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The War on Concepts: Enduring Rivalry Forever? 

By Eric Mason 

ABSTRACT 

The United States has been at war with a nationless entity that uses terror as a means 
of achieving their ideological goals.  This War on Terror parallels the last enduring 
rivalry, the Cold War, which the United States held against the Soviet Union, yet is not 
technically defined as an enduring rivalry.  This paper seeks to demonstrate the 
similarities and differences of the Cold War and the War on Terror, so that the reader 
may be able to identify the War on Terror as another United States enduring 
international rivalry.  This paper also seeks to define the War on Terror within the scope 
of two generally accepted theories on enduring rivalry – punctuated equilibrium and 
evolutionary theory – while also proving that these theories do not sufficiently capture all 
the possible components of an enduring international rivalry. By illustrating that the War 
on Terror is an enduring rivalry with non-state actors, this paper will also venture to 
prove that the US is on the brink of a new age of enduring rivalry; an age whose 
components may come together to not only perpetuate this war for as long as the Cold 
War, but perhaps for even longer.  
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Introduction 

 At this time, the United States is in the midst of an international military campaign 

which may be construed as an enduring international rivalry, commonly referred to as 

the “War on Terror”.  This particular campaign began with intent to defeat terror groups 

around the world and their supporters, in the name of national security, “by any means 

necessary” (Bush 2001).  Terror, in this paper, is defined as “premeditated, politically 

motived violence perpetrated against noncombatant by subnational groups or 

clandestine agents” (Singh and Singh 2012) This has boiled down to the United States 

taking stances against radically fundamentalist Islamic groups, which are defined as 

terror groups by the United States government. The first group targeted was al-Qaeda, 

the terror group responsible for the devastating 9/11terror attacks in the United States. 

The War on Terror’s military conflicts and security policies are distinctively similar to the 

political and military actions of the United States during the Cold War rivalry as well. 

However, the act of war itself has changed, as evidenced by Mary Kaldor in her book 

New and Old Wars: Organized Violence in a Global Era. Current trends indicate that 

actors at the international level are not simply governments, anymore: a rise in non-

state regional actors and “low-intensity conflict” has made war a much more cerebral 

effort, as opposed to the total wars of the early 20th century.  This poses a question: do 

the current methods of rivalry identification allow for this new era of war to be properly 

defined?  If not, what parameters of rivalry should be considered (and if the Cold War 

truly parallels the War on Terror as an enduring rivalry, how will having an enemy which 

is an idea affect the outcome compared to having a government rival)? To attempt an 
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answer, this study compares the Cold War rivalry to the War on Terror using the 

established framework and theories of enduring rivalry.   National security policies of 

each time period are analyzed as well, seeing as these policies almost always resulted 

in some kind of conflict of interest with the current rival of the United States 

Enduring Rivalry: A Background. 

   As the study of international relations has grown, so has the ability to quantify 

what an enduring international rivalry (EIR) is.  An EIR, or just simply enduring rivalry, is 

a set of repeated militarized disputes between two nations over a period of time, leading 

to an overarching stance of aggression in all relations between governments (Maoz and 

Mor 1996, Diehl and Goertz 1995).  The United States has already experienced a 

defined enduring international rivalry with the Soviet Union, and is currently in the 

middle of what may possibly be defined as an enduring rivalry right now.  Attempts have 

been made to identify certain countries as sources of this “terror” rivalry, but due to the 

superfluous nature of terror groups, it has been impossible to focus on a single 

government.   However, there have been two clear trends that have developed from the 

War on Terror: the United States government has been targeting mostly fundamentalist 

Islamic groups within or connected to the Middle East and these disputes have been 

mostly military actions.  From this similarity in situation, I attempt to rationalize whether 

or not the War on Terror can properly be considered an enduring rivalry.  Does 

ideological conflict merit the same definition of “rivalry”, or is this current campaign a 

severe policy reaction to one isolated event?  To answer this question, knowledge of the 

definition of enduring rivalry theory is necessary. 
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Within the framework of enduring rivalry, there are two main theories that are 

used to explain these relationships.  These theories were created in the early 1990s by 

Paul F. Diehl, Gary Goertz, and Paul Hensel.  Their research established two main 

theories for rivalry construction.  These theories, the punctuated equilibrium (PE) theory 

(Diehl and Goertz, War and Peace in International Rivalry) and the evolutionary theory 

(Hensel) are considered standard in assessing enduring rivalries today.  Both of these 

approaches mirror the biological approaches to evolution of the same name, and are 

(mostly) able to answer three questions about enduring rivalries:  when they start, how 

they are maintained, and how they finish.  Using these theories, the enduring rivalry 

between the Soviet Union and the United States can be defined using either approach.  

However, the fluidity of the terror groups involved in the War on Terror does not fit either 

definition, both of which call for dyadic conflict.  This presents a conundrum:  do the 

United States’ recent actions merit a form of dyadic conflict? In order to qualify such a 

claim, the national security policies of both the Cold War and the War on Terror must be 

analyzed. Putting decisions made during the Cold War in juxtaposition with War on 

Terror policy does not necessarily bring a complete parallel between the two time 

periods, but I find that the results of the War on Terror security policies are close 

enough to the policies made during the Cold War that a connection can be established.  

Both time periods merit an ideological stance against a considered rival, but the War on 

Terror goes farther with the ideological push than the Cold War ever did. 

Security policy during the Cold War was approached with an ideological goal to 

“defeat the Communists”; the War on Terror’s security policy echoes this approach, 

albeit without the rigid continuity of the Cold War era.  The Cold War saw many different 
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administrations that had a solid stance against the USSR their foreign policy, even if the 

president at the time was not in the same political party as the president before him 

(Rosenberg).  It was a commonly held idea that the Soviet Union was the top enemy the 

United States had, so foreign policies were enacted which were aimed at making the 

other nation lose influence and power around the world.  However, war was never 

openly declared against the Soviet Union, even though there were military actions that 

were specifically planned to fight against the influence of the USSR.  For the purposes 

of this paper, I will be analyzing the foreign policies made during the Cold War that 

resulted in a military action.   These actions are important since they highlight the 

influence that a rivalry can have in policymaking: the United States’ foreign policy 

decisions were united in maintaining a pro-capitalist, democratic, anti-communist world 

order, which was the antithesis of what the Soviet Union wanted for countries within 

their sphere of influence.  Domestic influences would occasionally challenge how a 

foreign policy may have been implemented, but the original policy would almost always 

be implemented if it held an anti-Soviet stance (Rosenberg 1986; Dutter 1991).   

Foreign policy in the post-Cold War era has had a similar approach, but these 

policies have strayed from their original focus.  In the aftermath of the 9/11 attacks, 

then-President Bush authorized the United States military to invade Afghanistan, the 

nation from which the terror group which attacked the United States, known as al-

Qaeda, was reported to be located.  This authorization was met with nearly unanimous 

support, both congressionally and nationally.  A national poll taken in October of 2001, 

right around the onset of the invasion in Afghanistan, showed that 89 percent of the 

American public was in favor of the military action against al-Qaeda (Moore).  The bill 
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that authorized the use of force against “nations, organizations, or persons [that the 

President] determines planned, authorized, committed, or aided the terrorist attacks that 

occurred on September 11th, 2001, or harbored such organizations or persons, in order 

to prevent any future acts of international terrorism against the United States by such 

nations, organizations or persons” (Joint Senate- House Resolution) was also passed in 

both houses, with the House of Representative authorizing the bill 420-1, with 10 not 

present/voting, and the Senate passing it 98-0, with 2 people not present/voting.  The 

ensuing military actions that have been taken have resulted in the longest wars the 

United States has ever seen, with the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq clocking in at over 

10 years each.   

