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Limited Statehood Does Not
Equal Civil War

Thomas Risse & Eric Stollenwerk

Abstract : Limited statehood is frequently depicted as a major cause for civilwar andviolent conflict. Con-
sequently, state-building efforts are often considered to be an effective tool for the prevention of civil war
andviolent conflict. This essay argues, however, that this assumption is misguided in several respects. First,
at present and historically, areas of limited statehood are the global default rather than the exception.
Thus, efforts to eliminate limited statehood would likely be unsuccessful. Second, limited statehood does
not equal civil war and violence. In fact, only a small fraction of areas of limited statehood are affected
by civilwar. Third, a too-narrow focus on state-building may be counterproductive, as it may foster inef-
Sective or even predatory state institutions. Such a focus also ignores the plurality of governance actors be-
yond the state that are relevant for effective governance — such as service provision and rule-making — in
areas of limited statehood. Therefore, external actors like international organizations and foreign pow-
ers should contribute to governance-building rather than state-building, with a focus on service provision
and rule-making institutions with a broader scope than the state.

As Stephen Krasner and Karl Eikenberry have
argued, the “standard model for development” -
largely based on versions of modernization theory —
claims that once countries are set on a path toward
economic development, all good things will align
and follow: namely, peace, prosperity, and democ-
racy." In contrast, Huntingtonians argue that weak
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would easily share this view. But there are
also Somaliland and Puntland — two prov-
inces of the quintessential failed state of

Somalia — which have been rather peace-
ful over the last two decades.* How can this
variation be explained ?

This essay takes issue with both mod-
ernization theory and the Huntingtonian
approach to state-building that informed
Western policies toward war-torn countries
in the 1990s and early 2000s. First, we ar-
gue that, at present and historically, areas
of limited statehood are the global default
rather than the exception. Thus, efforts to
eliminate limited statehood will likely be
unsuccessful. Second, limited statehood
does not equal civil war and violence. In
fact, only a small fraction of areas of limited
statehood are affected by civil war. Third,
a too-narrow focus on state-building may
be counterproductive, as it may foster in-
effective or even predatory state institu-
tions. This focus also ignores the plurality
of governance actors beyond the state that
are relevant for effective governance - ser-
vice provision and rule-making — in areas of
limited statehood. Therefore, external ac-
tors such as international organizations and
foreign powers should contribute to gover-
nance-building rather than state-building,
with a focus on service provision and
rule-making institutions with a broader
scope than the state.

O ur understanding of “limited state-
hood” must be distinguished from the way
in which notions of “fragile,” “failing,” or
“failed” statehood are used in the litera-
ture.> Most typologies in both the literature
and in datasets on fragile states, “states at
risk,” and similar categories reveal a norma-
tive orientation toward the Western state
model.5 The benchmark is usually the dem-
ocratic and capitalist state, governed by the
rule of law.” This bias toward Western, con-
solidated statehood is problematic for two
reasons. First, it obscures the fact that most
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ond, this bias toward Western, consolidat-
ed statehood prevents us from answering
key research questions, including the one
investigated here: namely, the relationship
between civil war and violence, on the one
hand, and degrees of statehood, on the oth-
er. If we define statehood by the absence of
violence and civil war, we can nolonger ask,
in a meaningful way, how much statehood
is necessary to keep the peace.

Therefore, we distinguish between state-
hood or state capacity and the provision of
public goods and services, including pub-
lic security. We follow Max Weber’s con-
ceptualization of statehood as an institu-
tionalized structure with the ability to rule
authoritatively (Herrschaftsverband) and to
control the means of violence.® While no
state governs hierarchically all the time,
consolidated states possess the ability to au-
thoritatively make, implement, and enforce
central decisions for a collectivity. In other
words, consolidated states command “do-
mestic sovereignty”: “the formal organiza-
tion of political authority within the state
and the ability of public authorities to exer-
cise effective control within the borders of
their own polity.”? This understanding al-
lows us to distinguish between statehood as
an institutional structure of authority and
the services it provides. The latter is an em-
pirical and not a definitional question. The
fact that a state hasa monopoly over the le-
gitimate use of force does not necessarily
mean that it will provide security for all of
its citizens. Nazi Germany was a consolidat-
ed state with a monopoly over the means of
violence, but it did not provide public secu-
rity for Jews, homosexuals, and other mem-
bers of the population.

