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Turkey and Russia have agreed to create buffer 

zone in Idlib 

Russia and Turkey have agreed to create a 

demilitarized buffer zone in the Idlib province, the 

last major stronghold of rebel and jihadist groups. 

Russia and Turkey would be the guarantors of the 

agreement, to the exclusion of certain other Syrian 

players. The Syrian government had no immediate 

response to the agreement, which is likely to 

strengthen Turkey‘s presence in the area. Turkey is 

already in control of several areas in Northern 

Syria, including in Idlib, Afrin and near Jarabulus. 

It is hard to assess whether this agreement can 

solve the long-term problems, but it can provide a 

breathing space for further peaceful moves, and 

could prevent another massive wave of migration. 

17.09.2018 

 

Nicolas Maduro survives assassination attempt 

Venezuela's President Nicolas Maduro survived an 

assassination attempt, allegedly from the military. 

Nicolas Maduro was speaking at a military event in 

Caracas when the attack occurred. Two drones 

exploded but far enough from Maduro. Seven 

soldiers were injured, and several people were later 

arrested, the Venezuelan authorities said. 

―This was an attempt to kill me, today they 

attempted to assassinate me.‖ President Maduro 

declared later. He targeted Colombia for the 

attack, but the accusation was denied by the 

Bogota government, who called this a baseless 

accusation. President Maduro also blamed the US 

for financing this attack, which American officials 

immediately denied. 

Historically, though, this would not represent a 

new tactic for the US in Latin America. Any leader 

who puts the interests of their people before the 

US becomes a target of imperial aggression. 

Assassination attempts are mainly used when 

imperialists fail to find a so-called ―democratic‖ 

ally,which in coded language means a pro-

U.S.  regime. 

Assassination plots including those that are hidden 

as accidents as well as forced "regime changes" 
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have been  routine methods for most of Western 

imperialism's history. 

05.08.2018 

 

Kofi Annan: Former UN Secretary-General dies at 

age 80 

Kofi Annan was the former Secretary-General of 

the United Nations and a recipient of the Nobel 

Peace Prize. 

The United Nations Security Council recommended 

Annan as Secretary-General in late 1996. The 

General Assembly elected him in that position, and 

he began his first term as Secretary-General on 

January 1, 1997.  He stayed in office until his 

retirement on December 31, 2006. 

Among Annan's best-known accomplishments 

were his issuance of a five-point Call to Action in 

April 2001 to address the HIV/AIDS pandemic and 

his proposal to create a Global AIDS and Health 

Fund. 

He and the United Nations were jointly awarded the 

Nobel Peace Prize in December 2001 "for their 

work for a better organized and more peaceful 

world." 

Annan is also known for his opposition to the 2003 

invasion of Iraq and to Iran's nuclear program. In 

September 2004,  He told the BBC that the Iraq war 

violated the U.N. charter and was illegal. 

He also played a key role for the Cyprus Annan 

Peace Plan, which was the most detailed attempt to 

reach a federal solution to the Cyprus problem. 

18.08.2018 

 

UN report confirms genocide in Myanmar 

UN report confirms genocide in Myanmar 

Myanmar‘s top military generals must be 

investigated and prosecuted for genocide in the 

North of the Rakhine State, as well as for crimes 

against humanity and war crimes in Rakhine, 

Kachin and Shan States, a report by the UN 

Independent International Fact-Finding Mission 

suggests. 

―Military necessity would never justify killing 

indiscriminately, gang raping women, assaulting 

children, and burning entire villages. 

The Tatmadaw‘s tactics are consistently and 

grossly disproportionate to actual security threats, 

especially in Rakhine State, but also in northern 

Myanmar,‖ the report states. 

This report represents a positive step for the 

minorities there but it should be followed by 

immediate measures against Myanmar to put an 

end to the genocide. 

27.08.2018 

Furkan Sahin 
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"Already Dead to Us‖ John Bolton Says on the ICC 

The ICC is getting ready to investigate detainee 

abuses in Afghanistan committed by the US. 

Related to this, National Security Advisor to Donald 

Trump, John Bolton, has said the International 

Criminal Court (ICC) is ―dead to us‖ in his speech to 

the conservative Federalist Society. 

Bolton said, ―the ICC may announce the start of a 

formal investigation against these American 

patriots.‖ He warned that Washington could take 

measure against judges including banning them 

from the country and sanctioning their funding. 

The U.S. behavior in that matter can be described 

as arrogant. Ironically, it also challenges the 

international postwar system largely crafted by the 

U.S. itself, supposedly to help prevent such war 

crimes. 

The Trump administration has already largely 

destabilized the so far U.S.-led international 

economic liberal order by increasing taxes, raising 

trade tariffs, etc. and it seems it is now also ready 

to crack down on the American judicial system to 

protect Trump from investigations and possible 

condemnations.  The current U.S. administration 

has therefore created major new problems for all. 

 10.09.2018 

 

Racism rises again in the Heart of Europe, Germany 

In Germany, the city of Chemnitz has been 

struggling with neo-Nazi aggression in the form of 

the Alternative for Deutschland (AfD, the anti-

Islam anti-immigration far-right party). 

Daniel Hillig, a 35-year-old German-Cuban, was 

allegedly stabbed by Iraqi and Syrian-born men, 

who are now in custody. 

This incident sparked far-right extremists into 

action. Rumors instantly went viral online about 

Hilig's death, causing even more hatred from many 

right-wing supporters. 

Right-wing extremists and skinheads took to the 

streets, harassing those who looked foreign and 

shouting racist insults. 

Despite the fact that thousands of people attended 

an anti-racist march in the same city, the sight of 

proud and unhibited neo-nazis in Germany itself 

raises some major concerns about the social and 

political dynamics at work in that country and 

more generally in Europe. 

 

30.08.2018 
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TERRORISM HAS BEEN A CONCEPT OF THE MODERN 

world since the French Revolution. Yet, 

there is no commonly accepted definition 

of it. Most recently, we have been 

witnessing extreme violence in Syria where 

different international and regional actors 

have their own definition of terrorism to 

legitimatize their military actions. So please 

let me start with a crucial question. 

What do you think makes a group of people 

terrorist, is it the method  used or their 

final target or their goal of challenging or 

breaking the status quo? 

 

There is no universally accepted definition 

of terrorism, but there are at least two 

criteria shared by all existing definitions 

and you have mentioned them: 1) the 

TERRORISM 

IN SYRIA AND BEYOND 

 

AN INTERVIEW WITH 

PROF. ALAIN GABON 
By Dr. Rahman Dag 
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method:  here, the intentional use of or the 

threat to use violence and/or fear (terrorists 

do precisely that, they terrorize or at least 

try to).  Notice that one does not need to 

actually use force or violence, since creating 

a climate of fear is enough for fulfilling this 

first criteria of terrorism (the Cold War is 

not referred to as the ―Balance of Terror‖ for 

no reason). And here, the terrorists have 

greatly benefited from the help of our own 

governments and media who for years have 

vastly exaggerated and overreacted to the 

terrorist threat, thus amplifying the fear 

effect those groups seek to produce  2) 

political goals, since terrorism is first of all 

politics (as opposed to using violence for 

purely personal, economic etc. purposes in 

cases like crimes of passion, mafia 

criminality, mass shootouts etc.): the goal 

of any terrorist is to change or on the 

contrary to preserve a larger existing order 

(since there are terrorists who seek to 

maintain, not necessarily challenge, the 

status quo), to influence a government, a 

group of people, etc. in order to achieve 

certain social or political objectives.  In the 

most general sense of the term, terrorism 

can therefore be and often is defined as the 

use of force (military or other) and/or fear 

in order to reach certain political objectives.  

Notice that among many others, the U.S. 

government, for example in its 2003 

invasion of Iraq and use of tactics aptly 

named Shock and Awe, fits that definition 

perfectly as much as ISIS or those European 

individuals who attack refugee centers in 

Germany or Sweden to frighten those 

immigrants and refugees in order to push 
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them to leave and deter others from 

coming. There are two other crucial criteria 

(so criteria 3 and 4) I have not mentioned 

but that make a huge difference.  We‘ll talk 

about those two later, I‘m sure. 

 

Do you think that there is an international 

organization which is able to declare a 

group as terrorist, such as United Nation 

Security Council? 

 

Do you mean there is or there should be 

such an international organization?  If you 

mean whether there should be, yes and no.  

For me that would depend on what 

definition of terrorism that international 

organization would use to discriminate 

between terrorist versus legitimate entities.  

If the definition is sound, comprehensive 

and consistently applied, then it could be a 

factor of progress.  But if that definition 

is—as is usually the case now with our 

governments, media, journalists, and major 

terrorism research centers—flawed, 

insufficient, partial, biased, ideologically 

oriented, misleading and even as is often 

the case deliberately manipulative, then 

this would be counterproductive and even 

dangerous, as has been the case with the 

whole discourse on terrorism and the ―war 

on terror‖ itself. 

 

Do you think that central governments‘ 

recognition of a group as a terrorist 

organization is adequate to consider that 

organization as a terrorist group? 

 

No I absolutely do not.  It is not because a 

government declares this or that group to 

be a terrorist organization that it is one. 

Conversely, it is not because a certain 

group, certain individuals, certain entities 

including those central governments 

themselves have not been declared to be 

terrorists that they are not precisely that 

too. President Ronald Reagan, who 

supported, funded, and armed some of the 

most lethal, genocidal right-wing death 

squads throughout Central America in the 

name of the ―fight against Communism‖ 

was and remains without a doubt a major 

transnational terrorist, one who powerfully 

and actively contributed to the killing of 

hundreds of thousands of innocents 

(indigenous peasant populations, etc.).  

Such facts, now widely known and amply 

documented, are no longer open to debate. 

President Clinton himself even formally 

admitted those atrocities and apologized to 

Guatemala on behalf of the U.S. State, so 

it‘s now official history. There are so many 

examples of why we should never rely on 

official governmental definitions of 

terrorism and why the deadliest terrorists 

are usually never those designated as such 

that one wouldn‘t even know where to start 

if we were to make that list.  Starting with 

the U.S. state itself.  If in doubt, ask the 

Native Americans (or what‘s left of them) 

since in their case, U.S. terrorism reached 

the scale and atrociousness of a veritable 

genocide, furthermore one of the worst and 

most complete in human history.  What 

about indiscriminately and deliberately 

dropping atomic bombs on defenseless 

civilian Japanese populations and reducing 

them to ashes?  One can hardly think of a 

purest example of terrorism than that!  And 

yet, was the U.S. state ever declared to be a 

terrorist state? Hardly. Instead, we attach 

An Interview with Prof. Alain Gabon 
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that label to the Iranian regime, which 

itself, unlike the U.S., never nuked anyone.  

In their cynical and manipulative use of that 

word, our governments usually turn 

historical and contemporary reality on its 

head. 

 

Another example:  Saudi Arabia has 

recently officially declared the Muslim 

Brotherhood a terrorist group, but for  

other states like the E.U. the Muslim 

Brothers remain legit‘ (though feared               

and distrusted).  Similarly, in Syria, the              

U.S. has been vigorously backing the              

Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF), a militia  

led by the Kurdish-majority People‘s 

Protection Units (YPG), which Turkey 

considers to be a terrorist organization.  So 

for Turkey, the U.S. is a sponsor of anti-

Turkish terrorism.  No wonder the 

relationship between the two countries 

have reached an all-time low!  There are 

also plenty of groups and individuals who 

are terrorists according to the very 

definition of the states in which they 

operate, yet, curiously, they are not 

declared and judged as terrorists. In a 

recent article I examine that most 

disturbing phenomenon at work in the E.U. 

and the U.S.  The case of, say, a Dylan Roof 

to name just one is a glaring example of a 

quintessential White Supremacist terrorist 

who committed what was clearly a terrorist 

massacre motivated by clear political goals 

(he killed nine African-American in their 

church ―in order to provoke a racial war‖ as 

he himself declared), yet he was never 

prosecuted as a terrorist and was judged as 

a common murderer, even though that case 

fit perfectly the definition of  terrorism of 

the FBI and U.S. Department of Justice 

themselves!  Imagine if it had been an Arab 

Muslim affiliated with Isis (Roof was a 

member of Southern  White Supremacist 

groups) who would have killed nine white 

Christians in their church then claimed he 

did that to provoke a religious war. Would 

Mr. Comey have decided that was ―not 

terrorism‖, as he did for Dylan Roof?  

