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Dear Reader, 
 
It is with great pleasure that we present to you the fifth installment of the Michigan Foreign Policy Review. 
This term, we had a record number of research-writing members, who have collectively produced 
outstanding contributions to the field of scholarship.  
 
This term we expanded greatly the scope of our organization, as we featured multiple speakers, activities, 
and events, that sought to further engage not only our membership, but the larger University of Michigan 
community in foreign policy awareness, and discussion. 
 
What has made our organization unique among political and policy-related groups on campus is our 
dedication to teaching fellow students the skills of research, writing, and editing, that will enable them to 
succeed both in scholarship and in their future careers. In a political world wracked with divisiveness and 
consternation, our organization seeks to be a home of independent thought and apolitical cooperation, in 
an effort to produce future leaders in foreign policy and international affairs.  
 
Building on this, the founding motivation driving this organization has been a commitment to enhancing 
the discourse on campus, by encouraging our members to make substantial arguments rooted in facts. 
 
Our members have done this. Over the past semester, our members have epitomized what discourse should 
look like in the public and academic spheres. Our policy discussions and simulations have given us great 
hope for the future, and we are incredibly proud of the hard work, determination, and the commitment that 
our members have steadfastly given to this organization.  
 
Having concluded this term, we hope that students from across the University of Michigan community 
join us in our mission to expand the awareness of the challenges facing our generation, as we will all soon 
enter the the proverbial “arena” that President Theodore Roosevelt alluded to. We have confidence that 
our members, and our audience, will go out into this arena with the fortitude to endure. 
 
Sincerely, 
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Introduction 
 

In 2011, the Arab Spring protests erupted from the 
self-immolation of Mohamed Bouazizi in Tunisia and spread 
to dozens of other Middle Eastern countries.  In the midst of 
the political destabilization of many of its neighbors, Iran 
sought to increase its influence in the region.  Through the 
utilization of Shia insurgent groups in the region, Iran has 
successfully checked the power of its most powerful rivals in 
the region: Israel and Saudi Arabia.  Due to the scope of this 
study, Hezbollah and Hamas will be the two groups that are 
examined. In the years following the Arab Spring, partially 
due to external assistance from Iran, both groups have become 
increasingly institutionalized in the political systems of 
Lebanon and Palestine respectively.  This paper will examine 
the success of Iranian support for these two groups and the 
different strategies used.   
 Hezbollah is comparatively more organized and 
more successfully institutionalized into the Lebanese political 
system than Hamas is in Palestine – through which it has 
complete control in the Gaza Strip but virtually no authority 
in the West Bank. However, in spite of this key difference, 
Iran’s goal is for both to become the dominant political force 
in their respective nations in order to create two stable allies 
that serve as a threat to Israel. As there has been significant 
tension between Lebanon and Israel, Iran’s goal would be to 
increase the power of Hezbollah within the Lebanese 
Parliament and to increase the threat that it could potentially 
pose to Israel.   
 Due to the unstable nature of the Palestinian state, 
the institutionalization of Hamas is of even greater 
importance to Iran. If Hamas were to gain support from the 
majority of the population, or enough to form a strong 
coalition government, it could have legitimate status in both 
the West Bank and Gaza for the first time since the break up 
of the Palestinian Legislative Council in 2007. Increasing 
political legitimacy for Hamas places a greater strain on 
Israel, and gives Iran greater levels of influence. This would 

also require Israel to use more of its resources along its own 
borders rather than to project power elsewhere in the region, 
allowing Iran greater degrees of freedom in influencing the 
policies of other nations in the region. 
 

Review of the Literature 
 
Modern Use of Insurgent Groups 
The Operation of Modern Insurgencies 

In order to begin studying Iranian support of 
insurgent groups in several Middle Eastern countries, it is 
essential to look at how these groups function in a region. In 
their work, Walter L. Perry and John Gordon (2008) discuss 
the nature of these modern insurgencies as a way to prepare 
nations in responding to and planning counterattacks on these 
groups. They explain the importance of technology in 
international communication and in recruiting new members 
to expand their support (Perry and Gordon, 2008). These 
scholars draw on the work of David C. Gompert (2007), who 
argues that this affects the government of a host nation (the 
state carrying the majority of members of a given insurgency) 
because it becomes significantly difficult for them to react 
accordingly to any activity. Perry and Gordon (2008) go back 
to say that not much has changed concerning the basic 
operating methods of insurgent groups; they work to compete 
for the loyalty of the people and will collapse without it. In 
counterinsurgencies, lethal force must be used, the military 
must provide a secure environment for reforms, and victory is 
difficult when groups receive foreign support (Perry and 
Gordon, 2008). 

These scholars go on to describe the way 
insurgencies evolve from the time of their creation, a factor 
that could be helpful in fully understanding how they function 
and how deeply the government is involved as they grow. In 
the stage of proto-insurgency, a group is comprised of a few 
committed members who have a very low-ability to actually 
influence any affairs of the state. On the other hand, emerging 
groups at this stage can become risky because they are so 

I Came, I Saw, Iran: The Increasing Use of Insurgent Groups in Iranian Foreign 
Policy following the Arab Spring 
 
Sarah Abdelbaki, Luke Dillingham, and Ramsey Nofal 
 
The purpose of this case study was to examine how Iranian support of insurgent groups in Lebanon, Syria, and Israel/Palestine 
has affected their economic and political ties with Iran. These factors were focused on looking at Hezbollah and Hamas with 
relation to events of the Arab Spring in 2011. This was accomplished by dividing the concepts in question and searching for 
trends in specific groups of data. After completing the research, it was found that, outside of 2011, not much concrete political 
action was taken by Lebanon towards Iran, Syria, or Israel, but that Lebanon and Israel’s relationship has been tense since 
the July War in 2006. Studying Hamas’s budget showed a drop in funding from Iran after events in 2011, but not enough 
evidence was provided to draw more solid conclusions regarding this. A chi-squared test using Lebanon’s parliamentary seat 
distribution from 2009 and 2018 showed no significant change before and after the Arab Spring for the number of seats 
carried by the March 8th Alliance. It was also found that there wasn't a significant increase in the mean amount of rocket 
attacks by Hamas on Israel after 2011. Finally, polling numbers showed that from 2010 to 2018, support of Hamas had 
increased. From the data, trends were pulled out to make room for several conclusive points: after the Arab Spring, funding 
for Hamas did not increase; the political power of Hezbollah increased; Hamas support in Palestine increased; Lebanese 
foreign policy towards Israel did not change; and the ties between Iran and Hezbollah did not affect Lebanese foreign policy. 
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difficult to detect. It is mentioned that because of the 
corruption plaguing political institutions around the world, it 
becomes hard for good intelligence efforts to be made. This 
point can be applied to countries like Lebanon and Syria that 
will be looked at in this study. In the second stage, called 
small-scale insurgency, the presence of these groups is felt by 
small attacks made on government infrastructure and other 
activity with support of outside countries and NGO’s who 
supply funds and political support. At this stage, the 
government still generally reacts within the state with police 
force, who still have the advantage of strength over insurgent 
groups (Perry and Gordon, 2008). But, again, Gordon and 
Perry (2008) describe that because of corruption and a lack of 
loyal police, local power vacuums allow rebels to increase 
their power, resulting in a need for military buildup as well. 
In the final stage, large-scale insurgency, a military 
intervention is neccessitated as support for the insurgency 
grows rapidly (2008). 
 
External Support for Insurgencies 

The work of scholars Gordon and Perry (2008) goes 
into depth about the way a government responds domestically 
to insurgent organizations but doesn’t include many details on 
foreign support. Scholars Idean Salehyan, Kristian Skrede 
Gleditsch, and David E. Cunningham (2011) go into depth on 
this topic, specifically looking into ties between insurgencies 
and their foreign support networks and how these relations 
begin. They explain how wars with outside involvement are 
difficult to end through negotiation and lead to an increased 
number of deaths. Here, Salehyan et al. (2011) focuses on the 
features of insurgent groups that provoke intervention, 
claiming that studying this will aid scholars in studying 
interstate conflict. They pose the question of why some rebels 
are offered outside support while others are not used as a 
principal-agent model to find an answer (2011). 

From their work, scholars Salehyan et al. (2011) 
offer an interesting angle on the connection between the host 
state and foreign supporters of the insurgency. They explain 
how outside states often fund these groups as a way to 
destabilize the host government and that they are unlikely to 
give direct aid unless there are bigger underlying issues with 
the host government. Their hypothesis includes several main 
points, but one of the largest factors is a need for the presence 
of international rivalries and alliances to fuel an offer of 
support. This is an idea that can be applied when considering 
the relationships between Iran and Syria, Lebanon, and 
Israel/Palestine with respect to the establishment of Hezbollah 
and Hamas. However, it is also an aspect that brings to light a 
deficit in current research efforts in this area (Salehyan et al., 
2011). 
 
Iran in the Arab Spring 

In this research, the spectrum of information can be 
narrowed by looking at Iran’s dealings in general and with 
Hamas and Hezbollah during the Arab Spring. Why is the 
Arab Spring such a landmark event for Iran? According to 
Peter Jones (2013), these events in 2011 and onwards were 
sparked by weak governments, unemployment, and rising 
prices of basic products. He continues by elaborating on 

Iran’s overall view of the conflict, saying most people viewed 
it as an Islamic Awakening in the region (Jones, 2013). He 
cites a quote by the Supreme Leader Khamenei who claims 
that the Spring was an American tactic to split up and weaken 
the Middle East to take control. He warns the public about 
Zionism and the U.S. regime, and mentions a final school of 
thought on the Arab Spring: that every event was just a 
response to a corrupt system. Jones points out criticisms made 
by Egypt on Iran’s policies towards Syria and support of 
Hamas, and describes Iran’s overall low standing amongst 
other Middle Eastern countries (Jones, 2013). 

Much research has been conducted on the friendly 
relations between Iran and Syria under Assad, as it is tied with 
Iran’s funding of Hezbollah in Lebanon. Jones (2013) 
describes tensions between Lebanon and Iran because of 
Iran’s support of Assad, and also details a similar situation 
with its support of Hamas straining relations with Israel. At 
the end, Jones’ (2013) paper questions whether Iran actually 
benefited at all from its participation in the Arab Spring. This 
article provided solid information but was not extremely 
specific in discussing Iran’s relations with Syria, Lebanon, 
and Israel/Palestine. Brandon Friedman goes more into depth 
in his study in this way, looking at “Iran’s Syria” after the 
Arab Spring. Friedman mentions Iran’s claims that its support 
was a major factor in Syria’s ability to survive its civil war 
until now. By finding similar work on Hamas and Israel, an 
answer for the central question of this paper will begin to 
come to light (Jones, 2013). 

 
Use of Insurgent Groups for Regional Influence 
Hezbollah as a Political Machine 

Much of the scholarship surrounding the Iranian 
push to extend its regional influence revolves around how Iran 
utilizes the efforts of insurgent groups, such as Hezbollah, to 
define itself as a necessary ally to the people of the Middle 
East. Primarily through Hezbollah’s economic efforts 
throughout the western Levant, namely Lebanon, Iran has 
secured its position as a significant pillar of the regional 
economy, and one which is unlikely to topple in the near 
future. Shannon Caudill analyzes the complexity and scope of 
Iran’s economic ties to Hezbollah, and how these ties then 
influence the Lebanese economy. According to Caudill 
(2008), Iran has funneled hundreds of millions of dollars into 
the organization since Hezbollah’s 2006 war with Israel. 
These funds were primarily used to rebuild Shiite 
communities damaged by Israeli incursions. Moreover, close 
to $200,000,000 were appropriated by Hezbollah for direct 
cash payments to community members made homeless from 
Israeli attacks on Shiite areas (Caudill, 2008). These 
observations provide insight into the level of reliance certain 
areas of Lebanon have placed on the efforts of the Iran-
Hezbollah economic funnel. For thousands of Lebanese 
civilians, Hezbollah acts as a landlord, charity, or both, 
fostering economic dependence on the organization.  

Caudill (2008) further asserts that the motivation 
behind this generosity is to reinforce the political presence of 
Hezbollah in the Lebanese parliament, with Hezbollah party 
affiliates now holding nearly a third of parliamentary seats. 
From this position of political power, Hezbollah can then 



 

 

lobby to improve the conditions of its Shia constituents. In 
effect, Hezbollah can purchase the long-term loyalty of this 
group. This loyalty is used, as Caudill (2008) states, to 
encourage “anti-Israeli sentiments” and to reinforce the 
military arm of Hezbollah, which has been described as 
increasingly “competent . . . skilled in the use of high-tech 
weaponry and knowledgeable of Western-style tactics.” 
 
Involvement in Regional Crises 

A central development in the evolution of Iran’s 
foreign stratagem can be found in how it utilizes instability in 
the wake of the Islamic State, and the greater Syrian Civil 
War, to fuel the efforts of Iranian-backed insurgent groups. 
Friedman (2018) describes how, since 2011, Iran has funneled 
billions of dollars of direct aid to the Syrian government and 
has injected thousands of fighters into Syria, on behalf of both 
Hezbollah and Iran. Beginning with the 2011 declaration of 
support for the Syrian regime by Hezbollah, the militant 
group has supported Assad forces across the country in their 
effort to reclaim lands lost to the Islamic State and other 
armed groups. Further support has come in the form of so-
called “Shia legions,” Iran’s al-Quds forces, the Iranian 
Revolutionary Guard, and the National Defence Force, whose 
purpose is to organize the paramilitary groups fighting on 
behalf of the regime. The 2014 Iranian establishment of 
“Hezbollah in Syria,” has, according to Friedman (2018), 
completed what he refers to as the “Hezbollahzation of 
Syria,” part of the process of tightening the connections of the 
Iran-Hezbollah-Syria bloc, and projecting Hezbollah’s 
influence across the Levant. This abrupt yet substantial 
bolstering of Hezbollah’s power has heightened its regional 
political standing, strengthened its role in the financial and 
military future of both Syria and neighboring Lebanon, and 
increased the risk it poses to Israeli and Western interests.  

 Friedman (2018) details how this method of 
exploiting disaster to extend regional control is not unique in 
the playbook of Iranian foreign policy. Iran sent 
Revolutionary Guards to the Bekaa valley in the wake of the 
1982 Israeli invasion of Lebanon to train early Hezbollah 
fighters and backed local Iraqi militia after the United States 
toppled Saddam Hussein. For nearly the past forty years, Iran 
has backed paramilitary allies in crisis areas in order to 
establish long-term military and political connections with 
regional governments. Its exploitation of the Syrian Civil War 
is merely a continuation of this policy, albeit a critical one. 
 
Defense vs. Expansion 

Though much of the scholarship surrounding Iran’s 
use of insurgent groups suggests that Iran’s overarching goal 
is the expansion of the Islamic Republic, Samuel and 
Tabatabai (2017) contend that this is not the case. According 
to their research, what certain officials dismiss as “Iran 
meddling in Arab affairs” is, in fact, a method of defending 
the regime against external threats, and ensuring its survival 
in an “anarchic world.” This strategy, which Samuel and 
Tabatabai (2017) claim is rooted in “defensive realism,” is 
largely a reaction to what Iran perceives as an effort by the 
United States and its allies to isolate the nation and weaken 
its capabilities. Iran extends its reach through insurgent 

groups, such as Hezbollah, not necessarily in an effort to 
spread its ideology and increase its influence; these outcomes 
are merely means to the end of preserving Iran against foreign 
aggression. Thus, the economic, cultural, and military ties 
formed between Iran and its allies through insurgent groups 
act as a bulwark against Western encroachments on Iranian 
sovereignty and general wellbeing.  

Iran’s use of Shia insurgent groups in the Middle 
East can also be understood through the context of a much 
broader inter-religious rivalry between Shia and Sunni power 
blocs in the region. Iran’s status as one of the few Shia-
majority countries has motivated its leadership to spread its 
ideology. David Patten (2011) asserts that this spread, though 
partly conducted for the sake of ideology, is also pragmatic. 
In order to combat its ideological, religious isolation and 
resist the political ostracizing that it faces from its Sunni 
rivals, Iran has funded Shia militia groups throughout the 
Middle East. Patten (2011) notes, however, that these efforts 
have been largely unsuccessful, with movements in Lebanon 
(and now Syria) being somewhat unremarkable in their 
success. Scholars, however, infer from these trials that the 
ultimate goal of Iran spreading its ideology in this way is to 
provide the nation with a certain degree of legitimacy it 
currently lacks in order to allow the country to conduct its 
regional affairs with less foreign backlash. 

 
Levant Strategy 

Scholars such as Wurmser (2007) have argued that 
Iran’s main goal for securing regional influence is to secure 
control of a so-called “Shia Crescent” reaching through Iran, 
Iraq, Syria, Palestine, and Lebanon.  Iran has already worked 
to ally themselves with the Syrian government under Bashar 
al-Assad during the Syrian Civil War.  Iran has similarly 
moved to increase its influence in Iraq following the recent 
instability there.  Friedman (2018) states that Iran uses 
instability in Iraq and Syria to help increase its legitimacy and 
to prop up friendly governments, which are dependent upon 
Iran for financial and military aid.  This financial aid allows 
the supported governments and insurgent groups to provide 
social services and public goods to their subjects, which 
promotes loyalty to the government and to Iran.  Hezbollah 
was able to rebuild houses and provide subsidized medical 
care to its citizens that were harmed in conflicts with Israel 
due to financial support from Iran.  This strategy doesn’t 
secure perfect loyalty, but it keeps many of Iran’s allies in a 
semi-clientelistic state, where if they oppose Iranian interests 
for too long they lose support entirely, plunging them towards 
regime failure or massive political instability from a 
weakened financial and military status (Friedman, 2018).  
Under this theory, Iran will eventually push groups 
neighboring Israel to expand their territories in a proxy 
conflict with Israel.  A full scale conflict seems to be the least 
likely option, but support for groups such as Hamas and 
Hezbollah is often in the interest of checking the power of 
Israel and limiting their territorial expansion into areas like 
Gaza, the West Bank, and the Golan Heights.  This 
interpretation of events focuses on Iran’s proclaimed end-goal 
of creating a large Shia caliphate and eventually controlling 
all of the territory currently held by Israel. However, it places 



 

 

too much emphasis on the Levant in relation to Iran’s national 
security policies as a whole.  There are often similar Iranian 
policy goals that carry over to areas outside of the Levant such 
as challenging the power of Saudi Arabia and the Gulf States.  
This can be seen through Iran’s support of the Houthi rebels 
in Yemen.  Iran’s actions in the Levant have arguably seen 
more effective results, but the overall national security 
strategy remains similar for its neighbors in and outside of the 
Levant.   
 
Islamic Revolution 

This interpretation for Iran’s actions is not 
necessarily the most relevant to actually assessing their plans 
and motivations, but it must be considered due to the 
propaganda aspect for the citizens of Iran.  Although religious 
ties are an important aspect in what groups Iran supports, 
other considerations take a more prominent role.  Scholars 
such as Wehrey, Thaler, and Green (2009) emphasize the 
importance of Iran and its goals of an “Islamic Revolution” 
for several reasons.  First off, Iran is able to claim a set 
ideology to legitimize their actions to their people and Shias 
in other countries.  It also allows for members of the insurgent 
groups that they support to claim a consistent ideology, which 
helps to legitimize their actions.  Wehrey, Thaler, Bensahel, 
Cragin, and Green (2009) discuss how Hezbollah was able to 
utilize the talking points of Islamic Revolution and loyalty to 
Iran in order to create a legitimate ideology through their 
“Open Message from Hezbollah to the Downtrodden in 
Lebanon and the World”.  Iran is also able to use this ideology 
to keep groups such as Hezbollah and Hamas in line with their 
goals and to make their transition towards more nationalistic 
policies more difficult.  This, along with their use of military 
and financial aid, allows for Iran to more closely control these 
insurgent groups.  
 Iran is also able to use the intra-religious conflicts 
between Sunnis and Shias to gain legitimacy in who they 
support in the wake of the instability caused by the Arab 
Spring. Iran has supported Bashar al-Assad’s Alawite regime 
during both its civil war and conflicts with groups such as the 
Islamic State, using religion as a way to legitimize these 
actions.  Iran and Hezbollah’s involvement in Syria have 
allowed both to increase their regional influence while 
maintaining an ideological base.  Similar actions have been 
taken in Iraq, as Iran has gained increasing support from the 
Shia majority after opposing Sunni insurgent groups such as 
the Islamic State.  Iran has gained increasing influence in the 
nations that were destabilized in the wake of the Arab Spring 
and used the claim of spreading the Islamic Revolution to 
further increase their involvement as the leader of the Islamic 
Revolution throughout the Middle East.   
 

Methodology 
 

The target question of our research aims to assess 
how Iranian support of insurgent groups in Lebanon, Syria, 
and Israel/Palestine during the Arab spring has affected these 
nation’s respective economic and political ties with Iran. This 
will be accomplished by examining Hezbollah and Hamas as 
case studies of insurgent groups funded by Iran.  

Our first case study will analyze the changes in the 
foreign policy of Lebanon following the Arab Spring in 
regards to Iran and other actors in the Middle East such as 
Israel and Saudi Arabia. The success of Hezbollah in Lebanon 
will be measured by the number of years that their coalition, 
the March 8th Alliance, has held power in parliament as well 
as the number of seats that they have gained. We will 
implement a chi-squared analysis to evaluate the statistical 
significance of this change and determine whether the number 
of seats held is independent of, or associated with, Iranian 
support.  

The only parliamentary seating distributions 
available to analyze are those from 2009 and 2018, since the 
scheduled parliamentary election of 2013 was extended 
several times by the Lebanese government. Normally, 
“general” elections in Lebanon — which include 
parliamentary elections — occur every four years but can be 
extended through a parliamentary vote. Due to this narrow set 
of available data, our chi-square test of independence will be 
constructed using only the 2009 and 2018 parliamentary seat 
distributions. Our groups will be set as “pre-Arab Spring,” 
and “post-Arab Spring,” and our categories as “observed,” 
and “expected.” The 2009 distribution will represent the pre- 
and post- “expected” and pre-Arab Spring “observed” values 
for seat counts, and the 2018 election will represent the 
“observed” value for the post-Arab spring parliamentary seat 
count. 

Our decision to use a chi-square test may seem 
somewhat inappropriate given the small number of years with 
actual changes in seat counts, but it is sufficient in 
establishing if there is indeed a meaningful relationship 
between the time before and after the Arab Spring and 
Lebanese parliamentary seat counts.  

The changes will also be measured qualitatively by 
examining the evolution of Lebanon’s actions in the region 
and how this relates to Iran’s national security plans in the 
Middle East.   

Due to the lack of organization of Hamas relative to 
Hezbollah, we will have to rely more heavily on qualitative 
analyses in order to examine how Iranian funding has 
impacted the attitudes and actions of Hamas toward Western-
aligned states, such as Israel, and toward its supporters. The 
first of these analyses will be a comparison of the level of 
provisional/social services provided to Palestinians by Hamas 
before and after the Arab spring, followed by a quantitative 
assessment of how popular political support for Hamas has 
evolved since the beginning of the Arab spring.  

To build an adequate interpretation of this policy 
direction, we sought a quantitative analysis of how Hamas has 
altered its military attitudes since the beginning of the Arab 
Spring. This is accomplished through a paired t-test 
evaluating whether the mean number of monthly rocket and 
mortar attacks conducted by Hamas (which obtains at least 
some of its arms directly from Iran) against Israel has 
increased between 2011 and 2018 (Zohar, 2015). For this test, 
we will implement a hypothesis test at the 5% significance 
level, with a null hypothesis of no change in the population of 
rocket attacks launched between 2011 and 2018, and an 
alternative of the 2018 population count being larger. 



 

 

This dualistic approach will allow us to evaluate how 
the legitimacy of the Palestinian state has been influenced by 
Iran. We will also examine the level of hostility toward Israel 
in the years following the Arab Spring, measured by 
quantifying the frequency of missile attacks conducted by 
Hamas on Israel in the period between the start of the Arab 
Spring (2011) and the present day (2018).     
 

Results and Findings 
 
Lebanon Foreign Policy Towards Iran 

To study the impact of Iran and Hezbollah’s ties on 
Iranian-Lebanese relations, data on policies and actions by 
Lebanon was collected from seven years before and after the 
Arab Spring in 2011. This information was found on the 
website of the Lebanese Parliament and provided a good idea 
of pro-Iran actions, support for Assad’s Syria, and anti-Israel 
sentiments and policies passed by Lebanon.  

Several meetings were held through the year 2004, 
with five of them focused on verbal challenges against the 
actions of Israel--members spoke out against massacres, 
assassinations, media and air strikes by Israel. Up until 2011, 
meetings of the Foreign Affairs and Expatriates Committee 
often highlighted tensions with Israel in discussions and 
speeches, with support for Syria announced once in August 
2008. For the first time in January 2011, three draft laws were 
released that encouraged relations between Syria and 
Lebanon through creating uniform laws for taxation, 
agriculture, and the licensing of drugs and vaccines. Later that 
year in July, Lebanon signed “memorandums of 
understanding” with Iran on issues of health, education, 
agriculture, tourism, and trade and industry. These were the 
first concrete actions taken by Lebanon in their relations with 
Iran and Syria. In 2013, a draft law was also released 
regarding relations with Israel on a loan agreement for 
“facilities affected by Israeli aggression” (The Lebanese 
Parliament, 2013). (See Table 1 in Appendix) 
 
Lebanese Foreign Policy Towards Israel 

The relationship between Lebanon and Israel has 
been fraught for the entire history of Israel, as Lebanon has 
never formally acknowledged its legitimacy as a nation.  
Neither country has an embassy nor any other form of formal 
diplomatic presence in the other’s territory.  Tensions have 
been tepid since the July War in 2006, as  Israel has been 
building a border wall over the past several years, but little 
conflict has occurred.  The growing experience of the 
Lebanese military in the Syrian Civil War has been seen by 
some in Israel as a threat to their security. Trade is nonexistent 
from a formal standpoint, and there are very few external or 
internal forces that would move to bring the two nations 
together.   
 
Palestinian Relations with Iran 

Finding data to track changes of Palestinian relations 
with Iran before and after the Arab Spring proved to be 
difficult to accomplish. Measuring the budget of Hamas, how 
much they receive from outside sources, and how much is 

distributed to social services for Palestinians can perhaps 
provide sufficient data to point out trends on the matter. Most 
of the data was pieced together from different sources.  

It was found that in the 1990’s, Hamas’s budget 
ranged from $50 to $150 million per year with an estimated 
85% funneled towards various social services projects 
(Phillips, 2009). Another source provided that in 2000, 40% 
of the region’s social organizations were affiliated with 
Hamas. Three years later, it was recorded that around 120,000 
individuals were receiving financial support from those 
charities as well as directly from Hamas. The group’s efforts 
towards the social sector resulted in an increase of number of 
mosques from 1,472 in 1998 to 2,228 in 2006 (Shitrit, 2015). 
In 2011, it was recorded that Hamas was receiving $70 
million in funding from foreign entities (Vittori, 2011). 
Following the Arab Spring in 2013, the group received $60 
million from Iran. It was noted that Hamas had been receiving 
around $150 million from Iran in the years before (Davis, 
2016).  

. 
Lebanese Internal Politics 

Lebanese internal politics are inextricably linked to 
the actions and political standing of Hezbollah. Within 
Lebanese parliament, Hezbollah and its allies, under the 
banner of the March 8 alliance, hold well over half of all 
Lebanese parliamentary seats, allowing them to exert 
considerable control over Lebanese policy. Though measures 
exist to check the power of parliament, Hezbollah has utilized 
its position as one of the largest parties of this alliance to 
directly mold Lebanese policy. This molding of policy has 
been thought to be influenced by the directives of Iran, which 
shares constant communication with the leadership of 
Hezbollah (Ajroudi, 2018).  

Using a pre-Arab spring March 8 Alliance seat count 
of 57, and a post-Arab spring March 8 Alliance seat count of 
68, the chi-square test yields a p-value of .496, allowing us 
fail to reject the null hypothesis, suggesting that, at the 5% 
significance level, there was not a significant change in seat 
count for the Alliance after the beginning of the Arab spring 
(Diss & Steffan, 2017; Hamud 2018). 

. 
Palestinian Policies Toward Israel 

Though we encountered some difficulty in finding 
sufficient information to execute any meaningful statistical 
procedures in determining how to assess how an expansionist 
Iran has affected Palestinian policies toward Israel in the wake 
of the Arab Spring, there are data available which may help 
us draw a crude outline of how Iran has influenced Palestinian 
attitudes toward Israel since 2011. This data has from the 
Jewish Virtual Library (2018) has allowed us to run a paired 
t-test. 
 This test, using data for the number of attacks (for 
the months of January, February, May, June, and July, which 
are the only months for which data from both years has been 
collected), yields a p-value of 0.30292, allowing us to fail to 
reject the null hypothesis, suggesting that there was not a 
significant increase in mean monthly rocket and mortar 
attacks by Hamas on Israel from 2011 to 2018. This opens up 
the possibility that Iran has not increased its military support 



 

 

for Hamas since the Arab Spring. However, the limitations of 
this test and the data behind it give room for more substantial 
follow up analyses. 
 
Internal Attitudes in Palestine 

The internal attitudes of Palestinian citizens are an 
integral measure to the success of Hamas at gaining 
legitimacy.  This is one of Iran’s key goals in their support for 
Hamas, because greater levels of institutionalization of 
Hamas will better allow it to check the power of Israel.  The 
measure for the legitimacy of Hamas in Palestine will be the 
percentage level of support that they received from public 
opinion polls that attempt to find the level of support for 
Hamas in the Palestinian Parliament.  Although this is not a 
perfect measure for finding the total level of legitimacy held 
by Hamas in all of Palestinian politics, an increasing level of 
support shows that Hamas is gaining credibility with the 
public.  High levels of support will also suggest that Hamas is 
becoming institutionalized as a political party, which further 
adds to its political strength and stability.    
 As shown in Table 2 (See Appendix) , from 2010 to 
2018, trends for support of Hamas have shown a steady 
increase (see Figure 1 for graphical illustration).  This has 
corresponded with a slightly steeper decline in support for 
Fatah (see Figure 3 for graphical illustration), which can 
account for the increased polling numbers for Hamas and as 
well as smaller parties in parliament (“Index PSR Polls 
│PCPSR”, 2018).  There is also some evidence of frustration 
with the policies of the Fatah and growing support for the 
more aggressive policies of Hamas.  One measure for the 
attitudes of Palestinian citizens in relation to Israel is the 
proportion that support the two-state solution.  Changes in 
support for the two-state solution reflect attitudes toward 
Israel in two ways.  The first is that support for the two-state 
solution reflects lower levels of hostility toward Israel as a 
neighbor.  Support of the two-state solution also reflects the 
belief, to some extent, that Palestinian citizens believe that 
Israel is willing to change its policy in the region in order to 
allow for the two-state solution to occur.  The fall in support 
for the two-state solution (see Figure 2) is related to a growing 
belief in Palestine that the two-state solution is no longer 
viable due to actions by the Israeli government to actively 
move against the enactment thereof (“Index PSR Polls 
│PCPSR”, 2018).  This can be seen as a response to hostile 
policies by the Israeli government, such as the creation and 
expansion of the settlements in the West Bank, the creation of 
a border wall, and violent responses to protests.  These actions 
all push the Palestinian population to respond to these events 
by taking more hostile positions in relation to Israel, which 
moves them more inline with Hamas from an ideological 
perspective.  
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Figure 3 

 
Discussion 

 
Regarding the effect of Iran and Hezbollah’s 

relations on Lebanon foreign policy making, we observed a 
slight impact from the data on the meetings of the Foreign 
Affairs and Expatriates Committee Meetings. From January 
2004 until the Arab Spring, limited concrete action was taken 
by the Committee on issues with Syria, Iran, or Israel. Most 
meetings were focused around discussions on tensions and 
conflicts with Israel. In January 2011, it was found that three 
draft laws were released encouraging relations with Syria and 
Israel. In July, Lebanon also signed “memorandums of 
understanding” with Iran on several issues, a document 
focused on enhancing the alliance in a long term perspective. 
Besides one draft law in 2013 regarding relations with Israel 
on a loan agreement, no other actions were taken by Lebanon 
that seemed to be a direct impact of Iranian ties with 
Hezbollah. But because Lebanon signed “memorandums of 
understanding” with Iran that are still considered by both 
parties and affect several Lebanese and Iranian programs, it 
was concluded that Iran and Hezbollah’s relation did have a 
small impact on Lebanese policy making (The Lebanese 
Parliament, 2013). 

There is enough data to conclude that from before 
and after the Arab Spring, funding for Hamas from foreign 
entities, specifically from Iran, has not increased. It was found 
that the organization was receiving around $150 million 
annually from Iran in the years before the Arab Spring and 
only $60 million in the year 2013 (Davis, 2016). There is not 
enough information to accurately claim that funding has 
necessarily decreased from before 2011. Furthermore, in the 
years leading up to the Arab Spring, there are several pieces 
of data suggesting that Hamas was very involved in funding 
towards social service projects for Palestinians. In the 1990’s, 
85% percent of their budget was directed towards funding 
these projects (Phillips, 2009). More recently in 2006, it was 
recorded that Hamas was responsible for overseeing the 
construction of 2,228 mosques in the region (Shitrit, 2015). 

Information on this matter was difficult to locate after the 
Arab Spring and, therefore, it cannot be concluded that there 
was a clear change in Palestinian and Iranian relations.  

There is not a clear indication that the political power 
of Hezbollah and its allies (in the form of the March 8 
alliance) within Lebanon has changed since the beginning of 
the Arab spring. We have found that even though the raw 
number of seats held by this group in Lebanese parliament has 
increased, this change is not statistically significant. This 
suggests that there is no obvious correlation between post-
Arab spring Iranian foreign policy and the parliamentary 
standing of Hezbollah. 

Our evaluation of how Palestinian attitudes toward 
Israel have changed, on average, since the start of the Arab 
Spring indicates that there has been no clear alteration in 
Palestine’s foreign policy goals between 2011 and 2018. This 
conclusion, based on the number of rocket and mortar attacks 
launched by Hamas against Israeli targets, clearly revolves 
around the military aspect of Palestine’s foreign policy, but 
nonetheless gives us a reasonable, albeit crude, understanding 
of how the Israeli-Palestinian relationship dynamic has been 
influenced by the Arab Spring. Therefore, given Iran’s 
historic levels of support toward Hamas—in part through 
direct military aid—we can conclude that it is not in the 
portfolio of Iran’s foreign policy to increase direct 
confrontation between its allied insurgent groups (and the 
countries in which they reside) and Israel.  

Hamas has gradually increased its support from the 
Palestinian populace in the years following the Arab Spring, 
which also shows a negative correlation with the support for 
their main political opponent, Fatah.  There has also been an 
increasing level of disillusionment of the Palestinian 
population with the currently policies of Fatah and the attempt 
for a peaceful relationship with Israel, as shown by the 
decrease in support for the two-state solution.  In this case, the 
majority of the opposition believes that Israel has taken 
actions that have made it impossible to create a two-state 
solution.   

There has been no significant change in the relations 
between Lebanon and Israel following the Arab Spring, 
because tensions had previously existed following the July 
War in 2006.  However, tensions have grown increasingly 
fractured and the Lebanese military has become more active 
in the past years, as seen through their assistance of the Assad 
regime in the Syrian Civil War.  This means that they now 
pose a greater threat to Israel than before due to the greater 
degree of military experience and activity in the Middle East. 
 

Limitations 
 

There were several limitations that were encountered 
while completing the results of the research:  

 
Lack of solid data on Lebanese Foreign Policy Towards 
Iran  

It was assumed that looking at meetings from the 
Lebanese Parliament would provide solid data to locate trends 
regarding Lebanese foreign policy towards Iran. However, 
after the data was compiled, it showed no clear trends to draw 



 

 

a conclusion from. In fact, the Foreign Affairs and Expatriates 
Committee of the Parliament didn’t produce any documents 
or bills involving the target countries outside of draft laws 
with Syria and Iran in 2011 and another regarding Israeli 
aggression in 2013. 

 
Lack of accurate data on Palestinian relations with Iran  

In this area of research, the goal was to find data for 
studying changes in relationships between Palestine, Hamas, 
and Iran. Originally, the idea was to look at the percent change 
in Iranian financial support for Hamas and the proportion of 
Hamas’s budget for Palestinian social welfare. Searching for 
data on these issues proved to be difficult, with the final 
results only including small pieces of information from 
different sources. Because of this, it is hard to form any 
accurate conclusions based on the data.  

 
Negatives of our Hamas test on rocket attacks 

Our test on the change in Palestinian foreign policy 
toward Israel had two major limitations. The first of these was 
the fact that measuring the volume of rocket attacks from one 
state to another provides an incredibly narrow interpretation 
of how those states interact. Foreign policy is a multifaceted, 
complex issue, so focusing on one type of military tactic over 
a handful of months isn’t the most balanced way of viewing 
it. The other major issue of this test was the lack of reliable 
data to support it. It is often difficult to define what exactly 
“counts” as a rocket/mortar attack, the source of such attacks 
is not always obvious, and certain groups may be inclined to 
inflate or deflate the true extent of these attacks, making it 
difficult for even ostensibly reliable sources to capture 
accurate information.  

 
Small sample size of elections 

The test we conducted to determine if the 
parliamentary power of Hezbollah and its allies has increased 
is limited by the small sample size available to support it. 
Only one parliamentary election has been conducted in 
Lebanon since the start of the Arab Spring, making it difficult 
to establish a clear trend. However, this limitation would be 
difficult to correct for before the next election.  

 
Lack of accurate voting data and data on support for Hamas 
within Palestine  

One limitation is the polling support for Hamas and 
the Fatah are not a perfect representation of the political 
legitimacy of the two groups.  This is due to these also being 
a measurement that includes the differing political 
preferences of the Palestinian people. As a result of this, 
polling support will under-represent the true level of political 
legitimacy held by each particular party.  However, this may 
be more accurate than in other countries due to the split of the 
Palestinian Legislative Council in 2007, which means that 
there is actually some degree of contestation over which 
group has the mandate of the people. This is especially 

relevant due to the fact that after the last election for the 
Palestinian Legislative Council in 2006, Hamas was the 
majority party, and they are now excluded from the 
Palestinian Authority. 
 

Conclusion 
 

In this study, we examined Iran’s impact on the 
foreign policy decisions of Lebanon and Palestine through its 
support of Hezbollah and Hamas. We found that there was 
likely a significant difference between pre- and post-Arab 
Spring levels of Iranian support toward these insurgent 
groups. Furthermore, our metrics suggest that this difference 
has led to more hostile policy decisions by Lebanon and 
Palestine toward Israel. 

