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Conclusion

Stephen D. Krasner & Karl Eikenberry

Civil wars have occurred often in the post–World 
War II era. Their frequency of initiation decreased 
after the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, but the 
persistence of these conflicts meant that there was 
not a dramatic decline after the end of the Cold War. 
The causes of civil wars and their consequences for 
the stability of the international environment have, 
however, changed dramatically in the last two-and-
a-half decades. During the Cold War, most civil wars 
were proxy battles between the Soviet Union and the 
United States; both superpowers were interested in 
maintaining regimes that were sympathetic to their 
side. The Soviet Union was never interested in the 
promotion of democratic regimes. The United States 
professed a commitment to democracy, but when 
faced with a choice between a Communist or even 
left-leaning democracy and an autocrat who aligned 
his state with the West, the United States chose the 
latter. The strongly positive statistical relationship be-
tween per capita income and democracy, which holds 
for most of the period between 1820 and 2000, dis-
appears during the Cold War, when both superpow-
ers were more interested in external alignment than 
in democracy.1

The impact of civil wars on the stability of the in-
ternational system has increased during the twenty- 
first century. September 11, 2001, marks a water-
shed because, for at least some observers in the ad-
vanced industrialized world, the ability of transna-
tional terrorists to destroy two of the tallest build-
ings and kill thousands of people in the commercial 
center of the most powerful country in the world, 
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the command center of the most powerful 
military (an event that one of us witnessed 
first-hand from inside the Pentagon and 
the other witnessed from the State Depart-
ment across the Potomac River) represent-
ed a sea change in the extent to which de-
velopments in poor and remote countries 
could affect even the strongest and most 
powerful. September 11 created an urgen-
cy that was absent during the 1990s, when 
major powers believed that they could 
walk away from war-torn countries such as  
Somalia with limited consequences for 
their own polities. 

Greater urgency, however, has not led to 
agreement, even in the academic world, 
on two critical issues: First, what are the 
potential threats to stability that might 
emanate from civil wars and weak gov-
ernance in poor and remote areas of the 
world? Second, what policy instruments, 
if any, can be deployed to treat civil wars 
and reduce the downstream effects on oth-
er states and global order? There are no 
consensus answers to any of these funda-
mental issues. 

Rather than trying to identify some com-
mon ground, which we do not believe ex-
ists, we offer our own assessment of the 
consequences of civil wars, the nature of 
civil wars, and possible interventions that 
external actors might most effectively pur-
sue. Our judgments have been informed by 
the essays in this issue of Dædalus and in the 
previous issue, but are not dictated by them.

Civil wars can impact the wealthiest and 
most powerful countries in the world. The 
most consequential potential impacts are 
transnational terrorism and pandemic dis-
eases, global crises that could be caused by 
intrastate conflict. Civil wars might also 
lead to large-scale migration, regional in-
stability, and potential great-power con-
flict. And high levels of intrastate violence 
and loss of government control can often 

give rise to massive criminality, though 
this is most effectively addressed through 
domestic law enforcement rather than in-
ternational initiatives.

The nature of civil wars varies. The most 
important distinction is between civil 
strife that is caused by the material or po-
litical interests of the protagonists and civ-
il strife that is caused by transnational ideo-
logical movements. The latter, if success-
ful, might threaten regional stability and 
even the stability of the contemporary in-
ternational system that is based on sover-
eign statehood. Transnational ideological 
movements, which in the contemporary 
world are almost all associated with partic-
ular versions of Islam, base legitimacy on 
the divine and reject both existing bound-
aries and secular authority. While trans-
national movements claiming divine au-
thority are more threatening to the exist-
ing international order, it is very difficult 
for such movements to secure material re-
sources. Institutions that control these re-
sources, primarily states but also interna-
tional organizations, ngos, and multi-
national corporations, are manifestations 
of the extant global order. When combat-
ants in civil wars are motivated by materi-
al incentives and accept the principles of 
the existing international order, then the 
“standard treatment” for addressing civ-
il strife–un peacekeeping plus some for-
eign assistance–is the most effective op-
tion if combatants believe that they are in a 
hurting stalemate, and if there is agreement 
among the major powers. If, however, com-
batants reject the existing order, then the 
standard treatment will not work.

Finally, based on most, but not all of the 
essays in these two issues of Dædalus, the op-
portunities for external interveners are lim-
ited. Countries afflicted by civil strife cannot 
become Denmark or be placed on the road 
to Denmark; they cannot be transformed  
into prosperous democratic states. The best 
that external actors can hope for is adequate 
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governance in which there is security, the 
provision of some services especially re-
lated to health and possibly education, and 
some limited economic growth. This is true 
whether the standard treatment is applied 
or if one side can win decisively. More am-
bitious projects aimed at consolidated de-
mocracy, sustained economic growth, and 
the elimination of corruption are mostly 
doomed to fail and can be counterproduc-
tive regardless of whether the combatants 
are interested in seizing control of an exist-
ing state or are motivated by some alterna-
tive, divine vision of how political life might 
be ordered. National political elites in coun-
tries afflicted with civil strife will be oper-
ating in limited-access, rent-seeking politi-
cal orders in which staying in power is their 
primary objective. National elites will not 
accept accountability, legal-rational bu-
reaucracies, or free and fair elections, all of 
which would threaten their power.

