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In chapter five, I will develop a wholistic nation-building toolkit that I assert is 

realistic and attainable. This toolkit that I refer to as SIDE (Security, Institutional 

Building, Democracy, and Economics) is the bedrock for the restoration and functioning 

of any nation and is a critical element in the practice of nation-building. I shall argue that 

ultimate goal is the search for social cohesion, embedded with SIDE. In addition, other 

factors like transitional justice, the delicate balance between reconstruction and 

development, and the international aids syndrome, and the role of narrative shall be 

emphasized within this toolkit. We shall also reemphasize the works of Christian thinkers 

such as Augustine, Aquinas, Wesley, Niebuhr, Tillich, Novak, Hollenbach, et al, who 

have been strong advocates for the Christian’s involvement in socio-political, economic, 

and cultural issues that affect our world. Though distinct in their own experiences, these 

Christian thinkers shared a common historical narrative based on the personal and 

universal themes of suffering, injustice, and depravation—in which they each seeks a 

world in dire need of love, hope, justice and the common good. 

It is in this very world of injustice, hopelessness, indifference, and alienation, that 

my own personal narrative (that I shall share in this conclusion) becomes interspersed 

with these great thinkers. We all seemed to be moved internally or externally, by 

powerful experiences that forced us out comfort zones, and ubiquitously requiring a full 

attention and engagement in this world especially redressing the unavoidable problems of 

failed states—the greatest challenge to the common good in our time.  
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ABSTRACT 

 

Intractable civil and regional conflicts are creating the worst political, economic, 

and social disintegration around the globe, raising moral and ethical questions about the 

appropriate responses by the global community in general and the Christian community 

in particular. In view of these problems, we argue for the concept of genuine nation-

building as an effective framework and panacea for addressing these crises. Why have 

there been many failed attempts at nation-building and the obstructing cleavages?  

Christians cannot claim to be marginalized from the center of power and affluences with 

responsibilities in the political, social, cultural, and economic institutions of society.  

The basic method used in this dissertation is the application of historical 

narratives to understanding the phenomenon of failed states and assessing the strengths, 

weaknesses and ongoing relevance of Christianity and the International Community in 

the global public sphere of political, economic, and social policies and practices that have 

either created these failures or addressed them. In particular, we argue that Christianity 

provides distinctive perspectives on love, hope, justice and the common good as lenses 

for understanding self-interest through Christian realism as articulated by Reinhold 

Niebuhr. On this basis, it is in our interest and is a moral responsibility to champion the 

cause of nation-building, grounded in an ethical paradigm that also draws upon secular 

theories and practices. As a future research, we hope to observe the implications of this 

work on Christians who are cognizant and actively participating in nation-building as an 

ethical and theological task for the in breaking of God’s  Kingdom in the here and now. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

FAILED STATES: A GLOBAL CRISIS AND A RELIGIOUS 

AND MORAL CHALLENGE 

The Problem of Failed States 

 

 The proliferation of failed states today certainly is one of the most destructive 

forces threatening the global common good. It creates vast human suffering accounting 

for over 270 million civilian and military deaths during the past century.
1
 Without our 

active participation in reversing these global threats, we proceed down the path to more 

death and destruction and to, what some fear, is the eventual collapse of civilization and 

global stability.
2
 

Summary of Failed States and their Implications 

“Failed states” are what Noam Chomsky, in his book, Failed States: The Abuse of 

Power and the Assault on Democracy, describes as those “that do not protect their 

                                                 
1
 Rudy Rummel. Death by Government. New Brunswick: Transaction Books. 1994. He is 

professor emeritus of political science at the University of Hawaii, who has researched this phenomenon of 

the state and violence. He uses the term “democide” to describe “death by government.” This work 

transcends theoretical treatise and  is more a seminal work with an empirical account of the magnitude of 

government mass murders, mainly  in the political arena, committed in peacetime totaling 174 million 

victims of government violence, as compared with about 36 million as a result of government violence in 

time of war. Failed state is followed closely by the HIV/AIDs pandemic that have killed more than 34 

million more people than all of the combined civil wars fought in the last 40 years. This pandemic is 

directly or indirectly tied to failed states in their inabilities to deal with pressing social and economic issues 

facing their populations. 

 
             

2
 Lester Brown. Plan B 4.0: Mobilizing to Save Civilization. Washington, DC: Earth Policy 

Institute, 2009. Brown seriously cautions the world leaders to proactively begin “mobilizing to save 

civilization" acknowledging the importance of such global action. Also see Brown’s book, World on the 

Edge: How to Prevent Environmental and Economic Collapse. New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 

2011.  



 

 

2 

citizens from violence and perhaps even destruction, that regard themselves as beyond 

the reach of domestic or international law, and that suffer from a ‘democratic deficit,’ 

having democratic forms but with limited substance.”
3
 Such state failure creates a false 

sense of stability but underneath is a massive reality of deep fear, hopelessness, and 

outbursts of lawlessness and violence once state power or authority is overwhelmed by 

competing armed groups engaged in armed struggle and power grabs. Since the dawn of 

civilization we have seen similar cases of such failure, leading to the decline of many 

once great empires and city-states.  

 The early history of the Fertile Crescent civilizations in the Middle East, ancient 

Egypt, empires in China, warring states in India, and the competing city-states of the 

Mayans in what is today Mexico and Guatemala all exhibited in their history powerful 

examples of massive state collapse into contesting sub-groups and factions. As seen 

through the lenses of history, those ancient regimes’ failures, some gradual and some 

rapid, led to destructive conflict, deep fear, disruption of commerce, and sustained 

warring tribes, regions, nations, and neighbors.
4
 

Brief Historical Examples of Failed States 

Indeed as Jared Diamond notes in his book, Collapse: How Societies choose to 

Fail or Succeed, the root of past destructions, such as the Mayan and other ancient 

civilization, lies often in the ecological problems initiated mainly by rising population 

growth that demands increased agricultural appropriation of the local ecosystems via 

                                                 
3
 Noam Chomsky. Failed States: The Abuse of Power and the Assault on Democracy. New York: 

Metropolitan book, 2006, 3. 

 
               

4
 See Jared Diamond for his helpful historical treatment of ancient failed states in his book 

Collapse: How Societies choose to Fail or Succeed. New York: Viking Press, 2005, 23ff. 
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forest clearing and increased planting and in dryer settings an increase of the use of 

irrigation. Often such population pressures lead to unintended consequences like soil 

erosion, salt intrusion into soils because of irrigation, and ultimately overall agricultural 

collapse with increased societal tensions and political collapse.
5
 

Of significance is Diamond’s historical and comparative analysis of the island of 

Hispaniola—shared by the Dominican Republic and Haiti, two nations with similar 

historical narrative, resources and geography. 

However, their current conditions are markedly different. Haiti holds the distinct 

title as the poorest country in the Western Hemisphere, accounting for only one percent 

of forested land as compared to twenty eight percent in the Dominican Republic. Why the 

difference? These problems can be traced to the historical practices of Haitians in 

deforestation and mismanagement that were spurred by high population growth with 

limited resources—thereby creating immense pressure for the state’s impending collapse. 

Once the forests were cleared for agriculture and wood supplies for fuel, the soils were 

opened up to the full brunt of rain water action leading to massive soil erosion and a 

degradation of agricultural fertility. This ecological tragedy was sustained in great part 

                                                 
5
 Jared Diamond. Collapse: How Societies Choose to Fail or Succeed. New York: Viking Books. 

2005. In this fascinating work, the author seeks to understand the fates of past societies that collapsed due 

to ecological reasons, combining the most important political and policy debates of our world. Sadly, the 

developed world and its citizenry become oblivious to these imminent dangers due to conveniences around 

them. Thus Diamond compares past and present failure and successes in places like Greenland and Iceland, 

Rwanda, Australia, Montana, the ancient Mayans and modern China and the world.  
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through the historical conflict between colonial France and Western interferences in Haiti 

for a long period of time.
6
  

On the other hand the people and leaders of the Dominican Republic, in spite of 

their own socio-political tension, chose to establish laws governing agricultural and 

environmental policies and practices in anticipation of a sustainable future. The result has 

led to a more prosperous, healthy and stable Dominican Republic in contrast to its 

neighbor Haiti.
7
 In other contexts, security threats caused by invading armies and tribes 

created internal chaos and collapse that directly impacted the failure of particular empires 

or nation states as illustrated by Ambassador John Herbst
8
 of the US State Department 

who writes that:  

Over 2,000 years ago, the Chinese built the Great Wall to keep out 

intruders from the Eurasian steppes, and over 1,600 years ago, the Romans 

built a complex defensive system to demarcate and defend its borders in 

Germany and England. In the past, ungoverned spaces posed a problem 

only for immediate neighbors.
9
  

 

However, the current threat of failed states has far more global consequences that 

transcend a single national community. History has marched on and the international 

system of peoples and states and their economies are more integrated than ever.  As Paul 

Kennedy has argued, the last 50 years have seen a powerful global economic integration 

                                                 
              

6
 Yasmine Shamsie and Andrew S. Thompson. Haiti. Hope for a Fragile State. Waterloo, Ontario: 

Center for International Governance Innovation, 2006, 29-31. 

 
                7 Phillip Scher. Perspectives on the Caribbean: A Reader in Culture, History, and Representation. 

West Sussex: Wiley-Blackwell, 2010, 247. 

 
8
 John Herbst. The Problem of Failed States: A New Instrument. Ambassador John E. Herbst is the 

Coordinator for Reconstruction and Stabilization at the U.S. Department of State. This article was written 

in The Prism, on August 13, 2010, filed under Security and Development, 

http://www.ndu.edu/press/lib/images/prism1-1/3_Prism_21-26_Herbst.pdf (accessed 08.25.11). 

 
9
 Ibid., 1. 
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created by new advances in shipping, transportation and communication that allow for a 

vast increase in international trade and investment.
10

 Kennedy argues that increasingly 

the nations of the world have seen a diminishment of their ability to control their own 

destiny by themselves. Increasingly they are forced to face the reality of the demands of 

the global economy even as they are exposed to the globally wide shared threats posed by 

rising ecological concerns such as global climate change, habitat loss, deforestation, 

depleting aquifers, melting glaciers which have heretofore served as water reservoirs 

sustaining river flow during dry summer months, and species extinction.  

Nation-states today, Kennedy argues, seek to provide stability and security to 

their citizens, but they face this challenge of powerful forces beyond national 

governmental control. The global economic dynamics and the globally shared impacts of 

planetary wide climate change and other ecological dynamics mean that nation-states 

today are more integrated into a planetary community whether they wish it or not.
11

 This 

changed historical context means that the problem of failed states has a widening flow of 

regional and indeed global impacts.  

Today a failed state in one geographical location has a wide flow of negative 

impact on its entire region and indeed upon the global community. This problem and its 

complexities are regional, continental, and for that matter a global affair—often 

                                                 
 10

 See Paul Kennedy. Preparing for the Twenty-First Century. New York: Vintage Book, 1994. 

Also See Thomas Friedman, The World is Flat, 3.0 A Brief History of the Twenty-first Century. New York: 

Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 2006. 

 

 
11

 Thomas L. Friedman. Hot, Flat, and Crowded, 2.0. Why We Need Green Revolution and How it 

Can Renew America. New York: Picador Book, 2009. Friedman argues for a concerted national strategy 

called “Geo-Greenism” needed to save the planet from disaster. The core argument is to save the planet 

from deforestation, pollution and overheating which is also is needed to make America a healthier, richer, 

more innovative, more productive, and more secure nation. 



 

 

6 

threatening global peace, security, trade, and governance. 
12

 Sadly, it took September 11, 

2001, as the wake-up call for the world’s most powerful nation—the United States of 

America, when men trained in the caves and mountains, in one of the remotest part of the 

world in Afghanistan, launched a terroristic attack on the greatest economic and military 

symbols of the Western World—the Twin Towers (World Trade Center) and the U.S. 

Department of Defense. More than three thousand innocent civilians were killed, a 

reminder to the West, the USA and all nations, that there was no longer a safe haven for 

anyone, or nation, in this globalized community of nations.  

Therefore, a new era in international relations has been redefined, negating the 

illusive and flirtatious Post Cold War,
13

 symbolized by the fall of the Berlin Wall in 

                                                 
12

 See William French. “Natural Law and Ecological Responsibility: Drawing on the Thomistic 

Tradition.” University of St. Thomas Law Journal. St. Paul: Volume 5 No.1. Winter 2008, 13-15. Professor 

French argues that humanity’s action has far reaching consequences on the ecological state of the world 

and its effect on global security. He distinguishes the two distinct post-modernist views –the social 

constructionists and the postmodern deconstructionists. 

 
13

 In my argument  of the post Cold War in which I concluded, “Therefore, a new era in 

international relations has been redefined, negating the illusive and flirtatious Post Cold War era”, I assert 

that the West was either oblivious to reality or delusional to have preempted or concluded that the end of 

the Cold War meant declaring victory over communism, thereby relieving the United States and the West 

from its responsibility in truly helping those nations it supported or undermined for many decades as its so-

called Cold War allies/adversaries—through the process of democracy. As documented, the decade of the 

90s imploded into hot wars in Africa—namely in the former Yugoslavia, Liberia, Sierra Leone, Rwanda, 

Burundi, Angola and Sudan’s protracted wars, Somalia, and the D.R. Congo. What did the West or 

international community do? Watched and reluctantly responded but quickly pulled out. It took a decade 

for the West and international community on 9/11 to realize that the so-called distant wars perceived as 

tribal or low level civil wars were in fact the continuation of wars of aggressions that had the same effect or 

more global effect on war peace, economics, politics and environment. Nevertheless, to blame the West and 

the international community alone as the only culprit for the creation of failed state would be an injustice 

based on bias and uncritical analysis of the facts. Therefore, I further insist that dictatorial regimes in these 

failed states were also directly responsible for the implosions of their nations—Liberia’s Samuel Doe and 

Charles Taylor failure to adhere to the rule of law, The DRC’s Mobutu Sese Seko Nkuku Ngbendu wa Za 

Banga’s authoritarian and bloody regimes, Haiti’s Francois and Jean-Claude Duvalier corrupt and ruthless 

regimes, and other dictators chose paths of nepotism, mismanagement, suppression, and destruction to ruin 

the lives and progress of their people and nations. Interestingly, a debate has ensued between the so-called 

“externalists” and “internalists” who either blame outside intervention or local actors as the root of the 

problems of failed states. For example, in August 2000 at a conference in St. Paul MN, where I was 

privileged to attend (African Nation-Building Conference), one of the keynote speakers, Dr. George 
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1989, when President George H. W. Bush declared a “New World Order”
14

 which 

parallels Professor Francis Fukuyama’s “end of history,”
 
where the latter makes the case 

that the end of the Cold war signaled the spread of western democracy and the terminal 

point in humanity’s socio-political advancement or evolution in the affairs of global 

governance.
15

  

However, Fukuyama later answered his critics by tracing the term “end of 

history” to Hegel and Marx. In this argument, Fukuyama posits that Hegel understood 

human history as a coherent, gradual evolutionary process—where human reason would 

accept the concept of freedom in the world. But Marx on the other hand, was more 

focused on economic theory, based on the means of production—historically originating 

                                                                                                                                                 
Ayittey of Ghana and American University, proffered that the internalists argue that for uncritically long 

time, African elites and leaders, for their own benefits and scapegoating, which demonstrated their 

weaknesses, had blamed the continent’s problems on external factors alone without looking at the internal 

factors that have also contributed to the continent’s problems. It was this event that launched my curiosity 

and to seriously consider a future project on nation-building as a research endeavor. 

 
14

 “The New World Order” as declared by George H.W. Bush was in reference to the end of the 

Cold war in 1989 and the first Gulf war, where, on September 11, 1990, President George Bush speaking to 

U.S. Congress, Joint Session, in a speech entitled, Towards A New World Order,” remarked: “The crisis in 

the Persian Gulf, as grave as it is, also offers a rare opportunity to move toward an historic period of 

cooperation. Out of these troubled times; our fifth objective—a new world order—can emerge: a new era—

freer from the threat of terror, stronger in the pursuit of justice, and more secure in the quest for peace. An 

era in which the nations of the world, East and West, North and South, can prosper and live in harmony. A 

hundred generations have searched for this elusive path to peace, while a thousand wars raged across the 

span of human endeavor. Today that new world is struggling to be born, a world quite different from the 

one we’ve known. It’s a world where the rule of law supplants the rule of the jungle, a world in which 

nations recognize the shared responsibility for freedom and justice and strong respect the rights of the 

weak. This is the vision that I shared with President Gorbachev in Helsinki. He and other leaders from 

Europe, the Gulf, and around the world understand that how we manage this crisis today could shape the 

future for generations to come.”Among other topics, Bush also stated that the war presented an opportunity 

for a “New World Order” to emerge a balance in power and international cooperation led by the global 

powers as evidenced in the first Gulf war. The irony is that on September 11, 2001,  eleven years later, 

Bush II would be engulfed in another global conflict demanding a new world order, where Iraq and the 

second Gulf War would serve as an opportunity or miss opportunity  for global cooperation, 

http://www.sweetliberty.org/issues/war/bushsr.htm (accessed 04.10.11). 

 
15

 Francis Fukuyama. The End of History and the Last Man. New York: Simon & Schuster, 1992. 

Also see Open Democracy. May 1, 2006. 

http://www.sweetliberty.org/issues/war/bushsr.htm
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from the evolution of societies from “pre-human to hunter-gatherer to agricultural to 

industrial ones.” Clearly, the “end of history” was a theory of modernization that raised 

the question of where that modernization process would ultimately lead.
16

 

 Therefore, in reality the post–Cold War era that witnessed 9/11 illustrates the 

global dangers of failed states especially in Afghanistan, of a world more chaotic, 

unstable, and with uncontrollable chronic violence. Accordingly, the Foreign Policy,
17

 in 

its analysis of Failed States Index 2010, states that the top ten failed states have rotated 

among fifteen countries since 2005 when the index was first published, with a vast 

majority being African nations. The 2010 report lists “90,000 publicly available sources 

in its analysis of 177 countries, based on a criterion that rates them on 12 indicators of 

state collapse—from the problems of social, economic and political upheavals. These are 

key failed states indicators: 

Social: Mounting Demographic Pressures; Massive Movement of 

Refugees or Internally Displaced Persons creating Complex Humanitarian 

Emergencies; Legacy of Vengeance-Seeking Group Grievance or Group 

Paranoia; Chronic and Sustained Human Flight. Economic: Uneven 

Economic Development along Group Lines; Sharp and/or Severe 

Economic Decline. Political: Criminalization and/or Delegitimization of 

the State; Progressive Deterioration of Public Services; Suspension or 

Arbitrary Application of the Rule of Law and Widespread Violation of 

Human Rights; Security Apparatus Operates as a “State within a State”; 

Rise of Factionalized Elites; Intervention of Other States or External 

Political Actors.
18

 

 

                                                 
                

16
 Ibid., 65. 

 
17

 Foreign Policy is published by the Slate Group, a division of Washington Post and Newsweek. 

 
18

 Failed States List 2010, The Fund for Peace and Foreign Policy Magazine, 

http://www.foreignpolicy.com/articles/2010/06/21/2010failedstatesindexinteractivemapandrankings  

(accessed 02.23.10). 

 

http://www.foreignpolicy.com/articles/2010/06/21/2010failedstatesindexinteractivemapandrankings
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Clearly, the index rates every nation’s performance, giving us an indication of 

triggers that define stability or instability of that nation. In 2009 there were forty troubled 

spots. But in 2010, the number has increased to sixty, posing grave challenges and 

complexities to an already overburdened and troubled world, which Herbst asserts will 

last beyond a generation or more, due to “a consequence of paradoxical tendencies within 

the international system.”
19

 These tendencies lead to inconsistency, disinterestedness, 

limitation, and sometimes narrow self interest of powerful nation-states, becoming 

selective in responding to various intractable and prolonged global and regional crises.  

Clearly, there is empirical data that offer insight and help forecast concerns of our 

contemporary time.  We have before us the sad reminder of 9/11 that highlights how a 

failed state condition in one part of the world can sow such animosities and hatreds that it 

can reach out globally to promote massive destruction and suffering anywhere.  In this 

new world the nations and peoples of the world are all linked together. This premise 

asserts that there ought to be a strong self-interest by the developed world in the task of 

nation-building and global justice to prevent new cases of failed states that might become 

sources of international terrorism and of the disruption of the basic universal human 

rights. This global response is premised on the reality that fundamentally failed states are 

menaces that never go away until a concerted response is done to redress the problems, in 

contrast to past eras where powerful empires and stronger nations were built or expanded 

by preying on the territorial sovereignties of weaker nations and states.  

                                                 
19

 John Herbst. “The Problem of Failed States: A New Instrument.” Prism Magazine posted on 

August 13, 2010, 2.  
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Today the failed state frequently faces an overwhelming lack of interest in its 

current plight and in its future. These states tend to linger in their failed and failing 

conditions which create regional instabilities posing further challenges to neighboring 

states, regional stability, and international security. Empirically, we have seen in West 

Africa, Central Africa and the Middle East how state failure tends to occur in regions 

where other fragile states exist, creating refugee movements with serious trans-ethnic or 

inter-tribal conflicts, thereby burdening those neighboring states. It is possible that a 

cycle of regional state failure could result from the persistence of a failed state and their 

fluid nature. 

 Often time, the neighboring states as exemplified in Rwanda, Burundi and the 

Democratic Republic of Congo were drawn into border conflicts, directly and indirectly, 

from the use of their territories for illicit arms trafficking, by conflicting ethnic groups 

and militias. For example, the Hutu militias, the “Interahamwe” were notorious for 

carrying out ethnic cleansing in their quests for seeking safe havens across weak and 

porous boundaries—in the Democratic Republic of Congo and Rwanda where ethnic 

Hutus and Tutsis were involved in conflicts in five countries.
20

  

                                                 
 

20
 Herman Musahara, Prisca Mbura Kamungi, et al.  Conflict in the Great Lakes Region—How is 

it Linked with Land and Migration?  Natural Resource Perspectives. London: Number 96, March 2005.The 

Overseas Development, London. In this article, the authors argue that Africa’s Great Lakes Region—

(comprising of Uganda, Rwanda, Burundi, Tanzania, Kenya, and the DRC), sharing the vast fresh water 

lakes of Victoria, Tanganyika, Edwards, and Kivu, entering into the Congo basin)has been a hotbed of 

political strife, armed conflict and population displacements with severe humanitarian consequences. While 

these events have clearly revolved around political struggles for the control of the state, recent research has 

pointed to the significance of access to renewable natural resources as structural causes and sustaining 

factors in struggles for power in the region. They illustrate that contested rights to land and natural 

resources are significant, particularly in light of land scarcity in many areas and the frequency of population 

movements. Further they point at “growing literature on the so-called ‘resource curse’ – i.e. the potential 

for abundant natural resources to hamper sustainable development, increasing poverty, tribalism and state 
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Reliable information to date suggests that it is very difficult to contain the 

problems of the failed states within the physical boundaries of that state. Another concern 

demanding international attention and response is how failed states matter to the larger 

international community. As noted earlier they are vulnerable to internal and external 

disruption as well as exploitation by other state and non-state actors with less-than-noble 

motives. And the suffering of one nation and people in today’s integrated world can sadly 

impact on other peoples across the globe. 

Therefore, the inability of any state to control illicit or criminal activities such as 

drug smuggling or weapons smuggling, money laundering, and terrorism may eventually 

transform that country into a kind of safe haven from which criminal groups can 

effectively consolidate and expand operations. To simply ignore the persistence of the 

failed state or to fail to develop a clear strategy poses risks that we should be wary of 

accepting without a global and concerted response.  

The current situation in Somalia is sadly a classic example of the problem when a 

failed or failing state is exploited by criminal groups. It is tormented with pirates 

operating on the vast Indian Ocean and the Gulf of Aden disrupting shipping and 

international commerce. This pervasive and powerful influence of Somali pirates is a 

                                                                                                                                                 
failure” (Collier and Hoeffler, 2001; Le Billon, 2001). Additionally, primarily agricultural lands have 

continued to serve as source of fomenting or sustaining conflict through the use of profits or political 

capital from natural resource extraction or redistribution for purchase of arms, or mobilization of human 

and diplomatic resources for war. In Rwanda, unequal access to land was one of the structural causes of 

poverty which was exploited by the organizers of the genocide. Also see Samantha Powers. A Problem 

from Hell: America in the Age of Genocide. New York: Harper Perennial, 2003. 
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concern not only for the future of world maritime but potentially for the broader oil or 

energy supplies of the world.
21

 

Population growth and the expansion of production and consumption patterns can 

greatly stress ecosystems that support national communities and push them into failed 

state conditions. Lester Brown, former head of the World Watch Institute, documents 

well how ecological overuse, ecosystem damage, and population surge too often push 

food insecurity and famine that in turn are catalysts for the failure of state institutions. 

Even in a world that lacks the wherewithal, Brown remains cautiously optimistic that if 

we act collectively to reverse these calamities there is hope to reverse such trends.  