However, the perpetrators of the 9/11 attacks, and most of al-Qaeda, have either 

been eliminated or captured, yet the United States government has never declared the 

War on Terror over.  This begs the question:  has this rivalry finished?  From the Bush 

administration’s original intent, the answer is no, which is a probable reason as to why 

the War on Terror has continued.  I intend to look at the continuing military actions the 

United States has perpetrated, while looking at whether they fall under the current 

category of the War on Terror.  These actions have continued the focus that the Bush 

administration put forth in the original War on Terror speech: to combat terrorists around 

the world and their supporters, focusing upon the group al-Qaeda. 

In illustrating that the United States is participating in an enduring rivalry with a 

nationless entity, I intend to demonstrate the inherent dangers in maintaining such 

policies against groups which are not identifiable government actors.  In the aftermath of 

the Cold War, the new era of globalization has made rivalry much more superfluous 
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than in the past, and the rise of “low-intensity conflict” has changed the nature of military 

conflict.  These factors, combined with the uptake in organized, stateless international 

groups, has allowed the United States to implement the previously established ideology 

of waging a war on a noun – as was the war against communism – upon a combative 

situation with a much broader focus: the War on Terror. Unlike previous campaigns 

against a noun, the War on Terror does not have a state with which to compete against.  

This rivalry can in part be defined by the current rivalry theories, in the way the conflict 

started and has been maintained, but what is lacking in current academic literature on 

the nature of rivalries is a clear definition of where this rivalry can end.  I find that the 

rivalry against “terror” is not a dyadic rivalry in the classic sense, but instead a rivalry 

that can be molded to fit a specific foreign policy position of the US government.  This 

war-against-noun approach on non-state actors thus lays fertile grounds for the military-

industrial complex to grow and perpetuate, raising a red flag for future policy 

considerations.  This definition of “terror’ by the US government may lead to different 

forms of state-sponsored ideological conflict in the future, which is a slippery slope. 

    Literature Review 

To understand enduring rivalry, one must understand the two main theories for 

rivalry construction.  These theories, the punctuated equilibrium (PE) theory (Diehl and 

Goertz 2000) and the evolutionary theory (Hensel 1999) are considered standard in 

assessing enduring rivalries today.  Punctuated equilibrium theory stipulates that 

enduring rivalries begin with a basic rivalry level (BRL) or series of assumptions 

between the dyad, and then are thrust into heavy change by strong environmental 

factors, followed by a period of stagnation in which the rivalry sees its militarized 
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relationship begin, which lead to another period of extreme change that ends in a sort of 

“fizzling out” of a rivalry (Diehl and Goertz 2000).  Evolutionary theory states that 

enduring rivalries between nations begin with small competitions, until both nations 

begin to realize the consistent competition between one another and act accordingly 

(Hensel 1999).  These theories are the most widely researched in the rivalry literature, 

and provide a more complete understanding of how rivalries begin and finish.  However, 

they do not provide too good of an explanation for how rivalries endure in every 

situation, which is why I use two enduring rivalry approaches that can coexist with both 

rivalry theories. 

These rivalry approaches can then be applied to the current enduring rivalry 

explanations.  The two theories behind enduring rivalry that I use were created by Paul 

F. Diehl, Gary Goertz, Zeev Maoz, and Ben D. Mor. Both approaches use the same 

definition, as mentioned earlier:  an enduring rivalry is a series of militarized disputes 

between two nations over a period of time.  What differ between the two approaches are 

the methods of reasoning behind that definition. Maoz and Mor established that 

enduring rivalries would follow a game-theory based approach, with interstate conflicts 

being a part of a larger game that the nations are playing.  The major construct of this 

theory is the concept of learning, in which governments look at each interstate conflict, 

understand if they have the military capability to weather each change to status quo or 

not, and then adjust their strategies in each rivalry accordingly.  Thus, an evolutionary 

change to each rivalry begins and continues until one nation no longer has the 

capability to fight against the other, leading to the conclusion of the rivalry. This 

coincides with the evolutionary theory of rivalry proposed by Hensel, so for the sake of 
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this paper I have grouped these two elements together.  The next approach to enduring 

rivalry is given by Goertz and Diehl, in which they propose that enduring rivalries, once 

established, are stable until shocks to the environment , which proceed to create a new 

status quo that results in a much more tension filled, conflict-prone environment (Diehl 

and Goertz 2000).  As soon as the rapid change creates a new, stable status quo, a set 

of decisions, otherwise known as a policy, are used to give a long-term focus to this 

new rivalry, up until another large shock creates a new situation which calls for different 

policies.  Such is the lifespan of a rivalry under punctuated equilibrium: a period of rapid 

change, followed by a stagnant period of rivalry in which policies are put forward with a 

long-term goal, finishing with another environmental shock that diffuses the rivalry. 

Using these theories, it is quite easy to define the relationship between the Soviet 

Union and the United States as an enduring rivalry using both definitions mentioned 

above:  however, both cumulative theories only apply to nation-states with diplomatic 

relations between each other.  There are surprisingly few studies of the effects of 

rivalries between nation-states and other entities, such as terror groups, which still 

command a presence in international politics.  With the attention given to terror groups 

over the past decade by the United States, and the policies which have been 

implemented in response to the 9/11 attacks, it is feasible that the United States is 

currently having an enduring rivalry with terror groups.  There are repeated instances of 

military actions against a single target, such as the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, as well 

as smaller military actions which do not necessarily constitute as a war. This fits with the 

definition of an enduring rivalry.  A large political shock, the 9/11 attacks, provide the 

base for an enduring rivalry created by punctuated equilibrium.  There was no serious 
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connection between the United States and terror groups before this event, so it is more 

plausible to look at the War on Terror as a product of the punctuated equilibrium theory.  

The War on Terror had a long term goal: to defeat terror groups around the international 

setting and to do so definitively.  This goal was created by the strong political shock of 

9/11, but can the broad focus of the goals of the War on Terror truly be defined as an 

enduring rivalry?  If not, what other elements should be considered for such a rivalry? 