 

We need to be more aware of such double 

standard in the way our governments apply 

that word in a highly selective manner.  To 

say nothing of their actual counter-

terrorism policies, also applied selectively 

against certain terrorists but not others, as 

the few examples above (one could cite 

hundreds) are enough to prove. Besides, as 

academics and scholars, we should always 

maintain complete independence including 

intellectual, analytical and conceptual 

independence from what governments say 

or do.  To put it bluntly we should not care. 

There is no reason to align ourselves on 

what Macron, Trump, May, Sisi, Assad or 

Mohammed ben Salman declare about such 

matters or about anything else, especially 

when all of those heads of states without 

exception (and many others) are either 

terrorists themselves or major sponsors of 

terrorist states, who speak from both 

corners on their mouths:  flexing military 

muscles and talking tough about the ―war 

on terror‖, while backing, funding, arming 

even worse terrorists or engaging in acts of 

terrorism themselves. Academics should 

never take their cues from those people, 

who have way too many vested interests in 

the manipulation of the word ―terrorism‖ to 

be trusted. 
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In specific terms, there has been a common 

sense that ISIS is the most recent and 

violent terrorist organization in Syria, Iran 

and worldwide. Its so-called radical Islamic 

ideology is generalized to other Muslims 

and all Islamic organizations, regardless of 

whether they are armed or unarmed, have 

been regarded as the same as ISIS or at 

least suspected to be the same as ISIS. 

What is your comment on this? 

 

It certainly is true that groups like ISIS and 

Al Qaeda have done enormous harm to 

Muslims around the world, not just because 

most of their victims are Muslims but also 

because they have enabled the 

Islamophobes and bigots of all stripes to 

portray their violence as a characteristic of 

Islam itself. The guilt-by-association, the 

generalization, the essentialization and 

demonization of Islam and all Muslims 

because of such groups, the extension of 

ISIS and Al Qaeda‘s violence to all Muslims 

has simply been devastating to otherwise 

peaceful and non-violent people. You can 

say that Muslims are twice the victims of 

such groups:  first they are getting killed by 

them, then they are being associated with 

their own killers by the non-Muslims.  

However, ISIS is far, very far from being the 

most violent actor in Syria, the Middle East 

or the world contrary to what most people 

believe.  And if we believe such falsehood, 

it is because the whole discourse on 

terrorism is polluted to its core.  The most 

violent terrorist in all of Syria and the 

Middle East has been and remains  

President Assad himself, namely the Syrian 

government, not ISIS.  The figures and body 

counts leave no doubt here.  I have tried to 

explain  in certain articles  and essays  how 

all those false popular  perceptions, 

assumptions and misrepresentations have 

been created and consolidated by the 

deliberately manipulative and misleading 

semantic use of the word ―terrorism‖ on the 

part of dominant groups (especially 

mainstream media, the terrorism industry,  

and politicians) for material interests 

(military budgets etc.) as well as ideological 

and political purposes. 

 

As you know, during the Cold War, Marxist-

Leninist/Communist organizations were 

considered as terrorist organizations, but 

now, coming from this same leftist root, 

PYD/YPG and PKK are regarded as heroes 

fighting against Islamic radicalism while 

certain Islamic/st groups are being 

demonized. From this perspective, do you 

think that these different approaches are 

actually related to a secular-religious 

dichotomy? 

 

If I understand the question correctly, you 

seem to be pointing to a double standard at 

work in our governments, media, research 

centers, academics too (at least some of 
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them1), according to which leftist or non-

religious or ―secular‖ groups can never be 

terrorists, while that label is often 

exclusively applied to religious groups (the 

Islamic/ist kind of course) whether or not 

they actually are terrorists.  In that case I 

would tend to agree, with some 

reservations.  For example the PKK is 

officially considered to be a terrorist 

organization by both the U.S. and the E.U. 

yet despite their ―tough on terror‖ talk, you 

don‘t really see any of those governments 

crack down hard on those organizations or 

their agents, representatives etc. in those 

countries (probably because they are 

considered low-level risks for countries like 

France).  And that contrasts sharply with 

the determination with which those same 

governments crack down on religious 

―Islamist‖ terrorist groups and even 

sometimes on perfectly non-violent 

Islamic/ist groups and individuals as well 

(see the case of a Tariq Ramadan, routinely 

described in France as a ―dangerous 

Islamist‖ who has been ―radicalizing‖ the 

French Muslim youth, as somehow guilty 

too of that wave of  recent Jihadist attacks 

t a r g e t i n g  F r a n c e  h t t p s : / /

w w w . m i l e s t o n e s j o u r n a l . n e t /

articles/2018/3/19/the-tariq-ramadan-

case-a-comprehensive-review ) 

 

Let‘s not even go into the debates about 

whether those we call ―secular‖ are actually 

as secular as we think or as they claim they 

are (lately, Presidents Chirac,  Sarkozy, 

Hollande, and Macron, in what is 

supposedly one of the most strictly 

secularist states of all, France, have 

abundantly violated the separation of 

church and state while claiming to uphold 

it). Or whether those we see as ―religious‖  

are really  people of faith (frankly there‘s 

often little to no religiosity in so many  

―Islamist‖, ―Jihadist‖, and/or ―Salafist‖ 

terrorists).  Or whether the distinction 

between ―secularists‖ vs ―religious‖ and 

―Islamists‖ is that clear and obvious.  Not to 

mention the frequent confusion between 

―secularist‖ and ―non-religious‖ or atheist 

while the two are absolutely not the same.  

Most Western Salafists (including those I 

personally know) can probably be 

considered to be secularists too in that they 

usually want to keep state and religion 

strictly separated, for example to protect 

their religion against governmental 

intrusion.  Ironically, it‘s often the so-called 

secularists who insist on having the state 

decide what is religious or not (thus,  in 

2009, Sarkozy even declared to the French 

Parliament that niqabs and burqas were 

―not religious signs‖!), what‘s a legitimate 

Islamic belief, how Muslims should 

organize themselves and so on and so 

forth, in blatant violation of the separation 

of church and state and freedom of 

religion. But an intellectual like Tariq 

Ramadan, who is always presented as a 

―radical Islamist‖ whose secret goal is to 

turn France into Saudi Arabia and impose 

―Shariah Law‖ in the West, is actually far 

more of a genuine secularist than his 

opponents, who use, instrumentalize, and 

pervert that word and principle 

(―secularism‖ or in a French context 

―laïcité‖) to violate the principle of 

separation of church and state and attack 
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Islam . What those  pseudo-secularists like 

former French Prime Minister Manuel Valls 

have done is to weaponize ―laïcité‖ to better 

attack the freedom of religion of their 

Muslim compatriots in the name of that 

noble and good principle.  On this false 

dichotomy secular-religious in regards to 

Islam, see for example Franck Fregosi‘s 

―Islam in Laicity‖, a must-read. 

 

So, when we examine things a bit more 

closely, this secular-religious dichotomy is 

never as clear-cut and strict as it seems, 

things are a lot more fuzzy and blurred, 

and the distinction often does not hold at 

all.  Talking about recent developments 

following the 2011 Arab Spring uprisings, 

John Voll (and most of the top scholars on 

this) observes ―there has been a 

religionization of what is called ‗secular, 

and a secularization of what is called 

‗religious.‘ Increasingly, the so-called 

secular and the so-called religious are 

blending together in a new format that 

requires either new definitions or new 

terminology. To use an ugly neologism, the 

new modes of movements and state 

policies are increasingly ‗seculigious.‘‖  In a 

nutshell, this religious/secular dichotomy, 

furthermore presented (at least in the West) 

as manichean, with ―religious‖ (here 

―Islamic/ist‖) as the bad term and ―secular‖, 

the good, positive, desirable, ―enlightened‖ 

one, this conceptual framework is now too 

crude for describing the new realities.  For 

journalists and politicians as well as for  

scholars of the Middle East and of Islam, it 

is increasingly bad methodology that can 

only lead to false interpretations of what 

has been happening.  And if, unlike 

scholars, you actually have power, real 

power, and ground your decisions and 

foreign or domestic policies on falsehood, 

you are bound to create disasters for 

everybody including yourself even with the 

best intentions of the world—as has been 

the case for a long time with pretty much 

all Western governments one can think of. 

 

Furthermore, in the new post-Arab Spring 

era, the main dynamic at work throughout 

the region is neither secular, nor religious, 

nor ―seculigious‖.  Events, developments, 

policies etc.  are determined by none of 

that but by the brutal and desperate 

attempts of the governments and ruling 

oligarchies in place to  stay in power, 

ensure regime survival, and kill any 

possibility of a resumption of the Arab 

Spring, which scared the hell out of them. If 

we don‘t understand that regime survival is 

what drives events now, we can‘t 

understand anything about MENA today. 

And to guarantee they will remain in power, 

those autocratic (at best), despotic, and 

tyrannical governments and rulers, Sisi, 

Assad, ―MbS‖, ―MbZ‖, Khamenei, ―M6‖ the 

Moroccan King, etc., you name them, are 

ready to do anything it takes in the most 

pragmatic, non-ideological manner.  And I 

mean anything. There is absolutely nothing 

they (at least most of them) will not do 

including killing half their own people if 

that is what it takes.  See Assad and Sisi.  In 

this post-ideological context where regime 

survival dominates everything else and 

where those apparently strong rulers and 

stable regimes actually feel vulnerable and 

threatened, those categories, ―secular‖, 

―religious‖, ―seculigious‖ etc. simply do not 
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matter, though some scholars would 

disagree and say I am downplaying the 

continued importance of competing 

ideologies, religious or not.  But if they 

matter, it is just or mostly as policy tools, 

as convenient alibis, as rhetorical devices to 

manipulate their populations and try 

control the situation (e.g. the 

instrumentalization of religion by Sisi and 

MbS, the cynical politics of sectarianization, 

the deliberate exacerbation of the ―Shiite-

Sunni divide‖—another lame cliché—by the 

Saudi, Iranian and other regimes, the use of 

sectarianism for counter-revolutionary and 

repressive purposes, the propaganda 

campaigns of Assad claiming Muslims want 

to massacre all Christians and he is their 

best protector, and so on and so forth). 

 

What do you think about the claim that 

international public opinion has been 

witnessing ‗the Islamization of war‘ in 

Syria? 

 

Though groups like Jabhat Al-Nusra were 

actually present there since 2011, I think 

there is some truth to that, for example 

when Assad himself deliberately freed 

hundreds of Jihadists from his jails in order 

to inflame the situation hoping that would 

ultimately benefit him (he was successful at 

that) and allow him to present his regime 

as the lesser of two evils, the proverbial 

―bulwark against Jihadism‖ (a classic ploy 

that always works well with a largely 

Islamophobic  West that has been rendered 

paranoid-hysterical by 9-11 and the few 

significant attacks that followed, like 

Charlie Hebdo and November 13).  The 

Islamization of the uprising, whose degree 

is hard to assess, has advanced in parallel 

with the militarization of what was initially 

a peaceful rebellion against Assad. But the 

situation today has evolved so much, for 

the worse, that it has hardly anything to do 

anymore with the popular, non-violent, non

-Islamist uprising against a despotic 

regime that it was initially in its genuine 

Arab Spring early phase.  Islamist and 

Jihadist groups of all sorts, usually backed 

by foreign powers, have greatly benefited 

from this evolution and to a large extent 

hijacked the uprising while marginalizing, 

some would say rendering obsolete, the 

democratic opposition.   

 

But there‘s only some truth to that 

Islamization-of-the-Syrian conflict thesis, 

which might be more apparent than real.  

For example, those hyperactive Jihadist or 

Islamist groups  are far from representing 

the totality of the opposition to Assad‘s 

regime, which has been highly fragmented 

and ineffective, including the democratic 

non-violent organizations who tragically 

have  been spending so much of their time 

and energy opposing each other, to the joy 

of Assad and his divide-and-conquer 

strategy.  As a matter of fact, most of the 

Assad opponents are not ―Islamists‖ or 

Jihadists.  Furthermore, the motivations of 

the ―Jihadist‖ fighters themselves are often 

not as religious as we think even when they 

themselves declare to be acting for Islam. 

Despite the claims of some ―experts‖, 

what‘s happening in Syria is still not a 

religious war and is best described as a civil 

war or rather a series of civil wars with a 
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heavy foreign dimension, since it often 

seems half of the world including the U.S., 

Russia, Saudi Arabia, Iran, Turkey, France 

etc. are fighting there both directly and by 

proxy (at least they try), thus prolonging 

the conflict to devastating effects for those 

caught in that abominable crossfire.  Syria 

has become like a sort of World War 

concentrated in one small country with a 

population of 23 million (well, in 2011.) 