In his work, Plan B. 4.0: Mobilizing to Save Civilization, Brown lists several key 

factors that directly or indirectly push toward the collapse of civilizations or nations.  

Among them are: ecological degradation, food shortages, insecurity, climate change, 

overpopulation, corruption and other negative factors.
22

  How can a nation claim its 

sovereignty or independence when it cannot provide the basic needs of it people such as 

food, water and shelter?  

In Brown’s analysis, food security is paramount to world peace and stability. 

When there are food shortages or diminished supplies there is a trend for a dangerous 

geopolitics of food scarcity in which fragile nations and other countries, acting in their 
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narrowly defined self-interest, perpetuate such negativity.
23

 Brown also notes that wheat-

exporting countries such as Russia and Argentina controlled or banned the exportation of 

their commodities in an attempt to counter domestic food price increases while Brazil, the 

Democratic Republic of Congo and other tropical nations are diminishing their 

rainforests that are significant in sequestering carbon-monoxide.
24

 

Additionally, Brown draws attention to some of the disjointed economic practices 

that function as a “global ponzi economy.”
25

 This scheme is based on overexploitation of 

the natural resources of national ecosystems in the name of monetary profit vis-à-vis 

social and sustainable investments. Brown quotes Paul Hawken, author of Blessed 

Unrest, whose university commencement speech reads:   

At present we are stealing the future, selling it in the present, and calling it 

gross domestic product. We can just as easily have an economy that is 

based on healing the future instead of stealing it. We can either create 

assets for the future or take the assets of the future. One is called 

restoration and the other exploitation.
26

 

 

For example, the recent wave of democracy sweeping the Arab and Muslim world 

has its immediate causation to economic downturn—based on the soaring price of flour, 

wheat and cooking oil. It started in Tunisia when a young man was humiliated and denied 
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opportunity to sell his vegetables to earn the necessary cash in feeding his family. Sadly, 

he, in his extreme frustration, doused himself in gasoline and burned himself to death.
27

   

His remarkable personal sacrifice sparked a wave of anti-government revolutionary 

movements—the “Arab Spring” that have pushed for remarkable changes and reforms 

across much of Northern Africa and across the Middle East. These movements have 

toppled dictators in Tunisia, Egypt, and Libya and are continuing to try to push 

democratic reform in Syria.  

In Brown’s construct, a failed state, “In the past, was due to the “concentration of 

too much power in one state, as in Nazi Germany, Imperial Japan, and the Soviet 

Union.”
28

 But today the fractured or failing states that emerged out of the old imperial 

states and empires are providing the greatest threats to global order and stability that are 

replete with tragedies based on the collapse of basic structures that affect the rules of law 

and order and the political function of the state. These states are characterized as having 

corrupt leaders, dysfunctional institutions, and high levels of chaos and violence. They 

pose both internal to its people and external threats to its neighboring countries.   

                                                 
27
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Now in the last few decades it has become clear that the collapse of societies in 

failed states in one part of the world can have a huge negative impact on other nations 

and societies who can be heavily impacted by violence and even terrorism that can flow 

out of failed state regions. We now know that what affects one country or region has a 

global ramification as depicted by the most recent Arab revolutions, the collapse of the 

global stock market, the global recession, the impact of high unemployment rates, the 

closing of multinational corporations, and degradation of the biosphere. The world we 

live in is truly a global village—requiring all of our full attention and collective 

responsibilities. When one member of this global family, nation or region is affected, 

we—as a planetary community—need to act collectively and responsibly dealing with 

these crises of conscience. 

Genuine Nation-Building: The Solution to Failed States 

The solution to remedy the chronic problems of failed or failing states by these 

world bodies, powers, including all of us, ought to be a genuine and sustainable nation-

building mission—which I conceive, is a complex, arduous, and often frustrating 

undertaking. Nevertheless, the need to engage in nation-building is the most urgent  

endeavor that we must undertake if we are to radically advert future calamities that 

follow in the wake of 9/11, the Rwanda genocide, the Balkans crises, the Darfur ethnic 

cleansing, the enormity of the Congo Basin’s conflict—so-called World War III, the 

Islamic and other religious extremist and terrorist movements in Iraq, Afghanistan, 

Pakistan, Yemen, Somalia, spreading their tentacles worldwide, the horrors of blood 

diamonds and exploitation of the biodiversities in Sierra Leone and Liberia, where war-
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lords drugged kids, raped women indiscriminately, and pillaged their nations—in quest 

for greed and violence unimaginable.  

For this work, a nation is conceived as “a body of people occupying a given area 

whose common interests are strong enough to make possible the maintenance of a single 

sovereign civil authority, i.e. a state which may and often does predate the nation as a 

historical reality.”
29

 The term “nation” therefore is in reference to nation states or 

countries that form the global community of nations being represented at the United 

Nations, the global world body that coordinates humanitarian and other socio-political 

activities around the world. 

So what is nation-building? It is “the process of reinforcing the common bonds 

among the people of a nation state to the end that there may be general stability and 

prosperity so that the nation may participate usefully in the community of nations.”
30

  

The Overseas Development Institute (ODI), a British think tank normatively sees:  

Nation-building in its simplest formulation, [as] state-building, especially 

as understood by the international community since the 1990s, [as] set of 

actions undertaken by national and/or international actors to establish, 

reform and strengthen state institutions where these have seriously been 

eroded or are missing…[with] key goals…include[ing the] provision of 

security, establishment of the rule of law, effective delivery of basic goods 

and services through functional formal state institutions, and generation of 

political legitimacy for the new set of state institutions being built. 
31
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In these formulae, nation-building must be seen as evolutionary process with 

many complexities and entanglements, needing perseverance, dedication and sustained 

vision by those partaking. The ultimate goal is to establish stability and (re)build 

institutions that can in the long-term produce a peaceful and functioning society. 

James Dobbin and other theorists and experts from the RAND Corporation, 

approach the concept of nation-building through the use of force or military intervention. 

In this analysis, “the use of armed force in the aftermath of a conflict to underpin an 

enduring transition to democracy”
32

 is the starting point for nation-building. This concept 

places the onus on the military as the intervening force that sets the agenda for 

democratizing the broken states and reforming the states’ institutions.  

 While we recognize that nation-building has a specific usage as a term, we can 

also use it in a very general term if we clarify how we are using it. First it is a concept 

used in political science and military affairs for a specific project when the United States 

troops are engaged in “nation-building.” But the more general usage is that it is most 

anything that we think is important to taking tribal and clan, and war-lords’ lawless 

regions into some sort of national stability and security. Thus nation-building is what 

every person or the critical mass in Liberia hopes for or every person in Iraq today. 

On the other hand, nation-building can be pursued from a painstakingly difficult 

level requiring a much more robust and arduous tasks. This is usually in situations where 
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the society has little experience of institution building beyond tribal councils. The reason 

is that the people of such community have very little experience of bureaucracy and 

modern economic theories and the needs of a complex society beyond subsistence 

standard of living. 

This is illustrated in the work of Carolyn Stephenson, Nation Building, where she 

essentially argues that “nation-building programs are those in which dysfunctional or 

unstable or failed states or economies are given assistance in the development of 

governmental infrastructure, civil society, dispute resolution mechanisms, as well as 

economic assistance, in order to increase stability.”
33

 Nation-building is the responsibility 

of someone or something intentionally leading the process to transform the brokenness of 

the failed state(s). However, Stephenson alerts us of the negative effect of nation-

building. In her critique she presents historical analysis of how the processes have been 

destructive to other nations and peoples. She writes: 

In the building of the US nation and others, aboriginal nations were erased 

or marginalized. The Six-Nations Confederacy of the Iroquois had existed 

before the US nation (and was thought by some to be a model for it). 

Today many “First Nations “are in the process of nation re-building, re-

building the social, cultural, economic and political foundations for what 

is left of self-governance. First nations seek to re-build cultural identities 
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as nations in order to challenge their disintegration by others in the 

creation of their own states.
34

 

 

However, rebuilding these nations, in particular aboriginal cultures and what is 

referred to as First Nations, Stephenson argues, that these people must be equipped with 

the institutional foundation necessary to increase their capacity to effectively assert self-

governing powers on behalf of their own economic, social and cultural objectives that  

also requires the people to determine: As Stephenson puts it: 

1) Genuine self rule (for making decisions about resource allocations, 

project funding and development strategy), 2) creating effective governing 

institutions (non-politicized dispute resolution mechanisms and getting rid 

of corruption), 3) cultural match (giving first nations institutions 

legitimacy in the eyes of their citizens), and 4) the need for a strategic 

orientation (long-term planning).35 

 

While it is true that historically the United States and its allies pursued this model 

of intervention with variation of successes in Japan and Germany, Iraq and Afghanistan 

proved to be quite challenging and very expensive. This means that the current trends in 

world’s conflicts with all the complexities require a new model of intervention that goes 

beyond military intervention.
36

 This new model for nation-building, as we shall later 
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discuss in detail, ought to be wholistic and well-balanced. It is a model that forces us to 

reexamine what we consider smart versus stupid nation-building. It is important to ask 

why intervene in Iraq and Afghanistan rather than Darfur?  

This requires us to examine the limitations and role of the post-colonial and post 

Cold-War era, in the polarization and prioritization of failed states and nation-building. In 

particular, we analyzed the historical role of the Christian church in nation-building. For 

example, the intervention of America in Afghanistan was presented to the world as a 

humanitarian intervention. However, it was clearly known that the United States saw the 

Taliban government in Afghanistan as a direct threat and therefore needed to be ousted 

for accommodating Al-Qaida.  

In Iraq, the invasion was centered on regime change because the United States 

feared that Sadam with weapons of mass destruction posed grave threat to America and 

its allies. With little preparation and lack of a long time strategy, the United States soon 

realized that it was stuck in nation-building. Yet, with a decade since the United States 

invaded Afghanistan and Iraq, the United States has not formally accepted the reality that 

it has been involved in nation building despite nearly 2.3 trillion dollars spent on those 

two wars combined.
37

 Premised on such an ambiguous narrative of nation-building 

strategy, other scholars have critiqued nation-building endeavor and its intended goals for 
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establishing stability and democratic nations as a misadventure. A notable critic is Amitai 

Etzioni who makes the case that the task of nation building is as an illusion rarely 

producing the necessary results. He writes,  

The central thesis of this essay is that nation-building-however defined-by 

foreign powers can rarely be accomplished and tends to be very costly, not 

merely in economic resources and those of political capital, but also in 

human lives. Hence, for both empirical, social science considerations and 

on normative grounds, foreign powers would be best advised to scale back 

greatly their ambitions and promises. The more these powers focus 

whatever resources they are willing and able to commit on modest 

intervention, the more good they will do for the nation they seek to help 

and for themselves. There are many reasons why superpowers and other 

powers are tempted to promise nation-building. They believe in the value 

of forging nations and helping their development. They are keen to share 

with others that which they hold dear-domestic peace, the blessing of 

democratic politics and the rich fruits of developed economies.
38

 

 

In this polemic, Etzioni assumes that the ambitious nation builders are overly 

optimistic and believe in the ideals of human progress without accepting the reality of 

failure. In their illusive minds, Etzioni seems to argue that these nation builders hold that 

such developments can be accomplished relatively easily, especially if one is dedicated to 

bringing them about.
39

 But this assertion of Etzioni is an exaggeration. The reason United 

States and others avoid nation-building is due to the tedious task and expensive nature of 
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nation building. Additionally, there is a lack of strategic planning. Their involvement in 

these nations is mainly due to (over)reaction. For example, Iraq was a case of regime 

change and Afghanistan was a war against the Taliban and Al-Qaida, rather than a 

concerted and strategic effort to carry on the task of nation building.   

This strategic and long term approach is contextual and a difficult task but has far 

greater impact in creating a world much safer and peaceful. It seeks to redress essential 

components, namely—security, institutional building, democratic process, and sustained 

economic programs that are the necessary in the progression and stability of our world 

and sovereign nations. 

The Christian Church’s Response to Failed State Concerns 

 As a student of Christian ethics, my approach shall be limited within the scope of 

Christian ethical and theological tradition. However, I shall pay close attention to 

historical, social, political, economic, and developmental fields that authentically 

complement or inform my understanding of what nation-building ought to be pursued—

thereby challenging the limitations of the Christian approach to nation-building.   

Therefore, I shall identify within our own Christian heritage four focal points or 

themes that influence the Christian thinking on political theory: namely, love, hope, 

justice and the common good, in correlation with scripture, tradition, reason and 

experience. My choice of Reinhold Niebuhr in this discussion is that he brings a 

contemporary clarity on Christian realism that I consider as quintessential in any 

Christian engagement of real world problems and a search for genuine solutions.  
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My Christian ethical method is closely grounded in a communitarian value 

system
40

 that I assert is at the heart of Christian worldview. It embodies stewardship and 

responsibility for neighbors and the greater community. But I also recognize the 

individual’s need for freedom, innovation, and self expression (autonomy) as inalienable 

rights. This work is an attempt to present a Christian ethical response that applies to a 

wide range of global situations that affect the wellbeing of all peoples—the nations of the 

world and especially the fragile societies. Therefore most of the Christian scholars I’ve 

chosen have a lot in common—recognizing that ethical reflection on global matters is not 

a simple issue and that many times the conflicting claims over the forms of narrative that 

represents the greater good of the community can become conflicting ethical 

perspectives. Nevertheless, these thinkers drawn from both Roman Catholic and 

Protestant traditions—Hollenbach, the Papals’ Encyclicals, John Wesley, Paul Tillich, 

and Reinhold Niebuhr, provide numerous insights into how ethics can clarify and help to 

resolve difficult issues especially as pertain to nation-building from a Christian 

perspective that reflects the zeitgeist of our time. 

 So why has the challenge of failed states and need for nation-building often been 

a neglected area of Christian ethical discussion? Many frames are helpful for thinking 

about the better practices that help in conflict-resolution and nation-building, but an 

ethical paradigm that obligates Christian ethical and theological thinking on nation-

building shall remain an essential point of analysis. Firstly, any Christian ethical and 
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theological tasks that do not engage these pertinent and complex global issues and 

concerns for nation-building are either disengaged or inadequate like the ultra realist 

school that objectifies narrow self-interest as the primary lenses for conducting foreign 

policies or international relations. Secondly, a Christian ethical and theological 

contribution to nation-building has an explicit paradigm that also correlates with other 

multidisciplinary studies on nation-building. 

  Therefore, the understanding of the global common good is an important 

component of any serious analysis of the responsibilities of nation-building today. 

William Cavanaugh’s work, Killing for the Telephone Company: Why Nation-State is not 

the Keeper of the Common Good, places the onus on the church and not the nation-state, 

to be carrier of the common good. This church must “constitute itself as an alternative 

social space…need[ing] at every opportunity to promote alternative economies and 

authorities…’’
41

 Cavanaugh’s assertion thus presents some of the core debates and 

controversies in this work.  

 This global common is about the basic moral values that transcend national, 

ethnic, religious, or other cultural boundaries. This is the issue Sissela Bok takes up in her 

book, Common Values.
42

 She begins by listing a number of problems that transcend these 

boundaries: problems of the environment; war and hostility; epidemics; overpopulation; 

poverty; hunger; natural as well as technological disasters. The fact that we recognize 
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these as common problems suggests that we share some basic values (e.g., health, safety, 

and the desire for at least minimal happiness).  

In spite of these shared problems, we are caught in a stalemate of resolving a lot 

of these issues due to conflicting and competing views and interests that impede or delay 

genuine resolutions and global consensus for resolving the many protracted and deadly 

conflicts of our world. She lists ten ways we may seek a set of moral values. But for this 

work, I will briefly survey the last two that speak genuinely to the issue of the common 

good—that is, our moral values are held in common by virtually all human beings, such 

that they’ve had to be worked out by all human societies. Regarding these two, Bok 

makes four basic claims: 

Firstly, there is a basic set of values that every viable society has to accept 

in order to survive collectively. This includes positive duties of mutual 

support, loyalty, and reciprocity; negative duties to refrain from harming 

others; and norms for basic procedures and standards for resolving issues 

of justice. Secondly, these values are necessary (although not sufficient) 

for human coexistence at every level-in one’s personal and working life, in 

one’s family, community, and nation, and even in international relations. 

Thirdly, these values can respect diversity while at the same time 

providing a general framework within which abuses can be criticized. 

Finally, these values can provide a common basis for cross-cultural 

discussions about how to deal with problems that have global dimensions. 

This requires our understanding of the common good.
43
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Clearly, Bok makes a compelling historical and ethical case in differentiating the 

current global tragedies from that of the past by insisting that the pace and magnitudes of 

current crises are rapid, global, trans-border, and the worst threat to all of life. Therefore, 

we must avoid at all cost holding on to absolute ideological positions and work towards a 

constructive dialogue based on our shared humanity that transcends national, ethnic, 

religious, culture, and status. Even in a minimalist way, we must collectively seek means 

to address injustice, poverty, war, disease, and environmental concerns.
44

 

For Cavanaugh, the state should be a communitas communitatum, which is “the 

true meaning of our word Commons; not the mass of common people, but the community 

of the communities.”
45

 This community seeks the participation of all members to be 

joined together in the promotion of a common good that leads to the fulfillment of the 

general public good. “It’s [the common good] most basic meaning that the community 

and its institutions should serve the good of all its citizens and not just the restricted good 

of a particular ruler or class.”
46

 The nation-state then presents itself as a way of 

reconciling the many into one, e pluribus unum, serving the common good. This notion 

of the common good is best illustrated in the preamble of the United States which states:  

We the People of the United States, in Order to form a more perfect 

Union, establish Justice, insure domestic Tranquility, provide for the 

common defense, promote the general Welfare, and secure the Blessings 
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of Liberty to ourselves and our Posterity, do ordain and establish this 

Constitution for the United States of America.
47

  

 

This notion in the preamble is the recognition that the common good is directed to 

serving all rather than a specific interest group. Yet, it also understands the divergent 

views and other differences that exist in a nation, in which we must reconcile our 

individual rights with our responsibility for the whole community in acknowledging our 

common values.
48

  

  In his work, The Just War Ethic Protecting the Global Common Good, J. Bryan 

Hehir traces the origin of the concept of the common good within the scope of secular 

and religious traditions.
49

 He asserts that “the common good has referred primarily to the 

goal of each individual society to create a broad social fabric of spiritual, material, and 

temporal goods from which all would benefit.”
50

 He further adds that this concept of the 

common good took on a global nature beyond national borders during the second half of 

the 20th century and credits Pope John XXIII for invoking this concept of the global 

common good in 1961. Hehir asserts: 
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[The pope] recognized…the growing interdependence of the world in 

material terms required a moral vision that would connect the national 

common good to the international common good. Issues such as security, 

political economy, human rights, and global governance were related to 

national and international common interests. And all of these issues come 

to the forefront when exploring the role of the Just War Ethic in the 

pursuit of the global common good.
51

 

 

If as Hehir insists that the global common good is rooted in the vision of a global 

human responsibility for all, then a global issues on security, economics, governance and 

social capitals are core assets to the common good. This means that there is a 

responsibility on part of the international community and the United States and its allies 

to pursue the common good even at the level of the use of armed intervention to curb 

violent regimes and human rights abuses around the world especially in places that are 

hotbeds for civil unrests and terrorism. What is the measurement of such moral 

justification of war of intervention?  

Hehir claims that “the Just War Ethic makes morally legitimate and morally 

harmful methods of using force; its premises have been grounded in the concept of a 

single human community.”
52

 This view holds that even if there is a moral justification for 

war, there is a code of ethics based on preexisting moral bonds that must be respected by 

the intervening forces even during conflict. But war must be waged as last resort after 

exhausting all other available means of resolving the conflict. The history of just war has 

always been part of every culture. As a theory in Western civilization over the last 
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thousand years, the classic principles have evolved. We now have a consensus of 

religious and secular views of the use of such authority to engage in war.  

Basically, the obvious question at this point is, what are the principles of just war 

theory and how do they work to limit the negative effects of war? The modern theory of 

just war comprises three distinct but related areas that work together to determine which 

types of war are justifiable (Jus ad Bellum), which acts of war are permissible (Jus in 

Bello), and finally how to re-establish peaceful coexistence once war is over (Jus post 

Bellum). The moral rules of war are expressed as positive rights that states possess.
53

 So, 

for example, what we are witnessing more and more in our times, while the state has the 

right to defend itself and its citizens against attack from an aggressor-either as non state 

actors another state, the globalized world is now taking responsibility against regimes 

that perpetuate aggression on its own people—Libya, Liberia, Egypt, and now Syria are 

concrete examples of the emerging new world order.  

This theory of Just War is further articulated by Michael Walzer in his attempt to 

distinguish between justifiable and unjustifiable uses of organized armed forces.
54

 In a 

television interview titled On Just War in the Gulf War,
55

 he describes the classic just war 
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theory that calls on the intervention forces to act in defeating or repealing an aggression. 

Thus in the Gulf War of 1991, he contends:  

The USA and its coalition acted justifiably. However, the coalition failed 

its mission when it supported a rebellion or insurgency in Iraq and later 

failed to adequately support the uprising. The end result was Saddam’s 

brutal defeat of the rebellion by slaughtering a portion of the Iraqi 

population that was tied to the opposition.
56

 

 

Walzer also rejects pacifism, a non-violent alternative to any forms of aggression. 

This theory of non-violence argues that its moral principle is pragmatic and effective in 

confronting violent actions. There are wide spectrums on pacifism—from those who 

totally opposed any forms of violent actions to those who support some form of physical 

violence for emergency defense of self or others. Some may accept symbolic forms of 

violence targeting specific power structures such as the military or big corporations. 

However, part of the pacifist belief system is taking responsibility for one’s actions by 

submitting to arrest and using a trial to publicize opposition to war and other forms of 

violence. Martin Luther King, the late American civil rights leader and Mahatma Gandhi, 

the late Indian leader and lawyer were avid devotees of absolute pacifism. 

However, Walzer counters the pacifists by arguing on two fundamental grounds: 

The moral causes for war jus ad bellum and the moral means of war jus in bello. This 

ethical concept one can asserts “is not a tightly designed theory but a tradition of moral 

analysis that contains multiple theories of how it should be argued.”
57

 But they serve to 
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give us a working format in dealing with the ever changing nature of human conflicts and 

our role and responsibility of the interventionist(s).
58

  

The doctrine of the common good teaches that the individual person is a member 

of a larger body. Just as the goal or end of each individual member of a community is the 

common good of that larger community, so also the goal or end of each organ and muscle 

in our body is the common good of the overall person. We are all ordered by God to the 

same good. Moreover, we attain this good in life with others and not by ourselves. This 

should not be surprising for as Aristotle observed, even before Aquinas, humans are by 

nature social animals. Therefore, our happiness or the perfection of our natures will 

include this social dimension. For example, parents and children, as a microcosm of 

society, naturally have a sense that their individual good is the good of the family.  

 Should Christians then privatize their faith as a spiritual matter and disengage 

from national or global affairs? Should we advocate strict national sovereignty and avoid 

any global social and political responsibility? The global common good is also articulated 

by the Center for American Progress. In its 2007 publication, Pursuing the Global 

Common Good, the Center for American Progress argues that “U.S. foreign policy must 

go beyond preconceived notions of national self-interest and security by including our 
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ethical obligations to the global community.”
59

 America must see its responsibility 

beyond its own self-interest because its self-interest is interwoven with its moral 

responsibility to do the good around the world. 

Moreover, while other disciplines have succinctly argued for the concept of 

nation-building as the most effective framework for addressing these global crises, 

Christian ethics or theology has largely been uncoordinated in engaging the whole area of 

international peacemaking and nation-building. Instead, what it has offered are universal 

scattered themes on love, hope, peace, justice, etc., on the one hand, but accepting the 

status quo, where evil, suffering, injustice and poverty are part of God’s plan—while we 

await the miraculous intervention of the Eschaton—God. The form of eschatological 

concept  describes here in, holds that bliss is out there in the future and that God will 

bring an end to these global socio-political ills, but presumably in the after-life rather 

than in this real and visible world. However, we must recognize other diverse models of 

eschatology that are much more realistic and practical. One of such is well espoused by 

St. Augustine and Reinhold Niebuhr. This view of the “already but not yet” form of 

eschatology holds that the Reign of God is already in breaking into history but that it is 

not yet complete.
60

 However, we must acknowledge that Christian theologians and 
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ethicists have greatly engaged the key themes and incidents of war and peace and for that 

matter, there is a large corpus of work on the subject of war and peace. Therefore, there 

are those Christians who would argue as pacifists against the proponents of the just war 

tradition that favor the use of force in certain cases of humanitarian intervention. We’ve 

seen images of protests since the Vietnam War, of Christians and ordinary citizens in 

America and other parts of the world, marching for or against different wars, such as the 

Persian Gulf wars, eliciting strong sentimental feelings on all sides. 

