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Dear Reader,

This issue of the Pennsylvania State University Journal of International Affairs will 
mark the second successful year of our publication and solidify the Journal’s academic 
reputation at Penn State.  As many of our editors graduate, we wish them the best of luck. 
At the same time, we welcome a new generation of editors in whom we see great promise.  
We are confident that they will be able to carry our legacy and grow the Journal’s purview 
beyond the classrooms and offices of this university.  

Our mission to expand the Journal comes at time of increasing economic uncertainty 
and tighter university budgets. In the wake of this austerity, we would like to thank our 
gracious benefactors, who have contributed valuable time, financial support and wise 
words of advice.  Specifically, we want to thank John Hodgson and the rest of the Strategic 
and Global Security Scholars Program and Jack Selzer of the Paterno Fellows program, 
who will be retiring as Program director this year will be greatly missed. To all of our 
faculty reviewers who have provided expert knowledge in our reviewing process, we are 
deeply indebted.  We could expect nothing less from these giants of the Penn State com-
munity.  Finally a thank you to our authors, without whom we would cease to exist.

This, our Spring issue, bring to readers pieces from across the broad discipline of 
International Affairs.  It is our intent to provide the academic community both here at Penn 
State and beyond with some of the best current work done by undergraduates around the 
country.  They explore the highly contested landscape of International Affairs with vigor.  
Their research touches on diverse issues through lenses varying from comparative analysis 
to game-theory   As such their pieces are insights into the minds of our peers, allowing us 
to glimpse the next generation of scholars of International Affairs. It is our privilege to 
bring you the culmination of our work.  Thank you for reading.

Sincerely,
Patrick Boynton, Peter Gorman, Harrison Roger & Michelle Sarver
Executive Editors, Spring 2013  
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Argentina’s Plan Patria Grande and 
its Implications for United States 

Immigration Policy
Benjamin Hemenway, University of Virginia

Ben Hemenway is a fourth year student at the University of Virginia, studying Foreign 
Affairs and Latin American Studies.  In 2011, he studied the international relations of 
Latin America and Argentine foreign policy at Universidad Torcuato di Tella and Pontifi-
cia Universidad Católica Argentina in Buenos Aires, where he first became interested in 
Argentine immigration policy. Next year he will continue his studies of Latin America 
at American University’s School of International Service in Washington, D.C., where he 
will participate in a graduate assistantship. His email address is bah2qw@virginia.edu.

Abstract

This paper elucidates the 2006 Argentine immigration policy, El Plan Patria 
Grande, contextualizing it with the histories and policies of immigration in Ar-
gentina and the United States.  Despite the similarities in immigration trends and 
composition within each respective country, this paper clearly explains how the 
renowned Argentinian immigration policy would not presently mend the broken 
American immigration system because of the domestic politics in the U.S.  It ex-
plicates the major differences between the current immigration policies of each 
country, citing problems such as American political polarization, a deficient public 
and political focus of immigration as a human rights issue in the U.S., and a large 
disparity in the number of immigrants coming to each country as reasons for why 
the Argentine policy could not feasibly be implemented in the United States.

Less than thirty years ago, violence, torture, dictatorship, and flagrantly rac-
ist policies characterized the government of Argentina.  However, the pres-
ently democratic nation boasts one of the most liberal, tolerant, and inter-

nationally accepted immigration policies in the world.  In contrast, the United 
States, a nation with a rich history of immigration that parallels many aspects of 
Argentine immigration history, continues to invite controversy over its policies 
because of a widening ideological gap that politically divides the country.  Both 
Argentina and the United States have been destinations for international migra-
tion since their establishment; however, the trend has shifted from immigrants 
of traditional European origins to immigrants from countries in Latin America, 
Africa, and Asia.  As a result, the new wave of people has become subjected to 
severely xenophobic policies and treatment.  Consequently, in 2006, the Argen-
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Just as in the United States, the middle of the twentieth century brought 
about a change in the demographics of immigrants, as people from the border-
ing countries of Paraguay, Bolivia, Peru, and others began to comprise a dispro-
portionate percentage of the people entering the country.  Although there are 
many complex factors that affect the reception of these people, their ethnici-
ties and socioeconomic status differentiate them from the average native (Masi 
Ruis 2011, 69).  The indigenous and physically distinct people from these bor-
dering nations starkly contrast in appearance to the Argentinians of European 
heritage; as contrasted with these three countries, Argentina has a much higher 
per capita GDP than each and any.  It was for these reasons, among others, that 
during the military dictatorship of 1976-1983, strong anti-immigration policies 
were enacted, which persisted until the beginning of the twenty-first century.

The military government created the most concretely racist immigration 
policy that had ever been passed in Argentina.  The Videla Law, enacted in 
1981, essentially legalized racism through immigration policy: “The Ley Vi-
dela retreated from the open immigration laws and policies of the past. The 
stated purpose of the law was to promote immigration of those persons ‘whose 
cultural characteristics allow for adequate integration into Argentine society’” 
(Hines 2010, 481).  Even presently, many Argentines often associate themselves 
as being more European than South American, distancing themselves from the 
indigenous people that emigrate from neighboring countries.  This has resulted 
in the development of racist terminology, discriminatory practices, and even 
acts of violence and forced labor.  One Bolivian immigrant explains, “Por la 
calle nos gritaron ‘negra boliviana’, ‘bolita de mierda’. A los peruanos les dicen 
‘perucas’ y a los paraguayos ‘paraguas’” (Gabino 2006).  This quote describes 
Bolivians, Peruvians, and Paraguayans being harassed  in the street and called 
such things as “black Bolivian,” and “little ball of shit.”  Even more upsetting 
than these insults was an event that occurred in March 2006, when a fire broke 
out in a factory in Buenos Aires that killed six Bolivians, including four chil-
dren, who were locked inside the factory where they worked and slept under 
sewing machines.  The people killed in the fire were Bolivian immigrants that 
had no rights in Argentina that would enable them to condemn the actions of 
their boss without being deported.  Consequentially, this occasion sparked the 
creation of the Plan Patria Grande, which was passed just one month after the 
tragic event.  This law would come to reverse the twenty-five years of harsh 
immigration policy that had prevailed in the country, beginning a new era in 
Argentina.

President Kirchner signed the Plan Patria Grande, known formally as the 
National Program for the Normalization of Migratory Documentation, or Mi-
grations Law No. 25871, on April 17, 2006.  In response to the factory fire and 
the continued racism and discrimination that permeated the country, the new 
law sought to provide a simple and direct route for the residents living illegal-

tine government passed legislation created by President Néstor Kirchner that 
legalized the residential status for citizens of the Southern Common Market 
(MERCOSUR) countries already living within the nation.  Looking solely at the 
similarities of the immigration patterns between the two nations, a comparable 
program could theoretically be implemented in the United States.  Despite these 
parallels, the positive results of the Plan Patria Grande in Argentina cannot 
feasibly be achieved in the United States because of the extremely progressive 
nature of the law that would contradict current public opinion and historical 
rhetoric behind American immigration policies.  Until there is a major shift in 
the beliefs of the public regarding immigrants who come to this country, it is 
highly unlikely for such a liberal policy to take root in the United States.

In contrast to other countries in Latin America, Argentina converted into 
one of the largest receptors of European immigration during the turn of the 
twentieth century.  Throughout this era, the major sending countries were Spain 
and Italy, although there were also enormous waves of immigrants coming from 
Eastern Europe and Russia (Esteban 2010, 16).  This trend can be observed 
through data taken by the Mellen Research University Press, reflecting the large 
numbers of European immigrants to Argentina and the United States:

Argentina’s Plan Patria Grande

Castro, Donald S. The Development and Politics of Argentine Im-
migration Policy 1852-1914. San Francisco: Mellen Research Uni-
versity Press, 1991.
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human rights and immigration entities, commending its commitment to view-
ing immigration as a human rights issue.

Almost immediately, the Plan Patria Grande received international recogni-
tion and was praised by influential leaders and notable organizations around 
the world.  The country won recognition from organizations such as UNICEF 
(The United Nations Children’s Fund) and the International Organization for 
Migration, which supported the initiative by contributing to the design and 
implementation of registration and processing software of the residency appli-
cations (Texido 2012).  Although many implications of the immigration policy 
are still unknown due to the nature of its recent creation, there is no doubt that 
the positive effects will vastly outweigh the negative because of the attention 
paid to immigration as a human rights issue in Argentina.  In fact, the Plan Pa-
tria Grande is universally renowned for the progress that has been made in area 
of immigration reform: “Law 25.871...represents a major step forward for the 
rights of immigrants, not only in Argentina, but throughout the world” (Hines 
2010, 472).  The open immigration system in Argentina is truly one of the lead-
ing innovations in the immigration policy of our era:

Contrary to global trends, recent migration policy developments in Argen-
tina are framed towards creating a more open immigration regime. In most 
immigration countries, such as the United States and the UK, security concerns 
as well as the desire to control and limit increasingly large migration flows are 
driving policy reform. By opening access to the country, especially for regional 
immigrants, Argentina provides an interesting case study of free movement for 
the developing world. (Jachimowicz 2006)  

The concentration on the freedom of movement and human rights in the Plan 
Patria Grande is evident.  The creation of the law resulted in a palpable reaction, 
as “Human rights groups, immigrant communities, and constitutional schol-
ars enthusiastically greeted the new law whose fundamental principles support 
the right to immigrate as a human right and provide protections for additional 
human rights and basic equality” (Hines 2010, 485).  The reasoning for the 
international recognition is apparent, although there are several concrete reper-
cussions that became immediately ostensible within the country, as well.

In reflecting back on one of the major motivations for enacting this law, his-
tory draws us to the event during which six Bolivians were burned to death 
because they were trapped overnight inside their place of work.  Now that such 
immigrants are legal residents in the country, the fear of deportation or incar-
ceration will be less likely to dissuade them from reporting abuses and discrim-
ination because of their newly acquired access to protection by the law,.  Addi-
tionally, there are several more conclusive benefits of the policy.  For example, 
under Article Six of the law, “The State, in every jurisdiction, will ensure the 
equal access to the immigrants and their families in the same conditions of 

ly in Argentina to attain documented legal status that would both legitimize 
their membership in society and offer a route to citizenship.  The plan is closely 
linked to MERCOSUR, a trade agreement begun by Argentina, Brazil, Para-
guay and Uruguay, which currently links all of the countries in South America 
through both politics and trade.  The Plan Patria Grande allows any immigrant 
with documentation from a MERCOSUR country living in Argentina, without 
a criminal record, to apply for legal status.  The legislation has strictly adhered 
to principles of human rights and equality, which are highly venerated in the 
country, especially in the aftermath of several years of cruel dictatorship:

Beyond the more balanced immigration approach supported by the MER-
COSUR agreement, Argentina has continued to support a race-neutral and hu-
mane approach addressing new immigrants—both legal and undocumented. 
Argentina has refused to allow either hostile popular opinion about immigrants 
or cyclical crises to affect its federal policies. (De la Torre 2007, 49)

The people who wish to apply for the program must report to the office of mi-
gration and show their identification card from their country of origin, prove 
that they do not have a criminal record in their country of birth or in Argentina, 
fill out the required paperwork, and pay a small fee.  If every qualification is 
met, the information will be processed and the immigrant will be guaranteed 
legal status to live in Argentina.  Since the implementation of this legislation, 
hundreds of thousands of immigrants that had previously been living illegally 
in Argentina have taken advantage of the Plan Patria Grande.

As previously mentioned, the Migrations Law No. 25871 was signed in April, 
2006, and as of May, 2010 there were 423,697 people who gained the legal right 
to live and work in Argentina (Patria Grande 2010, 15).  Although this may not 
seem like a high number of people in comparison to the rate of immigration in 
the United States, the population of Argentina was just barely over thirty-five 
million, so this wave of legalization is nearly equivalent to the millions of im-
migrants that were given amnesty in the United States after the Immigration 
Reform and Control Act was passed in 1986.  One of the most important char-
acteristics of the population that was directly influenced by this legislation lies 
in its origin.  248,144 Paraguayans, 104,984 Bolivians, 47,455 Peruvians, 10,785 
Uruguayans, and thousands of Chileans, Brazilians, Colombians, Ecuadorians, 
and Venezuelans were granted visibility within Argentine society upon the en-
actment of Law 25871 (Patria Grande 2010, 11).  The significance of the num-
bers of Paraguayans, Bolivians, and Peruvians that were granted legal status is 
that these are the most marginalized members of Argentine society, facing the 
most discrimination.  A total of 87% of the people affected by the immigration 
plan were legalized in Buenos Aires, which means that 4.5% of the population 
living in the city became legally recognized members of society overnight.  As 
this law came to fruition, Argentina began to receive praise from international 

Argentina’s Plan Patria Grande
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the policies.  Many of the setbacks are related to the polarization of politics in 
the country, and the inability of Democrats and Republicans to compromise on 
key components of the issue.  According to Orchowski,

For every big political issue, the politicians and lobbyists and opinion leaders 
try to make it easy for American voters by framing the legislative debate as if 
there were only two opposing sides.  There are two political parties (Democrat 
vs. Republican), two points of view (liberal vs. conservative), two sides to every 
conflict (left vs. right), and two kinds of culture (secular vs. religious).  (Ibid. 
2008, 167)

Orchowski then goes on to say, “The politics of immigration confound even 
the most popular pundits,” (Ibid. 2008, 167), furthering the complication of 
passing any new immigration policy.  One of the reasons for this lack of com-
promise agreed upon by many scholars is the fact that in the United States, im-
migration is not seen as a human rights issue.  In a comparative essay on the im-
migration policies in the United States and Argentina (Ibid. 2007), de la Torre 
states, “Given the current political tenor and the historical record of immigra-
tion policy, the United States appears inclined to continue to subordinate the 
basic human rights issue that hampers strategies to integrate immigration with 
the needs of the economic sector” (Ibid. 2007, 47).  Specifically with regards to 
the Mexican immigrants that represent the largest portion of the immigrants in 
the United States, he continues, “Until the underlying political motivation for 
immigration policy changes, U.S. immigration policy will further alienate low-
wage, largely Mexican immigrants from mainstream U.S. society and continue 
the growing racial and economic divide of Mexican immigrants vis-à-vis the 
majority of the U.S. population” (Ibid. 2007, 47).  The author then compares the 

“moral bankruptcy” of the United States with the Argentine plan, as he explains, 
“By giving undocumented immigrants within the Southern Cone region a legal 
avenue to obtain residency, the plan attempted to ease the bureaucratic process 
of documentation and was aimed at promoting human rights for the residents 
within the MERCOSUR region” (Ibid. 2007, 49).  From this piece, it is evident 
that there are two distinct approaches to migration policy within the United 
States and Argentina respectively: the U.S’s which is ambiguous and polarized, 
and the Argentine’s which is based on encouraging support for human rights.  
If the United States does not change its ideological approach to its immigration 
policy, it is evident that the disagreement between American politicians and the 
opinions of the general population will continue, disallowing any concrete legal 
changes to current policies.

