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Unit 1 – International Conflict: Key
Concepts & Types
1.1 Defining International Conflict and Its Key Components
International conflict involves disputes between global actors, including states and non-state entities.
Understanding these actors, their characteristics, and the concept of sovereignty is the foundation for
analyzing why conflicts emerge and how they get resolved.

Conflicts stem from competing interests, territorial disputes, ideological differences, and resource scarcity.
Historical grievances and cultural factors add further complexity. Resolution can take diplomatic forms like
negotiation and mediation, or coercive forms like sanctions and military force.

Types of Actors

International Conflict Participants
International conflict involves disputes between two or more actors on the global stage. These actors fall
into two broad categories.

State actors are countries with internationally recognized governments that conduct foreign policy and
participate in international relations. What sets them apart is sovereignty, the authority and control a state
holds over its territory and citizens. Sovereignty gives a state the right to govern itself without external
interference.

Non-state actors are organizations, groups, or individuals that wield significant influence in international
affairs without representing a particular country. These range widely in purpose and legitimacy. The United
Nations facilitates cooperation between states. Multinational corporations shape global trade and
investment. Terrorist groups like al-Qaeda or ISIS use violence to pursue political goals. What unites them
is that none holds sovereignty over a territory the way a state does.

Characteristics of International Actors
• State actors possess legal sovereignty, which allows them to enter treaties, declare war, and join
international organizations. The United States, China, and Russia are prominent examples.

• Non-state actors lack that formal legal status but still shape global events through their actions and
influence. Amnesty International pressures governments on human rights, while the World Trade
Organization sets rules for international commerce.

• The concept of sovereignty has evolved over time. Some states have voluntarily transferred aspects
of their authority to supranational bodies like the European Union. Others face internal challenges from
secessionist movements, such as Kurdish independence efforts in Iraq and Turkey, or Catalonia's push
for independence from Spain.

• Globalization has expanded the power of non-state actors considerably, blurring the line between
traditional state-based diplomacy and a more complex landscape where corporations, NGOs, and
armed groups all play roles.
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Causes of Conflict

Competing Interests and Objectives
Most international conflicts trace back to clashing goals between actors. These clashes tend to cluster
around a few recurring themes.

• National interests encompass a country's economic, security, and political goals. When one state's
interests directly conflict with another's, tensions rise.

• Territorial disputes occur when two or more states claim sovereignty over the same land or maritime
area. The Kashmir conflict between India and Pakistan has persisted since 1947, and multiple countries
assert overlapping claims in the South China Sea.

• Ideological differences in political systems, religious beliefs, or economic models can fuel prolonged
hostility. The Cold War between the United States and the Soviet Union was driven by the fundamental
clash between liberal capitalism and communism.

• Resource scarcity triggers conflict when states compete for control over essential materials like oil,
water, or minerals. Iraq's 1990 invasion of Kuwait was motivated in large part by disputes over oil
production and access to oil revenues.

Historical and Cultural Factors
Not all conflicts are about present-day interests. The past casts a long shadow.

• Historical grievances from past wars, colonialism, or perceived injustices keep tensions alive across
generations. The Israel-Palestine conflict is rooted in competing claims that stretch back over a century.
The legacy of the 1994 Rwandan genocide continues to shape politics in the Great Lakes region of
Africa.

• Cultural and ethnic differences, especially when combined with political or economic inequality, can
spark internal conflicts that spill across borders. The Bosnian War (1992-1995) grew from ethnic
tensions within the former Yugoslavia. The Rohingya crisis in Myanmar forced hundreds of thousands
of refugees into neighboring Bangladesh.

• Nationalist sentiments and self-determination can inspire secessionist movements and civil wars that
draw in external actors. Kosovo declared independence from Serbia in 2008 with backing from Western
states but opposition from Russia and China. Yemen's civil war has pulled in regional powers like Saudi
Arabia and Iran.

Conflict Resolution Methods

Diplomatic Approaches
Diplomacy is the primary tool for resolving disputes without violence. It takes several forms depending on
the number of parties and the complexity of the conflict.

• Bilateral talks engage the two main parties in direct discussions to address grievances and find
mutually acceptable solutions. U.S.-China trade negotiations are a recent example.

• Multilateral negotiations bring together multiple stakeholders to tackle complex disputes. The
Six-Party Talks on North Korea's nuclear program involved North Korea, South Korea, the U.S., China,
Japan, and Russia.
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• International organizations like the United Nations provide forums for diplomacy and can facilitate
peace talks, monitor ceasefires, and deploy peacekeeping missions. The UN has mediated efforts
toward Cyprus reunification for decades.

Coercive Measures
When diplomacy alone falls short, states and international bodies may turn to pressure tactics.

• Economic sanctions impose penalties on a state to pressure it into compliance with international
demands. These can include trade restrictions, asset freezes, or travel bans. U.S. and international
sanctions on Iran targeted its nuclear program by restricting oil exports and access to global banking.

• Coercive diplomacy combines the threat of force with ongoing negotiations to persuade an adversary
to change course. The U.S. "maximum pressure" campaign against North Korea paired heavy
sanctions with summit diplomacy.

• Military force involves using armed forces to compel an adversary to change its behavior. NATO's
2011 intervention in Libya is one example. This is generally considered a last resort because of its
human and economic costs.

• Collective security arrangements like military alliances deter aggression and provide a framework for
joint action. NATO's response to Russia's 2014 annexation of Crimea included troop deployments to
Eastern Europe and coordinated sanctions, illustrating how alliances translate into concrete policy.

1.2 Historical Evolution of International Conflict

Emergence of the Modern State System

Westphalian System and Balance of Power
The modern international system traces back to the Peace of Westphalia (1648), a set of treaties that
ended the Thirty Years' War in Europe. These treaties established a principle that still shapes global
politics: territorial sovereignty, meaning each state has exclusive authority within its own geographic
borders. Under this framework, states are considered legally equal under international law, regardless of
their size or military power.

Alongside sovereignty came the concept of balance of power. The idea is straightforward: no single state
should become powerful enough to dominate all the others. To prevent that, states form alliances to check
any rising power. In early modern Europe, countries like France, Prussia, and Austria constantly shifted
alliances to keep each other in check. If one state grew too strong, the others would band together against
it. This pattern of shifting alliances aimed to prevent any single hegemon (a dominant state) from emerging.

Imperialism and Colonial Expansion
Imperialism refers to a state extending its power and influence over other territories, typically through
colonization or military force. Starting in the 15th century and accelerating through the 19th, European
powers like Britain, France, and Germany established vast overseas empires spanning the Americas,
Africa, and Asia.

Several forces drove this expansion:

• Economic motivations: securing raw materials, new markets for manufactured goods, and strategically
valuable territories
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• Ideological justifications: doctrines of racial and cultural superiority, often captured by phrases like
"White Man's Burden," framed colonization as a civilizing mission

• Great power competition: colonial holdings became markers of national prestige, and the scramble for
territory (especially in Africa during the 1880s-1890s) intensified rivalries between European states

These rivalries over colonies contributed directly to the tensions that eventually erupted into world war.

20th Century Conflicts

World Wars and Their Impact
World War I (1914–1918) and World War II (1939–1945) were the most destructive conflicts in human
history, each drawing in multiple great powers across several continents.

The causes overlapped significantly: aggressive nationalism, imperial competition, militarism (the buildup
of large standing armies and navies), and rigid alliance systems that turned local disputes into global wars.
WWI was triggered when the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand activated a chain of alliance
obligations. WWII grew out of unresolved grievances from WWI, the rise of fascism, and the failure of
appeasement to contain Nazi Germany's expansion.

Both wars brought unprecedented destruction through industrialized and total war, where entire economies
and civilian populations were mobilized for the war effort. The consequences reshaped the global order:

• Empires collapsed (Ottoman, Austro-Hungarian, and later the European colonial empires)

• New states were carved out of former imperial territories

• The United States and Soviet Union emerged as the world's two superpowers, replacing the old
European-centered balance of power

Cold War and Ideological Rivalry
The Cold War (1947–1991) was a prolonged period of geopolitical and ideological tension between the
United States and the Soviet Union. Unlike the world wars, it never escalated into direct military conflict
between the two superpowers, largely because both possessed nuclear weapons. Instead, the rivalry
played out through:

• An arms race, especially the nuclear buildup that produced the doctrine of mutually assured
destruction (MAD)

• Proxy wars in countries like Korea (1950–1953) and Vietnam (1955–1975), where each superpower
backed opposing sides

• Competition for influence in the developing world through economic aid, military support, and covert
operations

The world split into rival blocs: Western democracies aligned with the U.S. (NATO) versus Communist
states aligned with the Soviet Union (Warsaw Pact). At its core, the Cold War was an ideological struggle
between capitalism and communism as competing models for organizing society and government. It ended
with the dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991, leaving the United States as the sole superpower.

Decolonization and the Rise of New States
Decolonization was the process by which colonies in Asia, Africa, the Middle East, and the Caribbean
gained independence from European powers, primarily between the 1940s and 1970s.
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This wave was driven by nationalist movements that had been building for decades. Some achieved
independence through negotiation (India from Britain in 1947), while others required prolonged armed
struggle (Algeria from France, 1954–1962). Both the U.S. and the Soviet Union supported decolonization,
partly on principle but also as a strategy to win new allies during the Cold War.

Decolonization transformed the international system by creating dozens of new sovereign states. But
independence often came with serious challenges:

• Political instability, as new governments struggled to build institutions from scratch

• Economic underdevelopment, since colonial economies had been structured to extract resources for
the colonizer, not to develop local industry

• Ethnic and sectarian conflict, often worsened by colonial borders that had been drawn without regard
for existing ethnic, linguistic, or religious communities

Contemporary Global Dynamics

Globalization and Its Consequences
Globalization refers to the increasing interconnectedness of the world through trade, communication,
technology, and cultural exchange. Advances in transportation and information technology (the internet,
mobile communications, container shipping) have accelerated this process dramatically since the late 20th
century.

Globalization creates complex webs of economic and social interdependence that cross national borders.
A financial crisis in one country can ripple across the globe within hours. A supply chain disruption in East
Asia can shut down factories in Europe.

This interconnectedness brings both opportunities and challenges:

• Opportunities: economic growth through expanded trade, access to global markets, greater cultural
exchange

• Challenges: rising inequality within and between nations, cultural homogenization, and the erosion of
local industries unable to compete globally

One major political consequence is that globalization shifts power away from states and toward non-state
actors like multinational corporations, NGOs, and international organizations (the UN, WTO, IMF). These
actors increasingly shape the rules and norms of international relations.

Asymmetric Warfare and New Security Threats
Asymmetric warfare describes conflicts where there is a major gap in military capabilities between the
opposing sides. Rather than meeting a stronger opponent on conventional terms, the weaker side uses
unconventional tactics: terrorism, guerrilla warfare, improvised explosive devices, and attacks on civilian
targets.

This type of conflict poses real problems for traditional militaries. Doctrines and strategies designed for
state-on-state conventional warfare don't translate well when the enemy blends into civilian populations,
operates without a fixed territory, or strikes through decentralized networks.

Beyond asymmetric warfare, new security threats have emerged that don't respect national borders:

• International terrorism, as demonstrated by the September 11, 2001 attacks and the rise of groups like
ISIS
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• Cyberattacks targeting critical infrastructure, government systems, and private networks

• Transnational organized crime and weapons proliferation

Responding to these threats requires states to cooperate in ways that go beyond traditional alliances.
Intelligence sharing, joint cybersecurity frameworks, and multilateral counterterrorism efforts have become
central to modern security strategy.

1.3 Typologies and Classifications of International Conflicts

Types of Conflicts by Actors Involved

Interstate Conflicts: Disputes Between Sovereign States
Interstate conflicts occur when two or more recognized sovereign states engage in armed conflict or
escalating political tensions. These disputes can arise from territorial claims, ideological differences,
economic competition, or historical grievances.

• The Kashmir conflict between India and Pakistan is a classic example, rooted in a territorial dispute
dating back to the 1947 partition

• Interstate conflicts may involve direct military confrontation, economic sanctions, or sustained
diplomatic pressure

• They often carry far-reaching regional and global implications because multiple state actors get drawn
in, raising the risk of escalation (both World Wars began as interstate disputes that spiraled outward)

What makes interstate conflicts distinctive is that both sides have the full apparatus of a state behind them:
standing armies, diplomacy, intelligence services, and economic leverage. That combination makes these
conflicts especially dangerous but also, in some ways, easier to negotiate because there are recognized
governments to sit at the table.

Intrastate Conflicts: Conflicts Within a Single State
Intrastate conflicts take place within the borders of a single sovereign state, involving domestic actors
fighting over control of the government, territory, or political power. These are the most common type of
armed conflict since the end of the Cold War.

• They include civil wars, rebellions, insurgencies, and political upheavals (the Syrian Civil War and the
decades-long Colombian conflict are prominent examples)

• Root causes typically involve deep social, economic, or political grievances: inequality, ethnic
discrimination, lack of political representation, or state repression

• Combatants can include state security forces, rebel groups, militias, or other non-state armed actors

• Consequences often include significant civilian casualties, mass displacement of populations, and
long-term instability that can persist well after fighting ends

One thing that complicates intrastate conflicts is that they frequently attract outside involvement, blurring
the line between intrastate and interstate conflict. The Syrian Civil War, for instance, drew in Russia, the
United States, Turkey, and Iran, among others.
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Proxy Wars: Conflicts Fought Through Third Parties
Proxy wars occur when external powers intervene in a conflict indirectly by supporting opposing sides
rather than fighting each other directly. The external actors provide military aid, funding, intelligence, or
logistical support to their preferred faction while avoiding direct combat themselves.

• The Vietnam War is a textbook case: the U.S. backed South Vietnam while the Soviet Union and
China supported North Vietnam

• Proxy wars allow great powers to pursue strategic interests while minimizing the risk of direct
confrontation, which was especially important during the Cold War when direct U.S.-Soviet conflict
could have triggered nuclear war

• The Yemeni Civil War illustrates how proxy dynamics work today, with Saudi Arabia and Iran backing
opposing sides

Proxy wars tend to prolong conflicts and make them harder to resolve. The motivations of external backers
often diverge from those of the local fighters, and peace becomes difficult when outside powers have their
own reasons to keep the conflict going.

Identity-Based Conflicts

Ethnic Conflicts: Disputes Rooted in Ethnic Identities
Ethnic conflicts arise when different ethnic groups within a state or region compete for power, resources, or
recognition. These disputes are often fueled by historical grievances and patterns of discrimination against
particular groups.

