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The role of terrorist groups in the international system has puzzled scholars of contemporary international relations
for many years. Situating non-state actors like terrorist groups is especially difficult given their often decentralized
and sporadic nature.[1] And while most of the attention dedicated to terrorism takes on an international perspective,
much of political terrorism is regional.[2] This is partly the reason why regional orders are often created to solve
security problems, including terrorism.[3] Like any hegemonic power, regional hegemonic states are preoccupied
with the maintenance of their regional order. Given that terrorist groups are non-state actors, there is no inherent
incentive to be engaged with them, especially as they seek to disrupt the hegemonic order. Hegemonic states run the
risk of legitimizing a terrorist group undeservingly.[4] Nonetheless, states continue to dedicate resources, manpower,
and research to their counterterrorism policy.[5] So why is it that regional hegemons engage with terrorist groups?
More specifically, what affects a regional hegemon’s propensity to engage with an organized terrorist group? This is
the question this paper considers. It would be unreasonable to argue that any state will not engage with a terrorist
group that may present some future threat to it. This is especially true for regional hegemons, where we assume
some level of threat almost all the time. Thus, this research does not, and cannot, observe whether a regional
hegemon engages with a terrorist but why a regional hegemon does so.

A common understanding of this relationship is that states and terrorist groups engage with each other in a retaliatory
fashion. In Brophy-Baermann and Conybeare (1994), they argue that states assume a “natural” rate of retaliation and
terrorists have rational expectations about the retaliation they will receive.[6] This framework, though simple to
absorb, fails to account for the different state behaviors of hegemons. It reduces counterterrorism efforts to a security
issue, when, in reality, it often involves other economic and geopolitical issues. I argue that regional hegemons utilize
a criterion for engagement that identifies hegemonic status as the main motivator behind a propensity to engage with
a terrorist group. I posit that three central considerations undergird such threats to a regional hegemon’s status —
threats to economic capabilities, threats to the hegemon’s allies, and threats to geopolitical interests. Commanding
significant economic power is a central tenet of hegemonic strength, particularly so for economically interdependent
regional orders. Furthermore, regional hegemonic states often depend on secondary states to achieve their
hegemonic status, leading to an obligation on the part of the regional hegemon. And finally, regional hegemons must
also consider the relative strength of their rival, as this is ultimately what could lead to the loss of hegemonic status
itself. With these in mind, we can expect regional hegemons to counter any threats that harm its economic
capabilities, allies, or support its rivals.

A cross-case and overtime analysis of India and Nigeria yields some evidence to support this theory. I process-trace
the propensity of these regional hegemons to engage with two local terrorist groups, Jaish-e-Mohammed (JeM) and
Boko Haram. The threat that JeM posed to India’s military-industrial assets in the Northwest and to its strategic
position in Jammu and Kashmir motivated its decision to engage with JeM. It dispels the notion that India engages
with the group simply for retaliatory reasons as this analysis will show. The analysis provides preliminary support for
two of three mechanisms, with threats to the hegemon’s allies not appearing to be a consideration for India.
Nonetheless, there is reason to believe that future case study analysis can also support this mechanism. The
Nigerian case study, serving as the control group, demonstrates that with little threat to economic capabilities, allies,
or geopolitical interests, the propensity to engage with Boko Haram is not high. The counterterrorism strategy used
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by Nigeria since 2010 confirms this claim.

Sitting at the nexus of counterterrorism policy and the study of hegemonic power, the implication of this study is
useful to both policymakers and academics. To policymakers, it categorizes the central considerations that states
have in dealing with terrorist threats. Given the preliminary support for it, the study can lead to a more effective
allocation of counterterrorism resources, especially in relation to economic assets, geopolitical interests, and bilateral
relations. To scholars of hegemony and regionalism, this study underscores the agency of regional hegemons to
dictate policy in their regions as Lake and Morgan (1997)[7] and Buzan (1996)[8] have posited. Furthermore, it
proves useful for understanding the role of allyship and geopolitical rivalry in the presence of a terrorist threat.  

The structure of this paper is as follows. The first section outlines the existing theoretical approaches to
understanding terrorist groups, hegemony, and the relationship between the two. The second section explains the
logic and mechanisms that undergird the criterion for engagement theory. Then, I briefly discuss the use of process
tracing and the justification for the use of qualitative research design. I then describe the case studies, India, and
Nigeria, that are used to provide evidence for this theory. The following section analyzes the case studies and
summarizes the results of the analysis. Finally, I revisit the literature in light of the analysis and offer concluding
thoughts on policy implications and future research.