The essays in these two issues of Dædalus 
and the literature more broadly identify six 
threats from civil strife that might direct-
ly impact the wealthy and more powerful 
polities of the world, or the nature of the 
postwar liberal international order. The 
first two–pandemic diseases and trans- 
national terrorism–are potentially the 
most consequential, although neither pos-
es the kind of existential threat presented 
by war among nuclear armed states.

Pandemic diseases. As the essay by Paul 
Wise and Michele Barry points out, since 
1940, some four hundred new diseases have 
emerged among human populations.2 Most 
of these diseases have been zoonoses: dis-
ease vectors that have jumped from ani-
mal populations, in which they may be be-
nign, to human populations, in which they 
might cause serious illness. Most of these 
outbreaks have occurred in a belt near the 
equator, where human beings intermingle 
more closely with animals, such as bats and 
monkeys. The main impact of civil wars is, 

however, not in increasing the number of 
new diseases, but rather diminishing the 
capacities of health monitoring systems 
that could identify, isolate, and possibly 
treat new diseases. Effective detection re-
quires constant monitoring, which is ex-
tremely difficult in areas that are afflicted 
by civil war. Epidemics, or at least disease 
outbreaks, are inevitable given the ways in 
which human beings impinge more and 
more on animal habitats, but allowing an 
epidemic to evolve into a pandemic is op-
tional. If effective detection and monitoring 
are in place, a disease outbreak will not turn 
into a pandemic that could kill millions. So 
far, the world’s population has been spared 
such an outbreak. If, however, a disease can 
be transmitted through the air, and if civil 
strife or something else prevents effective 
monitoring, the likelihood of a pandemic 
increases.

Transnational terrorism. Terrorism, which  
in recent years has primarily, but not exclu-
sively, been associated with Islamic jihad-
ism, can arise in many different environ-
ments. At the time of the September 11 at-
tacks, Al Qaeda and its leader Osama bin 
Laden were resident in Afghanistan, a very 
poor, land-locked country. Before that, Bin 
Laden had found refuge in Sudan. Most of 
the participants in the September 11 attack, 
however, were born in the heart of the Arab 
world, namely in Saudi Arabia, and had re-
sided for a number of years in Germany. 
The perpetrators of the July 7 attacks on the 
mass transit system in London were Mus-
lims of Somali and Eritrean origin, raised 
and schooled in the United Kingdom. The 
bomber, whose efforts to bring down an air-
liner headed for Detroit were frustrated by a 
courageous and alert passenger, was a Nige-
rian citizen who had spent time with jihadi 
ideologues in the Middle East. The attacks 
in Paris and Nice in 2015–2016 were carried 
out by individuals born in North Africa,  
but who had lived for many years in West-
ern Europe. The murders of fourteen peo-



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

Conclusion ple in San Bernardino, California, were per-
petrated by a U.S. citizen born in Chicago, 
whose parents were from Pakistan and who 
was educated at California State University, 
San Bernardino, and his wife, who was born 
in Pakistan but spent many years in Saudi 
Arabia. The massacre at the Orlando, Flori-
da, night club in 2016 was carried out by the 
American-born son of a man who had em-
igrated from Afghanistan and had lived for 
many years in the United States. 

While terrorism associated with Islamic  
jihadism is hardly an exclusive product of 
safe havens in countries afflicted by civ-
il strife or poor governance, the existence 
of such safe havens does, as Martha Cren-
shaw argues, exacerbate the problem.3 Safe 
havens are environments within which 
would-be terrorists can train over an ex-
tended period of time. A number of terror-
ists, even those raised in Western, indus-
trialized countries, have taken advantage 
of such training. Transnational terrorist 
organizations might or might not secure 
weapons of mass destruction; they might 
or might not develop more effective train-
ing; their operatives might or might not be 
discovered by intelligence services in ad-
vanced industrialized democracies. Civ-
il war and weak governance, however, in-
crease the likelihood that transnational ter-
rorist groups will find safe havens, and safe 
havens increase the likelihood of attacks 
that could kill large numbers of people. 

Global pandemics and transnational ter-
rorism are the two most serious threats 
presented by civil wars. The probability 
that either will significantly undermine 
the security of materially well-off states 
is uncertain, but both are distinct sources 
of danger. Civil wars and weak governance 
increase the likelihood that large numbers 
of people could be killed by either threat. 
Neither is an existential threat, but both 
could have grave consequences for ad-
vanced industrialized democratic states. 
Hundreds of thousands or millions of peo-

ple could die from a pandemic outbreak re-
sulting from an easily transmissible dis-
ease vector or from a transnational terror-
ist attack that could involve dirty nuclear 
weapons, an actual nuclear weapon (still 
quite hard to obtain), or artificial biologics  
(increasingly easy to produce). 

Either a global pandemic or terrorist at-
tack, possibly using weapons of mass de-
struction, would almost certainly lead to 
some constraints on the traditional free-
doms that have been associated with lib-
eral democratic societies.

Migration, regional instability, and great- 
power conflict. Civil wars are also danger-
ous because they could lead to greater ref-
ugee flows, regional destabilization, and 
great-power conflict. Not every civil war 
has the potential for generating these glob-
al crises, but if generated, they would be a 
product not just of civil strife but also of pol-
icy choices that were made by advanced in-
dustrialized countries. In this regard, they 
should be contrasted with possible pan-
demics and transnational terrorism that, 
arguably, would occur regardless of the pol-
icies adopted by wealthy democratic states.