In reference to the areas in which the U.S. policies on immigration must be 
changed, de la Torre writes, “Although the United States is often viewed as a 
model for incorporating diverse immigrants, it may lag behind other ‘less devel-
oped’ countries in its strategies to address economic needs while maintaining 

protection, refuge, and laws that citizens enjoy, particularly referring to social 
services, public goods, healthcare, education, justice, work, employment, and 
social security” (Ley de Migraciones 2010, 8).  Anyone that has undergone the 
application process and has been accepted to the Plan Patria can enjoy equal 
access to all of these social services, ranging from free public education through 
the university level to the collection of social security upon retirement.  Even 
though the Argentine law does not automatically give citizenship to people who 
apply for legal status, it does confer upon them almost all of the rights that a 
citizen of the nation is entitled to, therefore giving them legal recognition un-
der the law and genuine credibility in society.  This social status is incredibly 
important when considering the treatment of people in a society and whether 
they can have the opportunity to advance and gain an improved social status.  
Not surprisingly, this issue is one that many immigrants currently face in the 
United States.

The United States, like Argentina, is a nation of immigrants.  The two coun-
tries have similar histories of European immigration that eventually gave way 
to huge waves of migrants originating from Latin America, Asia, and Africa, 
leading to xenophobic tendencies and outright racism.  Despite the nativist re-
sponse reflected in the American immigration policies like the National Origins 
System during much of the twentieth century, the Immigration and National-
ity Act of 1965 liberalized the nation’s stance on immigration.  Enacted under 
President Johnson, “…xenophobic impulses were softened as the pernicious na-
tional origins quota system that had tarnished the country’s image in the eyes 
of the world was repealed” (Hing 2004, 96).  The liberalization of the United 
States’ immigration policy did not last until present day because of subsequent-
ly passed acts such as the Immigration Reform and Control Act of 1986; in fact, 
it was one of many policy swings between the conservative and liberal parties.  
Two decades after the Immigration and Nationality Act, the government passed 
new legislation, known as the Immigration Reform and Control Act, “…imple-
mented in 1986 to respond to the rising domination of Asians and Latinos in 
immigration totals in the 1980s” (Hing 2004, 100).  Similarly, in response to the 
terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, immigration policy in the United States 
became even more restricted as “the nation suddenly focused on the ‘broken’ 
immigration system as a threat to national security since all the terrorists were 
immigrants, several of them illegally in the country” (Orchowski 2008, 40).  Al-
though immigration has recently taken a backseat to other issues because of the 
economic recession and ongoing wars, it is apparent that immigration policies 
remain ambiguous in a system that is still seen by many as broken and inequi-
tably racially charged.

During the presidencies of both George W. Bush and Barack Obama, immi-
gration policy has been a highly contested issue, although very little has actually 
been implemented in order to resolve some of the critical issues resulting from 
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tropolis where the immigrants are comparatively highly concentrated, but they 
do not represent anything near a majority.  In contrast, the vast numbers of 
immigrants that come to the United States are highly concentrated in partic-
ular cities, and do result in majority foreign-born populations in some areas.  
According to the 2000 U.S. census, nearly two-thirds of all immigrants resided 
in only six states (Portes 2006, 47).  When immigrant populations become that 
visible and apparent in certain places, it often evokes a negative reaction from 
the natives of that area.  By the numbers, approximately 3.6% of the total Argen-
tine population is foreign, whereas in the United States, the number is closer to 
13.5% (International Migration 2011, 100, 310).  This is not a small difference, 
as immigrants are much more visible in the U.S.  Accordingly, this may be part 
of the reason why the sentiments of the population and of the legislators are 
not as receptive to these waves of immigrants that they perceive to be “out of 
control” (DeLaet 2000, 2).  For these reasons, the question that remains to be 
answered is whether any single aspect of the Plan Patria Grande could poten-
tially be utilized in the immigration policy of the United States at present.

Because of the proportionately large percentage of the population in the U.S. 
that is foreign-born, a third of which is undocumented, some say that there 
is a tendency to view all immigrants that come to the United States as being 
illegal.  This propensity is problematic because these people are often viewed as 
economically essential for the country, yet they are simultaneously perceived 
as criminals.  According to DeLaet, “Politicians frequently speak of ‘invasion’ 
when they publicly discuss immigration and increasingly treat immigration as 
a ‘national security’ concern,” (Ibid. 2000, 2) buttressing the negative stigma 
that surrounds immigrants in this country.  This in-between status that undoc-
umented immigrants must confront in the U.S. therefore leads to many miscon-
ceptions, such as that immigrants do not pay taxes or that they steal the jobs 
that native-born Americans would otherwise take.  In fact, many assumptions 
about immigrants are simply incorrect.  According to the Immigration Policy 
Center,

Immigrants are less likely than natives to use public services.  While 66 per-
cent of Mexican immigrants report the withholding of Social Security taxes 
form their paychecks and 62 percent say that employers withhold income taxes, 
only 10 percent say they have ever sent a child to U.S. public schools, 7 percent 
indicate they have received Supplemental Security Income, and 5 percent or 
less report ever using food stamps, welfare, or unemployment compensation. 
(Massey 2005, 1) 

These beliefs and tendencies must change in order for legislators to willing 
reform the laws and policies that affect immigrants in this country.  If there is 
not overwhelming support for change throughout the country, the polarized 
legislature is unlikely to be able to act in favor of any sort of liberalization of the 

humane and equitable treatment of immigrant populations,” (Ibid. 2007, 47-48).  
One alternative to the U.S. system would be to base immigration policy on in-
ternational human rights norms.  This view, adopted by the UN International 
Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Mem-
bers of Their Families affirms that “persons who qualify as migrant workers… 
are entitled to enjoy their human rights regardless of their legal status” (Going 
Forward 2013).  This suggests that there are alternatives to the currently outdat-
ed and controversial U.S. immigration policy.  Therefore, the question that re-
mains is whether any of the aspects of the Argentine system can be translated to 
United States policy.  The premise of basing immigration legislation on promot-
ing and sustaining human rights is both noble and idyllic, yet there are many 
challenges that must be overcome, as well as several significant differences be-
tween the United States and Argentina.  In her 2009 article “To Govern is to 
Populate: Argentine Immigration Law and What it Can Suggest for the United 
States,” Victoria Slater argues, “…implementing Argentina’s very liberal policy, 
with its focus on human rights, may be a challenge in the United States without 
some modifications” (Slater 2009, 695).  The American population is decidedly 
split on the issue of immigration, and it is generally not viewed through a lens 
of human rights.   These sentiments are perceptible in the legislation created in 
response to a public backlash to increasingly large numbers of immigrants from 
Asia and Latin America.  Hing explains, 

Although the country’s population was still overwhelmingly white and of Eu-
ropean decent, Congress added a little-publicized provision in the Immigration 
Reform and Control Act to help thirty-six countries that had been ‘adversely 
affected,’ by the 1965 changes…The list of countries included such countries as 
Great Britain, Germany, and France, but no countries from Africa, which had 
sent few immigrants prior to 1965. (Hing 2004, 100)   

From this quote, we see that at least since 1986, there are large segments of 
the United States population that oppose immigration, at least in the govern-
ment.  Hing further sites how the Supreme Court changed its previous stance 
of condemnation of border patrols in reaction to the widening of “immigration 
hysteria” (Hing 2004, 154).  Therefore, it appears that the citizens of the United 
States, and more importantly the major actors in the Judiciary and Congress, 
may not be ready for such liberal immigration reform, and this is not the only 
obstruction in the way.

One of the other issues that could potentially be problematic for the imple-
mentation of such reform is the sheer number of immigrants that migrate to 
the United States, especially in comparison with Argentina.  In the U.S. there 
are anywhere from twelve to twenty million undocumented immigrants, (Mu-
wonge 2010, 16) while Argentina hosts less than one million.  Nearly one third 
of the immigrant population of Argentina lives in Buenos Aires, creating a me-

Argentina’s Plan Patria Grande
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U.S. should adopt a policy similar to the Plan Patria Grande.  Some other schol-
ars believe that it would be feasible to use the Plan Patria Grande as a template 
to repair the broken immigration policies of the United States.  There may not 
be other existing paradigms to follow, so “the Argentine policy is perhaps the 
most equitable solution for the United States, with some modifications” (Slater 
2009, 695).  Victoria Slater further explains:

 The Argentine plan is probably too liberal for the United States; however, the 
general concepts and ideas are sound.  With modifications, the plan could be 
adopted in the United States.  However, the biggest obstacle will be the attitude 
of the general citizenry of the U.S., and their already-present mistaken percep-
tions and unfounded fears of the undocumented population (Ibid. 2009, 730). 

Despite the negative sentiments that some Americans hold towards undoc-
umented immigrants, Slater and other scholars believe that the Argentine law 
could be modified in the U.S. to better the immigration situation.  Ideally, a 
similar system would have several benefits.  The country would strengthen its 
focus on human rights violations within its own borders, concerning every-
thing from maltreatment to severely depressed wages paid to undocumented 
immigrants.  Legislation similar to the Plan Patria Grande would also detract 
from the marginalization of immigrants that come to live in the country, espe-
cially with regards to their ambiguous status in society.  Despite the benefits 
that could be reaped as a result of this legislation, the fact is that the barriers to 
any major reform at present are too fortified to be deconstructed, evident in the 
doubts expressed by Slater.

Unlike Argentina, motivated to adopt strict human rights protections as a 
result of the previous military dictatorship, the United States tends to see immi-
gration as a moral, economic, and national security issue.  The gravity of immi-
gration reform is well-stated in the introduction to the piece “Immigration and 
the American Dream,” by Orchowski:

What is clear is that the issue of immigration is a core American issue.  It 
touches our people’s most basic beliefs about our freedom to move to new op-
portunities, about our national identity and sovereignty.  It touches our per-
sonal experiences and family histories and our philosophies about inclusion, 
economics, and especially the role of government.  It is to most people and even 
experienced politicians “surprisingly emotional.” (Orchowski 2008, 5)

Because of the mixed opinions that characterize American immigration pol-
icy, or lack thereof, it will be difficult to implement a plan similar to the Plan 
Patria Grande. As previously mentioned, another reason why many Americans 
disregard the human rights aspect of migration is because of the tendency to 
view undocumented immigrants as unscrupulous criminals that deface the 
laws of the United States.  Taking this viewpoint, undocumented immigrants 

immigration policy.  This implicates the second challenge that the United States 
faces, which is political polarization that prevents Congressional agreement.

Currently, there is a sense within the United States that the nation is becom-
ing more politically polarized as the years go by.  There are several opinions in 
regards to how the policies in the U.S. may be able to change.  According to de 
la Torre,

It is the responsibility of lawyers and policy analysts in the Latino commu-
nity to encourage a political shift toward developing meaningful immigration 
reform and to create immigration legislation that values the maintenance of our 
communities.  As the cultural makeup of the United States continues to evolve, 
policies and laws are still constructed within a racist rhetoric from the past.  
There is a huge political cleavage in this country regarding how the immigration 
‘problem’ will affect our future. (de la Torre 2007, 50)  

Although this outlook somewhat unnecessarily places emphasis on the racial 
minority leaders themselves to foment the change that is necessary to spark the 
desire for immigration reform, it recognizes that there must be a shift in the 
beliefs and values of the citizens in order for political change to occur.  Over the 
last decade, the United States Congress has been hard-pressed to pass any major 
immigration reform..  The Senate has repeatedly failed to pass comprehensive 
reforms, such as the DREAM Act, which would have provided conditional per-
manent residency for some undocumented residents that graduate from Amer-
ican high schools.  The opposition to this bill “points out that the youths who 
would benefit from the DREAM Act were no longer children but now young 
adults who know full well they are in the country illegally, had already gotten 
a free public school education, and were now to get a benefit not given to out-
of-state American citizens or to the children of legal temporary visa holders” 
(Orchowski 2008, 187).  Yet, how can a government revoke these benefits from 
children who have lived in this country since infancy, knowing nothing outside 
of a life in America?  Once again, it is starkly apparent that in the United States 
the issue of human rights is much less important than partisan views and out-
dated beliefs.  This stance must change in order for comprehensive immigration 
reform to finally be accepted in the U.S.

In theory, the implementation of a Plan Patria Grande in the United States 
is idealistic and appears to be a viable solution to some of the most problem-
atic issues facing U.S. immigration policy.  According to Brunson McKinley of 
the International Organization for Migration, “the United States should copy 
the Argentina immigration plan instead of constructing a wall between the U.S. 
and Mexico because the South American policy is a world example for good 
immigration policy” (EEUU 2006).  Since the legal situations of many of the 
immigrants have been normalized and there have been many positive results 
regarding the situations of the immigrants, McKinley strongly believes that the 
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should face punishment because they break the laws of our country.  As such, 
the thought of giving them more rights may instead seem appalling.  The final 
issue that poses a problem for Argentina-style immigration reform is a problem 
of numbers.  The United States has a highly concentrated population of undoc-
umented immigrants that is likely to exceed twelve million.  For many people 
it would be hard to imagine giving rights to such a sheer number of people 
overnight and then absorb them as legal residents into contemporary American 
society.  For all of these reasons, it seems that the Plan Patria Grande would not 
be a feasible solution to the nightmare that is the U.S. immigration policy.  The 
country undoubtedly needs more time in order to achieve massive immigration 
reform.

By almost any standard, Néstor Kirchner’s Plan Patria Grande is a remarkable 
solution to many of the issues that formerly plagued both immigration policy 
and resultantly the lives of undocumented immigrants in Argentina.  Howev-
er, “As Argentine advocates pushed for a more generous immigration regime, 
attempts to liberalize the current immigration laws in the United States have 
repeatedly failed,” because of several barriers that impede any possibility for 
massive reform (Hines 2010, 483).  First of all, the current beliefs and opinions 
regarding immigration in the United States continue to be anti-immigrant and 
are viewed through a moral, economic, and national security lens, as opposed 
one that perceives immigration as a human rights issue.  Additionally, the po-
larization of United States politics and the sheer number of immigrants that are 
present within the country pose problems for any reform that would resemble 
the Plan Patria Grande.  For these reasons, it becomes apparent that the United 
States is not presently ready to see systemic reform of its ambiguous immigra-
tion policy.  At this point, one can only hope that public opinion and national 
politics will change, allowing for a policy like the Plan Patria Grande to be im-
plemented in the U.S. so that immigration will be viewed as a human rights is-
sue and the nation can deservedly describe itself as a nation open to immigrants 
of every race and origin. 

References

Castro, Donald S. The Development and Politics of Argentine Immigration Pol-
icy 1852-1914. San Francisco: Mellen Research University Press, 1991.

De la Torre, Adela and Julia Mendoza. “Immigration Policy and Immigration 
Flows: A  Comparative Analysis of Immigration Law in the U.S. and Argen-
tina.” The Modern  American, Summer-Fall, 2007, 46-52.

DeLaet, Debra L. U.S. Immigration Policy in an Age of Rights. Connecticut: 
Praeger Publishers, 2000.