Even if we consider the limitations of our 
procedures, our findings demonstrate a clear shift in the 
behavior of Lebanon and Palestine and increasing influence 
for Hamas and Hezbollah. In the context of the complex, post-
Arab spring political landscape of the Middle East, Iran is 
poised to direct an increasingly cohesive power bloc toward 
meeting common foreign policy objectives. The Levant, 
including Lebanon and Palestine, is the cornerstone of this 
coalition. 

In the wake of increasing populist movements in the 
West and increasing levels of isolationist rhetoric, the role of 
external support for Israel and Saudi Arabia is in question. 
With the potential for an Iranian-led Shia coalition of Iraq, 
Syria, Lebanon, and Palestine, the power of Israel and the 
Gulf Cooperation Council could be contested more easily. 
Without external support from the West, it is not unlikely that 
Iran could grow to become the hegemon of the Middle East. 
The question now is if the West will continue to pull away 
from the Middle East, and if Iran is able to create a stable 
coalition. 
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Appendix 
 

Foreign Affairs and Expatriates Committee Meetings from January 2004 to December 2018 

April 2004 Lebanon decides to help in stopping Israeli massacres and dangerous U.S. media that 
threatens Palestinian safety 

July 2004 Lebanon challenges “Zionist enemy” after assassination of Ghaleb Awali, mentions 
need to support Palestine 

July 2004 Lebanon holds meeting in support of Syria, against “Israeli terrorism and Weapons of 
Mass Destruction in Israeli, and against Syrian forces staying in Lebanon 

November 
2004 

Lebanon speaks against Israeli air strikes 

December 
2004 

Speeches against Israeli media 

October 
2005 

Discussion about Israel-Palestine Situation in Lebanon 

December 
2005 

Discussion on Israel’s attacks on Lebanon 

June 2006 Discussion on Gaza situation 

October 
2006 

With France, trying to implement a resolution to limit Israel's violation of Lebanese air 
space 

August 2008 Announcing support for Syria, discussing Israeli threats 

January 2009 Lebanon calls for Israel to let Palestinian refugees go back to their land 

January 2009 Discusses Israeli violations 

November 
2010 

Discussed Palestine-Israel issue 

January 2011 Three draft laws encouraging relations with Syria and Lebanon 

July 2011 Lebanon signs “memorandums of understanding” with Iran on issues of health, 
education, agriculture, tourism, and trade and industry 
Iran thanked for assistance provided in 2006 Lebanon-Israel conflict 

June 2012 Statements on Israeli threats 

December 
2012 

Issue of Syrian refugees in Lebanon brought up 

May 2013 Both Syria and Israel issues discussed 

May 2013 Draft law on loan agreement for “facilities affected by Israeli aggression” 



 

 

September 
2013 

Syria situation discussed 

Table 1. This includes a list of meetings held by the Foreign Affairs and Expatriates Committee of the 
Lebanese Parliament where dealings with Iran, Israel, or Syria were mentioned. Some meetings are not 
included because they do not go over issues involving these countries. The signing of documents and 
creation of draft laws are highlighted in a bold font (The Lebanese Parliament, 2013). 
 
Palestinian Public Opinion and Political Support Between 2010 and 2018 

Time Period Support for 
Hamas % 

Support for Fatah (PLO)% Support for the 
Two-State Solution 

Sep 30-Oct 
2 2010 

26% 45% 57% 

Dec 16-18 
2010 

25% 44% 54% 

June 16-18 
2011 

18% 61%* contested elections so this would 
give full control in the midst of this 
situation 

58% 

Sep 15-17 
2011 

29% 45% 55% 

Dec 15-17 
2011 

29% 43% 59% 

Mar 15-17 
2012 

27% 42% 56% 

June 21-23 
2012 

29% 40% 51% 

Sep 13-15 
2012 

28% 37% 52% 

Dec 13-15 
2012 

35% 36% 53% 

Mar 28-30 
2013 

29% 41% 55% 

June 13-15 
2013 

30% 41% 62% 

Sep 19-21 
2013 

38% 31% 51% 

Dec 19-22 
2013 

29% 40% 53% 



 

 

Mar 20-22 
2014 

28% 43% N/a 

June 5-7% 
2014 

32% 40% 54% 

Sep 25-27 
2014 

39% 36% 53% 

Mar 19-21 
2015 

32% 39% 51% 

June 4-6 
2015 

35% 39% 51% 

Sep 17-19 
2015 

35% 35% 48% 

Dec 10-12 
2015 

33% 33% 45% 

Mar 17-29 
2016 

33% 34% 51% 

June 2-4 
2016 

31% 34% 50% 

Sep 22-24 
2016 

32% 37% 49% 

Dec 8-10 
2016 

32% 41% 46% 

Mar 8-11 
2017 

30% 36% 47% 

June 29-July 
1 2017 

29% 39% N/a 

Sep 14-16 
2017 

29% 36% 52% 

Dec 7-10 
2017 

30% 36% N/a 

Mar 14-17 
2018 

31% 36% 48% 

June 25- 
July 1 2018 

32% 39% N/a 



 

 

Sep 5-8 
2018 

27% 36% 47% 

 
Table 2. Palestinian Center for Policy and Survey Research Public Opinion Polls from 2010 to 2018  
(“Index PSR Polls │PCPSR”, 2018) 

 

 



 

 

Introduction 
 

Throughout the 21st century, the Russian Federation 
has continued to engage in an increasingly assertive foreign 
policy in the Arctic region. This assertiveness has manifested 
itself through the establishment of military bases,  
rehabilitation of Cold-War era military facilities long left 
dormant, and the increased movement of troops and resources 
in the region, among other factors. However, Russia’s 
ambitions in the region have not been solely militaristic, as 
the Arctic’s economic relevance has grown with the 
continued discovery of significant oil and gas resources under 
the ice shelves. Although Russia has attempted to diversify its 
economy, oil and petroleum are still necessary for economic 
well-being. In recent years, Russia has filed multiple claims 
with the UN Commission on the Limits of the Continental 
Shelf with the explicit goal of extending its territorial holdings 
in the Arctic. While previous scholarship regarding Russian 
assertiveness in the Arctic has sought to determine the main 
motivators behind these actions, many identify purely 
militaristic, economic, or nationalistic motivations. Instead, 
we recognize that both economic and militaristic motivations 
seem to be highly important, and we seek to determine the 
nature of the relationship between the two. The goal of this 
paper is to determine whether Russia’s goals of economic 
growth provide the motivation for military maneuvering and 
posturing. To investigate this hypothesis, we will analyze 
recent economic and military indicators relating to Russia’s 
Arctic activity, and also review speeches and press releases 
by key Russian government officials in an attempt to 
determine the country’s true motivations behind its Arctic 
activities. 
 

Review of the Literature 
 

Recent Russian military expansion into the Arctic 
has caused consternation within the international community, 
particularly stemming from the United States and many 
Nordic nations. The following literature review will 
demonstrate the global and Western visions of Russia’s 
reasons for expanding into the Arctic. Then, it will shift to 
summarizing Russia’s main motivations for expanding into 
the Arctic beginning with the economic, and continuing to the 
spheres of communication, transportation, and the military. 
We will conclude  with  the implications of Russia’s 

expansion and how this affects its relationship with the West 
and NATO. 

 
Western Perceptions of Russia’s Arctic Pivot 

A common theme amongst scholarship focusing on 
Western perceptions of Russia’s Arctic policy stresses that 
Russia’s Artic expansion is driven by military expansion. 
Other scholars repeatedly argue, however, that the West is not 
entirely correct in this perception, and that Russia’s goals 
extend beyond militaristic ambitions. Roderick Kefferpütz 
(2010), in his article “On thin ice? (Mis)interpreting Russian 
policy in the high north”, argues that the West has come to 
view Russia’s actions and policies in the Arctic as solely 
militaristic. Kefferpütz contests that this is a significant 
oversimplification of the nuances of Russia’s actual actions 
and policies in the region, and that failure to recognize the 
different dimensions of Russia’s approach to the ‘High North’ 
could risk disrupting the region. Kefferpütz proposes that 
recent NATO military activities in the Arctic point to the 
alliance’s interest in expanding its own influence in the 
region. Furthermore, Kefferpütz writes, the aforementioned 
security issues do not tell the whole story, as Russia fears  the 
loss of its regional autonomy and influence as more states 
seek access to the region. Kefferpütz concludes by suggesting 
that Western actors must recognize the full scope of Russian 
policies and aspirations regarding the Arctic, and that in order 
to create a successful solution to the Arctic dilemma, Russia 
must be involved in the international discussion concerning 
the region (Kefferpütz, 2010).  

Scholar Kari Roberts (2010), in her article “Jets, 
flags, and a new Cold War? Demystifying Russia's Arctic 
intentions ”, expands upon the same theme of the West’s 
faulty perceptions. Roberts discusses Russia’s goals in the 
Arctic and how the symbolic ways in which Russia has 
conveyed its intentions, such as planting a Russian flag and 
authorizing strategic flights near Canadian airspace, have 
been perceived through a “Cold-War lens” by many countries, 
especially the United States and Canada. Roberts 
acknowledges that Russia’s foreign policy under Vladimir 
Putin and Dmitry Medvedev seeks to restore Russia’s power 
on the international stage, which can be achieved through 
economic means, since the Artic acts as a strategic resource 
base and as an important sea route for petroleum 
transportation. Roberts determines that the expansion into the 
region is driven by economic importance.  Roberts also argues 
that Russia’s policy in the Arctic is not as alarming as it may 
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seem. Although Russia has created a security dilemma in the 
region, it is argued that its Arctic policy is about cooperation, 
not racing (Roberts, 2010). 
 
Russian Use of Soft Power  

While still discussing the Arctic’s military 
importance for Russia, additional literature repeatedly 
stresses economic value as being a key reason for the 
country’s push into the region. An article written by Valery 
Konyshev and Alexander Sergunin (2014), “Is Russia a 
revisionist military power in the Arctic?”, contests the 
popularized characterization of Russia as an expansionist 
militarized power in the Arctic region. Instead, Konyshev and 
Sergunin argue that Russia seeks to demonstrate economic 
sovereignty over the region and to protect its economic 
interests in the region, as well as to project its military strength 
to the rest of the world. The article argues that while Russia is 
installing military facilities in the Arctic region, this is a use 
of soft power, not hard power, as it is a show of strength and 
capabilities, rather than a provocation or suggestion of 
confrontation. The article determines that Russian behavior in 
the Arctic region will remain characterized mostly by 
diplomatic cooperation with other nations to achieve common 
goals, in which Russia will seek to avoid violence and 
conflict. (Konyshev, 2014).  
 Similarly, scholar Ekaterina Piskunova (2010), in 
her article “Russia in the arctic: What’s lurking behind the 
flag?”, agrees that the Arctic region is a top foreign policy 
priority for Russia because of the region’s supply of natural 
resources and crucial transportation routes. Piskunova departs 
from other literature, in that she touches upon Russia’s 
concern about the excessive presence of NATO near its 
borders, which it is reacting to with a ‘soft-balancing’ 
strategy.1 It is argued that Russia applies this soft-balance 
strategy to its Arctic policy as well. Russia’s expansion is 
driven by the economic benefits, but also carries severe 
military implications with NATO and the US if they were to 
ever be a conflict in the region (Piskunova 2010).   

Michael Roi (2010) contends in his article “Russia: 
The Greatest Arctic Power?” that Russia is the greatest power 
in the Arctic, but he also believes that this can change as 
Russia faces major challenges around the globe; these 
challenges will manifest themselves in economic, military, 
and demographic forms. He argues that Russia must further 
expand into the Arctic in order to raise its world presence and 
cater to its interests, but believes their political structure is too 
weak to do so. Roi presents his argument by detailing Putin’s 
presidency and the actions he has taken both in the Arctic and 
domestically. Roi also highlights the growing tension 
between Russia and Western states, and the way Russia’s 
Arctic expansion factors into this equation; further Russian 
expansion into the Arctic in an attempt to remain the greatest 
regional power could lead to countermoves by the United 
States. So, Russia has to carefully weigh the risks and rewards 
regarding further exploration and exploitation of the Arctic.  

                                                 
1 Piskunova defines soft-balancing as a “limited military buildup and 
security understanding among actors, combined with preventive strategies 

Russian expansion is very much driven by economic 
factors, however, there are also political benefits. Thomas 
Rotnem’s (2018) recent article “Putin’s Arctic Strategy, 
Problems of Post-Communism” underlines the economic 
goals of Russia’s Arctic policy, but also stresses the political 
advantages as being equally important. Rotnem explains the 
Arctic policy as seeking to restore Russia’s status vis-a-vis the 
West, as well as to appeal to domestic Russian pride. The 
article argues that although Russia’s activity in the Arctic 
region has been mostly collaborative with other nations, the 
Ukrainian crisis has led to a more conflictual approach since 
2014. Rotnem argues that despite the Russian Arctic policy’s 
economic and political goals, Russia may actually face more 
costs due to worsening relations with the international 
community. Russia believes the economic, commutative, and 
transportive benefits of the region outweigh the possible 
international problems expansion could cause (Rotnem, 
2018).  
 
Expansionist Goals: NATO and The Crimean 
Connection 

Jon Rahbek-Clemmensen’s article “The Ukraine 
crisis moves north. Is Arctic conflict spill-over driven by 
material interests?” (2017) provides a different perspective 
than the previous scholaship. Rahbek-Clemmensen draws ties 
between Russia’s actions in Ukraine and its expansion into 
the Arctic. He argues that Russia’s actions in Ukraine have 
made regional cooperation difficult, therefore raising tensions 
in the Arctic, and claims that this tension is a result of ‘conflict 
spill-over’. Rahbek-Clemmensen believes Russia’s motives 
for expanding in the Arctic are primarily economic, though 
these economic reasons also come with military and political 
benefits. This article also talks about the US and EU interests 
in the Arctic. Rahbek-Clemmensen claims that the US is 
interested in the Arctic to expand its military and nuclear 
capabilities. The article states that the US does not need to 
depend on the Arctic for its economic benefits. Overall, this 
article is extremely important because it compares and 
contrasts the US and Russian interests in the Arctic and 
demonstraets how Russia’s expansion into the Arctic affects 
the West (Rahbek-Clemmensen, 2017). It may not be 
Russia’s intention to affect the US and other Western 
countries, but it is a side effect of the pursuit of economic 
vitality.   

Scholars Valery Konyshev, Alexander Sergunin, and 
Sergei Subbotin (2017) draw connections between Russia’s 
Arctic expansion and its recent activities in the Crimean 
region. However, they see different motivations and 
explanations for these two explanations than what has been 
identified by much of the previous literature. Konyshev et al. 
contend that although Russian expansion into the Arctic is 
seen internationally as an attempt to expand their power and 
influence, there are legitimate reasons behind these actions, 
including an attempt to assert dominance over Crimea and the 
‘Far North’ in general. Russian expansion is ingrained in the 
desire to assert dominance over thier exclusive economic 

as well as nonmilitary tools to discourage, delay, or dismantle unilateral 
aggressive policies by another great power” (Piskunova, 2010). 



 

 

zone, to protect regional and economic interests in the ‘Far 
North’, and to show the world that their military capabilities 
are legitimate and powerful. This action is a glorified way for 
Moscow to “flex its muscle”, as Russia is utilizing soft rather 
than hard power strategy in the Arctic. Russia has no desire to 
enter into armed military conflict with other regional players, 
and is not necessarily intending to begin military 
mobilization. This source demonstrates Russia’s attempt to 
assert itself over their regional holdings, and can be seen 
additionally as an attempt to prevent NATO presence in 
Russia’s West (Konyshev, 2017). Dmitri Trenin (2016) also 
identifies a connection between Russia’s activities in Ukraine 
and its desire to stop Ukrainian expansion in his 2016 article, 
“The revival of the Russian military: How Moscow reloaded.” 
Trenin illustrates the motivations behind Russia's expansive 
military power, which include a desire for control in the ‘Far 
North’, the elimination of NATO, as well as to streamline a 
command and control system from Moscow to the farthest 
reaches of Russian territory. In Trenin’s view, ridding 
Russia’s sphere of influence of NATO forces is the most 
pressing goal for President Putin, and is demonstrated by the 
invasion and annexation of Crimea, a now Russian-controlled 
region of Ukraine with a significant ethnic Russian 
population. Russia’s actions are, in a way, a desire to keep the 
peace, according to Trenin. However, the larger goal at play 
is to eliminate NATO influence and assert dominance over 
Russia’s sphere of infleunce (Trenin, 2016).  

Regarding the topic of NATO, Helga Haftendorn’s 
(2011) article “NATO and the Arctic: is the Atlantic alliance 
a cold war relic in a peaceful region now faced with non-
military challenges?” offers a helpful primer on the history of 
the organization and the manner in which it has imposed past 
policies in the Arctic region. Her article analyzes NATO’s 
role in the Arctic and its concern for the security of member-
states in the region. This article presents the argument that the 
international system has changed dramatically since the Cold 
War era, and that the Arctic region is no longer simply a US-
Russian battleground. Given these changes, Haftendorn 
suggests that it is now important to look not only at NATO’s 
interest as a whole, but more importantly to focus on 
individual national interests. This article provides pertinent 
information from which our study can develop a theory of 
how Russian relations with NATO will unfold given recent 
expansion in the region.  

 
Possible Effects on Relations with Other Littoral 
Nations 

Scholar’s Konyshev and Sergunin (2011) article 
“Ремилитаризация Арктики и безопасность России” 
discusses the increasing geopolitical importance of the Arctic 
and the dangerous trend of militarization in the region. It is 
interesting to read in concert with Ragnhild Groenning’s 
(2016) “Military Security Cooperation in the Arctic: A Path 
of Peace or a Spiral of Insecurity,” as this article also 
recognizes the region’s recent militarization and notes the 
need for military security in the Arctic in order to prevent 
conflicts and continue peaceful relations in the region. Both 
articles acknowledge that countries such as Russia, the United 
States and Norway all have significant military and economic 

interests in the region, but Konyshev and Sergunin 
specifically focuses on the effects of NATO as well. This 
article argues that in determining its position regarding 
militarization in the Arctic, Russia should pursue balance. 
The authors suggest that on one hand, it should defend its 
interests in the region, while on the other hand, it should 
collaborate with other countries and international 
organizations in order to find an acceptable solution to 
prevent the escalation of negative trends (Конышев и 
Сергунин 2011).  

In her article “The new problem of Arctic stability,” 
Margaret Blunden (2009) identifies many of the same issues 
in the Arctic as those noted by the authors of the two previous 
articles. Like those authors, Blunden acknowledges the recent 
growth in strategic importance that the Arctic has 
experienced. However, Blunden goes a step further and 
suggests that climate change has played a role in changing 
geostrategic dynamics between Russia and the four other 
states bordering the Arctic Ocean, all of which are NATO 
members. Blunden argues that the divide between these 
NATO members and Russia seems to be deepening, and while 
military conflict does not currently seem likely, it remains a 
possibility. She insists that the goal of maintaining stability in 
the region could be forgotten in favor of establishing 
dominance. Blunden argues that the NATO members must 
begin to work to identify common interests and challenges 
with Russia, instead of consistently working as antagonists 
towards each other. In Blunden’s view, collaboration is key 
to any possible lasting solution in the Arctic. In addition, she 
asserts that national policies must be adapted to become more 
multifaceted and coherent as to address all sides of the Arctic 
issue, as well as its root causes, which lie not only in 
geopolitics and security, but also in environmental changes. 
Finally, Blunden supports increased participation by these 
Arctic littoral nations as well as the United States in the Arctic 
Council to signify a recognition of the issues at hand and a 
desire by these nations to encounter a lasting solution 
(Blunden, 2009). 

Scholar Caitlyn Antrim (2010) also stresses the 
importance of relations between such nations as Russia, 
Norway, and the United States. However, she identifies a 
different root cause of Russia’s expansion that is not named 
in other literature, which is Russia’s recent transition from a 
center of production to a mainly maritime state, as much of its 
strength is generated by its Arctic coast and watershed. Like 
other authors, Antrim foresees the possibility for military 
conflict as Russia expands its influence and control of Arctic 
territories and waters, but Antrim suggests this could occur 
without conflict due to the rules laid down by the Law of the 
Sea Convention and the Ilulissat Declaration, which ensure 
the peaceful development of Arctic’s sea routes, along with 
coastal-state sovereignty of these seas. Antrim does recognize 
complex issues that could arise between such actors as Russia, 
Norway and the US regarding specific territories and 
possessions in the Arctic, but suggests that these conflicts 
could be resolved through diplomacy and negotiation, and 
that the benefits resulting from the use of these means would 
outweigh the possibility for destabilization from the use of 
violence. Antrim suggests that applying the Global Maritime 



 

 

Partnership Initiative to the Arctic region would be the best 
course of action to address Russia’s changing geopolitical 
nature, as its use could increase the probability that the Arctic 
will be a center of peaceful collaboration instead of a new 
battlefield for international conflict (Antrim, 2010). Antrim’s 
inclusion of such specific pieces of international law and 
institutions serve as examples for very possible solutions and 
offer helpful examples from which we will be able to begin 
our research. 
 

Methodology 
 

Our research question asks what the leading 
motivation for Russian expansion in the Arctic is, and we 
have come to the determination that Russia’s military 
expansion into the Arctic is driven by primarily economic 
motives. In order to prove this assertion, we plan to looked at 
and analyzed basic economic indicators, such as Russian 
export and import data over recent years, Russia’s primary 
trade relationships, the ways in which Russia’s GDP has 
changed in recent years, as well as the way that Arctic 
expansion has influenced these statistics. We also looked at 
various economic indicators to determine the importance of 
petroleum and natural gas to the Russian economy, as these 
substances are available in abundance under the Arctic ice 
shelf. We sought to determine the importance of the Arctic 
trade routes over which Russia is asserting dominance 
through its Arctic expansion. Additionally, we will analyzed 
indicators of military expansion into the Arctic such as 
specific troop movements and military operations, the types 
and numbers of military bases being constructed, and the 
country’s overall trend in military spending. Finally, we 
looked at speeches given by Russian leaders regarding Arctic 
expansion and analyzed the rhetoric used in these speeches to 
determine what these leaders note as the primary motivations 
behind such expansion. The trend in number of speeches 
given on the topic per year is  an indicator of Russia’s 
commitment to expansion, and of the Russian population’s 
support for expansionist policies. 
 

Results and Findings 
 
Political 

In recent years, Russian leadership has publicly 
discussed the country’s Arctic ambitions. Even as Russia has 
increased its military presence in the region, when Putin and 
other high-ranking Russian officials speak on Russia’s Arctic 
development, they instead focus primarily on the economic 
benefits of expanding into the region, and brush over its 
consequence of increased Russian Arctic military activity. In 
2010, during a meeting discussing Russia’s region 
development, Vladimir Putin stated:  

 
“We were briefed on what is happening in the military area. I 
would like now to focus on economic matters. I would like to 
remind you that this region has tremendous significance for 
bolstering Russia’s position in the world and guaranteeing our 
economic interests. Our Arctic zone covers a surface of 3.4 

million square kilometers and accounts for nearly 20 percent – 
19.9 percent – of our country’s territory” (Putin 2017).  

 
Through this statement, it can be concluded that 

Putin and Russia are primarily interested in the Arctic’s 
economic benefits. 

The following remarks are Putin’s, from a 2017 
panel also involving Finnish President Sauli Niinistö and 
Icelandic President Guðni Th. Jóhannesson: 

 
“But with respect to the Arctic, we can see that it represents the 
future of Russia and the future of the global economy. Here, there 
are huge reserves of untouched mineral resources. It's a crossroads 
of many international interests. And if we find the tools to resolve 
problems here, then it will set the configuration to resolve 
problems in other parts of the world as well” (Putin, 2017). 
 

 Again, Putin emphasizes the economic importance of the 
Arctic in regards to Russia’s economy, and the fact that the 
statement was made in front of leaders of other littoral nations 
further enhances its credibility. 

Still, other world leaders have taken note of Russia’s 
military presence in the region. In February 2018, Britain’s 
Secretary of State for Defence stated that Britain is concerned 
about Russia’s aggression in the region, and that Britain plans 
to send 800 troops to the Arctic in order to counter what it 
sees as Russian military aggression. (Woody, 2018). 
Although Russia claims it is driven by economic motivators, 
the rest of the world is aware of their military ambitions. This 
could potentially lead to military conflicts in the region if 
other countries fail to see the real motive behind Russia’s 
Arctic ambitions. 
 
Economic 

Russia’s economy relies heavily on the export of oil 
and natural gases. In 2016, Russia exported $75.7B worth of 
crude petroleum, $43.1B of refined petroleum, and $16B of 
petroleum gas. Overall, crude petroleum represents about 
28% of Russia’s export, followed by refined petroleum, 
which accounts for 16%. 

Figure 1: A chart of Russian exports (source: The 
Observatory of Economic Complexity.) 
 

  However, during the last few years, Russia’s exports 
have decreased by about 11% (OEC, 2016). Additionally, 
since Moscow’s annexation of Crimea in 2014, Russia has 
lost a significant amount of Western capital and technology 
(Kurmanaev, 2018). These economic challenges have 
resulted in Russia creating a variety of programs aimed at 



 

 

developing economic infrastructure in the Arctic, a region that 
is estimated to hold 13% of the world’s undiscovered oil 
reserves (Blank, 2011). To finance projects of Arctic 
exploration and infrastructure, Prime Minister Dmitry 
Medvedev has put aside more than 190 billion rubles, nearly 
3 billion USD,  to the state program for the development of 
Russia’s Arctic zone. One such project is the Yamal LNG 
natural gas plant, launched by Russian President Vladimir 
Putin. The project includes the construction of a liquified 
natural gas plant with an output capacity of around 16.5 
million tons per year. This $27 billion facility is jointly owned 
by Russian natural gas firm PAO Novatek, France’s Total SA, 
China National Petroleum Corp. and a Chinese state 
investment fund. The Yamal LNG plant not only exemplifies 
Russia’s economic development in the Arctic, but also their 
pivot towards Asia, specifically China, which serves as 
Russia’s largest trading partner (Marson, 2017).  

Russia’s Arctic program also allocates 35.4 billion 
rubles, nearly 530 million USD, towards developing the 
Northern Sea Route (see fig. 2) and ensuring ship navigation 
in the region (Arctic.ru, 2017).The Northern Sea Route runs 
from the Barents Sea to the Bering Strait (The Economist, 
2018). President Vladimir Putin has announced his ambitious 
plan to increase the Northern Sea Route annual freight traffic 
volume to 80 million metric tons by 2024. The Russian 
Transport Ministry has already begun drafting a plan to meet 
Vladimir Putin’s executive order but the plan has fallen under 
scrutiny for its shortcoming, particularly failure to mention 
the need of new icebreakers (Arctic.ru, 2018). However, 
concerns regarding icebreaker technology have begun to be 
addressed by the Russian government. The government 
confirmed that it plans to construct the world’s most powerful 
icebreaker, the LK-60 icebreaker, which will be able to 
operate in three meter thick ice (Staalesen, 2016). 
 

Figure 2: A map of the the northern and northwestern trade 
routes through the Arctic (source: The Washington Post.) 
 
Military 

Russia has explicitly stated its commitment to 
maintaining a military presence in the arctic region. In the 
2009 “National Security Strategy of the Russian Federation 
until 2020,” Russia declared its intention to control, in the 
long-term, the energy resources in the Arctic, the Barents Sea, 
and other key regions. Notably, Russia announced that 
competition for energy resources around Russia’s Arctic 
borders could be resolved via military conflict (Cohen, 2011).  

In recent years, Russia has taken steps back from this 
hardline posture of outward aggression and strict protection 
of its Arctic resources. In its 2015 national security strategy, 
which superseded the positions it adopted in 2009, Russia 
identified its strategic national defense goals as “to create 
conditions for the peaceful and dynamic socioeconomic 
development of the Russian Federation, and to ensure its 
military security,” with no mention of a possibility of armed 
conflict (Instituto Español de Estudios Estratégicos, 2015).  
 Although Russia has maintained this official 
position of non-aggression, its consistent strengthening of its 
military suggests otherwise. Russia’s Northern Fleet, the 
portion of the Navy responsible for “defending Russia’s 
national interests in the Arctic,” accounts for ⅔ of the size of 
Russia’s navy, and its size and capability have only grown in 
recent years (Coffey and Kochis, 2016). In 2014, the country 
formed the Northern-Fleet-Unified Strategic Command 
dedicated to the protection of Russia’s economic and trade 
interests in the Arctic Circle, as well as the country’s northern 
borders (Majumdar, 2014). In addition, in early 2016, the 
Northern Fleet received its own air force and air defense 
forces. Also in 2016, Russia unveiled its first naval icebreaker 
in 45 years, (see fig. 3) displaying the government’s 



 

 

dedication to military dominance and readiness in the arctic 
region (France-Presse, 2016).  

Other signs of military expansion in the Arctic 
include the 50% increase in submarine patrols in the region 
between 2013 and 2015 (Coffey and Kochis, 2016), as well 
as the implementation of the first 12 Arctic Tor-M2DT 
missile systems in the Arctic in November of 2018. These 
missiles are specifically designed for use in the Arctic, and 
have the capacity to detect as many as 40 moving aerial 
targets at a range of 15 km. and altitudes up to 12 km (The 
Moscow Times, 2018). 

 
Figure 3: Russia’s navy has a clear lead in terms of 
icebreaking capabilities. While the country’s Maritime 
Register of Shipping reports that Russia possesses 29 
icebreakers, other sources have estimated that the country 
may possess up to 40 ships with icebreaking capabilities 
(source: The Heritage Foundation). 
 

Discussion 
 

It is undeniable that Russia’s military presence in the 
Arctic has been steadily increasing at an alarming rate in 
recent years. However, by analyzing increased militarization 
with economic and political contexts, it becomes clear that the 
Russian Federation desires to do more than simply “flex its 
military muscles”.  
 In Russia’s 2009 National Security Strategy to 2020, 
it was announced that its long-term focus of international 
politics would be on the “ownership of energy resources” and 
specifically mentions the Arctic as an area of interest 
(Russia’s National Security Strategy to 2020, 2012). And, as 
Ariel Cohen notes in his paper, “Russia in the Arctic: 
Challenges to U.S. Energy and Geopolitics in the High 
North,” the document essentially suggests that Russia’s 
national security depends on its economic potential. As 

Vladimir Putin said in 2009, “The role of the country in 
international energy markets determines, in many ways, its 
geopolitical influence” (Cohen, 2011). Thus, through this 
perspective, Russia’s interest in economic gain becomes 
clear. Specifically, Putin discusses the need for power in the 
international energy market, and as the Arctic is estimated to 
hold 13% of the world’s untapped oil reserves, one can see a 
clear connection between Russia’s stated economic 
motivations and its aggression in the Arctic.  
 In both Russia’s 2009 and 2015 National Security 
Strategies, the country makes mention of the use of armed 
conflict, and discusses the desire to prevent it as a general 
national security policy. However, Russia’s statements in the 
2009 strategy are much more vague, and the 2015 strategy is 
more concrete as it affirms Russia’s support for such 
institutions as the United Nations Peacekeeping Forces, 
through noting that the Russian Federation “considers 
international peacekeeping an effective instrument for settling 
armed conflict” (Instituto Español de Estudios Estratégicos, 
2015). This is a more concrete commitment to peace than 
what was offered in 2009, and demonstrates Russia’s 
determination to use other, less aggressive tools of diplomacy 
when possible.  
 While it is hardly credible to say that Russia has been 
a peaceful nation in recent years given the country’s 
continued actions in Crimea, it would be a false equivalency 
to draw a comparison between these actions and what Russia 
has been pursuing in the Arctic. It is difficult to establish 
connections between Russia’s actions in Crimea and Russia’s 
militarization in the Arctic. Per repeated statements from 
Moscow, Russia’s military expansion in the Arctic is purely 
defensive, which is similar to Russia’s justification for 
invading and annexing Crimea. However, Russia has long 
viewed the Arctic as a region of international cooperation, and 
there is little to suggest that the continuing events of the 
Ukrainian crisis have done anything to change this perception 
(Konyshev, Sergunin, and Subbotin 2017). 
 In both 2001 and 2015, Russia has filed for 
extensions of its territory to stretch all the way to the North 
Pole (see figs. 4.1 and 4.2). Russia’s first request for this 
extension was denied on technical grounds in 2002 by the 
United Nations Commission on the Limits of the Continental 
Shelf, and the second claim is still under review. Russia 
maintains the option to simply withdraw from the 1982 UN 
Convention on the Law of the Sea, and by doing this, Russia 
could pursue a strategy of military aggression and simply 
claim the territory it desires for its own (Konyshev, Sergunin, 
and Subbotin 2017). However, such an action would deeply 
undermine the Convention’s authority in the region and 
would endanger Russia’s economic interests as well. This 
strategy of international cooperation shows that Russia values 
its economic resources too highly to engage in possibly risky 
military behaviors, even if they could result in quicker 
territorial gains for the country.  



 

 

 
Fig. 4.1: Russia’s territorial claim on the Arctic filed in 
2001 (source: The Heritage Foundation). 

 
Fig 4.2: Russia’s territorial claim on the Arctic filed in 
2015.  
 Furthermore, the strategic locations of Russia’s 
military fortifications suggest an interest in maintaining 

control over the Arctic’s lucrative Northern Sea Route, and 
important trade and shipping artery in the ‘High North’. In 
recent years, Russia has been building and upgrading bases 
on its northern border and on islands directly bordering this 
route, clearly showing its vested interest in protecting and 
controlling the trade that passes through (see fig. 5). It is not 
unusual that Russia has invested so much into protecting the 
Northern Sea route, as economists believe that the route is a 
potential rival to the Suez Canal because it dramatically 
decreases the amount of time it takes to travel between Asia 
and Europe. Ships sailing through the Northern Sea Route 
would also need permission of Russian authorities, who 
would collect fees and provide icebreaking assistance (The 
Economist, 2018).  

Although the Northern Sea Route is not currently 
economically feasible year-round, the combination of polar 
ice melt and Russia’s investments in new ice-breaking 
technology signal that it has been without a doubt a 
worthwhile investment for Russia. It has already been seen 
that trade along the Northern Route is accelerating; after a 
sharp decline following Russia’s invasion of Crimea, there 
has been a steady incline in Russian and foreign ships passing 
through the route each year, and by 2016, the number of ships 
had nearly returned to pre-Crimean crisis levels, with even 
higher numbers of international ships in 2016 than in 2013 
(Konyshev, Sergunin, and Subbotin 2017).  

Within the context of Russia’s economic stakes, the 
country’s military activities begin to gain clarity. Many point 
to the expansion and growing powers of Russia’s Northern 
Fleet as signs that the country plans for offensive military 
operations in the Arctic. A recent example of this has been the 
establishment of the Northern Fleet Joint Strategic Command, 
but the expressed purpose of this new command is simply to 
protect Russian fisheries, Arctic oil and gas fields, and 
Russia’s northern borders (Russia to Standup New Arctic 
Command, 2014). Thus far, although Russia has significantly 
increased its presence in the Arctic, and has even recently 
mobilized missile systems specially designed for the region 
(The Moscow Times, 2018), none of these actions seem to do 
more than show Russia’s ability to defend itself and its 
economic interests.  

Because of the possible costs at stake for Russia 
should it initiate any sort of military conflict in the region, it 
appears that Russian military presence in the Artic thus far is 
with the intent to defend economic resources and trade routes, 
and to defend against possible aggression. 



 

 

 
 
Fig 5: Strategic locations of Russia’s military bases in the 
Arctic (Source: The Heritage Foundation).  
 

Limitations 
 

Throughout our research, the most significant 
limitation has been our access to information. Russia’s 
expansion into the Arctic is a relatively recent endeavor, and 

a limited amount of scholarship exists on the subject. 
Additionally, some of the sources used, particularly Russian 
news sources, are subjective and may not be the entirely 
credible due to Russian censorship and propaganda. Another 
limiting factor has also been time, as providing an in depth 
analysis of Russian troop movements in the Arctic has not 
only been difficult to find open-source, but also difficult to 
find in the time allotted this research. 
 

Conclusion 
  
 Russia’s expansion into the Arctic has provided the 
country with many benefits to their economy, military, 
communication and transportation. Even though the Arctic 
provides all of these benefits, Russia’s assertive expansion 
into the region seems to be based on one main motivator: 
economic gain. Through careful analysis of evidence and 
inference, it can be concluded that Russia’s Artic policy 
rooted in economic opportunism, certifying our hypothesis as 
true.  
 While it is true that Russia has a heavy military 
presence in the region, this is only to fortify the economic 
exploitation of the region. Over recent years, many states have 
grown wary of Russia’s militarization of the arctic: these 
states believe that Russia seeks a military presence in the 
region in order to solidify its role as a world power. These 
states undervalue the economic benefits Russia hopes to 
extract from the Arctic.  
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The Middle East as Influenced by the United States and Russia 
 
Connor Bradbury, Philip Rapoport, Joseph Emerick, and Evan Glatt 
 

The Middle East has recently seen a plethora of armed conflicts and rising tensions, from the Arab Spring 
Uprisings to the Syrian Civil War to the rise and fall of the Islamic State. The three reigning geopolitical powers in the 
region - Israel, the Islamic Republic of Iran, and Saudi Arabia, have often been involved in or influenced the conflicts. 
Despite being the regional powers, the nations are regularly involved with and influenced by the world’s two main 
superpowers, the United States and Russia; these two countries often exert their influence in the region. The goal of this 
study is to determine how the military policy of the United States and Russia have converged and diverged in regards to 
the three Middle Eastern powers since 2010. By analyzing both allies and foes of the United States and Russia we seek to 
create a thorough analysis of both nations’ general military policies in Iran, Israel, and Saudi Arabia individually. Our 
research reflects that both the US and Russia pursue military cooperation with Saudi Arabia and Israel. While the United 
States has been noted for its strong military alliance with Israel, Russia’s military cooperation with regimes hostile to 
Israel has not dampened its budding relationship with the Israeli state. The greatest distinction in military policy between 
Russia and the U.S. when looking at the three countries is with regards to Iran: the U.S. continues its pressure and 
opposition to Iran, diplomatically, economically and militarily, while Russia seeks better relations with it. The research 
expands on the similarities and differences in military policy by the U.S. and Russia, and it can help serve as a means of 
better understanding U.S. and Russian foreign policy in the Middle East today, as well as the future. 
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Introduction 
 
The objective of this study is to examine how the two largest 
western military powers, the US and the Russian Federation, 
compete and interact in the Middle Eastern countries Israel, 
Saudi Arabia, and Iran by examining how their military 
policies converge and diverge in each of the three nations 
since 2010. The US and Russia each hold a web of alliances 
and deals in the region: the US allies with Israel and Saudi 
Arabia, while Russia offsets this alliance by allying itself 
with Iran and Syria. Russia and the US each provide their 
respective allies with large amounts of military and financial 
aid, with the military policies of each nation overlapping and 
diverging at some points. Through this research we have 
concluded that neither the US or Russia has a singular 
blanket policy that would characterize their relationship with 
each country in the region. Instead, each country, namely 
Israel, Saudi Arabia, and Iran, presents the US and Russia 
with a complex set of issues to consider when constructing 
foreign policy.  
 