 

Regarding that Islamization problematics, 

there may be similarities with the Israeli-

Palestinian conflict.  There too, what was 

essentially a territorial and political 

problem (two people claiming right to the 

same land) has recently acquired a more 

religious dimension or religious emphasis 

on both sides (just listen to PM Netanyahu 

use religious language in his foreign policy 

speeches).  Yet, that conflict can still not be 

described as religious in origin and nature 

(a clash between Islam and Judaism, etc.). 

But in both cases, the religious element has 

become more pronounced, I think as a 

result of the deadlock and subsequent 

radicalization of those involved.  It‘s very 

clear in Israel, where the fanaticized Jewish 

Absolutists (most of the ―settlers‖, who, as 

colonizers, are actually international war 

criminals too by international law, and 

repulsive racists cum mass murderers in 

the Israeli government such as  Defense 

Minister Avigdor Liebermann) have gained 

the upper hand and laminated the left.  

However I think what I was explaining 

a b o v e  r e g a r d i n g  t h i s  n e w 

―seculareligiousness‖ in the making in the 

post-Arab Spring era could apply here too. 

This being said, the main dynamic in the 

Syrian conflict has not been its Islamization 

but its internationalization through foreign 

interventions, especially the terrible supply 

of arms by all those foreign powers from 

France to Russia, Turkey or the U.S., a 

phenomena which itself is really not 

motivated by religion. Plus what really 

matters is not whether you are Muslim, 

Druze, Alawite, Christian, etc. but whether 

you are an Assad opponent or supporter. 

Finally, many analysts have explained that 

even in cases where religious identities are 

explicitly invoked in a sectarian manner, 

such identities and religious affiliations 

mostly offer a convenient and legitimate 

alibi to advance interests or push for 

agendas that are themselves non-religious.  

Merve Gunenc for example, following 

certain scholars on this, argues that in such 

cases, ―religion is the ‗shell‘ of the conflict 

while socio-economic inequality is its 

‗core‘… So, in conflicts such as the Syrian 

civil war, divisions seem to be on religious 

fault lines, when in actual fact they are 

more significantly class identities and class 

tensions. Inter-religious tensions therefore 

do exist but are more of a disguise or 

―shell‖ for the socioeconomic issues which 

are a key underlying driving force of the 

Syrian civil war.‖ 
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On the other hand, we have the concept of 

‗state terrorism‘. Do you think that the 

Syrian government‘s reactions since the 

beginning of the crisis qualifies as state 

terrorism? 

 

There you go, that was one of the other two 

crucial criteria I was alluding to regarding 

your very first question, one that changes 

everything and whose occlusion has 

created extreme distortions and falsehood 

in our dominant discourses, assumptions 

and representations of ―terrorism‖.  For that 

reason, those are heavily biased, skewed, 

unreliable and misleading. There is no 

question the Syrian government‘s ultra-

violent suppression of the opposition, from 

the first peaceful demonstrations of the 

2011 Arab Spring to the insurrection by 

armed groups constitute quintessential 

state terrorism of the worst, most lethal 

kind, like in the case of the regime‘s 

indiscriminate bombing of entire 

neighborhoods. I don‘t think anyone could 

question that with a straight face.  The 

main bias that  pollutes the whole 

discourse on terrorism as well as our 

supposedly ―counter-terrorism‖ policies is 

the deliberate omission of state terrorism 

from our considerations.  One cannot think 

of a worse distortion in the picture of 

terrorism worldwide that we project by 

doing so, since state terrorism now and 

then has always been by far the most lethal 

type of all, one that makes the likes of Al 

Qaeda look like amateurs. Just think Hitler 

and the Third Reich. And today more than 

ever, the worst, bloodiest and most lethal 

terrorists remain heads of states and 

governments, not non-state actors:  In 

Syria, Assad.  In Egypt, Sisi.  In Yemen, 

Mohammed bin Salman.  In Israel, 

Netanyahu, the Jewish settlers, and the IDF, 

whose record of terroristic exactions, 

atrocities and war crimes is at this point 

well known, abundantly filmed and 

disseminated globally on social media, not 

to mention exposed and documented by all 

human rights groups including the Israeli 

ones like B‘Tselem and by hundreds of IDF 

soldiers themselves.  Just those four top 

officials have killed and hurt far more 

civilians than Al Qaeda, Hezbollah and Isis 

combined ever did and ever will even if you 

take the totality of their casualties 

worldwide. 

 

Let‘s not even mention all those other 

governments and foreign heads of states 

who support, arm, and  fund the former 

group (Macron, Hollande, May, Merkel, 

Obama, Trump, etc.) and therefore fully 

deserve to be exposed, too, as the 

sponsors, bankers, and arms dealers of 

state terrorists they are, for a fact.  Yet, 

observe how they are systematically 

exonerated from the ―terrorism‖ label. If 

you, yourself, were to give a gun to a (non-

state) terrorist without even knowing what 

he was planning to do with it, that would 

be enough to send you to jail for a decade 

or two.  But when the above-mentioned 

rulers sell billions of weaponry to 

confirmed mass murderers like bin Salman 

and Sisi, in full knowledge they are going to 

use them against civilian populations (their 

own or that of foreign countries—and they 

know that because that is what has been 
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happening all along), then, suddenly, it‘s 

no longer a crime but business and 

diplomacy. 

 

Then and now, as every scholar of terrorism 

knows  well (no need to be a scholar 

though, History past and present provides 

enough irrefutable examples from Stalin to 

Hitler, Pol Pot, Pinochet , Mohammed Reza 

Pahlavi, Saddam Hussein and so on and so 

forth), the most dangerous, determined, 

and murderous of all terrorists have always 

been ruling governmental elites and heads 

of states, not the little guys like Action 

Directe, Carlos or Al Qaeda. Though I 

personally would not want Isis in my 

backyard, those are just the underdogs.  

But our media and politicians have very 

effectively constructed them as our main 

existential threat, to better cover up and 

divert our attention from their own, far 

worse war crimes and terroristic policies.  

And in that, quite sadly, they have been 

powerfully helped (intentionally or not) by 

many academics and research centers. Take 

the typical case of the Global Terrorism 

Database (GTB) at the University of 

Maryland, probably the main and most 

influential of all research centers on 

terrorism, because they are used as the top 

reference and source by mainstream media, 

governments, and many other researchers. 

Though they claim on every page of their 

web site to be ―the most comprehensive 

database on terrorist attacks in the world‖ , 

in reality they are counting only non-state 

terrorist attacks while superbly ignore state 

terrorism altogether.  Not their problem.  

(Since until very recently  they were funded 

by the U.S. State Dept. and Homeland 

Security, which is also one of their main 

clients, this ―methodological choice‖ is 

hardly surprising.  You can‘t really imagine 

their ―researchers‖ reporting about  U.S.-

backed state terrorists like bin Salman and 

Sisi!) But as a result, the image, the 

understanding, the representation of 

―global terrorism‖ those research centers 

and academics  produce, disseminate and 

project both directly and through those 

(journalists etc.) who quote them 

uncritically, is completely false and 

fraudulent, since it purely and simply 

excludes from the picture the biggest 

terrorists of all and their victims, who  are 

in far greater numbers than those of the 

likes of Al Qaeda.  This being said, Trump 

apparently just cut off their funding, and I 

believe it is actually a good thing, as such 

―research centers‖ probably do more harm 

than good given the way they are 

constructing and consolidating  a false and 

fraudulent  picture and understanding of 

global terrorism as exclusively a non-state 

phenomena.  In some cases such as this 

one, no research is better than bad, biased, 

flawed, misleading and methodologically 

and conceptually polluted research. As far 

as I am concerned and though I have been 

using their data too (which is excellent for 

non-state terrorism), the GTB can go, and 

be replaced by other centers who will have 

more methodological and conceptual 

integrity and will ALSO include state 

terrorism, thus producing a better, more 

inclusive picture and a more exact 

understanding of global terrorism today. 

 

Regarding current political violence, do you 

think that violation of basic human rights 

18  |  Issue 17  |  Political Reflection Magazine 

An Interview with Prof. Alain Gabon 

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2017/08/31/opinion/columnists/yemen-famine-cholera.html?mtrref=www.google.com&assetType=opinion
https://www.amazon.com/Terrorism-Critical-Introduction-Richard-Jackson/dp/0230221181/ref=sr_1_2?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1536721654&sr=1-2&keywords=richard+jackson+terrorism
http://www.historyplace.com/worldhistory/genocide/pol-pot.htm
https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/politics/1979/12/13/savak-jails-stark-reminder-of-shahs-rule/b2b37be2-356a-43e2-ba68-dd474e9023b0/?noredirect=on&utm_term=.62cbf30e676d
https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/politics/1979/12/13/savak-jails-stark-reminder-of-shahs-rule/b2b37be2-356a-43e2-ba68-dd474e9023b0/?noredirect=on&utm_term=.62cbf30e676d
https://www.nation.co.ke/news/world/When-Saddam-Hussein-gassed-5000-Kurds-Halabja-Iraq/1068-4340758-1h04fq/index.html
https://www.trackingterrorism.org/group/action-directe
https://www.trackingterrorism.org/group/action-directe
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kLrzMibJWuk
https://www.start.umd.edu/gtd/
https://www.start.umd.edu/gtd/
https://www.start.umd.edu/gtd/about/
https://www.start.umd.edu/gtd/about/
http://www.start.umd.edu/news/message-global-terrorism-database-manager


would justify using terrorism as a way of 

struggle against oppressive states?  

 

If our definition of terrorism implies 

deliberately targeting defenseless, non-

combatant civilians, then no.  Nothing can 

possibly justify that, ever, not even self-

defense (as when for example Israel 

exterminates 29 members of an extended 

family children and babies included by 

bombing their apartment building then 

claims a ―Hamas terrorist‖ was hiding 

among them so it was ―self-defense‖). It is 

fundamental for those genuinely committed 

to fighting terrorism not to use similar 

methods and commit similar crimes. But 

terrorism can also target exclusively armed 

combatants (it can be used to frighten or 

target enemy soldiers).  Then it becomes an 

altogether different phenomena, which in 

other contexts we simply call ―resistance‖. 

Let‘s remember that when they were 

attacking German soldiers or their military 

and civilian infrastructures (blowing up 

trains etc.), the French Resistants during 

WW2 were terrorists too according to some 

definitions (―use of force to achieve political 

goals‖ etc.)  The method (violence, scare, 

guerilla warfare against an occupying force) 

and the political goals are still there, but 

the crucial dimension of targeting civilians, 

something most people spontaneously and 

rightly associate with ―terrorism‖, is no 

longer present. Furthermore, in that 

particular configuration or definition (the 

use of violence exclusively against armed 

enemy combatants to achieve political 

goals), what you observe is that most 

governments out there including France, 

the U.S. Britain etc. are actually terrorists 

themselves (e.g. bombarding the Islamic 

State, invading Iraq to accomplish regime 

change, the 2011 NATO operation in Libya, 

and so on.)  That is why I believe it is 

essential to include the targeting of 

unarmed and defenseless civilians as a 

criteria  in our definitions and 

understandings of terrorism.  I know some 

disagree with that and reject that criteria, 

but then, like I said, everybody is a terrorist 

sooner or later since most governments use 

force to achieve political goals and then the 

word no longer means anything, since it 

applies to so many entities out there 

including most governments engaged in 

the ―war on terror‖ through bombing 

campaigns and all.  So, to complete my 

initial response, whether or not one uses 

violence against civilians too vs. using force 

exclusively against armed enemy 

combatants is what may enable us to draw 

the line between a legitimate use of 

violence and terror (for example in a 

situation of military occupation) versus an 

illegitimate, ―terroristic‖ use of such 

methods. 

 

What are your final comments on Syrian 

Crisis in terms of terror and terrorism? 

 

Contrary to a critic whose name I forgot but 

who claimed that after years of horrific 

fighting and massacres,  a pro-Western, 

pro-U.S., moderate and democratic Syrian 

fighter is as common there as pink fluffy 

unicorns, the vast majority of the Syrian 

population including the Assad opponents 

remain committed to peace, non-violence, 

and a harmonious, all-inclusive national 

future.  That is what most people still 

Political Reflection Magazine  |  Issue 17 |  19 

By Dr Rahman Dag 

https://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=99889479
https://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=99889479


desperately want and it gives some hope.  

