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Civil War & the Current
International System
James D. Fearon
Abstract: This essay sketches an explanation for the global spread of civil war up to the early 1990s and
the partial recession since then, arguing that some of the decline is likely due to policy responses by major
powers working principally through the United Nations. Unfortunately, the spread of civil war and state
collapse to the Middle East and North Africa region in the last fifteen years has posed one set of problems
that the current policy repertoire cannot address well–for several reasons, conflicts in this region are resistant to “treatment” by international peacekeeping operations–and has highlighted a second, deeper
problem whose effects are gradually worsening and for which there does not appear to be any good solution within the constraints of the present UN system. That is, for many civil war–torn or “postconflict”
countries, third parties do not know how to help locals build a self-governing, self-financing state within
UN-recognized borders or, in some cases, any borders.

This essay provides an overview of the problem of
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civil war in the post-1945 international system. I first
describe global patterns and trends over the whole
period, and next sketch an explanation for the spread
of civil war up to the early 1990s and the partial recession since then. There is reasonable evidence that
United Nations and major-power policy responses
since the end of the Cold War have contributed to the
global decline in civil war since the early 1990s. However, the spread of civil war and state collapse to the
Middle East and North Africa (mena) region in the
last fifteen years has posed one set of problems that
the current policy repertoire cannot address well,
and has highlighted a second, deeper problem whose
effects are gradually worsening and for which there
does not appear to be any good solution within the
constraints of the present un system.
The first problem is that compared with conflicts in
Asia, sub-Saharan Africa, and Latin America, civil war
and state collapse in the mena region more directly
© 2017 by the American Academy of Arts & Sciences
doi:10.1162/DAED_a_00456
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affect the major powers, and possibly international peace and security more broadly.
Third-party peacekeeping operations and
a panoply of associated aid programs have
been deployed to “treat” civil war–torn
countries elsewhere, with a measure of success. In most cases, however, it will be impossible to apply this treatment model in
the mena region due to higher costs and
other obstacles related to nationalism, the
transnational jihadi movement, and the intensity of conflict among the region’s biggest powers.
The second problem is that third-party efforts to build effective, self-sustaining
states in countries where states have collapsed due to civil war, misrule, or invasion
have mainly been failures. This is painfully
evident in the U.S. experiences in Afghanistan and Iraq. To some degree, it appears to
generalize to the experience of postconflict
peacekeeping operations and foreign aid efforts in a number of low-income countries
outside of the mena region. Third parties do not know how to bring about the
construction of self-governing states that
can support themselves financially within
un-approved boundaries.

A common misconception is that the con-

temporary prevalence of civil war is largely a post–Cold War phenomenon. Figure 1
shows that the number of civil wars in progress each year increased steadily throughout
the Cold War, already reaching levels in the
1980s greater than at present. There was a
rapid increase around the time of the end
of the Soviet Union, a spike that contributed to the perception that widespread civil
war was a new, post–Cold War international
problem. But after reaching a high point of
forty-eight ongoing wars in 1992, the prevalence of civil war has actually declined quite
a bit, leveling out over the last fifteen years
between the high twenties and low thirties.
The un state system expanded a great
deal over this whole period, but we see ba146 (4) Fall 2017

sically the same trends if we consider the James D.
share of independent countries with civil Fearon
wars (the dotted line and right axis in Figure 1, calculated omitting microstates that
had populations smaller than half a million
in the year 2000). It is also clear from these
data that “prevalence” is the right word.
Major civil conflict has affected roughly one
in six nonmicrostates each year since 2000
and almost one in five today; at the peak in
1992, it was nearly one in three.1
Figure 2’s panels break down the trends
by region. These mirror the global pattern
for the two most conflict-prone regions,
Asia and sub-Saharan Africa, and also for
Latin America. The most striking exception
is the mena region, which roughly mirrors
the other high-conflict regions until around
2003, but has seen a large increase from
three wars in 2002 to twelve ongoing wars
in 2014.2 All other regions had major declines in civil conflict after the early 1990s.
From the steady increase after 1945 shown
in Figure 1, one might suppose that civil
wars were breaking out more frequently
over time. This is not so. Civil wars have begun over the whole period at a rate of about
2.2 new conflicts per year on average, with
at best a very slight trend downward.3 The
reason for the impressive increase in prevalence up to the early 1990s is that the rate
at which civil wars have ended has been consistently lower, averaging 1.77 per year. Suppose that each morning you pour a random
amount of water into a tank and then remove a different random amount of water
in the afternoon, with the average amount
going in greater than the average amount
coming out. The tank will gradually fill up.
This same sort of dynamic is behind the
gradual increase and the contemporary
prevalence of civil war in the post-1945 international system.
A related implication is that the average
duration of civil wars in progress has increased over time. The international system
has been accumulating long-running con19
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Source: Updated version of the civil war list described in James D. Fearon and David D. Laitin, “Ethnicity,
Insurgency, and Civil War,” American Political Science Review 97 (1) (February 2003): 75–90. Available at http://
fearonresearch.stanford.edu/.

flicts. Figure 3 shows that the average duration of civil wars in progress is currently
greater than twenty years, reflecting some
very long-running, intractable conflicts in
Afghanistan, Myanmar, the Philippines,
India, Turkey, and Somalia, among others.
Even median durations of wars in progress
have climbed to remarkably high levels: it
was nineteen years in 2010 and fourteen
years in 2014 (the recent fall mainly reflecting the entry of a number of new conflicts
in the wake of the Arab Spring).
Three final observations concern types of
civil conflicts. The proportion of civil wars
20

in which rebels have aimed to capture the
central government, as opposed to winning
greater autonomy or regional secession, has
been fairly stable since the 1960s, varying
without clear trend between 50 and 60 percent. The proportion in which the combatants have been organized primarily along
ethnic rather than ideological lines has increased somewhat over the whole period
since World War II, from around 60 percent in the early years to around 70 or 75
percent since the end of the Cold War.4 A
much more striking change has been the remarkable increase in the share of conflicts
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the Current Accumulation of Long-Running Conflicts, 1945–2014
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Source: Author’s coding, available at http://fearonresearch.stanford.edu/.

that involve avowedly jihadist rebel groups,
from around 5 percent in 1990 to more than
40 percent in 2014 (see Figure 4).

The spread and prevalence of civil war in

the post-1945 un system is related to the
persistent gap between the rates at which
civil wars have broken out and ended. But
why have civil wars been easier to start than
to end? This section sketches a two-part answer. First, decolonization produced an international system in which most states are
former colonies with weak state structures
and good conditions for guerrilla warfare
or competing local militias. Second, these
22

forms of armed conflict can be highly robust, so that civil wars are hard to end militarily. And they are also hard to end politically because stable power-sharing agreements between armed groups are extremely
difficult to arrange within states.
On June 26, 1945, when the un Charter
was signed, there were sixty-four independent states, fifty of which joined that day.
As a result of successive waves of decolonization and the breakups of the Soviet
Union and Yugoslavia, the un system has
tripled to 193 member states at present. We
have an international system composed of
many relatively small and administratively,
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financially, and politically weak states. The
median un member today has a population of about 8.1 million, a bit smaller than
New Jersey’s and more than one million
fewer than that of the Chicago metropolitan area. Considering the 167 nonmicrostates, the median country has a population
of 10.7 million; (approximate) examples include Somalia, Bolivia, and Haiti. Half of
all un member states are former colonies
that gained independence since 1960, and
more than two-thirds gained independence
after 1945.
The colonial powers built state apparatuses in their colonies primarily to facil146 (4) Fall 2017

itate cash crop and natural resource extraction via a capital city, a few roads, and
a port where possible. Administration often barely extended to rural peripheries.
With the backstop of imperial militaries
removed by decolonization, the option to
try to use force to capture political control
either at the center of a new state or in a region became more attractive for ambitious
or abused would-be rebel groups. Postindependence leaders have–most of the time
successfully–used state revenues and offices to buy supporting coalitions, reducing the risk of coup attempts and rebellions.
But positive shocks to the relative strength
23
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of potential rebels versus a central government sometimes occur. These shocks create windows of opportunity to try to seize
power or at least get an armed organization
over a threshold of military viability against
what are often chronically weak government forces.5
For example, the collapse of the Gaddafi
regime in Libya in 2011 led to a flow of arms
and fighters to northern Mali, providing a
positive shock to insurgent capabilities that,
in combination with postcoup weakness of
the government in Bamako, made for civil war onset. In Iraq, the U.S. invasion and
destruction of Saddam Hussein’s Baathist
regime created a power vacuum and motivating principle for multiple armed groups
to form and seek local or, looking to the longer run, national control. In Syria, the mass
demonstrations sparked by the Arab Spring
created a window of opportunity for the
formation of armed rebel groups, spurred
on by the aggressive repression of an Assad regime that saw no prospects for stable and safe power-sharing with a moderate opposition.
Once an armed rebel group gets over
the threshold of military viability in a developing country with good conditions
for insurgency, civil war can be extremely difficult to end. Civil wars end either by
military victory or with a power-sharing
agreement. The latter may take the form
of greater regional autonomy provisions in
the case of autonomy-seeking rebel groups,
or the sharing of political and military positions by explicit agreement, or an electoral process in the case of wars fought over a
central government.
In civil wars fought over a central government, stable power-sharing deals are hard
to reach and implement in the absence of
long-term, credible third-party commitments to enforce them.6 Each side has good
reason to fear that the other would try to
grab full control any chance it got and then
use the full power of state forces against an

effectively disarmed and exposed losing
side. For example, the heart of the problem in the Syrian war has been that Assad
and his supporters realistically fear that diluting their control of the Syrian military in
any power-sharing deal would create an unacceptable risk of genocide against them:
even relatively moderate Sunni opposition
figures cannot credibly commit that greater opposition power would not unintentionally head in the direction of control by
more extreme factions. Likewise, if opposition forces were to agree to a deal with Assad that gave them no real hold in the state’s
military, Assad could not credibly commit
not to use the military to punish and secure
himself against future trouble from current
opposition forces.
Power-sharing deals as means to end autonomy-seeking civil wars are more feasible because powers can be divided between territorially distinct central and
regional institutions. Even so, central government fears that regional rebels would
escalate autonomy demands from their
stronger position and institutional base
can make autonomy-seeking civil wars
difficult to end via negotiated settlement.
These considerations help to explain a
depressing regularity: A large majority of
center-seeking civil wars since 1945, and
about half of the autonomy-seeking conflicts, have ended by military victory rather than with significant negotiated powersharing deals.7 Further, military victories,
the alternative to power-sharing deals, are
usually hard to come by when the mode
of fighting is either guerrilla warfare or
conflict among urban and semiurban militias in the context of largely collapsed
central governments. Some of the strongest and most competent militaries in the
world have struggled with guerrilla conflicts without much success. It is not surprising that less well-financed militaries
with much worse command-and-control
problems would struggle even more and
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cause even more killing of noncombatants, which can in turn help insurgents
with their recruitment efforts.

How have other states and nonstate ac-

tors responded to the spread of civil war
and the concomitant weakening of formal
state structures? There was hardly any collective response until the end of the Cold
War “unfroze” the un Security Council. In
the 1990s, the Security Council rapidly assumed the role of the main international institution for coordinating major power and
international community responses to the
newly discovered–or newly actionable–
problem of civil war.
Figure 5 plots the number of un peacekeeping operations (pkos) in the field each
year. It shows a rapid increase from an average of less than four per year before 1989–
the year of the Namibian pko untag,
which began an era of cooperation among
the five permanent members of the Security Council on pkos–to an apparent
steady state of around seventeen missions
per year since 1993. Most of the pkos before 1989 were deployed to facilitate ceasefires or other agreements ending interstate
wars, whereas since then, almost all pko
mandates have addressed peacekeeping or
“peacemaking” in civil war–torn countries.
Peacekeeping operations can be understood as a central part of an “international
regime” that has developed since around
1990 to address the problem of civil war
in the un system.8 Their central logic is to
try to make power-sharing arrangements–
usually including postconflict elections–
more feasible by providing third-party
monitoring and enforcement capability to
address credible commitment problems,
like those outlined in the last section. Peacekeeping forces have deployed to oversee
and monitor disarmament processes, to
help implement postconflict elections, and
often implicitly to provide security guarantees for new governments and former com146 (4) Fall 2017

batants. In some cases, peacekeeping opera- James D.
tions began as or morphed into military op- Fearon
erations against rebel groups, on behalf of
a flimsy peace agreement or an extremely
weak formal state (for example in Cambodia, Bosnia, Sierra Leone, and Mali).
The international regime for civil war
goes well beyond pkos, however. They are
supported and supplemented by the work
and money of a host of intergovernmental,
regional, and nongovernmental organizations, aid agencies, donor conferences, and
election monitoring and human rights organizations–all with programming and
intervention theories developed for civil
war–torn and “postconflict” countries. International norm entrepreneurs have also
been active and somewhat successful in
this area, as illustrated by the un General Assembly’s vote to accept the responsibility to protect doctrine in 2005, and the
development of a system of international
criminal tribunals and courts focused on
human rights abuses and crimes committed mainly in or around civil wars.
The pko-based international regime
for the “treatment” of civil wars has been
roundly criticized for (what are argued to
be) a number of high-profile and disastrous
failures. Notably, in Somalia, Bosnia, Rwanda, and Eastern Congo there have been massacres, even genocide, under the noses of
inadequately manned or mandated pko
troops. pko personnel have moreover repeatedly engaged in sexual exploitation and
abuse of locals and, in Haiti, caused a deadly cholera epidemic.9
At the same time, there is a strong case
that, overall, the “pko-plus” treatment has
done a great amount of good for relatively small cost. Although they get much less
media attention, quite a few missions are
plausibly judged as largely or even highly
successful. A number of studies have found
that even though pko missions on average
go to relatively hard cases for maintaining
postconflict peace, pko treatment is asso25
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ciated with significantly longer peace duration after conflict.10 While it is difficult
to be sure, it is plausible that a nontrivial
amount of the post-1992 decline in civil war
seen in Figure 1 is due to the un system’s response through pkos and related interventions.11 A remarkable 41 percent of the civil wars that have ended since 1991 (twentyone out of fifty-one) have had un pkos.
This does not mean that the pko (and associated postconflict aid regime) caused or
secured a durable peace in each case. But
the evidence from comparisons of similar
“treated” and untreated cases suggests that
pkos probably lower conflict recurrence
26

and may increase the feasibility of peace
deals that would be less likely without the
third-party monitoring and enforcement
instruments of the broader regime.12