Review of the Literature 
 

The US has generally maintained a foreign policy 
that roughly mirrors its state-building philosophy during the 
Cold War: it promotes the growth of democratic 
governments worldwide. While the Soviet Union had long 
supported Marxist regimes worldwide, notably in Southeast 
Asia, the US had long countered the Soviets’ efforts by 
directly and indirectly funding countries which opposed 
these Marxist regimes (Bach, 1986). The US’s efforts took 
controversial turns when it funded authoritarian 
governments and rebel groups just to spite Marxist Soviet-
supported rebels, such as those in Nicaragua and El 
Salvador. During the Cold War, the US was noted for its 
military support of governments that took any alternative 

form to the Marxist-inspired socialism promoted by the 
Soviets (Hook & Spanier, 2018).  
 Since the fall of the Soviet Union, the US has 
continued its economic and military support to developing 
democratic regimes, with some exceptions, such as Saudi 
Arabia. Von Hippel notes the American historical trend has 
decreased in the past few decades, but that it has been the 
major force motivating significant American actions such as 
the rebuilding of Germany and Japan after World War II 
(von Hippel, 2000). The trend of supporting democratic 
regimes, von Hippel notes, while not as frequent, has 
continued into the 1990s, with the US attempting to assist 
countries such as Panama, Haiti, and Somalia in 
strengthening democratic reforms (Von Hippel, 2000). 
Recent US actions in Iraq and Afghanistan have been 
interpreted by many scholars as direct attempts to 
democratize politically unstable nations (Bush, 2006). The 
US military policy in the Middle East, as will be seen in this 
research, has been centered around promoting democracy 
and securing American interests such as oil. Though the US 
seeks to promote democracy, it still supports authoritarian 
regimes such as Saudi Arabia to safeguard its oil interests 
(Grey, 2017). Despite the support for regimes like Saudi 
Arabia, the US opposes other authoritarian regimes in the 
region that it views as promoting instability, such as Iran and 
Syria.  
 Whereas the most significant events that influenced 
Russia’s current foreign policy in the Middle East were the 
dissolution of the Soviet Union and the rise of President 
Vladimir Putin to power, the most significant US event was 
September 11th, which launched the War on Terror. Then-
president George W. Bush launched two wars in the Middle 
East, which has been the dominant topic in American 
military policy. Under the Obama Administration, starting in 
2009, US foreign policy in the Middle East was a mix 
between the continuation of previous president George 
Bush’s policy of conducting the War on Terror and 



 

 

attempting to produce peace in the region (Nuruzzaman 
2015).  
 Before investigating Russian military trends in 
these specific Middles Eastern countries, it is necessary to 
understand Russian foreign policy goals on the global stage. 
Russia has maintained historical trends of exerting military 
force to promote political goals. Russia’s use of direct 
military force is manifested most infamously in Afghanistan 
in the 1980’s, as Russia militarily occupied the politically 
unstable nation (Laurelle, 2013), such Russian influence is 
now seen in slightly less noticeable ways, but often with 
similar end goals. 
 Russia, while having seen itself adapt to a more 
capitalist, westernized economic system in the 1990’s under 
Yeltsin, has seen a return to a sense of pride that was lost in 
the decade after the fall of the USSR (Van Herpen, 2015). 
Under the current leadership of Vladimir Putin (a former 
KGB officer himself), Russia’s foreign policy has returned 
to promoting itself as a proud superpower capable of 
injecting its influence and prestige overseas (Van Herpen, 
2015). Whether it be the forced annexation of Crimea from 
Ukraine, alleged interference in US presidential elections in 
2016, Russia under Putin has promoted an ideological goal 
of supporting non-democratic practices/governments that 
resemble a Russian desire to emphasize strong leadership at 
all costs (Van Herpen, 2015). With accused undemocratic 
Russian actions on the rise since 1991, the general trends 
noted by historians and researchers of Russian alliances with 
non-democratic regimes has only furthered the divergence 
with the US on pertinent military issues in the Middle East 
today.  
 
General Overview of US Foreign Policy in the 
Middle East 

There are three main U.S. concerns when 
determining its foreign policy in the Middle East: interest in 
securing oil, managing security concerns, and ensuring 
Israel’s sovereignty (Scientific Research Publishing, 2017). 
Of these three, the most prioritized is securing oil, which has 
led the US to maintain cordial relations with high oil-
producing nations. Second among the three primary interests 
is protecting Israel from security threats. According to 
Scientific Research Publishing, “maintaining a strong Israel 
in the Middle East solidifies American national security 
interests there. This perspective has dominated American 
foreign policy since the mid-twentieth century and continues 
to shape the current policy” (Scientific Research Publishing, 
2017). Thus, the US has continued to strongly support Israel 
both militarily and economically.  

The US continues to mix both idealism and realism 
when maintaining relations with countries in the Middle 
East. What began as a peacekeeping and stability endeavors 
in the region slowly became less impactful and more 
arduous. Even with these hardships, the US remained 
committed to stability in the region. By keeping military 
bases in oil-rich nations, the US gives itself a controlling 
position to influence the region (Scientific Research 
Publishing, 2017). The U.S. position along with the ability to 
fight terrorism directly from its source, entices the US to 

keep their hold on the region. The US has increased its anti-
terror operations in the region, most recently with President 
Obama making the biggest strides. During President 
Obama’s first three years, “the US conducted at least 239 
covert remotely piloted aircraft strikes compared with the 
forty-four approved during George W. Bush’s tenure” 
(Hudson 2016). This increase in strikes illustrates how much 
the U.S. is invested in the fight against terror and the role 
their position in the region plays in combating terrorism. 
Overall, the US seeks to preserve its influence in the region 
along with its interests, both economically and militarily.  
 
General Overview of Russian Foreign Policy in the 
Middle East 

There is a general argument that Russia has a 
positive relationship with most, if not all, of the countries in 
the Middle East due to the recent rise of Russian presence as 
part of a new strategy in Moscow. Russia aims to be a big 
influencer in the region, but not a key player; it does not 
seek to establish long-term settlements or resolutions, but 
rather expand its national interests. It is argued that Russia 
seeks to increase its influence with other states while still 
being unrestrained and irresponsible for peace settlements. 
They have agreements with countries both friendly and 
hostile towards the US, in addition to non-state actors, such 
as Hamas and Hezbollah. Russia utilizes the anti-US 
sentiment to persuade the Middle Eastern actors to side with 
or allow Russian influence in their region. Russia gives 
strong economic and military support to authoritarian 
regimes such as Syria and Iran while still maintaining 
economic relationships with other nations in the region like 
Israel, Turkey, and Cyprus. The economic ties created by oil 
has allowed Russia and most Middle Eastern countries to 
promote a positive relationship in everything from economic 
to military issues.   

However, editors from the Polish Institute of 
International Affairs discuss the diplomatic and military 
consequences of Russian involvement in the Syrian Civil 
War, specifically with regards to Russia’s relationship with 
Israel (Wojnarowicz, 2017). A potentially volatile situation 
has unfolded in the region, as Russia has taken a political 
stance in Syria supporting Israel’s largest regional foes: 
Syrian president Bashar al-Assad, internationally recognized 
terrorist group Hezbollah, and the Islamic Republic of Iran. 
The editors argue that Israel has attempted to maintain good 
terms with Russia through its appeasement of the Eurasian 
nation on the international stage. Meanwhile, Israel has 
gained an avenue to assert itself on its northern border with 
Syria, as Russia has refrained from any open war with Israel 
despite their political and ideological differences. The 
Russian-Israeli relationship has managed to expand this 
unusual situation, as Wojnarowicz (2017) notes the trade 
relationship that has developed amidst the countries amidst 
Russia’s long-term goal of asserting themselves as a global 
superpower with influence in the Middle East rivaling that of 
the US. 
 
 
 



 

 

US military policy in the Middle East 
The US and Russia compete for influence in the 

Middle East. Mansour (2008) argues that the interactions 
between the US and Iran destabilize the Middle East, and 
that though the US’ military is far superior to Iran’s, Iran is 
still able to match the initiatives taken by the US in the 
region. Through Iran’s alliance with Syria, its development 
of nuclear weapons, its support of Hezbollah and its 
connections with the Iraqi Shiite populace, Iran is able to 
effectively compete with the US over influence in the 
Middle East. As a result of the US’ increased presence in the 
Middle East since the advent of the War on Terror, Iran has 
strengthened its position and ties with neighboring nations 
such as Syria to deter and thwart US objectives. The 
instability in the Middle East is argued to not be due to the 
differing capabilities of the US and Iran, but rather their 
competing preferences.  

Holt (2014) describes the relationship between the 
US and Israel as one of the most cohesive in the world. The 
military alliance between Israel and the US is strong, both 
being led by stable governments and being industrially and 
technologically advanced. The combination of the advanced 
industries and military might of each country, along with 
their intelligence coordination create a “Gold Standard” 
military relationship. The US has given Israel very 
significant military assistance throughout its existence, and 
though there are new political and social issues that strain 
the two country’s relationship, their military relationship is 
still stable. 
 
Russia military policy in the Middle East 

Since the 1991 breakup of USSR, and the following 
establishment of the Russian Federation, Russia has 
exercised its military might in the oft-volatile region. Russia 
has often funded the militaries of prominent, often 
dictatorial, states in the Middle East while maintaining even-
keel relationships with Western countries (Perry & Pierpaoli, 
2010). This trend began with the Soviet Union, but was 
inherited by Russia in the 1990s, with Russia supplying 
military hardware to Kuwait, and later to both Syria and Iran 
(Khasan, 1998). This trend of supplying the Syrian and 
Iranian regimes has continued throughout the 21st century. 
Despite claims of human rights abuses by the governments 
of both nations, Russia has continued to insert itself as a 
prominent supporter of these two regimes despite 
international outcry (Perry & Pierpaoli, 2010). Scholars have 
noted Russian support for the Ayatollah, ranging from 
weapons sales and military cooperation in the 1990s, to 
more recent Russian refusals to back international sanctions 
against a budding Iranian military power (Perry & Pierpaoli, 
2010).  

Russia has also continued to insert itself into 
Middle Eastern armed conflicts directly in Syria. Putin’s 
support of the Assad regime has continued a historical trend 
of Russian support for Syria, ranging from the Soviet era to 
Yeltsin military aid to Syria in the 1990s. Scholars, such as 
David Satter (2012) of the Foreign Policy Institute, maintain 
that Russia aims to defend Syria against what they consider 
“Western imperialism” that is infringing on the right of the 

Syrian government to govern their own people. Putin has 
provided an endless stream of “fighter jets, helicopters, 
tanks, combat vehicles”, alongside actual troops and 
advisors, to Assad (2012). As the above scholars have noted, 
this involvement in the Syrian Civil War is only another 
instance of Russia asserting itself as a military superpower 
that is capable of directly influencing armed conflicts in the 
Middle East. 
 

Methodology 
 

Each of the three countries we selected for the 
study has been significant focuses of foreign policy in the 
US and Russia since 2010. The Middle East has been an 
extremely volatile area for many years, and the absence of a 
dominating power has attracted these two superpowers. 
However, relative to other countries in the Middle East, 
Israel, Saudi Arabia, and Iran are three of the most powerful, 
and have attracted the interest of the US and Russia in the 
past, which is why we chose them for our study. Each of 
these three countries is ranked in the top five strongest 
military forces in the Middle East by Forbes, and each vies 
for dominance over other Middle Eastern countries, which is 
why they are of interest to the superpowers Russia and the 
US. In choosing these countries, we analyzed the military 
actions of the US and Russia in the region to assess how 
they may be similar and or different. 

Most of our sources were collected from scholarly 
databases, as well as books written by experts in the fields of 
foreign policy in the Middle East. This research helped us 
frame our study as well as identify the different case studies 
we would use. It also helped us choose the lens through 
which we would be looking, namely military policy, and 
what actions constitute military policy.  

During the beginning of our research, we 
considered the history of the three case studies – specifically 
their history with the US and Russia. The history provided a 
view of the bigger picture, complementing our further 
research. We then investigated overall US and Russian 
foreign policy, as well as the specific foreign policy interests 
of the two countries concerning the Middle East. 

We found that in order to effectively analyze the 
foreign policy of the US and Russia for our study, we would 
have to narrow our scope. We chose three specific countries 
that we knew were major actors in the Middle East, and we 
analyzed through the military policy, rather than foreign 
policy in general, of the US and Russia in each country. We 
used case studies in order to form an effective, measurable 
comparison of the involvement of the US and Russia in the 
Middle East.  

Our main independent variable was military policy. 
For the purpose of our study, military policy refers to the 
presence, or the number of troops/peacekeeping forces 
(including ships, aircraft, and the number of bases), arms 
trade (imports and exports between the countries), and 
spending in the three case studies. Observing the trends of 
these three facets of military policy, as well as the goals of 
the US and Russia, gave us quantitative and qualitative data 
we could use to investigate overall military policies of US 



 

 

and Russia, and the impact they have had on each Israel, 
Saudi Arabia, and Iran. We then analyzed these data, 
focusing on how the three aspects are similar and/or 
different, to evaluate how and why US and Russian military 
policies have converged and diverged. 

 
Results and Findings 

 
United States’ Military Policy 
Israel 

The United States and Israel have had a long and 
complicated relationship that started at the time of Israel’s 
founding in 1948. Israel has been constantly involved in 
turmoil since the nation’s conception, yet the United States 
has almost always supported it, in one way or another. The 
United States has been supporting Israel in two main ways 
from a military perspective. First and foremost, the alliance 
between the two nations is a verbal commitment from the 
United States that they will support Israel if it is attacked. 
The second method of support is through arms and weapon 
sales. And third, the U.S. military provides training to the 
Israeli military. The combination of these three support 
systems has led to a strong relationship between the United 
States and Israel, which continues today.  
 The United States has long been committed to 
supporting Israel in its military ventures. While it may seem 
like a one-sided alliance, the relationship is more symbiotic. 
Israel has been able to thwart multiple different radical 
nationalist movements in the region. In addition, Israel has 
been able to keep Syria, a Russian ally, from taking any 
overly drastic measures (Zunes 2002). The United States has 
also combined forces with Israeli intelligence to fight 
terrorists and carry out covert operations in the Middle East. 
When it comes to the United Nations, about “half of all 
American UN Security Council vetoes blocked resolutions 
critical of Israel” (Beauchamp 2018). The blocking of such 
resolutions in the face of the international community further 
demonstrates how committed the United States is to 
protecting Israel. Being the only liberal democracy in the 
Middle East, Israel shares a unique ideology with the United 
States in promoting democracy throughout the region 
(Lockie 2017). These ideological similarities and mutual 
benefits keep the United States interested and engaged in the 
alliance.  
 Outside of direct conflict, the United States has 
been providing Israel with an extensive package of grants 
and loans, which Israel can use for a plethora of purposes. 
What originally started as a set of annual loans and grants 
for Israel in 1959 expanded to roughly $2 billion annually by 
1971 and $3 billion in 1985 (Mark 2005). While originally a 
mix of economic and military aid, as the years went by, the 
economic use dwindled as military spending increased. In 
1985, the year United States aid grew to $3 billion, Israel 
was using it solely for the military (Mark 2005). Most 
recently in 2017, the United States has given roughly $3.2 
billion in aid to Israel, with 99% of it being used for military 
purposes (USAID 2018). These increases in both amount of 
money and directive toward military use demonstrates the 

United States continued commitment to Israel and support in 
their military expenditures.  
 Finally, Israel continues to import United States 
weapons and armaments to support its military. Starting in 
1968, the United States began selling military vehicles to 
Israel with the F-4 Phantom fighters. Soon after, the United 
States “airlifted thousands of tons of defense equipment 
(including M60 tanks) to Israel” (Thomas 2017). This trend 
would continue. Since then, Israel has primarily imported 
United States-produced military vehicles. Recent estimates 
include over 1000 US-produced vehicles in current use. So 
even though the United States is sending over $3 billion in 
grants every year to Israel, some of that money does get 
cycled back to the United States..   
 
Iran 

The US and Iran have had complicated relations 
since World War II. The US initially supported Iran after the 
war, wishing to have influence over the oil rich country that 
shared a border with America’s main, geopolitical ally at the 
time (the USSR). When the Iranian democratically elected 
Prime Minister, Mohammad Mossadegh, was overthrown by 
US and British forces after he attempted to nationalize his 
country’s oil industry, US-Iranian relations became bitter 
(McQuade, 2017). A US supported Shah was in power, only 
to be overthrown in the 1979 Iranian revolution. This 
revolution, which put into place the Supreme Leader 
Ayatollah Khomeini, ensured that the conflict between the 
two nations undertook a transformation. From 1979 
onwards, Iranian state led campaigns denouncing the US, 
Israel, and the West as a whole have been directly traced 
back to a radical Islamic, fundamentalist message supported 
by the Ayatollah (BBC, 2014). 
 Iran and the US rarely found themselves in direct 
threat of military confrontation, outside of Iran holding 52 
Americans hostage during the 1979-1981 American hostage 
crisis, and limited US support of Iraq during the Iran-Iraq 
War of 1980-1988 (BBC, 2014). While Iran directly 
supported, promoted, and financed violent attacks against 
US targets in Lebanon, Kenya, and Tanzania, open military 
conflict between the two nations has not been a staple of the 
fragile state of Iranian-American relations (Theissen, 2011). 
Yet as the 2000s approached, the potential for military 
conflict centered around US and global opposition to a 
growing Iranian nuclear program. US military and foreign 
policy focused on sanctioning this program, even later 
helping co-write a deal attempting to keep nuclear weapons 
out of Iranian hands, only to have the deal withdrawn from 
by the Trump administration due to beliefs that Iran was not 
adhering to the deal as written. 
 The 2000s eventually became a decade associated 
with the Iranian government taking a more hardline, 
conservative stance. Fears of an Iranian nuclear program had 
been heightened in 2002, as a group of Iranian scientists had 
leaked evidence of a growing Iranian nuclear program in the 
cities of Natanz and Arak (Viscio et al., 2012). This 
prompted the US to claim that Iran had an “across the board 
pursuit of weapons of mass destruction” (Viscio et al., 
2012). Nonetheless, US fears of Iran were temporarily 



 

 

lessened in November of 2004, when Iran agreed to the Paris 
Agreement, which led to suspension of Iranian uranium 
enrichment and giving the International Atomic Energy 
Agency (IAEA) access to inspect Iranian nuclear sites 
(Hadley, 2010). 

The supposed scale back of the Iranian nuclear 
program was short lived, as US fears of Iranian military 
(specifically nuclear) power were once again heightened 
with the presidency of Mahmoud Ahmadinejad. Elected in 
2005, the Iranian uber-conservative often made his hatred of 
both the US and their foremost ally in the volatile Middle 
East region, Israel, clear. In a 2006 speech, Ahmadinejad, 
amongst calls of death to both US and Israel, proclaimed, 
“Iran has joined the club of nuclear countries” (Tait and 
MacAskill, 2006). He publicly denounced the Paris 
Agreement of 2004, and relaunched uranium enrichment at 
Natanz in 2006 (Hadley, 2010). The US, along with the 
P5+1 group of UN Security Council nations and Germany, 
attempted to appease the Iranian government and limit their 
nuclear activity. The US goal of limiting Iranian 
development of nuclear weapons become a topic of 
particular importance in foreign policy for years to come.  

When the US approach of limiting the development 
of weapons failed, the US led the charge to sanction Iran to 
halt military/nuclear development. Between 2006 and 2008, 
four UN Security Council Resolutions were passed (1737, 
1747, 1803, 1835) sanctioning Iran’s military, arm sales, and 
movement of military figures worldwide (Hadley, 2010). 
The US, under the leadership of President Bush at the time, 
pushed even further, initiating their own sanctions against 
elite Iranian forces (the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps), 
and Iranian banks suspected of financing the hostile, Iranian 
nuclear program (Hadley, 2010). President Obama continued 
this policy of sanctions against the Iran, in 2012 signing an 
Executive Order “Authorizing Additional Sanctions with 
Respect to Iran” (White House, 2012).  

President Obama eventually turned away from his 
hardline approach to combat the Iranian nuclear program. In 
2013, a supposedly more moderate President of Iran, Hassan 
Rouhani, was elected. The US then became a leading 
proponent for creating a treaty with Rouhani that would 
ensure Iran would not pursue nuclear weapons, while giving 
the Iran the benefit of removing sanctions. This nuclear deal, 
the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) was 
created in July of 2015 by Iran, the P5+1, and the US. The 
JCPOA focused on limited uranium enrichment, and 
centrifuge development. Centrifuge limitations ensured that 
“Iran was to use no more than 5,060 IR-1 centrifuges to 
enrich uranium for 10 years” (Katzman and Kerr, 2016). Iran 
also officially agreed to “refrain from producing enriched 
uranium containing more than 3.67%-235 for at least 15 
years” (Katzman and Kerr, 2016). Iran also faced facility 
limitation, meaning that (under the terms of the deal) for 15 
years Iran was only capable of enriching uranium at the 
Natanz plant. Further limitations existed on low-enriched 
uranium (LEU), binding Iran to keep no more than “300 
kilograms of LEU containing 3.67% uranium-235” for the 
next fifteen years (Katzman and Kerr, 2016). Limits on 
specific enrichment facilities (specifically the Fordow plant 

in particular), and the Arak reactor, were to be emplaced by 
this deal, as well. Lastly, in order to ensure that the JCPOA 
was being followed, the Iranians had to agree to IAEA 
inspections of Iranian military infrastructure (Katzman and 
Kerr, 2016). 

On May 8, 2018, President Donald J. Trump 
withdrew the U.S. from the JCPOA. His administration has 
maintained several claims that call for the end of the nuclear 
deal: Iran has not followed the deal, the sunset clauses of the 
deal limit the JCPOA effectiveness, Iran’s sponsoring of 
terrorism worldwide, and Iran’s continued testing of ballistic 
weapons in violation of UN Security Council Resolutions. 
President Trump found issue with Iran’s continuing parades 
of ballistic weapons, most notably the Khorramshahr missile 
capable of a range of 1,250 miles (Clarke and Bozorgmehr, 
2017). Trump also maintained that Iran has continued to 
sponsor terrorism worldwide, namely the continued funding 
of Hezbollah and Hamas, supposedly through the $400 
million cash payment recently paid to the Iranian 
government (by the Obama administration) as overdue 
payment originating from a pre-1979 Islamic Revolution 
weapons deal (Vick, 2016). While the IAEA reported in 
February 2018 that Iran was giving access to nuclear sites as 
promised under the deal, the Trump administration doubled 
down on their opposition to Iran being one of eight countries 
on a Joint Commission that decides what happens when they 
themselves do not allow the IAEA access to one their own 
sites (BBC, 2018). While the US now claims Iran has been 
violating the clause, and is infuriated by the so-called 
“sunset clause” allowing Iran to develop nuclear weapons 
after sanctions expire in fifteen years, President Trump has 
insisted that “Iran’s leaders sow chaos, death, and 
destruction” (Sanders-Zakre, 2018) Trump further stated that 
sanctions will be reinstated on Iran by the US (despite 
International Court of Justice outcry), and sanctions on 
“Iran's banking, oil, shipping and ship-building sectors” 
have been emplaced (Sanders-Zakre, 2018). This is in 
addition to demands in May of 2018 made by Secretary of 
State Mike Pompeo that Iran halt missile development, allow 
full access to IAEA inspectors whenever they desire, and 
halt all enrichment of uranium (Sanders-Zakre, 2018). 
 
Saudi Arabia 

US and Saudi relations began to form during the 
Second World War with an increase in US need for oil and 
the awarding of an oil exploration concession by Saudi 
Arabia to a US company (Blanchard, 2009). Once 
significant oil reserves were found, relations between the 
two countries strengthened as the US attempted to manage 
and defend oil production in Saudi Arabia-- this eventually 
led to the US becoming the “chief external political and 
economic supporter of the Saudi government” (2009). 
Military relations first developed in the mid 1940s, when the 
US constructed a military airfield at Dhahran and began to 
provide military planning and training, and the two countries 
pursued common national security objectives from then 
onward (2009). Despite the Arab-Israeli conflict, the US 
maintained strong relations with Saudi Arabia to combat 
against other nationalist and socialist governments in the 



 

 

Middle East, as well as prevent the spread of Communism. 
This common resistance to Communism is what kept U.S. 
and Saudi Arabia relations from fracturing during the Arab-
Israeli war and the oil embargo in the early 1970s (2009). 
Military relations strengthened dramatically in the 1990s, 
when Saudi Arabia was host for US troops and military 
equipment involved in the effort to fight Iraqi forces 
invading Kuwait.  

The 9/11 terrorist attacks was another major 
setback in US-Saudi relations. Because participants in the 
attack were Saudi nationals, strong American criticism 
developed, of Saudi involvement in terrorism and efforts, or 
lack thereof, to fight against terrorist groups (Blanchard, 
2009). However, since there was no evidence found by the 
9/11 Commission Report and a following effort by Saudi 
Arabia to cooperate with the US in fighting Al Qaeda, 
relations were able to be salvaged (2009).  

Despite some controversy and debate surrounding 
weapons transactions, Saudi Arabia has been one of the 
largest purchasers of U.S. arms by value and volume 
(Thomas, 2017). From 2009 to the present, the potential 
aggregate of proposed arms sales by the Obama and Trump 
Administrations is valued at more than $120 billion. During 
Trump’s trip to Saudi Arabia in 2017, several proposed arms 
sales were announced, reportedly amounting to $110 billion 
(2017). This would include seven arms sales previously 
approved by the Obama Administration starting in 2013 for 
items such as combat ships, Abrams tanks, and Chinook 
helicopters, all of which would amount to approximately $24 
billion (2017). The remaining makeup would be about $14 
billion worth of sales requested by Saudi Arabia and 
supported by the Trump administration, and $85 billion in 
potential sales that the Administration offered to Saudi 
Arabia-- this proposed sale would include products like 
seven Terminal High Altitude Area Defense batteries, over 
100,000 air-to-ground munitions, and four frigates-- but both 
deals have to be accepted by Congress (2017). During 
Trump’s visit to Saudi Arabia, arrangements were also made 
for production of certain items to take place in Saudi Arabia; 
for example, a $6 billion agreement was made between 
Lockheed Martin and the Saudi Technology Development 
and Investment Company, which included plans to produce 
150 Blackhawk helicopters (2017).  
 Saudi Arabia’s involvement in the conflict in 
Yemen has contributed to the arms trade between them and 
the US. Since 2015, there have been several proposed deals 
to replenish Saudi arms lost in Yemen, including $500 
million worth of ammunition, $1.29 billion worth of bombs 
and air-to-ground missiles, and $1.15 billion for 153 tanks, 
twenty of which the Pentagon has specifically described as 
replacements (Hartung, 2016). In addition to the above deals 
made by the Obama and Trump administrations, which add 
up to an estimated $120 billion, the US provides billions of 
dollars' worth of services to Saudi forces, including training 
and maintenance (2016). As of 2016, Saudi ground forces 
used over 2,000 US-supplied armored vehicles, including 
“200 M-1A2S main battle tanks that are ready for combat, 
with 170 more in various states of disrepair; 390 M-60A3 
tanks (the generation prior to the M-1); 385 Bradley armed 

infantry fighting vehicles; and 1,190 M-113 armored 
personnel carriers. The Saudi land forces also possess a 
variety of U.S. artillery pieces, including 110 M-109A1B/A2 
howitzers” (2016). This is even before the new tank deal, 
which would provide another 153 tanks available for use in 
Yemen.  

In addition, the U.S has supplied more than half of 
Saudi Arabia’s 325 combat capable aircrafts. This includes 
151 F-15s, which have played a large role in the Saudi 
bombing efforts in Yemen; 5 E-3A airborne early warning 
and control aircraft; 7 KC-130 refueling tankers; 30 C-130H 
Hercules transport planes, and around 40 Apache attack 
helicopters (Hartung, 2016). The US also provides targeting 
information, logistical support, and daily refueling to aid in 
the bombing campaign (2016). The US has also supplied 
items like Patriot missile defense systems, Patriot Advance 
Capability missiles with related equipment, and the Phalanx 
Close-in-Weapons System for installation on Saudi Arabia 
ships, many of which were also of U.S. origin (2016). The 
U.S. has generally supported arms deals with Saudi Arabia, 
but it has been reluctant to include sensitive military 
technology, especially items like unmanned aerial vehicles, 
which has caused Saudi Arabia to look to other countries, 
namely Russia, for supply of these types of weapons 
(Thomas, 2017). 

While there was a significant US military presence 
in Saudi Arabia during the Gulf War, the vast majority of 
personnel were withdrawn in 2003, leaving only a limited 
number of U.S. military forces in Saudi Arabia (Wallin, 
2018). Their primary base is in Eskan Village, near Riyadh, 
and these personnel are a part of the U.S. Military Training 
Mission but are not capable of active operational combat 
(2018). There is a U.S. naval presence near Saudi Arabia, 
though; the USS George H.W. Bush and the Bataan, both 
part of the 5th Fleet, are patrolling the Persian Gulf and 
south of Yemen, respectively. The fleet consists of twenty-
four ships and 16,731 service members (Brown & Gould).  
 
Russian Military Policy 
Israel 

Israel and Iran have had a tumultuous relationship 
since Israel’s establishment in 1948.  The USSR used to be 
vehemently anti-Israel, with a consensus that the Soviet 
Union even spread false news of Israeli troop movement to 
their Arab allies, helping pre-empt the 1967 “Six Day War” 
(Elbahtimy, 2017). Despite the USSR’s initial recognition of 
the State of Israel in 1948, this move in 1967 was notably 
followed by a Soviet declaration that they would no longer 
recognize the State of Israel (Katz, 2005). This defiant act, 
followed by further decades of Soviet support for Arab 
nationalist regimes and Palestinian armed resistance, makes 
the current relationship between modern-day Russia and 
Israel that much more complex. 
 Russian-Israeli relations took a turn under the 
presidency of reformist Boris Yeltsin. The two nations 
experienced a warming of relations, with the 1992 visit of 
Israel by the Russian vice president under Yeltsin 
(Alexander Rutskoi), and the later visit to Russia by Israeli 
Foreign Minister (Shimon Peres). Further Russian-Israeli 



 

 

development was proposed in a meeting between Shimon 
Peres and the Russian Foreign Minister (Kozyrev) at the 
time, promising “increased cooperation in the political, 
legal, economic, and cultural spheres” (Freedman, 1998).   
 Vladimir Putin has generally attempted to continue 
this trend of mutual cooperation with Israel. In Putin’s early 
years, many official statements and government decisions 
appeared to foster Russian support for Israel, most 
prominently when it came to the Arab-Israeli conflict. In 
2001, Putin and Israeli president, Moshe Katsav, mutually 
agreed, that “there would be no negotiation with terrorism” 
(Katz, 2005). This statement has often been understood as 
Russia’s way of interpreting Israel’s conflict with Palestinian 
terrorism/militants as similar to Russia’s conflict against 
Chechen terrorism/militants in the Caucasus region. Israel 
famously returned the favor in 2004, showing support to 
Russia after the devastating Beslan terrorist attack in which 
at least 300 Russian hostages were killed by Islamic 
militants. Israel used this attack to draw a comparison 
between Palestinian and Chechen combatants. Russia in 
2004 initially abstained from a UN General Assembly 
resolution that would have punished Israel for building a 
security fence in the contested West Bank that the Israelis 
argued would serve to protect Israelis from waves of 
Palestinian terrorism (2005).  
 This somewhat mutualistic relationship has 
continued despite Russian support for Israeli geo-political 
foes in the region. Russia has continued to support Iran 
under the leaderships of both Mahmoud Ahmadinejad and 
Hassan Rouhani, along with Syria under the leadership of 
President Bashar al-Assad, despite both countries’ fierce 
opposition to the existence of the State of Israel. For 
example, Russia in 2002 signed a $10 billion deal promising 
Iran six nuclear reactors within the next ten years 
(Bourtman, 2006). Russia has also continued to fund Iran’s 
military objectives, notably a 2005 sale from Russia to Iran 
of a $700 million surface-to-air missile defense system 
called the SA-15 (Beehner, 2006). Syria and Russia, 
meanwhile, have also continued their historical relationship 
of mutual support, a remaining fixture of Soviet foreign 
policy. In 2005, the visit by Bashar al-Assad to Moscow was 
symbolic of the still-existent Syrian-Russian relationship 
that runs antithetical to Israeli wishes. Russia has continued 
selling weapons to Syria, both before and during the current 
Syrian Civil War. As early as 2005 in Putin’s presidency, his 
Russian government sold Strelets surface-to-air missiles to 
the Assad regime, despite Israeli outcry (Bourtman, 2006).  

Israeli opposition to the Russian-supported Assad is 
due to Assad’s alliance with the Lebanese Shiite Hezbollah 
group, a terrorist group as recognized by the United States 
and much of the West (CSIS, 2018). In Syria there is 
currently an estimate of seven to ten thousand Hezbollah 
fighters supporting the Russian backed Assad regime (2018). 
This group has amassed a remarkable arsenal of weapons 
posing direct threats to the Israeli state, including “Fateh-
110/M-600 short-range ballistic missile, Shahab-1 and 
Shahab-2 short-range ballistic missiles, Toophan anti-tank 
guided missiles, Kornet man-portable anti-tank guided 
missiles, M113 armored personnel carriers, T-72 main battle 

tanks, Karrar unmanned combat aerial vehicles, and 
Katyusha rockets” (2018).  

Israel and Russia have been in much conflict with 
each other over the Syrian Civil War. Israel has launched 
over 100 air strikes in Syria as of July 2018, carrying out 
attacks against Russian allies in two airstrikes. A May 2018 
Israeli Air Force strike against the al-Qusayr airfield killed a 
prominent Hezbollah commander, while an earlier airstrike 
in April was carried out against the Homs airfield in Syria 
that “killed seven Iranian military personnel” (CSIS, 2018).  
The intense disagreement over Syria has never led to direct 
conflict between Russian and Israel, however. Recent 
months have seen the most serious direct confrontation 
between the two nations, however. In October of 2018, a 
Russian military airplane was shot down, and the Kremlin 
blamed the attack on Israel, claiming Israel had used Russian 
duplicate planes to ‘serve as cover” when carrying out their 
own airstrikes within Syria (Liebermann, 2018). Israel has 
denied these claims, blaming the crash on Syrian forces 
accidently downing one of their Russian allies’ planes. 
Russia very soon after this incident supplied S-300 anti-
aircraft missiles to the Assad regime, a move contested both 
by America and Israel. 

Despite the potential for armed conflict between 
Israel and Russia over differing military objectives in the 
Middle East, President Putin and Prime Minister Netanyahu 
of Israel have managed to maintain a stable relationship 
between their nations. In May of 2018, Putin invited 
Netanyahu to take part in the important Russian holiday of 
Victory Day commemorating the Russian victory over Nazi 
Germany in World War II (Hodge, 2018). In addition to 
open diplomatic ties, Russia has in limited instances asked 
its allies (and Israel’s foes) to refrain from firing upon Israeli 
forces. While the Russians famously asked their Iranian 
allies to refrain from such behavior in May of 2018, the 
Iranians did not follow this course of action, leading to the 
famous Israeli strike against Iranian forces in Homs (Blank, 
2018). Russia has also proven their development of relations 
with Israel by later retracting their earlier offer of S-300 
anti-aircraft missiles to the Assad regime, assuaging Israeli 
fears (2018).  
 
 
 
Iran 
 Russia has no base in Iran with stationed forces, nor 
is there a supply of military personnel in general from 
Russia to Iran. The relationship between Russia and Iran has 
been largely based on arms trade, with arms being sold by 
Russia to Iran. This has led to the bulk of Iran’s military 
being made up of Russian made and designed weapons. 

Arms deals between Russia and Iran began in the 
1990s, and Iran soon became Russia’s third-largest arms 
client, behind China and India (Perry & Pierpaoli, 2010). 
Russia had entered an agreement with the US to stop selling 
advanced weapons to Iran, but this only lasted from 1995 to 
2000 (Beehner, 2006). The value of the arms trade between 
Russia and Iran skyrocketed from $300 million between 
1998 and 2001 to $1.7 billion between 2002 and 2005. Since 



 

 

1992, Russia has sold hundreds of weapons systems to Iran, 
including twenty T-72 tanks, ninety-four air-to-air missiles, 
and combat aircraft like the MiG-29 (Beehner, 2006). Iran 
has also purchased submarines and acquired the rights to 
produce Russian weapons on its own soil, as well as 
received training from Russia in ballistics, aeronautic design, 
booster design, and missile guidance, fueling US concern 
over the transfer of dangerous nuclear and missile 
technology (Perry & Pierpaoli, 2010). In 2005, Russia sold 
Iran a $700 million surface-to-air missile defense system 
called the SA-15 Gauntlet, as well as thirty TOR M-1 air-
defense missile systems to defend the Russian-built nuclear 
reactor at Bushehr (Beehner, 2006). As of 2006, Russia had 
also planned to upgrade Iran’s aircrafts and battle tanks, and 
Iran has showed interest in anti-aircraft missiles with a range 
of ninety to 180 miles away and high-speed torpedoes to aid 
in the buildup of their navy.  

Russia has supported Iran in other ways besides the 
explicit sale of arms. In 2005, Russia “abstained from voting 
when the International Atomic Energy Agency found Iran in 
noncompliance with Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty 
safeguards on uranium enrichment and reprocessing and 
opposed referring the issue to the UN Security Council” 
(Perry & Pierpaoli, 2010). Russia has also consistently 
opposed the imposition and worsening of sanctions on Iran, 
despite its efforts to develop nuclear facilities, which has 
effectively stalled any response by the UN. However, in 
2007, the UN Security Council unanimously adopted 
Resolution 1747, which banned states from purchasing or 
receiving arms from Iran, which was signified the beginning 
of the end of the arms relationship between Russia and Iran. 
In 2010, the UN Security Council Resolution 1929, which 
was not unanimously adopted, restricted arms exports to 
Iran, and prohibited states to “directly or indirectly supply, 
or help to supply, Iran with major conventional weapons”, 
specifically battle tanks, armored combat vehicles, large 
artillery, combat aircraft, attack helicopters, warships, and 
certain missiles and launchers; it also prohibited the supply 
of spare parts, technical training, and advice related to any of 
the items named (“UN Arms Embargo on Iran”, 2016). 
Interestingly though, Russia voted in favor of Resolution 
1929, which meant its arms relationship would come to an 
end; although the UN later unanimously adopted resolution 
2231, which stated UN sanctions on Iran would change once 
the International Atomic Energy Agency could prove Iran 
had been taking pacifying actions regarding its nuclear 
program following the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action 
(“UN Arms Embargo on Iran”, 2016).  

The Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action led to the 
Security Council permitting supply of arms and services to 
Iran on a case-by-case basis, allowing for an increase in 
Russian interest in selling more arms to Iran. Russia soon 
sold Iran an advanced air-defense system, which has 
increased the worries of the West. Viktor Ozerov, the head 
of the security and defense committee in the Russian 
Federation Council, was quoted as saying there are ongoing 
talks regarding a $10 billion arms deal between Russia and 
Iran, which would include providing advanced tanks, 
artillery systems, planes and helicopters to Iran (Oliphant, 

2016). However, this deal would have to be approved by the 
UN Security Council, and Russia will not be able to freely 
provide conventional weapons without approval of the UN 
until 2020, which could delay the deal. While there was a 
lull in arms trade between Russia and Iran between 2007 and 
2015, there has been a slight increase recently, as well as 
talk of an extremely large deal in the future. The 
conglomeration of the numerous arms deals, along with the 
longstanding alliance, signifies the prominent involvement 
of Russia with Iran. 
 
Saudi Arabia 
  A key Russian goal is maintaining oil prices at a 
rate beneficial to itself. Saudi Arabia only recently began 
formal diplomatic relations with the Russian Federation, and 
this was largely due to President Putin’s initiative. Putin’s 
diplomatic missions seek to maintain a constant, active 
dialogue with Saudi Arabia and bring the two nations closer 
together. Putin hopes to pursue the improvement of the 
Russian economy through Saudi Arabia by stabilizing oil 
prices, encouraging Saudi investment in Russia, and 
“bilateral cooperation in the high-tech, military-industrial, 
infrastructural and nuclear spheres” (Kozhanov, 2018). 
Russia’s approach since the dismantlement of the Soviet 
Union has been one of new, cordial relations. During the 
times of the Soviet Union, Saudi Arabia had next to no 
diplomatic contact with the Soviets, due to the Soviet’s 
support for communist regimes, suppression of Islam, and its 
invasion of Afghanistan (Katz, 2001). Saudi Arabia’s main 
strategic goals both in the times of the Soviet Union and in 
the Putin era have been to maintain a politically stable 
Middle East, and to keep its enemies from getting too close 
with one another (Blanga, 2017). These goals have resulted 
in several heated moments between Russia and Saudi 
Arabia, for the Saudis’ two greatest enemies are Iran and 
Syria, both of whom are allied to Russia. 

Relations however remained strained between the 
two nations for several reasons. Russia has been plagued by 
Muslim Chechen nationalists, with the Chechens committing 
many attacks against Russia throughout the 2000’s. Russia 
alleged that Saudi Arabia not only supported these rebels, 
but also funded radical mosques in Russia, which further 
worsened the relations between the two nations (Katz, 
2009). Another long point of contention is that Saudi Arabia 
does not approve of Russia’s attempts at increasing relations 
with Israel, and the Saudis and Russians were not in 
agreement for a long time about the Yemeni Civil War. The 
most important blockade for Saudi-Russian relations has 
been over Syria. Saudi Arabia funded anti-Assad rebels, 
whom both Russia and Syria fought. But instead of straining 
relations further, the confrontation of the rebels led to Russia 
using a “stick and carrot” strategy with Saudi Arabia, 
thereby creating a more intense political dialogue 
(Kozhanov, 2018).  

Russia’s primary military goal in getting closer to 
Saudi Arabia is to dissuade the monarchy from intervening 
in the military affairs of Russian allies in the region, such as 
Iran and Syria (Kozhanov, 2018). These goals have taken 
precedence over some other objectives, as demonstrated by 



 

 

Russia agreeing to no longer object against Saudi Arabia’s 
actions in Yemen, hoping to improve relations (2018). 
However, Russia refused to give any ground on its relations 
with Iran, instead suggesting to serve as a mediator between 
Iran and the Saudis (2018). Saudi Arabia’s main point of 
contention with Syria is Syria’s uncompromising support for 
a Palestinian state, and the complete opposition towards the 
United States. During the 2003 Iraq War, Syria opened its 
borders to fighters seeking to deter the U.S. invasion, with 
Saudi Arabia remaining a staunch opponent (Blanga, 2017). 
Since then, relations deteriorated until a Saudi ambassador 
was killed in 2005, and the Saudis blamed Syria, which 
destroyed any remnants of the two nations’ relations (2017). 
This killing had led to the two nations becoming enemies, 
making it significantly more difficult for Putin to establish 
long-lasting relations with the Saudis while still maintaining 
a healthy alliance with Syria. Iran also poses a similar 
challenge for Russia. Iran supports Shia regimes and rebel 
groups like Hezbollah, which threatens Saudi Arabia, and 
the two nations oppose each other’s actions in the region. 

Despite all roadblocks, military cooperation has 
grown between Saudi Arabia and Russia since Putin came to 
power. In 2007, Putin made a trip to Riyadh, the first top 
Russian official to visit Saudi Arabia, and since then, 
relations have improved (Katz, 2009). The Saudis and 
Russia signed a pact of military and technological 
cooperation in July of 2008, shortly after the 2007 Summit. 
This was after Saudi Arabia was the only Arab-Muslim 
nation to not have requested military equipment from Russia 
(Nocetti, 2010). Discussion of possible tanks, defense 
systems, helicopters, and other major military equipment 
being sold by the Russians to the Saudis emerged after the 
Summit (Katz, 2009). There is speculation that the two 
nations signed an agreement where Russia will provide the 
Saudis with S-400 missile systems, but this remains 
questionable (Kozhanov, 2018). Russia continues to look for 
more cooperation with the Saudis as apart of Putin’s foreign 
policy agenda, both on economic deals, as well as military 
pacts; Russia will seek to expand its military armament deals 
to Saudi Arabia. Though currently, cooperation still remains 
fairly limited. 

 
Discussion 

 
Overall, we have observed that both the US and 

Russia both pursue strong relations with Saudi Arabia and 
Israel, but differ on Iran. The US strategy has been to offset 
Russian aggression in the Middle East by strengthening ties 
with their main allies, Saudi Arabia and Israel, and opposing 
all efforts made by Russia and its main ally, Iran. Russia’s 
strategy has been to undermine and weaken US relations 
with its Middle Eastern allies by improving relations with 
them and improving diplomatic ties. In recent years, the 
military policies of the US and Russia seem to converge on 
Saudi Arabia and to a limited extent in Israel, while they 
drastically diverge in Iran.  

US military relationships have been extremely 
strong with Saudi Arabia and Israel. The two Middle Eastern 
countries are major buyers of US arms, and Israel is one of 

the largest recipients of US foreign aid. The US takes 
advantage of Russian aggression in the region to attempt to 
increase the dependence of Middle Eastern countries on the 
West. On the other hand, Russia relies less on discrediting 
the US and more on creating and enhancing its own 
relationships with Saudi Arabia, Israel, and other Middle 
Eastern nations. While Saudi Arabia and Israel aligned 
themselves with the U.S. long ago, recent efforts of Russia 
have called the strength of this alignment into question. 
Because the U.S. has refused to sell certain military 
technologies to Saudi Arabia, the Saudis have increasingly 
looked elsewhere for these weapons-- with Russia being a 
major possible seller. Moreover, Russia has a very important 
economic goal of closer relations with the Saudis: influence 
over oil prices; however, Russia has little influence over oil 
prices today. The same cannot be said for the selling of 
weapons to Saudi Arabia, though. The recent buying of 
weapons and speculation of missile systems possibly being 
sold is proof of increasing cooperation between Russia and 
Saudi Arabia. If such cooperation continues or increases, 
Russian operations in the Middle East could possibly face 
significantly less opposition from Saudi Arabia, thereby 
allowing for greater Russian influence in the region. The 
Saudis have not changed their overall opinions or policies 
towards the US, but the buying of major weapons is in the 
Saudis’ self-interest, so it seems as though they will obtain 
them with or without the US. 

Israel and Russia have managed to maintain a 
relationship of mutual respect for several reasons. Some 
scholars say the relationship is built upon Russia believing 
the over one million strong Russian population of Israel is an 
extension of its own population, while other scholars point 
to the mutual understanding of the two countries as being 
derived from their respective struggles against radical 
Islamic terrorist groups. Yet neither of these reasons seem to 
completely explain why Russia has extended its hand to 
Israel, despite the hostile history between the Soviet Union 
and Israel. It seems that Russia understands Israel’s 
opposition to its arms deals with Syria and Iran and wishes 
to appease Israel by maintaining strong diplomatic and 
economic ties to avoid open conflict in the Middle East. In 
addition, Russia wishes to maintain at least some political 
influence over Israel: Russia wants to weaken the 
historically strong relationship between Israel and the US in 
order to exert its own influence in the Middle East. Israel 
similarly sees the need to maintain relations with Russia as a 
means to improve its economic standing through mutual 
trade. More importantly, Israel understands the need to have 
some diplomatic ties with a country that serves as a major 
arms supplier of its largest geo-political foes. While being a 
notably unusual relationship that strengthens the ties 
between two countries that many would assume to be 
mutually at odds, Netanyahu and Putin both understand the 
need to maintain influence over the other avoid larger war in 
the Middle East than currently exists. 

Israel and Saudi Arabia’s recent openings to Russia 
could result in significant changes in the Middle East’s 
future, though this will likely not mean these countries will 
disassociate themselves from the US. It is more likely that 



 

 

they may begin to become less one-sided when disputes in 
the region between the US and Russia erupt. Whereas 
Russian operations in Syria directly conflicted with Saudi 
Arabian operations, situations like this may become more 
and more rare in the future. Despite all that has been said, 
there are still many billions of dollars of military deals 
between the US and Saudi Arabia that will take place, and 
the US-Israel alliance is one of the strongest in the world. 
The reliance of both Saudi Arabia and Israel on the US, both 
militarily and economically, mean that it is highly unlikely 
that either nation will significantly shift its foreign policy 
away from the US anytime soon. Nonetheless, Russia is 
making not only efforts, but progress as well. 

The most significant distinction between the 
military policies of the U.S. and Russia is that while Russia 
has been making attempts to form relationships with 
American allies, the U.S. has made no such efforts with Iran. 
The U.S. has constantly imposed sanctions on the Islamic 
Republic and increased international pressure, which has 
pushed Iran even closer to Russia. Even though the Obama 
Administration may have thought peace could be made with 
Iran, the attitude of the Trump Administration has been 
much more hostile; this is contrasted with Russia, who has 
improved relations and cooperation with both Israel and 
Saudi Arabia. Though this could more be due to Russia 
being unable to isolate either nation, for the U.S. has the 
backing of most of the international community but Russia 
does not have the same. Russia’s position as rival 
superpower to the U.S. and Europe could be a significant 
reason for its friendliness towards U.S. allies in the Middle 
East in general. 
 

Limitations 
 

The main limitations of our study were time and 
current events. We had one semester to perform research 
regarding policies of two major world superpowers in an 
extremely volatile region, where the situation is constantly 
changing. Unfortunately, in addition with this time restraint, 
this research was not our sole focus during these weeks, so 
we could not do this topic as much justice as we wished. We 
also had to deal with current events which may have a 
significant impact in future policies of the US and Russia, 
namely the assassination of journalist Jamal Khashoggi, 
purportedly by members of the Saudi government. Because 
he was in self-imposed exile in the US for a period, there 
was a large uproar caused by his death, and a popular 
demand for the US government to hold Saudi Arabia 
accountable for their actions. Unfortunately, policies change 

slowly, so we could not take this into account when 
evaluating current US military policy regarding Saudi 
Arabia. There are also many moving parts, with countries 
constantly exploring new options for trade and policy, which 
could render our research close to useless soon. We also had 
to deal with a lack of accurate information, as it was difficult 
to find exact information regarding Russian military policy 
for obvious reasons. Finally, we have no information on 
covert operations carried out by the U.S. and Russia, thus we 
were limited to using information publicly known and 
reported. 
 

Conclusion 
 

Throughout this study, our results and findings 
have led us to conclude with reasonable confidence that the 
U.S. and Russia’s military policies result from each nation’s 
use of its own advantages: the U.S. can support strong allies 
in the region like Israel and Saudi Arabia and use the 
international community to isolate Iran, whereas Russia 
must instead improve relations with U.S. allies. Because the 
Middle East lacks a single hegemon, the U.S. and Russia 
have each built military relationships with Saudi Arabia and 
Israel to promote their own interests and ideals and expand 
their influence, while Iran only has a mutual military 
relationship with Russia. Through our case studies, we have 
determined that Russia has slowly started to expand its 
influence by offering weapons deals to Saudi Arabia and not 
opposing Saudi Arabia’s efforts in areas like the Yemeni 
Civil War. Russia also seeks to create a trade and military 
relationship with Israel, while the U.S. has worked to 
strengthen its established influence by continuing weapons 
deals to the Saudis and maintaining information and 
weapons trading with Israel. Israel and the U.S., despite 
periods of strain, still maintain the pinnacle of military 
cooperation. Saudi Arabia is dependent on U.S. military 
support, both in weapons sales and in physical firepower, 
though the Saudis have started becoming more comfortable 
buying weapons from Russia when they cannot obtain them 
from the U.S. The Iranians remain close with the Russians, 
dependent upon Russian aid and weapons since they are cut 
off from the international community. 
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The objective of this study is to analyze the relationships that China, Vietnam, and the Philippines have diplomatically, 
militarily, and economically with each other, and how it affects their “South China Sea policies.” South China Sea policies 
refer to the dispute settlement methods, administration over territorial claims, and political positions taken by each 
government, in regards to the South China Sea. At the start of the postwar era of the twentieth century, China has slowly 
attempted to increase influence and control in the South China Sea. In order to evaluate driving causes and influences on 
Chinese aggression, we conducted two case studies, the China-Vietnam relationship and the China-Philippines relationship. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Adjust lower border of this text box to fit size of abstract. 

Introduction 
 

Over the past two decades, China has been 
implementing policies of land reclamation throughout the 
South China Sea region. Reefs in the Paracels, the Spratlys, 
and the Scarborough Shoal have been molded into 
developed islands, and existing landmasses have been 
expanded for the construction of airstrips and military 
installations. The policies of reclamation and militarization 
have resulted in outcry from neighboring nations including 
Vietnam and the Philippines, stemming from claims to the 
islands. The South China Sea holds significant value to its 
surrounding nations, since over three trillion dollars of trade 
pass through the shipping channels annually, and the sea 
itself contains 900 trillion cubic feet of natural gas and 
around seven billion barrels of oil reserves (Xu, 2014).  
 However, the growing might of China has allowed 
President Xi Jinping to pursue aggressive policies in the 
region, reflecting the growth of nationalism within the 
mainland. As the Chinese military flexes its muscles with 
anti-ship missiles, stealth fighters, and new naval vessels, the 
Chinese government has sought after a modernizing 
economic format to increase its prominence amongst its 
Asian neighbors and throughout the world. The Chinese 
Dream policy offers strong nationalist sentiment as China 
hopes to feed off of declining western influence in Asia in 
order to project itself as a greater global power. While China 
promotes its nationalist values, Vietnam has attempted to 
counter this influence through globalist policies. The 
Vietnamese have made an effort to find new trade partners 
in order to offset Chinese economic leverage. Vietnam has 
also been increasing its military capacities and seeking 
stronger military allies. The result has been the creation of 
diplomatic ties to the United States and the European Union, 
as they offer a solution to both the military and economic 
problems of Vietnam. In addition, these western institutions 
champion globalism and desires to see its values spread, as it 
promotes peace and free trade. On the other hand, the 
Philippines has claims on several islands as well. The 
Philippines has a formal alliance with the United States and 
boasts a global capitalist market, which draws in foreign 
investment and capital. However, under newly elected 
President Rodrigo Duterte, the Philippines has seen a rise in 
nationalist sentiment, causing strains in its relations with 
globalist nations. In addition, Duterte has begun to engage in 

more diplomatic relations with China as they share 
nationalist values. Do these policies of nationalism benefit 
the Philippines? Or does globalism ease tensions and 
promote a safer world? We believe that military action and 
nationalist policies cause the tension and conflict in the 
South China Sea to increase, while policies that are 
multinational or global in nature will cause the conflict to 
maintain current conflict levels or decrease the tension in the 
South China Sea. 
 

Review of the Literature 
 
The origins of the current situation stem from the end of 
World War II. From this time, China has attempted to gain 
power over territories that it considers rightfully theirs. This 
has culminated into the rise of Xi Jinping, who holds 
aspirations to transform China into the world’s new 
superpower. One major area of contention for China and its 
rise is the South China Sea. This conflict has been present in 
Southeast Asia during the latter half of the twentieth century, 
and has led to increasing tensions between the three states 
involved: China, Vietnam, and the Philippines. Our research 
considers the literature and research on each of these 
countries and their individual policies in the South China 
Sea. In doing so, we hope to distinguish the factors that have 
had escalatory and de-escalatory actions within the South 
China Sea.  
 
Xi Jinping 
China’s current president, Xi Jinping has led Chinese 
aggression since 2013. Xi Jinping has shown that he is much 
more willing to take action on issues such as the South 
China Sea. Scholarship on these issues suggests this to be a 
part of Xi Jinping’s “China Dream” policy, which “[has] 
been associated with the nationalistic discourse in China that 
feeds off the perceived decline in the West” (Chan & Li, 
2015, 39). The China Dream policy calls for a modern, 
industrialized China involved in foreign affairs. It focuses on 
a “successful, modern China rather than the dream of 
success for individual Chinese” (Ferdinand, 2016, 942). Xi 
Jinping and the Chinese Communist Party are framing 
themselves as bringing China into a powerful global role 
with a strong economy. In working towards this, Xi Jinping 
has been looking to the resource-rich South China Sea in 
order to increase China’s modernization and stock of natural 



 

 

resources (Goldstein, 2011). This policy of direct growth 
and involvement in foreign affairs opposes tao guang yang 
hui doctrine, which focused on keeping a low profile and 
hiding the capabilities of China, while focusing on domestic 
growth. Although Chinese aggression in the South China 
Sea started in 2009, Xi Jinping has capitalized on the 
sentiment of China as a growing world power rising to 
challenge the declining West, continuing to escalate 
aggression. This is inherent in many of the policies and 
incidents, which have taken place during Xi Jinping’s term. 
At the beginning of his tenure as China’s president, Xi 
Jinping introduced extensive maritime reforms, a policy 
which quickly established his focus on controlling the South 
China Sea. According to scholarship, such collective reforms 
to modernize China’s maritime infrastructure are 
unprecedented. (Chan & Li, 2015). This has allowed China 
to project its power deep into the South China Sea. A good 
example of this power projection happened in May 2014 
when China deployed its self-made oilrig, the Haiyang 
Shiyou 981 (HYSY-981) in the highly disputed Paracel 
Islands (Garver, 1992). They also deploy “over 100 escort 
vessels (including military vessels)” (Chan & Li, 2015, 43). 
These actions incensed Vietnam and the Philippines and are 
just one example of the China Dream Policy in action. 

China’s evolving redefinition of the peaceful rise 
philosophy under Xi Jinping is another driving factor behind 
such aggressive diplomatic actions. Unlike previous Chinese 
leaders, Xi Jinping holds the view that peaceful 
development, while still beneficial, is not as important as 
protecting China’s core national interests. Scholarship 
describes this new foreign policy in mentioning, “China 
would not sacrifice its core national interests, however 
defined, for the sake of maintaining peace” (Zhang, 2015, 9). 
In effect, this has again shifted China away from the tao 
guang yang hui doctrine and has instigated small conflicts 
within the international community. Some examples of this 
departure from the previously maintained status quo include 
a 2011 cable cutting incident in which “a MSF ship cut 
across the stern of the seismic survey vessel Binh Minh 2 
owned by PetroVietnam and severed its towed cable” 
(Fravel, 2011, 306). This incident along with several other 
similar incidents in 2011 served to express Chinese 
displeasure over hydrocarbon exploration in the South China 
Sea. Scholarly analysis has determined that such incidents 
allow China to “eliminate opposition ‘slice by slice’, thereby 
resulting in ‘the slow accumulation of small actions, none of 
which is a casus belli, but which add up over time to a major 
strategic change” (Chang & Li, 2015, 43). Xi Jinping’s view 
in regards to peaceful development is thus a major factor 
behind the increasingly active China in foreign affairs. 

Based on these two defining principles of Xi 
Jinping’s foreign policy, we observe different actions 
undertaken as a result of his leadership. Scholarship 
describes China's policy after World War II as going through 
two distinct phases: delaying and escalation. When China 
delays a resolution on the South China Sea issue, it can 
“consolidate its claim and strengthen its control over 
disputed territory” (Fravel, 2011, 297). China has used brief 
periods of escalation in the second half of the twentieth 

century to gain more territory in the South China Sea. 
However, these escalatory periods were followed by longer 
periods of delay to allow for consolidation. In comparison, 
for the past decade we have seen a long period of heightened 
tensions with escalatory actions. Within the previous 
examples we have considered, Xi Jinping has used many 
small actions over the course of his tenure to gradually 
accumulate more power in the South China Sea. Xi Jinping, 
as the new leader of China, the most powerful country in the 
South China Sea disputes, stands tall over any actions taken 
by any party within this dispute. 
 
Nationalism 

Nationalist movements in China and the Philippines 
driven by their leaders have contributed to foreign policy 
changes. The displays of nationalism in Xi Jinping’s 
aggressive foreign policy decisions, more specifically in the 
South China Sea, has given President Rodrigo Duterte and 
the citizens of the Philippines ground for the revival of a 
Filipino national movement. 

The most significant nationalistic policy 
enforcement by the Xi Jinping and the Chinese government 
has been the “nine-dash line”.  While China has technically 
has been claimant to disputed areas of the South China Sea 
for centuries, the enforcement of the “nine-dash” line under 
Xi Jinping has been the most outspoken and formal claim of 
a specified area of the South China Sea. The “nine-dash 
line” claims over 85% of the 3.5 million square kilometer 
Sea, much of which overflows into claimant territories of the 
Philippines, Vietnam, Malaysia, and Brunei (Gao & Jia, 
2013). After being elected General Secretary of the 
Communist Party of China in November of 2012 and 
President of the People’s Republic of China on March of 
2013, Xi Jinping has exhibited a rejection of low posture 
international relations and a new sense of Chinese 
nationalism through aggressive policy. Authors Irene Chan 
and Mianjing Li, coordinator of the China Program of 
Nanyang Technological University in Singapore, state, “Xi 
has shown an inclination to take a tougher stance towards 
other claimant states in regards to maritime and territorial 
disputes” (Chan & Li, 2015, 36). In fact, just a few days 
after Xi Jinping's official presidential inauguration, “the 
People’s Liberation Army Navy (PLAN) South Fleet...held a 
combined arms amphibious exercise and a symbolic 
ceremony declaring vows to defend China’s sovereignty in 
the [South China Sea] in waters near the James Shoal” 
(Chan & Li, 2015, 39). Xi wasted no time when it comes to 
asserting his dominance among other nations in the South 
China Sea.  

Filipino President’s Benigno S. Aquino III and 
Rodrigo Duterte have used Xi’s competitive platform to 
spark the revival of nationalism among citizens of the 
Philippines. Aquino III and, more profoundly, Duterte has 
subsequently applied this newfound sense of patriotism 
among their citizens to gain support for policy proposals that 
frame Chinese claim in the South China Sea as an attack on 
Philippine territory and dignity. Towards the end of Aquino 
III’s term as President, he began to respond with a similar 
vigor to Xi Jinping’s action in the South China Sea. His first 



 

 

plan of action was to strengthen the Filipino military in 
preparation for conflict. Renato Cruz De Castro, Professor in 
the International Studies Department, De La Salle 
University, documents that the “Aquino administration has 
bolstered the development of a credible external defense 
posture of the Armed Forces of the Philippines (AFP) in the 
face of China's territorial expansion in the South China Sea” 
(De Castro, 2017, 1). In addition to military strengthening, 
the Philippines have been the only claimant nation to pursue 
China in the International Court of Justice. In July of 2016, 
the ICJ and Hague Tribunal, in the case of Philippines v. 
China, ruled in favor of the Philippines due to a Chinese 
violation of the United Nations Convention on the Law of 
the Sea (UNCLOS). However, due to the lack of 
enforceability inherent within the ICJ, little has been 
resolved after the ruling. As the Filipino nation starts to look 
at Chinese action in the South China Sea as, not a standard 
territorial conflict, but as an attack on the very pride of the 
Philippines and a question of their strength, they responded 
to Xi Jinping with force and legal ramification.  
 
Globalization/Globalism  

The concept of Globalism has been expanding 
throughout the world since the end of World War II. 
Globalism has been championed by western powers but is 
more closely associated with the United States and its 
influence around the globe. Common features surrounding 
globalization include democracy and a capitalist market. 
While western societies envisioned a world in which states 
would all transfer to capitalism and eventually to 
democracies, their vision has not been fulfilled. In the 1980s, 
Chinese leader Deng Xiaoping began economic reforms to 
boost Chinese society. These reforms included opening up to 
capitalist markets and allowing for private business. Since 
these reforms, China has grown into a rapidly rising power 
with the potential to challenge the United States. However, 
China remains a communist state and recently allowed 
President Xi Jinping to continue to rule with no term limits. 
The original American idea of globalism fostering 
democracy around the world has turned into a challenge to 
American global dominance.  
 China has been a growing power for the past 
several decades. However, after opening up to the free 
market, the massive potential of the Chinese workforce 
began to make its mark on society, significantly increasing 
Chinese national wealth. China’s large and relatively cheap 
labor force has given it a comparative advantage over other 
nations, such as the United States, in industries such as 
textiles and other low-cost goods (Ma, Liu, & Ge, 2017, 3). 
With these low-cost products, China has been able to expand 
economic influence around the world and bring in large 
amounts of wealth in the process. On the other hand, the 
world has been benefiting from the Chinese market by 
selling their goods. Connections to its Asian neighbors have 
allowed China to bring in new technologies and industries, 
creating new relationships with countries that they were 
once cut off to.  
 While China may be the growing power in the 
economic world, globalization has also meant an increase in 

its military influence abroad. As the U.S. became 
increasingly occupied with the Middle East and the War on 
Terror, China has been developing its military into a modern 
fighting force and exercising its might in its local region. 
The majority of China’s trade flows through the South China 
Sea, including 80% of its oil imports. Thus, China has a 
strong incentive to build up its military to ensure its trade is 
not disrupted (Fravel, 2011). Military expansion has forced 
China to interact with its neighbors in an effort to project its 
claims, leading to many disputes with Vietnam and the 
Philippines. 

Vietnam fits into the trend of communist nations 
opening up to world markets. In the 1990s, Vietnam began 
to open up to more global markets and, like China, thrived in 
the textile and low-cost manufacturing industries. Similarly, 
to China, Vietnam has been increasing its trade relations 
primarily with the U.S. and Japan, as well as other nations in 
the region (Ma, Liu, & Ge, 2017). While Vietnam may be 
creating new trade partners, its primary relation is with 
China. Competition between these two nations has increased 
as both produce similar products and Vietnam relies on 
China for many of the raw materials for its goods. Chinese 
influence over Vietnam is a contributing factor to Vietnam’s 
desire to open up new relations with other nations in order to 
become less dependent on China. Relations with the U.S. 
and Japan have brought investments to industry and helped 
increase Vietnam’s GDP.  
 Aside from trade, Vietnam’s rush to welcome 
globalization has been influenced by military necessity. The 
growing threat of China in the South China Sea has alarmed 
Vietnam, who cannot compete with the Chinese military. 
Knowing that Beijing will be able to trump any Vietnamese 
actions in the region with military force, Vietnam has looked 
outward to counter China. Vietnam has stepped up relations 
with Russia, Japan, and India for aid, but still lacks the 
ability to compete with the Chinese (Hai, 2018). Thus, 
Vietnam has been increasing its connections with the U.S. in 
order to secure protection. Vietnam is not an official ally of 
the U.S. and has always been closer to China due to the 
communist governments (2018). However, past incidents 
that have resulted in Vietnamese casualties and new Chinese 
assertiveness have caused Vietnam to open up to the U.S. for 
support in order to maintain its economic goals in the region 
and to allow its own process of globalization to continue 
without Chinese domination.  
 

Methodology 
 
We selected Vietnam, the Philippines, and China because 
they are the countries that have the biggest claims in the 
South China Sea. Each country has had contentious relations 
with each other over the South China Sea during the postwar 
era. We knew that these countries would provide us with the 
most diverse policy choices and actions to evaluate in 
relation to their histories that go back thousands of years. 
 We collected our research from online scholarly 
databases and physical sources maintained by the University 
of Michigan. Evaluating out sources, we were able to create 



 

 

a framework through which to explore the relationships of 
Vietnam and the Philippines with respect to China. 
 At the beginning of our research, we decided to 
review the relationships of Vietnam and the Philippines 
specifically with respect to China in order to assess how 
each country was able to influence the other within these 
bilateral relationships. We conducted case studies in order to 
evaluate what policies and actions each country took with 
respect to incidents in the South China Sea, by focusing at 
how these actions changed the behavior or policy of the 
other country. We discovered a general trend - China would 
only change its policies towards individual countries but 
would rarely change its overall policy in the region unless an 
action or incident involved multiple countries 
simultaneously and provoked large outcry from the 
international community. We accordingly decided to focus 
on the times that policies from the Philippines and Vietnam 
did affect the overall dispute positively, and when their 
policies caused a negative effect on the South China Sea 
dispute. Upon evaluation of policies that affected the dispute 
by causing a large policy shift, we were able to specify the 
hard boundaries on each country’s stances and driving 
causes behind decreasing tensions in the region. 
 Due to our research, we chose three primary 
independent variables to consider with regards to the 
relationships of these three countries and the South China 
Sea dispute. We feel that the following three independent 
variables give us a wide breadth of policies to study to 
answer the questions raised by our resource. They are: 
military, political, and economic 
 
Military 
One independent variable focused on the military of each 
country we were studying. For the purpose of our study, we 
studied the military as either the increase or decrease of 
military assets, or the increase or decrease in security 
focused alliances and partnerships. We applied this variable 
to all three countries to ascertain whether an increase of 
physical military assets, or an increase of security alliances 
caused more or less tension in the South China Sea dispute. 
We analyzed the military of each country and its policies, 
through focus on quantitative changes such as the increase of 
military assets (e.g. Navy ships, planes, and bases). We also 
considered qualitative changes such as policy changes (e.g. a 
blue water Navy, joint military exercises, security 
agreements between countries). We established a broad 
definition, so we could examine a wide variety of 
interactions between each country to conclude what 
variables had positive and negative impacts on relations. 
 
 
Political 
We also focused on the political policies and climate of each 
country, considering how they affected the relations between 
the countries surrounding the South China Sea and its 
dispute. For the purpose of our research, they are considered 
to be the ideologies of the current government regimes in 
each country, and the international policies each country 
uses to guide their relationships with other countries. We 

applied this variable across all three countries in order to see 
if there was a trend and whether a specific ideology’s 
positions facilitated better relations, or if pragmatic policies 
helped relations as opposed to theoretical policies. The 
qualitative data we primarily used was the positions stated 
each country, the international community’s reaction to each 
action and policy, and the actions each country undertook 
due to the political policies and ideologies each country 
held. We specifically used a broad definition, so we could 
get a holistic view on the political actions each country 
undertook. 
 
Economic 
Our final independent variable was the economic factors 
behind each country policies. For the purpose of our 
research, we defined this as the current trade policies each 
country has, the import and exports between each country, 
and the economic resources each country could gain from 
their claims in the South China Sea. We used this definition 
of economic factors, so we could compare what influence 
each country trade policies have at home and abroad as well 
as what each country has to gain from the region. The 
quantitative data used was growth of specific industries in 
nations, the amount of trade with other countries, and the 
amount of resources contained in the South China Sea.  
 

Results and Findings 
 
Chinese Missile Deployment 
The past decade has seen China engage in land reclamation 
and fortification of islands in the South China Sea. China’s 
most recent and controversial move in the area was during 
the summer of 2018, when they placed YJ-12B anti-ship 
cruise missiles and HQ-9B surface-to-air missiles in the 
Spratly Islands (Macias, 2018). These missiles have larger 
ranges than anything else China has deployed in the region, 
and they provide China with a heightened military 
advantage. The silent deployment of these systems has 
caused outrage among China’s neighbors in the region, 
especially from Vietnam. China has attempted to push its 
nationalistic policies into the South China Sea dispute by 
projecting military force onto the Spratly Islands, which are 
also claimed by Vietnam. Vietnam’s response to past 
Chinese militarization has included increased military 
spending, creation of its own paramilitary fishing militia, 
and initiating military support from larger nations, such as 
the United States (Stashwick, 2018). Vietnam has turned to 
globalism in the past as the nation’s economy has benefited 
from new markets. However, this aspect of free trade is now 
threatened by Chinese military expansion as these new 
missiles challenge United States naval supremacy, which 
Vietnam has relied on for maintaining safe and open trade 
lanes (Westcott, 2018). China’s policies of land reclamation 
and the militarization of the islands have threatened 
Vietnam’s values of free navigation and open trade routes. 
The rising tensions have resulted in armed confrontations 
between commercial and military vessels of the two nations. 
This case offers us evidence on how nationalist policies of 



 

 

the Chinese government compromise the globalist ideals of 
Vietnam.  
 
Haiyang Shiyou 981 standoff 

On May 2nd, 2014, the China National Offshore 
Oil Corporation (CNOOC) made the unexpected move to 
place its Hai Yang Shi You 981 platform in waters 
surrounding the highly disputed Paracel Islands (Tiezzi, 
2016). The Paracel Islands have been subject to territorial 
dispute between Vietnam and China, as the cluster of islands 
lies within Vietnam’s claimed region of the South China Sea 
as well as China’s “Nine-Dash Line”. China bringing an oil 
platform into disputed territory is a perfect example of the 
contentious and nationalistic policy Xi Jinping has brought 
into his new rule. Not only is Xi focused on expanding a 
sense of Chinese nationalism, but he is willing to take 
physical action against nations that dispute his claims. The 
Vietnamese government responded with a more passive 
approach, recognizing the immense power China holds in 
the region, though vehemently denouncing the placement 
and its connotations of Chinese jurisdiction. The following 
months consisted of increasingly frequent run-ins between 
Chinese Coast Guard vessels and Vietnamese ships; both 
sides passing through an area they regarded as their own. 
After three months of conflict and anti-Chinese riots in the 
streets of Hanoi, China withdrew the Haiyang Shiyou 981 
oil platform in a decision they claimed to be uncoerced, 
stating that the rig had “completed its work early” (Tiezzi, 
2016).  

However, during the spring of 2016, after nearly 
two years of the oilrig’s absence, China again placed the 
Haiyang Shiyou 981 oil platform in disputed waters between 
Vietnam and China. To Vietnam’s disbelief, CNOOC, in an 
apparent act of nationalism, placed the same platform in a 
similar area within the same region. As the oil platform was 
placed just a day after the inauguration of Vietnam’s former, 
recently deceased president as of 2018, Tran Dai Quang, a 
strongly worded diplomatic note was issued in the direction 
of China.  

While Xi Jinping’s inauguration into Chinese rule 
has come with the aggressive implementation of policies that 
back his nationalistic stance, Vietnam’s responses have been 
anything but dynamic. Both the strongly worded diplomatic 
letter and denunciation of CNOOC represent more passive 
approaches to China’s alleged regional encroachment. While 
Vietnam remains reluctant to use direct and forceful action 
against the Xi regime, the Chinese leader has no hesitation 
when it comes to asserting Chinese dominance.  
 
Chinese Conduct towards Vietnamese and Filipino 
Fisherman and Oil Exploration 
From 2009 to 2011, China’s military confronted, harassed, 
and detained civilian and government vessels from mainly 
Vietnam and the Philippines, but also the United States. The 
signing of the Philippine Baseline Act in March 2009, which 
established Filipino jurisdiction over its claimed maritime 
territory, was a major catalyst to such developments. After 
the act was signed into law, China dispatched six patrol 
vessels to consolidate its own claims near the Philippines. 

The act led to several significant incidents in waters claimed 
by both parties and climaxed in a Chinese frigate firing upon 
Filipino fishermen on February 25th, 2011 (De Castro, 
2017). We can conclude from these strings of incidents, the 
Chinese responded to nationalistic policies of the Philippines  
with military force.  
 The Chinese have also responded to actions 
undertaken by the Vietnamese government and fishermen 
with military force. In response to an increase of fishing by 
Vietnamese fishermen in the Paracel Islands, which are 
claimed by both nations, the Chinese started to detain and 
seize fisherman and their boats. This significantly increased 
during “2009 where China detained or seized 33 boats and 
433 fishermen” (Fravel, 2011, 305). Additionally, the 
Chinese have reacted to the hydrocarbon exploration 
undertaken by Vietnam and the Philippines. One of these 
incidents occurred on March 2nd, 2011. The Chinese Navy 
sent two patrol craft to harass a survey vessel that the 
Filipino government had commissioned to conduct oil 
exploration 150 km east of the Spratly Islands. This event of 
military projection by the Chinese government provides an 
ideal case study, reflecting that militarization and power 
projection are effective in decreasing tensions within the 
dispute. Following this incident, the Filipino government 
sought a resolution through diplomatic means, yet the 
Chinese ignored the complaint, claiming that they held 
“indisputable sovereignty” over the territory (De Castro, 
2017, 546).  

During 2011, there were two additional 
confrontations between Vietnam and China over the 
Vietnamese hydrocarbon exploration in the South China 
Sea. The first incident occurred in May. Three Chinese 
vessels harassed and cut the towing cable on a seismic 
survey vessel, Binh Minh 2, which the Vietnamese had 
commissioned. Later in the year, a Chinese vessel severed 
the wire of a Norwegian ship surveying for the Vietnamese 
government. Hanoi reported these incidents to the global 
community. 
 These incidents reflect a clear pattern of military 
action by China in response to actions it deems 
unacceptable. The response to these actions has been a 
massive outcry from the international community. However, 
the vast majority of this outcry took place through 
diplomatic measures rather than with military force. 
Through ASEAN, Vietnam and the Philippines were able to 
get China to agree to guidelines, which have China “adopt a 
more moderate approach to managing its claims” (Fravel, 
2011, 310). This agreement “reflected an effort to use a 
diplomatic agreement to halt the continuation of tensions in 
the South China Sea and prevent any further escalation of 
the competition over maritime rights” (Fravel, 2011). The 
effect of this can be seen to have de-escalated the conflict 
within the South China Sea Dispute. When we compare this 
to the military actions undertaken by China against the 
Philippines and Vietnam, it is obvious that they raised 
tensions in the region. This provides us with evidence that 
global alliances and pressure can de-escalate the conflict, 
while military action increases the tension in the dispute and 
inspires more violent response. 