But given they are tragically not those who 

currently control the situation and have the 

upper hand (right now it‘s the butcher 

Assad  and his Iranian and Russian allies 

who do own the place, namely Syria‘s worst 

terrorists), I am not optimistic for a conflict 

resolution in the next few years. The best 

one can hope for right now is a cease fire. 

But even that doesn‘t seem on the near 

horizon. And if a solution is to be found 

that would at least end the violence for the 

sake of the civilians (a very limited goal), it 

will have to include the worst terrorist in all 

of the Middle East:   Assad himself, who will 

definitely want to see his power, his future 

and that of his allies guaranteed. 

 

Notes: 

1. For a good example check here how 

despite its claims to study 

―radicalization and political violence‖, 

the prestigious International Center 

for the Study of Radicalization (ICSR) 

at King‘s College, London, is actually 

all (or mostly) about ―Islamist‖ 

terrorism, ―Jihadism‖ etc. in its highly 

selective and, to put a positive spin on 

this, ―focused‖ examination of 

―political violence‖ and radicalization.  

The lack of interest, the paucity of the 

research, and the blindness towards 

forms of radicalization and political 

violence other than ―Jihadist‖ ones 

including the Christian, leftist, 

nationalist, right-wing, White 

Supremacist etc. kinds is just 

astounding. Of course, the same 

critiques have been addressed, and 

rightfully so, to President Obama‘s 

CVE (Countering Violent Extremism) 

initiative. This quasi exclusive bias 

that consists in considering that 

―terrorism‖ is essentially a Muslim 

problem and a threat that comes from 

Muslims-only is even more surprising 

in Europe, given the fact that right-

wing radicalization there has been 

dramatically escalating and spreading 

for decades now  (e.g. the resurgence 

of neo-nazi groups even in Germany, 

the electoral successes, everywhere, 

of racist and islamophobic nationalist 

populist parties, the proliferation 

everywhere of violent, racist, often 

paramilitary groups like Greece‘s 

Golden Dawn or the English Defense 

League, not to mention the Russian 

nationalists, among the worst, and so 

on. )  And yet, it still seems that in the 

world of those ―researchers‖, only a 

Muslim can be a ―violent extremist‖.  

One has to question what exactly is 

the nature, the origin, the funding,  

the politics, the purpose, and above 

all the consequences for some 

(Muslims, refugees, etc.)  of such 

―research on radicalization‖, which in 

most cases doesn‘t even seem 

bothered by the fact that today, in the 

U.S.A, we are seeing demonstrations 

of proudly racist White Supremacist 

groups chanting slogans like ―Jews will 

not replace us!‖. Not to mention of 

course the election of a Donald 

Trump, with Steven Bannon as his 

special advisor at the White House not 

so long ago. 

20  |  Issue 17  |  Political Reflection Magazine 

An Interview with Prof. Alain Gabon 

https://icsr.info/publications/reports/
https://www.brennancenter.org/analysis/cve-programs-resource-page
https://www.brennancenter.org/analysis/cve-programs-resource-page
https://www.france24.com/en/20180906-debate-what-matter-with-sweden-social-model-put-test
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=d9rqJBVWz6o&list=PLmawM9-0_qPpcbUbX4hP-O5v85ikuZLP1
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Yr2Z7UJA7uE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Yr2Z7UJA7uE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=r-pwPytTQtY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=r-pwPytTQtY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GV4v31azgQM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RIrcB1sAN8I
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RIrcB1sAN8I


 
JOURNAL  
  of  

GLOBAL  

ANALYSIS 

 Interdisciplinary 

 Multidisciplinary 

 Peer-reviewed  

  Academic Journal 

 

 

by CESRAN  

(Centre for Strategic Re-

search and Analysis) 

 

www.cesran.org/jga 

IS
S

N
: 

2
0

4
1

-
1

9
4

4
 

 

JOURNAL  
  of  

GLOBAL 
ANALYSIS IS

S
N

: 
2

0
4

1
-
1

9
4

4
 

 

Journal of Global Analysis endeavours to become the foremost international forum for academics, 

researchers and policy makers to share their knowledge and experience in the discipline of 

international relations and its subfields: international security, international political economy, 

international organisations, foreign policy analysis, political history, etc. 

 

Journal of Global Analysis is an open-access, double-blind peer-reviewed journal. The journal is 

published at its own website http://www.journalofglobalanalysis.com 

 

Journal of Global Analysis welcomes submissions of articles from related persons involved in the scope 

of the journal as well as summary reports of conferences and lecture series held in social sciences. 

 

Prospective authors should submit 4.000-9.000 words articles for consideration in Microsoft Word-

compatible format. For more complete descriptions and submission instructions, please access the 

Author Guidelines and Style Guidelines pages at the website http://

www.journalofglobalanalysis.com Contributors are urged to read the author guidelines and style 

guidelines carefully before submitting articles. Articles submissions should be sent through the 

―MANUSCRIPT SUBMISSION‖ page at the website. 

 

Dr. Ozgur TUFEKCI - Editor-in-Chief  

Dr. Husrev TABAK - Executive Editor 

Dr. Rahman DAG - Managing Editor  

Call for Papers 

Peer-reviewed | Academic Journal 

 

by CESRAN International 

(Centre for Strategic Research and Analysis) 

www.journalofglobalanalysis.com 

 



TURKISH-AMERICAN RELATIONS HAVE WITNESSED 

several crises since the beginning of their 

partnership under the Truman Doctrine. 

Washington‘s reluctance to provide 

economic help to the Menderes government 

in the late 1950s, Johnson‘s letter of 1964, 

the opium crisis during the early 1970s, 

arms embargo against Turkey following its 

military intervention in Cyprus, Turkey‘s 

rejection of American troops before the 

2003 Iraq War and the subsequent ―hood 

event‖ were all part of the strategic alliance 

between two countries separated by 

thousands of miles. For better of worse, 

these two countries managed to overcome 

these issues and renew their mutual 

political, economic and military ties. The 

recent crisis may not end the same way. 

 

Since the second term of the Obama 

administration, Ankara and Washington 

have not been on the same page on several 

issues. US support for the Kurdish groups in 

Syria that Turkey claims have ties to the 

PKK, Turkey‘s possible S-400 weapons 

acquisition from Russia, the issue of 

Fethullah Gulen‘s extradition, the Halkbank 

trial and imprisonment of a high-level 

Turkish banker, the US Congress‘ attempt to 

limit arms sales to Turkey, Turkey‘s 

objection to US sanctions on Iran and 

Washington‘s pro-Israel policies in the 

Palestinian conflict are some of the 

problems that have amassed over the last 

few years. The straw that broke the camel‘s 

back seems to be the trial of an American 

pastor, Andrew Brunson, who was arrested 

on espionage charges following the failed 

military coup in Turkey in July 2016.  

 

Many Americans, especially conservative 

groups, believed that Brunson was held as a 

hostage and leverage in exchange for 

Fethullah Gulen‘s extradition. Erdogan‘s 

―give the pastor back, take the pastor back‖ 

statement in September 2017 only 

contributed to these beliefs. As Turkey 

refused to release him but changed his 

situation to house arrest, Trump decided to 

increase the pressure on Erdogan. On July 

26, he tweeted that the United States would 

impose large sanctions on Turkey for 

Brunson‘s ―long time detainment.‖ A few 

days later, the US Department of the 

Treasury‘s Office of Foreign Assets Control 

seized the American properties of Turkey‘s 

Minister of Justice Abdulhamit Gul and 

Minister of Interior Suleyman Soylu. They 

also prohibited US persons from engaging 

with these officials who are accused of ―play

[ing] leading roles in the organizations 

responsible for the arrest and detention of 

Pastor Andrew Brunson.‖ Turkey saw it as an 

infringement of its sovereignty, particularly 

because of the resulting dramatic drop in 

value of the Turkish lira against the US 

dollar. Erdogan presented the situation as 

an ―economic war‖ as the government 

prepared to announce a new economic 

model. When Minister of Finance and 
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Treasury Berat Albayrak was in the middle 

of his presentation on June 10, Trump once 

more used his favorite weapon, Twitter, to 

announce a doubling of tariffs on Turkey‘s 

steel and aluminum. He ended his tweet 

with an obvious statement of fact: ―Our 

relations with Turkey are not good at this 

time!‖ Erdogan published his reply in The 

New York Times, and was equally as 

honest: ―Before it is too late, Washington 

must give up the misguided notion that   

our relationship can be asymmetrical and 

come to terms with the fact that Turkey  

has alternatives. Failure to reverse this 

trend of unilateralism and disrespect will 

require us to start looking for new friends 

and allies.‖ 

 

It is clear who these ―new friends and allies‖ 

are: China and Iran, but especially Russia. 

And this is not the first time Turkey has 

threatened the United States with an axis 

shift in its foreign policy. When former 

Turkish president Adnan Menderes had 

political and economic disagreements with 

the Eisenhower administration in the late 

1950s, he decided to normalize relations 

with the Soviet Union. There are some 

Turkish intellectuals who believe that his 

removal from power through a military 

coup in May 1960 was partly the result of 

this policy change. Similarly, when Turkey 

faced a US arms embargo between 1975 

and 1978, then prime minister Bulent Ecevit 

began a rapprochement with Moscow as he 

signed a friendship pact with the Soviet 

Union in June 1978. The visit was 

successful as a month later the US 

Congress lifted the embargo. And the 

recent understanding between Putin and 

Erdogan cannot be seen as independent 

from the deterioration in Turkish-American 

relations. Not long ago Moscow and Ankara 

had different objectives in Syria and both 

countries crossed swords with each other 

when Turkey shot down a Russian aircraft 

on the Turkish-Syrian border in November 

2015. When Turkish interests changed as a 

result of American policies in the Middle 

East, its relations with Moscow changed.  

 

Yet always there is a lingering fear in 

Turkey‘s relations with Russia. The fear that 

when Turkey is no longer of any use to 
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Russia, Moscow will ignore Turkish 

interests. This is a fear of realpolitik. Russia 

and Turkey are two countries that both want 

to be influential in the same region. Their 

history is full of wars, conflicts and clashes 

of interest. As Tharoor puts it, the rivalry 

between these two nations ―shaped the 

world‖ and there is no guarantee that once 

the American effect is gone, the rivalry will 

not show up once more. The same can be 

said for the relationship between Turkey 

and Iran. Given the fact that Turkey and Iran 

represent two different and hostile sects of 

Islam and their history is also full of 

conflicts, can Ankara establish a permanent 

trust with Iran? 

 

Turkish officials were always aware of this 

dilemma and their real balance of power 

strategy have relied on balancing the United 

States with Europe and vice versa. In the 

1960s and 1970s, Turkey tried to enter the 

European Economic Community to provide 

an alternative in its foreign policy when its 

relations with the United States were not 

stable. In the 1990s, when Turkey had 

problems with Europe over its Kurdish 

policy, Turkey developed its ties with the 

United States, who did not question its 

military operations. The crisis with the Bush 

administration in 2003 led Turkey to renew 

its membership process with the European 

Union. And when the membership process 

froze because of the Cyprus issue in the 

second part of the 2000s, Ankara once more 

aimed to fix its relations with the United 

States. 

 

Therefore, it would be no surprise if Ankara 

shows some goodwill towards Europe in the 

following days. Yet, this time it would not be 

quite so easy. In recent years, the relations 

between Ankara and European capitals has 

also undergone several crises as a result of 

the growth of right-wing parties in some 

European countries, the fight over the 

massive influx of Syrian refugees in both 

Turkey and Europe, Turkey‘s arrest of 

European citizens in situations similar to the 

Brunson case, the deteriorating democratic 

conditions in Turkey, and European 

countries‘ preventing Erdogan‘s election 

campaigns. Some of these problems, 

especially the increase in right-wing voices, 

are harder to overcome. On the other hand, 

Ankara may succeed in cooperating, 

especially with Germany and France, if some 

improvement in democratization takes place 

in Turkey while Berlin and Paris soften their 

positions towards Erdogan.  

 

As the local elections approach in Turkey, it 

may be difficult for Erdogan to bridge the 

differences with Europe because of his 

reliance on populism. Yet, the resolution    

of the Turkish-American crisis does not 

seem close and if Turkish officials do          

not want to risk overreliance on regional 

powers like Russia and Iran, who may               

not make the best allies, they should               

get back to what has always worked in the 

past and fix their relationship with Europe. 

While Russia may seem like an inviting ally 

given Trump‘s history with Putin, Turkey 

would be better served to stick with what 

has always worked in past and court Europe 

until America is ready to work together 

again. 