We can now more precisely define the
meaning of limited statehood. Limited
statehood concerns those areas of a country
in which the central authorities (govern-
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ments) lack the ability to implement and
enforce rules and decisions and/or in which
thelegitimate monopoly over the means of
violence is lacking. The ability to enforce
rules or to control the means of violence
can be differentiated along two dimen-
sions: 1) territorial, that is, parts of a coun-
try’s territorial space; and 2) sectoral, that
is, with regard to specific policy areas. It fol-
lows that the opposite of limited statehood
is not unlimited but consolidated statehood:
namely, those areas of a country where the
state enjoys a monopoly over the means of
violence and/or the ability to make and en-
force central decisions. Furthermore, state-
hood is not a dichotomous variable. Rath-
er, different degrees of statehood limita-
tions exist, spanning the spectrum from a
complete lack of statehood to consolidat-
ed statehood, with various nuanced levels
of statehood in between.

Only a small percentage of states in the
contemporary international system can
be characterized as displaying consolidat-
edstatehood, that is, possessing full and ef-
fective domestic sovereignty. On the oth-
er end of the spectrum are fragile, failing,
or failed states, which are states that have
more or less lost their monopoly on the
use of force and/or do not possess effec-
tive capacities to enforce decisions (such
as Somalia, the Democratic Republic of the
Congo, and Afghanistan). The vast major-
ity of states in the past and in the contem-
porary international system, however, dis-
play “areas of limited statehood” to vary-
ing degrees: in parts of the territory or in
some policy areas, the central government
lacks the capacity to implement decisions
and/or its monopoly over the means of vi-
olence is challenged.’® Areas of limited
statehood are the default condition both
historically and in the contemporary in-
ternational system. Territorial examples
of areas of limited statehood include the
Amazonregion in Brazil, Northeast Kenya,
and parts of Southern Italy. Policy exam-

plesinclude legislation that is never imple-
mented for issues such as the environment,
schooling, and social security in many de-
veloping countries or the inability to collect
(income) taxes in more developed coun-
tries, such as Greece.

Almost all states, including states with
very significant areas of limited statehood,
possess international legal sovereignty. So-
malia, the quintessential failed state for
more than twenty-five years, is still in-
ternationally recognized, even though its
“government” has no control over the ter-
ritory in any meaningful sense. As Krasner
and Eikenberry have pointed out, effective
governance is no longer a precondition for
international recognition.” Otherwise,
South Sudan would never have become
an independent and internationally rec-
ognized state. Many countries also possess
“Westphalian/Vattelian” sovereignty: ex-
ternal actors do not interfere with their do-
mestic authority structures, feeble as they
may be. What is lacking in all countries,
with the exception of the small group of
nations with consolidated statehood, are
degrees of domestic sovereignty.'*

Yet, areas of limited statehood are nei-
ther ungoverned nor ungovernable spaces.
There are almost always some “governors”
or groups of governors: state and nonstate
actors as well as local, national, and exter-
nal/“international” actors who providerule
structures and/or collective goods.”3 There
is strong empirical evidence in areas of lim-
ited statehood that a broad variety of exter-
nal and/or nonstate actors is key to goods
and service provision and governance as a
whole."* Actors such as multinational com-
panies provide health care, private securi-
ty companies play an important role for se-
curity provision, and transnational public-
private partnerships deliver food and wa-
ter.” There is substantial variation in the
extent to which areas of limited statehood
are well-governed. And there is no lin-
ear relationship between degrees of state-
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hood and the provision of collective goods
and services.'® This also holds true for the
presence or absence of civil war and/or
organized violence.

State capacity has recently received in-
creased attention as a key factor in the em-
pirical analysis of civil war.'” In many cas-
es, the explicit or implicit assumption is that
more statehood will equal more governance
and less civil war.!® However, many open
questions and challenges remain for empir-
ical studies of thelink between state capaci-
ty and civil war.' While civil wars may take
placein areas of limited statehood, equating
such areas with civil war is wrong and mis-
leading for policy initiatives. Thus, a more
nuanced approach promises a clearer pic-
ture. A common and analytically straight-
forward definition of statehood has so far
been mostly absent from the study of the
effects of state capacity on civil war. This
has resulted not only in the use of a large
number of different indicators to capture
state capacity empirically, but alsoin alack
of robustness and comparability of empiri-
cal findings.?° While some statehood defini-
tions and measurements include elements
of democracy or economic development,
others are connected to better provision of
goods and services.*' In light of the histori-
cal and contemporary prevalence of areas of
limited statehood, however, the assumption
that the state is the sole and effective pro-
vider of goods and services capable of pre-
venting or stopping civil war is erroneous.
This confusion concerning the conceptual-
ization of statehood in many studies of civil
war results in unclear findings, such that we
cannot know whether it is ultimately state-
hood, democracy, the provision of gover-
nance, or other factors that effectively pre-
vent or put an end to civil war.