 

 

 
Vietnam South China Sea Policy 
Vietnam provides a good case study to show the difference 
between nationalist and globalist policies. During the Cold 
War, Vietnam attempted to maximize its claims under 
UNCLOS. When Vietnam originally drew its coastline in 
1982, “it drew straight baselines along coast, from one island 
to another, thus subsuming huge areas of as internal waters 
where other nations' ships do not have a right of innocent 
passage” (Tonnesson, 2000, 209). This is one example of 
Vietnam radically bending the rules of UNCLOS in order to 
maximize its national interests. Another example is Vietnam 
claiming the Spratlys and Paracels as two separate territories 
with an exclusive economic zone and rights to the 
continental shelf (Tonnesson, 2000).  Due to these actions, 
Vietnam saw conflict with China and other stakeholders in 
the South China Sea dispute. 

As Vietnam took note of the negative effects of 
stretching the laws of the sea, it began to moderate its tone 
on its claims in the South China Sea. Vietnam now claims 
that the Spratlys only have a right to a 12-mile territorial 
zone. Additionally, since it now takes a more textual reading 
of the laws of the sea, Vietnam has now settled disputes with 
Malaysia and Thailand in the South China Sea. In 1999, 
Vietnam claimed to hold the view that the South China Sea 
dispute should be settled by peaceful means in multilateral 
and bilateral talks (Tonnesson, 2000). Because of these 
policies, Vietnam and China were able to settle the land 
border dispute around the Gulf of Tonkin with China in 
1999, and the maritime boundaries in the Gulf of Tonkin 
with China in 2000 (Hai, 2018). 

Despite Vietnam's new policy to try to resolve the 
South China Sea dispute, China has avoided agreeing to any 
more settlements with Vietnam in the South China Sea. In 
order to balance out China’s power within the region, 
Vietnam has chosen to respond with global partnerships and 
alliances instead of military provocations. Vietnam “has 
established 15 strategic partnerships and 10 comprehensive 
partnerships with major countries that are considered critical 
to Vietnam’s security and development.” (Hai, 2018, pg. 
216). This has allowed Vietnam to push back against China 
while it asserts itself militarily in the South China Sea. 
Along with these partnerships, Vietnam has created free 
trade agreements with many countries such as South Korea, 
Chile, Japan, the European Union, and Australia. This has 
allowed Vietnam to strengthen its autonomy from China and 
allow it to challenge China through multilateralism. 
Additionally, Vietnam has turned to its partnerships instead 
of retaliatory actions against China. We can conclude from 
these actions that globalized policies can prevent the dispute 
from escalating or end the dispute as a whole. 
 
Filipino Military Policy and Diplomacy 
A cornerstone in twentieth-century Filipino military policy 
was its alliance with the United States. However, in the 
1990s the Philippine Senate voted nonconcurrence on the 
Philippines-U.S. Treaty of Friendship and Cooperation of 
1991. This forced the United States to leave its military 
facilities in the Philippines and stop providing the 

Philippines with military cooperation. The Philippines at this 
time had had much success against various armed 
communist movements within its territory and was 
additionally planning on modernizing their military to 
provide defense outside its borders (De Castro, 2017). 
However, the Philippines have been unable to provide its 
own defense against others in the South China Sea dispute 
and has become reliant on the United States once again to 
provide deterrence. 
 An example that exhibits the Philippines’ failure to 
counter others in the South China Sea occurred during 1995, 
when China built structures on Mischief Reef. This is within 
the 200-mile exclusive economic zone claimed by the 
Philippines. Additionally, Filipino fishermen were detained 
by the Chinese around this time near Mischief Reef, and 
Chinese military Vessels were seen in the region. The 
Philippine military modernization has not been a success; 
therefore, the Philippines have attempted to use diplomacy 
to settle this problem with China. The Philippines appeared 
to have settled this problem with China after bilateral talks 
and an agreement to a code of conduct. However, during 
1996 Chinese and Filipino military vessels had a small 
skirmish, in 1997 a new structure was built on a reef near the 
Philippine-held Kota Island, and in 1998 China upgraded 
and built new structures on Mischief Reef (Storey, 1999). 
This indicates that the Philippines’ bilateral approach 
without any deterrence or larger countries to help it in the 
South China Sea dispute proved ineffective against China 
and its encroachment upon their claims. 
 Because of these actions, the Philippines created a 
visiting forces agreement (VFA) with the United States that 
was passed in 1997. The Philippines has chosen to use the 
United States as a counterbalance to China within the region 
instead of relying heavily on multilateral relations in the 
South China Sea like Vietnam. The Philippines has had 
troops regularly train with the United States and was 
designated as a major non-NATO ally in 2003 (Roy, 2005). 
This has allowed the Philippines to use their ally with the 
U.S. against China in cases such as the detention of Filipino 
fisherman, while maintaining closer diplomatic relationships 
with China under the Duterte administration. It appears that 
the Philippines’ self-reliance policies are ineffective within 
the South China Sea dispute. However, when the Philippines 
had one major ally to rely on, its ability to stand its ground 
and avoid escalating issues with other in the South China 
Sea dispute improved dramatically.  
 

Discussion 
 

Overall, we have found that each country advanced 
a mixture of policies, which could fall under globalism and 
nationalism. However, each country has chosen a primary 
policy position, which largely reflects one of those two 
ideological positions. China has mainly a nationalistic policy 
when it comes to the South China Sea. China claims a large 
portion of the South China Sea under the term “historical 
waters” and as a historical claim in general. However, China 
has taken a global approach to parts of its foreign policy 
such as trade and international development of third world 



 

 

countries. Additionally, it has attempted to use diplomacy to 
defend its nationalistic claims in the South China Sea. This 
has allowed China to pursue its large claims and maintain 
them using diplomatic delaying tactics as well as military 
force. 
 Vietnam has gone through a major policy shift from 
the end of the Cold War to the modern era. They made 
claims under UNCLOS, which served as precedent when 
other countries later made those expansive claims. In the 
1990s, Vietnam started to scale back its claims to what is 
reasonable under UNCLOS. Vietnam also started to create 
relations with various countries throughout the globe to limit 
the actions others within the South China Sea could take 
against Vietnam’s claims. This shift has caused Vietnam to 
have policies more global in nature and has proven more 
effective in ending parts of its territorial disputes and 
keeping others from attempting to expand into their claims. 
 The Philippines has struck a balance between 
nationalist and globalist policies. The Philippines has made 
large claims in the South China Sea based off its historical 
waters and territory. After the Philippines left its main 
security alliance with the United States in 1992, it attempted 
to enforce its South China Sea Claims alone. This failed as 
China encroached on their claims and ignored bilateral 
agreements with the Philippines. Because of this, the 
Philippines created a limited amount of alliances with 
powerful nations in order to enforce their large claims. This 
has allowed the Philippines to maintain their large claims 
and to stop major encroachment by other nations into their 
claims. However, they still have more incidents with other 
nations and limited options on how to deal with these 
incidents. From these three trends we are able to draw our 
conclusions. 
 

Limitations 
 

While a significant amount of data is available on 
the South China Sea Territorial Conflict, there are certain 
limitations that prevent our group from presenting the best 
possible information. The first barrier in perfect information 
is time. The range of time our group has analyzed in terms of 
the South China Sea Conflict is extremely recent. As we 
only cover the conflict as far back as 2008, there is a lack of 
long-term effect by Chinese action in the region, only 
speculation on how the region will be affected in the future. 
This shortage of long-term regional effect leads to a lack of 
long-term analysis and journals that discuss the effect 21st-
century events have caused in the region on a larger scale. 
 Another limitation in our research has been 
published; more specifically a lack thereof and a strong 
language barrier. Since we are analyzing government policy 
and its effect on the region, not everything is published. 
Each government is not at liberty to disclose all policy they 
take or plan to enforce, therefore information is not perfect. 
In addition, many Filipino, Vietnamese, and Chinese 
newspapers, that each describes the conflict from their own 
perspective, are not translated into English. Since these 

translations are not available to us, it is difficult to analyze 
the conflict from the perspective of each claimant region. 
 

Conclusion 
 

From analyzing the policies of Vietnam, China, and 
the Philippines we have concluded multinational cooperation 
and alliances are the most effective method to settle disputes 
in the South China Sea region. This is because China’s 
policy of military action elicited negative responses in the 
region, as opposed to diplomatic actions. These responses 
include military build-ups by other nations in the area, 
condemnation by governments and international 
organizations, and confrontation by other countries towards 
China. From the case studies, we can conclude that China’s 
policy of military action may allow China to gain what it 
wants in the short term but influences its goals in the South 
China Sea dispute in a negative manner. It appears military 
action causes an increase in tension in the region and is not 
ideal for working towards a resolution in this dispute. 

Vietnam’s South China Sea policy has gone from 
nationalistic to more international and global in nature. 
Vietnam’s early policies, which tried to maximize national 
interest, embolden other nations to do the same and caused 
an increase in tensions and conflict within the region. When 
Vietnam enacted policies that emphasized globalization, the 
nation was able to settle some boundary disputes, and 
provide a counterbalance to China within the region. This 
proved to be more productive within the South China Sea 
dispute and has decreased tensions in some cases or 
maintained the status quo in other cases. 
 Based off these case studies we can conclude the 
Philippines has attempted a path similar to China but has 
backed off slightly due to their inability to carry out their 
claims. While they have expansive claims based off national 
history like China, they have been unable to fully defend 
their claims from China. This has led them to maintain a few 
major alliances to block most of China’s encroachment onto  
their claims. From this policy, we can also conclude that 
international cooperation can prevent an escalation in a 
dispute in the South China Sea. All these trends together 
shed light on the fact that international cooperation has 
proven to be the most effective method of dispute settlement 
within the South China Sea. 

Another area of questioning this research brings up 
is how China interacts with other countries in the East China 
Sea over disputed claims. Does each of their policies differ 
to a large degree or are the dispute settlement methods 
largely the same? Additionally, China’s relations with the 
international actors who are brought into the dispute 
compared to those who are within the region would be a new 
topic to study. Looking into how China’s global policies 
differ from their regional policies and the conflicts that arise 
would provide an excellent foil to this research. All in all 
considered, we can conclude that international cooperation 
has proven the most effective when settling disputes in the 
South China Sea. 
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Introduction 

In 1997, President Clinton signed Executive 
Order 13059, forbidding practically all commercial 
activity, including commerce and investment, between the 
United States and Iran (U.S. Treasury, 2018). However, 
despite the imposing status of the US as the leader of the 
free world and the expectation that other countries would 
follow its lead, some international actors saw it fit to 
deviate from the US’s lead and continue conducting 
commerce with Iran. One notable example of the 
aforementioned actors is China. Sino-Iranian commercial 
relations have not only continued in the face of US 
sanctions, they have flourished. As of 2016, China is the 
number one importer of Iranian goods (worth $13.4 
billion), with additional scholarship establishing the 
majority of those exports to be crude petroleum 
(Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 2018). Other 
forms of commerce that China actively conducts with Iran 
include trade in military equipment and nuclear materials 
(Garver, 2008). Why is China incentivized to support Iran 
economically? Is it pursuing geostrategic motivations in 
addition to the economic ones? Researching possible 
answers to these questions is imperative in fostering a 
better understanding of the Sino-Iran trade market. The 
hypothesis of this project is that an analysis of trade data 
between Chinese and Iranian exports and imports will 
show a statistically significant impact of Chinese policy on 
trade volume with Iran. Given the importance China has in 
sustaining relative economic stability in Iran, a deeper 
understanding of this market can inform U.S. policymakers 
and assist them in effectively applying pressure to the 
Iranian government.  Our findings partially confirm our 
hypothesis by showing a statistically significant benefit 
derived by China from Iranian imports, but showing no 
significant relationships in Chinese exports to Iran.  
 

Review of Literature 
 

Our objective is to examine the degree to which 
the Communist Party of the People’s Republic of China is 
satisfying its economic and geopolitical agenda by 
providing both economic and military support to the 
Islamic Republic of Iran. China has not been following the 
lead of western countries, like the United States, in 
sanctioning Iran. Studies indicate that Iran is China’s 
largest oil source after Saudi Arabia and Angola (Liu & 
Wu, 2010), implying a particularly strong commercial 
bond in the energy sector, specifically as Iran exports crude 
oil to China in exchange for refined gasoline (Harold, 
2012). According to senior Congressional Research 
Service scholar Kenneth Katzman, US sanctions have put 
extreme strain on Iran’s ability to export petroleum around 
the world which has hampered the Iranian economy 
significantly (Katzman, 2015), rendering Iran desperate to 
find a trading partner. Furthermore, Iran’s lack of refinery 
facilities forces reliance on China for its refinery facilities 
to create gasoline for Iran to import for its industries.  In 
this section, we will show the importance of study of 
China's economic motivations for supporting Iran by 
showing documentation in the literature of an increase of 
economic and political relations in recent decades and 
giving details of the history of the bilateral relationship 
between the two countries. 

Existing scholarship provides a historical 
perspective on Sino-Iran military and economic relations. 
The two nations have been trading with each other for 
thousands of years, with the earliest known records of 
commerce going back to trade routes first used around 139 
BCE by the ancient Parthian Empire and the Han Dynasty 
via the Silk Road (Garver, 2008). More recently, China has 
seen Iran as a way to counterbalance the United States 
during the height of the Cold War; China often aligned with 
Iranian political factions planning to depose the U.S.-
backed Shah of Iran, Prince Pahlavi (Dorraj & Currier, 
2008). Because the current government is descended from 
the regime that eventually did overthrow the Shah during 
the Islamic Revolution of 1979, relations between China 
and Iran are naturally friendlier than Iran’s relations with 
the United States. The Iranian government has also taken 
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substantial action during the last century to ingratiate itself 
with China and align with China’s international interests. 
Notably, Iran abstained from a vote in the United Nations 
regarding a decision of whether or not to recognize the 
People’s Republic of China, a communist government, as 
the rightful UN members instead of the Taiwan based, 
democratic Republic of China (Dorraj & Currier, 2008). 
While not directly relevant to the research question this 
paper addresses, the long record of positive relations 
between Iran and China is useful in providing context for 
the present situation concerning the two countries and their 
interactions with United States sanctions.  

Aside from fossil fuels, Iran’s commerce with 
China includes a multitude of different weapons, nuclear 
reactor parts, and other potentially weaponizable pieces of 
technology. Specifically, Chinese weapons sold to Iran 
include anti-aircraft cruise missiles of various models and 
design, as well as advanced mixing chambers usable in 
nuclear reactors (Olson, 2016). While it is unclear that 
these mixing chambers are capable of enriching uranium to 
weapons-grade, the chambers, as well as the other weapons 
provided by China to Iran, blatantly violate the United 
States led Military Technology Control Regime (MTCR), 
a partnership among dozens of nations worldwide that 
China had promised to participate in (Olson, 2016). What 
is the motive that China has for violating international 
agreements in favor of supporting a United States sanctions 
target in the Middle East? Scholars from the Brookings 
Institution believe that it could possibility be the large 
amounts of oil that Iran exports to China, which China then 
converts into gasoline for its growing industrial economy. 
Iran even buys back this gasoline in some instances at a 
25% premium (Downs & Maloney, 2011). However, China 
may also be providing aid on an ideological basis. 
Brookings Institution scholars including Erica Downs and 
Suzanne Maloney also find that China believes that United 
States sanctions are “extraterritorial” actions that have no 
right to harm the Iranian people (Downs, 2011).  

Different explanations in the scholarship for 
China’s motivations include the aforementioned 
commercial relations, as well as the theory that China seeks 
to prop up Iran’s regime through economic and military aid 
to maintain a power base in the Middle East, a region 
heavily influenced by the United States. However, there is 
dissent among scholars as to whether Iran or China is the 
assertive one in the relationship.  To elaborate, Iran was 
noticeably concerned after the United States toppled the 
government of neighboring Iraq, leaving Iran as the lone 
power in the region independent of United States 
government interference (Olson, 2016). China may be 
capitalizing on Iran’s insecurity in order to attain its 
aforementioned goal of creating a devoted ally in the 
Middle East. Conversely, Iran may be initiating relations 
with China because of Iran's desire to keep the United 
States out of its internal politics. Existing scholarship has 
not yet confirmed this belief, leaving it as an intriguing area 
for further research.  

What is the reasoning behind the explosion of 
Iran-China trade? The volume rose from $400 million in 

1994 to $29 billion in 2008 (Liu & Wu, 2010). Considering 
that “more than half” of Iran’s commerce with the United 
Arab Emirates (worth about $15 billion in 2009) includes 
“transshipments” to China, the number may be larger in 
reality (Liu & Wu, 2010). In 2009, Iran’s foreign minister 
at the time, Manouchehr Mattaki, stated China is “Iran’s 
main economic partner is Asia” (Liu & Wu, 2010). Other 
important statistics and data enumerated in Liu and Wu’s 
article include the fact that there were, at the time of 
publication, over 100 Chinese companies working in Iran 
to build better commercial links between the two countries 
(through ports, railways, etc.). Likewise, China signed an 
agreement in 2004 to buy $20 billion in Iranian natural gas 
over the next 25 years, and a projective study done by the 
International Energy Agency suggested that by 2015, that 
China will be relying on the Middle East, particularly Iran, 
for 70% of its crude oil imports, as opposed to just 44% in 
2006 (Liu & Wu, 2010). It is also worth noting that, despite 
signing three UN security council resolutions in 2008 to 
economically sanction Iran, China still announced that “it 
will be pursuing a $70 billion plan to develop Iran’s 
Yadavaran oil field in exchange for 10 million tons of 
liquefied natural gas” (Liu & Wu, 2010).  The research 
done by Liu and Wu clearly suggests that Iran and China 
enjoy a multifaceted economic relationship that shows no 
signs of slowing down any time soon.  

While Liu and Wu’s scholarly article claims that 
the reasoning behind the tight economic bond, especially 
in regard to the energy market, is due to China’s need for 
resources as a growing economic and military world 
power, the article also illustrates how China is pursuing 
global security motives by supporting Iran’s military 
programs. Over the last 10 years, China has shipped 
numerous ballistic missiles to Iranian territory. The article 
also asserts that this aid may be for the geopolitical purpose 
of countering the United States’ growing power in the 
Middle East as well as pursuing the geostrategic motive of 
establishing good relations with a country that controls the 
Strait of Hormuz, a highly valued commercial route for 
China, a major global exporter. Given this wealth of 
information, it is well worth further researching how these 
motives are shaping ongoing Chinese and Iranian foreign 
policy. Similarly, it is also worth investigating how the 
newly updated United States and UN economic and 
military sanctions against Iran shape China’s relations with 
Iran, and whether or not these sanctions incentivize China 
to continue its ongoing level of commercial activity with 
Iran.  

The relationship between Iran and China has 
changed significantly over time. From 1985 to 1997, China 
substantially assisted in the development of Iran’s nuclear 
capabilities. Though China was not the only country that 
aided Iran with their nuclear program, China was the most 
influential, and was ultimately crucial to the program’s 
success (Garver, 2008). This nuclear cooperation was 
secret for the first six years, and became public knowledge 
in 1991. In 1997, extreme pressure from the United States 
caused China to abandon their support of Iran’s nuclear 
program. Even in 1997, many parts of the relationship 



 

 

between the Iran and China were unknown and were not 
released until many years later. Since 1997, the Sino-Iran 
relationship has grown into deep military development 
efforts as well as an energy and economic relationship 
(Garver, 2008). Likewise, in the mid-1990s, the United 
States changed the goal of its sanctions from stopping 
Iranian support of terrorist organizations to limiting Iran’s 
nuclear program. This further explains why the United 
States pressured China to abandon their support of Iran’s 
nuclear program (Katzman, 2015).  

The United States and China vary in their 
responses to Iran’s actions. The United States has decided 
to take a more aggressive foreign policy approach with Iran 
that includes the implementation of economic sanctions. 
Alternatively, China continues to pursue diplomatic 
negotiation. China is opposed to sanctions and wishes to 
avoid any negative impact the sanctions might have on the 
Iranian economy, as China relies on substantial imports of 
Iranian oil (Willem, 2010). 
 

Methodology 
 

Our methodology design accommodates a 
timeline of US sanctions implementation on Iran, with data 
from 1987 to 2016. U.S. sanctions were first implemented 
in our cutoff year of 1997, which was also the beginning of 
China’s support for Iran in the face of those sanctions. The 
international norm is for countries like China to follow suit 
(as it did with UN sanctions in 2010) when the U.S. 
implements sanctions. We hypothesize that the Chinese 
decision not to do so in 1997 benefited both China and Iran 
through strengthened economic relations during the interim 
years. We are studying the impact of this Chinese policy of 
supporting Iran in the face of these U.S. sanctions on the 
Iran-China economic relationship as measured through the 
proxy variable of export levels. As such, we expect to see 
a significant increase in export quantities after 1997.  

To assess whether economic relations between 
China and Iran were strengthened by Chinese economic 
and political support, we constructed a fuzzy Regression 
Discontinuity in Time (RDiT) analysis. In the RDiT 
analysis, we use data on exports and imports beginning in 
1987 (10 years before implementation of U.S. sanctions 
and the responsive Chinese policy) and ending in 2016 (20 
years after). Our experiment is therefore a natural 
experiment, limited in quantity of data available after the 
implementation of the policy. According to Athey and 
Imbens’ 2017 publication in the Journal of Economic 
Perspectives on econometrics and policy evaluation, such 
a model allows us to estimate the causal effects of the 
particular outcomes of receiving a discrete policy 
treatment. In this instance, we are looking at how China’s 
support of Iran, through economic and political means 
(causal), has had an effect on the economic relationship 
between China and Iran. In this regard, we will consider 
trade volumes across the years in the form of a time-series 
analysis, and find any statistically significant changes in 
the level of trade between Iran and China as a result of 

China’s 1997 policy, the discontinuity that we focus on in 
our research. The “forcing” exogenous variable (Athey & 
Imbens, 2017) for our method is the 1997 policy. We will 
be implementing a “fuzzy” regression discontinuity design 
(export levels in USD), as opposed to a “sharp” regression 
discontinuity design (for binary variables) (Imbens & 
Lemius, 2007). 

The Athey and Imbens paper givesave us a 
definition of the regression, as well asand a a simple 
example that served as a model for our research. For the 
finer details of the methodology of our project, the NBER 
working paper (Imbens and Lemius) expounded upon the 
work by Athey and Imbens. To explain, the paper gave us 
specific step-by-step instructions on how to create the 
fuzzy regression discontinuity and analyze the trade 
relationship between China and Iran, which would help us 
to see whether the economic relations between the 
countries improved as a result of Chinese political and 
economic support. The study by Hausman and Rapson 
provided further guidance similar to that of the NBER 
paper as well as suggested parameters for our regression. 
For example, if (c) is the date of the policy change 
(discontinuity), and (t) is any date before or after the policy, 
we would expect a change in results of when t > c , as 
opposed to when t < c.  Finally, Lee and Lemieux 
developed a checklist of recommended diagnostics that can 
provide evidence on the quality of causal inference using 
RD estimates, a checklist that we used for reference in our 
research. The principle software used to conduct the Fuzzy 
Regression with Discontinuity was STATA. 

As Hausman and Rapson (6-10) explain, a typical 
framework includes the researcher being aware of the date 
of a particular policy change. For our research, the date of 
significance 1997, the year in which China’s policy was 
implemented. Hausman and Rapson further explain how 
for all dates after a particular date c, the unit is assumed 
“treated”: our date in this case is the 1997, the year of 
policy implementation. In addition, a RDiT setup involves 
time-series data, which for our method, will be annual 
observations in the level of trade between China and Iran.  

To conduct our Regression Discontinuity in Time 
(RDiT), we will be using the software package STATA, 
with the add-on for regression discontinuity supported by 
the National Science Foundation available publicly here 
(https://sites.google.com/site/rdpackages/home). Finally, 
we will address the soundness of our analysis, as well as its 
potential limitations, utilizing a checklist of recommended 
diagnostics constructed by Lee and Lemieux (2010) that 
can provide evidence on the quality of causal inference 
using RD estimates, which will be presented as part of our 
results and findings and discussed further in the limitations 
section. 
 

Results and Findings 
 

With p = .007 < α = .05 we found that the policy change in 
1997 had a statistically significant effect on total exports 
from Iran to China. No significant effect was found on total 



 

 

exports from China to Iran. The standard error for the 
analysis of total imports from Iran to China is unusually 
large because of our small sample size (n=30). 
 

Sample size, n 30 
z-score 2.6902 
p value .007** 
Standard error 86.29 

Table 1: Summary Statistics from the Fuzzy Regression 
Discontinuity in Time Analysis for Iranian Imports from China. 
* indicates statistical significance at the p=.05 level; ** indicates 
statistical significance at the p=.01 level. 
 

 
Figure 1: Iranian Imports from China: This graph shows the data 
points around the cutoff year and the lines of best fit for the data 
for Iranian imports from China. 
 

Sample size, n 30 
z-score -0.2638 
p value 0.792 
Standard error 290.26 

Table 2: Summary Statistics from the Fuzzy Regression 
Discontinuity in Time Analysis for Iranian Exports to China. * 
indicates statistical significance at the p=.05 level; ** indicates 
statistical significance at the p=.01 level. 
 

 
Figure 2: Iranian Imports from China: This graph shows the data 
points around the cutoff year and the lines of best fit for the data 
for Iranian exports to China. 
 

Discussion 
 

Surprisingly, contrary to part of our hypothesis, 
despite a visible positive correlation between time and 
revenue after the cutoff year 1997, the regression 
discontinuity analysis did not find a statistically significant 
impact on Iranian export volume to China. This lack of 
statistically significant impact on the proxy variable takes 
away from the argument that Chinese military, arms, and 
nuclear sales to Iran are impactful for the Iranian economy. 
However, we did find a statistically significant impact of 
the 1997 policy on Iranian exports to China as well as 
illustrate a generally positive correlation between time and 
revenue after the discontinuity year. This statistical 
significance implies that China is not only not complying 
with US sanctions, it is also augmenting its trade with Iran 
after sanctions started being implemented in 1997. Also, 
since petroleum is Iran’s most prominent export product, it 
can be inferred that this upwards trend in revenue since 
1997 also shows the value that China places on Iranian oil 
imports. The data points that led to the aforementioned 
results consisted of annual trade information detailing the 
monetary value of China’s total imports, Iran’s total 
imports, China’s exports to Iran, and China’s imports from 
Iran. As the sample size was small (30 data points), clearer 
trends with less error can be elucidated by any further 
procedures using a larger set of data points.  
 

Limitations 
 
As stated in the literature review, multiple 

scholarly works, specifically Olson (2016) and Downs and 
Maloney (2011), describe China’s desire to gain a 
geopolitical and/or geostrategic ally in the Middle East. 
They aim to counter the United States’s formidable 
presence in the region as a reason for why they are 
supporting Iran despite US sanctions. This motive has been 
particularly plausible after the fall of Saddam Hussein’s 
Iraqi regime, leading to heightened concern by both China 
and Iran (which has a history of icy relations with the US) 
over the US’s growing influence in the area. Our research, 
specifically our methodology, is limited because it does not 
take into account these geostrategic concerns of both 
nations. Further qualitative analysis of sources, such as 
government foreign policy documents and texts by Sino-
Iranian diplomacy scholars, would yield results more 
relevant to geostrategic motives instead of economic ones. 
In other words, the data used to reach these conclusions 
strictly pertains to the economic relationship between Iran 
and China. Therefore, a caveat to this research is it does not 
address the geostrategic value of Iran to China considering 
the context of China’s current geopolitical rivalry with the 
US. 

A third limitation to our research is that it was 
difficult to find accurate trade data dating before 1987. So, 
despite our original intention of cutting off trade data at 
2008, we were compelled to use trade data from 2008-2016 
in order to create the statistically significant set of at least 
30 reliable data points. A partial policy change in 2009, 
where China began to follow on suit on UN sanctions 
against Iran, although China continued with non-



 

 

implementation with US sanctions, may also disrupt data 
trends illustrated by our research procedure.    
 

Conclusion 
 

As shown by the statistically significant result 
concerning China’s imports from Iran, it can be concluded 
that China does derive a sizable monetary benefit from the 
goods (mainly petroleum) that it buys from Iran. This 
benefit may be one of the central reasons that China is 
willing to sidestep US economic sanctions on Iran.  

Knowing this, policymakers in the US can apply 
our research to the US’s foreign policy by specifically 
targeting Chinese corporations that receive imports from 
Iran and forbidding them from engaging in commerce and 

investment with the US as an incentive to get them to cease 
economic activity in the Iranian international market.  

Further research might investigate which 
prominent Chinese corporations gain what from Iranian 
imports, as well as other specific actions that the US 
government can take in order to curtail China’s commerce 
with Iran. Further research could also study fuel and energy 
commerce specifically, instead of overall imports and 
exports between China and Iran, investigate the value of 
energy trading between China and Iran. Strengthening 
international economic pressure on the Iranian regime is 
currently the preferred method of trying to coerce their 
government into giving in to US demands. More advanced 
knowledge of Iran’s commercial system networks 
worldwide augments’ the United States’ ability to apply 
pressure on Iran to serve its interests in the Middle East. 
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Introduction 
 

Around the world, people living in poverty are often 
seen, in the eyes of financial institutions, as “high risk,” and 
thus they are not provided  the same formal banking services 
as other members of society. Lack of access to such services 
only furthers the vicious cycle of poverty. 

 
Microfinance as an Institution 

Microfinance as an institution began in the 17th 
century, and its main goal was small scale poverty alleviation 
(Kaburi, 35). Traditional banking institutions often prevent 
poor clients from taking out loans as banks doubt their ability 
to pay those loans back. The poor have little to no assets to 
give as collateral to these banks, and thus they cannot be held 
accountable for the money they borrow. They are deemed as 
“high-risk” in the eyes of the lender (Aigbokhan, 38). The 
theory behind microfinance is that in order to reduce poverty, 
impoverished people need to be given the same opportunities 
as wealthier people to develop credit, grow their businesses, 
and promote employment (Aigbokhan, 38) Without the 
ability to take out loans and pay them back, people living in 
poverty are unable to generate credit, and credit is what 
stimulates economic growth. Microfinance institutions have 
developed methods to loan money to poor clients while 
reducing the risk that they will not pay those loans back. 
Microfinance institutions are subsidized organizations 
usually placed in poorer developing nations primarily funded 
by multinational organizations and governmental institutions 
(Kaburi, 35). Microfinance institutions lend out small loans, 
generally with flexible collateral and low interest rates, to low 
income clients (Armendariz, 1). By being accommodating in 
terms of collateral and offering low interest rates, these loan 
institutions encourage the poor to borrow money which in 
turn promotes personal economic growth (Mustafa, 83).The 
goal of microfinance institutions is to develop the potential  of 
expanding markets, create social change, reduce gender 
inequality, and minimize poverty levels (Armendariz 3) 

There are primarily two types of loans that a person 
would seek at a microfinance institution. The first is 
opportunity-driven entrepreneurship financing. In this case, a 
person takes out a loan to develop a company in order to 
provide a good or service that he or she believes will be 

profitable. In contrast, people taking out survival-driven 
loans, are intending to use the money to develop a business as 
their last resort in order to survive. The issue that often arises 
with survival-driven cases is that borrowers use the money 
they are loaned to buy goods for themselves, rather than 
investing it in order increase their capital long term (Kiiru, 6). 
This is one reason why traditional banking systems do not 
lend to low income clients: failure to invest a loan makes it 
nearly impossible for poor borrowers to repay. 

Microfinance institutions, on the other hand, have 
developed methods to counteract this risk. Microfinance 
institutions promote group loans, and this means that multiple 
people—usually from the same community—take out a loan 
together. This helps to create a safety blanket, as it reduces 
the overall payments each individual borrower has to make. 
However, if one person is unable to make a payment, the rest 
of the group is held accountable. 

Microfinance institutions often encourage weekly 
payment. By forcing their clients to pay back loans in regular 
increments, microfinance institutions reduce the risk of a 
borrower being able to use all of the lent money on something 
that will not provide returns. To build collateral on a loan, 
microfinance programs have their clients create monthly 
savings, where a portion of their money is put aside in an 
account that can be seized if they do not make their payments. 

Finally, merry-go-round systems are often used to 
help support the impoverished members of the community. 
Each member of the loan group has to pay a certain portion of 
their money to a different delegated member so that they can 
repay any debts they have (Kiiru 16). 

 
Economic Conditions in Kenya 

Kenya, while technically a developing country, has 
seen little economic growth over the past few decades. As the 
greater majority of the population still lives in small rural 
areas, many families face severe poverty and poor living 
conditions. More often than not, these regions lack 
sustainable infrastructure, particularly electricity and road 
systems. For this reason, many families resort to agriculture 
and husbandry:  approximately 60% of the economy is based 
around agriculture (CIA World Factbook). Despite the 
significant focus on agriculture, only a minute portion of rural 
Kenyan agricultural yields translate into sales and profit, as 
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The purpose of this study was to examine the effects business training programs have on microfinance institutions’ 
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to the microfinance sector. It is imperative that these services are offered alongside of the traditional microloan services. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Adjust lower border of this text box to fit size of abstract. 



 

 

the majority of  agricultural output is used for 
sustenance.  The widely dispersed population and substantial 
focus on farming prevents greater economic expansion in 
other sectors such as the manufacturing and service sectors. 
For this reason, the microfinance sector has become 
increasingly attractive as a feasible method for promoting 
entrepreneurship in Kenya. Thus, a large portion of the 
population has resorted to microfinance to start and expand 
their own businesses, and, in turn, grow profits that can be 
used for investing in the health and wellness of their families. 
In practice, however, most borrowers’ profits are allocated 
towards survival rather than the growth of their businesses. 
Although all of their profits are not necessarily directed 
towards their microenterprises, many families find that they 
are able to distribute their income to a greater extent than 
before. Many of these families’ personal expenses expand 
beyond their survival needs as several clients involved with 
microfinance have directed a large amount of their profits 
towards their savings (Stewart, 32). 

 
Economic Conditions in Tanzania 

Much like Kenya, Tanzania is also a developing 
nation. The majority of the Tanzanian population lives in 
underdeveloped rural communities that are often hours from 
the nearest city. Still, Tanzanian land is very rich in natural 
resources and the Tanzanian economy relies primarily on 
agriculture: 65% of the workforce is employed through the 
agriculture industry.  There is, however, a large influx of the 
population migrating towards urban areas. The Tanzanian 
government, elected in 2015, is currently trying the stimulate 
the economy by improving Tanzania’s business environment. 
The government hopes to implement policies that lead to 
better infrastructure, better access to financing, and an 
improved education system. However, the countries budget is 
very limited, so the government is finding it challenging to 
accomplish these goals (CIA World Factbook). 
 
Impacts of Education 

While microfinance has been a major benefactor in 
the alleviation of poverty  throughout Kenya and Tanzania, 
microfinance practices may not reach their maximum 
potential as many clients do not have the education or 
experience necessary to run a successful business. There are 
significant risks associated with providing loans to 
individuals who lack the knowledge to start a businesses and 
handle debt. There is a serious possibility that these clients 
may not generate sufficient profits to pay back the loans they 
received (Okibo 92). Education and training in running a 
business plays an increasingly important role in the 
effectiveness of these microfinance institutions. 

Education and training levels have played a strong 
role in the probability of success of the businesses financed 
via microfinance. In order for a business to prosper, training 
is necessary as the workers need to know how to adapt to the 
changing business environment and they need to learn how to 
maximize their efficiency to get the most out of their available 
resources. Education levels have proven to be vital to the 
success of micro-finance institutions. The higher the 
education the borrower has attained the more likely they are 

to rise above the poverty level. With education, they know 
how to utilize the money they are loaned in order to maximize 
their profits and therefore maximize their income potential 
(Kaburi 44). Globally, no matter the financial circumstances 
of a country, start-up businesses struggle to get off the ground 
and start making profit. In addition to these innate 
disadvantages faced by new businesses, companies in these 
rural villages have compounding factors that make it even 
more difficult for them to prosper. In rural areas the success 
of micro enterprises is often scarce due to increased 
competition by larger modern companies, lack of resources, 
lack of financing, and lack of communication (Kimando 
150).  Training and education are imperative to the growth 
and success of these businesses. The workers need to know 
how to adapt to the environment and maximize their 
resources. In order to overcome these disadvantages, the 
skills, talents, and knowledge of these borrowers, future 
employers, and employees needs to be leveraged, and the only 
way to do that is through training and education programs 
(Kimando 153). 
 

Methodology 
 

Microfinance is on the rise but there still remains 
questions about its effectiveness in alleviating poverty. We 
chose to conduct a metastudy as we found that using prior data 
on the impact of financial education programs on 
microfinance institutions to be the most effective method for 
evaluating their overall success in alleviating poverty. The 
factor that we have chosen to investigate is how financial 
training and education programs for borrowers affects the 
productivity of these loaning systems specifically in Kenya 
and Tanzania. Originally, we had selected four case studies 
throughout Kenya that evaluate the potential effects of 
education and training programs on the success of their 
respective microfinance institutions. However, as our 
research progressed, we found that the number of viable case 
studies based in Kenya were limited. In order to thoroughly 
support or refute our hypothesis, we recognized that we 
needed to expand our search to another country: one that 
shared similar economic and social conditions, particularly 
the country’s average GDP per capita and literacy levels, so 
that we could limit the number of factors that would impact 
our results.. Based on these requirements, Tanzania and 
Kenya were found to be very similar because both had literacy 
levels of approximately 78% and a GDP per capita that ranges 
from around $3,200 to $3,500, and so we broadened our study 
to encompass both nations. After selecting Tanzania, we 
continued to search for four other case studies that also 
examined the effect of education and training on the success 
of microfinance institutions and their ability to alleviate 
poverty. We chose our case studies based on a number of 
factors. The first being that they needed to come from 
scholarly sources and databases. This helped to solidify their 
validity. The next variable that we monitored in our case study 
was location. Each study came from a different community in 
either Kenya or Tanzania. The final variable that each of these 
case studies needed to contain in some capacity is some 
mention about how education programs would affect the 



 

 

ability of local microfinance institutions in reducing poverty 
levels in each respective community. 