Nevertheless, many ordinary Christians and their pastoral leaders—the bishops, 

theologians, ethicists, and pastors are often times jittery or reluctant to deal with the 

issues of failed states or support for military humanitarian intervention. At worst they 

seem to find it difficult to make the case for a wholistic nation-building agenda in which 

a long and strategic plan of action—in which blood, financial resources, and 

technological expertise are at the crux of the matter. Probably, the messiness, 

complexities, and newness of the issues of failed state and nation-building seem so 

overwhelming.  
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Therefore, most Christians and their leaders retreat into their own comfort zones 

and act out their Christian love and virtues by participating in soup kitchen projects, 

taking a mission trip in Africa, Latin America, or other parts of the world—building 

schools, clinics, bore holes or wells, providing food, and other basic essentials to the poor 

and needy. These are all good efforts but they fail to engage with the massive structural 

violence caused by failed-state conditions.  

While we acknowledge such altruistic endeavors, there is a need to have a more 

robust and coordinated denominational efforts to educate about the need for nation-

building as a Christian goal of the in-breaking and building God’ kingdom on earth. In 

this schema, we recognize the different Christian ethical customary discussions or 

conversations—ranging from pacifism, just war theory, social justice and developmental 

concerns. For example, pacifism with a wide range of views, advocates the peaceful 

resolution of conflicts and non violence by the demolition of military institution by 

means of physical violence to obtain political, economic or social goals, the obliteration 

of force except in cases where it is absolutely necessary to advance the cause of peace, 

and opposition to violence under any circumstance, even defense of self and others.
61
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As good as the pacifist’s intentions are, there seems to be a lack of realism 

especially in a world where evil and violence are part of the human condition. This is the 

point that Samantha Power vividly illustrates in her great book covering Rwanda, The 

Balkans and America’s response to the UN and NATO’s responses to these crises. She 

thus asserts that “The United States has never in its history intervened to stop genocide 

and had in fact rarely even made a point of condemning it as it occurred.”
62

 Imagine a 

world where the Bin Laden’s, the Ghadaffi’s, Bashar Al-assad, the Mugabe’s, the Charles 

Taylor’s and so-called leaders of powerful Western and Eastern nations have directly and 

indirectly wrecked havoc on ordinary citizens, while the pacifists advocated a non-

confrontational approach to dealing with these crises. Such a stance in my view, simply 

illustrates how good men and women can be deeply idealistic, inattentive and silent in the 

midst of violence against the innocent.  

Just war theory is a realistic assessment that conflict is the revolving reason 

opposing factions and countries usually fight wars. Sadly, the inability to resolve these 

conflicts is mainly due to the bellicosity and selfish political posturing of entrenched and 

intransigent leaders. According to Reinhold Niebuhr, in his seminal work Moral Man and 

Immoral Society, conflict is inevitable, and in this conflict power must be challenged by 
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power.
63

 War then is the last resort because of the unpredictable, unexpected, unintended, 

and unavoidable horrors that it regularly brings.  

While a secular view of war is pertinent, religious debates are often pivotal to 

conflict, and therefore the religious view of war cannot be denied. With conflicting views 

of the necessity of war, the concept of just war cannot be ignored. Just war is an 

argument that war, under certain moral conditions, is not only acceptable, but also 

morally necessary. These moral conditions can be of different values, but may include 

minimal death and suffering, recognition of human dignity and rights, and a true cause to 

the start of the war, such as one country declaring war to stop genocide.   

The just war tradition of moral reasoning has been deeply shaped by many 

centuries of Christian reflection and discussion. A just war acts toward the goal of the 

common good. With this is a call to solidarity, because just war may come at a cost for a 

certain country, with no visible benefits other than to serve others. While war does cause 
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death, a Christian ethical response to war is not to simply avoid war. War is sometimes an 

ugly truth that, according to the Just War view, is morally required.  

The Christian ethical response to war is that war should be avoided whenever 

possible, but that if war must be fought, it should be just. Avoiding war whenever 

possible is obviously ethical, as if conflict can be resolved peacefully it is best for the 

common good. However, defining the implication of just and unjustness on the Christian 

ethical view of war is not as straightforward. Justness does not only include an effective 

and beneficial end to the cause of the war. The basis of war or jus ad bellum must be 

reconciled with the idea of the justness of the fighting of the war itself. In such cases, like 

Libya or Syria today, the greater good is served by reining in mass murderers and 

dictators who dehumanized their people and thereby posing grave humanitarian crises 

that spawn across economics, political, social, and religious and moral boundaries. For 

Christians to sit aside and justify a non-intervention stance on a failed state is to accept a 

world of powerlessness and anarchy rather than embracing a Niebuhrean realism—where 

evil is real and must be confronted in order to approximate justice on earth.
64

  

On this basis of realism, where failed states have affected the global common 

good, creating some of the most unimaginable evils and deplorable conditions, the 

Christian ought to be the champion of justice, love, and hope. Christian realism requires 

the use of reason, experience, tradition, and Scripture to help us navigate the complexities 
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and ambiguous human conditions. To be inattentive to the problems of failed states and 

international issues is to be as guilty as the perpetrators of these evils acts. 

Our task then is not to wait for the eschaton, but to acknowledge and work in the 

here and now—in the breaking of the Kingdom of God, where we are active agents of 

change, affecting the general wellbeing of all people. On this notion, we must understand 

history to gaze at the ethical or lack thereof, of how civilization and society, have failed 

the vulnerable population through negligence, leading to wars, famines, genocides, and 

other forms of neglects. In the next chapter, we will analyze the role of international 

neglects and its global implications.
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CHAPTER TWO 

THE TRAGEDY OF INTERNATIONAL NEGLIGENCE 

A Historical Analysis of International Negligence and Failed Interventions 

 History has been littered with the expansion of city-states and empires via war 

and the subjugation of surrounding peoples. The ancient empire of Persia, the conquests 

of Alexander, the wars that pushed the borders of the Roman Empire—all these forced 

many peoples to pay homage and taxes to the central imperial power. War, conquest and 

domination have ancient roots. But modern global history has been powerfully shaped by 

the emergence of European dominance and European colonial outreach that some say 

began in earnest in the period of the European seafaring exploration of the world’s oceans 

and the European discovery of the riches of the New World of the Americas.1   

 This historical fact is further illustrated by numerous scholars. One of such is 

Naill Ferguson whose magnificent narrative of the British Empire encapsulates the 

dominance of this European power.2 Paul Kennedy also expands on this notion by 

asserting that the British Empire as we know it was the largest expansion of global 

dominance and power to date.3  
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What we have today in terms of technology, communications, and governance, 

including the many global conflicts, is the bye-product of British global hegemony.4 On 

this basis, I assert that since the beginning of the twelfth century, Europeans gradually 

became more aware of the outside world. The Crusades and the great Mongol Empire 

were etched on the minds of Europeans. The elites of European societies, were fascinated 

by imports, especially spices and other commodities coming from India and Southeast 

Asia to the Middle East by Arab vessels, and then carried to Europe by traders from 

Italian city-states. Sadly, these powers of the Far East, like the Mongols and many great 

African and South American Empires, in spite of their enormous wealth and natural 

resources, failed to improve on naval technology which undermined their ability for 

sustainable global trade, expansion, and dominance.5 On the contrary, the Europeans 

launched a more concerted and robust technological campaign for global expansion from 

the late thirteenth century, which would forever, reshape the world as we know it today.6 

Let us begin with 1492 as an important era in this narrative because of the emotions, 

distortion and myth that often get entangled with the facts of history. 
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Global Imperialism and Colonialism (1492-1960s) 

1492 and the Columbus Odyssey conjure lots of responses and serve as a 

flashpoint for controversy, drawing anger or admiration from different sides of the 

debate. While many consider this period as the beginning of cultural imperialism and 

colonialism, I argue that while colonialism is a key modern thing, it is basically as old as 

the Persian and Roman Empires. It was just done differently.
7
 Basically, it is about 

subjugation or oppression or dominance—as seen through the Persian, Mayan, Mali, 

British, Soviet or American Empires. 

However, to understand the modern historical tragedy of international negligence 

and of failed international interventions, one must be cognizant of the history and brutal 

ideology of imperialism and colonialism.
8
 Colonialism may be defined as the extension 

of a nation’s sovereignty over territory beyond its borders by the establishment of either 

settler colonies or administrative dependencies in which indigenous populations are 

directly ruled or displaced.
9
 Colonizing nations generally dominate the resources, labor, 

and markets of the colonial territory, and also, often, seek to impose socio-cultural, 
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religious and linguistic structures on the conquered population.
10

 The term colonialism 

may also be used to refer to a set of beliefs used to legitimize or promote this system 

Colonialism was often based on the ethnocentric belief that the morals and values of the 

colonizer were superior to those of the colonized. Some observers link such beliefs to 

racism and pseudo-scientific theories dating to the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. 

In the Western world, this led to a form of proto-social Darwinism
11

 that placed 

Caucasian at the top of the different races of humanity and thus naturally in charge of 

dominating non-European indigenous populations.
12
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world, despite their diversity and variety and some differences too, would be inconceivable without the 

colonial heritage and legacy. 
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On the other hand, John Henrik Clarke asserts that the voyages of Christopher 

Columbus marked the starting point of modern world capitalism and the beginning of 

Europe’s colonial domination of the world.
13

 Columbus set in motion a historical domino 

effect that influenced the course of history and powerfully shapes it down to our present 

day. During this period, Europe witnessed the renewal of nationalism as well as the 

political transformation from feudalism into nation states through the centralization of 

power by the monarchs.  

Nonetheless, Columbus’s voyages were not the key catalyst but rather the result 

of the rise of the power of first Spain and Portugal and then the race joined in by England 

to colonize the new world (Americas) and to exploit the gold and silver resources. 

Previously in the pre-modern states of Europe, most people saw themselves as tribal 

societies and indigenous peoples and sometimes city-states and empires. However, most 

of those societies experienced conditions of failure in governmental apparatuses, 

ecological declines, chaos and starvation, as well articulated by Jared Diamond, Lester 

Brown and other scholars. 

 Clearly, this was a period that Europe took a big leap in dealing with its 

overpopulation and economic concerns. In Europe there was a gradual process of a 

coalescing of principalities and city-states in feudal structures and over 2-3 centuries 

                                                                                                                                                 
trace of humanity and needed to be governed in the same way that children need to be parented. In fact, 

drawing on Aristotle he said that such people should be enslaved because slavery suited their natural state. 

See Marvin Lunenfeld. 1492 Discovery, Invasion, Encounter: Sources and Interpretations. Sources in 

Modern History Series. Lexington: D.C. Heath, 1991, 218. 

 
13

 John Henry Clarke was an African American scholar, writer, historian, professor, and a 

founding member of the creation of Africana studies and professional institutions in academia starting in 

the late 1960s.  His works include numerous articles and books on the legacy of people of African descents. 



 

 

44 

these coalesced into larger geographic entities, the slow emergence of European nation-

states. Spain for example only saw a unification of its peninsula in 1492 when the last of 

the Muslim city-states, Granada, was taken and the Muslims and Jews were given the 

choice to convert or leave. Italy was a bunch of city- states until the late 19
th

 century 

when Garabaldi finally unified it into what we today know as Italy. German unification 

also was late. Great Britain took wars to consolidate Wales, Scotland [See movie 

Braveheart and Ireland]. Even now the consolidation has stresses in that Scotland has its 

own parliament and some want to secede.  

Indeed this may well be one of the key power advantages that the colonizing 

European powers brought that allowed them to colonize the American Indigenous 

peoples. For example, Cortez with about 300 Spaniards defeated the Aztec Empire by in 

good part enlisting the hostility of many tribes who hated the Aztecs. So the Aztec and 

Inca Empires were pretty strong, but the Europeans were able to exploit some of the 

anger that locals had against these empires. Further, European diseases spread rapidly 

killing off large numbers of Indigenous Americans—thus weakening their ability to resist 

the Europeans. With new territories in the Americas, the Europeans sought means to 

harness the natural resources, enslaving the natives and later Africans as suggested by 
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Bishop Las Casas and approved by Charles V in 1517.
14

 Yet, the Church in its authority 

condemned slavery but struggled with the cultural complexities of the practice.
15

 

Africans and Other Subjugated Peoples 

 The African slave trade played an important role in the stabilization of Europe’s 

economy, its transition to capitalism, the development of the nation state, and the 

establishment of their imperial empires.
16

 The opening of the Atlantic led to the 

development of Europe’s commercial empire and industrial revolution. The continuing 

demand for African slaves’ labor arose from the development of plantation agriculture, 

the long-term rise in prices and consumption of sugar, and the demand for miners. Not 

only did Africans represent skilled laborers, but they were also experts in tropical 

agriculture. Consequently, they were well suited for plantation agriculture. The high 

immunity of Africans to malaria and yellow fever compared with Europeans and the 

indigenous peoples made them more suitable for tropical labor. While white and red labor 
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was used initially, Africans were the final solution to the acute labor problem in the New 

World.
17

 

The economic systems, which dominated the African slave trade, reflected the 

transitions in Europe’s economic systems. Initially, mercantilist views characterized the 

conduct of the slave trade. The primary purpose of mercantilism, an economic system, 

which developed during the transition of Europe from feudalism to nation-states, was to 

unify and increase the power and monetary wealth of a nation through strict government 

regulation of the national economy.
18

 Therefore, the organization of the trade in the 16
th

 

century tended to be entrusted to a company, which was given the sole right by a 

particular nation to trade slaves and to erect and maintain forts. However, these 

monopolistic companies had two major opponents, the planter in the colonies, who 

complained of insufficient quantity and poor quality of high priced slaves, and the 

merchants at home.
19
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One can argue that the failure of monopolies and the competitive spirit of 

European nations to deliver enough slaves led to free trade in the 18th century. While it is 

easy to analyze the various economic systems utilized in the African slave trade, it is far 

more difficult to determine a precise estimate of how profitable the trade was. The slave 

trade was one of the most important business enterprises of the 17
th

 century. The nation 

states of Europe stabilized themselves and developed their economy mainly at the 

expense of African people. There are several reasons why the European nations competed 

with each other to gain colonies in Africa. They all wanted to gain power and prestige. 

The more territory that they were able to control in Africa the more powerful and 

influential they thought they could become.
20

  

Africa was tremendously rich in natural resources, which could be brought to 

Europe and turned into manufactured goods. Europeans also needed markets for their 

manufactured goods. These goods could be sold in Africa and the rest of the world for 

large profits.
21

 This new sense of wealth, prestige, and power gave rise to the concept of 

modern nation-building, that is, the rise of the modern nation-state. However, we must 
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point out that the theoretical framework for the modern nation-state was still in its 

evolutionary stage and therefore lacks a coherent philosophical grounding. This view is 

further espoused by Benedict Anderson, who asserts that theoretical approaches had 

largely ignored nationalism, merely accepting it as the way things are. He writes,  

Nation, nationality, nationalism – all have proved notoriously difficult to 

define, let alone analyze. In contrast to the immense influence that 

nationalism has exerted on the modern world, plausible theory about it is 

conspicuously meager.
22

  

 

If the concept of nation-state is an emerging phenomenon, a breakaway from the 

primordial village, feudal systems, empires or monarchies of the past, we must then see 

the nation-state as vital in the affairs of global order. It’s where the global market place(s) 

and international relations are conducted between the nations. It is where people within 

sovereign borders must forge new identities beyond tribal, racial, or religious lines. It is 

as Benedict Anderson asserts an imagined community. “In fact, all communities larger 

than primordial villages of face-to-face contact (and perhaps even these) are 

imagined…distinguished, not by their falsity/genuineness, but by the style in which they 

are imagined.”
23

 In essence, this imagined community, the welding of tribes, into a larger 

political unit can historically be traced to revolution of the printing press when:  

The coalition between Protestantism and Print-capitalism exploiting cheap 

popular editions, quality created large scale reading public…who typically 

knew little or no Latin-and simultaneously mobilized them for politico-

religious purposes.
24
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So nation-building is the process in which diverse tribes are integrated into a 

coherent larger political and geographic unit to which they identify and begin to show 

allegiance and concern—as for example, Americans are made up of many tribal and 

ethnic traditions and communities. Therefore, the nation-state of the USA takes these 

diverse peoples and socially constructs them via customs, holidays, baseball and sports, 

into a people. The concept of “social construction of reality” is best described by Peter 

Berger who conceives this socio-political reality as intrinsic in our search to govern our 

activities as we externalize ourselves in order to create a sense of meaning.  

In essence, such social reality is evolutionary in scope shapes our ability to form 

distinct cultures, traditions, social mores, and other forms of expressions. Berger writes, 

Social order is a human product, or, more precisely, an ongoing human 

production. It is produced by man in the course of his ongoing 

externalization. Social order exists only as a product of human activity. 

Both in its genesis (social order is the result of past human activity) and its 

existence at any instant of time (social order exists only and insofar as 

human activity continues to produce it) it is a human product.
25

 

This constructed reality of nation-states often has a religious overtone—that is, a 

“civil religion,” in which we recognize certain historical figures, holidays, symbols, and 

forms of ritualization of the nation and its people in observance of customs and traditions 

imbedded in the society. This idea of the sacredness often bestowed onto nation-states is 

also articulated by Ninian Smart, who describes nationalism as a set of ideas, rituals, and 

practices that endow and unite a nation or region.
26

 For example, Smart illustrates how 
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colonial experience helped galvanized the colonized people into a sense of shared identity 

that transcended ethnicity and languages. He asserts, 

Partly because the colonial experience brought them [colonized] into a 

more intense self-awareness, certain large regions-previously disparate-are 

now considered as cultural networks…Black Africa was an extensive 

region before the advent of European powers and of Arab and Western 

slavers…The colonial boundaries, though short lived, lasted long enough 

to stay in place…create[d] new predominantly artificial 

nationalisms…punctuated here and there by civil wars between ethnic 

groups…Nevertheless, the bond of Pan-Africanism remained important.
27

 

 

In spite of the prospects of the imagined community and it social construction of 

reality, we experienced the exploitation of the nationalism through leaders like Hitler, 

Mao, Stalin, the Apartheid regimes in South Africa, and others. In their extremism, they 

implored racism, tribalism, and other forms of ontic evils like genocide. However, 

Anderson does not think the problem originated from nationalism but rather from racism: 

The fact of the matter is that nationalism thinks in terms of historical 

destinies, while racism dreams of eternal contaminations, transmitted from 

the origins of time through an endless sequence of loathsome copulations: 

outside history.
28

 

 

Sadly, in the last century, the rise of nation-states and their impending 

complexities created new crises, imploding into two major wars and their domino effects. 

This created a global climate of changed condition, leading to the once enslaved and 

colonized people to gain independence and forged a new complex, conflicting, and 

evolving paths in their quest towards poor nation-building and eventually, failed-states.  
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The World Wars, Independence and the Cold War 

World War I
29

 and World War II
30

 had a huge impact on the way people viewed 

the world. Mainly, the end of World War II led to the draft of the Atlantic Charter,
31

 a pro 

Churchill and Roosevelt vision of a new post World War II peace and security order. This 

was followed by the birth of the 20
th

 Century independent movement—creating new 

nations unprecedented in world history. Sadly, the high hopes and the euphoria for self 

rule and optimism were dramatically shattered in major part due to the start of the Cold 

war.
32

 By the 1960s, after years of fighting for independence, most Western colonial 

territories had gained self-rule in Africa, South America, and South-East Asia. 

Independence and national sovereignty, however, did not always bring with it 

freedom from imperialist influences. Colonial legacies were visible in the desire of the 

new governments to keep the boundaries that were created during colonial times, in the 
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promotion of ethnic rivalry, in the continuation of inhumane and unjust actions against 

minority populations, and in the practice of distributing the country’s resources in an 

uneven manner. Also, after being under foreign rule for decades, newly independent 

governments often lacked governmental institutions, good governance skills, and the 

governing experience needed to effectively rule their newly sovereign nations.
33

  

In most cases, the transition from colonial province to independent state was a 

violent and arduous journey. Many post-colonial states in Africa, South-East Asia, The 

Middle East, Latin America and Eastern Europe, experienced similar problems.
34

 For 

example, after the collapse of the Soviet Union and its former Eastern European allies in 

the early 1990s, they faced conflicts involving borders, ethnic rivalry, human-rights 

violations, and the uneven distribution of resources which raged through these lands in 

Asia and Africa.
35

 In addition, many post-Soviet governments were plagued by a lack of 

governmental institutions, and good governance skills.  
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Most of these new nations, however, had not existed at all as nations before 

colonization, or they had not existed within the post-colonial borders. Most colonial and 

Soviet satellite borders were created either through conquest, negotiation between 

empires, or simply by administrative action. Nevertheless, many of the leaders and 

governments of postcolonial and post-Soviet states have fought to keep the territorial 

boundaries created by past imperialist governments.
36

 As a result, a number of boundary 

conflicts have arisen within post-colonial and post-Soviet territories. Parties to these 

conflicts justify and legitimate their side’s position, using different historical boundaries 

as evidence for their claims even at the point of war for economic and political reasons, 

as exemplified in the Iraq-Iran war.
37

 

The conflict between Greek Cypriots and Turkish Cypriots, for example, has its 

roots in ethnic rivalry encouraged during British colonial rule. During this time, Turkish 

and Greek populations were often played against one another as a means of maintaining 

control on the island. For example, as Greek Cypriots pushed for self-rule, the British 

encouraged Turkish Cypriots to actively oppose them. By the time the British pulled out 

of Cyprus in 1960, they had helped cleave deep divisions between the Greek and Turkish 

populations.
38

  

                                                                                                                                                 
groups actually lived. While borders separated culturally similar people, they also enclosed traditional 

enemies. 
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The new independent nation, equally ruled by Greeks and Turks, soon was 

embroiled in ethnic conflict. Greek Cypriots wanted the entire island to become part of 

Greece, while Turkish Cypriots wanted the northern part of the island to become an 

independent Turkish state. Consequently, hostilities between the two groups escalated to 

the point of violence.
39

 Decades later, ethnic rivalries that were encouraged during British 

rule, continue to impact the people of Cyprus as violence between Greeks and Turks 

continues to periodical erupt on the island state. The practice of favoring one ethnic, 

religious, racial, or other cultural group over others in most colonial systems, or of giving 

them a higher status, helped to promote inter-group rivalries, and often contributed to the 

unequal distribution of resources. Favored or privileged groups had access to, or control 

of, important resources that allowed them to enrich their members, at the expense of 

nonmembers. Today, many post-colonial and post-Soviet states continue the practice of 

favoring one group over others, whether it is a minority European settler population as in 

South Africa, a minority European alliance group (e.g., Lebanon, Syria, Rwanda, 

Burundi) or an internal ethnic group.
40

  

Today, many post-colonial and post-Soviet governments have adopted the 

legacies of unjust colonial practices and policies as a means to preserve their dominant 

status. Rights with regards to traditional lands, resources, and cultural language are 

denied to many populations, as groups that were marginalized under colonial occupation 
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continue to be marginalized under postcolonial governments, most notably indigenous 

populations such as the indigenous peoples of West Papua, Indonesia, and the natives of 

the Amazon. Human-rights violations, including horrific events of mass murder and 

genocide, can be found in postcolonial and post-Soviet states such as Cambodia, Rwanda, 

Kosovo, El Salvador, and The Democratic Republic of Congo.
41

  

For the most part, colonial and Soviet satellite societies were repressive and 

undemocratic in nature. Domestic governmental systems and structures were controlled 

and operated either from abroad or by a select domestic, privileged group. Consequently, 

when liberation came, these states lacked the internal structures, institutions, and best 

practices of thinking needed to create good governance systems. The result is that many 

postcolonial and post-Soviet states, although independent, are still ruled by repressive 

and restrictive regimes.
42

 

Ironically, during World War II, the United States and the Soviet Union fought 

together as allies against the Axis powers. However, the relationship between the two 

nations was a tense one. Americans had long been wary of Soviet communism and 

concerned about Soviets leader, Joseph Stalin’s tyrannical, blood-thirsty rule of his own 
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country. For their part, the Soviets resented the Americans’ decades and long refusal to 

treat the USSR as a legitimate part of the international community as well as their 

delayed entry into opening a Western Front at D-Day against Hitler’s forces in World 

War II, which resulted in the ongoing carnage on the Eastern Front of World War II and 

the deaths of tens of millions of Russians.
43

 After World War II ended, these grievances 

ripened into an overwhelming sense of mutual distrust and enmity. Postwar Soviet 

expansionism in Eastern Europe fueled many Americans’ fears of a Russian Communist 

plan to control the world. Meanwhile, the USSR came to resent what they perceived as 

American officials’ bellicose rhetoric, arms buildup and interventionist approach to 

international relations. In such a hostile atmosphere, no single party was entirely to blame 

for the Cold War; in fact, some historians believe it was inevitable.
44

  

However, one must credit President Richard Nixon for taking a new approach to 

international relations in the bipolar world. Instead of viewing the world as a hostile 

place, he advocated diplomacy in particular to hostile neighbors as the goal for a new 
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world order. To that end, he encouraged the United Nations to recognize the Communist 

Chinese government and, after a trip there in 1972, began to establish diplomatic 

relations with Beijing. At the same time, he adopted a policy of “détente”–“relaxation”–

toward the Soviet Union. In 1972, he and Soviet premier Leonid Brezhnev signed the 

Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty (SALT I), which prohibited the manufacture of nuclear 

missiles by both sides and took a step toward reducing the decades-old threat of nuclear 

war.
45

 

However, under the Reagan administration, the bipolar tension was reignited. 

