 10, 2012, 55 per cent of the American respondents believed that the Afghans opposed
the United States goals and efforts in the country with only 30 per cent having positive views;
and in another poll by the same organizations from April 5 to 8, this figure had risen to 62 per
cent citing Afghan opposition to 22 per cent reporting support (Afghanistan 2012, 2). Indeed
according to a Gallup Poll, conducted a year earlier from April to May 2011, Afghans
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themselves had stated that their conditions had deteriorated since 2008. Those reporting that
they were “suffering” had increased to 30 per cent in 2011 in contrast to 23 per cent in 2010;
those reporting that they were “thriving” had declined to 4 per cent in 2011 compared to 12 per
cent in 2010, erasing the steady gains since 2008 (Rieser 2011, 1). Afghans were also cognizant
of a United Nations report showing a sharp increase in violence which was 51 per cent higher in
2011 than in the same period in 2010. Only 29 per cent of Afghans reported feeling safe while
walking alone at night in 2011, down by 8 percentage points since 2010. Further, unemployment
stood at 15 per cent in 2011 compared to the 5 to 9 percentage range in 2009. Also more than 35
per cent of the Afghans were underemployed in 2011 with only 20 per cent of the workforce
having a formal full-time job (Rieser 2011, 1-2). This reality about the perceptions and feelings
of the Afghan population could have serious repercussions and pose constraints on United States
goals for after 2014 of the realization of a stable Afghan society which was needed to attract
foreign investment in order for Afghans to be more thriving and in turn leading to more stability.
Already this reality of growing Afghan antipathy toward the foreign occupation tended to guide
Obama away from seeking United States permanent military bases in Afghanistan beyond 2014.
Back at home, comparing domestic to foreign priorities and the constraints they posed in
an election year, the American public seemed to steer the President towards the domestic. Only
9 per cent of the respondents in a Pew Research Survey Poll, conducted from May 26 to 29,
following the killing of Osama bin Laden and before the President’s June 22 speech on
Afghanistan in 2011, wanted him to pay more attention to foreign policy with 77 per cent stating
that it was more important for Obama to concentrate on domestic issues such as protecting jobs
(Drake 2011, 6). This was in agreement with an earlier poll conducted by Gallup from January
to May 2011, which ranked the war as a sixth priority at 5 per cent, behind the economy, the first
priority at 29 per cent, unemployment and jobs as the second at 26 per cent and the deficit as the
third at 13 per cent (Drake 2011, 6).
At a time of economic downturn the costs of the war weighed heavily on the minds of
Americans and hence the potentially limited resources acted as constraints on Obama’s future
plans for Afghanistan. Accordingly he set a timetable for withdrawal of troops by the end of
2014. According to a Washington Post/ABC Poll reported in March 2012, 60 per cent of
American respondents stated that the war was not worth its cost in expenses and lives (The
Afghan Youth Peace Volunteers 2012, 2). It was true that expenses would continue beyond 2014
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but they would be at a reduced rate. Subsidies were estimated to amount to $2 to $ 4 billion per
year for at least a decade beyond 2014. This would be a difficult decision for the NATO
countries meeting in May 2012 at Chicago, especially due to the deepening European recession
(Hayden 2012, 2). NATO would also be asked to contribute troops beyond 2014, estimated at
25,000 when many member states such as France would be reluctant to do so. This would mean
that the bulk of the forces would be American (Bowman 2012, 1).
Also Americans, in an election year, tended to be more concerned with the economy than
the potential for terrorism. A USA Today/Gallup Poll, conducted on March 13, 2012 before the
President brought attention back once again to his achievements in this realm in his May 1, 2012
speech on the eve of the one year anniversary of the killing of Osama bin Laden, revealed that
Americans were “not highly concerned about the potential for terrorism,” perhaps as a result of
feeling more secure due to the President’s accomplishments here. Only 15 per cent of
respondents were “very worried” and 35 per cent were “somewhat worried” that the actions of
some United States servicemen in Afghanistan could potentially incite terrorism against
Americans in Afghanistan and the United States proper. However, they were slightly more
worried that a too quick withdrawal of troops could lead Afghanistan to be a safe haven for
terrorists and hence endanger United States security. Of the respondents 19 per cent stated that
they were “very worried” and 39 per cent stated that they were “somewhat worried” (Jones 2012,
3).

Conclusion
Obamapower is a pragmatic shift in United States foreign policy toward the realm of the
possible without, however, giving up on American hegemony. In an environment of economic
downturn and especially when military campaigns have been costly, Obamapower relies where
possible on soft power – that is the power of American ideas and ideals such as religious
tolerance, democracy and human rights. He also advocates social equality of opportunity and the
promotion of economic development dovetailed with open markets. These powers, soft and
economic, are essential in winning over the hearts and minds of the peoples of the Greater
Middle East – an area torn by the War on Terror, the Iraq War, the Afghanistan War, and the
Libya War.
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However, Obama does not shy away from using hard military power. He states that hard
power, at a time of economic downturn, is to be used sequentially, prudently, out of necessity
(not choice), for humanitarian reasons but multilaterally and selectively, and within the realm of
just war – the latter for example against al Qaeda.
Obamapower is a mixture of idealistic morality and realistic pragmatism, involving a
choice between Internationalism over Isolationism, between multilateralism over unilateralism,
as Obama is constrained by the reality of President Bush’s inherited legacy, the behavior of
international actors on the three chess boards, and domestic limitations including opinion polls,
the plight of the United States economy and the President’s re-election campaign exigencies.
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Abstract
Members of the almost 2000-year-old Coptic Orthodox Church in Egypt face an uncertain and
potentially dangerous future, as the new Muslim Brotherhood-led regime and the military jockey
for power and control of the national government. Neither the Brotherhood nor the military are
friends of the Coptic Christian minority. The rise of Muslim Brotherhood power will give that
organization’s leadership and street legions a national stage, the power, and the cloak of
legitimate governmental authority to engage in greater harassment, detentions, and persecution
of Copts. Hopeful signs do exist of Coptic-Muslim cooperation, and President Morsi’s regime
may choose not to act against Copts in a systematic way. Nevertheless, odds suggest a new
wave of Islamic persecution may come to pass. In this uncertain atmosphere, the U.S.
administration should have a policy priority to proactively work to head off such persecution,
and in the event the worst emerges, design and put in place now meaningful preparations to
address the hundreds of thousands of Christians and other minorities who would become
refugees as they flee for their safety abroad.

Introduction
The Coptic Orthodox Church of Alexandria, founded almost 2000 years ago in Egypt
with the Evangelist St. Mark as its patron, balances now on a knife’s edge as Egypt’s Arab
Spring plays out. The Church has long held an august place in Egyptian society, a longstanding
leading intellectual, social and theological, and moral/spiritual presence in a land itself influential
for centuries in Middle Eastern affairs. Now after two millennia, the Coptic Church risks losing
its historical place of prominence and perhaps its foothold almost entirely, in its native land.
On one level, the highest political executive, President Mohamed Morsi has reached out
positively to the Coptic Church and announced that his government would include a Coptic vice
president and Copts in other roles. At the distinct and different social and religious level, in the
1
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streets of Cairo and other major Egyptian cities, the picture and prognostications are more
muddled. It is quite possible that the Coptic Church will find itself in virtual exile in another few
years, if not even sooner.
As discussed in greater depth below, the threat to persons of the Coptic religion in Egypt
has become the most severe it has been in the last Century and most probably much longer, due
to the resurgence of the fundamentalist Muslim Brotherhood and violence-prone offshoots such
as the Salafists.2 Given the deaths so far, all Copts must be considered at risk, and many are
seeking to leave Egypt in whatever way possible. Estimates of Coptic Christians who have fled
already since January 2011 are inexact, but range from 100,000-200,000 (Abdelmassih 2012;
Khalil 2011). Those in leadership positions in the Church – priests, deacons, lay leaders of each
of the local churches – are especially in danger.
Egypt has an area of 370,308 square miles and a population in the neighborhood of 86
million. Almost 90 percent are Sunni Muslims. Shia Muslims constitute significantly less than 1
percent of the population. Estimates of the percentage of Christians range from 8 to 12 percent (6
to 10 million), the majority belonging to the Coptic Orthodox Church. Other faiths such as the
Baha’i represent smaller percentages of the population.

The Threats to Coptic Christians
Coptic Christians face an increasingly volatile political, social, religious environment. It
is an environment which forces the average Coptic Christian to weigh pretty much each day the
possibility of life threatening danger and harassment if they venture out into the street, and when
they worship or gather as a community.
The potential for danger has taken on new and expanded dimensions in the wake of the
Mubarak regime ouster and the ascent of the Muslim Brotherhood to power both in the
parliament and the presidency through the ongoing electoral process, coupled with the inability
or unwillingness of the military to re-establish control of the streets in the absence of an effective
police and security apparatus. The Arab Spring protests emasculated the security apparatus in
great part; stoked by the wide popular distaste for the security forces’ long history as the
2
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preferred regime tool for oppression, protesters attacked police stations and individual officers,
and effectively drove most officers from the streets. Many abandoned their jobs and declined to
serve any longer. Today, the police have only some nominal control of the streets, and criminal
activity has grown tremendously. With the streets a Wild West, the filed is open for Muslim
Brotherhood activists to petty much attack or harass Coptic churches and worshippers with
virtual impunity.
The probabilities are growing that all members of the Coptic Church face a harsh existence,
possible unfair imprisonment and even death from several quarters:


The threat of severe violence directed at Copts increased greatly in the past two years
(U.S. Commission on International Religious Freedom 2012, 50);



a long-term discrimination and effectual disenfranchisement which weakens Coptic
access to the levers of power and influence, and thus their ability to defend themselves
(U.S. Dept. of State 2011b, 14-15);



Government regulations and policies effectively marginalize Copts, and security force
crackdowns threaten all Copts, undermine security and make it risky for a Copt to live in
Egypt with any semblance of stability and safety;



Copts are a highly visible ethnic group, in part due to their religious tradition of branding
themselves on the wrist with Coptic cross tattoos;



Special targets in this first phase of change in Egypt’s political firmament include the
Coptic clergy, deacons, and laity active in the church. The virulence of the Islamic
movement’s hatred for Coptic Christians means any cleric is in the line of fire, and
especially now when the military has only questionable control of the streets;



As the Muslim Brotherhood cements its governance role, we may expect both official
hurdles and unofficial street thug harassment to intensify even down to the average Copt
on a much more regular basis.

The Electoral Equation
Ironically, this new urgency and religious threat derives from the new phenomenon of
allegedly free Egyptian elections, first for the Peoples’ Assembly (the lower house of
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Parliament), then for the Shura Council, Parliaments’ upper consultative body, and finally for
President.
According to the results of the Peoples’ Assembly election released in January 2012, as
analyzed by the Arab Studies Journal’s sister on-line media, Jadaliyya, extreme Islamic parties
won circa 70% of the Parliamentary seats –- the Muslim Brotherhood’s Freedom and Justice
Party circa 45%, and the even more extreme Salafist offshoot party, al-Nour, another 25%.
Thus, fundamentalist Islamic parties cemented their control of the lower house of Parliament,
and their ability to politically bend the regime to a much more Islamic pitch (Jadaliyya 2012).
The Muslim Brotherhood now nominally holds the levers of power, both Parliamentary
and Presidential. Although there will be a long and uncertain period of negotiation and backroom battled between the Muslim Brotherhood and the Supreme Council of the Armed Forces
(SCAF), it is probable that with the continued impetus provided by renewed street
demonstrations each time the military is perceived to renege on a political promise, the
Brotherhood will be largely in charge of day-to-day governance in the halls of the national
ministries and the streets by sometime in 2013 if not before.
It becomes a virtual certainty that Egypt will turn much more toward Islamic
fundamentalism, and concomitantly become less tolerant of other faiths, both as a society, and
most importantly as the political regime itself. We can expect violence against Coptic Christians
and other non-Islamic religions, and it is quite possible there may be a forced exodus of nonIslamic faiths, as happened when Arab regimes in the 1950’s pushed most Jews to flee to Israel
(Meron 1995; Aharoni 2002).
Now that the Muslim Brotherhood will segue over the next months from a criminal party
to the legal governing authority in two branches of Egypt’s government -- the Presidency and the
Parliament – we can expect the Muslim Brotherhood to evolve slowly more forthright policies to
install the harsh Islamic state they have promoted and argued for since the 1950’s.
It is also within the realm of possibility that, as their power solidifies, the Muslim
Brotherhood may maneuver to foreclose future elections in the manner of the Algerian model –
one man, one vote, one time. Or, alternatively, they could develop Islamic governance structures
similar to the Iranian electoral style, in which the elections are pre-ordained by the regime and
the regime’s committee’s or other organizations tasked with vetting all candidates only select
those deemed acceptable to the governing authorities, casting aside any true oppositionists and
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their parties. Indeed, in the recent Egyptian Presidential elections, the courts, possibly with some
backchannel urging from the Supreme Council of the Armed Forces (Trager 2012), themselves
set this precedent by disqualifying three candidates with the sort of name recognition that could
have translated into a large number of votes at the ballot box.
A Muslim Brotherhood national administration then can become a potentially grave
threat to the Coptic Church and the ability of Copts to profess their religion in an Islamic state.
If the instructive past history of governance in the Middle East plays out once again, then the
early hope for a freer and more democratic Egyptian society will fade into another version of
oppression instead, at the hands of the Muslim Brotherhood/Salafist regime. The overthrowing
of royal regimes in Iraq and Egypt in the mid-20th Century, the subsequent rise of the Ba’ath
Party in Syria and Iraq, and the coming of the Jamahiriya to Libya and the ayatollahs to Iran, all
these events inspired early hope of fundamental change, and greater freedom and selfdetermination for the people in these lands. But each instead devolved into regimes exhibiting
varying gradations of oppression and even leadership depravity in each nation. And generally,
the timeline from regime change to new oppression was strikingly short, a matter of a year or
two or three before the fresh wind turned into another thuggish regime interested mostly in
cementing power rather than true governance for the people. Who doesn’t recall in the aftermath
of the Shah’s overthrow, the urbane, articulate, Savile Row-suited Sadegh Ghotbzadeh, an early
Foreign Minister in Ayatollah Khomeini’s government and a symbol that the regime would be
pragmatic as Khomeini rose to power, only to see him executed for supposed treason as the
regime spun into a harsh Islamic regime of fundamentalist clerics?

The Violence
The Coptic community has often borne the brunt of harassment and thuggery meted out
by Islamists over the years, particularly since the 1950’s by the Muslim Brotherhood and in more
recent years by their allied radicals, such as the Salafists. One upsurge occurred in the early
1990’s when the Muslim Brotherhood and symbiotic terrorists ramped up attacks on tourists and
other terrorism to challenge the Mubarak regime, viewed at the time as stale and weakening
(Pelletiere 1994, 15-22; Hosni Mubarak 2012).3

3
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Once again, in the wake of the Tahrir Square protests and the sweeping changes to
Egypt’s political structure and governance, violence in Egypt against Copts is on the verge of
reaching endemic proportions, and poses a critical and significant question whether Coptic
Christian community will ultimately be permitted to live as a viable and protected religious
minority in a fundamentalist-majority Islamic state.
The Egyptian Initiative for Personal Rights, run by a well-known Muslim human rights
campaigner, Hossam Bahgat, reported 53 incidents of sectarian violence over a two-year period
from January 2008 to January 2010, all but one of which were Muslim-Christian events:
“From January 2008 to January 2010, there have been at least 53 incidents of sectarian
violence or tension—about two incidents a month—that have taken place in 17 of
Egypt’s 29 governorates. In some governorates, such as Sharqiya, only one incident has
taken place, but in others, such as Minya, there have been 21 incidents.
Due to the nature Egypt’s demographic composition — the conversion of most of the
population to Islam with the persistence of a significant Christian minority — sectarian
violence always takes place between Muslims and Christians, although in the period
under review there was one case of sectarian violence by Muslims against Egyptian
Baha’is (Ramadan 2010, 5).”
The 2012 Annual Report of the United States Commission on International Religious
Freedom addresses the specific violence targeting Christians:
“Since early 2011, hundreds of Egyptians were killed in the streets as a result of a
decreasing security and a dramatic increase in violence. Violent sectarian attacks
targeting Coptic Orthodox Christians and their property also increased significantly. In
2011 Coptic and human rights groups reported more than 40 sectarian incidents resulting
in nearly 100 deaths, mostly Coptic Christians, surpassing the death toll of the previous
10 years combined. In most cases, perpetrators have not been convicted. In other cases,
alleged perpetrators have been detained for short periods but eventually released without
charge (U.S. Commission on International Religious Freedom 2012, 55).”
This violence against minority religionists, often historically simmering only in the
background, forged into the national consciousness in tandem with the growth in the protest
movement which ultimately led to President Mubarak’s ouster. The UN Office for the
Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs in a late 2011 report noted the more salient of the 2011
clashes:
“9 October 2011: Around 25 people killed and more than 300 injured in the centre of
Cairo after a protest over an attack on a church erupts into the worst violence since the
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18-day popular uprising against Egypt’s former ruler Hosni Mubarak in February.
Trouble started when the protesters were reportedly met by army gunfire close to the state
TV building. Appealing for calm after hundreds of policemen were deployed in the area,
the prime minister of the caretaker government, Essam Sharaf, said the clashes were
aimed at destabilizing Egypt and doing away with its revolutionary gains.
30 September 2011: Clashes erupt between Muslim and Christian residents in the village
of Al Marinab in the southern Egyptian governorate of Aswan. According to witnesses in
the nearby city of Edfu, the clashes broke out after Muslim residents demolished a
guesthouse that Christians were trying to convert into a church without official
permission. They added that the clashes spread when the Muslim residents attacked local
Christian-owned shops.
5 March 2011: Christian homes in the southern Cairo village of Soul are attacked by a
mob of Muslims who set fire to the Saint Mina and George Coptic Church. The violence
was reportedly triggered by a taboo love affair between a Christian man and a Muslim
woman. The woman’s father was killed by his cousin after refusing to restore the
family’s honor by killing his daughter. The cousin, in turn, was murdered by the girl’s
brother in an act of revenge. Blaming the Christians of the village for the killings,
Muslims launched an assault on the community’s 1,200 Christians.
1 January 2011: At least 21 people killed and more than 70 injured in the coastal city of
Alexandria in a bombing outside a Christian church as worshippers leave a New Year
service. It was initially thought that a car bomb had caused the explosion just after
midnight at the Orthodox Al Qidiseen church. The Interior Ministry, however, suggested
that a foreign-backed suicide bomber may have been responsible. A state security
document later emerged placing the Interior Ministry behind the bombing, but its
authenticity has not been verified (IRIN News 2011).”
In addition, the Italy-based Asia News, which tracks religious issues in Egypt and other
Mideast and Asian countries, has carried a steady diet of articles since the January 2011 Tahrir
protests. A sample is the site’s October 5, 2011 article reporting several attacks on Coptic
Christians in outlying areas of Egypt in the preceding week:
“Cairo (AsiaNews) – Recent attacks against Coptic churches in Merinab (Aswan) and
Elmadmar (Sohag) are part of a strategy promoted by Saudi Arabia to use its petrodollars
to bring the country under a radical Islamic regime, sources in Cairo told AsiaNews. The
latter are fearful of a mass exodus by Egypt’s minority Christians.
On Sunday in Merinab (Aswan, Upper Egypt), more than 3,000 Muslims, incited by their
local imam, set fire to the local Coptic church after they accused Christians of building it
without a permit.
On Monday, a group of Muslims in Elmadmar, (Sohag province, Upper Egypt) tried to
tear down Saint Mary Church, but were repulsed by police sent to rescue the Christian
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community. However, none of the attackers were arrested.
Today, about 500 Christians demonstrated in front of the Governorate building in Bani
Suef (Aswan) demanding the reconstruction of the church of Merinab and the governor’s
resignation (Asia News 2011).4
The Dept of State’s Human Rights Report lists another three serious incidents of violence
directed at Coptic Christians and their churches in 2010:
“On January 6, in the town of Naga Hammadi, men with automatic weapons shot Coptic
churchgoers after Coptic Orthodox Christmas Mass. Seven persons were killed (six
Coptic Christians and one off-duty Muslim police officer) and 11 others wounded (nine
Coptic Christians and two Muslims). Authorities arrested three suspects; at the end of the
year, they remained in detention and were being tried in state security court on charges of
premeditated murder...
On January 15, the government arrested and detained a group of approximately 30
activists and bloggers as they arrived in Naga Hammadi to visit the families of those
killed in the January 6 sectarian shootings. The government released the detainees on
January 16, with charges pending related to illegal assembly.....
On November 24, during violent clashes with a large group of Coptic Christian rioters in
the Giza neighborhood of Omraniya, security forces killed two persons and injured
approximately 40, and rioters injured approximately 20 police (U.S. Dept. of State 2011a,
1,2,9).
A critical player in whether the Copts can find a place in the new Egyptian political
paradigm will be the extremist Salafist Islamic group, as it stands now holders of 25% of the
seats in the lower house of the dismissed Parliament. The Salafists appear to be some of the
worst instigators of anti-Coptic violence. The State Dept.’s International Religious Freedom
report notes among the other violence that:
“Salafist-led demonstrations took place many Fridays from September to December in
Alexandria, with crowds of up to 2,000 chanting violent anti-Coptic slogans and
displaying signs with violent rhetoric. Demonstrators expressed anger at recent
statements by Coptic Church leaders. Salafists also called for the release of women
allegedly held in Coptic monasteries against their will. Smaller Salafist-led
demonstrations took place in Cairo on a number of Fridays. Demonstrators echoed a call
by the Al Azhar Scholars' Front (not directly affiliated with Al Azhar) in September for a
boycott on Christian businesses (U.S. Dept. of State 2011b, 25).”

4
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Asia News also cited undisclosed sources as saying “Egypt’s military is powerless
against attacks by Salafis who use money and promises to turn people in the poorest regions of
the country against Christians (Asia News 2011).”
In sum, violence against Copts and Christians generally has surged in recent months, as
the old Egyptian regime whose face now is the army weakens, and the Islamic radicals gain both
freedom of movement in the streets, and confidence and adherents.

The Regime Governance Equation: Harassment, Discrimination, and Poor Religious
Record of the Mubarak and Transition Governments
Electorally, then, Copts and other minorities certainly cannot hope for protection from an
Islamic fundamentalist Parliament, nor a Muslim Brotherhood President. But what if an Egyptian
governing regime emerges which, while Muslim Brotherhood on its face, actually has the old
military establishment pulling at the real sub rosa levers of power?
If the military retains effective control behind an Muslim Brotherhood administration, the
portents are not much improved if at all for the social and political fortunes of the Coptic
Orthodox Church judging from the Mubarak and transition regimes’ policies toward minority
religions, policies reflective of their silent partner, the military establishment which has served as
the ultimate bulwark supporting these two regimes. In the face of the rising tide of anti-Coptic
sentiments, the Coptic Church and other ethnic groups simple cannot rely on protection from the
current military regime. Historically, the military has favored stability over all else. To this end,
as a backer of the prior regimes, military leaders have quietly tolerated significant harassment by
the Muslim majority, and discrimination by local Muslim authorities against the Coptic Church
and other religions. In the military’s perception, permitting leeway for attacks and government
harassment of the Coptic Church would be one way to vent Muslim Brotherhood frustrations on
other political issues in which the military has stronger interests, such as maintaining the peace
with Israel. Indeed, the current regime, in which the Supreme Council of the Armed Forces still
hold most reins of power, both seems incapable of containing the violence, and also is involved
in actions against the Coptic religion, from detentions, to harassment, charges against persons
involved in conversions, etc.
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According to the 2012 Annual Report of the United States Commission on International
Religious Freedom:
“Over the past year, the Egyptian transitional government continued to engage in and
tolerate systematic, ongoing, and egregious violations of freedom of thought, conscience
and religion or belief. Serious problems of discrimination, intolerance and other human
rights violations against members of religious minorities, as well as disfavored Muslims,
remain widespread in Egypt (U.S. Commission on International Religious Freedom 2012,
50).”
The State Department’s Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor’s “JulyDecember, 2010 International Religious Freedom Report,” which stretches to 27 pages, contains
a lengthy discussion of the dangerous and risky situation for ethnic Copts, among other religious
groups, in Egypt, and the manner in which Egyptian government – whether the military-backed
Mubarak regime, or the current SCAF-led transitional regime, Muslim Brotherhood and its allies
single out, harass, and attack members of the Coptic religious groups.
Some of the report’s highlights which vividly discuss the government’s harassment of
Copts include among others:
“The government's respect for religious freedom remained poor during the reporting
period. Non-Muslim religious minorities officially recognized by the government
generally worship without harassment; however, Christians and members of the Baha’i
Faith, which the government does not recognize, face personal and collective
discrimination, especially in government employment and the ability to build, renovate,
and repair places of worship. The government also sometimes arrested, detained, and
harassed Muslims such as Shia, Ahmadiya, and Quranist, converts from Islam to
Christianity, and members of other religious groups whose beliefs and/or practices it
deemed as deviating from mainstream Islamic beliefs and whose activities it alleged
jeopardized communal harmony. Government authorities often refused to provide
converts with new identity documents indicating their chosen faith. The government
failed to prosecute perpetrators of violence against Coptic Christians in a number of
cases. The government continued to favor informal reconciliation sessions following
sectarian attacks, which sometimes prevented the criminal prosecution for crimes against
Copts and contributed to a climate of impunity that encouraged further assaults. The
government again failed to redress laws relating to church construction and renovation, as
well as practices, especially in government hiring, that discriminate against Christians.
This allowed their discriminatory effects on society to become further entrenched....
“In recent years there have been reports that the government harassed Christian clergy
and other Christian leaders at the international airport in Cairo, confiscating address
books, written materials, and various forms of recordable media while they passed
through customs to board flights (U.S. Dept. of State 2011b, 1,14).”
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The regime’s attitudes, underpinned by the constitutional preference for Islam, also
contributed significantly to a pattern and practice of discrimination and the barring of
opportunities for Coptic Christians in education, government service and business:
“There were no Christians serving as presidents or deans of the country's 17 public
universities. Of nearly 700 presidents, dean, or vice dean positions in the country's public
university system, only one or two positions were filled by Christians...
“The government discriminates against Christians and other religious minorities in public
sector hiring and staff appointments to public universities and bars them from studying at
Al-Azhar University, a publicly funded institution with approximately half a million
students. In general the government bars non-Muslims from employment in public
university training programs for Arabic language teachers because the curriculum
involves study of the Qur'an. Media and activists claim that Christians make up a
disproportionately small proportion of the police and security forces (U.S. Dept. of State
2011b, 15).”
Two Areas of Highest Tension: Church Renovations and Conversion of Muslims to the
Coptic Religion
Restrictions on church repairs or building are one regulatory framework the regime
utilizes to harass and discriminate against the Coptic Church and other religions. An old
Ottoman decree, the 1856 Hamayouni decree, has been interpreted by the regime and its courts
to require non-Muslims to obtain a Presidential decree in order to build or renovate churches;
Ministry of Interior regulations going back to 1934 are invoked to set the conditions under which
approval for building or renovation will be granted (U.S. Dept. of State 2011b, 7).
A Presidential decree issued in 2005, Decree 291/2005 delegated authority to Egypt’s 26
provincial governors to grant permits to Christian denominations for expanding or rebuilding
existing churches. Although this was ostensibly done to ease the permitting process, by
eliminating the need to go all the way up to the Presidency, in practice the regime and local
authorities apply these regulations narrowly and strictly, and impose administrative roadblocks,
so as to circumscribe Coptic rights:
“Church and human rights leaders reported that six years after the promulgation of
Decree 291/2005 many local officials continued to intentionally delay the process for
obtaining permits to repair, rebuild, or expand existing churches. They charged that some
local authorities refused to process applications without ‘supporting documents’ that are
virtually impossible to obtain (e.g., a presidential decree authorizing the existence of a
church that had been established during the country’s monarchical era) (U.S. Dept. of
State 2011b, 11).”
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The aforementioned November 24, 2010 Omraniya riot incident is instructive of the
regime’s mindset toward the rights of the Copts to build or renovate churches. According to the
Department of State’s Human Rights Report for 2010, “the violence began when police moved
to halt construction of a church and community center the Coptic Christians believed they had
permission to build. Security forces arrested 158 persons for participating in the riots (U.S. Dept.
of State 2011a, 1-2).”
In the wake of the incident, the government largely swept events on the government side
under the rug, failing to seriously investigate allegations of police misconduct and excessive use
of force during the riot in Omraniya. Human rights advocates demanded an investigation into
excessive use of force by security forces, including use of rubber bullets which may have
contributed to the two deaths and other injuries, and misconduct by police who apparently joined
civilian rioters in throwing stones at the Coptic protesters. Then-Coptic Orthodox Pope
Shenouda III announced that the Coptic Church would file lawsuits against the government for
actions that led to the two deaths. In the months after, unconfirmed reports surfaced of police
abuse against some of the 154 persons detained in connection with the riots, although most were
released by the end of the year (U.S. Dept. of State 2011b, 19-24).
The State Department’s Religious Freedom Report details a sample of incidents in which
Coptic churches have been demolished or acted against on the pretext of one or another civil
code infraction:


Security forces on September 7 reportedly clashed with monks at the Coptic Orthodox
monastery of St. Macarius of Alexandria in Wadi Rayan, Fayoum Governorate.
Witnesses claim that police used tear gas, batons, and stones, and three monks were
injured. Authorities confiscated limestone bricks that were to be used for building monks'
cells, claiming the Coptic Church had not obtained authorization to build additions. The
Monastery is located in a protected wilderness area and was periodically deserted prior to
1996.



