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Northern Irish Conflict: The Role of 
Ethnic Divisions in The Development and 

Perpetuation of Troubles 
 

Intro 

Throughout history, men have confronted the hardships of living a mortal life and have 

gone through extreme measures to ensure that the kind of life led was worthwhile and 

meaningful. However, it is not only with nature that man must contend, but man must also 

contend with other men. Recorded history is replete with instances of men gathering 

themselves into groups and systematically exterminating people who are not of the same 

group. The motivations for such bloodshed are countless, but in today’s day and age, it is 

imagined that people, or at least some, have access to institutions which will allow for a 

peaceful redress of grievances.  

In some cases, in fact many, it is true that people have access to institutions that 

promote a relatively peaceful existence within which they may pursue their rational self 

interest with the reasonable expectation of peace and order. It is when modern groups of 

people are denied access and suffer from relative depravation that age old patterns of behavior 

resurface, much to the dismay of the great many involved.  
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Thesis 

This paper contends that ethnic ties: linguistic, racial, religious, or otherwise; are 

fundamentally irreducible and that they are resistant to change. Furthermore, these ethnic 

groups aim to perpetuate the existence of the group, insofar as it is expedient to do so, for 

social as well as psychological reasons, as a vehicle by which their interests are maximized. 

These ethnic groups will pursue their demands through the political process if it is within their 

power to do so, as it lowers the cost associated with interest articulation and realization. If this 

avenue is unavailable, the group will exit the political arena and pursue its interests in other 

ways.  

It is not necessarily the case that these ethnic groups will resort to violence to achieve 

their aims, but, assuming that the ethnic group is defined by multiple reinforcing social 

cleavages, the likelihood for violence increases. The self-identified homogeneity of the 

marginalized out-group posed in stark contrast to the perceived homogeneity of the more 

privileged in-group allows for hatred and discontent to grow. In the politically and socially 

marginalized, violence finds fertile soil in their bitter outlook.  

This paper will examine the conflict in Northern Ireland in an attempt to understand 

how these concepts may play themselves out in the real world.  

Ethnicity 

 In order to make sense of the events in Northern Ireland from the late 1960s until 

today, it is important to examine the structures, actors, and social and political forces involved. 
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One such layer in our understanding is ethnicity and how people’s ethnic identifications played 

a role in The Troubles. 

 Ethnicity, once believed to be primordial in nature (Geertz 1973), is now believed to be 

largely constructed (Posner 2005), in that people’s choice to self identify as a member of a 

particular ethnic group is based on social interactions between potential members of ethnic 

groups, politicians, and government institutions (Birnir 2009, 21).  However, Posner (2005) 

argues that ethnicity is based on essentially immutable characteristics such as skin color, 

language, and religion. This serves to distinguish ethnic groups from voluntary associations such 

as labor and teachers unions. Ethnic groups, being largely based on self selection, it is important 

to understand how immutable characteristics play into the decision making process of the 

individual.  

 It is generally understood that socially interactive groups of people have a tendency to 

differentiate themselves based on cues, ethnic or otherwise, in order to create a semblance of 

order, to provide collective meaning to their lives, and to provide a framework within which 

social interaction is to be played out (Pinker 2009). Also, because the cues are immutable and 

readily available, the tendency to self divide is given plenty of naturally occurring fault lines 

within any group of people. This form of identity being so natural, easy, and based on seemingly 

obvious differences, it is difficult to repress these urges and to redefine the cleavages that are 

the result of such voluntary divisions (Horowitz 1985, 143-144).  

Based on humanity’s predisposition to self divide into distinct groups, we are hard wired 

to create in-group versus out-group situations provided even the slightest opportunity to do so. 
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In Steven Pinker’s How the Mind Works (2009, 513), he discusses this predilection for 

differentiation. In experiments conducted by social psychologists, people are divided into two 

groups actually at random, while the participants are under the impression that they were 

divided based on their answers to questions posed by the experimenters. The members in 

“each group instantly dislike and think worse of the people in the other group, and act to 

withhold rewards from them even if doing so is costly to their own group” (Pinker 2009, 513). 

These bitter divisions even manifest themselves when the people are arbitrarily divided by the 

flipping of a coin in front of the participants’ eyes. 

 This tendency is explored in social identity theory in which people divide themselves in 

order to provide collective meaning to their lives and to establish social hierarchies that 

promote order and the perpetuation of the group’s existence; even if real divisions between 

people are more apparent and imagined than real (Tajfel and Turner 1986). And, once the 

group identities have been established, members within a group quickly establish the 

precedent of favoring members within the group while discriminating against people who are 

members of other groups.  

 Becker (1997) offers a psychological explanation as to the prevalence of group creation 

and the amount of effort dedicated to the maintenance of the group is his Pulitzer Prize 

winning book, The Denial of Death.   

 Beginning with the individual, Becker examines the motivations for human behavior and 

how these micro level motivations manifest themselves in macro level phenomenon. Like few 

other activities, the contemplation of death has a unique and wonderful ability to concentrate 
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the mind. It is this uniquely human awareness of death that is the mainspring of human activity; 

man seeks in all things, an escape from his own mortality.  

 One way of doing so is to appeal to something of cosmic and lasting significance. The 

collective norms, mores, and achievements of a group of people offer the greatest opportunity 

to the individual as any contribution to the group, whether living members of one’s family or 

monuments and works, will outlast the physical life of any one member; immortality comes in 

the contributions made to the society. In fact, that is precisely what society is; “a symbolic 

action system, a structure of statuses and roles, customs and rules for behavior, designed to 

serve as a vehicle for earthly heroism” (Becker 1997, 4), or the attempt at cosmic significance.  

 Since this narcissism is fundamental and its penetration into how people conduct 

themselves is so stark, it has a profound impact on everything people do, from the worshiping 

of a god to the creation of social groups. Society itself is nothing more than a codified system 

aimed at providing significance to the lives of the people within it; it is “a living myth of the 

significance of human life, a defiant creation of meaning” (Becker 1997, 7).  

 Based on Becker’s work, Terror Management Theory (Solomon, Greenberg, and 

Pyszczynsky 2000) seeks to explain how these social groups interact and their motivations for 

doing so.  

 Terror Management Theory (TMT) begins with the uniquely human notion of self 

awareness and that this awareness has the potential to give rise to debilitating levels of terror 

and anxiety about the world. Not only do people know that they are in fact here, they also 

know that that will not always be the case. In order to overcome this fear, people, through their 
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collective actions and propensities to establish groups, form culture. However, because each 

culture is constructed and is based on the actions of the members of the group, problems arise 

when one group comes into contact with another group. 

 This inter-group interaction is problematic because it undermines the validity of the 

claims of each group. As every culture forms as an attempt to overcome the fear of death, it is 

paramount that the group maintains a coherent and holistic set of beliefs. Contact with foreign 

groups provides the unfortunate opportunity to examine a different people living just as 

bravely and heroically under a completely different system and set of beliefs, thus undermining 

the validity of one’s own system. To undermine these beliefs is to undo the effect of culture in 

the first place, that of overcoming the fear of death. This being an unacceptable state of affairs, 

people go to great lengths to address this issue.  

 One manner of dealing with such an issue is to convert the foreigner. Doing so 

reestablishes the superiority of one’s worldview which allows for the cultural development to 

progress with the benefit of being able to subsume other people to its ranks. People may also 

ridicule others of different systems. This allows for group members to remain aware of a 

different culture system while rendering it as inferior and unthreatening. In the event that both 

of these relatively low cost procedures fail, groups will simply kill outside groups for the sake of 

preserving the notion that their system is superior that their constituents may enjoy the myth 

that their particular culture provides. 

 Horowitz (1985, 144-146) argues that, because of people’s innate tendency to compare 

themselves to others, groups will evaluate their worth and value according to the rubric of 
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other existing groups. In this basic sense, groups are acutely concerned with relative superiority 

with regard to other groups. In the quest for positive social identity, people seek the promotion 

of their group’s interest at the expense of other groups and are overly concerned with such 

relative standing because social groups are best evaluated comparatively.  

Based on these basic human characteristics, it would not seem unusual to find different 

groups engaging in various degrees of hostilities with each other. This does in fact happen, 

however, it is not as predetermined as this literature would have us believe. There are 

numerous groups, very different in nature, which are not only aware of other groups, but 

coexist in the same region without the constant threat of violence and bloodshed. One possible 

reason for this is the existence of governments and institutions which overcome the collective 

action dilemma and promote the general prosperity of all under the jurisdiction of the 

government. The question then becomes; when and under what circumstances will different 

social groups engage in violence? This question will be explored in the next section, after which, 

the conflict in Northern Ireland will be examined according to the arguments presented.     

Social Cleavages 

 Social cleavages form along a number of different fault lines; some of them are based on 

ethnicity: language, religion, race; and others are based on other characteristics such as: land 

ownership, living in rural or urban areas, being an employer or employee (Lipset and Rokkan 

1967, among others. The characteristic that distinguishes ethnic from social divisions is the 

immutability of ethnicity. Whereas, political changes within the system may render some social 
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identifications unimportant or remove them entirely, a person’s belonging to a particular ethnic 

group is unchanged by political and social upheaval.  

 How these cleavages form and how they behave have political consequences. 

Socialization is one such factor that leads to the maintenance of groups and the reinforcing of 

divisions between them. By virtue of being consistently exposed to people of a particular type 

and of a particular political affiliation, people develop a worldview that is consistent with the 

people in their social circles in an effort to make sense of the world and to define themselves in 

terms of group membership. However, this implies a certain level of continuity and would seem 

to be at a loss when a systemic social change is observed. Birnir (2009, 28-29) argues that these 

learned loyalties are not to particular parties but rather to different ethnic groups. In this way, 

as political realities change, people may express their demands through ethnic groups, 

assuming this represents their interests, they may vote for non-ethnic parties, given the same 

assumption, or they may resort to measures that fall outside of the political domain.  

From social interactions comes the basis for political institutions that stabilize and 

promote the welfare of the individuals involved. Huntington (1968, 8-11.) argues that “the level 

of political community a society achieves reflects the relationship between its political 

institutions and social forces which comprise it,” and he defines social groups as “ethnic, 

religious, territorial, economic, or status group[s]” (1968). In premodern and relatively small 

societies the levels of social differentiation are muted by the pervasiveness of interaction 

amongst the people of the village or clan. This allows for low levels of political specification 

while still enabling the members of the group to pursue their interests individually and 
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collectively with little need of help from political institutions. It is through the process of 

modernization that changes the dynamics of the village life such that disparate social groups 

that were hitherto unburdened by contact and the need to compromise with other people 

create the need for more complex levels of political organization. 

The more varied and complex any given society is, the greater will be the need of 

institutions that promote the peaceful aggregation of demands and the effective distribution of 

resources amongst the populace. Huntington (1968, 8-9) describes such political organizations 

as “an arrangement for maintaining order, resolving disputes, selecting authoritative leaders, 

and thus promoting community among two or more social forces.”   

 In complex societies, after the creation of such institutions, the various groups compete 

for scarce resources through the political system. If the society is to have any peace, the 

disparate groups’ demands are to be aggregated, moderated, and translated into workable 

solutions that promote the peaceful coexistence of all through the institutions they have access 

to.  

 Problems arise when one social group is denied meaningful access to the institutions 

meant to promote the interests of all. Assuming that the criterion for group membership, 

ethnic or otherwise, is salient, and there are demands associated with the membership, it is not 

likely that denying the opportunity to pursue those interests will have a positive effect on the 

community. Absent reasonable incentives to remain complacent, groups will engage in other 

means at their disposal to achieve their collective objective; provided serious enough perceived 
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infringement groups will deploy available assets in the physical destruction of life and property 

in order to raise the cost of continued denial from the political system (Birnir 2009, 163).  

Another aspect of social cleavages and their impact on political and social stability is the 

existence of numerous cleavages. At any given moment an individual can identify with various 

social and ethnic groups. This brings about a certain amount of volatility in the system, but it 

also allows for potentially stabilizing patterns of cleavages to emerge. Because the groups are 

so numerous, it is often the case that, as people self identify with the various groups, the 

likelihood of having large homogeneous overarching groups organized along similar cleavages is 

not going to follow as a matter of course. In this case, the social cleavages are cross-cutting and 

tend not to stratify the overall society in such a way as to have a small number of homogeneous 

groups competing with each other. However, it is entirely possible that that is the case that 

social cleavages are reinforcing. In such instances, provided limited access to the political 

system where a group may pursue its interests in terms of favorable policy, the group may exit 

the political arena and endeavor to effect meaningful change in other ways, including the use of 

violence.  

 Relative depravation plays a role in groups’ perceptions of being denied fair access to 

the political system as well as goods and services. Living in poor conditions alone is not 

sufficient to incite a group of people to violence. There must also be the known existence of 

another group that enjoys a greater share of material, social, and political well being. If the 

institutions, designed to provide alleviation of tension and a moderation of message, fail in 
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their job, it cannot be a surprise when a relatively disadvantaged group resorts of kinetic acts of 

violence in the promotion of their self interest. Such was the case in Northern Ireland.   

Ireland and its History 

Historical Background 

 The situation that Ireland is in today is naturally a product of its long and contentious 

history. The struggles did not start yesterday, but have developed over decades as different 

social groups lived out their existences under the threat from other groups. It seems that the 

Catholic Nationalists have disliked the Protestant Loyalists for a very long time indeed. 

 Their disagreement extends into antiquity, as both groups claimed that their forefathers 

were the original people of Northern Ireland. King Henry VIII’s breaking of ties with Rome and 

subsequent nationwide conversion to Protestantism provides a very tangible difference 

between the two camps, as the Irish, ever mistrustful of the English, remained fiercely Catholic. 