By attempting to define the War on Terror as an enduring rivalry, I intend to show 

how the Cold War has laid the foundation for a newer kind of rivalry: the idealistic 

rivalry.  With the United States attempting to combat terror, how can we properly 

quantify this new rivalry?  It has aspects of dyadic rivalry and the required amount of 

militarized conflicts to qualify as an enduring rivalry, yet this rivalry does not have 

another government with which to engage in diplomatic relations.  The theories behind 

rivalry approach and enduring rivalry can answer all questions for relations between two 

nations, but in this day and age it is important to be able to identify a rivalry between a 

single government and an international group.  It is this rise in “low-intensity conflict”, or 

conflict that pits a government against a stateless actor (Kaldor 1999),  

 

Cold War: The Standard 

 Beginning in 1946 and not ending until the 1990s, the Cold War was the 

penultimate American rivalry.  With next to no friendly interaction between the United 

States and the Soviet Union, it was understood that each nation was absolutely and 

totally engaged in a rivalry.  This section will attempt to define the enduring rivalry 
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between the Soviet Union and the United States: more specifically, the factors going 

into the creation and culmination of this rivalry, coupled with the military actions that 

perpetuated the “enduring” factor of the rivalry.  The intention of this definition is to give 

the reader a more complete understanding of how rivalries turn into enduring rivalries 

and the conditions necessary to create a rivalry. To give a more in-depth look at the 

outside factors that were associated with the creation, maintenance, and ending of the 

rivalry, I look at the security policies the United States held during the Cold War period. 

Using the PE and evolutionary models of enduring rivalry, this section will give the 

reader an understanding of what the United States’ biggest enduring rivalry has looked 

like, in hopes of giving a foundation to the assertion that the current War on Terror is 

also an enduring rivalry, albeit one which has a more dangerous goal.  

US Security Policy of the Cold War 

 Quantifying the Cold War rivalry cannot truly be done without understanding the 

basis behind the military conflicts. There were nine different presidential administrations 

that dealt with the Soviet Union during the Cold War time frame, yet they had one 

ideological goal that transcended political party lines; defeat the Soviet Union.  Starting 

with President Truman in 1946, the United States of America consistently enacted 

security policies that would not only have significant effects on the Cold War itself, but 

create a culture of distrust towards communists in the United States that would last past 

the end of this rivalry (Smith 2013).  I attempt to illustrate how the rivalry between the 

United States and USSR created a security policy dogma that laid the foundation for 

most of the conflicts between both nations, as well as establishing a basis for the 

security policy of the War on Terror.  J. Phillip Rosenberg illustrates this continuous sort 
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of policy as an extension of a president’s personal political beliefs, which then turn into 

foreign (or security) policy (Rosenberg 1986).  12 axioms were laid out in Rosenberg’s 

piece which describe some of the ideological feelings of the United States government 

during the Cold War.  

Cold War Axioms 

Every nation that falls to communism increases the power of the Communist bloc 

in its struggle with the Free World. 

Peace is indivisible… Thus any expansion of Communist influence must be 

resisted. 

Concessions made under pressure constitute appeasement which only whets the 

appetite of aggressors. 

The preeminent feature of international politics is conflict between Communism 

and the Free World. 

Russian intentions toward Western Europe are essentially expansionist. 

So, too, are Chinese intentions in Asia. 

The main sources of unrest, disorder, subversion, and civil war in 

underdeveloped areas is Communist influence and support. 

Communism is monolithic. 

The Third World really matters, because it is the battleground between 
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Communism and the Free Wrold. 

The United States has an obligation to aid any Free People resisting Communism 

at home or abroad. 

The surest simple guide to U.S. interests in foreign policy is opposition to 

Communism. 

Military strength is the primary route to national security 

Source: J. Philipp Rosenberg “Presidential Beliefs and Foreign Policy Decision-Making: Continuity during the Cold War” 

 Harry Truman was the first president to have to deal with the newly bipolar power 

structure of the Cold War.  During this time, the Cold War was just beginning, so the 

United States did not yet know the capabilities of the Soviet Union (Gaddis 1990).  

Harry Truman believed the United States had a role in protecting “freedom” around the 

world, as a result of the changing power atmosphere.  His administration also 

introduced the policy of containment, which had a basic goal of stopping Soviet 

expanision of their regime, by any means possible (Gaddis 1990).  Containment led to 

the United States implementing the Marshall Plan, a $17 billion stimulus package to the 

non-communist governments of Europe, as a way of keeping communist groups from 

inciting revolutionary takeovers of the governments of war-torn Europe. (Gaddis 1990)  

The implementation of the Marshall Plan led to the Berlin blockade in 1948-1949, as 

well as instilling the first axiom that is mentioned in Table 1 into the US government.  

The Berlin blockade consisted of the Soviet Union  essentially leaving a ring of military 

units around the German capital, not allowing any Western power to bring supplies to 

the city.  To fight this, the United States flew aircraft directly over Berlin, dropping 
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supplies every day.  One year later, the Korean War escalated the rivalry between the 

United States and Soviet Union.  Starting in 1950, this war pitted North and South Korea 

against one another, with the United States getting involved militarily as the South’s ally.  

This particular war was the one that heightened tensions between the US and USSR 

back to Berlin blockade-esque levels.  By supporting the democracy-minded South, the 

United States was attempting to keep the communist-minded North from establishing a 

communist Korean state.  Containment would continue to have a major effect in each 

following presidential administration until the end of the Cold War.  

Dwight D. Eisenhower’s administration continued the the use of contaiment from 

1953-1961, yet came up with a new interpretationfor the policy.  In his mind, he believed 

that “Communism [was] an ideology [that sought] to defeat us by any possible means” 

(Rosenberg 1986) and found that the Soviet Union was a serious threat to US security.  

However, containment was increasingly seeing resistance for being “too timid” and 

having the potential to force the United States into a situation that left little to no control 

in the hands of the government (Gaddis 1990) To combat these critics, John Foster 

Dulles, Eisenhower’s Secretary of State, created his “massive retaliation” strategy, 

called the “New Look”.  This approach wanted the United States to have the ability to 

retaliate to any attack, anywhere, with firepower that would be effective, yet cheap 

(Gaddis 1990). The “New Look” essentially gave the Eisenhower administration a way 

to exhibit its strength towards the Soviet Union and assuage domestic criticism with 

relatively little change to US security policy.  The strategy of massive retaliation would 

not ever need to be tested, however, as John F. Kennedy’s administration would see a 

series of situations that would truly test the United States’ security policy. 
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During John F. Kennedy’s presidency, the United States government 

experienced two major events that challenged the accepted security policies: the 

implementation of the Berlin Wall, and the harrowing, yet somewhat fruitful Cuban 

Missile Crisis.  JFK had come into his presidency being warned about Europe and 

South America, seeing as they were the current hotbeds of activity against the USSR 

(Gaddis 1990).  Kennedy’s administration thus continued the policy of containment that 

was used during both the Truman and Eisenhower administrations, but would find that a 

different tactic would work better in the aftermath of the Cuban Missile Crisis.  As 1961 

rolled around, Nikita Khrushchev wanted to see all Western forces out of the city of 

Berlin, and decided to create the Berlin Wall in hopes of ensuring that the East would 

stay separate from the West (Gaddis 1990).  The wall stayed up with next to no 

interference from the United States.  It can be inferred, using the first axiom, that the 

United States did not “contain” the Soviet Union in this situation, which was a failure in 

the eyes of the US government.  The Cuban Missile Crisis, occurring just one year later 

in 1962, showed that containment could work, if bolstered with other strategies.  