Argentina’s Plan Patria Grande

http://www.rlp.com.ni/noticias/6107/eeuu-debe-copiar-plan-de-argentina-para-inmigrantes
http://www.rlp.com.ni/noticias/6107/eeuu-debe-copiar-plan-de-argentina-para-inmigrantes
http://www.jstor.org/stable/2547393
http://www.jstor.org/stable/2547393
http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/spanish/specials/2006/tierra_ajena/newsid_
http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/spanish/specials/2006/tierra_ajena/newsid_
http://www.lawschool.cornell.edu/research/ilj/upload/hines.pdf
http://www.migrationinformation.org/USfocus/display.cfm?ID=374
http://www.migraciones.gov.ar/pdf_varios/campana_%20grafica/pdf/Libro_Ley_25.871.pdf
http://www.migraciones.gov.ar/pdf_varios/campana_%20grafica/pdf/Libro_Ley_25.871.pdf


14                   Penn State Journal of International Affairs

Muwonge, Godfrey Y. Immigration Reform. University Press of America: Mary-
land, 2010.

Orchowski, Margaret. Immigration and the American Dream. Maryland: Row-
man & Littlefield, 2008.

Patria Grande: Informe Estadístico. Ministerio del Interior. August 2010. 17 
September 2012. Retrieved from http://www.migraciones.gov.ar/pdf/estadis-
ticas/Patria_Grande.pdf.

Portes, Alejandro and Rubén G. Rumbaut. Immigrant America. Los Angeles: 
University of California Press, 2006.

Slater, Victoria. “To Govern is to Populate.” 18 October 2009. Houston Journal 
of International Law. 17 September 2012. Retrieved from http://www.jdsupra.
com/legalnews/to-govern-is-to-populate-argentine-i-51992/.

Texido, Ezequiel. “How Argentina Used a MERCOSUR Decision to Regularize 
Over a Million Migrants.” 17 August 2012. International Organization for Mi-
gration. 26 September 2012. Retrieved from http://www.iom.int/jahia/Jahia/
media/press-briefing-notes/pbnAM/cache/offonce/lang/en?entryId=32126.

15

End of thE dEmographic dividEnd: 
The Coming Effects of Aging in China on 

Labor Supply, Savings and Investment
Lucas Hahn , University of California, Irvine

Lucas Hahn is an International Studies and Political Science major, completing his fourth 
year of undergraduate study at the University of California, Irvine. Lucas has an avid 
interest in international relations and economic issues, specifically in East Asia. One of 
his favorite pastimes is reading The Economist, where he developed an understanding 
of the role emerging powers, particularly China and India, in reshaping the world. Given 
these interests, Lucas studied abroad in Beijing, China in the summer 2012. Lucas is 
currently looking for work in think-tanks, government, and the private sector. In the 
coming years, he hopes to attend graduate school and work overseas, possibly travel-
ling across Asia and Africa.

Abstract 

This paper explores how China’s aging labor force will dictate its economic growth in 
the coming years. Since China’s economic development has resulted in large part due 
to an abundant supply of cheap labor, aging will reduce the population’s share of the 
workforce and will likely reduce savings and investment rates as well. Aging, therefore, 
will likely slow economic growth and place a larger burden on the government to 
meet the needs of an older population. This transition, however, will also come with 
beneficial effects to China’s economy. Aging will help slowly reduce overinvestment 
in certain industries, thereby reducing the risk of asset bubbles and nonperforming 
loans. In addition, aging will also increase wages and lead to improved living 
conditions for workers. To that end, this paper finds that China must readapt to its 
changing position in the global economy if it hopes to mitigate the economic pressure 
borne out of an aging population. 

Introduction

China has grown rapidly since 1978, with annual per capita GDP growth 
averaging 8% (Chen 2005, 499). Policymakers and academics both within 
and outside China have studied whether or not this growth is sustainable. 

Paul Krugman attributed much of this growth to resource mobilization witnessed 
by the Asian Tigers in late 20th century, arguing that increases in innovation and 
productivity played little role in China’s development (Krugman 1994, 70). While 
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lead to better working conditions and more income per workers, perhaps reducing 
China’s festering inequality by increasing labor’s share of income relative to that of 
capital. A smaller labor force may also spur increases in consumption in what is 
called the “consumption dividend” as labor’s disposable income grow (Hurd and 
Yashiro 1996, 69). Alternatively, a lower savings rate may also reduce the risk of 
investments in excess capacity - especially in the real estate market - which can 
mitigate the permeation of nonperforming loans in China. Over investment in 
China’s real estate market is problematic because it threatens to gut the profitability 
of homebuilders as an oversupply of housing could decrease the market price 
below firms’ break-even point. If firms are forced to respond with bankruptcy, 
they increase non-performing loans within bank portfolios, which can threaten 
financial system stability in China. Given these effects, aging and the closing of 
China’s demographic window may prove to have a silver lining in the years to come.  

To that end, this paper will examine the both positive and negative effects 
of China’s changing labor market. Taken as a whole, the closing of China’s 
demographic window may prove to have a silver lining if China can readapt to its 
changing comparative advantage in the years to come. 

Key Concepts

During the first stage of the demographic transition, a population has a 
high birth rate and a high death rate with low population growth. Reductions 
in mortality through better public health and other improvements lead to 
a second stage characterized by a high birth rate and low death rate. Finally, 
in the third stage, birth rates decrease and converge to death rate levels as the 
population enters a stage of replacement fertility (Todaro and Smith 2011, 278).  
The key to understanding the economic impacts of the demographic transition is 
the dependency ratio. The young (age 0-15) and old (age 65+) are both not very 
productive and generally consume more than they produce. Age structure changes 
along with the changes in birth rates during the demographic transition. In the first 
Stage of the demographic transition, the population has a high youth dependency 
ratio. The population pyramid is bottom-heavy. In the second stage, birth rates 
remain high but death rates plummet. This causes rapid population growth and 
maintains a youth dependency ratio. Finally in Stage III, fertility decreases, and 
as the large population cohorts born in Stage II enter the workforce, the youth 
dependency ratio decreases. The dependency burden is at the lowest during this 
period. The larger labor force lends itself to economic growth as more people work, 
and by doing so, produces more than they consume, which leads to a high savings 
rate. Yet as the labor force ages, the dependency ratio increases as the elderly leave 
the workforce while birth rates steadily decrease. Saving rates then decline, which 
combined puts more pressure on the economy, as it must meet the needs of larger 
population with a smaller workforce. 
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Krugman could not draw a firm conclusion on the historical nature of China’s 
growth, the exponential expansion of China’s economy bears some resemblance 
to the Asian Tigers. With its high levels of savings and fixed investment as well 
as its transition from an agrarian to manufacture-based economy, China’s path to 
development mimics that of Japan, Korea, and Taiwan throughout the 1970s and 
80s (Roubini 2011, 3). 

According to the foundations of Resource Mobilization theory, much of China’s 
growth has resulted from structural changes - or one-time transfers - in the 
economy that cannot be easily repeated. Resource Mobilization reflects the early 
stages of economic development where a higher share of population enters the 
workforce when low-skilled manufacturing and other labor-intensive industries 
are introduced into the economy. As the growing workforce strives to keep up with 
labor demand, wages increase relative to that of an agrarian-based economy, which 
produces higher saving rates among the working population. These higher saving 
rates provide the State, banks, and other producers more capital for more investment 
while giving laborers the opportunity to consume more goods and invest in health 
and education. This in turn leads to an expansion of manufacturing investment 
and relatively higher levels of consumption, which leads to further growth as 
more people enter labor-intensive industries in a virtuous cycle. In addition, the 
increasing emigration of the labor-force from agrarian to manufacturing industries 
reduces the dependency burden from the aging share of the population as the 
workforce expands. This phase, known as the demographic transition, has been 
estimated to account for 26.8% of China’s per capita growth from 1982-2000 (Cai 
2010,107). These findings are line with the research of Bloom et al, who found that 
the demographic transition accounted for a third or more of the region’s economic 
growth during the East Asian Miracle (Bloom et. al 2000, 259). 

From an economic perspective, the effects of the demographic transition on 
labor supply and savings and investment are intertwined: an increase in the 
working-age share of population allows for higher savings rates. The workforce, as 
opposed to dependents, earn wages which are taxed or deposited in the banking 
system, so a higher proportion of the population in the labor force should lead 
to higher savings rate. Yet over time, as China’s workforce ages, the elderly will 
draw on their savings and the savings rate will presumably decrease, which can 
potentially produce strains on pension systems and burdens on one-child families 
to support their parents. In addition, as labor becomes scarcer, wages will increase, 
which will leave producers with larger labor costs. Assuming marginal increases in 
productivity over this period, these changes in the labor supply will make China 
less competitive in the global labor market, thereby slowing economic growth. 

Likewise, some of the effects of aging may be benign and may offer a chance to 
rebalance China’s growth pattern away from excessive reliance on fixed investment 
and more toward a consumer-based economy. Decreases in the labor supply may 
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policies, including the abolition of rural taxes as well as increases in food prices in 
China (Yao 2001, 17-18). 

As aging occurs, China’s international competitiveness in labor-intensive 
industry will likely fall. This could have devastating ramifications for China’s 
economy because, as a low-to-middle-income country, it may have a difficult 
time transitioning to higher-value added industries (Cai 2012, 96). Historically, 
developed countries have been able to produce enough wealth to support an 
elderly population once the demographic transition ends and the labor force 
begins to shrink (Cai and Wang 2006, 26). China, however, has not developed 
quick enough to sustain its aging population. In 2005, China only had a GDP per 
capita (PPP) of $4,088. South Korea in 1999, which had the same percentage of 
seniors as China does now, possessed a per capita GDP of $16,256. Japan had a 
per capita GDP of $14,900 during the same period, while the United States in 1943 
had a per capita GDP of $15,538 (Jackson et. al 2012, 8).

Countries in the EU, the United States, South Korea and others have have been 
able to mitigate the after effects of their demographic transition by increasing 
productivity per worker. By utilizing their advantage in the capital, they have 
invested in technology, thereby reducing labor inputs and a developing a 
comparative advantage in capital-intensive high-tech industry (Cai and Wang 2012, 
26). As more capital-intensive economies in developed countries use technology 
to advance their industries, China will have a difficult time competing with them. 
However, countries with lower incomes than China, where wages are cheaper than 
in China, will increasingly compete with China in labor-intensive industry, and 
China may risk falling into a condition known as the middle-income trap (Cai 
2012, 98). 

The middle-income trap occurs when a country becomes unable to move from 
being a middle-income economy to a high-income one. After growing rapidly due 
to rural-to-urban migration and urbanization, thereby gaining the advantage in 
labor-intensive industry, the income of the country begins to plateau. Its wages 
become too high to compete in labor-intensive industry, but the country is not 
yet educated enough or possesses enough capital to gain the advantage in capital-
intensive, high-tech industries. Many Latin American countries, particularly 
Argentina, have seen stagnant growth for decades. Of 101 economies classified 
as middle-income in 1960, only 13 had graduated to high-income status in 
2008 (World Bank 2012,12). To that end, China faces multiple challenges to its 
continued growth. It will need to stimulate innovation and continue investing in 
human capital to avoid being trapped in transition from a middle-income country.  

While the decreases in the labor force will inevitably mean shower GDP growth, 
not all of the effects from an aging population will be harmful. As the supply of 
labor declines, the demand for labor will increase, creating more competition in 
the labor market among producers. This will increase wages, which will reduce 
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The End of China’s Demographic Transition

China’s demographic transition, like that of other countries in Asia after World 
War II, has occurred much faster than countries in Western Europe. China’s crude 
death rate fell 60% from 1950 to 1970 (Feng 2011, 37). The total fertility rate then 
decreased from 5.8 children per woman to 2.3 from 1970 to 1980. This decrease 
from a TFR of 5 to replacement fertility took 75 years or more in European 
countries (Feng 2011,175). Today, China’s population pyramid has become more 
of a barrel; and with each succeeding generation smaller than the last, it may even 
become an inverted pyramid. Concerns are that China will grow old before it 
grows rich, that it will not be a fully developed economy capable of supporting 
such an aging population. While China’s per capita income is one quarter to one 
fifth of developed countries, its dependency ratio is half of those and rising (Feng 
2011, 175). Astonishingly, China’s population will be older than the United States 
in 2020 and older than Europe in 2030 (Economist 2011).  

Effects on the Labor Supply

China’s economic miracle can be attributed to reallocation of the labor force 
across its economy. Throughout the 20th century, agricultural modernization 
and rural reform have freed up many surplus laborers who have migrated to the 
cities to seek employment (Cai and Wang 2006, 25). The addition, and subsequent 
surplus, of these workers have endowed China with comparative advantage in 
the labor-intensive manufacturing industry. This concept is illustrated in the 
theory of the Lewis turning point. During modernization, labor moves from the 
traditional sector - agriculture, to the modern sector - services and manufacturing. 
Productivity within the workforce then increases as laborers add more value in the 
manufacturing than agriculture sector. Then, as the number of surplus laborers 
grows, the workforce moves to the modern sector without drastic increases in 
wages, thereby sustaining growth in the manufacturing industry (Chai 2011, 
109).This transfer of labor has been the basis of China’s competitive advantage 
in low-cost manufacturing and export processing. During the 1990s, rural-urban 
migration accounted for 60 percent of the increase in China’s urban population by 
157 million (Cai 2011, 109). This process only ends when the demand of additional 
labor exceeds supply, which increases in wages (Cai 2011, 109). 

While economists still debate whether China has passed the Lewis turning 
point (Yao 2010, 18), aging will undoubtedly affect the labor supply. This can be 
seen in China’s population age structure. The United Nations Population Division 
estimates that succeeding generations will be 20% smaller than the previous one 
(UN, 2003). In 2005, the Guangdong and Fujian provinces faced labor shortages 
of approximately two million workers (Yardley 2005, 2). While some see this as 
evidence of China passing the Lewis turning point, others disagree. The downturn 
in migrant labor could be a result from rural wages growing faster than urban 
wages. Rural wages have increased in recent years due to favorable government 
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In the immediate term, however, China’s high savings levels could actually 
increase the vulnerability of the Chinese financial system, which could halt 
economic growth all together. Nouriel Roubini, considered the “Dr. Doom” 
accredited with forecasting the 2008 U.S. financial meltdown, believes China’s 
level of investment, at 50 percent of GDP, is inefficient and unsustainable (Roubini 
2011, 2). Such a high level of investment poses risks of misallocation in poorly 
conceived projects such as bridges to nowhere. The Chinese financial system is 
still developing from a state-centric to free-market system and still possesses some 
weaknesses in allocating capital. The politicization of banking in particular has 
lead to a preference for lending to large state-owned enterprises regardless of their 
profitability, which could increase the likelihood of nonperforming loans (Jackson 
et. al 2009, 17).