Like many leaders of his generation, Reagan believed that the spread of communism 

anywhere threatened freedom everywhere. As a result, he worked to provide financial 

and military aid to anticommunist governments and insurgencies around the world. This 

policy particularly was applied in the developing world in places like Angola, Liberia, 

Grenada and El Salvador. Even as Reagan fought communism in Central America, 

however, the Soviet Union was disintegrating. In response to severe economic problems 

and growing political ferment in the USSR, Premier Mikhail Gorbachev took office in 

1985 and introduced two policies that redefined Russia’s relationship to the rest of the 

world: glasnost, or political openness, and perestroika, or economic reform. Soviet 

influence in Eastern Europe waned.
46

  In 1989, every other Communist state in the region 
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replaced its government with a noncommunist one. In November of that year, the Berlin 

Wall–the most visible symbol of the decades-long Cold War–was finally destroyed, just 

over two years after Reagan had challenged the Soviet premier in a speech at 

Brandenburg Gate in Berlin: “Mr. Gorbachev, tear down this wall.”
47

 But prior to the 

Reagan’s Berlin Wall speech, the Soviets were already in deep economic decline. The 

end of the Cold War can directly be traced to the end of the communist ideology and 

disintegration of the Soviet juggernaut, through the radical introduction of glasnost and 

perestroika by the Gorbachev’s administration in the defunct USSR.
48

 This was 

precipitated by the rapid fall of communist backed regimes in Eastern Europe, signaling 

the evolution of a new global international geo-strategic, economic, social, and political 

order.  

This end of the Cold War was immediately followed by a global and regional 

uneasiness and uncertainties as formerly backed Communist and Western regimes in 

places like Africa that depended heavily on these two ideological superpowers for 

military, economic and social aids were left in the dust—forced to directly confront any 

internal and external threats from rebellious citizens who felt excluded from the center of 

powers for a long time. The thawing was over and the new hot wars were rapidly and 

disastrously spreading their flames in almost every part of the globe. 
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Illustrative of Liberia, my world and that of thousands of Liberian citizens were 

forever changed on December 25, 1989 when American trained exiled Liberians in 

collaborations with other ethnic groups, who were ironically trained in Libya. On that 

date they launched an incursion that is now known as the 13 years long Liberian civil 

war— a war that destroyed the lives of more than 350,000 civilians and pillaging the 

natural resources. This historical narrative from a personal and national perspective is 

briefly chronicled in the second section of the introduction of this dissertation. 

The End of Cold War, the Unipolar World and Post 9/11 

The collapse of the Cold War bi-polar world in 1988 ushered in the post-Cold 

War era as a changed condition with enormous global conflicts and complexities. 

Arguably it can be considered as the “new world order” or disorder.
49

 Nevertheless, in 

this unipolar post-Cold war era, the U.S. and its allies erroneously predicted that the 

thawing of the East-West contestation and the relaxation of tensions between the 

superpowers marked a new Westphalian era of relative global peace
 
.
50

 The remaining 

concern was that the only superpower and its allies needed to police those nation-states 

who had weapon of mass destruction—WMD primarily in Iraq, North Korea, and 

appeasing Pakistan and India to avoiding a nuclear war. A power vacuum evolved and 

manifested itself with catastrophic results. From this vacuum have emerged the problems 
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of terrorism and state sponsored genocide. Even with the military and political presence 

of the Western nation-states in the Middle East and Central Asia, Islamic extremist 

organizations have relocated and opened a new front in the war on terror.
51

 

Paradoxically, a “new world disorder” or new world reality erupted in such places 

as the Balkans, Somalia, Rwanda, Liberia, Sierra Leone, Rwanda, and The Democratic 

Republic of Congo, as clear evidence of a world of new vicious hot wars, in which the 

international community responded reluctantly and selectively. Human rights abuses 

were visibly on the increase in nations such as Afghanistan, Haiti, Egypt, Myanmar, the 

Middle East, the Sudan, and many other places.
52

 These conflicts, mainly intrastate, also 

had regional, ethnic and religious implications, characterized by the unleashing of terror 

and violence on the civilian population. Additionally, these conflicts were intractable, 

porous, and championed by the emergence of sub-state actors in the forms of cartels, 

insurgents, irregular forces, local warlords, ethnic nationalists, etc, challenging the 

governing state authority and engaging in war as a business of greed and profiteering.  

Furthermore, due to the complexities of these crises, borders and loyalties were 

redefined, and compounded by an absence of clearly defined objectives of the warring 

parties. Therefore any genuine efforts for mediations often seem to be a daunting or 

almost an impossible task by mediators or third parties. Moreover, a lingering perception 

has been formed that the international community is too weak or disinterested in seeking 
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a panacea. Sadly, we saw the end results of this in the negligence in Afghanistan, Liberia, 

Sierra Leone, the Balkans, Rwanda, the Democratic Republic of Congo, and now Darfur. 

These crises have been characterized by:  

Decades of wars, political quagmire, societal dislocations, and military 

tensions that not only psychologically destabilized, but equally put terror 

on the faces of the war victims. The sum total of these disorders are 

economic decay, militarism and militarization of society, erosion of state 

cohesion and power, etc. that accelerated the pauperization of the 

society.
53

  

 

Consequently, the failed state typically lacks the wherewithal to adequately 

provide the public goods, such as security, health care, economics, and education. 

Additionally, these states have weak central institutions, no independent courts, the 

absence of democracy; military coercion becomes the only tool in the hand of the 

executive authority. 

The new world order of the unipolar post-Cold War era has greatly reconfigured 

the international system with the emergence of multiple actors competing with states over 

the monopoly of the instruments of coercion, thereby negating the Westphalian 

conception of the sovereignty of the state in international relations. This tension created 

an erosion of the harmony and hegemony of the state, which serves as the legitimacy of 

its government. As a result of the post 1989 world order, many nations were exposed to 

the structural weaknesses once kept intact by the Cold-War bi-polar world. Therefore, the 

legacy of the common good as the cohesive and unifying force for stability of the civilian 
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populations within a sovereign state was forcefully challenged and to some extent 

negated.  

Today, the term failed state became popularized by the disintegrations taking 

place in the early nineties in the Balkans, Liberia, Somalia, Rwanda, Sierra Leone, 

Afghanistan, to name a few. The so-called experts and theorists of international relations 

and political science were fascinated in analyzing this phenomenon but mainly from 

academic perspectives. Professor William Reno also referred to this phenomenon as 

“shadowed states.”
54

 For him, the collapsed state was the result of the shadow states, a 

form of personal rule, where decisions and actions are taken by an individual ruler and do 

not conform to a set of written laws and procedures, although these might be present.  

These Shadow State rulers manipulate the international communities and various 

agencies for access to both formal and clandestine markets, by relying on the global 

recognition of sovereignty, and are thereby able to undermine formal government 

institutions. Thus “Shadowed States” or “informal commercially orientated networks are 

created that operate alongside remaining government bureaucracies.”
55

 These crises and 

their sad and painful results have been the experiences of the people in Liberia, Sierra 

Leone, Somalia, Zimbabwe, Libya, Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), and many 

failed nation-states that are either recovering from protracted civil wars or ongoing 

rebellion seen in Libya and Syria. 
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Furthermore, others scholars were mainly interested in understanding the 

causation of these problems but could do little or nothing in convincing the World’s only 

superpower and the international community that these were serious if not the most 

urgent matter that required a concerted, collective, and sustained global effort to contain 

the implosion and explosion of these collapsing/collapsed or failing/failed states—

considered as sovereign states. 

Primarily, state recognition is based on Article 1 of the Montevideo Convention 

on Rights and Duties of States where in “the state as a person of international law should 

possess the following qualifications: (a) a permanent population; (b) a defined territory; 

(c) government; and (d) capacity to enter into relations with the other states.”
56

 However, 

the quagmire that the new world order or disorder must address is what to do with nation-

states that continually violate human rights and are sponsors of international terrorism or 

nation-states that are so weak that the central governmental administrations have little 

control over the smuggling and sales of illegal drugs, weapons, human trafficking, and 

environmental pollutions? Should they be recognized as full members of the community 

of nations or accorded quasi-state status or should they be considered as test cases for 

robust and sustained nation-(re)building?
57

 A full investigation by Scholars and Truth 
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Commissions may offer us some pertinent answers to these issues that may help us 

document and address these failures.
58

   

As such, I argue that a new perspective on the definition of the state must emerge 

to exclude states that violate the rights of its people and that of its neighbors. 

Consequently, the terrorist attack against the United States on September 11, 2001 that 

shocked and awakened the conscience of America and the rest of the world sent a 

powerful signal that even strong states cannot be protected from the devastating effect of 

weak or failed states in a technological and globalized world as we saw in the then 

Taliban regime in Afghanistan. Hence, the irony is America did not envision the 

prophetic vision of former UN Secretary General, Boutros Boutros-Ghali who advocated 

for a new understanding of international relations in a speech entitled An Agenda for 

Peace. He remarked that: 

The foundation-stone of this work is and must remain the State. Respect 

for its fundamental sovereignty and integrity are crucial to any common 

international progress. The time of absolute and exclusive sovereignty, 

however, has passed; its theory was never matched by reality. It is the task 

of leaders of States today to understand this and to find a balance between 

the needs of good internal governance and the requirements of an ever 

more interdependent world.
59
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It was such failure on the part of the international system to act or slowly respond 

to global threats that saw the implosion of the Balkans, Liberia and Sierra Leone in West 

Africa, and Rwanda and Burundi in Central Africa in the early nineties. Today, the 

problem of failed states overwhelmingly, has become an urgent security matter requiring 

a global response or strategic policy agenda. But the lingering question remain how 

effective could a nation-building tool kit be designed in dealing with conflict situations of 

weak or failed states. Before arriving at a genuine solution, I will examine a number of 

specific cases of nations who have trended toward failing/failed or collapsing/collapsed 

state status, while their entrenched and privileged rulers advocated for sovereignty 

against international interventions. I will describe these cases in their historical 

narratives—imperialism, colonialism, post-colonialism, the Cold-War, and post 9/11 era. 

Overview of a Few Illustrations on the Failed States Index 

Somalia 

Somalia, situated in the Horn of Africa, is ranked first in the 2010 Failed States 

Index. It was founded by various African tribes mainly from the Ethiopian Highlands.
60

 

However, from 1875 to 1941, Somalia was always occupied by regional and colonial 

powers such as Egypt, France, England, and Italy.
61

 The only form of leadership the 
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locals exercised was based on clans or traditional patriarchal hegemony. The image of 

Somalia etched in the minds of many in the U.S. and around the world is one of a 

powerful symbol of United Nations’ peacekeeping failure. This was the result of the 

inability of the international community to respond quickly to Somalia’s mass famine and 

civil wars in the early 1990s. During the Cold War both the U.S. and Soviet Union sought 

for influence and control over Somalia because of its strategic location along oil routes 

from the Persian Gulf.  

In the 1970s the USSR armed and aided Somalia. President Siad Barre, in turn, 

professed socialism to win Soviet military support and nationalized most of the 

economy.
62

 He also took on the adventure to annex Ethiopia’s ethnically Somali Ogaden 

region. After the Soviet Union switched support to Ethiopia’s new Marxist military 

government, Somalia lost the Ogaden war.
63

 By the early 1980s the U.S. had replaced the 

Soviet Union as Somalia’s military patron. U.S. military aid to Somalia during the 1980s 

totaled more than $200 million, with hundreds of millions more in economic aid. The 

United States sought to maintain its influence in this volatile area, and to counter the 
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Soviet presence in Ethiopia. Barre gave the U.S. a naval communications facility at 

Berbera on the Gulf of Aden, which had previously been under Soviet control.
64

  

The simmering conflicts between and among Somali clans and rival militias broke 

out in a full-blown civil war in 1988. Three years later the Russians abandoned Ethiopia 

as the Soviet Union collapsed. But the United States stuck with the Somali regime despite 

significant repression and corruption. Then, after years of creating Somalia’s dependence 

on imported food, the United States pulled out, which led to the ouster of President Siad 

Barre in 1991.
65

 The enormous quantities of military hardware from Somalia’s Cold War-

era sponsors virtually guaranteed the country’s long-term destabilization. As the United 

States left Somalia as it would do in many other African countries, ordinary people were 

confused and saw their hopes dissipated as they reflected on the meaning and prospects 

of independence.  

A power vacuum led to further anarchy and civil war that gave leading clan 

militia’s leaders greater and greater economic power because of their military might in a 

stateless and chaotic environment.
66

 Only after the international media finally carried 

shocking pictures of the widespread starvation hitting many Somali families and children 

did Washington and its allies begin to plan a relief and peacekeeping mission.
67

 In April 
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1992 the UN intervened with a mandate to make Somalia safe for the distribution of food 

and other aid. But it proved a disaster as various factions fought and humiliated the UN 

and US Special Forces—making Somalia ungovernable. In August 2000 Clan leaders and 

senior figures met in Djibouti and elected Abdulkassim Salat Hassan president of 

Somalia. They arrived with the newly formed government in Mogadishu and received a 

heroic welcome for the first time since 1991.  

But in April 2001, other Somali warlords, backed by Ethiopia, announced their 

intention to form a national government within six months, in direct opposition to the 

country’s transitional administration. In August 2004, for the 14th time since 1991, an 

attempt was made to restore the central government, after a new transitional parliament 

was inaugurated at a ceremony in Kenya, headed by Abdullahi Yusuf as President. But 

there were bitter divisions over where in Somalia the new parliament should sit. From 

2006 to 2008, the UN endorsed the presence of African Peacekeeping Forces, but ones 

which excluded the participation of Somali’s neighbors. Yet, the country, in spite of an 

interim government and the presence of African Peacekeepers, remains fragile. These 

flawed international responses have been criticized by the Enough Project, a strategy 

paper dedicated to ending genocide and crimes against humanity.
68

 Somalia is now facing 

the worst famine and drought since the Ethiopian famine that brought out the star studded 
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performance aimed at generating funds for humanitarian relief led by Lionel Richie, 

Harry Belafonte, and the late pop star, Michael Jackson in 1985.
69

  

Sudan 

Sudan, which ranks third on the Failed State Index in 2010 list, is the largest and 

one of the most geographically diverse countries in Africa. The region known in modern 

times as the Sudan comes from Arabic bilad as-sudan, “land of the blacks.” Its imperial 

and colonial history is intricately linked with or influenced by Egypt, its immediate 

neighbor to the north.
70

 Its historical narrative has also been influenced by Christianity, 

Islam, British colonialism, and Cold War politics. It has been divided between its Arab 

heritage, identified with northern Sudan, and its African heritages to the south. The two 

groups are divided along linguistic, religious, racial, and economic lines, and the cleavage 

has generated intractable violence and destructions that officially ended after two 

devastating civil wars.
71

 Following the  January 2011 referendum it was announced that 

almost 99 percent of voters in the Christian South had voted for independence from the 
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Muslim North, making Southern Sudan the newest nation—in need of a nation-building 

toolkit, come July 9, 2011.
72

  

Historically, Nubia, a vast portion of Sudan was influenced by Christianity dating 

back to the fourth century, when Egypt formally adopted the religion (along with the rest 

of the Byzantine Empire) and when the ruler of Ethiopia was converted to Christianity by 

Frumentius.
73

 But by 1881 an ascetic religious leader, Mohammed Ahmed, living with 

his disciples on an island in the White Nile, inspired by the revelation that he was the 

long-awaited Mahdi, publicly announced his new status advocating the creation of a strict 

Islamic state.
74

 The colonial administration in Khartoum immediately called for his 

arrest; however, he quickly escaped to the mountains with his followers and later 

defeated the Egyptian and British forces. He later died of typhus and his grave was 

desecrated.
75
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Similarly, the period of British control (1899-1955) has had a lasting impact on 

Sudan. In addition to pacifying and uniting the country, the British sought to modernize 

Sudan by using technology and industry to facilitate economic development and by 

establishing democratic institutions to end authoritarian rule. Even in 1991, many of 

Sudan’s political and economic institutions owed their existence to the British. Lastly, 

Sudan’s post independence history has been shaped largely by the southern civil war.
76

 

This conflict has greatly delayed the country’s social and economic development, 

encouraged political instability, and led to an endless cycle of weak and ineffective 

military and civilian governments. The conflict appears likely to continue to affect 

Sudan’s people and institutions for a long time to come.
77

 

Across the centuries, Islam eventually changed the nature of Sudanese society and 

facilitated the division of the country into north and south. Nevertheless, Islam also 

fostered political unity, economic growth, and educational development among its 

adherents; however, these benefits were restricted largely to urban and commercial 

centers. The spread of Islam began shortly after the Prophet Muhammad’s death in 632. 
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Washington has listed Sudan as a state sponsor of terrorism since the early 1990s; though it has said it will 

remove Sudan if the referendum went well. After British forces took control of Sudan from the Mahdists in 

the late 1890s until independence in 1956 Britain ruled the country as two entities. The two halves came to 

blows just before independence sparking a civil war that dragged on until the early1970s. The imposition of 

Islamic Sharia law in the early 1980s and General Jaafar Nimeiri ignoring the Christian south’s autonomy 

sparked war again with the Sudanese People’s Liberation Army (SPLA).  
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By that time, he and his followers had converted most of Arabia’s tribes and towns to 

Islam, which Muslims maintained united the individual believer, the state, and society 

under God’s will.
78

  

Islamic rulers, therefore, exercised temporal and religious authority, enforcing 

Islamic law (sharia), which was derived primarily from the Quran. However, the Arabs 

realized the commercial advantages of peaceful relations with Nubia and used the treaty 

to ensure that travel and trade proceeded unhindered across the frontier. The treaty also 

contained security arrangements whereby both parties agreed that each party (Christian 

Nubians and Muslim Arabs) would come to the defense of the other in the event of an 

attack by a third party.
79

  

The British colonial adventure in Sudan sought to modernize the country by 

applying European technology to its underdeveloped economy and by replacing its 

authoritarian institutions with ones that adhered to liberal English traditions. However, 

southern Sudan’s remote and undeveloped provinces received little official attention until 

after World War I, except for efforts to suppress tribal warfare and the slave trade. The 

British justified this policy by claiming that the south was not ready for exposure to the 

modern world.
80

 To allow the south to develop along indigenous lines, the British, 

therefore, closed the region to outsiders.  
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As a result, the south remained isolated and backward. A few Arab merchants 

controlled the region’s limited commercial activities while Arab bureaucrats administered 

whatever laws existed. Christian missionaries, who operated schools and medical clinics, 

provided limited social services in southern Sudan.
81

 Sudanese nationalism, as it 

developed after World War I, was an Arab and Muslim phenomenon with its support 

base in the Northern provinces. Nationalists opposed indirect rule and advocated a 

centralized national government in Khartoum responsible for both regions. Nationalists 

also perceived Britain’s southern policy as artificially dividing Sudan and preventing its 

unification under an Arabized and Islamic ruling class.
82

  

During World War II, some British colonial officers questioned the economic and 

political viability of the southern provinces as separate from northern Sudan. Britain also 

had become more sensitive to Arab criticism of the southern policy. In 1946 the Sudan 

Administrative Conference determined that Sudan should be administered as one country. 

Moreover, the conference delegates agreed to readmit northern administrators to southern 

posts, abolish the trade restrictions imposed under the “closed door” ordinances, and 

allow southerners to seek employment in the north. Khartoum also nullified the 

prohibition against Muslim proselytizing in the south and introduced Arabic in the south 

as the official administration language.  

                                                                                                                                                 
Abdallahi Muhammad,  heir to the self-proclaimed Mahdi, Muhammad Ahmad, who envisioned setting up 

an Islamic Caliphate. 
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On December 19, 1955, the Sudanese parliament unanimously adopted a 

declaration of independence and on January 1, 1956 Sudan became an independent 

republic. The leadership called for the withdrawal of foreign troops and requested the 

condominium powers to sponsor a plebiscite in advance of the scheduled date. To 

advance their interests, many southern leaders concentrated their efforts in Khartoum, 

where they hoped to win constitutional concessions. Although determined to resist what 

they perceived to be Arab imperialism, they were opposed to violence. Most southern 

representatives supported provincial autonomy and warned that failure to win legal 

concessions would drive the south to rebellion.  

Sudan achieved independence without the rival political parties having agreed on 

the form and content of a permanent constitution. Instead, the Constituent Assembly 

adopted a document known as the Transitional Constitution, which replaced the governor 

general as head of state with a five-member Supreme Commission that was elected by a 

parliament composed of an indirectly elected Senate and a popularly elected House of 

Representatives.  

The parliamentary regime introduced plans to expand the country’s education, 

economic, and transportation sectors. To achieve these goals, Khartoum needed foreign 

economic and technical assistance, to which the United States made an early 

commitment. Conversations between the two governments had begun in mid-1957, and 

the parliament ratified a United States aid agreement in July 1958.
83

 Washington hoped 
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this agreement would reduce Sudan’s excessive reliance on a one-crop (cotton) economy 

and would facilitate the development of the country’s transportation and communications 

infrastructure.
84

 This tenuous relationship of the USA and Sudan has always been in flux. 

Sudan broke diplomatic relations with the U.S.A in June 1967, following the outbreak of 

the Arab-Israeli War. But relation was restored in 1971 when the Sudanese Communist 

Party attempted to overthrow President Nimeiri and suspected Soviet involvement. U.S. 

assisted Sudan in 1972 peace settlement with the south.
85

 On March 1, 1973, Palestinian 

terrorists of the “Black September” organization murdered U.S. Ambassador Cleo A. 

Noel and Deputy Chief of Mission Curtis G. Moore in Khartoum.
86

 Sudanese officials 

arrested the terrorists and tried them on murder charges. In June 1974, however, they 

were released to the custody of the Egyptian Government. 

The origins of the civil war in the south date back to the 1950s. On August 18, 

1955, the Equatoria Corps, a military unit composed of southerners, mutinied at Torit.
87

 

Rather than surrender to Sudanese government authorities, many mutineers disappeared 

into hiding with their weapons, marking the beginning of the first war in southern 

Sudan.
88

  By the late 1960s, the war had resulted in the deaths of about 500,000 people. 
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Several hundred thousand more southerners hid in the forests or escaped to refugee 

camps in neighboring countries.
89

  

By 1969 the rebels had developed foreign contacts to obtain weapons and 

supplies. Israel, for example, trained Anya Nya recruits and shipped weapons via 

Ethiopia and Uganda to the rebels. Anya Nya also purchased arms from Congolese rebels 

and international arms dealers with monies collected in the south and from among 

southern Sudanese exile communities in the Middle East, Western Europe, and North 

America. The rebels also captured arms, equipment, and supplies from government 

troops.
90

  

After the settlement in the south, President Nimeiri attempted to mend fences with 

northern Muslim religious groups. The government undertook administrative 

decentralization, popular with the Ansar that favored rural over urban areas where leftist 

activism was most evident. Khartoum also reaffirmed Islam’s special position in the 

country, recognized sharia law as the source of all legislation, and released some 

members of religious orders who had been incarcerated. However, reconciliation with 

conservative groups, which had organized outside Sudan under Sadiq al Mahdi’s 

leadership and were later known as the National Front, eluded Nimeiri.
91
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Notwithstanding, the region of Darfur, in western Sudan, erupted into conflict in 

2003. Despite international outrage and demands around the globe to end the brutality, 

the deadly conflict continues.
92

 Darfur remains one of the world’s worst human rights and 

humanitarian catastrophes where pro-government Arab militias (Janjaweed) are accused 

of a campaign of ethnic cleansing against non-Arab locals.
93

 The conflict has strained 

relations between Sudan and Chad, to the west. Both countries have accused each other 

of cross-border incursions. The leader of Sudan, Mr. Omar-al Bashir
94

 faces two 

international arrest warrants, issued by the International Criminal Court in The Hague, on 

charges of genocide, war crimes and crimes against humanity. He has dismissed the 

allegations and has continued to travel to countries who have opposed the indictment. 