Areas of limited statehood do not equal
civil war. While areas of limited state-
hood are more likely to witness civil wars
in their territory when compared with ar-
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eas of consolidated statehood, not all areas
of limited statehood are affected by civ-
il war. In 2007, about 85 percent of coun-
tries worldwide displayed some degree of
limited statehood.?* However, the Cor-
relates of War Project counts only eigh-
teen intrastate wars between 2001 and
2007, spread out across twelve countries.
All of these wars occurred or are still oc-
curring in states displaying significant de-
grees of limited statehood. Nevertheless,
in 2007, the countries suffering from these
conflicts comprised only 10 percent of all
areas of limited statehood.?3 Limited state
capacity as such does not correlate high-
ly with the presence of civil wars, even
though it may be an enabling condition
for organized violence by nonstate actors.

Moreover, in areas of limited statehood,
the state itself is often more of a source of
insecurity than security.*4 Thus, strength-
ening state capacity may not only be insuffi-
cientin preventing or ending civil wars, but
may in fact have unintended consequences.
If the state acquires stronger capacities but
uses them in a predatory way - not to pro-
tectbut to harm its citizens - state-building
initiatives are counterproductive. As cases
such as Mexico, South Africa, Iraq under
Nouri al-Maliki, or the Philippines under
Rodrigo Duterte illustrate, the stateand, in
particular, the police forces in areas of lim-
ited statehood have regularly used their
capacities to violently oppress and dis-
criminate against parts of the population,
thereby increasing insecurity for these dis-
criminated against individuals.>

Thus, analyzing areas of limited state-
hood, instead of using concepts such as
fragile or failed states, allows for an unpack-
ing of the state and for the focus to be set on
subnational variations of state capacity and
civil war, thus overcoming methodological
nationalism. Studies on the state capacity—
civil war nexus have thus farlargely focused
on the national level of analysis.?® However,
occurrences of civil war not only vary be-
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tween but within countries; only some
parts of countries are normally affected
by violent conflict, while others are not.*”
For example, Chad - a country that is often
ranked among those with the lowest level
of state capacity on a global scale — displays
significant statehood limitations through-
outits territory.?® During the civil war from
2005 t0 2010, only some of the twenty-three
regions of Chad were affected by the con-
flict. In 2005, for instance, nine out of the
twenty-three Chadian regions (39 percent)
were affected by armed conflict.?” Figure 1
illustrates that the proportion of the coun-
try affected by fighting from 2005 to 2015
varied over time, but never covered the en-
tire Chadian territory. A peak was reached
in 2007 with almost 60 percent of Chadian
regions suffering from the civil war, while
2012 and 2013 marked the lowest episodes
with less than 15 percent of all regions in-
volved in violent conflict.

These and other data allow for two con-
clusions. First, as political scientist Siri Aas
Rustad and colleagues have argued, civil
wars, violent incidents, and related activ-
ities are often spread out within countries
but do not necessarily cover the entire ter-
ritory.3° Therefore, subnational analyses
must supplement analyses of civil war at
thenational level. Second, even in countries
with ratherlowlevels of statehood through-
out the entire territory, such as Chad, notall
regions will be affected by violent activities,
such as armed conflict.

At the same time, not only do civil war
dynamics vary subnationally, but state ca-
pacity does, too. Nigeria exemplifies this
point: while the level of statehood in the
northern Nigerian state of Yobe is very
low, state capacity in the southern Nigerian
state of Ogun is comparatively stronger.3'
In other words, both state capacity and civ-
il war, as well as incidents of violence, vary
subnationally, and there is little reason to
assume that lower state capacity leads to
more civil war, even though civil wars re-

quire some degree of limited statehood.
Research has only just begun to grasp the
complex relationship between degrees of
statehood and transnational as well as in-
trastate violence. A focus on the subna-
tional level has already demonstrated that
equating limited statehood with civil war
is wrong. We need many more fine-tuned
analyses on the subnational level to under-
stand the scope conditions under which
areas of limited statehood are likely to be-
come regions of civil war.