In April 2009 government security forces demolished a building the Coptic Orthodox
Diocese of Marsa Matrouh had recently bought to serve as a parish social services center.
According to media reports, security forces claimed a brick fence on the roof of the onestory building exceeded the height approved by local government. At the end of the
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reporting period, there were no reports of governmental intention to investigate the
conduct of the security forces that carried out the demolition.


In March 2009 a local council in Maghagha, Minya governorate, demolished part of a 10acre Coptic cemetery, destroying graves.



In 2008 local authorities demolished a Coptic social services building owned by the
Coptic Church in Alexandria, alleging it had been built without a permit...



Governmental authorities delayed or blocked renovation of other churches as well,
including the Church of Mar Mina near Beni Suef and the Archangel Mikhail Coptic
Church in Ezbet al-Nakhl (U.S. Dept. of State 2011b, 12, 19-20, 22)

The Religious Freedom Report contains a long discussion Harassment of Copts by others
such as the Muslim Brotherhood is sometimes excused on the basis that one or another Coptic
community has violated these regulations, even just by repainting a weathered church.
Conversion from Islam to the Coptic faith is a second major thorn in the side of the
relationship among the regime, the Muslim Brotherhood, and the Coptic Church.
Ostensibly Article 46 of the Constitution in effect during the Mubarak years allows for
freedom of religious practice and belief. It is uncertain how the new Constitution, almost
certainly to be debated and cobbled together by a majority Islamic fundamentalist Constituent
Assembly once the modalities are put into place, will address the rights of religious minorities in
an Islamic state (if at all).
In the meantime, Constitution or no, the government’s actions spoke clearly of continued
harassment and sometimes arrest of converts. The International Religious Report states that the
“government continued to detain, harass, and deny civil documents, including national identity
cards, birth certificates, and marriage licenses, to citizens who convert from Islam to Christianity
(U.S. Dept. of State 2011b, 11).”
The government does not recognize conversions of Muslims to Christianity, and Coptic
Christians who aid or abet converts are frequently harassed by authorities and often arrested
under one of another ordinance or law, sometimes related to “insulting Islam,” an illegal act
under Egypt’s laws. Another frequent charge against both the convert and those assisting the
conversion is that they are engaging in falsification of documents, related to the notation as to
religion on the Egyptian identity card each citizen carries (U.S. Dept. of State 2011b, 3-7).
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Sweeping It All Under the Rug
When confessional violence occurs, the regimes’ approach in recent years has been to
deny that sectarian tensions exists, or where they cannot avoid the matter, take action under
procedures which effectively undermined the rights of religious minorities and leave them
without justice as victims:
“...some prominent government officials denied that sectarian tensions were among the
root causes of violence that occurred between Christians and Muslims, pointing instead to
criminal, family, tribal, or other disputes. This contributed to a failure to effectively
address religious tensions and violence (U.S. Dept. of State 2011b, 20).”
Police and court enforcement and adjudications in the wake of any inter-religious
incident largely favor Muslims over Coptic Christians in the police and court enforcement of
such clashes. Generally, the regime has utilized non-punitive processes with regards to Muslim
perpetrators in sectarian incidents, and often to dissuade Copts and other minorities from
pressing charges in cases where they are victims of Muslim hatred. The tool used is what is
known as a as “reconciliation procedure,” in which the public prosecutor mediates the dispute
among victims and perpetrators as an alternative to criminal prosecution, even doing so in felony
cases which is not apparently permitted under Egyptian criminal law. Researchers in the
Egyptian Initiative for Personal Rights study documented only two cases out of fifty-three in
which the reconciliation process ended in an agreement to compensate the victims. In most
cases, the charges were withdrawn by the victims under pressure (Ramadan 2010, 20).
The State Department noted two particularly egregious cases where justice was denied
through artful regime dodging:
“The government continued in most cases to sponsor ‘reconciliation sessions’ following
communal violence and sectarian attacks instead of prosecuting perpetrators of crimes.
Such "reconciliation sessions" generally precluded recourse to the judicial system for
restitution. Following an attack on a Coptic Church facility in the Mediterranean coastal
city of Marsa Matruh on March 13, 2010, 30 attackers were arrested, but no criminal
charges were filed as the government had organized a reconciliation session. According
to credible reports, the attack resulted in injuries to 19 Christians, four Muslims, and
eight policemen who attempted to intervene. The Andalus Institute for Tolerance and
Anti-Violence Studies investigated and reported that the attack resulted in the destruction
of only Coptic-owned properties including nine homes, three workshops, a warehouse,
and 11 automobiles. The Institute's assessment and press reports indicated that the
incident was settled through cash payments to some victims who suffered property
damage, and the Coptic Church agreed to demolish the wall that blocked an access route
to the neighboring mosque. Some reports indicated that the wall was built on recently
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acquired Copt property. The attack was reportedly encouraged by the imam of that
mosque who, like most imams in the country, receives a salary from the Ministry of
Islamic Endowments. The imam reportedly incited a crowd estimated in the low hundreds
(emphasis added). According to the institute report, the attack lasted three hours; fire
trucks and ambulances arrived four hours after the attack began, and security forces,
although located nearby, responded after two hours. The institute report credited security
forces with extinguishing the fires and preventing carnage. Victims alleged that homes
were looted before being set on fire...
“By the end of the reporting period, the government had not prosecuted any of the
Bedouin villagers who assaulted the Abu Fana monastery in 2008, nor those who
concurrently kidnapped, physically abused, and reportedly attempted forcefully to
convert several monks. The armed assault also resulted in the death of one Muslim man,
as well as multiple injuries including gunshot wounds to monks and the destruction of the
chapel, artifacts, and some of the monks' cells. Three monks abducted from the
monastery were reportedly rescued by security services. Police were reportedly slow to
respond to the attack, but have maintained a presence on the road leading to the
monastery. The NCHR investigated the attack, which according to independent human
rights groups originated in a land dispute. On August 20, 2009, the government released,
without charges, two Copts arrested in connection with the death of a Muslim villager.
Two Muslims detained in connection with the attack were also released on August 20.
Reports claimed the two Coptic brothers were being detained to pressure Coptic
authorities not to press for official prosecution of the perpetrators. Human rights
advocates reported that this incident exemplified an increasingly prevalent pattern of
governmental authorities detaining Copts following sectarian attacks and either holding
them without charges or threatening false charges and a police record. They said the
detentions serve as a tool to blackmail Coptic authorities to desist from demanding
criminal prosecution of the perpetrators and to dissuade the victims and/or their families
from seeking recourse in the judicial system for restitution of damages (U.S. Dept. of
State 2011b, 20-21).”
Reviewing prosecutions of sectarian violence during the transition regime, Human Rights
Watch summarized the use and effect of “reconciliation” in an article posted in July 2012:
“The use of so-called reconciliation meetings in lieu of prosecutions following violent
attacks has allowed those responsible to escape justice and has even led to the forcible
eviction of victims from their homes. . . Not only have such reconciliation talks failed to
calm repeated outbreaks of sectarian tension, but they have provided a cover for impunity
for perpetrators of violence (Human Rights Watch 2012).”

Two Salient Examples of Regime Perfidy
With respect to the violence against Copts, and the military backed regimes’ complicity
in such events, two incidents are illustrative: the January 1, 2011 New Year’s bombing attack on

Southwestern Journal of International Studies

55

a Coptic Church, and the October 9, 2011 “Maspero” incident, in which the security forces
seemingly attacked Coptic protesters.
1. The Bombing of the Alexandria Church
The January 1, 2011 bomb attack on worshipers at the Coptic Orthodox "Church of the
Two Saints" in Alexandria, Egypt, occurred a year after the earlier attack on the Coptic church at
Naga Hammadi, and came at a time of increasing tensions as the Arab Spring swept into Egypt
from Tunisia in late 2010. With at least 22 killed and up to 96 injured, the bombing was the
deadliest incident of violence against Coptic Christians since anti-Christian rioting swept through
the town of el-Kosheh in Upper Egypt on January 2, 2000 (yet another January attack), leaving
21 Christians and at least one Muslim dead.
The Mubarak regime blamed foreign terrorists for the attack, an unusually sophisticated
car or suicide bombing not common to Egyptian violence. But months later, no perpetrators had
been detained (Posner 2011).
There are suspicions that the bombing was carried out by the regime itself, one reason for
the lack of investigative action. Supposedly the attack was a way of bolstering support for the
Mubarak regime as the best hope for stability, just as the Arab Spring was beginning at this time
to engage the fascination of the Egyptian public. Among those suspected of a role in the attack
was Habib El-Adly, the interior minister at the time. The Muslim Brotherhood itself stoked the
notion that the Interior Ministry was responsible for the attack. A posting on its IkhwanWeb
official website cited British sources and reported that:
“Egypt's general prosecutor on Monday opened a probe on former Interior Minister
Habib el-Adly's reported role in the New Year's Eve bombing of al-Qiddissin Church in
Alexandria in which 24 people were killed and more than 90 were injured, an Egyptian
lawyer said.
Laywer Ramzi Mamdouh said he presented a proclamation to Egyptian prosecutor Abd
al-Majid Mahmud to investigate news media reports suggesting that the former interior
ministry masterminded the deadly church attack with the intent to blame it on Islamists,
thereby escalating a government crackdown on them, and gaining increased western
support for the regime.
Mahmud said the information contained in some reports were ‘serious’ (IkhwanWeb
2011)."
Some argue what they see as the sophistication of the attack as evidence of regime
complicity. The size, intensity and style arguably is beyond the norm for most violence-prone
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domestic Egypt groups, and these conspiracy theories argue that the regime had a history of
fomenting violence itself as an excuse for sterner security measures or harsh actions against
elements (including the Muslim Brotherhood) deemed a threat to the regime (Daily News Egypt
2012).5
Unless and until the transition regime arrests plausible suspects in the Alexandria
bombing, these suspicions will continue to fester and add to sectarian tensions as the distrusted
Muslim Brotherhood moves into power, backed by the even more distrusted Supreme Council of
the Armed Forces, vestiges of the old Mubarak regime.
2. October 9, 2011 Protest
All the elements of regime authority, from local police through the armed forces, are
heavily Sunni Muslim, and the officers and enlistees are often marginally educated. Reliance on
these forces to intervene evenhandedly in sectarian disputes or violence is questionable.
A number of reports, media and official, point to the October 9, 2011 “Maspero” incident
as a salient example of the regime’s complicity in attacks on Coptic Christians. Among other
descriptions, the State Department’s 2011 Country Report on Human Rights Practices in Egypt
for 2011 stated:
“Impunity was a significant problem. Security forces were accused of using excessive
force and intimidation in numerous incidents. For example, on October 9, military police
and civilian thugs killed approximately 25 persons and wounded an estimated 330 during
a demonstration in Cairo by Coptic Christians (U.S. Dept. of State 2012, 3).“
A Human Rights Watch analysis issued two weeks after the incident cited interviews
with 20 eyewitnesses:
“…who consistently testified that between 6 and 7 p.m. on October 9 at least two
armored personnel vehicles (APCs) drove recklessly through crowds of demonstrators, in
some cases appearing to pursue them intentionally. The protest of thousands of Copts had
been peaceful until that point, and the military’s subsequent response was
disproportionate. The large, heavy vehicles crushed and killed at least 10 demonstrators,
as autopsies later showed (Human Rights Watch 2011).”
The Human Rights Watch also challenged the military’s decision to investigate events
itself, saying the move “raises fears of a cover-up,” and called instead for an independent
5

Also, in conversations about the Arab Spring in April 2012, an Egyptian colleague confidentially stated that the
style of the attack and materials used pointed to the Egyptian security services, not either a sectarian source or the
foreign terrorists blamed by the regimes’ spokesmen.
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investigation by those outside the military. The HMW report went on to add that in “dozens of
cases” of torture, excessive use of force by security forces in quelling demonstrations, and sexual
assaults on females by security personnel, the HMW investigations had shown “there has been
not one prosecution (Human Rights Watch 2011).”
The Alternative – It Will Work
A not insignificant vein/strand of optimism runs among some Egyptian and international
political and social thinkers, who postulate that the shared protests in Tahrir Square and the
merged psychology engendered as allies in that common battle, will also serve to make the
Muslim Brotherhood create a new paradigm tolerant of minority views, even if those views are
not consonant with the strict tenets and dictates of the Muslim Brotherhood’s strict Koranic
interpretations.
Egyptians and the media noted with applause that both Christians and Islamists worked
together in Tahrir Square to topple President Mubarak, and shared the distaste for a regime
which oppresses through a police state. As photos circulating on the internet confirm, Coptic
Christians formed a protective barrier during the Tahrir protests demarcating a temporary
musalla or prayer area, for Muslims to pray in the Square on their Holy Day; Muslims in turn
encircled the Christians with a protective human chain when the latter held religious services on
Sundays (Daily Mail 2011).6
An Episcopal minister assigned to Cairo reported anecdotally during the spring 2011
protests and violence that:
“We could not be more proud of Egyptians. Not only have they courageously stood up
for their rights, standing together as one, Muslim and Christian, but they have also come
together to protect each neighborhood, in one of the most spontaneous well-organized
neighborhood vigilant networks one could imagine. And consequently,… we have felt
safe under their care.”7
Another hopeful sign that cooperation and religious tolerance might have a chance in a
new Egypt, Fox Nation reported in January, 2011 that Egyptian Muslims had showed up at

6

Also, conversations in April 2012 with a confidential Egyptian academic source who was present in Tahrir Square
during the protests and witnessed these actions.
7
Email sent from Cairo February 3, 2011 from Episcopal Minister Paul-Gordon Chandler to his friends, including a
University of St. Thomas colleague. Also reported at
http://www.episcopalchurch.org/79425_126790_ENG_HTM.htm.
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Coptic Christmas services on January 6, 2011 to serve as human shields against another attack
such the one a few days earlier on the Church of the Two Saints in Alexandria:
“What had been a promise of solidarity to the weary Coptic community, was honored,
when thousands of Muslims showed up at Coptic Christmas eve mass services in
churches around the country and at candle light vigils held outside.
From the well-known to the unknown, Muslims had offered their bodies as "human
shields" for last night's mass, making a pledge to collectively fight the threat of Islamic
militants and towards an Egypt free from sectarian strife (Fox Nation 2011).”
Despite such signs that a détente is possible, questions remain whether the Muslim
Brotherhood and the Coptic and other minorities can ultimately work together and evolve Egypt
from an oppressive secular regime, into one which is Islamist-based, but tolerant and accepting
of the rights of minorities to practice their own religions in relative peace.

U.S. Policy or Lack Thereof
Set against this backdrop of both harsh violence and popular hope for tolerance, US
policy towards Egypt’s Arab Spring and the new leadership emerging both in terms of the
Muslim Brotherhood in the official national political sphere, and the military in the realm of the
informal but real power behind the throne, has been largely reactive, “wait-and-see,” and lacking
in creativity or substance.
The focus is only on “raising concerns” at various levels:
“The ambassador, senior administration officials, and members of Congress continued to
raise U.S. concerns about religious discrimination with senior government officials and
directly with the public. Specifically, embassy officers and other U.S. Department of
State officials raised concerns with the government about sectarian violence, ongoing
discrimination that Christians face in building and maintaining church properties, the
government's use of informal reconciliation instead of criminal prosecutions, and its
treatment of Muslim citizens who hold heterodox beliefs or convert to other
religions...(U.S. Dept. of State 2011b, 2)”
Again, such diplomatic representations are not backed by any serious penalties to the
military or the elected government if they fail to respect sectarian rights and continue the
repressive policies of past regimes.
We have seen this policy of proactive diddling from U.S administrations before in a
number of Middle East cases of ethnic violence, including such public cases as Iraq’s marsh
Arabs, Darfur, and Rwanda. In Bosnia and recently in Libya, only the grievousness and
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expansiveness of the ethnic violence eventually brought interventions by the U.S. and the West,
and then only after considerable slaughter in the streets and a hot media focus forced the U.S
administrations’ hands. We see this non-policy once again in the Syrian slaughters.
This “don’t get involved policy” serves as a petri dish for more regime harassment and
actions against minority groups such as the Copts. Indeed, U.S policy to the extent it exists is to
support Egyptian government stability so as to protect the Egypt-Israel peace treaty, maintain
some semblance of Egyptian involvement as an honest broker in the Arab-Israeli peace process,
assure a compliant military connected to U.S military interests, and assure the flow of shipping
traffic and oil through the Suez Canal (Sharp 2011; Sharp 2005).
In this macro game of regional politics, the attitude of U.S policymakers seems to clearly
be that the Coptic Church and other minority religions are expendable. There is Middle East
precedence in U.S policy for ignoring the aspirations of ethnic, religious minorities and regime
violence against such minorities, in the face of global or regional interests perceived as
conflicting. The Copts may end up just as the the Kurds of Iraq in the 1970’s, who were largely
abandoned by the U.S. to the oppression and eventual chemical attacks of Saddam Hussein’s
regime, despite promises by the U.S and Henry Kissinger that the U.S would work toward and
support the emergence of a separate Kurdish state (U.S. Central Intelligence Agency 1974).
The current U.S administration should act now to prepare a set of policy prescriptions and
contingency plans, rather than responding reactively to a crisis once it has accelerated. A U.S.
policy package should seek now to, among other things:


Actively promote tolerance, through continued diplomatic outreach and pressure on the
regime, in both its Muslim Brotherhood and military manifestations;



Put in place redlines against serious sectarian violence, beyond which aid will be
diminished if the new Muslim Brotherhood government and the military in the
background do not cooperate;



Strenuously push for sectarian violence to be vetted in the criminal courts, not through
the failed reconciliation process;



Persuade the Egyptian government, especially in the transition phases for the next one or
two years, to permit UNHCR monitors to be based in Egypt to report and analyze further
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sectarian attacks, and suggest policies to UN headquarters which might be pursued
through enacted resolutions to which Egypt must adhere;


Plan ahead for a worst-case scenario, by tasking the Federal agencies to coordinate and
develop contingency plans, administrative structure, and regulatory guidelines for
handling the inevitable refugee flow out of Egypt if the political situation worsens for
religious minorities.

An asylum program should be prepared ahead of time, instead of in the usual reactive
response to a crisis already well underway. As noted throughout this article, the State Dept., the
U.S. Federal agency responsible for determining whether asylum can be granted to a foreigner
fleeing persecution and life-threatening danger, has itself issued both a Human Rights Report and
an International Religious Freedom report questioning the safety of Copts in Egypt, and the way
in which Copts are deliberately marginalized by the regime, even before the Muslim
Brotherhood comes to power.
These reports, products of President Obama’s administration itself, should serve as the
foundation of a forward leaning, full and thoughtful policy to provide safe haven for Coptic
Christians, a policy to be thoughtfully designed and put in place now rather than as a hurried ad
hoc response to a growing crisis.

Summary
It is quite possible that the Muslim Brotherhood, which ironically is one of the longest
standing and traditional organizations providing a both social services and a political framework
for protest against totalitarian regimes in Egypt and other Arab countries, may draw on its time
in political exile and choose to forge a national governance framework which truly permits room
for minorities to practice their faiths in safety, and be part of the larger commonweal. We will
see if President Morsi’s public pronouncements become real policy, or chimera in Egypt’s
political wind.
For now, agencies of both the U.S. government and the United Nations are clearly stating
that Egypt is in the midst of an unprecedented and extremely violent political period, with a
significant risk of descending into a harsh Islamic fundamentalist state.
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If the administration of President Mohamed Morsi takes the harsher path toward a stricter,
meaner, Islamic fundamentalist state, and ramps up the oppression of those with differing views,
it is incumbent on the U.S administration to put policies and contingency plans in place ahead of
time, to assure that minorities are protected, either through political structures and policies to
which the Muslim Brotherhood regime adheres, or through asylum and refugee programs to take
in the Copts and other minorities, at any time when they as an ethnic minority are caught in
spiraling vengeance directed at Christian churches, suicide bombings, shootings, demonstrations
turned violent or who are attacked by complicit Egyptian troops, and the like.
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Deciphering PRC’s Defense White Papers
Ching Chang, Ph.D.
Chinese Council of Advanced Policy Studies (chingchang@hotmail.com)

Introduction
In this paper, the author intends to analyze those governmental white papers associated
with defense affairs published by the State Council Information Office of the People’s Republic
of China by tracing their origins as well as discuss features presented by these white papers, thus
providing comprehensive background information for the readers who are interested in Chinese
defense policies. All the inspiration and teachings kindly granted by those masters in this field
will be highly appreciated.
Since the birth of the China Communist Party, it has been general practice to release formal
statements after all vital political events in order to elaborate its official positions and policy
directions. Such a feature of its modus operandi is a vital element of its political culture though
some promises and commitments, openly announced, are sometimes regretted and altered
thereafter. After the Chinese Communist Party grasped the mainland and The People’s Republic
of China was formally established, the governmental apparatus followed the same heritage and
remains enthusiastic in delivering its policy viewpoints through various channels and by different
approaches. It nevertheless frequently implies political mobilizations for internal political
struggles, yet, all these statements or publications are still the most reliable foundations for an
outsider to decode and interpret the PRC’s policy variations and power evolutions.
As the bureaucratic system of the People’s Republic of China gradually becomes more
orthodox and institutionalized, the mechanism of publicizing government decrees and orders,
consequently, becomes more mature. This is achieved by collecting all laws and codes that are
needed to inform the public and consolidating them into different kinds of governmental
gazettes. It is also supplemented by promulgating and delivering various documents to the
citizenry directly.
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The PRC Government Gazette System
The Order of the PRC State Council (No.492): The Regulation of the People’s Republic of
China on the Disclosure of Government Information (adopted at the 165th executive meeting of
the State Council on January 17th, 2007) was promulgated by the PRC premier Wen Jiabao on
April 5th, 2007 and subsequently came into force as of May 1st, 2008. This document proves
that such practice has been implicitly codified. Article 15 of the above states: “Government
information to be disclosed on administrative agencies’ own initiative should be disclosed by
means of government gazettes, government websites, press conferences, as well as through
newspapers and other publications, radio, television and other methods that make it convenient
for the public to be informed.” This is obviously an official stance honored by Beijing’s
administrative code. Although, in the law itself, only the government gazettes are noted.
However, in actual practices, various levels of government in the PRC’s bureaucracy will still
promulgate many documents that were never put into the content of their individual gazettes.
Further, printed documents will also be delivered through official administrative channels for
declaring orders and other judiciary decrees.
Although the Gazette of the State Council of the People’s Republic of China is not the only
publication in such government gazette system, it is the most essential one. The decision of
publishing the Gazette of the State Council of the People’s Republic of China, also known as
State Council Gazette in brief, was made by a resolution of the Executive Meeting of the State
Council in 1955. The Gazette consists of “Laws approved by the National People's Congress
(NPC) or the Standing Committee of NPC, decisions of NPC on relevant laws”; “Orders of the
President, official appointments and removals”; “Diplomatic documents such as treaties and
agreements signed with foreign countries, governmental statements, communiqués” and
“Administrative regulations, resolutions and executive orders publicized by the State Council,
rules and regulations from government departments and agencies, as well as documents
authorized to be published”. The State Council Gazette is edited and published by the General
Office of the Sate Council. It, in principle, publishes an issue every ten days.
Various levels of the PRC local governments and some State Council subordinated agencies
may also publish their own gazettes to promulgate the administrative codes in their individual
jurisdictions. At the moment, each local government for municipalities, provinces, autonomous
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regions and special administrative regions are entitled to publish its own gazette in a variety of
titles. Local governments below the provincial level may also publish gazettes according to
their individual substantial requirements by following the same rules. Likewise, various
departments directly subordinated to the State Council or even further lower level agencies may
also publish their own gazettes.
All administrative regulations, rules and documents publicized by these gazettes may have a
certain level of legal efficacy. Nevertheless, the legal efficacy of these gazettes was not defined
and codified until some legislative efforts made years later. It was eventually completed by the
Law on Legislation of the People's Republic of China, adopted by the third Session meeting of
the PRC Ninth National People’s Congress on March 15, 2000 promulgated on July 1, 2000. In
article 62 of the law, it is noted: “After promulgation upon signing, the administrative
regulations shall immediately be published in the Bulletin of the State Council and in
newspapers with a nationwide distribution.” as well as “The text of the administrative
regulations published in the Bulletin of the State Council shall be the standard text.” Further, in
article 77 of the same law, it also noted: “the rules of departments shall, upon promulgation by
signed orders, be promptly published in the gazette of the State Council or gazettes of the
departments and in newspapers with a nationwide distribution.”, “The rules of local
governments shall, upon promulgation by signed orders, be promptly published in gazettes of
the local people's governments and in newspapers distributed within their respective
administrative areas.” as well as “The text of rules published in the gazette of the State Council
or of the department and in the gazette of the local people's government shall be the standard
text.”.
It is quite obvious that the PRC administrative regulations and rules promulgated by various
governmental gazettes may have appropriate legal efficacy since it is explicitly defined by law.
Yet, the legal efficacy of the governmental documents noted in the State Council Gazette is only
unilaterally declared by the PRC State council but, it has never been explicitly stated by any PRC
decree. It therefore has no legal basis for such practice, though it has never been questioned.
Many local governments will adopted the State Council declaration as if it has been defined by
the Law on Legislation of the People's Republic of China thus noted it in their own gazettes.
Anyway, information addressed by any of the PRC governmental gazettes would well-present its
official policies for sure. All regulations and rules will be followed by various levels of officials.
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Judiciary prosecutions and disciplinary punishments can be expected, should any public servant
fail to follow the codes. Arguably, it might not be the case for the PRC white papers since they
are in essence a collection of political statements. Neither moral obligation nor legal
responsibility actually exists.