However, Ireland was unable to stop the English domination of the island, and settlement of 

Northern Ireland by Protestant settlers began in 1609. Despite numerous attempts at uprising, 

all of which were unsuccessful, the English maintained dominance over Ireland, however, 

displeased with the stewards of their island, the Catholic Irish would be slow to forget their 

poor treatment meted out by the English (Dixon 2008).     

 Weakened by the hardships of the First World War, the Nationalists were finally to 

secure a victory over England in 1920, where England saw fit to partition the island with 

Northern Ireland and its parliament at Stormont being separate from the Irish Free State (later 
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to become a republic) with its parliament in Dublin( Dixon 2008, 4). Over time, the divisions 

between the two regions intensified as the Nationalists wanted a united free Ireland, while the 

Unionists were in favor of loyalty to the British Crown. During the 50 years leading up to The 

Troubles, Catholics in Northern Ireland were increasingly marginalized, mistreated, and denied 

meaningful redress of grievances through the political process (Edwards and McGrattan 2010).    

The Troubles 

 Stemming from the inability of the Nationalists in Northern Ireland to translate their 

demands into political terms, either because of a first-past-the-post electoral system 

dominated by Protestants, or the outright banning of the Nationalist Party, or because of a lack 

of universal suffrage, the seeds of disquiet sewn long in the past, were given the opportunity to 

mature into The Troubles of Northern Ireland (Edwards and McGrattan 2010). 

There is no exact starting date for The Troubles, but it is generally traced to the last 

years of the 1960s as political violence, protest, and unrest saw increases in frequency. 1972 

was the bloodiest in the history of The Troubles as the radical branches of each faction 

escalated their campaigns of violence. In response to the increased levels of bloodshed, Britain 

imposed direct rule from London despite having no long-term plan or coherent strategic vision 

as to how the situation should be handled (Edwards and McGrattan 2010).  

For two years, from 1972-1974, Britain tried to craft a power sharing agreement 

between Unionists and Nationalists. However, all attempts to devolve power back to Stormont 

proved unworkable amidst the polarization of politicians and people alike. Depending on 

support from the Unionists, the Sunningdale agreement fell through as the Unionists felt 
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insecure about their status as citizens of the United Kingdom under the agreement. Absent the 

consensus, the power sharing experiment failed, necessitating further direct rule from 

Westminster that would not end for another 25 years (Dixon and O’Kane 2011). 

Following the failure of Sunningdale, a political stalemate ensued as both sides 

remained unwilling to grant meaningful concessions. Meanwhile, violence, conducted by the 

Irish Republican Army (IRA), the Nationalist force, and various Unionist paramilitary groups, 

continued unabated. The Anglo-Irish Agreement (AIA) of 1985 had ambiguous results. It did 

oversee improvements in how the Unionists treated the Catholic community and stopped the 

rise of Sinn Fein, the political wing of the IRA which was believed to be more intransigent than 

the leading Nationalist political party. Importantly, the AIA did help to create the conditions 

under which the early 1990s peace process was to emerge (Dixon and O’Kane 2011).  

Weary after decades of strife and conflict, the Nationalists and the Unionists began to 

work in meaningful ways to establish a durable peace, as the costs of failing to do so were only 

growing. The indiscriminate use of violence had changed the course of the struggle and 

eventuated in a tentative political solution known as the Good Friday Agreement of 1998. The 

agreement did not witness the abandonment of the goals of the parties considered, but rather 

it provided the framework for them to negotiate settlements on their own terms while 

minimizing the likelihood of violence (Dixon and O’Kane 2011).  

While the results of the agreement were not drastic, it was a significant achievement for 

all involved. It came with the realization that Britain would not be the force for Irish unity, it 

saw that cross-border bodies would not be embryonic of an all-Ireland parliament, and that the 
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decision to become so would be subject to a Unionist veto in a devolved Northern Assembly 

(McGrattan 2010, 155). Of great import, the agreement saw the establishment of three new 

institutions: 

“’Strand One’ concerned devolved power sharing in Northern Ireland and the 

subsequent 108-seat Assembly would be elected by proportional representation 

and headed by an executive elected according to party strength. ‘Strand Two’ 

established the North-South Ministerial Council, whose remit covers a range of 

socio-economic areas, including tourism, agriculture, and the environment. 

Finally, ‘Strand Three’ provided for a British-Irish Council to promote 

‘harmonious and mutually beneficial’ relationships between Britain and Ireland. 

In addition, the Agreement also provided for the introduction of human rights 

reforms, the establishment of a commission on police reform, the early release 

of paramilitary prisoners, and a requirement that all parties use their influence 

to encourage paramilitary decommissioning” (Edwards and McGrattan 2010, 95). 

In the wake of the Agreement, levels of violence have declined; however, the ambiguity 

of the agreement has allowed each party to interpret it in ways that are favorable to their 

constituents. The Unionists are able to report that the Northern Ireland union is indeed stable 

and need not fear being incorporated into greater Ireland, while the Nationalists may argue 

that substantial steps have been taken toward a unified Ireland. To some extent, the 

uncertainty and flexibility was what allowed for the solution in the first place. Despite the 

agreement, both sides remain skeptical of each other and there is still much animosity to be 

found. Decades of conflict and bitter division are not erased overnight with a vague agreement 

(Edwards and McGrattan 2010; and Dixon and O’Kane 2011).   
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Explanation 

 Based on an understanding of people’s tendency to subdivide into groups according to 

any number of cues, often ethnic ones, it is easy to see how the populations in Ireland were 

able separate and coalesce around a common identity, at the expense of cooperation and 

prosperity.  

An important point to note is the layers of social cleavage within the Irish society. The 

Catholic and Protestant ethnic groups opposed each other and the Unionists and the 

Nationalists did likewise. If the individuals who made up these different groups were 

interspersed between the groups, it would be expected that the propensity to employ violence 

would be less than it would be if the groups were fairly homogenous. In Northern Ireland, it is 

observed that the groups are in fact homogeneous; Protestants tend to be Unionists and 

Catholics tend to be Nationalist (Edwards & McGrattan 2010). Because the social cleavages are 

reinforcing rather than cross cutting, it promotes the polarization of the society into two 

opposing sides, as opposed to a varied political landscape defined by individuals falling into 

smaller groups based on their unique preferences. This level of division fostered the in-group 

versus out-group mentality that humans are wont to do; the groups simply had the added 

impetus of being based on reinforcing social cleavages, some of which stemmed from ethnic 

identities (Edwards & McGrattan 2010; Pinker 2009).  

In addition to the high levels of stratification, the issue of access to the government and 

the goods and services it provides is of critical importance when seeking to understand the 

outbreak of violence. It can be assumed that groups, even diametrically opposed ones, will be 
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less inclined to resort to violence if stable and durable political institutions are in place that 

promote an equitable distribution of resources between all parties considered and which 

enable low cost ways of solving social problems (Birnir 2007, 13).  

Northern Ireland, being a 60% Protestant majority area, witnessed the domination of 

politics by the Unionists at the expense of the Nationalists. In the decades leading up to The 

Troubles, measures were taken by the Unionists to ensure their hold on power. They instituted 

a first-past-the-post electoral system and engaged in extensive gerrymandering. This resulted in 

wasteful majorities for Nationalist communities and an extreme exaggeration of the Unionist 

presence in the parliament at Stormont (Edwards & McGrattan 2010). Additionally, the 

Nationalist Party was banned from Belfast altogether in 1945 and it would not be until the late 

1960s before the Nationalists would enjoy electoral success in the city. Furthermore, the 

Unionists, being well aware of class differences between the Protestants and Catholics, linked 

voting to the possession of property, thus inflating the vote share of their own party and 

effectively disenfranchising many Catholic voters (Edwards and McGrattan 2010). In an 

exchange between Christopher Hewitt and Denis O’Hearn, O’Hearn (1983; 1985) shows that 

Catholics were underrepresented in local councils by 12.4 percent and that, despite making up 

62 percent of the population of Derry, Catholics held only 40 percent of council seats. 

Additionally, discrimination in employment is noted as the occupational statuses of workers 

favors Protestants.  

All of these measures denied the Catholics any meaningful access to the government in 

Northern Ireland. Fueled by the presence of social and class divisions, relative depravation 
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visited on the Catholic community by the practices of the Unionists, and the desire for better 

treatment and the sentiment that the situation was unfair, the Catholic community was highly 

motivated to produce a change in the society that would alleviate their plight. In stable and 

effective political systems, it would have been sufficient to operate within the political arena in 

order to bring about the necessary changes. However, as has already been discussed, this was 

not an option. All of these factors: a homogeneous community based on ethnic identity, 

perceived unequal treatment, and a lack of access to the government and political process; 

promoted the desire of the community to go outside of the political arena in order to achieve 

their policy goals. 

In addition to protests, strikes, and parades, the Catholic/Nationalist community 

resorted to acts of violence and terrorism in order to raise the costs that the Unionists must 

endure in order to continue their practice of excluding the Nationalists from the political 

process. In reaction to the violence of the Nationalist IRA, the Protestants adopted their own 

set of paramilitary forces in order to deal with the threat of violence. Over the course of three 

decades, and at the cost of over 3,700 (Edwards and McGrattan 2010, xviii) lives, both 

communities were provided increased incentive to negotiate with the opposing side in order to 

craft a durable peace. After years of negotiations, failed agreements, broken commitments, and 

promises for a better future, the two sides were able to come to a tentative solution in 1998.  

The Agreement established the existence of new government institutions that would 

allow the Catholic community greater access to the government and, in turn, a greater share of 

the goods and services it tends to provide. This is an important step in alleviating the tension 
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and hostilities experienced by the contending groups, and if real peace is ever to be 

established, it will be based on stable access to the government and the perception of fairness 

by all groups involved. However, the implementation of the agreement did not come at the 

expense of either groups’ political aspirations. Because each group is defined by ethnic 

identities, and because ethnic identities are immutable and not easily changed, especially by 

superficial political changes, it is expected that any real workable solution must address 

seemingly irreconcilable differences that benefit from a history of division and hatred. 

Based on the data that indicate that Catholic discrimination was suffered at the hands of 

the Protestants, it becomes clear to see what the motivations of the Catholic community were 

in times past. Furthermore, the work of Birnir, Posner, and Horowitz indicate that such 

circumstances arise from the differentiation of society along ethnic cleavages, and that 

inadequate access to the government promotes the use of violence. The synthesis of these 

ideas provides a more lucid understanding of the social forces and the dynamics of the 

Northern Ireland conflict. A better understanding of this individual case offers a window into 

the nature of human interaction, and, hopefully, better enables politicians and societies to 

address grievances in productive ways that render the use of violence untenable.     

If Ireland is to get past this rough patch in its history, it will be because disparate groups 

have found a meaningful solution to their political, social, and economic problems, such that all 

involved are in general agreement that equal access and representation is preferable to 

stagnation, stalemate, and conflict. It remains to be seen how the enduring tensions will play 
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out on the island, but it will of critical importance to be vigilant so that we may broaden our 

understanding of the nature of ethnic conflict and the factors that give rise to it.          
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Nicaraguan Revolution 
A Proxy Conflict of the Cold War? 

 

There are times when, in the course of human events, the prevailing political winds of a 

collective group of people can be such that the winds blow the people towards rebellion and 

revolution. It is no mystery that people the world over have been visited with atrocities and 

unjust treatment; meted out with mild indifference from dictators, tyrants, and monarchs. 

However, such injustice is of a vincible type. It ends when the people, through: collectivity, 

sacrifice, and an appeal to idealism, make it so.  

In the French philosopher Albert Camus’ writings on rebellion he states that “rebellion is 

founded simultaneously on the categorical rejection of an intrusion that is considered 

intolerable and on the confused conviction of an absolute right which, in the rebel’s mind, is 

more precisely the impression that he ‘has the right to…’ Rebellion cannot exist without the 

feeling that, somewhere and somehow, one is right.”1 

Successful revolutions can be regarded, with little disagreement, as being events that 

have a tendency to profoundly affect the country within which the revolution occurs, the larger 

region, and, in today’s world of increased interconnectedness, the global community. With so 

many susceptible to the effects of revolution, it is little wonder that people have devoted a 
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great deal of effort to the understanding of these events: the situations that give rise to them, 

how they occur, and what a post revolutionary society may be like and how it may behave.  

Despite the relative import, there seems to be a conspicuous lack of consensus among 

scholars when it comes to positing a definition of ‘revolution’ that is neither too inclusive nor 

too exclusive. Another lack of agreement is observed when one consults the literature as to the 

causes and of revolution.2 It is not the purpose of this paper to synthesize the various and 

disparate views on this complex issue, but rather to evaluate one revolution, the Nicaraguan 

Revolution, according to the greater international context at the time, and how the 

international pressures affected the events of the revolution and post revolutionary period.  

Historical Background 

 John Brentlinger, in his Reflections on the Nicaraguan Revolution, wrote about how the 

Nicaraguans spoke about their revolution:  

“They spoke of working for themselves instead of being exploited by others; of 

justice and caring for the needs of all; of loving and caring for nature. They spoke of 

education, housing, health care, and culture. They spoke of a new life, creative spirit, 

healing, practicing love for one another. They stressed the need for continued 

struggle with the deficiencies and conflicts inherited from the past. They saw the 

revolution as a process, as moving through time from the past into the future.”3  

 Lists like these develop over time, and under repressive and less than favorable 

conditions. As people suffer from want of these basic things, and with the passage of time, 
                                                           
2 Skocpol, Theda States and Social Revolutions: A Comparative Analysis of France, Russia, and China Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1979. P. 12-13 
3 Brentlinger, John The Best of What We Are: Reflections on the Nicaraguan Revolution The University of 
Massachusettes Press, 1995. P 247 
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revolutionary ideas find fertile soil in the minds of the oppressed. The discussion now shifts to 

the social factors that facilitated this maltreatment of the great many, and which served as the 

incubator for revolution.  