Theoretical Approaches to Understanding Terrorist Groups and Hegemony

In international relations, the literature on this particular relationship is broadly divided across the study of
counterterrorism, non-state actors, and hegemony and a smaller body in regionalism studies. For the purposes of this
research, the literature can be seen to exist in three ideological camps, each with its own assumptions about the
behavior of terrorist groups and hegemons. Importantly, only a minority of scholars in this field consider the unique
position of regional hegemons.[9] This research builds on the work of regional security scholars and extends some of
the logic of hegemonic behavior to regional orders.

The first of the ideological camps focuses primarily on the role of states with non-state actors, like terrorist groups,
existing on the margins. Waltz has argued that the unbalanced power of a hegemon leaves weaker states vulnerable
and in pursuit of building up their own hegemonic status.[10] This logic is extended in Organski’s power transition
theory to explain how, and when, a secondary state may overtake a hegemon.[11] Assuming that all states are
rational actors, this understanding of hegemonic behavior provides some insight into the motivating factors for states
to do certain tasks, namely how it views other rival states. The theory presented in this paper offers an explanatory
variable for one way that hegemonic states consider terrorist groups in this calculation. By entertaining the idea that
hegemonic states consider threats vis-à-vis how they improve the standing of their rivals, we can understand how
terrorist groups may play a part in worsening the relationship between a hegemon and its rival. Other realist scholars,
like Mearsheimer, present a logic between states that can apply to terrorist groups too. They assume that powers
strive for hegemony because great powers have military capabilities and can hurt each another.[12] While again the
primary actors are states, one can extend the logic, as the second ideological research camp shows, to non-state
actors that also have military capabilities harmful to great powers. That terrorist groups possess military capabilities
that can threaten the hegemonic orders of states does not necessarily undermine structural realist theory — rather it
forces it to consider violent non-state actors on an equal footing to some hegemonic orders. Realist scholars have
also provided a number of hegemonic characteristics from which the present research draws.[13] Overall, this
ideological camp provides some theoretical underpinnings for hegemonic behaviors but provides few explanatory
variables for engagement with non-state terrorism.

The second ideological camp composes of a newer body of literature concerned with non-state actors as composite
or rational actors but certainly does not eliminate state behavior entirely. After accepting the relevance of non-state
actors, this scholarship often looked at these actors in a unitary fashion. Wendy Pearlman’s study challenged this
notion and instead posited that non-state actors are “composite actors.” In this logic, one should not consider non-
state actors as a single block but rather as multi-faceted characters, especially in their conflict behavior.[14]
Pearlman pays special attention to the individual actors who drive the decision-making process in violent and non-
violent non-state actors.[15] While the individual actors are not relevant to the present research, this approach
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reinforces the notion that violent non-state actors are complex and often sporadic actors. This rivals another model
for understanding terrorist actors. The strategic model posits that terrorist groups are, like states in realist theory,
rational actors that attack civilians for political ends only.[16] As I briefly mentioned in the introduction, under this
model, terrorist groups expect a rational retaliation for their actions. States, on the other hand, must grapple with the
magnitude of their retaliation.[17] Notedly, whether or not a state retaliates is a given. Because it simplifies the
behavior of terrorist groups, the strategic model has become the conventional wisdom. It is the premise that many
states take in their counter-terrorism efforts.[18] The model also begins to establish a game theory tit-for-tat type of
relationship (equivalent retaliation theory) between states and terrorist groups, with a slight deviation in that the two
agents do not initially cooperate, instead, they simply do not interact. In this camp, we also find some research that
looks at the effect of hegemony on terrorist activity — a different variation of our variables of interest. Principal among
them is Thomas Volgy’s research, which finds that hegemony, systemic conflicts, and contagion effects are structural
determinants of international terrorism.[19] Still, the regionality is missing. This body of literature pays a great deal of
attention to the independent behavior of non-state actors, including terrorist groups, but it does not situate them in the
wider realm of regional or international hegemony.

The final camp, though much smaller, is the most closely related to the present research. Housed almost entirely in
the ‘hegemonic disruption model’ developed by William Newmann, this approach posits that terrorist groups pose a
significant risk to the hegemonic task of the United States.[20] In contrast to the balance of power and power
transition theory, the hegemonic disruption model allows non-state actors to independently influence the hegemonic
order.[21] As a result, its proponents posit that international hegemons, only the United States in this case, face an
asymmetric challenge to its order. This model presents a basis for the present research, unlike the other two camps,
it brings together the behavior of hegemons and non-state actors together. I attempt to extend this logic of an
independent influence on hegemonic order to a specified region. The current gap in this literature across the three
camps treats hegemonic states and terrorist organizations as two actors existing in the same field but never
interacting significantly. This paper seeks to explain how these two actors interact, especially in the unique
circumstances of regional hegemonic order.