As Sarah Lischer’s essay shows, the num-
ber of migrants–especially people dis-
placed by civil wars–has increased dra-
matically in recent years.4 Most of these 
migrants have been generated by three con-
flicts, those in Afghanistan, Syria, and So-
malia. The wave of migrants entering West-
ern Europe has destabilized traditional poli-
tics and contributed to the success of Brexit 
in the uk, the increased share of votes se-
cured by right-wing parties in a number of 
Western European countries, and the elec-
toral gains of a number of right-wing parties 
in Eastern Europe. Anxiety about immigra-
tion contributed to Donald Trump’s victo-
ry in the United States. European coun-
tries, even those on the left like Sweden,  
have responded to rising numbers of ref-
ugees by tightening the rules for potential 
migrants. The European Union reached a 
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deal with Turkey in 2016 to provide finan-
cial resources in exchange–among other 
things–for an increase in acceptance of ref-
ugees. At the same time, the sheer number 
of refugees in Jordan and Lebanon can po-
tentially undermine government control in 
those countries. 

The impact of civil wars in one country 
can spread to surrounding areas. isil’s am-
bitious campaigns have afflicted Syria and 
Iraq. Civil strife in Somalia has, as Seyoum 
Mesfin and Abdeta Beyene write, influ-
enced the policies of Ethiopia.5 The farc 
insurgency in Colombia impacted Vene-
zuela and Ecuador. Conflict in the Demo-
cratic Republic of the Congo (drc) drew in 
several neighboring states. Some regional 
conflicts have resulted in millions of deaths, 
most notably the war in the drc, with lim-
ited impact on and attention from wealthy 
industrialized countries. Wars in the Mid-
dle East, however, have been more conse-
quential because they have led to the in-
volvement of Russia and the United States, 
they are closer to Europe and have there-
fore generated more refugees, and Middle 
Eastern oil is a global commodity on which 
much of the world depends. Regional desta-
bilization in the Middle East does matter for 
the West; regional destabilization in Cen-
tral Africa may only matter for those who 
live in the neighborhood.

Direct confrontation between major 
powers has not occurred since the end 
of World War II. In well-governed areas, 
where civil wars are absent, the likelihood 
of great-power conflict is small. Territorial 
conquest has been delegitimized (though 
Russia’s annexation of Crimea stands as 
a recent exception to this norm). The ex-
istence of nuclear weapons has removed 
uncertainty about the costs of a confronta-
tion between nuclear-armed states with as-
sured second-strike capability. Great-pow-
er confrontations are, however, more likely 
in areas that are afflicted by civil strife, be-
cause instability and appeals from local ac-

tors could draw in major state actors with 
vested interests. This is especially true for 
the Middle East. Moreover, in countries 
on the periphery of Russia that were for-
merly part of the Soviet Union, especial-
ly those with sizeable Russian ethnic pop-
ulations, the government in Moscow has 
demonstrated that it can increase the level 
of internal unrest. There is no guarantee of 
stability, even in countries that might have 
been stable absent external support for dis-
sident groups that would otherwise have 
remained quiescent. 

As Barry Posen suggests in his essay, mul-
tipolarity makes all aspects of external in-
volvement in civil wars more fraught, in-
cluding the possibility of a conflict among 
the major powers.6 In a multipolar world, 
no single pole is likely to be able to dictate 
outcomes to potential combatants. The 
possibility of a hurting stalemate declines 
because all sides hope that their fortunes 
could be resurrected by some outside pow-
er. Absent a hurting stalemate, which makes 
the standard treatment including un Peace-
keeping Operations (un pkos) and other 
forms of assistance attractive to major com-
batants, civil wars are more likely to contin-
ue. The contemporary international envi-
ronment is more multipolar than was the 
case during the bipolarity of the Cold War 
or the unipolarity of the United States that 
lasted for a little over a decade after the So-
viet Union collapsed. Managing civil wars 
will now be more difficult. The possibility 
of great-power conflict has increased. And 
because wars will prove harder to end, ref-
ugee flows will persist. 

Criminality. Criminality is a final area in 
which there may be some association be-
tween civil wars and weak governance, and 
the well-being of individuals in advanced 
industrialized countries. Because of the 
ease of transportation and communication, 
criminality is not limited to specific coun-
tries. Internet theft can originate from and 
impact many different countries. The loss 
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and human trafficking are familiar manifes-
tations of transnational criminality. As Van-
da Felbab-Brown writes, large-scale crimi-
nality can greatly exacerbate the challeng-
es states face in defeating insurgencies and 
ending civil wars.7 

Addressing criminality associated with 
civil wars is fraught with difficulty. The 
association between criminal gangs and 
the state may be uncertain. National elites 
may protect criminal organizations. Some 
criminal organizations may generate reve-
nues that help national elites stay in power. 
Yet while transnational criminality does 
affect individuals and institutions in the 
wealthier democracies, it is not a threat to 
their domestic political orders. The prob-
lem is best dealt with through national and 
international law enforcement.

The most important conclusion that 
emerges from the discussions at the core of 
our project is that the policy options for ad-
dressing civil wars are limited. The essays 
in these two issues suggest that there are 
four factors that external actors must take 
into account when considering responses 
to intrastate warfare in weakly governed 
polities: the extent to which the interests 
of external and national political elites are 
complementary; the presence of irrecon-
cilable groups in a civil conflict; the threat 
of great-power conflict; and the costs of 
intervention. 