The Somoza Years 

 In 1925 the U.S. was involved in one of its many interventions in Latin America. A group 

of Marines was deployed in Nicaragua and was engaged in conflict in the northern mountain 

regions against Augusto Cesar Sandino and his band of miners, peasants, and laborers. After 

some years of armed negotiations, the Marines were ousted, making Sandino a national hero 

who embodied the values of independence and freedom. However, upon departure, the U.S. 

made arrangements that would have far reaching consequences on Nicaragua and its people. 

 It was at this juncture that the U.S. made sure that Anastasio Somoza Garcia was placed 

in charge of the nonpartisan National Guard. Backed with American support, Somoza Garcia 

was able to politically isolate Sandino, and then have him executed. After the removal of 

Sandino’s charismatic figure, Somoza Garcia proceeded to transform the National Guard into an 

instrument of personal power. With possession of the National Guard as a means to the 

Somoza family’s political and economic ends, great personal wealth and power would be 

appropriated and exercised in the maintenance of their interests.4 Political science professor 

Clifford Staten of Indiana University Southeast said of the family that it:  

“remained in power by amassing a diverse economic empire; by making the most 

powerful force in the country, the National Guard, an instrument of the family’s 

personal power; by controlling the liberal party which controlled all branches of 
                                                           
4 Staten, Clifford L. The History if Nicaragua Santa Barbara: Clifford L. Staten, 2010. P. 43 
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government; by manipulating both liberal and conservative agro-export elites with 

both economic and political incentives and disincentives; and by maneuvering to 

guarantee continued U.S. support of his government.”5  

 Somoza Garcia’s tenure as leader of Nicaragua was not a quiet one, especially due to his 

particular style of governing. His infamy grew due to his constant and deliberate appeal to 

corruption as a political means. This lead to the creation of opposition groups, namely 

marginalized liberals, scrupulous conservatives, and young students. In 1956 Somoza Garcia 

was assassinated, showing the family an unambiguous sign that the people were dissatisfied 

with the stewardship of the Somoza family.6 However, his father’s assassination paved the way 

for Anastasio Somoza Debayle to try his hand at governance. It would be his name that people 

would come to associate with the corruption and illegitimacy of the Nicaraguan Government. 

 Somoza Debayle’s rule was of a more honest and open nature than that of his brother, 

who ran the country following their father’s assassination until 1967,7 or father. Intimidation of 

political dissidents, corruption and business deals that concentrated wealth in his hands, and 

political appointments based on family loyalty were all well known tactics of his regime. The 

combination of a continuation of more of the same deplorable dictatorship, and a growing 

sense of unrest sowed the seeds of political upheaval. 

Rise of the FSLN 

 As a direct result of the brutality and corrupt rule of the Somoza regime, opportunities 

for the rise of political factions outside the government began to present themselves. As more 
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7 Staten, Clifford L. The History if Nicaragua P. 70 
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and more people became disillusioned with the government, the number of people who were 

amenable to inspiration for reactionary causes grew. Factions outside the mainstream political 

process wasted little time in availing themselves of this opportunity. 

 The Sandinista National Liberation Front (FSLN) was birthed from different student 

groups of the 1950s and 1960s. Suffering from gross discrepancies in wealth and opportunity 

distribution, many students applied their education to political matters. These loose 

organizations were the forerunners of the FSLN.8 

 The FSLN was inspired by the activities of Sandino, whos name was incorporated by the 

group itself, and who fought against oppression at the hands of a more powerful aggressor and 

otherwise seemingly impossible odds. His valor and the strength of his convictions set the 

precedent for what it meant to be a revolutionary and to fight for the cause of the FSLN. 

 Many of the FSLN leaders were inspired by the recent revolution in Cuba and 

consistently traveled between Cuba, Costa Rica, Mexico, and Honduras. This travel facilitated 

the development of international revolutionary networks that could be deployed to unsettle 

and remove an oppressive power as well as to serve as a de facto system of education in 

insurgency and revolutionary conflict and the most fruitful ways of achieving political aims and 

a lasting post-revolutionary peace.9  

 The infancy and subsequent development of the organization was defined by a modest 

membership that waxed and waned during the 1960s, but was never much of a political force. 
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Recruitment was largely unsuccessful due to the crack-down by the National Guard, and 

retention was not robust either, for the same reason. This pattern continued until October 

1970 when a Costa Rican commercial airliner was hijacked and a deal was brokered for the 

exchange of wealthy hostages for political prisoners. This event spurred the recruiting efforts of 

the Sandinistas during the early 1970s.  

 In a similar incident, in December 1974, Sandinistas attacked a party hosted for the U.S. 

Ambassador Shelton and held a number of influential businessmen, members of the Somoza 

family, and the Ambassador from Chile hostage. After negotiations, the Sandinistas received 1 

million dollars, the release of 14 political prisoners, and public broadcasting opportunities. This 

outrage had the foreseeable reaction of forcing the hand of Somoza Debayle. The reaction 

served two functions: first, it did effectively reduce the number of FSLN members, especially in 

the capital Managua second, because of the brutality of the reaction, Somoza Debayle further 

marginalized the populace and drove more people to see the FSLN as being a viable alternative 

to the corrupt government.10  

 Because of the volatile nature of the social situation in Nicaragua in the 1960s and 

1970s, it is important to note that the rise of the FSLN was non-linear, not inevitable, and was 

running in parallel with other such organizations. The FSLN’s appeal to armed conflict as a 

means of achieving meaning political change did not always work to the advantage of the 

group. Other groups favoring an economic approach or a political approach through the existing 

political structures had adherents and followers as well. However, as the Somoza dictatorship 

reacted to the rising levels of unrest, the methods of address used were such that people were 
                                                           
10 Staten, Clifford L. The History if Nicaragua P. 78-79 
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met with continuous setbacks.  Discouraged from seeing the lack of efficacy from nonviolent 

methods, the revolutionary ideology of armed conflict began to resonate with a larger 

audience. It was Somoza Debayle himself who gave the FSLN the power it needed to overthrow 

him. 

The Revolution 

These early expressions of revolutionary fervor would continue at a fairly consistent rate 

until the morning of January 10, 1978. On this day Pedro Joaquin Chamorro Cardenal, a long-

time rival of the Somozas and the editor of a widely read newspaper, was assassinated. Despite 

Somoza Debayle’s denial that he was involved in Chamorro’s murder, the entire nation was 

outraged. Chamorro was to become a martyr for the cause that he struggled and fought so long 

for while alive.11 

 This event galvanized the Nicaraguan population and motivated them to collective 

action against the Somoza regime. Unrest spread throughout the country as people began to 

see the possibility of a new government in the form of the FSLN. On August 23, 1978 the 

Sandinistas executed an attack on the National Palace in Managua. The attack was a resounding 

success where members of Congress, judicial and executive employees and other citizens were 

held hostage. In exchange, the Sandinistas secured the release of 60 prisoners, 500,000 dollars, 

safe passage for the attackers and prisoners, and another brilliant opportunity for a public 

relations campaign.12  
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 In reaction to the continued acts of resistance, the regime and the National Guard’s 

resolve was strengthened. Both sides were emboldened to persecute what had become a civil 

war. As Somoza Debayle’s abysmal human rights record demanded, international support for 

his regime began to wane. Alone and unsupported, the Somoza regime was unable to resist the 

final FSLN offensive in April of 1979. On July 17, 1979, Somoza Debayle fled the country and the 

victorious Sandinistas entered Managua two days later.13  

 One thing that the Sandinistas understood was that kinetic acts of violence were not 

useful in and of themselves, but rather that they should be deployed as a means of achieving a 

political goal; namely that of the installation of a new government that focused on and catered 

to the needs of the Nicaraguan people. Because of the group’s grasping of the primacy of 

politics over war, they were able to act accordingly. As war theorist Carl von Clausewitz states, 

“[I]t is clear that war should never be thought of as something autonomous but always as an 

instrument of policy; otherwise the entire history of war would contradict us.”14 The enterprise 

of waging war was undertaken because the Sandinistas understood that war is about peace and 

they believed that the peace for which they were fighting was worth the high cost of blood and 

treasure.15  

Sandinistas in Power 

 With the revolutionary events culminating in a victory for the FSLN, the new task 

became the rebuilding of the country along the FSLN’s framework for a better future. Emerging 

from the ashes of the revolution, the country’s leadership took the form of a 5 person junta. 
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The Junta of National Reconstruction membership included Daniel Ortega, who would become 

a person of note in Nicaraguan politics.  

 In an attempt to revitalize the local economy, the Sandinistas “renegotiated the foreign 

debt it had inherited from the Somoza years... [and] pursued a diversified trade policy.”16 Taxes 

were levied and investments were made in the infrastructure, private business, and the 

manufacturing sector.  

During the Somoza years, the collection of wealth and the means of production were so 

concentrated in the hands of the few, that land reform and a more equitable distribution of 

wealth became a high concern for the new Sandinista government. With the land seizures, the 

government set up a system of cooperatives on which the locals would work, either as 

collective groups or as individuals who had been given credit and assistance. “By the middle of 

1980, more than 2,500 cooperatives had been formed.”17  

In addition to working on the economy, the Sandinistas were quick to embark on a 

number of social works throughout the country. A nation-wide literacy campaign was launched 

in 1979 that reduced illiteracy “from 50.3 percent to 12.9 percent.”18 The healthcare system 

was also overhauled as part of the rebuilding process.  

Under the new FSLN government, the opposition press did in fact suffer from 

censorship, but it was still allowed to operate openly and was not denied the opportunity to 

express its negative views about the Sandinistas. Additionally, opposition parties were the 
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targets of intimidation, but, as with the press, they were allowed to work relatively freely and 

openly, and they ran candidates in the 1984 election.19 In this election, Daniel Ortega was 

elected with 67 percent of the vote. A significant point was that despite the Reagan 

administration claiming the election to be illegitimate, a number of western European 

governments claimed “that the elections were basically fair with minimal problems, [making] 

the Sandinistas the first ‘socialist’ government in history to have both revolutionary and 

electoral legitimacy.”20 This marked a pivotal moment in the post-revolutionary years, where 

the people were able to validate their choice for the revolution electorally in front of the entire 

world.  

 However, not all was well for the Nicaraguans and the Sandinistas after the ouster of 

Somoza. There were a number of opposition groups who were beneficiaries under the Somoza 

regime who were less than sympathetic to the methods employed by the Sandinistas and opted 

for various forms of disagreement and dissent. Despite the challenge of having to consolidate 

the hopes and desires of a nation, the most testing of events would be the oncoming war with 

the contras. This war shows the extent to which the international context can affect internal 

politics where the Sandinistas would be embroiled in a conflict against U.S. sponsored contras 

from 1981-1990. This episode would cost 30,000 Nicaraguans their lives and would leave the 

country impoverished, divided, and broken. This conflict will be elaborated on in the coming 

sections 
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International Context 

 “Wars [and revolutions] are not free-floating events, sufficient unto themselves as 

objects for study and understanding. Instead, they are entirely the product of their contexts. 

Their courses and outcomes must be influenced hugely by those contexts.”21 One such context 

is the international situation. It is of critical importance to factor in foreign actors, what their 

motivating factors were and what the geopolitical significance became, in explaining how the 

events in Nicaragua transpired as they did.  

 As Eric Selbin states, the “international context can shape events and affect processes as 

they unfold. Social revolutions do not happen in isolation: They are profoundly embedded in 

the complexities of the international system.”22 He goes on to elaborate on the ramifications 

that this fact has on the revolutionary actors themselves. Because outside actors have goals of 

their own, it is incumbent on the revolutionary elements to understand the international 

system so that an accurate assessment can be made of the likelihood of success of a revolution. 

Additionally, the same revolutionary forces may seek assistance, whether: resources, weapons, 

or training from groups that may be sympathetic to the cause. This manipulation of the 

international system is a key component to any plans of revolution. Because of the U.S.’s 

tendency to be involved in Latin American politics, this aspect becomes acutely important.23  

 As one seeks to explain the causes and effects of the Nicaraguan Revolution, one may 

appeal to a number of theories that attempt to facilitate our understanding of the social forces 

at work in this complex event.  
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 Again, it is not the goal of this paper to compare the strengths and weaknesses of the 

different theoretical approaches or to analyze the Revolution according to any one particular 

approach. Theda Skocpol has criticized a number of the prevailing approaches as focusing 

“primarily or exclusively upon intranational conflicts and processes of modernization…24”, and 

not taking into account that social revolutions “cannot be explained without systematic 

reference to international structures and world-historical developments.”25 It is in this spirit 

that this paper proceeds and visits Cuba, Central America, the USSR, and the U.S. in an attempt 

to elaborate on the roles each of these international actors played amongst themselves and in 

the Revolution itself.  

Cuba 

 Arguably the most geopolitically important event in Latin America in the 20th century 

occurred on the island nation of Cuba. After a revolution of their own, Fidel Castro and his men 

assumed leadership of the country on January 8, 1959. The critical factor of the revolution 

would turn out to be its affinity for communism and its tendency to lean to Soviet Bloc 

countries for support. It is precisely this alignment that would shake the U.S.’s monopoly on 

influence in Latin America and would allow the Soviets an inroad into America’s sphere of 

influence. At this moment, the Cold War would begin to creep into the lives of countless Latin 

Americans. 