• The Rwandan Genocide of 1994 is one of the most devastating examples: Hutu extremists killed an
estimated 800,000 Tutsis and moderate Hutus in roughly 100 days

• Ethnic conflicts can involve struggles for self-determination, autonomy, or outright secession by ethnic
minorities who feel excluded from political power

• Political leaders sometimes deliberately manipulate ethnic identities to consolidate power, turning
ethnic difference into ethnic hostility

• The Rohingya crisis in Myanmar shows how state-sponsored persecution of an ethnic minority can
lead to mass violence and the displacement of over 700,000 people

A key point for analysis: ethnicity itself doesn't cause conflict. The conditions that produce ethnic conflict
are political, including unequal access to resources, exclusion from governance, and leaders who exploit
group identity for political advantage.

Religious Conflicts: Disputes Centered on Religious Differences
Religious conflicts occur when religious differences serve as a primary driver of tension or violence
between groups. Religion can fuel conflict both within states and between them.

• Sunni-Shia sectarian violence in Iraq intensified after the 2003 U.S. invasion, as the removal of
Saddam Hussein's Sunni-dominated government shifted power toward the Shia majority

• Religious conflicts may stem from discrimination, the imposition of religious laws on unwilling
populations, or the politicization of religious identity
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• The Israeli-Palestinian conflict has a significant religious dimension, with competing claims to
Jerusalem as a holy city for Judaism, Islam, and Christianity

These conflicts can be particularly intense because religious beliefs touch on deeply held values and group
identity. However, it's worth noting that conflicts labeled "religious" almost always have political and
economic dimensions as well. Pure theological disagreement rarely produces armed conflict on its own; it's
the entanglement of religion with political power and resource competition that drives violence.

Ideological Conflicts: Disputes Based on Competing Ideologies
Ideological conflicts arise when groups or states adhere to fundamentally different political, economic, or
social systems and see those differences as threatening. The Cold War is the defining example: the
capitalist, liberal-democratic West versus the communist Soviet bloc.

• These conflicts are driven by the desire to spread, defend, or contain a particular ideology, either
domestically or globally

• The Cuban Revolution (1959) established a communist state just 90 miles from the United States,
turning an intrastate political change into a major point of ideological confrontation

• Ideological conflicts frequently produce proxy wars, propaganda campaigns, and the suppression of
dissenting views within each side's sphere of influence

Ideological conflicts tend to polarize societies and erode common ground. Because each side views its
system as morally superior, compromise can feel like betrayal. This dynamic made Cold War diplomacy
especially difficult and helps explain why ideological rivalries can persist for decades.

Conflicts Over Resources and Domains

Resource Conflicts: Disputes Over Access to and Control of Resources
Resource conflicts occur when states or groups compete for control over scarce or strategically valuable
resources such as oil, water, minerals, or arable land. As populations grow and demand increases,
competition over finite resources intensifies.

• The Darfur conflict in Sudan was driven in part by competition for water and grazing land between
nomadic and farming communities, worsened by desertification

• The Niger Delta conflict in Nigeria highlights tensions between local communities and international oil
companies, where resource extraction brought environmental degradation and little economic benefit to
residents

• External actors sometimes exploit another state's resources, generating resentment and conflict with
local populations

Resource conflicts rarely exist in isolation. They typically intersect with ethnic tensions, political grievances,
and economic inequality. Control over resources often translates directly into political power, which is why
resource-rich regions are frequently sites of prolonged instability. The concept of the resource curse
captures this pattern: countries with abundant natural resources sometimes experience worse governance
and more conflict, not less.
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Cyber Conflicts: Disputes in the Digital Domain
Cyber conflicts take place in the digital realm, where states and non-state actors use cyber tools to achieve
political, economic, or military objectives. This is the newest domain of international conflict and one where
norms and rules are still being established.

• Cyber espionage involves stealing sensitive government or corporate data

• Cyber attacks on infrastructure can disrupt power grids, financial systems, or communications (the
Stuxnet attack, widely attributed to the U.S. and Israel, damaged Iranian nuclear centrifuges)

• Information warfare includes spreading disinformation to undermine democratic processes (Russian
interference in the 2016 U.S. presidential election is a widely studied case)

Cyber conflicts present unique challenges for international relations:

1. Attribution is difficult. Tracing an attack to a specific actor is technically complex, and attackers
deliberately obscure their identity.

2. The technology evolves rapidly. Defenses that work today may be obsolete within months.

3. International law hasn't caught up. There's no clear consensus on what constitutes an act of war in
cyberspace, or what responses are proportionate.

While state actors are the most capable cyber combatants, non-state actors like hacktivist groups, terrorist
organizations, and criminal networks also operate in this space, further complicating the picture.

1.4 Levels of Analysis in Studying International Conflict

Levels of Analysis
Understanding why international conflicts happen requires looking at the problem from different distances.
Are you zooming in on a single leader's mindset? Stepping back to examine a country's politics? Or pulling
all the way out to see the global power structure? These different vantage points are called levels of
analysis, and each one reveals causes of conflict that the others might miss.

This topic covers three levels (individual, state, and systemic), the domestic and international factors that
feed into conflict, and the major theoretical lenses scholars use to interpret it all.

Individual Level Factors
This level zooms in on specific people: leaders, military commanders, diplomats, and other influential
figures whose decisions can start, escalate, or resolve conflicts.

• Psychological and cognitive traits matter. A leader's personality, beliefs, biases, and past experiences
shape how they interpret threats and choose responses. Saddam Hussein's risk-taking personality and
authoritarian leadership style, for example, directly influenced Iraq's decision to invade Kuwait in 1990,
triggering the Gulf War.

• Perception can diverge from reality. Leaders may misread an adversary's intentions due to cognitive
biases like groupthink or the tendency to see hostile motives where none exist. These misperceptions
can push a situation toward war even when diplomacy was possible.

• Non-state actors count too. The individual level isn't limited to heads of state. Nelson Mandela's
personal commitment to reconciliation was central to South Africa's peaceful transition from apartheid,
showing how a single figure can steer outcomes away from violence.
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The core insight here: conflicts don't just "happen" because of abstract forces. Real people make real
choices, and those choices are shaped by who they are.

State Level Factors
This level examines what's going on inside a country: its political system, institutions, economy, and
domestic pressures.

• Regime type and institutions influence how foreign policy decisions get made. Democracies typically
have more checks on executive power (legislative oversight, free press, public accountability), which
can slow the path to war. Authoritarian states may have fewer constraints.

• Domestic politics shape foreign policy. Public opinion, interest groups, and electoral pressures all
push leaders toward or away from conflict. Strong US domestic support for the Iraq War in 2003, fueled
partly by post-9/11 threat perceptions, made it politically easier for the Bush administration to pursue
invasion.

• Military and economic capabilities determine what a state can do, not just what it wants to do. North
Korea's nuclear weapons program, for instance, has reshaped regional stability in East Asia by giving a
relatively weak state outsized leverage.

The key question at this level: What internal characteristics of a state make it more or less likely to engage
in conflict?

Systemic Level Factors
This level pulls back to the broadest view: the structure of the international system itself and how states
interact within it.

• Distribution of power is central. Whether the system is bipolar (two dominant powers, like the US and
USSR during the Cold War), unipolar (one dominant power), or multipolar (several competing powers)
shapes the likelihood and character of conflict.

• Alliances and international institutions create rules and expectations. The United Nations, for example,
provides mechanisms for conflict resolution, peacekeeping, and collective security, even if those
mechanisms don't always work.

• Norms and global governance influence state behavior. International norms against territorial
conquest or the use of chemical weapons don't prevent all violations, but they raise the costs of
breaking them.

• Transnational challenges blur traditional state boundaries. Global terrorism, climate change, and
pandemics create new sources of tension that don't fit neatly into state-vs-state frameworks. The
international campaign against ISIS, for instance, drew in dozens of countries and non-state actors
across multiple regions.

Factors Influencing Conflict

Domestic Factors
Conditions inside a state can create fertile ground for conflict, both internal and international.

• Political instability and weak institutions leave power vacuums that factions compete to fill. Civil wars
in fragile states like Somalia or Syria often stem from the collapse of governing authority.
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• Economic grievances such as poverty, inequality, and resource scarcity fuel resentment. Many
conflicts in Sub-Saharan Africa have been driven partly by competition over valuable resources like oil,
diamonds, and minerals.

• Social and cultural divisions can be mobilized for violence. Ethnic tensions in the Balkans during the
1990s escalated into genocide and war once political leaders exploited long-standing historical
animosities.

• Demographic pressures like rapid population growth, urbanization, and migration strain limited
resources and can heighten competition, particularly in developing countries where institutions are
already stretched thin.

International Factors
The relationships between states generate their own conflict dynamics.

• Power imbalances and hegemonic competition create friction. The ongoing US-China rivalry, for
example, has intensified tensions across the Indo-Pacific and influenced regional conflicts.

• The security dilemma occurs when one state's efforts to increase its own security (building up military
forces, joining alliances) make other states feel less secure, prompting them to respond in kind. NATO
expansion eastward, for instance, has been cited by Russia as a core security concern.

• Economic interdependence cuts both ways. Trade ties can promote peace by raising the cost of
conflict, but competition over resources, markets, and trade routes can also generate tension. The
US-China trade war illustrates how economic rivalry can spill into broader geopolitical confrontation.

• Transnational threats like terrorism, climate change, and pandemics don't respect borders and can
complicate conflict dynamics in unpredictable ways.

Theoretical Perspectives
Each level of analysis connects to broader theories about why international politics works the way it does.
Three major perspectives dominate the field.

Realism
Realism starts from a blunt premise: the international system is anarchic, meaning there's no world
government to enforce rules or protect states. In this environment, states must rely on their own power to
survive.

• States are the primary actors, and they're driven by self-interest and security. Cooperation happens,
but it's fragile and secondary to survival.

• The distribution of power among states is the key variable. Conflict arises from clashing national
interests and shifts in the balance of power.

• War is seen as an inherent feature of international politics, not an aberration. Realists often point to
Thucydides' account of the Peloponnesian War, where Athens' rising power and the fear it caused in
Sparta made conflict nearly inevitable.

Realism's core claim: conflict is a permanent possibility in a system with no central authority, and power is
the currency that matters most.
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Liberalism
Liberalism offers a more optimistic view, arguing that cooperation and peace are achievable through the
right institutions and incentives.

• Economic interdependence raises the cost of war. States that trade heavily with each other have
strong reasons to avoid conflict.

• Democratic peace theory holds that democracies rarely go to war with one another, because
democratic institutions create accountability and transparency that constrain leaders.

• International institutions like the United Nations, the World Trade Organization, and regional
organizations provide forums for negotiation, establish shared rules, and deploy peacekeeping
operations.

Liberalism's core claim: the spread of democracy, free trade, and strong international institutions can
reduce the frequency and severity of conflict.

Constructivism
Constructivism argues that the material factors realists and liberals focus on (power, trade, institutions)
only matter because of the meanings actors assign to them. International relations are socially constructed.

• Ideas, norms, and identities shape how states define their interests and perceive threats. Whether a
neighboring state's military buildup is seen as threatening depends on the relationship and shared
understandings between the two countries.

• Norms evolve over time. The growing international norm around human rights, for example, has
changed how states and international organizations respond to atrocities, even when strategic interests
aren't directly at stake.

• Discourse and framing matter enormously. The "war on terror" narrative after 9/11 reshaped
international security policies worldwide, influencing which threats were prioritized and how states
justified the use of force.

Constructivism's core claim: you can't understand conflict by looking only at material power. The ideas,
identities, and shared meanings that actors bring to a situation shape what they do and why.
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Unit 2 – Theories of Int'l Conflict: Major
Perspectives
2.1 Realist Perspectives on International Conflict
Realism offers a stark view of global politics: countries are locked in a constant struggle for power and
security. With no higher authority to keep the peace, nations must fend for themselves. This perspective
treats power as the central currency of international relations, and it argues that countries will act in their
own interests, often at the expense of others. Understanding realism is essential because it remains one of
the most influential frameworks for explaining why wars happen and why cooperation between states is so
difficult.

Anarchy and Power in the International System

The Anarchic Nature of the International System
Anarchy in international relations doesn't mean chaos. It means there's no central governing authority
above sovereign states. There's no world government that can enforce rules, settle disputes, or protect
states from aggression the way a domestic government protects its citizens.

Because no one is coming to save them, states must rely on their own capabilities and strategies to
survive. This creates what realists call a self-help system: each state is ultimately responsible for its own
security and must prioritize its own power to guarantee survival.

Balancing Power in an Anarchic System
The balance of power is a core realist concept explaining how states respond to the distribution of power in
the system. The basic logic: states work to prevent any single state from becoming dominant enough to
threaten everyone else.

States balance power in two main ways:

• External balancing: forming alliances with other states to counterweigh a rising power

• Internal balancing: building up your own military capabilities domestically

Historical examples make this concrete. The Cold War was a textbook case of balance-of-power dynamics,
with NATO and the Warsaw Pact forming rival alliance blocs. Before World War I, European powers
constantly shifted alliances to check each other's growing strength, creating the tangled web of
commitments that helped trigger the war.

Power Politics and State Behavior
Power politics is the realist view that states prioritize the pursuit and exercise of power in their foreign
policy. States care most about maximizing their relative power, meaning their capabilities compared to
other states, not just their absolute strength. Military strength, economic resources, and political influence
all count.

The distribution of power among states shapes how they interact. More powerful states have greater
leverage, and shifts in that distribution (like a rising China relative to the United States) create tension and
competition. Concrete manifestations of power politics include great power competition, arms races, and
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coercive diplomacy (using threats of force to achieve policy goals).

Realist Approaches to National Security

The Primacy of National Interest
Realists argue that states are driven by national interest, defined primarily in terms of power, security, and
survival. National interest guides state behavior and typically overrides other considerations like ideology,
morality, or international law.

This doesn't mean states never invoke moral language. They often do. But realists would say that when
moral rhetoric and strategic interest conflict, interest wins. States pursue policies that enhance their power,
protect their territorial integrity, and secure vital interests. Military interventions, economic sanctions, and
strategic partnerships are all tools states use in service of national interest.

The Security Dilemma
The security dilemma is one of the most important concepts in realist theory. It describes a frustrating
paradox: when one state takes steps to increase its own security (say, building up its military), other states
perceive that buildup as a potential threat and respond by arming themselves. The result is a spiral of
insecurity where everyone ends up less safe, even though no one necessarily wanted conflict.