Missiles with Soviet markings on them were photographed on the ground in Cuba, 

which led to a series of tough negotiations that ended up with Soviet warships and 

American warships aiming at each other in the Caribbean Sea.  Robert Kennedy, 

President Kennedy’s brother, helped end the crisis by telling Premier Khruschev that if 

the Soviet government did not remove the missiles, the United States would (Gaddis 

1990), thus forcing the Soviet Union to remove the missiles.  Kennedy’s actions during 

the crisis negotiations illustrated that the United States government was willing to use all 

military resources available in case of attack, which effectively sobered the Soviet Union 
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from attempting any sort of diplomatic “bullying” after this event (Gaddis 1990).  After 

realizing how close each government had come to World War III, both nations gradually 

began to relax tensions between each other and instead focus on more diplomatic 

means of approaching each other. 

From the beginning of the Johnson administration to the end of the Carter 

administration, the primary security policy of the United States shifted from containment 

to détente, or a “thawing”  in the relations between the Soviet Union and the US.  The 

death of Kennedy and the deposing of Khrushchev as the Soviet Chairman led to two 

new leaders that understood that both nations were nearing détente; however, neither 

leader wanted to be the first country to bow to the demands of the other.  Progress 

towards détente was also somewhat slowed by the war being conducted by the United 

States in Vietnam.  Containment had turned into a policy that was simply around to 

protect American credibility (Gaddis 1990), and turned into a debacle for the United 

States.  Fortunately, the USSR also intervened in Czechoslovakia in 1968, in its own 

version of a containment failure.  By attempting to contain a “counterrevolution” within 

their sphere of influence, and effectively  fighting a war to maintain their control of 

Czechoslovakia, they were no better at “containing democracy” than the United States 

was at “containing communism” in Vietnam.  These wars made it difficult for either side  

to ignore diplomatic relations, and these events combined with the Soviet Union 

reaching strategic parity, in terms of military power, with the United States.  This 

combination of events, influenced by the inagural address of President Richard Nixon, 

turned the Cold War from “a period of confrontation, [to an] era of negotiation” (Gaddis 

1990).Détente cooled American and Soviet aggression for the duration of the Nixon, 
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Ford, and Carter administrations, aided by the SALT treaty of 1972 and the Helsinki 

Accords.  This uneasy peace did not entirely go by without incident: the United States 

nearly broke détente officially in 1972 when OPEC’s oil embargo on the United States 

coincided with Israel attacking Lebanon and Egypt.  The Soviet Union was going to 

intervene in the war, until the United States stepped forward and said they would send 

troops to contain the Soviets in Israel (Gaddis 1990).  This was the closest the US and 

Russia came to officially fighting each other during the period of détente; however, 

Soviet anti-air missile operators were deployed in Vietnam, shooting down 48 United 

States aircraft in their defense of North Vietnam, illustrating that détente was not entirely 

skirmish-free (Davies 2011).  

Ronald Reagan’s election as President of the United States saw détente come to 

an end, as he ran on a political platform against the policy, instead using his own 

techniques to usher in the end of the Cold War.  The fall of détente was also influenced 

by the Soviet invasion in Afghanistan in 1980, as it was an unprecedented move to 

extend their recognized post-war spheres of influence (Kaiser 1980).  In response to 

this, the outgoing Carter administration put in sanctions against the USSR that the 

Soviet leaders were not counting on; this set the scene for Reagan’s strong-man 

security policy.  Reagan was a black-and-white thinker:  he was strongly anti-communist 

and believed that America was on a noble journey to defeat the evil that was 

communism (Glad 1983), and was willing to change American security policy to defeat 

the Soviets.  His ideology, combined with his security policy, showed that he stuck to 

the 12 axioms of the US during the Cold War.  Reagan’s major contribution to American 

security policy was the introduction his own doctrine in 1983, which promoted the 
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funding of anti-communist resistance movements around the Third World (Scott 1996).  

This was the first time in nearly a decade that the United States had officially had a 

policy in which they were directly funding military action against the Soviet Union; it was 

also the last policy that would be offensive in nature against the Soviet Union.  The 

Reagan Doctrine, as it has become to be known, saw 6 countries anti-communist 

movements be funded: Angola, Afghanistan, Cambodia, Ethiopia, Mozambique, and 

Nicaragua (Scott 1996)The funding of the Afghan mujahideen against the Soviets 

helped contribute to the Soviet Union pulling out of Afghanistan in 1989, which was the 

last military offense the Soviet Union would ever put forward.  Reagan’s doctrine set the 

stage for the end of the Cold War, which would see its tipping point with the rise of 

Mikhail Gorbachev. As soon as Gorbachev took power, the United States started a 

rapproachment with the Soviet Union.  Glasnost and perestroika became the prominent 

policies of the Gorbachev regime, and the opening of the Soviet Union led way to 

revolts within countries in the Soviet sphere of influence.  This unraveling of the Soviet 

Union led to its collapse in 1991, ending the Cold War. 

Cold War security policies took many forms during the entirety of this enduring 

rivalry, however the dogmatic approach to Soviet Union relations, explained in the 12 

axioms of Rosenberg’s piece, was maintained during the rivalry.  US security policy 

consistently and constantly acted in a manner that would benefit the United States’ 

ideology of an entirely capitalistic, free world, and each president had his way of 

ensuring that the Soviet Union would not extend its sphere of influence or increase their 

national power in the bipolar world order.  By maintaining such a continuous stream of 

aggressive security policies, it is obvious that this was a dyadic rivalry. Such a This next 
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section seeks to properly define what constituted the rivalry, by looking at military 

actions that occurred between the nations. 

 

Punctuated Equilibrium Theory 

 It is relatively easy to pinpoint the political shock that helped ignite the Cold War.  

According to Goertz and Diehl’s original study in the initiation and termination of 

enduring rivalries, world wars are powerful political shocks that may create an enduring 

rivalry (Diehl and Goertz 1995). World War II raged from 1939-1945, with two 

superpowers emerging in the aftermath: the United States and the Soviet Union.  With 

postwar Europe in shambles, and Japan completely decimated, both the United States 

and the Soviet Union realized that they would need to defeat the other to claim global 

hegemony.  Thus, both nations began to approach each other as rivals, and a new 

window of opportunity for international conflict opened.  This rapid change, influenced 

by the world war, is categorized as a systemic shock (Diehl and Goertz 1995).  One of 

the major effects of this particular systemic shock was that it turned the international 

power balance from a multilateral relationship to a bipolar relationship. 

 From the initial power balance shift, there came the military disputes between the 

United States and the Soviet Union, which helped stablize their rivalry, an important 

characteristic of enduring rivalries.  These disputes ranged in intensity, from the Berlin 

Blockade all the way to the Korean War or Vietnam War.  Military disputes during 

enduring rivalries are commonplace, and in the punctuated equilibrium theory, these 

types of interactions between nations are to be expected once an enduring rivalry 



   
 

20 
 

exists. From a characteristic standpoint, enduring rivalries, under the punctuated 

equilibrium theory, must have a degree of stability within them in order to continue 

functioning (Diehl and Goertz 2000).  There are certain categorizations that describe the 

patterns of enduring rivalries as well;  the Cold War is described as having a “flat” 

pattern of rivalry, meaning that from a study of 63 different enduring rivalries, the Cold 

War had a repeated pattern of military disputes that would follow the “average” line of 

rivalrous actions (Diehl and Goertz 2000).  The enduring rivalry between the United 

States and Soviet Union experienced an average of 1.33 militarized conflicts each year 

(Diehl and Goertz 2000).  It is important to note that these conflicts just need to be one 

use of military force agains the other nation, be it one solider against another or tanks 

aiming at each other. 