 The revolution had the direct result of showing a number of people in Central and South 

America that it was indeed possible to rise against oppression and it “provided a model for 

                                                           
24 Skocpol, Theda States and Social Revolutions: A Comparative Analysis of France, Russia, and China P. 14 
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getting rid of an authoritarian or dictatorial regime and the promise of a more egalitarian and 

democratic society.”26 The most likely groups to be influenced by the Cuban Revolution would 

be the students, who would go on later to play pivotal roles in the Nicaraguan Revolution.  

 Once the revolution had started in Nicaragua, “Cuba provided inspiration, guidance, a 

safe haven for Sandinista leaders, and guerilla-warfare training for many Sandinista leaders…”27 

It was this entanglement in communist and Cold War ideology that would, on one hand, 

provide the materiel and training to persecute the revolution, but which, on the other hand, 

would draw the ire of the staunchly anti-communist United States. This ire would manifest itself 

in the training and equipping of the contras, a group dedicated to the destruction of the FSLN, 

in the years following the successful revolution.    

Central America 

 At the time of the Nicaraguan Revolution, the situation in Central America could be 

described as dynamic. In El Salvador there were revolutionaries that were engaged in a political 

struggle of their own. With a similar basis in the Cuban style revolution, the Sandinistas were 

sympathetic to their charge; however, because of the desire of the U.S. that there be as few 

left-leaning governments in Central America as possible, they were disinclined to be of great 

assistance to the revolutionaries.  

 Honduras to the north and Costa Rica to the south both played direct roles in the 

politics of Nicaragua. With U.S. support, contra bases and airstrips were built in Southern 

Honduras along the border with Nicaragua. This region would see the most of the training and 
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education of the contra forces by the U.S. and from which they would move South into 

Nicaragua to engage the Sandinistas.28  

 Initially, Costa Rica supported efforts to overthrow Somoza and supported the 

Sandinistas by being a supplier of weapons. However, crippled by debt, the Costa Rican 

government renegotiated a debt agreement with the IMF and the United States. Because of 

these developments and bowing to pressure from the U.S., Costa Rica began to distance itself 

from the Sandinistas and tolerated anti-Sandinista forces operating within the country along 

the Northern border with Nicaragua.29 

 Between 1983 and 1987, Panama, Mexico, Columbia and Venezuela, who were known 

as the contadora group, were involved in brokering a peace settlement that dealt with both El 

Salvador and Nicaragua. During these negotiations the United States was not shy about voicing 

its disdain for a number of the tentative agreements, as many of which would deny the U.S. the 

ability to continue funding for the contras and would effectively remove all ”U.S. and other 

foreign troops and military aid to Central America…”30 Because this went against America’s 

interests in the region, deal after deal was proposed and rejected by one party or another. 

Finally on August 7, 1987, an agreement was reached. It stipulated that: 

“Each government commit to an open political process for all parties, a free press, 

and periodic elections monitored by the UN and the Organization of American States. 

States of emergency would be declared over, cease-fires would be put into place, 

amnesty granted to enemies, and negotiations to end hostilities would begin as soon 
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as possible. It committed the five Central American nations to require that any 

country outside the region should stop providing military aid to insurgents.”31 

This agreement was no small achievement, as it was in direct conflict of the Reagan 

administration and the policies of the United States Government.  

The U.S. 

 The U.S.’s involvement in Latin America began long before the events that predicated 

the Nicaraguan Revolution. Institutionalized with the Monroe Doctrine, the U.S. has made an 

unambiguous signal to the rest of the world that it intends to maintain order in the region, at 

the expense of others’ meddling in the area.  

 Mindful of the recent events in Cuba, the U.S. was wary of any revolutionary activities in 

Nicaragua; especially as the Somoza family was sensitive to American desires in the area and 

provided a bulwark against the spread of Communism. Despite American support, the Somoza 

family was removed from power at the hands of the Sandinistas, whom Washington regarded 

with skepticism. Immediately following Somoza’s retreat, Washington entered the negotiations 

for establishing a ruling body for the country, the point of which “was not to completely defeat 

the uprising but rather to form a new, more broadly based transitional coalition government.”32  

The U.S. was in a difficult situation, in that, under the Carter administration, human 

rights was a relatively high priority, and the removal of Somoza from power would be likely to 

ease human rights violations. And yet, the group most likely to succeed Somoza in power would 

be the too far left leaning FSLN. However, with the onset of the Reagan years, U.S. foreign 
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policy would come to embrace realpolitik, and would exercise more militaristic options in 

deposing the Sandinistas.33  

Latin America began to be “viewed by Reagan and his advisers in an East-West context 

instead of indigenous and North-South contexts.”34 After assuming office, Reagan suspended 

additional financial aid to Nicaragua, pushing the fledgling government closer to the Soviet 

Bloc. Additionally, the Reagan administration “introduced a series of policies in 1982 to disrupt 

the Nicaraguan economy. It moved to cut off both bilateral and multilateral sources of 

assistance. U.S. private business was discouraged from investing in or trading with Nicaragua 

and private banks from offering loans.”35 

As part of the campaign to physically remove the Sandinistas from power, the 

administration began to fund, arm, and train remnants of the National Guard, who became to 

be known as the contras. As the contra forces received training and support from Washington, 

the Sandinistas began to make similar preparations for the oncoming conflict. The revolution, 

so long fought for and deeply cherished, was threatened due to its role in bringing the East-

West conflict geographically closer to the United States. As the Sandinistas persecuted the war 

effort, they began to limit civil liberties in an attempt to defeat the contras. Press censorship 

and conscription were employed in the services of maintaining an army that could compete 

against the American backed contras. The Sandinista-contra civil war would last nearly a decade 

and leave no part of Nicaraguan society untouched. 
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The Soviets 

 Prior to the Sandinista victory in 1979, Soviet foreign policy considered Latin America of 

marginal interest as best.  This holds true even despite Castro’s revolutionary victory in 1959. 

Two major factors contributed to a weak Soviet interest in Latin America: first, its geographic 

location. Being located in America’s sphere of influence in addition to America’s willingness to 

engage and intervene on its behalf in the region raised concerns about how effective Soviet 

intervention in the area could be. Second, the ruling elites of Central America were staunchly 

anti-communist and were disinclined to participate in reciprocal relationships with the Soviet 

Union. This was due to the fact that many of the rulers’ success was incumbent on their ability 

to maintain good relations with their benefactor, the United States. Fearing a withdrawal of 

support, efforts were made to keep Soviet influence at a minimum.36  

 Despite Soviet interests in the area being subdued by the factors mentioned above, this 

does not mean that the Soviets were blind and deaf to the events in the region, and in fact, had 

preferences of particular outcomes in many cases. The Cuban Revolution was one such area of 

interest. While it did not merit an immediate and drastic change in Soviet foreign policy in the 

region, it did give the Soviets an opportunity to reevaluate their chances of success. After 

having witnessed the Castro regime’s staying power, “Moscow reassessed not only its 

prospects of establishing a strategically valuable relationship with Cuba, but also the possibility 

of a revolutionary change throughout Latin America.”37  
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 This sentiment was expressed in Moscow’s observation of the Nicaraguan Revolution 

and the Sandinistas. Interest was kept in check because the Sandinista revolutionaries were 

seen as “romantic, unreliable and petty-bourgeois, with little chance of success.”38 Moscow 

was also dubious about the prospects of a successful left-wing revolution being tolerated by the 

U.S. in its sphere of influence. However, Somoza’s overthrow would open the door for more 

direct involvement from the Soviet Union. 

 The Sandinista’s victory vindicated the Cuban revolutionary strategy, and gave Moscow 

the opportunity to reevaluate the international balance of power and the kind and scope of 

opportunities within Latin America. In March 1980, Sandinista leaders went to Moscow, 

following the suspension of U.S. aid, in order to establish an agreement between the two 

groups. As a result of this meeting, the FSLN was recognized as a vanguard in the Revolution, 

thus giving the party a sense of legitimacy and making them eligible for Soviet assistance.39  

 Diplomatic relations were quickly established between the FSLN and the Soviet Union, 

and Moscow was increasingly supportive of the initiatives the young government was taking to 

consolidate power; however, material and financial assistance was slower in finding its way 

over to the Sandinistas. Much of this lack of support was practical in nature, in that Moscow 

was wary of the idea of supporting Nicaragua and the FSLN to the extent that they fall 

                                                           
38 Paszyn, Danuta The Soviet Attitude to Political and Social Change in Central America, 1979-90: Case-Studies on 
Nicaragua, El Salvador and Guatema P. 26 
39 Paszyn, Danuta The Soviet Attitude to Political and Social Change in Central America, 1979-90: Case-Studies on 
Nicaragua, El Salvador and Guatema P. 28, P. 32 
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completely out of favor with western aid programs. This shows Moscow’s pragmatic approach, 

in that it was unwilling to take on another Cuban style financial burden.40  

 However, after the Reagan administration took over in 1981, assistance from the U.S. 

took dramatic cuts that were replaced increasingly by the Soviet Union, among others. Also, as 

the Contra war escalated, the Sandinistas were consistently reliant on the Soviet Union for 

military, as well as financial assistance. The “Soviet-Nicaraguan ties developed proportionately, 

in response to the increasing U.S. hostility, in both economic and the military spheres.”41 

 However, the financial and political realities of the Soviet Union began to reflect 

themselves in how Soviet aims were pursued abroad. As Moscow saw its lack of 

competitiveness compared to the United States, it began to alter its foreign policy approach. 

Diplomacy and cooperation began to replace militarism, and this was extended, to some 

extent, to the U.S. in resolving regional conflicts. This partnership between the Soviets and the 

United States actually proved effective in settling the crisis in Nicaragua.42 

 Due to the nature of the international balance of power and the perceived nature of the 

revolution by the United States, the FSLN was playing in a bi-polar arena. As the United States 

increasingly isolated the FSLN financially, and actively participated in the armed dismantling of 

the regime, the young government was forced to seek aid to respond to the threat. As the U.S. 

had provided disincentives for other western governments from providing the necessary aid to 

                                                           
40 Paszyn, Danuta The Soviet Attitude to Political and Social Change in Central America, 1979-90: Case-Studies on 
Nicaragua, El Salvador and Guatema P. 39 
41 Paszyn, Danuta The Soviet Attitude to Political and Social Change in Central America, 1979-90: Case-Studies on 
Nicaragua, El Salvador and Guatema P. 51 
42 Paszyn, Danuta The Soviet Attitude to Political and Social Change in Central America, 1979-90: Case-Studies on 
Nicaragua, El Salvador and Guatema P. 86-87 



Page 45 of 90 
 

the revolutionaries, they sought help from the opposite end of the spectrum in the Soviet Bloc 

countries. Their course of action was one of necessity. In order to preserve the revolution, 

material and technical assistance would have to be acquired. With the only viable option being 

communist countries, Nicaragua became an unwilling participant in the Cold War. 

Conclusion 

 Because of the posturing of the Soviet Union and the United States, the Cold War can be 

seen as a lens through which the Nicaraguan Revolution can be interpreted. International 

actions and pressures were applied to a number of forces at work in Nicaragua before, during, 

and after the revolution. It may be cliché to say that history does not happen in a vacuum, but 

the implications of this maxim for Nicaragua are profound. Emerging from the trials of 

revolution, the victorious Sandinistas wished to consolidate power and to organize the country 

along the principles lauded during the revolution. Despite these wishes, it would not do to 

foreign governments that Nicaragua be let alone.   

 These interventions from abroad have played a vital role throughout the course of the 

revolution and afterwards. Absent the international context, it becomes difficult to understand 

the motives of the intra-national actors involved, due to the fact that much was done in 

reaction to and anticipation of the actions of an outside agent. To neglect this facet is to do 

oneself a great disservice in understanding the causes and results of the Nicaraguan Revolution.  

In the realm of international politics, the strong do what they can while the weak suffer 

what they must. Nicaragua and the Sandinistas bore witness to this truism as they saw their 
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country become a stage upon which two ideologies struggled, despite their wish for non-

alignment. Today, the country is still struggling to move forward with some of the basic ideas of 

the revolution of 1979; and it is doing so under the shadow of Daniel Ortega, who is attempting 

to consolidate power, not unlike the Somozas. Come what may in the future, this is the legacy 

we have been given from the Nicaraguan revolution and the subsequent tinkering by 

international forces. 
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A Case for Realism 
EVALUATING YEMEN ACCORDING TO A SYNTHESIS IDEAS 

 

Thesis 
 

 As the discussion of international relations goes, it often begins with bemoaning the 

complexities of reality. With so many factors influencing the actions of the various nation states 

it becomes necessary to make assumptions and approximations as to what certain actors will 

do in any given context. These collections of assumptions are aggregated into the paradigms of 

international relations. The two most prominent of these paradigms are realism and liberalism. 

This paper seeks to posit realism as the superior paradigm because it tends to be a more 

accurate reflection of reality and better incorporates motives into its predictive qualities. The 

paper will be divided into two parts: the first section will provide first a psychological, then 

sociological, then a philosophical explanation as to why the tenets of realism are reflected in 

human nature, and the second section will evaluate the current situation in Yemen according to 

a realist understanding of international politics.  

Introduction 
 

Because of the topics being discussed, liberalism and realism, it is useful to clearly 

define the terms in order to make the following discussion more lucid and meaningful. 

 Liberalism emerged as the dominant paradigm after the close of World War I. The 

violence and unprecedented loss of life in the war prompted the thinking that wars of that 
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magnitude could be avoided if the nations coalesced into a loose organization based on morals 

and principles. These principles include “equality, dignity, and liberty of the individual, and the 

need to protect people from excessive state regulation” (Kegley 25). Vital to the liberal 

worldview is that “it emphasizes ethical principles over the pursuit of power and institutions 

over capabilities as forces shaping interstate relations, and it defines politics at the 

international level more as a struggle for consensus than a struggle for power and prestige” 

(Kegley 25).  