Alignment of interests. Of these four factors, 
the greatest impediment to successful in-
terventions is the misalignment of domes-
tic and external elites’ interests. Domestic 
elites governing an area afflicted by civil 
strife will be primarily interested in keep-
ing themselves in power. The path to Den-
mark is paved with free and fair elections, 
rational-legal bureaucracies, and the rule of 
law, all of which are antithetical to the in-
terests of those who hold power in closed- 
access or exclusive polities. 

The best that external actors can hope 
for is to bring some degree of security to ar-
eas that are afflicted with civil strife, which 
is easier to accomplish if none of the com-
batants are motivated by ideologies that 
cannot be reconciled, and if competing 
major or regional powers are not engaged 
in waging proxy wars. But even if irrecon-
cilable and contending states are not part 
of a civil war’s landscape, ambitious pro-
grams for state-building and democrati-
zation will usually fail because domestic 
elites are primarily interested in staying in 
power, not in structural reform.

Foreign and security assistance has been 
effective in creating a limited number of 
better state institutions and probably less-
ening the chances of civil war, but then 
only under favorable circumstances and 
only to some extent. Foreign assistance 
might create islands of excellence, but 
these islands are likely to remain isolated 
or wither away when foreign assistance is 
withdrawn. Without the support of do-
mestic elites, external actors will usually 
fail to quell civil wars or effectively deal 
with spillovers from such strife. 

Most of the world’s polities, especially 
polities plagued by intrastate warfare, are 
rent-seeking states in which the political 
elite maintains itself in power through for-
eign assistance and corruption. Election 
results will not lead to ruling factions go-
ing quietly into the night unless the num-
ber of votes approximates the number of 
guns that political leaders require to stay 
in power. The Madisonian sweet spot in 
which the government is strong enough to 
maintain order but constrained enough to 
allow individual freedom within a polity is 
not the natural order of things. For almost 
all of human history in almost all places in 
the world, governments were exploitative 
and repressive. If individuals could escape 
the grip of the state they did.8

In some instances, external actors might 
be able to alter the incentives of nation-
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al elites in predictable ways. But the con-
ditions under which this might happen 
are uncommonly found. Political elites in 
poorer countries torn by civil war are al-
most always enmeshed in what econo-
mist Daron Acemoglu and political scien-
tist James Robinson have termed an exclu-
sive order.9 Their primary objective is to 
stay in power. This requires the care and 
feeding of members of their essential sup-
port network. Most important, they must 
have command over enough of those who 
control the instruments of violence so that 
they cannot be overthrown. Political lead-
ers in exclusive or rent-seeking orders are 
focused on avoiding the loss of status, pres-
tige, money, and even life that would follow 
from a loss of office. These leaders will re-
gard efforts to, for instance, hold free and 
fair elections or to eliminate corruption as 
existential threats. 

Even more modest policies, like reform-
ing customs services, which are often rev-
enue sources for elites in exclusive orders, 
might be regarded as problematic. External 
actors are only likely to have leverage if do-
mestic elites are highly dependent on for-
eign assistance, which, as James Fearon’s 
essay notes, is often the case, and if exter-
nal actors can credibly threaten to with-
draw aid, which is often not the case.10 If 
domestic rulers have alternative sources of 
revenue, such as payments from extractive 
industries, or if the recipient state is strate-
gically important, donors will not be able to 
credibly threaten to withdraw assistance as 
government scholars Desha Girod and Mi-
chael Ross have explained.11

These constraints were vividly apparent 
in Afghanistan, where the United States, 
despite investing billions of dollars in elec-
tions, anticorruption efforts, and counter-
narcotics campaigns, was unable to curb 
the rapaciousness of the Karzai regime. Ha-
mid Karzai resented rather than embraced 
American efforts to alter the fundamental 
character of Afghanistan’s polity because 

such initiatives threatened his position. 
The 2009 elections were manifestly cor-
rupt because Karzai could not risk losing 
office (though corruption abounded on all 
sides). Efforts to investigate the plunder-
ing of some $800 million from the Bank of 
Kabul were blocked by Karzai because the 
loot benefited his family and his supporters. 

As Stephen Biddle indicates in his essay, 
principal-agent analysis provides a frame-
work for understanding the problems that 
occur when the interests of external and in-
ternal actors are misaligned, which will al-
ways be the case when external actors try 
to promote accountability in rent-seeking 
polities. Biddle focuses on security force as-
sistance. He argues that creating an effec-
tive national security force, at least effec-
tive in the eyes of external donors, is much 
harder than has generally been recognized 
or accepted.12 As noted above, interests of 
domestic elites are often profoundly differ-
ent from the interests of external elites. The 
former focus on retaining power and do-
mestic threats to their position, while the 
latter focus more on international or trans-
national threats that could endanger their 
home countries. 

Adverse selection is, as Biddle empha-
sizes, a problem that cannot be avoided: 
the United States is most likely to provide 
security assistance to states that are bad-
ly governed polities; if these polities were 
well-governed, they would not need exter-
nal security assistance. In corrupt rent-seek-
ing states, political leaders will not view the 
military as an objective neutral force. Rath-
er the armed forces will be viewed, as Wil-
liam Reno emphasizes, as a potential rival 
that must be contained through some com-
bination of enfeeblement, pay-offs, and en-
meshing military officers in illegal activities 
that tie them to the fate of the regime.13 A 
well-organized, efficient military capable 
of fighting effectively in the field is exactly 
what leaders in poorly governed, rent-seek-
ing states do not want. As Biddle remarks, it 
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actor to monitor behaviors, such as reward-
ing loyalists with military sinecures or steal-
ing or diverting funds, which would be in 
the interests of clientelistic national elites, 
but not in the interests of external actors 
attempting to create an effective national 
military force. 