A Criterion for Engagement: An Alternative Theory

As scholars of international relations have established, hegemonic states bear responsibility for the maintenance of
their order.[22] We can extend that logic to regional hegemons by assuming that they seek to maintain and protect
their regional hegemonic orders. A part of that responsibility emerges from repelling threats to the order. An
underrepresented threat to regional hegemonic orders is organized terrorist groups due to their sporadic and
irregular behavior. Terrorist groups are referred to in this way to exclude the terrorist behaviors of lone actors and
unorganized groups as defined by the Global Terrorism Database (“GTD”).[23] However, the relationship between
regional hegemons and the terrorist group cannot be assumed. Frequent or unprompted engagement with terrorist
groups by powerful states can often lead to their legitimation and become a source of recruitment for them.[24] So, if
blanket responses can legitimate groups unnecessarily and no response can pose a security risk, how do hegemons
come to a decision? I posit that regional hegemons employ a criterion for engagement with terrorist groups and use
these indicators to decide their propensity to engage with a terrorist group. This theory takes from previous models,
namely the hegemonic disruption and strategic model, and treats terrorist groups as independent actors. It builds on
them by attaching their behaviors to the regional hegemonic state that they live in proximity to.

I theorize that there are three central considerations, or criteria, that a regional hegemon may use to decide whether
or not to engage with an organized terrorist group. The propensity of a regional hegemon to engage with an
organized terrorist group serves as this paper’s dependent variable. Firstly, however, we must define the term
regional hegemon. In this paper, it is a state with the capacity to impose regimes, influence other power, and inspire
institutional imitators.[25] For our purposes, a state must be able to do the above within a specified region. Secondly,
to ‘engage’ with a terrorist group is to undertake either a military attack or operation against the group or to enter
diplomatic talks with the group. Although rare, diplomatic engagement refers to efforts to negotiate or bargain
between the state and the terrorist organization. However, diplomatic engagement cannot be treated equally to
military engagement because of their unreliable often unavailable accounting.[26] For this reason, we can think of
diplomatic engagement as the unlikely response when the threat level to the regional hegemon is not too great. Put
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differently, it is the lesser of the two engagement types. Turning to our independent variable, I posit that the threat
level to the regional hegemon’s status causes their propensity to engage with the terrorist group. Central to this
theory are three independent but related mechanisms that undergird the variable. These are essentially the criterion
for engagement. That is to say, these mechanisms dictate the threat level posed to the regional hegemon’s status in
its regional order. Here, I will outline the logic of each mechanism.

Hegemonic Economic Capabilities

First, a regional hegemon’s status is affected by the threat level posed by the terrorist group to its economic
capabilities. A primary goal of regional hegemons, like any state, is the growth of its economy and economic
development.[27] For regional hegemonic orders, in particular, this goal serves a key role in the maintenance of the
order as it allows the hegemonic state to keep its preponderant economic power. Furthermore, trade serves an even
more important role in regional orders because of its positive effects on investment and reduction of transportation
costs.[28] This is evidenced by the rise and popularity of regional trade agreements.[29] We can assume that
regional hegemons play an important role in that trade relationship and, as such, rely on it to sustain hegemonic
status. Following this logic, threats by a terrorist group against the economic capabilities of a regional hegemon have
the potential to disrupt trade, discourage investment and hamper economic development in the order. As a result, the
regional hegemon may experience a loss of hegemonic status. This presents a propensity for the regional hegemon
to engage with the threat in order to eliminate or mitigate any potential loss of hegemonic status. Since regional trade
and economic independence are an integral part of economic supremacy for a regional hegemon[30], serious threats
to economic capability should be treated with the most force and speed. It should be expected that this mechanism
weighs more heavily in a regional hegemon’s calculation. That is to say, it is a necessary condition for a regional
hegemon to engage. Although regional hegemons do trade outside their geographic region, in keeping with the
definitions used in this paper, they should be able to influence other powers, which is not possible without significant
economic leverage within its geographic region.

Hegemon’s Regional Allies

Second, a regional hegemon’s status is affected by the threat level posed by the terrorist group to the hegemon’s
allies. In hegemonic orders, secondary ‘weaker’ states play a role in maintaining the order as well.[31] This logic
extends to regional hegemonic orders. Whether out of necessity, or choice, scholars have argued that secondary
states in a hierarchical order understand that the hegemonic state has the authority to make certain commands that
they follow and, in return, the secondary state may rely on the hegemonic state’s economic or security
protections.[32] To become a regional hegemon, a state will have to gain the support of other states in its region to
establish some variation of a contractual relationship.[33] As a result, regional hegemons consider the security of
their closest allies in the region, especially those who have supported their pursuit of hegemony. In this logic, a threat
to the hegemon’s allies can threaten its status but also invokes the responsibilities carried by the hegemon in its
contractual relationship with its ally. In relation to the other mechanisms, we should only expect a regional hegemon
to rely on this threat level if it does not greatly neglect its own security. This is because the regional hegemon, first
and foremost, has a responsibility to its own economy and security.