Here's how the spiral works:

1. State A feels insecure and increases its military spending.

2. State B observes this buildup and, uncertain about State A's intentions, assumes the worst.

3. State B increases its own military spending in response.

4. State A sees State B's buildup as confirmation that it was right to be worried, and arms further.

5. Both states are now spending more on defense and trusting each other less, with a higher risk of
conflict.

The naval arms race between Britain and Germany before World War I is a classic example. Each side's
shipbuilding program alarmed the other, fueling mutual suspicion that contributed to the outbreak of war.
The U.S.-Soviet nuclear arms race during the Cold War followed the same pattern on a far more
dangerous scale.

Offensive and Defensive Realism
Realism isn't monolithic. Two major branches disagree about how much power states seek:

•

Offensive realism, associated with John Mearsheimer, argues that states seek to maximize their relative
power and, ideally, achieve hegemony (dominance over the system). Because you can never be sure
another state won't attack you, the safest strategy is to be so powerful that no one can challenge you. This
logic encourages expansionist behavior. Nazi Germany's territorial conquests in the 1930s illustrate
offensive realist behavior taken to an extreme.

•

Defensive realism, associated with Kenneth Waltz, argues that states primarily seek to maintain their
security and survive, not to dominate. Defensive realists believe the international system actually punishes
overexpansion (think of Napoleon's or Hitler's eventual defeats) and that states are better off preserving
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the balance of power. The U.S. containment strategy during the Cold War reflects defensive realist
thinking: the goal was to check Soviet power, not to conquer the Soviet Union.

The key distinction: offensive realists think states should grab power when they can; defensive realists
think states should focus on holding what they have and avoiding provocation.

Realist Decision-Making

The Rational Actor Model
The rational actor model is a decision-making framework that treats states as unitary actors making
calculated choices based on cost-benefit analysis. Under this model, a state identifies its goals, evaluates
available options, and selects the course of action that maximizes expected benefits while minimizing costs
and risks.

The model assumes states have consistent, ordered preferences and access to relevant information for
strategic calculation. It's a simplification, but a useful one: it lets analysts predict state behavior by asking,
"What would a rational state do in this situation given its interests?"

Critics raise valid objections. The model tends to overlook:

• Domestic politics: leaders face pressure from interest groups, public opinion, and legislatures

• Bureaucratic processes: decisions often emerge from competition between government agencies with
different priorities

• Individual perception and bias: leaders misread situations, act on flawed intelligence, or let personal
beliefs distort their judgment

The U.S. decision to invade Iraq in 2003 is often cited as an example of the rational actor model in practice,
framed as a calculated assessment of the costs and benefits of removing Saddam Hussein's regime. It
also, however, illustrates the model's limits: flawed intelligence about weapons of mass destruction and
optimistic assumptions about post-invasion stability suggest that the decision-making process was far
messier than a pure cost-benefit calculation.

2.2 Liberal Approaches to Understanding International Conflict

Democratic Peace and Economic Interdependence
Liberal approaches to international conflict start from a fundamentally different premise than realism.
Where realists see anarchy and self-help as the defining features of world politics, liberals argue that
cooperation is not only possible but increasingly likely as democracies spread, economies intertwine, and
institutions mature. The core claim is that the structure of domestic politics and the depth of international
connections shape whether states choose war or peace.

These theories don't deny that the international system is anarchic. Instead, they argue that anarchy
doesn't have to produce constant competition. As countries become more interconnected, the costs of
conflict rise and the benefits of cooperation grow, making peaceful solutions more attractive.

Democratic Peace Theory and Complex Interdependence
Democratic peace theory is one of the most empirically supported claims in international relations. It holds
that democracies rarely, if ever, go to war with each other. Three mechanisms explain why:
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• Shared norms: Democratic citizens and leaders internalize norms of compromise and nonviolent
dispute resolution. They extend these expectations to other democracies.

• Institutional constraints: Executives in democracies face checks from legislatures, courts, and public
opinion. Launching a war requires broad political support, which slows the path to conflict.

• Accountability: Leaders who start costly, unpopular wars risk being voted out. This makes them
cautious about initiating conflict, especially against other democracies where a quick victory is unlikely.

A critical distinction: democratic peace theory does not claim that democracies are peaceful in general.
Democracies have frequently gone to war with non-democracies. The theory is specifically about the
dyadic relationship between two democratic states.

Complex interdependence, developed by Robert Keohane and Joseph Nye, describes a world where
states are connected through multiple channels: trade, communication, migration, cultural exchange, and
transnational organizations. In this model:

• Military force becomes a less useful tool because the issues on the agenda (trade disputes,
environmental problems, financial regulation) don't lend themselves to military solutions.

• States rely more on soft power (attraction and persuasion) than hard power (military coercion) to
achieve their goals.

• Non-state actors like multinational corporations, NGOs, and international organizations gain influence
alongside governments.

Complex interdependence doesn't describe every relationship in world politics. Keohane and Nye
presented it as an ideal type, contrasting it with the realist ideal type to show that different relationships fall
at different points along a spectrum.

Economic Interdependence and Its Impact on Conflict
Economic interdependence refers to the mutual dependence of countries on each other through trade,
investment, and financial ties. The liberal argument is straightforward: when two countries benefit
economically from their relationship, war becomes expensive in a way it wouldn't be otherwise.

The logic works through opportunity costs. If Country A and Country B are major trading partners, going to
war means:

• Lost export markets and import supplies

• Disrupted supply chains and investment flows

• Financial market instability

• Damage to long-term economic growth for both sides

The pre-World War I European economy is often cited as a counterexample. European powers were
deeply interdependent economically, yet war broke out in 1914. This case highlights an important
limitation: economic interdependence raises the costs of war, but it doesn't make war impossible when
other pressures (nationalism, alliance commitments, miscalculation) are strong enough.

Another limitation involves asymmetric dependence. When one state depends on another far more than
the reverse, the less dependent state can use that leverage coercively through sanctions, embargoes, or
trade restrictions. Russia's use of natural gas exports as political leverage over European states is a clear
example. In these cases, economic ties become a source of tension rather than peace.
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International Institutions and Cooperation

The Role of International Institutions
International institutions are the formal organizations, treaties, and rules that govern how states interact.
Major examples include the United Nations, the World Trade Organization (WTO), and the International
Monetary Fund (IMF).

Liberals argue that these institutions reduce the likelihood of conflict in several ways:

• Forums for negotiation: Institutions give states a place to air grievances and negotiate solutions before
disputes escalate. The WTO's dispute settlement mechanism, for instance, channels trade conflicts into
a legal process rather than leaving them to escalate into trade wars or worse.

• Information sharing: Institutions increase transparency. When states can monitor each other's
behavior through institutional mechanisms, they're less likely to act on worst-case assumptions.

• Dispute resolution: Formal procedures for resolving disagreements reduce the chance that
misunderstandings or minor conflicts spiral into armed confrontation.

Collective security arrangements represent a specific institutional approach to preventing war.
Organizations like NATO operate on the principle that an attack on one member is an attack on all. The
logic is deterrence: a potential aggressor knows it would face a coalition rather than a single opponent,
which raises the expected cost of aggression dramatically.

Neoliberal Institutionalism and Cooperation
Neoliberal institutionalism, most associated with Robert Keohane, directly engages with the realist claim
that cooperation is difficult under anarchy. Neoliberal institutionalists accept the anarchic premise but
argue that institutions help states overcome specific barriers to cooperation:

1. Information problems: States may want to cooperate but fear being cheated. Institutions provide
monitoring and verification, so states can trust that others are holding up their end of agreements.

2. Transaction costs: Negotiating separate agreements for every issue is expensive and slow.
Institutions create standing rules and procedures that lower the cost of reaching deals.

3. Enforcement: Institutions create mechanisms for identifying and punishing defectors, making
cheating less attractive. This doesn't require a world government; it works through reputation costs,
reciprocity, and sometimes formal penalties.

The Montreal Protocol (1987) is a frequently cited success story. States agreed to phase out
ozone-depleting chemicals despite short-term economic costs, and compliance has been remarkably high.
The European Union represents an even more ambitious case, where formerly warring states have
integrated their economies and political systems to a degree that war among members is nearly
unthinkable.

Neoliberal institutionalists acknowledge real limits to their theory. Institutions work best on issues where
mutual gains are clear and cheating is detectable. They tend to be less effective on core security issues
where the stakes are existential. And their effectiveness depends heavily on whether powerful states
choose to support and abide by institutional rules. When major powers undermine or withdraw from
institutions, the cooperative framework weakens considerably.
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2.3 Constructivist Views on International Conflict

Constructivist Concepts
Constructivism challenges the realist and liberal assumption that the international system has a fixed,
objective structure. Instead, it argues that shared meanings, norms, and identities shape how states
interact and perceive threats. Where realists see anarchy as inevitably producing competition,
constructivists counter that "anarchy is what states make of it," a phrase from Alexander Wendt that
captures the core of this perspective. The social world of international politics is built through interaction,
not given by nature.

This section covers the key building blocks of constructivist theory and then looks at how constructivists
apply those ideas to conflict through discourse analysis and securitization.

Social Construction and Intersubjectivity
Social construction is the idea that much of what we treat as "reality" in international politics is actually
produced through social interactions and shared understandings, rather than being objectively given. The
concept of sovereignty, for instance, isn't a physical fact. It exists because states collectively recognize and
act on it.

Intersubjectivity refers to those shared meanings and expectations that exist among actors in a social
context. These aren't just individual beliefs; they're collective understandings that groups hold in common.
Think of how the meaning of a nuclear weapon changes depending on who holds it. The U.S. treats a
British nuclear arsenal very differently from a North Korean one, not because of the physics of the
weapons, but because of the shared understandings (ally vs. adversary) that give those arsenals meaning.

Social construction and intersubjectivity highlight the role of language, communication, and social practices
in shaping international relations. For constructivists, you can't explain state behavior by looking only at
material capabilities. You also need to understand the web of shared meanings that actors operate within.

Norms, Identity, and Ideational Factors
Norms are shared expectations about appropriate behavior that guide how states and other actors behave.
They come in different types:

• Regulative norms constrain behavior (e.g., the norm against using chemical weapons)

• Constitutive norms define what actors are and what counts as legitimate action (e.g., sovereignty
defines what it means to be a state)

• Prescriptive norms specify what actors should do (e.g., the responsibility to protect civilian
populations)

Major international norms include sovereignty, non-intervention, and human rights. These norms aren't
static. They evolve over time as states interact and contest their meaning. The norm against territorial
conquest, for example, solidified only in the twentieth century.

Identity refers to how actors define themselves and others. A state's identity shapes its interests,
preferences, and actions. The U.S. defining itself as a "leader of the free world" produces different foreign
policy choices than if it defined itself as an isolationist power. State identities draw on history, culture,
religion, and political ideology. Whether a state sees itself as a Western democracy, an Islamic republic, or
a post-colonial nation affects whom it views as allies and whom it views as threats.
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Ideational factors include beliefs, values, and ideas more broadly. Constructivists argue these can be just
as important as material factors like military power or economic wealth in explaining international
outcomes. The end of the Cold War is a classic constructivist case: Mikhail Gorbachev's changing ideas
about security and cooperation arguably mattered more than any shift in the material balance of power.

Constructivist Approaches

Discourse and Language
Discourse refers to the ways language and communication actively shape social reality, not just describe it.
Constructivists analyze how particular discourses construct identities, define norms, and establish power
relations.

A key insight is that dominant discourses can legitimize certain actions while marginalizing alternatives.
The "War on Terror" discourse after 9/11 is a strong example. By framing counterterrorism as a war, it
justified military interventions, expanded surveillance, and detention practices that would have been far
harder to legitimize under a law-enforcement framing. Alternative approaches were sidelined not because
they were wrong, but because the dominant discourse made them seem inadequate.

Studying discourse helps uncover the underlying assumptions and power dynamics that shape
international politics. Who gets to define "terrorism"? Who gets labeled a "rogue state"? These aren't
neutral descriptions. They're discursive moves with real consequences for policy and conflict.

Culture and Securitization
Constructivists emphasize that culture, the shared values, beliefs, and practices that give meaning to
social life, shapes how actors understand their interests and behave internationally. Cultural differences
can produce misunderstandings and tensions. Samuel Huntington's "Clash of Civilizations" thesis argued
that post-Cold War conflict would occur along cultural and civilizational fault lines. Most constructivists are
actually critical of Huntington's thesis for treating civilizations as fixed and monolithic, but the debate itself
shows how seriously constructivists take cultural factors.

Securitization is one of constructivism's most influential contributions to conflict studies. Developed by the
Copenhagen School (particularly Barry Buzan and Ole Wæver), it describes the process by which an issue
gets framed as an existential threat, justifying extraordinary measures beyond normal politics.

Securitization works through a specific logic:

1. A securitizing actor (often a political leader or institution) identifies an issue as an existential threat to
a referent object (the state, a population, a way of life).

2. The actor makes a securitizing move through speech or other communication, arguing that the threat
is so urgent it requires emergency action outside normal political procedures.

3. A relevant audience must accept this framing. Without audience acceptance, the securitizing move
fails.

4. If accepted, the issue moves from "normal politics" into the security realm, where extraordinary
measures (military action, suspension of civil liberties, emergency powers) become justified.

Terrorism, migration, and climate change have all been securitized in various contexts. Whether an issue
becomes a security threat depends not just on objective conditions but on whether the securitizing
discourse succeeds. This is why constructivists say security threats are socially constructed: the same
phenomenon (say, immigration) can be treated as an economic issue, a humanitarian issue, or a security
crisis depending on how it gets framed and whether that framing sticks.
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Understanding securitization helps explain why certain issues dominate security agendas while others
don't, and how the framing of threats shapes the policy responses states pursue.

2.4 Comparative Analysis and Critiques of Major Theories

Theoretical Frameworks and Debates

Levels of Analysis in International Conflict
One of the most useful tools for studying conflict is the levels of analysis framework. Instead of trying to
explain a war with a single cause, this approach asks: where do we look for explanations? The answer
depends on which level you focus on.

• Individual level focuses on leaders' personalities, beliefs, and decision-making. Saddam Hussein's
aggressive leadership style, for instance, is often cited as a factor in Iraq's invasion of Kuwait in 1990.
The question here is how much one person's psychology can drive a state toward war.

• State level examines a country's internal characteristics: its political system, economic structure, and
domestic pressures. North Korea's authoritarian regime and its pursuit of nuclear weapons illustrate
how a state's internal organization shapes its external behavior.