From this perspective, the sudden col-
lapse of the Iraqi army in Mosul in 2014, 
despite one decade of U.S. military effort 
and billions of dollars of expenditures, was 
hardly surprising. The United States want-
ed that army to fight effectively against 
its ideological enemy, isil. Iraqi leaders 
wanted an army that would not threaten 
them and their grip on power. 

Civil wars usually do not create the con-
ditions that allow countries to build stable 
inclusive polities and significantly improve 
the economic livelihoods of large parts of 
the population. As Steven Heydemann il-
lustrates with regard to the Middle East, the 
rent-seeking patterns that were established 
before the conflict are likely to be reinforced 
during periods of civil war.14 Economic ac-
tivity is essentially a protection racket that 
allows elites to pay off those with guns, 
whom they need to stay in power.

Further complicating the task of the ex-
ternal powers is the problem of informa-
tion asymmetry, referred to above when 
noting the challenges of monitoring the 
implementation of security assistance pro-
grams. External actors are not likely to be 
able to fully, or even partially, understand 
the interests and capabilities of relevant ac-
tors in countries crippled by civil strife. Cul-
tures may be alien. Language facility may be 
elusive. Local power brokers and their fam-
ilies live in towns and villages for a lifetime,  
while foreign diplomats and soldiers often 
remain for one year at most. 

In sum, if the goal of the United States 
or other external actor is to help coun-
tries that have been afflicted with civil war 
move toward consolidated democracy and 

open-market systems, there will inevitably 
be wide, unbridgeable chasms between the 
preferences of domestic and foreign elites. 

The presence of irreconcilables and great pow-
ers. If one or more of the major warring fac-
tions are irreconcilables, or if two or more 
major powers have significant and diverg-
ing interests regarding conflict termina-
tion, policy options to treat civil wars will 
be limited. 

Transnational terrorism has been mo-
tivated primarily by ideological move-
ments that entirely reject the extant rules 
and norms of the global order. As the es-
says by Tanisha Fazal and Stathis Kalyvas 
make clear, religiously motivated insur-
gents have embraced a worldview that is 
completely antithetical to the reigning, al-
most taken-for-granted, norm of appropri-
ateness in the contemporary internation-
al order: the sovereign state system.15 The 
principles and norms associated with West-
phalian sovereignty and international legal 
sovereignty are completely hostile to those 
that have been accepted and promulgated 
by Islamic jihadi groups. 

For Islamic jihadis and, as Fazal points 
out, other religious groups, authority is 
derived from God, not from some man-
made institution. For Islamic jihadis, there 
is a fundamental distinction between Dar 
al-Islam, the world of Islam populated by 
Muslims and ruled by Islamic law, and Dar 
al-Harb, the house of infidels or where Is-
lamic law is not implemented. According to 
some interpretations of Islamic law, Islamic  
states can only sign permanent treaties 
with other Islamic polities; with the non- 
Islamic world, agreements are limited to ten 
years. isil, the most prominent contempo-
rary example of Islamic jihadi thought, has 
indicated that its purpose is to create a ca-
liphate in the Middle East. Such a caliphate 
would ignore established state borders and 
the norms and rules of sovereignty.

To an extent, secular rebels who uncom-
promisingly wish to establish a breakaway 
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independent sovereign state pose the same 
challenge to external powers that place a 
premium on the maintenance of the con-
temporary international system and the 
preservation of existing state borders. They 
cannot be bought off with foreign assis-
tance and they will not accept compromise. 

In such instances, the most realistic pol-
icy option for those committed to the de-
fense of the status quo might be to “give war 
a chance.” As Sumit Ganguly describes, the 
Sri Lankan armed forces were able to defeat 
the separatist Tamil Tigers, who, while sub-
scribing to the international order, were, 
from the perspective of the Sri Lankan 
government, irreconcilable.16 Indigenous 
forces may not, however, always be strong 
enough to prevail. Foreign forces may have 
to be deployed. However, as the painful ex-
amples of Afghanistan and Iraq make clear, 
subjugating irreconcilables, particularly 
when partnered with a domestically unpop-
ular corrupt regime, usually involves a cost-
ly, protracted investment. Special forces or 
raiding parties are a more attractive option. 

Just as the misalignment of domestic and 
external actors’ interests has far-reaching 
policy consequences, so do the misalign-
ment of major powers’ interests. The pres-
ence of opposing major powers in a civil  
war, as already noted, can potentially threat-
en the security of each, as well as the inter-
national system. But the presence of con-
tending external powers also complicates 
and constrains efforts to end the fighting 
and establish a lasting peace. If the perma-
nent members of the un Security Council 
(p5) are on opposing sides in a civil war, the 
standard treatment will not be an option. 
un Security Council approval for peace-
keeping forces will not be forthcoming. 
Even if a state is not a member of the p5, 
but provides refuge or support for one of the 
contending parties, as has been the case in 
Afghanistan and Syria, it will be much more 
difficult to end a civil war. There will be no 
hurting stalemate. The diffusion of glob-

al power not only makes civil wars more 
threatening, it also makes their resolution 
more problematic. 