Hegemon’s Geopolitical Interests

Third, a regional hegemon’s status is affected by the threat level to its geopolitical interests. This mechanism largely
concerns how a terrorist group may independently support the ambitions of the regional hegemon’s closest rival. We
assume that regional hegemons are aware of their closest rival and the threats originating from that rival.
Consequently, the regional hegemon is prepared to counter efforts that would undermine its hegemonic status and
support the hegemonic aspirations of its rivals.[34] In this relationship the role of terrorist groups is unique. I am not
seeking to observe state-sponsored terrorism by the rival to destabilize the regional hegemon as that focuses on two
state actors. Instead, I am observing whether terrorist groups’ inadvertent or independent actions support the goals
or objectives of a regional hegemon’s rivals. While it is difficult to discern the motivations of terrorist groups, we can
define them as actions that, without explicit state support, improve the relative power of the hegemon’s closest rival.
In seeking to independently destabilize the regional hegemon for its own goals, the terrorist group will attack its
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civilians, harm its trade routes, erode its territorial integrity, or otherwise undermine its geopolitical standing to the
benefit of a rival state. As a result, a regional hegemon has an incentive to quell the terrorist threat. In this logic, a
weakened regional hegemon provides a greater window of opportunity for the rival state to overtake the hegemonic
state. Knowing this, the regional hegemon’s propensity to engage with a terrorist group, in order to avoid this
outcome, should increase.

In sum, I theorize that three mechanisms dictate how a regional hegemon views the threat level emanating from a
terrorist group to its hegemonic status. These mechanisms can be thought of as criteria for engagement, the
pretenses under which a regional hegemon chooses to dedicate resources towards engaging with a non-state actor.
There is significant interplay between all three mechanisms, however, they should all change in the same direction as
all mechanisms describe a particular threat level. We should observe a positive correlation between the dependence
and independent variable. Given the integral role that economic power plays in the hegemonic status of regional
hegemons, the mechanism of economic capabilities can be perceived as a necessary function for this independent
variable. I hypothesize that as the threat level to a regional hegemon’s status increases, defined by the threat level to
its economic capabilities, its closest allies, and its geopolitical interests, its propensity to engage with an organized
terrorist group increases.

Research Design

To test this hypothesis, this paper will process-trace the propensity of two different regional hegemons, India, and
Nigeria, to engage with a terrorist group, JeM, and Boko Haram, respectively. I employ a cross-case and over-time
case selection design of India and Nigeria’s engagement with terrorist groups between 2000 and 2019 to
demonstrate the best causal argument. The cross-case analysis will distill the key differences, or the presence of the
treatment, between the two countries’ propensity to engage with terrorist groups. For our purposes, India serves as
the treatment group and Nigeria serves as the control group. The motivation to use qualitative methods is a
consequence of the use and distribution of data relating to terrorism. The scarcity of publicly available and reliable
counterterrorism data, government-terrorist entity communication, and terrorism-related government information
makes it difficult to quantitatively evaluate this relationship. The GTD comes closest to open-source data. I utilize the
GTD to supplement certain mechanisms and help buttress some interesting results and observations. But, ultimately,
and self-admittedly, the GTD cannot always provide the most accurate information.[35]

Process tracing establishes a causal argument by tracing hypothesized mechanisms through the use of, in our case,
two case studies.[36] In this process, I identify the ‘primary hypothesis’ in this relationship and brand my theory as
the ‘rival hypothesis’. To establish causation, I use several causal graphs and timelines as well as establish alternate
outcomes.[37] Finally, I present different kinds of evidence that will ultimately support the ‘rival hypothesis’, noting
necessary and sufficient evidence. By observing the behavior over time, India, and Nigeria’s propensity to engage
with a terrorist group can be best established in the context of the independent variable, as opposed to some
unrelated event. For clarity’s sake, the unit of analysis is the behavior of the Indian and Nigerian governments over
the 19-year period. To observe a ‘propensity to engage’ is to see a clear directive from either government to
undertake a military campaign with the express objective of eliminating the terrorist threat or to enter diplomatic
negotiations with the group.