• System level looks at the structure of the international system itself, including how power is distributed
and what norms exist. The Cold War's bipolar structure, with two superpowers competing through proxy
wars across the globe, is a classic system-level explanation.

These levels don't operate in isolation. A leader's decisions are shaped by domestic political pressures,
which are in turn constrained by the international environment. Strong analysis usually traces how factors
at multiple levels interact and reinforce each other.

Paradigm Debates and Theoretical Synthesis
The three major paradigms each offer a distinct lens on conflict:

Realism treats the international system as anarchic, meaning there's no authority above states to enforce
rules. States are primarily concerned with power and security. Concepts like the security dilemma (where
one state's defensive buildup looks threatening to others) and offensive realism (the idea that states
maximize power to survive) are central here. Realism is strong at explaining arms races and great-power
competition but struggles to account for sustained cooperation.

Liberalism argues that conflict isn't inevitable. International institutions, economic interdependence, and
shared democratic values can all reduce the likelihood of war. Democratic peace theory, the finding that
established democracies rarely fight each other, is one of liberalism's most cited claims. The European
Union, where formerly warring states built deep economic and political ties, is a go-to example. Critics point
out that liberal institutions haven't prevented many conflicts and that democracies still wage wars against
non-democracies.

Constructivism shifts attention to ideas, norms, and identities. It argues that the interests states pursue
aren't fixed; they're socially constructed and can change over time. The evolution of human rights norms
and the international anti-apartheid movement show how shared ideas can reshape state behavior.
Constructivism is good at explaining change in international politics but is sometimes criticized for being
vague about when and why norms shift.

Theoretical synthesis tries to combine insights from these paradigms rather than treating them as mutually
exclusive. Neoclassical realism, for example, starts with realism's emphasis on the international system but
adds domestic politics and leaders' perceptions as intervening variables that shape how states respond to
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external pressures. This kind of bridging recognizes that both material factors (military power, economic
resources) and ideational factors (beliefs, norms) matter.

Critical Theory and Feminist Perspectives
Beyond the three main paradigms, several critical approaches challenge the assumptions built into
traditional theories.

• Critical theory questions whose interests traditional frameworks serve. Neo-Marxist critiques, for
example, argue that international conflicts are rooted in the inequalities of global capitalism and that
mainstream theories naturalize power structures rather than questioning them.

• Postcolonial approaches examine how the legacy of colonialism continues to shape contemporary
conflicts. The Israeli-Palestinian conflict, for instance, can't be fully understood without accounting for
the history of British colonial rule in the Middle East and the unequal power relations that followed.

• Feminist perspectives analyze the gendered dimensions of conflict. This includes studying how
masculinity norms contribute to militarism, how war disproportionately affects women (through
displacement, sexual violence, and economic disruption), and how women's roles in peacebuilding are
often marginalized.

• Intersectional approaches look at how overlapping forms of oppression, such as race, class, and
gender, shape conflict dynamics together. The role of racism and Islamophobia in framing the "War on
Terror" is one example of how these categories interact in real policy.

These perspectives don't always offer predictive models the way realism or liberalism do. Their value lies
more in exposing blind spots and asking questions that mainstream theories tend to overlook.

Evaluation and Application

Empirical Evidence and Theoretical Testing
Theories are only as good as the evidence supporting them. Scholars test claims about international
conflict using several methods:

1. Quantitative (large-N) studies use statistical analysis across many cases to test hypotheses. For
example, researchers have tested democratic peace theory by examining hundreds of state pairs over
decades, looking at whether democracies are statistically less likely to fight each other.

2. Qualitative case studies provide in-depth analysis of specific conflicts. Studying the causes of the
2003 Iraq War, including the role of intelligence failures and domestic political pressures, reveals
complexities that statistical models can miss.

3. Comparative studies examine multiple cases side by side to identify patterns and test whether a
theory's claims hold across different contexts. Comparing ethnic conflicts in the Balkans and in
sub-Saharan Africa, for instance, can reveal whether the same causal mechanisms apply in different
regions.

Each method has trade-offs. Quantitative studies offer breadth and generalizability but can oversimplify
complex events. Case studies offer depth but make it hard to generalize. A persistent challenge is the
endogeneity problem: for example, do trade ties reduce conflict, or do peaceful relationships simply make
trade easier? Establishing the direction of causation is one of the hardest methodological issues in this
field.
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Policy Implications and Real-World Applications
Theories don't just live in academic journals; they shape how governments approach conflict.

• Deterrence theory, rooted in realist thinking, directly shaped U.S. nuclear policy during the Cold War.
The logic of mutually assured destruction rested on theoretical claims about how rational actors
respond to threats.

• Contact theory and liberal ideas about dialogue inform conflict resolution efforts, such as facilitated
negotiations between Israelis and Palestinians. The assumption is that interaction and
institution-building can reduce hostility.

• Peacekeeping operations draw on multiple theoretical traditions. The mixed track record of UN
peacekeeping missions has provided important feedback, pushing scholars and practitioners to refine
their understanding of when and why interventions succeed or fail.

A recurring challenge is the gap between theory and practice. Abstract models don't translate neatly into
policy. A theory might explain why wars happen in general terms, but policymakers need actionable
guidance for specific situations with incomplete information and political constraints. Think tanks and policy
institutes play an important role in bridging this divide, translating academic research into
recommendations that decision-makers can actually use. Still, the gap remains significant, and ongoing
collaboration between scholars and practitioners is essential for both better theory and better policy.
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Unit 3 – Conflict Causes: Territory,
Ideology, Resources
3.1 Territorial Disputes and Border Conflicts

Territorial Claims and Sovereignty

Concepts of Territorial Sovereignty
Sovereignty is the supreme authority within a territory. It gives a state the right to govern itself and control
both its internal and foreign affairs. This concept is the foundation of the modern international system, and
most territorial disputes come down to disagreements over who holds sovereign authority over a given
piece of land or water.

A closely related principle is territorial integrity, which holds that a state's borders should not be altered
without its consent. This norm is enshrined in the UN Charter and serves as a legal shield protecting states
from forced boundary changes. When one state violates another's territorial integrity, it often triggers
international condemnation and sometimes military responses.

Two concepts drive many territorial disputes:

• Historical claims are assertions that certain territories rightfully belong to a state based on past
ownership, cultural ties, or other historical justifications. These claims can stretch back centuries and
are often tied to ideas about ancestral homelands.

• Irredentism is a political movement that seeks to annex or unite territory claimed on historical or ethnic
grounds with an existing state. Pan-Arabism (the push to unify Arab-speaking peoples under one
political entity) and the Greater Albania movement (seeking to unite ethnic Albanian populations across
the Balkans) are both examples. Irredentism is particularly destabilizing because it directly challenges
the borders of neighboring states.

Territorial Disputes and Contested Regions
Contested territories are areas where two or more states claim sovereignty. These disputes typically arise
from some combination of conflicting historical claims, ethnic or religious divisions, and competition for
resources within the disputed area.

States respond to contested territories in different ways:

• Military action to assert control by force (Russia's annexation of Crimea in 2014)

• Diplomatic negotiations to reach a bilateral agreement

• International arbitration through bodies like the International Court of Justice (ICJ)

Unresolved disputes tend to fester. Kashmir has been contested between India and Pakistan since 1947,
producing three wars and ongoing military standoffs along the Line of Control. The Israel-Palestine conflict
has persisted for over seven decades with no final-status agreement on borders. These cases show how
territorial disputes can lock regions into cycles of tension and recurring violence when resolution efforts
stall.
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Border Demarcation and Zones

Defining and Delimiting Boundaries
Boundary delimitation is the process of establishing the precise location and course of a border between
two states. This typically happens through negotiation and formal agreement, and it involves several
considerations:

1. Survey the area to map geographical features like rivers, mountain ridges, and watersheds that might
serve as natural boundary markers.

2. Assess population distribution to determine where ethnic, linguistic, or cultural groups are
concentrated on either side.

3. Evaluate historical claims to account for prior treaties, colonial-era boundaries, and longstanding
administrative divisions.

4. Negotiate and formalize the agreed-upon line in a treaty, often accompanied by physical markers
(boundary stones, fences, or GPS coordinates).

Clear demarcation matters because it gives both states a mutually recognized boundary, reducing the
chance of accidental encroachment or deliberate land grabs. When borders are left ambiguous or poorly
surveyed, conflict can follow. The Eritrea-Ethiopia border war (1998–2000) killed an estimated
70,000–100,000 people, largely over a disputed boundary that had never been clearly demarcated after
Eritrean independence in 1993.

Special Border Zones and Arrangements
Sometimes a clearly drawn border isn't enough to prevent conflict. In those cases, states and international
actors create special arrangements:

• Demilitarized zones (DMZs) are areas where military forces and installations are prohibited or heavily
restricted. The Korean DMZ, a roughly 4 km-wide strip separating North and South Korea, is the most
well-known example. It has helped prevent a return to full-scale war since the 1953 armistice, though
tensions along it remain high.

• Buffer states are neutral countries or regions that separate two rival powers, reducing the risk of direct
confrontation. Mongolia, situated between Russia and China, has historically functioned this way.
During the Cold War, countries like Finland and Austria served similar roles between NATO and the
Soviet bloc.

These arrangements can be effective, but they depend on all parties continuing to respect the agreed-upon
terms. A DMZ only works as long as neither side violates it, and a buffer state only functions if the rival
powers allow it to remain neutral.

Maritime Territorial Disputes

Defining Maritime Boundaries and Zones
Maritime boundaries are governed primarily by the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea
(UNCLOS), which defines several distinct zones extending outward from a state's coastline:

Zone Distance from Coastline State Rights

Territorial Sea Up to 12 nautical miles Full sovereignty over water, seabed,
and airspace
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Zone Distance from Coastline State Rights

Contiguous Zone 12–24 nautical miles Enforcement of customs, immigration,
fiscal, and sanitary laws

Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) Up to 200 nautical miles Exclusive rights to explore, exploit, and
manage natural resources (fishing, oil,
gas)

The territorial sea is the most sensitive zone because foreign vessels passing through it are subject to the
coastal state's authority (though UNCLOS guarantees a right of "innocent passage"). Strategically
important waterways like the Strait of Hormuz, through which roughly 20% of the world's oil supply passes,
make territorial sea claims a matter of global concern.

Disputes over Maritime Territories and Resources
Maritime disputes arise when states claim overlapping EEZs or disagree on where their maritime
boundaries should be drawn. These conflicts are often driven by valuable natural resources beneath the
seabed or in the water column.

The South China Sea is the most prominent example. China claims roughly 90% of the sea based on its
"nine-dash line," overlapping with the EEZ claims of Vietnam, the Philippines, Malaysia, Brunei, and
Taiwan. The area contains significant oil and gas reserves and some of the world's most productive fishing
grounds.

A key complication in maritime disputes is the status of islands, rocks, and reefs. Under UNCLOS, a
habitable island generates its own EEZ, but a rock that cannot sustain human habitation does not. This
distinction creates enormous incentives for states to build up and occupy tiny features:

• The Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands (claimed by Japan, China, and Taiwan) sit near potential hydrocarbon
deposits in the East China Sea.

• The Spratly Islands (claimed in whole or part by six states) have seen extensive Chinese land
reclamation and military construction on artificial islands.

Resolution of maritime disputes can happen through several channels:

• Bilateral negotiation between the disputing states

• International arbitration, such as the 2012 International Tribunal for the Law of the Sea ruling in
Bangladesh v. Myanmar, which successfully delimited their maritime boundary

• ICJ adjudication or UNCLOS arbitral tribunals, as in Philippines v. China (2016), where the tribunal
ruled against China's nine-dash line claim. China, however, rejected the ruling, illustrating a core
limitation: international rulings are only as effective as states' willingness to comply.

Territorial disputes, whether on land or at sea, remain among the most persistent causes of international
conflict. They involve deeply held claims about sovereignty, identity, and resources, making them resistant
to quick resolution. Understanding the legal frameworks, historical roots, and strategic dynamics behind
these disputes is essential for analyzing why conflicts begin and why they're so difficult to end.
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3.2 Ideological and Religious Factors in International Conflict

Nationalism and Ethno-religious Conflict

Nationalism as a Driver of Conflict
Nationalism is a political ideology that promotes the interests of a particular nation or ethnic group, often at
the expense of others. Nationalist movements aim to protect or advance their group's identity, culture,
language, and political autonomy. When these goals collide with those of neighboring groups or states,
conflict follows.

Political leaders can exploit nationalist sentiments to mobilize support and justify aggressive actions
against perceived threats. Slobodan Milošević did exactly this in the former Yugoslavia during the 1990s,
using Serbian nationalist rhetoric to rally support for wars in Croatia, Bosnia, and Kosovo. Nationalism has
been a driving factor in the breakup of empires, civil wars, and ethnic cleansing campaigns, including the
Rwandan genocide (1994) and the Bosnian War (1992–1995).

Ethno-religious Divisions and Sectarianism
Ethno-religious conflict arises when differences in ethnicity and religion become politicized and lead to
violence. Sectarianism refers to discrimination or hatred between subgroups within a larger religious or
political tradition. The Sunni-Shia divide in Iraq and Syria is a clear example: these two branches of Islam
have coexisted for centuries, but political actors have weaponized the division to consolidate power and
mobilize fighters.

A few factors tend to make ethno-religious tensions worse:

• Political manipulation: Leaders create an "us vs. them" mentality to build support for their agendas

• Historical grievances: Past atrocities or injustices create cycles of resentment that are difficult to break

• Competition over resources and power: When groups feel they're being shut out of economic or
political opportunities, identity-based conflict intensifies

The Israeli-Palestinian conflict illustrates how all three of these factors can overlap, with territorial disputes,
historical displacement, religious significance of contested land, and resource competition all feeding into
the conflict.

Cultural Imperialism and Resistance
Cultural imperialism is the imposition of one group's culture, values, and practices onto another, typically
through economic, political, or military dominance. The global spread of Western cultural norms through
media, trade, and institutions has been viewed by many societies as a form of cultural imperialism.

Resistance to this perceived imposition can fuel nationalist and fundamentalist movements. The rise of
Islamic fundamentalism in parts of the Middle East, for instance, has been partly a reaction against
Western cultural influence. Similarly, Tibetan resistance to Chinese cultural policies reflects pushback
against a dominant power's efforts to marginalize a minority culture within its borders.