Sudan also played host to Osama Bin Laden in 1992, when he was exiled by Saudi 

Arabia, in a deal brokered by Ali Mohamed.
95

 It was in Sudan that bin Laden continued 
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his verbal assault on King Fahd of Saudi Arabia, and in response, on March 5, 1994, 

Fahd sent an emissary to Sudan demanding bin Laden’s passport. His family was 

persuaded to cut off his monthly stipend, the equivalent of $7 million a year.
96

 

In 2001 the Bush administration named a presidential envoy for peace in the 

Sudan to explore what role the U.S. could play in ending Sudan’s civil war and 

enhancing the delivery of humanitarian aid. Andrew Natsios and subsequently 

Ambassador Richard Williamson served as presidential envoys to Sudan during the Bush 

administration. More recently, on March 18, 2009 President Obama announced the 

appointment of Major General (Ret.) J. Scott Gration as the U.S. Special Envoy to Sudan 

who is tasked to understand the influence of political Islam.
97

 This is the integration of 

religion and politics within Islamic States.
98

 Finally, On October 19, 2009, Secretary of 

State Hillary Rodham Clinton announced the Obama’s new Sudan strategy of three core 

principles:  

(1) Achieving a definitive end to conflict, gross human rights abuses, and 

genocide in Darfur; (2) Implementation of the North-South 

Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA) that results in a peaceful post-

2011 Sudan, or an orderly path toward two separate and viable states at 

peace with each other; and (3) Ensuring that Sudan does not provide a safe 

haven for international terrorists.99 

                                                                                                                                                 
peacekeeping force to war-torn Darfur, bin Laden released a tape urging his followers to go to Sudan to 

attack UN troops. 

 
96

 Ibid., 4. 

 
97

 Graham E. Fuller. The Future of Political Islam. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004, 5-9. 

Also See The White House report on Sudan, http://www.whitehouse.gov/the_press_office/President-

Obama-Announces-Major-General-Scott-Gration-as-US-Special-Envoy-for-Suda/ (accessed 04.12.11). 

 
 98

 Ibid., 13-46. 

 

 99
 Payton L. Knopf. How to Secure Peace in South Sudan. Washington, DC: United State Council 

on Foreign Relation. International Affairs Fellow in Residence, July 13, 2011. Also see U.S. Policy on 



 

 

79 

This raises the prospect of the new nation of Southern Sudan that might be the 

poorest place in the world that largely lacks basic sanitation, clean water, clinic, hospital 

and more. The United States, through the United Nations, NGOs and religious 

organizations must continue to engage the Sudanese in facilitating a wholistic approach 

for peace and stability.  It is of such nation and people, that assert, is it perfect test case 

for a strategic nation-building agenda involving all stakeholders—the church, 

international community, the local populations, and other NGOs. 

The Democratic Republic of Congo 

 The Democratic Republic of Congo which ranks fifth on the Failed States Index 

2010 report is one of Africa’s largest countries with vast mineral and economic resources. 

The Democratic Republic of Congo (DR Congo) has been a flash point of what is now 

known as Africa’s world war claiming more than 5.4 million lives. The vast majority 

have died from preventable non-violent causes such as malaria, diarrhea, hunger, 

malnutrition, pneumonia, creating one of the world’s worst humanitarian crises.
100

 

Almost 45 thousand perish every month. The five-year conflict which began  in 1998, 

pitted government forces, supported by Angola, Namibia and Zimbabwe, against rebels 

backed by Uganda and Rwanda. To date it remains the world deadliest conflict since 
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WWII.
101

 Despite a peace deal and the formation of a transitional government in 2003, 

people in the east of the country remain in terror of marauding militia and the army 

known for raping, pillaging, and exploiting the natural and human resources of the vast 

nation.
102

  

 Its colonial legacy began from 1840 to 1872, the Scottish missionary, David 

Livingstone, engaged in a series of explorations that brought the Congo to the attention of 

the Western world.
103

 During these travels, Livingstone was out of touch with Europe for 

two years. Henry Morton Stanley, a journalist, was commissioned by the New York 

Herald to conduct a search for him. The two met at Ujiji, on the eastern shore of Lake 

Tanganyika, in 1871. Three years later, Stanley was commissioned by the New York 

Herald and London’s Daily Telegraph to continue the explorations begun by 

Livingstone. With three British companions, Stanley began the descent of the Congo 

from its upper reaches, completing his journey in 1877. Returning to Europe, he tried to 

interest the British government in further exploration and development of the Congo but 

met with no success. His expeditions did, however, attract another European monarch.  

Stanley’s adventures brought the Congo to the attention of Belgium’s King 

Leopold II, a man of boundless energy and ambition. The European occupation of Africa 
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was well under way, but the Congo River basin remained for the most part unknown to 

Europeans. With no great powers contesting its control, the area appeared to present an 

ideal opportunity for Belgian expansion. Recruiting Stanley to help him from 1878, 

Léopold II founded the International Association of the Congo, financed by an 

international consortium of bankers. Under the auspices of this association, Stanley 

arrived at the mouth of the Congo in 1879 and began the journey upriver. After the 1884-

85 Conference of Berlin gave undisputed sovereignty of the region of modern Zaire to 

Léopold II, king of Belgium, the first order of business was to structure the area's 

economy to suit Belgian needs. The goal was to make an economically viable and self-

sustaining entity out of the Congo Free State, as Zaire was then known. Although 

exploitation of the country’s mineral and agricultural wealth was substantial during the 

colonial period, economic development bore little direct relationship to the needs of the 

indigenous population.
104

 The history of similar prejudices were also meted on the Congo 

in 1904  when Christian Missionary brought and showcased Ota Benga, an African 

pigmy at New York’s Bronx zoo, placing him in a monkey cage.
105

  

The production of cash crops for export was stressed at the expense of the 

production of food crops. Moreover, monetary benefits accrued almost entirely to non-

Congolese, the foreign shareholders of the industrial and agricultural companies that 

constituted the modern sector, and the colonial state, which had holdings in many of the 
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companies. The colonial government’s major aim was to encourage foreign investment in 

the Belgian Congo to develop agricultural commodities for export, to exploit the 

country’s mineral resources for the same purpose, and to establish a transportation 

infrastructure to facilitate the export of goods.
106

 The colonizer had very little interest 

with such basic social needs as health care or education, which were provided by 

religious missions and to some extent by the large concessionaire companies. Policies 

designed to promote state economic objectives emphasized measures to ensure adequate 

supplies of labor at low wages and human rights abuses.
107

  

Among such measures were the use of forced recruitment and restrictions on the 

establishment of foreign commercial trading activities, which would have encouraged the 

farm population to produce surpluses for sale rather than take low-paying work on 

plantations and in mines. Colonial authorities obtained through coercion the indigenous 

labor necessary to perform public works and private investment projects. A decree of 

1917, for example, required African peasants to devote sixty days a year to agricultural 

work, and mandated penal sanctions for disobedience.
108
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Sadly, the history of Democratic Republic of Congo has been one of civil war and 

corruption. After independence in 1960, the country immediately faced an army mutiny 

and an attempt at secession by its mineral-rich province of Katanga.
109

 A year later, its 

prime minister, Patrice Lumumba, was seized and killed by troops loyal to army General 

Joseph Mobutu. In 1965 Mobutu seized power, later renaming the country Zaire and 

himself Mobutu Sese Seko. He turned Zaire into a springboard for operations against 

Soviet-backed Angola and thereby ensured US backing. But he also made Zaire 

synonymous with corruption.
110

 After the Cold War, Zaire ceased to be of interest to the 

US. Thus, when in 1997 neighboring Rwanda invaded it to flush out extremist Hutu 

militias, it gave a boost to the anti-Mobutu rebels, who quickly captured the capital, 

Kinshasa, installed Laurent Kabila as president and renamed the country The Democratic 

Republic of Congo.
111

         

 Nonetheless, D.R. Congo’s troubles continued. A rift between Mr. Kabila and his 

former allies sparked a new rebellion, backed by Rwanda and Uganda. Angola, Namibia 

and Zimbabwe took Kabila's side, turning the country into a vast battleground.  Coup 

attempts and sporadic violence heralded renewed fighting in the eastern part of the 
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country in 2008. Rwandan Hutu militias clashed with government forces in April, 

displacing thousands of civilians.
112

  

 Another militia under rebel General Laurent Nkunda had signed a peace deal with 

the government in January, but clashes broke out again in August 2008. Gen Nkunda’s 

forces advanced on government bases and the provincial capital Goma in the autumn, 

causing civilians and troops to flee while UN peacekeepers tried to hold the line 

alongside the remaining government forces.
113

 In attempt to bring the situation under 

control, the government in January 2009 invited in troops from Rwanda to help mount a 

joint operation against the Rwandan rebel Hutu militias active in eastern D.R. Congo. 

Rwanda arrested the Hutu militias’ main rival, General Nkunda,
114

 a Congolese Tutsi 

hitherto seen as its main ally in the area. However, during 2009 eastern areas remained 

beset by violence. These shocking figures would usually be more than enough to get 

media attention the world over, especially if it were to threaten influential nations in 

some way. Yet, perhaps as a cruel irony, influential nations in the world benefit from the 

vast resources coming from the D.R. Congo for which people are dying.
115

 This deadly 

crisis in essence, had been driven by conflict minerals that multinational corporations 
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including electronic companies like Apple and Microsoft desperately need for their 

sustainability and profit margins.
116

  

Afghanistan 

Afghanistan which ranks sixth in 2010 Failed States Index, has a long history of 

instability. It’s a landlocked and very mountainous nation. Its strategic position wedged 

between the Middle East, Central Asia and the Indian subcontinent along the ancient 

“Silk Route” means that Afghanistan has long been fought over despite its rugged and 

forbidding terrain. It was at the center of the so-called “Great Game”
117

 in the 19th 

century when Imperial Russia and the British Empire in India vied for influence. And it 

became a key Cold War battleground after thousands of Soviet troops intervened in 1979 

to prop up a pro-communist regime, leading to a major confrontation that drew in the US 

and Afghanistan’s neighbors.
118

 But the outside world eventually lost interest after the 
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withdrawal of Soviet forces, while the country’s protracted civil war dragged on. But 

their extreme version imposed widespread oppression across Afghanistan and attracted 

widespread international criticism.  

The Taliban,
119

 drawn from the largest ethnic group, the Pashtuns, were opposed 

by an alliance of factions drawn mainly from Afghanistan’s other communities and based 

in the north. In control of about 90% of Afghanistan until late 2001, the Taliban were 

recognized as the legitimate government by only three countries. They were at 

loggerheads with the international community over the presence on their soil of Osama 

bin Laden, accused by the US of masterminding the bombing of their embassies in Africa 

in 1998 and the attacks on the US on 11 September 2001.
120

 After the Taliban’s refusal to 

hand over bin Laden, the US initiated aerial attacks in October, paving the way for 

opposition groups to drive them from power.
121

  

Infighting between local commanders over power and territory became a feature 

of the post-Taliban period. The authorities in Kabul have been able to exert little control 

beyond the capital and militant violence has continued. Predictions of the Taliban’s 

demise after the adoption of a new Afghan constitution in 2004 proved to be premature, 
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as the hard-line group came back with a vengeance and violence has risen steadily to 

levels not seen since the fall of the Taliban in 2001.
122

 

The Afghan conflict replaced Iraq as the main policy headache for the US and 

their allies, and in March 2009 President Barack Obama unveiled a new American 

strategy for Afghanistan and Pakistan to combat what he called an increasingly perilous 

situation.
123

In December, this was followed by an order boosting US troop’s numbers by 

30,000, as well as a pledge to begin withdrawing forces by 2011. Afghanistan’s heroin 

industry was reported to make up more than half of the economy by 2007, having 

boomed since the fall of the Taliban. The country supplies over 90% of the world’s 

opium, the raw ingredient of heroin.
124

 International bodies and governments concluded 

that the drug trade was helping to fuel the Taliban insurgency, which is estimated to 

generate up to US$100m a year from the trade. The UN Office on Drugs and Crime 

called on Afghanistan to target the major traffickers and corrupt government officials, 

                                                 
 

122
 Amin Saikal. Modern Afghanistan: A History of Struggle and Survival. London: I.B. Tauris & 

Co Ltd. 2006, 352-259.  Also see Roy Gutman. How We Missed the Story: Osama Bin Laden, the Taliban 

and the Hijacking of Afghanistan. Washington, DC: United States Institute of Peace, 2008. 

 
123

 President Obama made this declaration on March 29, 2009 at a news Conference on new 

strategy for Afghanistan and Pakistan. He read “This marks the conclusion of a careful policy review that I 

ordered as soon as I took office. My Administration has heard from our military commanders and 

diplomats. We have consulted with the Afghan and Pakistani governments; with our partners and NATO 

allies; and with other donors and international organizations. And we have also worked closely with 

members of Congress here at home. Now, I’d like to speak clearly and candidly to the American people.” 

Also accessed from the paper of Council on Foreign Relations. March 29, 2009. 

 

 
124

 Ashraf Ghani. “Where Democracy’s Greatest Enemy Is a Flower,” The New York Times, 

December 11, 2004, 19 [database on-line], available from ProQuest, accessed October 17, 2006. Also see 

John K. Cooley, “Just Say No to Opium-Poppy Cultivation in Afghanistan,” Christian Science Monitor, 

September 21, 2006, 9 [database on-line], available from ProQuest, accessed October 17, 2010. 
 



 

 

88 

who it says operate with impunity in the country.
125

 At the conclusion of the NATO 

conference held in Lisbon, Portugal on November 20, 2010, the US and its NATO allies 

planed to hand over security to the Afghans by 2014.
126

 Yet, the violence remains 

unabated with the killing of over twenty-five US Special Forces and President Karzai’s 

half brother in 2011. With a clear mandate by the Obama’s administration and NATO to 

end their mission in Afghanistan in 2013, the world awaits the outcome of a Post-NATO 

peace enforcement nation of Afghanistan, emerging either as a success story or a relapsed 

failed state. 

Iraq 

 Iraq which ranks seventh in the Failed States Index has a long ancient and modern 

history. The land known as Mesopotamia,
127

 wedged between the Tigris and Euphrates, 

which gave birth to some of the most early and advanced of ancient civilizations is 

present day Iraq. As the Sumerians, they created one of the most ancient civilizations in 

the world—credited with creating the first identifiable written language, sometime 
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around 4000BC.
128

 The ancient city of Babylon, capital of the region of Babylonia, lies in 

modern-day Iraq, its ruins found about 80 km south of Baghdad. The most sophisticated 

legal code of the ancient world came from Iraq. Introduced by King Hammurabi, whose 

dynasty ruled Babylonia from about 1793- 590BC, it is the first known legal code that 

takes into account whether a crime was committed intentionally or not. This makes it the 

precursor of the mens rea principle
129

 upon which our modern criminal legal system is 

based.  

During the reign of the Babylonian King Nebuchadnezzar II (604-562 BC), 

Babylon became the biggest city in the world. The great biblical patriarch Abraham came 

from the city of Ur in ancient Iraq.  Nebuchadnezzar II is also said to have built the 

legendary Hanging Gardens of Babylon,
130

 one of the seven wonders of the ancient 

world. In ancient times, Baghdad was built on western bank of the Tigris and was also 

known as Madinatu s-Salam or “City of Peace”. The legendary warrior Saladin, who 

recaptured Jerusalem from the Crusaders in the 12
th

 century, was born in Tikrit, near 

Saddam Hussein’s native village.
131

 Saddam made comparisons between himself and 
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Saladin. In 1258, Genghis Khan’s grandson, Hulagu, led an invasion which utterly 

destroyed the Islamic capital of Baghdad. The Mongol army made a pyramid of the skulls 

of Baghdad’s scholars, religious leaders and poets. The late Saddam Hussein once called 

President George W. Bush as “the Hulagu of this age,” and warned the US that “the 

people of Baghdad have resolved to compel the Mongols of this age to commit suicide on 

its walls.”
132

   

Historically, Iraq, an Arabic word, has been associated with an ancient meaning 

of Uruk, for a Sumerian city in the 6th century. From 1534 -1918, the region was part of 

the Ottoman Empire. The British formed the modern state of Iraq when they consolidated 

the three disparate provinces of Basra (in the south), Baghdad and Mosul (in the north) in 

the aftermath of WWI, when the ruling Ottoman empire collapsed.
133

 The modern nation 

state of Iraq became independent in 1932. In the late 1800s, the British controlled the 

Middle East in order to have a land route to India.  

In 1904 the British Navy shifted from coal to oil and later in 1916 the British/ 

French in Sykes-Picot agreement arbitrarily drew national borders in the Middle East; 

southern Mesopotamia including Baghdad was to be administered by Great Britain. 

Arabs were angry about this secret agreement when it was published by the Russian 

government in 1917.
134

 Fearing a rebellion, the British used systematic aerial 
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bombardment for first time in history, invading Mesopotamia and occupying Baghdad, 

making Iraq a British Mandate. By 1921 the British Colonial Office demarcated a line 

across Southern Iraq creating Kuwait to prevent Iraq access to Persian Gulf. When in the 

late 1940s after WWII British power began to wane the Americans stepped in.
135

  

It was George Kennan one of the architects of US Cold-war Foreign policy who 

stated in 1948 that: 

The US has about 50% of the world’s wealth but only 6.3% of its 

population. In this situation we cannot fail to be the object of envy and 

resentment. Our real task in the coming period is to devise a pattern of 

relationships which will permit us to maintain this position of disparity 

without positive detriment to our national security. To do so we will have 

to dispense with all sentimentality and daydreaming, and our attention will 

have to be concentrated everywhere on our immediate national objectives. 

We need not deceive ourselves that we can afford the luxury of altruism 

and world benefaction. We should cease to talk about such vague and 

unreal objectives as human rights, the raising of living standards and 

democratization. The day is not far off when we are going to have to deal 

in straight power concepts. The less we are then hampered by idealistic 

slogans, the better.136        
   

 Therefore, the struggle for Middle East oil became a geo-political battle of the 

Cold-War era. Moreover, in 1951 Mossadigh took power in Iran and declared that they 

will control their own oil. But in 1953 after two years of U.S. sponsored sanctions the 
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CIA supported a plot to overthrow Mossadigh and placed the Shah in power.
137

 The 

American General, Norman Schwartzkopf, was mandated to help the Shah develop its 

security apparatus. However, in 1958 a popular revolution led by Abd al-Kassem 

Quassim failed to overthrow the British-installed king of Iraq. But he was finally 

overthrown in 1959 and one of the assassins was Saddam Hussein who wounded 

Quassim.
138

 

 Later Saddam became a tyrannical ruler. However, his totalitarian, centralized 

rule was quite effective in keeping the tensions inherent amongst the three primary 

groups in Iraq (Sunni Arabs, Shi’a Arabs, and Kurds) intact. Saddam’s heavy-handed rule 

was the stabilizing force that held the ethnically and religiously divided nation of Iraq 

together, and when he fell from power the infrastructure of the state collapsed along with 

him. The long simmering tensions between the three groups finally surfaced. When the 

U.S. finally entered Baghdad, it found itself in a political and military quagmire which 

forced itself to be aggressive in helping avoiding civil war between the various groups.
139
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 The Neo-Cons
140

 of the Bush administration then, predicted that the newly 

liberated Iraq would become a beacon of democracy and hope for the rest of the Middle 

East, a region of autocratic regimes. The Bush administration was ideologically blinded 

by facts and reality. What most of the skeptics and critics of the world saw was “regime 

change” in Iraq and a massive failure to pre plan for the seemingly endless difficulties of 

nation-building in the absence of Saddam and his Baath Party.
141

   

Haiti 

Haiti which ranks eleventh on the Failed States Index, became the world’s first 

black-led republic and the first independent Caribbean state when it threw off French 

colonial control and slavery in a series of wars in the early 19th century. However, 

decades of poverty, environmental degradation, violence, high HIV/AIDS epidemic, 

instability and dictatorship have left it as the poorest nation in the Americas (Western 

hemisphere).
142

 A mostly mountainous country with a tropical climate, Haiti’s location, 

history and culture, epitomized by voodoo, once made it a potential tourist hot spot, but 
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instability and violence, especially since the 1980s, severely dented that prospect.
143

 Haiti 

achieved notoriety during the brutal dictatorships of the voodoo physician Francois “Papa 

Doc” Duvalier and his son, Jean-Claude, or “Baby Doc”. Tens of thousands of people 

were killed under their 29-year rule.
144

 

 Hopes that the election in 1990 of Jean-Bertrand Aristide,
145

 a former priest, 

would herald a brighter future were dashed when he was overthrown by the military a 

short time later. Although economic sanctions and US-led military intervention forced a 

return to constitutional government in 1994, Haiti's fortunes did not pick up, with 

allegations of electoral irregularities, ongoing extra-judicial killings, torture and brutality. 

Additionally, a bloody rebellion and pressure from the US and France forced Mr. Aristide 

out of the country in 2004.
146

 Since then, an elected leadership has taken over from an 

interim government and a UN stabilization force has been deployed. But Haiti is still 

plagued by violent confrontations between rival gangs and political groups and the UN 

has described the human rights situation as catastrophic.  

Meanwhile, Haiti’s most serious underlying social problem, the huge wealth gap 

between the impoverished Creole-speaking black majority and the French-speaking 

minority, one percent of whom own nearly half the country’s wealth, remains 

                                                 
 

143
 See Colin Dayan. Haiti, History, and the Gods. San Francisco: University of California Press, 

1998.   
 

144
 Robert Debs Heinl and Nancy Gordon Heinl. Written in Blood: The Story of the Haitian People 

1492–1995. University Press of America, 2005.  Also read Amy Wilentz. The Rainy Season: Haiti since 

Duvalier. New York: Simon & Schuster, 1990. 

 
145

 Charles Arthur. Haiti in Focus: A Guide to the People, Politics, and Culture. New York: 

Interlink Publishing Group, 2002. 

 
 

146
 P. Hallward. Damming the Flood: Haiti, Aristide, and the politics of Containment. London: 

Verso Books, 2007, xiii, 78-79. 



 

 

95 

unaddressed. Many Haitians seek work and a better life in the US or other Caribbean 

nations, including the neighboring Dominican Republic, which is home to hundreds of 

thousands of Haitian migrants.
147

 Furthermore, the infrastructure has all but collapsed and 

drug trafficking has corrupted the judicial system and the police. Haiti has always been 

ill-equipped to deal with the aftermath of the tropical storms that frequently sweep across 

the island, with severe deforestation having left it vulnerable to flooding. It also lies in a 

region prone to earthquakes. 

 Natural disaster struck with full force in 2010, when the capital Port-au-Prince 

was hit by magnitude 7.0 earthquake became the country’s worst disaster in 200 years. 

Tens of thousands of people were killed and much of the capital and its wider area 

devastated, prompting a major international aid effort. In mid October to early November 

of 2010, an outbreak of cholera and Hurricane Thomas hit the country, leaving scores of 

people dead and displaced. The Haitian people certainly have been hit by multiple 

calamities—social, environmental, political, racial economic disasters. Equivocally, the 

nation of Haiti deserves a robust nation-building agenda with the help of the international 

community and Haitians people themselves. 

Rwanda 

Rwanda which ranks forty-first in the Failed States Index 2010, has experienced 

Africa’s worst genocide in modern times, and the country’s recovery was marred by its 
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intervention in the conflict in neighboring Democratic Republic of Congo.
148

 The country 

has been beset by ethnic tension associated with the traditionally unequal relationship 

between the dominant Tutsi minority and the majority Hutus. Although after 1959 the 

ethnic relationship was reversed, when civil war prompted around 200,000 Tutsis to flee 

to Burundi, lingering resentment led to periodic massacres of Tutsis. The most notorious 

of these began in April 1994.
149

 The shooting down of the plane carrying President 

Juvenal Habyarimana, and his Burundian counterpart, near Kigali triggered what 

appeared to be a coordinated attempt by Hutus to eliminate the Tutsi population.
150

 In 

response, the Tutsi-led Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF) launched a military campaign to 

control the country. It achieved this by July, by which time at least 800,000 Tutsis and 

moderate Hutus had been brutally massacred.
151

 Some two million Hutus fled to Zaire, 

now the D.R. Congo. They included some of those responsible for the massacres, and 

some joined Zairean (renamed the DRC) forces to attack local Tutsis. Rwanda responded 

by invading refugee camps dominated by Hutu militiamen.
152

  

Rwanda withdrew its forces from DR Congo in late 2002 after signing a peace 

deal with Kinshasa. But tensions simmered, with Rwanda accusing the Congolese army 
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of aiding Hutu rebels in eastern D.R. Congo. Rwanda has used traditional Gacaca 

community courts to try those suspected of taking part in the 1994 genocide.
153

 But key 

individuals, particularly those accused of orchestrating the slaughter appeared before an 

International Criminal Tribunal in northern Tanzania. The country is striving to rebuild 

its economy, with tourism, coffee and tea production being among its main sources of 

foreign exchange. Yet, nearly two thirds of the populations live below the poverty line.
154

 

The Balkans (former Yugoslavia) 

Only Bosnia-Herzegovina ranked sixtieth, is currently listed on the Failed States 

Index for 2010 from the former Yugoslavia. The defunct Yugoslavia Federation was first 

formed as a kingdom in 1918 and then recreated as a Socialist state in 1945 after the Axis 

powers were defeated in World War II. The constitution established six constituent 

republics in the federation: Bosnia-Herzegovina, Croatia, Macedonia, Montenegro, 

Serbia and Slovenia. Serbia also had two autonomous provinces: Kosovo and 

Vojvodina.
155

 By 1992 the Yugoslav Federation was falling apart. Nationalism had once 

again replaced communism as the dominant force in the Balkans.
156

 Slovenia and then 

Croatia were the first to break away, but only at the cost of renewed conflict with Serbia. 
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The war in Croatia led to hundreds of thousands of refugees and reawakened memories of 

the brutality of the 1940s.
157

  

By 1992 a further conflict had broken out in Bosnia which had also declared 

independence. The Serbs who lived there were determined to remain within Yugoslavia 

and to help build a greater Serbia. They received strong backing from extremist groups in 

Belgrade. Muslims were driven from their homes in carefully planned operations that 

become known as “ethnic cleansing”.  By 1993 the Bosnian Muslim government was 

besieged in the capital Sarajevo, surrounded by Bosnian Serb forces that controlled 

around 70% of Bosnia. In Central Bosnia, the mainly Muslim army was fighting a 

separate war against Bosnian Croats who wished to be part of a greater Croatia.
158

  

The presence of UN peacekeepers to contain the situation proved ineffective. 