 
Results and Findings 

 
Kisii County, Kenya  

The study conducted in Kisii County, Kenya 
analyzed the effect of provision on the performance of youth 
micro enterprises. As a result of rising youth unemployment, 
microfinance appeared to be a viable solution to helping 
provide income to the younger generations. This study used a 
cross-sectional survey research design so that the researchers 
could analyze the data of the population using multiple 
variables. Through a random sampling technique, they 
collected data comprised of 110 youth micro enterprises. 
They administered questionnaires to these enterprises to 
examine services of loan provision, savings mobilization, and 
investment training. From the questionnaire results, the study 
found that the majority of the microentrepreneurs determined 
the loan amounts they received were not sufficient for their 
business expenses. Regarding savings mobilization, the 
majority of those surveyed claimed to be satisfied with the 
frequency of savings deposits and the savings patterns of 
clients. The data regarding the effects of training in micro 
enterprise investment measured the level of satisfaction in 
their business training and how useful it turned out to be when 
making investment decisions. Their questionnaires resulted in 
23 of those surveyed claiming the capital investment 
decisions were most satisfactory, 19 claiming they were very 
satisfactory, 26 claiming they were satisfactory, 10 stated 
moderate satisfaction, and 4 with less satisfaction. Regarding 
the achievement of basic business skills, 58 reported they 
were very satisfied, 13 reported they were satisfied, and 4 
reported being moderately satisfied.  Therefore, a greater 
proportion of respondents indicated they were satisfied with 
their investment and business skills following training. They 
also discovered that most of the respondents claimed to be 
moderately satisfied with their risk management skills and 
therefore shows that a large percentage of youth micro 
enterprises are not very skilled in managing business risks. 
The study concluded that loans had the greatest effect on 
performance, then training, and finally, savings mobilization. 
Researchers suggest the microfinance service providers 
provide a micro-insurance scheme so that eventually, with 
improvements, these programs can work to promote 
economic development and reduce youth unemployment 
(Simeyo et al., 2013). 

 
Muranga Town, Kenya  

The case study performed by Lawrence Njogu 
Kimando, Dr. Maurice Sakwa, and Grace Wachera Njogu 
looked at the impact of business development services  (BDS) 
on small and medium enterprises in Kenya. A descriptive 
survey was conducted using a questionnaire that looked at 
access to training programs, what training programs covered, 
and training program attendance. A random sample of thirty 
small or medium enterprises in Muranga Town, Kenya were 
chosen to participate in the study. According to the study a 

business development service was defined as a “service that 
improves the performance of the enterprise, access to market 
and the ability to compete. It includes an array of business 
services such as training consultancy, marketing, information 
and technology development” (Kimando 151). Prior to 
participating in the study, participants were asked to report 
their age, gender, level of education, duration in the business, 
and the type of business they are involved in. After each 
participants background was analyzed, they were given the 
questionnaire to fill out. The first question asked was whether 
they attended training on how to carry out a business. 64% of 
the participants reported they had never received training 
while the remaining 36% said they had. The participants were 
then asked how many times in the last year did they receive 
training. A majority reported that they had attended a training 
service less than twice in the past year. The next question 
asked about to what extent training covered topics including 
business management, financial planning, customer care, 
marketing, and finally financial management. The majority of 
all respondents reported the training that was provided 
significantly covered said areas, all of which are vital for the 
success of businesses. The final question asked why 
respondents did not attend training. 60% reported they were 
not invited while the remaining 40% did not know training 
existed. The conclusion of the study was that business 
development services were beneficial and participants, who 
had access to them attended them because they were helpful 
to the development and performance of their respective 
businesses. The study recommended that business 
development services be offered in all microfinance 
institutions (Kimando et al., 2012). 

 
Small Enterprises, Kenya  

The study conducted by Mwobobia, published in 
2012, analyzed the challenges facing small-scale women 
entrepreneurs in Kenya. Microfinance institutions targeting 
women are central to Kenya’s economy as they help with 
alleviating unemployment; however, they face several 
problems when running their businesses as they lack finance, 
face lots of discrimination, and do not get sufficient education 
opportunities. There are several barriers that limit the success 
of women in business and the study mentions that those 
countries that have yet to reduce these barriers, are missing 
out on greater economic growth. This study looked at desktop 
research through reviewing various journals, websites, and 
newspapers, among others. Researchers looked into the 
challenges faced by women where they found that they lacked 
access to finance opportunities and many did not know how 
to seek out information on getting loans and starting their 
businesses. Not to mention that when many women would go 
to seek out loans from banks and such institutions, they would 
frequently be ignored as a result of gender biases. Gender 
roles in their communities forbade many women from being 
able to devote time to their families and much of their income 
is devoted to providing for their families. Education played a 
major role in the success of women entrepreneurs as 
compared to men, as women did not receive nearly as strong 
of an education. Because preference is given to boys, many 
women lack education beyond the primary level, it is more 



 

 

common for men to hold education at the secondary or tertiary 
level. Their insufficient education and training take a major 
toll on the success of their microenterprise as they do not have 
as strong of experience and knowledge when running a 
business. Thus, the study recommends that women are 
provided more capacity building and training regarding 
finance, literacy, marketing, and managerial skills. They also 
mention that women should be provided more support and 
advice when approaching banks and other financial 
institutions for funding and business help (Mwobbia, 2012). 

 
Dar es Salaam, Tanzania  

Bijorvatn and Tungodden’s study conducted in 2010 
was used to evaluate the effects of training programs on micro 
enterprises and microfinance institutions in Dar es Salaam, 
Tanzania. They took a sample of more than 300 clients, small 
scale entrepreneurs, of PRIDE Tanzania, the local 
microfinance institution, and implemented a business training 
course through the University of Dar es Salaam 
Entrepreneurship Centre (Bijorvatn 562). The study was used 
to evaluate the effects participation in this program had on the 
performance of the small-scale enterprises involved. 
Performance on the broader scale was measured by overall 
increase in company profits, but for the purpose of the study 
it was measured through a final multiple-choice test 
(Bijorvatn 566). The participants were divided into two 
groups; one being the control, who did not receive any 
training, and the other being the treatment group, who had the 
option to voluntarily attend 21 training sessions lasting 
anywhere from 45 minutes to an hour. There were 325 
participants in the control group and 319 participants in the 
treatment group (Bijorvatn 563). Training sessions were 
offered to the treatment group after their loan meeting 
sessions, and only offered on days that the control participants 
did not have loan meetings to ensure that the control and 
treatment group did not mix, (Bijorvatn 563). Six weeks after 
the completion of the last training session, a lab was 
conducted to observe and compare the business knowledge of 
the treatment group in comparison to the control. 126 
participants from each group were selected at random to 
participate in the lab. However, only 211 accepted the 
invitation (Bijorvatn 563). The lab showed that 76% of the 
treatment group attended some form of training session, and 
every session was voluntary, so that helped to show that 
participants viewed them as beneficial (Bijorvatn 564). To 
gauge business performance, the lab produced a multiple-
choice test composed of business related questions that would 
be administered to both the control and treatment group. In 
order to incentivize the participants to take the test, the lab 
offered monetary rewards (Bijorvatn 566). The test showed a 
significant improvement on business knowledge for the 
treatment group in comparison to the control group. For every 
five training sessions attended, there was a 0.7 point increase 
on the test, which attributed to roughly a 10% increase in 
performance compared to the control group (Bijorvatn 567). 
This showed evidence that attending training sessions was 
important and had a positive effect on the business knowledge 
of these participants and therefore a positive effect on their 
entrepreneurial performance. In addition, the study helped to 

show who the training programs helped most. “Weaker” 
clients or those clients who had little education or training 
experience prior to the one offered at PRIDE Tanzania were 
the clients that were more likely to not attend the sessions, but 
the lab showed that this was the group that benefited the most 
from the training programs. The treatment effect was its 
strongest among this participant demographic (Bijorvatn 
569). From this case study, it was evident that the training 
program implemented at PRIDE Tanzania was beneficial to 
the clients of the institution and helped to improve their 
business knowledge and entrepreneurial skills (Bijorvatn & 
Tungodden, 2010). 

 
Lars Ivar Oppedal Berge, Kjetil Bjorvatn, Kartika 
Sari Juniwaty, Bertil Tungodden  

This study done by Lars Ivar Oppedal Berge, Kjetil 
Bjorvatn, Kartika Sari Juniwaty, Bertil Tungodden is a 
continuation of the previous case study analyzed. This study 
used the same previous curriculum through the University of 
Dar es Salaam Entrepreneurship Centre, but instead of testing 
whether business training was beneficial, it tested whether 
external trainers, trainers from the university, were more 
beneficial than internal trainers, credit officers from PRIDE 
Tanzania. The same curriculum was taught by both groups, 
the only different factor was where the trainers originated 
from. Clients of PRIDE Tanzania were selected at random to 
participate in the study, and they were each randomly 
assigned to an internal or external trainer. All other factors 
remained the same. External training was designated to clients 
who had their weekly loan meetings between 9 A.M. and 1 
P.M., and Internal trainers were designated to clients who had 
their weekly meetings at 2 P.M. There were a total of 21 
sessions each 45 minutes long. The curriculum was designed 
by the University. It used real-world examples to teach 
concepts and emphasized clients’ need to learn from the 
experiences of those around them. The sessions were 
designed to teach record keeping, marketing practices, 
customer care, and employee management.  The sessions 
were completed in January of 2009 with a follow up study in 
2011 to examine the results. There were two separate 
indicators analyzed; the first being the “Attendance and 
Subjective Evaluations,” and the second being “Long-Term 
Outcomes.” In the beginning of the study, both internally 
trained and externally trained clients had roughly equal 
attendance rates, but as the sessions went on, clients’ 
attendance who were trained internally fell below that of 
clients’ attendance who were trained externally. In addition, 
90% of clients with external trainers received diplomas 
compared to the 66.6% of clients with internal trainers who 
received diplomas. A diploma was granted to clients who 
attended 10 or more sessions. Both client attendance and 
client evaluations of their experiences were lower for those 
who were trained by internal sources versus those who were 
trained by external sources. Then to evaluate the long-term 
outcomes, the researchers developed a test to evaluate client’s 
business knowledge. It tested the concept of profit. The 
average score for clients who received external training was 
81.7%, which was significantly greater than the average score 
of 75.7% for clients who received internal training. The 



 

 

externally trained clients had a significantly better 
understanding of the concept of profit. Furthermore, the 
researchers posed the clients with four broad questions which 
were designed to capture their situational satisfaction in their 
businesses and in their personal life. The clients were asked 
to rank their satisfaction on scale of 1-5, with 1 being “very 
unhappy,” and 5 being “very happy.” Clients who received 
external training had significantly higher scores compared to 
clients who received internal training. The externally trained 
group had significantly greater business knowledge and 
situational satisfaction. Based on this study it is evident that 
trainers and teaching quality from outside sources is better 
than the training that already exists internally at the PRIDE 
Tanzania (Lars et al., 2012). 

 
Eastern Nyanza Region, Kenya  
Sila’s study conducted in 2014 focused on the extent of the 
relationship between training and performance in the Eastern 
Nyanza Region, Kenya. Within this study, a population of 36 
employees from the Kenya Women Finance Trust were 
randomly sampled. Using the descriptive research design, 
they collected data using questionnaires and thus, the 
researcher was able to accurately profile and analyze the 
sample. Using the data from the questionnaires, they then 
formulated a series of charts to allow for meaningful 
interpretations. They found that 66.7% of the employees 
strongly agreed that their attitudes toward work could 
potentially influence their service quality. As they established 
that simply having highly-skilled employees does not 
necessarily ensure that they will perform effectively. 
Therefore, having the right attitude can help to improve the 
performance of the staff. Moreover, from the questionnaires, 
the respondents indicated that 80% of the employees used 
brochures for training, 13.3% used email communication, and 
6.7% had training sessions. They also discovered that 
specialized training is necessary to ensure strong service 
delivery, as 73.4% of the individuals strongly agreed that 
specialized training would be needed. The study also looked 
into the overall adequacy of the training that these employees 
were receiving, they found that approximately 53.4% of 
respondents agreed that they did not receive adequate training 
and thus, could be negatively impacting their performance. 
The study concluded that training can have a major influence 
on employee performance as it can promote the employee’s 
effectiveness in service delivery and they have the 
opportunity to advance in their respective fields. The 
researchers recommend that organizations use formal training 
sessions to develop positive attitudes, improve service 
quality, and ensure that employees have a strong 
understanding of their job requirements (Sila, 2014). 
 
Dar es Salaam, Mwanza, Arusha, and Mbeya; 
Tanzania  

Kessy and Temu’s 2010 study conducted an 
empirical test of growth performance. They conducted a t-test 
comparative analysis of survey data of MSEs supported by 
microfinance institutions from four regions of Tanzania: Dar 
es Salaam, Mwanza, Arusha, and Mbeya. Three growth 

indicators (sales revenue, employee number, and firm assets 
value) were compared across two groups: enterprises whose 
owners have received business and entrepreneurship training 
and those who had never. The 225 microfinance clients 
surveyed were micro (less than five employees) and small 
(less than 50 employees) enterprises (MSEs). In the survey 
results, 97 (43.1%) of the enterprises were owned by 
recipients of business training while 128 (56.9%) were not. 
The authors identified MSEs as significant contributors to 
development and economic growth which have limited access 
to financial services, including credit. The t-test showed that 
owners’ receipt of training had a statistically significant 
positive impact on asset value and sales revenue, and an 
insignificant impact on employment creation. These findings 
indicate that businesses owned by recipients of training 
demonstrated a different growth level. The authors state that 
it can be “safely concluded” that training plays an important 
role in facilitating growth of microfinance recipients. Their 
analysis provides the impetus for microcredit providers to 
work closely with training providers, to maximize both 
poverty alleviation and impact from the micro finance 
services (Kessy and Temu, 2010). 

 
Dar es Salaam, Zanzibar, Arusha, and Mwanza; 
Tanzania  

This study focused on exploring and recommending 
potential areas MFIs need to improve when delivering their 
services by attempting to answer three questions: whether 
conditions and procedures set by MFIS favor the poor and 
low-earning clients, whether target groups receive adequate 
services, and to what extent MFIs contribute to poverty 
reduction. Thirty-seven microfinance institutions covering 
352 MSEs were surveyed. The MSEs were randomly 
selected. Data was collected using primary (surveys) and 
secondary (official documents and reports) methods. It was 
observed that MFIs changed the life of poor people in a 
positive way, and several limiting factors included collateral 
and grace period impeded access for poor people to MFI 
services. As for training, sixteen out of thirty-seven (43.2%) 
of MFIs offered business advisory services; twelve of those 
offered business training. Only 17.8% of MSEs surveyed had 
attended business or entrepreneurial training. In the surveys, 
MSEs urges MFIs to make improvements to training and 
technical advice. When asked to what extent lack of business 
support and training is a constraint, 15.3% said it was very 
serious; 27.5% said it was serious; 29% said it was a 
constraint; 20.8% said it was a partial constraint, and only 
7.5% said it was no constraint at all. Over two-thirds of 
respondents said that lack of training was at least a constraint, 
showing that lack of trainings was perceived by most MSEs 
surveyed to be an impediment. The authors note that pre-loan 
training conducted by the surveyed MFIs were conducted by 
loan officers who were not expert practitioners in business 
with the goal of familiarizing clients with loan terms and 
conditions, rather than providing business advice. Some MFIs 
also charged registration fees to attend the training program. 
The authors recommend that MFIs restructure training 
content to include improving clients’ business skills, and 



 

 

organize regular business training for their clients provided 
by qualified training institutions (Kessy and Urio, 2006). 
 
Summary 

Thus, to analyze the overall effectiveness of 
microfinance in Kenya, we examined the effects of education 
and training on the performance and profitability of 
microenterprises. By looking specifically at case studies that 
studied education and training levels, we were able to analyze 
the direct effect of training levels on performance and 
ultimately, the effect on poverty levels. The case studies used 
relied on surveys, questionnaires, and references to other 
scholarly research to analyze the impact of various variables 
on the effectiveness of these programs. 

Of the eight case studies we had analyzed, all eight 
of them concluded that in some capacity business training 
programs were beneficial and vital to the success of 
microfinance institutions ability to alleviate poverty in both 
Kenya and Tanzania. Four of the eight case studies 
recommended that training programs needed to be developed 
further as a majority of the client demographic did not have 
access to it. One of the eight case studies concluded that 
external business training is more effective than internal as 
current internal training programs lack teaching quality. 
Through the use of external training programs, clients are 
more willing to attend training sessions, and therefore derive 
greater benefits from these services. 

 
 

 

Table 1: Summary of individual case study findings, conclusions, and recommendations 

Author and Year Location Findings on financial training and 
education programs 

Conclusions and Recommendations 

Simeyo et al. 
2013 

Kisii County, 
Kenya 

Most respondents satisfied with level of 
training received 

Further training recommended with 
micro-insurance focus 

Kimando et al. 
2012 

Muranga 
Town, Kenya 

64% of 30 companies surveyed did not 
attend training 

Training and education programs were 
underdeveloped 

Mwobbia 2012 Kenya Focused on women; very few women 
have access to business knowledge and 
training to successfully run 
microenterprises 

Women and entrepreneurs should be 
accepted financially and legally; more 
capacity building (training and 
education) should be made available 

Bijorvatn and 
Tungodden 2010 

Dar es 
Salaam, 
Tanzania 

Attending training had positive effect on 
business knowledge (10% differential 
increase in business knowledge test 
scores from the control group) 

Training program was beneficial and 
helped to improve business knowledge 
and entrepreneurial skills; 

Berge et al. 2012 
(a continuation of 
Bijorvatn and 
Tungodden 2010) 

Dar es 
Salaam, 
Tanzania 

External training (conducted by outside 
organization from MFI) yields 
significantly better test performance by 
MFI clients and course evaluation results 
than internal training (conducted by MFI 
employees), controlling for the same 
curriculum 

External sources of training generate 
more business knowledge in 
entrepreneurs and greater situational 
satisfaction 

Sila 2014 Eastern 
Nyanza 
Region, 
Kenya 

53.4% of respondents agreed that they 
did not receive adequate training 

Training can have a major influence on 
employee performance; recommends 
formal training sessions be used for 
employees 



 

 

Kessy and Temu 
2010 

Dar es 
Salaam, 
Mwanza, 
Arusha, and 
Mbeya; 
Tanzania 

Owners’ receipt of training had 
statistically significant positive impact 
on assets value and sales revenue, and 
insignificant impact on employment 
creation 
  

Business owned by recipients of training 
demonstrated a different growth level; 
training plays an important role in 
facilitating growth of microfinance 
recipients; recommends work closely 
with training providers 

Kessy and Urio 
2006 

Dar es 
Salaam, 
Zanzibar, 
Arusha, and 
Mwanza; 
Tanzania 

Over two-thirds of respondents said that 
lack of training was a very serious 
constraint, serious constraint, or a 
constraint to business growth 

Authors recommend restructuring of 
training to include improving clients’ 
business skills, and organize regular 
business training for their clients 
provided by qualified training 
institutions 

 
Discussion 

 
Based on the results and findings, we would 

recommend that the microfinance institutions within Kenya 
and Tanzania implement more education and training 
programs as evidence has shown that these factors tend to 
improve the ability of loan recipients to successfully utilize 
the money they receive to maximize company profits. 
Microfinance institutions have been a huge factor in reducing 
unemployment rates. With more jobs, income rises, poverty 
levels decrease and overall social, economic, and financial 
welfare improves. When microfinance institutions implement 
training programs their services only become more beneficial 
and successful which, in turn, increases the welfare of the loan 
recipients even further. Based on our results and findings, we 
would encourage microfinance institutions to hire external 
trainers and implement external business curriculum, as they 
are more effective at promoting attendance and 
comprehension of material. Internal trainers lack the teaching 
quality necessary to convey the business education needed to 
benefit the loan recipients.     
 

Limitations 
 

Throughout the course of our metastudy, we came 
across multiple obstacles that ultimately limited our ability to 
make concrete conclusions as we lacked the time and ability  
 

 
to examine many other case studies, leading us to solely rely 
on the results from secondary sources. Given the time 
constraints, much of our data and results were based on the 
findings from multiple case studies; however, considering 
that many other potential studies were not included, our study 
lacks other potentially impactful data and results. As a result, 
our conclusions and data could be affected by possible biases 
or viewpoints of the different researchers. 
 

Conclusion 
 

The purpose of this study was to examine previous 
case studies to see how business training programs affect the 
ability of clients to successfully utilize the microloans they 
were provided by microfinance institutions. From our 
research, we have deemed business training programs 
effective in helping clients maximize the loan services 
provided to them by the microfinance institutions. However, 
with unlimited time and resources, we would have analyzed a 
wider variety of case studies and potentially even performed 
our own. We focused our study on Kenya and Tanzania, so 
we recommend that future studies be performed on different 
communities in Africa, Asia, and South America.  
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Introduction 

 
In recent years, China has engaged in a monumental 

foreign policy effort to reshape global trade and geopolitics. 
The main economic aspect of this is known as the “Belt and 
Road Initiative” (BRI) or “One Belt One Road”, involving 
substantial investments in countries around the globe for the 
purpose of setting up new international trade lanes emanating 
from China. When it comes to geopolitics, there is another 
major Chinese project dubbed the “String of Pearls”, a string 
of commercial and military outposts extending from the 
Chinese mainland across the Indian Ocean. There are a 
number of countries where these two initiatives have 
intersected; specifically, where Chinese infrastructure 
investments are combined with geostrategic importance in 
and around the Indian Ocean. This study will examine 
Pakistan, Kenya, and Sri Lanka, all of which are at the 
intersection of the BRI and the string of pearls, to examine 
how Chinese investment is changing their respective 
economic situations.  

Each respective case study represents a unique 
instance of Chinese foreign direct investment (FDI). Sri 
Lanka recently constructed a deep-water international port 
with Chinese funding, but later defaulted on the loans and 
executed a debt-for equity swap that gave China a controlling 
stake in the port for the foreseeable future. China has also 
financed a similar deep-water port in the city Gwadar as part 
of a larger “economic corridor” initiative involving a wide 
array of infrastructure and energy projects. Finally, in Kenya, 
China helped fund the Standard Gauge Railway, a massive 
infrastructure project involving multiple investment stages 
and contractors. With our research, we hope to shed light on 
the resultant changes in each country’s respective status quo 
as a result of these projects in both the short and long term. 
 

Review of the Literature 
 

In 2005, defense contractor Booz Allen Hamilton 
produced a report titled “Energy Futures in Asia,” in which it 
stated that China was pursuing a strategy of developing a 
“string” of military and economic bases stretching from the 
South China Sea to the eastern coast of Africa (MacDonald, 
et. al, 2004). Dubbed the “string of pearls” theory, many 

scholars have concluded that not only is this strategy a threat 
to American interests in the region, but that it is an economic 
necessity for the Chinese. Pehrson (2006) of the Army War 
Strategic Studies Institute detailed the string of pearls as 
including commercial ports, military airfields, oil pipelines, 
and sea levels of communications. Some of these pearls 
include but are not limited to commercial ports in Pakistan 
and Sri Lanka, as well as extensive pipeline and/or 
transportation infrastructure in Pakistan and Kenya. 

This “string of pearls”, however, might not be 
entirely what they seem. Although China’s investments in 
each pearl do appear to provide both China and its partners 
with enormous amounts of economic and geopolitical 
potential in the form of job creation, infrastructure 
development, resource extraction, military port and base 
construction, China’s motives are not completely clear. While 
they could be benign in nature, it is possible that China is 
engaging in a form of economic foreign policy known as 
“Debt Trap Diplomacy.” This term, coined by political 
scholar Brahma Chellaney (2017), refers to an economic 
strategy that involves the distribution of predatory loan 
contracts with the long-term goal of creating a debt crisis of 
which the lending country can lawfully take advantage. In this 
case, China might intend to exploit these developing 
countries’ initiatives for economic and military development, 
possibly creating situations where they are able to seize the 
development projects they funded when the loans are 
inevitably defaulted upon. Benign or otherwise, Chinese 
foreign investment has many implications when it comes to 
the economic status quo of countries such as Pakistan, Sri 
Lanka, and Kenya, both short-term and long-term. 
 
Chinese Investment in Pakistan 

In Pakistan, China saw an opportunity to satisfy a 
growing demand for oil (Pehrson, 2006), and to step up its 
arms and economic races with rivals India and the USA. A 
number of papers have been published which suggest that the 
China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC), a collection of 
recent infrastructure projects in Pakistan that are part of 
China’s Belt and Road Initiative, accomplishes these 
objectives. Pakistani political scientist Javaid, after 
examining the numerous projects within CPEC, determined 
the construction of the Gwadar port to be the “pearl” that 
China seeks to ultimately develop (Javaid, 2016). Oil from the 
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Middle East can be deposited at Gwadar and carried to China, 
bypassing the Malacca Strait, where 80% of China’s imports 
flow through, but where there is greater American naval 
presence (Malik 2012). The deep-water port, which some 
have speculated to have future military applications, would be 
integrated to China through 2,000km of pipeline, highway, 
and railway infrastructure. As a whole, CPEC seeks to 
restructure Pakistan’s infrastructure, with the Gwadar port as 
a new trade center, through a number of energy, commercial, 
and military projects valuing $46 billion (Javaid, 2016). One 
Pakistani research paper states that CPEC is expected to give 
Pakistan a 2.5% GDP growth rate via job creation, energy 
production, and trade with China, which could allow Pakistan 
to emerge as one of the 25 largest economies by 2025. The 
paper mentions, however, that the financial burden of Chinese 
loans as a result of the initiative has been a source of 
contention among Pakistani politicians (Rabbi, 2017). It 
should be noted that the study in question uses an excessive 
amount of hyperbolic language when referring to the 
relationship between China and Pakistan as well as the 
potential effects of the CPEC projects, which could very well 
be indicative of a pro-China bias on the part of the researcher.  
  While there are clear potential benefits from the 
CPEC initiative, the general body of research surrounding the 
topic does acknowledge threats that may prevent the 
successful completion of the project. Professor Umbreen 
Javaid from the University of the Punjab has outlined a 
number of these potential issues in her research. The main 
foreign threat appears to be India, which is opposed to the 
CPEC and sees it as part of China’s string of pearls 
“besieging” their nation. Indian Prime Minister Modi has, in 
fact, already admitted that India’s Research and Analysis 
Wing (RAW) has links to insurgents in the Baluchistan 
region, which is on the border of Iran and Pakistan, and 
contains militant separatists; however, it has not yet been 
clearly demonstrated that these ties are being used to sabotage 
the CPEC. There are additional terrorist organizations based 
in Pakistan (apart from Baluchistani groups), 
including Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP) and ISIS that 
could potentially target CPEC construction sites. Apart from 
these issues, there are also concerns that the Pakistani 
government might fall victim to debt trap diplomacy. In the 
event that they either default on Chinese loans or misuse 
funds, China could seize greater control over Pakistani 
infrastructural assets. In fact, even though Pakistan is still in 
the process of paying back their debts, Chinese state-owned 
firms were handed control of the Gwadar Port in 2013. It 
should be noted that Javaid’s body of research is fairly even-
handed when it comes to opinions regarding Pakistan, China, 
and India, indicating that this threat assessment lacks any sort 
of nationalist bias, at least, to the extent that such a bias can 
be detected.  

From the perspective of certain Chinese and 
Pakistani researchers, the CPEC project appears to be in the 
strategic interests of both nations. These Chinese and 
Pakistani researchers from the Tianjin University of Finance 
and Economics conducted a study that, in part, attempts to 
project the potential long-run results of the CPEC initiative 
given certain scenarios. Authored by both Chinese and 

Pakistani scholars, the paper provides valuable insight from 
varying perspectives. However, there are some noticeable 
flaws in the paper that bring its validity into question. For 
instance, the paper largely skips over the issue of Pakistan’s 
debt burden due to CPEC, which has been a major 
overarching criticism of the initiative. It should also be noted 
that both of the Pakistani authors are affiliated with a Chinese 
institution, and the work enthusiastically concludes that 
Chinese investment is highly advantageous to Pakistan; this 
suggests the possibility of politically motivated bias with 
regard to the paper’s findings. Our research project will 
attempt to compensate for the biases in this paper and others’ 
by synthesizing different research perspectives to view the 
situation in a more objective manner (Irshad, 2015). 
 
Chinese Investment in Sri Lanka 

Although research literature has been somewhat 
focused upon the growing economic ties between China and 
Pakistan as the “keystone” of China’s foreign policy goals as 
far as the South Asian region is concerned, in 2016 China 
struck a deal with Sri Lanka that caught many other regional 
actors by surprise. Brahma Chellaney, a professor at the 
Center for Policy Research in New Delhi discussed China’s 
Sri Lankan infrastructure investments in his paper “China’s 
Debt Trap Diplomacy”. In the paper, he details that China 
views Sri Lanka, a small island nation located off of India’s 
southeastern coast, with great strategic importance. Over a 
number of years, China invested huge sums of money to build 
new infrastructure and has entrapped Sri Lanka in the process. 
Overcome with debt, the Sri Lankan government leased their 
newly constructed Hambantota port to China for 99 years in 
exchange for debt relief. While not published in a peer 
reviewed journal, Chellaney’s article illustrates a clear use of 
debt-trap diplomacy in Sri Lanka. The author analyzes recent 
statements and policies released by officials as well as the 
recent history of China-Sri Lanka relations. These sources 
altogether demonstrate that through the use of debt and 
diplomacy China acquired a defacto exclave in South Asia 
(Chellaney, 2017). While Chellaney’s paper is framed as an 
opinion piece, it holds valuable insight into China’s recent 
policies and their immediate results. Overall, the source 
serves as a strong starting point for an investigation of China’s 
investment strategy and provides a benchmark definition of 
“debt trap diplomacy.” 
 
Chinese Investment in Kenya 

Apart from Pakistan and Sri Lanka, a third “pearl” 
that China has directed its investments towards is Kenya. 
There is a wealth of research relating to the more immediate 
effects of this. For instance, one paper by Uwe Wissenbach 
and Yuan Wang for the China-Africa Research Initiative uses 
the construction of Kenya’s Standard Gauge Railway (SGR), 
built by the China Road and Bridge Corporation, as a case 
study to examine the effects and implementation of Chinese 
investment funds. They concluded that Chinese investment 
had the potential to be highly beneficial, and the majority of 
the issues with the project were actually caused by the Kenyan 
government’s poor legal framework for infrastructure rather 



 

 

than the Chinese government and/or contractors. This study 
provides an interesting counter-perspective to the general 
Western narrative regarding Chinese investment, although 
there is some evidence of confirmation bias. The study seems 
to have been conducted with the main intent of evaluating the 
project in the context of the Kenyan government’s activity, 
which may have prevented researchers from accurately 
assessing the Chinese government’s role in project-related 
issues (Wissenbach, 2017). 

In addition to viewing the short-term effects of 
Chinese investment through the lens of the infrastructure 
projects being funded, they can be seen in the dramatic 
changes to Kenya’s government debt composition as well as 
China-Kenya trade relations. A literature review by Dr. 
Siringi Elijah Mirobawa from the Management University of 
Africa studied the recent effects of Chinese involvement in 
Kenya from the perspectives of both Kenya’s public debt as 
well as the “trade not aid” strategy, wherein it is 
recommended to engage in free trade to promote economic 
development. This review concludes that China should 
engage in free trade, although certain issues, such as Chinese 
counterfeit products flooding Kenyan markets, must be dealt 
with before this can be achieved. It should be noted, however, 
while Dr. Mirobawa does discuss the benefits of free trade in 
great detail, there is little to no recognition of the detriments, 
or of the alternative benefits of more protected trade (Siringi, 
2018). 

While there is an extensive body of research relating 
to the short-term effects of Chinese investment in Kenya, the 
longer-term effects that might result from current Chinese-
funded projects have certainly not been forgotten. Joseph 
Onjala, from the Institute of Development Studies at the 
University of Nairobi, examined Kenya’s financing and 
ultimately examined how external loans, mostly Chinese in 
origin, affect Kenya’s debt challenges in his paper, “China’s 
Development Loans and the Threat of Debt Crisis in Kenya.” 
Onjala concluded that while Kenya’s risks of debt distress are 
still low and they have an opportunity to take up external 
financing, their loans could still harm Kenya in the long run 
(Onjala, 2017). In contrast to the more positive short-term 
research results, this work takes on a more pessimistic tone 
towards Chinese investment, indicating that the body of 
research literature surrounding this topic is certainly not 
unanimous in opinion. 

The longer-term effects of Chinese investment in 
Kenya can also be viewed in a more theoretical capacity as far 
as economic growth is concerned. Since there are still a 
number of competing economic theories on how exactly 
growth occurs, Silveria Mukwandiga Murungi and Dr. 
Kennedy Okiro from the University of Nairobi performed a 
critical literature review relating to multiple theories’ 
viewpoints on Kenyan economic growth and how debt affects 
it; this has important long-term ramifications for projecting 
how Chinese investment (and other sources of debt) could 
affect Kenya’s development overall. The majority of the 
findings from the literature reviewed indicated that there was 
an impact of government debt on economic growth, although 
the magnitude of the impact as well as its nature 
(positive/negative) was not consistent among the various 

theories. Therefore, while this review does not provide a clear 
answer unless a specific growth theory is assumed, it allows 
for some versatility in the validity of the results depending on 
which growth theories have proven to be most effective in 
projecting past Kenyan growth.  

 
General Chinese Investment Strategy and Similar 
Case Studies 

As well as long-term research conducted with 
specific countries in mind, there is also some research from 
the University of Nevada that attempts to interpret a pattern 
in China’s (FDI) in Latin America and Africa. The 
researchers analyzed 66 countries from 2003-2010, including 
data regarding Chinese investment and various potentially 
relevant factors, to determine if there is a correlation between 
Chinese FDI and these factors. Ultimately, the study found a 
large number of related factors that centered around a “state-
centered perspective” on Chinese FDI. These factors 
appeared to be directly tied to the state’s needs, including 
natural resource availability, lower per capita income, trade 
relations, and more. This study provides insight into how 
China makes investment decisions, and could prove valuable 
in helping simulate how Chinese investment might be utilized 
in the future given certain scenarios. Since the majority of the 
countries studied were developing nations, however, this 
research might be less applicable to more developed nations 
(Tuman, 2016). 

Research has also been conducted on a different 
scenario where this strategy of using foreign investment to 
develop influence has been seen; specifically, the United 
States’ creation of the Panama Canal. In the beginning of the 
20th century, US President Theodore Roosevelt espoused the 
strategic advantage of a US owned canal in Central America. 
The United States funded Colombian rebels who, after a 
declaration of Panamanian independence, sold control of the 
canal zone to the US. These efforts, while slightly more 
assertive and political than that of China, were designed to 
create a similar outcome. The construction of the canal can 
serve as a case study of the effects of foreign investment 
designed to create economic and diplomatic power in 
developing nations.  

The three “pearls” in question are all in unique 
situations, yet they are all connected by China’s new 
investment strategy. Through the CPEC initiative, Pakistan 
(and the Port of Gwadar in particular) is poised to become one 
of the major centers of commerce in Asia, especially since it 
provides China with an alternative to the Strait of Malacca. 
Meanwhile, Sri Lanka has defaulted on Chinese debt, 
essentially providing China with a century-long lease on their 
Hambantota port. Finally, Chinese investments in Kenya have 
resulted in a large number of infrastructure programs all 
across the nation. However, while these major events have 
certainly been well-documented in the research literature, the 
way in which these occurrences are changing the economic 
status quo has been clouded in a fog of bias and a lack of 
comprehensive analysis. This paper aims to remedy this issue 
by synthesizing multiple research perspectives (in terms of 
their specific focus, researcher origin, etc.) to provide a more 



 

 

complete and objective examination of Chinese investment’s 
effects in Pakistan, Sri Lanka, and Kenya.  
 

Methodology 
 

In order to examine how Chinese foreign investment 
strategies are affecting the economic status quo of Pakistan, 
Sri Lanka, and Kenya, this paper will examine the short-term 
and long-term effects of these loans and “pearl” development 
projects. These will be compared side-by-side for each 
country in order to better analyze and understand overall 
trends of Chinese foreign investment and the underlying 
purposes of these investment strategies. The short-term 
effects will be examined first, because they provide precedent 
for the long-term effects and are based more in the concrete 
rather than the speculative. Overall, data will be obtained 
from journal articles, local and global media, and government 
reports. 

In the short-term, the study will include research into 
the benefits associated with these investment programs, such 
as the number of jobs created by infrastructure projects 
(related to ports, transportation, energy, etc.). Other examples 
of investment project benefits are infrastructure improvement, 
higher electricity production, and stronger international trade 
relations. All of these changes have the potential improve a 
nation’s economy, which makes them important in examining 
how investment initiatives might be tied to future prosperity, 
as well as how such improvements might be tied to a nation’s 
ability to service debt. 

The study’s examination of the long-term effects of 
China’s investments will be more centered on the ability of 
the liable countries’ governments to repay China’s loans (and 
directly related costs). This part of the analysis will 
exclusively focus on Pakistan and Kenya, since Sri Lanka has 
already demonstrated an inability to pay back these loans. 
There are significant implications that arise from whether or 
not the two countries in question can repay Chinese debt, 
especially considering the consequences for Sri Lanka that 
have been outlined. The loan repayment (or its failure) can be 
seen as a “crossroads” in the relationship between China and 
Pakistan/Kenya. To estimate these countries’ prospects for 
repayment, the study will analyze their debts/liabilities as well 
as their recent debt payment “trajectory” to decide whether or 
not the current situation will lead to a default. Furthermore, 
the study will attempt to inspect how changes to bilateral trade 
dynamics, such as an influx of Chinese goods, job creation, 
and the construction of new energy/transportation 
infrastructure might affect repayment ability and/or beget 
future Chinese investment. Apart from this, a list of 
macroeconomic variables will be compiled for Pakistan and 
Kenya to determine their correlation to real GDP, as well as 
fit a linear curve to significantly correlated relationships for 
predictive purposes. This will serve as a tool to evaluate 
potential future economic situations for these nations.  
 
 
 
 

Results and Findings 
 
Immediate Effects of Chinese Investment 

When it comes to the immediate effects of CPEC, it 
appears that Pakistan is overall benefiting from the initiative. 
The Pakistani government reported in April that their growth 
rate had increased 5.8% in the past year. Infrastructure like 
the Gwadar Port is opening up new trade routes between 
Pakistan and China, and the CPEC has already added 30,000 
jobs to the Pakistani economy. The Pakistani government had 
previously projected that the CPEC initiative would increase 
the GDP growth rate by 2.5%, meaning that the short-term 
benefits have exceeded expectations. In addition to the 
infrastructure projects, Chinese-funded energy projects in 
Pakistan have been progressing at a rapid pace, with an added 
10,000 MW of energy production over the past two years as 
part of the “Early Harvest” initiative. There are also 
significant military benefits that have come along with the 
CPEC projects. For instance, the Gwadar port will allow 
Pakistan and China to monitor Indian and American naval 
activities as well as secure key supply lines. Pakistan also 
signed a 600 million dollar defense deal with China for four 
F-22P frigates to develop its naval power in response to 
India’s own military escalations over this timeframe. 
Meanwhile, bilateral trade between China and Pakistan has 
been increasing annually over the period of Chinese 
investment. The strengthening of trade and military 
relationships between these two nations clearly indicates that 
there is a “spillover” from the China-Pakistan debt connection 
into other aspects of their relationship.  