Gazette versus White Paper
Since the PRC adopted the open policy in late 1970s, its interactions with other states
significantly increased over the years. Facing all the inquiries and criticisms from the
international community on its political affairs and various policies, the PRC authority started to
use white papers as the measure for elaborating its policies. As responding to those negative
condemnations, the white paper is literally the tool for refuting disapproving viewpoints and
readdressing its official positions. Readers may notice that there is a clear separation of channels
for governmental communication in the PRC bureaucracy according to the subjects. The
government gazettes and formal documents are the vehicles for delivering official orders and
declaring stances to the PRC's own citizens. On the other hand, white papers are purely on behalf
of the PRC central government as the device for international propaganda towards external
parties.
According to article 15 of the Regulation of the People’s Republic of China on the
Disclosure of Government Information, “Government information to be disclosed on
administrative agencies’ own initiative should be disclosed by means of government gazettes,
government websites, press conferences, as well as through newspapers and other publications,
radio, television and other methods that make it convenient for the public to be informed.” It is
obvious that the white paper has never been explicitly noted in this governmental administrative
code as an intended channel to deliver information to its own citizens.
In contrast, on December 27, 2007, Cai Wu, Minister of the State Council Information
Office, has openly addressed the functions of the PRC governmental white paper: “The second
important thing we did this year was to compile and publish the white papers of the Chinese
Government. This year, our office organized, compiled and published three government white
papers on issues mostly concerned by international society. ………………... It answered
questions raised by international society on our ………… ”. This again clearly proves that the
main theme of the PRC government white paper is elaborating policies concerned with` the
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international society. According to a news report, it also reveals that Minister Cai admitted in the
same press conference that publishing the white papers is the most essential task for the State
Council Information Office to serve the international media.
Publishing government white papers is a systematic endeavor within the PRC bureaucratic
institution. A certain modus operandi has been established through actual practices. All PRC
government white papers are published by the State Council Information Office in order to
signify that all policies are formulated by an inter-agency coordination process. By so doing, the
PRC government may reduce the risk of policy conflicts among different publicly exposed arms
of the administration. Likewise, it may also eliminate the possibility of releasing statements from
individual department so that it may avoid costing much more time to provide further
explanations covering the differences.
This paper will first introduce the bureaucracy behind the PRC government white papers.
Then, a survey of all white papers published by the PRC State Council Information Office will
illustrate the general features of these white papers General attributes of these defense white
papers will be analyzed and presented thus enhancing the readers’ capacity to decipher their
essences. Some advice will also be provided for the readers in order to better understand the text.

The Bureaucracy behind the PRC Government White Papers and its Operation:
One Organization with Two Names / Double-Hatted Organization
All PRC government white papers are edited and published by the State Council
Information Office. It is undoubtedly noted “to compile and publish the White Papers of the
Chinese Government, presenting the principles, positions and basic policies of the Chinese
government on major issues” as one of the main functions of this organization. Cai Wu, the
former Minister of the State Council Information Office, has openly specified what would be the
exact issues addressed by the white papers in the future. We therefore may conclude that the
State Council Information Office holds the dominant position in managing all affairs regarding
the PRC government white papers. Nevertheless, the task is actually shouldered by the bureau
subordinated to the State Council Information Office. Its function is “to be responsible for the
press release and external reports on major events, compile the White Papers of Chinese
Government, and push forward the Chinese media in external reports”. It is evidently shown that
the government white paper is virtually the chief function of the State Council Information
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Office.
Nonetheless, the State Council Information Office is still shackled by the Chinese
communist political mechanism called party-government-unity. The Chinese communist
authority never tried to hide such practice. Although, in formality, this organization will
promulgate national policy under the banner of the PRC State Council Information Office, it is in
fact under party control. All government policies remain serving the party’s will. The Chinese
Communist Party (CPC) even openly addresses that the State Council Information Office and the
International Communication Office of the CPC Central Committee are in reality one
organization with two names. Such practice is openly and formally presented in many official
websites. The Chinese communist authority does not perceive any blemish to its legitimacy. As a
result, it will not be concerned with external criticisms about paying the party employees with
public funds or using the government budget to support party affairs.
In addition, the State Council Information Office may publicize the list of spokesmen of
agencies in the Central Committee of the Chinese Communist Party and all associated
telephone numbers just further proves it is essentially the International Communication Office
of the CPC Central Committee. The spokesmen of the International Communication Office of
the CPC Central Committee are Guo Weimin (郭衛民), the Director General of Bureau One of
the State Council Information Office, and Li Wufeng (李伍峰), the Director General of Bureau
Five of the State Council Information Office. Their titles in the International Communication
Office of the CPC Central Committee are the Director General of News Bureau and the
Director General of Network Bureau accordingly.
Again, if we observe the career history of the leadership, particularly the Minister and his
deputies, in the State council Information Office from their curricula vitae, then the tricky part
can be easily identified. They all have abundant experience in local or central propaganda
apparatuses of the Chinese Communist Party as well as similar equivalents in the PRC
government organizations. They keep on shifting their work commitments between party and
government until reaching their present posts. It is worth noting that the introduction of their
present titles always starts with position in the International Communication Office of the CPC
Central Committee followed by the position in the State Council Information Office, signifying
priority. For instance, Wang Chen, the current Minister of the State Council Information Office,
also serves as the Vice-Minister of Propaganda Department of the CPC Central Committee and
Southwestern Journal of International Studies

72

Director of the International Communication Office of the CPC Central Committee. From such
order, the State Council Information Office is, unquestionably, tightly gripped by the Central
Committee of the Communist Party of China.
In May, 2011, the State Internet Information Office was established to “direct, coordinate
and supervise online content management and handle administrative approval of businesses
related to online news reporting” and to oversee other internet-related activities. According to the
statement of the General Office of the State Council, “the State Council will not set up another
team for the office but have the staff from the State Council Information Office work for the new
office as well.” The leadership of the State Internet Information Office mainly originated from
the State Council Information Office but Vice Ministers from the Industry and Information
Technology Ministry and the Public Security Ministry are concurrently appointed as the Vice
Directors of the new agency. However, it yet again exposes the purpose of this triple-hatted
organization is nothing but external propaganda.
Ironically, for a government agency responsible for international propaganda or
communication, if you insist, there is no foreign language edition (not even regular Chinese
character) available for the official website of the State Council Information Office. It is
incredible for a government agency charged with interpreting principles, positions and basic
policies aimed at the international community, to lack such a capacity. Additionally, from the
Chinese government’s official web portal, it can only link to an English news website supported
by the State Council Information Office. Its own official webpage is unavailable in English. It
appears that the personnel quality of the State Council Information Office responsible for
international communication is somewhat questionable. Otherwise, their devotion and
commitment to their duties cannot be estimable. No wonder the efficacy of the PRC government
presenting its soft power to the world is not so promising even investing huge amount of capital
in it.

Five Categories with Broad Coverage
Since the establishment of the PRC State Council Information Office in January of 1991
until now, all government white papers published are grouped into five categories: general
information, diplomacy, defense, human rights and local issues. Readers will certainly notice
know that human rights is an issue that attracts concerns and frequent criticism by the
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international community. It is no surprise for us to see that all issues regarding human rights are
specifically funneled into an individual category. Moreover, a branch in the organization of the
State Council Information Office is purposefully established for these matters. The function of
the Bureau Seven of the State Council Information Office is “to push forward the external
introduction about China’s human rights undertakings and the development in Tibet, organize the
external reports and exchange activities in the field of human rights and in respect of Tibet.”
Even experts on human rights are invited from the academic community to address the Deputy
Minister of the State Council Information Office responsible for such issues. So it proves how
this matters to the Chinese political authority.
No Legal Definition for “White Paper”
There is no specific definition for the “white paper” in the judiciary system of the
People’s Republic of China; neither does one appear in its jurisprudence. Although we discussed
the overall functions of the PRC State Council Information Office and the areas of responsibility
of its subordinate bureaus in prior paragraphs, the term “the White Papers of the Chinese
Government” does explicitly appear in its official statements. Nevertheless, no specific definition
has ever given for such term. Strictly speaking, all white papers ever published by various levels
of the PRC governments do not have any legal efficacy or institutional power. Although all these
white papers may well present the PRC official policies, yet, in terms of jurisprudence, there is
no legal status and norm for any white paper. In another word, it bears no lawful obligation and
responsibility, should it fail to fulfill its statements. But in actual practice, these white papers are
generally attributed as “official documents and gazettes” publicized in the websites of various
departments of the PRC central government and different levels of its local governments. We
therefore may conclude that it can be definitely viewed as the PRC governmental non-judiciary
documents or a category of official documents other than legal instruments.
We may identify the nature of the PRC government white papers from another angle. All
these white papers are mainly edited and promulgated by public affairs or media relation sector
though those departments who charge the substantial issues related to the contents of these white
papers are also involved in the drafting and compiling process. Yet, it is inevitably directed by
the propaganda apparatus of the Chinese Communist Party. Basically, these white papers are
promulgated in a variety of press conferences seemingly aimed at the general public.
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However, the government white papers issued by the State Council Information Office are
specifically targeted on foreign governments, organizations and press, not the PRC citizens.
Former Minister of the State Council Information Office Cai Wu has openly confessed such
deliberate intention before. This purpose can be further confirmed by the fact that these white
papers are frequently recited by the PRC embassies all over the world on their websites. In many
cases, foreign language editions are frequently promulgated at the same time. So it again
validates its function as foreign propaganda. Anyway, one thing is for sure; whosoever the white
papers may be addressed to, whatever the white papers may contain between the lines, they face
no risk of any political review or administrative oversight by other government agencies on
behalf of the general public. Neither legal obligation nor political responsibility would appear
central to content as it should, in theory, reflect the government policies, positions and
viewpoints.
Many PRC governmental departments of various levels may issue publications to elaborate
their policies. Some of them would directly title these publications with “the white paper of
something.” Alternatively, it essentially contains no wording of “white paper” in its title but it is
in fact widely perceived as an authoritative publication like the white paper and informally called
as such. Generally speaking, there is no clear rule to institute whether or not to add “white paper”
in the titles of these publications.
For those government white papers that represent the overall national policies issued by
the PRC State Council Information Office over the years, there is no such wording called “white
paper” contained in any of their titles. Nonetheless, as mentioned before, there is no institution to
regulate the nomenclature of these policy publications. We therefore may expect that all these
titles will unsurprisingly follow certain patterns but they are still subject to any alternation with
no controversy. In other words, the fact that there is no wording of “white paper” in the titles of
these publications does not imply that this will remain the style in the future. It is still possible to
specify the nature of these publications by adding “white paper” in their titles.
It is general practice for states to name their policy publications, declarations or various
survey pamphlets with the color of their covers such as white paper, blue paper, green paper or
even red papers to be the shorthand for these print matters. By so doing, there is an implication
of an authoritative and official essence contained by these publications. Sometimes, the
intellectual community may also borrow such terms to publish their research results. To some
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extent, the “white paper” already predictably becomes a term overly abused in its usage.

Emphasizing Imperatives in PRC Politics
Issues addressed by the PRC government white papers may well reflect its concerns that
particularly need to respond to issues in the international community. First, we may perceive that
there are very few white papers ever attributed into the category of diplomacy. The reasonable
interpretation for such a situation is that the diplomatic bureaucracy itself traditionally posses its
exclusive communication and propaganda mechanism. It is virtually a kind of rivalry among
different government departments originated from sectionalism. Compared with the State
Council Information Office, the PRC Foreign Ministry and its subordinated embassies exercise
homogeneous functions such as international propaganda as well as interpreting national policies
with more intact capacities. It is quite common for the foreign service bureaucratic system to
safeguard its privilege thus confining the space for the State Council Information Office.
However, all the government white papers are in fact frequently employed by the diplomats as
tools to defend the national positions and policies for the PRC.
If we further observe the titles of three government white papers in the category of
“diplomacy”, “On Sino-US Trade Balance”, “China-Africa Economic and Trade Cooperation”
and “China's Foreign Aid”, we may certainly notice that these issues can only be achieved
through inter-agency efforts. It is for beyond the area of responsibility purely charged by the
PRC Foreign Ministry. Although these matters unquestionably reflect the imperatives of Chinese
diplomacy, yet, it will still fall to the State Council Information Office to coordinate the task of
editing and publishing white papers for interpreting the PRC national policies regarding these
affairs.
Obviously, human rights should be the second concern addressed by the Chinese
government white papers. According to the categorization made by the State Council Information
Office, there are eleven PRC government white papers in the category of “human rights”. The
first PRC government white paper addressing human rights called “Human Rights in China” was
published in November, 1991. Similar publications have been consequently issued. Year of
publishing was first added into titles of these publications since March, 1997, as issuing the
white paper titled “Progress in China's Human Rights Cause in 1996”. Such framework has been
kept in publishing the subsequent editions of this matter in 1998, 2000, 2003, 2004 and 2009.
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From the dates addressed by the titles of these white papers, we may suitably apprehend the
development of the PRC human rights policies and official perspectives within the certain time
periods. Regarding some specific aspects or certain regional human rights issues, the PRC State
Council Information Office may still issue government white papers particularly addressing such
topics. For instance, the PRC government white paper “Tibet-Its Ownership and Human Rights
Situation” published in September, 1992, is attributed to the State Council Information Office in
the category of “local issues” and not in the category where the eleven PRC government white
papers are attributed to. Yet, it is unquestionably a PRC government white paper addressing the
human rights issues regardless of its official categorization.
Broadly speaking, apart from those government white papers already defined in the
category of “human rights”, there are more PRC government white papers associated with
human rights affairs. This may include those white papers titled: “Criminal Reform in China”,
“The Situation Of Chinese Women”, “Family Planning in China”, “The Situation of Children in
China”, “National Minorities Policy and Its Practice in China”, “China's Population and
Development in the 21st Century”, “Labor and Social Security in China”, “China's Employment
Situation and Policies”, “China's Social Security and Its Policy”, “Regional Autonomy for Ethnic
Minorities in China”, “Gender Equality and Women's Development in China”, “Building of
Political Democracy in China”, “The Development of China's Undertakings for the Aged”,
“China's Efforts and Achievements in Promoting the Rule of Law”, “China's Ethnic Policy and
Common Prosperity and Development of All Ethnic Groups”, “The Development of Tibetan
Culture”, “Tibet's March toward Modernization”, “History and Development of Xinjiang”,
“Regional Ethnic Autonomy in Tibet”, “Protection and Development of Tibetan Culture”, “Fifty
Years of Democratic Reform in Tibet”, “Development and Progress in Xinjiang” and “Sixty Years
Since Peaceful Liberation of Tibet” published over the years. The reason why so many white
papers address human rights issues is because of the broad scope of issues covered by the nature
of human rights. All public policies would have some impact on human rights except issues
purely aiming at infrastructure constructions. Further, human rights affairs are the spotlight that
foreign governments and organizations may focus on the PRC policies. It is no wonder that the
PRC authority is so eager to respond to these criticisms by publishing white papers.
It is worth noting that the reason why the PRC State Council Information Office would
treat the human rights as an imperative for publishing government white papers relates to the
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Tibet issue. The Tibet issue is essentially a focus implicitly contained in the task of publishing
the PRC government white papers by the State Council Information Office. Nine PRC
government white papers including “Tibet-Its Ownership and Human Rights Situation”, “New
Progress in Human Rights in the Tibet Autonomous Region”, “The Development of Tibetan
Culture”, “Tibet's March toward Modernization”, “Ecological Improvement and Environmental
Protection in Tibet”, “Regional Ethnic Autonomy in Tibet”, “Protection and Development of
Tibetan Culture”, “Fifty Years of Democratic Reform in Tibet” and “Sixty Years Since Peaceful
Liberation of Tibet” specifically address various issues concerning Tibet. It may well reflect how
significant the Tibet issues for the PRC. More significantly, media affairs regarding human rights
and Tibet are all the responsibility of the same unit, Bureau Seven of the State Council
Information Office. As mentioned previously, its function is “to push forward the external
introduction about China’s human rights undertakings and the development in Tibet, organize the
external reports and exchange activities in the field of human rights and in respect of Tibet”. This
just proves how closely associated the white papers of these two aspects can be.
The PRC defense policy is an imperative frequently of concern to other states and is
persistently addressed by the PRC government white papers. We will specifically discuss such
dimension in the following paragraphs since it is the main theme of this paper. Apart from human
rights, Tibet and defense, there are certain issues frequently addressed by the PRC government
white papers: women, social security, space, democracy minority policy and regional autonomy.
From appearances, the concern of the PRC government is vividly reflected by white papers that
reflect the desire to address external criticism.
In addition to passively refuting external criticisms and clarifying facts by publishing white
papers, the PRC State Council Information Office also takes the initiative to refute other's
condemnations by illustrating the criticizers’ own blunders. The typical case is the “Human
Rights Record of the United States” series annual reports published by the State Council
Information Office. First released as “Human Rights Record of the United States in 1999,” it
targets “the Country Reports on Human Rights Practices” annually released by the U.S.
Department of State and simultaneously submitted to the U.S. Congress. The State Council
Information Office immediately promulgates its own counter-report on U.S. human rights after
the State Department releases this annual report. Now it has already become a routine practice.

Southwestern Journal of International Studies

78

Mutually Overlapping Coverage in Policy Statements
No matter how we organize the administrative departments within the government and
how we segregate their individual areas of responsibility, it is eventually hard to precisely divide
their functions in a way that totally excluding tasks of inter-agency efforts. We therefore must
accept the reality that inter-agency coordination is the general practice never an exceptional case.
It is no surprise that the coverage of policy statements in different white papers may overlap.
The PRC bureaucratic system is somehow a hydra-headed monster. Tribalism and
sectionalism are common to see. Power balance and administrative rivalry are the general
practice in the Chinese communist bureaucracy. Maritime affairs involve numerous agencies in
central government and local governments thus hindering the formulation process of the
maritime policies all the time. All parties concerned universally complain that the situation as
akin to “A herd of dragons stirring the sea” (群龍鬧海) or “multiple dragons governing the sea”
(多龍治海). This is the reason why the State Council Information Office can not specify the
governing agencies of the maritime policies in the government white paper “The Development of
China's Marine Programs” published in May, 1998. References to policy execution on maritime
affairs, are cited as “departments concerned” or “relevant state departments” thus virtually
reflecting the complexity of the PRC authorities charging maritime affairs.
Based on the reality just mentioned above, for instance, the maritime environment
protection is not only the focus of the white paper “The Development of China's Marine
Programs” but also the core elements of the white papers “Environmental Protection in China”
published in June, 1996 as well as “Environmental Protection in China (1996-2005)” issued in
June, 2006. It simply reveals that though maritime affairs seem to be delegated to the PRC State
Oceanic Administration, other government departments may also have a say. The area of
responsibility is actually overlapped. A relationship of competition and cooperation does exist in
managing maritime affairs. Hence, it is quite common to see contents of these associated affairs
and policies appear in various white papers.
As a matter of fact, all white papers regarding general political affairs published by the
State Council Information Office such as the white paper “China's Efforts and Achievements in
Promoting the Rule of Law” published in February, 2008, was naturally linked to affairs charged
by all departments since all laws, decrees and administrative codes followed as the basis for
conducting administrative functions would be inevitably covered by this white papers. Moreover,
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all treaties, conventions and accords signed by the Chinese authority with foreign governments
or other political entities would also be discussed and reviewed in the same government
document. As for the environmental protection issues addressed in the previous paragraph, nine
already established decrees regarding environmental protection are explicitly listed in the
paragraph discussing “Legal systems for resource conservation and environmental protection” in
the fourth chapter called “Legal Systems Regulating the Order of the Market Economy” of the
white paper “China's Efforts and Achievements in Promoting the Rule of Law”. It again proves
that contents overlapped in various PRC government white papers should be something common
never a surprise.
Let us examine this fact from another angle, all white papers categorized by the State
council Information Office as “local issues” may cover regional affairs with their uniqueness.
Nevertheless, these issues still need to be tackled according to policies directed by the
departments within the central government. The, it is not surprise to see contents overlapped in
the white papers of local issues and the white papers addressed the general principles of the
policies. For instance, readers may compare contents in the white paper “Regional Autonomy for
Ethnic Minorities in China” with the white paper “Regional Ethnic Autonomy in Tibet”, also
contents in “Building of Political Democracy in China” with “Fifty Years of Democratic Reform
in Tibet” and contents in “Environmental Protection in China” with “Ecological Improvement
and Environmental Protection in Tibet” accordingly, after that it will be quite clear for the
readers to understand such content overlapping relationship.
Issues regarding disarmament, arms control and non-proliferation always tangle with
defense policies. Whether or not these issues should be stated together with the defense policies
is actually a matter of judgment. In principle, all these issues are constantly concerned by the
powers in the world and neighboring states. Most of the time, arms control and disarmament
policies versus defense policies are accurately two sides of the same coin, so they are the
unavoidable elements as elaborating defense policies. It is no exception for the People’s Republic
of China. In fact, among seven government white papers titled with “China’s National Defense”
particularly aimed at defense policies, the white paper “China’s National Defense in 2006”
published in December 29, 2006, is the only case has no specific chapter for arms control and
disarmament. Nevertheless, chapter ten of this white paper called “International Security
Cooperation” still contains a brief paragraph titled with “Honoring Commitment to International
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Arms Control and Non-Proliferation”. The most likely interpretation for such arrangements is
caused by the publishing date of this white paper was not so far from another white paper
“China's Endeavors for Arms Control, Disarmament and Non-Proliferation” just published in
September 1, 2005, specifically addressing these matters. No exclusive chapter for arms control
and disarmament but only covered by several statements in this white paper of defense policies
simply because there were not enough revisions at the time.
Additionally, although non-proliferation policy is highly associated with defense affairs, it is
not appropriate to expect that it is a subdivision of the defense policy. Instead, non-proliferation
policy also holds quite close relationships with policies governing defense industry, technology,
commerce, trade and diplomacy. The substantial interests of the defense production sectors also
tightly link to such policy so that it may expectably dilute the influences from the defense
authority.
Actually, in PRC politics, the governing authority of arms control and non-proliferation
policies is the Department of Arms Control in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. The privilege of
directing and interpreting arms control and non-proliferation policies is obviously not subject to
the authority of the People’s Liberation Army. Given such political arrangement, issues and
policies regarding disarmament, arms control and non-proliferation sometimes will be
promulgated by publishing PRC government white papers specifically targeting such matters.
But, on the other hand, they can also be stated together with defense policies and put them into
special chapter of the white papers for expressing the PRC defense policies. Moreover, in some
cases, these issues can also be mentioned in certain government white papers addressing future
political ideal of the regime. PRC government white papers, it seems, are literally addressing
inter-agency policies as they are state policies. All these overlapping or repetitive statements are
caused by the arrangements for compiling these white papers. No other implication can be
sensibly expected.

Different Levels of Emphasis by Each Department
The task of compiling the PRC government white papers are exclusively directed by the
State Council Information Office. Nevertheless, the levels of emphasis expressed by those
government departments who actually charging the tasks noted in the white papers are quite
different. It may well indicate how series these leaderships of relevant agencies care about their
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international images, social approvals and public communications. On the other hand, it may also
reveal the degree of involvement for these agencies as compiling and editing these white papers
addressing their administrative functions. Their influences toward the content of the white papers
and the extent of conformity between actuality and policies stated in the white papers may also
be disclosed by the enthusiasm shown by the agencies concerned.
For instance, the Taiwan Affairs of the State Council values two government white papers
defining the PRC’s Taiwan policies vary significantly. In addition to denoting these two
documents in the homepage of its official website with a special column, it also purposely named
them into a category as “White Papers on Taiwan Issue”. The China National Space
Administration also treats two government white papers regarding the PRC national space
policies under his authority dominantly important. These two white papers, “China's Space
Activities” and “China's Space Activities in 2006”, have been positioned right after the
introduction of organization and function in the front page of its official website. Full text of
these white papers in Chinese and English are both available so that it may also validate the
worth of these two documents.
The PRC defense authority keeps an exceptional enthusiastic attitude toward the defense
of white papers, though its categorization is quite different from the classification defined by the
State Council Information Office. A special report for the newly published white paper “China’s
National Defense in 2010” provided by “China Military Online”, the affiliate website of the
“People’s Liberation Army Daily”, is available through the PRC Defense Ministry official
website. Full text of the newest white paper is provided together with the report in a separate
webpage. Also, full text of previous defense white papers recognized by the PRC defense
authority is available in the database of its official website.
It is worthy to note that the information provided by some English editions of the defense
white papers is in fact more detailed than their Chinese editions. Based on the facts shown by the
arrangements of the Ministry of the National Defense on the PRC’s official website, we may
confirm that its defense authority is basically quite supportive of such publicity of defense
policies and military affairs, though it is obviously directed by the other government agency.
After presenting several positive cases of the departments in the PRC bureaucratic system
that value the government white papers, we need to face the reality that most of the PRC
government agencies are not really taking these policy statements very seriously. For instance,
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the State Oceanic Administration of the People’s Republic of China charged the maritime
policies for publicizing numerous policy documents in its official website. However, it never
mentions the government white paper “The Development of China's Marine Programs”
published by the State Council Information Office in May, 1998. The administration of prison
affairs is charged by the PRC’s Ministry of Justice together with its subordinated Bureau of
Prison Administration, and Bureau of Reeducation-through-Labor Administration. None of these
government agencies treat the government white paper “Criminal Reform in China” published in
August, 1992, as the yardstick to direct their daily operation. This government white paper never
appears in any of the official websites of these three agencies charging the administration of
prison affairs in the People’s Republic of China
Several government white papers regarding the environmental protection have been issued
by the PRC State Council Information Office. These white papers may well reflect the concern of
the PRC’s general public toward the environmental issues. Nonetheless, these white papers are
totally ignored by the Ministry of Environmental Protection of the People’s Republic of China
though numerous policy documents are listed in its official website. Again, the Ministry of
Justice and the Legislative Affairs Office of the State Council are tightly associated with the
reform of the legal system in PRC’s bureaucracy. Yet, it is hardly to see any relevance between
the most noteworthy government white paper “China's Efforts and Achievements in Promoting
the Rule of Law” and the substantial practices made by these two institutions. This white paper is
not included in the huge database provided by their official websites, this proves that it has no
position in directing their policy executions.
Fairly speaking, from the cases mentioned above, there is no constant or consistent manner
in which various PRC government agencies prepare and present the relevant white papers.
Different levels of emphasis shown by various departments may exactly reflect their
corresponding leaderships’ willingness to adopt these government white papers issued by the
State Council Information Office as the vehicle for elaborating policies and public
communications. Among all different segments of the PRC bureaucracy, the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs is the other government agency that is predominantly enthusiastic utilizing these policy
documents immediately next to the State Council Information Office itself. Readers may confirm
such reality by observing the policy documents listed by the PRC Foreign Ministry’s official
website.
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Analyzing the PRC Defense White Papers: Defining the PRC “Defense White Paper”
There is no standard categorization for the “defense white paper” within the PRC
bureaucratic system. No official criterion has ever been explicitly given to define the “defense
white paper”. There are ten white papers categorized into “defense” by the PRC State Council
Information Office. It is consistent with the division made by the major Chinese media agency.
But only eight of them are recognized by the PRC Ministry of National Defense as “defense
white papers”.
In the analysis that follows, several criteria are applied in selecting white papers. Due to
space limitations, a complete list is not presented here. A complete list of the white papers is
available from the author. First, only the white papers published by the State Council Information
Office will be taken into account since there are too many similar publications issued by the
various government agencies in the PRC bureaucratic system. Second, there is no official
definition of the so-called defense white paper. Hence, we do not broaden to a wider definition of
defense white papers to incorporate other reports that reference defense issues. Given the fact
that all government white papers in the category of “defense” are published by the PRC State
Council Information Office factually address on defense related inter-agency affairs in nature.
Third, based on the criterion noted here, a survey was made on all other State Council
Information Office that published white papers.