Obviously, though, all is not well. Far

from it, and the problems are deeper and
more varied than can be gauged simply by
charting the number and magnitude of ongoing civil wars. In this section, I briefly
characterize two issues. One is an intractable problem that has become increasingly evident over time. The second is a relatively new cluster of problems associated
with the spread of civil war and state col-
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lapse to the Middle East and North Africa
region indicated in Figures 2 and 4.
First, while the pko-plus regime has had
some success at fostering peace agreements
and making them more durable, third-party efforts to build effective, self-sustaining
states in countries where states collapsed
due to civil war, misrule, or invasion have
mainly been failures. This is most clearly illustrated by the U.S. attempts at third-party
state-building in Iraq and Afghanistan. In
both, U.S. or U.S.-backed invasions destroyed the existing regimes and structures of government, such as they were.
In Iraq, the United States attempted to install a democracy that would share power
between predominantly Shia, Sunni, and
Kurdish parties. Elections, coalition politics, and foreign influences gave control of
the top offices to politicians from the majority Shia sect, who feared that genuine
power-sharing with Sunnis (for example,
in army leadership and the incorporation
of Sunnis who had fought against Al Qaeda
in Iraq) would open the door to coups or
other types of subversion. The Shia-led government excluded Sunni politicians and
rank and file to a degree that favored isis’s
successful conquest of Mosul and much of
Western Iraq by the end of 2014. In effect,
the Shia governments have preferred exclusion, peripheral Sunni insurgency, and reliance on Iranian-allied militias to the more
risky course of power-sharing at the center.
Despite years of training by the United
States and many billions of dollars invested,
the formal Iraqi army performed terribly after the U.S. withdrawal, completely disintegrating in the face of the isis attack on Mosul in June 2014 and losing Ramadi, Falluja,
Tikrit, Hit, and other cities to relatively
small numbers of isis fighters. In Afghanistan, the United States and nato have tried
to build capable army and police forces for
even longer–fifteen years–again with disappointing results. Continued U.S. military
support appears necessary just to maintain
146 (4) Fall 2017

a costly stalemate with the Taliban. With- James D.
out this support, it is likely that either the Fearon
government in Kabul would fall or Afghanistan would return to the Taliban-versusnorthern-armed-groups civil war of the
mid-1990s. Politically, the United States has
provided third-party backing for a powersharing arrangement between competing factions (President Ashraf Ghani and
“Chief Executive” Abdullah Abdullah), but
the government has been largely dysfunctional.13 The formal, un-member Afghan
state would be unable to survive financially
without massive foreign backing: between
70 and more than 90 percent of government
revenue comes from foreign aid.14
The present Afghan state is, in effect, a
ward of “the international community.” To
varying degrees, this is true of what may be
an increasing number of un member states.
One rough indicator is the increasing duration of peacekeeping operations. For un
pkos addressing civil wars, the average duration increased from two years for operations in the field as of 1991 to eleven years
for operations in the field as of 2014. In other words, pkos tend to “hang around,” unable to leave without unacceptable risk of
returning to, or worsening of, armed conflict. Another rough indicator is dependence on foreign aid, measured by comparing total aid receipts to total central government expenditure. On average, from 2004
to 2014, for at least one in five un member
states, aid receipts equaled at least half of
all government expenditures (whether we
consider all states or only nonmicrostates).
Looking only at the countries in the World
Bank’s “low-income” category for 2014,
median aid dependence was a remarkable
86 percent. This suggests that in at least half
of these low-income countries, more than
half of all (intended) spending on nonmilitary public goods has come from taxpayers in oecd countries.15 Not surprisingly,
many of the most aid-dependent countries
are either postconflict or mired in conflict.
27
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For example, states at or near the top of the
list include Liberia, Afghanistan, Somalia,
Sierra Leone, the Central African Republic,
Cambodia, the Democratic Republic of the
Congo, Rwanda, Burundi, Nicaragua, Mozambique, Chad, and Mali.
Higher-income un members can continue to pay to maintain the semblance of
statehood according to un norms in low-income and civil war–torn countries. Hopefully, in some cases, these subsidies will no
longer be needed because state-building
will eventually occur. But in other cases, it
may be that the construction of capable and
effective state institutions can only be carried out by locals–third parties simply do
not know how or cannot do it–in processes
that will be bloody, slow, and will not necessarily produce functioning states that operate exactly within current un-recognized
borders. Recall that this was the case historically for state-building in most of today’s
major powers.16
In sum, while there is a good argument
that the pko-plus regime has been a moderately effective and relatively low-cost
means of addressing the spread of civil war
in the un system, the regime has no good
answer to the long-term question of how
third parties can reliably foster the building of capable, not-awful states in civil war
and postconflict settings.
The second major problem stems from
the spread of civil war and state collapse
into the Middle East and North Africa over
the last fifteen years. These are regions in
which internal conflict has particularly
large negative externalities for the major
powers, but also where the pko-plus treatment regime is difficult and often impossible to apply.
Although the roots are deeper, the rise of
civil war and state collapse in the mena region began in earnest after 9/11, with the
U.S. invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq
sparking civil (and anti-invader) wars in
both countries (see Figure 2). In Yemen,

war between the Houthis in the north and
the government in Sanaa broke out in 2004,
the same year that Pakistan saw one insurgency restart in Baluchistan and another begin in the form of the Pakistani Taliban. The
conflicts have continued, escalating in Yemen with the addition of a war in the south
involving the local Al Qaeda branch and
southern separatists. Following uprisings in
the Arab Spring, Libya and Syria collapsed
into major wars while in Egypt, a lower-level insurgency developed in the Sinai.
In contrast to civil wars in Africa and the
mainly relatively small separatist conflicts
in Asian countries, civil war and state collapse in the mena region has much larger
bad consequences for European states and,
arguably, for “international peace and security” (the Security Council’s formal charge).
Exhibit A is the Syrian war and the rise of
the Islamic State in eastern Syria and western Iraq. The massive refugee disaster raises
risks of contagion of civil war and state collapse to other states in the region, and has
played into the growing pressures on European democratic politics and norms. The
war has also led to dangerous escalations
of the Saudi-Iranian cold war and U.S.-Russian conflict, along with Kurdish-Turkish
and Sunni-Shia conflicts in the region. Elsewhere, anarchy in Libya poses international problems due to refugee flows, while the
war in Afghanistan reflects in part and certainly engages the volatile and dangerous
conflict between Pakistan and India. The
program of some Islamic fundamentalists
involved in these conflicts involve terrorist attacks outside the region, and there is
no doubt that they would use weapons of
mass destruction for terror if they could
get them.
Unfortunately, the international community’s pko-plus treatment regime has
not and probably cannot be applied in this
region. In the first place, un pkos require
major-power agreement, but, for example, the Syrian war has engaged the Unit-
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Table 1
Number of Civil Wars with and without pkos, by Region, 1990–2014
Regions

pko

James D.
Fearon
No pko

mena

1 (5%)

20 (95%)

Asia

2 (12%)

15 (88%)

Sub-Saharan Africa

16 (53%)

14 (47%)

Eastern Europe/Former ussr

6 (60%)

4 (40%)

Latin America/Caribbean

3 (60%)

2 (40%)

Note: Includes civil wars that ended or were ongoing after 1989. Source: Author’s coding, available at http://
fearonresearch.stanford.edu/.

ed States and Russia on opposite sides, at
least concerning Assad (to this point).17
And even if an operation might get support from the Security Council in principle, there is typically great reluctance to
send missions in the absence of a formal
peace agreement and invitation by warring parties: the model is “peacekeeping”
much more than “peacemaking.” This has
been a barrier for un and other third-party
missions in all regions, but it may be more
so in the mena region given the number
of significant regional powers engaged in
intense competition there.
More important, even when Security
Council political agreement is feasible, the
fact that any foreign peacekeeping troops
will surely act as a recruiting card for jihadis poses a major obstacle. Their rallying cry
is to expel foreign influence. And finding
capable peacekeeping forces from the region itself is made highly problematic by
the Saudi-Iranian struggle, which ramifies
into a region-wide Sunni-Shia conflict.
For civil wars that either ended since 1990
or are still ongoing, Table 1 shows the proportion that got un pkos (at some point)
for each region. The mena region has the
largest number of wars with no pko and the
smallest number with a pko. The sole pko
146 (4) Fall 2017

case is the abortive un Supervision Mission
in Syria that operated for just four months
in 2012, an exception that proves the rule.
Both before and since the rise of a violent,
transnational Sunni jihadist movement that
has greatly raised the costs for third-party peacekeeping, mena has not been fertile ground for internationally sanctioned
third-party support to end civil wars.18

Before 1945, state-building was frequent-

ly a slow and often highly violent process.
One can argue that, by contrast, the post1945 un system has done remarkably well
as an experiment in the wholesale proliferation of the modern state form. The period has seen unprecedented, global advances in life expectancy and living standards,
as well as widespread diffusion of electoral democracy and probably a significant
improvement in human rights, on average. Many countries, including many new
states, have been little affected by largescale violence.19
But we are now seeing major pressures
and strains for which the pko-plus regime
appears to be inadequate. This is mainly due
to the rise of civil war, state collapse, transnational jihadism, and major and regional
power proxy conflicts in the mena region.
29
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The deeper roots stem from the failure of
the Arab (and some other) republics to find,
after independence, a formula for successful governance: that is, nonabusive, nonkleptocratic government that fosters and
allows adequate economic growth. Transnational jihadi movements are a religious
nationalist reaction seeking better governance and a sense of dignity. Unfortunately,
they are also vicious and immoral in the extreme, and destined to fail as a governance
model if they ever really get to try to implement their current vision.
The experience of the United States in
Iraq and Afghanistan (and, for that matter, Vietnam) suggests that the problem of
building a state that can finance and govern itself can only be solved by locals, in
what may be a violent process. Third-party support for one faction or another, or for
formal power-sharing between former enemies, may put on hold or even undermine
effective state-building. While these pes-

simistic conclusions surely do not apply
everywhere–see the general point about
the successes of the un system above–
their relevance to a number of states in the
mena region is especially confounding for
“the international community,” and most
of all for the region’s people.
The international response should focus
on delivering humanitarian relief where it is
possible to deliver without making matters
worse, and trying to help protect against
spillover effects in contiguous states that
are basically functional. Containing and degrading the Islamic State (and the like) is
fine, but if the United States or other Western militaries do too much, this may effectively help sustain the movement as a terrorist threat by preventing it from failing
or evolving on its own. It is hard to kill an
ideology by bombing it. In the longer run,
the problem is state-building, something
that can only be durably accomplished by
the residents.
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Civil War & the Global Threat
of Pandemics
Paul H. Wise & Michele Barry
Abstract: This essay confronts the collision of two potential global threats: the outbreak of infectious pandemics and the outbreak and protraction of civil wars. Specifically, it addresses the potential that civil wars
can elevate the risk that an infectious outbreak will emerge; the possibility that civil wars can reduce the capacity to identify and respond to outbreaks; and the risk that outbreaks in areas of civil conflict can generate political and security challenges that may threaten regional and international order. Both global health
governance and international security structures seem inadequate to address the health and security challenges posed by infectious outbreaks in areas of civil conflict. New approaches that better integrate the technical and political challenges inherent in preventing pandemics in areas of civil war are urgently required.
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begun with little Emile Ouamouno, a one-year-old
who died in December 2013 in the village of Meliandou, Guinea. By the time the outbreak was declared
over in January 2016, an official tally of some 11,300
people had died and more than 28,000 had been infected in the three most heavily affected countries:
Guinea, Sierra Leone, and Liberia. The economies and
health care systems of these three countries had been
devastated, which in turn resulted in more suffering
and countless lost lives. The armed forces of the affected countries had been mobilized, as were units
from the United Kingdom and the United States, including the famed 101st Airborne Division (Air Assault). While the impact of this outbreak in death,
human suffering, and fear was catastrophic, this essay raises the question of what might the impact of
an Ebola outbreak have been if it had occurred not in
2013 but in 2000, when Guinea, Sierra Leone, and Liberia were embroiled in brutal civil wars. This question seems particularly relevant given that the 2013
Ebola outbreak exposed current global health struc© 2017 by the American Academy of Arts & Sciences
doi:10.1162/DAED_a_00460
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tures as largely incapable of operating effectively in countries with poor health systems and weak governance, characteristics
likely to be particularly apparent in areas
plagued by protracted civil unrest. In such
settings, global health imperatives may collide with global security structures, a collision for which neither arena of global governance appears adequately prepared.
The interaction between epidemic disease and civil conflict has evolved dramatically over the centuries. The past several decades have witnessed the predominance of protracted civil conflicts that do
not readily conform to traditional boundaries between war and peace. Rather, prolonged, churning instability has become
common with periods of relative calm interrupted by eruptions of violent, often
vicious conflict. While the diseases associated with these new forms of war have
also evolved, what has altered the threat
of war-generated epidemics forever is the
unprecedented potential for rapid dissemination throughout the world.
This discussion is premised on the dual
recognition that global infectious pandemics have the potential to threaten the international order and that civil wars may enhance the risk that such a pandemic will
emerge and have a global impact. Three related mechanisms are of central concern:
1) the possibility that civil wars can elevate
the risk that an infectious outbreak with
pandemic potential will emerge; 2) the possibility that civil wars can reduce outbreak
surveillance and control capacities, resulting in silent global dissemination; and
3) the potential that infectious outbreaks
emerging in areas plagued by civil conflict
can generate complex political and security
challenges that can threaten traditional notions of national sovereignty and enhance
incentives for international intervention.