In Sri Lanka, China has been the leading supplier of 
FDI, with loans totaling over 3 billion USD (Hillman, 2018). 
One of these in particular financed construction of a new port 
in the southern city of Hambantota. China invested 306 
million USD at 6.3% interest, with the stipulation that 
construction be carried out by Chinese contractors 
(Sirimanna, 2011). The 6.3% interest rate is higher than those 
typically offered by multilateral development agencies such 
as the World Bank or the Asian Development Bank, who 
typically offer between 2.0-3.0% (Sirimanna, 2011). 
However, China was able to secure the agreement due to lack 
of competition and relaxed stipulations when compared to 
such development banks (Hillman, 2018). 

Unfortunately, the port has been unsuccessful in 
creating meaningful revenue for Sri Lanka thus far, sinking 
them deeper into debt with China. In 2017, the port serviced 
only 175 ships, significantly lower than what is expected of a 
major international shipping port (Hellenic Shipping News, 
2018). Currently, the vast majority of Sri Lanka’s shipping 
traffic passes through Colombo, its largest city and capital 
(Hillman, 2018). According to Bloomberg’s Steve Felder, 
Managing Director in South Asia for Maersk Lines (the 
world’s largest shipping corporation), said “it is too early to 
tell whether Hambantota will be of interest to us” (Marlow, 
2018). The port failed to make a UN list of the 40 largest 
container terminals, reaffirming its present status as a minor 
actor in international trade (Marlow, 2018). 



 

 

As previously stated, the commercial failure of 
Hambantota significantly increased the debt burden of Sri 
Lanka. To resolve the issue, Sri Lanka and China agreed to a 
debt-for-equity swap. The agreement, signed in December, 
2016, stipulated that Sri Lanka would lease China an 80% 
stake in the port for 99 years (Patrick, 2017). The agreement 
prescribes that the land leased includes all port infrastructure, 
an industrial zone, and an artificial island and naval area 
(Patrick, 2017). Through this agreement, China has 
effectively built a port in a foreign, but economically 
favorable location.  

In the short term, the Hambantota development 
project has done little to economically benefit the people and 
government of Sri Lanka, and has created a considerable 
degree of social turmoil. The initiative was intended to 
revitalize one of the poorest parts of Sri Lanka, but has failed 
to bring meaningful change to the region (Patrick, 2017). 
Local residents did not benefit from the project through 
employment since the loans stipulated that Chinese labor be 
used for construction. In January, 2016, a series of violent 
demonstrations erupted in response to growing sentiment that 
the programs could transform the area into a sort of “Chinese 
colony,” which would diminish employment opportunities for 
locals and erode traditional culture in the process (Patrick, 
2017). The port currently sees little commercial activity, so 
the potential for resultant macroeconomic growth is minimal. 
The primary short term result of the project is China’s creation 
of an economically and strategically valuable “pearl” that 
they can use to extend their influence further west.  

In Kenya, Chinese state-owned banks and 
construction companies helped finance Kenya’s Standard 
Gauge Railway, a branch of railroads connecting Kenyan 
cities and ports to each other and surrounding countries like 
Ethiopia and Uganda. Built to carry both freight and 
passengers, the Standard Gauge Railway’s construction has 
been broken up into different phases. The first phase of 
construction, connecting the port of Mombasa to the capital, 
Nairobi, is the only phase currently completed, out of six 
planned routes (Kenya Railways, 2018), so the short-term 
findings will be derived from mainly from this section of the 
Standard Gauge Railway.  

Since the completion of the Nairobi-Mombasa 
expressway in May 2017, Kenya has seen increases to job 
creation as well as transportation efficiency and trade 
capabilities; however, trade capabilities has gone relatively 
under-utilized. The construction of the first phase, 609km 
long, created 35,000 local jobs, directly and indirectly (Kippra 
Policy Analysts, 2017). As of July 2017, 100 people have 
been employed in operations, telecommunications, and 
engineering, and a total of 2,500 Kenyans are projected to be 
hired to fully complete the SGR, many of which are currently 
being educated locally or in Chinese institutions. Local 
suppliers of construction materials such as steel, timber, and 
sand, have benefitted as well. When it comes to stimulating 
other economic development, the passenger travel time 
between Nairobi and Mombasa has been reduced from its 
original 9 hours to 4.5 hours, and cargo freight from its 
original 24 hours by truck to 8 hours by rail. Prior to 
construction, roads/trucks carried 95% of the cargo received 

at Mombasa, and the Nairobi-Mombasa route has a design 
capacity to carry 22 million tons of cargo, or 80% of the cargo 
received. Furthermore, Kenyan corporations will save 230 
ton-miles per gallon of gas transporting cargo, thus 
incentivizing foreign exchange and mitigating adverse effects 
of climate change on the economy (Kippra Policy Analysts, 
2017). 

Unfortunately, however, the economic incentive for 
growth hasn’t fully taken off in Kenya, leading to fiscal 
losses, this is primarily due to operational costs; not even 
including the debt owed to China. The Nairobi-Mombasa 
section of the SGR incurred Sh9.89 billion (98 million USD) 
in losses in its first year of operations, as a result of low cargo 
business (Mwiti, 2018). According to the Transit Minister of 
Kenya, James Macharia, the challenge was convincing people 
that the railway was good for their businesses. He expects the 
SGR to haul 9 million tons of cargo in the next financial year, 
compared to 990,488 of last year. Starting in the 2019-2020 
financial year, Kenya is set to begin repaying their loans to 
China’s Exim Bank ($3.2 billion USD, or 90% of the $3.4 
billion development cost), and Macharia projects that the 
railway will make a profit of Sh5.08 billion in 2018, and 
Sh15.8 billion in the 2019-2020 financial year (Mwiti, 2018). 
These projections are much more conservative than in 2017 
before operations began, when the Kenyan government 
expected for the loan, which accounts for 6% of Kenya’s 
GDP, to be fully paid back over the next four years, despite 
the interest rate being 3.6% above the Libor/international 
average (Kacungira, 2017). In fact, due to this China has 
hesitated to fund the third phase of the Standard Gauge 
Railway’s construction (Global Construction Review, 2018). 
 
Pakistan Liability and Debt Payment Analysis 

Past the various immediate effects (both positive and 
negative) outlined, the countries’ abilities to pay back their 
debts to China will play a large role in determining how these 
countries might be affected in the future. In analyzing the 
potential long-term effects on these countries, we examined 
the countries’ budgets, and in particular the amount of money 
they have allotted in order to service interest and principal 
payments on the debt, as well as the composition of the debt 
itself. It should be noted that since Sri Lanka has already 
defaulted on its debts to China, only Pakistan and Kenya was 
studied using this method.  

When it comes to Pakistan, there are a number of 
different projects for which the Pakistani government is 
indebted to China. These mainly fall under the banner of the 
CPEC, as well as related projects financed by multinational 
institutions. The debts can be broadly split into those related 
to infrastructure and energy projects. The various 
infrastructure projects and their individual debts are shown in 
Figure 1. Most of the Chinese loans had relatively low 
“concessional” interest rates of 2% and below; however, there 
were some commercial loans as well as loans from 
multinational financial institutions (based in China) at 
significantly higher interest rates. Loans for projects related 
to the Gwadar port infrastructure generally have 0% interest 
rates, likely due to the fact that Pakistan had already granted 
control over the port to China in 2013 (Javaid, 2016).  



 

 

 
Meanwhile, the debt/liabilities held by the Pakistani 
government for energy projects are quite different in nature 
when compared to infrastructure projects. For infrastructure, 

the government received direct loans that it must pay 
back. On the other hand, virtually all of the energy-related 
projects were undertaken by private firms and financed by 
China at high commercial interest rates. Despite the 
differing investment method, however, Pakistan still 
maintains a significant liability in two forms. 

First, the government is obligated to purchase 
the electricity produced by these plants at predetermined 
rates. Since not all of these rates are available, the results 
will assume the rate of 14 PKR/KWh (Pakistani Rupees 
per Kilowatt-Hour). The Quaid-e-Azam Solar Park has a 
rate of 19.08 PKR/KWh, where KWh is calculated with 
respect to a quarter of a year (NEPRA, 2018). Meanwhile, 
other projects such as the Thar I power plant have a 
significantly lower rate of 8.50 PKR/KWh over the same 
period (Mirza 2015). Since this information is not readily 
available for most projects, we utilize the average. Given 
the exchange rate of 1 USD to 134.25 PKR, this would be 
0.10 USD. This is substantially higher than the standard 
price of 5.11 PKR/KWh (which was lowered from 8.10 
PKR/KWh in January of 2018, likely to accommodate for 
the new power plants) (Yurou, 2018).  

Figure 2 contains a list of CPEC energy projects 
that comprise Pakistan’s “Early Harvest” Initiative to add 
around 10,000 MW of electricity production by 2018, 
which means that they have all either been completed 
recently or are finishing development as of this paper’s 
publishing. 

Based on the total amount of additional 
electricity expected to be generated by these projects and 
the assumed 14 PKR/KWh rate, it is estimated that the 
additional electricity costs will total close to 9 billion 
USD per year. This can be calculated with the following 

expressions:  
 
[MW Produced per Quarter]*[Hours in a Quarter] = 
MWh Produced per Quarter 
 
[MWh Produced per Quarter]*1000 = KWh Produced 
per Quarter 
 
[KWh Produced per Quarter]*[0.14 USD per KWh] = 
Government Payments per Quarter 
 
 
[Government Payments per Quarter]*4 = Government 
Payments per Year 
 

Second, Pakistan has agreed to deposit 22% of 
the value generated by energy projects under CPEC into 
a revolving fund at the insistence of Chinese firms 
(Memon, 2018). This money is meant to protect Chinese 
companies from “inter-corporate circular debt,” a term 
referring to the debt spiral that results when energy 
consumers fail to pay their dues in the form of 
bills/subsidies (Recorder, 2011). 

 
 
 

Figure 1 

Infrastructure Loans 
for: 

Amount  
(Million USD) 

Interest Rate (%) 

Multan-Sukkur 
Connection (CPEC 
Secretariat, 2017) 

2,900 2.0 

Burhan-Raikot Portion 
of the Karakoram 
highway (Kiani, 2015) 

2,180 1.6 

ML1 Upgrade + dry 
port hear Havelian 
(Rana 2016) 

7,000 1.6 

ML1/Havelian 
(Pakistan-financed 
portion) (Rana 2016) 

1,200 0.0 

Gwadar-Nawabshah 
LNG Terminal & 
Pipeline (Bhatti 2015)  

1,400 1.6 

Gwadar-
Nawabshah LNG 
Terminal & Pipeline 
(Pakistan-financed 
portion) (Bhatti 2015) 

600 0.0 

Orange Line of Lahore 
Metro (commercial 
loan) (CPEC 
Secretariat, Expansion, 
2017; Rana, 2015), 

1,600 2.4 

Pakistan-China Fiber 
Optic Project 
(commercial loan) 
(Butt, China, 2015) 

44 2.0 

Gwadar Port 
Infrastructure Loans 
(no interest) (Butt, 
China, 2015) 

757 0.0 

Asian Development 
Bank Loan for Roads 
(Agencies 2015) 

122 3.0 

Asian Infrastructure 
Investment Bank Loan 
for Roads (Dawn 
2015) 

275 3.0 



 

 

Therefore, an additional 22% of the value of power 
generated is added to the Pakistani government’s liabilities. 
The KWh calculation results and the corresponding payment 
obligations are displayed in Figure 2. 

The liabilities present through CPEC have been 
outlined above, but it is also necessary to examine how much 
money the Pakistani government has allotted to repaying 
these debts in order to accurately project the long-term 
situation, which is detailed in the Pakistani national budget 
(Federal Budget, 2017). The values provided are for total 
foreign debt payments, and not broken down by country; 
however, based on the composition of Pakistani external debt, 
it appears that roughly one fifth of these payments went to 
Chinese debt, assuming that Chinese debt comprises the vast 
majority of total bilateral/multinational debt outside of the 
“Paris Club” creditor countries (State Bank, 2017). The 
resulting estimates are shown in Figure 3. Since the energy 
projects are a different form of liability, the Pakistani 
government’s abilities to repay them will be calculated 
separately. 

It should be noted that data for past debt servicing 
payments is highly variable; therefore, it is not possible to 
display some sort of trend regarding how much Pakistan puts 
towards foreign debt payments in a given year. However, it is 
unrealistic to assume no growth whatsoever over the long 
term; as a result, for the purposes of projecting past the 2017-
2018 budget, it will be assumed that the total debt payments 
grow at a rate of 2.5%, which is the Pakistani government’s 
own expected GDP growth rate increase as a result of CPEC 
(Rabbi, 2017). 

At this point, all the necessary data has been 
collected to understand whether or not the Pakistani 
government will be able to pay back its debts. When it comes 
to infrastructure in particular, it is possible to project the 
future debt balance by looking at how the Pakistani 
government’s estimated payments on Chinese debt compare 
with the interest on the infrastructure debt. For the purposes 
of projection, a weighted average interest will be used for the 
debt’s appreciation as a whole, (based on the relative size of 
the debts) rather than projecting each individual portion. 
Especially since it is not clear how the debt payments are 
being split up between the projects. This rate is roughly equal 
to 1.54%. Meanwhile, each year that the debt remains, it will 
be reduced by an amount equal to the total 2017-2018 debt 
payment increased by 2.5% for each successive year. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

Figure 2 

Energy Projects MW Produced 
per Quarter 

Quaid-e-Azam Solar Park (The 
News Teller, 2015) 

1,000 

Various Wind Power Projects 
(Kundi, 2015) 

300 

Suki Kinari Hydropower (Kundi, 
2015) 

870 

Karot Dam (Kundi, 2015) 720 

Kohala Hydropower (Butt, 
Purchase, 2015) 

1,100 

Coal Power Project (NEPRA, 2015) 1,320  

Gwadar Coal Power (CPEC 
Secretariat, 300MW, 2017) 

300 

Pind dadan khan Coal Plant (Khan, 
Nepra, 2015) 

300 

Thar I (Khan, Pakistan, 2015) 1,320 

Port Qasim Power Project (Shih, 
2015) 

1,320 

Balloki Power Plant 1,223 

Megawatt Sum (quarter) 9,773 

Calculated Values  

MWH in a quarter year 21,402,870 

KWH in a quarter year 2,1402,870,000 

Pakistani government payments for 
quarter (USD) 

221,956,648 

Pakistani government payments per 
year (USD) 

8,927,826,592 

Pakistani Revolving Fund Deposit 
(22% of power value generated) 
(USD) 

1,964,121,850 



 

 

 
The resulting equation will take on a recursive form as  
follows, where “t” represents the number of years after 2018 
(at which point t=0):  
 
[Debt in Year t-1] * [1.0154] - [627940000]*[1.025]^t = 
[Debt in Year 
 
The calculations for China’s remaining debt in Pakistan based 
on the given formula are displayed in Figure 4. 

Based on this, it is evident that the Pakistani 
government is able to pay back the current CPEC 
infrastructure project loans given its payment trajectory, 
assuming there are no additional or other severe external debt 
repayment issues within this timeframe. 
In addition, the financial strain of CPEC energy projects can 
be projected to a degree. The combined value of the power 
generated by the projects as well as the revolving fund 
deposits is roughly 10.9 billion USD per year, which is 
around 27% of the Pakistani government’s total tax and non-
tax revenue in 2017, which was 40 billion USD (Federal 
Budget, 2017). Although this value is obtained through 
liberal estimation (such as the price per KWh), any 
reasonably close value would still have a similar effect in 
terms of its projected financial strain. It is not clear at this 
time how the Pakistani government plans to handle this 
burden, apart from lowering KWh prices for other power 
producers as they have done recently (Yurou, 2018). 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 3 

Liability Payment Category 2016-
2017 

2017-
2018 

Estimated Chinese Debt Interest 
Servicing (Million USD) 

199.452 198.024 

Estimated Chinese Debt 
Principal Repayment (Million 
USD) 

760.55 429.918 

Total Estimated Chinese Debt  
Payments (Million USD)  

960 627.94 

 
Figure 4 

t Remaining Debt (Million USD) 

1 17,729.146 

2 16,352.922 

3 14,914.26502 

4 13,411.1825 

5 11,841.62541 

6 10,203.48673 

7 8,494.599929 

8 6,712.737331 

9 4,855.608506 

10 2,920.858587 

11 906.0665396 

12 0 



 

 

Kenya Liability and Debt Payment Analysis 
Apart from Pakistan, Kenya also has the burden 

of Chinese debt. The majority of this is related to the SGR 
project, a large endeavor with multiple different 
contractors and investors dealing with different sections 
of the railway. Overall, China’s bilateral debt in Kenya is 
around 534,070 million Kenyan Shillings (KSh), 
comprising the majority of all bilateral debt and a 
plurality of all bilateral and multilateral debt, with only 
the World Bank’s debt coming close (The National 
Treasury, 2017). Figure 5 is a chart showing how 
Kenya’s debt owed to China has increased in recent years, 
as well as the growth of this debt over time. The 
conversion from KSh to USD is made under the assumed 
exchange rate of 1 USD to 102.50 KSh. The average 
interest rate of loans from China to Kenya as of April 
2018 was roughly 2.38% (Heubl, 2018). This means that 
the majority of the debt stock growth is a result of added 
loans rather than accrued interest. 

The other “side” of this debt situation is the 
Kenyan effort to service their Chinese debts. While 
specific values for this are difficult to come by, there is 
information regarding overall external public debt 
payments (for which an estimated portion will be sent to 
service Chinese debts in particular). This is shown in 
Figure 6. The values provided for the principal debt 
payments were obtained from the Kenyan budget, which 
provides debt payment percentage values that can be used 
to figure out a principal/interest ratio. An aggregate 
domestic/external principal payment value was provided, 
so it was assumed that half of the principal went to 
external payments for estimation purposes (The National 
Treasury, 2017). The estimated ratio of Chinese debt to 
gross external debt was derived using budget data in a 
similar fashion. 
 
 
Figure 5 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Since information on the Kenyan debt and the 
government’s current payment “trajectory” has been 
compiled, China’s remaining bilateral debt stock be 
calculated for the current Chinese loans held by Kenya. 
This requires a recursive formula similar to that used to 
project infrastructure debt for Pakistan’s CPEC projects. 
The following formula gives the bilateral debt balance, 
where “t” is the number of years after 2016: 

 
[Debt from t-1]*[Interest on Debt] - [Debt 
Payment]*[Average Payment Increase]^t 

 
Using the data gathered above, numbers can be 

substituted into the formula: 
 

[Debt from t-1] * [1.0238] - [17397.2] * [1.5523]^t 
 

The results of this projected debt balance are 
shown in Figure 7. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Year 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 

China’s Bilateral Debt Stock (Million KSh) 32453 36662 63123 80859 252039 313127 478607 534070 

China’s Bilateral Debt Stock (Million USD) 318.04 359.29 618.61 792.42 2469.98 3068.65 4690.35 5233.89 

China’s Bilateral Debt Stock Growth (%) N/A 12.97 72.18 28.1 211.7 24.24 52.85 11.59 

Average Debt Stock Growth (2011-2017) 59.09%                                                       



 

 

 
 

Figure 7 

 
 

 
T Ext. Debt Balance 

(KSh) 
t (CONT.) Ext. Debt Balance 

(KSh) (CONT.) 

1 4.89991E+11 11 6.19925E+11 

2 5.01652E+11 12 6.34679E+11 

3 5.13592E+11 13 6.49784E+11 

4 5.25815E+11 14 6.65249E+11 

5 5.3833E+11 15 6.81082E+11 

6 5.51142E+11 16 6.97292E+11 

7 5.64259E+11 17 7.13888E+11 

8 5.77688E+11 18 7.30878E+11 

9 5.91437E+11 19 7.48273E+11 

10 6.05514E+11 20 7.66082E+11 

 
 
Figure 6 

  

Year 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 

Ext. Debt Interest Payments (Million KSh) 9118 11828 14661 29844 34783 53646 

Ext. Debt Principal Payments (Million KSh) 11967.38 5914 44471.7 196970 173915 45201.72 

Total External Debt Payments (Million KSh) 21085.38 17742 59132.7 226814 208698 98847.72 

Ratio of Chinese Debt to Gross External Debt .04489 .0454 .0748 .0717 .177 .176 

Estimated Debt Payments to China (Million KSh) 946.5227 805.4868 4423.126 16262.56 36939.55 17397.2 

Growth Rate (%) N/A -14.90 449.12 267.67 127.14 -52.90 

Avg Growth Rate (%) 155.23 



 

 

Given the various assumptions made for the sake 
of projection, it appears that Kenya’s current payment 
trajectory is not sufficient to repay its Chinese debt. It 
should be reiterated that this projection does not consider 
additional loans past what is currently held, and all debt 
increases therefore come from estimated interest accrual. 

 
Macroeconomic Variables Correlation Analysis 

As well as budget analysis, there is another 
important quantitative aspect to projecting the future 

results of Chinese investment. By examining different 
macroeconomic variables that are both tied to China’s 
investments and correlated with the real GDP of the 
“pearls,” long-term projections for economic activity can 
be made depending on how these variables are projected to 
change.  

First of all, Pakistan has a number of relevant 
factors shown in Figure 8. Given the degrees of freedom 
for the raw data collected, the critical absolute R-value for 
a 5% significance level is R=0.576. (Table, 2018).

 
Figure 8 

 

 
The variable relationships in Figure 8 are graphed in Figures 9-12 (with the exception of the electricity production), along 
with linear trendlines that can be used for predictive purposes.  
 

Figure 9 

 

Factor Correlation with 
Real GDP (2011 
Base Prices) 
R-Value 

Pakistan External Concessional Debt (% of total ext. debt) (Concessional, 2017) -0.786719568 

Pakistan Electricity Production (GWH) (Pakistan Electricity, 2018) -0.26723524 

Pakistan Total External Debt (million USD) (Pakistan electricity, 2018) (Pakistan External, 2018) 0.851533991 

Pakistan Bilateral Chinese Principal Debt Servicing (Million USD) (Pakistan Debt, 2018) 0.747501371 

Pakistan Bilateral Chinese Debt Interest Servicing (Million USD) (Pakistan Debt, 2018) 0.868198949 



 

 

 
Figure 10 

 
 

Figure 11 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 



 

 

 
Figure 12 

 
Apart from Pakistan, there are also a number of variables that have been associated with Kenya’s real GDP (calculated 

using 2009 base prices). These are shown in Figure 13. The critical absolute R-value for a 5% significance level given the 
degrees of freedom is 0.667 (Pearson 2018). These factors are not the same as those gathered for Pakistan due to differing data 
availability.  
 

Figure 13 

Factor Correlation with Real GDP (2009 Base Prices) R-Value 

Kenya Public External Debt (% of GDP) 0.331586417 

Kenya External Interest Debt Servicing (% of 
Revenue)  

0.962917126 

Kenya External Principal Debt Servicing (% of 
Revenue) 

0.252054027 

Kenya M3 Growth (%) -0.79609124 

Budget Deficit (GDP %) -0.791713651 

Kenya Ksh/US$ Exchange Rate 0.903955557 

 



 

 

The relationships between real GDP and some correlated factors are graphed in Figures 14-15, along with linear trend 
lines for predictive purposes. Factors such as the exchange rate and M3 growth are not shown, since their changes are largely 
tied to inflation. The classical dichotomy (the idea that real variables like the real GDP and nominal variables like inflation can 
be analyzed separately) is commonly considered to hold true in the long run, and thus it is not expected that trends in the data 
will hold past the sample dates.  
 
 

Figure 14 

 
 

Figure 15 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 



 

 

        Discussion 
 

If one were to order the immediate success of 
Chinese investment projects in the countries studied from 
most to least successful, Pakistan would be first, followed 
by Kenya and then Sri Lanka. Sino-Pakistani agreements 
about the CPEC were initially made in 2013, and the 
study’s findings show that Pakistan has seen substantial 
economic growth on many fronts since then. Thousands of 
Pakistani jobs have been created due to the development 
projects in construction as well as operations and trade. 
Pakistan’s international trade capabilities have rapidly 
increased due to the establishment of ports like the one at 
Gwadar, despite it being officially under Chinese control, 
benefitting both Chinese and Pakistani growth rates far 
more than initially projected. These ports are of 
considerable geostrategic importance, since they will help 
Pakistan economically as well as politically and militarily 
in the long-term. When all of these changes are coupled 
with how much Pakistan’s energy infrastructure has 
objectively improved, CPEC has seemed to help launch 
Pakistan into developed statehood and can be deemed a 
success for both sides.  

Meanwhile in Kenya, the first phases of the SGR 
have not kindled appreciable economic growth. 
Construction of the railways has generated small amounts 
of jobs and increased output by domestic supply firms, but 
since then the economic outlook has been somewhat 
pessimistic. Losses have been incurred, as usage of the 
SGR has not taken off domestically as originally believed 
it would. Because of this, additional doubt has been cast 
upon Kenya’s ability to repay their loans in a timely 
fashion. The chances they have of begetting future Chinese 
investment and completing the final phases of the SGR 
have dwindled drastically as well. Although the SGR has 
potential to stimulate entrepreneurship and trade, and 
Kenya hasn’t defaulted on their loans yet as Sri Lanka has, 
Kenya’s future prospects with respects to Chinese debt are 
worrisome.  

Of the three case studies, Sri Lanka’s current 
situation looks the grimmest. To date, the Hambantota Port 
project has generally been considered an economic failure. 
Despite having received significant resources to make it a 
viable shipping hub, Hambantota simply is not getting the 
traffic required to be considered as a center of trade in the 
Indian Ocean. The lack of revenue has given China the 
opportunity to leverage Sri Lanka’s mounting debt to gain 
ownership of the port, which is a valuable strategic outpost 
due to its proximity to India. Overall, the immediate 
economic benefits of the port to Sri Lanka are negligible, 
and China’s aspirations with regards to this location appear 
to be more strategic than commercial. Major shipping lanes 
still run through Colombo, and international merchants are 
not incentivized to divert their cargo through Hambantota. 
Thus, the Hambantota port has not had a notable economic 
effect. However, the port offers China a space to dock ships 
in the Indian ocean, which carries some military 
implications. Overall, China’s involvement in Sri Lanka 

continues to serve as a valuable case study in the execution 
of “debt-trap diplomacy”. 

The results of the budget analysis conducted for 
Pakistan and Kenya have important ramifications for the 
two nations. First of all, concerning Pakistan, it appears 
that they are vastly underestimating the potential combined 
liabilities of infrastructure and energy projects under 
CPEC. Our estimates do indeed project that their current 
debt servicing payments are sufficient to pay back the 
infrastructure loans; however, the energy costs are much 
larger, and there does not yet appear to be a plan to pay for 
them. It is understandable that the Pakistani government 
has been eager to increase electricity production, 
considering that the country was in the midst of a massive 
energy shortage during the start of the “Early Harvest” 
initiative. However, adding costs worth a quarter of the 
government’s revenue requires extraordinary revenue-
gathering or cost-cutting measures that do not appear to be 
present.  

When it comes to Kenya, their current payment 
trajectory is far from sufficient to pay back their debts to 
China under the assumptions previously outlined and will 
result in a growth of current debt (without considering 
additional debt, even though this constitutes the majority 
of Kenya’s annual Chinese debt stock increases). It should 
be noted that the calculation assumptions include a 50% 
annual growth rate for Kenyan debt servicing payments. 
This implies that Kenya’s payments need to be orders of 
magnitude larger if they do not intend to default on their 
debts.  

The macroeconomic variable correlations that 
were investigated are also quite revealing about how the 
debt situations in Pakistan and Kenya may play out. For 
instance, Pakistan’s external concessional debt (as a 
percentage of total external debt) appears to be inversely 
correlated to the level of real GDP. Considering that the 
Chinese loans concerning infrastructure projects are mostly 
concessional, this implies that such loans should be a 
higher priority for the Pakistani government if they want 
the immediate GDP growth benefits of the infrastructure 
projects to become more permanent (as they have 
projected). Another important variable studied for Pakistan 
is electricity production; surprisingly, this displayed a lack 
of significant correlation with real GDP. This means that 
the Pakistani government might have overestimated the 
benefits of the CPEC as far as nominal GDP growth is 
concerned, considering that such growth estimates 
included energy projects. Finally, total external debt, 
Chinese principal debt servicing, and Chinese interest debt 
servicing were all positively correlated with real GDP. 
Considering that the timeframes for variable data were 
synchronized, these three variables likely work in tandem; 
this means that Pakistani debt to China (as well as 
multilateral institutions) does indeed have the potential to 
raise GDP levels when it is serviced. This lends additional 
weight to the budget analysis, since it does show that debt 



 

 

levels and debt payments are both important when 
considering Pakistan’s future economic trajectory. 

The variables studied with respect to Kenya are 
similarly indicative of  Kenya’s situation (which appears to 
be quite different than Pakistan’s). For instance, while 
Kenya’s internal debt servicing was positively correlated 
to real GDP,  principal debt servicing was not; however, in 
recent years, the ratio of interest servicing to principal 
servicing has decreased significantly, implying that 
Kenya’s current debt servicing strategy may have a 
negative effect on Kenya’s real GDP growth. Apart from 
the variables above, Kenya’s budget deficit (as a 
percentage of nominal GDP) is negatively correlated with 
real GDP growth. Since Kenya has been adding a 
considerable amount of new loans on a consistent basis, 
this would imply that these efforts will only serve to hurt 
real GDP growth in the long term.  

When it comes to Kenya or Pakistan potentially 
defaulting on their loans in a similar fashion to Sri Lanka, 
it is likely that China will act to keep the infrastructure 
projects afloat in order to promote their best interests. 

China entered into these international agreements to create 
“pearls” that would facilitate the spread of Chinese military 
and political influence, help their development firms, and 
boost their personal trade capabilities. If Pakistan and/or 
Kenya default and engage in a debt-for-equity swap with 
China similarly to Sri Lanka, China will likely have to 
dramatically increase their investments into the 
infrastructure projects to prevent complete failure as they 
have already done with limited success to the Hambantota 
Port. This is an undesirable outcome, since China wishes 
to make Pakistan and Kenya mutually beneficial 
international trade hubs rather than bankrupt debtors 
requiring an even larger cash injection. Pakistan has proven 
itself to be dependable in this regard; while it may not be 
able to pay the domestic liabilities associated with new 
energy projects, its current payment scheme is sufficient to 
service Chinese loans. Meanwhile, China has demonstrated 
a reluctance to further venture into unsustainable 
investment agreements with Kenya, since the nation has 
proved to be an unreliable debtor. 

Limitations 
 

 
 

The primary limitation of our research project has to 
do with the fact that our conclusions are highly speculative. 
Each of the “pearls” in question have been financed in the past 
five years or less, and in some cases the planned infrastructure 
projects haven’t even been completed, so there is very little 
published information about the economic benefits or 
drawbacks associated with each. Because our research is 
ultimately questioning the status quos of Pakistan, Sri Lanka, 
and Kenya, as well as their economic relationships with China 
in the future, we are forced to predict future situations using 
liberal assumptions and estimations.  

Another major limitation concerns the availability of 
data concerning this topic. Many of the governmental reports 
used, for example, were inconsistent with other official 
sources and/or incomplete, making it difficult to determine 
the actual data values in multiple cases. When examining 
investment projects in particular, information regarding loan 
interest rates, project costs, etc. was not readily available for 
all projects and had to be estimated using other known values. 
Information about PKR/KWh rates provided to “Early 
Harvest” power plants was similarly limited. Additionally, the 
data was gathered over a relatively short period of time, 
limiting our ability to evaluate sources and perhaps craft more 
accurate estimations.  
 

Conclusion 
 

The answer to how China’s investments are affecting 
the economic status quos of the countries in question is that it 
depends on the countries and their specific situations. Each 
country has been burdened with a unique debt situation 

involving different loan interest rates and projects. 
Furthermore, the economic institutions of the “pearls” studied 
had varying levels of strength and stability when the 
development and infrastructure projects were initiated. These 
factors are among many that dramatically affect the economic 
ramifications of Chinese investment. At this point in time, 
Pakistan has garnered the most success expanding their 
economy sustainably with the help of the Chinese foreign 
investment relative to Kenya and Sri Lanka, in part due to 
concessional interest rates and prior levels of domestic 
wealth. Sri Lanka has defaulted on their loans, and Kenya will 
likely do so as well given the budget projections made as well 
as China’s unwillingness to enter the next phase of Kenyan 
investment for the SGR. These latter two case studies, 
however, do not prove that China’s intentions are malicious 
in nature, as has been put forward by the concept of “debt trap 
diplomacy.” Although China’s original aims when 
negotiating with these three developing nations are unknown, 
it has become evident that the Chinese government currently 
recognizes that it is in its best interest to promote sustainable 
relationships with its new economic partners. A more 
mutually supportive relationship has demonstrably led to 
sustained benefits for both parties, as seen in the CPEC, while 
“debt-traps” that lead to default often leave the debtor 
overwhelmed and China with failed “pearls”. This realization 
on the part of China has important consequences for the global 
economy since China appears to be moving towards more 
long-term, reciprocal relationships with other nations in its 
capacity as a creditor, they could reshape the economic 
balance in a manner that has never before been seen due to 
their remarkable ability and willingness to invest and 
facilitate development.
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Introduction 
 

As India develops as a nation, the healthcare system 
continues to lag behind other sectors. With the national 
government only spending around 1% of its GDP on 
healthcare, much of the burden of providing healthcare 
services falls to the individual states. The Indian government, 
while aware of the country’s growing health concerns, has 
struggled to institute effective policies across states due to 
lack of funding and direction. India accounts for a large 
proportion for the global burden for disease (Balaranjan, 
2011). 18% of global deaths are in India; with one out of five 
maternal deaths occurring there, as well as one out of four 
child deaths (Balaranjan, 2011). However, there is a lot of 
variation in these statistics as India itself has extremely high 
health disparities between different states and regions 
(Balaranjan, 2011). There are several social factors that have 
been studied in their relation to the healthcare system in India 
including gender, caste, location, education, and 
socioeconomic status. The Indian constitution regards 
healthcare as a right and has adopted a universal healthcare 
policy. However, social disparities have inhibited this goal of 
having an equal and fair healthcare system, leaving many to 
turn to much more expensive private healthcare providers 
who give a higher quality of care. 

 
Review of the Literature 

 
When examining the effect of different social 

disparities and their effect on the Indian healthcare system, 
we used Braverman’s description of social disparities. 
Braverman defines a social disparity as a systematic 
difference in health based on different social positions and 
divisions such as gender, race, socio-economic status, etc. 
(Braverman et al, 2004). By looking at the current state of 
various social disparities in healthcare outcomes within the 
India, we hope to examine the government’s role in relieving 
or perpetuating social disparities in India’s healthcare system. 
We hypothesize that although India claims to strive to provide 
universal healthcare to its citizens, the actions taken by the 

government are not sufficient and further perpetuate social 
inequalities, specifically socioeconomic status, within the 
healthcare system. 

 
Geographic Location 

Geographic location deeply affects the quality and 
access to healthcare in India. Geographic location plays a 
large part in this issue as the states within India play the 
primary role in allocating money to healthcare within the 
state, rather than the national government (Purohit, 2008). 
Rural states tend to have worse health care services and 
facilities. Urban areas have better “per capita government 
expenditure on medical and public health, per capita urban 
hospitals and hospital beds, and per capita beds in 
dispensaries in rural and urban areas” (Purohit, 2008). 
Healthcare in India heavily favors urban areas. Although over 
70% of the population lives in rural areas, the number of 
hospital beds in rural government hospitals is half the amount 
of that of government hospitals in urban areas. (Balarajan, 
2011) Distance to healthcare is also a barrier as many in 
remote areas do not have access to hospitals or healthcare 
facilities. Furthermore, less trained healthcare professionals 
are willing to go into rural areas, thus resulting in a poorer 
health outcome (Balarajan, 2011). Moving from urban to 
remote areas, the quality and accessibility of healthcare 
decreases, which results in rural areas having high mortality 
rates, less immunizations, and a high prevalence of 
preventable diseases (Balarajan, 2011). 
 
Education 

While education indirectly influences many factors 
regarding healthcare, there are not many direct links between 
education and healthcare. Education does significantly 
impact socio-economic status, which in turn affects various 
aspects of the healthcare treatment a patient may receive. 
The article titled “Socio-economic disparities in health 
system responsiveness in India” by Chetna Malhotra and 
Young Kyung Do shows that “those with a lower 
educational status were significantly more likely to rate their 
healthcare services lower than those of a higher educational 
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The healthcare system in India is plagued by various social disparities, which threaten the ability for people within 
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status.” This article also claims that its evidence shows that 
there was a greater difference in response times due to socio-
economic status in private facilities when compared with 
public facilities. 
 
Socioeconomic Status 

A broad definition of socioeconomic status is the 
economic state of an individual, as well as their occupation 
and level of education. A good determinant of socioeconomic 
status is the Kuppuswamy Scale, which is applicable to rural, 
semi-urban, and urban areas. It is used by the Indian 
government, researchers, students, and public health 
professionals. The scale rates the head of the family on 
occupation, education, and monthly income, assigning points 
to each level of the respective categories of criteria (Saleem, 
2018). For example, the occupation of “Professionals” is 
assigned 9 points, while the occupation of “Plant and Machine 
Operators and Assemblers” is assigned 3 points. Once all the 
points are tallied, the total lands somewhere in a bracket that 
corresponds with a socioeconomic status level from 1 through 
5. As an example, a score of 23 lands in the bracket of 16-25, 
which corresponds with level 2 “Upper Middle”. Other scales 
such as the Udai Pareek Revised Scale include more 
categories of criteria such as land, material possessions and 
caste (Saleem, 2018).  

Although India’s healthcare sector is growing, the 
diversity in socioeconomic status is still a significant factor in 
the quality of healthcare, with urban care being of a 
significantly higher quality than rural care. Only 17% of the 
healthcare system is covered by the state, with 82% being 
covered out of pocket by patients (Deogaonkar, 2004). The 
ratio of hospital beds in wealthier urban areas is much higher, 
and the rate of doctors in less wealthy rural areas is lower 
(Deogaonkar, 2004). Those below the poverty level and rural 
families have a much higher infant mortality rate. These 
demographics are also much more susceptible to diseases 
such as Dengue fever, Malaria, Encephalitis, and AIDS and 
easily treatable diseases such as “diarrhea, dysentery, acute 
respiratory diseases and asthma” (Srinivas P.N. et al.). Social 
mobility in India is very dependent upon education, territorial 
differences, and gender. Due to this, it is more difficult for 
those of lower socioeconomic status to raise their status.  

The differences in quality of healthcare in relation to 
socioeconomic status are very prevalent in maternal and child 
health services, with many pregnant mothers of a lower 
socioeconomic status receiving fewer to no antenatal 
checkups and 62% delivering at home. Furthermore, those of 
a lower socioeconomic status faced higher inequality when in 
an economically better off region (Srinivas P.N. et al.). One 
of the root causes found as a result of the socioeconomic 
disparities was that most political policies and agendas are not 
targeted at benefiting or improving the quality of life of the 
lower class.  