 On the other hand, realism is attributed to the thinking of such men as the Greek 

historian Thucydides, Niccolo Machiavelli, and Thomas Hobbes. Key to the understanding of 

this position is the understanding that the nature of the international world order is inherently 

anarchic. Namely, it is the case that beyond the nation state, there is no higher authority to 

which states may appeal in order to settle disputes and resolve differences. Additionally, 

explicit within the paradigm is the notion that the nation state is the most important actor on 

the world stage and that state sovereignty is a cornerstone to understanding the self-help 

nature of the world order. Realism posits that survival and promotion of the state’s self interest 

are of the highest concern, and nothing aids in this endeavor more than the acquisition of 

power. Because power is a relative concept, it must be the case that states will compare 

themselves with, and compete against each other in the maintenance of what is called the 

balance of power.43 Realism places national interest above all other considerations and is well 

described in the pithy saying that, “there are no permanent friends and no permanent enemies, 

only permanent interests.”   

                                                           
43 Kegley, Charles W. World Politics: Trend and Transformation Boston: Thomson Wadsworth, 2008. P. 29-31 
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Maxims 
 

In Colin Gray’s book Fighting Talk maxims 23: Military Power is Trumps in Politics and 

32: Prudence is the Supreme Virtue in Statecraft and Strategy, provide positive argument in 

favor of realism. Maxim 23 states that despite the politics is about power, and it is the military 

that provides the means by which that power is realized. In the absence of a strong armed 

forces branch, states may find themselves in a regrettable situation in the event of the outbreak 

of hostilities.44 

 In the 32nd maxim, Gray warns against following moral considerations in the formation 

of foreign policy. When politicians appeal to moral considerations, it may be the case that they 

form their foreign policy position exclusively on these considerations whether or not they are 

feasible or practical. In doing so, the politician is engaging in behavior that is indeed dangerous 

in that it seeks to promote activities that may have no reasonable chance of yielding successful 

results. This maxim is a caution against the illusion of liberalism.45 

Part I 

 

Terror Management Theory 
 

 This first argument will promote the understanding that because of inherent 

psychological needs, people will engage in activities that are regarded by many to be violent 

                                                           
44 Gray, Colin S. Fighting Talk: Forty Maxims on War, Peace, and Strategy Westport: Praeger Security International, 
2007. P. 97-100 
45 Gray, Colin S. Fighting Talk: Forty Maxims on War, Peace, and Strategy P. 131-133 
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and intolerant. In a modern context, these actions are waged between nation states with 

disparate views and tendencies. When one appeals to realism, these acts of violence are not 

only defensible, but also to be predicted.   

 Terror Management Theory (TMT) is a theory that addresses the questions of “Why do 

people have such a great need to feel good about themselves?; and Why do people have so 

much trouble getting along with those different from themselves?” TMT was derived from the 

writings of cultural anthropologist Ernest Becker who was awarded the Pulitzer Prize for his 

writing of The Denial of Death. The ideas put forth in this book were incorporated into TMT in 

1986 by social psychologists Jeff Greenberg, Tom Pyszczynksi, and Sheldon Solomon.  

Self Awareness 
 

The theory begins simply by stating the fact that the human species is so intelligent, 

compared to the rest of the animal kingdom, that humans know that they are here, and that 

this concept of self awareness is unique to Homo sapiens. However, with this realization comes 

the understanding that if we can be here and that if we understand that fact, it will also be 

understood that we will not always be here. Self awareness has the unpleasant emotional 

baggage of the knowledge of death and of our own morality. Additionally, humans realize that 

they are part of the animal kingdom and are no more valuable and enduring than are turtles or 

tomatoes, and that our deaths could occur at any moment due to circumstances that we do not 

understand, cannot control, and often cannot even anticipate. All of this knowledge gives rise 

to a potentially debilitating fear. This fear provides the motivation for much of the activity that 

we see being played out amongst the disparate clans and groups throughout history. 
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 Yet, humans, rather cleverly, seek to mitigate the effect of this fear through the 

subconscious creation and maintenance of what anthropologists today call culture.   According 

to Becker, the point of this enterprise is to construct a cultural worldview that is shared by 

members of a group in order that the members may associate with something more permanent 

and enduring than their own fleeting existence. Having this opportunity tends to give 

individuals the sense that they are entities of value in a world of meaning. It is this man-made 

culture that people subscribe to in order to give them a sense of immortality. This can happen 

either symbolically in that through the contributions of the individuals within the group, the 

culture is enhanced and, because of its tendency to endure beyond the death of the individual, 

it gives the sense of immortality. It may also happen literally within the context of various 

religions with the promise of eternal life, thus eliminating the fear of the finality of oblivion 

beyond death.  

  

Other Cultures 
 

Due to the nature of the cultural construct, it is likely the case that difficulties will arise. 

Not necessarily within the culture itself, but rather when one culture comes into direct contact 

with another. Keeping in mind that the cultures are unique to the group and are bound by time 

and place, the realization that a different group has created an apparently equally fulfilling 

worldview that is alien to one’s own raises questions about the accuracy of one’s current 

worldview. The acceptance of the validity of an alternate worldview raises doubts about, and 

undermines the confidence with which the group subscribes to its own. These doubts undo the 
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very work the creation of culture was meant to do; namely the minimization of the fear of 

death.  

 Because this is the case, groups tend to deal with foreign cultures in three ways. One, 

the group may belittle the members of a foreign culture as being sub-human. By degrading the 

others, the group is reinforced in the confidence that its culture is superior and need not feel 

threatened by an alternative inferior worldview. This phenomenon is seen today in xenophobia, 

racism, and a general dislike or fear of foreigners. Two, the group may attempt to convert 

others to their worldview, forcefully if necessary. As the group gains converts, it not only 

minimizes the rank and file of foreign groups, it adds to the size and strength of its own. This 

doctrine is played out in many of the religious texts where adherents are obligated to actively 

campaign on behalf of the religion. And three, assuming the failure of the other options, the 

group will literally kill people with different worldviews. Because of the seriousness of the 

enterprise itself, it is not surprising to see that people will go to such lengths in order to 

preserve that which makes them unique and serves the function to minimize the terror 

associated with self awareness. From peoples’ psychological inability to tolerate conflicting and 

mutually exclusive worldviews, it becomes clear that conflicts will tend to emerge as one group 

comes into contact with another.46 These tendencies lend credence to the arguments espoused 

by Samuel Huntington as explained later in the paper.   

Maxims 
 

                                                           
46 Becker, Ernest The Denial of Death New York: Simon & Schuster, 1974. 
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 Again, referring to the maxims of Colin Gray, we see the accuracy of TMT in the fact that 

conflict appears to be an inseparable part of human existence. Maxim 29: Bad Times Return is 

remarkably on point with TMT. The maxim speaks to how over the past 2,500 years, war and 

conflict has been a constant. Despite the distaste that people have for war and bloodshed, it is 

constantly employed in the defense of the interests of the group. It also serves as a warning to 

idealist thinking that armed conflict is becoming a thing of the past as humanity slowly lifts 

itself out of the terrified fitful infancy of its species. This, the maxim argues, would be contrary 

to 2,500 years of unambiguously violent history.47 

 Maxim 6: Not Only Polities, but Societies and Their Cultures Make War and Peace, 

elaborates on the inseparable nature of peoples and war.  It seeks to highlight the impact that 

societies have on war. From providing the social context in which governments form, to the 

establishment of a cultural identity, war must be waged on the behalf of the people. Maxim 6 

argues that the social dimension of war is not to be overlooked and that any policy and strategy 

that is crafted will be crafted in the forge of a cultural group that has a vested interest in the 

promotion of its survival.48  

The Clash of Civilizations 
 

 Writing after the end of the Cold War, Samuel Huntington sought out to predict how 

and along which fault lines conflict would arise in the new world order in which America was 

the sole remaining superpower. His idea, The Clash of Civilizations, was first put forward in an 

essay in 1992 and then later in a book in 1996 with the same name. He begins by following the 
                                                           
47 Gray, Colin S. Fighting Talk: Forty Maxims on War, Peace, and Strategy P. 121-123 
48 Gray, Colin S. Fighting Talk: Forty Maxims on War, Peace, and Strategy P. 24-27 
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progression of the nature of conflict going back to the times of city states and princes. As the 

Thirty Years War came to a close in 1648 and the Peace of Westphalia was established, the 

focus of attention shifted from conflicts that happened between princes to conflicts between 

nation states. Later still, conflicts were often the result of ideologies; Fascism, Communism, and 

Democracy being just a few examples. However, after the fall of the Soviet empire, Huntington 

argues that the next era of conflict has begun; that is to say, conflict will now be fought on 

behalf of civilizations.     

What Will Happen 

  
His proposition is that conflict would not arise mainly due to ideological or economic 

factors, but rather from cultural factors. Despite the fact that nation states will remain the most 

powerful actors in international affairs, the great divisions of human kind and predominant 

sources of conflict will be cultural. This ‘clash of civilizations’ will come to dominate 

international politics in the wake of the demise of the previously stable bipolar world. 

    After the hypothesis has been stated, he then defines what a civilization actually is. It 

may be said that a French village has a certain cultural identity that is different from that of 

another French village some miles distant. However, it is also the case that these two disparate 

French villages have a more similar cultural identity to each other than they would with a 

German village. And broader still, the French and German villages are members of a European 

cultural identity that is different from the Arab culture. The cultural umbrella is continuously 

widened until it contains the largest homogenous cultural grouping, stopping short of the 

human race. Regions, ethnic groups, nationalities, and religions all have bearing on what it 
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means to be part of a willingly self associating cultural group. The West, the Arabs, and the 

Japanese all meet the criteria for being considered civilizations.  

 These different groups with different identities will play a major role in shaping the 

future of peace and conflict on the globe. This is the case because the cultural identities are, in 

fact, real and this will lay the groundwork for conflict for where conflicts are likely to emerge; 

namely along the cultural fault lines. Why, however, should this be the case? It seems that 

there are five possible explanations as to why conflict is most likely to emerge between 

civilizations.     

Why it Will Happen 

  
First, the differences between civilizations are not only real, but they are basic. These 

differences stem from the very fabric of the culture itself. There are different views on proper 

and acceptable governments, democracy or dictatorship, what it means to be free, what the 

nature of civil liberties are, whether human rights are inherent and inalienable, and what these 

human rights actually are. Basic breakdowns in understanding such as these tend to come from 

the differences between groups’ varying histories, languages, traditions, and religions. These 

differences are the product of centuries of social evolution and development and will not easily 

disappear.  

 Second, the world is getting smaller. This phenomenon of the shrinking world is referred 

to by many as globalization. Globalization is often understood to be “capital, commerce, 

advanced technology, and information […] spreading worldwide at record speeds, producing 

multiple changes, complexities and chaos” (Kegley 260). In other words, it is the increased 
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interdependence that comes from the ever increasing number of people, ideas, and money that 

are crossing more and more borders with disregard for territorial sovereignty. Through this 

process, it is easy to understand the tendencies for conflict to occur, despite the fact that some 

argue in favor of the slow peaceful progress of mankind. Provided the psychological inability to 

tolerate other cultures, and the fact that contact is becoming increasingly regular, one should 

be hesitant to adopt such an optimistic view as to what the future holds in terms of 

international relations. Further implications of the shrinking world are that it tends to highlight 

the differences between cultures. As the awareness of intercultural differences increases, it 

allows for the perception of relative depravation. If a group feels relatively poor or 

disadvantaged when compared to another, feelings of resentment tend to arise quite readily. 

Such feelings of resentment increase the connection and solidarity within cultures by providing 

a common enemy, as feelings of resent often mature into animosity and hatred.  

 Third, economic and social changes are separating some groups from their traditional 

identities. Traditional identities were often associated with the state; this means that the role 

of the state as a source of identity is being eroded. This is not to say however, that the nation 

state is losing salience in international politics or has ceased to play the predominant role, but 

rather that civilizations have replaced the state as being the main source of identity. This can 

readily be seen in peoples’ adherence to different religions, many of which transcend national 

boundaries, and yet still serve to unite a wide group of people.  

 Fourth, the growth of civilization consciousness is enhanced by the dual-role of the 

West. On one hand, the West appears to be at the peak of its power, displaying dominance in 
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military, economic, and arguably cultural spheres. On the other hand, the rest of the world has 

been characterized by a back to the roots phenomenon, perhaps as a direct result of the West’s 

position at the top of the international order. Increasingly people hear of a turning inward of 

various cultures or of the attempt to drive out Western presence and indeed influence. Groups 

are appealing to culturally unique activities in order to distinguish themselves from the western 

world. This can be seen as a resistance of globalization, which some claim to be no more than a 

euphemism for ‘westernization’. This serious cultural divide is believed to be of critical 

importance in the coming years.  

 Fifth, and perhaps most importantly, cultural differences are not mutable. Again, going 

back to the fact that the cultural differences are fundamental, they can be understood to be 

resistant to change and thus do not lend themselves to compromise. Economic concerns and 

political concerns to a lesser extent are more amenable to the give and take generally 

associated with compromise. Republicans may become Democrats, the rich may become poor, 

but it is quite difficult for an American to become an Arab. In ideological conflicts the question 

was “which side are you on?” and people were at some liberty to switch sides according to their 

desires. However, in conflicts of civilization, the question is “what are you?” the answer not 

being readily changeable. In certain regions of the world having the wrong answer to the 

second question may have deadly consequences. Genocides and ethnic cleansing are 

attributable to such a question. The very real differences and the rigidity with which they are 

maintained leads to conflict as one group is not able or willing to reconcile perceived 

incompatibilities with another group.  