Moreover, cheap credit borne out of China’s high savings rates has lead banks to 
invest in excess capacity, which adds to the risk of nonperforming loans. China’s 
high level of savings has increased deposits in banks, which has increased the 
availability of credit within the financial system. This inflated credit supply has 
lead to high levels of investment, some of which has gone into investment in 
excess capacity. Zheng et. al describe a vicious cycle that then results. Investment 
in overcapacity acts as a deflationary force in the economy. As more producers 
enter the market, the competition that arises lowers the price of finished goods, 
which cuts the profits of manufacturers. This in turn causes some producers to go 
out of business, which increases the permeation of nonperforming loans (Zheng 
et. al 2009, 877). To compensate for this competition, some manufacturers then 
dump their products overseas, causing increases in the money supply from exports, 
which fuels overinvestment (Zheng et. al 2009, 879). Eswar Prasad support this 
concept when writes, “the patterns of [China’s] investment financing could lead 
to a resurgence of nonperforming loans (NPL’s) in the future and, by fueling a 
buildup of excess capacity in some sectors, could generate deflationary risks in the 
medium term” (Prasad 2009, 107). 

Finally, if China’s investment slows without a decrease in savings, this excessive 
liquidity might again lead to the risk of deflation and nonperforming loans. This 
can be seen through the example of Japan. As Japan’s growth slowed in the 1970s, 
savings remained constant as investment decreased. This created nonperforming 
loans within the financial system in the 1980s as the market struggled to allocate 
funds (Smitka 2004, 7). The banks were awash in cash and allocated money poorly 
as a result of having fewer investment opportunities. By 1989, Japan’s economy 
slowed to a halt and entered into over a decade of stagnation. During this period, 
nonperforming loans peaked to over 40 trillion yen in 2001 (Smitka 2004, 10). To 
that end, China must continue to find new markets to avoid over-investment if the 
savings rate remains high. 
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economic inequality within China and make the government’s task of providing 
employment to maintain social harmony easier. In addition, as competition in the 
labor market increases, employers will most likely improve working conditions 
to attract new workers. Employers in China’s Pearl River Delta manufacturing 
region have been forced to offer more benefits and better living conditions for 
workers (Yang 2005, 21). Shenzhen, neighboring Hong Kong, was forced to raise 
its minimum wage from 74 to 83 yuan per month in 2005 (Yardley 2005, 3).

Moreover, the changes in the labor force from the demographic transition 
will help rebalance China’s economy toward consumption and reduce its current 
account surplus. The decrease in the labor supply will increase the cost of labor, 
which will increase the return on capital and stimulate consumption. Also, higher 
labor costs will lead to some migration of manufacturing away from China, thereby 
reducing its trade surplus and trade tensions with export markets (Wolfe 2010, 5). 

Neoclassical economists also purport that China’s decreasing labor force 
will benefit from “capital deepening” assuming the savings rate is constant. 
Underscored in the Solow growth model, capital deepening occurs when capital 
accumulation increases the capital stock at a rate faster than the growth rate of the 
labor force (Ito and Rose 2010, 40). In China’s case, as the labor force decreases, 
more capital is available per worker, which then increases the capital-intensity of 
the economy. Hypothetically, aging and the resulting exit of the labor force could 
increase output per worker. If the capital-labor ratio in China was already optimal, 
more savings could be freed up for consumption, creating a consumption dividend 
(Hurd and Yashiro 1996, 69). However, this assumption of a constant savings rate 
is difficult to accept (Ito and Rose 2010, 40). During the demographic transition, 
as the population increases the working share of the population will decrease and 
depress the savings rate as the elderly consume their savings. 

Effects on Savings and Investment

The demographic transition has helped China sustain high rates of savings, 
which had lead to high rates of investment and physical capital accumulation. Yet 
with the dependency ratio rising, a larger share of the population will gradually 
consume more than it produces, creating   lower savings rates. Although some 
suggest that an aging of society can trigger an increase in savings in anticipation 
of longer retirement periods (Brandt and Rawski 2010, 154), an aging population 
will inevitably pull on its savings as it leaves the workforce. A lower savings rate 
means less investment capital for state banks, which could slow investment in 
China as banks take on less risk. Additionally, many countries that invest in China 
are also aging, including Japan, the United States, and European countries, which 
may mean lower savings in these investor nations and less money for foreign 
direct investment in China (Jackson et. al 2009, 17). Less savings and investment 
in China may slow China’s rapid growth. 
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Conclusion

Throughout the remainder of China’s demographic transition, the labor 
supply will decrease and savings per capita will follow, which will consequently 
slow economic growth. This transition poses a risk to the Chinese economy 
because it threatens China’s comparative advantage in labor-intensive industry, 
which will force China to readjust its niche in the global economy. The change, 
however, will come numerous benefits to the population at large. Aging will 
increase wages and force employers to provide better working conditions. In 
addition, an older population will increasingly draw on their savings, which will 
curb excessive investment and decrease the likelihood of asset bubbles. This will 
also lower the risk of deflationary forces in the economy borne out of over-
investment, thereby indirectly decreasing the permeation of non-performing 
loans. Finally, with less excess capacity, China will see its current account 
surplus reduced as global firms become more competitive. Increased labor costs 
will also encourage off shoring of some manufacturing, which will also help 
reduce China’s trade surplus. 

These changes all underscore how China’s aging population will fundamentally 
shift China’s comparative advantage from a labor-based economy to a capital-
intensive, consumption-based economy. Therefore, it is imperative that China 
welcomes the benefits from an aging population, yet adjusts it industrial policy to 
reflect its changing comparative advantage in capital. To that end, China should 
carefully craft policies that build human capital and encourage innovation so its 
economy is prepared to compete in the higher-value added industries with the 
developed world. This strategy will allow the China to build enough wealth to 
maintain its ever-growing social safety net as the financial burdens on families 
resulting from aging increase. 
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Abstract 

An increasing number have nations have begun to abolish the death penalty, ei-
ther in practice or in law.  However, this movement toward abolition of capital 
punishment includes notable exceptions like the United States, China, and, most 
recently, the Gambia.  The Gambia, which had been moving toward de facto ab-
olition, offers important insight into how and why some nations continue to use 
capital punishment as a part of their judicial system.  The Gambia’s renewed use 
of the death penalty can be highlighted and better understood by juxtaposing the 
Gambia’s relationship with capital punishment with that of its neighboring country, 
Senegal.  Though the two countries share important similarities, they have arrived 
at radically different positions regarding the death penalty.  Understanding the 
reasons for this divergence in Gambian and Senegalese use of capital punishment 
provides valuable perspective to dissuade other countries from practicing capital 
punishment.

In December 2004, Senegal became the fourth member of the Economic Com-
munity of West African States (ECOWAS) to legally abolish the death penalty 
(“Gambia: State Dept. On Execution of Death Row Inmates in the Gambia” 

2012). The new legislation was widely celebrated and Senegal was hailed as an 
example for West African states who retain use of the death penalty. In contrast, 
in August 2012, the Gambian government ended a thirty-year moratorium on 
executions by killing nine death row prisoners by firing squad (Nossiter 2012). 
The international and regional communities responded negatively, as expected, 
and criticized the action as a “step backward” for the country (“Gambia: State 
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individual in its post-colonial history (“Gambia: State Dept. On Execution of 
Death Row Inmates in the Gambia”). Because Gambia had not executed anyone 
in over twenty years and had demonstrated a policy of abstaining from constitu-
tionally provisioned capital punishment, Amnesty International, one of the most 
well-known monitors of capital punishment, labeled Gambia a de facto aboli-
tionist (“Death Sentences and Executions 2011”). Before August 2012, both coun-
tries were considered abolitionist, and neither attracted much concern from the 
international community regarding future use of capital punishment.

Given these similarities, it seems puzzling that Senegal and Gambia are in 
such different positions regarding the death penalty today. The explanation for 
this difference lies in the political stability and control within each country, and 
the leaders who have shaped Senegal’s abolitionist stance and Gambia’s newly 
retentionist status. However, before examining how  political climates and lead-
ership can affect the use of capital punishment, the effects of colonialism, though 
likely minor after almost 60 years of independence, are worth examining. Both 
Senegal and Gambia were colonized beginning in the 17th century and gained in-
dependence from colonial powers in the 1960s (Gascoigne 2001). However, the 
different colonizing powers may partially explain why Senegal and Gambia seem 
to regard the use of capital punishment differently. France, which colonized Sen-
egal, used executions as a tool of repression; numerous crimes were punishable 
by death and executions were used to assert dominance over colonial subjects 
(African Commission on Human and Peoples). At the time, use of executions 
as a method of control was relatively commonplace and did not attract interna-
tional attention as a violation of human rights. Because of the association with 
colonization and frequent use of the death penalty, Senegalese politicians after 
independence were eager to shed this colonial legacy of executions in favor of 
jail sentences. When the Senegalese government did execute President Leopold 
Senghor’s attempted assassin in 1967, there was widespread, albeit unsuccessful, 
outcry for the president to commute his sentence to life imprisonment (Faye 
2004). The negative association between colonization and capital punishment 
allowed Senegalese officials to discard the death penalty as a relic of their bloody 
past, rather than a necessary part of the justice system.

Conversely, in Gambia, British colonial leaders took care to implement a jus-
tice system very similar to its own, restricting the death penalty to cases of homi-
cide. Unlike the French, the British used the death penalty sparingly, and many 
countries in the British Commonwealth seem to lack the aversion to capital pun-
ishment that former French colonies show.  Though England itself abolished the 
death penalty in 1969, former British Commonwealth states account for 38% of 
the world’s retentionist states, and Gambia has not been an exception (Schabas 
2012, 5). Instead, “the state apparatus in the Gambia [during British colonial 
rule] remained virtually intact” with “little meaningful change” taking place af-
ter independence (Ajayi 2003, 34). Without the painful memory of repression 
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Dept. On Execution of Death Row Inmates in the Gambia” 2012). For years, 
proponents of human rights have attempted to legally abolish the death penalty 
worldwide and have celebrated the global decline in its use (Death Sentences and 
Executions 2011). It is interesting, therefore, to examine how two countries, so 
similar in culture, development, and location, have followed such different tra-
jectories regarding the death penalty. While a history of colonialism may partial-
ly explain retention of capital punishment, the reason human rights norms and 
human rights actors have had such divergent impacts in Gambia and Senegal are 
largely due to differing political leadership and stability.

Before exploring how these factors affect Senegal and Gambia’s relationship 
with the death penalty, it is important to assess the similarities validate this 
comparison.  Traditionally, other factors, such as geography, religion, culture, 
and development have been offered to explain differences in inter-state policy.  
Senegal and Gambia’s similarity in these matters forces a deeper analysis to be 
conducted. To begin, the geographic proximity of Senegal and Gambia entails 
many cultural similarities between the two countries, such as ethnic groups and 
predominant religion. The population of both countries are over 90% Muslim, 
eliminating Islam as an explanatory factor for Gambia’s continued use of cap-
ital punishment and Senegal’s decision to abolish the death penalty (“Gambia, 
The” 2013 and “Senegal” 2013). Though Islamic texts do allow the death penalty 
for certain crimes, Senegal has reconciled Islamic religious beliefs with human 
rights norms (“African Union Urges Gambia to Stop Prisoner Executions” 2012). 
Ethnically, the prevalence of Wolof and Mandinka cultures in both countries 
provides an additional control for the comparison of Senegal and Gambia’s use 
of the death penalty (“Gambia, The” 2013 and “Senegal” 2013). Thus, cultural 
differences that affect how Gambian and Senegalese populations perceive capital 
punishment should be minimal.

In addition to cultural similarities, Senegal and Gambia also have similar lev-
els of economic development. According to the United Nations’ Development 
Programme’s Human Development Report, differences in life expectancy, liter-
acy, education, standard of living, and quality of life between the two countries 
are marginal. Senegal is ranked at number 155 of 187 countries surveyed, while 
Gambia is ranked at number 168; both are classified as having “low human de-
velopment” (“Human Development Reports” 2013). This control for develop-
ment nullifies the argument that a country may need to reach a certain level of 
development before it attends to “less-pressing” issues, like legal abolition of the 
death penalty in the case of Gambia and Senegal (Zimring).

Until recently, neither country made frequent or widespread use of the death 
penalty. Senegal has only executed two people since becoming independent in 
1960, with both executions occurring in 1967 (UN Office for the Coordination 
of Humanitarian Affairs). Gambia, before August of 2012, had only executed one 
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on Civil and Political Rights, the Convention on the Elimination of Discrim-
ination Against Women, and the Convention on the Rights of the Child (UN 
Conventions – Gambia 2008). Following the sole use of capital punishment in 
Gambian history in 1981, Jawara even introduced and passed the Death Penalty 
Abolition Act in 1993 (Amnesty International 2004).

Unfortunately, neither Jawara’s political rule, nor abolition of the death pen-
alty, proved sustainable. On July 22, 1994, after months of “rampant corruption 
and incompetence” in Jarwara’s administration, the Armed Forces Provisional 
Ruling Council (AFPRC) deposed Jawara through a military coup and placed 
Lieutenant Yahya A. J.J. Jammeh in control of the country as the Head of State 
(Ajayi 2003, 39 and 24). In August of the following year, the AFPRC reinstated 
the death penalty for treason and murder (“Gambian Opposition Leader Writes 
To President Jammeh” 2012). Though the international community was initially 
weary of the implications this new regime might hold for Gambian human rights, 
the hesitancy of Jammeh’s regime to carry out executions following death sen-
tences eventually quelled these fears.

These worries became relevant again in August 2012 when reports that Pres-
ident Jammeh ordered nine Gambian prisoners to be executed by firing squad 
surfaced (Al Jazeera English 2012). In addition to the shock of witnessing the 
country’s first execution in over 30 years, human rights NGOs, the European 
Union, the African Union and neighboring states, were further concerned that 
among the nine executed, two were of Senegalese nationality, and at least three 
had not exhausted their legal appeals. Even more troubling were Jammeh’s state-
ments that “by the middle of next month, all the death sentences will be carried 
out to the letter,” putting Gambia’s 47 death row prisoners at imminent risk (Nos-
siter 2012). This event, obviously, put Gambia firmly in the retentionist category 
of capital punishment and represented “a giant leap backwards” for the nation 
and the world (“Executions in The Gambia Giant Leap Backwards” 2012).

Political Stability

After establishing where these two countries currently stand in regards to 
the death penalty, it is important to next examine how political stability has in-
fluenced these countries’ paths towards or away from compliance with human 
rights norms. As previously mentioned, despite the relative poverty of over half 
the nation’s population, Senegal has enjoyed a legacy of political stability that has 
afforded its political leaders opportunities to not only respect civil and political 
rights, but also to address potential violations of human rights (Fortin 2012). It 
is this political stability that allowed Adboulaye Wade to abolish the death pen-
alty, despite arguments that “it serves as an excellent deterrent” from religious 
groups like the Coalition of Islamic Associations (Faye 2004). Though violent 
crime was already rising in Senegal prior to the abolition of the death penalty, 
Wade was able to assuage and prevent fears of increasing violence by pursuing 
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through capital punishment, Gambian politicians had little incentive to alter 
their inherited justice system to exclude capital punishment.