American pressure to end the war eventually led to the Dayton agreement of November 

1995 which created two self-governing entities within Bosnia-the Bosnian Serb Republic 

and the Muslim (Bosnjak)-Croat Federation.
159

 The settlement’s aims were to bring about 

the reintegration of Bosnia and to protect the human rights but the agreement has been 

criticized for not reversing the results of ethnic cleansing. The Muslim-Croat and Serb 

entities have their own governments, parliaments and armies.
160

 A NATO-led 

peacekeeping force was charged with implementing the military aspects of the peace 
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agreement, primarily overseeing the separation of forces. But the force was also granted 

extensive additional powers, including the authority to arrest indicted war criminals when 

encountered in the normal course of its duties.
161

 

Croatia, meanwhile, took back most of the territory earlier captured by Serbs 

when it waged lightning military campaigns in 1995 which also resulted in the mass 

exodus of around 200,000 Serbs from Croatia. In 1998, nine years after the abolition of 

Kosovo’s autonomy, the Kosovo Liberation Army, supported by the majority ethnic 

Albanians came out in open rebellion against Serbian rule. The international community, 

while supporting greater autonomy, opposed the Kosovar Albanians’ demand for 

independence.
162

 But international pressure grew on Serbian leader, Slobodan Milosevic, 

to bring an end to the escalating violence in the province. Threats of military action by 

the West over the crisis culminated in the launching of NATO air strikes against 

Yugoslavia in March 1999, the first attack on a sovereign European country in the 

alliance’s history.
163

  

Slobodan Milosevic lost a presidential election in 2000 and refused to accept the 

result but was forced out of office by strikes and massive street protests, which 
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culminated in the storming of parliament. He was handed over to a UN war crimes 

tribunal in The Hague, and put on trial for crimes against humanity and genocide.  

Slobodan Milosevic was found dead in his cell in The Hague on March 11, 2006. His 

long-running trial had been hit by repeated delays, partly because of his poor health and 

no verdict had been reached.
164

 A Dutch investigation concluded that he had died of a 

heart attack, dismissing claims by his supporters that he had been poisoned. In Kosovo 

reconciliation between the majority ethnic Albanians, most of them pro-independence, 

and the Serb minority remained elusive. Several rounds of UN-mediated talks have been 

held, without any significant breakthrough. The UN tried to find a solution for Kosovo’s 

disputed status in 2006 but has not of yet concluded.  All efforts to hold free and fair 

general elections in December, 2010 failed.
165

 The political and territorial status of an 

independent Kosovo still lingers in 2012. 

Lessons Learned: The Case of Successes and Failures Reexamined 

The United States emerged from its Civil War and subsequent Reconstruction 

period as a world economic power. National policies in the 1890s marked a distinctly 

changed condition in United States foreign policy reflecting in great measure the nation’s 

emotions and personality.
166

 Americans exhibited tremendous pride and confidence in the 

nation’s industrial capabilities and in their democratic form of government.  
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With this came a “sense of superiority of American political and social values and 

America began to see the world as an arena open and waiting for the embracement of 

these ideals.”
167

 The Spanish American War was a product of this rise to global power 

and, it can be argued, led to America’s first foreign nation-building effort. The reasons 

for entering this war and the later actions in the occupied territories are hauntingly similar 

to the conditions which 110 years later led to United States involvement in Germany, 

Japan, Haiti, Somalia, the Balkans, Afghanistan, and Iraq.
168

 

 However, in post-war Germany before the U.S entered the war, it had done its 

planning for nation-building. There was a general belief in the United States that the 

exclusive market policies of Germany and Japan had been one of the primary reasons of 

the war. Japan and Germany “had pursued a dangerous pathway into the modern 

industrial age and combined authoritarian capitalism with military dictatorship and 

coercive regional autarky.”
169

 Addressing the political and economic principles of free 

determination and free trade, Roosevelt sought to set the conditions of the post-war world 

through the Atlantic Charter. The Atlantic Charter also served Roosevelt’s desire to 

restrain Great Britain’s imperialistic tendencies.
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Likewise in Japan the United States sought to achieve the same basic goals as 

those in Germany: “demilitarization, decartelization, destroying militant nationalism, and 

democratization.”
171

 A military Government was established under General MacArthur, 

the Supreme Commander Allied Powers (SCAP).
172

 The challenges confronting 

MacArthur were similar to those faced by the commanders in Germany. MacArthur’s 

task was simplified somewhat because the United States was the only occupying force 

and therefore not subject to the complexities caused by the four occupying forces in 

Germany. Although clashes did occur with the Soviet Union, particularly as the Cold-

War gained momentum, MacArthur was generally unencumbered in carrying out United 

States policy.
173

 

In  the  initial  years  after the end of World War II and throughout the Cold-War, 

nation-building by the  United States was  primarily concerned with  creating buffer  

states  that could  stem the tide of communism. This was widely termed as 

‘democratization’. In the cases of Germany and Japan, “it stood for demilitarization (and 

denazification in Germany), establishment of democratic institutions, and reeducation of 

the entire country’s population.”
174
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Part of the reason that these two nation-building efforts were successful was due 

to the fact that “the United States mobilized extraordinary resources to transform 

America’s war-time enemies, Nazi Germany and Imperial Japan, into liberal 

democracies.”
175

 But in reality, it was far less important that Germany and Japan be 

democratic than that they be capitalist and rich.”
176

 These two cases owe much of their 

success to the fact that most of the facets of the state (economy, governmental structures, 

national identity, civil society, security, etc.) were already in place, albeit deteriorated. 

These two nations point perhaps the most successful and extensive examples of nation-

building ever seen.   

Unfortunately, later US led efforts in places such as Vietnam, Lebanon, El 

Salvador, Somalia, Haiti, Bosnia, Kosovo, Afghanistan, and Iraq have met with mixed 

results. The relative failures of these nation-building efforts is largely due to the 

international community’s tendency “to  settle for the dampening of violence, not to 

devote to nation-building the resources or time that would be needed for it to  

succeed.”
177

  

Henceforth, nation-building cannot be a half-hearted endeavor, unless the external 

actor is committed to a balanced approach and devoting an adequate amount of resources 

and time to making the nation-building effort work, it is doubtful that a complete 
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transformation can be achieved. The aforementioned nations also encountered difficulties 

because “most of the needed elements (as mentioned above in regards to Germany and 

Japan) were never in place or only in a very rudimentary amount.”
178

 

In the end it is all but impossible to create a nation out of a hollow state structure. 

During the Cold War the goal of nation-building was not so much as to completely 

rebuild a nation’s infrastructure, but rather to make a state stable enough to act as a 

counterweight against communism. During the Cold War the US and the Soviet Union 

each and, in some cases, both “propped up weak states for geopolitical reasons; but 

denied such support, these and other states disintegrated.”
179

 Part of the reason for such 

disintegration was the fact that the external actors “focused on the creation of state 

allegiance rather than on the creation of states themselves.”
180

  

During the Cold War period, “the objective was to create nations that would, by a 

complex combination of external pressure and the financial self-interest of elites, take 

(America’s) side in a global war and be useful to us in it.”
181

 But after the end of the Cold 

War, the aim of nation-building began to change. Once communism had been defeated 

and the Soviet Union was no longer perceived as a threat, the United States altered both 

the nature and purpose of its nation-building efforts.  
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As mentioned earlier, the goal of nation-building had now become the creation of 

reasonably legitimate, reasonably liberal democracies. In turn, this was meant to enhance 

international peace and security, with and economic system that is accountable and just. 

For much of the 1990’s, nation-building was carried out under the guise of ‘democracy 

promotion’. This was a somewhat altruistic effort on behalf of the United States and its 

allies that in the end served to “justify eight years of interventionist foreign policy.”
182

 

We saw various efforts to transform failed states into democratic allies were undertaken 

in places such as Haiti, Bosnia, Kosovo, and Somalia to name a few. In the case of 

Somalia the nation-building effort ended in disaster when the U.S. suffered military 

casualties and promptly put an end to the nation-building ‘experiment’ there.
183

 After this 

incident, the somewhat idealistic nature of nation-building and the U.S.’s responsibility to 

democratize the world began to be called into question. Consequently, the United States 

and the United Nation’s failure in Rwanda was a setback to massive and collective 

responses of the international community to major humanitarian crises that imploded in 

places like Liberia, Sierra Leone and Rwanda.
184

 

 These long and painful crises, however, created a new paradigm shift in the 

international system, requiring the West and other influential nations like Japan and 
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South Korea to accept the establishment of genuine democratic states favorable to their 

interests. The United States finally saw the urgency of genuine democracy given the rapid 

ascent of terrorism during the last decade, amidst 9/11. In this  respect  nation-building  

has now  become  a  form  of  conflict  prevention. It is no great secret that failed states 

are often breeding grounds for terrorism. Indeed, “the breakdown of the state can cause 

economic, social, and political upheavals and, giving rise to major humanitarian disasters, 

destabilization of entire regions and even turn them into sources of transnational 

terrorism.”
185

  

Given this, it is in the interests of the external actors to ensure that any nation-

building efforts be seen through to completion. As Feldman describes it, “our objective 

must be to build stable, legitimate states whose own citizens will not seek to destroy 

us.”
186

 This leads us to an important discussion around the Christian involvement in the 

process of nation-building. Though a secular nation, most Americans identified with their 

religious conviction in decision making.
187

 This means that in dealing with the task of 

nation-building or failed states, the Christians ought to be key partners in this global 

effort. We now know that the war on terror and the hunt for Osama Bin Laden cost the 
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United States at least $3 trillion
188

 over the past fifteen years, counting the disruptions he 

triggered on the domestic economy, the wars and heightened security aroused by the 

terrorist attacks he masterminded including the covert missions to hunt him and other 

members of his organization. I certainly believe that such financial and human resources 

that were wasted in Afghanistan and Iraq could have been spent on a Global Marshall 

plan that could positively transform the world in terms of global and domestic security; 

strong economic, cultural, scientific, political and social cooperation and growth. This is 

indeed the challenge and way forward—to turning failed states into authentic nations.  

Clearly, we’ve seen throughout our historical analysis, that the failure of the 

international system to fully engage nations that are distressed by internal and external 

strive can lead to calamitous situations. Therefore, the colonial era in which mainly 

Western Europeans powers over reached their political and economic agendas by the 

occupation of other cultures, peoples and their resources created a world of the “weak” 

versus “strong”, a wedge between the “haves” and “have-nots.”  Further, the system 

created an unjust evolutionary chaos, leading to the partition of borders, cultures, and 

society in unprecedented fashions.
189

 In this reconfiguration and artificial engineering of 

the world order, the world could only be construed through the prism of East-West 

divide. Their so-called wars were known as World Wars. However, the end of the post-
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Cold War era world did little to create a new Westphalian era. Instead, the unipolar world 

has seen more human rights violations, genocides, wars, and pandemic—culminating into 

an era of failed states, that threatens the very foundation of civilization.
190

  

Sadly, one of the most curious aspects of Post-Cold War and Post 9/11world are 

the egregious terror, genocide and the many forms of injustices that have become so 

difficult to comprehend or assigning guilt to the perpetrators. As events that we know as 

war crimes, genocide, or dictatorships come to light, we learn that millions have been 

tortured and killed. We also have learned that many thousands have carried out the 

killing, that a smaller proportion of people have organized it, and that individuals in high 

office have ordered it or sometimes that one person only has ordered it.  

Eventually, we also have learned that endless multitudes of people were 

bystanders during those horrible crimes and atrocities both internationally and 

domestically. We have discovered that these people saw, heard, or knew about the 

violence, injustice that led to mass killing being carried out ‘in their name’, but that they 

largely did nothing. We find that a small minority—like Sister Shirley Kolmer in Liberia 

and Paul Rusesabagina of Hotel Rwanda, perhaps tried to help or rescue the victims, but 

that the vast majority exercised what has come to be known as ‘passivity’ or 

‘indifference’, but which is in fact an active choice to doing nothing—injustice. The 

situations described above apply in many cases of modern failed states and the crimes 

committed against the innocents, and the difficulty of assigning guilt in these cases can 
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be gleaned from the painful process under way in the UN international criminal tribunal 

for the former Yugoslavia, Sierra Leone, and the DRC in The Hague and its equivalent 

for Rwanda, situated in Arusha.
191

 We are left to ask ourselves—where have we stood (as 

Christians) when millions were killed and made to suffer, while others lingered in abject 

depravity—why did we not see that our neighbors were beyond our own race, cultures, 

tradition, and geographical locations? Are we not as responsible like the very few who 

have been directly charged with responsibility? I assert that our reactions and inaction as 

the international community and human beings over the centuries have been one of failed 

interventions and neglects. Nevertheless, our only option in the midst of the perilous task 

and challenges in nation-building is genuine intervention and stability for those failed 

states to recover and reconcile their bitter pasts.
192

 In turns, it makes the world much 

more safe, stable, and sustainable for all of us. 

                                                 
 191

 Philip Gourevitch. “Forsaken, Congo Seems Less a Nation Than a Battlefield for Countless 

African Armies.” New Yorker (September 25, 2000):  53, 60. Also see José E. Alvarez, “Crimes of 

States/Crimes of Hate: Lessons from Rwanda,” Yale Journal INT’L Law 24 (1999): 365, 462. 

 
 

192
 Stefan Mair. “A New Approach. The Need to Focus on Failing States,” Harvard International 

Review 29, no. 4 (Winter 2008): 52–55. 



 

110 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE 

CORE CHRISTIAN ETHICS AND THE PROTESTANT RESOURCES FOR 

ENGAGING WITH THE CRISIS OF FAILED STATES 

Core Christian Theological and Ethical Roots: The Biblical Heritage 
 

 In this chapter I will give an overview of the core Christian ethical principles of 

love, justice, hope, and the common good and relate them to the pressing problem of 

failed states and the suffering they cause. My methodological and historical analysis will 

be informed firstly by the Wesleyan Quadrilateral,
1
 in which we bring to bear four key 

sources—Scripture, reason, experience, and tradition—as guiding principles for our 

understanding of Christian socio-ethical and theo-political responsibility. My application 

of love, justice, hope and the common good is deeply informed by the views of Reinhold 

Niebuhr’s Christian realism, which I argued, is of deep significance in the current context 

of Christian engagement in a world torn by political, social, and economic calamities.  

Love 

 Within the Christian tradition, love is one of the three theological virtues.
2
 When 

Jesus was asked what the greatest teaching of the law is, he replied, “Love the Lord your 
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God with all your heart and with all your soul and with your entire mind. This is the first 

and greatest commandment. And the second is “Love your neighbor as yourself.”
3
 The 

term love has come down across the centuries with several meanings, including eros 

(romantic) love, or philia (friendship).  

Within the Christian context, there is agape, the love of God that compels us to 

love everyone, particularly enemies. This view of love is well articulated by Andres 

Nygren who concluded that “agape is the center of Christianity, the Christian 

fundamental motif par excellence.”
4
 Agape is not primarily an emotion, although it often 

involves the emotions, and is supported by them. It is primarily a commitment or 

obligation to care about someone or something. Agape is reasonably the divine, 

unconditional, self-sacrificing, active, and volitional love that is foundational to 

Christianity.
5
 

  In Paul’s letters, he writes, “Love is patient; love is kind; love is not envious or 

boastful or arrogant or rude. It does not insist on its own way; it is not irritable or 

resentful; it does not rejoice in wrongdoing, but rejoices in the truth. It bears all things, 
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believes all things, hopes all things, and endures all things.”
6
 Most people misinterpret 

love to mean unrelenting emotional feeling for one’s country, religion, race, ethnicity and 

career. Such limitations of the meaning of love have led to great crimes and atrocities 

committed in the name of love. Hitler’s Nazism, White supremacists, Hutu and Tutsi 

genocide, Islamic Fundamentalism, Christian exclusionism, narcissistic love, United 

States exceptionalism, and many forms of extremisms are born out of such distorted 

notions of love. Most Evangelical Christians and Muslims are often time guilty of 

labeling nonmembers as infidels or animistic, an absolute narrow-minded claim on the 

narrative of love and truth. On his last night with his disciples before his crucifixion, 

Jesus said to them, ‘I am giving you a new command. You must love each other, just as I 

have loved you. If you love each other, everyone will know that you are my disciples.’”
7
 

 Jesus in his ministry had given his disciples a perfect example of love in his 

relationship with them. He then commanded them to do the same. He said, “And over all 

these virtues put on love, which binds them all together in perfect unity.”
8
 It is interesting 

that the command to “love one another “is found at the heart of every passage of ethical 

instructions which Paul gives.
9
 It is as if he regards other commands as merely an 

explanation of what it means to love. We are commanded to do many things for each 

other in the New Testament, but the command to “love one another” appears sixteen 
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times. Therefore, love becomes an ethical obligation that Christians are called to embrace 

unconditionally—which I assert must be the driving force for nation-building.  

It is this concept of love as agape that is fundamental to Reinhold Niebuhr’s 

philosophical and theological discourse. He holds to the pure ethic of Jesus which is 

love.
10

 The responsibility of the church then, is to relate God’s love in a meaningful way 

to the moral problems of our society. Unfortunately, Niebuhr insists that Christianity 

seems to lack an ethical relevancy. He insists that “the refusal of the Christian Church to 

espouse pacifism is not apostasy and that most modern forms of pacifism are heresy.”
11

  

So for Niebuhr, getting involved in nation-building, especially ending the regimes 

of tyrants, (in his days, Hitler, Fascism, and Nazism) would require the decisive and 

collective participation of Christians. On Germany, he wrote that “it is not possible to 

defeat a foe without causing innocent people to suffer with the guilty…It is not possible 

to engage in any act of collective opposition to collective evil without involving the 

innocent with the guilty. It is not possible to move in history without becoming tainted 

with guilt.”
12

 The Judeo-Christian creation myth in the Genesis account helps us 

appreciate tension and reality of our world and sinful nature of humanity. Yet, in spite of 
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our depravity, we remain hopeful, knowing that we are saved by the final form of love 

which is forgiveness.
13

 

Hope 

  In Christian thought, hope is one of the three theological virtues. It points 

exclusively toward the future, as a realistic desire and expectation. Hope is not a wishful 

thinking; rather, hope is a firm assurance regarding things that are unclear and 

unknown.
14

 Hope is a fundamental component of the life of the righteous.
15

 Without 

hope, life loses its meaning
16

 and in death there is no hope.
17

 The New Testament idea of 

hope is the recognition that in Christ is found the fulfillment of the Old Testament 

promises and hope.
18

 Christian hope is rooted in an eschatological vision of the world, 

where we have hope of the resurrection of the dead
19

 and the redemption of the body and 

of the whole creation.
20

 This description of hope is a powerful motif for all the Christian 

community. It is quite interesting that in Greek mythology of Pandora’s Box
21

, all evils 
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escaped the lid of the basket but for one—hope. Like other cultural traditions, hope plays 

a pivotal role in creating optimism even in the midst of uncertainties and turbulent times. 

In my personal experience, when I was severely abused and nearly killed at a check point 

during the Liberian civil war, it was such hope, even in the midst of uncertainties, that 

kept me positive. Additionally, hope gives us the desire that something is realizable even 

though there is a probability that one might not achieve it. Hence, for hope to be effective 

it must be approached from a balanced perspective—where optimism is fused with 

realism. In this way, there is no deep disappointment and relapse to fear. A good example 

was the 2010 American midterm political elections in the USA, where pro-Obama’s 

supporters who voted overwhelmingly in 2008 for him on the popular mantra of hope and 

change were disillusioned and refused to engage the midterm election process. I believe 

they were unrealistic in their hopes by failing to understand the need to persevere by 

indefatigably engaging the political process, which in essence defines the socio-economic 

policies of the nation and the world at large. In Niebuhrian argument, they failed to see 

the reality of a world in its complexity that is driven by self interest.  

                                                                                                                                                 
day, when Pandora was all by herself at home, she could not resist her curiosity and opened the box Zeus 

had given to her. However, there was nothing but all kinds of catastrophes in the box. From that time on, 

human began to suffer from all kinds of disasters such as disease and plague, misfortune and misery, 

selfishness and greed, madness and jealousy, pomposity and cruelty. In panic, she immediately closed the 

box and hope was left in the box. Hope was secretly placed in the bottom of the box because Athena did 

not want to see the destruction of humans. Therefore, even though people go through all the sufferings, 

they are able to keep hope in their heart and stay hopeful about their life and future. 
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Justice 

Justice is considered as one of the four cardinal virtues in Christian thought.
 22

 

From a biblical perspective it is primarily concerned with conduct in relation to others, 

especially with regard to the rights of others.
23

 It is applied to commerce, where just 

weights and measures are demanded.
24

 It is demanded in courts, where the rights of rich 

and poor, Israelite and sojourner, are equally to be regarded. Therefore judges and 

witnesses cannot be influenced by sentiments and popular beliefs: “Justice, justice shalt 

thou follow.”
25

 In a larger sense justice is not only giving to others their rights, but 

involves the active duty of establishing their rights.  

 The majority of references to justice in the Bible actually relate to a person’s legal 

rights. The sage or wise one exhorts us to “[s]peak up for those who cannot speak for 

themselves, for the rights of all who are destitute. Speak up and judge fairly; defend the 

rights of the poor and needy.”
26

 He or she is talking about the legal rights of the poor and 

destitute. When Absalom expressed his desire to be a judge so that “everyone who has a 
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complaint or case could come to [him] and [he] would see that [they get] justice.”
27

      

Absalom is talking about the courts upholding a person’s legal rights. When Amos 

declares that the people “oppress the righteous and take bribes and … deprive the poor of 

justice in the courts,”
28

 he is clearly referring to their legal rights being denied.  

 The Hebrew word most often rendered as ‘just’ or ‘justice’ in the Old Testament 

is misphat. It occurs four hundred twenty-four times in four hundred and six verses,
29

 and 

when rendered as ‘just’ or justice, it is used in numerous ways including as a reference to 

conformity with the law.
30

 It is used also to refer to moral uprightness rooted in God’s 

character,
31

 doing the right thing
32

, and justice in legal disputes.
33

 It can also refer to laws 

or statutes,
34

 legal rights,
35

 legal proceedings in general,
36

 correct weights and 

measures,
37

 specified or prescribed offerings,
38

 a judge’s decision/verdict,
39

 and a 
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sentence of punishment.
40

 In the New Testament, the Greek word krisis occurs forty 

seven times in forty six verses and mostly refers to divine judgment, especially in respect 

to the ‘day of judgment.
41

 The word ekdikesis is rendered as ‘justice’ in three verses, 
42

 

but like the word’s use elsewhere, it carries the connotation of vengeance and 

punishment. 

 From the above, it is clear that when English translations of the Bible employ the 

word ‘justice,’ the intended meaning is not any form of distributive justice but conformity 

with the law, legal rights and judgments, moral uprightness and in some cases retribution. 

Governments, then, in performing their role of maintaining justice, must ensure that no 

one is above the law,
43

 that everyone regardless of the social status, maintains their legal 

rights, and that laws and statutes created are fair and just.
44

 They also must insure that 

law breakers are adequately punished, and that sufficient remedies are available to 

victims. This biblical understanding of justice aptly illustrates how Christians must 

exercise careful discernment when considering the application of justice to problems, 

their root causes, and best solution for any social, political, spiritual and economic 

concerns.  
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Common Good 

 The crux of the common good within biblical or Christian thought resonates in the 

Judeo-Christian Sacred writings and other religious traditions. Paul writes that “now to 

each one the manifestation of the Spirit is given for the common good.”
45

 In the Catholic 

tradition, the universal common good is specified by the duty of solidarity, “a firm and 

persevering determination to commit oneself to the common good, a willingness to lose 

oneself for the sake of the other instead of exploiting them.”
46

 In the face of structural sin, 

solidarity requires sacrifices of our own self-interest for the good of others and solidarity 

places special obligations upon the materially wealthy and powerful nations and people 

of the world. In a special way, the common good requires solidarity with the poor who 

are often without the resources to face many problems, including the potential impacts of 

environmental degradation and failed communities and nations.  