Coordinated National Policy, Never Purely Military Directed
For all so-called PRC defense white papers listed above, regardless of their
categorization, they represent the coordinated national policies of the People’s Republic of
China. Unlike many China’s observers would believed that these defense white papers are totally
directed and dominated by the PRC authority. Such misunderstandings are quite removed from
reality. It is evidently proven by four bases that the People’s Liberation Army is only involved in
issuing these white papers with relatively finite authority on these publications. These white
papers literally interpret the overall policies of the People’s Republic of China. They are not
merely reflecting the perspectives from the People’s Liberation Army. Based on its nature, we
therefore should never treat them as reliable references to explore the thinking of the PRC
military as we decipher these defense-related white papers.
First, we may examine the institution that is publishing these white papers. All the defense
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white papers listed at the PRC Ministry of National Defense’s official website are actually
government white papers issued by the State Council Information Office. The State Council
Information Office is fully responsible to publish these white papers in the past. Further, in early
years, there is even no indication of PLA involvement in the promulgation of these publications.
Until recent years, as the PLA established its spokesman system and started to address on the
task of media relations, it started to dispatch representatives to participate in press conferences
that released these white papers. Nevertheless, these press conferences are still hosted by the
State Council Information Office at its own press room. It is worthy of note that the whole
agenda of the press conference is still directed by the State Council Information Office, though it
may reasonably accommodate the military involvement.
Second, all these publications are formally and solely issued by the PRC Sate Council
Information Office. There is no direct reference to other publishing entities such as the People’s
Liberation Army, the Central Military Committee or the Ministry of National Defense. Hence,
there is no reason for us to believe these so-called defense white papers may simply represent
perspectives or policies of the PRC military authority. Likewise, there is no evidence to reveal
that these white papers are directed or composed by the PRC military alone.
Third, the content of these defense white papers is vast and varied, address such issues as
arms control, non-proliferation, defense technology, reserve forces, mobilization, defense
industry conversion, peacekeeping, coastal defense, border garrison, armed police, disarmament,
international security cooperation, and Taiwan policies.

Many matters mentioned here are

factually charged by specific agencies other than PRC defense authority. The military only
executes operations under their directions but it has no position in policy dimension at all. We
therefore should never view policies noted in these white papers as exclusively dominated by the
People’s Liberation Army, and other agencies have no say in them. In reality, it may be just the
opposite.
Last but not least, we should note that the white papers are issued by the State Council
Information Office are factually representing the overall PRC governmental policies. Many
policies associated with defense affairs mentioned above are not exclusively charged by the
Chinese communist military. These policies can only be settled by an inter-agency collective
effort through intensive coordination to forge various perspectives expressed by all the parties
concerned. The governmental white papers are defined as the representatives of the People’s
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Republic of China’s national policies. Even some of them focused on defense affairs, they can
never be exclusively dominated by the military itself and have the final say on its own. Hence,
the defense affairs related white papers are integrating national policies. They can never be
directly single-handed by the military alone.

Publishing Routinely Only by Practice but No Rule
Here again we see that the PRC government’s white paper is not a publication submitted
to any legislative agency that oversees administration for the general public, neither is it a routine
report for government administrative executions. There is not a statutory law in the PRC legal
system to define the governmental white paper nor is there a stipulation requiring regular
publication.
Nevertheless, many commentators still retain a perception that the so-called defense white
papers are issued on a two-year term regular basis by the PRC since 1998. Based on such
understanding, once the publishing date is seemingly delayed, many instant speculations and
various assessments would naturally appear. Sometimes further interpretations or analyses might
also subsequently emerge. However, such perception is concluded by only aiming at those PRC
governmental white papers titled with “China’s National Defense in Year xxxx” and roughly
summarized from a pattern of their publication dates. Yet, the definition of the so-called PRC
defense white papers is rather flexible. Further, even those white papers with such titles are not
published so regularly in a two-year term. Consequently, a perception of the PRC white papers
are routinely issued every two years is practically a self-fulfilled conviction.
In spite of no statute explicitly directing its publication frequency, authorities have
established a modus operandi by actual practices. In 2007, Cai Wu, then Minister of the State
Council Information Office, declared to the press: “It is already a routine for the Chinese
government to publish the defense white paper every two years. It therefore another defense
white paper will be issued in 2008”. Although according to its actual publication dates, it had
never essentially published exactly every two years, yet, it is passable to make many
commentators believe that such pattern does exist.
Nevertheless, many uncertainties do persist in publication dates since there is no statute to
explicitly regulate the publication period. As such, there is no reason to link any political
significance to the publication date by groundless speculations. For any delay in publication, it is
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most likely caused purely by the process of editing, proof reading, compiling, reviewing, and
publishing. Only administrative factor but no political element exists.

Examining Transparency by White Papers is too Far-fetched
Although many defense associated governmental white papers are persistently published by
the PRC in the past decade, many criticisms and inquisitions about its military transparency,
specifically, addressing on its military budget scale, could never be thwarted by these publicity
efforts. Apart from vehemently retorting on these accusations, the contents of these white papers
are in reality modified and added more information in accordance with these criticisms. So we
need to fairly examine and to objectively consider the following features. Otherwise, we will fall
into a trap of creating plausible speculations with fervent passions thus it may force us fail to
observe its true implications with a cold mind.
First, we should examine the allegations of Chinese defense budget transparency. It is very
important to know that the military transparency is undeniably related to the level of publicized
defense expenditure, but we should never put an equal sign between these two matters. To note
the defense spending in the defense white paper is an essential element but it is never the only
vital constituent. No matter how detailed the defense budgets are listed and elaborated; it does
not imply that the defense policy can be fully transparent by so doing.
Issues regarding defense transparency or military transparency in many cases are far beyond
the sphere of responsibility charged by the defense authorities. For example, arms production,
defense industries and weaponry transfer are key elements in assessing the military transparency.
These activities in different countries have various practices but most likely are never
administrated by the defense authorities. Hence, these matters cannot be precisely identified and
examined according to the defense budget structure or even its details. Again, defense white
paper is not a defense budget report. Therefore it only focuses on the variation of the defense
budget, but never compares it with the evolution of the overall economic environment and the
adjustment of the mission structure. Such reports are not intended to be placed within larger
contexts. The matter can never be fairly stated.
Second, both of the military transparency and the defense budget lack universal definition
and standards. Academics had never tried to establish a common yardstick for the military
transparency based on the contents disclosed by various defense white papers publicized by
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different countries. Many figures and statistics had never been selected, but it is still impossible
to be totally free from subjective judgments in their assessments. Assessing and comparing
defense budgets across states are still a contentious issue in the security and strategic studies
communities. Two major factors that make this difficult to resolve are: no formal definition and
no reasonable conversion standard is available.
This predicament is understood by western academics. There are scholars that have made
progress in sensibly assessing and commenting on the PRC defense budget and transparency
issues. In spite of many improvements in elevating the level of military transparency in the
previous years, Beijing still retains tight control over information outflow. In the marketplace of
security and strategy ideas, we require objective and transparent data in order to avoid partial and
misunderstood realities.
Third, we should consider that the defense budget is a rather complicated issue. Publications
of the defense budget programs are in essence quite enigmatic to those who have no associated
professionalism in budgetary management. The PRC budget system has its own institutions and
distinctive logic. Without a series of surveys to grab its basic definitions, fairly speaking, it
would never have any appropriate position to comment on the transparency of the defense budget
for the People’s Liberation Army. However, many commentators of this aspect have no
awareness of such a basic requirement of their qualification. Their criticisms are mainly
reflecting their instinctive perceptions.
Many commentators would never notice that the PRC does not only list statistics in the
series of defense white papers titled with “China’s National Defense in xxxx”, but also provides
reports on the basic information of its military expenditures to the Secretary General of the
United Nations since 2008. The contents in these reports may contain the relative percentage of
defense budget allocating to the standing forces, the reserve forces, and the militia units. All
these data had never been openly disclosed before, so it might prove that the PLA is genuinely
willing to improve the transparency of its military expenditures. Frankly speaking, it is quite
controversial, in terms of logical causation and solidness of premises, to adopt the budget
information listed in the so-called PRC defense white papers as the evidentiary supports the critic
that its military transparency is insufficient.
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Necessary but Never Sufficient, Retrospective but not Prospective
We should admit that the PRC defense white papers have considerably improved their
editing quality and content year by year. Nevertheless, deciphering the PRC’s defense policies is
still limited by several factors that allow for only partial observations and insights. First, in the
series of defense white papers titled “China’s National Defense in xxxx”, most contents are
committed to review the outcomes of those previous tasks in defense affairs. The indispensable
element is to conclude the achievements created by the administrative performances. Of greatest
need is insight into the future orientation and plans typical in other white papers.
Of course the PRC does not always exclude discussions of its future policies in its defense
white papers. Yet, somehow such declarations are in essence political postures. The PRC defense
white papers are by no means perfectly apolitical policy statements. In some cases, they will still
echo the political stances directed by the higher authority at the time. For instance, the “China’s
National Defense in 2000” criticized Taiwan’s internal politics and the legislative actions in the
U.S. Congress regarding Taiwan’s security. And the “China’s National Defense in 2010”
mentioning the military confidence building measures may also be a political call.
Sometimes in the realpolitik reflected by the policy white papers may appear a tendency
that for all issues declared in advance will be hard to subsequently substantiate. On the contrary,
for those matters never ever mentioned might turn to be something that can actually be fulfilled.
Whether “whatever you can tell is the matter you cannot do and whatever you can do is the
matter you cannot tell” is true? It is arguably the right yardstick and alternative view angle for
the readers to decipher these policies.
Second, the defense matters are factually multi-faceted and complicated. No matter how big
the size of the defense white paper can be, it is impossible to accommodate all defense policies in
one single policy document. Meanwhile, there are numerous gazettes, documents,
announcements, statutes, decrees and orders sent to subordinate units and the general public from
the defense authority and various military commands as they administer defense affairs. Further,
significant amount of declarations, commentaries and reports are also frequently publicized by
the military newspapers, periodicals, and news agencies. Consequently, it is very hard to have a
comprehensive view on these publications and subsequently interpret defense policies.
The PRC government’s white papers seem to hold a superior position because they are a
public declaration of the overall government’s policies that often go beyond purely defensive
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affairs. Naturally, this information is targeted at specific readers and it obviously will define its
scope. The so-called defense white papers can only be the necessary basis as examining the PRC
defense policies. Other sources of information are still needed for reference in order to get a
comprehensive picture of its policies.
Last but not least, we need to remind the readers that all governmental white papers are
inevitably political statements. It shoulders some basic functions to defend the current policies.
The effort to “beautify reality” is quite predictable. We should never expect those governmental
white papers published by the PRC State Council Information Office to be exceptional. The
scheme of telling a lot of facts but never saying the truth is the general practice of governments
to elaborate their policies to the international community.
This is exactly the reason why we need more information from other sources to
appropriately decipher the hidden truth presented by these publications. We also need to note
here that the texts in the white papers are full of sensational wording to deliver the policy
statements, so it might manipulate readers’ judgments. Nevertheless, information listed in the
appendices is more likely to be fact statements with value neutrality. And we may translate it into
a reliable prediction of the megatrend of the defense policies. It is worth noting that the quality
and quantity of appendices attached to the so-called PRC defense white papers have considerably
improved edition by edition.
Conclusion and Lasswell’s Model
The author would like to adopt the Lasswell’s model in the communication theory generally
applicable for political statements as listed below to examine the content of this paper.
Figure 1: Lasswell’s Model for Political Communication

Southwestern Journal of International Studies

90

Source: The website of communication theory, Lasswell’s model in Communication
Models,

http://communicationtheory.org/lasswells-model/comment-page-1/,

data

accessed time: 1640, August 4, 2011.
Harold Dwight Lasswell introduced such model to accommodate researchers’ interests in
political communication or propaganda in some cases. It is a convenient approach to review the
structure of certain mechanisms for delivering political statements with several shortcomings
such as never noting feedback or noise in communication process can exist.
The five elements addressed by the model, the communicator, and the PRC State Council
Information Office are unquestionably identified in this paper. Nevertheless, it may still be
defined as the representative of the whole People’s Republic of China government. Actually, it is
on behalf of the whole PRC regime to state its overall official stances and policies. This paper
has clarified many misunderstandings that originally existed at the origin of the PRC white
papers.
Regarding the element of “in which channel”, which is in the scope of media analysis, the
paper has well presented and categorized a set of so-called PRC defense white paper. It disclosed
several points’ worth of noting as follow: first, there is no official standard to define the PRC
defense white paper. The categorization made by the PRC State Council Information Office is
different from the PRC Ministry of National Defense according to the lists shown in their official
websites. Second, there is no official definition for the “defense white paper” in any PRC law,
statute, decree, regulation, rule, ruling, verdict or even administrative code.
Third, the author chose to analyze those PRC government white papers that contain defense
affairs because the nature of the defense affairs is fundamentally inter-agency. This is the reason
why some government white papers addressed on affairs seemingly charged by institutions other
than the PRC defense authority will be included. Last but not least, the analyses followed by
such categorization validate its sensibleness since certain commonalities do appear eventually.
For the element of “so what”, the messages delivered are only partially examined in this
paper though the contents of these “defense white papers” are listed. Certain texts are also
mentioned in this paper to prove the adequacy of such selection in terms of strict requirements on
an orthodox research of content analysis. There is more space that can be further explored though
it is not a pure mare incognitum for the PRC or PLA commentators.
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Nevertheless, the real challenging elements in the Lasswell’s model are “to whom” and
“with what effect”, i.e., receiver and effect. They are indeed terra incognita at the moment.
Parties concerned with the PRC defense white papers will possibly remain silent with no explicit
response. Certain comments made by some parties are virtually irrelevant in policy making in
any state. Some actions taken may be so concealed beyond anyone’s awareness. But the worst
case is ignoring the statements mentioned in these policy papers and formulating its own policies
according to its own portrays or imaginations.
A commentary addressed on the PRC defense white paper ever noted: “OSD needs to
explicate far more fully whether and how China’s future military development poses a direct
challenge to American security interests. This should begin with much more explicit attention to
the PLA’s stated military goals, not how DOD chooses to characterize them.” It also addressed
that “OSD argues that “the PLA is on track to achieve its goal of building a modern, regionallyfocused military by 2020,” but this purported objective is nowhere to be found in Chinese policy
documents. Similarly, the Pentagon calls repeated attention to the PLA’s growing capabilities to
undertake “anti-access and area denial operations,” but these are US constructs, not ones
espoused by the Chinese.” So we may well perceive some unpredictable challenges emerging
beyond the simple and straightforward Lasswell’s model as we explore the possible receivers and
effects of these PRC policy publications.
The military or strategic “transparency” is a fashion term used nowadays in international
security for pressing those would-be adversaries. It is frequently adopted as irresponsible
accusations toward certain states fail to confess whatsoever the accusers attempted to survey.
Formal policy statements are habitually ignored, as Cassandra who tells the truth but nobody
would choose to believe since it is quite politically correct that never trust your potential
competitors, regardless of whatsoever it had ever been said.
To interpret the significances of the PRC white papers that in essence are published by a
propaganda apparatus of the Chinese Communist Party is undeniably a hard task. Three
yardsticks: absence of evidence is not evidence of absence, existence of proof perhaps is proof of
existence, and subsistence of doubtfulness is certainly doubtfulness of subsistence, should be
good references as we further proceed on our survey of the PRC defense white papers.
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Labor Reform in Latin America: Old Laws, New Politics
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Introduction
The transitions to democracy and open-market economies that began in most Latin
American countries in the 1980s were accompanied by significant economic and political
reforms. Although labor unions were important actors in twentieth century Latin American
politics, labor reforms championed by unions oftentimes lagged behind. In lieu of modifying the
labor code, some of the region’s most assertive labor movements have been able to implement
political strategies that circumvented legal challenges.
This study focuses on the automotive sectors of the Brazilian and Mexican labor
movements in the 1990s and 2000s to examine how political action can turn around expectations
for labor movement conditions based on legal restraints. The Mexican and Brazilian legal
frameworks for labor represent two ends of a spectrum in the Latin American context: the former
is significantly more favorable to workers and trade unions than the latter. However, political
changes in the two countries have produced a labor-friendly climate in Brazil and a laborunfriendly climate in Mexico. In both cases, there have been initiatives—from different sides—
to modify the labor code. Although some changes have been implemented, no major law reforms
have passed in either country. While the legal framework is important enough for actors to push
for revision, labor practices have evolved beyond legal constraints and moved in different
directions in the cases under study.
This article traces the path leading to the current structure of each labor movement and
describes the innovative strategies used by Brazilian labor actors to circumvent legal challenges
and the restrictions that Mexican labor actors face in applying the provisions of the labor code.
Labor’s capacity to circumvent institutions in Brazil was given in part by the links
between unions and political parties. Labor’s ability to sidestep legal challenges was correlated
with the increase in cooperation in the Brazilian labor movement in the 2000s.
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The Origins of the Labor System in Brazil
The origins of the current Brazilian labor system date back to the organizational
framework that Getúlio Vargas established through decree laws during the Estado Novo. The
body of labor laws of the Vargas era was compiled in the Consolidação das Leis do Trabalho
(Consolidation of Labor Laws, CLT) on May 1, 1943. This body of legislation was conceived to
establish the basic structural outlines for labor organizations and regulate their political and
economic activity. According to these laws, three institutions were meant to regulate state-labor
relations in Brazil: the unions, the social security system, and the labor-court system. The unions
were meant primarily to provide workers with certain social services and to collaborate with the
government. Secondarily, they were meant to voice the concerns of workers in the political
arena.
According to the monopoly of representation principle, only one union may represent
workers from an economic sector as defined by law in a given municipality. There is symmetry
of structures for employees and employers’ unions.1 The primary source of financing for unions
was supposed to be the mandatory union tax, which all workers had to pay, regardless of
membership status. The social security system, devised to provide modern social welfare
services to formal workers, is referred to only briefly in the CLT and is organized in a separate
body of law. The financing of the social security system was supposed to derive from equal
contributions from workers, employers, and the national government. The system of labor
courts—devised as tripartite institutions in which some of the judges were nominated by
workers’ unions and some by employers’ representatives—was supposed to settle both
individual and collective conflicts between employers and employees.
The framework for Brazilian labor relations was created with the idea of pervasive state
involvement in labor relations, both through the executive branch by way of the Ministry of
Labor, and through the legislative branch by way of the labor courts. Official state recognition
enables unions to undertake basic activities which are denied to unrecognized labor
organizations. Article 513 of the CLT entitles legally recognized Brazilian unions to represent
the interests of the category or of its members before the administrative and judicial authorities,
in order to negotiate collective labor contracts and to impose dues upon their members.
1

Unless noted otherwise, the term “union” in this study refers to workers’ unions.
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For recognition, the CLT requires that an association of workers or employers present
statutes providing for acceptable election procedures, administration of its property, and rules for
its dissolution. If two associations in the same area apply for recognition, the Ministry of Labor
is to select the most active. Criteria for determining the most active entity are the number of
members, the social services offered, and the value of its property. Therefore, the executive
branch of government has the prerogative of determining whether a union can represent a group
of workers, as well as fixing its dues and allocating its expenditures. The Ministry of Labor also
determined the criteria of eligibility required for those holding union positions.
Erickson (1977: 29-46) calls the organization chart of official labor bodies “a truncated
pyramid,” since it provides for separate confederations for the seven principal sectors of the
economy but not for a central labor organization that would preside over these seven and speak
on behalf of the entire working class.
Amadeo and Camargo (2007: 157-180) describe the limited changes to the CLT from
1943 to 2007. The monopoly of representation principle, the mandatory union tax, the
extralegality of labor centrals,2 and the potential for state intervention in labor relations allowed
by the law—including the authority of the Ministry of Labor to intervene in unions and supervise
collective bargaining—are pillars of the Brazilian labor code maintained throughout the entire
period.

Monopoly of Representation Principle
The guiding principle behind the Brazilian CLT logic of union organization is the
monopoly of representation principle, addressed in Article 516 of the CLT. The principle states
that there may be no more than one union per economic sector per municipality. This union
structure combines sectoral and territorial elements into a model designed to include all formal
workers and assign each one of them to a particular union. The CLT sectoral division of the
economy originally comprised the following categories: industry; commerce; river, maritime,
and air transport; land transport; communications and advertising; banking and insurance;
education and culture. Territorially, the CLT provides for three hierarchical levels of union

2

The labor centrals gained legal recognition in 2008. Nevertheless, I include them here because they
functioned and exercised considerable political power illegally or extralegally for almost thirty years.
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organization: the union, at the municipal level; the federation3, at the state level; and the
confederation4, at the national level.
A worker has a choice whether to become unionized, but if a decision to join a union is
made, the only alternative is the union with representation rights in the worker’s municipality
and economic sector, as defined by the CLT. In addition, regardless of membership status, the
collective bargaining agreement that the union may sign with the employer will automatically
cover all employees.
In some cases, a union can cover several municipalities. If a new plant is opened in a
location where there are no unions for the corresponding economic sector, the workers are
automatically represented by the corresponding federation. If there is no federation either, then
they are represented by the national confederation for that sector. However, if a new union is
established at the level of the municipality, it has legal precedence over the union covering
several municipalities and over the confederation and federation—although the union will be
affiliated with its corresponding federation and confederation. The monopoly of representation
principle applies to federations and confederations as well, as there may be no more than one
federation per economic sector per state and no more than one confederation per economic sector
at the national level. The CLT allows, in some particular cases, for federations and sometimes
unions at the national level. However, even in these cases, the monopoly of representation
principle still applies. Moreover, the preferred and predominant model is that of municipal
unions and state federations. This organizational model featuring precise guidelines for the
incorporation of all formal workers was designed as an instrument of state control over the labor
movement.

Mandatory Union Tax
Articles 578-610 of the CLT define the mandatory union tax, yet another tool enabling
state control over the unions. Equivalent to one day’s pay per year, it is collected in March from
all workers that can be organized regardless of whether or not they are union members. Before
1965, receipts from the trade-union tax were distributed as follows: 54% to the union, 15% to the
federation, 5% to the confederation, 20% to the Social Labor Fund, and 6% to the Bank of

3
4

A federation is composed of at least five unions from the same economic sector, in the same state.
A confederation is composed of at least three federations from the same economic sector.
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Brazil. In 1965, the government abolished the Social Labor Fund, and a National Department of
Employment and Wages absorbed its share. The bank transferred the remainder to the respective
unions, which in turn passed on the stipulated proportion to the appropriate federation and
confederation (Erickson 1977).
Currently, 60% of receipts from the mandatory union tax are distributed directly to the
union, 15% to the federation, 5% to the confederation, and 20% to the Ministry of Labor, which
passes it on to Fundo de Amparo ao Trabalhador (Support Fund for Workers, FAT). Following
the official recognition of the labor centrals, of the 20% that goes to the Ministry of Labor, half is
passed on to the labor central.

Labor Courts
Designed as yet another instrument of state control, the Brazilian labor courts, on which
state-sanctioned union representatives were guaranteed a position, were created in conformity
with the Decree Law 1,237 of May 12, 1939. Originally, the labor judiciary had the intended role
of substituting collective bargaining as well as the more general role of arbitrating protests and
grievances (Pencavel 1996: 7-8).
The labor tribunal hierarchy has three levels. The lowest are the boards of conciliation,
consisting of three judges: a professional one, one named by the employers’ union, and one
named by the workers’ union of that particular jurisdiction. The middle level is the Regional
Labor Tribunal, covering one or several states and composed of five judges: three professional,
one named by the employers, and one named by the workers. The highest level is the Superior
Labor Tribunal, located in the nation’s capital and consisting of seventeen judges: eleven
professional, three representing the employers, and three representing the workers. The only
level higher than the Superior Labor Tribunal is the Supreme Court. The level that would most
commonly act in lieu of a collective bargaining system is the Regional Labor Tribunal.
Labor unions, in particular those affiliated with Central Única dos Trabalhadores (Single
Workers’ Central, CUT)5 and in general the more traditionally progressive labor unions have
argued that the mandatory union tax contributes to the financing of unions that do not offer their
5

The Brazilian labor movement has been dominated by two umbrella organizations, the CUT and the Força Sindical
(Union Force, FS). The Mexican labor movement has been dominated by one umbrella organization, the Congreso
del Trabajo (Labor Congress, CT). The most important labor entity within the CT is the Confederación de
Trabajadores de México (Confederation of Mexican Workers, CTM)
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workers real representation as reflected by the low membership. They assert that this tax
reinforces state control of the unions. Likewise, the monopoly of representation principle in
some cases perpetuates old, official, non-representative unions and makes it hard for groups that
are truly representative of the workers to gain lawful control of the existing union. Furthermore,
state intervention when pro-business parties are in power skews the balance between business
and labor. Nevertheless, other unions perceive the mandatory union tax as crucial to their
financial viability and the monopoly of representation principle as an element that strengthens
unions by preventing their fragmentation. These divergent opinions within the labor movement
have contributed to a perpetuation of these principles in the body of law.