To observe a change in the threat to hegemonic status, I rely on three operationalizations, one for each mechanism.
Threats to economic capabilities can be perceived in attacks by either terrorist group to the hegemon’s primary
economic outputs. For Nigeria, that is the oil and gas, service, and manufacturing industries.[38] For India, that
includes military-industrial capabilities and service industries.[39] The GTD provides key supplemental data to
identify the target of Boko Haram and JeM’s attacks. And as the theory stipulates, a greater number of attacks on
Nigerian or Indian economic capabilities will see a greater rise in the dependent variable. Threat levels to India and
Nigeria’s allies are operationalized via particular terrorist attacks by the given group against Sri Lanka, Bhutan, or
Bangladesh for India, and Benin, Cameron, and Mali for Nigeria. Threats to geopolitical interests will be measured in
relation to the relative strength of the regional hegemon’s closest rival. To our definitional framework, instances of an
imposed regime or influence of other powers can be seen in the changing of governments or key government figures
imposed by the rival power. For instance, should Pakistan attempt to undermine an Indian-friendly government in the
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region or change a particular foreign policy of some power as a consequence of a JeM attack on India, then we
would expect to see India engage with JeM rather quickly. For Nigeria hegemonic rivalry is not as clear cut but, it is
widely accepted that South Africa is the closest rival in the region.[40]

To support the cross-case and overtime design, we must first establish the similarities between India and Nigeria. At
the turn of the 20th century, Nigeria’s political transformation toward civilian democracy ushered in a new period of
economic growth.[41] It is now the largest market economy in Africa with a GDP of US$432 billion as of 2020, over
$US100 billion more than its closest competitor.[42] Nigeria’s economic capabilities are most apparent in its oil and
gas industries. In 2004, it granted several loans to Ghana, São Tomé and Príncipe, totaling US$45 million for oil
expansion and development projects.[43]And since 2006, Nigeria’s five trillion cubic meters of gas reserves were the
largest reserves on the planet and nearly double its oil reserves.[44] Nigeria’s oil and gas sector has attracted
investments from major corporations from around the world, including India, China, and its main export partner, the
United States.[45] Like Nigeria in West Africa, India commands great economic power in the South Asian region.
India consistently ranks in the top five economies of the world, measured by purchasing power parity, market prices,
and military expenditures.[46] India’s defense spending, the fourth largest in the world, has established a robust
defense industry in the country.[47] The Indian government works with over 1,800 companies on development and
procurement projects to the tune of USD$7.7 billion.[48]

In shows of hegemonic power, Nigeria has demonstrated the ability to influence and impose on other powers in the
region. It has consistently supplied electricity to the West African countries of Benin and Niger, pioneered foreign aid
initiatives in Africa, and dominated the agenda of the African Union.[49] Nigeria’s large peacekeeping forces and
military arsenal also support its claim to regional hegemony.[50] In the same way, India has dominated the foreign
policy directive of South Asia. In 1988, following a coup in the Maldives, India imposed a regime in the country, and,
following the ethnic crisis in Sri Lanka, India was able to install a friendly regime.[51] In fact, India’s authority is so
broad that it is informally said that India applies the “Gjural Doctrine” in the region — the policy that implies India’s
ability to receive unilateral concessions from its neighbors for nothing in return.[52] In further support of this model,
both Boko Haram and JeM have been understood to have similar ideational goals. Both groups are of the Islamist
extremist ideological camp and both groups have made an express purpose of establishing a caliphate in their
regions.[53]

Testing the Hypothesis: Evidence from India and Nigeria

In the first step of process tracing, I identify a ‘primary’ and ‘rival hypothesis. For our purposes, the ‘primary
hypothesis’ is the established theoretical understanding of this relationship, and the ‘rival hypothesis’ is the
hypothesis I present. The primary hypothesis derives from the logic presented in Volgy (1997)[54] and Brophy-
Baermann and Conybeare (1994).[55] It argues that the relationship between a terrorist group and any state is based
on equivalent retaliation. That is to say, it hypothesizes that as the terrorist group’s attacks on the state increase, the
state’s propensity to engage increases. The hypothesis does not distinguish between a state and a regional
hegemon. The present hypothesis states that as the threat level to a regional hegemon’s status increases, defined by
the threat level to its economic capabilities, its closest allies, and its geopolitical interests, its propensity to engage
with an organized terrorist group increases. I should note that for each case study, like with any case study of this
nature, there should be no expectation that non-engagement is observed. In reality, non-engagement in response to
or in relation to terrorism is not an option for many states. Instead, to observe the treatment in the case of India and
then solidify the claim by observing no treatment in Nigeria is to identify the motivation for a particular decision to
engage with JeM and Boko Haram.