While this insight into the modern legacy of capital punishment may provide 
some perspective about the perceptions of the death penalty after independence, 
it does little to explain why the two countries, once both considered de facto ab-
olitionists, became so polarized in their use of the capital punishment. What is 
more enlightening is an examination of the path these countries followed since 
independence in regards to the death penalty. To begin, Senegal has a reputation 
of relative political stability; it is the only nation in West Africa to have never ex-
perienced a military coup (Alpert 2012). Since 1960, power has peacefully been 
transferred from president to president with few allegations of election fraud or 
serious corruption (“Gambia: State Dept. On Execution of Death Row Inmates 
in the Gambia”). When Abdoulaye Wade was elected in 2000, he became the 
country’s fourth president and enjoyed political and economic stability (Cor-
nado 2012). Though his twelve years in power became controversial for other 
reasons, Wade continued Senegal’s active participation in international organi-
zations like the African Union, ECOWAS, and the UN.  In addition to abstaining 
from the use of the death penalty, under Wade, the Senegalese legal system also 
refrained from handing down death sentences, which effectively removed the 
issue from public and international scrutiny. However, the debate over the use 
of capital punishment was renewed in 2004 when two armed robbers were con-
victed of murder and sentenced to death (UN Office for the Coordination of Hu-
manitarian Affairs). In response to public dissent surrounding the issue, Abdou-
laye Wade submitted a bill to the legislature proposing immediate abolition of 
the death penalty. The bill was passed with a “resounding majority by parliament” 
and Senegal was praised as a “source for inspiration for all ECOWAS and other 
African countries which have not yet abolished the death penalty” by Amnesty 
International (“Gambia: State Dept. On Execution of Death Row Inmates in the 
Gambia”). Once signing the bill into law on December 12, 2004, President Wade 
then commuted the death sentences for Senegal’s four death row prisoners to jail 
time, illustrating Senegal’s newly affirmed commitment to respect for life (Ibid).

In contrast, Gambia has a much more complicated and less direct history with 
its use of the death penalty. After gaining independence from Great Britain in 
1965, Gambia began a period of modest, but hopeful, economic growth under its 
first President Dawda Jawara (Ajayi 2003, 34). Jawara worked to ameliorate his 
country’s development status by not only cultivating lucrative groundnut pro-
duction, but also by ensuring “that the new nation state enjoyed the goodwill of 
her numerous international developmental partners through whom substantial 
foreign aid entered the country” (Ibid. 2003, 32). To maintain this positive—and 
profitable—reputation, Jawara became a vocal supporter of human rights and 
ratified many of the UN’s human rights covenants, including the International 
Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, the International Covenant 
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begin, Wade is known for his commitment to respecting and advocating human 
rights across Africa. Except for contentious accusations of corruption near the 
end of his third term as president, Wade consistently respected Senegalese civil 
and political rights by working with in the political system to enact change, and 
even won international recognition for his efforts with the prestigious Human 
Rights Award at the 35th Annual Human Rights Awards in 2004 for his work 
on economic development in Senegal (International League for Human Rights 
2004). Wade has also shown commitment to international and regional human 
rights through his cooperation with the African Union to bring Hissene Hab-
re, former president of Chad, to justice for crimes against humanity “on behalf 
of Africa” through the Senegalese justice system (Human Rights Watch 2012). 
With these instances of cooperation and advocacy for human rights, it is not 
surprising, then, that at least part of Wade’s decision to abolish the death penalty 
stemmed from his esteem for human rights norms. Wade explicitly acknowl-
edged this influence during his announcement of the bill with the statement 

“an abolitionist current exists throughout the world today and since I’ve been at 
Senegal’s helm, I’ve been asked by NGOs and even other countries to get rid of 
the death penalty” (Faye 2004). In the case of Adboulaye Wade and use of the 
death penalty in Senegal, international human rights actors and the norms they 
create have succeeded in positively influencing government respect and policy 
for human rights.

Once again, Yahya Jammeh’s attitude toward the international community of-
fers a stark contrast to Abdoulaye Wade’s respect for human rights and their 
relationship to capital punishment. At first, Jammeh seemed to be an archetyp-
ical leader of a military regime, and so it came as no surprise when political 
liberties in Gambia declined, the constitution was temporarily suspended, and 
parliament was dissolved after his ascension to power in 1994 (Ajayi 2003, 45). 
Because Jammeh also emphasized his intent to “embark on a house cleaning op-
eration” in regards to political authority, it was similarly expected that the recent 
abolition of the death penalty would be overturned (Ibid. 2003 45). However, 
beyond these regretful, but commonplace, violations of human rights, Jammeh 
has furthered his reputation as not only disrespectful of human rights, but also 
as an erratic political leader. Comments about “Operation Bulldozer,” statements 
that his critics could “go to hell,” and fantastic claims about his personal ability 
to cure HIV/AIDS through a personal herbal remedy collectively have, to the 
international world, illustrated that he has little esteem for established interna-
tional norms (King 2012). In fact, it is this brazen rejection of what he perceives 
as a western ideal that has made President Jammeh what some call an “African 
phenomenon,” and regular participant in “regional and international fora” who 
has “attracted considerable attention for his standpoints on international issues” 
(Ajayi 2003, 54-56), As previously mentioned, his use of torture, coupled with 
his disregard for repeated accusations of election fraud by regional powers like 
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legal means of abolition and enacting legislation to address poverty and unem-
ployment, which were presumed to be the true causes of violence (Ibid. 2012). A 
peaceful political climate and cooperative civil society enabled Senegal to forge 
ahead with compliance to human rights norms and Article Seven of its 2001 con-
stitution which proclaims the state’s obligation to protect human life.

Gambian politicians and President Jammeh, however, have not been able to 
use political stability as a means for progress toward respect for human rights. 
Since coming to power in 1994, Yahya Jammeh has faced almost constant threats 
to his power including British economic sanctions and an attempted military 
coup in 2006 (Ajayi 2003, 98). Rather than concede to the political will of his 
constituency, Jammeh has chosen to repress freedom of expression and press 
within the country’s borders. His use of torture on prisoners and journalists has 
earned Gambia the title “one of the most repressive countries for journalists in 
Africa” by the Committee to Protect Journalists and classification of “not free” by 
Freedom House standards (Freedom House 2012).

This preoccupation with repression of expression has lead Jammeh to address 
other threats to political stability in an equally heavy-handed fashion. In re-
sponse to economic downturn, Jammeh detailed “Operation Bulldozer” in May 
2012, which asked security forces to “shoot first and ask questions later” during 
his administration’s quest to rid the country of all “armed robbers, drug dealers, 
pedophiles and homosexuals” (King 2012) The president’s response to increased 
drug trade specifically is also indicative of his stance toward the death penalty 
and human rights norms. On October 6, 2010, at the president’s request, the 
National Assembly added possession of more than 250 grams of cocaine or her-
oin to crimes punishable by death, in response to finding two tons of cocaine 
ready to be trafficked in June (Ndow 2010). Though this reactionary legislation 
was rescinded in April 2011, this rash change in capital punishment sentencing 
reflects Jammeh’s willingness to use capital punishment as a response to political 
instability (Novak 2012). Jammeh’s responses to instability through use capital 
punishment are especially salient and credible given the negative example pro-
vided by Jarwara’s regime after an increase in instability. 

Though political stability may be beyond the authority of individual leaders, 
their personal responses to human rights norms and human rights actors are 
entirely within their control and having lasting effects on national policies. Due 
to the relatively short history of independence in both the Gambia and Senegal, 
their leaders’ personal opinions and perspectives are especially important; with-
out well-established precedents or historical references to cite when forming hu-
man rights policy, Abdoulaye Wade and Yahya Jammeh’s individual ideas about 
human rights have become an important part of their nation’s current history. 
Abdoulaye Wade and Yahya Jammeh’s dissimilar attitudes toward human rights 
law and norms explain their countries’ opposing stances on the death penalty. To 
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ple’s Rights, the ICCPR, and customary international law by carrying out the 
executions in August (Abusidiqu.com 2012).  Because the ECOWAS Court of 
Justice has jurisdiction to rule on fundamental human rights breaches, it has the 
power to hand down legally binding decisions to member states (Reporters 365 
2012).  Formal litigation, coupled with public shaming, provide a costly response 
to executions and were likely the reason for Jammeh’s decision to cease further 
executions.

Western powers, like the US and EU, have denounced Gambia’s renewed use 
of the death penalty, but have chosen not to sanction Gambia or withdraw aid. 
The U.S. Department of State issued a statement condemning “the lack of trans-
parency and haste under which these executions were effected and the apparent 
lack of due process in the proceedings leading to these death sentences” (Al-
lafrica.com 2012). EU Foreign Affairs Chief Catherin Ashton “demand[ed] the 
immediate halt of the executions” and promised to “urgently consider an appro-
priate response” (Sayed 2012). And though no sanctions or removal of aid were 
forthcoming, this does not represent a lack of political will to respond to human 
rights violations in Gambia, but rather an awareness of the political situation 
within the country.  Because one third of Gambia’s GDP comes from tourism and 
nearly 60% of the population is impoverished, cutting aid to Gambia, or stop-
ping inflow of money and resources, would have likely increased the hardships 
of the Gambian population and emboldened Jammeh to rebel further against 
Western powers and their ideals (Ibid. 2012). As University of California San 
Diego Professor Emilie Hafner-Burton warns, “sanctions often fail to produce 
human rights compliance, and worse cause further violations” (Hafner-Burton 

2005, 597). With this in mind, the international community’s measured, com-
plementary response to ECOWAS actions, though not radical, is a human rights 
success.  Though inaction, or soft action like public shaming may appear to be a 
concession to human rights violations, appropriateness and awareness of retrib-
utive action is especially important in cases involving polarized, and potentially 
erratic leaders like Yahya Jammeh.

Jammeh’s eventual decision to refrain from further use of capital punishment 
suggests that no leader, no matter how isolated or radical, is immune to the influ-
ence of human rights norms, laws and actors.  These leaders, however, can take 
measures to insulate themselves from these forces, as illustrated by the differing 
attitudes and outcomes in Adboulaye Wade’s Senegal and Yahya Jammeh’s Gam-
bia.  Though political stability and colonial legacy certainly play a role in national 
policy regarding abolition of the death penalty, political leaders’ attitudes toward 
respect for human rights can most completely account for divergent policies be-
tween similar states.
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ECOWAS, highlight Jammeh’s prioritization of maintaining political control of 
Gambia over compliance to human rights law and norms (Faye 2003). So far, the 
international community has failed to impress on Jammeh a sense of urgency or 
value in complying with international human rights norms and respect for life 
through discontinued use of capital punishment.

However, Jammeh’s disregard for human rights norms does not mean that hu-
man rights actors are destined to fail in the struggle to influence Jammeh’s future 
actions, but rather this attitude can be used to inform these actors as to a more 
effective means of influence. Despite his claims that all of the more than forty 
death row prisoners would be executed by the middle of September, by Septem-
ber 15, Jammeh had announced his decision to suspend the executions “as long 
as violent crime does not rise in Gambia” (Al Jezeera English 2012). The presi-
dent cited appeals from Gambian Council members, women’s organizations, and 
youth groups as the catalyst for his change in policy, but it is likely that, despite 
the president’s claims, that international actors also played a role in discouraging 
the continuation of human rights violations.

Condemnation of the nine executions was swift, harsh and widespread. Sene-
galese President Macky Sall responded to the death of two Senegalese nationals 
and the threat of imminent execution of a third by immediately calling “for an 
urgent stay of execution for all the cases” currently awaiting execution in Gambia 
(Ba 2012). Sall then summoned the Gambian ambassador to formally condemn 
Gambia’s actions and threatened to remove the ambassador from the country 
should he fail to comply (Ibid. 2012). A similar interaction between Senegal’s 
Prime Minister and the Gambian High Commissioner in Dakar also condemned 
the state’s actions while reminding the Gambian government of its obligation to 
respect the provisions of the Vienna Convention on Consular Relations of 1963, 
which stipulates that the execution of death row inmates must be accompanied 
by full disclosure of the conditions of conviction (Ibid. 2012).

With Senegal’s condemnation forcefully communicated, the international 
community then looked to the African Union and ECOWAS to react to Gambia’s 
violations of human rights. The current chair of the AU, Thomas Boni Yayi of Be-
nin, sent his foreign minister to Gambia to engage in private talks with Jammeh 
and call for a stay of execution.  However, the AU proved relatively powerless to 
enact more powerful measures than “naming and shaming” (BBC News 2012).  
ECOWAS used similar measures of publically shaming Gambia, but also failed 
to enact sanctions.  Despite this failure to act, tangible recourse for renewed use 
of capital punishment may come in the form of litigation rather than sanctions.  
Currently, two nongovernmental organizations, the Socio-Economic Rights and 
Accountability Project, a Nigerian group, and the Civil Society Association of 
Gambia, have filed suits in the ECOWAS Court of Justice.  Both groups assert 
that the Gambian government violated the African Charter on Human and Peo-
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Abstract

For years, the global environment regime advocated a cap-and-trade system which 
finally seemed to come to fruition under the Kyoto Protocol. However, this policy 
initiative has been largely ineffective due to a lack of commitment from the larger 
powers, namely China and the United States, leaving the rest of the world wondering 
whether Kyoto will ever be successful. Using game-theory and historical examples, 
this paper shows why international cooperation for reformation of the Kyoto Protocol 
is not likely to be reached by the 2015 deadline. Furthermore, the author briefly ex-
amines alternative policy suggestions, which can be implemented on a domestic and 
international scale. Therefore, it is the purpose of this paper to understand where the 
global environment regime has been, where it might go in the future, and the under-
lying reasons why these changes may occur.

Carbon emissions and climate change are issues that have gained headway 
in the international political economy, particularly during the 1990s. One 
of the most popular policy suggestions, a cap-and-trade system aimed to 

reduce carbon emissions globally, has not been effective. Currently, the Kyoto Pro-
tocol is one of the few examples of the cap-and-trade system in practice (Kallis and 
Martinez-Alier 2010, 1570). As countries gather to retool the Kyoto Protocol, they 
should draw on past experiences—both successes and failures—to redesign the 
treaty. In addition, there are a number of competing theories that explain why dif-
ferent actors either support or oppose these measures. In particular, these actors’ 
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desires vary widely both across countries (and not necessarily across traditional 
North-South divisions) but also within countries, between environmentalists, pol-
iticians, and businesses. If an existing institution can tailor an agreement that will 
appeal to two of the largest producers of emissions, the United States and China, it 
is likely that a treaty will be reached. Finally, this paper will briefly explore some of 
the alternative policies to the current Kyoto quota cap-and-trade system—such as 
a trade sanctions, dynamic-cap systems, and the implementation of a carbon tax.  