Our obligations to the global human family transcend space and time. They tie us 

to the poor and vulnerable in our midst and across the globe, as well as to future 

generations. The commandment to love our neighbor invites us to consider the poor and 

marginalized of other nations as true brothers and sisters who share with us in this global 

ecosystem. Though God commands us to have dominion and subdue the earth, this is not 

a permission to dominate and exploit. Therefore, human dominion
47

 is a special 
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responsibility that ought to reflect God’s way of ruling as a shepherd king who takes the 

form of a servant wearing a crown of thorns.
48

  

The government or international community is intended to serve God’s purposes 

by limiting or countering narrow economic interests and promoting the common good. 

This requires regulating the paying of taxes to enable government to carry out these and 

other purposes that are appropriate expression of our stewardship in society, rather than 

something to be avoided. Many governments often fall short of these responsibilities 

which I assert have led to the current problems of failed states. 

A Historical Analysis of Protestant Christian Social Ethics          

The Methodist Movement and Social Christianity 

The Methodist movement founded by John and Charles Wesley on the campus of 

Oxford University is rooted in Anglicanism. These brothers along with some of their 

friends sought to bring a revival to Anglicanism. To them, salvation and holiness were 

essential for the reign of God.
49

 The movement began as a group primarily concerned 

about organizing small groups or cells in practicing a spiritually disciplined lifestyle, the 

reading of scripture (bible studies), rather than engaging in theological (speculative) or 

philosophical debates. To understand John Wesley, one must always bear in mind that he 

lived and died as an Anglican. Historically, the Church of England developed a method 

known as the via media, an attempt to bridge the gap between Roman Catholicism and 

the Reformation, yet remained open to the development of their own church. 
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Moreover, Wesley was quite aware of the influence of individualism that 

permeated the Enlightenment era—where religion became privatized. This was of deep 

concern for him. In his interpretation and application of scripture, Wesley and his friends 

practiced a communitarian lifestyle, where “social holiness” and “social witness” where 

rooted in the call to social justice with Jesus Christ as the model. Thus, the poor and 

deprived people of the slums of England deeply influenced Wesley and his movement.
50

 

Effectively, Wesley was able to attract the lowliest of societies such as slaves, poor, 

sinners and destitute during the Great Awakening, a period of great Christian revival and 

evangelicalism in Europe and the Americas.  

However, Methodism distinguishes itself from Calvinism and Lutheranism by 

positing that faith alone could not justify this new relation with God forever. We needed 

another form of grace—Sanctifying grace of the Holy Spirit upon the believer who must 

also be responsive to this dynamic process by his or her action (praxis). This continuous 

movement of renewal is what Francois Fenelon described as progressus ad infinitum 

(“my progress is without end”).  

Wesley as a “religious synthesizer” incorporated this rich element of sanctifying 

grace from Aquinas’s teaching on sanctification. It is described in the Summa Theologica 

(Prima Secundæ Partis) as the lifelong process in the journey of the believer whereby the 

fullness of the image of God in him or her is brought to bear fruits.
51

 It is this deep eternal 
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grace in the heart of the Christian that ought to sustain a social and spiritual angst against 

injustice. On this basis, the adoption of the Social Creed of Methodism attributed to its 

close attention and response to the lives of the millions of workers in factories, mines, 

mills, tenements and company towns in the 18
th

 and 19
th

 centuries. It was through the 

Methodist Federation for Social Service that in 1908 The United Methodist General 

Conference advocated that the church proactively address the pressing social crisis in 

many communities that had lingered on for so long during harsh economic times.  

The key strategy was to secure adoption of a statement on “The Church and 

Social Problems.” Proponents of the Social Creed came up with a list of eleven social 

reforms the group believed the church should champion, including the abolition of child 

labor and an end to the sweatshop system.”
52

 The Social Principles have become an 

intrinsic part of the United Methodist Church’s outreach in addressing human issues in 

the contemporary world.  They are rooted in a sound biblical and theological foundation 

as historically demonstrated in United Methodist traditions.  

The Social Principles are a call to moral responsibility intended to be instructive 

and persuasive in the best of the prophetic spirit. However, the UMC did not make them 

legally binding but morally demanding on Methodists’ consciences, requiring a prayerful 

and studied dialogue between faith and practice.  

In dealing with political matters, the statement declared: 
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While our allegiance to God takes precedence over our allegiance to any 

state, we acknowledge the vital function of government as a principal 

vehicle for the ordering of society.  Because we know ourselves to be 

responsible to God for social and political life, we declare the following 

relative to governments.
53

 

  

 It also addresses the political economy by categorically emphasizing the 

responsibility of governments to demonstrate sound and effective economic policies and 

practices that can lead to the flourishing of the human community. This call is based on 

the need for governments to be attentive and responsive and to be stewards of the 

resources that are needed for safe guiding our lives and that of the natural environment. It 

reads: 

We claim all economic systems to be under the judgment of God no less 

than other facets of the created order. Therefore, we recognize the 

responsibility of governments to develop and implement sound fiscal and 

monetary policies that provide for the economic life of individuals and 

corporate entities and that ensure full employment and adequate incomes 

with a minimum of inflation. We believe private and public economic 

enterprises are responsible for the social costs of doing business, such as 

employment and environmental pollution, and that they should be held 

accountable for these costs. We support measures that would reduce the 

concentration of wealth in the hands of a few. We further support efforts 

to revise tax structures and to eliminate governmental support programs 

that now benefit the wealthy at the expense of other persons.
54

 

 

 It also made a profound statement on the social community by categorically 

advocating for equality and rights based on human dignity. The core of this social action 

premised on the notion that we are all endowed with these inalienable rights and therefore 
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valuable in the eyes of God. As such, the church must treat and protect the rights of all 

people regardless of creed, gender, race, culture, or beliefs. It reads: 

The rights and privileges a society bestows upon or withholds from those 

who comprise it indicate the relative esteem in which that society holds 

particular persons and groups of persons. We affirm all persons as equally 

valuable in the sight of God. We therefore work toward societies in which 

each person’s value is recognized, maintained, and strengthened. We 

support the basic rights of all persons to equal access to housing, 

education, communication, employment, medical care, legal redress for 

grievances, and physical protection. We deplore acts of hate or violence 

against groups or persons based on race, ethnicity, gender, sexual 

orientation, religious affiliation, or economic status.
55

 

 

Categorically the root of Methodism’s socio-political actions is traced from its 

founders to the formulation of the Wesleyan Quadrilateral, a phrase coined by Albert 

Outler.
56

 When the Evangelical United Brethren and the Methodist Episcopal Church 

merged as the United Methodist Church in 1968, one of the most pressing issues was the 

formation of a doctrinal statement to replace both denominations’ respective statements 

of faith. When one speaks of Wesley’s Methodism, the word “method” seems implicit. 

Method is a “procedure or principle used in any organized discipline or in organizing.”
57

 

Methodology is the way in which we can arrive at a solution or obtain knowledge. 

Because the application of methodology is a scientific or philosophical enterprise, it is 

quite interesting that Wesley’s movement became identified as “Methodist.” This was 

due in part to his penchant for organizing the movement so effectively and diligently 
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dealing with practical matters of faith and social issues affecting the individual and 

community as a whole. 

For Wesley, scripture was divinely inspired during the Patristic period of the 

Early Church. For him, the writers of the scriptures were “immediate instruments” of 

God’s revelation. However, he clarified that inspiration was not a matter of 

“instantaneous expression” on the minds of the writers. He acknowledged the limitation 

of human beings in apprehending such revelation as experienced through our language, 

arts, forms and activities. However, these limits could never affect the primacy of 

scripture over all other sources of authority. Through the power of the Holy Spirit, 

scripture bears witness of God’s divine purpose of creation, bringing scriptural truth 

(gospel) to the heart of humanity as—testimonium Spiritus Sancti interruumt.
58

   

However, the Enlightenment promoted human autonomy and freedom allowing 

humans to see the ‘self’ as individualistic and answerable to none. So when religious or 

scriptural norms are imposed by the church on the lives of ordinary Christians it creates 

tension of loyalty. Should one follow the teaching of the church or be guided by the 

state? This unresolved tension is seen throughout the political, social, and economic 

arenas of various Western and Eastern societies. What this tension amounts to is the 

appropriation of the teaching in the lives of individual Christians through their traditions, 

experiences and reasons. Often times, disillusioned members are forced to leave the 

church when they feel excluded for failing to adhere to the authority of scripture.   
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 In dealing with this quandary, Wesley insisted that scriptural teaching is relevant 

for all ages because it affirms both church and state (secular) as institutions where God is 

at work.
59

 So, for the Wesleyan movement, the reclamation of the ancient faith is a 

confirmation of the scripture—as the living word in which God encounters all of creation. 

Thus, scripture, as the meta-narrative, is an invitation to humanity to participate in God’s 

redemptive plan for all of creation.  

For Wesley, tradition meant Christian antiquity. He personally defined it as “the 

religion of the primitive church, of the whole church in the purest ages”
60

 as revealed in 

scripture. He cautioned his preachers not to depart from such antiquity. However, he was 

quite aware of the traditional biases associated with problematic passages that needed 

correct interpretation through reason and experience. He writes, “If any doubt still 

remains, I consult those who are experienced in the things of God, and then the writings 

whereby, being dead, they yet speak. And what I thus learn, that I teach.”
61

 

Wesley also was aware of the tension associated with the reformation. As an 

Anglican, he steered clear from the extremes. In so doing, he appropriated teachings and 

practices from different religious traditions. At times he was accused by his detractors of 

“popery” for paying too much attention to hierarchical structure of the Roman Catholic 

Church. On other occasions, he insisted the right tradition of the church is the application 

of the scripture as advocated by the Reformation. However, he avoided the “doctrinal 
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anarchy of Protestantism.”
62

 For Wesley, being open to other traditions was a form of 

reconciliation among Christians. Therefore, as long as those traditions supported his 

general principle of biblical orthodoxy, he incorporated them into his theological 

framework and practices. In essence, Wesley began an early ecumenical movement 

where he saw various traditions as branches of the same tree. 

The Lockean influence of Wesley’s epistemology is especially apparent in his 

embrace of the tabula rasa. Locke, in his writing An Essay Concerning Human 

Understanding posited that human beings are not born with “innate ideas.” He argues 

instead that the mind is analogous to a blank slate (tabula rasa), on which the senses 

make impressions, i.e. empiricism. In fact, Frederick Dreyer notes, that Locke’s essay 

was one that Wesley embraced as a student at Oxford and on occasion recommended it as 

“suitable reading” for devout Methodists.
63

 However, Dreyer also notes that Wesley’s 

acceptance of Lockean epistemology was exacerbated by the fact that he was a 

committed Christian.
64

  

While Enlightenment sentiments about rationality and reason have long been 

interpreted as being antithetical to religious experience in general and the Christian faith 

in particular, Wesleyan thought thrived in this era. One of the reasons for this is because, 

as Brantley notes, the dialectic of empiricism and evangelicalism brought together the 

emotion and intellect. Wesley, unlike some of his clergy and religionist contemporaries, 

was able to find common ground between his versions of Christian theology with many 
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of the secular philosophical precepts of his day without losing the integrity of either. 

Brantley states, “Although empiricism is natural and evangelicalism is spiritual, the great 

principle of empiricism is that one must see for oneself and be in the presence of the 

thing one knows, applies as well to evangelical faith.”
65

 

Reason as a tool is an essential element in one’s articulation of the scripture. 

Wesley was aware of the rising suspicion of scripture during the Enlightenment on the 

broader Christian community. Historically, the church authority felt threatened by reason 

(scientific knowledge) for fear that it eroded confidence in the authoritative nature of 

scripture and tradition. Unlike the authority, Wesley saw reason as a “tool” needed for 

human flourishing. As noted earlier, he was greatly influenced by British empiricists. For 

the “empiricists, experiences (empiricist comes from the Greek word meaning 

“experience”) of the senses are the source of all knowledge.”
66

 But from a Wesleyan’s 

view, reason alone could not be a source of all knowledge. Miles posits that, “While 

reason alone is useless without data from experience, data alone is useless without the 

tool of reason. Without reason we cannot understand the data revealed in creation or 

scripture.”
67

  

How does reason shape our thinking in the matter of faith?  Wesley regarded 

reason to be consistent with faith. By this he meant that it was important for nurturing an 

authentic Christian.  Wesley asserted that any “Unreasonable person who claims to be a 
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Christian is no more a Christian than he or she is an angel. So far he or she departs from 

true genuine reason, so she departs from Christianity.”
68

 In reality, Wesley’s appeal to 

reason was an attempt to counteract those who felt threatened by its application. 

Interestingly, Miles observed that Wesley mentioned reason more often than the other 

forms of authority with exception of scripture—often pairing reason with scripture. He 

once remarked, “Use no other weapons than those of truth and love, of scripture, and 

reason”.
69

  

Influenced by Aristotelian and Empiricist philosophies, Wesley held the belief 

that human knowledge originated from human experience. In Pauline’s language, “God 

has written these thoughts on human hearts.” Wesley’s favorite quote was “Nihile est in 

intellectu quod non fuit prius in sensu,” i.e., nothing in the understanding, which was not 

first perceived by the senses,
70

 but acknowledging that spiritual senses, the knowledge of 

God could still be acquired even without the physical senses. Through a via media, he 

appropriated a platonic view of the existence of God operating in a spiritual realm 

independent of the physical. In this way, Wesley encouraged his followers to cultivate 

spiritual insight into the knowledge of God as revealed by the Holy Spirit.   

In reconciling these two schools of thought (Empiricism) and (Platonism), he is 

credited for the development of what is known in the Methodist circle as a 

                                                 
68

 Ibid., 79. 

 
69

 Ibid., 80. 

 
70

 Miles, 90. 

 



 

 

130 

“transcendental empiricism.”
71

 It is “This unconditioned condition by which the given is 

given…the given sees as “immediacy” that which is given to our senses...It is the 

immanence of the empirically given prior to any mediation of conceptual thought of the 

perceiving subject.”
72

 In essence, what the given sees as “immediacy” is the cohabitation 

of Wesley’s spiritual senses and the physical senses—a fusion of Platonism and 

Aristotelian thoughts.  

As a revivalist, Wesley took the role of human experience quite seriously. 

Because of this, critics often considered his movement as enthusiasts—those acting out of 

their raw emotion.  He dismissed their charges on the ground by claiming that experience 

must be validated by the other sources, especially reasoning. Experience becomes the 

total verifiable account of the lives of others that have been passed down as tradition. 

Yet, experience must be tested by the past experiences (traditions).  

The Catholic theologian Margaret Farley succinctly articulates Wesley’s 

perspective. She acknowledges that what we now have as scripture is in essence, “human 

experience being shaped and interpreted.” She notes that “there would be no theology or 

ethics were there no religion and morality, aspects of experience whose meanings 

need[ed] to be understood and articulated.”
73

 Farley’s assertion does make sense if our 

“claim to truth is at stake.” Wesley urges us to tests these experiences with other sources 

such as scripture. Experience becomes the source that enables us to appreciate all of 
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creation and the traditions of past. He wrote “We are incapable of loving God until we 

first experience God’s love for us.”
74

  

Lastly, experience allows us to value our human subjectivity in light of the 

experiences of others. As Farley observes, the disagreement usually associated with 

experience is not a matter about “differences in experience but about whether or not some 

person’s experiences should be allowed at all as a source for social or communal 

discernment.”
75

 In addressing this problem, Wesley encouraged his members to always 

verify all of human experiences in light of scriptural truths.  

Wesley offers us the prospect of love, justice, hope and the common good—for 

building and mobilizing all voices and communities. By adopting the stance of “open 

heart, open mind, and open doors,” Wesley saw Christianity as an invitation for all to 

participate in the narrative of God’s redemption for creation. This is a call for 

inclusiveness and consensus building where new voices are heard, thereby “offer[ing] the 

kind of public criteria needed for legitimizing new points of view in a rapidly changing 

culture.”
76

 Wesley’s message embodied by the spirit of solidarity is a call to praxis, 
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shaping our orientation of how we can love and respect our neighbors [and strangers] and 

protect the entire environment.”
77

  

The United Methodist Church holds that the living core of the Christian faith was 

revealed in Scripture, illumined by tradition, vivified in personal experience, and 

confirmed by reason. These theological and ethical sources within Methodism have 

enabled me to make sense and gain insight of a world so complex and diverse. Therefore, 

the quadrilateral is applicable to the Christian understanding of the problem of failed state 

and how we ought to be involved in nation-(re)building, the most pressing concerns in 

our world at this present time. 

The Modern Root of Christian Socio-Political Actions 

As John Atherton posits, the modern root of Christian political actions especially 

within the Protestant’s tradition in addressing pressing social and political issues can be 

traced to three movements, namely, “Christian Conservatism,” “Social Christianity,” and 

“Theological (Christian) Realism.”
78

 Christian Conservatism, which predates social 

Christianity, has had significant influence in both British and American politics, but also 

on the world. Most notably, Margret Thatcher of England and Ronald Reagan and 

President Bush senior and President Bush junior have dominated Western political 

economy for more than three decades. It is rooted in the 1798 seminal work of Parson 

Malthus, An Essay on Principle of Population as it Affects the Future Improvement of 
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Society, in response to faith and the market economy.
79

 It strongly places premium on an 

unregulated market, but ironically acknowledging the “disruptive effect of economic 

change and its effect on the society and the vulnerably disposed. Hence its remarkable 

characteristics are “based on free market, democracy, limited state power, strong military, 

moral values, a selective amnesia of the market limitation, and opposition to socialism.”
80

   

On the other hand, “Social Christianity” has its root in America, since the end of 

the American civil war and the beginning of the industrial revolution and urbanization. It 

was a response to address the new problems that led Henry Ward Beecher to state that 

“Now that God has smitten slavery unto death, he has opened the way for the redemption 

and sanctification of our whole social system.”
81

 In the midst of this perplexing and 

challenging time, the Church in America realized that it must radically make some 

changes in the church’s life and prophetic witness in an evolving world order—

masterminded by the juggernaut of modernity in the name of industrialization and 

massive urbanization. Notable figures like F. D. Maurice, Charles Kingsley, Walter 

Rauschenbusch, Reinhold Niebuhr and most recently Philip Wogaman became 

champions of the social gospel movement.
82

 These changing realities within America 

triggered an alarm bell for the growing disparities in the midst of wealth creation. For 

example, 
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In the decade after 1880, the population of Chicago increased by more 

than 100 percent, with all the associated problems of poverty, 

unemployment, bad housing, vice, political corruption… [due to such] 

processes of industrialization in general, and industrial conflict in 

particular…accompanied by growing and vast inequalities of income and 

wealth…It represented a stark challenge to the prevailing belief that all  

life…was part of a divinely-regulated social order.
83

 

 

This problem brought about the reappropriation of a Christian ethical and 

theological perspective in engaging a world manifesting unchristian principles. These 

reformers combined “pastoral work, preaching, practical involvement, theology and 

spirituality as a wholistic and effective strategy for remedying the social ills of their 

society.”
84

 This meant rejecting the dominating Protestant theology that supported 

laissez-faire capitalism and particularly unrestricted market system. It opposed a 

Calvinistic view of individualism and orthodoxy, that focused on fundamentalism and a 

transcendent God far removed from the people.
85

 Thus, the reformulated view of 

Christianity was a conglomeration of two focal points for understanding the immanence 

of God and Christology for the realization of God’s Kingdom on earth:  

First, it meant coming to terms with liberal theology developed by Horace 

Bushnell… [with] emphasis on God’s immanence, on God at work 

through the world…It necessitated a profoundly solidaristic view of 

human. It involved too, the acceptance of Jesus as a person in light of 

faith, but also through the use of reason as biblical criticism…along with 

the view of the atonement as an example of love rather than a legal 

transaction…Secondly, the reformulation involved taking the world 

seriously as God’s arena. This required the major recognition of, and 
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contribution to, the rise of sociology as a major medium for interpreting 

contemporary context.
86

 

 

This view of Christianity articulated an open mind to secularism and scientific 

method for analyzing data and responding effectively to the pressing issues confronting 

society. The Golden Rule was seen as a universally accepted commandment that all 

society could accept, specifically the application of stewardship and agape in all of 

human interaction. It was Rauschenbusch who profoundly impacted this movement, by 

interweaving “a radical Christian socialist tradition, even though the gospel continued to 

be dominated by the social reformist tradition.”
87

 In his work, Christianizing the Social 

Order, Rauschenbusch advocated for a Christian social order built on democracy that 

rested on the family church, education system, and politics—all tied to the economic 

wellbeing of the community.
88

  

However, the devastation that the economic and international politics wrought on 

the global scale—for example, the Great depression in the 1920s and the outbreak of 

World War II in 1939 saw the emergence of “Christian realism,” posing a challenge to 

the social gospel movement. “Theological realism,” a term coined by Walter Horton 

emerged as a critique to the “ethos and theology” of a liberal church. It debunked the 

central belief of the social gospel—that it was possible to change people so that society 

could become better for the Kingdom of God. Centrally, proponents of theological or 
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Christian realism argued that humanity was too sinful and finite—and prejudiced by race, 

class, status, and nationalism.
89

  

Socially, full Christian love was unattainable on earth. This meant that the “self-

interest of groups was a matter of power, therefore, the appropriate moral response 

needed to be based on justice and not love…So the Jesus ethics , so powerful  in the 

social gospel , had now become  an impossible possibility.”
90

 Distinctively, Christian 

realism articulated its appropriation of realities based on pressing concerns of “war, 

ideology, class, egoism, and depression and not the social gospel’s faith in man that 

provided the context.”
91

 Consequently, a new understanding emerged in the interpretation 

of Christian symbols, vital for one’s belief and action. In summary, this new Christian 

realism argues that: 

[t]hey [Christian symbols] were seen to illuminate the dramas of the 

context as the creative tension between love and justice, the sinful and 

creative inclinations of man [and woman], and personal and the 

social…Theological realism was to be a dialectical relationship between 

realities and faith which challenged all theological and political idealism, 

and all unrealistic idealists and cynical realists. It allowed a theological 

interpretation of events which spoke to people bound up in them, and 

provided the common basis for action to an audience wider than the 

Church.
92
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Roosevelt’s New Deal was in tone with the vision of Christian realism’s emphasis 

on the common good. Poignantly, it rejected the extremes of both laissez faire and state 

socialism. It is noted that Roosevelt even identified himself as being as radical as the 

Federal Council of Churches, the brain child of Christian Realism.
93

 It is ironic that neo-

conservatives as well as liberals are today identifying their ideology with Christian 

realism. Niebuhr himself denounced conservatism—particularly a conservatism that 

defended unjust privileges.
94

 Moreover, this movement has always acknowledged and 

advocated for what it calls the middle axiom—a creative tension that existed in human 

affairs, especially in religion and politics. Therefore, the just God is the only one who 

could exert full justice and moral judgments on all of creation. Let us now examine our 

primary scholar, Reinhold Niebuhr in navigating the themes of love, justice, hope, and 

the common good. Our emphasis shall also focus on his articulation of Christian realism 

and his critique of power politics and how a dominant culture or powerful nation like the 

United States could avoid the pitfall of power and genuinely engage the issues of 

shadowed or failed states, in need of wholistic nation-(re)building.  

Reinhold Niebuhr and Christian Realism 

Eric Patterson succinctly articulates the meaning of Christian realism and how it 

can illuminate our understanding of present political, social, and economic dilemmas. He 

questions the validity of “Christian realism [to] provid[ing] an intellectual framework for 
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approaching political theories as well as real-world policy alternatives.”
95

 He asks, “Can 

Christian realism suggest concrete proposals for the vexing issues of contemporary life, 

such as the war on terrorism, violent ideologies, genocide, and nurturing stable political 

institutions?”
96

 Affirmatively it does. Hence, “Christian realism is a vibrant intellectual 

approach for evaluating political phenomena that starts with considerations of power, 

order, security, and responsibility.”
97

 So as a Christian realist one must apply analytical 

tools in understanding the nature of power politics and its role in defining the political, 

social, and economic orders that affect the domestic and global affairs of our world. It 

also identifies the strengths and weaknesses of our human agency in the political context. 