Interestingly, the very definition of a pandemic foretells the intricate dance between
72

epidemiology and politics that always accompanies a global infectious outbreak. The
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
(cdc) defines a pandemic as “an epidemic that has spread over several countries or
continents, usually affecting a large number of people.”1 It involves epidemiology
since it has at its core the dynamics of disease progression and infectious transmission from individual to individual. However, the definition also recognizes that pandemics must cross national borders, an
inherent acknowledgement that pandemics relate to notions of state sovereignty and
governance.
The majority of the approximately four
hundred emerging infectious diseases that
have been identified since 1940 have been
zoonoses: infections that have been transmitted from animals to humans. Commonly, the infectious agent lives in the animal
host, often without causing any discernable
disease. The animals thereby serve as a “reservoir” for the infectious agent. The jump,
or “spillover,” from the animal host to human populations can be due to an unusually close contact, such as slaughtering an infected animal, and may be associated with
a mutation in the infectious microbe making it more likely to infect a human host.
Human immunodeficiency virus (hiv) is
the iconic disease that emerged from a spillover from a simian host. Emergent infectious diseases can also require arthropod
blood-seeking insects for transmission such
as mosquitoes or ticks. Mosquitos serve as
“vectors” in such diseases as malaria, yellow fever, and zika, and involve cycles of
mosquito transmission from reservoir animals with spillover to humans. The emergence of a zoonosis with the potential for
pandemic spread generally occurs when
there is a change in the long-standing ecology of human-animal-infectious agent interaction. The importance of this ecological relationship has been recognized by
the One Health Initiative, which links hu-
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man and veterinarian medicine within a
new ecological framework.2 For the most
part, human factors, such as the expansion
of human populations into previously forested areas, domesticated animal production practices, food shortages, and alterations in water usage and flows, have been
the primary drivers of altered ecological
relationships. There is also substantial evidence that climate change is reshaping ecological interactions and vector prevalence
adjacent to human populations.3 Enhanced
trade and air transportation have increased
the risk that an outbreak will spread widely. While infectious outbreaks can be due
to all forms of infectious agents, including
bacteria, parasites, and fungi, viruses are of
the greatest pandemic concern.
New infectious agents can emerge anywhere humans inhabit the planet. However, the science of emerging infections suggests that the greatest danger of pandemic
generation lies in tropical and subtropical
regions where humans and animals, particularly wild animals, are most likely to
interact. Recent analyses have suggested
that the “hotspots” for emerging infectious diseases lie in Eastern China, Southeast Asia, Eastern Pakistan, Northeast India and Bangladesh, Central America, and
the tropical belt running through Central
Africa from Guinea, through Nigeria, the
Democratic Republic of the Congo (drc),
Rwanda, and Burundi, and into Ethiopia.4
These hotspots have been identified using
sophisticated analytic models but generally approximate areas where new or intense
human activity coincides with high wildlife and microbial diversity. This elevated
risk includes both the initial spillover of
infectious agents from animal to human
populations as well as the potential for
substantial human-to-human transmission due to local conditions, such as human population density and movement.5
Although serious pandemics have
emerged from mid-income countries, such
146 (4) Fall 2017

as Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome
(sars) in Southern China and h1n1 influenza likely in Mexico, there is considerable overlap between the hotspots for
emerging infections and hotspots of civil
conflict. Of particular concern is the role
of social disruption and forced migration
in generating the conditions for pandemic emergence. Combat operations and the
threat of violence invariably generate the
migration of civilian populations into safer locations, often into forested or other remote areas where intense interaction with
wildlife populations is more likely. In addition, the search for food among these refugee populations may require the hunting of
nontraditional forms of wildlife, such as rodents, bats, or primates, which can greatly
elevate the risk of zoonotic spillover. For example, the dangerous Ebola, Marburg, and
Nipah viruses are carried by bats, and the virus that caused the 2002–2004 sars outbreak was also likely transmitted by bats.
While the emergence of new human diseases is not confined to areas plagued by
war, populations fleeing civil war may also
intensify the early human-to-human transmission of emerging infections.6 Refugee
camps are usually characterized by people
living in extremely close proximity to one
another, often crowded into makeshift shelters, elevating the risk of transmission. In
addition, malnutrition and poor hygiene
and sanitation can also elevate the risk of
infection. However, while the impact of civil conflict on pandemics may elevate the risk
that a new infectious disease will emerge,
the greater concern is that civil conflict will
undermine the local and global capacity to
control it.
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There exists a significant technical capaci-

ty to ensure that a local infectious outbreak
is not transformed into a global pandemic.
There also exists a global health governance
system charged with employing this technical capacity whenever and wherever such an
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outbreak emerges. The control of infectious
outbreaks requires some level of organized
collective action; in essence, effective governance. Together, the technical and governance requirements for controlling the
risk of pandemics can be grouped into three
general categories: prevention, detection,
and response.
Prevention requires the provision of immunization, when effective vaccines exist.
Immunization programs for polio, cholera,
yellow fever, measles, and a variety of other infectious illnesses are effective and relatively inexpensive. Immunization to prevent influenza is a special case: while generally effective, it must be given annually
since the immunization is directed at only
one strain of virus, which varies from year
to year. Prevention also includes efforts to
alter behaviors that elevate the risk that an
infectious agent will jump from animals to
humans. For example, a behavioral modification campaign was implemented in Sierra Leone to confine an outbreak of Lassa
fever, relying primarily on disseminating
information on how to avoid exposures to
rodents, the primary carrier of the Lassa virus.7 Educational efforts have sought to reduce the risk of the animal-to-human spillover associated with the hunting of nondomesticated tropical animals, generally
referred to as “bushmeat,” which in many
areas includes monkeys and bats. These educational efforts have been targeted at reducing hunter exposure to the blood and
other bodily fluids of bushmeat prey, as
some communities may depend upon the
hunting of bushmeat for nutrition or livelihood.
The early detection of an infectious outbreak with pandemic potential is a fundamental component of any pandemic control capacity. However, the requirements
for an effective detection capability are both
technically and organizationally complex.
The early detection of worrisome infectious
agents in animal or human populations re-

quires a strong and methodical surveillance
infrastructure.8 The routine collection and
testing of samples drawn from domesticated poultry and pig production chains can
provide early warning of a potential for
spillover into human populations. Similarly, the sampling of wildlife, including potential vectors, such as mosquito or rodent
populations, is also a standard mechanism
for identifying the presence of worrisome
infectious agents. The detection of actual
animal and human illnesses requires a clinical capacity that can both identify worrisome cases and report this concern to the
appropriate pandemic alert systems. Clinically distinguishing illnesses that may be of
pandemic potential is not easy, since many
such illnesses can present with relatively ordinary symptoms, such as fever and malaise. Indeed, potentially pandemic influenza generally presents as “the flu.”
The development and maintenance of
animal surveillance systems in areas characterized by civil conflict and poor security can be extremely challenging. Routine
animal surveillance demands substantial
logistical chains and careful organizational controls. The sampling protocols cannot be based on isolated events or convenience samples but must be representative
of the actual environment to be of any practical utility. In addition, animal surveillance
systems require adequate laboratory capacity to identify the viruses or other infectious
agents of concern. Because most laboratories capable of performing the requisite
tests are located in capital cities or regional
centers, this generally means that samples
must be routinely collected and transported
from relatively remote sites and travel substantial distances. In many low-resource areas, even relatively sophisticated laboratories may not have the requisite biosafety capabilities to test for highly infectious
agents. While possible, overcoming these
logistical challenges in insecure areas can
be exceedingly difficult.
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Detection may also require the ability to quickly discern patterns of atypical
case presentation. Epidemiological investigations in which contact tracing can be
conducted and suspicious clusters of cases
can be distinguished from the background
noise of common illnesses may not be feasible in conflict areas. It is also important
to remember that the practical utility of
early detection will be heavily dependent
on the speed with which systems of surveillance can operate. Accordingly, strong,
responsive communication networks are
essential for early outbreak detection, both
for coordinating the requisite investigations as well as for integrating data derived
from various sources. Civil wars commonly disrupt traditional means of communication. New strategies that utilize satellite
or other technologies to link remote or insecure areas to surveillance are needed.
The Ebola virus outbreak in West Africa exposed glaring weaknesses in the global strategy to control pandemic outbreaks
in areas with minimal public health capacity. The local failures were myriad and
have been documented by a variety of postoutbreak assessments.9 The detection and
reporting of the outbreak was delayed for
months because of inadequate health services and poor communication among
clinicians and public health authorities.
Health facilities were quickly overwhelmed
by the rising number of patients with Ebola and large numbers of health workers
became ill and died. Many facilities were
shuttered or restricted their services to patients with suspected Ebola infection. Consequently, it is likely that, during the outbreak, many more deaths resulted from
inadequate care for patients with illnesses
other than Ebola. The health care provided to patients with Ebola was substandard
early on, which not only led to unnecessary
deaths, but also enhanced transmission.
Virtually all the post-Ebola appraisals
were quick to emphasize that weak nation146 (4) Fall 2017

al health systems were a key contributor to
the deeply flawed response to the outbreak.
While these reports called for enhanced financial support for strengthening national
health systems, current global health security structures continue to place the responsibility for improving these systems on the
national governments themselves. Clearly, this approach is problematic for countries plagued by civil war. It is useful, therefore, to examine these global health security systems and why they rely so heavily on
the commitment and capacities of the affected countries and why this is not likely
to change anytime soon.

Paul H.
Wise
& Michele
Barry

The only comprehensive global frame-

work for pandemic detection and control
is the legally binding international treaty, the International Health Regulations
(ihr).10 Currently covering 196 nations, the
ihr have their historical roots in the early nineteenth-century sanitary codes, developed after a series of cross-border epidemics in Europe underscored the need for
international public health standards and
cooperation. The United Nations created
the World Health Organization (who) in
1948, which had built into its constitution
the authority to craft regulations directed
at “sanitary and quarantine requirements
and other procedures designed to prevent
the international spread of disease.” In 1951,
the who consolidated a number of earlier
health agreements and renamed them the
International Sanitary Regulations (isr). A
revision of the isr was adopted in 1969 and
renamed the International Health Regulations. Significantly, the ihr were, as were
their predecessor agreements, directed at
the dual goals of reducing the international spread of infectious diseases and the
avoidance of unnecessary burdens on the
flow of international trade and transportation. However, the inadequacies of the
ihr during several outbreaks in the early
1990s prompted the who to initiate a re75
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vision process in 1995. However, the revisions only moved to the front burner after the 2002 outbreak of sars, which began in the Guangdong Province of China
but quickly spread to some two dozen countries in North America, South America, Europe, and Asia and had an estimated shortterm, economic cost of about $50 billion.11
China’s failure to report the outbreak in a
timely manner and prolonged resistance
to international cooperation in mounting
a global response only underscored the urgent need to revise the ihr.
The revision was ultimately adopted in
2005 and addressed several significant deficiencies, including the glaring problem
that the ihr only attended to outbreaks
from three diseases: cholera, yellow fever,
and plague. Interestingly, these were the
same three diseases that were addressed
by the original European sanitary regulations adopted in the 1800s. The 2005 revision expanded the purview of the ihr to
include all outbreaks that posed a “public
health risk” or a “public health emergency of international concern.” In addition,
the 2005 revision allowed the who to obtain and use data from nongovernmental
sources. This provision recognized that information from member states might not
be accurate, either because of inadequate
data collection capabilities or in response
to the political and economic repercussions
states might encounter by reporting an outbreak. The 2005 revision also attempted to
address the fact that many national public
health systems do not possess even the most
rudimentary capabilities to detect, respond
to, and report an infectious outbreak. However, the burden was placed on the states
themselves to improve their systems and report progress on a regular basis to the who.
Additionally, the 2005 revision inserted
concerns for human rights into the regulations and created a mechanism by which
the who could authorize the declaration of
a Public Health Emergency of International

Concern (pheic), which is a formal call to
adopt who recommendations and to coordinate the responses of member states, but,
significantly, it imposes no binding obligations on state action.12
The ihr (2005) required that states report the status of their health capacities and
imposed a deadline of 2012 for all states to
have in place the necessary capacities to detect, report, and respond to local infectious
outbreaks. However, only a small percentage of state parties reported meeting these
requirements and almost one-third did not
even provide the requisite capacity information when surveyed by the who. Prior
to the outbreak, Sierra Leone reported inadequate progress in meeting ihr capacity goals; Liberia and Guinea were among
the countries that failed to report their status.13 Post-Ebola recommendations have
stressed the need for greater external assessment and the linkage of international
funding for health system strengthening
to more rigorous evaluation and reporting.14 However, even with enhanced funding and accountability provisions, the low
probability that weak states, and particularly those plagued by civil conflict and protracted violence, will make the requisite improvements in their own health systems
represents a dramatic vulnerability in the
global health security system.