 What punctuated equilibrium theory also tells us about enduring rivalry is that 

even in the midst of a stable rivalry, all it takes is one more large political shock to 

change, or even end, an enduring rivalry.  Obviously, the Soviet Union collapsing put an 

end to the Cold War, but it is how the collapse occurred that is of interest in this 

situation.  Punctuated equilibrium states that one major shock is necessary in order to 

end an enduring rivalry, but in the case of the Cold War, one political shock within the 

Cold War can be defined many different ways.  The domestic political change within the 

Soviet Union that led to its collapse in 1991 can be considered a state shock (Diehl and 

Goertz 2000), or a regime change that leads to a major shift in the power balance within 

the state.  However, this domestic regime change also caused another system shock.  

Unlike the original system shock, World War II, this shock was caused by the domestic 

political shock, therefore allowing us to say that the end of the US-USSR enduring 
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rivalry was both a system and state shock.  It can be interpreted either way, as both 

shocks fit the punctuated equilibrium model. 

Evolutionary Theory 

 Paul Hensel’s evolutionary theory is another way in which the Cold War rivalry 

can be examined, but this approach is much more surgical than the PE theory.  As the 

name says, it truly focuses on the growth of rivalry over time, essentially an 

incrementalist theory (Hensel 1999).  Whereas punctuated equilibrium focuses on one 

specific shock to create an enduring rivalry, evolutionary theory posits that a simple 

conflict of interests between two nations could be the foundation for an enduring rivalry.  

This creates an incredible amount of depth in the analysis of a rivalry.  Using this idea, 

the beginning of the US-USSR rivalry could go back as far as the October Revolution of 

1917, when the Bolsheviks took power from the Czarist regime and renamed Russia the 

Soviet Union.  During the revolution, the United States sent troops to the Soviet Union 

to attempt and empower the anti-Bolshevik party, the Whites (Gaddis 1990).  This event 

alone could have single-handedly started the enduring rivalry between the Soviet Union 

and United States, but it did not: rather, it was simply one of the many foundational 

pieces that led to the beginning of the Cold War.  That is the crux behind the 

evolutionary approach; a series of small conflicts that lead to larger conflict, thus 

establishing a consistent dyadic power struggle; an enduring rivalry. Another basis for 

the beginning of the rivalry could be the consistent conflict the Soviet Union had with the 

Allies during WWII.  The Soviet Union had constant disagreements with members of the 

Allied Western powers, be it over strategy, land-mapping, or post-war security.  Post-

war security was the biggest security issue, according to John Lewis Gaddis.  Whereas 
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the Soviet Union wanted to control as much territory as possible, in order to facilitate 

security from Moscow, the United States wished to implement representative 

governments in each nation that was suddenly independent.(Gaddis 1990).  This 

disagreement led the policy of containment being implemented in 1947. 

 As mentioned earlier, the evolutionary theory focuses on conflicts of interest that 

become commonplace;  enduring rivalries must experience repeated conflicts over a 

period of time in order for nations to start adjusting their policies towards their new 

opponents (Hensel 1999).  This is similar to the punctuated equilibrium theory, however 

the quantification of rivalry is slightly different.  Hensel states that there are three 

periods that rivalries go through before they end up in the “advanced phase” of a rivalry, 

what is defined as an “enduring rivalry” (Diehl and Hensel 1999);  the “early phase” is a 

period of time when the dyad has little to no history of conflict, essentially a feeling-out 

period where each government does not know how the other will response.  After that is 

the intermediate phase, where the rivalry now has a history to look back towards, and 

governments start to have a plan for future interactions with their rivals.  The advanced 

stage is when the rivalry begins enduring, according to Diehl and Hensel.  At this point, 

each nation has a strong threat perception of each other and compete constantly (Diehl 

and Hensel 1999).  This type of theory not only helps define when a rivalry turns into an 

enduring rivalry, but it also illustrates how the rivalry reached such a level. 

 Using the evolutionary theory’s phasing of enduring rivalries, the evolution of the 

entire rivalry can be evaluated.  From 1947-1953, the United States and Soviet Union 

began having conflicts of interest, mainly focused in western Europe.  These incidents 

stemmed from the introduction of containment, as mentioned earlier.  The final straw 
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before the beginning of disputes was the attempt to establish a West German nation in 

1948, which led to the Berlin blockade of 1948-1949 (Gaddis 1990).  This was the 

closest the US and USSR came to war in the years directly following WWII, and 

strained relations between the US and USSR quite thoroughly.  As soon as the 

blockade was lifted, the next major conflict that occurred as a result of this newly 

created rivalry was the Korean War.  It took 3 years, and at the end of it Korea was split 

in half at the 38th parallel, thus signifying the end of the “early phase” of the US-USSR 

rivalry.  Conflicts like the ones from 1947-1953 show the depth of understanding needed 

to figure out the beginning of an enduring rivalry from the evolutionary approach;  it is 

much easier to understand a full-fledged enduring rivalry after knowing the foundation of 

said rivalry.   

After 1953, the Cold War became more predictable;  Stalin died, leaving Nikita 

Khrushchev to control the Soviet Union, and containment was in full effect (Gaddis 

1990).  The intermediate phase of the rivalry thus emerged, with the United States now 

having an idea of what the Soviet leaders would do. Khrushchev was a much different 

leader than Stalin, one more receptive to foreign ideas, but still wary of his Western 

rival.  The 1950s did not see militarized relations between the United States and Russia 

like the late 1940s, however each nation began increasing their industrial and military 

power in hopes of gaining a psychological edge against one another (Gaddis 1990).  

This build-up would lead to events such as the standoff at Checkpoint Charlie and the 

Cuban Missile Crisis in the 1960s.   

These actions saw the United States engage in militarized disputes with the 

Soviet Union in a much more threatening manner, setting the stage for the advanced 
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stage of the rivalry.  Khrushchev had earlier called for an independent, demilitarized 

Berlin, but sat down again with Kennedy and gave him an ultimatum, stating that the 

Western powers would need to leave Berlin by the end of 1961 or face consequences.  

As these talks slowly disintegrated into bitterness, Khrushchev ordered the creation of 

the Berlin Wall (Gaddis 1990).  When the Wall went up, the Soviet Union stopped letting 

American military personnel move freely throughout Berlin, going against an earlier 

Soviet-US agreement.  This eventually led to tanks being positioned at Checkpoint 

Charlie on either side, until both sides agreed to move their troops elsewhere.  About 

one year later, the Cuban Missile Crisis had the US and USSR on the brink of nuclear 

war, when a stockpile of nuclear missiles spotted on the island of Cuba led to both 

nations pointing nuclear submarines at one another.  These interactions were tense 

military standoffs that luckily did not see the fruits of war;  however, they laid a baseline 

for further interaction within the enduring rivalry.  