In order to effectively reduce carbon emissions, whether with a cap-and-trade 
system or another solution, there must be a predominantly unanimous global de-
cision and initiative to do so. Thus far this has seemed impossible, particularly 
with powerful governments such as China and the United States not actively par-
ticipating in negotiations. Before a negotiated agreement can be reached that will 
reduce emissions in the long-term, international cooperation is needed to address 
common problems that have prolonged the debate regarding the global climate 
change regime. These problems can be explained through game theory examples: 
free-riding temptation (prisoner’s dilemma) and common-pool resource alloca-
tion problems (tragedy of the commons)1 (Aggarwal and DuPont 2011, 72). The 
inability of global governments to overcome these problems reflects both the lack 
of a sense of urgency and lack of communication. 

In the simplest prisoner’s dilemma situation, there are two rational actors who 
face a simple choice: to cooperate or to defect. Under these conditions, each player 
can maximize his own reward by defecting but if they both defect they receive a 
smaller benefit than if they had cooperated. Thus, a situation in which both actors 
defect is stable but not pareto-optimal2 (Lipson, 61). The rewards of the scenario 
are highest when one player cooperates and another defects. Below is a diagram 
illustrating the problem faced by actors in prisoner’s dilemma, with 4 being the 
most preferred outcome and 1 the least.

Player 1
Cooperate Defect

Player 2 Cooperate R- 3 ; R- 3 S-1; T-4
Defect T- 4 ; S- 1 P- 2 ; P- 2

  Note:  T- Temptation to defect
   R- Reward for mutual cooperation
   P- Punishment for mutual defection
   S- Sucker’s payoff for unreciprocated cooperation

1 Another problem identified by Aggrawal and DuPont is that of assurance games, which 
was less applicable to this paper and was thus largely left out of the discussion.  
2 In game theory, the term pareto-optimal refers to a situation in which one actor’s profit 
cannot be increased without reducing the profit of another. 

Prisoner’s dilemma therefore gives rise to the temptation to free-ride, capitaliz-
ing upon another’s cooperation by defecting. Even though reaching a cooperative 
solution is in the best interests of both actors there is often a structure of inter-
action that inhibits them reaching an agreement. Any situation that involves the 
collective management of resources could devolve into a typical application of the 
Prisoner’s Dilemma. An example of this would be how a nation within OPEC (Or-
ganization of Petroleum Exporting Countries) faces the temptation to lower its 
costs and increase profits, rather than limit production and keep prices high. The 
temptation to free-ride increases significantly when developing countries stand a 
lot to gain (Aggarwal and DuPont 2011, 74). Within the climate change regime, 
free-riding temptations are high as one country feels it can continue to increase 
emissions, industrialize, and maintain current domestic policy without reducing 
emissions. This country will reap the benefits of carbon emission reduction with-
out bearing the cost. Free-riding has been a common criticism of China. 

Another collective action problem is known as the tragedy of the commons, 
which explains why communal goods are overused and countries do not accept 
responsibility for externalities that do not directly affect them (Aggarwal and Du-
Pont 2011, 76; Ostrom et al. 1999, 278). Common-pool resource (CPR) problems 
have a variety of factors influencing them and, as a result, “affect the problems of 
devising governance regimes… Specific resource systems in particular locations 
often include several types of CPRs and public goods with different spatial and 
temporal scales, differing degrees of uncertainty, and complex interactions among 
them” (Ostrom et al. 1999, 279). As evidenced in the quote above, the wide range 
of domestic and environmental factors make it difficult to enact a standard solu-
tion. This issue negatively affects the ability of nations to work together under a 
global regime, as no one nation feels the need to accept responsibility for the con-
sequences of individual policy. This difficulty intensifies disagreements as coun-
tries must adjust domestic policy for an international agenda.  The game theoretic 
cost structure suggests that if countries cannot come together to agree on how to 
effectively manage global resources related to climate change, there will be signif-
icant consequences from which all countries will be directly or indirectly affected. 

Before discussing historical examples of international efforts to cooperate over 
issues related to the environment and climate change, the wide number of com-
peting theories and perspectives about environmental issues should be addressed. 
Although many of the international cooperation issues can also be explained with 
either realist or liberalist theory, Clapp and Dauvergne identify four competing 
perspectives that deal specifically with IPE and global environment issues: so-
cial greens, bioenvironmentalists, market liberals and institutionalists (Clapp and 
Dauvergne 2005, 3). Although internationally, the conflict is between market lib-
erals and institutionalists, domestically all four perspectives and policy proposals 
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are prominent. This makes it nearly impossible for large countries with many in-
terest groups, such as the United States, to commit itself fully to the cause for fear 
of alienating prominent interest groups. Within this paper, only the perspectives 
of market liberals and institutionalists will be explained, as these two perspectives 
currently dominate much of the contemporary literature about carbon emissions 
and the alternative policies. However, understanding the four perspectives will be 
incredibly important once an international policy is decided, as their conflicted 
interests reflect the difficulty for countries to negotiate in a two-level game. These 
differing perspectives are outlined below and will be referred to throughout the 
paper.  

Market liberals and liberalists in IPE are very closely related; both perspectives 
focus heavily on the role of economics to create more growth, alleviate poverty, 
and correct policy failures. Policies that focus on the aforementioned issues will 
foster growth and progress to improve the environment as an outcome of global-
ization. Due to their intense focus on economies and markets, market liberals do 
not perceive an environmental crisis as they believe that the market will correct 
for environmental externalities in the future and lead to a more ethical world. On 
the other hand, proposals of institutionalists have become increasingly important 
in the past decade as activists and governments alike have found the enforcement 
of environmental policy by current global regimes lacking. Institutionalists do 
not believe there is a current environmental crisis but recognize that immediate 
action is necessary to establish global institutions and enforcement mechanisms 
that will eventually be necessary to guide international reaction in face of an en-
vironmental crisis. This perspective evolved from the belief that weak institutions 
result in both inadequate and inefficient cooperation, such as that of the current 
Kyoto protocol. 

Historically, there are a variety of examples of global environmental cooper-
ation (or lack thereof) which highlight many of the theoretical issues in tension 
with one another in today’s climate change dilemma. I would like to focus on 
two distinctly opposite examples—one in which cooperation worked and one 
in which there are still significant problems. These two examples are the 1987 
Montreal Protocol and, unsurprisingly, the Kyoto Protocol respectively. Although 
there are a number of other agreements, both globally and locally that could be 
analyzed, these agreements give the best examples of overcoming—or not—prob-
lems inherent to global cooperation. 

Some scholars have pointed to the 1987 Montreal Protocol on Substances That 
Deplete the Ozone Layer as an important stepping stone towards a global agree-
ment on carbon emissions. During the Montreal Protocol policies to protect the 
Ozone layer and reduce chlorofluorocarbons (CFC) were ratified successfully. 
However, the conditions under which such a negotiation occurred do not cur-

rently exist for a system addressing carbon emissions. When the world united 
against the hole in the Ozone layer, consequences were well-recognized and easy 
for the general public to understand. For instance, the ozone protects us from the 
harmful effects of ultraviolet sun rays, which directly contributes to skin cancer, 
cataracts, and lower agricultural productivity. Furthermore, it was proven in a 
1974 study that CFCs were contributing to the destruction of the ozone. Since the 
causes and consequences were recognizable, and the issue was perceived as im-
portant, global leaders united around this issue. Following the Montreal Protocol, 
CFC levels have dropped dramatically. The market shifted quickly and low-priced 
alternatives were developed, giving an example to market liberals that the market 
can in fact adjust in light of environmental restrictions (Clapp and Dauvergne 
2005, 62; Dauvergne 2011, 473). The Montreal Protocol is an example of a global 
regime working effectively to overcome the tragedy of the commons and free-rid-
ing problems, both of which are still prevalent issues in the current regime on 
carbon emission reduction. 

In contrast, despite recognizing that human action can contribute to climate 
change through carbon emissions,3 society at large does not generally agree that 
there is a single solution or which solution is best, making the implementation of 
caps or other policy initiatives far more difficult for the global regime on climate 
change (Tobler, Visschers, and Siegrist 2012, 197). Furthermore, the general pub-
lic is skeptical of some of the consequences that global warming might have, with 
many interest groups advocating adaptation rather than mitigation (ibid. 199). 
However, if a global agreement could be reached that will effectively and efficient-
ly limit carbon emissions, the experience of the Montreal Protocol shows that 
the world economy will in fact adapt, favoring sustainable products and greatly 
expanding the existing market for alternative energy source. Furthermore, the 
Montreal Protocol is an example of what is necessary—the perception of an im-
pending crisis—for governments to come together and negotiate to benefit the 
environment. 

The 1997 Kyoto Protocol is currently the key agreement in the regimes on car-
bon emission reduction, and more generally, climate change. The purpose of the 
protocol is to reduce emissions over the course of 2008-2012 to five percent below 
the 1990 levels, which would result in a twenty percent reduction in emissions 
overall. Kyoto is currently the only example of a cap-and-trade system at the glob-
al level. Currently, in this cap-and-trade system, Annex I Parties may use Inter-
national Emissions Trading (IET) to ‘reduce emissions.’ This treaty permits coun-
tries that produce fewer emissions than their quota to sell their extra ‘emissions’ to 

3 In a Swiss study participants were asked to affirm or deny claims on a wide-range of sub-
jects related to CO2. In response to one of the questions, 82% of participants supported 
the claim that the increase of GHG is directly attributable to human activity.
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nations that have exceeded their quotas. In addition, there is also a CDM (Clean 
Development Mechanism) which seeks to contribute to sustainable development 
in developing countries, similar to the mission of the Global Environment Fa-
cility (GEF).4 However, it is suspected that the emissions saved through these 
mechanisms are nominal, as opposed to genuine, savings (Wara 2007, 596). Fur-
thermore, the protocol has been largely unsuccessful due to some key problems 
including the exempt status of developing countries from legal commitments and 
lack of full support for the initiative amongst the global community, particularly 
since the United States withdrew support.

The problems with the cap-and-trade system, as outlined under Kyoto, are 
unique because there are not a total number of caps that are bought and then sold 
on the ‘world market’. Instead, the cap-and-trade system of Kyoto is used as an in-
centive for countries to lower their emissions so that they might sell their ‘quotas’ 
and invest the money made in continued emissions abatement efforts (Wara 2007, 
595). Nevertheless, Kyoto’s existence has made progress to establish an political 
framework that can be used to address environmental issues in the future. Despite 
this progress, the Kyoto Protocol has not accomplished its primary objectives. As 
experienced with the Kyoto protocol, current international climate change policy 
initiatives must overcome the issues of free-riding and common-pool resource 
allocation problems in order to be successful:. Kyoto was not able to do so, and 
questions remain whether the climate change regime ever will. 

Two of the largest problems remaining in the Kyoto protocol are that two coun-
tries, haven not joined the agreement: China and the United States. In addition 
to being the largest carbon emitters, these nations also exert significant influence 
over other countries decision to commit to the Kyoto protocol. As mentioned 
above under game theory, many players have strong individual incentives to de-
fect, rather than to cooperate and over time, one country’s reputation can become 
a significant factor whether another country will commit or continue to commit. 
For example: If my buddy and I continue to be caught by the police and each time 
I refuse to share information, but he rats me out and gets off for free, then over 
time a rational actor would cease to be the ‘sucker’ because of the second actor’s 
behavioral reputation. This applies to Kyoto because once a country knows who is 
going to commit truthfully, and who is not, the updated information could make 
the second country less likely to cooperate. 

4 The GEF is one of the few financial sources available to the South for funding global 
environmental initiatives. Although many people fault the GEF because it is a subsidiary 
of the World Bank—believing it is too top-down and business oriented, possibly promot-
ing other agendas of the World Bank through its funding, it is an important first step to 
helping the South absorb the costs of global sustainability. For a fuller discussions refer to 
Dauvergne (2011, 470).  

As the world looks to restructure Kyoto and have the global powers of China 
and the United States join an agreement by 2015, it is important to understand 
the factors related to why the United States and China have been hesitant to sup-
port Kyoto in the past. Understanding the governments’ positions and the domes-
tic interests groups they support is critical.

The Bush administration withdrew support for Kyoto, saying that the United 
States could not afford such cuts. Since 2002, “disengagement from the Kyoto 
Protocol remains U.S. policy, with an emphasis instead on domestic action. On 
February 14, 2002, President Bush announced a U.S. policy for climate change, 
based on voluntary domestic measures” (Saundry 2012, n.p.a.). Then, in a 2008 
Congressional Budgeting office memo and testimonial, the United States recog-
nized that the cap-and-trade system could be an effective way to raise revenue 
to reduce welfare costs of policies involving carbon emission cuts, benefit the 
environment, and reduce federal deficit in the long-term. However, this memo 
also reflected significant concern with the way in which such cap-and-trade poli-
cies were implemented as it would affect two large domestic interest groups: cor-
porations and households, particularly those of low-income (Orszag 2008, 4-5). 
These domestic interest groups have always received priority over global interests 
because corporations and low-income households are key interest groups during 
elections. If there is a fundamental change in voters’ concerns, then the United 
States government will most likely change its position as well to reflect this. 

It is critical that the United States support Kyoto, or another initiative, as oth-
er countries will in fact base their own initiatives and compliance based on the 
example set by the United States. For example, many of the other non-participa-
tory nations at the 2012 Climate Change Conference (including: Japan, Canada, 
and  New Zealand) are close allies with the United States and would most likely 
follow the US’s own policy. Although the 2012 United Nations Climate Change 
conference did not entice participation from the aforementioned nations, it took 
a small step to gain future support from non-signatory nations by formalizing 
the language of loss and damage. Loss and damage introduces the concept that 
countries which are vulnerable to the effects of climate change could be finan-
cially compensated in the future by nations which do not moderate their carbon 
emissions. However, the United States continued its lack of support for the Kyoto 
Protocol, despite the implication that it could face economic sanctions at some 
point in the future. In discussing the implications of loss and damage as a means 
to entice US participation in Kyoto, Jennifer Morgan of the World Resources In-
stitute said, “This basically would set up a liability structure about who is liable 
for climate change...And while I think that’s a very important question for people 
to answer, I don’t think the world is ready for that yet” (Harris, n.p.a.). With the 
global economy worsening, it is clear that cap-and-trade in its current form will 
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not entice the US to participate in global governance aimed at reducing carbon 
emissions.

Perhaps the world could lower total emissions even without the United States 
if China were to take more conscious efforts to lower emissions. Even more than 
the U.S., China will face significant consequences if global warming is not slowed. 
These consequences include: shrinking of arable land, loss of coastline which will 
displaces millions, extinction of native species, and more (Hachigian, Beddor, and 
Chen 2009, 24).  However, these consequences may not be enough to overcome 
the blatant disregard of the Chinese government for these consequences, as they 
instead focus their efforts solely on macroeconomic development. The Chinese 
government claims that asking for specialized action from the still industrializing 
country would slow social and economic development, supporting the claims of 
market liberals but upsetting many social greens who view China as a strong of-
fender of human rights.  The reluctance of Chinese governance to engage in car-
bon emissions cap discussions has led many other countries to portray them as 
free-riders when this is not entirely the case. Although the government has been 
reluctant to commit to emissions reduction policies, Chinese firms have still made 
significant reductions, unintentionally, to reduce carbon emissions. For example, 
there has been the creation of over 200 energy conservation technology service 
centers (Zhang 2000, 594). 