Page 59 of 90 
 

In addition to defining and describing what the clash of civilizations will look like, 

Huntington goes on to say what it does NOT mean. It will not be the case that civilization 

identities will completely replace all other identities or that the nation state will disappear. 

Also, it is not the case that civilizations will be monolithic and will maintain a perpetual state of 

peace within the confines of the civilization itself. It is only more likely that cultural differences 

will tend to promote violence, while cultural homogeneity will tend to decrease the likelihood 

of armed conflict. This is to be seen in the tendency that international, security, and economic 

communities develop more readily with in civilizations. A prominent point to the whole 

hypothesis is the looming conflict between the West and the rest. This cultural fault line is likely 

to be the axis of many important international concerns in the future.49  

 It seems that according to this argument that conflict will continue to be an issue that 

will require the attention of officials worldwide. The changing nature of self association, 

coinciding with culture and with the catalyst of globalization, will usher in a new era of 

challenge and likely hardship. The shrinking world will play as the backdrop to disparate 

civilizations that will apply the concepts of realism in their endeavors of promoting their self 

interest. The finite resources of planet Earth and the infinite wants and demands of people 

appears to demand that conflict will occur in order to resolve differences; that is unless the 

human race can discard the psychological tendencies that led to the existence of the current 

world order. However, that would run contrary to thousands of years of consistently bloody 

human history. 

                                                           
49 Huntington, Samuel The Clash of Civilizations: and the Remaking of World Order New York: Simon & Schuster, 
1996. 
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Thomas Hobbes’ Leviathan 
 

 Many realists appeal to the most popular work of Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan, as being a 

work that supports the tenets of realism. Hobbes constructs a theoretical world which is 

commonly referred to as the state of nature. The state of nature is what existence would be like 

in the complete absence of civilization, government, and laws that restrict the natural 

tendencies of man. Because of the infinite and insatiable appetite of man, the state of nature is 

‘a war of all against all’ where power is the ultimate arbiter. One of Hobbes’ more famous 

quotes is his description of life in the state of nature as being “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and 

short.”  

 However, the state of nature is not such a deplorable condition because humans are 

naturally bloodthirsty, but rather because of the rationality inherent in such an anarchic 

system. In the state of nature there is no institution of courts or law, by definition, to which 

dissenting parties may appeal in order to settle a dispute. In the absence of peaceful means to 

solve problems, groups are forced to employ the alternative; violence.  

Within the state of nature families may exist as a group or may form a small community. 

As this happens, and as the communities come into contact with other communities, tensions 

arise as they compete over scarce resources and are confronted with an alien worldview. As the 

tensions progress, with poor prospects for a peaceful solution, the use of violence becomes 

increasingly appealing. However, because the other group is going through the same thought 

process, it becomes an increasingly unstable situation. With the deterioration of the situation, 
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each group feels more inclined to invade its neighbor preemptively out of a desire to protect 

itself from the attack that it feels as imminent. With all groups at all times susceptible to this 

thought process one sees how, as rational actors, people in the state of nature are reduced to 

an existence that is indeed “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.”  

Anarchic systems give rise to the rationality of preemption; however, there is a method 

of promoting one’s self interest that does not necessitate the use of armed force. This concept 

is referred to as deterrence. The irony is that for a group to have a sufficient level of 

deterrence, it must first unambiguously prove that it will not be in a foreign group’s interest to 

attack it in the first place. This can only be done by sending credible signals of superiority and 

strength. As part of sending this credible signal the group must display willingness to use said 

strength. Through retaliation and the defense of one’s honor, credible signals can be sent which 

translate to a sufficient level of deterrence. This is openly plain in the anarchic system of 

international politics. In the pursuit of the nation’s interest, large standing armies are 

conscripted and maintained, nuclear arsenals are developed, and blue-water navies are 

created. All of these expressions of military might send unambiguous signals to would-be 

attackers that it would be costly should relations become undiplomatic.  

In order to escape the state of nature Hobbes proposes the creation of a Leviathan. The 

leviathan is a metaphor for the government, created by the people, and the people themselves, 

who willingly submit to the rule of law created by the government. In this contract, people 

willingly and knowingly surrender certain rights that they had in the state of nature so that the 

government may have a monopoly on legitimate force. With legitimate force concentrated 
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within the government, people are offered a viable alternative to violence in the settling of 

disputes, and it also creates a disincentive for the disturbing of the established order, such 

disturbances being frowned upon by the government. With the payoffs thus altered, rational 

people will tend to live together in a more peaceful environment.  

As part of the bargain, the state receives the allegiance of the people, but must in turn 

provide for their common defense and promote a respectably stable existence, within which 

the citizens may pursue their own endeavors. If these obligations are not satisfactorily met, 

people are not only justified, but expected to reestablish a new government which fulfills the 

contract in a more satisfactory manner. To some extent, revolutions and coups can be seen as 

appealing to this logic.50  

If the contract deteriorates to such an extent that the government is either illegitimate 

or removed, the people, assuming that no replacement government is established, descend 

into a state of existence nearing the theoretical state of nature. Such situations are understood 

today as failed states, and when one looks at the most violent places on earth, it is often true 

that these areas are considered either failed or failing states. The concern over stability in failed 

leads to part two of this paper where Yemen, a failing state, is explored and evaluated 

according to a realist worldview as promoted in the preceding arguments.  

Part II 
 

Yemeni Background 
    

                                                           
50 Hobbes, Thomas Leviathan London: Penguin Books, 1985. 
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 Yemen is a country of approximately 23 million inhabitants which is located at the 

southernmost tip of the Arabian Peninsula. The country is operating with an employment rate 

of 35% with 44% of the population below the age of 14. With such large numbers of young 

people and the unemployed, it often becomes a security issue, as many disillusioned youth are 

attracted to charismatic extremist leaders who promote the disdain for western cultures and 

values. The chief source of revenue for the government is the exportation of oil, which makes 

up 70% of the governments revenue. Not only is such an undiversified economy problematic in 

itself, the Yemeni oil reserves are past peak production. The revenue from oil production within 

Yemen is not only a point of concern; it will never get any better.51  

 Historically, Yemen has had a number of issues with maintaining an agreeable coalition 

between all parties that today collectively make up the country of Yemen. North Yemen gained 

independence in 1918 and South Yemen did so in 1967 after the withdrawal of the British. In 

1970 Southern Yemen adopted a Marxist orientation which prompted the exodus of hundreds 

of thousands of Yemenis from the south to the north, which initiated two decades of conflict 

between the two states. Officially united in 1990, Yemen has continued to struggle with 

internal strife. In 1994 a civil war broke out as the north quelled a southern secessionist 

movement. The Houthi rebellion in the north began in 2004 and has come to a tentative 

ceasefire as of March 2010 as the government continues to deal with another southern 

separatist movement that began in 2007.52 53 54  

                                                           
51 CIA. “Middle East: Yemen.” 21 April, 2010. CIA. 5 May, 2010 <https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-
world-factbook/geos/ym.html> 
52 CIA. “Middle East: Yemen.” 21 April, 2010. CIA. 5 May, 2010 <https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-
world-factbook/geos/ym.html> 
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  Points of Interest 
 

Sana’a Government 
 

 The Yemeni government, internationally recognized as legitimate, is located in what was 

formerly North Yemen within the capital city of Sana’a. The president, who has been active 

since the unification of the country in 1990, is Ali Abdullah Saleh and serves as the head of the 

government with which the international community must deal. The government is heavily 

reliant on international aid, not only in dealing with issues of poverty, but also in dealing with 

the Houthi rebellion and the southern separatist movement. 

Houthi Rebellion 
 

 The Houthi rebellion began as the government sought to arrest the dissident cleric 

Hussein Badreddin al-Houthi in the northern Sa’dah province, who had maintained a belligerent 

stance toward the government. This began what has been a series of conflicts between the 

Sunni government in Sana’a and the Shia rebellion in the north, whose name came from their 

leader, Houthi. The rebellion has maintained its support because the Houthis feel marginalized 

by the government, in addition to the unease that comes from the two parties being of differing 

interpretations of Islam. Because of the group’s marginalization, religious differences, and poor 

socioeconomic status, many inhabitants of the region feel the impetus to join the resistance 

against what they believe to be the oppression of the government.  

                                                                                                                                                                                           
53 Al Jazeera. “Al Jazeera.net.” 5 May, 2010. Al Jazeera 5May, 2010 < http://english.aljazeera.net/> 
54 Press TV. “Press TV.” 5May, 2010 Press TV 5 May, 2010 < http://www.presstv.com/default.aspx> 
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 Conflict having broken out in 2004, the rebellion has been one of serial kinetic episodes. 

In total, five outbreaks of violence have occurred within the greater rebellion with, apparently 

fragile, ceasefires. In August 2009, the latest active period of violence began as the government 

accused the Houthis of being responsible for the disappearance of a number of tourists. 

Denying responsibility, the Houthis retaliated with accusations of their own that not only were 

they innocent, but that the government itself was to blame. As the disagreement boiled over, 

the Yemeni government launched operation Scorched Earth on the 9th of August.  

 During the course of the operation, a number of Houthi fighters crossed the northern 

border into Saudi Arabia, occupied a number of outposts, and were accused of killing a Saudi 

border official; Saudi Arabia became actively involved as of the 3rd of November. In retaliation, 

the Saudi air force was employed in addition to ground troops. Also, the air attacks were not 

restricted to Saudi soil. A number of strikes were conducted within the Sa’dah province itself, 

allegedly killing a number of civilians in addition to armed combatants. The Houthi accusation 

that the Saudi forces were indiscriminate in their fire galvanized the support of the fighters and 

strengthened their resolve. It is also worth pointing out that the same religious difference 

between the Houthis and the government in Sana’a exists between the Houthis and the Saudis. 

When one appeals to the logic of terror management theory, the tenacity with which the 

conflict is prosecuted should come as no surprise. Despite the strengthened resolve, the ability 

of a group to actively participate in conflict is a product of their means and will. With the 

combined firepower of the governments of Sana’a and Riyadh, the Houthis were forced to 

reevaluate the profitability of the continuation of conflict. 



Page 66 of 90 
 

 In January 2010, the Houthis extended the offer of a ceasefire to the Yemeni 

government. In response, the government demanded that the Houthis: 1) remove checkpoints 

and open roads in Sa’dah, 2) abandon positions occupied since the start of the war, 3) return 

weapons captured from the Yemeni army, 4) free Saudi and Yemeni prisoners, 5) avoid all 

military contact with Saudi forces, and 6) completely withdraw from Saudi Arabia. After 

negotiations, a ceasefire was put into effect which ended the hostilities as of the 12th of 

February.55 56 57 58        

Southern Separatists 
 

 Much like the Houthi rebellion of the north, the southern separatist movement is 

political in nature. Because of the primacy of politics, it is little wonder that grievances precede 

organization, which precedes kinetic action. Conflict waged without a political goal is little more 

than mindless violence devoid of any meaningful objective. Fortunately however, the separatist 

has not erupted into full scale violence; yet.  

 The movement began in 2007 as southern leaders were denied reparations by the 

government that were meant to address issues dating back to the 1994 civil war. Like similar 

complaints from the Houthis, the separatists have claimed to have been marginalized by the 

government. They also claim that the government is too centralized, and because of the nature 

of the history between these two groups, it is paramount to stability that communication be 

                                                           
55 Al Jazeera. “Al Jazeera.net.” 5 May, 2010. Al Jazeera 5May, 2010 < http://english.aljazeera.net/> 
56 Press TV. “Press TV.” 5May, 2010 Press TV 5 May, 2010 < http://www.presstv.com/default.aspx> 
57 BBC News. “BBC News.” 5 May, 2010 BBC News 5 May, 2010 < http://news.bbc.co.uk/> 
58 New York Times. “New York Times.” 5 May, 2010 New York Times 5 May, 2010 < http://my.nytimes.com/?_r=2> 
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facilitated in order to minimize the problems that could arise from perceptions of 

discrimination and corruption. At the time of writing, the separatist movement has resulted in 

the deaths of 100 Yemenis with a further 1,500 being imprisoned, many of which are journalists 

and reporters. 59 60 61 62 

 Because of the political nature of both the rebellion in the north and the separatist 

movement in the south, the government can be justified in resorting to any means necessary in 

order to establish order within the state. In order to maximize a state’s ability to meaningfully 

affect the actions of other states in a way that promotes the state’s interest, it is crucial that 

the domestic situation be pacified. If domestic concerns threaten the stability of the 

government, and in turn its ability to engage other state actors in positive and credible ways, 

the state begins to lose power relative to other states. According to realism, it would be 

expected that the government in Sana’a would employ any means necessary in order to shore 

up the domestic situation. This is plainly visible in the willingness to resort to armed conflict to 

put down the rebellion and in the willingness to imprison separatists for undermining the 

legitimacy of the state. 

Al-Qaeda 

 

 Al-Qaeda elements that exist within Yemen bring the attention of an additional actor, 

namely the United States. Two salient points warrant serious western involvement within 

                                                           
59 Al Jazeera. “Al Jazeera.net.” 5 May, 2010. Al Jazeera 5May, 2010 < http://english.aljazeera.net/> 
60 Press TV. “Press TV.” 5May, 2010 Press TV 5 May, 2010 < http://www.presstv.com/default.aspx> 
 
61 BBC News. “BBC News.” 5 May, 2010 BBC News 5 May, 2010 < http://news.bbc.co.uk/> 
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Yemeni borders. First, the events of September 11th have solidified al-Qaeda as a threat to 

American national security. And second, because Yemen is a failing state with waning 

legitimacy within the countryside, elements that wish to engage in activities not sanctioned by 

law are relatively free to act within these lesser governed regions. One of such groups is al-

Qaeda.  