The costs of intervention. The instruments 
that are available to external actors to ad-
dress civil wars can be arrayed along a con-
tinuum that is defined by cost and lead- 
actor identity. It is easiest to think of these 
instruments as falling into three bundles. 
The first is characterized by unilateral or 
multilateral foreign military interventions, 
usually accompanied by robust aid and de-
velopment programs, designed to install a 
friendly government or reinforce a threat-
ened state. The second encompasses vari-
ous kinds of foreign assistance focused on 
improving governance, boosting the econ-
omy, and strengthening indigenous securi-
ty forces. The third, consists of what sever-
al authors in this collection have termed the 
standard treatment for ending civil wars: 
namely, peacekeeping operations (pkos) 
administered by the United Nations or re-
gional organizations, plus some assistance.

Unilateral and multilateral (“coalitions 
of the willing”) are often hugely expensive 
undertakings. Well-equipped and well-paid 
volunteer military forces of the wealthy de-
mocracies of the world are sent abroad at a 
high cost to taxpayers. The price of just one 
U.S. Army soldier or Marine serving in Iraq 
or Afghanistan for one year at the height 
of President George W. Bush’s military 
surge, in the first instance, and President 
Barack Obama’s military surge, in the sec-
ond, was estimated at $1 million. The entire 
un peacekeeping budget in 2016 was about 
$8 billion and paid for the deployment of 
ninety thousand blue helmets per annum, 
or about $88,000 per peacekeeper per year. 
This is not to argue that un blue helmets 
would have succeeded in either Iraq or Af-
ghanistan; there was no peace to keep and 
they decidedly would have failed. But the 
difference in cost is stark.

As costs and casualties mount, political 
opposition within the countries of the con-
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sive due to the misaligned interests of the 
domestic elites and those of the interven-
ing powers, the presence of irreconcilables, 
or the hand of opposing powers. Strategic 
opportunity costs become more evident 
and levels of ambition decrease. Deliver-
ing credible commitments to host-nation 
partners becomes impossible. The search 
for an exit strategy becomes a policy prior-
ity. A wealthy democracy will only sustain 
an extended costly foreign military inter-
vention aimed at quelling a civil war when 
there is a domestic political consensus that 
a vital national interest is at stake, which 
will be rare.

In instances in which political and securi-
ty conditions do not permit the application 
of un pkos, foreign assistance comes at far 
lower costs than unilateral and multilater-
al military interventions (foreign aid is far 
cheaper than direct military action). Again, 
the challenges of the misalignment of do-
mestic and external actors’ interests loom 
large, but with a lighter footprint, monitor-
ing of the aid rendered becomes even more 
problematic. As noted by Stephen Biddle, 
indigenous security forces rarely meet the 
expectations of their foreign patrons. This 
can become a severe and often intractable 
problem when irreconcilables are present 
on the battlefield or capable opposing pow-
ers decide to meddle.

However, contingency matters. There 
are situations in which this approach can 
achieve success. Colombia, whose peace 
process is examined by Aila Matanock and 
Miguel García-Sánchez, provides an excel-
lent example.17 A middle ground between 
the first two approaches, in which the in-
tervening power militarily focuses its se-
curity assistance efforts on training, equip-
ping, and enabling small numbers of indig-
enous special operations forces rather than 
attempting to build and maintain large,  
expensive conventional formations, might 
also be feasible. Indigenous special opera-

tions forces can be closely monitored, are 
cost-effective, and do not pose to domestic 
political rulers existential political threats 
or offer the irresistible rent-seeking oppor-
tunities that big armies do. In Colombia, 
however, at least part of the national elite 
was supportive of U.S. assistance because 
the position of that elite was endangered 
by narcotics cartels and left-wing guerrillas. 
The recent battlefield successes of Iraqi and 
Afghan special operations forces, mentored 
and enabled by U.S. special operations forc-
es, also make this option worthy of further 
exploration. 

Mediated peace agreements monitored 
by the un (or regional organizations) and 
including peacekeeping forces are far less 
expensive than unilateral intervention 
by a major power for any extended peri-
od of time. There have been seventy-one 
un pkos since 1948; sixteen operations 
are ongoing. At the end of 2016, there were 
over ninety thousand troops involved in 
un operations. Among the ongoing mis-
sions with more than one thousand com-
mitted personnel in December 2016, the 
longest lasting have been Cyprus since 
1964, Lebanon since 1978, Liberia since 
2003, and the Ivory Coast since 2004. The 
longest un pko still in operation is the un 
Military Observer Group for India and Pa-
kistan, which has been in place since 1948, 
but only has 111 individuals committed to 
its mission.

Troops and police in peacekeeping oper-
ations, however, rarely fight their way into 
a country. Casualties are usually very low. 
pkos usually help to keep the peace after 
national actors have reached some kind of 
agreement. Both sides recognize that they 
are in a hurting stalemate that neither can 
win. Combatants are motivated by conven-
tional material objectives; they accept the 
existing international order. They are not 
motivated by ideological or religious con-
cerns that lead them to reject compromise 
of any kind. As Richard Gowan and Ste-
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phen Stedman highlight, pkos work best 
when there are a limited number of nation-
al parties, when there are no hostile neigh-
bors, when there are no national spoilers, 
and when there is a functioning state. Un-
der the best possible circumstances, a peace 
agreement guaranteed by a un pko may 
have to be in place for an extended and in-
definite period of time if a new outbreak of 
hostilities is to be avoided. 