 

Dr. Murat Ulgul 

Assistant Professor of International 

Relations, Karadeniz Technical University 
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THERE IS A THIN STRIA BETWEEN REVOLUTION AND 

terrorism. If an uprising or a revolt results 

in a new social, political and economic 

order, it becomes a revolution superseding 

the previous order or power centre. If it 

fails, it is labelled as terrorism, meaning 

terrorists were trying to use terrorist acts 

against an established social, political and 

economic order. Births of new political 

entities follow this thin stria: it is either 

revolution or a terrorist act. One of the 

cornerstones of modern history is the 

French Revolution, which came out of terror 

and gradually embedded its values and 

orders. Therefore, French history was full of 

regime changes until it reached the current 

political, economic and social order. In 

other words, narratives of various 

understandings contest for dominancy in 

social, economic and political fabrics in 

order to get power1. In essence, political 

changes begin with an ideational struggle 

between different groups demanding 

different systems in all or limited aspects of 

their lives. The incumbent political system 

cannot, or does not, want to accommodate 

different demands, and thus the different 

demands leads to struggle, which can be 

both ideational and armed. 

 

This process of political change can be 

labelled as revolution if it gets adequate 

domestic and international legitimacy or as 

a failed terrorist attempt if it does not. As a 

protracted example, in the Israeli-

Palestinian conflict, Yasar Arafat was 

perceived as a terrorist and his 

organization, Al-Fattah, as a terrorist 

organization, but now he is seen as a 

Palestinian national hero and his 

organization is a legitimate coalition 

partner of the Palestinian Government. In 

addressing the United Nations in 1974, 

Arafat said: ―The difference between a 

revolutionary and a terrorist lies in the 

reasons for which each fights. For whoever 

stands by a just cause and fights for the 

freedom and liberation of his land from 

invaders … cannot possibly be called a 

terrorist.‖2 The transformation from a 

terrorist to a high representative of a state 

is not limited to Arafat, but can also be 

extended to Ahmed Ben Bella in Algeria, 

and Menachem Begin in Israel. These 

examples indicate that domestic and 

international political changes have a 

profound impact on determining who a 

terrorist is and what constitutes terrorism. 

  

Current democratic regimes supposedly 

provide legitimate ways to express different 

demands and to realize them. Free political 

elections, multi-party systems in which 

different ideas can compete to get power, 

freedom of assembly, pressure and interest 

groups are all variations of the way in which 
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different political ideas can be used to voice 

the conflicting demands3. However, radicals 

are not allowed to use these alternate 

methods in democratic regimes, as they are 

eager to change the regime itself rather 

than being part of it. Revolutionary 

movements and terrorist organizations fall 

into this category. 

 

Interestingly, terrorism and revolutions, if 

compared, have so many characteristics in 

common:  such as organizational structure, 

the methods used, political demands which 

are against the established order, having 

ideological ground to justify what (and how) 

they  do.  They organize themselves with 

―extreme secrecy and committing complex 

military-like activities‖. In addition, 

ideological commitment provides moral 

justification for terror against mostly 

international alienation and domestic 

repression4. They might have a country of  

origin at fledging level but they can 

gradually organize themselves via 

transnational networks and disguised cell-

structure to secure their line of 

communications.5 

 

Therefore, terrorists and revolutionaries‘ 

technical issues and organizational 

commonalities are almost identical to one 

another.  That reality makes it even harder 

to come to a conclusion on whether an 

armed group is a terrorist or a 

revolutionarist organization. It is the same 

with the different naming of an armed 

group by different groups, states, or 

individuals. To some, members of a 

commonly known terrorist organization 

might be freedom fighters, such as in the 

cases of anti-imperialist or anti-colonialist 

organizations. Regardless of being ethnic 

or religious or ideological movements, anti-

colonial uprisings have been approached 

distinctively by colonial powers and 

indigenous people, that is, the colonialist 

countries, saw these uprisings as terrorist 

acts. Therefore, both concepts of terrorism 

and revolution are politically contested 

concepts, depending on an individual‘s 

beliefs and ideas and also depending on 

changing national and international political 

dynamics. Communist or Maoist etc. was 

actually about tactical maneuvers but also, 

naturally or indirectly, ideological 

affiliations. Therefore, the methods, 

instruments, or actions which terrorists, or 

to some, revolutionaries, use are almost 

identical.6 That leaves us with the final 

target (that is, being against or in favour of 

regional or international status quo) or 

ideals as to determine who terrorist is and 

who is not. 

 

Neuman and Smith provide three categories 

of terrorism: disorientation, which is about 

challenging the order even if the terrorist 

activity is no match to the state sovereignty 

and power; target response, which is about 

gaining people‘s heart and minds and also 

recruiting; and gaining legitimacy, which is 

the most determinant category in order to 

assess what is the aim of terrorism (or 

revolution). Terrorist activities that happen 

in the Syrian Crisis become much more 

understandable through these categories. 

As initial category, both the PYD/YPG (PKK‘s 

Syrian branch) and the ISIS have disoriented 

the Syrian political, economic and social 

dynamics by being against the Baath Party 
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regime in Syria. In the early years of the 

Syrian insurgency, most of the armed 

oppositional groups were taken warmly 

since they were rising up against the 

repressive Assad (Baath) regime. Therefore, 

the disorientation of Syrian dynamics in 

favour of oppositions was seen positive 

both in terms of leftist organizations 

(socialist revolution)7 including PYD/YPG 

and religious (Islamic) oppositional groups 

including even ISIS.8 From the 

commencement of the insurgency to the 

current situation, they not only disoriented 

all Syrian dynamics but also claimed 

territorial sovereignty over the land they 

occupied. In due course, defining who were 

terrorists and who were not differed from 

one perspective to another, depending on 

one‘s agenda at the national, regional and 

international levels. 

 

As far as Neuman and Smith‘s second 

category is concerned, all oppositional 

organizations, especially ISIS and PKK/YPG 

were able to implement target responses 

since some people, with or without 

consent, recognized their authority and 

even became their soldiers. It might be 

admissible that every organization 

propagating emancipation from the Assad 

regime were welcomed by the Syrians. In 

addition, foreign fighters joined the ranks 

of these organizations in order to 

accomplish what these revolutionary (to 

them) organizations offered.9 The phase of 

target response not only occurred in their 

favour but also disoriented regional and 

international powers, and thus they felt 

compelled to involve themselves right into 

the center of the Syrian crisis. 

 

Since the beginning of the crisis, the 

activities considered by most as terrorism 

rapidly accelerated. Killings of innocent 

people, political assassinations, suicide 

bombings, changing demographic feature 

either by mass killings or forcing people to 

migrate, women and child abuse, violations 

of basic human rights, to name but a few, 

have increased, and they have been 

committed by the Assad regime, ISIS10 and 

PYD/YPG11. If all those forces use terrorism, 

then war should be waged against all of 

those entities if one is serious about 

Raqqa vs. Kobani - Terrorism vs. Revolution 
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eliminating terrorism.  As for counter-

terrorism discourses, they should provide 

clear definitions of what they mean by that 

word12 and they should agree to produce 

clear definition of what terrorism is. So our 

definitions of terrorism should become 

clearer and more viable to encompass all 

forms and types of political violence 

 

In the third category, international 

legitimacy provides a perspective different 

from the second category (target response). 

Because it seems that there are other 

dynamics apart from the actions of 

terrorists or a revolutionarist organization. 

The striking question would be what if ISIS 

were supported by one of the super power 

in the World? Would it be possible to see a 

unification of some parts of Iraq and Syria 

under the authority of ISIS? Or, would it be 

possible to have a first independent Kurdish 

state bordering Northern Iraq extending to 

all of northern Syria up to the 

Mediterranean Sea if one of the super 

powers or regional powers supported the 

PYD/YPG. These assumptions might be 

utterly unacceptable for some but that is 

the case today if we look at the situation 

from a historical perspective. 

 

The first assumption seems impossible but 

the latter assumption is actually happening 

on the ground. PKK‘s Syrian branch, 

politically PYD and militarily YPG, are 

getting national, regional and international 

legitimacy for several reasons. ISIS and the 

PKK use the same methods in terms of 

strategy of terrorism, disordering 

embedded political structure, target 

responding and trying to get legitimacy, but 

ISIS is fought by national (Assad regime), 

regional (Iran, Iraq, Turkey) and 

international powers (Western coalition 

against ISIS and Russia), whereas PKK/YPG 

are supported by the Assad Regime, Russia 

and the Western coalition to defeat ISIS. 

Thus PKK/YPG has gained legitimacy. 

 

This differentiation occurs in international 

arenas too as ISIS is presented as a 

reactionary, radical Islamist enemy of 

Western democratic values (of the alleged 

Western way of life) while the PKK/YPG are 

seen as progressive and democratic friends 

of the West and its democratic values. 

Therefore, ISIS is described as a terrorist 

organization by all while the PKK/YPG is 

considered a revolutionary organization. In 

other words, Raqqa, once headquarter of 

the ISIS, has been seen as the capital of 

brutality, beheading people, no respect for 

women rights and even enslaving them, 

forcing people to obey the rules of Islam as 

ISIS understood them.13 On the other hand, 

Kobani, the centre of Rojava cantons 

controlled by the PYD/YPG, has been 

perceived as a victim of ISIS while the PYD/

YPG are presented as freedom fighters, 

liberating women from slavery, democratic 

and progressive and efficient soldiers 

fighting for defending human dignity. 

Associated with these manichean 

dichotomies despite their technical 

similarity, international networks, attracting  

foreign fighters14 all around the World 

(actually, a lot ftom the West) sees Raqqa as 

a terrorist stronghold and Kobani as a 

noble revolutionary cause. 

 

As mentioned above, the final goals of 

terrorism and revolution are also similar, 

and transformation from terrorism to 
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revolution depends on national, regional 

and international legitimacy (political and 

military supports). Under the current 

internationally dominant values and status 

quo, the PYD/YPG/PKK has been able to 

negotiate that transformation from terrorist 

to revolutionary organization worthy of 

western support, but ISIS stands no chance 

at operating that same mutationin its 

status. This does not change the reality that 

they share much in common including  

changing the established political and 

economic order. 

 

Dr. Rahman DAG 

Cesran International, 

rahman.dag@cesran.org 

Adıyaman University, 
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THE REPUBLIC OF TURKEY HAS ALWAYS HAD A 

complex relationship with Islam. As Martin 

puts it, Islam has been 'simultaneously 

blamed as the source of backwardness and 

defeat, and lauded as the fount of everyday 

values'.1 Islam has also been a factor in the 

electoral calculations of political parties 

since the multi-party system2, which made 

everything related to Islam, especially 

education, a battleground between 

conservative and secular parties and 

groups. In this environment, religious 

education has experienced periods of 

prosperity and decline, depending on the 

views and policies of political parties in 

power. As Turkey has entered a new 

political era, it is important to discuss the 

future of religious education under the new 

executive presidential system, which was 

promoted as a fast and effective 

administration system. 

 

It is no secret that religious education has 

enjoyed a period of prosperity, more than 

ever, under the AK Party (Justice and 

Development Party) governments. There 

was of course religious education in state 

education system before AK Party's rise to 

power in 2002. For example, religious 

education course, titled 'Religious Culture 

and Ethics Knowledge', has been 

compulsory from 4th to 11th grades in state 

schools since 1982. Even though its 

compulsory status has been subject to 

criticisms since then, no government has 

attempted to change its status. 

Interestingly, once it was reported that self

-described conservative-democrat AK Party 

was considering removing 'compulsory' 

status of religious education from the 

constitution3, but it has not been 

materialised, partly because there has never 

been found a grand social and political 

agreement to write a new constitution, and 

the issue did not come to the fore in the 

subsequent constitutional changes. Since 

then, let alone dropping compulsory status 

of religious education, AK Party 

governments made the course further 

compulsory, as it became one of the 

courses tested in secondary school and 

university entrance exams in 2013. What is 

more, new elective religious education 

courses, dubbed as 'compulsory-elective' 

FUTURE OF RELIGIOUS 
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EXECUTIVE PRESIDENCY 
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courses by the critics, were added to middle 

and higher secondary schools. 

 

There have also been Imam-Hatip schools 

since 1950s, but they were one of the focal 

issues of the 28th February process, which 

resulted in dramatic changes in their status: 

their middle sections were closed, they 

were classified as 'vocational high schools' 

and their graduates were penalised on the 

university entrance exam if they wanted to 

pursue academic degrees in non-religious 

fields. AK Party has gradually reversed all 

these changes: the number of Imam-Hatip 

schools rocketed, their middle section was 

reopened, and the status of these schools 

was changed from vocational schools to 

mainstream schools which means that their 

graduates can pursue university degrees, 

without penalty, in religious and non-

religious fields. 