Accordingly, Patterson quotes Roger L. Shinn, who described Christian realism as: 

The ethic …in its serious appropriation of biblical motifs and classical 

doctrines: the uniqueness of biblical revelation, the sinfulness of man and 

society, the judging and redeeming activity of God, the faith in 

justification by a divine grace that produces works worthy of repentance, 

the distinctive quality of Christian love. It was realistic in its criticism of 

naïve idealism or utopianism and its confrontation with the brute facts and 

power struggles of the contemporary world. This Christian realism, at least 

at its best, was not an artificial combination of two unrelated motifs. It was 

realistic in its appropriation of Christian faith, and it was Christian—often 

recovering orthodox traditions neglected in the modern church—in its 

realism…constantly sought the relation between the good news of the 

gospel and the daily news of the world.
98
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Therefore, Christian realism is committed to understanding and involvement in 

politics based on a realistic assessment of life. It is out of such development, that 

Reinhold Niebuhr analyzed the role of Christianity in an increasingly secular world. He 

proffers that Christianity in its humility ought to promote repentance, which is necessary 

for the Church to repent of its historic sins, but it also must assert a prophetic voice 

regarding the moral content of social and political issues and remind people and 

governments everywhere that their actions and motives are judged by God. Politics must 

be seen as ordering a moral compass which can be influenced by Christianity’s ability to 

inspire hope in the midst of political and economic downturn. “Just as the Christian 

gospel calls the proud to repent, it assures those who despair of a new hope.”
99

 Niebuhr 

also advocates that Christianity must provide answers to the meaning of life and history, 

and that the contradictions of human experience can find consolation. He writes that 

“through it [faith] we are able to understand life in all of its beauty and its terror, without 

being beguiled by its beauty or driven to despair by terror.”
100

  

Niebuhr profoundly shaped Christian realism and for that matter, Christian social 

thinking and political actions of our time. It is no surprise that both McCain and Obama 

during the 2008 United States presidential elections, claimed to be heavily influenced by 

Niebuhr. How could two political candidates and parties espousing totally different 

agendas come to this conclusion? In our examination of some significant Niebuhrean 

themes, we shall see how his analysis speaks to the current issues of nation-building. 
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Niebuhr, for example, asserted that there is no ‘Christian’ economic or political system 

that could be formulated as a panacea for world problems. However, he believed, there 

must be a Christian attitude toward all systems and schemes of justice. This requires us to 

have a critical attitude toward all claims, systems and schemes. The key question we 

ought to raise is whether such systems will contribute to justice in a concrete situation.
101

 

He writes: 

On the other hand a responsible attitude, which will not pretend to be God 

nor refuse to make a decision between political answer to a problem 

because each answer is discovered to contained a moral ambiguity of 

God’s sight…we are men not God; and we are responsible for making 

choices between greater and lesser evils, even when our Christian faith, 

illuminating the human scene, make it quite apparent that there is no pure 

good in history; and probably no pure evil either.
102

 

 

While acknowledging the dignity of the person, Niebuhr also admonishes us to 

recognize the sinful nature of the person—“that his [or her] lust and ambitions are a 

danger to the community; and that his rational processes are tainted by the taint of his [or 

her] own interests.”
103

 Therefore, he warns us of holding any absolutes because they are 

subjected to change and may only serve the interest of a few or particular section of 

society. He sums: 

In short, the health of our communities is best served if faith, humbly 

accept treasures of wisdom which may be mediated to the community by 

those who do not share their faith, and welcome those policies of 

communal justice which are designed to correct the aberrations of men.
104
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Niebuhr then can be considered a critically important resource of wisdom for our 

time. His writings and actions bear witness to the issues he dealt with in a dynamic and 

humbling ways, a man who avoided all forms of extremes. But his critics may consider 

him to be relativistic in his thoughts. Contrarily, such claims are unsubstantiated, because 

as we shall see, in his life long journey, Niebuhr took a stance on every issue he 

articulated in the public sphere. It is this attitude, ingrained in the Socratic Method and 

the prophetic witness that those engaging in Christian ethical and theological discourses, 

ought to emphatically appropriate.  

Christian realism is a clarion call to be actively engaged in global issues as 

decisive as nation-building. Niebuhr believed that the basic presuppositions of the 

Christian faith are political on the side of their application. “To deny this,” he argued, “is 

to be oblivious of one aspect of historic existence which the Renaissance understood so 

well: that life represents an indeterminate series of possibilities and therefore of 

obligations to fulfill them.”
105

 In reality, Niebuhr, like Wesley, sees his theological 

disposition as a reflection on political and social actions. 

As we are realizing daily, the world has become a web of interconnected relations 

and no one can remain completely isolated and at the same time narrowly self-interested 

in amassing countless economic wealth and power at the expense of the rest of the world. 

We now know that the little child in the remotest part of the world is equally human; and 

we must do all that it takes to help him or her reach her full human potential. In 

Niebuhr’s term, we must approximate some form of justice; for following in the views of 
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Aquinas and Augustine, it is extending love for neighbor; and for me, it is embracing 

God’s radical justice—which is wholistically tied to all forms of virtues that enable us to 

create utopia—the combination of Augustine’s City of God and City of [hu]man here in 

this globalized  world. 

Further, Reinhold Niebuhr the Christian realist, redefined how religiously minded 

Americans could realistically deal with the world. In his seminal work, Moral Man and 

Immoral Society, Niebuhr analyzed the human condition facing societies and nations. He 

argued that even though the individuals may strive to be moral collectively, human 

beings are compromised and prone to immorality, and even evil.
106

 Because of his 

complex reasoning about the world, God, and human nature, many critics and admirers 

had difficulties to ideologically decipher his position. Though identified as a pacifist for a 

while, he vociferously advocated for American engagement in World War II. He also was 

a pro-Cold War supporter, but vigorously rejected the Vietnam’s war as an extension of 

that conflict. He wrote that “civilization depends upon the vigorous pursuit of the highest 

values by people who are intelligent enough to know that their values are qualified by 
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their interests and corrupted by their prejudices.”
107

 In his view, human societies and 

human nature, as he acknowledged, is not just a matter of moral and immoral choices, but 

between external forces in history. “Politics,” as Niebuhr observed, “will to the end of 

history, be where conscience and power meet, where the ethical and coercive factors of 

human life will interpenetrate and work out their uneasy compromises.”
108

 

So how do you work out the tension of human history and its contradictions that 

persist? For Niebuhr, this tension is never ending until there is an eschatological 

intervention, but we must keep on trying to reduce the injustices and brutality to a 

manageable form. This is what he described as the paradox and irony of history. So the 

central question he poses is who are my neighbors and our response to their needs? For 

him, it was the Christian love that culminated into our responsibility for approximating 

some form of justice on earth.  

Niebuhr insisted that love obligates us to accept the best principles it can for the 

ordering of society. Often it is necessary to give priority to one principle over another. 

One such general principle is justice. Agape, the love of God is inseparable from justice, 

which is not distinctively Christian. Love then defines the mutuality of active care for 

another; justice therefore, is the impartial consideration of all parties concerned without 

giving preference to special interest over the general community. Justice thus, is the 

mediating principle between absolute love and the power principles of society—the 

relative embodiment of love in social structures. He then asserts that for large groups the 
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highest goal is justice rather than love.
109

 Hence, the relation between love and justice is 

dialogical, mutual and dialectical. In this description, justice is the realization of an active 

love affair where God’s selfless love ought to reflect how we are to love our neighbors, 

strangers, and ourselves. Love complements the concept of justice by partly fulfilling and 

partly negating justice. In Niebuhr’s construct this relationship permeates in three 

levels.
110

 First, love is implicitly the sine qua non of justice. In the Christian tradition, the 

love of God enables Christ to die for us , because we have all fallen short of the glory of 

God (Romans 3:23). In essence, the love of God creates equilibrium, an intrinsic element 

for justice: “Thus equality is love in terms of logic.”
111

  

This form of love is our ability to be empathetic to the experience and conditions 

of others. It is in the spirit of Umbuunti and the “I-Thou” relationship. This is what 

Niebuhr called “imaginative justice.”
112

 Second, love becomes the motivating principle 

for the establishment of justice. This means that love is actively finding means to elevate 

justice to a higher form of perfection based on agape. Our natural reason, as important as 

it is, cannot do this alone because it is subject to the corruptions of self-interest.
113

 

Therefore, in our limitations the self is in need of God’s love, which requires, grace, 
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humility, and contrition. Our contrite spirit is the recognition of our social and sinful 

nature which demands justice in order to create an impartial and harmonious 

community.
114

 Third, love mutually demands the instrument of justice to fulfill its moral 

obligation for the individual and the community. Love thus becomes an end and justice as 

a means. In this schema, “The love which creates community must be tentatively 

violated,” in order “to give the community the bones of authority for the flesh of its 

[sisterhood] brotherhood.”
115

  

This view on love and justice by Niebuhr is best described by Howard Patton, 

who asserts that:  

Justice is not a fully satisfactory goal in itself because it falls short of love, 

being dependent upon coercive power on the one hand, and requiring 

rational calculations in the balancing of rights against rights of others, in a 

complicated social interrelation, and in the wider community. In 

comparison, love is free, creative, and redemptive. Justice therefore, is the 

attempt to institutionalize the moral demands of love.
116

 

 

Patton, in his analysis of Niebuhr’s theological and ethical views, states that when 

love goes into action in society, it gives rise to specific schemes or principles of justice. 

The function of justice is a second best way to prevent one life from taking advantage of 

another.
117

 For Niebuhr, there is a realistic tendency for us to think more highly of 
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ourselves than we ought to think. Love therefore, cannot be an alternative to the “pushing 

and shoving” which justice requires.
118

  

In our interactions, political structures and pressures remain necessary in 

conducting human affairs. These are the necessary socio-political actions needed to hold 

the ruling elites accountable to the masses. In essence, this is social justice which is 

needed as a corrective vision for conducting the economic, social, and political affairs of 

the society as a whole. Further, Niebuhr insists that “we need a great deal of this ‘second-

rate’ goodness to get along with one another.”
119

 He then contends that “the will to 

power” which ironically seeks justice, is at times guilty of the very insecurity it seeks to 

eliminate. That is, “the will to power in short, involves the ego in injustice.”
120

 Therefore, 

“the moral and social behavior of individuals and of social groups, national, racial, and 

economic; and that this distinction justifies and necessitates political policies which a 

purely individualistic ethic must always find embarrassing.”
121

 Correctly, Niebuhr 

concludes that the larger the group, the more difficult it is in attaining justice. So, the 

issue is not how well we are able to articulate the concept of love and justice but its 

application. Patton summarizes Niebuhr’s thought: 

Niebuhr said that the question of what is right in love and justice is usually 

clear. The real problem is what is possible in the light of man’s self-

centeredness and intransigence. Hence Niebuhr argued for the principle of 

prudence. The application of love to schemes of justice must prudently 
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take account of the human factor. Where group loyalties are involved, for 

example, coercion is often the only means of attaining justice. This holds 

true even for those men who most adequately embody agape. Love, 

persuasion, reason, and insight may mitigate and transcend the social 

struggle, but they cannot eliminate it.
122

 

 

We see this pattern transcending various religious and secular (political and 

social) traditions where privileged groups insist on claiming the moral high ground on the 

functioning of society—by  imposing their values or ideology on the greater community. 

As Niebuhr wrote, this “is the very heart of the problem of Christian politics: the 

readiness to use power and interest in the service of an end dictated by love and yet an 

absence of complacency about the evil inherent in them.”
123

 Illustrative of Niebuhr’s 

critique, Patton traces Niebuhr’s historical disposition to a number of factors—first, 

namely the heritage of Protestant pietistic individualism, which negates the application 

love to justice. Secondly, Niebuhr recoils from the vague affirmations of dominant 

orthodox and liberal streams of Christian ethics and of secular moralism (both in its 

Marxist and liberal versions), that misconstrues the application of love directly to justice 

without taking account of original sin. Thirdly, Niebuhr appreciates but critiques the 

Roman Catholic heritage’s natural law theory that he argues, relegates love to the realm 

of perfection while the church rationally defines the nature of Christian justice. The error 

here, for Niebuhr, lies in the Church’s uncritical regard for the purity of reason. Fourth, 
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Niebuhr affirms the socialist Christian positions on the application of justice to society, 

but submits this socialist tradition to the criticism of the law of love.
124

 

As a realist, Niebuhr constantly reminds us of the ever changing tide of history—

especially alerting us to be attentive to the world around us, a world in constant flux, 

where domestic and international relations are paramount. He admonishes us of “our 

dreams of managing history” as a source of a potentially dangerous path that many 

powerful nations have threaded. Though, he saw the United States as powerful and 

virtuous nation, Niebuhr warned of the attitude of “pretension” as a particularly 

undesirable state of mind for a powerful state. On this note, he equivocally chastised the 

United States for exhibiting such negative tendency in its effort to wield global power 

and influence. On this critical note, he saw the Bible as a powerful historical and moral 

source for drawing great lessons for nations, leaders, cultures, and society in general. He 

warns: 

The prophet never weary of warning both powerful nations…of the 

judgment which waits on human pretension. The great nation, Babylon, is 

warned that its confidence in the security of its power will be refuted by 

history… [because] the pretensions of virtue are as offensive to God as the 

pretensions of power.
125

 

 

According to Niebuhr, conflict and tension are permanent features of history. 

While social improvement is possible, the justice of this world is born in strife and is 

always provisional, fragmentary, and insecure. He recognized the potency of social sin 

affecting all of history. So humanity cannot by itself correct these problems; even by 
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surrendering to God, human is still imperfect; though reason can illuminate ethical 

standards and practices, but ironically, it can also create the capacity to rationalize 

selfishness.
126

  

This self-centered egotism transcends self-interest and is often driven by class, 

race, clans, groups, genders, and nations against nations. For Niebuhr, this fundamental 

problem is due to the lack of moral self-transcendence of individual members, which in 

essence, is a social sin rooted in pride.
127

 Niebuhr’s critique of the group’s egoism is well 

articulated by Christine Firer Hinze who writes:  

Their limited capacities for self-reflection and self-criticism restrict 

groups’ moral behavior primarily to the pursuit of survival and power. 

Worse, a group (family, class, nation, corporation) can co-opt members’ 

morally-praiseworthy loyalty and altruism into the service of collectively 

selfish or destructive ends. Groups themselves are incapable of self-

sacrifice; leaders, obligated to advance their members’ collective interests, 

never have warrant to altruistically override them…In group life, then, 

possibilities for moral heroism are virtually nil, but the potential for 

injustice much greater.
128

 

 

Niebuhr contends that nations and classes have limited understanding of the 

people they harm by their unjust policies and lack of appreciation for the often 

complicated laws and institutions through which such injustice is perpetuated. They are 

more inclined to embrace rationalizations of self-interest rather than the Socratic method 

or being prophetic witnesses on socio-political and economic matters. These facts, for 

Niebuhr, explain why dominant groups rarely yield their privileges except when put 
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under pressure by some countervailing social force. And we find this to be so true in the 

current crises that have engulfed our world—be it the so-called war on terror, the 

genocide in the Sudan, the Democratic Republic of Congo, Syria, and instability in 

Zimbabwe.
129

 

Reinhold Niebuhr also insists on the necessity of politics in the struggle for social 

justice because of the sinfulness of human nature, that is, the egotism of individuals and 

groups. He sees the limitations of reason to solve social injustice by moral and rational 

means, “since reason is always the servant of interest in a social situation.”
130

 This is the 

center of his critique of liberal Christian theology, which strongly believes in the rational 

capacity of humans to making themselves to be moral. Niebuhr also traces the root causes 

of social conflicts and injustices to the ignorance and selfishness of humanity. Therefore, 

the natural impulse is to rebuild or renew our communities or nations by proactively 

improving our human intelligence and benevolence.
131

 But, for Niebuhr, the increase of 

education and intelligence is no guarantee of a corresponding increase in benevolence.  

This view challenges the Christian notion of focusing only on selfishness instead 

of ignorance as the root of injustice. He writes, “[They] religious idealists have given 

themselves to the hope, that the purer religion would increase the benevolence and 

decrease the egoism of the human spirit” while the rationalists hold that an increase in the 
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intelligence of men and women would minimize injustice, selfishness, and ignorance.”
132

 

That is why he declared that “the hopes and expectations of an ideal society through the 

development of the moral capacities of the individual men [and women], have proceeded 

from and been encouraged by the religious, as well as the rational [and the] idealists.”
133

  

This is the world of authentic realism where Niebuhr fuses a working relation 

between the secular and religious in the quest of supporting moral ideals in a realistic 

understanding of the world. Even though religion aims for the absolute, in making the 

case for the ethical, it must be credited for its insights in pointing at humanity’s sinfulness 

and preoccupation of the self.
134

 In this world of the religious minded person—in search 

of what Martin Luther King, Jr. dubbed the “beloved community,” one becomes 

committed to working for the virtues of love, justice and hope in a world where the 

disenfranchised are enabled and empowered by the good neighbors in a selfless and 

altruistic manner. It’s in this regard that Niebuhr writes that: 

If religion be particularly occupied with the absolute from the perspective 

of the individual, it is nevertheless capable of conceiving an absolute 

society in which the ideal of love and justice will be realized. There is a 

millennial hope in every vital religion. The religious imagination is as 

impatient with the compromises, relativities and imperfections of historic 

society as with the imperfection of the individual life.
135

 

 

 He sets up what amounts to a moral dualism between individuals and groups by 

drawing a radical distinction between individual and group morality, and by accepting 
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group egoism as our inescapable reality. According to him, individuals are morally 

capable of considering the interests of others and acting prudently when they sense 

conflicts of interest between themselves and others. That is, individuals can be unselfish. 

Societies, however, find it virtually impossible to handle rationally the competing 

interests of subgroups. Societies, he argues, effectively gather up only individuals’ selfish 

impulses, not their capacities for unselfish consideration toward others. According to 

Niebuhr, this collective egoism of individuals-in-groups is overwhelmingly powerful. “In 

every human group there is less reason to guide and to check impulse, less capacity for 

self-transcendence, less ability to comprehend the needs of others, therefore more 

unrestrained egoism than the individuals, who compose the group, reveal in their personal 

relationships.”
136

 

Additionally, Niebuhr insists that “all social co-operations on a larger scale than 

the most intimate social group requires a measure of coercion”
137

 and “every group, as 

every individual, has expansive desires which are rooted in the instinct of survival and 

soon extend beyond it. The will-to-live becomes the will-to-power.”
138

 This means that 

“…society is in a perpetual state of war.”
139

  Therefore, he suggests a compromised form 

of society, “in which there will be uncoerced and perfect peace and justice, but a society 

in which there will be enough justice, and in which coercion will be sufficiently non-
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violent to prevent this common enterprise from issuing into complete disaster.”
140

 To 

cope with this struggling situation of society, reason and religion ought to find a common 

ground based on achieving the common good of society. So the role of reason is 

important in forming social justice. As he admits the dual character of “human beings are 

endowed by nature with both selfish and unselfish impulses…His reason endows him 

with a capacity for self-transcendence.”
141

 Moreover, Niebuhr asserts “Harmonious social 

relations depend upon the sense of justice as much as, or even more than, upon the 

sentiment of benevolence. This sense of justice is a product of the mind and not of the 

heart. It is the result of reason’s insistence upon consistency.”
142

  

This means that moral reason in relation with religion becomes intrinsically 

valuable in Niebuhr’s perspective especially in dealing with social problems as a method 

to reduce the influence of selfishness through contrition and the spirit of love. He stresses 

the role of the religious imagination, which helps to unite the absolute and the finite 

physical world. “The religious conscience is sensitive not only because its imperfections 

are judged in the light of the absolute but because its obligations are felt to be obligations 

toward a person. The holy will is a personal will.”
143

 “The religious sense of the absolute 

qualifies the will-to-live and the will-to-power by bringing them under subjection to an 
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absolute will.”
144

 He concludes that the spirit of love cannot prevent social conflict, so it 

is inescapable to use the instrument of coercion as we aim for the application of justice as 

a critical societal and international norm.  

Niebuhr developed his concept of love as a pure, highest form of morality further 

in his magnificent book, An Interpretation of Christian Ethics. He develops his position 

in contrast as he sees it to the weaknesses and delusions of “orthodox Christianity,” 

modern “liberal Christianity” and Marxism. The first identifies the transcendent will of 

God with doctrines and downplays myths by rationalization or scientific inquiry. The 

second abandons the ethic of Jesus and functionally absolutizes secular, relative standards 

of morality. The third is, he holds, a secularized religious view that takes the proletariat 

as the final judge instead of God. For Niebuhr, myth is meaningful in the sense that it 

involves the paradox between the Infinite and the finite, and it should be considered 

seriously, not literally. The ethic of Jesus shows the pure form of God’s love so that it 

cannot be realized in this present human existence, but only when God changes this 

world to the perfect harmony of the Kingdom of God.
145

 

Therefore, he understands love in its social application as an “impossible 

possibility.”
146

 That is even though love is important in all of human affairs (its 

“possibility”), it is so difficult to fully implement in this world of conflicting interests.  

Moreover, in as much as love is the highest attainment in life, “people living in nature 
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and in the body will never be capable of the sublimation of egoism and the attainment of 

the sacrificial passion, the complete disinterestedness which the ethic of Jesus demands 

(impossibility).”
147

 Instead of the direct application of the law of love to political and 

economical reality, he suggests the use of the principle of justice. “Yet the law of love is 

involved in all approximations of justice, not only as the source of the norms of justice, 

but as an ultimate perspective by which their limitations are discovered.”
148

 

Niebuhr on Current World Affairs and Failed States 

What would Niebuhr say today about failed states and the international failure to 

adequately address them? I argue that since nation-building ought to seek an ethical 

grounding from a Christian perspective, it ought to be balanced and realistic by avoiding 

a false allure of a simple solution in our quest of rebuilding failed or collapsed states. 

Niebuhr would critique any idea of seeking simplistic resolution to complex problems 

that often involve the process of nation-building. For him, this attitude has been the tragic 

path of many imperial and colonial powers (Britain, France, Spain, Portugal, Japan, etc.), 

including the United states since the post World War II period. Niebuhr would insist that 

without adequate diagnosis of the complexities and conflagrations of global issues, this 

virtuous America, like past imperialists, has been pursuing often times its agenda with 
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tragic disregard of the nature of the international problems and its own role of flaring 

those conflicts. For example, Wikileaks openly disclosed (declassified) that America’s 

support for dictatorial regimes in many parts of the Arab World has been a source why so 

many in various parts of the world have come to view the United States as hypocritical, 

unjust, and undemocratic. So too are the Russians and Chinese, all in the name of power 

politics and narrow self interests. Case in point, the current crises in Tunisia, Yemen, and 

Egypt exposed the very heart of America’s failed policies of propping up puppets and 

friendly dictators such as Hosni Mubarak and the Royal House of the Saudis who have 

quashed the aspirations and hopes of their people for so many decades. We also see 

Russia and China reigniting the old Cold War feud over Syria. 

However, as the world’s leading Super Power but greatly being challenged by 

China, Niebuhr would encourage America to use its influence and power smartly, in 

order to advance the cause of justice and the common good. It requires careful reading in 

history of other great powers that have exerted power politics— negatively or positively, 

as seen through imperialism, colonialism, and post World Wars and the Cold War, in 

order to avoid similar tragic paths. In such case, America ought not to justify its moral or 

military action on an amoral and selfish reason—claiming for example, that the war on 

terror is primarily an effort, to preventing Islamic radicalism or extremism from the seat 

of political and economic powers. This propaganda was reminiscent of President George 

W. Bush’s regime, unlike Obama’s regime that sought a collective global effort in 

dealing with crises of failed states. In Niebuhr’s warning, America virtues of 

championing it’s version of democracy and economic system to the rest of the world 
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ought to avoid any kinship with the vices of the very extremism, for example, of Osama 

Bin Laden and others that continue to promote the purge of their society from infidels. 

Prophetically, Niebuhr warned us against such a catastrophic alliance of good and evil 

that can lead to more evil acts as exemplified in Iraq and Afghanistan, where America’s 

pursuit of justice have led to more death, destruction of American soldiers and of 

Afghanis and Iraqis citizens; even directly and indirectly creating a global economic 

meltdown since the Great Depression.
149

  

Nevertheless, I am certain that Islamic society and others such as African, Asian, 

and South American nations would gradually come to terms (whether through evolution 

or revolution—or what I call evolutionary revolution) with the need to pursuing a society 

that is just, hopeful, loving and democratic. As a process, it would be an arduous task 

involving the United States and the international community, since so many of these 

nations and their peoples have been suppressed and had very little experience with 

democratic processes. It is at this juncture that Niebuhr seems to infer that for the sake of 

justice, we must not shy away from the use of [smart] power in order to bring about 

God’s love and mercy to others who are faced by momentous challenges due to state 

collapse and failed states. He draws from the Christian motif of suffering, royalty and 

power. In this view, Niebuhr does not want us to accept the notion of helplessness and 

weakness as many Christians have resigned to accept in international affairs. He writes, 
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Furthermore, Pacem in Terris poignantly uplifts the theory of the natural law in 

concise terms. It states that our natural rights come from our nature as persons.
36

 In 

addition, humanity is endowed with intelligence and free will and also made in the image 

of God [Imago Dei]. Because of our dignity we have natural rights to life, bodily 

integrity, and means suitable to the proper development of life. We also are entitled to 

security in the case of illness, inability to work etc. It urges us to respect one’s own 

person, one’s reputation, freedom of speech and intellectual inquiry, and pursuit of art.
37

 

However, it argues that the natural rights are within the context of limits laid down by the 

moral order and the common good. These rights include the sharing the benefits of 

culture (e.g. education, honoring the good according to the dictates of our own 

conscience) and the right to practice our own religion,
38

 making one’s own decision about 

what kind of lifestyle – family or religious vocation.
39

 The family is seen as the essential 

cell of society; it has natural rights—advocating for provision for the family in social and 

economic matters and parents’ right to support and educate their children.
40

 It also 

advocates for the dignity of work without coercion and our duties in the preservation of 

life. Our lives ought to correspond to the right to a decent standard of living, where we 
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