The key dynamic here: cultural imperialism doesn't just offend people's sensibilities. It threatens group
identity, and when identity feels threatened, political mobilization and conflict become far more likely.
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Religious Fundamentalism and Extremism

The Rise of Fundamentalism
Fundamentalism is a strict adherence to a set of basic principles or beliefs, typically in reaction to
perceived threats to traditional values. Religious fundamentalism has grown as a political force in many
parts of the world, often as a direct response to modernization, secularization, and globalization.

Fundamentalist movements seek to reassert the primacy of religious values in both public and private life.
This can take different forms depending on context:

• Hindu nationalism (Hindutva) in India: Advocates for India as a Hindu nation, sometimes marginalizing
Muslim and Christian minorities

• Christian fundamentalism in the United States: Pushes for religious values in public policy on issues
like education and social legislation

• Ultra-Orthodox movements in Israel: Seek greater influence of religious law over civil governance

The rise of fundamentalism contributes to social and political polarization, pitting religious movements
against secular groups and sometimes against other religious communities.

Political Extremism and Religious Violence
Political extremism involves adopting radical political views paired with a willingness to use violence to
achieve political goals. Religious extremism is a subset of this: it uses religious justifications for violence
and seeks to impose a particular religious ideology on society.

Extremist groups like Al-Qaeda and ISIS use propaganda and indoctrination to recruit followers, often
targeting vulnerable or marginalized populations who feel alienated from mainstream society. Religious
extremism has driven numerous conflicts and terrorist attacks with global consequences, including the
September 11, 2001 attacks in the United States and the 2008 Mumbai attacks in India.

What makes religious extremism particularly dangerous is that it frames political violence as a sacred duty,
making compromise or negotiation extremely difficult.

Secularism vs. Theocracy
This tension sits at the heart of many domestic and international conflicts.

• Secularism is the principle of separating religion from government. The state has no official religion,
and individuals enjoy freedom of belief.

• Theocracy is a system where religious authorities govern in the name of God or divine power, often
imposing religious law on all aspects of life. Iran after the 1979 revolution is the most prominent modern
example.

Conflicts arise both within societies (between secular and religious factions) and between states with
different approaches to religion in governance. France's ban on face coverings in public spaces and
Turkey's long-running tension between its secular constitutional tradition and rising religious conservatism
both illustrate how contentious the balance between secularism and religion can be.
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Ideological Polarization and Clash of Civilizations

Ideological Polarization and Conflict
Ideological polarization occurs when a society splits along ideological lines with little common ground or
willingness to compromise. Several forces drive polarization:

• Economic inequality that maps onto ideological divisions

• Rapid social and cultural changes that create backlash

• Media ecosystems and political elites that amplify division for profit or power

As polarization deepens, conflicts between ideological groups become more intense and harder to resolve.
Left-right polarization in the United States has produced legislative gridlock and rising political violence. In
Egypt, polarization between Islamists and secularists after the 2011 revolution contributed to a military
coup in 2013 and ongoing repression.

Efforts to bridge ideological divides through dialogue and institutional reform can reduce polarization, but
they require political will that is often in short supply.

The Clash of Civilizations Thesis
Political scientist Samuel Huntington proposed the "Clash of Civilizations" thesis in 1993, arguing that the
primary source of conflict in the post-Cold War world would be cultural and religious differences between
major civilizations rather than ideological or economic rivalries.

Huntington identified several major civilizations, including Western, Islamic, Hindu, and Sinic (Chinese),
and predicted that conflicts would erupt along the "fault lines" where these civilizations meet.

The thesis has drawn significant criticism:

• It oversimplifies complex global dynamics by treating civilizations as monolithic blocs

• It downplays the role of political and economic factors in driving conflict

• It risks becoming a self-fulfilling prophecy by encouraging policymakers to view cultural differences as
inherently threatening

Still, the thesis has been influential in shaping public discourse and foreign policy. The post-9/11 "War on
Terror" and debates over Muslim immigration in Europe have both been framed, rightly or wrongly, through
a clash-of-civilizations lens. Understanding the thesis matters less because it's correct and more because it
has shaped how powerful actors think about conflict.

3.3 Resource-based Conflicts and Economic Motivations

Resource Scarcity and Conflict
Resources like water, land, and energy don't just cause tension when they're scarce. They become
flashpoints for conflict when multiple actors need the same supply and no agreement exists to share it.
Understanding resource-driven conflict means looking at both the physical scarcity of a resource and the
political failures that turn scarcity into violence.
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Water Scarcity and Conflict
Resource scarcity occurs when the supply of an essential resource falls short of demand, intensifying
competition and raising the risk of conflict.

Water scarcity is one of the fastest-growing drivers of international tension. Freshwater supplies are
shrinking relative to need because of population growth, climate change, and overuse. When rivers or
aquifers cross national borders, the potential for conflict multiplies.

• The term "water wars" describes conflicts where countries or groups fight over access to limited
freshwater. The Nile River basin is a key example: Egypt, Sudan, and Ethiopia have clashed
diplomatically over Ethiopia's Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam, which Egypt sees as a direct threat
to its water supply. Disputes along the Mekong River follow a similar pattern, with downstream
countries like Vietnam and Cambodia objecting to dams built by China and Laos upstream.

Land grabbing refers to the large-scale acquisition of land by powerful actors, often foreign governments or
corporations, in developing countries. The land is typically used for agricultural production, resource
extraction, or financial speculation. This displaces local communities, deepens resource scarcity, and can
fuel internal or cross-border conflict. Sub-Saharan Africa and Southeast Asia have seen some of the most
aggressive land acquisitions in recent decades.

Energy security concerns reliable, affordable access to energy resources, especially oil and natural gas.
Countries may compete or even use force to protect their energy supply lines. The Middle East remains the
most prominent arena for energy-related conflict, while the South China Sea has become a growing
hotspot as multiple nations claim overlapping rights to undersea oil and gas reserves.

Resource Curse and Rare Earth Elements
The resource curse is a well-documented paradox: countries rich in natural resources often experience
slower economic growth, weaker democratic institutions, and higher rates of internal conflict than countries
with fewer resources. This happens because resource wealth tends to concentrate power, fuel corruption,
and encourage rent-seeking behavior (where elites compete to capture resource revenues rather than
invest in productive economic activity). Meanwhile, other sectors like manufacturing and agriculture get
neglected. Nigeria and Venezuela are textbook cases. Both sit on enormous oil reserves, yet both have
struggled with poverty, political instability, and conflict tied directly to how oil wealth is managed.

Rare earth elements are a group of 17 metallic elements critical to high-tech industries, including
electronics, renewable energy technology, and defense systems. Elements like neodymium and
dysprosium are essential for everything from smartphone screens to missile guidance systems. China
controls a dominant share of global rare earth production and processing, which gives it significant
geopolitical leverage. Other countries worry about supply disruptions, and this concentration of control has
become a growing source of strategic competition.

Economic Motivations and Disputes
Economic tools and interests don't just accompany conflict; they often cause it. Sanctions, trade disputes,
and competition over extractive industries can all escalate from economic disagreements into serious
security threats.

Economic Sanctions and Trade Disputes
Economic sanctions are penalties imposed by countries or international organizations to pressure a target
state into changing its behavior, whether that means abandoning a nuclear program, ending human rights
abuses, or complying with international law. Sanctions can take several forms:
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• Trade embargoes that restrict imports or exports

• Financial restrictions that freeze assets or block banking access

• Travel bans on government officials or other key figures

US sanctions on Iran (targeting its nuclear program) and EU sanctions on Russia (responding to its actions
in Ukraine) are prominent examples. Sanctions can be effective, but they also carry risks: they may harm
civilian populations, push target states toward black markets, or deepen hostility rather than change
behavior.

Trade disputes arise when countries disagree over tariffs, subsidies, or market access. When these
disputes escalate, they can become trade wars, with countries imposing retaliatory tariffs that disrupt
global supply chains. The US-China trade war that intensified in 2018 involved hundreds of billions of
dollars in tariffs on both sides. The long-running Boeing-Airbus dispute between the US and EU is another
example, centered on accusations that each side illegally subsidized its aircraft manufacturer.

Oil Politics and Extractive Industries
Oil politics refers to the geopolitical dynamics around who produces, distributes, and controls oil. Because
oil remains central to the global economy, major powers have historically intervened militarily or backed
friendly regimes to secure access. The 1991 Gulf War was driven in large part by Iraq's invasion of oil-rich
Kuwait. The US-Saudi Arabia relationship has long been shaped by American interest in stable oil supplies
from the Persian Gulf.

Extractive industries like mining and oil drilling are frequent sources of conflict in resource-rich regions. The
disputes typically center on three issues: who receives the revenue from extraction, who bears the
environmental costs, and whether local communities have any say in the process. In Nigeria's Niger Delta,
decades of oil extraction have devastated the local environment while communities see little economic
benefit, fueling armed insurgency. In the Peruvian Amazon, indigenous communities have clashed with
mining and drilling operations over land rights and environmental destruction.

3.4 Power Dynamics and Balance of Power Theory

Power Structures

Hegemonic Power and Polarity
Hegemony occurs when one state dominates the international system through superior economic, military,
and political power. The way power is distributed across states more broadly is called polarity, and it's one
of the most important concepts for understanding why conflicts start (or don't).

There are three main configurations:

• Unipolar system: One dominant state. The United States after the Cold War is the classic example,
with unmatched military spending and global economic influence.

• Bipolar system: Two dominant states. The United States and Soviet Union during the Cold War
divided much of the world between their competing blocs.

• Multipolar system: Three or more major powers. Pre-World War I Europe had Britain, France,
Germany, Austria-Hungary, and Russia all jockeying for position.

Each configuration carries different risks. Bipolar systems can be stable because the two powers check
each other, but they also produce intense rivalry. Multipolar systems allow more flexibility in alliances but
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make miscalculation more likely, since it's harder to predict who will side with whom.

Power transition theory adds a dynamic element: conflict becomes most likely when a rising power begins
to close the gap with the dominant state. The rising power may feel the existing international order doesn't
reflect its growing strength, while the dominant state may act to prevent being overtaken. Germany's
challenge to Britain before World War I is the textbook case. Some scholars apply this framework to
U.S.-China relations today.

Spheres of Influence and Power Vacuums
A sphere of influence is a region where a dominant state exerts significant control through economic,
political, or military means. During the Cold War, the Soviet Union maintained a sphere of influence across
Eastern Europe, installing friendly governments and suppressing dissent (as in Hungary in 1956 and
Czechoslovakia in 1968).

Power vacuums emerge when no dominant state controls a region, often after a regime collapses or an
occupying force withdraws. The result is typically instability, as multiple actors compete to fill the void. The
Middle East after the Arab Spring illustrates this: the fall of established governments in Libya, Syria, and
Yemen created openings for rival factions, regional powers like Iran and Saudi Arabia, and non-state
actors like ISIS.

States often try to expand their spheres of influence or fill power vacuums to boost their own security. But
these moves frequently trigger conflict with states that have competing interests in the same region. The
Cold War proxy conflicts in Korea, Vietnam, and Angola all followed this pattern, with the U.S. and Soviet
Union backing opposing sides rather than confronting each other directly.

Types of Power

Soft Power and Hard Power
Not all power works the same way. Political scientist Joseph Nye drew a distinction between two
fundamentally different approaches:

• Hard power is the ability to coerce others through military force or economic pressure. Examples
include military intervention (the U.S. invasion of Iraq in 2003) and economic sanctions (Western
sanctions on Russia after its annexation of Crimea in 2014).

• Soft power is the ability to influence others through attraction and persuasion rather than coercion.
This includes cultural exports (Hollywood, K-pop), political values (democracy, human rights), and
economic models that other states want to emulate.

The effectiveness of each depends on context. Soft power tends to work well for building long-term
alliances and shaping international norms. Hard power is more effective for immediate deterrence or
compulsion. Most states use a combination. Nye later coined the term smart power to describe the
strategic blending of both.

A key limitation of soft power: it's slow and indirect. You can't use cultural influence to stop a military
invasion. A key limitation of hard power: it's expensive and can generate backlash, turning potential allies
into adversaries.

Deterrence and Arms Races
Deterrence is the strategy of preventing an adversary from acting by threatening unacceptable retaliation.
The logic is straightforward: if the cost of attacking outweighs any possible gain, a rational actor won't
attack. U.S. nuclear strategy during the Cold War rested on this principle.
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The most extreme form is mutual assured destruction (MAD), where both sides possess enough nuclear
weapons to destroy each other even after absorbing a first strike. Paradoxically, this made nuclear war less
likely between the superpowers because neither side could "win."

Arms races occur when two or more states compete to build up military capabilities in response to each
other. The U.S.-Soviet nuclear arms race is the defining example: by the 1980s, both sides possessed tens
of thousands of nuclear warheads.

Arms races create a dangerous dynamic:

1. State A builds up its military, claiming defensive motives.

2. State B perceives this as a threat and increases its own capabilities.

3. State A sees State B's buildup as confirmation of hostile intent and escalates further.

This cycle is closely related to the security dilemma, where actions taken by one state to increase its own
security make other states feel less secure. Arms races can maintain stability if they produce a genuine
balance, but they can also drain resources, increase mistrust, and raise the stakes of any crisis.

Power Dynamics

Alliance Formation and Bandwagoning
When states face threats, they generally respond in one of two ways:

• Balancing: Forming alliances with other states to counter a powerful or threatening state. NATO's
formation in 1949 is a prime example, with Western states uniting to counterbalance Soviet power.

• Bandwagoning: Aligning with the stronger or threatening state rather than opposing it, either for
protection or to share in the benefits of its dominance.

Political scientist Kenneth Waltz argued that balancing is the more common behavior in international
politics, since states generally fear concentrated power. Stephen Walt refined this with balance of threat
theory, arguing that states don't just balance against power alone but against the state they perceive as the
most threatening, factoring in geographic proximity, offensive capability, and perceived aggressive intent.

Alliances can be driven by shared interests, common values, or a mutual threat. But they also create
complications. Alliance commitments can drag states into conflicts they'd otherwise avoid. The chain of
alliances in 1914 Europe turned a regional crisis between Austria-Hungary and Serbia into a world war.
More recently, tensions within NATO over burden-sharing and the 2003 Iraq War show that alliances
involve constant negotiation, not just solidarity.