Despite calls to strengthen general health

system capacities, a major component of
foreign assistance initiatives concerned
with pandemic control are focused specifically on enhancing just those capabilities
needed for pandemic surveillance, detection, and response. The United States Agency for International Development (usaid)
and the cdc have been working to improve
local pandemic detection and response capacities by directing resources and training
to twenty countries thought to be at high
risk for pandemic emergence, including
the Democratic Republic of the Congo.15

Dædalus, the Journal of the American Academy of Arts & Sciences

The Emerging Pandemic Threats Program
(ept-2) has supported a variety of projects
designed to develop data and build capacity in surveillance and response. A broader global effort, the Global Health Security Agenda, has been endorsed by the g7
(Canada, France, Germany, Italy, Japan, the
United Kingdom, and the United States)
as means for bringing together a variety of
health and veterinary agencies within a One
Health framework and improving accountability for the status of national pandemic
control systems.16
The underlying premise of these focused initiatives in places like the drc is
that what is needed for effective pandemic
control is not good governance per se but
“good enough governance” or “strategic
governance” in which the minimal governance and security conditions required by
the technical elements of pandemic control are met.17 Strategic governance for
health service provision contends that
each technical intervention places distinct burdens on governance and system
capacity. For example, an immunization
program may require different things from
local governance capacities than a maternal mortality reduction initiative. This
may clarify why, in unstable regions, specific domains of health outcomes can improve while others plateau or worsen. For
example, Liberia experienced dramatic declines in young-child mortality over the
past decade. However, its response to Ebola was catastrophically ineffective. Other examples include the success of largescale antiretroviral medication programs
in the central plateau of Haiti, immunization programs in Somalia, and dramatic
reductions in maternal-to-child transmission of hiv infection in Zimbabwe.
Support for the potential utility of a strategic approach has also come from the successful containment of Ebola in Nigeria, a
country deeply troubled by corruption,
political and ethnic tensions, and, in cer146 (4) Fall 2017

tain areas, a running insurgency.18 In July
2014, a Liberian-American diplomatic traveler, who had been infected with Ebola virus in Liberia, traveled to Lagos, a megacity of almost eighteen million people. The
virus was subsequently transmitted to others in Lagos and in Port Harcourt, the home
of Nigeria’s international oil refining and
export industry. However, just two months
after the first case was identified, no new
cases were reported in Nigeria. This experience would suggest that, indeed, pandemic control can be successfully implemented in countries with weak health systems
and low government effectiveness. However, on deeper examination, there were special conditions in Nigeria that may not be
representative of conditions in other areas
of weak governance or chronic conflict. Because Nigeria was one of the few remaining countries in the world still experiencing
cases of polio, a significant investment had
been made beginning in 2012, particularly
by the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation,
to develop an extensive system of polio surveillance and response.19 With the detection of the first case of Ebola, this system of
highly trained supervisory staff, hundreds
of field operatives, communication networks, and specialized equipment were immediately shifted to support the outbreak
control apparatus in the affected Nigerian
cities. The presence of this polio eradication
infrastructure was likely crucial to the relatively swift and successful response to Ebola
in Nigeria. This would suggest that a strategic investment in specific health and governance capacities can prove effective in certain settings. Similar polio eradication initiatives have been developed in Pakistan,
another country plagued by civil conflict.
Nevertheless, it is useful to note that the polio eradication infrastructure required considerable time to develop and substantial
external investments. Therefore, the Nigerian experience with Ebola may not reflect the likely capacities of other political-
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ly complex, low-income countries attempting to control a serious infectious outbreak.

The vulnerability generated by weak na-

tional health capacities is not confined to
issues of health. Rather, if there is a perception that a country is either unwilling
or unable to deal with a potential pandemic outbreak, a series of serious security concerns can quickly emerge. The ihr do not
require that any state implement who recommendations, permit entry to who technical teams, or accept international assistance. “Soft” compliance mechanisms have
been adopted that attempt to enhance the
incentives for state compliance, but cannot compel fulfillment of who guidance.
For example, the who can publicize the
failure of states to abide by who recommendations and openly articulate the presumed consequences of resisting international assistance. The ihr also permit the
who to seek data on outbreaks from nongovernmental sources for the first time.20
This provision was adopted, after considerable negotiation with concerned state parties, in the hope of encouraging host states
to provide more timely and accurate data
on the status of outbreaks. There have also
been recent efforts to enhance state reporting of health system capacities through supplementary independent voluntary assessments of countries working through the
Global Health Security Agenda consortium.
The bottom line, however, is that despite
the profound global threat of pandemics,
there remains no global health mechanism
to force state parties to act in accordance
with global health interests. Moreover,
there also persist inherent disincentives
for countries to report an infectious outbreak early in its course. The economic impact of such a report can be profound, particularly for countries heavily dependent
upon tourism or international trade. China hesitated to report the sars outbreak
in 2002. Tragic delays in raising the alarm
78

about the Ebola outbreak in West Africa
were laid at the doorstep of the affected
national authorities and the regional who
committees, which were highly concerned
about the economic and social implications of reporting an outbreak.21
Countries experiencing civil wars may
not be particularly worried about disruptions to tourism or international trade.
However, the deference to sovereignty
claims in the ihr has also had a significant
impact on the detection and response to infectious outbreaks in these areas. Syria had
not reported a case of polio since 1999. In
2013, health workers began to see young
children presenting with the kind of paralysis that is generally associated with a polio
outbreak, which is highly contagious and
is considered a public health emergency.
However, the government and the regional who office have been intensely criticized
for their slow and uneven responses.22 It
was noted early in the outbreak that the cases were concentrated in areas controlled by
groups opposed to the Assad regime. This
was not particularly surprising given that
these areas had experienced a deterioration
in general living conditions as well as the
government’s abandonment, if not active
destruction, of sanitation and water supplies, two primary means of polio virus dissemination. In addition, government-sponsored immunization services for children
had also eroded badly in these areas. The
Assad regime has been accused of hesitating to confirm early reports of polio in the
opposition areas and impeding the delivery
of vaccines and health workers to those locations. The who was also criticized for its
lack of quick response, although its hands
were somewhat tied by the mandate that it
act only after receiving the assent of the national government. Ultimately, with pressure from international health organizations and neighbors in the region (Jordan,
the West Bank, and Israel detected the polio
virus in sewage presumably coming from
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Syria), a major polio vaccination campaign
was implemented involving the government health infrastructure in the south of
the country and a consortium of both international and local nongovernmental organizations in the north. This strategy apparently terminated the outbreak and remains
the only way to provide immunizations in
both governmental-held and rebel-controlled areas of Syria.23
The Syrian polio outbreak is an important reminder that health interventions,
though technical in nature, can be transformed into political currency when certain conditions are met. At the most basic
level, the destruction or withholding of essential health capabilities can be used to coerce adversaries into political compliance,
if not complete submission. The purposeful Syrian and Russian bombing of hospitals and other health facilities in the besieged city of Aleppo is a representative, if
especially brutal, expression of this explicit strategy. The intention was clearly to inflict profound suffering and amplify casualties: one dead doctor can result in many
more dead among the unattended injured.
There are also important, though more
subtle mechanisms by which the provision
of health services can take on an intensely
political character. In particular, three general conditions can define how health interventions ultimately relate to perceptions of
political legitimacy: First, the population
must perceive that an infectious outbreak
represents a major threat. Second, the population must see health services as technically capable of successfully combatting the
perceived threat. Third, the state must be
viewed as being responsible for the provision of this technical capacity. When these
conditions are met, the political legitimacy of the state will almost always be in play;
political legitimacy can be undermined by
nonprovision. Alternatively, when the state
or its proxy, such as a un agency or nongovernmental organization, is successful
146 (4) Fall 2017

in providing the health service in question,
the state’s political legitimacy may be enhanced. In this manner, the role of health
services in creating state legitimacy can be
intensely dynamic, particularly in violently
contested political environments.
Regardless of how extensive the capacities of a health system appear on paper,
the actual effectiveness of the system will
almost always rest on whether the citizenry perceives the system as legitimate.24 The
lack of political legitimacy can undermine
a health system’s response in several critical ways: First, diminished political legitimacy can threaten informational authority.
As was seen early in the Ebola outbreak, the
official attempts to disseminate information on the nature and prevention of Ebola transmission were profoundly weakened by a general distrust of the state as a
source of reliable information. While concerns regarding inappropriate cultural, linguistic, and literacy levels of the information likely also contributed to the lack of effect, the core problem was less the content
than the source of the information. The authority of the state to provide critical, lifeor-death information had to confront the
fact that many at greatest risk of being infected by the Ebola virus did not believe the
state prioritized their interests. Second, under certain conditions, local communities
may attempt to insulate themselves from
state authority. Particularly, where states
have been perceived as predatory, the “art
of not being governed” can produce protective practices and local political impulses that can expressly, or at least effectively,
shield populations from state control, a situation that can undermine even the bestintentioned public health initiatives.25
Third, and perhaps most important, weak
political legitimacy can make state-propagated health activities increasingly reliant
on coercion. Public health responses to an
infectious outbreak will almost always depend upon public compliance with behav-

Paul H.
Wise
& Michele
Barry

79

Civil War &
the Global
Threat of
Pandemics

80

ioral recommendations, such as quarantine. In settings of high political legitimacy, such compliance will reflect normative
respect for state authority on such matters
as public health. However, when legitimacy is low, normative respect can be replaced
by skeptical noncompliance. In a setting of
potential pandemic dissemination, skeptical noncompliance may not be tolerated
by the state or threatened regional or international entities, and coercive tactics may
seem the only recourse. In such situations,
responsibility for the management of the
outbreak may shift from the ministry of
health to the army.26 This shift in strategic
authority was made clear to a global audience when Liberian security forces were utilized to impose what ultimately became a
failed attempt to quarantine the crowded,
impoverished West Point neighborhood of
Monrovia, Liberia, at the height of the Ebola outbreak.27
The political currency of health services, particularly in areas of civil conflict,
can also be wielded as a weapon of political advantage. This is most apparent when
a service of clear political value is provided
or withheld based on the behaviors of local populations. Standard counterinsurgency doctrine has made the provision of public goods, such as valued health services, a
means of generating strategic support for a
combatant force, the state, or its proxies.28
When the conditions of perceived infectious threat, effective technical capacity,
and state responsibility for access to this capacity are met, the direct provision of this
service will tend to enhance the political legitimacy of the state. However, when the
state fails to provide the service, its political legitimacy can be diminished. It should
not be surprising, therefore, that health services may become vulnerable to assault by
forces that oppose the state. Conversely, attacks on services of high value to local communities could undermine the legitimacy
of the forces opposed to the state. There are

numerous examples of this dynamic. Most
Jihadist forces in Iraq and Syria have supported immunization campaigns. Most Taliban fighters in Afghanistan have generally
not attacked local health clinics, even those
constructed by U.S. forces or supported by
external nongovernmental organizations.
However, there are also many counterexamples in which the struggle for legitimacy has put health workers at risk of politically motivated violence, as is evident by
the continued targeting of Pakistan’s polio
immunization programs.29 The U.S. Central Intelligence Agency’s use of a Pakistani
physician masquerading as an immunization worker to ascertain the whereabouts
of Osama Bin Laden only enhanced the political utility of these attacks on state-sponsored vaccination teams. In Syria, the Assad
regime and allied Russian forces have targeted health facilities and personnel in order to deprive civilian populations of adequate health care and thereby amplify the
suffering and death associated with continued resistance.
Global pandemic control systems respect
national sovereignty; infectious outbreaks
do not. This mismatch of policy and biology is an inherent vulnerability of the current
international health governance infrastructure, which can create a level of profound
unpredictability in how states respond to
pandemic threats. While these questions
relate generally to the control of pandemics, they have special meaning in the context of civil conflict and violent political instability. Sovereignty is best considered as
a composite of several component political
standards.30 Domestic sovereignty refers
to the state’s performance in regulating violence and exercising authority within its
borders. Westphalian sovereignty refers to
the autonomy of the state and its ability to
exercise power without interference from
external forces. International legal sovereignty involves the formal recognition of
the state within the administration of in-
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ternational organizations and law. Interdependence sovereignty relates to the ability
of states to control threats emanating from
regional or global processes that transcend
national borders, such as climate change,
air pollution, or the globalization of food
production. By some measures, the vulnerabilities and contradictions within the global
health security regimes reflect tensions between these different forms of sovereignty.
A series of calls for reforming global
health governance have emphasized the
inherent interdependence of states in addressing a variety of public health challenges.31 Particularly, in the wake of the
Ebola outbreak in 2013–2014, the risk of
rapid cross-border dissemination of infectious diseases has questioned the ihr’s basis in legal and Westphalian sovereignty
claims, claims that may represent an outmoded map for navigating effective global pandemic control. The argument suggests that the epidemiologic challenge to
interdependence sovereignty is so significant that some arenas of power traditionally rooted in legal or Westphalian sovereignty should give way to shared, global
governance processes.32
The case for enhancing the power of global health agreements seems most compelling for risks emanating from areas of violent conflict. Here, minimal health system
capacity, poor security, and suspect political legitimacy represent a heavily compromised domestic sovereignty. The maintenance of traditional Westphalian sovereignty claims in the face of a weak domestic
sovereignty reality may prove particularly
counterproductive, at least in meeting the
requirements for pandemic control.33
This misalignment not only may make
the global response to pandemic risk less
effective, it may also create a potential gap
between actions sanctioned by current
global health governance agreements and
the homeland security interests of regional and global powers. This tension has been
146 (4) Fall 2017

described as the conflict between two logics: the logic of appropriateness and the logic of consequences.34 The logic of appropriateness emphasizes legal sovereignty and
compliance with rules, roles, and behaviors prescribed in international agreements.
The ihr reflect this approach, relying on
the approval of all 196 member states. The
logic of consequences recognizes the pragmatic behavior of political actors to maximize their own interests. While the logic
of appropriateness and the logic of consequences are not incompatible, they can often diverge, particularly when domestic political concerns begin to dominate international behavior.
The fear of pandemic infectious disease
can be a powerful driver of domestic politics. In response to the fears generated by
the Ebola outbreak in 2014, a number of
countries imposed harsh travel restrictions
even though they violated protocols delineated in the ihr. In the United States, public
fear and the resultant political environment
set the stage for several state governors to
disregard technical recommendations from
the cdc and implement their own severe
quarantine procedures. In such an atmosphere, domestic political pressures in accordance with the logic of consequences
may result in meaningful departures from
global health agreements developed in accordance with the logic of appropriateness.
It is also important to keep in mind the
speed with which pandemics and, significantly, the fear of pandemics can spread. As
these fears take hold, neighboring countries
as well as states with a global military reach
may experience growing domestic pressure to intervene. These pressures could
force international actors to depart quickly from extant global health protocols and
resort to direct intervention. Even if these
interventions are directed at technical and
health personnel, in areas of conflict, this
assistance will likely require sufficient military capability to ensure the security of the
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requisite health personnel and activities. As
was noted in Haiti and Liberia, this security role can extend beyond the usual logistical responsibilities the military may have
in settings of complex humanitarian emergencies. Moreover, because most civil wars
reflect the proxy involvement of regional
or global powers, the ad hoc nature of such
health-instigated interventions could play
into complex geopolitical agendas and potentially trigger unpredictable and destabilizing military confrontations.
The fundamental concern is that the
global health security regimes may not attend to the requirements of homeland se-