From 1962 onwards, the United States would continue to have minor unofficial 

skirmishes with the Soviet Union at a somewhat normalized rate, up until the middle of 

Ronald Reagan’s first presidential term.  With the large-scale proliferation of nuclear 

weapons, it was strategically impossible for either nation to engage in conventional 

scale war, seeing as the widescale destruction ensured by atomic weaponry was an 

outcome that, although not desirable, was indeed possible (Gaddis 1990, Rosenberg 

1986).  This was the “advanced phase” of the rivalry, seeing as the nations now knew 

each others security policies well, and understood where the limits of their fighting 

would go.  However, from the Cuban Missile Crisis onward, the US didn’t officially 

engage the Soviet Union head on in any battles; the only time the US would enage the 
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Soviet Army would be during the Vietnam war, when Soviet-operate SAM missile sites 

would engage with the US Air Force (Davies 2011), or by proxy-government under the 

Reagan Doctrine (Scott 1996). After the period of détente ended with the Soviet 

invasion of Afghanistan, then-President Carter administration’s sanctions brought US-

USSR relations back to aggression.  When Ronald Reagan took office in 1980, he stuck 

with his hard-line anti-communist views, leading to the introduction of his doctrine.  This 

doctrine was used in the 6 aforementioned countries of Nicaragua, Angola, Afghanistan, 

Cambodia, Ethiopia, and Mozambique, with the insurgency in Afghanistan being the 

most useful of the insurgencies (Scott 1996).  By doing this, Reagan effectively 

handcuffed the quickly-changing Soviet Union, as they were now embroiled in a quickly 

souring war and had massive ideological changes occurring domestically.   

The end of the rivalry began with Ronald Reagan calling for a rapproachment 

with the Soviet Union, and was finished by the policies instituted by Mikhail Gorbachev.  

Ronald Reagan’s original stance on the Soviet Union was an ideologically strict goal of 

victory, but in 1984, he realized he would have a better chance of creating a long-

standing peace if he re-opened diplomatic relations with the USSR  (Fischer 1997).  

This stance on diplomatic relations with the USSR went hand in hand with his new 

doctrine, a strange combination.  The United States re-opened diplomatic talks with the 

Soviet Union while simultaneously undermining their attempts at increasing their sphere 

of influence.  Gorbachev’s policy implementations in the mid-1980s also decreased the 

likelihood of Soviet conflict with the United States, as they started veering away from 

their hard-line communist roots.  This evolution in policy led to the collapse of the Soviet 
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Union from the inside, and thus ended the longest enduring rivalry the United States 

has ever seen. 

Lessons for the Future 

 Enduring rivalries such as the one between the United States and the United 

Soviet Socialist Republic show just how much of an impact ideological goals have in 

security policy considerations for governments.  This rivalry was the product of an 

ideological goal, and the United States clearly focused all of its political power towards 

defeating the Soviet Union and maintaining their global political superiority.  By being a 

part of this conflict, the United States laid the groundwork for future rivalries: there was 

a single enemy in the eyes of not just one administration, but nine total.  This type of 

continuity would be somewhat apparent in the War on Terror, as both administrations 

involved would have a focus against one terror group. However, the War on Terror had 

a much different focus from the Cold War.  The Cold War was mainly focused on 

defeating the Soviet Union, but also saw the United States attempting to maintain its 

sphere of influence around the world.  The War on Terror is more of a security policy 

that deals with fighting terror groups, and attempting to contain the threat of these terror 

groups around the world.  There are no extraneous policies in the War on Terror that 

would suggest that the United States is attempting to exert their might over any group 

other than those associated with terror groups. 

The War on Terror: Stateless Rivalry 

 September 20th, 2001 was a major turning point for the United States:  It is this 

day that then-President George W. Bush introduced a global security policy in his State 
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of the Union address that has led to a rivalry primarily focused on a group of terrorists 

collectively known as al-Qaeda.  This security policy was quickly given a moniker from a 

direct quote in the speech: the War on Terror.  Actual wars from this policy quickly 

erupted, and the United States has continued fighting “terror” into the early 2010s.  The 

War on Terror has elicited many comparisons to the Cold War, so much so that the 

axioms of the Cold War laid out in Rosenberg’s article  can be used in the context of the 

War on Terror.  However, there are stark differences between the Cold War and the 

War on Terror, which may have implications in the implementation of future security 

policy.   

The strongest difference of the War on Terror is that the United States is not 

fighting a state-backed ideology anymore; rather, it is positioned a group of nationless 

actors that have held completely radical views of power, which has made it impossible 

for the United States government to try and negotiate with these groups.  The absence 

of a state structure has made it exceedingly complicated for the US to practice any form 

of traditional or legitimate diplomacy, because under the United States constitution, 

there can only be treaties or agreements made between other recognized nations or 

states.  Without any meaningful way for the US and terrorist organizations to reach 

compromise, or even negotiate for that matter, the animosity between the two factions 

can only increase, which only helps to maintain an enduring rivalry. Without a nonviolent 

path to conflict resolution, an enduring rivalry is inevitable. 

This forthcoming section analyzes the War on Terror with both rivalry theories 

used to define the Cold War, and attempts to define the War on Terror as a rivalry even 

in the absence of a second government actor.  A comparison of anti-Muslim sentiment 
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to anti-Communist sentinment is used to further strengthen my argument for an 

updated, modern-day analysis of the theories behind the formation of enduring rivalries 

which includes an investigation of domestic attitudes towards the enemy combatants.  I 

also look at how the US pursues similair security policy tactics as they did during the 

Cold War, such as containment policy, to handle terrorist organizations, but how the 

absence of a state actor in the War on Terror has transformed the old form of security 

policy such that the US will not negotiate with terrorists, let alone form diplomatic ties or 

treaties with terror groups.  These deficiencies in current enduring rivalry theory that I 

will illustrate throughout this paper discussion will show that not only do these traditional 

theories need to be updated, but that the transition from a war on a nation to a war on 

non state actors has also affected the potential for enduring rivalries and enduring wars. 

This opens a serious discussion for future security policies;  is a rivalry against a 

concept a worthy cause for military engagment? 

Punctuated Equilibrium 

 An analysis of the War on Terror through the lens of the punctuated equilibrium 

rivalry theory can be done, but it can only be interpreted as a qualitiative analysis:  there 

is no background explanation that can be pinpointed to two governments.  The stateless 

actors (e.g. al-Qaeda) have never engaged in diplomacy with the United States, nor has 

the United States State Department ever hinted to working diplomatically with terror 

groups. Within the United States National Counterterrorism Strategy, the United States 

Goertz and Diehl’s definition of rivalry says that the foundation for a rivalry is between 

two states, not one state and one non-state (Diehl and Goertz 2000).  Al-Qaeda and 

other terror groups are not representative of a state, thus showing the need for a rivalry 
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definition that includes non-state actors.  Other than not filling out the requirements for 

the foundation of a rivalry, the War on Terror has many other characteristics of an 

enduring rivalry, using either theory. 