Liberalist theory, focusing on economic development and the ability of the mar-
ket to adjust, is central to both China’s and the United States’ current disengage-
ment from negotiations. Furthermore, institutionalists find that the reluctance of 
two world players to engage in the international arena are a justification for restruc-
turing the current international institutions—perhaps against traditional leaders, 
such as the United States. The creation of a new, stronger, or reimagining of an 
existing international institution would also work effectively to combat free-riding 
and CPR allocation problems. Although many exist, such as the World Bank and 
World Trade Organization, there are none that directly address environmental is-
sues, making it difficult to create an enforcement mechanism. The lack of enforce-
ment inherent in the current system exasperates free-riding (or claims thereof). 
One short-term suggestion for institutional reformation is that institutions such 
as the WTO may need to look at ‘stick’ incentive methods in the short term to en-
courage the United States’ participation as the current economic conditions will not 
have improved willingness to engage in conscious reductionist efforts. One such 
possible ‘stick’ method, trade sanctions, is discussed later in this paper.  

Furthermore, countries must accept that, although the climate crisis is not cur-
rently seen as ‘pressing,’ by the time the crisis fully evolves, it will be too late to enact 
preventative measures such as a cap-and-trade system. For many countries, partic-
ularly democracies, politics is a short-term game in which policy initiatives are ex-

pected to have immediate consequences, and there is not the domestic perception 
that climate change is more important than development and stability. Without a 
sense of urgency, there is no incentive for countries to participate as the present 
costs outweigh the present benefits, which exasperates cooperation efforts. These 
reasons are some of why the cap-and-trade system under Kyoto’s current vision is 
failing, with carbon emissions rising annually.

Although Kyoto has set new targets, the small island nations are extremely skep-
tical that this successive agreement will be any more successful than the first. It is 
the hope of the current signatory countries to negotiate a full treaty by 2015 that 
will include all countries. However, to do so, the global regime will have to look to 
new, more appealing policy alternatives as it is highly unlikely that the cap-and-
trade system in its current state will gain significantly more support in the next 
three years (UN Climate Change Secretariat 2012, 2). However, there are both short 
term and long-term policy alternatives that are currently being debated for imple-
mentation. Although there are still questions about the feasibility of each policy, 
and their ability to gain international support from China and the United States, 
they have the potential to shape future agreements in a significant way. 

It is important for the global regime to agree upon short term policy initiatives 
that can be immediately implemented by the 2015 deadline. Although there are 
many short-term domestic policy options, one international policy option is the 
implementation of trade sanctions. Trade sanctions are already a recognized meth-
od for ‘punishing’ countries/companies that use environmentally unfriendly ap-
proaches, such as when the United States brought the shrimp-turtle case to the 
WTO against Thailand. “Trade sanctions, when they are enforced, have sometimes 
been proven to be an effective way of affecting people’s incentives. The principle 
is already accepted, and in fact, the United States has advocated this principle…” 
(Stiglitz 2006, 187). This same principle can be applied against nations who emit 
too many carbon emissions. It would be an effective way to harness globalization 
in favor of environmental regulation. Trade sanctions would work simply so that 
if a nation, specifically the United States, does not face the full cost of production, 
including emissions, then the other countries would be able to impose trade sanc-
tions.5 

Domestically, the pressure from trade sanctions “would be welcome by many 
people to help the United States deal with the role of some special interests groups” 
(Stiglitz 2006, 187). It would also be a policy that institutionalists, and to a lesser 
extent market liberals, could support because trade sanctions use globalization to 
5 The implementation of trade sanctions against the United States is unlikely, given that 
it is world’s largest economy and still the dominant political force in the United Nations. 
However, it could be a natural extension of the damage and loss principle endorsed at the 
2012 Climate Change Conference.
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the environment’s benefit. However, there would be some difficulty in negotiating a 
treaty of this sort in the current international environment—in which countries are 
split in numerous blocs according to a variety of different issues. In particular, de-
veloping countries and developed countries are most likely going to disagree with 
two things: first, how much is fair for the initial trade sanction level, and second, as 
developing countries will produce more emissions as they industrialize, what is a 
fair limit and how can that be determined? Countries will also have to determine 
whether the WTO or another international institution should enforce these sanc-
tions. If countries can agree on an answer to these fundamental questions, balanc-
ing concerns of economic development and stability with environmental concerns, 
then trade sanctions will prove effective as a short term policy before a more per-
manent agreement, with long-term solutions, can be phased in and implemented. 

A longer term policy initiative that could be implemented simultaneous with the 
trade sanctions would be a dynamic carbon cap, also known as a ‘bill-splitting’ cap. 
Currently, Kyoto has what scholars have called a ‘static cap’, one that is unresponsive 
to developments in economic conditions. Meanwhile a dynamic carbon cap:

…would use national emission caps that are calculated annu-
ally, sliding in a manner designed to ensure that the distribution 
of obligations (A) remains equitable, (B) incentivizes low-carbon 
economic growth, and (C) is linked to global economic growth, 
in the sense that global economic growth is what drives the reduc-
tion of global emission allocations (Catton 2009, 5637).

These incentives, especially because of the focus on economic development, 
would appeal to both developing countries and developed. A dynamic carbon tax 
would be a way to appeal to developing countries, particularly China, and encour-
age them to participate in the regime as they could be primary beneficiaries. If it 
gained support and developed an effective enforcement mechanism a dynamic cap 
could also eliminate claims that a country is free-riding, an important step to in-
ternational cooperation. Furthermore, dynamic caps may also appeal to the United 
States as there is a built-in mechanism that can respond to changing economic con-
ditions, a large concern for many United States constituents (and a direct response 
to the Bush administration’s decision to pull out of the initial Kyoto agreements). 
Some of the challenges that would have to be addressed would be where the cap 
would be set; what countries would gain exemption and for how long; and what 
kinds of economic conditions would merit change and who would decide that. All 
of these questions will have to be thoroughly addressed before a dynamic carbon 
cap can be implemented. 

Another policy alternative that has been proposed is to, over an extended peri-
od of time, slowly implement a carbon tax. A carbon tax would be placed on all 

non-renewable carbon emissions, in order to find an economic solution that will 
reduce carbon emissions by encouraging consumers to switch to more sustainable 
alternatives, such as biofuel (Avi-Yonah and Uhlmann 2009, 7; Kahn and Frances-
chi 2006, 779). Some market liberals do not believe a tax is necessary as they believe 
the market will naturally adjust for environmental negative externalities. However, 
others will recognize the ability of the market to adjust to the tax, encouraging 
development of sustainable alternatives as the market did following the Montreal 
Protocol. The carbon tax has additional benefits, as the revenue raised from the tax 
can then also be used to supplement initiatives of the GEF, or something similar to 
the CDM, for sustainability development and assistance for developing countries. 
However, the carbon tax would cause significant exogenous shocks if implemented 
in too short a time period, before the global economy has had an opportunity to 
fully adjust. In order for a tax to be implemented, countries would need to create a 
strict timeline that is followed in practice,, and provide support mechanisms for the 
global economy. It is doubtful that the United States will support such a policy be-
cause corporations, the most powerful interest group, will not support the strategy 
as it drives up the cost of production. In addition, nations that are a part of OPEC 
will also not support the policy, potentially leading to more tension in the Middle 
East as OPEC nations lose a critical export which is the primary support for their 
economy.  

Although this paper has explored some important theoretical, historical, and co-
operation issues facing the world’s environmental initiatives, there are still many 
questions as to what can be done to reform the carbon cap-and-trade system of the 
Kyoto protocol to make it more effective. Currently, the system is inefficient and 
lacks a strong enforcement mechanism by any existing global institution. There 
are many policy solutions currently being debated, such as carbon taxes, trade 
sanctions, and dynamic carbon caps. However, all of these solutions—regardless 
of which countries support which—hinge on the basic principle that international 
cooperation on environmentalism is still an urgent issue that countries are willing 
to make compromises on. If countries are not willing to work towards a common 
good without accepting some sacrifices for certain domestic actors over others, and 
potentially their short-term economic stability, then it is safe to say that no amount 
of debate, WTO reformation, or Pareto-optimal policy proposals will come to pass. 
If, as Ian Bremmer says, the global regime is currently one of ‘G0’6—little to no 
cooperation—then the international community should stop debating whether it 
can impose global carbon cap-and-trade initiatives but instead promote policies of 
domestic mitigation and adaptation. 
6 A G0 world is “one in which no single country or bloc of countries has the political and 
economic leverage -- or the will -- to drive a truly international agenda. The result will be 
intensified conflict on the international stage over vitally important issues, such as…cli-
mate change” (Bremmer and Roubini 2011, n.p.a.). 
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Abstract

The objective of this paper is to examine whether the level of violent international 
conflict has risen or fallen since the mid-twentieth century. Furthermore, this 
paper addresses which theories can be applied to this question given the particular 
set of evidence available, and how those theories help explain why these trends are 
occurring. The specific time period examined will focus on the international system 
following the end of WWII, but will also focus on the shift in violent conflict following 
the end of the Cold War. Because terms relating to global armed conflict can differ 
in scope, definition, and standardization, important clarifications and definitions 
of several terms were given for the purpose of this paper. By looking at the empirical 
evidence through the lens of realist and liberalist perspectives, a serious downward 
trend in violent conflict in the international system is clear. The trends demonstrate 
the decrease in the number of conflicts since the Cold War, the reduction in lethality 
of wars since the 1950s, and the rise in minor armed conflict in the past decade. This 
paper will assert that trends regarding the level of violence in the current international 
system have decreased due to increasing globalization and democratization of the 
world, changing global attitudes towards violence, and the implications of the post-
Cold War power balance. These findings have optimistic implications for the future 
given that the evidence suggests that a change in the international system significant 
enough to derail the current downward trend in violence seems incredibly unlikely. 

The fact that violence has the power to pervade every aspect of life helps 
clarify the fascination with how and why violence occurs in the modern 
international system. As any realist would be quick to point out, the only 

true goal of any state is to ensure its own—and its population’s—survival. Yet in 
the wake of numerous armed conflicts in Afghanistan, Iraq, Sudan, and the Congo 

among others, it is easy to fear that we live in an increasingly violent world. For 
politicians and historians alike, the question of whether we have progressed into an 
age of significantly decreased violence or are simply caught in a violent continuum 
of interstate war is of particular interest. In the 21st century, the immense levels 
of global connectedness as well as the deadliness of modern technology and 
weaponry mean that the implications of living in a violent continuum are especially 
dangerous. The findings of this paper will attempt to answer whether in recent 
decades (since the mid-twentieth century) the level of conflict in the international 
system has risen or fallen, and why.

This paper will first examine and analyze the statistical information that 
demonstrates the decrease in the number of conflicts since the Cold War, the 
reduction in the lethality of wars since the 1950s, and the rise in minor armed 
conflict in the past decade. Next, this paper will address several conjectures that 
explain these trends, and the flaws of the common realist approach regarding 
decreased global conflict. The conclusion will comprise a summary of the findings 
and a comment of the future implications thereof. 

Since terms relating to global armed conflict can differ in scope, definition, and 
standardization, it is important clarify and define several terms for the purpose of 
this paper. The use of armed force is defined as the “use of arms by the military 
forces of the parties in order to promote the parties’ general position in the 
conflict, resulting in deaths” (Gill 2011: 4) According to the 2011 Global Report 
by the Center for Systemic Peace, major violent conflict refers to societal/civil or 
interstate warfare which results in over 500 war-related deaths and minor violent 
conflicts therefore refer to any political violence that results in less than 500 war-
related deaths (Marshall 2011: 3).

Based on the statistical evidence and subsequent analysis provided, this paper 
will assert that trends regarding the level of violence in the current international 
system have decreased since WWII due to increasing globalization and 
democratization, changing global attitudes towards violence, and the implications 
of the post-Cold War power balance. 

The extensive reach of the modern press means that images of violence, warfare, 
and human rights abuses are commonplace in every home with access to the 
media. While this often makes it seem as though the world is a more violent place 
than ever, Harvard Professor Steven Pinker recently declared that “since the end 
of the Cold War in 1989, organized conflicts of all kinds—civil wars, genocides, 
repression by autocratic governments, and terrorist attacks—have declined 
throughout the world” (Pinker 2011). Controversial though that statement may 
be, the statistical data that will be presented in this paper regarding armed conflict 
and warfare since the middle of the 20th century supports his assertion. The 
trend of steadily increasingly violent major conflict reversed almost immediately 
following the end of World War II, resulting in a reduction of war-related deaths 
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to now on average only 55,000 per year this decade—just one-hundredth of what 
they were during WWII (Goldstein 2011). While this decrease seems to be largely 
attributed to the end of colonialism, the scope of the decrease in violence suggests 
that the explanation goes deeper than just that. The Human Security Report finds 
that while there were, on average, slightly over six armed international conflicts 
occurring each year in the 1950s, the amount of average international conflicts in 
the 2000s has been less than one per year (Human Security Report Project 2010[b]: 
1). Perhaps equally notable is the fact that the world’s great state powers have not 
directly waged intra-state war with each other in 60 years. Historians refer to this 
previously unprecedented length of peace among the great powers as the “Long 
Peace.” Although France, the United Kingdom, the United States, and Russia were 
in someway involved in the most number of international wars since the mid 
1940s, none of these conflicts have involved direct fighting amongst themselves or 
any other major power (Human Security Report Project 2010[b]: 2). Even during 
the Korean War when the Soviets provided aid to the Chinese and North Korean 
forces, they were careful not to directly engage with the U.S. military. 

While it seems almost too obvious that violence would decrease directly 
following the end of a major world war, the decrease in violence has continued 
long beyond the end of WWII, and even more so after the end of the Cold War. 
The amount of international crises, which often escalate into violence, decreased 
by 70% from 1980 to 2000, and the amount of civil wars has decreased by 25% 
from 1990 to 2007 (Goldstein 2011). The total amount of armed conflicts has 
decreased by 40% since 1992, and among these conflicts, those resulting in over 
1000 deaths have decreased by more than 80% (Goldstein 2011). In terms of more 
overarching trends, the Center for Systemic Peace reports in 2011 that, “the global 
trend in major armed conflict has continued its dramatic decline during the 
globalization era both in number of states affected by major armed conflicts and 
in total magnitude” (Marshall 2011: 3) The report provides statistical calculations 
showing that worldwide warfare magnitude has dropped by more than 60% since 
the mid 1980s and currently rests at its lowest level in 50 years (Marshall 2011: 4). 