curity and, ultimately, the demands of international order. The unpredictability of a
serious infectious outbreak, the speed with
which it can disseminate, and the fears of
domestic political audiences can together
create a powerful destabilizing force. Current discussions regarding global health
governance reform have largely been preoccupied by the performance and intricate
bureaucratic interaction of global health
agencies. However, what may prove far
more critical may be the ability of global
health governance structures to recognize
and engage the complex, political realities
on the ground in areas plagued by civil war.
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Abstract: After fifteen years of war in Afghanistan and Iraq, many now see “small-footprint” security
force assistance (SFA)–training, advising, and equipping allied militaries–as an alternative to large U.S.
ground-force commitments to stabilize weak states. SFA, however, confronts challenges of interest misalignment between the United States and its typical partners. The resulting agency losses often limit SFA’s real
ability to improve partners’ military effectiveness. For SFA, small footprints usually mean small payoffs.
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and equipping allied militaries–is an increasingly
common U.S. response to threats emanating from
weak states. Many Americans have grown tired of
large U.S. land wars in such places after more than
ten years of continuous conflicts in Afghanistan and
Iraq involving as many as 160,000 U.S. troops. Yet
the world remains a violent place, and the United
States has interests in a number of unstable parts of
the world. For many, sfa offers a means to secure
such real but limited interests without the massive
U.S. ground commitments of the last fifteen years.
In fact, “small-footprint” sfa has become a major
pillar of U.S. national security policy.
Yet its actual military efficacy has been little studied. This essay thus presents a systematic analysis of
sfa’s ability to improve allies’ military effectiveness.
My central finding is that effective sfa is much
more elusive in practice than often assumed, and less
viable as a substitute for large unilateral troop deployments. For the United States in particular, the achievable upper bound is normally modest, and even this is
possible only if U.S. policy is intrusive and conditional, which it rarely is. This is because sfa is best understood as a principal-agent problem, and one whose
© 2017 by Stephen Biddle
doi:10.1162/DAED_a_00464

126

structural conditions promote large agency
losses for the sfa provider. That is, the conditions under which the United States provides sfa commonly involve large interest
misalignments between the provider (the
principal) and the recipient (the agent),
difficult monitoring challenges, and difficult conditions for enforcement: a combination that typically leaves principals with
limited real leverage and that promotes inefficiency in aid provision. To overcome
these challenges requires atypical interest
alignment between the United States and
its sfa partner, a larger U.S. footprint than
many would prefer, intrusive U.S. policies
designed to monitor its ally’s behavior and
enable strict conditionality in aid provision,
or ideally all of the above. These conditions
are not impossible, but the combination has
not been a common feature of U.S. security
force assistance in the modern era. Nor is it
likely to become so in the future: in principle, U.S. policy-makers can design sfa programs to be intrusive and conditional, but
it is much harder to create political interest
alignment, and this is often absent.1

Principal-agent (pa) theory comprises a

body of ideas originally developed by economists to explain interactions between parties to a contract and subsequently generalized and adapted to a wide range of situations in which one actor (the principal)
delegates authority to another (the agent)
to carry out actions on its behalf. In political science, it has been applied to explain
interactions between elected officials and
bureaucrats, legislators and committees,
civil authorities and the military, domestic
agencies and multinational organizations,
or guerillas and state patrons, among many
others.2
At their root, all such delegation decisions, and thus all of pa theory, are cost-saving strategies. They enable principals to undertake manufacturing, home repair, regulation, legislation, or national defense at
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a lower cost than doing it themselves. But Stephen
in exchange, the act of delegation creates Biddle
problems. In particular, the principal’s
interests always differ from the agent’s
to some degree: homeowners want tireless work at low cost but carpenters want
high wages for lighter work; civilians want
interservice cooperation and low defense
budgets, officers want generous funding
for their own service and its priorities.
Principals can try to overcome this interest asymmetry and impose their preferences
through conditionality (paying only when
satisfactory work is complete or cutting
budgets for services that decline to cooperate) or other enforcement means. But enforcement requires monitoring to know
whether and how well the agent is performing, and agents typically know more
about their efforts and circumstances than
principals do. To overcome this information
asymmetry, principals must spend resources to gather data on the agent and its work.
Yet the more the principal spends on monitoring, the more expensive the project becomes and the less well the arrangement
satisfies the original purpose of reducing
cost. Payment, moreover, is a promise of
future benefit if the agent “works” (serves
the principal’s interests), whereas enforcement is a threat of future sanction if the
agent “shirks” (serves the agent’s self-interest instead); effectiveness in either role
turns on the principal’s credibility. Principals must reassure agents of their promises, but the more reassurance they provide the less credible their threat of sanctions becomes, and vice versa: a principal
whose commitment to support the agent
is unshakable encourages the agent to take
advantage and shirk with less fear of penalty. Moral hazard on some scale is thus inevitable in all pa transactions. These problems of interest asymmetry, information
asymmetry, and moral hazard thus impose
an inherent agency loss, or divergence between the outcome the principal seeks and
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the outcome the principal obtains: delegation to an agent can reduce costs, but it
typically produces imperfect performance
to some degree, and often the greater the
cost saving, the more imperfect the performance.3
Security force assistance is a classic pa
problem. In sfa, the United States is the
principal, the ally receiving the aid is the
agent, and the principal’s aim is to meet a
threat to American security more cheaply
than by sending a large U.S. ground force
to do the job directly. As with any other pa
problem, sfa is thus subject to agency loss
as a consequence of interest asymmetry, information asymmetry, and moral hazard;
unfortunately, the particular circumstances
of sfa promote agency losses that are much
larger than many sfa advocates expect.

L arge interest asymmetries, for exam-

ple, are ubiquitous in U.S. sfa. Of course,
no two states ever have identical interests.
This is true even for close allies like the United States and Great Britain: during World
War II, divergent U.S. and British interests
led to tension over the priority placed on
campaigns in Southern Europe and North
Africa, for example, where British postwar
geopolitical and colonial interests conflicted with America’s.4 U.S. sfa, moreover, is
rarely provided to allies as close as Britain.
The top fifteen recipients of U.S. sfa between 1980 and 2009 have included Pakistan, which provides safe haven for Al Qaeda’s global headquarters and for Taliban
militants who have killed thousands of U.S.
soldiers in Afghanistan; Sudan, which has
been accused of widespread ethnic cleansing against its non-Arab minority; four of
the top seven state sources of foreign fighters for isil; and Afghanistan, which ranks
fourth on Transparency International’s list
of the world’s most corrupt states (placing
behind only Somalia, a top-twenty-five recipient of U.S. sfa, Sudan, a top-fifteen recipient, and North Korea).5
128

In fact, this is a systematic phenomenon.
If we use un voting patterns as a proxy for
interest alignment, then there is a statistically significant negative correlation between U.S.-partner interest alignment and
U.S. sfa provision: the closer the interest
alignment, the less likely the United States
is to provide military aid.6 We see a similar relationship if we consider corruption:
a state’s rank on the Transparency International list of most corrupt states correlates directly with its rank on the list of
U.S. sfa recipients, with an ability to reject the null hypothesis of no relationship
at the 0.1 level.7

T

his relationship is not an accident. The
United States rarely gives sfa to Switzerland or Canada because they do not need it;
the states that need it are rarely governed
as effectively as Switzerland or Canada.8
And the governance problems that give rise
to the U.S. interest in sfa often simultaneously promote interest divergence between the United States and its partner.
Regional instability, terrorist infrastructure, and humanitarian crises–the kinds
of real-but-limited threats to U.S. interests that sfa is often meant to address–
are strongly associated with weak states
and corrupt, unrepresentative, clientelist
regimes. In such states, political order often requires what Douglass North, John
Wallis, and Barry Weingast have called a
“double balance,” wherein the distribution of economic spoils matches the distribution of power among potentially violent elites.9 Regimes that allow the internal
balance of power to misalign with the balance of rents risk violent overthrow, and in
such systems, the threat of violence from
armed elites within the state apparatus often exceeds the real threat from foreign enemies, international terrorists, or antigovernment insurgents. Rational leaders of
such states thus cannot treat their militaries as disinterested defenders of the state
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against foreign enemies; the armed forces are natural rivals and potential threats.
Order under such conditions thus requires
regimes to undertake some mixture of appeasement, mutual implication, and enfeeblement toward their own militaries. Appeasement strategies buy off potential rivals with economic spoils proportional to
the rivals’ real power; for armed forces with
ready access to violence, this can create an
officer class accustomed to economic privilege as the price of obedience, with little incentive to pursue disinterested expertise.
Mutual implication encourages loyalty by
implicating officers in criminal or unethical
regime behavior, tying officers’ fate to the
regime’s. Enfeeblement shifts the internal
balance of power by deliberately weakening armed forces’ ability to seize power or
intimidate rivals. For example, many such
regimes create multiple, overlapping lines
of military command, discourage lateral
communication among officers, create redundant security organizations, and replace
foreign-trained military technocrats with
reliable political loyalists.10 Foreign military aid (such as U.S. sfa) is often welcome
in such settings (especially when it takes the
form of financial transfers or gifts of equipment), but not for the purposes the providers often assume; instead, regimes typically
see such aid as a form of largesse, an additional source of benefits to be distributed to
buy political loyalty.11 More broadly, under
the conditions common among U.S. sfa recipients, the regime’s interests are typically focused less on external enemies than on
internal threats from rival elites, and especially the state military itself, which is often seen as a threat at least equal to that of
foreign enemies.
By contrast, U.S. interests in such states
typically focus on external threats, and especially transnational terrorists or aspiring
regional hegemons.12 U.S. sfa is commonly intended to strengthen partner militaries’ ability to meet these ostensibly com146 (4) Fall 2017

mon threats by improving the partners’ Stephen
military proficiency. But whereas Ameri- Biddle
cans often assume that these external dangers threaten the partner as well as the
United States, and that strengthening the
partner military will therefore serve both
parties’ interests, this is often mistaken. In
fact, the kind of powerful, politically independent, technically proficient, noncorrupt military the United States seeks is often seen by the partner state as a far greater threat to their self-interest than foreign
invasion or terrorist infiltration. Increased
military capability destabilizes the internal balance of power; diminished cronyism and corruption weakens the regime’s
ability to control the empowered officers.
The result is a commonplace and major divergence in U.S. and partner interests that
derives from the very issues that created
the demand for U.S. sfa in the first place.

T

he monitoring and enforcement strategies normally employed to mitigate interest asymmetries in pa relationships, moreover, face systematic barriers in sfa. As a
cost-reduction strategy, sfa’s whole purpose is to limit the U.S. “footprint”: that
is, its presence on the ground in the partner country. Hence, by design, there will
be few U.S. monitors in the country to observe the partner’s behavior. And partners
are adept at using U.S. aid to pursue their
own interests rather than their provider’s,
employing techniques that are very hard for
a handful of U.S. monitors to detect. Financial and material aid are fungible: even if
the nominal assistance goes to professional military purposes, this can displace state
funding that can then be redirected to political allies as rents, leaving the host military no more effective than before. Training
can be used as a status reward for reliable
loyalists, rather than a means of improving
technical proficiency. Material aid can be
diverted onto the black market. Aid money transferred to the state treasury can be
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laundered and directed to other purposes.
To detect such abuses requires intrusive, labor-intensive monitoring of a nominal ally’s behavior, and often a sustained presence
by enough U.S. personnel to thwart partner concealment. In other settings, principals can often rely on monitoring via independent reporting from the press, from
domestic rivals of the agent, or from routine overseers such as auditors or oversight
agencies;13 in sfa, by contrast, press freedom in the recipient state is often minimal,
domestic rivals are often either repressed
or complicit, and the only trustworthy auditors would be the U.S. personnel whose
presence the United States is trying to minimize. The lighter the U.S. footprint, the
harder effective monitoring becomes.
(In commercial pa relationships, principals can combat information asymmetries by paying agents based on outcomes
rather than monitoring behavior directly:
if the agent delivers a satisfactory product,
the principal pays, and vice versa, whether
the principal can observe the agent’s level of effort or not. In sfa, however, outcome-based monitoring faces major causal attribution challenges: if the agent fails in
combat, is this because the agent is shirking
or because war is uncertain and outcomes
are influenced by a host of exogenous variables beyond the agent’s control? To overcome information asymmetries in sfa thus
requires direct monitoring of the agent’s
behavior.)14
Monitoring, moreover, is useless without enforcement, which normally means
conditionality: a credible U.S. threat to
withdraw aid from allies who misuse it.
For sfa, however, conditionality is often very hard to implement in practice. In
the economics literature, conditionality
is often proposed as a means of mitigating moral hazard: agents will not exploit
their information advantages by shirking
if principals can condition their payments
on successful completion of the work. Yet