 

It is highly likely that religious education 

will continue to enjoy the period of 

prosperity under the new executive 

president, Recep Tayyip Erdoğan. There will 

probably more Imam-Hatip schools and the 

content of education in general will be 

more religiously-oriented. However, there 

will be two pertinent issues. The first one is 

the criticism levelled at the current trend, 

namely, the rise of religious education and 

the second one is the future of religious 

education under a possible laic executive 

president. 

 

If Erdoğan or a like-minded candidate win 

the elections, Turkey will be governed by a 

conservative leader, which means that the 

relevant prosperity of religious education 

will continue. However, this prosperity is 

not without criticism. There are criticisms 

from different groups for different reasons. 

For example, Education Union, a laic and 

left leaning education union criticises 

Erdoğan and his governments for 

'Islamising' education. It is important to 

note that even though the Union accuses 

Erdoğan of Islamising education, they argue 

that Erdoğan does not really Islamise 

education for Islam's sake, but he does this 

to exploit religion to gain popular support. 

The Union also argues that religious 

education policies, like education policies in 

general, have been shaped by Erdoğan and 

his allies, with little input from other 

stakeholders.4 

 

Similarly, some Alevi organisations maintain 

their fundamental argument that religious 

education classes in middle and high 

schools are based on Sunni theology and 

are used to assimilate Alevis into Sunnism. 

Even though the religious education 

courses include information about Alevi 

faith, some Alevi groups maintain that the 

courses teach Alevi faith from a Sunni 

perspective.5 Moreover, some Alevis and 

Atheists still beg for a universal right to 

withdraw from religious education and have 

made many attempts to seek recourse from 

national and international law.6 

 

Interestingly, current religious education 

policy is also criticised by some members 

of conservative community. Some criticises 

AK Party's education policies for, what 

pol icy sociologists  cal l ,  pol icy 

‗hyperactivism‘7 and some criticises the 

quality of religious education. It is argued 

By Dr. Abdurrahman Hendek 
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that religious education currently enjoys 

quantity, but still lacks quality.8 

 

Another pertinent issue is what will happen 

to religious education if a secular president 

is elected as an executive president. That's 

why one of the themes of AK Party election 

campaign in the Presidential Election 2018 

was to 'protect' social, political and 

educational achievements of AK Party 

governments. The rise of religious 

education is seen as the achievement of AK 

Party by the party supporters and they 

worry that this achievement can be 

overturned overnight by a possible laic 

executive president with his/her fast-track 

legislative powers. This concern probably 

leads even the critics of the party still vote 

for Erdoğan and his AK Party to avert, 

among others, decline of religious 

education under a laic president. 

 

These issues will probably shape the future 

of religious education in Turkey. On the 

one hand, the conservative community will 

expect more focus on quality rather than on 

mere quantity of religious education. The 

laic community, on the other hand, will 

expect more inclusive religious education 

and education policies. Rapid educational 

policy changes without solid consultation 

periods will not serve the purpose. Turkey, 

after almost a hundred year of her 

establishment and a major transformation 

into the executive presidential system, still 

seems to need a grand social and political 

agreement to find the best way forward for 

its religious education policy. 

 

Dr. Abdurrahman Hendek 

Theology Faculty/Sakarya University 

abdurrahmanhendek@sakarya.edu.tr 
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This essay is composed of three sections. 

Section one reviews what the Bureaucratic 

Politics Approach is. Section two gives an 

explanation as to how the approach can be 

applied to inform a foreign policy case. In 

addition, this section briefly provides an 

explanation of the methodology adopted by 

the Bureaucratic Politics Approach. Section 

three provides a critique of the approach, 

followed by a defence. The article ends with 

some concluding remarks. 

 

What is the Bureaucratic Politics Approach? 

 

In the Bureaucratic Politics Approach, also 

known as the Governmental Politics Model – 

an approach that gained impetus during 

and after the Vietnam War, a period when 

policy was said to have failed because of 

bureaucratic necessities – the focus is on 

those players involved in the government. 

Players are those individuals ‗whose roles, 

expertise, or sheer political power coupled 

with strong interest allow them to affect 

bureaucratic outcome‘.1 

 

Graham T. Allison, arguably the founder of 

this approach, asserts that it is actor-

oriented, not concerned with a structural 

view of the field, and hence focuses on 

interaction between players representing 

different bureaucracies, who are involved in 

THE BUREAUCRATIC POLITICS 

APPROACH: ITS APPLICATION, 

ITS LIMITATIONS, AND ITS 

STRENGTHS 
By Dr. Sharifullah Dorani   

36  |  Issue 17  |  Political Reflection Magazine 



a bargaining game called politics,2 similar 

to a zero-sum game in which one 

bureaucracy‘s winning is considered the 

loss of another bureaucracy.  

 

Organisations or bureaucracies (sometimes 

different offices or individuals within one 

organisation) are in constant rivalry against 

each other, proposing solutions and ideas 

to the problem at hand, and, if one 

bureaucracy‘s proposals turn into policy, 

this would involve utilising its sources and 

elevating its importance. These 

organisations/bureaucracies are said to 

hold different interests and perceptions, 

and they place their own survival at the top 

of their list of priorities. The survival is 

measured by relative influence vis-à-vis 

other organisations (‗turf‘), by the 

organisation‘s budget, and by the morale of 

its personnel. The organisation jealously 

protects and strives to increase its turf and 

strength, and preserves undiluted what it 

feels to be its ‗essence‘ or ‗mission‘.3 Turf 

gives him or her formal responsibility and 

authority. Responsibility and authority 

strengthen position. A strong position 

breeds more power, and more power in 

bureaucratic politics provides a player with 

‗effective influence on government 

decisions and actions‘.4 

 

In contrast to the Rational Actor Model, 

which sees the whole government as one 

rational actor (like classical realism, it 

assumes that policymakers always act in a 

rational manner and choose the rational 

alternatives) or the Organisational Model, 

which sees the action as an organisational 

output, the Bureaucratic Politics Approach, 

as mentioned above, treats the 

policymaking process as a game that 

players from different bureaucracies play. 

The players‘ behaviours (statements, 

actions, bargaining, preferences) are driven 

mainly (but not entirely) by organisational 

interests and eventually shape foreign 

policy. They make government decisions 

not by a single, rational choice but by 

‗pulling and hauling that is politics‘.5  

 

Therefore, decisions take the form of 

resultant,6 and hence it is different from 

what any person or group initially intended 

(or purposive act); decisions take the form 

of resultants not in terms of given 

preferences and strategic moves (as in 

rational choice thinking), ‗but 

according to the power and 

performance of proponents and 

opponents of the action in question‘.7 

It is determined in accordance with 

the position that the individual 

concerned occupies within the 

decision-making apparatus (and on 

their  wi l l ingness  to  assume 

responsibility and, if need be, 

threaten to resign if they see their turf 

By Dr. Sharifullah Dorani   
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threatened), and therefore the golden 

rule is ‗where you stand depends on 

where you sit‘.8 

 

The power or authority held by the 

players is mainly bureaucratic rather 

than personal; that is, the players 

represent the organisation‘s interests 

and the interests of groups close to the 

organisation. Walter Carlsnaes argues 

that, unlike in cognitive/psychological 

approaches, policymakers (or the players) 

are said not to be influenced by their own 

ideas and interests.9 Martin Hollis and Steve 

Smith go a step further by claiming that the 

Bureaucratic Politics Approach treats the 

actors as ‗mere puppets [of the 

organisations that they represent]‘.10 

 

Allison and Philip Zelikow, however, make it 

clear that, although in the Organisational 

Model the identities of the individuals are 

completely irrelevant, as the organisational 

routines are designed in a way to achieve 

this irrelevance, in the Bureaucratic Politics 

Approach the individuals are the 

ambassadors of their organisations to the 

rest of the government and their personal 

views or judgments (for example, on what 

is the best choice for them, the 

organisation and the government), as well 

as their command of the bargaining skills, 

do matter. Hence Allison and Zelikow, as 

well as other scholars, make allowance for 

the personal views/beliefs and skills of the 

players themselves, as players have 

different personalities, operating styles and 

commitments to certain groups but not to 

others, and they act ‗according to various 

conceptions of national, organisational, and 

personal goals‘.11 

 

In short, like the Foreign Policy Decision-

Making Approach established by Richard C. 

Snyder and colleagues and the Psycho-

Social Milieu Approach founded by Harold 

and Margaret Sprout,12 both of which are 

covered by the author of this paper in 

another essay,13 the Bureaucratic Politics 

Approach is a subjective approach and the 

personal skills/views/judgments/beliefs of 

policymakers (and their clashes of 

personalities) do matter, but what should 

be taken into consideration is that these 

personal characteristics are made within a 

structure (bureaucracy). 

 

How to utilise the Bureaucratic Politics 

Approach to Inform a Foreign Policy 

Decision? 

 

Allison and Zelikow dedicate two chapters 

to the Bureaucratic Politics Approach in 

their book. In chapter five they introduce 

Bureaucratic Politics as an Approach,14 and, 

in the subsequent chapter,15 they apply the 

Approach to inform their study of the 

Cuban missile crisis. In chapter five,               

they explain that the basic unit of analysis 

(or the explanandum/unit of analysis), is 

The Bureaucratic Politics Approach 

Political resultants, or 
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from the interaction 
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‗Governmental Action as Political    

Resultant‘. It is resultant, as stated above, 

because it is not chosen as a solution to   

the problem ‗but rather results from 

compromise, conflict, and confusion of 

officials with diverse interests and             

unequal influence‘. It is political since 

decisions emerge ‗along regularised 

channels among individual members of the 

government‘.16 

 

Political resultants, or decisions, emerge 

from the interaction between the 

policymakers. They refer to the 

policymakers as ‗players‘, and to the 

interaction between the policymakers as the 

‗game‘.17 Although they have used different 

terminologies (for example,  ‗players‘, 

‗game‘, ‗political resultants‘, ‗action‘, 

‗interaction‘, and so forth), it is abundantly 

clear – both from the description of the 

Approach in chapter five,18 and from 

application of the Approach to the Cuban 

missile crisis in chapter six19 – that the 

focus in the Bureaucratic Politics Approach 

is essentially on the decision-making 

process: on the individuals, their 

particularities, their (competing) views, how 

problems were defined, what options were 

put forward to solve the problems, how 

options were developed, and the pulling 

and hauling.20 They all are important 

components of the decision-making 

process, which produce or yield political 

resultants. The Bureaucratic Politics 

Approach is argued to be an extension of 

the Foreign Policy Decision-Making 

Approach.21 

 

One issue that Allison and Zelikow 

emphasise, but Snyder and colleagues 

seemingly do not, is to discover which 

player(s) among the many players 

influenced the resultant, and how and why. 

In other words, the object of analysis for 

the Bureaucratic Politics Approach is: who 

said/did what, how and why, and what 

factors enabled him or her to be more (or 

less) impactful. The italicised or latter part 

of the unit of analysis demonstrates why 

and how a particular policymaker emerged 

less or more prominent from the game. The 

latter aspect is, therefore, of much interest 

to the analyst. 

As for the conceptual questions (or the 

explanan/object of analysis), Allison and 

Zelikow explain that the organising 

concepts of the Bureaucratic Politics 

Approach can be arranged in the 

answers to four interrelated 

questions: ‗Who plays? What factors 

shape  p l a yer s ‘  pe rcep t ions , 

preferences and stance on the issue? 

What determines each player‘s impact 

on the results? How does the game 

combine players‘ stands, influence, 

and moves to yield governmental 

decisions and actions?‘22 

The Bureaucratic 

Politics Approach is 

argued to be an 

extension of the 

Foreign Policy 

Decision-Making 

Approach. 
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For the first conceptual question, they 

introduce the players and their 

positions, and provide background 

information.23 They introduce not only 

policymakers, but also those outside 

players whose actions have an 

important effect on the decision.24 For 

the second conceptual question, they 

name a number of factors to be 

analysed. Personal characteristics, 

including operating styles, are an 

‗irreducible part of the mix [game or 

policymaking]‘.25 Domestic influences 

play a crucial part, since ‗Presidents and 

their senior appointees rarely fail to 

consider domestic political consequences 

of their choices‘.26 Context is another 

factor. When explanation is ‗sought for a 

specific action, the question arises in 

context‘.27 Without referring to ‗context‘, 

they continue, decisions or resultants 

cannot be explained.28 They considered all 

of the above factors when they analysed the 

‗interaction‘ between players, which 

produced the ‗blockade-ultimatum‘ 

resultant relating to the Cuban missile 

crisis.29 

For the third conceptual question, they 

claim that it is power (‗i.e. effective 

influence on government decisions and 

actions‘)30 that determines a policymaker‘s 

impact on the decision, and power is made 

up of many elements: bargaining 

advantages; skills and will, especially the 

ability to persuade other players to choose 

one‘s proposed option; control over 

resources necessary to carry out action; 

control over information, including 

knowledge of or expertise in the foreign 

policy area in question; and, most 

importantly, personal ties or relationships 

with other players, which enable the player 

to persuade others to choose his or her 

desired option.31 For example, for Allison 

and Zelikow, Attorney General Robert F. 