In many cases, un peacekeeping efforts 
will not work at all. If one of the contend-
ing parties believes that it can win outright, 
which, as Sumit Ganguly explains, is what 
happened in Sri Lanka, then the stronger 
party will not agree to external mediation 
and the interposition of a peacekeeping 
force. Nor will a combatant motivated by 
ideological concerns that reject the extant 
sovereign state system. Peacekeeping op-
erations are, as Jean-Marie Guéhenno ex-
plains, in tension with some fundamental 
norms that have informed the un system, 
especially the principle of nonintervention 
in the affairs of other states.18 Peacekeep-
ing operations require a consensus among 
the major powers. In the bipolar world of 
the Cold War, the number of un pkos re-
quiring the approval of both the United 
States and the Soviet Union were limit-
ed. In fact, the amount of un peacekeep-
ing operations may have already peaked 
in the last decade of the twentieth centu-
ry and the first decade of the twenty-first, 
when the United States held exceptional 
unilateral power. As Barry Posen suggests, 
as the world becomes more multilateral, it 
will be more difficult for the major pow-
ers to agree on peacekeeping operations, 
even in the absence of jihadi movements 
that reject the extant international order.19

There is a strong argument to be made, 
however, that the standard treatment re-
gime offers cost-effective therapy when the 
conditions are right. pkos are less expen-
sive than military interventions by troops 
from advanced industrialized countries, es-

pecially the United States. The un’s 2016 
peacekeeping budget of $8 billion is less 
than 2 percent of the budget of the United 
States Department of Defense. In 2016, the 
United States contributed about 29 percent 
of the un pko budget, which amounted to 
less than 1 percent of its own defense bud-
get. The largest expense for pkos is person-
nel, and most troops are drawn from devel-
oping countries whose pay scale is far less 
than that of militaries in the industrialized 
north. In 2016, the largest number of troops 
came from Ethiopia, India, Pakistan, Ban-
gladesh, and Rwanda, all of which contrib-
uted more than five thousand troops; the 
United States contributed thirty-four. And 
since 1948, there have been 3,508 fatalities 
associated with un peacekeeping missions, 
amounting to an average of sixty deaths per 
year. 

The results have been noteworthy. As 
James Fearon writes: “A remarkable 41 per-
cent of the civil wars that have ended since 
1991 (twenty-one 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 sug-
gests that pkos probably lower conflict re-
currence and may increase the feasibility of 
peace deals that would be less likely without 
this third-party monitoring and enforce-
ment instrument.”20 Moreover, as Clare 
Lockhart and as Nancy Lindborg and Jo-
seph Hewitt point out in their essays, well- 
designed, targeted, and monitored devel-
opment assistance can help improve gover-
nance and economies when conditions are 
suitable, which they may be when un pkos 
can be effectively deployed.21 Still, the sub-
set of ongoing and yet-to-emerge civil wars 
amenable to the standard treatment may be 
shrinking as the great-power cooperation 
appears to be declining, militant interna-
tional jihadists are unlikely to agree to me-
diation, and America’s appetite for large-
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entail nation-building has declined dra-
matically over the past decade (see Table 1).

The essays in these two issues of Dædalus  
suggest that external actors, especially ex-
ternal actors from the advanced industri-
alized world, confront a daunting task in 
addressing the problems posed by weak 
government institutions and civil war. 
The challenges arise both because of the 
nature of the threats and the character of 
the political environment within which ex-
ternal interventions might be conducted. 
The threats associated with civil wars and 
badly governed states are pandemic dis-
ease, transnational terrorism, migration, 
regional instability, great-power conflict, 
and crime. Although the first two of these 
threats could have direct and serious neg-
ative material consequences for advanced 
industrialized countries, they do not pose 
existential risks that could destroy the ba-
sic political order in wealthy democratic 
states. Severe shocks, however, could lessen 
 –temporarily at least–commitments to 
liberal political values and norms. 

These two threats–pandemic disease 
and transnational terrorism–demand a 
response, but this does not mean that the 
advanced industrialized democracies must 
address every civil war. The most effective 
measures for addressing the threat of pan-
demic disease (the sources of which are 
limited to particular regions of the world) 
would be either to strengthen the nation-
al health services of states where epidem-
ics might begin or, if the domestic gover-
nance structure is too weak, strengthen the 
international capacity for monitoring and 
identifying national epidemics that could 
become pandemics. The most vexing situ-
ations, and the ones germane to this study, 
are those in which national health services 
are deficient and civil strife prevents in-
ternational agencies from operating effec-
tively. If an easily transmissible new disease 

vector arises in human populations in areas 
impacted by civil strife, this would warrant 
the use of a short-term military interven-
tion. The intervention would be designed to 
facilitate the work of trained public health 
officials who could monitor, identify, and 
possibly develop treatment regimes to mit-
igate the possibility of a global pandemic.

The other threat that might warrant the 
use of military operations by the United 
States or some other major power is trans-
national terrorism. In the contemporary 
period, transnational terrorism has been 
primarily (although not exclusively) gen-
erated by Salafist Islamic groups that reject 
the basic principles of the extant interna-
tional order. Safe havens facilitate terror-
ist training. Major terrorist attacks, espe-
cially attacks involving dirty nuclear weap-
ons, nuclear weapons, or biological agents 
could kill hundreds of thousands or even 
millions of people. The most effective re-
sponse would be to put in place a national 
regime that could guarantee security and 
contain transnational terrorism. Such a re-
gime might not protect human rights or 
adopt policies consistent with civilian ac-
countability. If external actors cannot es-
tablish or support an effective national re-
gime, the only option might be a raiding 
strategy designed to destroy or degrade 
terrorist targets. 