The Origins of the Labor System in Mexico
The Mexican labor relations model of intense state involvement and a prevalence of labor
unions closely linked to the ruling party originated in the 1930s under the presidency of Lázaro
Cárdenas. An important element of the model was the ruling party’s inclusion of functional
representation for labor, peasant, and “middle” sectors. The CTM was formed in 1936 and
eventually affiliated with the Partido Revolucionario Institucional (Institutional Revolutionary
Party, PRI).
Mexican labor law is based on Article 123 of the Mexican Constitution of 1917 and on
the Ley Federal del Trabajo (Federal Labor Law, LFT) of 1931. Both documents have undergone
some modifications over the years. Nevertheless, the core principles are largely unchanged.
Article 123 of the Constitution of 1917 was very labor-friendly provisions, especially for its
time, including the right to strike, the right to an eight-hour day, a living wage, overtime,
maternity leave, and profit sharing (Bensusán 2000: 85-92).
The LFT addresses labor issues in more detail. A much-contested distinction is drawn
between private-sector and public employees. The latter category faces constraints on union
formation, bargaining, and strikes. The Mexican private sector, on the other hand—of which the
auto workers are a part—has had many more legal possibilities than has its Brazilian counterpart
with regard to union types. While in Brazil the monopoly of representation principle prescribes
an exclusive territorial and sectoral basis for a union, in Mexico virtually any group can form a
private sector union, and, in theory, that union can represent workers from one or several plants,
in one or several states, in one or several sectors.
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The pillars of the old corporatist structure in Brazil—the monopoly of representation
principle, the mandatory union tax, the extralegality of labor centrals, and the labor court system
—have limited counterparts in Mexico.

Monopoly of Representation Principle
In Mexico, there is a monopoly of representation principle only at the plant level, stating
that only one union can represent workers at any one factory. However, there is no monopoly of
representation above the plant level. The legal framework for establishing a union is much more
flexible. Article 360 of the LFT specifies the types of labor unions that may be formed: craft
unions, firm-level unions, industrial unions, national industrial unions, and cross-industrial
unions. Article 381 of the LFT also permits regional, state, and national federations and state and
national confederations.
In spite of minimal obstacles to the type of union that may be created from either a
territorial or a sectoral standpoint, Mexican unions have rarely been able to use the democratic
legal framework to ensure that the workers’ preferred union obtains representation rights.
Official recognition and the legality of union competition are virtually meaningless unless the
union is awarded representation rights for the particular group of workers that it seeks to
represent. The procedure involves a state official going to the workplace and counting the
workers who support the newly created union. As this procedure is performed publicly, there is
ample room—as iterated by several informants—for pressure to opt for the union preferred by
the employer which, in most cases, coincides with the union preferred by the state. In the rare
cases in which the democratic letter of the law is implemented in good faith, there is often almost
complete disruption between the union that goes out and the one that comes in. As knowledge,
experience, practices, and strategies are not passed on, the new union, while representative in the
sense that it has the support of a majority of the workers, has difficulty representing its members
in the most efficient way. The union representing workers at the Volkswagen plant in Puebla has
recently undergone this situation when the union leadership changed in the aftermath of the
elections held in 2007.
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The Lack of a Mandatory Union Tax and the Exclusion Clause
In Mexico, the law does not provide for any mandatory union taxes. However, the
Mexican exclusion clause is analogous to the Brazilian mandatory union tax. The exclusion
clause is another mechanism that allows unions to maintain internal control. Through the use of
an exclusion clause, the company agrees to hire only union members and to fire any workers
who have been expelled by the union (Middlebrook 1995). Even in plants where free and fair
union elections are held, it is common practice that whenever a new group wins union elections,
all the previous union leaders are fired from the plant. This is common practice, for example, at
the Volkswagen plant in Puebla6 and at the Ford plant in Hermosillo.7
A Labor Relations representative has mentioned the exclusion clause as one of a series of
elements that create vastly different union practices in Mexico from Brazil. In this interviewee’s
opinion, union leaders in Brazil act as if they owned the company, deciding when to stop
production—by initiating strikes—whereas in Mexico the employer is able to control union and,
more generally, workers’ behavior.8

The Mexican Labor Boards
One characteristic of the Mexican body of labor laws that is similar to the Brazilian legal
framework is the definition of the state as a key player in labor relations. The state in Mexico is
the legal overseer of the formation and actions of labor unions and it has a primary role—through
the dependence of the labor boards on the executive branch as well as direct attributions of the
Secretaría de Trabajo y Previsión Social (Ministry of Labor and Social Welfare, STPS) and
direct intervention beyond that stipulated by law—in deciding both business-labor and intraunion conflicts and in interpreting constitutional labor protections.
The framework for involvement of the legislative in labor relations is comparable in
Mexico and Brazil, as Mexico has an equivalent, although less extensive tripartite labor judicial
system comprised of conciliation and arbitration boards. The concept of labor boards in Mexico
was first defined in Article 123 of the Constitution. However, the Constitution of 1917 is
ambiguous as to whether the labor boards are meant to function as actual courts or as a mediating
institution whose main role is that of reconciling the interests of capital and labor. The
6
7
8

Martínez Barrera, Blas. 2007. Interview by author. Puebla, Puebla, Mexico, October 17.
Salazar, Francisco. 2007. Interview by author. Hermosillo, Sonora, Mexico, December 8.
Labor relations manager 1. 2007. Interview by author. São Bernardo do Campo, São Paulo, Brazil, July 5.
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Constitution is also not clear on whether the character of this institution is permanent or
temporary. These aspects are left to be defined by local laws.
In the years following the Constitution of 1917, there were several public debates
surrounding the labor boards. The main issue was whether labor courts should fall under the
executive or the judiciary branches of government. Ultimately, the conciliation and arbitration
boards came to depend on the executive branch. The state’s ability to control the implementation
of the labor-friendly aspects of Mexican labor legislation and the level of protection of business
interests have been amplified by the labor courts’ ascription to the executive branch (Bensusán
2000: 138-142).
Through the reform of Article 123 of the Constitution in 1929, it was specified which
industrial sectors’ labor conflicts would be processed through the local labor boards9 and which
ones—those deemed to be of national interest—would be processed through the federal
conciliation and arbitration board.10 Regardless of the nature of economic activity, a union that
represents workers from more than one state will automatically be under federal jurisdiction
(Zazueta and De la Peña 1984).
Labor boards today handle most labor relations matters, including union registration,
enforcement of contract provisions, elections to determine which union holds title to the
collective agreement,11 strikes, and individual and collective grievances and disputes. While the
local boards handle union registration in local jurisdictions, unions under federal jurisdiction
need to register with the STPS (Middlebrook 1995).
In the Mexican case, the labor boards have been a contested feature of the labor system
because their existence and functioning may explain in part the disconnect between the legal
provisions favorable to labor and the reality of the Mexican labor movement. Many
shortcomings of the system derive from the implementation of the law, as several of the controls
on labor were—and continue to be—implemented through decisions of the labor boards.
Relatedly, as there is a government representative on each labor board, and since the
union representative has tended to be from a pro-government union, labor boards rarely make

9

The local labor boards depend on the executive at the local level.
The federal conciliation and arbitration board depends on the executive at the federal level.
11
These elections are very controversial in practice as they are mostly performed through a public recounting of workers’ preferences in the presence of state and company representatives, with significant space for
pressure.
10
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decisions favoring competitors of the official unions. This perpetuates the cycle of state control
and marginalization of non-CT unions (Cook 2007).
In spite of the similar legal definition of the role of the state in labor relations in the two
countries, Mexican labor law has significantly more elements that are favorable to workers and
trade unions than Brazilian labor law.

Collective Bargaining
Increased cooperation between Brazilian labor centrals in the 2000s was centered on one
major project: national level collective bargaining. Although by 2007 this goal had not been
reached, the 2000s were characterized by extensive coordinated attempts to centralize collective
bargaining on part of unions affiliated with the two dominant labor centrals. Mexican labor
unions did not conduct a similar effort and their level of cooperation in the 1990s was low. This
section introduces the legal framework for collective bargaining in the two countries, with
historical references and a focus on the evolution of collective bargaining in the 1990s and
2000s.

Collective Bargaining in Brazil
The framework for collective bargaining in Brazil, which was set in the 1930s and
conserved in great part through the 2000s, was one meant to control labor, and to that end it was
based in part on a “divide and conquer” principle. The interactions among representative
organizations—unions, federations, and confederations—from different sectors were limited.
The original CLT outlined seven types of confederations. It did not provide for national
confederations encompassing different functional categories, nor did it permit direct links
between different types of unions.
Within this framework, collective bargaining never happened at a level that would cut
across economic sectors. Bargaining took place at the union level, as opposed to the firm level,
within economic sectors.
In practice, over the period spanning from the 1930s to the 1960s, direct negotiations
between employers and workers at the individual level were much more important than
collective bargaining in determining wages. The exception was the minimum wage, which was
determined by the President of the Republic. Although collective bargaining was present in the
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labor code, it was of secondary importance in the determination of wages. Collective bargaining
developed on a disaggregated basis, each union of each occupation and city in a different month
of the year, leading to a desynchronized and decentralized pattern of wage adjustment (Amadeo
and Camargo 2007: 28).
In 1965, a wage law was approved to control the rate of adjustment of all wages in the
formal sector of the economy. The law stipulated that all wages should be adjusted once a year.
The adjustment was calculated by the federal government. The formula used took into
consideration past and future estimated rates of inflation and the growth of GDP per capita for
the month established for collective bargaining. Different occupations in different regions of the
country conducted collective bargaining in different months. This law, coupled with the function
of arbitration in capital-labor disputes of the labor courts, became an important instrument of
control and coordination of the process of nominal wage adjustment in the Brazilian economy.
Because the CLT declared “invalid any clause of collective convention or agreement which,
directly or indirectly, goes against any disciplinary rule or prohibition of the government
economic policy or concerning the wage policy in force,” in the early days of the CLT, if a labor
union engaged in collective bargaining asked for a wage adjustment higher than what was
determined by the wage policy, the employer or the employer’s union would appeal to the labor
courts, calling a “dissídio” (dispute). As the labor courts would automatically apply the wage law
to the collective dispute, the rate of adjustment in collective bargaining was in fact entirely
controlled by the government (Amadeo and Camargo 2007: 30)12. This procedure is so deeply
ingrained in the collective memory that to this day, although “dissídios” are increasingly rare,
labor unions and workers often refer to the collective bargaining process as a “dissídio.”
In the model described above, despite the desynchronization of collective bargaining, the
government was able to tightly coordinate and control the rate of adjustments of nominal wages.
This model started to change in the 1970s. With the return to democratic rule on one hand and
increasing labor market flexibility on the other hand, collective bargaining became more
important and it started to increasingly encompass issues beyond wage adjustment. Some of the
new issues addressed were working conditions—including work rhythm and intensity and
authoritarianism in the firm and on the shop-floor—overtime, and workers’ representation in the

12

In individual contracts, the nominal wages could be above the determinations of the wage law. However,
in collective agreements and conventions, the wage law was the base for the adjustments.
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workplace. The metalworkers from the ABC region were the first to bring these issues to the
collective bargaining agenda.
After the strikes of 1978-1979, the government reduced the wage adjustment period from
one year to six months and modified the wage policy so as to leave to the realm of collective
bargaining the calculation and distribution of gains in productivity. As the only parameter for
arbitration was the law, when the dispute arrived at the labor courts, the productivity gains could
be decided independently by the judge, without the government control of previous years. Thus,
the rate of adjustment determined by the government formula became a floor for wage
adjustments, with the ceiling being determined by the relative power of workers’ and employers’
unions in the collective bargaining process and by the will of the judge in the arbitration
procedures.
As the importance of collective bargaining increased, workers’ unions changed their
strategies so as to increase their power at the bargaining table. In the absence of explicit rules
defining the level of aggregation of bargaining, some occupations were able to conduct collective
bargaining at the national level—financial and electrical sector workers—and, at the same time,
maintained additional bargaining at plant level as well. The aggregate bargaining defined the
floor adjustments, which could be improved at the plant level (Amadeo and Camargo 2007: 3839). This is the model of bargaining that the metalworkers are currently pursuing. When this
strategy was not possible, unions bargained at the state or at the plant level, where the dispute
could be resolved through the signing of agreements between a worker union and a firm (Cappa
2002).
While the mandatory union tax and the monopoly of representation principle were
maintained under the Constitution of 1988, government controls of union activity were reduced.
Article 80 of the 1988 Constitution states that “the law cannot require any authorization from
the state to establish unions […] being the Public Authorities forbidden to interfere or intervene
in the union organization” (Amadeo and Camargo 2007: 40-41). Thus, the new constitution
tended to reinforce the previously discussed scenario.
By the end of the 1980s, a level of relative centralization characterized the process.
Similar to the organizational developments, collective bargaining underwent a period of
decentralization in the 1990s. The business actors played an important role in this process of
decentralization. They prevented the formalization of a single collective bargaining agreement
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per economic sector that could serve as a reference for subsequent negotiations at the firm level,
be applicable for all the subcategories of an economic sector, and exercise influence on the wage
negotiations of other economic sectors.
In the 1990s, government initiatives promoted a model of flexible remuneration. As part
of this model, negotiations for profit-sharing were introduced. These negotiations occur at the
plant level and they are led on the workers’ side not by the labor union, but by a commission for
profit-sharing, a group of workers selected specifically to conduct these negotiations. In practice,
the labor union usually controls these commissions. Some scholars (Cook 2007, Amorim 2007)
interpret the firm-level negotiations for profit-sharing as an indicator of decentralization of
collective bargaining. However, while the recently-introduced notion of profit-sharing is an
important component of worker remunerations negotiated at the most decentralized level, wage
negotiations still occur primarily above the plant level.
This study distinguishes three key phases in the history of collective bargaining in Brazil:


strong state oversight, relatively centralized collective bargaining (pre-1990s)



diminished state oversight, decentralization of collective bargaining (1990s)



diminished state oversight, recentralization of collective bargaining (2000s)

In the 2000s, unions affiliated with CUT and FS started to sit at the same negotiation table in
the collective bargaining process. Joint collective bargaining between unions affiliated with the
two labor centrals has often broken down half-way with final collective bargaining agreements
signed separately—although the terms of the agreements are extremely similar if not the same.
Yet the fact that unions affiliated with the two formerly rival labor centrals would agree to start
the process together is an indicator of increased cooperation, as this would have been
inconceivable in the 1990s.
Moreover, in the 2000s there has been an already partly-successful push to move all
collective bargaining—across subcategories and across labor central clusters—to the same month
of the year. By 2007, the coordination of bargaining dates had been achieved primarily at the
state level, with the explicit goal of agreeing on a common month for collective bargaining for
metalworkers at the national level, as a step towards national level collective bargaining.
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Collective Bargaining in Mexico
Although the law allows for bargaining at the plant, company, or even sectoral level,
collective bargaining in Mexico takes place primarily at the firm level. Industry-wide law
contracts are only valid if signed by the Labor Ministry, which in practice rarely happens. When
conflicts arise, the state intervenes through the conciliation and arbitration boards, as discussed
above, and by declaring strikes non-existent (O’Connell 1999).
In spite of the prevalence of firm-level collective bargaining, historically the degree of
centralization has been relatively high among CTM unions, due to a high degree of coordination
and discipline. Because most unions in Mexico—including most auto workers’ unions—are
affiliated with the CTM, the entire collective bargaining system may be characterized as having
been historically centralized. However, in the current decade, a process of decentralization
within the CTM has also resulted in a decentralizing tendency in collective bargaining. For the
purposes of this study, two phases in the history of collective bargaining are particularly
relevant:


Strong state oversight, relatively centralized collective bargaining (pre 2000s)



Strong state oversight, decentralization of collective bargaining (2000s)

The state oversight is manifested not only through the conciliation and arbitration boards and
interventions in strikes, but also through the necessity of state approval to register a union, and
the discretionary use of this prerogative.
When collective bargaining is initiated, it is typical in Mexico for unions to apply for a
strike (“emplazamiento a huelga”). Although in most cases a strike application does not lead to a
strike, it is used for traditional reasons as a bargaining tool and to ensure that, should a conflict
arise and should the union decide to call a strike, the risk that the state may declare the strike
non-existed is minimized.
In the second half of the 2000s, in some states in the North such as Sonora, the state
governments agreed with the state-level CTM confederation that CTM-affiliated unions would
no longer submit a strike application in the beginning of the collective bargaining process. The
reason invoked was that potential investors verify statistics describing the number of strikes as
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well as the number of strike applications, and a lower number on both counts would contribute to
making the state a more attractive investment location.
Mexico also exhibits the problematic proliferation of protection contracts, a particular
instance of the inability of Mexican unions to properly utilize the autonomy granted by the legal
framework. While laws governing internal union activities formally support union autonomy, the
lack of regulations on the conduct of union elections or on member approval of collective
bargaining agreements has meant that, in a legal context presumably enabling union democracy,
union elections are often undemocratic and unions are often under-representative of their
members. Moreover, the lack of regulation—combined with the composition and actions of the
labor boards—have also enabled the spread of protection contracts, predominant in the
maquiladora sector and in many small enterprises. Protection contracts refer to ghost unions that
arrange collective bargaining agreements without the workers’ knowledge, provide the minimum
protection required by law, and are rarely updated. A potential challenger has to undergo a recount although, as explained above, re-counts are rarely successful (Bouzas Ortiz 2003: 97-115;
Cook 2007; De la Garza 1991).

Labor Law Reform in Brazil
Up until the installation of a democratic regime in 1985, Brazil’s labor administration
exhibited considerable institutional continuity. The new democratic government led by José
Sarney professed to be fundamentally concerned with promoting the welfare of the Brazilian
working classes. Indeed, during the critical democratic transition, the Brazilian labor movement
was able to obtain some important favorable provisions in the labor law. The new legislation that
was drafted under the Sarney administration and the new Constitution of 1988 promoted a series
of important reforms. Nevertheless, many core elements of the CLT remained unchanged.
Of the steps that were undertaken in the 1980s, an important one was the government’s
acknowledgment of the multisectoral national labor centrals and initiation of a dialogue with the
leadership of the centrals; despite the lack of legal criteria for the recognition of labor centrals
(the CLT expressly prohibited such organizations). Over the following years, the labor centrals
grew increasingly powerful politically. However, it was not until two decades later, in 2007, that
they gained official, legal recognition.
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The Sarney era legislation on collective bargaining promoted autonomous wage
negotiations and removed mandatory state arbitration and ratification. State sanction was no
longer required to formalize collective bargaining agreements, and the principals could choose
their arbitrators. Wage negotiations could involve unions, federations, or confederations
independently or together, depending on the organization and degree of vertical integration of
each sector.
The main provisions of the 1988 constitutional reform favoring workers included reduced
state intervention in labor relations. Unions no longer needed to be registered by the state. State
intervention in internal union affairs was removed. Unions were granted the right to strike and
the right to organize workers in public administration. Job security was established for union
leaders and candidates for union office. Retired union members were permitted to vote and run
for office. In addition, the maximum workweek was reduced from 48 to 44 hours and profit
sharing was encouraged (Smith 1995; Amadeo and Camargo 2007; Cook 2007).
In spite of these significant reforms, most of the pillars of the system of corporatist labor
relations stayed in place: the monopoly of representation principle, the mandatory union tax, the
extralegality of labor centrals, and the labor court system (albeit with a reduced scope).
The strength of the Brazilian labor movement by the critical democratic transition decade
of the 1980s enabled it to obtain some favorable provisions in the labor law. In the 1990s, the
government pursued labor flexibility, but toward the end of the 1990s the labor movement was
able to stall and even to reverse some flexibility reforms, particularly those affecting unions. By
the mid-2000s, labor reform initiatives began to shift back toward a focus on labor rights and
worker protection (Cook 2007).
In 2003, under the first Lula administration, all labor centrals were called to participate in
a National Labor Forum to draft a proposal for labor reform. By March 2004, the forum
completed a first round of discussions and produced a first draft of a proposal for reform of labor
laws targeting collective rights. The proposal included the creation of a National Council for
Labor Relations, a tripartite body with the primary function of proposing and evaluating public
policy in the realm of labor relations and two bipartite chambers—labor-state and businessstate—with the function of addressing appeals to official union recognition decisions and
mediating conflicts of representation. It also called for official recognition of the labor centrals,
abolishment of the monopoly of representation principle and gradual abolishment of the
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mandatory union tax (Reforma Sindical 2004). However, five years later the reform proposal had
still not passed.13
The previously discussed legal changes and reform proposals notwithstanding, the most
impressive development in the Brazilian labor movement remains Brazilian labor actors’
capacity of adaptation and evolution despite the persistence of legal elements that are
unfavorable to workers and trade unions.

Labor Law Reform in Mexico
While other Latin American countries suppressed labor rights under authoritarian
governments and adopted labor protections under democratic ones, Mexico’s pro-worker labor
legislation held up under seven decades of rule by the PRI.
Mexico was one of the first Latin American countries to commit to structural economic
reform, including trade liberalization, and sign the North American Free Trade Agreement
(NAFTA) in 1993. Nevertheless, these economic and political changes were not accompanied by
significant modifications in the labor law—unlike other Latin American countries that attempted,
and in some cases succeeded at rendering their labor laws more flexible. If Brazil did not
implement a significant body of reforms to its labor legislation, Mexico implemented even fewer
labor law reforms. Nevertheless, the Mexican labor movement is far from being able to take full
advantage of its labor-friendly institutional framework.
Much like in Brazil, labor law reform has been a hot topic of discussion in Mexico in
recent years. Business actors are the main agents pushing for reform. At the same time, however,
reform is also demanded by left labor actors, along with scholars and labor lawyers. They
propose a reduction in the role of the state in labor relations. In addition, the progressive actors
emphasize the importance of responding appropriately to the new economic and political realities
of NAFTA and neoliberal restructuring and the need to ameliorate the disconnect between law
and reality.
The National Development Plan for 1995-2000 of PRI president Ernesto Zedillo set the
tone for a change in labor law and labor relations based on consensus. In 1996, a public
document was issued, “Principles of the New Employment Culture.” This document did not
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In 2007, the labor centrals were officially recognized, after almost three decades of marked political
presence outside the official structure.
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reflect legal changes but was a statement of purpose on the part of government and business
actors to increase flexibility and to achieve further labor acquiescence— “labor peace” —a
concept that continues to be discussed and sought after today.
The Partido Acción Nacional (National Action Party, PAN) and the Partido de la
Revolución Democrática (Democratic Revolution Party, PRD) in 1998 submitted to Congress
their own proposals of labor law reform. Neither of the proposals passed. In December 2002, a
group of deputies presented the “Abascal Project.” This project was a package of labor law
reform initiatives inspired by Carlos Abascal, former representative of an employer union and
Secretary of Labor and Social Welfare under the PAN administration of President Fox.
Interestingly, not unlike the meetings for discussion of union and labor law reform initiated
during the first Lula mandate in Brazil—discussions that called on labor representatives
associated with a variety of labor centrals—the reform proposal known as the “Abascal Project”
in Mexico was supposed to be the result of discussions taking place within the “Central Table of
Decisions” commission. This organization started out including eleven employer and eleven
labor representatives, three of which were from the Unión Nacional de Trabajadores (National
Workers’ Union, UNT)—a small labor central outside the CT—and the rest from the CT unions.
However, the UNT withdrew from the commission before the proposal was drafted. In October
2002, the UNT, together with the PRD, presented its own reform proposal to Congress. New
versions of these proposals were put forth in the subsequent years, yet none of them passed.
Mexican labor relations continue to operate in an institutional context based largely on
laws dating back to 1917 and 1931, laws that were extremely favorable to labor for that era,
many of which can still be considered favorable to labor today. In practice however, the
implementation of these laws is hindered, in part by the continuing prevalent role of the state in
labor relations, and by the imbalance within the labor movement between the CT and the non-CT
unions, perpetuated by the feeble political ties of the non-CT segment.14

Old Laws, New Politics: Circumventing Legal Challenges
The overview of labor law reforms in Brazil and Mexico has shown that some partial
reforms have been implemented, and that there have been proposals for more comprehensive
reforms. However, these proposals have not yet materialized. In effect, the pillars of the old
14
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corporatist structure—the monopoly of representation principle, the mandatory union tax, the
extralegality of labor centrals, and the labor courts—continue in place in Brazil. Nevertheless,
Brazilian unions have built strategies to sidestep challenges posed by these elements of the labor
code. This section addresses each of these four legal elements and the strategies that Brazilian
unions have used to circumvent them, with specific examples from the metalworkers’ unions that
represent auto workers.

Sidestepping the Monopoly of Representation Principle
Although Brazilian unions—especially left unions—have long been denouncing the
monopoly of representation principle as undemocratic and thus undesirable, in practice they have
been able to take advantage of the protective side of this old corporatist tool. Once a union is in
place at the municipal level, it is very difficult for another union to compete for representation
rights in the same sector in that municipality. This has enabled Brazilian unions to ensure
continuity and accumulate strategic knowledge, and thus to become stronger actors vis-à-vis
business and the state.
In the case of Brazil, in addition to the continuity benefits that unions may be able to
derive from the monopoly of representation principle, there are also instances in which they have
sidestepped it, as illustrated by the example of the metalworkers’ parallel confederations and
federations discussed below.

The Beginning of the End of the Principle of Monopoly of Representation: Confederations
The auto workers have often been at the forefront of the labor movement in Brazil. One
of these instances of pioneering actions has been the implementation of new strategies that defy
the monopoly of representation principle.
Of the seven sectoral categories of the original CLT framework, metalworkers15 fell
under “industry.” Therefore, at the national level the Confederação Nacional dos Trabalhadores
na Indústria (National Confederation of Industry Workers, CNTI) represented metalworkers. In
the 1930s and 1940s, when the seven occupational categories corresponding to economic sectors
were defined, the size of the industrial sector in Brazil was small. In the beginning of the 1960s,
the growth of the industrial sector based on durable consumption goods and on the mechanical
15

The current sectoral category that comprises auto workers.
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and metal subsectors—and the high concentration of these subsectors in the state of São Paulo—
created conditions for the appearance of active unions representing individuals such as
metalworkers, and chemical and electric workers. This flourishing of subsectoral unions
happened under the populist pro-workers government of João Goulart. The military coup of 1964
brought along anti-worker policies, but the continuing process of industrialization ensured the
continuing existence of subsectoral unions (Amadeo and Camargo 2007: 29). The metalworkers
were the first to push for their own organizations within the structure; other economic subsectors
followed.16
The Confederação Nacional dos Trabalhadores Metalúrgicos (National Confederation of
Metalworkers, CNTM) was created in 1985 and legally recognized by President Sarney in 1988.
In 1989, the CUT labor central created an internal department of metalworkers within the central,
meant to represent all metalworkers whose unions were affiliated with CUT. In 1992, the
department turned into the Confederação Nacional dos Metalúrgicos da Central Única dos
Trabalhadores (National Confederation of Metalworkers affiliated with the Single Workers’
Central, CNM/CUT), a confederation parallel to the already existing CNTM. From this point
onwards, in practice CNM/CUT proceeded to represent all metalworkers’ unions in Brazil
affiliated with CUT, while CNTM would represent most other metalworker unions—most of
them affiliated with FS, but some affiliated with other labor centrals.17

The Beginning of the End of the Principle of Monopoly of Representation: Federations
By 2007 there were seven metalworkers federations affiliated with CNM/CUT. Most of
them were at the state level, with the exception of the inter-state federation representing
metalworkers in the states of Santa Catarina and Paraná. Some of these federations were the
official “single” federations of the respective states. Others existed parallel to the official
federations. In 2005, when CNTM recognized CNM/CUT, the official state federation—the
Federation of Metalworkers of the state of São Paulo affiliated with FS—also recognized the
Federação dos Sindicatos Metalúrgicos da CUT, São Paulo (Federation of Metalworkers’ Unions
Affiliated with CUT, São Paulo, FEM/CUT).
16

Alimentation, textile, construction, urban, extractive, rubber artifacts, leather artifacts, chemical and
pharmaceutical, paper, graphic, glass, jewelry, musical instruments and toys, cinema, and craftwork.
17
Currently there are a few metalworkers’ unions that in practice do not associate with either CNM/CUT or
CNTM.
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The functioning of parallel federations and confederations, and the recognition offered to
these parallel entities in 2005 illustrate a defiance of the monopoly of representation principle
and therefore a successful strategy to overstep challenging elements of the labor code.