Kennedy was the obvious winner simply 

because he was brother to President John F. 

Kennedy and had easy access to the 

President.32 

 

For the fourth conceptual question, they 

focus on the unit of analysis: the process, 

or the ‗game‘. They briefly explain the 

operating style President John F. Kennedy 

followed: how, when and in what form the 

National Security Council meetings took 

place.33 They then continue to provide 

lengthy accounts of what advice each 

member of the Kennedy National Security 

team provided.34 It is clear that 

policymakers had different views and 

competing judgments about what to be 

done. The missiles posed ‗no single issue‘, 

but rather players perceived ‗many faces of 

quite different issues‘ framed for them by 

The Bureaucratic Politics Approach 
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their characters, responsibilities and 

experiences.35 Each player tried to push/be 

pulled/hauled for their policy choice. 

Eventually, everyone agreed upon the 

blockade-ultimatum option. The political 

resultant of blockade-ultimatum emerged 

from the pulling and hauling – the game – 

because the players did not know which 

option the President and the War Cabinet as 

a whole favoured from the start.36 

 

For the fourth conceptual decision, as 

stated above, their focus was on the ‗game‘ 

by which the blockade emerged as the 

American Government‘s choice.37 The 

Bureaucratic  Pol i t ics  Approach‘s 

‗explanatory power is achieved by 

displaying the game—the action-channel [a 

regularised means of taking governmental 

action on a specific kind of issue], the 

positions, the players, their preferences 

[including their personal characteristics], 

and the pulling and hauling—that yield, as 

a resultant, the action in question‘.38 They 

add: ‗Where an outcome was for the most 

part the triumph of an individual (for 

example, the President) or group (for 

example, the President‘s team or a cabal) 

this model attempts to specify the details of 

the game that made the victory possible‘.39 

 

Generally speaking, in any decision-making 

approach, the analyst would have to 

identify who the policymakers are and 

provide a narrative of the decision-making 

process (who said what, how and why). To 

complete the analysis, the analyst would 

have to go further by analysing those 

factors that could be shown to have played 

a part in shaping the policy choice. Thus 

(again40), the first, second and fourth 

conceptual questions raised by Allison and 

Zelikow are covered (arguably) by any 

approach that has a decision-making 

outlook. Debatably, the most obvious 

innovation in the Bureaucratic Politics 

Approach, however, is the treatment of 

decision-making as a game. Since it is a 

game, it has a winner(s). The Approach tries 

to ascertain who the winner is and what 

factors enabled him or her to be the winner. 

This innovation is mainly introduced by the 

third conceptual question (and, of course, 

as explained above, by the unit of 

analysis).41 The third conceptual question 

requires the analyst to identify which 

bureaucratic player(s) influenced the 

ultimate choice (the resultant), and what 

factors helped him or her to do so. To make 

it simple, the question can be rephrased as 

the following: ‗to what extent did the 

particular bureaucratic locations of 

policymakers play a part in the resulting 

policy?‘  

… once all official  
actions, as well as 
works by outside 

actors about  
the policy in question  

or policymakers,  
are analysed,  

the researcher would  
be able to find 

answers to 
both the unit of  
analysis and the 

object  
of analysis. 
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As for methodology, the approach makes it 

clear that once all official actions (including 

cables, speeches, statements, and memoirs 

by policymakers), as well as works by 

outside actors about the policy in question 

or policymakers, are analysed, the 

researcher would be able to find answers to 

both the unit of analysis and the object of 

analysis.42 Another essay by the author 

elaborates on methodology.43 

 

What are the Limitations and the Strengths 

of the Bureaucratic Politics Approach? 

 

Bureaucratic Politics as a model or 

approach has been criticised for a number 

of reasons. The criticism can be 

summarised as follows. Firstly, in treating 

the President as one of the main chiefs, 

who was slightly more powerful than the 

other bureaucratic chiefs, the Bureaucratic 

Politics Approach has underestimated the 

power of the President.44 The President 

dominates policy through his authority to 

select and control both officials and 

decision-making style. He has the power to 

sideline an entire bureaucracy. Thus the 

‗President‘s style—his level of attention and 

involvement—is the most critical factor in 

determining the decision-making 

structure‘.45 To make matters more 

complicated, if there is central authority 

from the top (the President), ‗then how 

much of a difference do the mechanics 

[pulling, hauling, and bargaining] make?‘46 

Robert J. Art is of the opinion that bringing 

in presidential perspectives (authorities) 

can make one dubious of the resultant 

aspects of the Bureaucratic Politics 

Approach.47 

 

Secondly, the Bureaucratic Politics 

Approach gives little influence to the role  

of low-level officials and structures;          

both can influence policymaking through 

the control of information and 

implementation, particularly those 

decisions in which presidential involvement 

and organisational involvement are low – 

that is, when the heads of democracies are 

less attentive –, low-level officials can play 

a crucial part.48 

 

Thirdly, Jerel A. Rosati implicitly criticises 

the Bureaucratic Politics Approach for 

giving little attention to the decision 

‗context‘, as context ‗not only determines, 

in part, who will participate in a decision, 

and thus, whose images count, but also 

affects the selection and formulation of 

images‘.49 Rosati continues to claim that 

the views (belief system and images) of 

policymakers have a direct impact on the 

resultants, since they influence the way the 

decision-making process is set out. He 

proposes that both context and belief 

system should be made integral parts of 

The Bureaucratic Politics Approach 

The Bureaucratic 

Politics Approach  

is also criticised  

for ignoring the  

impact of  

other nations’  

actions on the US  

in order to explain  

US reactions. 
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the Bureaucratic Politics Approach.50 Robert 

J. Art makes a similar proposition with 

regard to the role of domestic influences.51 

 

Fourthly, the Bureaucratic Politics Approach 

is also criticised for ignoring the impact of 

other nations‘ actions on the US in order to 

explain US reactions. Robert J. Art argued 

that ‗we need the systematic perspective in 

order to avoid the opposite dangers that an 

uncritical acceptance of the paradigm 

would bring—looking for things that are 

not there and seeing things that we should 

overlook‘.52 

 

Fifthly, the Bureaucratic Politics Approach 

overlooks the role the legislative branch 

and other external institutions can play in 

decision-making. Allison failed to take into 

account the role of Congress and numerous 

other actors in the original (1971) 

bureaucratic politics case study of the 

Cuban missile crisis. Instead, as was widely 

argued, the Approach‘s main focus was on 

the premise of ‗where you stand depends 

on where you sit‘. The criticism assumed 

that the Bureaucratic Politics Approach 

treated the premise as ‗Miles‘ law‘ (must 

do). The premise was criticised for its 

‗narrow view of preference formation‘,53 as 

it implied that the players followed those 

policies that benefited the bureaucracies 

they represented rather than collective 

interests.  

 

Finally, since the Bureaucratic Politics 

Approach has most often applied to studies 

of crisis decision-making, its usefulness for 

explaining ordinary decision-making is 

argued to be questionable.54 

 

It is important to mention that a great deal 

of the above criticism was voiced soon after 

Allison wrote Essence of Decision in 1971. 

In the revision of the book in 1999, Allison 

and his co-author, Zelikow, tried to address 

much of the above criticism by clarifying 

their approach(s) and, in certain cases, 

modifying it. ‗Where you stand depends on 

where you sit‘ is not the only component of 

the Bureaucratic Politics Approach, argued 

Allison and Zelikow, as it has other 

components as well.55 Moreover, the word 

‗depends‘ did not mean ‗is always 

determined by‘.56 The premise was more of 

relevance if one analysed ‗budgets and 

procurement decision‘.57 Their clarification 

implied that the premise could be ignored if 

it did not seem relevant.58 

 

They made it clear that the views of the 

players, the options and how options were 

Factors such as 
context (milieu or 
circumstances), 
personal beliefs, 

domestic influences, 
and the role of 
external actors 

including Congress 
(and, in certain 

cases, the 
contribution made by 

low-level 
bureaucrats) were 
other sources of 

analysis. 
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developed were also important 

components.59 Moreover, factors such as 

context (milieu or circumstances), personal 

beliefs, domestic influences, and the role of 

external actors including Congress (and, in 

certain cases, the contribution made by low

-level bureaucrats) were other sources of 

analysis.60 

 

They also made clear that the President was 

a very important player, and his or her 

thoughts and personal characteristics were 

crucial in explaining a foreign policy 

choice.61 While the President was 

considered the main player, he nevertheless 

was informed, influenced, misled and even 

ignored by officials around him.62 

 

Conclusion 

 

Like any other approach or theory, the 

Bureaucratic Politics Approach has not 

escaped criticism. However, the 

Bureaucratic Politics Approach remains an 

important model of the subfield of Foreign 

Policy Analysis. It has been widely used, 

including by the author of this essay,63 to 

understand and explain foreign policy 

decisions.64 
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Introduction 

Emerging countries are gaining more 

importance in the international arena, 

inaugurating policies aimed at covering 

those roles that Western ones seem unable 

to deal with. In particular, the BRICS group 

(Brazil, Russia, India, China and South 

Africa) is reaching increasingly importance 

from the standpoint of geopolitics, soft 

power and in the institutional-economic 

field. In fact, they are using all the available 

means to increase the presence in 

peripheral areas, build an accountable 

image of themselves, and have the support 

of parallel institutions with a different 

functioning than the traditional ones like 

the International Monetary Fund (IMF). What 

effect this situation will have on global 

governance?  

 

BRICS as a threat  

The BRICS represent the most important 

threat to a "consolidated" international 

system, deriving from globalization, under 

the predominance of Western countries 

both in an economic way1 and also 

regarding global governance.2 While Europe 

is struggling to find some unity, and in the 

US Trump‘s policies are creating more 

isolation, these emerging powers are 

devoting themselves to consolidating their 

presence (and their power) in much of the 

"peripheral" world (the so-called Global 

South) and not only, and to achieve greater 

cooperation to change current global 

governance giving impetus to the reform of 

international financial institutions.3 In the 

coming years, the economic and political 

destiny of the world will depend largely on 

how we act towards them.  

 

While a fragmented EU and the US following 

protectionists policies are trying to cope 

with the advancement of those emerging 

powers (and their policies often reflect this 

scaring situation), the surprising growth of 

the BRICS has allowed themselves to free 

from the weight of economic and financial 

control of international institutions and, at 

the same time, to have a more authoritarian 

voice in the global framework. Furthermore, 

their economic weight and the achievement 

of important levels of development have 

strengthened their partnerships and 

cooperation, as often declared during the 

various annual BRICS summits. 

EMERGING POWERS AND 

THEIR INFLUENCE ON GLOBAL 

GOVERNANCE: THE 

THREATENING CASE OF THE 

BRICS 
By Francesco Petrone 
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Among their cooperative purposes, the 

BRICS have repeatedly claimed to give a 

contribution to shaping global governance.4 

Over the years their voice has been growing 

more, so much to encourage reactions from 

Western countries that, finally, have found 

themselves unprepared in many ways. First 

of all as regards the extent of this big 

change inaugurated by the BRICS, that has  

consequently affected their leadership, and 

then because they found themselves 

fragmented in relation to the economic 

crisis that has struck them, and in which 

the growth of these countries has certainly 

had certain influence. In this sense the EU, 

conceived as a civilian power and previously 

considered a model to be imitated5, in 

recent years has lost a great part of its 

charm (soft power) and, above all, has 

highlighted its cracks. Here, in addition to 

the ongoing inability to cope with economic 

problems, other important issues have 

emerged, such as the way in which the 

issue of migrants and populist drifts are 

addressed, which highlight even more the 

divisions among political visions. The same 

can be said, with due differences, about the 

US: in this country the policies inaugurated 

with the "America first" doctrine, have 

created even more problems, not least a 

―commercial war‖, and have also 

encouraged a greater realignment of 

emerging countries that now, by making 

pacts of greater closeness among them6, 

are organizing a sort of resistance to 

Western modus operandi by representing 

the "rebel" world, as in the case of 

Venezuela7 or in Africa, where their 

behavior is following a different logic from 

the European imperialism occurred over the 

past centuries. 