Even, however, in the case of the two 
threats that could have a major impact 
on the material interests of advanced in-
dustrialized democracies–pandemics or 
transnational terrorism–national military 
operations, if they are undertaken at all, 
should be short-term and targeted. Differ-
ences in the preferences between elites in 
advanced wealthy democracies and those 
in polities affected by civil strife are so great 
that there is little possibility of achieving 
good governance. The best that external ac-
tors can hope for is adequate governance. 
Short-term targeted military interventions 
could achieve this objective. Ambitious, 
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Table 1 
Summary of Policy Options 

Policy Option Cost
Necessary  
Conditions

Modalities Objectives
Possibility of 

Success

Standard 
Treatment

Medium No irrecon-
cilables, no 
great-power 
conflict, mu-
tually recog-
nized hurting 
stalemate

un peace-
keepers, 
foreign assis-
tance

Security, but 
no necessary 
improvement 
in governance

High,  
if conditions 
are met

Adequate 
Governance

Medium to 
Low

Central or 
regional gov-
ernments that 
can effectively 
police their 
territory, 
closed-access 
or exclusive 
order, no ir-
reconcilables

Foreign and 
security assis-
tance

Security, 
some service 
provision, 
some eco-
nomic growth

Medium to 
high, if condi-
tions are met

Path to 
Denmark 
(Democracy, 
Economic 
Growth, 
Protection 
of Human 
Rights)

High to  
Medium

Transitioning 
society

Foreign 
assistance 
to groups 
favoring more 
open order

Open-access 
order

Uncertain 
even in 
transition-
ing polities; 
impossible in 
closed-access 
polities

Give War a 
Chance

Potentially 
low if military 
victory is 
achievable

One side or 
government 
has dominant 
power

Destruction 
of opposition

Security, but 
no necessary 
improvement 
in governance

High,  
if conditions 
are met

Long-Term 
Military  
Intervention 
by Major 
Power

Very High Irreconcil-
ables, no 
hurting stale-
mate, limited 
government 
capacity

U.S. or other 
forces

Security and 
governance 
improvement

Low, especial-
ly with regard 
to improved 
governance

Short-Term 
Special Forces 
or Raiding 
Parties

Medium to 
Low

Irreconcil- 
ables, no 
hurting stale-
mate, limited 
state capacity

U.S. or other 
special forces

Security Medium
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Conclusion protracted, expensive (and usually unsus-
tainable) armed interventions will fail to 
accomplish more. Finding and proceeding 
along the path to Denmark is not a realistic  
possibility. 

The standard treatment is more cost-ef-
fective than the use of military forces from 
advanced industrialized democracies. un 
peacekeeping is less expensive and less dan-
gerous than deploying national military 
forces. However, the standard treatment 
can only be applied under certain specific 
conditions. None of the major antagonists 
can be irreconcilables. All of the major an-
tagonists must recognize that they are in a 
hurting stalemate that no party can win and 
that international mediation is the best op-
tion. The major powers must all agree that 
a un peacekeeping mission is appropriate. 

Migration, regional instability, and pos-
sible great-power conflict are a second 
set of threats that could be consequen-
tial for advanced industrialized democ-
racies. These threats only arise, howev-
er, as a result of policy choices that have 
been made by the major powers. Not ev-
ery civil conflict generates such threats. 
Migration, regional instability, and po-
tential great-power conflict are, howev-
er, much more of a threat in the Middle 
East, where jihadi movements are active 
and which is geographically close to Eu-
rope. Some European states have already 
reacted to the increase in migrant flows by 
writing new rules that have limited new 
entrants and represent at least a temporary 
retreat from previous norms of generosity 
and openness. Broader regional conflicts 
breaking along intermixed sectarian, na-
tional, and ethnic lines are being spawned 
by Middle Eastern civil wars. And of even 
greater concern, the U.S. and Russian 
militaries are operating in close proximi-
ty, supporting opposing warring factions. 
The continuing diffusion of global pow-
er and redefining of major and regional  
powers’ geographic areas of interest may 

increase the risks civil wars pose to inter-
national order.

There are many civil wars in the inter-
national environment for which there is 
no fully satisfactory solution. The inter-
ests of domestic and external actors are 
usually not aligned and are sometimes in 
conflict. Ambitious efforts to engineer po-
litical and social transformations among 
peoples who do not share a deep sense of 
national identity and whose norms are in-
consistent with those of the intervening 
power are likely to fail. If good governance 
is not a realistic short-term goal, however, 
adequate governance might be. 

The type of interventions selected must 
be based upon the interests and resources 
of the external actors and the conditions 
within the conflicted country and its sur-
rounding region. Large unilateral and mul-
tilateral military operations will likely fail 
if protracted and, over time, the interven-
ing power concludes no vital national secu-
rity interest is at stake. Foreign assistance 
to improve governance and economic per-
formance and strengthen indigenous secu-
rity forces is less expensive and hence sus-
tainable, but will often flounder under the 
combined effects of misaligned interests, 
external/internal actor principal-agent 
problems, or irreconcilables. The standard 
treatment including the use of un pkos has 
a proven (though far from perfect) track re-
cord, but will only be acceptable to com-
batants if they recognize that they are in 
a hurting stalemate, if there is agreement 
among all of the major powers, which will 
be increasingly difficult in a more multipo-
lar world, and if none of the combatants are 
motivated by ideological or religious con-
cerns, which do not allow for compromise. 
If the threats are significant and the stan-
dard treatment cannot be applied, then the 
use of short-term and targeted national mil-
itary force or containment will be the only 
options.
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