The decrease in warfare is the not the only indicator that we are living in a 
less violent world; evidence also shows that violent conflicts today are far less 
deadly than in recent history. According to the Peace Research Institute, this past 
decade has seen fewer war-related deaths than any decade for the past 100 years 
(Goldstein 2011). A report by the Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs supports 
this assertion by pointing out that most conflicts take place in low-income regions 
of the world where limited military capabilities narrow the potential danger of 
armed conflict (PRIO 2007).1 Date reflects this contention by showing that the 
average number of war related deaths per year in the 2000s hovered around 55,000, 
just over half the 100,000 yearly deaths average of the 1990s, and less than a third 
of the 180,000 yearly deaths average that characterized the Cold War years of 
1 In-text citation (PRIO) refers to “Global Trends in Armed Conflict…” in Bibliography.

1950-1989 (Goldstein 2011). In terms of single conflicts, the numbers are equally 
telling: the average international conflict of the 1950s killed over 20,000 people per 
year, but that number dropped to around 6000 in the post Cold War 1990s, and 
only about 3000 in the past decade (Human Security Report Project 2010[b]: 2). 
More recently, from 2002 to 2003, the amount of deaths resulting from any type 
of political violence decreased by 62% in North and South America, 35% in Asia, 
32% in Europe, and by 24% in Africa (Brahm 2005). In addition, a majority of 
war-related deaths in the past have been attributed to such factors as disease and 
malnutrition that arise from war conditions. With improvements in health care 
and wartime intervention, these health risks have been curbed significantly. 

Although the evidence thus far illuminates the relatively steady decrease in both 
the frequency and the deadliness of warfare in the past half-century, the statistics 
regarding minor conflicts have become an increasingly important aspect of this 
topic. The world of the 21st century is far more complex and interrelated than 
in any previous era.  In a summary of the 2011 SIPRI Yearbook, Bates Gill notes 
that: “World security is becoming more dynamic, complex and transnational, with 
intensified and increasing flows of information, people, capital and goods…. States 
continue to be the dominant security actors [despite] the growing importance 
of non- and quasi-state actors in shaping the global and regional security scene” 
(Gill 2011:2). Given this political climate, it is not surprising that there has been 
a marked increase in minor conflicts as opposed to major interstate war. Yet the 
numbers are still startling. In 2007-2008, non-state conflicts—those that involve 

“communal groups, rebels, or warlords that do not involve a state as a warring 
party”—jumped by an estimated 119% (Human Security Report Project 2010[b]: 
10). While this is obviously a noticeable increase, a closer examination of the 
circumstances surrounding the increase shows that it does not contradict the 
main assertion of this paper. There are several reasons why this trend is not as 
worrisome as it appears: (1) most of these minor conflicts last less than a year 
and result in significantly fewer deaths than wars involving states because rebel 
groups often lack military power (2) many of these minor conflicts are acts of 
terrorism associated with radical Islamic groups, for whom support is steadily and 
substantially declining and (3) most of this increase was a result of armed conflicts 
in Kenya and Pakistan, as opposed an eruption of non-state violence across the 
globe (Brahm 2005).

Despite the evidence showing the stable trend of decreasing violent conflicts 
in the international system, a report from the U.S. Peace Institute in 2005 cast 
doubt on this trend when it reported that 14 on-going wars should be considered 

“intractable” (Goldstein 2011). These wars—ranging from Kashmir to Somalia—
were declared to “resist any kind of settlement or resolution,” and were looked at 
as hopeless situations doomed to perpetual cycles of violence. However, within six 
years, all but a handful of these conflicts were either resolved or making significant 
progress in finding a resolution: Northern Ireland’s peace agreements had become 
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increasingly stable, violence in Kashmir had reached a cease-fire, and most of the 
conflicts in Africa were being seen to by UN peacekeeping missions (Goldstein 
2011).

The statistical data presented has clearly shown three important trends in the 
evolution of violent conflicts: a vast decrease in major episodes of violent conflict, 
a decrease in the lethality of the conflicts that remain, and a recent rise in minor—
but still markedly less lethal—episodes of conflicts that represents a shift in the 
type of violence that characterizes the current global system.  

From the aforementioned results follows the question of why the level of violent 
conflict in the international system has fallen. Although there are many existing 
explanations for the decrease in violent conflicts, this paper will assert that the 
decrease is due to increasing globalization and democratization of the world, 
changing global attitudes towards violence, and the post-Cold War power balance. 
Before presenting supporting evidence, it is important to refute one of the widely 
accepted explanations for this trend: the Realist Nuclear Deterrence Theory 
(NDT). This argument, based on Kenneth Waltz’s theory of realist international 
politics, purports that war among nuclear powers is far less likely to occur because 
the consequences of such a war are devastating enough to be a successful deterrent 
and balance of power since states will always act rationally (Aliyev 2011). While 
this is still a contested theory, there are several counter-examples that poke holes 
in this assertion. In the following examples, the possession of nuclear weapons 
failed to deter one state from attacking another: (1) the Chinese attack on U.S. 
military forces during the Korean War (2) the North Vietnamese attack on U.S. 
forces in South Vietnam during the Vietnam War (3) the Egyptian/Syrian attack 
on Israeli forces to begin the Yom Kippur War of 1973, and (4) the mujahedeen’s 
attack against Soviet forces in Afghanistan in the 1980s (Human Security Report 
Project 2010[b]: 2). While it could be argued that examples 2 and 4 are cases of 
superpower aggression and occupation that would not be met without a fight and 
that example 1 was a proxy war that lacked the incentive for escalation, these 
arguments are flawed. First off, the Long Peace and the clear post-Cold War 
transition away from large scale interstate war puts all the more emphasis on wars 
of superpower aggression/occupation like both Iraq and Afghanistan. If the NDT 
cannot prevent or explain war in these cases, it does not seem to have much of a 
place in the post- Cold War world. In terms of “incentive for escalation,” this begs 
the question—where is the line for when a state could be incentivized to escalate 
to nuclear war? Since the theory offers no explanation for this, it does not seem 
reasonably applicable in this situation. Although it is certainly possible and likely 
that nuclear weapon possession has prevented some conflicts, it is an incredibly 
difficult theory to empirically prove. Moreover, the usual arguments against NDT 
still stand: the threat of escalation as described by the security dilemma does not 
exactly suggest or explain a safer world, and the idea that NDT works because 
decision makers are too rational to use such destructive weapons means there 

is too low a sense of use credibility. Essentially, either decision makers are not 
always rational, or if no government would rationally engage in an attack that 
would ensure mutual destruction than there is no truly credible threat from the 
possession of nuclear weapons. Therefore, the highly contested Nuclear Deterrence 
Theory does not explain the current trend in decreasing global conflict, especially 
with regards to intra-state war. 

A more persuasive explanation lies in two linked Liberal arguments: the 
Democratic Peace Proposition (DPP) and the conjecture regarding global 
dependency. The DPP states that full democracies are significantly less likely to go 
to war with each other, a theory that has not yet been disproven and remains the 
strongest liberal argument for decreased warfare.  As it remains so far uncontested, 
the fact that Freedom House reports that the amount of democracies in the world 
increased from 28% in 1950 to 63% in 2000 strongly implies that at least part 
of the decreased warfare can be attributed to the DPP (Diamond 2000). Equally 
compelling appears to be the argument that increased economic interdependence 
and liberalization has led to the decrease in violent conflict. As it is no secret that 
globalization, international trade, and foreign investment have all skyrocketed in 
the past several decades, it stands to reason that these links would both decrease 
the benefits and increase the costs of war. According to Human Security Report, 
increasing foreign investment by 10% cut the risk of net conflict by 3% (Human 
Security Report (Human Security Report Project 2010[a]). This statistic remains 
true in practice as well: the International Peace Research Institute’s report on 
global economic trends found that dramatic economic growth in both Latin 
America and East Asia has resulted in a noticeable drop in conflict (PRIO 2007). 
With such high levels of democratization and globalization, cooperation has 
replaced violence as the most beneficial method of conflict resolution.  

Although it may have been true at the time, Clausewitz’s famous comment that 
“war is simply the continuation of politics by other means” no longer appears to 
reflect the modern attitude towards violence. With the evolution of international 
peacekeeping institutions like the United Nations—and more specifically the UN 
Security Council—the global attitude towards political violence has shifted. Pinker 
describes a “growing revulsion against aggression on smaller scales, including 
violence against ethnic minorities, women, children, homosexuals, and animals” 
but also adds that “the decline of violent behavior has been paralleled by a decline 
in attitudes that tolerate or glorify violence” (Pinker 2011). This change in attitude 
was formalized by the fact that resorting to force, or violence—with the exception 
of self defense and Security Council approved missions—is expressly forbidden 
according to UN international law. Although superpowers are sometimes guilty 
of violating these principles—especially the U.S., the formalization of these 
anti-violent sentiments shows just how deeply engrained our modern attitudes 
against war have become. In addition, there has been a marked reduction in the 
kind of hyper-nationalism that characterized Europe from 1870-1939 and often 
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encouraged the use of violence for large-scale ethnic cleansing (Lynn-Jones 1993: 
214). The increase in peace-building missions is especially indicative of this 
global attitude shift. Between 1991 and 1993, the UN launched 15 peacekeeping 
missions, matching in just three years the amount of peace-keeping missions that 
had been launched since the formation of the UN (Goldstein 2011). Furthermore, 
from 1991 to 2007 there was a tenfold increase in the amount of peace-building 
missions and post-conflict peace initiatives, and there are currently 30 ongoing 
UN and non-UN peace missions around the world (Human Security Report 
Project 2010[a]). This rapid increase in involvement of international institutions 
has been effective in both easing already existing conflicts as well as preventing 
new conflicts from cropping up. The shift in global attitudes towards war and the 
subsequent rise of the era of intervention has made significant contributions to 
the decreasing trend of violent conflict. 

The third explanation for the global decrease in violent conflict reflects on the 
shift in the balance of power following the end of the bi-polar Cold War system. 
This theory purports that the sheer power of the United States military in the 
context of a now uni-polar system—led by the U.S.—is the main explanation 
for why armed conflict has decreased. According to the Dusseldorfer Institut, 
states must analyze whether any aggressive action on their part would go against 
U.S. interests and in such cases refrain from acting since the U.S. would likely 
intervene and prevent the aggressor state from accomplishing its goal (Dusseldorf 
Institut 2010).2 Although one could argue that the U.N. is designed to prevent 
this kind of hegemonic behavior, the relative frequency of American unilateral 
action suggests that there is significant truth in the theory. Pinker supports this 
argument by saying that the existence of one state with a monopoly on violence—
and a willingness to use it—is a powerful deterrent against other violence; the 
strength, size, and frequency of use that characterizes the U.S. military makes it 
a perfect contender for the type of monopolistic body to which Pinker referred 
(Pinker 2011). Critics of this theory point to recent U.S. involvement in war in 
Iraq and Afghanistan, claiming that this appears to contradict the idea that fear 
of engagement with the U.S. is a major determinant of current trends. However, 
these conflicts are the result of U.S. pre-emptive attacks and therefore not 
indicative of aggression from outside forces (Human Security Report Project 
2010[a]). Although they are still clearly violent conflicts, the fact that they are 
pre-emptive attacks by the U.S. means they do not stand in contrast to the idea of 
fear of engagement with the U.S.—these countries did not choose to engage with 
the U.S., it was thrust upon them. Furthermore, the idea that both the conflicts in 
Iraq and Afghanistan—though drawn out—somehow suggest an aggravated level 
of violence in the grand scheme of the last half-century, is simply not the case. As 
the Human Security Report points elucidates, “The increase in battle deaths since 

2 In-text citation (Dusseldorf Institut) refers to “‘Restraint in Interstate-Violence…’” in 
Bibliography.

2003 needs to be seen in the context of the dramatic, though very uneven, decline 
in estimated war-death tolls since 1946. In 1950 (the first year of the Korean War) 
there were some 600,000 battle deaths worldwide; in 1972 (the deadliest year of 
the Vietnam War) the toll was more than 300,000; in 1982 (the height of the Iran-
Iraq War) it was 270,000; in 1999 (when wars were being fought between Ethiopia/
Eritrea and in East Africa’s Great Lakes region) it was 130,000. In 2008 the battle-
death toll was 27,000” (Human Security Report Project 2010[b]: 11). While the 
moral implications of this theory may not be particularly desirable (should U.S. 
interests really be a determinant of whether violent conflict is acceptable or not?), 
the truth remains that the post-Cold War system with the U.S. at the forefront of 
world military power has seen less violence than any previous system. 

Predicting the future for trends in global violence is particularly tricky, but 
the indicators for the future are bright nonetheless (Goldstein 2011). The 
amount of democratic states, as well as the level of involvement in peace-minded 
international institutions, continually rises. As globalization and trade steadily 
rise, so too does expectation of reduced warfare. This is strongly supported by 
the argument that “Development…is an important long-term form of conflict 
prevention. We can see this effect clearly in Southeast Asia. From 1951 to 1979, 12 
new conflicts started; from 1980 to 2008 [when average income per capita almost 
doubled], there were just three—a 75 percent reduction” (Human Security Report 
Project 2010[b]: 5). In addition, the “Long Peace” between major powers seems 
unlikely to end anytime soon and the U.S. remains a stable hegemon of military 
power thanks to the staggering sum it spends each year on both intelligence 
and the military. Although China is often described as an imminent threat to 
U.S. security, there are several reasons this “threat” seems far less concern-worthy 
than suggested. As a recent article in Foreign Policy reports, “China’s leaders 
vehemently denounce any suggestion that they are embarked on anything other 
than what they have referred to as a ‘peaceful rise’ and haven’t engaged in major 
external hostilities since the 1979 war with Vietnam” (Thompson 2010). The 
article also acknowledges that the U.S. remains the “most capable” fighting force 
in the world—even given engagements in both Iraq and Afghanistan, and that 
there is “a growing recognition that the United States and China should engage 
one another and seek to avoid a conflict that would almost certainly be destructive 
to both sides” (Thompson 2010). Moreover, it has been recently publicized that 
China’s growth is slowing down significantly due to dragging exports and peaked 
investments (Rabinovitch 2012). Given this information, it seems very unlikely 
that China will jeopardize its position in the global trading market or its current 
prosperity by engaging in serious interstate war anytime soon, especially when 
it is already experiencing a significant decrease in economic growth and the U.S. 
remains more powerful (Goldstein 2011). For these reasons, a change in the 
international system significant enough to derail the current downward trend in 
violence seems very unlikely.

The Downward Trend of Violent Conflicts
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The data provided in this paper has shown a decrease in overall violent conflict, a 
decrease in the lethality of the conflicts that remain, and the rise in minor conflicts 
that fails to derail the consistent downward trend of decreased violence. As is so 
often the case in politics, there may not be one definitive, empirically proven 
explanation for the current trends in the international system, but the theories 
asserted in this paper seem to be the sturdiest justifications given the empirical 
data that exists. As it stands, the increasing globalization and democratization of 
the world has lowered the benefits and increased the costs of engaging in violent 
conflicts. The changing global attitude towards the use of force has manifested itself 
in international laws that prohibit such activity, as well as bringing about greater 
interest in human rights and increased involvement in international intervention. 
Finally, the sheer disparity in military power between the U.S. and the rest of the 
world has led to a balance of power and reluctance to use force in cases that violate 
American interests, leading to a decrease in overall violence. 
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