Bandwagoning tends to occur more among smaller states with fewer options. After the Cold War ended,
several Eastern European states sought NATO membership not to balance against the West but to align
with it for security guarantees against a potentially resurgent Russia.
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Unit 4 – Escalation and De-escalation in
Conflicts
4.1 Conflict Escalation: Triggers, Processes, and Patterns
Conflict escalation transforms minor disputes into major crises, often following predictable patterns like
conflict spirals and tit-for-tat retaliation. Understanding these dynamics helps explain how conflicts
intensify, expand, and draw in new actors over time.

Two broad categories drive escalation: trigger events (specific incidents that cross hostility thresholds) and
structural factors (underlying conditions that make escalation more likely even without a spark).
Recognizing both is central to analyzing why some disputes stay contained while others spiral out of
control.

Conflict Escalation Patterns

Conflict Spiral and Tit-for-Tat Strategy
A conflict spiral happens when each side responds to the other's actions with increasingly hostile
counter-actions. Neither side wants to appear weak, so each retaliation is a bit more intense than the last.
Over time, this creates a self-reinforcing cycle where the conflict feeds on itself.

The tit-for-tat strategy is a specific version of this: one party matches the opponent's last move with an
equivalent response. In theory, tit-for-tat can stabilize a situation (if you cooperate, I cooperate). But when
both sides are retaliating, it locks them into an escalatory loop because neither will be the first to back
down.

• The Cold War arms race is a textbook conflict spiral. The U.S. built more nuclear weapons, so the
Soviet Union built more, which prompted the U.S. to build even more. By the 1980s, both sides had
tens of thousands of warheads far beyond any rational military need.

• The Israeli-Palestinian conflict shows recurring tit-for-tat cycles: rocket attacks prompt military
operations, which prompt further attacks, with each round deepening hostility and making negotiation
harder.

Intensity and Duration of Escalated Conflicts
Conflict intensity refers to the level of violence and destructiveness. As conflicts escalate, the weapons
used, the number of casualties, and the scope of destruction all tend to increase.

Conflict duration also tends to grow because escalation raises the stakes. Once parties have invested
heavily in fighting, they become more committed to winning and less willing to compromise. This is
sometimes called the "sunk cost" trap: leaders feel they can't stop now because it would mean all the
previous sacrifice was for nothing.

• World War II (1939–1945) escalated from a European war into a global conflict involving over 70
million deaths, strategic bombing of cities, and ultimately nuclear weapons.

• The Syrian Civil War (2011–present) began as a domestic uprising but escalated into a multi-front war
involving chemical weapons, massive civilian displacement, and intervention by outside powers.
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Expansion of Escalated Conflicts
Conflict expansion occurs when additional parties get drawn in, either by choosing a side or by pursuing
their own interests in the chaos. Expansion can be geographic (spreading to neighboring regions) or
political (outside powers intervening).

Expansion matters because it adds new grievances, new military capabilities, and new obstacles to any
peace process. A conflict that might have been resolvable between two parties becomes far more complex
with five or six actors at the table.

• World War I started as a regional crisis in the Balkans after the assassination of Archduke Franz
Ferdinand. Alliance commitments pulled in Germany, France, Russia, Britain, the Ottoman Empire, and
eventually the United States, turning it into a global war.

• The Yemeni Civil War began as an internal power struggle but expanded when Saudi Arabia
intervened militarily in 2015 and Iran provided support to the Houthi rebels. This transformed a civil war
into a regional proxy conflict.

Escalation Triggers and Thresholds

Trigger Events and the Hostility Threshold
A trigger event is a specific incident that provokes a sharp escalation. Triggers work by crossing what
analysts call the hostility threshold: the point at which an action is perceived as so threatening or
provocative that the other side feels compelled to respond with force.

Not every provocation crosses this threshold. What matters is how the target perceives the action, not just
the action itself. Context, timing, and domestic politics all shape whether a particular event becomes a
trigger.

• The assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand (1914) is the classic example. The assassination
itself didn't make a world war inevitable, but it crossed Austria-Hungary's hostility threshold and set off a
chain of ultimatums and alliance activations.

• North Korea's shelling of Yeonpyeong Island (2010) killed South Korean civilians and military
personnel. It crossed a hostility threshold that triggered a serious crisis, though South Korea's response
was restrained enough to prevent full-scale war.

Polarization and Escalation
Polarization is the process by which parties move toward more extreme, mutually exclusive positions. As
polarization deepens, the political middle ground shrinks. Moderate voices get marginalized, and hostile
actions start to seem more justified to each side's supporters.

Polarization fuels escalation because it reframes the conflict as zero-sum: any gain for the other side is a
loss for yours. This makes compromise politically costly and violence more acceptable.

• Before the Rwandan Genocide (1994), Hutu extremist media and political leaders systematically
dehumanized Tutsis over months and years. This deepening polarization made large-scale violence
seem not just acceptable but necessary to many participants.

• Political polarization can also operate within states in ways that affect international conflict, as
domestic pressure from hardliners can push leaders toward more aggressive foreign policies.
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Structural Factors in Escalation

Structural Escalation
Structural escalation occurs when the underlying conditions of a conflict situation make escalation more
likely, even without a specific trigger event. Think of structural factors as the dry kindling; trigger events are
the match.

These structural factors include:

• Power imbalances that tempt the stronger side to coerce or the weaker side to lash out

• Competition over scarce resources like water, oil, or territory

• Deep-rooted historical grievances that keep hostility simmering between groups

When multiple structural factors overlap, the conflict environment becomes especially volatile.

• The Middle East has experienced recurring Arab-Israeli wars partly because structural conditions
(territorial disputes, refugee populations, competing nationalisms, and external power involvement)
persist even between active conflicts.

• The India-Pakistan rivalry is driven by structural factors including the unresolved Kashmir territorial
dispute, religious nationalism on both sides, and nuclear arsenals that raise the stakes of every crisis.

Escalation Dominance
Escalation dominance exists when one party has the ability to escalate a conflict more rapidly and
intensely than the other at every level. The dominant party can always "raise the stakes" beyond what the
opponent can match.

This concept matters for two reasons. First, escalation dominance can deter conflict: if the weaker side
knows it can't match the stronger side's escalation, it may back down rather than fight. Second, it can
shorten conflicts because the dominant party can quickly overwhelm resistance.

• In the 1991 Gulf War, the United States had clear escalation dominance over Iraq. The U.S. coalition's
overwhelming air power and technological superiority meant Iraq had no way to match American
escalation, contributing to a swift military outcome.

• In the 2008 Russo-Georgian War, Russia's escalation dominance (larger military, willingness to
commit ground forces, and Georgia's lack of allied military support) meant the conflict ended in five
days with a Russian-imposed settlement.

4.2 De-escalation Strategies and Conflict Management Techniques

Diplomatic Approaches
De-escalation strategies are the tools states and international actors use to pull conflicts back from the
brink. They range from quiet diplomacy to military deployments, and understanding how each works (and
when each is appropriate) is central to this unit. This section covers the main diplomatic, military, and
structural approaches to managing and resolving international conflicts.
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Negotiation and Mediation
Negotiation is direct dialogue between conflicting parties aimed at reaching a mutually acceptable
agreement. It's the most basic diplomatic tool: the parties sit across from each other and try to work
something out themselves.

Mediation adds a neutral third party to facilitate that process. The mediator doesn't impose a solution.
Instead, they help parties identify common interests, explore potential solutions, and draft agreements.
Mediators can be the United Nations, regional organizations like the African Union, or individual states
acting as go-betweens.

A few things to know about mediation:

• It can be initiated by the conflicting parties themselves or by external actors worried about the
conflict's spillover effects

• The mediator's leverage depends on their credibility and resources. A mediator who can offer
economic incentives or security guarantees has more pull than one who can only facilitate conversation

• Mediation works best when both sides have reached a "hurting stalemate," where continuing the
conflict is more costly than compromising

Arbitration and Track II Diplomacy
Arbitration is a step beyond mediation. A neutral third party hears arguments from both sides and then
makes a binding decision. This is the key distinction: in mediation, the parties choose whether to accept
the outcome; in arbitration, they agree in advance to abide by the ruling. Arbitration is often used for
disputes with clear legal dimensions, such as border disputes or trade conflicts.

Track II diplomacy refers to unofficial, informal interactions between non-state actors designed to build
trust and explore solutions outside formal channels. Participants might include academics, NGO leaders,
religious figures, or former officials.

• The Oslo Accords (1993) grew partly out of Track II contacts between Israeli and Palestinian
academics and officials in Norway

• The Inter-Tajik Dialogue brought together civil society figures during Tajikistan's civil war and helped
lay groundwork for the formal peace process

Track II efforts don't replace official negotiations. They create space for creative problem-solving without
the political constraints that bind official diplomats.

Military Interventions

Peacekeeping Operations
Peacekeeping involves deploying military personnel to monitor ceasefires, physically separate conflicting
parties, and create conditions for political solutions. These missions sit between diplomacy and
enforcement.

Key characteristics of UN peacekeeping:

• Consent: Missions require the consent of the host state and, typically, the main conflicting parties

• Impartiality: Peacekeepers don't take sides in the conflict
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• Minimum use of force: Peacekeepers are usually lightly armed and authorized to use force only in
self-defense or defense of their mandate

Examples include UNIFIL in Lebanon (monitoring the Israel-Lebanon border since 1978) and MINUSMA in
Mali (stabilization operations since 2013).

Modern peacekeeping missions often include significant civilian components: police training, electoral
assistance, human rights monitoring, and support for disarmament programs. These tasks reflect the
understanding that military separation alone doesn't produce lasting peace.

Peace Enforcement Actions
Peace enforcement is fundamentally different from peacekeeping because it involves the use of military
force to compel compliance with a mandate or resolution. Consent of the conflicting parties is not required.

• These actions are authorized by the UN Security Council under Chapter VII of the UN Charter, which
permits the use of force when international peace and security are threatened

• NATO's intervention in Bosnia (1995) used airstrikes to compel Bosnian Serb forces to the negotiating
table

• The African Union Mission in Somalia (AMISOM) conducted offensive operations against al-Shabaab

Peace enforcement aims to protect civilians, prevent mass atrocities, or forcibly separate combatants when
other approaches have failed. The trade-off is significant: enforcement can stop violence quickly, but it
risks being perceived as taking sides and can complicate long-term political solutions.

Conflict Management Strategies

Conflict Resolution and Transformation
These two concepts are related but distinct, and the difference matters.

Conflict resolution focuses on the immediate issues fueling a conflict. The goal is a settlement that satisfies
all parties' basic needs, usually through negotiated compromises. The Dayton Agreement (1995), which
ended the Bosnian War, is a classic example: it stopped the fighting and created a power-sharing
arrangement, even though it didn't fully address the deeper social divisions.

Conflict transformation goes further. It aims to change the underlying social, economic, and political
structures that gave rise to the conflict in the first place. Rather than just ending violence, transformative
approaches try to build more just and equitable relationships between former adversaries. Post-apartheid
South Africa illustrates this: the Truth and Reconciliation Commission didn't just settle a political dispute but
attempted to reshape the entire social order that had produced the conflict.

The distinction: resolution asks "How do we stop this fight?" Transformation asks "How do we change the
conditions so this kind of fight doesn't happen again?"

Confidence-Building and Tension Reduction
Confidence-building measures (CBMs) are specific actions conflicting parties take to build trust and reduce
the risk of miscalculation. They're especially useful when distrust is high and formal negotiations feel
premature.

Examples of CBMs:
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• Information sharing: Notifying the other side of military exercises to prevent misinterpretation (a
standard NATO-Russia practice during the Cold War)

• Communication hotlines: The India-Pakistan hotline allows direct contact between military leaders
during crises

• Symbolic gestures: North-South Korea family reunions, which don't resolve the political conflict but
humanize the other side and build public support for dialogue

• Joint projects: Cooperative economic ventures that give both sides a stake in maintaining peace

Gradual Reciprocation in Tension Reduction (GRIT) is a more structured strategy developed by
psychologist Charles Osgood. Here's how it works:

1. One party announces and carries out a small, unilateral conciliatory gesture

2. The gesture is designed to be meaningful but not so large that it compromises security if the other
side doesn't respond

3. If the other side reciprocates, the first party makes a slightly larger concession

4. This cycle of reciprocation gradually builds trust and reduces hostility

The logic of GRIT is to break cycles of hostility and retaliation by demonstrating goodwill first. A commonly
cited example is the US-Soviet moratorium on nuclear testing in the 1980s, where unilateral pauses in
testing created openings for broader arms control negotiations. The risk, of course, is that the other side
pockets the concession without reciprocating, which is why each step in GRIT is kept small enough to be
reversible.

4.3 Crisis Decision-Making and Conflict Behavior

Psychological Factors in Decision-Making
Crisis decision-making sits at the intersection of psychology, organizational behavior, and strategy. When
leaders face international crises, they rarely behave like the perfectly rational actors that simple models
predict. Instead, cognitive biases, time pressure, and bureaucratic friction shape their choices in ways that
can escalate or de-escalate conflicts.

Cognitive Biases and Groupthink
Groupthink happens when a group's desire for consensus overrides its ability to critically evaluate
alternatives. Members suppress dissenting viewpoints to maintain harmony, which leads to irrational or
poorly examined decisions.

• The Bay of Pigs invasion (1961) is a classic case: Kennedy's advisors failed to challenge a deeply
flawed plan because no one wanted to be the dissenter in a room full of agreement.

Cognitive biases are systematic errors in thinking that distort how decision-makers process information:

• Confirmation bias drives leaders to seek out information that supports what they already believe and
dismiss contradictory evidence. In the lead-up to the Iraq War (2003), U.S. intelligence assessments
about weapons of mass destruction were shaped by a tendency to interpret ambiguous data as
confirming the threat.

• Availability heuristic causes people to overestimate the probability of events that come easily to mind,
especially recent or emotionally vivid ones. After 9/11, the perceived likelihood of another large-scale
terrorist attack was inflated, influencing policy decisions far beyond what statistical risk alone would
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justify.

These biases don't disappear under pressure. They get worse, which is exactly why they matter most
during international crises.

Prospect Theory and Time Pressure
Prospect theory (developed by Kahneman and Tversky) argues that people evaluate decisions based on
potential losses and gains relative to a reference point, not based on final outcomes. Two key implications
for crisis behavior:

• When a situation is framed as a potential loss, decision-makers tend toward risk-seeking behavior.
They'll gamble to avoid losing what they have.

• When framed as a potential gain, they become risk-averse, preferring a sure thing over a gamble.

During the Cuban Missile Crisis, how each side framed the situation (as defending existing security vs.
gaining strategic advantage) shaped their willingness to take risks.