The available evidence suggests that lim-
ited state capacity may be an enabling con-
dition for civil war, but it is neither a nec-
essary nor a sufficient one. Asaresult, itis
very unlikely that strengthening the insti-
tutional capacity of central state authori-
ties in areas of limited statehood will pre-
vent civil wars. State-building policies as
external strategies to prevent civil war or
torebuild countries after violent conflicts
from the outside are not only likely to fail,
but will also not address the root causes of
civil war.3* Moreover, strengthening the
institutional capacities of autocratic and/
or corrupt elites may actually increase the
likelihood of organized state and nonstate
violence, rather than reduce it.33

So what can be done to prevent areas of
limited statehood from becoming breed-
ing grounds for civil war and violent non-
state actors, including transnational ter-
rorist groups, particularly from the per-
spective of external actors? We claim that
governance breakdowns and the failure to
deliver public goods and services provide
the missing link between areas of limited
statehood and violence. We thus suggest a
concentration on governance-building instead
of state-building.3* We define governance
as the “various institutionalized modes of
social coordination to produce and imple-
ment collectively binding rules or to provide
collective goods. 3> Accordingly, we under-
stand governance-building as intentional
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Figure1

Percentage of Chadian Regions Affected by Fighting, 2005 - 2015
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Source: Authors’ illustration based on Armed Conflict Location & Event Data Project, “ACLED Version 6 (1997 —
2015),” http://www.acleddata.com/data/version-6-data-1997-2015/.

activities that strengthen effective state and
nonstate governance institutions and fos-
ter service delivery. This also explicitly in-
cludes the possibility of focusing on non-
state governance structures instead of state
institutions, if strengthening state capaci-
ty may result in repressive and authoritari-
an state structures.

There is ample evidence that the pro-
vision of collective goods - such as food,
health services, basic education, and basic
infrastructure —in areas of limited state-
hood does not necessarily require a func-
tioning state.3® There are various mech-
anisms to induce nonstate actors to pro-
vide governance services.3” For example,
the “shadow of anarchy” — the absence of
political order — often incentivizes private
companies to engage in governance and the
provision of services.3¥ The same holds true
for mass mobilization against companies
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in the global North in an effort to induce
them to comply with human rights and so-
cial standards in the global South, even in
the absence of a functioning state.
Contributing to the establishment of
governance institutions and to the provi-
sion of collective goods in areas of limited
statehood isless complex and less resource-
intensive than full-scale state-building.
Whatisrequired, though — and this applies
to external actors as well — is social accep-
tance or legitimacy among the local pop-
ulation, that is, a “license to govern.” Re-
lated to this is the challenge of identifying
who the relevant local and national actors
are that external actors should or should not
speak to and cooperate with in order to gain
legitimacy. Effectiveness and legitimacy ap-
pear to go together in some sort of a virtu-
ous circle of governance.3? If external ac-
tors are considered illegitimate intruders by
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local elites and/or local populations, they
cannot contribute to governance, no mat-
ter how hard they try. In some cases, exter-
nal actors receive the “license to govern”
through delegated authority.4°

In addition, the design of governance in-
stitutions for the provision of collective
goods in the absence of a functioning state
needs to be “fit for purpose,” as not only
the rational design literature reminds us.
Simple tasks (such as child immunization)
require relatively simple structures, while
complex tasks (such as combating HIV/
AIDS) require repeated interventions and
a coordination of efforts among many ac-
tors.4! Moreover, governance institutions
must be flexible enough to adjust to chang-
es in conditions on the ground.

In any event, providing collective goods
and services in areas of limited statehood
and, thus, securing the livelihood of the
population appears to be a viable strate-
gy in the prevention of violence and civil
war. But what about rule-making and se-
curing fair treatment, as well as some de-
gree of the rule of law in the absence of a
functioning state ? This is the more daunt-
ing task, since populations in areas of lim-
ited statehood are often exposed to severe
human rights abuses and have rarely expe-
rienced fair treatment by state institutions.