 Before exploring the western involvement in Yemen, first an explanation of the 

relationship between the government in Sana’a and al-Qaeda is warranted. The government 

and al-Qaeda both adhere to Sunni Islam, additionally so too does Saudi Arabia. Because the 

religious conflict is absent, their relationship is less susceptible to such cultural disagreements 

as is the case with the government’s involvement in the Houthi rebellion. Also, the al-Qaeda 

presence in Yemen is not significant in terms of numbers or as a threat to the Yemeni 

government. In fact, the Yemeni president Saleh has said that the government would be willing 

to talk with any al-Qaeda follower who ‘renounces violence and terrorism.’  

 In general, the relationship between these groups is not necessarily antagonistic; 

however, the government has made a concerted effort to address the al-Qaeda presence within 

its borders. This effort includes the attempt to neutralize al-Qaeda through dialogue and force 

if necessary. But, provided their passive relationship, why then would the struggling Yemeni 

government expend valuable and none too abundant resources in the fight against a group that 

can only marginally be considered a nuisance? This is where the power politics of the west 

comes into play.63 64 65 66 
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American Involvement 
 

 Going back to the two reasons that warrant American involvement, al-Qaeda is a threat 

and al-Qaeda exists within the Yemeni borders, it is no surprise that American interests are 

influencing the actions of the government in Sana’a. Not only is al-Qaeda stationed within 

Yemen, it actively plots and executes attacks that have been planned and supported from 

within the country. Some historic examples include the bombing of the U.S.S. Cole near the city 

of Aden where 17 American sailors were killed. More recently, the radical New Mexican born 

Muslim cleric, Anwar al-Awlaki, who preached at a Mosque in Virginia, has moved to Yemen 

where he continues to preach anti American sentiment. It is known that he was, to some 

extent, in contact with the Fort Hood gunman. Also, he counseled and was involved in the 

training of Umar Farouk Abdulmutallab. Abdulmutallab is a Nigerian citizen who, after staying in 

Yemen, attempted to detonate explosives hidden in his underwear on a flight bound for Detroit 

on Christmas Day 2009. These incidents have prompted an escalated effort on behalf of 

America to address the issues of national security that arise to al-Qaeda elements within 

Yemen.  

 In accordance with realism, Yemen had been only of marginal concern to U.S. policy 

makers, despite the poor conditions within the country. Not allowing moral considerations 

fueled by human solidarity to guide policy, only legitimate security issues merit substantial 

overseas operations. It was only after terrorist elements began to take refuge within the 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
64 Press TV. “Press TV.” 5May, 2010 Press TV 5 May, 2010 < http://www.presstv.com/default.aspx> 
65 BBC News. “BBC News.” 5 May, 2010 BBC News 5 May, 2010 < http://news.bbc.co.uk/> 
 
66 New York Times. “New York Times.” 5 May, 2010 New York Times 5 May, 2010 < http://my.nytimes.com/?_r=2> 



Page 70 of 90 
 

country did America direct significant amounts of resources to this poor Arab nation. However, 

all resources and pressure applied to the government of Yemen has been in order to goad them 

into dealing with the al-Qaeda presence, which is only of marginal concern. So, it is the security 

threat that explains America’s involvement in the country to begin with, and American pressure 

on the Yemeni government explains its actions against al-Qaeda. The American pressure on the 

government is significant because the financial assistance that Yemen receives from America is 

instrumental in funding the past war against the Houthis and the current engagement of the 

separatist movement. Additionally, the aid is used to build infrastructure and provide services 

to the Yemeni people, goods which have not been readily forthcoming due to the government’s 

declining revenues.67 68 69 70       

A Proxy War? 
 

 Upon further examination of the Houthi rebellion and all actors involved, it comes to 

one’s attention that in addition to the Houthis, the government in Sana’a, and Saudi Arabia; 

Iran also plays an important role.  

 Historically Saudi Arabia and Iran have had a dynamic relationship including periods of 

strain and periods of relative ease. Both states play an important role in the region, but have 

differing views as to the proper form of government and the correct interpretation of Islam. 

According to TMT, these cultural differences may provide a source of lasting conflict between 
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these two nations. Additionally, Saudi Arabia’s economic ties to the U.S. represent another 

point of conflict. Because of the history of American involvement in Iran, and the current 

regime, relations between America and Iran have been tense in recent decades. How then, 

does this have any effect on the situation in Yemen? 

 When taking religious differences into account, one sees a distinct division between the 

Saudi/Yemen coalition, and an Iran/Houthi coalition. Such distinctions would be mere 

speculation except for the accusations levied by the Yemeni government against Iran that it had 

been aiding the rebellion in an attempt to destabilize the region. The government in Sana’a 

expressed concerns that a culturally different group, Iran, was meddling within the internal 

affairs of a sovereign state on behalf of the rebellious faction. Iran refuted these accusations, 

stating simply that it expressed solidarity with any group of Muslims that would be unfairly 

treated and discriminated against.  

 Also, Iran levied similar accusations against Saudi Arabia, which it viewed as acting 

unjustly in the fierce destruction of Shia fighters. It said that Saudi Arabia was violating the 

sovereignty of Yemen in an attempt to keep the Yemeni government weak. Because of this 

dynamic of Sunni against Shia, many have viewed the persecution of the Houthi rebellion as a 

proxy war between Iran and Saudi Arabia.71 72 73 74 

 Waging a proxy war such as this is exactly what one would expect according to a realist 

understanding of international politics. The balance of power within the Greater Middle East is 
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susceptible to the manipulation of each member state. In order to gage the relative strength 

and influence of each state proxy wars can be used in order to ascertain the abilities and 

intentions of the states involved. Nations only engage in costly conflict when vital interests are 

at stake, and in the case of the Houthi rebellion, Iran was under no immediate threat, which is 

why there was no armed involvement by the Iranian military. However, the Saudi’s territorial 

and cultural border was violated, which represented a significant threat. Again, realism explains 

the actions of both states, as they pursue avenues that further their own self interest, while 

being mindful of financial and material limitations.  

The Case for Realism 
 

 The social sciences, entailing the tremendous challenge of involving the actions of 

people, have been studied with intensity in an effort to: 1) explain observable phenomena and 

2) make predictions based on the available evidence. In an effort to manage the seemingly 

infinite number of complexities associated with reality, assumptions are necessary. However, as 

assumptions are made, fidelity is sacrificed in order to bring the overwhelming amount of 

information down to a manageable level.  

 When seeking to understand and predict the course of international relations, the set of 

assumptions known as realism seems to most closely mirror the real world. Realism explains, 

with relative accuracy, why states do what they do, and more importantly, provides a certain 

level of insight into what they will do in the future. Liberalism, with its focus on morals and 

stressing the promotion of man to a less violent state seems to represent wishful thinking for a 

more peaceful and less violent hypothetical world.  
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 The ideas of Terror Management Theory, the Clash of Civilizations, and Tomas Hobbes’ 

Leviathan point out the inherent violent nature of humans as they struggle with their inherited 

animal instincts as they imperfectly apply the faculties of rationality and reason in the 

enterprise of promoting their parochial self interest. In the face of such tendencies, with an 

overarching ‘us versus them’ mentality, conflict and kinetic acts of violence appear to be little 

more than an extension of policy within the realm of greater social interaction. Within the 

context of all anarchic systems, as the world in reality is, power is not just the most prominent 

arbiter, it is the only arbiter. And in the anarchic system of the international world order, ‘the 

strong do what they can, and the weak suffer what they must.’        
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Reflections on the Acquisition of an 
Advanced Degree 

 

 From the Fall of 2005 till the Spring of 2013, a great many things have come to pass: the 

United States elected its first African-American President, the country fell into economic 

recession, and, fortunately for the living and despite many ominous predictions, the world 

failed to come to an end. However, one thing that has been a constant within the same span of 

time is my status as a student at institutions of higher learning.    

 By way of explaining the use of the word ‘acquisition’ in the title of this essay, I will 

appeal to the notion of 2nd language acquisition for elaboration of the term as I intend it. 

Students involved in the discipline of second language acquisition become acquainted with the 

notion of acquisition that goes beyond the mere obtainment of something. While the obtaining 

is important, whether it be a language or a Master’s degree, it is the subsequent application of 

these products that matter and is of interest to the holder of the skills. While one may quibble 

with the shaky metaphor of comparing a language to a degree, and I would agree with such a 

criticism, I see the degree as the product of acquiring a certain type of skill. It is this skill, the 

one that every graduate student must, in some form, establish or graft into their lives, that one 

may compare to a language. In both instances: the acquisition of a language and of a skill, the 

value comes in the application. Having ownership of a language provides nuance in 

understanding discourse and opens up entire cultures for direct and untranslated 

communication, and having the kinds of skills that make possible the acquisition of a graduate 
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degree are certainly transferable to the rest of one’s life. Surely the skills of careful 

examination, attention to detail, critical inquiry, and the application of reason and failing to be 

convinced with superficial and dubious explanations, will be to one’s benefit in rising to life’s 

challenges beyond graduate school.  

 In retrospect, I can be quite happy with a number of changes that happened in my life as 

I was in the process of going through school. As a high school student my academic outlook was 

describable as conspicuously lacking in rigor. Fortunately for me, this lack of discipline failed to 

follow me into my college experience. For reasons unknown, I’m hesitant to cite maturation as 

that might be too generous a prognosis for my 19 year-old self, I began to develop interests in 

my classes that went beyond the material that was most likely to be on the exam. Happily I 

continued on in the same fashion with each passing semester opening up new areas of inquiry 

and bringing me to better understandings of the world in which I am lucky to be a participant.  

 Generally speaking, people and their behavior came to be the topic of greatest interest 

to me, and this interest translated into an interest in governments and the relationship 

between them and their associated citizens. This interest, which developed in breadth and 

became more nuanced with the passage of time, remained fundamentally intact and provided 

me the scholarly guidance and vision that took me to the point of graduation and a transition 

into graduate school.  

 As has long been the trend, information, ideas, people, capital, etc. are crossing 

geographical, political, and social borders at an increasing rate. Commonly known as 

globalization, this process has been a defining characteristic of the world in which we live, 
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especially with the advent of technologies that have considerable impacts on this acceleration 

process. Provided this background reality, the premium of having a multi-faceted 

understanding of the world becomes apparent. Assuming one is successful in creating such a 

robust understanding that spans a number of disciplines, it will serve as a tremendous boon in 

competitive job markets.  

 The ascendency of value of communication between disciplines and institutions 

welcomes a broad approach that incorporates various paradigms and methods of inquiry into a 

coherent process. This approach is the very nature of interdisciplinary studies. In addition to the 

value of being in a program that promotes the active integration of various disciplines, it also 

offers the opportunity to tailor the degree to the needs of the student in ways that traditional 

degrees are unable to do. Provided the number of disciplines that the student has available to 

choose from, it becomes possible to structure the degree in such a way that it is more 

consistent with the student’s interests and scholastic needs.  

Motivated by my desire to have a working knowledge of multiple disciplines, I was quick 

to develop an interest in the interdisciplinary studies master’s program, and after investigation, 

I decided that the challenge of working in different disciplines and synthesizing the information 

and processes was something that I wanted to embrace. 
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Vision 
 

Primarily inspired by my desire to understand peoples’ interactions with their 

governments and transnational relations between governments and other institutions, I was 

drawn to the prospect of focusing my degree on international affairs. Pursuing such a degree 

would give me the opportunity to focus on the fluid political dynamics and changing social 

structures within the greater international system. As I began my program I looked forward to 

the prospect of exploring how domestic, regional, and global concerns relate to, and affect each 

other on the world stage. Additionally I was excited to continue the process of integrating my 

notions of self and identity into this broadening understanding of the wider world, of which I 

am only a small part.   Provided my areas of interest I decided on the disciplines of: 1) political 

science—to continue my inquiry into the nature of governments and their relation to the 

governed, 2) history—to provide a more robust reservoir of information and to understand the 

process and challenges associated with writing and understanding historical events, and 3) 

modern conflict, diplomacy, and reconciliation—to develop an understanding of the nature of 

civil military relations as well as the possible nature, scope, and consequences of conflict.  

While each of these disciplines is valuable as a singular focus, because of the need for 

interdisciplinary approaches to solving many of today’s problems, and the premium on the 

ability to approach topics from multiple points of view with sensitivity and alacrity, the value of 

an interdisciplinary degree comes from the very combination of different disciplines. As was 
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well stated by Richard Carp, "interdisciplinary Studies gives students more than one point of 

view on the same topic, and by comparing and contrasting, connecting and separating the 

information provided by separate disciplines, new dimensions of information appear." It seems 

that for such a degree, the whole is greater than the mere sum of its constituent parts. It is this 

notion of combination and integration that I found appealing in the interdisciplinary studies 

degree. By committing myself to the process of active integration of various disciplines, I have 

given myself the opportunity to pursue my interests in ways that have been intensely rewarding 

and which have allowed me to develop intellectually and personally.  

Pols 

 In addition to my interest in governments and how they interact on the world stage and 

their relationship with the governed, which essentially amounts to different political groups and 

their interactions, I became interested in groups more generally.  

 We, as individuals, live our lives in a complex mosaic comprised of different groups that 

intermix, redefine themselves, fade away, and come into being. One thing about this whole 

process that I find intriguing is that a ‘group’ is a label given to some set of people who organize 

themselves according to apparently salient factors. Essentially, individuals who pursue their 

rational self interest amalgamate themselves and self identify or are identified by others as 

belonging to a social construct. In other words, this group is nothing more than a heuristic, 

when employed as a way of understanding things about the world.  