India and Jaish-e-Mohammed (JeM): The Treatment Group

Turning first to India, its propensity to engage with JeM can be understood most clearly after the 2008 Mumbai
Attacks. Within the framework of this research design, it is at this point that the treatment is administered. The
reasons for these are primarily to dispel any influence of state sponsorship on the part of Pakistan. Until 2002,
Pakistani intelligence and government had been suspected to support JeM in its attacks against Indian forces.[56]
Those reports, though continuously parroted by some Indian officials, were largely dispelled by 2002.[57] The
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storming of the Lal Masjid in 2007 presents evidence that Pakistan is no longer friendly with the JeM.[58] Following
the timeline since JeM was founded in 2000, we can trace nine attacks orchestrated, in full or in part, by JeM against
India. Taking, for example, the 2016 terrorist attacks on an Indian airbase and consulate in Uri and the region of
Kashmir, we can observe at least two of the three mechanisms that undergird the independent variable. With India’s
key economic and defense interests in Northern India being the military-industrial economy[59], the JeM attack
threatened its economic capability to continue those interests. As I have theorized, India’s regional hegemony
includes in some part a dependency on strong economic development and trade in the region. In targeting Indian
military assets, including an airbase station in Punjab and a brigade station in Uri, the JeM attack threatened to harm
the military-industrial economy. The entrenchment of public-private cooperation on defense and security in India
reinforces the effects of this on economic development.

Secondly, the JeM attack undoubtedly threatened the geopolitical interests of India, and thus, threatened its
hegemonic status because of the geo-strategic location of both attacks. Having occurred in Northern India, near the
disputed provinces of Jammu and Kashmir, attacks like this can serve as a signal of weakness. That is to say, in the
wake of this attack, the perception of a weak India motivated Pakistan’s ability to exert hegemonic power as
evidenced by its increased influence in Jammu and Kashmir.[60] In turn, the threat to India’s geopolitical interests
and, by extension its hegemonic status, increased. Unfortunately, however, we see no evidence that JeM’s attacks
threaten any of India’s allies. Nonetheless, when put together, the present threat to economic capabilities and
geopolitical interest presents an incentive, or a propensity, to engage with the terrorist group. And that stands to be
true. Following the attacks in January and September of 2016, Indian Forces engaged with JeM by launching a
series of ‘surgical strikes’ against JeM locations along the Line of Control between India and Pakistan.[61] Here,
India began a military engagement with operatives of JeM. Particularly after the September attacks, referred to as
the Uri Terrorist Attacks, Prime Minister Modi promised that the perpetrators of the attack would be punished.[62]
There is no evidence to suggest diplomacy was used, in line with what was theorized earlier — that diplomatic
engagement is the rarer of the two. And to dispel any evidence of state sponsorship, we observe that Pakistan
provided both ministerial support in the investigation[63]and a public statement to that effect.[64] As opposed to the
primary hypothesis, which would argue the 2016 attack was merely a provocation by JeM, the causal graph of the
rival hypothesis illustrates the direct link between threats to economic capabilities and geopolitical interests to the
threat level experienced by India’s hegemonic status to its decision to engage militarily in September following the
attack.

To help strengthen causality, we can look to several alternate or counterfactual outcomes. Should JeM have not
attacked any of India’s military-economic capabilities, India’s propensity to engage with them would have been
limited. Virtually no evidence supports the argument that India would have engaged with JeM without any particular
threat to itself. Another alternate outcome is that India is attacked but does not feel threatened. For this to be true, the
theoretical argument in the equivalent retaliation framework would need to show that India has no incentive to deter
future attacks — which is the express goal of equivalent retaliation theory.[65] By extension, the damage to India’s
security would need to be limited in scope. Here, this alternate outcome fails. The attacks in 2016 were the deadliest
in nearly two decades, so it would be unreasonable to argue that India did not feel threatened.[66] Further, should
JeM have attacked a different part of India, with a less robust industry or a less geopolitically important region, we
could have seen a different outcome. A final alternate outcome would posit that India does not care for its economic
capabilities in this particular area, hence its hegemonic status is not threatened. By this logic, India could have
chosen not to engage at all. This would not have been possible given the existence of valuable Research &
Development centers, the Srinagar and Udhampur air stations, and numerous industrial craft and laboratories in the
region, attracting investments of up to US$85 million, according to the State Industrial Development Corporation in a
given year.[67] As such, there is little evidence to support this as a viable alternative.

With no viable alternative and little evidence to suggest that the JeM attack is part of a retaliatory cycle, one can
reasonably draw the conclusion some other criteria were followed. With key economic output in the region, from the
R&D Centres and private businesses, a discouragement of investment or disruption of trade threatens the economic
preponderance of power India enjoys. This is a necessary and sufficient piece of evidence. Further, the location of
these attacks in particular was positioned to threaten India’s geopolitical interests by increasing the relative strength
of its rival, Pakistan. This piece of evidence is necessary but not sufficient and so it affirms the relevance of the
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present hypothesis, but on its own, cannot confirm it. To the primary hypothesis, evidence is required to show that the
only mechanism by which India responds to JeM is to retaliate. The only evidence that supports this is the fact that
India did respond. But its propensity to engage was not simply to retaliate. The threat to economic capabilities and
geopolitical interests in this example demonstrate that a more nuanced mechanism was at play.