Time pressure compounds these problems. Under tight deadlines, decision-makers fall back on heuristics
and gut instinct rather than careful analysis. The rapid U.S. response after 9/11 reflected this dynamic: the
urgency to act left less room for deliberative assessment of long-term consequences.

Information overload creates a related trap. When too much data floods in, leaders either freeze (analysis
paralysis) or default to oversimplified mental models. U.S. intelligence agencies had warning signals before
Pearl Harbor, but the sheer volume of information made it nearly impossible to identify the relevant pieces
in time.

Organizational Influences on Decisions

Bureaucratic Politics and Organizational Processes
Individual psychology is only part of the picture. Decisions in crises are also shaped by the organizations
that produce and implement them.

The bureaucratic politics model (associated with Graham Allison) holds that foreign policy decisions aren't
made by a single rational actor. Instead, they emerge from bargaining and competition among agencies,
departments, and factions, each with its own interests and priorities. U.S. policy during the Vietnam War,
for example, reflected ongoing tensions between the State Department, the Pentagon, and the White
House, with each pushing different strategies.

The organizational process model focuses on how standard operating procedures and institutional routines
shape outcomes. Organizations tend to do what they've done before. The U.S. military's slow adoption of
counterinsurgency strategies in Iraq and Afghanistan illustrates this: established doctrine favored
conventional warfare, and shifting away from that took years of institutional resistance.

Both models show that even when individual leaders want to make bold decisions, the machinery of
government can constrain, delay, or redirect those choices.

Interagency Coordination and Conflict
Effective crisis management almost always requires multiple agencies to work together. When that
coordination breaks down, the consequences can be severe.

• Communication failures between agencies can leave decision-makers working with incomplete or
contradictory information. The fragmented U.S. response to Hurricane Katrina (2005) showed how poor
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interagency coordination turns a crisis into a catastrophe, even domestically.

• Jurisdictional disputes slow things down further. During U.S. intervention in the Balkans in the 1990s,
turf battles between the State Department and the Department of Defense created friction over whether
diplomacy or military action should take the lead.

In rapidly evolving crises, these organizational frictions eat up the very time and clarity that
decision-makers need most.

Crisis Behavior Models

Rational Actor Model and Crisis Management
The rational actor model treats the state as a single, unified decision-maker that weighs costs and benefits
and selects the option that maximizes its interests. It's a useful starting framework, but it has clear limits.
The U.S. decision to invade Iraq in 2003, for instance, is difficult to explain purely through cost-benefit logic
given the intelligence uncertainties involved.

Effective crisis management, regardless of model, tends to share a few features:

1. Clear objectives so that decision-makers know what outcome they're working toward.

2. Accurate information flowing to the right people at the right time.

3. Established lines of authority so decisions don't get stuck in bureaucratic limbo.

4. Flexibility to adapt as the crisis evolves in unexpected directions.

The U.S. handling of the Cuban Missile Crisis is often cited as a case where these elements came
together. Kennedy established the ExComm (Executive Committee of the National Security Council) to
centralize deliberation, encouraged genuine debate, and maintained direct communication channels with
the Soviets.

Brinkmanship and Escalation
Brinkmanship is the deliberate strategy of pushing a crisis to the edge of conflict in order to force the other
side to back down. The logic is straightforward: by creating a credible risk of war, a state can extract
concessions it couldn't get through normal diplomacy. The U.S. and Soviet Union practiced this repeatedly
during the Cold War, most dramatically during the Cuban Missile Crisis and the Berlin crises.

The danger is that brinkmanship can spiral beyond anyone's control. Three mechanisms drive unintended
escalation:

• Misperception: each side misreads the other's intentions or resolve.

• Miscalculation: leaders underestimate how close they are to triggering an irreversible response.

• Commitment traps: public statements or alliance obligations make backing down politically impossible.

The outbreak of World War I remains the most studied example of how these mechanisms interact. None
of the major powers in 1914 intended a general European war, yet the crisis escalated beyond what any of
them could control.

Managing escalation requires a difficult balancing act: signaling resolve (so the adversary takes your
position seriously) while simultaneously providing off-ramps (so the adversary has a face-saving way to
de-escalate). U.S.-North Korea nuclear tensions illustrate this challenge. Aggressive rhetoric signals
resolve but can close off diplomatic exits, while conciliatory gestures risk being read as weakness.
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The core takeaway across all these models is that crisis decision-making is never purely strategic. It's
shaped by how leaders think, how organizations function, and how the interaction between the two
produces outcomes that no single actor fully controls.

4.4 Role of Perception and Misperception in Conflict Dynamics

Cognitive Biases

Biased Thinking Patterns
Cognitive biases are mental shortcuts that distort how decision-makers interpret events during a conflict.
These distortions don't just cause minor misunderstandings; they can drive leaders to escalate wars, reject
peace offers, or misread an adversary's intentions entirely.

Fundamental attribution error is the tendency to explain another actor's behavior as a reflection of their
character or intentions rather than their circumstances. In conflict, this is especially dangerous. If a state
builds up its military because of domestic political pressure, an adversary committing this error will instead
conclude, "They're aggressive by nature." That misreading can trigger a security dilemma where both sides
arm themselves in response to perceived hostility that may not exist.

Confirmation bias pushes people to seek out, interpret, and remember information that supports what they
already believe, while downplaying evidence that contradicts it. During the lead-up to the 2003 Iraq War,
U.S. and British intelligence agencies focused heavily on reports suggesting Iraq possessed weapons of
mass destruction while giving less weight to contradictory evidence. The result was a flawed case for war
built on selective reading of intelligence.

Attribution error and confirmation bias often reinforce each other. You misread an opponent's motives
(attribution error), then filter all new information to confirm that misreading (confirmation bias). This
feedback loop makes de-escalation much harder.

Reasoning Influenced by Motivation and Perception
Motivated reasoning is the tendency to evaluate arguments more favorably when they support conclusions
you want to be true. This goes beyond confirmation bias: it's not just filtering information passively but
actively constructing justifications for a preferred outcome. A political leader who wants to intervene
militarily will find the intelligence supporting intervention more persuasive than intelligence urging caution,
even if the quality of evidence is equal.

Research demonstrates this clearly: people rate the same policy proposal more favorably when told it
comes from their own party versus the opposing party. In international conflict, motivated reasoning helps
explain why leaders sometimes ignore credible warnings or dismiss diplomatic alternatives.

Selective perception is the tendency to interpret ambiguous information in a way that fits your existing
worldview. Two governments can observe the same military exercise and reach opposite conclusions: one
sees a defensive drill, the other sees preparation for attack. This contributes to polarization between
adversaries because each side genuinely believes the evidence supports their interpretation. The
discomfort of encountering contradictory information (cognitive dissonance, discussed below) makes
people even more likely to filter it out.
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Perceptual Distortions

Distorted Perceptions of Self and Others
Cognitive dissonance arises when a person holds contradictory beliefs or when their actions conflict with
their values. The psychological discomfort this creates pushes people to resolve the contradiction, often in
ways that distort reality. There are three common strategies:

• Change one of the conflicting beliefs

• Downplay the importance of the contradiction

• Add new beliefs that reconcile the inconsistency

In conflict, cognitive dissonance explains why leaders who authorize civilian casualties may reframe those
casualties as "necessary" or "exaggerated by enemy propaganda" rather than confronting the moral cost of
their decisions.

Enemy image is a rigid, negative stereotype of an opposing group that portrays them as thoroughly evil,
irrational, or subhuman. Once an enemy image takes hold, it serves as a justification for hostility and
makes compromise seem like appeasement. Nazi propaganda portraying Jews as subhuman threats is an
extreme historical example, but enemy images operate in less extreme forms in nearly every conflict. They
make it psychologically easier to support violence because the opponent is no longer seen as a legitimate
actor with understandable grievances.

Mirror imaging is the assumption that your adversary thinks the way you do, shares your values, and
responds to the same incentives. This leads to dangerous miscalculations. The classic example is U.S.
strategy in Vietnam: American planners assumed North Vietnam viewed the conflict through a Cold War
lens of superpower competition. In reality, Hanoi saw it primarily as an anti-colonial struggle for national
independence. Because U.S. strategists projected their own framework onto the enemy, they consistently
misjudged North Vietnamese resolve and willingness to absorb punishment.

Entrapment and Stereotyping
Psychological entrapment (also called the sunk cost fallacy or escalation of commitment) occurs when
decision-makers continue a failing course of action because they've already invested too much to walk
away. The logic runs: "If we stop now, all those sacrifices were for nothing." This is irrational because past
costs can't be recovered regardless of future decisions, but it's a powerful psychological trap.

The Vietnam War is the textbook case. As American casualties mounted and evidence grew that the war
was unwinnable, U.S. leaders repeatedly chose to escalate rather than withdraw, partly because admitting
failure would mean acknowledging that prior sacrifices had been wasted. Recognizing entrapment is one of
the most important skills in conflict de-escalation: the question should always be "What's the best decision
from here?" not "How do we justify what we've already done?"

Stereotyping is an oversimplified, generalized belief about a group of people that resists disconfirming
evidence. Stereotypes can be positive or negative, but in conflict, negative stereotypes of the outgroup
dominate. Portraying the enemy as brutal, fanatical, or incapable of reason serves to dehumanize them
and morally justify violence. Once stereotypes harden, they filter how all new information about the
outgroup is interpreted, reinforcing the cycle of hostility.

Enemy images, stereotyping, and confirmation bias form a reinforcing triad in conflict. Negative
stereotypes feed enemy images, which filter information through confirmation bias, which strengthens the
stereotypes further. Breaking this cycle typically requires direct contact, credible new information, or a shift
in leadership.
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Unit 5 – Interstate Conflicts: Key Case
Studies
5.1 Major Interstate Wars of the 20th Century
The 20th century's major interstate wars fundamentally reshaped borders, alliances, and the rules of
international politics. Understanding these conflicts is essential for grasping how the modern state system
works, why certain rivalries persist, and how institutions like the United Nations came to exist. This guide
covers the two World Wars, Cold War-era conflicts, and Middle East wars that defined the century.

World Wars

Destructive Global Conflicts
World War I (1914–1918) and World War II (1939–1945) were the two largest interstate wars in history, and
they transformed nearly every dimension of international relations.

• World War I drew in the major European empires through a web of alliance commitments after the
assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Austria-Hungary. Trench warfare on the Western Front
produced horrific stalemates: the Battle of the Somme (1916) alone caused over one million combined
casualties. The war introduced industrialized killing on a mass scale, with machine guns, poison gas,
and artillery reshaping how wars were fought.

• World War II became the deadliest conflict in human history, killing an estimated 70–85 million people.
It spanned Europe, the Pacific, North Africa, and East Asia, involving the vast majority of the world's
nations. The war saw genocide (the Holocaust), strategic bombing of civilian populations, and the first
use of nuclear weapons (Hiroshima and Nagasaki, 1945).

• Both wars were examples of total war, meaning nations mobilized their entire economies, industries,
and civilian populations to sustain the war effort. The distinction between military and civilian targets
eroded significantly, especially in WWII with mass aerial bombardment of cities like London, Dresden,
and Tokyo.

Aftermath and Consequences
The world wars didn't just end with ceasefires. They restructured the entire international order.

• Empires collapsed. The Ottoman, Austro-Hungarian, Russian, and German empires dissolved after
WWI. After WWII, European colonial empires (British, French, Dutch) began losing their overseas
territories as decolonization accelerated across Asia and Africa.

• New superpowers emerged. The United States and the Soviet Union, relatively strengthened by WWII
compared to devastated Europe, became the world's two dominant powers, setting up the Cold War
rivalry.

• International institutions were created to prevent future wars. The League of Nations (1920) was
established after WWI but ultimately failed to prevent aggression in the 1930s. After WWII, the United
Nations (1945) was designed with stronger mechanisms, including the Security Council with
veto-holding permanent members (the U.S., USSR, UK, France, and China).

• The wars also accelerated technological development (radar, jet engines, nuclear energy) and
reshaped political ideologies, fueling both the spread of nationalism in colonized regions and the
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ideological competition between liberal democracy and communism.

Cold War Era Conflicts

Ideological Struggles and Regional Wars
The Cold War (1947–1991) was a sustained period of geopolitical rivalry between the United States and
the Soviet Union. It never escalated into direct military conflict between the two superpowers, but it
generated intense competition through arms races, espionage, ideological propaganda, and a series of
regional wars.

• The Korean War (1950–1953): North Korea, backed by China and the Soviet Union, invaded South
Korea, which was defended by a U.S.-led UN coalition. The war ended in a stalemate roughly along the
38th parallel, where the border remains today. Korea was never reunified, and a formal peace treaty
was never signed, only an armistice.

• The Vietnam War (1955–1975): North Vietnam, supported by the Soviet Union and China, fought to
unify the country under communist rule. The United States committed hundreds of thousands of troops
to support South Vietnam but ultimately withdrew in 1973. Saigon fell in 1975, and Vietnam was unified
under communist governance. The war killed an estimated 1.5–3.5 million Vietnamese and over 58,000
American soldiers, and it deeply shaped U.S. domestic politics and foreign policy.

• Key Cold War crises that nearly escalated to direct superpower conflict include the Berlin Blockade
(1948–1949), where the Soviets cut off Western access to West Berlin, and the Cuban Missile Crisis
(1962), when the discovery of Soviet nuclear missiles in Cuba brought the world to the brink of nuclear
war.

Nuclear Deterrence and Proxy Conflicts
Two concepts are central to understanding how the Cold War was fought:

• Mutually Assured Destruction (MAD): Both superpowers built massive nuclear arsenals (tens of
thousands of warheads each). The logic was that neither side would launch a first strike because the
other could retaliate with enough force to destroy the attacker. This created a grim stability: direct war
between the U.S. and USSR was too catastrophic to risk.

• Proxy wars: Since direct confrontation was off the table, the superpowers competed by backing
opposing sides in regional conflicts. The Soviet Union supported communist or socialist movements,
while the U.S. supported anti-communist governments and insurgencies. Examples include the
Afghan-Soviet War (1979–1989), where the U.S. funded mujahideen fighters against the Soviet
occupation, and the Angolan Civil War (1975–2002), where both superpowers and their allies backed
rival factions.

The Cold War ended with the dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991, leaving the United States as the sole
superpower. This shift opened a new era of international politics, with challenges including ethnic conflicts
(the Balkans), failed states, and eventually the rise of transnational terrorism.