Sidestepping the Mandatory Union Tax
Some of the stronger CUT unions—in particular the ABC Metalworkers’ Union—
obtained a preliminary verdict stating that workers at companies represented by the respective
union did not have to pay the government-mandated universal union tax.18 Based on this verdict,
only workers who were union members paid a monthly union membership fee. The ABC
Metalworkers’ Union obtained this preliminary verdict in 1997 and acted in accordance with it
until 2007, when the preliminary verdict was overturned by the Federal Supreme Court and the
union had to revert back to the collection of the mandatory union tax. In 2008, the union decided
to compensate workers for the mandatory union tax by not collecting union fees from members
for the months of March and April (Tribuna Metalúrgica do ABC: 2008).

Sidestepping the Extralegality of Labor Centrals
By the early 1990s, in spite of being confined to illegality, there were already two labor
centrals in existence. The 1980s was a decade of intense union militancy and the labor centrals.
The missing top of the official Brazilian union structure comprising unions, federations, and
confederations across sectors, were important engines behind labor mobilization —especially
CUT. Part of their motivation was the employers’ refusal to negotiate with workers’
representatives,19 but beyond that, the labor centrals had greater national platforms, ideologywise they operated in a manner similar to political parties. In the transition to democracy that
was underway in the mid 1980s, the labor centrals played the role of “the left.” The PT at the
time was much less relevant than were the labor centrals. Starting in the 1990s, labor centrals
stopped playing this role—in part due to rising unemployment, and in part because the
democratization process had been completed.20

18

The union tax mandated by the government is meant to be collected from union members and non-union
members alike.
19
Marinho, Luiz. 2007. São Paulo, São Paulo, Brazil, July 13.
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Comin, Álvaro. 2007. Interview by author. São Paulo, São Paulo, Brazil, February 13.
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Even in the aftermath of the democratization process, labor centrals in Brazil continued to
hold political power throughout the 1990s and into the 2000s. Although in practice they were
recognized as an interlocutor by both state and business actors and they ceased to be illegal, the
labor centrals maintained an extralegal status until gaining official recognition in 2008. One of
the implications of their prolonged extralegality was the lack of direct access to funding deriving
from the mandatory union tax. However, they obtained financial resources through the affiliated
unions and, in some cases, federations and confederations and were extremely involved in
coordinating their affiliates, providing training and support to member unions as well as to
opposition group sympathizers, and continuing to be politically active in spite of their reduced
role compared to the 1980s.
The powerful presence of the labor centrals in spite of their extralegal status is possibly
the best example of Brazilian unions sidestepping legal constraints, and the first such instance to
gain official recognition. Most of the items in the comprehensive labor reform proposal drafted
during the first Lula administration have still not passed. However, one major reform included in
that proposal has passed: the legalization of the labor centrals.21
Starting in 2007, in anticipation of the legalization of labor centrals based on specific
requirements regarding the number of affiliates and the financial resources directed to the labor
centrals in the aftermath of legalization, a re-organization took place within the Brazilian labor
movement. In July 2007, a new labor central was formed, the União Geral dos Trabalhadores
(General Union of Workers, UGT), by the unification of Central Autônoma dos Trabalhadores
(Autonomous Workers’ Central, CAT), Confederação Geral dos Trabalhadores (General
Confederation of Workers, CGT), Social Democracia Sindical (Social Union Democracy, SDS),
and Grupo dos Independentes (Independents’ Group, GI), a mixed group of unions, some of
which were previously affiliated with FS, some with CUT, some with Nova Central (New
Central, NC), and some that had never been affiliated with any labor centrals. The groups that
split off from FS and CUT were mainly following a leader seeking a higher-ranking leadership
position that the new central could provide. CAT, CGT, and SDS were interested in a position of
relative influence under an umbrella organization that would provide them with direct access to
the resources destined to labor centrals under the new law. In spite of this re-organization of the
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labor movement, CUT and FS lost a relatively small number of affiliated unions and continued to
be the two main actors in the Brazilian labor movement.
The legalization of the labor centrals could constitute a first step in series of reforms
targeting old corporatist pillars of the Brazilian labor relations system. It certainly indicates that,
when the legal framework no longer corresponds to reality, persistent action in the desired
direction—especially under a propitious constellation of political factors—can lead to
institutional change.

Conclusion
While both countries have experienced an extensive circulation of reform proposals that
have not materialized into major labor reforms, the Brazilian labor movement has developed
strategies to overcome the challenges of its institutional framework, while the Mexican labor
movement has been limited in its ability to apply the advantageous specifications of its
comparatively more labor-friendly legal framework.
Labor institutions in Brazil and Mexico are the result of the historical process of labor
incorporation into the two polities. Mexico followed a model of party incorporation of labor
(Collier and Collier [1991] 2002: 196-250). All throughout the period that the PRI—the party
through which labor was incorporated—was in power, the unions that were controlled by the PRI
were de facto controlled by the state. State control of the unions was enhanced by the
dependence of the conciliation and arbitration boards on the executive branch of government.
Since the 1980s and increasingly so through the 1990s and the current decade, the power of the
state in the realm of labor relations and the state’s strong support for business have effectively
prevented a full and true implementation of the labor-friendly aspects of the Mexican labor laws.
Since the 1970s, there have been several instances of unions and union factions
attempting to establish an independent union movement in Mexico. However, all these efforts
were defeated—and the independent unions that did survive were marginalized—in spite of the
apparent generosity with which the Constitution had recognized the free exercise of collective
rights. In trying to explain this paradox, Bensusán (2000: 17-18) focuses on the process by which
the originally high levels of worker protection were adapted in Mexico to the demands of
capitalist development and the role that union corporatism played in this adaptation.
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Cook (2007) argues that Mexico’s model of party incorporation of labor had a deep
impact on the labor environment throughout the decades of PRI rule. The state-sanctioned labor
unions and labor centrals that were officially incorporated into the PRI were given access to state
resources—including directly through political positions of influence— and a monopoly of
worker representation. In exchange, they would control union members and guarantee the votes
of their members in support of the ruling party. As early as the 1980s and more pronouncedly
into the 1990s, as Mexico started undergoing a process of intense economic restructuring and
adopting neoliberal policies with economic liberalization underway, the PRI-incorporated
unions, which dominated—and continue to dominate—the Mexican labor movement, tended to
restrain wage demands and allow for considerable functional flexibility. Beginning in the 1980s,
the corporatist arrangements changed significantly from the conditions under which the state—
which at the time was identified with the ruling party, the PRI—controlled the unions and
through them the workers, in exchange for which unions and workers were granted certain
benefits. Workers instead got the short end of the deal as their benefits started to decrease while
the absence of a full autonomous and transparent system of union representation helped lead to
an imbalance in the distribution of costs of the transition to a new development model. Bensusán
(2000: 18) concludes that it was not just the political system, but also the statist, authoritarian
and corporatist judicial system operating in a context of an extremely fragile Rule of Law that
led to a labor model of “corporatist flexibility.”
I recognize the importance of the model of labor incorporation along with the flaws of the
judicial system and the context in which the laws were applied—one of prevalence of the
executive over the judicial branch and of pervasive state control derived at least in part from the
old corporatist arrangements. The structure of the Mexican labor movement, with a single
dominant labor central, was a function of these historical processes. Moreover, the
decentralization of the CTM in the 2000s and the ensuing decrease in cooperation within the
CTM in particular and in the Mexican labor movement in general have to be understood in light
of the position that the CTM had held within the one-party Mexican state prior to 2000.
Nevertheless, there are additional variables that explain the divergent evolution of the Brazilian
and Mexican labor movements. In particular, the capacity of the Brazilian labor unions to
circumvent the monopoly of representation principle, the mandatory union tax, and the
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extralegality of labor centrals was a factor that facilitated increased cooperation in the Brazilian
labor movement in the 2000s.
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Abstract
This paper examines why, in light of the People’s Republic of China’s rising influence in the postCold War era and the early twenty-first century, the Bill Clinton, George W. Bush, and Barack
Obama administrations have consistently pursued strategic ambiguity as the U.S. Taiwan Strait
policy. That approach has entailed Washington to provide Taiwan with the means to defend itself
against Chinese coercion and remain militarily prepared to come to Taiwan’s assistance if
necessary. On the other hand, it seeks to sustain Beijing’s belief that the United States does not
support Taiwanese independence and remains open to the possibility of a peaceful reunification
under the “one China” rubric. The U.S. has insisted on a peaceful resolution of the cross-strait
conflict. But, the puzzle raised is that a peaceful outcome may also be attained through a
“strategic clarity” posture. The main argument stresses that while domestic politics matters in the
shaping of U.S. Taiwan Strait policy, strategic ambiguity has been chosen and implemented
because of American leaders’ liberal interests in the Taiwan Strait. Those interests rest on (1)
engaging China to promote its economic and political liberalization, and (2) hedging against
Beijing’s potential aggressive impulse by defending Taiwan’s de-facto autonomy and democracy
which could be conducive to the PRC’s political transformation in the future. Strategic ambiguity,
in short, helps to maintain a healthy balance in the interim and fosters a non-coercive and
consensual resolution of the cross-strait tension.
Key Words: Strategic ambiguity, Pivotal deterrence, Engagement, Hedging, Two-level game, U.S.
liberal interests

Research Question and Main Argument
This paper seeks to explain why, in light of China’s emerging global influence in the
post-Cold War era and the early twenty-first century, the Bill Clinton, George W. Bush, and
Barack Obama administrations have consistently pursued a policy of strategic ambiguity to cope
with the Taiwan Strait conflict. Indeed, American leaders have walked “a fine line between, on
the one hand, the legal obligation to provide Taiwan with the means to defend itself against
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Chinese coercion and to remain militarily prepared to come to Taiwan’s assistance if necessary,
and, on the other hand, the need to sustain Beijing’s belief that the United States does not support
Taiwan’s independence and remains open to the possibility of a peaceful reunification (Swaine
2011, 85-86).”1
Essentially, Washington has long adamantly insisted, in the three U.S.-PRC Joint
Communiqués of 1972, 1978, and 1982, the Taiwan Relations Act of 1979, and the Six
Assurances of 1982, that cross-strait conflict must be resolved through a consensual and noncoercive process (Hickey 1988; Nathan 2000; Romberg 2003; Bush 2004). But, the puzzle
raised is that a peaceful resolution could also be settled through an American “strategic clarity”
position which may include opting out of the Taiwan Strait conflict; persuading Taipei to accept
Beijing’s peaceful reunification plan; or simply providing clearer and more absolute defense
commitments to Taiwan under all circumstances (Tucker 2005, 205-211; Bush 2005, 258-264).
For example, to counterbalance against a rising China, the United States could use its military
superiority to strengthen its defense support for Taiwan even if the latter decides to declare
independence. However, while this course of action could convince Beijing of America’s
resolve in assisting Taiwan and to accept the island’s permanent separation, it also runs the high
risk of triggering an all-out war between U.S. and the PRC, thus bringing irreparable harms to
their long-term relations.2
1

See also Thomas Christensen, “The Contemporary Security Dilemma: Deterring a Taiwan Conflict,” The
Washington Quarterly 25, no. 4 (Autumn 2002), pp. 7-8. For a thorough and in-depth treatment of America’s
involvement in postwar China affairs and the origins of Taiwan Strait conflict, see also Tang Tsou, America’s
Failure in China, 1941-1950 (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1963); Herbert Feis, The China Tangle
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1972); Alexander George and Richard Smoke, Deterrence in American
Foreign Policy (New York: Columbia University Press, 1974), pp. 285-287; Michael Schaller, The U.S. Crusade in
China, 1938-1945(New York: Columbia University Press, 1979); Dorothy Borg and Waldo Heinrichs, eds.,
Uncertain Years: Chinese-American Relations, 1947-1950 (New York: Columbia University Press, 1980); Nancy
Tucker, Patterns in the Dust: Chinese-American Relations and the Recognition Controversy, 1949-1950 (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1983); Gordon Chang, “To the Nuclear Brink: Eisenhower, Dulles, and the QuemoyMatsu Crisis,” International Security, 12, no. 4, (Spring 1988), pp. 96-123; June Grasso, Truman’s Two-China
Policy, 1948-1950 (New York: M.E. Sharpe, 1987); Harry Harding, A Fragile Relationship: The United States and
China since 1972 (Washington DC: The Brookings Institution Press, 1992); Robert Accinelli, Crisis and
Commitment: United States Policy toward China, 1950-1955 (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press,
1996); Michael Sheng, Battling Western Imperialism: Mao, Stalin, and the United States (New Jersey: Princeton
University Press, 1997); Chen Jian, Mao’s China & the Cold War (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina
Press, 2001); Nancy Tucker, Strait Talk: United States –Taiwan Relations and the Crisis with China (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 2009); Warren Cohen, America’s Response to China (New York: Columbia University
Press, 2010); Robert Sutter, U.S.-China Relations: Perilous Past, Pragmatic Present (Lanham, MD: Rowman &
Littlefield Publishers, 2010).
2
See Thomas Christensen, who writes that “On core sovereignty issues for China such as Taiwan…the perceived
balance of interests may be much more important than the balance of power.” Hence, if China is “backed into a
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In contrast, since Taiwan has always been a major flash point in Sino-American
relationship, supporting reunification or demonstrating a firmer opposition against Taiwanese
independence could be a viable option for Washington to better and consolidate its ties with
Beijing (Romberg 2003, 14; Wachman 2007, 114; Tucker 2009, 1). Certainly, abandoning
Taiwan may appear appeasing to an authoritarian power and place America’s credibility to other
Asian allies in jeopardy (Tucker and Glaser 2011, 32-33). But, if international politics is about
interactions of the great powers, then the costs of sacrificing a smaller ally may be less than the
benefits of maintaining stable relations among the major states (Waltz 1979, 97). For instance,
Charles Glaser argues, “A crisis over Taiwan could fairly easily escalate to nuclear war…. Given
such risks, the United States should consider backing away from its commitment to Taiwan. This
would remove the most obvious and contentious flash point between the United States and China
and smooth the way for better relations between them in decades to come (Glaser 2011, 87).”3
One most widely cited explanation for America’s strategic ambiguity policy is the
domestic politics perspective which stresses that Washington’s “even-handed” approach toward
Taipei and Beijing results from the competing balance of interests and demands of the pro-PRC
business lobbies and the congressional critics and societal groups which are hostile toward
China’s human rights repressions, unfair trade and exchange rates policies, and emerging
security threats against the United States and other Asian allies including Taiwan, Japan, and
South Korea (Dumbaugh 2001; Mann 2001). Nonetheless, this latter faction consisted of human
rights groups, Taiwanese independence advocates, labor unions, and hawks in both the
Democratic and Republican Parties has gained stronger political ascendancy in recent years,
especially in response to China’s rising economic and military clouts (Swaine 2011, 313). Thus,
America’s Taiwan Strait position should be adjusted accordingly toward a more hardline

corner,” that U.S. firmly supports Taiwanese independence, then the PRC would not hesitate to fight against the
United States, even from a position of relative weakness. The goal is not to become as strong as the United States
but “how to become strong enough to hurt the United States” to delay and deter its intervention into the Taiwan
Strait conflict. See Thomas Christensen, “Posing Problems without Catching Up: China’s Rise and Challenges for
U.S. Security Policy,” International Security 25, no.4 (Spring 2001), pp. 5-40.
3
See also Nancy Tucker, who posits that “despite the potentially negative implications of peaceful reunification, one
benefit is overriding. The eradication of this flashpoint would instantly and overwhelmingly reduce frictions and the
risk of accidental clashes between Washington and Beijing. Unification would unquestionably affect some U.S.
interests adversely, but not nearly as much as would war between China and the United States.” Nancy Tucker, “If
Taiwan Chooses Unification, Should the United States Care?” The Washington Quarterly 25, no. 3 (Summer 2002),
p. 24.
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containing-China approach and a more supportive policy of Taiwan independence. Yet, this
shift has not occurred with the growing China-skeptic sentiments.
My main argument, therefore, building on the state-centric realist approach, posits that
while domestic congressional and interest groups politics do play important roles in shaping
American foreign policy,4 the management of security and military affairs remain the sole
prerogative of the president and his top executive branch officials. These principal state actors
tend to enjoy a “high degree of insulation from specific societal pressures and a set of formal and
informal obligations that charge them with furthering the nation’s general interests (Krasner
1978, 11).” Robert Gilpin also contends that “national security is and always will be the principal
concern of states (Gilpin 2001, 18).”5 Specifically, American central leaders are in favor of
strategic ambiguity because the policy resonates with their interpretation and understanding of
U.S. national security interests toward China and Taiwan. Those interests rest on two pillars: (1)
promoting China’s embrace of the liberal international political and economic norms and
regimes; and (2) defending Taiwan’s security and de-facto autonomy to safeguard the island’s
democracy which could serve as guidepost to the PRC’s political transformation. Therefore, the
United States could neither support PRC’s reunification with Taiwan nor back the island’s
unilateral push toward a formal independence, as they could lead to a rallying of Chinese
nationalist sentiments and the strengthening of the CCP’ ruling legitimacy.
Strategic ambiguity, in short, is an ambiguous means toward the unambiguous ends of
engaging China, promoting its political and economic liberalization, and creating a peaceful and
consensual resolution of the Taiwan Strait conflict. It is important to note that Beijing and
Taipei each perceives Washington’s ambivalent stance as opportunistic and calculating. While
the PRC views America as implicitly encouraging Taiwanese independence to keep China
divided and weak (Wachman 2007, 114-115; Hickey 2011, 235), Taiwan feels insecure that the
United States may sacrifice the island’s democratic and security interests to pacify Beijing
(Tucker 2009, 5-6). These mutual suspicions are likely to fuel misperceptions and escalate
4

On how international conditions and domestic political factors may interact to determine foreign policy, especially
in the realm of foreign economic policies, see Peter Katzenstein eds., Between Power and Plenty: Foreign Economic
Policies of Advanced Industrial States (Madison: The University of Wisconsin Press, 1978); Robert Putnam,
“Diplomacy and Domestic Politics: The Logic of Two Level Games,” International Organization 42, no. 3
(Summer 1988), pp. 427-460; Robert Keohane and Helen Milner, eds., Internationalization and Domestic Politics
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 1996); and Helen Milner, Interests, Institutions, and Information:
Domestic Politics and International Relations (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1997).
5
See also Robert Gilpin, War and Change in World Politics (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1981).
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conflicts which could plunge the United States, China, and Taiwan into a war that would be
highly detrimental to international and regional stability. Thus, the examination of Washington’s
national interests in pursuing strategic ambiguity would contribute to a clearer appreciation of
America’s intention and, hopefully, reduce miscalculations from both Taipei and Beijing in
managing cross-strait relations.
The next section briefly discusses how the Clinton, Bush, and Obama administrations
have, in following closely with America’s liberal images toward China, defined national interests
in terms of engaging the PRC to ensure its peaceful rise and to foster greater liberalization and
opening of China’s political system. Simultaneously, Washington must also hedge against
China’s potential revisionist behaviors and policies. The third section examines the theory of
pivotal deterrence and strategic ambiguity, showing how that policy has enabled the U.S. to
maintain peace and stability between Taipei and Beijing. This pattern is demonstrated in the
Taiwan Strait crises of 1995-96 and 2003-06. In a similar vein, the Obama White House, while
applauding the recent cross-strait rapprochement and closer economic interchange, has continued
U.S. arms sales commitments to Taiwan and signaled, during the island’s 2012 presidential
elections, its support for Ma Ying-jeou’s pledge in “no reunification, no independence, and no
use of force.” The fourth section demonstrates that despite challenges posed by congressional
pressure and domestic interests, all three administrations have shown unwavering adherence to
strategic ambiguity because it complements Washington’s overarching engagement policy
toward China. Finally, the fifth section summarizes and concludes.

America’s National Interests in a Liberal and Open China
America’s Images of China
The United States’ strategic culture or “liberal exceptionalism” has impelled leaders to
set foreign policies as either an internationalist crusade to transform “decadent aliens” in its own
image or, as a splendid isolationism, to simply avoid any interactions with those radical and
unintelligible forces.6 Indeed, more than a half century ago, Harold Isaacs provided a trenchant
and illuminating analysis about America’s perceptions of China:
6

For a detailed descriptions on how U.S. liberalism and Wilsonianism have served an important framework in
dictating foreign policy and grand strategies, see Louis Hartz, The Liberal Tradition in America (New York: HBJ
Book, 1955); William A. Williams, The Tragedy of American Diplomacy (New York: The World Publishing
Company, 1956); John Owen, Liberal Peace, Liberal War: American Politics and International Security (Ithaca:
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Thus, advancing or receding but somewhere always in view, our concepts of China have
included both a sense of almost timeless stability and almost unlimited chaos. Our
notions of Chinese traits have included sage wisdom and superstitious ignorance, great
strength and contemptible weakness, immovable conservatism and unpredictable
extremism, philosophic calm and explosive violence. Our emotions about the Chinese
have ranged between sympathy and rejection, parental benevolence and parental
exasperation, affection and hostility, love and a fear close to hate (Isaacs 1958, 64).

Notwithstanding the changing times and circumstances in Sino-U.S. relations, these “scratches”
have been deeply ingrained in the cognitive mindsets of U.S. policymakers (Cohen 2003, 25-30).
The underlying theme that connects these mixed “love-hate” feelings toward China is America’s
perpetual hope and failure to transform it into a modern democracy (Tucker 2003, 18-19).
Thus, in the turbulent twentieth century, Washington sought, though unsuccessfully, to
remake Chiang Kai-shek’s China into a strong, united, and democratic power. During Mao’s
radicalism between 1949 and 1972, America’s liberal dream for China vanished altogether and
was replaced by a sense of frustration and antagonism against a “red menace (Goh 2005, 1745).” Yet, the U.S. found solace in their support and protection of the “free China” on Taiwan
which later becomes a liberal democracy. The 1970s and 80s witnessed the thawing of hostility
between Washington and Beijing. Deng Xiaoping’s market liberalization reform resurrected the
old optimism toward China’s Open Door. However, negative images resumed soon after
Beijing’s brutal crackdown of the Tiananmen Square demonstrations on June 3-4, 1989, raising
attention to the PRC’s suppression of human rights and intransigence against democratization
(Mann 2003, 38-44).
Indeed, in the wake of the Soviet demise in the early 1990s, China’s rising stature has led
many in Washington to view the PRC as an emerging threat, requiring the United States to exert
more forceful response to “restrain and contain” Beijing’s potential foreign policy revisionism
Cornell University Press, 1997); Frank Ninkovich, The Wilsonian Century: U.S. Foreign Policy since 1900
(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1999); Jutta Weldes, Constructing the National Interests: The United
States and the Cuban Missile Crisis (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1999); Walter R. Mead, Special
Providence (New York: Routledge, 2002); Colin Dueck, Reluctant Crusaders: Power, Culture, and Change in
American Grand Strategy (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2006); Christopher Layne, The Peace of Illusions:
American Grand Strategy from 1940 to the Present (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2006); and G. John Ikenberry,
et al, eds., The Crisis of American Foreign Policy: Wilsonianism in the Twenty-First Century (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 2009).
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(Shambaugh 1996, 185). Chinese remarkable military modernization, increasing assertiveness in
territorial disputes in the East and South China Seas, and its sometimes belligerence toward
Taiwan, Japan, Vietnam, and India further reinforced the impression that China harbors
aggressive intent and bends toward regional hegemony that could be detrimental to U.S. national
interests in the Western Pacific (Sutter 2008, 47-48).
Meanwhile, attempting to assuage its regional neighbors and other concerned powers like
the United States and the European Union, Beijing, in the 1990s, began its “charm offensive”
and “good neighbor policy” to reach out to the international arena, to engage in multilateral and
regional institutions, and to cultivate better relations with other Asian states including Japan,
South Korea, and the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) (Yahuda 2011, 264313). Furthermore, the PRC president and CCP general secretary Hu Jintao has, in recent years,
underscored China’s “peaceful rise and harmonious development,” striving to enhance Beijing’s
pragmatic engagement in world affairs and creating mutually beneficial opportunities for China
and the United States and other countries (Goldstein 2005; Sutter 2008, 41; Zhao 2008, 20-42;
Wang 2011; Swaine 2011, 35-42).