What’s more, this heuristic works in at least two ways. One way is to scrutinize a person 

according to their beliefs, attitudes, dispositions, and desires. Once understood, and once the 



Page 80 of 90 
 

individual is observed to have identified him/herself as a member of a group, either through 

direct involvement in the group’s activities or through more marginal integration as self 

identification, it becomes possible to make inferences as to the nature of the group. This is 

especially the case when more than one individual is known within the group, assuming one 

knows the characteristics of the individual, and when the group, as such, begins to produce 

material above and beyond any individual. This material may include, but is not limited to: 

websites, pamphlets, books, manifestos, platforms, etc.  

Another type of inference is made possible because of groups and associated 

membership. This inference is from the group to the individual. Assuming one is familiar with 

the aforementioned material of a group, one is often wont to infer willing group membership to 

mean that people in the group beliefs that are, at least, loosely consistent with the group itself. 

This can, however, be misleading and, at times, dangerous. This is merely a heuristic, and is no 

guarantee that one can infer any kind of knowledge about a person absent any kind of contact 

with or experience of that person. This is the problem associated with stereotypes, bigotry, and 

close-mindedness of all kinds.  

In addition to the inferential power afforded by groups, groups also serve as a vehicle 

for the organization of ideas, and may even, depending on the nature of the organization itself, 

allow for members to derive meaning and thus help them to answer difficult existential 

questions. It is this notion that became the focus of my paper in POLS 5307 Comparative 

Politics. At the time I was taking this class I had become fascinated by how groups form, 
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according to what principles and defining characteristics, what they did once they formed, and 

how they reacted to other groups within complex social systems.  

With these as my guiding questions, I decided that I would investigate the conflict in 

Northern Ireland by appealing to the various groups involved, how they formed, and what their 

desires were. Drawing from the work of Johanna Kristin Birnir, I focused on the notion of 

ethnicity. Ethnicity can be thought of as immutable characteristics that readily lend themselves 

as potential dividing factors between people who have differing characteristics. Because these 

characteristics are very difficult, if not impossible, to change, hence the immutability, they are 

quick to be used by people seeking to differentiate themselves into groups. Furthermore, it can 

be argued that groups derive some of their identity from the existence of other groups that 

differ in some ways. With this in mind as a rough scaffold, I tried to examine how the existence 

of different ethnic groups contributed to the political climate in Ireland at the height of The 

Troubles. 

As I was working through the paper, I began to develop an appreciation for political 

institutions and how they may contribute to a less violent society. One argument that I came 

across was the notion that groups organize and transmit the interests if the members onto the 

political stage. This is significant, as governments tend to have monopolies on power within 

their jurisdictions and are in a prime position to change the lives of its citizens in profound 

ways.  

This process works well enough, assuming that all concerned groups have access to the 

political processes that concern them. It can be argued that groups who are dissatisfied with 
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the status quo will seek to change things. In democracies, one such way of doing so is to appeal 

to the electoral process in an attempt to incentivize the actualization of legislation that is 

supportive of the needs of the group. However, it is possible that the group is so marginalized 

form the political process that the notion of solving grievances in this way is simply unrealistic. 

Thus, groups who are denied access to the political process will remove themselves and seek 

address of their grievances in other ways. Unfortunately, this includes violence.  

By using Northern Ireland as a case study I had the opportunity to explore groups and 

understand them in greater detail, and to apply the newfound understanding to the political 

process in a real-world example. I found the assignment rewarding in that I was able to develop 

a richer understanding of a phenomenon, The Troubles, but to do so through the interpretive 

lens of something that I already had an interest in, namely groups.    

Hist 

 Provided my relatively light treatment of history as an undergraduate, I was forced to 

expand my methodologies and approaches while taking HIST 5354. While it was a challenge to 

produce work according to previously underutilized methodologies, I was happy to have had 

the opportunity to broaden my scholastic perspective.  

 As I progressed through the class and worked on my final paper, I came face to face with 

the problems of historiography. Questions that I had only been vaguely aware were becoming 

increasingly salient as I pursued my interests. Notions like, ‘history is written by the winners,’ 

and ‘one man’s terrorist is another man’s freedom-fighter,’ were not new to me, but the depth 

of the implied problem was. Again, vague awareness is one thing, but being forced to grapple 
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with the issues of historical bias and competing agendas is something for which I am profoundly 

grateful. Lessons learned through these experiences are useful in a history class, but have the 

wonderful benefit of being applicable to any social situation. The ubiquity of the situations that 

are rendered more meaningful by the application of this critical approach makes retrospective 

evaluation of history classes more positive than they were in the first place. It seems history has 

been kind to history.  

 Despite the utility of this approach, it can make the critical examination of the known 

past intriguingly difficult. Yes, history is complicated by the nuances of competing perspectives 

and methodologies, and is beset with the problem of being limited to necessarily subjective 

interpretations of past events. Being an inherently human enterprise, the process of recording 

and understanding history is denied the benefit of being understood through objective 

frameworks and so must be played out in the minds of men and women in a fluid social 

context. This mosaic of ideas lends itself to interpretation and subsequent reinterpretation of 

historic events.   

 Objectivity is often seen as something of a gold standard for analysis. Dispassionate and 

without bias. Although some claim that the quest for objectivity betrays a bias of its own, 

others, myself included, feel that objectivity is not something that can be obtained at any rate. 

Everyone experiences the world at the personal level; I do not have access to your thoughts and 

understandings, nor do you mine. While it is worthwhile to strive for dispassionate productions 

in terms of writing history, this is something that can only be achieved to a point. Because of 

the individualistic experience of the world, we as people are doomed to subjectivity, bound by 
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frameworks, concepts, and settings. Because this seems to be the case, it has impacted the way 

I approach history. It was as I was developing this approach that I had the opportunity to write 

my research paper on the Nicaraguan Revolution. 

 Throughout the process I was able to critically examine my sources, secondary and 

primary, for bias that may result from their unique perspectives. Some authors were outsiders 

to the country who were present at the time of the revolution; others where scholars writing 

after the fact. And others still were directly involved in the events and were retelling the events 

as they experienced them so many years ago. Through this morass of competing narratives, and 

different heroes and villains, winners and losers, I explored. I tried my best to take into account 

the information that the sources had access to, their level of personal and emotional 

engagement in the conflict, and their proximity to the event itself in an attempt to glean my 

own understanding of the event.  

 The crux of it all was that I was doing it from my very own unique and narrow-minded 

perspective. The very process of teasing out possible bias and its effect on the literature, was 

something that that I was doing as an American, geographically and socially distant from the 

event in question. I was totally unable to remove myself from my experiences in order to 

fashion anything like an objective understanding of the Nicaraguan Revolution. Despite all of 

my fallibilities and shortcomings, I am in good company. The greatest minds the world has ever 

known have been burdened by the same handicap; we are limited by our very humanity and 

cannot transcend ourselves. But in a way, that was what was meaningful about the assignment. 

I had the opportunity to grapple with the nature of subjective experience and understanding of 
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events in an effort to understand a process. And I did so, albeit imperfectly and with noticeable 

bias, but I did. I can now claim to better understand an event that so meaningfully impacted the 

lives of thousands of people not unlike me. It is this understanding that enables me to bridge 

the gap between me and other people who may be struggling through hardships or enjoying 

successes. I fashioned my own understanding, and that matters to me.   

MCDR 

To begin my graduate career I started work on a certificate in strategic studies. Provided 

where I was as I was finishing my undergraduate degree, with my focus on governments and 

politics, it seemed fitting to continue by way of filling in some of the gaps. One significant gap 

was the role of the military in the pursuit of a nation’s interest. One reason that it was such a 

gap was that as a child the military in all its forms was of only marginal significance. I was aware 

that the U.S. had armed forces, but I was ignorant as to how everything was organized and 

what it meant to be a member of the armed forces. The only real contact I had was intermittent 

conversations with people who were stationed at Dyess Air Force Base. Provided my lack of 

exposure to the military, I knew little about it, but sought to remedy my shortcomings. 

While it is true that I had studied the effect of conflict on emerging world orders, the 

intricacies of civil-military relationships and the process by which war is waged were unknown 

to me. It was this known unknown that motivated me to begin work on the certificate from the 

outset.  

It was very pleasing to begin my graduate career in such a way. I had been provided a 

background in political science and I was supplementing it with further investigation in the 
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realm of the military, and how it does what it does, and the relationship between citizens, 

governments, and the military itself. I was quickly exposed to the writings of Carl von 

Clausewitz and Sun Tzu, two writers whose contributions to the field of strategic and military 

studies are highly regarded and thought to be approaching universal in their applicability.  

One enduring theme to which I was exposed was credited to Clausewitz, and that is the 

notion of the primacy of politics over war and that armed conflict is an extension of policy. In 

retrospect this seems obvious, but at the time it was a novel concept which revolutionized my 

thinking about how governments and militaries interacted. The reason it was so influential was 

precisely because I had given it so little consideration. To have the military categorized as a tool 

of policy, wielded by government officials, enabled me to approach questions about 

civil/military relations in more fruitful ways. No longer would such concerns be taken for 

granted as shrouded in a mist of uncertainty, I was acquiring tools of my own that I could use to 

understand another facet of the United States government.    

As I was working toward completion of the certificate I learned about such themes as: 

policy/strategy matches; intelligence, assessments, and plans; instruments of war; interaction, 

adaptation, and reassessment; war termination; and the international, material, institutional, 

and social dimensions of strategy. All of these themes were employed in understanding 

conflicts around the world, how they played out the way they did, and the impact associated 

with having winners and losers in an exchange of kinetic acts of violence.  
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After having worked with these themes, I had the opportunity to use them in the 

evaluation of a case study; I chose Yemen and its internal struggles with rebellious groups, 

which had complicating ties to various international actors.  

In addition to using the aforementioned themes in evaluating the situation in Yemen, I 

also appealed to social contract theory, Sam Huntington’s clash of civilizations, and terror 

management theory. Working with these broad frameworks and using them to interpret a real-

world situation was immediately rewarding as I was able to apply previously discussed themes 

within broader interpretive lenses in an effort to come to an understanding. This exercise made 

very real, for me, the value of taking theory and concept, and applying them in rigorous ways in 

the pursuit of understanding. At any moment, events come to us from a plethora of media. It is 

a useful skill to be able to interpret the information in ways that are intelligible and meaningful 

to the user. Having gone through the requirements of this assignment, I went through an 

elaborate and relatively thorough process of evaluating a real situation in ways that were useful 

to me.  

Being able to do this is important. Facts either exist or they don’t. Insofar as facts exist 

about phenomena, it is incumbent on us, as rational citizens of the world, to believe that which 

is true; namely, statements that are backed up by fact. But it is in the process of converting 

facts into true beliefs that value arises from information. Facts must be understood and 

interpreted. As has already been discussed, this happens at the level of the individual. Provided 

one’s ability to make meaningful connections, it becomes possible for an individual to construct 

an understanding of the world based on his/her own interpretations of facts, rather than the 
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interpretations that have been handed down from superiors in any form. And with this ability, 

we can then aggregate our understandings into broader social constructs. Thus, do we become 

eligible for community membership, societal integration, and meaningful access to the 

enterprise of growing the knowledge of mankind.  

Point of Departure 

 As a graduate student at Texas Tech University, I have had the tremendous opportunity 

to grow and develop in ways that I could not have anticipated at the beginning. The three 

projects previously mentioned, in addition to the additional challenges that I have experienced 

as a graduate student, have given me the opportunity and guidance to develop and hone the 

skills necessary for the completion of certain tasks. Diligence, time and resource management, 

networking and collaboration, critical inquiry, thoughtful reading, and many others have been 

refined throughout the entire process. In addition to these skills, I have had the tremendous 

boon of having worked with material that corresponds to the real world. I can now boast of 

having alleviated some of my incredible ignorance as to the nature of reality. These forays into 

unknown territories have indeed allowed me greater understandings, however, they have 

repeatedly made it abundantly clear to me that I know in fact very little. I don’t mean to 

bemoan this fact, it is in ways liberating to know that, through a commitment to uncovering the 

truth, one may begin to ask more appropriate and meaningful questions.  

 This has perhaps been the thing about which I am most grateful. The skills and 

information are wonderful, but I am more excited about the new questions that I have. What 

should the nature of U.S. foreign policy be? Do other people have a right to self determination 
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without outside interference? What would such non-intervention look like and how would it 

impact the people involved? What justification does the U.S. have for seemingly cavalier 

intrusions into the affairs of others? And what do we mean by the ‘United States’ in the first 

place? What is the role of partisanship within society? How much power should groups have, 

and where do they get it anyway? Do affluent peoples and nations have moral obligations to 

assist those who are lacking in material wealth? If so, what would such assistance look like? 

 These are just a few of the questions that I am interested in—the proverbial tip of the 

iceberg. With all that I have accumulated from my time as a graduate student, I feel hopeful 

and optimistic that I may venture out into the world and establish myself as something like 

happy and successful. Granted, over time, the definition of ‘happy’ and ‘successful’ is bound to 

change. It did while I was a student. But I feel like my perspective is consistent with change and 

volatility. For that, I am very fortunate. It has been an altogether enjoyable experience, that of 

graduate school, and I look at it as a point of departure. I hope for my life to consist of 

innumerable opportunities to learn and grow, as it has up to this point.  

Spanning the disciplines of political science, history, and strategic studies as well as 

sociology, literature, science, and philosophy—we as people are able to engage some of the 

most difficult questions imaginable. What is the point of all this? How should we use our time? 

Where are we going? While I don’t claim to have the answers to these important questions, I 

can say that having appealed to the aforementioned disciplines in an attempt to uncover some 

truth about them has been an intensely rewarding experience—an experience that I hope to 

prolong as long as I might. And with luck, I might be able to provide some future person 
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additional insight into these very human concerns, and in so doing, achieve some semblance of 

immortality in contributing to the awesome and enigmatic human condition.  
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