Nigeria and Boko Haram: The Control Group

Since 2002, Boko Haram has taunted and inflicted major harm on many parts of Northern Nigeria.[68] While the total
magnitude of Boko Haram’s attacks has been greater than JeM[69] that number is not relevant to explain the
propensity to engage with Boko Haram. That is to say, the criterion for engagement has not been detected in the
relationship between Nigeria and Boko Haram. As such, we do not observe the treatment in this case. Nonetheless,
we can use this case to demonstrate a strong causal argument and counter the primary hypothesis. As with India,
that the treatment is not administered here does not mean that Nigeria did not engage with Boko Haram. Instead, the
goal is to distill what affects its propensity to engage with the group by tracing key events in the relationship.

Following the events since Boko Haram’s foundation in 2002, we can observe from the reaction of the Nigerian
government that the propensity to engage with Boko Haram is not motivated by threats to its hegemonic status. This
is because Boko Haram does not appear to threaten Nigeria’s hegemonic status. Though the first attacks occurred in
2003, Boko Haram’s most threatening levels came after 2009, when the President of Nigeria established a
‘commission of inquiry’.[70] To many observers, this reaction was rather muted and reflected the government’s belief
that Boko Haram was not a major threat at the time.[71] Between 2010 and 2014, Boko Haram has, according to the
GTD, carried out over 1,000 fatal and non-fatal attacks with a majority of those targeting civilians in Nigeria’s
Christian minority communities.[72] Take, for example, the December 2010 attacks in the Plateau State. Here, we
would expect that the existence of a threat to economic capabilities, allies, or geopolitical interests would affect
Nigeria’s propensity to engage with Boko Haram. However, the attacks targeted civilians and bore no significant
economic cost. This is not to excuse the catastrophic harm of Boko Haram, but to show its effect on this relationship.
The fact that the target of Boko Haram’s attacks did not significantly alter Nigeria’s economic capabilities is the first
evidence that there was no threat to its hegemonic status. As Jacob Zenn has noted: “[n]or ha[s]…Boko Haram
launched campaigns to disrupt the vital southern Nigeria–based oil and gas sector, which has enabled Nigeria to
become Africa’s largest oil and gas producer and one of the top sources of US oil purchases.”[73] For one reason or
another, Boko Haram did not seriously threaten any of Nigeria’s oil and gas factories or assets and so could not harm
the country’s economic capabilities and, by extension, its ability to wield economic hegemonic power.

Furthermore, there is little evidence to suggest that Boko Haram presented a threat to Nigeria’s allies or harmed its
geopolitical interests. In 2015, Nigerian President Mohammadu Buhari recruited the help of Nigeria’s allies, Niger,
Chad, and Cameron to establish the Multinational Joint Task Force (MNJTF).[74] While Nigeria has aided in this
regional initiative, Chad has been the most involved in the fight against Boko Haram.[75] The establishment of the
MNJTF serves as evidence of regional hegemony by Nigeria but does not point to a propensity to engage as a result
of a threat to an ally. As the majority of Boko Haram’s attacks existed within Niger, this mechanism finds no evidence
of the relationship between Nigeria and Boko Haram. Since 2016, there have been reports that Boko Haram
operates out of Niger, Chad, and Cameron but there is very limited activity in those areas.[76] It shows some
evidence that the threat to Nigeria’s allies could have played a part. On the geopolitical front, with Boko Haram’s
stronghold being in the desolate and barren northeast states of Nigeria the potential of a strategic loss is slim.
Following the December 2010 attacks, South Africa did not impose any regimes in the region, nor did it exploit the
relative weakness of Nigeria to its advantage. In fact, between 2013-2014, the South African government, among
others, supplied arms to Nigeria in its fight against the terrorist group.[77] Therefore, we cannot establish a link
between any causal mechanisms and the outcome of interest. The purpose of this exercise is to present a case study
wherein we do not observe a treatment, as explained above. In India, we do see evidence of the use of a criterion for
engagement based on the variables presented in this paper, whereas in Nigeria we do not.

Summarizing the Results

Though the number of total attacks is much higher in Nigeria than in India, this evidence suggests that the actual
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magnitude of the attacks is not relevant so far as it does not threaten the regional hegemon’s status. Why Nigeria
engages with Boko Haram can be explained simply by the threat Boko Haram presented to the international
community as a whole, especially following the Chibok girls’ kidnappings in 2014.[78] Regional hegemony was not
jeopardized at any point, despite the international sensationalization of Boko Haram, and so Nigeria’s propensity to
engage with them was low, according to the present theory. This is confirmed by Nigeria’s counterterrorism strategy,
which has been characterized as slow and ineffective.[79] This is in contrast to India, where it was apparent that
threats existed to its military-industrial complex and other economic outputs in the northern regions as well as an
obvious opportunity for its greatest hegemonic rival in the region to overtake it motivated a propensity to engage. The
similarity of both groups in ideology and structure further strengthens the cross-case analysis as it controls for the
difference between different terrorist groups.