The Engagement + Hedging Policy of Clinton, Bush, and Obama
In spite of Beijing’s initiatives to construct a benign outlook, the Tiananmen Square
massacre has “permanently affected the American psyche regarding China—i.e., one that
resonates with deeply held American beliefs about democracy and possibilities for political
reform (Garrison 2008, 142).” Domestic interest groups and congressional oppositions, both
Republicans and Democrats, which are critical about the PRC’s human rights record, repression
of religious freedom and ethnic minorities in Tibet and Xinjiang, foreign trade and exchange
rates policies, and military expansionism frequently targeted against the White House for being
overly conciliatory toward China. In a sense, “bashing China” has become both a moral
imperative and political expediency for the domestic political oppositions (Garrison 2008, 141;
Hathaway 2008, 64-65; Swaine 2011, 313-317).
Nonetheless, post-Cold War U.S. administrations have opted for an engagement approach
that aims to integrate China into “international rule-based regimes while at the same time
maintaining open channels to press bilateral national interests (Shambaugh 1996, 184).” The
emphasis on a constructive engagement, to be sure, does not mean that the United States is
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accommodating or conceding to Beijing’s activities that threaten the international order—quite
the opposite (Lieberthal 1995, 47). An engagement policy is a “non-coercive means to
ameliorate the non-status quo elements of a rising major power’s behavior [and] to ensure this
growing power is used in ways that are consistent with peaceful change in regional and global
order (Schweller 1999, 14).” An engagement policy can also be compared to a “Gulliver
strategy,” which is “designed to tie down aggressive, assertive, or other negative policy
tendencies of the other power through webs of interdependence in bilateral and multilateral
relationships (Sutter 2012, 132).” The United States aims to deepen cooperation with China but
believes that Beijing needs to “adjust its domestic and foreign policies in ways that will foster
long-term stability and growth at home, and will bolster stability in international economic and
political relations (Christensen 2009, 91).”
Thus, in order to constrain China’s potentially aggressive impulses and to shape its
interests and incentives conducive to peaceful and harmonious development, Washington also
practices “hedging,” that is maintaining American military, technological, and economic
superiority and to strengthen its alliance and partnerships with other Asian states (Sutter 2008,
8). The objective for America is to maximize its returns from engaging China while getting
ready for any risk contingencies that could develop from Beijing’s foreign policy behaviors. In
short, hedging is a strategy that “works for the best and prepares for the worst (Kuik 2008, 171).”
More importantly, this engagement + hedging approach offers the “greatest leverage to influence
the domestic evolution of Chinese society in a more liberal and open direction (Shambaugh
1996, 184).” Indeed, America’s national security interest clearly lies in “encouraging China’s
evolution toward a more politically tolerant, open, and diverse society, primarily via expanded
contacts with Western democracies and steady movement toward economic liberalization.”
Democracy promotion has been cited by many observers, including senior U.S. officials, as a
“primary or important goal underlying efforts at cooperative engagement with China since at
least the early 1990s (Swaine 2011, 29, 282).”
Consequently, While Bill Clinton lambasted his predecessor for cuddling the “butchers of
Beijing,” the Democratic president reversed his course in 1994 and sought to construct a
“strategic partnership” with Beijing to further “closer Chinese integration with the world
economic and political order (Sutter 2010, 108).” Despite a rocky start with Beijing in the first
few months of his administration, President George W. Bush soon eschewed his earlier “strategic
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competitor” campaign rhetoric about China and cultivated common grounds with the PRC
(Christensen 2009, 102). In fact, former deputy secretary of state Robert Zoellick urged Beijing,
in September 2005, to assume the role of a “responsible stakeholder” to share burdens and
coordinate its activities with the international community. Though serious frictions remain over
China’s human rights, trade and currency policies, and lack of transparency in military
modernization, significant progress in Sino-U.S. relations has been made in other fronts.
Washington and Beijing have deepened dialogues and cooperation in managing humanitarian
crises in Sudan, curbing North Korea’s and Iran’s nuclear ambitions, controlling global warming,
fighting terrorism, countering piracy off the Somali Coast, and restoring international economic
stability following the 2008 global financial crisis (Christensen 2009, 93-100). On the hedging
side of the equation, both the Clinton and Bush administrations also enhanced America’s
strategic and economic relations with other regional powers in Asia like Japan, India, Russia, and
the ASEAN countries (Sutter 2008, 55).
After assuming office in January 2009, the Obama administration has also given high
priority to the institutionalization of bilateral Strategic and Economic Dialogues and cultivation
of “positive, constructive, and comprehensive” relations with China (Bader 2012, 23). The
president welcomes “a strong, prosperous, and successful China that would play a stronger
leadership role on global issues,” stating clearly that the United States has no intention to contain
China, as was the case with the Soviet Union, both “because of the inherent differences between
those two nations and because of the hopelessness of pursuing such a policy toward a country
that was much more profoundly integrated into the global system (Bader 2012, 69).”7
In line with the engagement + hedging strategy, Obama’s China policy, as part of the
administration’s “Pacific pivot” or “rebalancing” strategy, rests on three pillars: (1) a
“welcoming approach to China’s emergence, influence, and legitimate expanded role; (2) a
resolve to see that its rise is consistent with international norms and law; and (3) an endeavor to
shape the Asia-Pacific environment to ensure that China’s rise is stabilizing rather than

7

For their part, however, Chinese officials obviously are repugnant about this engagement concept. Shambaugh
stresses, “That the implicit goal of engagement is to transform China’s international and domestic behavior based on
rules and norms largely set by Western nations and organizations is not lost on the Chinese. The Chinese leadership,
Foreign Ministry, military, and international relations institutes strongly suspect that engagement is merely a ‘soft
containment’ or ‘peaceful evolution.’” As a result, American officials have tried to make clear, from time to time,
that the U.S. wants to engage China, not to contain or rollback China. See David Shambaugh, “Containment or
Engagement of China,” p. 206.
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disruptive (Bader 2012, 7).”8 The administration has also stressed on the need for Beijing to
prove its peaceful intent by taking concrete and positive steps that clearly demonstrate
commitment to positive-sum approaches and outcomes, in order to mitigate suspicions and
unnecessary security competitions in Asia (Zhao 2012; Swaine 2012).

The Theory of Pivotal Deterrence and U.S. Strategic Ambiguity Policy
America’s Taiwan Strait policy—strategic ambiguity—is pursued in order to complement
its constructive engagement policy toward China. As discussed earlier, the United States does
not take any stance on the final outcome of the cross-strait conflict, but it strongly insists on a
peaceful, mutual, and popularly agreed resolution (Tucker 2002, 24-26; Rigger 2011, 194-195).
In the interim, strategic ambiguity helps Washington to safeguard Taiwan’s freedom and
political autonomy from the PRC’s coercion and authoritarian control. An autonomous and free
Taiwan, where self-determination and liberal democracy take roots could act as an emulating
force or impetus for China’s future democratic transition (Gilley 2008, 239-240).
On the other hand, strategic ambiguity deters Taiwan from unnecessarily provoking the
mainland. Chinese heightened nationalism and uncompromising stance on sovereignty issues
have proved instrumental for the CCP officials, especially the hardliners, to compete for power
and legitimacy in post-Mao China (Friedman 1999, 255-259). Thus, if Taiwan rushes into
formal independence, it would “retard the hope for political reform on the mainland because
democracy would be associated with the breakup of the nation, and political reforms would seem
like dupes or even agents of the United States and the Taiwan traitors who declared
independence (Christensen 2002, 19).”

Coercive Diplomacy and Pivotal Deterrence
Coercive diplomacy is to “back one’s demand on an adversary with a threat of
punishment for noncompliance that he will consider credible and potent enough to persuade him
to comply with the demand (George 2004, 70).” More often, coercive diplomacy is related to the
defensive uses of force or deterrence—that is, “the deployment of military power so as to be able
to prevent an adversary from doing something that one does not want him to do and that he

8

On Obama’s “pivot” strategy in Asia, see also Hillary Clinton, “America’s Pacific Century,” Foreign Policy
(November 2011), accessible: http://www.foreignpolicy.com/articles/2011/10/11/americas_pacific_century.

Southwestern Journal of International Studies

132

might otherwise be tempted to do by threatening him with unacceptable punishment if he does it
(Art 1980, 6-7).” Indeed, deterrence “involves setting the stage—by announcements and by
incurring the obligation—and waiting. The overt act is up to the opponent. The stage setting can
often be non-intrusive, non-hostile, and non-provocative. The act that is intrusive, hostile, or
provocative is usually the one to be deterred; the deterrent threat only changes the consequences
if the act in question—the one to be deterred—is then taken (Schelling 1966, 73).”
Therefore, strategic ambiguity is based on the application of “dual deterrence,” in which
the United States instills uncertainty into the decision-making process of both China and Taiwan.
America “resists specifying the conditions under which it will become involved in the Taiwan
Strait issue and instead hopes that the disputants’ lack of certainty about U.S. intentions will
discourage them from provoking one another (Benson and Niou 2000, 3).” Timothy Crawford
has coined the term “pivotal deterrence” to describe a great power state’s manipulation of threats
and promises to prevent war by making belligerents fear the costs and by confronting them with
risks they do not want to incur (Crawford 2003). To preserve peace and stability across the
Taiwan Strait, the United States must mount threats to deter the PRC from attacking or coercing
reunification with Taiwan and, at the same time, it must leave open the option to abandon the
island in order to deflect it from pursuing formal independence. More importantly, the central
pivot’s leverage derives not only from its disproportionate economic and military capabilities,
but also from the deep-seated animosity between the two rival states. As a result, the dominant
power can more easily align with either side than they can with each other. Washington has
always maintained a flexible position to move between Taipei and Beijing. For instance,
exploiting the Sino-Soviet split, the United States courted China and severed its diplomatic ties
with Taiwan in the 1970s. On the other hand, the demise of the USSR and Taiwan’s
democratization in the 1990s elevated the importance of Taiwan in the U.S.-China-Taiwan
triangular relations.
But, the United States has consistently maintained strategic ambiguity by keeping its
response to the Taiwan issue deliberately “shrouded in uncertainty…thereby moderating
behavior between [China and Taiwan] and leading to a peaceful resolution (Dittmer 2005, 31).”
If Taiwan believes that it needs the United States’ support to achieve a formal independence
whereas China perceives that America’s neutrality is essential to ensure reunification, then
Taipei should not proclaim independence unless it is certain of American support. Beijing
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should not risk war unless assured that Washington will not intervene in a Taiwan Strait conflict.
“Assuming that it considers the U.S. a formidable military opponent,” in the words of Benson
and Niou, “China must think twice before using military might to enforce its view that Taiwan is
part of China. And, for its part, Taiwan should not take for granted that the U.S. will defend it,
especially if…the U.S. believes that Taiwan was responsible for initiating [the conflict] (Benson
and Niou, 2000, 15-16).”
Strategic ambiguity also has the advantage to induce peace-making behaviors from the
antagonists, who would offer concessions to win the pivot’s support (Crawford 2003, 22). In the
wake of establishing relations with Washington in January 1979, Beijing initiated
“unprecedented magnanimity” to Taipei, despite the latter’s “no contact, no compromise, and no
negotiation” policy. The PRC, for the first time since its founding in 1949, replaced the concept
of “liberating Taiwan” with “peaceful reunification.” It also sought, through Ye Jianying’s
Nine-Point initiative of September 30, 1981,9 to assure Taiwan’s future status as a special
administrative region with a considerable degree of political and socioeconomic autonomy
(Harding 1992, 113). Deng Xiaoping later called the proposal “one country, two systems.” The
Reagan administration, though stopping short of endorsing the Chinese proposition, commanded
Beijing’s efforts as conducive to fostering peace and stability across the Taiwan Strait (Dittmer
2005, 26-27). Likewise, in the immediate aftermath of the Taiwan Strait crisis in 1995-96,
President Lee Teng-hui moderated his stance by postponing plans for live-fire military exercises
in the strait and indicated that he would temporarily forgo his overseas travel as he did not want
to “create trouble and bring damage to Taiwan (Ross 2000, 115).” These gestures were certainly
meant to curry favor from Washington, but they also generated certain levels of goodwill
between Taiwan and China, thereby ameliorating tensions across the strait.
As a last point, it is important to note that strategic ambiguity cannot be based solely on
“sticks,” because “carrots” are also needed to assure the antagonists that the pivotal state would
not sacrifice their core interests. Hence, reassuring Beijing of Washington’s continued
adherence to the one-China principle has always been part of the strategic ambiguity framework.
Similarly, Washington also signals its unwavering interest in defending Taiwan’s freedom and a
peaceful resolution of the cross-strait conflict.

9

A famous PRC military general, Ye Jianying was, in 1981, the chairman of the Standing Committee of the
National People’s Congress.
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The 1995-96 Taiwan Strait Crisis
In May 1995, the Clinton administration agreed to grant a visa to Taiwan’s Lee Teng-hui
to attend his graduate school reunion in June, at Cornell University (Zhao 1999; Ross 2000;
Whiting 2001). The decision to issue the visa to a Taiwanese head of state represented a reversal
of America’s decades-long diplomatic precedent of not having any forms of official contacts
with Taipei. Not surprisingly, the PRC was furious, calling Clinton’s decision yet another event
in a series of successive intrigues to move Taiwan farther away from China and closer toward a
declaration of independence.10 Beijing was particularly enraged over Lee’s provocative actions,
calling him, through the Xinhua News Agency, the “‘chief behind-the scene backer’ of Taiwan’s
independence movement, [who] aimed to use his visit to the United States to boost Taiwan’s
status…and to achieve a ‘domino effect’ leading to the international community’s recognition of
Taiwan’s political status (Ross 2000, 92-93).”
In the ensuing ten months following Lee’s visit, Clinton sought to pacify Beijing by
reaffirming that the United States would abide by “one China” and that Lee’s visit would not
constitute a precedent. Arduous diplomatic negotiations between the United States and China
also began in late 1995. Un-soothed, however, President Jiang Zemin demanded that
Washington must shore up its “one-China” commitment with concrete action—that is, to oppose
openly Taiwan’s independence. Regarding the Taiwan issue as a “question of war and peace,”
Beijing resorted to coercive diplomacy by launching rounds of military, naval, and missile
exercises in the vicinity of the Taiwan Strait. Meanwhile, Lee Teng-hui, undaunted by these
intimidations, continued his confrontational policy, including more restrictive cross-strait
economic regulations and the advocacy of Taiwan’s return to the United Nations (Kastner 2009,
55-60). As Taiwan’s first democratic presidential election was due on March 23, 1996, Lee’s
sensational rhetoric further aroused popular and nationalistic sentiments. While urging restraint
and peaceful resolution of any differences, the Clinton White House was unenthusiastic about
explicitly affirming America’s opposition to Taiwan independence.
Disheartened, Beijing, in the early months of 1996, increased its military deployment in
its coastal provinces. On March 4, just weeks before Taiwan’s presidential election, the PRC
10

In 1992, the George H.W. Bush administration, in violation of the 1982 Joint Communiqué with China, sold
Taiwan 150 F-16 warplanes. In 1994, the Clinton administration upgraded the protocol rules regarding America’s
“unofficial treatment” of Taiwanese diplomats.
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announced that the People’s Liberation Army would conduct surface-to-surface missile tests
from March 8 to March 18. Concerns began to rise in the State and Defense Departments since
the target areas were waters just off the coast of Taiwan’s two largest port cities. Reinforcing its
threats to Taipei and aiming to influence the upcoming election, Beijing, on March 9, declared
that it would stage live-fire air force and naval maneuvers at the southern end of the Taiwan
Strait (Hickey 1998, 407). Fearing that these military exercises and maneuvers could get out of
control and elevate into full-blown cross-strait war, Clinton, on March 10, promptly ordered two
aircraft carrier battle groups, Independence and Nimitz, to the Taiwan Strait. According to
Secretary of Defense William Perry, the deployment of the two carriers would signal to the
Chinese that “the United States has a national interest in the security and the stability in the
Western Pacific region (qtd. in Ross 2000, 110).” Though China continued the missile and naval
tests, the U.S. deployment was forceful enough to ensure cross-strait security and stability
throughout the March election. Two days after Lee’s electoral victory, the PRC terminated its
military exercises.
In the aftermath of the crisis, nevertheless, the Clinton administration focused on
engaging China to repair the deteriorating Sino-American relations. In November 1996, the
president proclaimed that America welcomed the “emergence of a stable, an open, a prosperous
China, a strong China confident of its place in the world and willing to assume its responsibilities
as a great nation (qtd. in Romberg 2003, 178).” At another occasion, Samuel Berger, Clinton’s
national security adviser, emphasized the importance of the one-China principle, which provided
the “security and stability for democratic development, economic prosperity, and burgeoning
cross-strait exchanges in which Chinese on both sides of the strait could resolve their issues
themselves—peacefully (Romberg 2003, 179-180).” Furthermore, Washington decided to keep
Taipei at arm’s length by restricting its leaders’ visits and postponing arms sales. In summer
1998, during his state visit to China, Clinton openly declared the “three nos” in Shanghai, in
which the United States does not support (1) two Chinas or one China, one Taiwan; (2) Taiwan’s
independence; and (3) Taiwan’s membership in international organizations for which statehood
is a prerequisite (Ross 2000, 113-115).11
11

Prior to Clinton’s trip and the “three nos” in Shanghai, the president followed the practice of U.S. presidents since
the Nixon administration by making only “confidential” assurances to China regarding America’s opposition to
Taiwan independence. Before the March 1996 crisis, the Clinton administration refused to “change its declaratory
policy on Taiwan’s role in international politics, and insisted that negotiations over Taiwan be removed from the
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Though peace was restored in the Taiwan Strait, Beijing viewed the crisis as an impetus
for China’s military modernization and a challenge against America’s uni-polarity. Countries in
East Asia, including Japan, South Korea, and ASEAN countries viewed the PRC’s hawkish
reactions toward Taiwan as threatening to regional security. Hence, many sought closer alliance
ties with the United States (Yahuda 2011, 278-281). While actively promoting China’s accession
to the World Trade Organization (WTO), Washington also perceived China’s military rise as
potentially destabilizing. Thus, in July 1999, when Lee Teng-hui stressed that China and Taiwan
were effectively in a “special state-to-state relationship,”12 the Clinton administration restated
America’s support of one China to calm Beijing’s anger. But, not long after, the administration
also made it “absolutely clear” that the Taiwan Strait conflicts must be resolved peacefully and
with “the assent of the people of Taiwan.” This was the first time the “assent of the Taiwan
people” was specifically mentioned (Bush 1998).13

The Taiwan Strait Crisis of 2003-06
In a campaign address delivered on November 19, 1999, the Republican presidential
candidate George W. Bush signaled that, if elected, he would shift America’s foreign policy in
greater support for Taiwan and deal with an increasingly militarily strong China “without ill-will
but without illusions.” Describing the PRC as a “strategic competitor,” President Bush said,
“We do not deny there is one China. But we deny the right of Beijing to impose their rule on a
free people. As I’ve said before, we will help Taiwan to defend itself (qtd. in Wedeman 2001,
234).”
Indeed, concerned about China’s military modernization and the improving capabilities
of the PLA, the Bush White House immediately approved the sale of a number of advanced
agenda of U.S.-China Summits. The administration was also reluctant to exchange state visits between U.S. and
Chinese leaders.” Yet, all of these rules were changed following the Taiwan Strait confrontation. See Alan
Romberg, Rein In at the Brink of the Precipice, p. 184.
12
On July 9, 1999, in an interview with Germany’s Radio Deutsche Welle at Taipei, Lee rebuffed Clinton’s “threenos” pledge to China by declaring that cross-strait relations were in fact “special state-to-state relations.” This socalled “two states theory” invoked consternations once again in both Washington and Beijing. As a result of Lee’s
new offensive, China not only launched incessant recriminations and polemical attacks against the Taiwan leader
but also canceled the scheduled visit of Wang Daohan, chairman of China’s unofficial Association for Relations
across the Taiwan Strait (ARATS) to Taiwan in the fall of 1999. Since 1992, Taipei and Beijing had conducted
unofficial talks in Hong Kong and Singapore through China’s ARATS and Taiwan’s Straits Exchange Foundation
(SEF). The talks stalled after Lee’s July 1999 remarks and did not resume until after KMT’s return to power in June
2008.
13
See Richard Bush, “The United States Role in the Taiwan Straits Issue,” speech presented at the University of
Illinois at Carbondale, December 7, 1998. It can be accessed from: http://www.taiwandc.org/nws-9867.htm.

Southwestern Journal of International Studies

137

weapons systems to Taiwan. These included Kidd-class destroyers for maritime air defense, P-3
Orion aircraft for antisubmarine warfare, diesel-powered submarines, mine-sweeping
helicopters, and a mix of missiles and torpedoes (Dickson 2002). The 2001 arms sales offer to
Taiwan was the largest since 1992. More importantly, when interviewed by an ABC News
reporter on April 25, 2001, regarding America’s obligation to defend Taiwan against China, the
president firmly responded, “Yes, we do, and the Chinese must understand that.… [The United
States would do] whatever it took to help Taiwan defend herself (qtd. in Carpenter 2001, 2).”14
The Bush administration clearly infuriated Beijing and aroused criticisms from many interested
observers, who argued that such an obvious tilt toward Taiwan would unnecessarily exacerbate
tensions across the Taiwan Strait (Carpenter 2001; Ross 2002).
Bush’s pro-Taiwan orientation initially encouraged Taipei to embrace greater
independence. Though more politically radical than his predecessor in terms of supporting
Taiwan independence, Chen Shui-bian of the Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) opted for
moderation when taking office in May 2000. Winning only 39 percent of the vote, Chen, a
shrewd politician, knew his narrow plurality victory was due to the KMT’s internal split. Thus,
in his inauguration speech, Chen tried to assure China and the United States in his “4 nos and 1
shall not” proclamation even though Beijing calmly stated that it would be “listening to what he
says and observing what he does (Tucker 2009, 254).”15 Moreover, during the first two years of
his administration, the new president actually tossed out Lee’s protectionist cross-strait economic
policy and supported, instead, gradual liberalization (Kastner 2009, 61). Nonetheless, as Beijing
continued to turn a cold shoulder to Taipei’s friendly gestures, Chen grew impatient and, sensing
the political discontent of his diehard independence (deep green) supporters, moved toward a
more hardline China policy (Kastner 2009, 72-73). On August 3, 2002, in a telecast speech to
the World Federation of Taiwanese Associations annual meeting, the DPP president energized
his pro-independence comrades and enunciated that there is “one country on either side” of the

14

Despite the Bush administration’s clarification that America’s China policy remains unchanged and would
continue to adhere to the one-China principle, Taipei was emboldened while Beijing strongly protested that such
remarks reflected Bush’s genuine inclination.
15
Chen’s “4 nos and 1 shall not” refers to that under the condition that the PRC has no intention to use military force
against Taiwan, his administration will not (1) declare independence, (2) change the national (ROC) title, (3) push
forth the inclusion of Lee’s “special state-to-state” theory into the constitution, and (4) promote a referendum to
change the status quo in regards to the question of independence or unification. Finally, Chen pledged that he “shall
not” abolish the Guidelines for National Unification and the National Unification Council (political institutions
symbolic for a possible future reunification with Mainland China).

Southwestern Journal of International Studies

138

Taiwan Strait. As the 2004 presidential election loomed, the Chen administration, in late 2003,
provoked another Taiwan Strait crisis over the president’s defensive referendum initiatives,
which proposed holding a plebiscite to decide Taiwan’s national title, anthem, flag, constitution,
and sovereignty. Beijing saw these actions as tantamount to an explicit declaration of
independence (Tucker 2009, 267).
To Chen’s surprise, the Bush administration, however, rendered him a severe blow. With
China’s premier Wen Jiabao standing by his side, President Bush, in December 2003, openly
rebuked Chen’s moves, saying that “the comments and actions made by the leader of Taiwan
indicate that he may be willing to make decisions unilaterally to change the status quo, which we
oppose (qtd. in Bush 2005, 251).” As the Bush administration was restraining Taipei from
overstepping the red line, Chen remained unyielding after winning his razor-thin second term. In
February 2006, for example, the DPP government effectively backtracked from its “4 nos and 1
shall not” promise by declaring that the National Unification Guideline would “cease to apply,”
and the National Unification Council would “cease to operate (Kastner 2009, 36).” Though the
Taiwan leader justified his actions by citing China’s Anti-secession Law of March 200516 and
the PLA’s increasing deployment of short and medium range missiles across the strait,
Washington expressed frustration over what it viewed as Taipei’s callousness and
irresponsibility. When Chen sought to call for another referendum on Taiwan’s membership in
the UN, the Bush administration called that “a step toward a declaration of independence (qtd. in
Hickey 2011, 235).” Deputy Undersecretary of State Richard Armitage strictly warned that the
TRA did not require the United States to defend Taiwan (Tucker 2009, 271). President Chen
eventually backed down. The remaining years of his administration were mired in corruption
scandals that involved him and his family (Copper 2008).

16

While Beijing continued to push for a deeper economic integration with Taiwan, Hu Jintao also realized that
China must strengthen its “sticks” to deter Taiwan’s independence policies. This mixed use of carrots and sticks is
embodied in the Chinese dictum known as “the hard harder, the soft softer.” In January 2005, therefore, the National
People’s Congress was drafting the Anti-secession law, to legitimize military action if “major incidents entailing
Taiwan’s secession from China should occur, or that possibilities for a peaceful reunification should be completely
exhausted.” Despite protests from Washington and Tokyo, the NPC passed the Anti-secession law on March 14,
2005. See also Alan Wachman, Why Taiwan? p. 15; and Dennis Hickey, “Rapprochement between Taiwan and the
Chinese Mainland,” p. 236. Chen Shui-bian, in fact, complained about America’s hypocrisy in its foreign policy. He
said, “It’s not right that while almost all people in the world can enjoy the freedom from fear, only the people of
Taiwan are denied this basic right. According to the U.S. founding spirit, the resolution and efforts of the 23 million
people in Taiwan to seek peace and democracy should not be regarded as acts of provocation.” See Nancy Tucker,
Strait Talk, p. 270.
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There were signs that the Bush administration was reprioritizing its policy stance because
it needed China’s cooperation in the war on terrorism, North Korea’s nuclear threats, SinoAmerican economic issues, global climate change, and the financial crises. However, while it
may be correct to attribute Washington’s readjustment to the changing “international strategic
settings” after September 11 (Yang 2002), it would be more accurate to suggest that Bush was
merely continuing a long-time U.S. policy approach toward the Taiwan Strait: strategic
ambiguity. Indeed, James Mann argued, “The practical significance of Bush’s ‘whatever it takes’
declaration [in April, 2001] was open to question. [The president] had indicated that the United
States would come to Taiwan’s defense if it were attacked; [yet] he had left unclear what the
United States would do if war broke out under other circumstances.… [It] was these blurry
situations that the policy of strategic ambiguity had been intended to cover (Mann 2004, 285).”
Alan Romberg also observed that Bush’s Taiwan Strait policy “has almost totally embraced that
of President Clinton, including the ‘three nos,’ even though he would never mouth those words
(Romberg 2003, 202).”
In any event, Bush remained supportive of Taiwan’s democracy and peaceful initiatives
across the strait. Shortly after Ma Ying-jeou’s election in March 2008, the president praised
Taiwan’s democracy “as a beacon in Asia and the world.” In a telephone conversation with
Bush, President Hu Jintao suggested that cross-strait dialogue could resume on the basis of the
1992 consensus. President Bush, according to his national security adviser Stephen Hadley,
welcomed Hu’s flexibility (Brown 2008, 3-4).