Here, we need to turn to another func-
tional equivalent for state capacity in areas
of limited statehood : namely, social trust.4*
Personalized social trust contributes to the
effective provision of governance in the ab-
sence of functioning state institutions in
at least four ways. First, personalized trust
enables actors to solve local collective ac-
tion problems.*3 Economist Elinor Ostrom
demonstrated through experimental de-
signs that local communities in which
members trust one another arelikely to pro-
duce common-pool resources, without hav-
ing to refer to strong institutions that em-
ploy monitoring and sanctioning mecha-

nisms.#4 Personalized trust thus enhances
the action capacity of local communities.
Forinstance, the study by political scientist
Esther Thomas on conflicts between multi-
national mining companies and neighbor-
ing communities in Tanzania and Guinea
demonstrates that local communities with
high levels of trust have a higher capacity
to engage with companies to manage con-
flicts.4> Another example are nonstate se-
curity forces that are independent from na-
tional security forces and have been built up
by local communities, such as the Kurdish
security forces in Iraq.

Second, local trust enhances the legiti-
macy of governance actors. Communities
whose members trust each other are more
likely to putleaders in charge and to convey
authority rules to people whom they also
trust.4® Trust generates legitimacy, there-
by inducing voluntary compliance with
costly decisions in the absence of formal
institutions with sanctioning and enforce-
ment capacities. Trust within Somali in-
digenous communities has provided them
with the capacity to act in the fight against
HIV/AIDS and to accept foreign assistance
aslegitimate in the provinces of Somaliland
and Puntland, despite the complete absence
of central state authorities.4”

Third, trust among community mem-
bers holds authorities accountable to the
community. Areas of limited statehood are
often populated by traditional communi-
ties with their own standards of what is
considered to be in the public interest,
even when state actors may not reflect and
uphold such standards overall. Political
scientist Lily Tsai has shown that state rep-
resentatives embedded in inclusive socie-
tal institutions at the local level are more
likely to strive for public goods provisions
than those who are not embedded in inclu-
sive societal institutions or who find them-
selves in areas with no such institutions.4?
Likewise, political scientists Jana Honke
and Tanja Borzel find thatlocal communi-
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ties in sub-Saharan Africa that exhibit high
levels of trust restrain the powers of local
state representatives and customary au-
thorities.4? This “shadow of the commu-
nity” holds state representatives account-
able in the absence of formal institutions
through which citizens might voice their
claims.

Fourth, mutual respect and shared norms
tend to exhibit strong monitoring and sanc-
tioning capacities, which serve to ensure
compliance with costly rules. The quest for
social approval and the threat of social ex-
clusion from the community both serve as
a powerful incentive for compliance with
the rules and for the provision of public
goods. One should not underestimate the
sanctioning potential of these informal in-
stitutions, ranging from social ostracism to
physical punishment.>°

In short, social trust in local communities
provides powerful capacities for collective
action and for resilience in areas of limited
statehood. Yet, what can external actors do
tofoster such trust, particularly in ethnical-
ly divided societies ? Here, we return to ser-
vice provision. It has been shown through
various studies that the experience of fair
and transparent (state) institutions is likely
to foster generalized social trust.>" In other
words, governance institutions established

ENDNOTES

by external actors and providing social ser-
vices in areas of limited statehood are likely
to generate social trust if they ensure equal
and fair treatment.

This essay makes three main arguments
concerning the limited statehood —civil war
nexus. First, areas of limited statehood are
the default condition on a global scale and
are likely to remain so in the foreseeable fu-
ture. Limited statehood is here to stay, and
politicians as well as scientists are com-
pelled to take this condition into account
when working to prevent and end civil wars.
Second, the nexus between limited state-
hood and civil war is weaker and more com-
plicated than is often assumed. While lim-
ited state capacity may enable civil war, it
is neither a sufficient nor a necessary con-
dition. Third, large-scale state-building ef-
forts have so far failed to prevent or end civ-
ilwars and have not turned areas of limited
statehood into consolidated states. Whatis
necessary, instead, is to foster societal and
political resilience in areas of limited state-
hood and to prevent governance break-
downs. Thus, governance-building with a
focus on particular state and nonstate in-
stitutions, as well as on service provision,
is likely to be not only more efficient, but
also more effective.
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