For the punctuated equilbrium theory, the War on Terror did experience a 

political shock, albeit one that is not defined as one: the 9/11 attacks. It was not a 

system shock as World War II was to the Cold War, nor was it a state level shock, 

defined as the rise of an independent state or a civil war that brings forward a new 

regime within a state (Diehl and Goertz 1995) 9/11 was the catalyst for the beginning of 

the War on Terror, as stated by the Bush administration (Bush 2001), but Goertz and 

Diehl do not list a terrorist attack as a major political shock for an initiation of a rivalry;  

this highlights one of the reasons that a new definition of rivalry sensitive to terror 

activities must be created.  It is obvious that the attacks of 9/11 caused a serious 

change to the politics of United States security policy.  The Bush administration’s call for 

a war against al-Qaeda was grantedNational security has become a huge issue for the 

United States since 2001, and the creation of the Department of Homeland Security in 

2002, as well as the implementation of the Patriot Act, seems to highlight that point.  Al-

Qaeda may not have the influence on security policy that the Soviet Union does, but it 

did create a policy that has seen 10 years of use. 

Direct conflicts between the United States and al-Qaeda have occurred quite a 

bit since the inception of the Cold War; both within the theaters of war and through 

drone strikes.  The Authorization of Use of Military Force Against Terrorists was signed 

into law by President Bush on September 20th, 2001, and allowed him to use 

“necessary force” against those responsible for the terror attacks of September 11th, so 
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long as they would not supercede the War Powers Resolution of 1973.  This bill, once 

signed, gave the President ample authority to send troops to Afghanistan, instantly 

beginning the War on Terror.  From this point forward, the US engaged in its wars in 

Iraq and Afghanistan, as well as sending troops to the Phillipines, the Horn of Africa, 

and Northern Africa.  The United States also has conducted drone strikes in Yemen and 

Pakistan, in an effort to curb the training of new al-Qaeda cells.  These attacks were 

done regularly, maintaining the rivalry between the United States and “terror”.  Even in 

the aftermath of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, the rivalry with terror still endures, as 

drone attacks in Yemen are consistently occurring and being reported to the American 

public. 

As of 2014, the United States is no longer in the height of the War on Terror: 

however, this does not mean that the enduring rivalry against al-Qaeda is over.  Even 

with the death of Osama bin Laden, there are still numerous cells of al-Qaeda that are 

being targeted, mostly in Yemen, by the United States military.  Al-Qaeda has not 

admitted defeat, but every day there reports of drone strikes on militants, showing that 

the United States is still militarily engaging terror groups.  There has not been a major 

political shock that has signified the ending of the War on Terror, even with the Obama 

administration changing the focus of the War on Terror to just include al-Qaeda in 2011 

(United States of America 2011).  In fact, there are arguments on whether or not the 

War on Terror has officially ended (Small Wars citation). 

As an enduring rivalry, the War on Terror has not finished yet in the eyes of the 

punctuated equilbrium theory.  However, due to the narrow version of this definition of 

rivalry, it’s quite difficult to tell when this type of rivalry would finish.  Goertz and Diehl’s 



   
 

31 
 

theory posits that a strong political shock is the cause of the ending of a rivalry; using 

that idea, how would a dyad end aggression towards one another if they do not have 

any diplomatic means of ending this militaristic action?  This is the major shortcoming of 

the punctuated equilbrium theory, in terms of a rivalry between the United States and a 

non-state actor.  There is no real way of determining how this rivalry will be over, until 

either diplomatic relations with al-Qaeda/terror groups are established, or everybody 

involved with al-Qaeda is eliminated.  At this point, the Obama administration has 

narrowed the view of the War on Terror, but no major political shock has ended the 

rivalry between the United States and terror groups. 

Evolutionary Theory 

 Paul Hensel’s evolutionary theory of rivalry provides a much deeper 

understanding of the War on Terror as an enduring rivalry, as well as providing more of 

a basis to the role that non-state actors had in creating this heavily aggressive rivalry.  

Along with the punctuated equilbrium theory, the evolutionary theory focuses on 

relations between governments.  However, the evolutionary theory gives a good look 

into how the rivalry between the United States and “terror” began.  The War on Terror 

does fit the definition of enduring rivalry, illustrated in Hensel’s piece: both sides are 

engaged in a competitive rivalry over stakes that they view as important (national 

security for the United States, religious domination on the other), each side perceives 

the other as hostile and a consistent threat, and the competitve relationship has lasted 

for over a decade at this point (Hensel 1999).  Again, the only aspect of the rivalry that 

is not truly defined is whether or not it has ended. 
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Al-Qaeda actually has had a long history with the United States.  Starting with the 

Gulf War of 1991, when the United States sent ground troops to Saudi Arabia, al-Qaeda 

has held an animosity towards the United States.  From that point forward al-Qaeda felt 

that the United States was desecrating the holy lands of Islam, and issued a fatwa 

(binding religious command) that called for war against the United States (Gunaratna 

2002).  This happened in 1996, when al-Qaeda was but a blip on the United States’ 

security radar.  However, animosity between the United States and al-Qaeda was not 

far off, as 1998 saw attacks on East African US embassies (Gunaratna 2002).  These 

attacks, followed by the bombing of the USS Cole off the coast of Yemen in 2000, led to 

a strong upward swing in the confidence of the organization (Wright 2006)  Feeling bold, 

al-Qaeda thus orchestrated the 9/11 attacks, which suddenly brought the United States 

to war in days. 

As soon as al-Qaeda attacked the United States on its home soil, the rivalry 

began.  With the Authorization of Use of Military Forces Against Terrorists passed by 

the Senate, the United States thus invaded Afghanistan, in hopes of clearing out the 

Taliban government that was harboring al-Qaeda, as well as destroying al-Qaeda 

(United States of America 2003).  From this point forward, the plan of action was to find 

and destroy al-Qaeda and all groups associated with them.  This could constitute the 

early phase of the rivalry, seeing as both sides were in the full throes of a war and had 

little experience with each other in a dyadic context.  Once the United States invaded 

Iraq, the intermediate phase of the rivalry started,  as the United States would 

consistently fight against al-Qaeda in both Iraq and Afghanistan, as well as attack al-

Qaeda operatives in countries outtside of the warzone via drone.  At this point, both 
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sides of the rivalry understood that this was going to be a consistent rivalry, and 

understood what the other’s intentions fully were at this point (Gunaratna 2002, United 

States of America 2006).  Public opinion of both the Iraq and Afghanistan wars within 

the United States made them difficult to continue, and in 2008, when Barack Obama 

was elected President, he gave the United States a timeline for leaving both countries.  

As of 2014, both wars are over, but drone warfare with al-Qaeda is not.  Even with the 

Obama administration no longer focusing on groups associated with al-Qaeda (United 

States of America 2011), the United States is still focusing on eliminating as many 

members of al-Qaeda as possible.  From an aggregate of reports from Pakistan, 

Somalia, and Yemen, the United States has issued anywhere from 445-461 confirmed 

drone strikes, killing a reported 2,835- 4,108 people (Ross and Serle 2014).  These 

strikes have started seeing more frequent use in the Obama administration (Ross and 

Serle 2014) and target al-Qaeda operatives  

Now that the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq are done, assumptions are being 

made about the future of the War on Terror.  President Obama has said that the “Global 

War on Terror” is over, citing the policy changes he made in 2011 that now only focus 

on defeating the “specific networks of violent extremists that threaten America” 

(Shinkman 2013)  However, the change in focus has not moved past the original goal of 

the US to defeat al-Qaeda, as illustrated by the recent drone attacks.  The original 

policy wording of the War on Terror may be over, but the continuity of actions related to 

the original policy have given a foundation to the assertion that the War on Terror is still 

enduring (Singh and Singh 2012).  Hensel’s evoutionary theory calls for a “fizzling-out” 
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of relations, and the drone strikes that have continued into 2014 hint to the fact that this 

relationship is nowhere near slowing down. 