The Obama Administration and Strategic Ambiguity
Since becoming Taiwan’s president in May 2008, Ma Ying-jeou has pledged a mainland
policy predicated on “no independence, no unification, and no use of force (Zhang 2011, 272).”
Reversing the militant cross-strait policies of Lee and Chen, the KMT president promised to
reengage China under the rubric of “one China, respective interpretations,” also known as the
“1992 consensus (Su 2009).”17 Indeed, cross-strait tensions have greatly subsided. Responding

17

Essentially, the “1992 consensus” stresses that both Taipei and Beijing acknowledge that there is “one China,”
though the actual meanings of that “one China” are open to interpretations from both sides. While Beijing asserts
that “one China” obviously refers to the People’s Republic of China (PRC) and Taiwan is part of the PRC, Taipei
stresses that both Taiwan and the mainland are equal entities or regions of the Republic of China (ROC), founded in
1912. Both sides, since Ma’s election in 2008, have agreed to put aside these difficult and sensitive issues and focus
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to Taipei’s conciliations, President Hu Jintao also coined a 16-character guideline to welcome
positive development, asserting that both Beijing and Taipei should “build mutual trust, lay aside
differences, seek consensus while shelving differences, and create a win-win situation (qtd. in
Brown 2008, 2).” China, as a result, eased its longstanding policy of isolating Taiwan from the
international community. Since May 2009, for instance, Taiwan has been invited to participate,
as an observer, in the annual World Health Assembly, the executive arm of the World Health
Organization (WHO). As of October 2011, Taiwan had joined 7 other international
organizations as either a full member or an observer and 2 nongovernmental organizations
(NGOs) (Tucker and Glaser 2011, 31). Beijing also acquiesced to Ma’s “mutual non-denial”
formulation, that is, each side does not repudiate the jurisdiction of the other. Both sides, then,
achieved a tacit diplomatic truce so that each would halt efforts to win diplomatic recognition
from countries at the expense of the other (Sutter 2010, 233; Zhang 2011, 274). Since Ma
became president, none of the 23 states that have formal diplomatic ties with Taipei have
defected to Beijing. In fact, China even rejected pleas from Panama and Paraguay to establish
ties in order to honor this rare moment of good feelings across the Taiwan Strait.
More importantly, after almost a 10-year hiatus, bilateral dialogue resumed between the
Association for Relations Across the Taiwan Straits (ARATS) and the Straits Exchange
Foundation (SEF), unofficial agencies representing Beijing and Taipei, respectively, in crossstrait negotiations. Beginning in June 2008, the ARATS-SEF talks have reached various
economic and technological accords, including direct flight, direct shipping, direct postal
services, cooperation on food safety, fishing, finance, and fighting crimes, and industrial and
investment standards.18 On June 29, 2010, Taipei and Beijing signed a comprehensive
economic pact, formally known as the Economic Cooperation Framework Agreement (ECFA),
in Chongqing, China. The agreement has expanded and further institutionalized economic
liberalization ties between China and Taiwan (Rosen and Wang 2011).19
on the simpler economic and technical policy agenda as long as both sides verbally adhere to this ambiguous “1992
consensus.”
18
After 2008, the ARATS-SEF talks were also known as the “Chen-Chiang” talks, as Chen Yunlin is the chairman
of ARATS and Chiang Pin-kung the SEF chairman.
19
ECFA, in essence, provides an “early harvest” agreement, a set of near-term tariff eliminations along with detailed
product schedules for goods and services from each side. The early harvest lists involve far more items benefiting
Taipei than Beijing. Based on Premier Wen Jiaboa’s assurance that China would yield to Taiwan asymmetrical
preferential tariff reduction benefits, the early harvest stipulates that in the next three years (2011-13), Beijing will
reduce and eliminate tariffs on 539 items, which involve 16 percent of Taiwanese exports to the mainland, valued at
$13.8 billion. For its part, Taipei has assented to reducing or eliminating tariffs on 267 products, constituting 11
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Meanwhile, President Obama has “by and large continued the balancing act that is at the
center of U.S. policy toward Taiwan, reiterating the standard mantra involving support for the
three communiqués with Beijing, the Taiwan Relations Act, and opposition to any unilateral
changes in the status quo while publicly encouraging the overall trend toward better cross-strait
relations under the KMT government in Taipei (Swaine 2011, 88).” In his visit to China in
November 2009, the president declared, “I am very pleased with the reduction of tensions and
improvement in cross-strait relations, and it is my deep desire and hope that we will continue to
see great improvement between Taiwan…and the People’s Republic in resolving many of these
issues (qtd. in Hickey 2011, 239).” Vice President Joseph Biden also made similar remarks
when visiting Beijing in August 2011, as he reiterated U.S. nonsupport for Taiwan independence
and the hope that cross-strait relations will continue to move forward.
Yet, concerning about China’s growing political and economic leverage over Taiwan, the
Obama administration also wanted the cross-strait rapprochement to be carried out in a secure
and stable context, hence the approval of a $6 billion arms package for Taiwan in February 2010
and also a $5.85 billion deal in September 2011 (Swaine 2011, 88-89).20 Essentially, though
Washington is pleased about cross-strait détente, there are also growing anxieties that Taiwan’s
security could be compromised and that Ma Ying-jeou’s government may be conceding too
much to Beijing for the sake of improving cross-strait economic relations (Bush 2011; Sutter

percent of China’s exports to Taiwan at $2.6 billion. As a building block for a future China-Taiwan FTA, the pact
also committed the parties to a host of other elements such as dispute resolution, investment promotion, customs
cooperation, industrial cooperation, trade facilitation, and creation of the Economic Cooperation Committee (ECC)
for ongoing cross-strait talks under the ECFA. The economic deal, however, is not a forum for discussing political
and other sensitive issues. Taipei has affirmed that the “time is not yet ripe” and it would not touch upon any
questions or issues pertinent to sovereignty or national security. It may be too early to assess the full economic
implications of ECFA. Yet, observers generally agree that ECFA should help accelerate Taiwan’s overall economic
growth in the coming years.
20

The February 2010 arms sales package approved by Obama contained 114 Patriot missiles, 60 Black Hawk
helicopters, Harpoon missiles, and min-hunting ships. The packages approved by Bush and Obama administrations,
in 2008 and 2010 respectively (totaled $13 billion), had generated strong criticism from Beijing and even led to brief
suspensions of military contacts in 2008-09 and 2010. In late 2010, China resumed military talks with the United
States. The Obama administration, throughout the spring of 2011, delayed the decision of selling the more capable
and advanced F-16 C/D fighter jets to Taiwan lest that this sensitive issue would obstruct Hu Jintao’s visit to
Washington in January 2011 and other pertinent U.S.-China issues. At the same time, Washington continued on
strategic contingency planning in order to cope with actual or possible negative consequences of an assertive China
in regional and world politics. The revelation of China’s testing of its’ first stealth fighter, J-20, the deployment of
DF-16 missiles, and first aircraft carrier further suggest the urgency of strengthening Taiwan’s military defense and
air-deterrent capabilities. In October 2011, the Obama administration finally decided to upgrade Taiwan’s existing
F-16 A/B jets and postponed the sale of F-16 C/Ds till later times. But, in early May 2012, Washington signaled
once again that it is considering of selling the F-16 C/Ds to Taiwan.
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2011, 14). Fearing that the more independence-oriented DPP would recapture Taiwan’s
presidency and resume a confrontational mainland policy, however, the Obama administration
breathed a “sigh of relief” when Ma successfully won the reelection in January 2012 and pledged
that he would not rush into any political negotiations with Beijing without Taiwan’s popular
consent. Furthermore, in his second-term inaugural address on May 20, 2012, President Ma
clearly reaffirmed that the “one China” in the “1992 consensus” refers to the Republic of China,
not the People’s Republic of China, and that both Taiwan and the mainland belong to the former
according to the ROC Constitution.21

Domestic Politics and the Making of China Policy
After the Cold War, because security issues and opposition to Soviet expansionism have
been gradually superseded by other concerns such as international trade and finance,
democratization abroad, WMD proliferation, and human rights, there has been “a shift away
from the elitism of the past and toward much greater pluralism in foreign policymaking (Sutter
1998, 11).” Congressional and interest groups influence over the China policy have become
rampant in Washington; therefore, it is important to see to what extent strategic ambiguity over
the Taiwan Strait is shaped by these domestic competing factions. Essentially, Robert Putnam
stressed on the “inevitability” of domestic politics in affecting a state’s foreign policy decisionmaking (Putnam 1988, 459).
In general, American domestic political actors concerned with the Taiwan Strait policy
can be broadly distinguished by two antithetical camps: optimists and pessimists (Friedberg
2005). The first, impressed by the PRC’s growing and lucrative economic opportunities and
socioeconomic liberalization since the early 1980s, advocates for engagement in order to guide
Chinese power into channels of international activity compatible with American commercial and
normative interests. These neoliberals and social constructivists believe that “trends in China are
moving inexorably in the ‘right’ direction—that China is increasingly interdependent
economically with its neighbors and the advanced industrial economies and thus increasingly
unlikely to destabilize these relationships (Sutter 1998, 15).” As a result, U.S. policymakers
should side with Beijing when handling the Taiwan policy.

21

See “Taiwanese President Ma Ying-jeou Signals No Change on China Policy as Second Term Begins,” The
Washington Post ( May 19, 2012).
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The second, more politically-potent neoconservative school, while acknowledging
China’s incredible economic achievements, insists that the CCP leaderships still perceive the
world as a zero-sum, competitive environment where interdependence would challenge Chinese
power and compromise its sovereignty. Thus, Beijing is determined to employ any means to
aggrandize wealth and power; at present, it is merely biding its time, “conforming to many
international norms to build its economic and technological strength,” but “once it succeeds with
economic modernization, the PRC will not sacrifice nationalistic and territorial ambitions for
economic stability (Sutter 1998, 16).” Rather than engaging China, Washington should rely
upon resolute military power as a counterweight to this potential Asian hegemon, remain vigilant
in dealing with economic and security conflicts, and work closely with traditional allies and
friends in the Asian Pacific.
As mentioned earlier, for both moralistic-normative considerations and materialistic
calculations, the U.S. Congress is generally holding a harsh or punitive stance against China.
“The American political system,” Robert Hathaway writes, “offers few benefits for supporting
good relations with Beijing, but many rewards for taking a tough approach toward China
(Hathaway 2008, 68).” Indeed, Congressional members, be they Republicans or Democrats,
tend “to rely on negative inducements when dealing with China because it has relatively few
carrots in its arsenal. Moreover, public attention—and hence congressional attention—is often
most significantly stimulated by negative economic, military, and human rights behavior (actual
or alleged) on the part of China, thus prompting calls for some form of retaliation or pressure on
Beijing (Swaine 2011, 313).”

The Clinton Administration and Domestic Politics
Major business coalitions, such as the National Association of Manufacturers, the
Chamber of Commerce, the U.S.-China Business Council, and the Business Roundtable, together
with some neoliberal congressional members from both the Democratic and Republican Parties,
have been pushing for the “trade-at-any-price approach (Dumbaugh 2001, 116).” Since the early
1980s, when Sino-American bilateral trade started to grow, this so-called “business China lobby”
has endeavored to ensure that the United States would continue to grant most favored nation
(MFN) tariff treatment to China (Harding 1992, 210). However, given Beijing’s negative
international image in the aftermath of the Tiananmen crackdown, the business community
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tended to keep a low profile. But, by the mid-1990s, with the rising threat that Congress would
withdraw or place further conditions on China’s MFN trade status, the business community once
again revived its vigorous lobbying campaign. The Clinton administration, which initially
favored a tougher China policy, yielded to the business groups by “de-linking” China’s MFN
status from the human rights conditions attached by Congress in 1994 and granting at last a
permanent normal trade relation (PNTR) to PRC in May 2000 (Dumbaugh 2001, 138).
Nonetheless, in recent years, as China’s economic power and trade surpluses increase at the
expense of U.S. economy, America’s business community has become less cohesive, as its
interests in Sino-American economic relations become more complex and diversified (Swaine
2011, 317).
Starting in the mid 1980s, however, many interest groups, critical of Washington’s
cordial relations with the PRC, have been formed, and among which are the human rights,
nonproliferation advocates, and the Taiwan’s Formosa Association for Public Affairs (FAPA)
(Harding 1992, 211; Myers and Shambaugh 2001, 11). The FAPA, for instance, “consisting of
Taiwan government officials, groups of American citizens of either Taiwanese or Chinese
ancestry, and U.S.-based groups advocating independence for Taiwan” was a critical impetus in
1995 when Congress overwhelmingly passed a resolution urging the Clinton White House to
invite Taiwanese president Lee to the United States for his Cornell reunion (Dumbaugh 2001,
140). Furthermore, in 1994, the Taiwan Research Institute, financed by the KMT, signed a
“three year, $4.5 million contract with Cassidy & Associates, a prominent Washington Lobbying
firm,” which, in turn, successfully lobbied the House Speaker Newt Gingrich to endorse the idea
of a visit to the U.S. by the Taiwan president (Mann 2001, 207). In early May 1995, then, the
House approved, by the startling margin of 395 to 0, a nonbinding resolution calling on the
administration to permit Lee Teng-hui to visit Cornell. A week later, the Senate passed a similar
nonbinding resolution, 97 to 0. The granting of the visa, nonetheless, galvanized unease from
the business community, as Robert Kapp, the president of the U.S.-China Business Council,
asserted that “Lee’s visit could damage the relationship between the US and China, which would
then affect American business (qtd. in Mann 2001, 216).”
As a result, when legislation or resolution pertinent to Taiwan is called up, it “may touch
off a struggle between, on the one hand, supporters of Taiwan who urge Congress to come to the
defense of Taiwan’s democracy and, on the other hand, the American business community,
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which may plead with Congress not to disturb U.S. ties with the PRC (Sutter 1998, 73).”
Strategic ambiguity could, therefore, very well be the unintended consequence of such political
wrangling among the White House, Congress, and the interest groups.
The Bush Administration and Domestic Politics
President Bush and his more hawkish administration officials such as Paul Wolfowitz,
Donald Rumsfeld, and Richard Armitage have all treated China “as probably the single most
serious foreign policy challenge of the coming decades (Mann 2004, 283).” Their conception of
the Taiwan Strait policy—more extensive American arms sales and greater security commitment
to Taiwan—is largely consistent with the stance of the neoconservatives and the Taiwan lobby.
When President Bush authorized the letter of regret to Beijing over the EP-3 plane incident in
early April 2001, many neoconservatives and congressional Republicans were outraged,
charging that the president had “brought a profound national humiliation upon the United States
(Mann 2001, 284).”
Thus, the president’s “whatever it takes” statement of late April 2001 was probably
meant, to some extent, to ameliorate and pacify the strained relations between the
neoconservatives and the White House. Nevertheless, the president also understood the
importance of liberal engagement with the PRC, for the Republican Party has always enjoyed
strong backing from the business community and none of the administration hawks is eager to
disrupt that political support. Thus, while often sympathizing with Taiwan, President Bush “had
not allowed any daylight to emerge between himself and the Clinton administration on the
central issue of trade with China (Mann 2004, 284).” This similar pattern of competition between
the hawks and liberals on U.S. China policy might, once again, have led to President Bush’s
strategic ambiguity policy in the 2000s.

The Primacy of National Security Interests over Domestic Politics
Though the entanglements between international system and domestic politics—the socalled “two-level games—are important determinants of foreign policy outcome, it is fair to
argue that domestic political institutions and interest coalitions have greater intervening role on
issues pertaining to foreign economic policies such as trade and finance. The relative income
distributions and the costs and benefits of different economic policies weigh heavily upon the
preferences of socioeconomic groups. These actors and their legislative representatives, as a
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result, will not allow central decision-makers to freely implement policies that directly affect
their material wellbeing and job opportunities (Rogowski 1989; Milner and Keohane 1996).
On the other hand, national leaders tend to enjoy far greater policy latitude in the realm of
national security affairs that require high-degree of secrecy and swift responses in order to
succeed. The Taiwan Strait tensions, rooted in the Chinese civil war between Chiang Kai-shek’s
KMT forces and Mao Zedong’s CCP, have been contentious and, at times, highly militarized.
Thus, since the early Cold War years, U.S. policymakers have treated the Taiwan-China problem
as a serious national security matter that needs to be guarded against domestic politics and
capricious societal sentiments (Tucker 2009, 4). Indeed, crisis situation or national security issue
dissolves “many of the entrenched interests that had kept policy stalemated and allowed political
leaders to reconstitute a more coherent set of policies (Frieden 1988, 62).” Given that both the
Clinton and Bush administrations were committed to a liberal engagement approach toward
China, both presidents asserted the supremacy of national security to supplant domestic
oppositions and exercised their executive autonomy to sustain the strategic ambiguity policy in
the Taiwan Strait.
While the American business lobby opposed Lee’s visit to the United States in 1995, the
Taiwan interests waged a more ardent campaign on the Capitol Hill and hence played a more
forceful role in persuading the Clinton White House to issue Lee the visa (Mann 2001, 209).
Nonetheless, after the 1995-96 Taiwan Strait crisis had seriously debilitated Sino-American
relations, congressional neocons, while still supporting Taiwan, began to quite down, leaving the
Clinton administration to initiate a series of reconciling negotiations with the PRC, culminating
in the 1998 “three-nos” statement, which helped restoring status quo back to the Taiwan Strait.
The president’s more direct involvement and centralized oversight over the China policy also
helped to send a clear message to domestic critics that engaging China was about America’s
“national interest (Garrison 2008, 148).” At the same time, Clinton’s commitment to Taiwan’s
freedom and democracy remained strong as he frequently cautioned Beijing to respect the
democratic choices of the Taiwanese people.
As for the Bush administration, in the wake of 9-11, Washington’s and Beijing’s
common interest in combating terrorism caused the neoconservatives to eschew the perennial
contentious issues of human rights, non-proliferation, and Taiwan, as well as the issue of missile
defense. In spite of his personal sympathy toward Taiwan, Bush saw America’s national interest
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rested squarely on the continuation of engaging China. One Bush administration official stated
that the president “didn’t want to hear any more from those who wanted to focus on China as the
enemy. He wanted friends and coalitions, not distractions (Swaine 2011, 55).” Therefore, when
meeting with President Jiang Zemin in Shanghai on October, 2001, Bush said that the United
States “seeks a relationship with China that is candid, constructive, and cooperative,” and
emphasized how much he appreciated that China’s supportive response to the September 11th
terrorist attacks came “immediately and with no hesitation and no doubt (Qtd. in Kennedy 2003,
281).” Hence, to underscore America’s “strategic partnership” with China, President Bush
repudiated Taiwan’s referendum plan in December 2003 and sternly warned Chen Shui-bian to
restrain his provocative mainland policy in 2006. Despite Bush’s harsher attitude toward Taipei,
his administration, nevertheless, approved additional arms sales to Taiwan in late 2008 to signal
America’s persistent support of the island’s defense.

The Obama Administration and Domestic Politics
By the same token, the Barack Obama administration has also faced similar domestic
logjam in his China policy. In fact, Secretary of State Hillary Clinton was targeted for her alleged
remarks, during her visit to China in February 2009, that the United States should sideline human
rights and focus on solving major global issues with China (Bader 2012, 15-16). Furthermore,
following the Republicans’ strong victory in the November 2010 midterm elections, the domestic
critics’ attacks against the Obama administration have grown more intensively, accusing the
White House for acting too apologetic toward Beijing.
Despite the great improvement in China-Taiwan relations since May 2008, the U.S. arms
sales to Taiwan remain a contentious issue and continue to capture attention from congressional
members. In May 2012, the Obama White House reversed its earlier course and revealed that it
might be selling the more sophisticated F-16 C/D jets to enhance Taiwan’s air power. This
change of heart is probably due to election year politics and to placate Senate Republicans who
are blocking the confirmation of Mark Lippert as the incoming assistant secretary of defense for
Asian and Pacific Security Affairs.22 Nonetheless, the Obama administration has never deviated
away from strengthening America’s national security interests in the Taiwan Strait. Jeffrey
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See “Arms Sales to Taiwan: Fighter-Fleet Response,” The Economist (May 1, 2012). It can be accessed at:
http://www.economist.com/blogs/banyan/2012/05/arms-sales-taiwan
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Bader notes that “the growing disparity between the militaries on the two sides meant it was
increasingly unrealistic to think the United States could provide Taiwan with weapons sufficient
for its defense.” Hence, U.S. arms sales were meant to fulfill the national security imperatives of
“providing Taiwan with the wherewithal to withstand a Chinese attack long enough for U.S.
assistance to turn the side,” and of demonstrating credible commitments to both Taiwan’s and
Asian allies’ security (Bader 2012, 71). The essential goal for the administration, irrespective of
domestic congressional pressure, is to buttress Taiwan’s confidence when dealing with an
assertive China and to avoid widening an asymmetrical military balance between Taipei and
Beijing. Accordingly, Obama’s Taiwan Strait policy, notwithstanding domestic political
constraints, follows from a consistent national interest imperative rooted in the interests of
engaging China and hedging against Beijing’s potential aggressions toward Taiwan, thereby
ensuring peace and stability across the strait.

Conclusion
This paper has provided an overview of the post-Cold War U.S. administrations’ ChinaTaiwan policy. In essence, American leaders have defined and construed U.S. national interests
in terms of a constructive engagement policy toward Beijing in order to foster the mainland’s
peaceful integration into the liberal international order and to expedite greater political
transformation in China. Nonetheless, to check against PRC’s potential revisionist behaviors,
the Clinton, Bush, and Obama administrations also opted for a hedging approach based on
reviving and increasing U.S. involvement in and commitments to the economic and security
affairs in Asia Pacific.
In light of these considerations, all three administrations, in spite of frequent distractions
from domestic political oppositions and societal demands, have continued to implement strategic
ambiguity to manage cross-strait relations and to insist on a peaceful and mutually acceptable
resolution. Moreover, the analysis here has provided a clear assessment of America’s national
interests with respect to the Taiwan Strait issue. The consistency in maintaining strategic
ambiguity should convey a credible signal to both Taipei and Beijing that Washington has no
ulterior motivations in forging a permanent separation between the two sides or in pressuring
Taiwan to succumb to reunification with the PRC. Both China and Taiwan, therefore, should
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continue their current path of reconciliation, through mutually beneficial talks, economic, and
cultural cooperation, and square their differences with higher confidence and open-mindedness.
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The Importance of Being Professional:
A Few Thoughts from a Conference Program Chair
Jeff William Justice, PhD
President, Southwestern International Studies Association,
Dept. of Political Science, Tarleton State University (justice@tarleton.edu)

Serving as a program chair for a conference, even in an association as small as ours, can
be one of the most trying academic experiences anyone can have in our profession. Having
served the Southwestern International Studies Association previously as assistant program chair,
and then as program chair, I can speak with some authority on this point. Putting together any
conference program is extremely time-consuming, and the range of emotions involved can scale
from quiet ambivalence to outright frustration. In essence, the rest of one’s academic life -- and
sometimes more than that -- goes on hold while assembling the program and this is not a small
price to pay for those of us who are on tenure-track at the time. Anyone who has ever held this
position should fully understand when I say that the most intensely frustrating moments a
program chair will have occur when someone drops from the program, particularly when that
drop is “announced” by not appearing at all when scheduled and doing it without any kind of
warning.
I do not write this with intent of pointing any fingers specifically at our association or
even any of our fellow affiliates in the Southwestern Social Sciences Association, nor do I intend
for it to be a reflection of my own experiences as a program chair. By no means does the issue
of professionalism at academic conferences confine itself to SSSA or any of the disciplines
affiliated with it. This is an issue that we all must constantly confront and address, as we all
suffer the consequences when we tolerate a lack of it. It is in this spirit that I offer what follows
as proverbial food for thought.

The Importance of Being There
It goes without saying that a conference cannot occur if participants do not attend, yet
being able to do so represents a source of intense annoyance for many of us. I need not remind
anyone that we are in a time of state legislatures making unprecedented cuts to their higher
Southwestern Journal of International Studies

157

education budgets, and travel budgets are often among the first to feel the fall of the budgetary
axe. To complicate matters, conferences are never cheap for anyone to attend, yet they are
essential to the work that we do as academics. They provide opportunities for outside feedback
on our research. They provide us with contacts. They provide opportunities for service to our
disciplines. For those pursuing tenure and promotion, conference presentations represent
essential lines on our vitae. In short, being there is important.
So who loses when we our professionalism ‘slips’? In short, all of us lose to one degree
or another. What price do we pay? In short again, it depends, but some of us bear a higher cost
than others do. To be sure, there are perfectly legitimate reasons for someone to submit a paper
and later choose not to attend the meeting, and some of these are totally beyond our control.
Occasionally, we get sick or suffer family issues requiring our immediate attention. For others,
those who control the travel purse strings might tell us that the money is there for us to go to a
meeting, but when it comes time to write the check, the bank account is empty. Even so, a recent
poll of SSSA members showed that the biggest concern regarding our organization -- 37.5
percent -- was a lack of professionalism.

The largest concern among those citing specific

reasons for this addressed drop-outs and no-shows. Next was location and cost, a major concern
of just shy of 28 percent of those surveyed.

The Costs of Not Being There
Hotels hosting conferences require that a certain number of rooms fill in order to
guarantee a lower-than-normal rate than what guests would normally pay per-night to stay there.
Those contracts include very stiff financial penalties when the room block does not fill to a
minimum rate. Each person with a role in the conference who does not turn up for the meeting
represents one less person occupying a room, and if that number grows large enough, the
organization bears the financial penalties. It goes without saying that hotel fees have increased
dramatically over the course of the last decade, particularly those capable of hosting conferences.
Since “we” are the organization -- those of us who pay dues, at any rate -- we are the ones who
will bear the costs in the form of higher annual dues and higher conference registration fees. It is
also true that non-members pay significantly higher fees to participate in the conference, and
they will join the membership in bearing this increased financial burden. While this might
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provide them an incentive to join the organization -- something the membership would no doubt
appreciate -- it is just as likely to provide a disincentive to submit a proposal at all.
Financial costs are not the only issue at hand. The program suffers as well when people
drop or fail to attend. Program chairs are not able to accept every proposal submitted, and good
papers -- particularly at larger, national meetings -- may not make the program at all. Stating the
obvious, when a program chair accepts a paper that the presenter ultimately does not present, it
represents a void on the program that could have gone to another paper whose presenter might
have come to deliver it. Now, this occurs regardless as to the reason for the ‘no-show,’ but it
becomes particularly egregious in the case of those who shop their papers from conference to
conference, then decide which one -- if any -- they will attend. In the case of someone who
withdraws due to a legitimate reason, we can show some understanding. In the case of a ‘papershopper,’ it is an entirely different matter.
On another matter, when a chair or discussant does not appear, the program experiences
logistical costs, as the program chair must find a replacement. If the participant drops and
informs the program chair in a timely manner, the program chair can usually find someone who
has confirmed his or her attendance to fill the place on the program. When the program chair
does not receive adequate notification, or the session chair/discussant simply does not appear, the
program suffers in that the participants who did appear must now take additional roles for which
they did not prepare. In the case of a missing session chair, this is not a huge burden, given the
primary role is to ensure everyone adheres to time limits and to prevent those in the room from
dominating the available time. The quality of the program takes a larger hit with respect to a
missing discussant, as a major purpose of presenting research at a conference is to get feedback
from others, which is why the discussant is there in the first place.
The ‘paper-shopping’ case above illustrates a third cost of not being there, which is the
cost to one’s own reputation.1 In reality, this depends upon the circumstances surrounding the
decision not to appear and how one handles them. For someone backing out of a conference for
legitimate reasons, it is simply a matter of contacting the program chair within a reasonable
amount of time. To be sure, legitimate reasons can arise at the last possible moment. Even in
these circumstances, with today’s communications technology being what it is, a quick note to

1

In response to those who do this, SSSA is expected to adopt a proposal submission fee, which will count toward
conference registration for those proposals accepted. Rejected proposals will have their fees refunded.
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the program chair is most appreciated, and the reason for missing should be understood if not
appreciated those affected.
The egregious professionalism problem arises with those who drop or fail to appear
without a timely notice or any notice at all. Some try to skirt their responsibilities by submitting
a paper proposal with no real intent of ever producing a piece of research to present. Since their
name appears in the printed program, they keep the never-written-or-presented paper on their
curriculum vita. Others will submit the same paper to multiple conferences -- the “papershoppers” mentioned earlier -- and will only appear at the most prestigious conference to accept
their proposal. This is where colleagues suffer serious damage to their reputations, as it becomes
very difficult for conferences to take seriously any future proposals from those individuals.
Some conferences even go so far as to impose a ban from appearing on future programs for a
period of years. Furthermore, universities where these colleagues now work lose in terms of a
lack of production from such faculty.

The Importance of Being Responsible
I would like to think that what I have written to point goes without saying for most of us,
and it should also go without saying that I could expound further on what is above, but I also
trust that I made my point plainly with what I wrote here. When one submits a proposal to
participate in a conference, one commits to attending, even before the program chair can accept
it. The time has already arrived to begin planning to attend and making the necessary
arrangements. If, however, circumstances later prevent attendance, the right thing to do is get
word to those in charge -- particularly the program chair -- as soon as possible so that the
conference can go forward with minimal disruption. Simply put, this is not a matter of common
courtesy -- although that is very much present -- but a matter of all of us being responsible to one
another, of respecting each other’s time, of being fair to one another, and of treating each other
as fellow professionals. To those who do these routinely, “thank you!”
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