conditionality is subject to moral hazard
problems itself, and these loom particularly large for sfa.
Conditionality involves two promises of future action: a promise to withhold
payments if the agent shirks, and a promise to pay if the agent works. Because both
are promises of future action, credibility is
always an issue. But the credibility of the
threat and the credibility of the promise are
in tension. The more forcefully the United
States threatens an ally with aid withdrawal in the event of shirking, the more a rational ally will doubt the U.S. promise to follow through with its commitment if the ally
works. When a U.S. administration threatens an ally with aid withdrawal, this often
undermines U.S. domestic support for the
ally (as has been the case with Pakistan, for
example). From the ally’s perspective, why
risk domestic instability by forcing reform
on an unwilling military for the sake of an
American patron whose commitment to
your survival is so contingent and domestically controversial? How does the ally
know that, if the result is a coup or internal schism, the Americans will save them,
when U.S. polls show American indifference to their fate in the aftermath of a U.S.
campaign of public pressure on your regime? Threats of conditionality thus create
a problem of moral hazard on the principal’s
part: once the allied regime has reformed as
the principal wanted and has accepted the
associated internal risks, the apparently indifferent Americans may pocket the benefits to U.S. interests but then walk away and
withhold critical assistance in the event of
internal crisis.
Conversely, the more the U.S. principal
seeks to reassure the agent that U.S. promises are good and aid will be forthcoming
if only the agent accepts the internal risks
of professionalizing its military, the greater the risk of moral hazard in the other direction. To build U.S. domestic support for
aid, administrations often frame the ally
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as vital to U.S. national security; a credible promise of aid is normally built on a
foundation of American assurance–both
to the ally and to the U.S. public and Congress–that the ally’s survival is essential to
American self-interest. The more forceful
these assurances, the more a rational ally
will doubt the accompanying U.S. threat
to halt aid if the ally shirks. From the ally’s perspective, why risk domestic instability by forcing reform on an unwilling
military when the external threat such reform is meant to confront will presumably
be met by the Americans on your behalf
anyway? Promises and reassurance thus
create a problem of moral hazard on the
agent’s part: they encourage the agent to
shirk on reforms, trading ineffectiveness
against external enemies for internal stability in the belief that American aid will
continue anyway and that American arms
will ultimately save them if the external
threat proves greater than expected.
And because conditionality requires both
a credible threat and a credible promise, it
is very hard in practice to overcome both
problems of moral hazard at once. Success
with one tends to undermine success with
the other; efforts to balance the two run the
risk that neither the threat nor the promise is fully credible. Conditionality in sfa
thus poses a dual-commitment problem:
it is difficult for the agent to credibly commit itself to work and not shirk if the principal “pays” the agent, but it is also difficult
for the principal to credibly commit itself to
pay the agent if the agent works.
This problem is compounded, moreover, if the agent has access to multiple
principals and can threaten each with defection to the other if aid is withheld. For
U.S. sfa to Iraq, for example, the Iraqi
agent can respond to U.S. threats and conditions by turning instead to Iran for aid,
and can use the opposite threat to reduce
Iranian leverage in turn. The net result is
a complex set of challenges that must be
146 (4) Fall 2017

overcome for conditionality to be effec- Stephen
Biddle
tive in sfa.
In domestic commerce, by contrast,
contracts are enforceable by law. Legal
costs give rise to agency loss even here, but
the availability of legal recourse gives conditionality by contract provision a degree
of inherent credibility. In sfa, there is no
meaningful legal authority to enforce conditionality, hence the moral hazards inherent in delegation loom larger.

The net result in sfa is major agency loss

much of the time. Agents whose interests
often focus on domestic power balancing
commonly use U.S. aid not to work by professionalizing their militaries, as the United States prefers, but to shirk by reinforcing clientelism. Limited U.S. monitoring
often provides only ambiguous evidence
of such shirking, and conditionality to enforce U.S. preferences on the use of aid is
often undermined by moral hazard, rather than mitigating it. In the end, U.S. aid
has much less ability to improve partners’
real military effectiveness than the scale of
U.S. assistance would suggest.
This is not to say that aid is irrelevant (or
adverse) to the partner’s military performance; even poorly used aid can be better
than none at all. And the theory above suggests that the scale of agency loss, while often large, will vary with local conditions.
As pa theory implies, agency loss is proportional to the degree of interest misalignment between the principal and the
agent: where U.S. interests are more closely aligned with the partner’s, we can expect
greater improvement in partner military
effectiveness per dollar of sfa expenditure. pa theory also implies that the greater the principal’s investment in monitoring and the more conditional the aid provision, the smaller the agency loss. Hence
we can expect that where the United States
monitors more intrusively and conditions
aid more credibly, we should see greater
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military impact per dollar of sfa expenditure. The analysis above suggests that
close interest alignment, intrusive monitoring, and credible conditionality will
be rare for U.S. sfa, but where observed,
these unusual conditions should promote
greater improvements in the partner’s military than in more typical cases.

An illustrative example of these dynamics

at work is the Second Iraq War. From 2003
to 2011, the United States invested over $25
billion in the Iraqi Security Forces (isf), devoted tens of thousands of U.S. personnel
to training and advising Iraqi forces, and,
by 2007, deployed more than one hundred
thousand other U.S. troops to provide security until the isf could take over.15 Yet the
Iraqi military that emerged from this immense effort collapsed in June 2014 when
challenged by Islamic State fighters in Mosul. How could such a scale of assistance
have failed to produce an ally who could
defend its country against a militant group
with only a fraction of its nominal strength?
The answer lies in a major interest divergence between the U.S. principal and
its Iraqi agent. The U.S. and Iraqi governments had two very different visions for the
isf. The United States wanted a technically proficient force capable of defending all
sects’ interests and focused on counterinsurgency warfare against both Sunni insurgents and Shiite militias. By contrast, the
Iraqi Ibrahim al-Jaafari and Nouri al-Maliki regimes were focused on preserving their
position in a mostly intra-Shiite struggle for
political power in which the isf was seen
as a potentially decisive arbiter in a potentially lethal contest. For the regime’s purposes, a politically disinterested technocratic military of the kind the Americans
sought would have been a danger, not an
asset: not only would Jaafari or Maliki have
been unable to ensure such officers’ personal loyalty in internal political jockeying,
but both men would be likely to see Amer132

ican-trained technocrats as a kind of Trojan
horse, a tool of American influence and interference that might undermine the consolidation of power in Jaafari’s or Maliki’s
office. By consistently elevating sectarian
loyalists over those more professionally inclined, the Iraqi government created strong
incentives for members of the military to
learn only those skills required to be a good
loyalist militia, which does not include the
ability to conduct modern, large-scale combat operations.16 By cultivating deliberate
corruption in the officer corps, the regime
created a financial incentive for military
cooperation, and by turning a blind eye to
death squad activity by government forces,
the regime tied the complicit officers to its
own fate.17 The results created an isf whose
performance was largely insensitive to U.S.
aid and training: Americans could provide
weapons and teach tactics, but a corrupt,
politicized officer corps could neither absorb the training nor generate the combat
motivation needed to persuade troops to
risk their lives on behalf of such a project.
As a result, the isf never gained the ability to independently plan and conduct even
medium-scale combat operations effectively. And when U.S. leverage diminished with
the progressive withdrawal of U.S. combat
forces, regime incentives that had been an
important brake on military proficiency
all along now had free reign with even less
U.S. interference. Particularly when the violence began to wind down after 2007 and
the number of U.S. troops on the ground
began to shrink, Maliki began to systematically replace the few apolitical officers
the United States had managed to install.18
Realistic training became less frequent and
corruption even more common, the combination of which thoroughly undermined
the sfa program Americans had invested
in so heavily.

El Salvador, by contrast, is often present-

ed as an example of sfa’s ability to substi-
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tute for large U.S. troop deployments. Between 1979 and 1982, a combination of $5
billion in U.S. aid and a small contingent
of under two hundred American advisors
helped the Salvadoran government survive
the fmln (Farabundo Martí National Liberation Front) insurgency. Without U.S.
sfa, the government could well have fallen.
Yet even here the problem of interest
misalignment and agency loss was serious. The Salvadoran regime shared the
U.S. goal of preventing its overthrow, but
sharply opposed U.S. pressure for military
professionalization, economic reform, and
political participation as means to this end,
and were much less committed to ending
the war than were the Americans. Salvadoran agrarian elites had relied for generations on an internal balance in which a
handful of wealthy families shared rents
from a sharply unequal economy that they
controlled via repressive governance and a
security apparatus that was both organized
along semifeudal family lines to ensure its
loyalty and bound to the regime by complicity in violence against political activists.19 American proposals for economic
reforms that would undermine the financial basis of the traditional elite’s power
thus posed existential threats to them, as
did U.S.-advocated military professionalization that would weaken plutocratic
control. For the ruling oligarchy, the system of economic and social privilege it enforced and the intraelite balance this created was thus at least as important as defeating the insurgency; in fact, for them, the
counterinsurgency campaign was chiefly
a means to preserving their wealth and influence, and the regime preferred to terrorize opponents rather than accept what
they saw as self-defeating reforms.20 Once
U.S. military aid had blunted the fmln’s
early hopes of toppling the government,
these interest divergences between the
U.S. principal and its Salvadoran agent
made further progress increasingly diffi146 (4) Fall 2017

cult, and the war lapsed into a long stale- Stephen
mate that resolved only when the Cold Biddle
War ended and mutual exhaustion enabled
a negotiated compromise settlement. The
net result was a real–but limited–payoff
for sfa, even in an example that many see
as its strongest case in point.
Such cases show the limits on sfa effectiveness under many conditions. Better performance is not impossible, but it
requires circumstances that have been rare
in practice. The Korean War offers an opportunity to observe such unusual circumstances and their effects.

When North Korea invaded the South

in June 1950, the United States rapidly expanded a small prewar assistance mission
into a force of almost three thousand advisors plus the equivalent of almost $1 billion
in today’s dollars in annual military aid,
with weapons and equipment sufficient
for fifty thousand men. This was coupled
with unusual intrusiveness and conditionality. The United States insisted on assuming command of roka (Republic of Korea
Army) forces in 1950, and used its advisors
in part as a fact-gathering agency for the
U.S. command by reporting on Korean unit
behavior and capabilities.21 U.S. advisors
were given control of roka units’ budgets
and were expected to oversee expenditures
to ensure against black-market diversion
of funds.22 The U.S. command took control
of the roka’s personnel policy from early 1951, preventing old factions from operating and allowing young, competent officers to assume leadership positions. These
young leaders adopted American military
practices and reinforced the new emphasis
on professionalism and meritocracy.23 U.S.
leaders threatened withdrawal of weapons and support from underperforming
roka units unless the Koreans demonstrated leadership and training worthy of
that support; in 1953, American negotiators
threatened total U.S. withdrawal if Korean
133
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President Syngman Rhee refused to accept
American preferences on armistice talks.24
This program produced an unusual scale
of improvement in allied military performance. Whereas the roka had offered
minimal resistance to the initial invasion
and scored systematically poorly in early
U.S. advisor assessments, by 1953, roka
battalions fought in coherent units, gave
ground only when necessary, counterattacked with skill and motivation, and had
proven themselves able to fight even Chinese regulars to a stalemate in head-to-head
combat. Assessments from U.S. advisors
reflected this improvement: reports from
1952–1953 frequently commented on the
roka’s increased competence, noting that
Republic of Korea soldiers had “showed improvement in every field of military endeavor.”25 By January 1953, roka units occupied
59 percent of the front line, met 87 percent
of the enemy’s probes and attacks, and inflicted 50 percent of the enemy casualties.26
The results suggest that sfa thus can catalyze important improvements in recipients’ military effectiveness. But this does
not happen simply because the patron provides resources. The roka had received
nontrivial aid and training prior to the invasion, yet showed little ability to use it competently in the field until the military crisis
of 1950 created appropriate incentives. The
North Korean invasion and the roka’s chaotic retreat to the Pusan perimeter posed
an existential crisis for Rhee: hostile conquest now posed a more immediate threat
than internal violence, and his personal interests now aligned with the Americans’ in
an urgent need to defeat an external enemy.
With incentives aligned, U.S. aid became
a powerful tool for improving allied effectiveness. But even then, interest alignment
was not so perfect as to remove any potential for agency loss and inefficiency: aggressive monitoring and credible conditionality were needed to eliminate holdover corruption and limit subsequent backsliding

into clientelist behavior. The Korean case
shows that where conditions are conducive,
agency losses in sfa can be mitigated–but
it also shows how difficult that can be to accomplish in practice.

Sfa is best understood as a principal-agent

problem wherein agency losses will often be
high. Major interest asymmetries are the
norm. Monitoring is difficult and costly.
Conditionality must overcome credibility
dilemmas that can be managed but never
wholly eliminated. These challenges normally preclude big payoffs from modest aid,
and even large investments commonly yield
disappointing results. sfa thus faces major challenges as a solution to the twentyfirst-century dilemma of weak states posing real but limited threats to U.S. interests.
This does not make sfa useless, however. As the Korean case shows, U.S. and allied interests will sometimes align in ways
that reduce agency losses, especially if U.S.
policy is intrusive and conditional. Such
alignment is rare, but when it happens, it
offers an opportunity for efficient aid that
makes a real military difference.
And even inefficient aid with serious
agency losses can sometimes be worthwhile. More training and equipment is
usually better than less, so sfa will typically improve recipient capability at least
somewhat. If little is needed, then sfa may
suffice. In El Salvador, U.S. sfa never produced an esaf (Armed Forces of El Salvador) that could actually win the war, but
it could at least avert defeat and sustain a
grinding stalemate until exogenous events
eventually enabled a settlement. Though
many hoped for more, this was better than
the alternative. In Iraq and Syria today, sfa
is unlikely to truly defeat isil, but it can
help drive a weak opponent back underground even if it cannot enable U.S. allies to stabilize populations who distrust
them.27 If the mission is simply to contain isil rather than defeat it, then even
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an inefficient sfa effort with limited payoff could still suffice in a less demanding
role. The less one asks, the better the odds
that sfa can provide it.
It may also be possible to improve sfa implementation in ways that make it more effective in the future. Partly this means choosing one’s battles carefully: more Koreas and
fewer Iraq-scale interest misalignments
would certainly improve the prognosis.
sfa policies should also be more attentive
to the recipients’ political interests and incentives. The policy debate tends to assume
an apolitical capacity-building model for
sfa in which military resources translate
into military power in a straightforward
way: the more training and equipment the
United States provides, the better the ally’s
effectiveness. If the ally is underperforming, the natural implication is to provide
more aid. By contrast, a pa approach highlights the ally’s political interests as central
for sfa. Hence, policies designed to realign
the ally’s interests and create incentives to
work and not shirk are essential. This approach is inherently political, and can often be highly coercive. The whole point of
conditionality in pa theory is to manipulate allies’ incentive structures in ways that
encourage them to work and not shirk; in
a pa approach, if an ally is underperforming, the best response will often be to reduce
assistance, not increase it.28
A more political understanding of sfa
might also emphasize elite special forces,
rather than regular conventional soldiers,
both as providers and as recipients of assistance. As sfa providers, special forces can
offer language skills, cultural awareness,
and intelligence-gathering skills to serve
as more-effective monitors of partner behavior, as a more-conditional pa approach
to assistance requires. As sfa recipients,
partners’ special forces are by definition
small units whose very size makes them
less destabilizing to the internal political
balance in the host government. In the
146 (4) Fall 2017