The War on Terror’s influence on Security Policy 

Ever since the United States was attacked on its home soil, there has been a 

consistent policy structure that has focused on national security.  The War on Terror 

itself is actually a security policy, maintained in the National Strategy for Combating 

Terrorism, as it is a component of the United States’ national defense (United States of 

America 2003).  Another creation by the United States government in the aftermath of 

9/11 was the Department of Homeland Security, which was created to domestically 

protect the United States from terror and sabotage.  The PATRIOT Act, an anti-terror bill 

passed in the weeks after the 9/11 attacks, and the AUMF (described earlier) gave the 

US government freedom to do what it takes to fight terror domestically, as well as 

internationally.  These two bills, combined with the actual War on Terror, set the stage 

for the next 10 years of American security policy. 

As soon as the AUMF was passed, the United States set its sights on 

Afghanistan. Afghanistan’s regime at the time was the Taliban, a terror organization that 

had connections to al-Qaeda, and was known to be the location of al-Qaeda training 

camps (Gunaratna 2002).  The United States believed Osama bin Laden was in 

Afghanistan, and so asked for him to be extradited to the United States.  The Taliban 

regime refused to extradite bin Laden without evidence linking him to the 9/11 attacks, 

thus leading to the United States’ invasion of Afghanistan.  The United States campaign 

was meant to get rid of the Taliban regime and eliminate al-Qaeda within Afghanistan.  
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This was accomplished within 2 years (Katzman 2014).  However, because the United 

States did not want such a regime to take control of the nation once again, they stayed 

in Afghanistan for 10 years, promising to install a democratic government (Katzman 

2014).   

Iraq was the next government that was targeted, in order to “prosecute the war 

on terrorism” (Office of the Press Secretary 2002).  The Iraqi government had already 

been put on the US list as a state sponsor of terrorism, and was determined to have 

weapons of mass destruction readily available to them, which could have been used by 

terrorists at the time.  So, the United States sent in troops to depose Saddam Hussein 

and install a democratic government (Office of the Press Secretary 2002), much like 

they did in Afghanistan.  This war again fell under the “national security interest” 

category, which showed a pattern of continuity to the Bush administration’s security 

policy.  However, the most interesting aspect of this war was that al-Qaeda was not a 

factor in its inception.  This war was fought due to the potential of terror that was noted 

by the United States government in the authorization of engagement bill. 

Both of these wars lasted the United States for 10 years, and in that time the 

policy of putting national security first became heavily evident in domestic policymaking 

as well.  The creation of the Department of Homeland Security was a huge step for the 

United States’ security policies, as it essentially became the United State’s domestic 

division of the military effort to bring an end to terror.  The Department of Homeland 

Security’s goal was to protect the United States from within by preventing terror, 

securing the borders, enforcing and administering immigration laws, safeguarding 

cyberspace, and ensuring resilience in the event of a disaster (Department of Homeland 
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Security 2002).  Through the establishment of this new agnecy, the US could funnel 

resources domestically in an effort to stifle terror from within the nation. This effort would 

fuel the passage of the Patriot Act, the launch of the National Security Administration, 

broader funding and capabilities for Border Patrol, and constrictions to travel controlled 

by the Transportation Security Administration. America became part of the maze in the 

hunt for terrorists, and Americans became subject to not only protection as a result, but 

also investigation. Since the War on Terror lacked a specific nation as a target, it 

became quite reasonable to believe that anyone among us could be not just a terrorist, 

but a terrorist with ties to the organizations that we have been, or are currently, at war 

with. Fueled by this fear and desire for pre-caution, the Department of Homeland 

security and its forces have become ingrained into the American political sphere as well 

as the domestic culture, so security policy became a domestic issue as a result.   

Conclusion 

 Within the realm of rivalry theory, the United States has experienced one of the 

most textbook rivalries of all time, and is currently in what could be qualified as another 

enduring rivalry.  The War on Terror is a series of government security policies that 

have been a reaction to a major terror attack, thus creating a consistent military conflict 

with the group that provoked the attack, as well as the group’s associates. There is also 

one key difference that the War on Terror holds in juxtaposition to the Cold War that 

changes most expectations within the rivalry: the absence of a second state actor.  

Even though rivalry theory does not explicitly include nationless actors as a party in 

international rivalry, all the previous analysis shows just how important that non-state 

actor can be in perpetuating a rivalry.   
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The War on Terror section shows that the United States is clearly engaged in a 

situation very similar to the Cold War, albeit not explicitly defined as an enduring rivalry.  

Security policy analysis also shows that the United States is maintaining a similar 

posture internationally as it did during the Cold War, as the United States is setting 

security strategies specifically to defeat the enemies that are attempting to undermine 

the United States government and give cause for alarm within the United States.  This 

bears striking similarities to the position of the Soviet Union during the Cold War, as 

their main objective was to defeat the United States by any means possible. In the Cold 

War, the US held a policy of “containment” that sought to keep the Soviet Union from 

expanding their influences into other countries, and they would enforce this policy by 

sending troops in countries such as Korea to combat communism in proxy wars. The 

War on Terror saw the United States use a policy much like containment in the 

aftermath of the 9/11 terror attacks.  With intelligence suggesting that al-Qaeda was 

determined to spread its influence and grow its forces, the United States invaded 

Afghanistan in order to contain the threat there and prevent the spread of radical 

Islamist forces in the Middle East.  This approach was also used in the War in Iraq, 

although the United States was there more to prevent the proliferation of weapons of 

mass destruction, and the possible selling of these weapons to such terror groups. 

These actions, along with actions mentioned along the course of this paper, all show a 

congruence between the Cold War and the War on Terror, making it easy to see how 

both wars are enduring rivalries despite the framework given by the current enduring 

rivalry theories. 
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However, the introduction of a non-state actor to the rivalry dialogue brings in a 

new characteristic that makes the War on Terror unique. The lack of diplomatic relations 

between the United States government and al-Qaeda leaders, fueled by the US policy 

of non-negotiation with terror groups, shrinks the possiblity of finding a quick resloution 

to this rivalry. This, coupled with the ideological goals of both parties, gives the United 

States no reason to end the War on Terror, except for domestic political reasoning.  Al-

Qaeda has shown that they are not willing to give up the fight with the United States, as 

well as the continued drone strikes in the Middle East show that the United States is still 

seeking to destory al-Qaeda per the National Strategy for Combating Terror (United 

States of America 2011).  Since al-Qaeda and other terror groups are not confined by 

national boundaries, they can continue to garner support and keep up the fight with the 

United States for an even longer time period than that of the Cold War.  This, in 

combination with the US policy of destroying al-Qaeda wherever it may be, lends this 

rivalry the possibility of becoming endlessly mired in conflict.  An endless conflict 

against an ideologically fueled conflict breeds 
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