Caste also is a significant factor in determining 
socioeconomic status and the quality of healthcare, as those 
of a lower caste might have less access to decent quality 
healthcare for providers who will be more selective in who 
they care for. Besides not being able to access high quality 
healthcare, those of lower socioeconomic status live in worse 

housing, less sanitary conditions and have worse educational 
opportunities than those of higher socioeconomic status. This 
is especially relevant to the urban poor, who are more exposed 
to the elements and pollutants in their air, water, and food 
(Deogaonkar 2004). The private health institutions are used 
more by wealthier individuals and families, while those who 
are poorer tend to go to public institutions (Malhotra et al. 
2013). Even within the private institutions there are large 
disparities in treatment based on affordability that affect the 
healthcare experience.  
 
Gender 

Gender discrimination is persistent in healthcare, 
and this is especially relevant in countries like India where 
women are considered subordinate to men in most aspects of 
life and are heavily dependent on men for economic support 
(Lakshminarayanan, 2011). This trend is amplified in poorer 
areas, where women are even more likely to be unemployed 
and illiterate (Deogaonkar, 2004). Women are also more 
likely to be physically harmed by their partner, which can also 
lead to differences in health outcomes (Lakshminarayanan, 
2011). 

Many studies have compared data about men and 
women while controlling for other social disparities and have 
found that many negative health outcomes disproportionately 
affect women. These include child mortality, senior mortality, 
childhood and adult morbidity, etc. (Chidambaram, 2017). 
Additionally, recent findings from the World Economic 
Forum place the country among the lowest ranked nations in 
terms of gender equity, and differences in literacies, labor 
force participation, and political position, all of which are 
“gender-specific health vulnerabilities in the country, such as 
the marriage of young girls and non-use of modern 
contraception” (Raj, 2011).  
 
Caste 
Caste is a form of social stratification that has been deeply 
rooted in India’s history. Although discrimination against 
lower castes, or “untouchables,” has greatly decreased over 
time, poorer areas in rural and urban regions still practice 
intense discrimination. “The Continuing Practice of 
Untouchability in India: Patterns and Mitigating Influences,” 
an annual report released by the India Human Development 
Survey, also indicated trends in geographical locations for 
discrimination against untouchables. The “Central Plains”, 
which include the states of Rajasthan, Chhattisgarh, and 
Madhya Pradesh, discriminate against untouchables the most 
(Thorat et al. 2015). Rural areas are more likely to 
discriminate against untouchables than urban areas (Pal et al. 
2017). Common forms of discrimination against 
untouchables include forcing untouchables to live in separate 
(usually poorer) designated areas, to use separate water 
sources, to sit separately in school classrooms, and to refuse 
services or provided poorer services including healthcare 
(Thorat et al. 2015).  

Caste also indirectly impacts health outcomes, as 
there is a clear correlation between caste and income, and the 
correlation between health and income has been clearly 
established (Deogaonkar 2004). Untouchables typically 



 

 

occupy low-paying jobs, such as maids, street sweepers, and 
truck drivers, and are more likely to fall below India’s poverty 
line (Deogaonkar 2004). Such caste discrimination leads to 
disparities in health outcomes. One example of this is that 
children below 3 years of age in lower castes are twice as 
likely to be malnourished than children in other groups 
(Deogaonkar, 2004). Women of the untouchable class are 
especially vulnerable, since seeking maternal care and 
treatment for sexual activity related conditions is heavily 
stigmatized (Rajan, 2013). From these statistics it is evident 
that the caste system in India still continues to perpetuate 
inequality in various aspects of life, including health care. 
 

Overall Government Structure and Impact 
According to India’s constitution, healthcare is a 

right for its citizens, and it is the role of the government and 
the states to provide free and universal healthcare (Singh, 
2013). However, the government continues to fall short of this 
promise, and ends up contributing to the inequality within the 
healthcare system in India (Singh, Balarajan et al.). The 
structure of India’s healthcare system allows for the states to 
have significant autonomy in deciding structure and methods 
of providing healthcare. India utilizes a three-tiered 
healthcare system in order to provide preventative and 
curative care and limit the need for privatized healthcare 
(Chokshi et al, 2016). However, a lack of public healthcare 
facilities has led to the rise of a strong privatized healthcare 
system.  

According to the article titled “Socio-economic 
inequality and its effect on healthcare delivery in India: 
Inequality and healthcare”, the government is primarily in 
charge of ensuring the equal opportunity for individuals. With 
their economic policies, governments can affect the income 
and wealth equality in their country (Deogaonkar, 2004). In 
another article, the author notes that a government’s 
responsibility to provide adequate healthcare is not just 
limited to the healthcare sector, but to many sectors such as 
economics, infrastructure and public policy 
(Lakshminarayanan, 2011). One article defines the national 
government’s role in healthcare as creating international 
treaties, medical education, and creating national health 
programs. The states are responsible for the organization and 
delivery of healthcare (International Healthcare System 
Profiles).  

According to another article, the national 
government spends just over 1% of its GDP on healthcare, 
and each state spends around 2-3% of its GDP on healthcare. 
Even with programs in place to increase spending, both the 
state and national governments have seen a decline in 
spending. This lack of funding in healthcare has created a gap 
where urban India has four times as many doctors and three 
times as many nurses than rural India. 40 million Indians are 
forced into poverty each year so that they can cover their out-
of-pocket medical expenses (Barik et al., 2015). Some states 
in India have recognized that the state government needs to 
help fund programs, and the states of Tamil Nadu and 
Rajasthan recently took on a model that lowered the cost of 
medicines and allowed free access to generics by 
“decentralizing the distribution of essential medicine” and 

creating a “centralized public procurement” program (Barik 
et al., 2015). 
 

Conclusion 
The current research suggests that India does have a 

variety of social disparities that are affecting the quality of 
healthcare. Several studies have been published discussing 
the effects of socioeconomic status, location, gender, caste, 
and education on healthcare quality, cost, and access. The 
constitution in India states that healthcare should be a right 
for all citizens. While there has been a lot of research of the 
government’s role in healthcare problems, we aim to 
specifically relate government actions to socioeconomic 
statuses of states within India in order to determine if the 
government is actually helping to alleviate these inequities or 
perpetuating them.  
 

Methodology 
 
Sample State Selection Method 

The sample states we selected are Bihar, Uttar 
Pradesh, Gujarat and Kerala. These states were chosen based 
on their socioeconomic status, more specifically because 
they represent roughly each quartile of socioeconomic status 
found in India. We determined the socioeconomic status of 
each state based on their respective Human Development 
Index (HDI) scores and their Purchasing Power Parity 
Income (PPPI). HDI is a calculation made using life 
expectancy, education level and income. PPPI is the average 
income of households in each state, modified to make it in 
terms of US dollars (2008). We used these two factors 
because they include both social and economic status and 
disparities. The states ranked from highest to lowest in both 
HDI and PPPI are Kerala, Gujarat, Uttar Pradesh, and Bihar.  
 

 
Table Demonstrating how the Socioeconomic Status of Each 

State was Determined 
 

 
 
Defining Socioeconomic Status 

We are defining socioeconomic status as the 
economic state of an individual as well as their occupation 
and level of education. Some studies analyzing 
socioeconomic status (SES) implement the Kuppuswamy 
Scale and the Udai Pareek Revised Scale, which cover 
economic standing, occupation, education, as well as land, 
caste, and quality of possessions. We looked at the cost of 
healthcare to citizens, the impacts of SES on the quality of 
healthcare, and the range (or lack thereof) of services 



 

 

provided. Poverty in India is defined by the UN Development 
Programme’s Multidimensional Poverty Index as earning at 
or below $3.10 a day. According to this definition, 42.9% of 
India’s population lives in poverty.  
 
Selection of Statistical Categories During Research 

We looked at many categories in order to accurately 
capture the state of the healthcare system in the four states we 
selected. We grouped these categories into three subsections: 
‘socio-economic status and general life statistics’, 
‘government’s effect on healthcare system’, and ‘reasons why 
citizens do not use public healthcare facilities.’ Under ‘socio-
economic status and general life statistics’, we provide 
statistics on state spending per capita, population, life 
expectancy, and education to highlight socioeconomic 
disparities and their impacts within India. We analyzed the 
socioeconomic statuses of the states we chose in order to have 
states of varying socioeconomic standings so that we could 
study the effect of socioeconomic status on healthcare. 

Under ‘government’s effect on healthcare system’, 
we focused on children’s health and childbirth because India 
is predicted to be the most populous nation in the world in 
the coming years. While the birth rate is not the highest in 
the world, the sheer number of children being born makes 
this sector of healthcare critical to India. For our ‘reasons 
citizens do not use public healthcare facilities’, we found 
statistics highlighting the particular failings or issues facing 
the Indian Healthcare system.  
  
Definitions 

In our results and findings, we analyzed Primary 
and Community Health Centers. Primary Health Centers 
(PHC) are state owned, rural healthcare facilities, usually 
having a single physician and being capable of minor 
surgeries (Ministry of Health & Family Welfare, 
Government of India, 2012). Community Health Centers 
(CHC) are essentially rural referral centers, with one for 
roughly every four PHC (Sh. Singh, 1999).  

We use a statistic regarding the ‘under 5 mortality 
rate’ that totals both infant (under 12 months) and child 
mortality (one to five years) to get the under-five mortality 
rate per 1,000 children born. We also look at crude birth and 
death rates. We define crude birth rate as the total number of 
births per 1,000 in a population in a year and crude death rate 
as the total number of deaths per 1,000 in a population in a 
year. 

Furthermore, we compare public and private 
hospitals. Public hospitals are funded by the government, and 
private hospitals are funded and run by independent 
businesses. Although private hospitals are subject to 
government laws, they are not directly controlled or funded 
by the government. 
 

Results and Findings 
 

CATEGORIZED TABLES 
 

Summary of 1st Table: This table shows the socioeconomic 
statuses and general life statistics of each state. From this 

table, we can see that states like Gujarat and Kerala spend 
more money per capita on healthcare than Bihar and Uttar 
Pradesh which are at lower socioeconomic statuses. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Socioeconomic Status and General Life Statistics 
 

 
 
Summary of 2nd Table: This table shows percentages of 
births, visits to private or public hospitals, and other statistics 
on fertility and mortality rates. This table highlights the effect 
the government has on the healthcare system by showcasing 
the frequent use of private versus public hospitals. 

Government Effect on Healthcare System 
 

 



 

 

 
Summary of 3rd Table: This table shows statewide 
percentages of reasons why citizens did not use public 
healthcare facilities. From this table, we can determine the 
quality of healthcare facilities in each state. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Reasons Citizens Do Not Use Public Health Facilities 
 

 
 
Summary of Graph 1: The graph below shows how states with 
different socioeconomic statuses report poor quality of 
healthcare as a reason to not use services provided by the 
public health sector. About 60% of the population in Bihar 
and Uttar Pradesh report poor quality as a reason to avoid 
public health care, whereas in high socioeconomic states like 
Gujarat and Kerala, only about a third of people believe that 
poor quality is a factor for not using the public healthcare 
system. This graph highlights that states with lower SES are 
more likely to receive poor healthcare from public healthcare 
systems than states with higher SES. 
 

 
 
 

Discussion 
 

Based on the data collected in this study, states with 
higher socioeconomic statuses appear to provide better 
healthcare spending, access, and infrastructure. The Indian 
healthcare system gives relative autonomy to each state 
regarding healthcare, meaning each state is largely 
responsible for its own healthcare system. Kerala has the 
highest socioeconomic status of the states we studied, with the 
highest average education (8.7 years) and a relatively low 
rural population (52%), which correlates with Kerala having 
some of the strongest general health statistics in India. The 
public healthcare system is better in Kerala, as citizens of the 
state are more likely to use the public healthcare system (with 
only 32.5% of households not generally using a government 
facility), indicating that it is roughly on par with the private 
facilities there. Gujarat adds depth to this finding because 
although it does not have the same average socioeconomic 
status as Kerala, it fares far better than the Bihar and Uttar 
Pradesh, the states chosen to represent lower socioeconomic 
statuses.  

People in Kerala and Gujarat are also more likely to 
utilize healthcare resources. For example, in Kerala over 99% 
of births occur in a healthcare facility, whereas in Bihar, 
which has a lower socioeconomic status, only about 63% of 
births occur in a healthcare facility. Bihar and Uttar Pradesh 
are the states in our study that represent low and low-middle 
socioeconomic statuses. Uttar Pradesh is somewhat of an 
exception as the most populous Indian state but having some 
of the worst healthcare infrastructure in the nation. We can 
see this from the various reasons why citizens do not use 
public health facilities, such as poor quality of care and lack 
of facilities, as well as having a smaller ratio of physicians to 
citizens. While Bihar has the lowest median years of 
completed education (.9 years) and more people living in rural 
areas (88.7%), Uttar Pradesh has the lowest life expectancy 
(64.1) and by far the highest child (under age 5) mortality rate 
(78.1 deaths per 1,000 births) out of the states we studied. This 
implies that even if the average socioeconomic status in Uttar 
Pradesh is higher than in Bihar, the sheer number of people 
makes implementing effective healthcare policies and 
practices more difficult, resulting in poor healthcare services.  

From the healthcare services provided by the 
government, we see that states with lower socioeconomic 
status perceive the quality of care from public health 
infrastructure to be insufficient. Almost 60% of people in 
Bihar claimed they did not use public health facilities due to 
poor care, whereas in Kerala only around 25% of people felt 
that poor care was the reason not to go to public health 
facilities. Proximity of healthcare facilities is another barrier 
to health. States with lower socioeconomic statuses were 
more likely to feel that there was not a close enough 
healthcare facility to them. This statistic was particularly 
high in Uttar Pradesh given its high population. States with 
low socioeconomic statuses do not appear to have the 
resources or infrastructure to provide their citizens with 
proper healthcare.  

In terms of healthcare spending per capita in rupees, 
for the four states we looked at, the states with high 
socioeconomic status like Kerala and Gujarat were able to 
spend significantly more. Kerala was able to spend almost 



 

 

three times as much as Bihar on healthcare. This is especially 
problematic as people in low socioeconomic states are more 
dependent on public healthcare infrastructure as they cannot 
afford private healthcare and have private healthcare less 
accessible to them. Given the differences in quality, 
accessibility, and spending towards healthcare in states with 
varying socioeconomic statuses, it is evident that there is a 
correlation between socioeconomic status and quality of 
regional public healthcare systems. 

 
Limitations 

 
There were a few limitations that may have impacted 

the results of our research. The time constraint of only having 
one semester to conduct research limited the amount and 
extent of research we were able to conduct and analyze. If 
given more time, more states could have been examined and 
more social disparities could have been researched and 
controlled for. Furthermore, given the different 
socioeconomic classes of the states selected in the study, there 
were differences in the accessibility of information. Poorer 
states such has Bihar and Uttar Pradesh had fewer scholarly 
sources and data collected for them, thus limiting the amount 
of research able to be done.  

In addition, the research study only analyzed four 
states; if more states were researched, it would provide more 
reliable data to from which to draw trends and conclusions. 
Another limitation was that we were only able to break down 
the states by socioeconomic status, despite there being various 
other social disparities that have impacted the healthcare 
system. We found that these other disparities were highly 
correlated with socioeconomic status, so we did not look at 
each disparity separately, but if given more time we could 
have examined how the government impacts different types 
of social disparities in regard to the healthcare system. 
 

Conclusion 
 

We found that there is a correlation between the 
socioeconomic status of each of the four states and the quality 
of general health and the healthcare system of each state. 
Before conducting research, we hypothesized that the national 
government perpetuates social inequalities within the 
healthcare system by not taking sufficient action, and our 

research supports this claim because states with lower 
socioeconomic statuses have lower quality healthcare 
infrastructure and spend less on their healthcare system. The 
correlation found shows that states with lower socioeconomic 
statuses generally have higher mortality rates, both in the 
general population and specifically with infants. Additionally, 
healthcare centers and physicians have to serve many more 
people, less people have insurance, and the general quality of 
their healthcare facilities is lower. To further our research, we 
would want to research each state in India and see how much 
the national government funds each state’s healthcare system. 
States with low socioeconomic status cannot afford to spend 
enough money on the healthcare system and provide its 
people with the level of healthcare needed. Looking to the 
future, if India wants to change the healthcare outcomes of 
each state, the national government needs to provide more 
support and funding to states with lower socioeconomic 
statuses and lower health profiles. 
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Introduction 
 

In 2011, a citizen of Tunisia set himself on fire at 
the steps of the capitol to protest the repressive 
environment in the country. The volatile climate of Middle 
Eastern authoritarianism along with the use of social media 
caused the protests in Tunisia to spread, resulting in the 
expulsion of leaders in Egypt, Libya, and Yemen. This 
initiation of widespread movements in other surrounding 
nations is now known as the Arab Spring. While there have 
been various interpretations of factors that led to the 
uprisings in each individual country and studies of their 
outcomes, this paper will focus on the connections between 
the Arab Spring and the changes in the rights of women. In 
the literature, there is a common acknowledgement about 
bringing democratic ideals to the forefront through 
revolution. Largely absent from most evaluations is the 
examination of how various factors in each country allow 
for the expansion of civil rights. In determining the varying 
levels of women’s freedom developed after the Arab 
Spring, it is important to look at the impacts of Muslim 
feminism, incorporating Sharia into democracy, and social 
pressures. By studying these factors, there is a clearer 
picture of how the Arab Spring has created different 
environments in which women’s rights have changed. 

 
Review of the Literature 

 
The Arab Spring saw many women in the Middle 

East from different generations and socioeconomic 
backgrounds become highly vocal in anti-regime protests. 
Because men and women were able to rally around a 
similar cause, gender roles had appeared to have been 
temporarily suspended. Afterward, women saw an overall 
institutional improvement in their standing as citizens, but 
their demands for equality and dignity are under attack by 
ambiguity in government policy regarding gender and 
Islamic traditionalism. 

Most women do not, however, point to Sharia as 
a the culprit for their inequality. Rather, they fear how 
political and religious authorities can interpret Sharia given 
the ambiguity behind many of these laws. 
  Democratization of regimes is reliant upon the 
participation of women (Moghadam, 2014). Every one of 

the Arab Spring’s successful regime changes had a strong 
force of women’s organizations to prop it up. It is often 
proposed that these secular  and sometimes anti-religious 
groups allowed for seemingly counterintuitive feminist 
revolution amidst their countries’ rise of Islamic party 
control. 
  This error of thought is common in the Western 
perception of Islam versus feminism. Due to a fallacious 
interpretation of the qualifications of feminism, secularism 
is often, and arbitrarily, said to be necessary. There exists, 
though, a form of feminism common among Arab women, 
particularly following the Arab Spring, through which 
women profess a belief in equal rights while maintaining 
an unwavering level of religiosity: Muslim feminism (Fox, 
Alzwawi, & Refki, 2016). 
  Researchers Fox, Alzwawi, and Refki conducted 
an ethnographic project, looking into the views Arab 
countries had on women and how they changed with the 
Arab Spring. They compared views of secular versus 
Islamist government as well as gender equality between 
countries which participated in or abstained from the 
widespread revolutions of 2010 and 2011. Conducting two 
waves of interviews, one during and one after the 
revolutions, the research sought to compare views between 
genders, between countries which did and did not 
participate in the movement, and between the waves 
themselves. 
  The study showed that countries that experienced 
the Arab Spring believed that Sharia should play some role 
in the formal law of the country, particularly in the realm 
of personal and familial affairs. Many advocated for a 
democratic government in which secular and religious 
parties could compete in an unbiased arena; this requires 
countries to adopt the idea that separation of church and 
state is not a prerequisite of democracy, a view commonly 
supported by Muslim feminists. 
  Amidst this call for an Islamist regime, there was 
also increased advocacy for gender equality. Often, 
women’s rights and the Muslim faith are pitted against one 
another. This study shows that residents of Arab countries, 
particularly women, believe that there are ways to promote 
equality by working through the framework of their faith. 
Not only do they believe it is possible, but they advocate 
its immediate implementation. 

The Effect of the Arab Spring on Women’s Rights 
 
Rachel Milner, Melanie Taylor, and Jack Davis 
 
The following paper examines how the Arab Spring revolutions affect the development of women's rights. Women's rights 
had long been a hot button topic in the Middle East and North Africa due to the Western line of thinking that dichotomizes 
Islam and feminism. This study looks at three countries: Tunisia, Libya, and Yemen. In researching the various outcomes for 
women in each respective country, our team found that the treatment of women was marginally improved by the Arab Spring 
and the democratic regimes that it bore, despite the fact that the resulting electorate overwhelmingly favored Islamist regimes. 
Factors that we found were important in determining outcomes were freedom of speech, Muslim feminism, and the degree 
to which Sharia was present in the government. Variances among these factors led to differences in the outcomes of each 
country. While women are still facing hardship in post-Arab Spring nations, for the most part, the treatment of women took 
great strides following the revolutions. 
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 Authoritarian countries, as noted by Debuysere, 
often give the appearance of advocacy for human rights 
while in reality enacting something else. Certain Islamic 
countries, in the case of women’s rights, gave off the 
appearance of strong human rights while actually limiting 
most. In many cases, women operating within Islamic rule 
fought for feminism within those beliefs and appealed to 
authority through Islamic laws and practices. According to 
Debuysere, secular and Islamic women have different 
views on feminism. Islamic women believe more that men 
and women have complementary roles within the family 
whereas secular feminism is geared towards total equality. 
More specifically, there are certain parts of the  Convention 
of the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination Against 
Women (CEDAW) that some Islamic women disagree 
with, including same-sex marriage and family relationships 
(Debuysere, 2016). This concept of the differences in 
feminism is an interesting perspective in understanding 
how countries developed after the Arab Spring. 
   Overall, religious organizations took a back seat 
to the grassroots organizers of the original Arab Spring 
(Meudini, 2014). It was often the youth and the women of 
countries at the forefront of their revolutions. It wasn’t until 
after the revolution and subsequent democratic transition 
that the religious organizations gained popular support, 
earning seats in congress to affect real change. 
   Although they did not lead the revolution by any 
means, the religious organizations still heavily benefited 
from the overhaul of Tunisian dictatorship and Egyptian 
autocracy as well as the reform of Moroccan autocracy. 
Thus, Tunisia’s progressive Enahda and conservative 
Salafi, Egypt’s moderate Muslim Brotherhood, and 
Morocco’s moderate Justice and Development Party and 
conservative Justice and Charity organization found their 
footing post-revolution as opposed to during. 
  Since religion was given such a voice in the 
democratic arena, its diversity also opens itself to 
catalyzing a stalemate within government just as any multi-
faceted ideology would. This is showcased in Yemen, as a 
variety of religious views were given a voice in the new 
government which eventually devolved into civil war, 
partially due to the increasing informal power granted to 
religious opposition groups post-regime change who 
wished to gain influence in a more institutionalized sense 
(Durac, 2012). Yet, independent of religious groups’ 
success in the political arena, their presence implies an 
underlying support for Islamist rule even within 
democracy. 
  “Democratization Theory and the ‘Arab Spring’” 
focused on three main topics. These included the 
relationship between religion and democracy, the character 
of hybrid regimes, and the nature of “sultanism” and its 
implications on the development of democracies. The 
basics of “twin tolerance” is the idea that in a society, 
religious figures would not interfere with secular authority 
and vice versa. This idea is consistent with many 
democracies in the world and is an issue within different 
Islamic populations. From country to country, the percent 

of Muslim citizens who support democracy can change 
radically (Stepan, Alfred, and Linz, 2013).  
  The Quran can be used to both justify and 
condemn democracy and can be used to create what Linz 
calls a “civil state”. This means that while people control 
and make the laws, the government also acknowledges the 
legitimacy of religion in the public sphere (Stepan, Alfred, 
and Linz, 2013). However, this entirely depends on how 
the country decides to use the Islam. This was critical in 
Arab Spring revolutions in determining how and if Sharia 
would be incorporated into a democracy. 
  There exists a certain threshold at which citizens 
decide the benefits of joining a revolution outweigh the 
costs. Under authoritarianism, though, that threshold is set 
much higher than in a regime which values, allows, or 
facilitates freedom of speech. When people view their 
dissent against the government as too costly, they suppress 
their true opinions and lie about their allegiances to the 
world. This process has been named “preference 
falsification” by scholars (Kuran, 1991). 

The primary fuel to revolution is mass action. 
This places great importance on the power of groups. 
Individuals’ revolutionary thresholds are influenced 
greatly by their perception of the quantity and likelihood of 
consequences for their actions. These are greatly reduced 
when more people join the fight. When the group gets 
bigger, more are compelled to join and vice versa, creating 
a snowball effect that results in revolution. 

However, if there are substantial group pressures 
influencing citizens in the other direction, people will be 
less inclined to join the activist forces. This situation was 
common in Arab countries prior to the cascading events in 
2011. In recent years, many women have faced growing 
pressure from men to muffle their voices, as women that 
want to be politically involved have been sexually 
harassed, beaten, arrested and run out of public polling 
stations. Further, the presiding post-Arab-Spring 
governments in many Middle-Eastern nations have failed 
to do anything to prevent behaviors such as these from 
continuing.  
Of course, if female activists have extremely clear 
convictions, they may be able to overcome this 
intimidation; revolutionary thresholds are tailored to each 
individual given their morals and experiences. Still, it is 
likely that systemic support for the regime will force 
preference falsification among women in particular unless 
somehow reshaped by drastic events such as the Arab 
Spring. 
 

Methodology 
 

In the process of investigating our thesis, we 
chose to study three countries of differing histories and 
regimes that all were major players in the Arab Spring: 
Tunisia, Libya, and Yemen. These countries were chosen 
in an effort to encompass the diverse effect of the Arab 
Spring, specifically on the treatment of women as it relates 
to the presence of Islamist regimes in an array of scenarios. 
Therefore, we have analyzed countries that had different 



levels of Sharia in place upon entering the Arab Spring. 
Additionally, hindsight rewards us with the knowledge that 
Tunisia, Libya, and Yemen each experienced unique 
degrees of success as a result of their revolutions. This, too, 
highlights the extent to which our research encompasses 
the entirety of the Arab Spring’s impact. 

We have completed qualitative case studies into 
the resulting infrastructures that each country elected to set 
up following their 2011 revolutions. This is in regard 
specifically to Sharia government and the treatment of 
women. We did so by examining both the formal and 
informal institutions present in the country since the 
revolutions subsided. Using both ethnographic accounts 
and primary sources such as official legislation regarding 
such issues, we form a coherent view of the state of 
governance in each country. With this information, we are 
able to form an overview of the large-scale effect the 2011 
movement had on the treatment of women and the function 
of Islam in these countries’ formal systems of government. 
 

Results and Findings 
 

Tunisia 
Since Tunisia is about 99% Sunni Muslim, 

consequently the majority party in the legislative is a 
Muslim democratic party called the Ennahda Movement. 
The Ennahda party has been critical in charting the path 
Tunisia would take concerning religious involvement in 
the government. It has taken a fairly moderate stance and 
handed power over to an independent organization to 
handle the election when violence against the opposition 
parties surged. The emphasis on allowing for fair and free 
elections has enabled Tunisian democracy to grow along 
with a stronger civic culture. As a result, the plight of 
women in Tunisia is being addressed and seriously 
considered unlike in the past. 

Before the Arab Spring revolutions, Tunisia’s law 
allowed for domestic violence, rape, and other forms of 
abuse to favor the aggressor. One of the most egregious 
laws included the ability of a rapist to avoid jail time if they 
marry the victim if the victim was 20 or younger. This 
loophole has institutionalized violence towards women and 
is evident when noting that Tunisian women experience 
violence at a rate of 53% compared to the global average 
of 35% (Time). Under the regime of President Ben Ali, 
women were not given equal rights as men. With the post-
revolutionary government, Article 21 was added to the 
2014 constitution that stated that women and men were 
equal in ‘rights and duties’ within society (NATO 
Association). Although legally men and women may be 
equal, there is still an unhealthy environment for women 
surrounding rape and the ability to report incidents and 
have perpetrators be held accountable.  

Additional restrictions on women have been 
removed as well. The ban for women to marry non-Muslim 
men was lifted. The president has also proposed equal 
inheritance laws amongst other things. However, some of 
these reforms contradict Sharia. There are parts of the 

Quran that claim that daughters should only receive half of 
what the sons receive. Moving forward, the government 
needs to determine what will take precedence: Islamic 
tradition or legal equality.  

What seems to be the prominent success in 
Tunisia is the protection of freedom of speech and 
expression that is rare to find in other Middle-Eastern 
countries. Due to the Arab Spring, Tunisia was able to 
establish a developing democratic republic. The 
compromise between the Islamic party with other secular 
groups has created an atmosphere that has allowed for 
drastic progress for women. As Tunisia continues 
developing, it has to find the intersections between Islamic 
law, freedom of speech and expression, and women’s 
rights. Though women have gained substantial rights since 
before the Arab Spring, there are still questions and 
progress to be made as the country figures out how to move 
forward. 
 
Libya 

The transition from the Gaddafi regime to a 
democratic government saw a reinvention of the role of 
women in a society embedded in traditional values of 
Islam. According to Elisabeth Johansson-Nogues’ research 
article “Gendering the Arab Spring? Rights and 
(in)securities of Tunisian, Egyptian and Libyan Women”, 
legal protections for both men and women suffered at the 
hands of Gaddafi. In particular, human rights like voting, 
which was legal for women in the five years before 
Gaddafi’s coup d’etat. Following the Arab Spring, many 
rights, such as the right to vote, were restored for women 
in Libya. Female representation in the GNC was 16% in 
2012, however female parliamentarians find themselves 
concerned about the lack of participation of women in the 
drafting of the Libyan constitution.  

Male dominance in the creation of the constitution 
leaves more room for social volatility for Libyan women in 
the future. The inclusion of feminist ideologies included in 
the constitution would solidify the current progress in the 
social position of women. An interesting nuance worth 
pointing out is that Libyan women do not blame their social 
volatility on Sharia itself, rather they fear how religious 
authorities may interpret Islamic law in the context of 
social justice. An example of the social inequality caused 
by what Libyan women believe to be a wrongful 
interpretation of Sharia by men is a recent law passed by 
the Libyan government that prevents women over the age 
of 60 from travelling abroad without a male escort. Laws 
such as these restrict rights of women throughout Libya, 
showing the tension between Islamic traditionalism and 
democratic thought.   

Islamic law itself is widely accepted in Libya by 
both men and women, emphasizing the ideals of Muslim 
feminism which are prevalent in Islamic society. Muslim 
feminism is an ideal which many Muslim women subscribe 
to resulting from increasing modernization in Muslim 
societies. Because women participate in cultural and social 
life, many gender gaps are closing. One example of this 
would be education; the literacy rate of women from 



Muslim societies has gone from less than 50% in 1980 to 
65% in 2000.  

The belief system of Muslim feminists is not yet 
reflected in Libyan society as a whole. Under such 
circumstances, women fear that a male-dominated 
government can interpret Islamic texts in a manner that 
justifies gender inequality and are calling for constitutional 
guarantees of their rights. Because the Libyan government 
has been divided since the end of the Gaddafi regime and 
has failed to do much to support women, there has yet to 
be such constitutional guarantees. The situation of Libyan 
women has certainly improved in numerous ways since the 
Arab Spring, but the instability of these rights is causing 
fear and anxiety among politically-active women. 
 
Yemen 

The Arab Spring required an intertwined effort 
from all participating countries. The root causes of 
revolution were highly similar: aging leaders, corrupt or 
ineffectual government, and an educated population that 
was unemployed. Another common thread was the 
revolutions’ spontaneity. This is especially true in Yemen 
because despite the fact that for years it was riddled with 
conflict, and often even war, the Arab Spring was the 
consequential revolution in the country’s history. 

Yemen has faced many civil wars. The north and 
south were unified under President Ali Abdullah Saleh in 
1990. Since then, the Southern Hirak charged Saleh with 
the carrying out of inhumane practices against them. This 
was compounded by the cries of the religious Houthi group 
requesting redress in much the same way as the Hirak were. 
This led to an eventual mission to remove Saleh from 
office, catalyzing Yemen’s participation in Arab Spring. It 
was unique from Yemen’s array of other conflicts because 
it concerned all demographics. The fighting had hitherto 
been limited to only a few of the interest groups on Yemeni 
soil, but in the Arab Spring, there was involvement on 
every front. 

Following the Arab Spring, Yemen attempted a 
governmental transition. Grievances of Southern Yemenis 
and the Houthi faction were voiced against the government 
almost immediately. Such groups had a history of facing 
marginalization and targeting. Yet, these atrocities were 
not recognized as such until they were launched against 
much of the country following the Arab Spring protests. At 
that point, rebels saturated enough of the population to 
warrant wide-scale government retaliation. The widened 
scope was met with higher visibility of the Yemeni 
conflict. The new administration began to engage in 
negotiations, but not with the original protesters. 
International mediation ensued, attempting to foster a 
Yemeni transition to democracy. 
 This process was riddled with conflict. Yemen has 
yet to complete any potential democratic transition. As 
time passes, it seems less and less likely that the goals of 
Arab Spring will ever be brought to fruition. Still, hope is 
held out that Yemen can one day live out their democratic 
vision. Fraihat calls for more aggressive international 
mediation, the removal of Saudi and Iranian forces from 

the conflict, and sanctions finally pressed against Saleh in 
order to complete the Yemeni transition post-Arab Spring.  
 Due to the war, women’s rights are not at the 
forefront of Yemeni policy. It should be noted that in terms 
of Arab Feminism, a special case is made for Yemen, as 
well as Tunisia. Yemen and Tunisia do not show as stark 
of a contrast in thought about the role of government in 
regulating women’s affairs after the Arab Spring as, say, 
Egypt does. It is speculated that this is due to a combination 
of Egypt’s massive overhaul to put the Muslim 
Brotherhood into power contrasting with the minimal 
changes that needed to be made in an already secular 
Tunisia and the truncated changes made in Yemen. An 
argument can be made that if the historical tendencies 
hadn’t been so volatile in Yemen, the shift in thought 
would mirror Egypt’s more closely because their general 
sentiment is similar. 

War is particularly difficult on women, and the 
ongoing Yemeni fight is no exception to this phenomenon. 
Women are subject to gender-based violence such as rape. 
Pregnant women are not provided with sufficient medical 
care to safely carry to term. It is Yemeni custom for men 
and boys to eat before women and girls, even those who 
are pregnant. Yet, with a state-wide famine plaguing 
Yemen, the maintenance of this tradition has left future 
mothers starving. Though certainly a byproduct of war, 
these are also violations of women’s rights in accordance 
with Yemeni actions and customs. 
 

Discussion 
 

The Arab Spring Revolutions were a reaction to 
authoritarian regimes and suppressed rights. The 
widespread movements to gain political and human rights 
ended in a range of limited successes and failures. Certain 
countries, like Tunisia, were able to organize through a 
common goal of democratic ideals. This, in turn, allowed 
for the existence of women’s rights in an environment with 
developing freedom of speech and expression. Access to 
freedom of speech combined with the interpretations of 
Sharia were important in determining in each respective 
country the effects the Arab Spring had on women’s rights.  

Islamic feminism, the notion of interpreting 
Islamic law in a way that grants women more but not total 
rights, is prevalent in countries where women are appealing 
to an Islamic government. While the major political party 
in Tunisia has been a moderate Islamic party, by allowing 
democratic processes to control drafting the constitution 
and elections, women been able more on the overall 
equality of women to men. 

In Libya, women fight for Islamic law and 
women’s rights to coexist. Women received considerable 
gains from Libya’s transition to a democratic government. 
While certain rights were re-established, the society is still 
male-dominated. This unequal representation in crafting 
the constitution and structuring the new government 
limited both freedom of speech and highlighted how 
acceptance of Islamic law leads to heightened Islamic 
feminism. 



Yemen, currently in political turmoil, does not 
have significant gains to point to in the formal political 
arena. Women tend to be targeted in war, and that is the 
unfortunate truth in Yemen today. Still, the beginnings of 
the Yemeni revolution looked a lot like those of Tunisia 
and Libya: an uprising of the disgruntled masses, a rise in 
freedom of speech, and a resulting electorate that used their 
newfound democratic power to choose an Islamist 
administration. If Yemen’s history was not so territorially-
bound, it is likely they would have had an outcome much 
like Libya or even Tunisia. 
 

Limitations 
 

One of the most pertinent limitations on our 
research was time. By conducting case studies into both the 
past, present, and future of each respective country, there 
is much to consider and analyze. In order to fully 
understand and comprehend the complex factors associated 
with women’s rights in the post Arab Spring world, we 
would need a considerable amount of time to delve deeper.  

An additional limitation includes the fact that the 
Arab Spring revolutions’ effects are still playing out. 
Women’s rights are still contested in the region and 
continue to develop in the changing political landscapes of 
these countries. To effectively pinpoint the various factors 
that led to either the repression, addition, or continuance of 
women’s rights in these countries, more time has to pass in 
order to confidently make assertions about causes.  

A final limitation in studying the development of 
women’s rights in conjunction with the Arab Spring is the 
lack of reporting and literature on specific developments 
before and after. This makes it difficult to assess whether 
or not the Arab Spring revolutions, in some cases, were a 
deciding factor in certain countries. Without in depth 
accounts from women, political actors, and experts in the 
interest groups involved, it becomes more difficult to 
determine what exactly caused reforms.  
 

Conclusion 
 

Although each country is trending in its own ways 
toward the adaptation of women’s rights, there are still 
many concessions being made to Islamist traditions in 
negation of these efforts. Additionally, Yemen’s 
progression is essentially put on hold due to wartime 
exacerbations of inhumane treatment of women. The Arab 
Spring brought a change in not only thinking, but in action 
to the Arab world. As a result, the participating countries 
are more supportive of women’s rights now than they ever 
have been. It’s a slow trajectory, but the Arab Spring seems 
to have boosted Tunisia, Libya, and Yemen in a 
progressive direction regardless of the fact that it was 
unable to entirely eliminate widespread gender inequality. 
 In the end, the Arab Spring allowed the 
participating countries to gather the necessary tools to 
improve the treatment of women. It fostered an 
environment favoring freedom of speech and democratic 

elections. However, the Arab Spring did not and could not 
have uprooted the strong Islamist ideology present in that 
area of the world. When given the opportunity to vote in 
their administration, Tunisia, Libya, Yemen, and others all 
chose to hand power to an Islamist regime because it is in 
keeping with their values. This does not mean that they do 
not wish for women to be treated well. Many are Muslim 
feminists, combining the ideas of modern women’s rights 
and traditional Sharia. That being said, the tensions 
between these ideas hinder the process of a democratic 
transition and inhibit the effects of the Arab Spring on 
women’s rights.
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“I’m not a very good one to give advice; but just don’t let the critics discourage you or push you off 
course…Your success is now our country’s success. I am rooting for you.” 

President George H. W. Bush 

 

“If you’re walking down the right path and you’re willing to keep walking, eventually you’ll make 
progress.” 

President Barack Obama 
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