 

BRICS in Africa  

The presence of BRICS countries in Africa, 

like China and India, has increased 

significantly, threatening the Western 

"domination"8, and is characterized by the 

policies adopted. In the last few months, for 

example, China has promised interventions 

aimed at building infrastructures and 

improving services also with non-repayable 

loans. This attitude, which certainly hides 

its personal benefits, traces a major change 

compared to the policies adopted by 

European countries. In fact, historically the 

presence of Western powers in Africa has 

had the effect of domination and 

submission, causing in many ways an 

economic and social backwardness which 

consequences are still under our eyes: the 

By Francesco Petrone 
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issue that is dividing Europe in the present 

day, namely that of migrants, is a 

consequence of centuries of those kind of 

policies, which now break on the 

international scene causing destabilization.  

China and India, but also other BRICS 

countries (not counting also the strategic 

function that covers South Africa itself), are 

instead trying to cover this gap, looking for 

compromises of growth that should 

establish less conflicting relationships. By 

doing so, these emerging powers are 

configuring themselves as the real voice of 

the Global South: their behavior, together 

with historical and colonialist motives, 

could favor a greater rapprochement 

towards them. 

 

BRICS and Their Policies on Climate Change 

Climate change is one of the most pressing 

problems facing humanity: several summits 

have been created to try to give an          

answer, and international institutions are 

trying to bring attention to this problem by 

including it, for example, among the 

Sustainable Development Goals9, in respect 

of which the BRICS have undertaken 

commitments.10 Like other problems, 

climate change seems to play a central role 

in the BRICS policy choices.11 Their efforts 

coincide with a parallel decline in credibility 

by Western countries. In fact, the US have 

even abandoned the agreements taken in 

Paris (COP 21), while other European 

countries, despite the proclamations 

regarding the urgency of taking action, 

have often an ambivalent attitude, such as 

the case of France, where the Minister of 

Ecological and Inclusive Transition resigned 

because he accused the system of following 

"policies that favor environmental 

disorder".12 

 

Thus if on the one hand Western countries 

are moving away from that leading role that 

they should have covered in climate 

change, also because of their historical 

responsibility in this regard, on the other 

the BRICS are proposing themselves as the 

most credible countries that really take 

these problems seriously, at least in 

appearance. In fact, through parallel 

institutions such as the New Development 

Bank (NDB), they invested a huge amount of 

funds in renewable energy.13 

 

This aspect hides a more far-reaching goal: 

that of overcoming the power vacuum of 

the declining Western countries, and 

proposing themselves as leading powers. 

Even if the Western countries still represent 

cultural models to be imitated,14 however 

the BRICS are investing a lot to build a 

credible image of themselves to represent a 

sort of accountable alternative.15 

 

We still don‘t know how much credibility 

these countries will be able to build, 

considering that China and India depend on 

obsolete energy resources.16 But it is clear 

that the efforts of these countries seem 

more concrete than Western ones. All this 

will have an important effect in the future, 

considering that these efforts could 

probably be considered as a means to seek 

accountability to develop more soft power. 

 

Finally, it is to consider the weight that the 

parallel institutions created by the BRICS 

cover in the global scenario: institutions 
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such as the NDB or the Asian Infrastructure 

Investment Bank (AIIB) represent an 

alternative to the ―old‖ international ones, 

such as the IMF and the World Bank (WB): 

above all because they have a more 

democratic functioning, compared to that 

of IMF and WB, which have an asymmetrical 

system of distribution of votes17 and are 

also reluctant to reform it18, but also 

because they want to effectively act as an 

alternative model to the old global financial 

governance. 

 

Conclusions 

The influence of the BRICS is therefore 

decisive in geopolitics, soft power and 

institutional-economic fields. Coinciding 

with a parallel crisis in Western countries, 

this situation gives rise to various 

reflections. 

First of all, what consequences this will 

bring to the sphere of global governance. 

Global governance, with all its various 

nuances, has often been criticized because 

it is considered another means by which 

Western countries, although they claimed a 

common condominium in which to promote 

greater global participation, in practice 

reaffirmed their preponderant weight in 

directing global issues. The emergence of 

the BRICS countries, however, is 

questioning this paradigm and is 

transforming the meaning of governance 

itself. 

 

What kind of reaction the Western countries 

will have? Will they be accepting this 

multilateralism now underway? There are 

countless voices that rise to warn against 

potential wars (not just commercial ones) 

By Francesco Petrone 

 



that could take place. However, we hope 

that the answers are of a different kind, 

tending to recognize the decisive weight 

that the BRICS are having at a global level, 

looking for diplomatic, rational solutions, 

and aimed at reaching a global human 

governance.19 Otherwise we would have to 

conclude that the world will be divided in a 

―new‖ bipolarity: on the one hand the 

Western countries, stubborn to a type of 

policy that is proving inadequate, on the 

other the BRICS that can exploit this 

situation to fill this role of leadership, 

trying to change the ―center-periphery‖ 

paradigm theorized by Wallerstein20 and to 

occupy those central positions, building a 

new global architecture, modeling global 

governance in a different way, and leading 

to consequences that give space to multiple 

interpretations, but that without no doubt 

could trace an unstable future. 
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Deng Xiaoping‘s motto ―keep cool-headed 

to observe, be composed to make 

reactions, stand firmly, hide our capabilities 

and bide our time, never try to take the 

lead, and be able to accomplish 

something‖, seems to have been set aside 

by the President Xi Jinping, perhaps, the 

most powerful Chinese leader after Mao 

Zedong. 

 

China‘s multibillion-dollar Belt and Road 

Initiative (BRI), infrastructure development 

project linking the old Silk Road with 

Europe, is a manifestation of China‘s 

growing geopolitical ambitions and Xi‘s 

most important foreign policy which aims 

to make Eurasia an economic and trading 

area. 

 

It was announced in 2013 and includes 71 

countries that account collectively for over 

30 percent of global GDP, 62 percent of 

population, and 75 percent of known 

energy reserves. The BRI consists primarily 

of the Silk Road Economic Belt, linking 

China to Central and South Asia and 

onward to Europe, and the New Maritime 

Silk Road, linking China to the nations of 

South East Asia, the Gulf Countries, North 

Africa, and on to Europe. Six other 

economic corridors have been identified to 

link other countries to the Belt and Road 

Initiative.1 

In fact, the BRI resembles to the Marshall 

Plan, officially known as European Recovery 

Program, (1948-1951) which was 

sponsored by the United States of America 

to rehabilitate the economies of 17 

European countries in order to create stable 

conditions in which democratic institutions 

could survive. While the countries in the 

Marshall Plan received nearly $15bn, China 

is planning to invest in Europe around 

$200bn through the BRI. In addition, The 

Belt and Road Initiative is expected to cost 

more than $1tn, while China has already 

invested more than $210bn, the majority in 

Asia and to date, Chinese companies have 

secured more than $340bn in construction 

contracts along the Belt and Road.2 It is 

believed when the BRI is completed, it could 

cover over 4.4 billion people and generate a 

Gross Domestic Product of over $21tn.3 

 

US Answers to the BRI 

The China‘s initiative as one of the rising 

powers in the world politics has had strong 

implications on one of the established 

powers, the United States of America. As an 

answer, the US government keeps 

expanding its infrastructure drive in the 

Asia-Pacific region. In doing so, the US is 

using new investment programmes in order 

to counter China‘s aggressive overseas 

development policies. 
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On July 30, 2018, at Indo-Pacific Business 

Forum, US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo 

launched the new investment plan. 

According to Pompeo‘s Top of Form ―Indo-

Pacific Economic Vision‖, along with 

$113mn in direct government investment, 

the global spending cap for the 

development finance corporation would be 

doubled to US$60 billion. While the US 

invests $113m in new technology, energy 

and infrastructure initiatives in emerging 

Asia, it will also spend $25m to expand US 

technology exports to the region. At the 

same time, the US has also signed a $350m 

investment deal with Mongolia to develop 

new sources of water and hundreds of 

millions of dollars investment deal with Sri 

Lanka.4 

 

The vision, has been put together in 

response to China‘s BRI, is unlikely to be 

welcomed by Beijing. Moreover, it would 

worsen relations that are already fraught 

with trade tensions between the US and 

China. 

 

EU Answers to the BRI 

Since China has undergone a shift from an 

agrarian society to an industrial one, it has 

experienced a meteoric rise over the past 

forty years. While China rises, the EU has 

acknowledged the growing power and 

influence of Beijing and built up closely 

woven relationships with China and the 

countries in the Indo-Pacific and Asia. 

Whereas Europe is a major recipient of 

Chinese investments in key sectors like 

energy, telecommunications, and real 

estate, a majority of Europe‘s trade is in the 

transit of goods through the Indian and 

Pacific oceans. More than 35 percent of all 

European exports go to Asia, and four of its 

top 10 trading partners are in the region. 

For export focused European economies, 

such as Germany, the Asia-Pacific is the 

second largest market after Europe.5 

 

As a result, Europe has a clear interest in 

maintaining a trade flows in these 

countries. Moreover, the EU‘s priority for 

this relationship is to maintain that on a 

rules-based order due to China‘s assertive 

initiatives. For this reason, the European 

Commission has adopted a new 

―Connectivity Strategy‖, which links Europe 

and Asia. The new strategy released on 

September 19 as a response to the BRI. By 

the new strategy, the EU puts emphasis on 

sustainability, proposing that investments 

should respect labour rights, not create 

political or financial dependencies, and 

guarantee a level playing field for 

businesses.6 

 

In particular, China‘s entire or partial 

acquisition of ports in Belgium, the 

Netherlands, Spain, Italy, and Greece 

unsettles the EU. In addition, the agreement 

in 2014 between China and Montenegro on 

the financing for 85 percent of a highway 

construction project of Montenegro, with 

the estimated cost close to 25 percent of 

the country‘s GDP was another fraught 

move for the EU. 

 

Apart from the neighbourhood, the EU is 

also concerned with China‘s treat of 

ignoring principles of reciprocity and aim of 

creating poli t ical  and f inancial 

dependencies in the Indo-Pacific. For 

instance, Sri Lanka has been unable to 

repay Chinese loans for the construction of 
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the Hambantota port. As a result, the port 

and surrounding acres of land, strategically 

located at the crossroads of the Indian 

Ocean, the Bay of Bengal and the Arabian 

Sea, will now be under Chinese control until 

the year 2116.7 

 

Along with the ―Connectivity Strategy‖, the 

EU is proposing to offer its own money and 

expertise for future infrastructure 

construction in the countries of Indo-Pacific 

and Asia. Since the demand for 

infrastructure construction in Asia is 

around $2tn a year, there is plenty of scope 

for both Europe and China to work in the 

same market. The EU‘s current plans are to 

set up a $70bn fund that would act as 

backing for investors, and that fund could 

raise more than $350bn between 2021 and 

2027 by attracting commercial investors 

into projects.8 

 

Final Remarks 

Following the end of the Cold War era, the 

Eurasian landmass was opened up for the 

new actors. While the US was playing the 

new version of Atlanticism card, China was 

relatively neutral and the Russian 

Federation was struggling to manage its 

transformation from the USSR. Since the 

geostrategic and geopolitical environment 

has changed in Eurasia, NATO, one of the 
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significant tools of Atlanticism, was also 

looking for a raison d‘etre on both realms; 

politically and militarily. 

 

Whereas ideology-driven Atlanticism has 

been prioritising the securitization of the 

Eurasia, China‘s development-oriented 

approach has been more promising for the 

countries, which are in need of 

reconstruction and development. In 

particular, comparing the US and the EU‘s 

aids to the countries in the Eurasia to the 

Chinese investment under the umbrella of 

the Belt and Road Initiative clearly 

demonstrates that China has been getting 

the upper hand in Eurasia despite the wary 

of several countries on getting ensnared in 

China‘s debt trap. 

 

It is unequivocal that Geopolitical 

competition in Eurasia is rising. It seems 

that China has taken an assertive step in 

the right direction. And this step has 

implications for the established powers and 

regional rising powers. They are setting 

down a marker to demonstrate that they 

are part of the game. However, at the end 

of the day, the time will tell who will sustain 

and then be running the game. 
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