Ultimately, this analysis demonstrates some support for the criterion for engagement hypothesis. As the case of India
shows, as the threat to India’s hegemonic status increases, its propensity to engage with JeM also increases.
However, this particular case study does not present evidence that the threat level to a hegemon’s allies affects a
propensity to engage. This is largely a result of a lack of threat to any of India’s allies by JeM. And in the case of
Nigeria, dealing with a similar terrorist group, we do not observe the same incentive to engage with Boko Haram. The
lack of threats to economic capabilities, its allies, and geopolitical interests meant that Nigeria’s regional hegemonic
status was not under threat. In fact, the analysis shows that Nigeria’s allies, as part of the contractual relationship,
had come to aid Nigeria in its fight against Boko Haram. This reverse effect does prove hegemonic status, but its
effect on the larger relationship is the subject of future research. As the threat to Nigeria’s hegemonic status did not
change, neither did its propensity to engage with the terrorist group. Instead, the evidence suggests that the
international counter-terrorism effort spearheaded by other powers was the main driver behind Nigeria’s incentive to
engage with Boko Haram.[80]

Conclusion    

This paper has sought to explain what affects a regional hegemon’s propensity to engage with a terrorist group. In
the complexity of regional order, the decision and motivation to engage with a non-state actor cannot be assumed.
While the conventional understanding has posited that states generally respond in a retaliatory fashion in order to
dispel future attacks. This analysis provides an alternative theoretical understanding based on a categorization of key
tenets of regional hegemony. These tenets, I argue, when threatened, create a propensity to engage with terrorist
groups. The analysis provided evidence to support this claim from a cross-case and overtime analysis of India and
Nigeria. Utilizing the process tracing method, this analysis yields some evidence of a causal argument in the case of
India. With the presence of a threat to economic capability and geopolitical interests, India’s propensity to engage
with JeM was present. Whereas in Nigeria those threats were not present and the country’s counterterrorism strategy
demonstrated that.

Although the equivalent retaliation theory is useful in explaining some instances of this relationship, it does not
effectively categorize the behavior of regional hegemons. Perhaps the simplicity of that model is attractive to defense
policymakers and counterterrorism officials. However, given the nature of terrorist groups, simplicity can lead to
ineffective policy decisions. This study does not seek to completely contradict the retaliation theory, but rather it
provides additional complexity to its framework. In one-off instances of terrorism, it can be easy to turn to the
retaliatory theory but the longevity of terrorism threats in modern-day render that understanding somewhat reductive.
Identifying the key components of hegemony that regional hegemons may face threats against can help better
protect them. For policy practitioners that can yield a better understanding of a regional hegemon’s economic
capabilities and bilateral relationships which by extension can lead to more effective resource allocation. With the
increasing prospects of bipolarity on the international stage, the role of regional superpowers can yield significant
security and strategic power. And so, this understanding of their foreign and counterterrorism policy can help
researchers understand how they may behave in the face of future terrorist threats.

The hegemonic disruption and strategic models for understanding terrorist groups’ logic are extended in this study.
To the hegemonic disruption model, this study has added another consideration for how non-state actors
independently affect the behavior of states and applies some of its logic to a regional setting. To the strategic model,
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this study does not refute that terrorist groups are rational actors but instead demonstrates an alternative
consequence to their actions. As the Indian case study shows, a consequence of the JeM attacks was a threat to
geopolitical interests and by extension hegemonic status. While the intended effect of the group is some lower-level
political goal, there is an outsized effect on the state’s hegemonic status. Most importantly, this analysis illustrates the
relevance of non-state actors, specifically terrorist groups, to hegemonic orders. While the realist school of thought
largely sidelines non-state actors, this study demonstrates that there is a real consequence to their actions.

While this qualitative research does well to encapsulate the complexity of this relationship, a quantitative analysis of
this relationship can reinforce the theory. The scarcity of publicly available data makes this endeavor challenging,
albeit worthwhile. Furthermore, another cross-case analysis to observe the threats to the regional hegemon’s allies
may reinforce the validity of the mechanism. In order to find preliminary support for this theory, the mechanisms were
placed under the umbrella of one independent variable. Now that some have been established, it may also be useful
to expand the three mechanisms into independent variables of their own. In any case, the existence of some
evidence to support this paper’s theory provides a wide field of future exploration at the nexus of hegemony,
terrorism, and regionalism.
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