Philippines after 2001 and in South Viet- Stephen
nam in the 1960s and 1970s, host govern- Biddle
ments were more willing to tolerate professionalization for small special forces
units than for their mass regular military,
enabling more-efficient training with
smaller agency losses per soldier trained.29
But while sfa can help if done properly
under the right conditions, there are important limits on its utility: much of the
time, conditions will not be suitable. In
particular, many recipient regimes fear
internal rivals within the governing elite
more than they fear the external threats
the United States typically focuses on. For
much of the U.S. experience in Iraq, this
hamstrung sfa effectiveness, as it did in
Afghanistan and in a range of cases from
Vietnam to Mali to Nigeria to Pakistan.30
Such regimes are disproportionately likely
to be candidates for U.S. sfa and, in these
contexts, the United States rarely has the
leverage it needs for major military improvements: when allies see existential
risks in reform, even the sweetest carrots
and strongest sticks available are unlikely
to outweigh such incentives. More training and more equipment will not simply
solve the problem in such cases and yield
a capable, professional military. Apolitical capacity-building that ignores underlying interest asymmetries is subject to large
agency losses and can at times make things
worse by fueling the corruption and clientelism that undermines effectiveness.
Even so, sfa is still cheaper than deploying one hundred thousand soldiers.
In a world of imperfect options, “enabling
partners” may be the least imperfect for
a given contingency. But sfa’s real costs
and risks are easy to underestimate, and its
military benefits have often been oversold.
Overuse is thus a real danger: sfa can help,
but only rarely will modest investments in
training and equipment provide major improvements in effectiveness. And overdependence has real costs: ground force re135
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ductions may be necessary, but an sfa alternative does not make them free of risk.
Under many conditions and for many pur-

poses, a small military payoff is the most
one can expect from a small sfa footprint.
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The Colombian Paradox: Peace Processes,
Elite Divisions & Popular Plebiscites
Aila M. Matanock & Miguel García-Sánchez
Abstract: Ending civil conflict is difficult, particularly through political settlements. Conflicts now often
occur in states with elections, and voters have sometimes been directly involved in the process, potentially in efforts to overcome elite divisions. Yet, according to evidence from the 2016 popular plebiscite in Colombia, referendums and other tools of direct approval by voters seem to amplify elite divisions and therefore are not a useful mechanism to strengthen peace processes in this way. Focusing instead on traditional
elite-led negotiations that seek to satisfy each faction may have a better chance of producing signed settlements, although the Colombian case also suggests some alternative forms of inclusivity that may help increase the overall legitimacy of the process and improve the odds of implementation.

Ending civil conflict is difficult. While settlements
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negotiated between combatants have become the
most common form of termination since the end
of the Cold War–more common than victories by
either side–they are especially hard to secure and
stabilize.1 What will yield peace? Conflicts now often occur in states with elections, meaning that various actors may be involved in peace processes that
seek settlements. Settlements can be approved by
empowered elites alone, by institutional mechanisms like congressional votes, or by direct voter
involvement, perhaps as part of an effort to overcome elite divisions or increase legitimacy. Direct
voter involvement in the approval process may also
be a component of a trend toward greater inclusivity around all aspects of settlements.2
In Colombia, direct voter involvement through a
2016 plebiscite was employed, in part, in an effort
to offset an elite challenge and add legitimacy to a
settlement. Our analysis of this case, however, suggests that a referendum may paradoxically provide
an important platform for elites seeking to upend
© 2017 by Aila M. Matanock & Miguel García-Sánchez
doi:10.1162/DAED_a_00466
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the peace process, and that it may be especially easy to mobilize voters against
a settlement when components can be
framed as offering concessions to rebels.
Using case evidence, including survey data
from 2004 to 2016, we show that elite opposition to the peace process, based on division among elites, could be part of the
explanation of the plebiscite’s rejection in
Colombia.
We posit that referendums and other
tools of direct voter approval can amplify
elite divisions and, therefore, should not be
employed to overcome elite opposition in
order to strengthen peace processes. Focusing on traditional elite-led negotiations–
seeking to satisfy the necessary factions and
using the simplest approval processes available to provide for the required constitutional changes–may have a higher chance
of producing successful settlements. Such
negotiations remain the central component of most peace processes, and our results suggest maintaining that exclusive
structure.3 The Colombian case, however,
also suggests that other forms of inclusivity can help increase legitimacy for the process, potentially improving the odds of implementation, which merits further study.
In our examination of the 2016 Colombian popular plebiscite, which sought direct
voter approval of a peace process, we first
overview the Colombian conflict and how
it compares with other civil conflicts. Next,
we describe the elite division. We then present survey data on public opinion toward
a settlement prior to the plebiscite and results from the plebiscite, demonstrating
that support decreases with the elite division and suggesting that running such a referendum may paradoxically provide a platform for elites seeking to upend the peace
process. We then show evidence from a survey experiment that indicates that components of peace agreements that are framed
as concessions for rebels are especially unpopular, making referendums or other di146 (4) Fall 2017

rect voter involvement a risky strategy. Finally, we address the implications of these
arguments for other states seeking an end
to civil conflict through a settlement.
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In many ways, the Colombian case looks

like other civil conflicts, but it also presents
a unique opportunity to account for voter
attitudes in the peace process. For more
than fifty years, Colombia has experienced
a bloody armed conflict between the government, left-wing guerrilla groups, and
right-wing paramilitary bands. On the
left, the Revolutionary Armed Forces of
Colombia (farc) emerged in 1964, followed over the next two decades by other
leftist guerrilla groups, including the National Liberation Army (eln), the Popular Liberation Army (epl), and the 19th of
April Movement (m-19).4 The farc, however, secured a position of strength due to
its expansion strategy, as well as its eventual involvement in drug trafficking.5 On the
right, organized paramilitaries emerged in
the 1980s, clashing with the leftist guerilla groups and, at times, the government.6
This internal confrontation resulted in
thousands of deaths, millions of displaced
citizens, and tremendous economic and
environmental destruction.
While a complex and important case in
its own right, Colombia is also very similar to other civil conflicts, despite having
one of the longest-running insurgencies in
the world. Colombia is a clear case of asymmetric conflict–the most common civil
war type–and it has featured varying levels of conflict, including many strong combatant groups in the beginning, but fewer
weaker groups more recently, reflecting the
composition of most other wars in the current era.7 By the late 1990s, the United States
and Colombia teamed up to fight insurgency, initially through broader regional programs and then through the targeted Plan
Colombia. Between the 1990s and 2000s,
most left-wing guerrilla groups signed ne153
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gotiated settlements with the state, and
most right-wing paramilitary bands demobilized, but the farc persisted.
Colombia is a most likely case for the use
of direct voter involvement in the approval
of a peace process, and it thereby serves as
a potential example for other similar cases. A long-standing electoral democracy,
Colombia’s regime dates back to 1957, but
it was further opened in 1991, when a new
constitution reorganized state structures
and promoted a more pluralist and competitive political system.8 Most armed actors developed a relationship with political parties and electoral politics. Even
throughout the conflict, Colombia remained one of the most stable Latin American democracies.9 And as we will discuss
later, civil conflict often occurs in states
with elections, making Colombia an early but not unique case.
Prior attempts to establish a settlement
between the farc and the government have
failed. In the mid-1980s, the government negotiated with many of the leftist groups.10
The Belisario Betancur administration and
the farc signed a 1982 agreement to transform the guerrilla group into a political party and to make the political system more
competitive.11 As a result of this process,
the farc formed the Unión Patriótica (up)
party, and the government implemented reforms such as the popular election of mayors. Nonetheless, over just a few years, thousands of up members were assassinated,
primarily by right-wing paramilitaries but
with plausible government complicity, and
the farc split from the party and continued
fighting.12 However, other left-wing guerrilla groups signed settlements and became
political parties in the democracy reshaped
by the constituent assembly that changed
the constitution in 1991.13 These concessions
were tailored to these rebels who, in return,
agreed to demobilize, disarm, and renounce
violence. The agreements, however, did not
include the farc.

Instead, the government launched a major offensive against the farc in 1992.14 In
1999, President Andrés Pastrana initiated
a new cycle of peace talks with the farc.
During this period, the organization created a new political wing and even held territorial control, but the talks failed to produce a settlement as each side accused the
other of focusing instead on strengthening
itself on the battlefield. In 2002, President
Álvaro Uribe recognized the political status of right-wing paramilitary bands and
initiated peace talks with these groups, disassembling most of these organizations.15
But, with regard to the farc, the administration established an aggressive counterinsurgency strategy that debilitated, but did
not defeat, the remaining guerrillas.16
A new peace process began in 2012, but
elite divisions threated to upend it, despite
its reliance on a popular plebiscite for approval. After decades of failed negotiations,
the farc and the Colombian government
returned to peace talks in 2012. The government announced a “road-map” (Acuerdo General para la terminación del conflicto
y la construcción de una paz estable y duradera)
that established six points of negotiation:
rural development policy; political participation; end of the conflict; solutions to the
problem of illicit drugs; victims; and the
implementation, verification, and referendum to put the deal in place. A negotiating team representing each side, facilitated
by multilateral mediation, met in Oslo and
then Havana.17 In May 2013, a joint communique from the team showed agreement on
the first point, and, by November, reports
stated that political participation had been
negotiated: the farc was to be designated as a legal political movement, a provision that has facilitated peace in other contexts,18 and political representation in territories most affected by the conflict was to be
expanded, potentially reducing grievances but also representing farc constituencies.19 Over the next two years, the negoti-
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ating team worked through the remaining
points, despite pauses, and the government
and the farc showed their commitment
to the process by declaring ceasefires. Other actors, including delegations of victims,
were also consulted during the process.20
Even prior to the negotiations, however, the elites on the government side fractured, led by President Juan Manuel Santos against his predecessor President Uribe,
the former ultimately supporting the settlement and the latter opposing it. Before
the Santos administration, the popular,
and populist, Uribe administration held
office; Santos had been the defense minster during the Uribe administration, and
he had implemented the hardline security
policies that were part of Plan Colombia.
President Uribe, who was denied a constitutional amendment that would have allowed
him to seek a third term, initially backed
Santos. Santos won with 69 percent of the
vote in the 2010 presidential elections.21
However, relations soured between Santos and Uribe by early 2011. A rift first appeared in 2010, only a few weeks after his
inauguration, when Santos reestablished
diplomatic ties with Venezuela, a decision
that Uribe criticized. As Santos took a more
conciliatory approach, including moving
toward peace negotiations with the farc
and loosening laws used to prosecute members of the group, relations between the two
politicians deteriorated.22 Santos’s 2012 announcement of negotiations with the farc,
however, triggered a formal rupture with
Uribe, who created an organization (Colombians against Terrorism) and later a
party (Centro Democrático) to oppose Santos.23 Uribe called the government insufficiently patriotic, claimed the settlement
gave too many concessions to the farc,
and, ultimately, accused Santos of treason
against his legacy.24
Peace talks with the farc progressed,
however, and, in January 2013, Santos had
proposed a referendum to approve a pro146 (4) Fall 2017

spective settlement.25 This proposal stood
in contrast to a constituent assembly that
had been used to make the 1991 changes
to the Constitution, which the farc preferred.26 Indeed, when Santos sent legislation on the referendum to Congress in
August of that year, the farc called for a
pause in negotiations to examine it.27 Although the process was meant to be inclusive, especially once the comprehensive
settlement was negotiated, this mechanism for approving that final deal was unexpected. Uribe also came out against this
proposal, suggesting that Santos was using
a referendum on peace as an electoral ploy
(and it was initially set to coincide with the
next elections).28
By the 2014 election, and without a comprehensive settlement yet negotiated, Santos finished behind Uribe’s new choice,
Óscar Iván Zuluaga, in the first round of
voting; in the runoff, however, he clinched
a reelection with 50.25 percent of the vote.29
This election merely marked what had become a clear division between a camp united behind Uribe’s hardline agenda against
insurgency, and a pro-peace coalition that
included various parties led by President
Santos.30
Despite farc opposition, and Uribe’s
skepticism, Santos succeeded in establishing a plebiscite, which was approved
by Congress in 2015 and by the Constitutional Court in 2016. During the process,
he referred to Uribe and his supporters as
“enemies of peace,” saying that those opposed to the settlement were “trying to demonise the process and create fear in the
country,” but that voters would have their
say, suggesting that voter approval of the
peace process might overcome these elite
divisions.31 A popular plebiscite that succeeded may indeed have overridden the
Uribe opposition and provided the needed legitimacy to the peace process.
Attitudes toward the peace process shifted as the elites split. Although the 2012–
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2016 negotiations between the Santos administration and the farc produced an
agreed-on settlement, the plebiscite failed,
reflecting opposition from the Uribe camp.
But to what extent did this division among
elites shape voter attitudes so that a narrow
majority rejected the plebiscite, a mechanism paradoxically designed in part to overcome these very divisions? And what about
the plebiscite made it so easy for elites to
lead an effective opposition campaign?
The Observatorio de la Democracia of
the Universidad de los Andes and the Latin
American Public Opinion Project (lapop)
of Vanderbilt University collected public
opinion data from twelve national representative surveys between 2004 and 2016.32
To assess public attitudes toward a peaceful
solution to the conflict, and thereby probe
the plausibility of elite divisions in producing changes in public opinion, we examined the evolution of two questions that
have been regularly included in the Americas Barometer survey, before and after the
elite division: the first captures the percentage of Colombians who support a negotiated solution to the conflict with guerrillas, compared with a military solution or
a combination of both strategies; the second measures the percentage of individuals who think forgiveness and reconciliation with farc members is possible. Complementing these data is the actual vote in
the 2016 plebiscite.
We expected to see a downward trend
in these attitudes, primarily after the division between Santos and Uribe, but before any components of the settlement
were negotiated and made public by political camps (Uribe’s camp versus other political camps). Our expectations build on
previous research showing that the public
is responsive to elites’ opinions and their
cues to voters.33 Referendums and other
mechanisms for direct voter involvement
may be especially afflicted by elite framing, as we will discuss further.34

The majority of Colombians have supported a peaceful solution since data collection began in 2004. Such support was well
above 60 percent before the 2011 elite division, but then dropped to 55–58 percent,
reaching its low in 2011, before finally rising
again in 2016, after the settlement was actually signed. Similarly, attitudes toward forgiveness and reconciliation with the farc
were initially high, ranging from 58 to 64
percent between 2006 and 2008, before decreasing to their lowest at 40 percent in 2014
(the surveys in intervening years did not ask
this question, unfortunately), and then increasing slightly in 2016.35
These national averages have shown the
expected downward trends, reaching their
lowest points after the Santos-Uribe division (2011 onward). The decreases are apparent before particular components of the
settlement were negotiated and announced
(the first point made public in 2013), suggesting that the elite division rather than
the revelation of the settlement’s specific policies may account for the changes.
These trends, of course, cannot prove that
Uribe’s opposition was the cause–other
factors such as the visibility of farc members and their crimes after the start of the
peace process may have played a role–but
the evidence is suggestive of the public responding to the cues of a divided elite.
To further probe the plausibility of this
argument, we map our variables by political camp in order to see if there are differences in opinions between Uribe supporters and other respondents. Using vote
choice reports for the previous presidential election, we created a variable for the
political camps of respondents, a dichotomous indicator that takes the value of one
for Uribe supporters and zero otherwise.36
The comparison by political camp demonstrates the expected relationship with
respect to support for a political solution
to the conflict (Figure 1). The percentage of
those in the Uribe camp with favorable at-
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Figure 1
Percentage Supporting a Negotiated Peace with Insurgents by Political Camp, 2006–2016
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titudes toward a settlement has been greater than 50 percent for most of the period,
though it was lower than the percentage
of non-Uribistas supporting this option. In
2011, the two lines converged, perhaps because of mixed signals from the elites: the
distance between the politicians’ views on
negotiations was not as evident until the
next year, when talks began. Thereafter,
Uribistas’ support drops off, reaching its
lowest level in 2014.
Attitudes toward forgiveness and reconciliation with the farc show a similar pattern (Figure 2). Between 2006 and 2008,
these attitudes were not significantly different between political camps. Uribe pro146 (4) Fall 2017

moted a peace process with the paramilitaries during that period, so part of the convergence may be explained by a contamination
effect across armed actors. By 2014, when
peace talks with the farc were in motion,
the camps had substantially diverged and,
by 2016, when the settlement was signed,
only 44 percent of those in the Uribe camp
believed forgiveness and reconciliation
with the farc was possible.37
Finally, we examined the extent to which
votes in the recent plebiscite also reflected elite divisions. At the municipal level,
we ran a simple correlation between the
2016 plebiscite results and the outcomes
for the 2014 presidential election.38 The
157

The Figure 2
Colombian Percentage with Positive Attitudes Toward Forgiveness and Reconciliation with the farc by
Paradox Political Camp, 2006–2008 & 2014–2016
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vote share for the Uribista presidential candidate, Zuluaga, positively correlates with
the percentage of “no” votes, and Santos’s
vote share with the percentage of the “yes”
(both are statistically significant).39
These attitudes and votes in the popular plebiscite show evidence of the possible impact of the Santos-Uribe division on
voters, even though it was meant to overcome elite divisions.
Other factors contributed to opposition
to the popular plebiscite, but they do not
seem to explain the shifts in camps that
coincide with the division between elites;
rather, if anything, they further reinforce
158

the risk of directly involving voters in the
approval process.
While attitudes in the Uribe camp began
dropping, turning against a settlement,
even before specific components were announced, the support rates dropped to the
point of producing a statistically significant difference between the camps only
after some of those specific components
were made public (for example, Figure 1
shows less than 50 percent support in the
Uribe camp in 2014, which was after the
announcement of the first provisions).
All settlements include concessions to the
rebels, wherein de jure power is brought
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more in line with de facto power, making
these settlements easy for elites or other
actors to oppose. Even Colombians who
were generally supportive of a settlement
prior to the plebiscite were less supportive of particular provisions that may have
been construed as concessions. For instance, while a majority in both camps typically supported a settlement as the solution to civil conflict (Figure 1), that support
did not extend to creating the conditions
to allow the farc to participate politically
(just 13 percent of Uribistas and 35 percent
of other camps supported this provision,
according to the 2016 ab-lapop survey)
or forming a political party (11 and 23 percent support, respectively).
The perception that the government was
making concessions seemed to have shaped
voter attitudes: in a survey experiment
run in areas most affected by the conflict,
Aila M. Matanock and Natalia GarbirasDíaz show that support for a proposal to
provide more political representation to
those areas is much lower when it is reported that the farc had endorsed the proposal
(than when the proposal had simply been
made).40 Endorsement by the farc produced a drop in the percentage of respondents supporting the proposal from 44.4
percent to 31 percent.41 These results are
even more surprising given that all respondents would have directly benefited from
increased political representation (because
this sample covers regions set to receive
more seats). Overall, the revelation of these
components may have helped solidify voters’ preferences against the settlement, and
they were framed as concessions by Uribe
during the opposition campaign (framing
the transitional justice as not sufficient, for
example: “the lack of justice doesn’t produce a feeling of reconciliation”).42 But the
timing of the downturn in attitudes, beginning prior to the announcement of the components, tentatively suggests that the elite
division played a central role.
146 (4) Fall 2017

Another possible explanation for the
split is that those in Uribe’s camp turned
against the settlement because they predicted that land reform provisions would
be a component of it, rather than cue off
Uribe’s attacks on aspects of the peace process that he labeled “concessions.” However, while Uribe and some of his political coalition are against land reform, he did not
often attack this component of the settlement–and with good reason, as land reform is very popular among Colombians,
receiving approximately 80 percent support in the 2016 ab-lapop survey. Socioeconomic status and preferences toward redistribution (something land reform would
accomplish) also do not correlate with support for the settlement.43 Land reform was
always likely to be a component of a settlement with the farc, due to its popularity
and the farc’s leftist platform. Attitudes
toward it do not seem to be an omitted variable in our analysis. Likely knowing these
preferences among the population, Uribe’s
attacks focused mainly on the transitional justice and farc political participation
provisions.
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Despite the fact that the failed plebiscite

was seemingly established in part to overcome elite divisions, this evidence suggests
that it amplified those divisions instead.
But the Colombian case also provides important implications for other peace processes. Modern civil conflicts often occur
in countries with elections, even in democratic countries, so other states may be
tempted to follow Colombia’s lead in using
referendums and other tools of direct approval by voters. Among ongoing civil conflicts that reach a twenty-five battle-death
threshold,44 the mean level of democracy
rose six points on a nineteen-point scale
from 1974 (the beginning of the third wave
of democratization) to 2010, and a majority of countries experiencing such conflict
in 2010 were more democratic than au159
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thoritarian.45 The Arab Spring may have
decreased the relative share of civil conflicts in democracies somewhat, but many
fully democratic countries are still fighting their counterinsurgencies, including
India, Kenya, and Turkey (as of the latest
democracy data in 2013).46
So far, the use of referendums to approve
peace processes has been relatively rare:
fewer than 20 percent of the settlements in
the ucdp Peace Agreement Dataset over
the past four decades.47 Most of these cases are in territorial conflicts wherein voters later weigh in on succession, such as
in South Sudan, rather than an approval
mechanism for the settlement overall.
Other states with elections, however,
may be tempted to use referendums and
other forms of direct voter participation
in the approval of a peace process, perhaps
especially when elites are divided and the
government is less than popular.
Just as lessons may be drawn from successful dimensions of settlements, unsuccessful dimensions also hold important implications for settlement design in
other cases.48 Specifically, we posit that
this failed popular plebiscite suggests
that, if elite divisions exist, these mechanisms for direct voter approval may amplify splits, rather than provide additional legitimacy to and strengthening of the
peace process. While mass action is crucial
in many stages of conflict and postconflict
contexts–for example, during wartime,
when civilians can provide essential information and resources to combatants–this
type of inclusivity at the approval stage of a
settlement may not be one of them.49
Focusing instead on traditional, eliteled negotiations that seek to satisfy necessary factions may be more likely to yield
a signed peace agreement. In fact, to secure a settlement, leaders on each side of
a conflict must perceive the share of power they will receive through a settlement
as comparable to what they would receive

from continued fighting.50 Similar to any
negotiated regime transition, elite pacts
will create new state structures, producing changes that are acceptable to elites
even if they slow the speed of change.51 In
contrast to recent recommendations on inclusivity during peace processes, this case
suggests that focusing on meeting the expectations of sufficient elite factions–so
either all factions that may wield a veto or
a sufficient number of factions to override
any vetoes–may be the best option to obtain a signed settlement in many cases.
Ultimately, the Colombia case sought to
follow a similar strategy, although the failed
plebiscite made it more difficult. After the
vote, the government called meetings with
the opposition to discuss their objections
to the agreement. Santos and Uribe finally
met face-to-face to talk about peace. Later, the two negotiating teams met again in
Havana to renegotiate the agreement. After
a few weeks, the farc and the Colombian
government announced a new deal that included modifications reflecting some points
highlighted by Uribe and the opposition. Finally, the new agreement was approved in
Congress at the end of 2016. The opposition,
however, remained unsatisfied with the settlement and now accuses the government
of betraying the people’s will and democratic principles. There are, of course, cases in
which it will be difficult to get necessary
elite factions on board, as it was in Colombia, and having a failed plebiscite certainly does not help. But there remain some inclusivity strategies to deal with minor elite
factions that are still opposed.

While many studies of spoiling in peace

processes (that is, upending a bargain that
the major factions would otherwise agree
on to end the civil conflict) focus on the
rebel side, the Colombian case makes it
clear that factions on the government side
can also spoil a settlement.52 Again, this
suggests that incorporating the elites of
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as many major factions as possible before er work has suggested that inclusivity, alisolating minor ones may be the best path though not yet common at most stages of
forward. Other studies have suggested a ending a conflict, is useful for increasing
similar strategy, arguing that ensuring the legitimacy and even improving the odds
leaders of the major government and rebel of implementing (if not securing) a setfactions can find an option they prefer to tlement.57 In terms of process, Colombia
conflict may require exclusivity, in order suggests that including representatives of
to limit the number of actors who have to the voters, either through a constituent asagree and, thereby, to provide those cru- sembly as in the 1990s or directly through
cial elites with the most possible options Congress as after the failed plebiscite, may
to terminate conflict.53
be a way to achieve some degree of incluMany cases, including El Salvador and sivity without the same risk of amplifying
South Africa, for instance, match this tem- elite divisions. This proposition, however,
plate: both feature a coalition of elites who would need to be further tested.
accepted negotiations and, ultimately, a
In terms of audience, the Colombia
settlement (and those elites who were re- case also suggests that if a referendum is
calcitrant were neutralized through a wide held, it could be restricted to certain areas
pro-peace coalition that included middle- –specifically those areas most affected by
class segments).54
the conflict–to achieve direct voter inBeyond the main implication that a fo- volvement with less risk of elite cues drivcus on elite factions may be useful in secur- ing the outcome. Colombians directly afing a signed settlement, we draw two im- fected by armed conflict, particularly at the
portant lessons from the Colombian case hands of the farc, measured through disabout seeking inclusivity in this step of the placement and attacks in particular areas,
process to help overcome minor elite fac- have been among the most supportive of
tions that remain in opposition to the agree- the peace process.58 Both victims and nonment. First, we suggest not using a referen- victims in these areas tend to have more
dum or other direct vote on approval of the positive opinions about peace and reconpeace process. These mechanisms generally ciliation than do those in areas less affectmay not overcome elite divisions, perhaps ed by political violence. Rural regions that
in part because peace processes are complex have most recently been the areas most afissues, so voters look for elite cues. Given fected by violence also show strong supthe uncertainly in these processes, elites op- port for the peace process.59 More imporposed to the settlement may have the easiest tant, these regions may be least affecttime framing terms as concessions and the ed by elite framing because they live the
status quo as the safest option (factors like conflict and thus are more likely to seek a
elite popularity seem to play an important deeper understanding of a settlement that
role in these contexts, rather than the issue will affect them on a day-to-day basis. This
itself ).55 Some have noted that referendums would fit with theory on elite framing in
and the like are “risky” strategies.56 When other contexts, which suggests that topics
components of settlement can be framed that voters tend to know less about, such as
as concessions, which are unpopular, as the foreign policy for U.S. voters, is more susColombian case makes clear, the strategy ceptible to this type of influence. Colommay be even riskier.
bians living in Bogotá would fit this model,
Second, the Colombian case also sug- since they currently experience very little
gests that some inclusivity may be possi- of the conflict’s violence and have weakble, even at this stage of the conflict. Oth- er incentives to pay close attention to its
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potential solutions. This proposition, too,
should be further tested.
Aside from these potential lessons from
the Colombian case, mediators may be able
to find other ways to increase inclusivity,
perhaps at other stages in the process, even
while focusing on elite factions at the stage
of settlement approval.60
The deference to solving elite divisions in
many settlement processes may indeed be
why such settlements are often successful.
The Colombian case suggests that a popu-

lar plebiscite or similar mechanism may not
solve elite divisions but may actually amplify them. While this essay counters policies
recommending inclusivity at every stage of
a peace process, and instead recommends
focusing on satisfying necessary elite factions when seeking to approve a settlement,
it nonetheless identifies other mechanisms
by which voters, especially in conflict areas,
can still be included, potentially increasing
the legitimacy and even the chances of success of a peace process.61
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