Middle East Wars

Regional Conflicts and International Interventions
The Middle East became a recurring site of interstate war during the 20th century, driven by territorial
disputes, oil resources, religious and ethnic tensions, and superpower involvement.
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• The Iran-Iraq War (1980–1988): Iraq, under Saddam Hussein, invaded Iran following the 1979 Iranian
Revolution. The war devolved into brutal trench warfare reminiscent of WWI. Iraq used chemical
weapons against both Iranian soldiers and Kurdish civilians (the Halabja massacre, 1988). After eight
years and an estimated 500,000–1 million deaths, the war ended in a stalemate with borders essentially
unchanged.

• The Gulf War (1990–1991): Iraq invaded and annexed Kuwait in August 1990. A U.S.-led coalition of
35 nations, authorized by the UN Security Council, launched Operation Desert Storm in January 1991.
The coalition's air campaign lasted about five weeks, followed by a ground offensive that liberated
Kuwait in roughly 100 hours. The war showcased a new era of military technology, including
precision-guided munitions and stealth aircraft, and demonstrated the post-Cold War dominance of
U.S. conventional military power.

• The Arab-Israeli Wars (1948, 1956, 1967, 1973) also shaped the region profoundly. The 1967 Six-Day
War, in which Israel captured the Sinai Peninsula, Gaza Strip, West Bank, and Golan Heights, remains
central to ongoing Israeli-Palestinian tensions.

Geopolitical Implications and Consequences
These wars had consequences that extended well beyond the battlefield:

• Oil and global economics: The Middle East holds a large share of the world's proven oil reserves.
Conflicts in the region repeatedly disrupted global energy markets. The 1973 Arab oil embargo, linked
to the Yom Kippur War, caused a major energy crisis in Western nations and demonstrated how
regional wars could have worldwide economic effects.

• Shifting alliances and rivalries: The region's conflicts revealed a complex web of competing interests.
Iran and Saudi Arabia emerged as rival regional powers, often backing opposing sides in conflicts
across the Middle East. External actors, particularly the United States and Russia, maintained strategic
involvement to protect energy interests and geopolitical influence.

• Rise of non-state actors: The aftermath of these interstate wars contributed to the growth of powerful
non-state armed groups. Hezbollah emerged in Lebanon during the 1980s with Iranian backing. The
instability following the 2003 Iraq War (which, while falling in the 21st century, grew directly from Gulf
War-era dynamics) helped create conditions for the rise of ISIS. These groups have blurred the line
between interstate and intrastate conflict, posing ongoing challenges for regional and international
security.

5.2 Post-Cold War Interstate Conflicts

Post-Cold War Regional Conflicts
The collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 didn't bring the era of peace many predicted. Instead, it
unleashed a wave of regional interstate conflicts driven by ethnic tensions, territorial disputes, and power
vacuums. These conflicts reshaped global politics by testing new ideas about when outside powers can
intervene in sovereign states.

Balkan and South Asian Conflicts
Kosovo War (1998–1999): Serbian forces under Yugoslav President Milošević launched a brutal campaign
against ethnic Albanians in Kosovo, triggering a humanitarian crisis. NATO intervened with a 78-day
bombing campaign against Yugoslavia, the first time the alliance used force without UN Security Council
authorization. Yugoslav forces withdrew, and Kosovo was placed under UN administration. Kosovo later
declared independence in 2008, which Serbia still does not recognize.
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Kargil War (1999): Pakistani-backed forces infiltrated the Kargil district in Indian-administered Kashmir,
occupying strategic mountain positions along the Line of Control. India launched a military operation to
reclaim the territory, and after intense fighting at high altitudes, international pressure (particularly from the
U.S.) pushed Pakistan to withdraw. The conflict is notable because it was fought between two
nuclear-armed states, raising fears of escalation.

Eritrean-Ethiopian War (1998–2000): A border dispute over the town of Badme escalated into full-scale
conventional warfare, with trench fighting reminiscent of World War I. An estimated 70,000–100,000 people
were killed. The Algiers Agreement ended the fighting and created the Eritrea-Ethiopia Boundary
Commission to demarcate the border, though tensions persisted for nearly two decades until a 2018 peace
deal.

Russia-Georgia War (2008): After Georgian forces moved against the separatist region of South Ossetia,
Russia launched a large-scale military intervention. Within five days, Russian forces pushed deep into
Georgian territory. Russia then recognized South Ossetia and Abkhazia as independent states and
established permanent military bases there. This conflict signaled Russia's willingness to use force to
maintain influence in its neighborhood.

Middle East Conflicts with International Involvement
Iraq War (2003–2011): A U.S.-led coalition invaded Iraq based on claims that Saddam Hussein possessed
weapons of mass destruction (WMDs). No WMDs were found. The invasion toppled Hussein's government
quickly, but the aftermath brought years of sectarian violence and insurgency. The war cost hundreds of
thousands of lives and remains one of the most debated foreign policy decisions of the post-Cold War era.

Syrian Civil War (2011–present): What began as anti-government protests during the Arab Spring spiraled
into a multi-sided war. Key external actors backed different factions: the U.S. supported certain rebel
groups, Russia and Iran backed the Assad regime, and Turkey intervened against Kurdish forces and ISIS.
The conflict produced over 5 million refugees and became a proxy battlefield for competing regional and
global powers.

Russian Interventions

Russian Military Actions in Former Soviet Republics
Russia's post-Cold War foreign policy has centered on maintaining influence in what it calls the "Near
Abroad", the former Soviet republics on its borders. Moscow has used military, economic, and political
tools to keep these states within its sphere of influence.

Two conflicts stand out:

• Russia-Georgia War (2008): Described above, this was Russia's first major military operation beyond
its borders since the Soviet collapse. It demonstrated that Russia would use force to prevent former
Soviet states from aligning with NATO or the EU.

• Crimean Crisis (2014): Following Ukraine's Euromaidan revolution, which ousted the pro-Russian
president, Russian forces without insignia ("little green men") seized control of Crimea. A hastily
organized referendum, widely condemned as illegitimate by Western governments, was used to justify
annexation. The U.S. and EU imposed economic sanctions on Russia, and the crisis marked the
sharpest deterioration in Russia-West relations since the Cold War.

In both cases, Russia cited the protection of Russian-speaking populations and its own security interests.
Critics argue these interventions violated the sovereignty and territorial integrity of neighboring states.
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Post-Cold War Geopolitical Dynamics

Shifting Power Dynamics and International Interventions
The unipolar moment refers to the period after 1991 when the United States stood as the world's sole
superpower. With no rival of comparable strength, the U.S. had enormous freedom to shape global affairs,
intervening militarily in places like Iraq, Kosovo, and Libya.

That unipolar moment has been fading. China's rapid economic and military rise, India's growing influence,
and Russia's reassertion of power have pushed the international system toward multipolarity, where
several major powers compete for influence rather than one dominating.

Humanitarian intervention became a defining feature of this era. External actors used military force in
sovereign states, justified by the need to protect civilians from mass atrocities. NATO's intervention in
Kosovo (1999) and Libya (2011) are the clearest examples. These interventions were controversial
because they placed human rights above the traditional principle that states shouldn't interfere in each
other's internal affairs.

Evolving Norms and Principles in International Relations
The Responsibility to Protect (R2P), adopted by the UN General Assembly in 2005, formalized the idea
that sovereignty is not absolute. Under R2P, when a state fails to protect its population from genocide, war
crimes, ethnic cleansing, or crimes against humanity, the international community has a responsibility to
act, potentially including military force as a last resort.

In practice, R2P has been applied inconsistently. NATO invoked it during the 2011 Libya intervention, but
no comparable action was taken in Syria despite widespread atrocities. This selective application has
fueled criticism, particularly from Russia and China, who view R2P as a tool Western powers use to justify
regime change. The tension between state sovereignty and human rights protection remains one of the
central unresolved debates in international relations.

5.3 Ongoing Interstate Tensions and Potential Flashpoints

Territorial Disputes

South China Sea and Taiwan Strait Tensions
The South China Sea is one of the most contested bodies of water on the planet. Six parties have
overlapping territorial claims: China, Taiwan, Vietnam, the Philippines, Malaysia, and Brunei. The stakes
are high because the sea contains major shipping lanes (roughly one-third of global maritime trade passes
through it), significant fish stocks, and potentially large oil and gas reserves.

China claims nearly all of the South China Sea based on its "nine-dash line," a sweeping boundary that
covers about 90% of the sea. To reinforce this claim, China has constructed artificial islands and installed
military facilities on them, including airstrips and missile systems. The other claimant states reject China's
expansive claims and argue that their rights are protected under the United Nations Convention on the Law
of the Sea (UNCLOS). In 2016, an international tribunal ruled against China's nine-dash line claim, but
China has refused to recognize the ruling.

The Taiwan Strait is a separate but related flashpoint. China considers Taiwan a breakaway province and
has vowed to reunify it with the mainland, by force if necessary. Taiwan, which has its own government,
military, and democratic system, seeks to maintain its de facto independence. The US pursues a policy of
"strategic ambiguity": it provides Taiwan with defensive weapons under the Taiwan Relations Act but does
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not explicitly commit to military intervention if China attacks. This deliberate vagueness is meant to deter
both a Chinese invasion and a Taiwanese declaration of formal independence.

Arctic Territorial Disputes and Russia-Ukraine Conflict
The Arctic is becoming a new arena for interstate competition. Russia, Canada, Denmark (via Greenland),
Norway, and the US all have overlapping claims to the region's vast oil, gas, and mineral resources. As
climate change melts sea ice, previously inaccessible areas are opening up, creating new shipping routes
like the Northeast Passage and the Northwest Passage and making resource extraction more feasible.
Russia has been the most assertive actor, expanding its military presence in the Arctic and filing claims to
large portions of the Arctic seabed through the UN Commission on the Limits of the Continental Shelf.

The Russia-Ukraine conflict began in 2014 when Russia annexed Crimea and backed separatist forces in
eastern Ukraine's Donbas region. In February 2022, Russia launched a full-scale invasion of Ukraine,
dramatically escalating the conflict into the largest land war in Europe since World War II. The war has
caused tens of thousands of military and civilian deaths and displaced millions of people both within
Ukraine and across Europe. Western nations have responded with extensive economic sanctions against
Russia and military aid to Ukraine, but the conflict remains ongoing with no resolution in sight.

Israel-Palestine Conflict
The Israel-Palestine conflict centers on competing claims to the land between the Jordan River and the
Mediterranean Sea. It is one of the longest-running interstate and intercommunal disputes in modern
history.

The core unresolved issues include:

• The status of Jerusalem, which both sides claim as their capital

• Israeli settlements in the West Bank, considered illegal under international law by most countries

• The right of return for Palestinian refugees displaced during the 1948 and 1967 wars

• Whether and how to create an independent Palestinian state

Multiple peace efforts have failed to produce a lasting agreement. The Oslo Accords (1993) established a
framework for Palestinian self-governance, and the Camp David Summit (2000) attempted a final status
deal, but neither resolved the fundamental disputes. The conflict continues to produce periodic escalations,
including intifadas, wars in Gaza, and ongoing tensions over settlements and security. It also has broad
regional implications, drawing in neighboring states, international organizations, and global powers.

Nuclear Tensions

North Korea Nuclear Crisis
North Korea has developed nuclear weapons and conducted six nuclear tests (the most recent in 2017), all
in violation of UN Security Council resolutions. It has also made significant advances in ballistic missile
technology, including intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs) that could potentially reach the continental
United States.

North Korea's leadership views nuclear weapons as essential for regime survival, both as a military
deterrent and as leverage in negotiations with the US and other powers. Diplomatic efforts to denuclearize
the Korean Peninsula have repeatedly stalled:
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• The Six-Party Talks (involving North Korea, South Korea, the US, China, Japan, and Russia)
collapsed in 2009 without an agreement.

• The Trump-Kim summits in 2018-2019 produced dramatic photo opportunities but no concrete
denuclearization steps.

• International sanctions have imposed economic costs but have not changed North Korea's behavior.

North Korea continues to expand its nuclear arsenal and missile capabilities, making this one of the most
dangerous unresolved nuclear crises.

Iran Nuclear Program
Iran's nuclear program has been a source of international tension for over two decades. The central
concern is that Iran could use its civilian nuclear infrastructure to develop nuclear weapons. Iran maintains
that its program is purely peaceful, intended for energy production and medical isotope research, and that
it has the right to nuclear technology under the Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT).

The most significant diplomatic achievement was the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA),
reached in 2015 between Iran and the P5+1 (the US, UK, France, Russia, China, and Germany). Under
the deal, Iran agreed to limit its uranium enrichment and allow international inspections in exchange for
sanctions relief.

That framework collapsed in 2018 when the US withdrew from the JCPOA and reimposed sanctions. In
response, Iran began exceeding the deal's limits on uranium enrichment. As of recent years, Iran's
enrichment levels have reached 60% purity, far beyond what civilian energy requires (3-5%) and closer to
the roughly 90% needed for a weapon. Negotiations to restore the deal have stalled, leaving the crisis
unresolved.

Regional Rivalries

India-Pakistan Conflict
India and Pakistan have fought four wars since their partition and independence in 1947 (in 1947, 1965,
1971, and 1999). The central dispute is over Kashmir, a territory divided between Indian and Pakistani
control, with both countries claiming it in full. A Line of Control (LoC) separates the two sides, but it is not
an internationally recognized border, and military skirmishes along it are common.

What makes this rivalry uniquely dangerous is that both India and Pakistan possess nuclear weapons.
India conducted its first nuclear test in 1974, and Pakistan followed in 1998. Any conventional military
escalation carries the risk of nuclear use, which is why crises between the two countries (such as the 2019
Pulwama-Balakot standoff) draw intense international concern.

The conflict is further complicated by cross-border terrorism, human rights concerns in Indian-administered
Kashmir, and the involvement of militant groups. Diplomatic efforts have produced occasional thaws but no
lasting resolution.

Iran-Saudi Arabia Rivalry
Iran and Saudi Arabia are the two dominant powers in the Middle East, and their rivalry shapes much of the
region's politics. The competition operates on multiple levels:

• Religious: Iran is the leading Shia-majority state; Saudi Arabia is the leading Sunni-majority state.
Both position themselves as defenders of their respective branches of Islam.



Fiveable archived study guides Page 51

• Geopolitical: Each seeks to expand its influence across the region, often at the other's expense.

• Proxy conflicts: The rivalry plays out through support for opposing sides in civil wars and political
struggles in Syria, Yemen, Lebanon, and Iraq. For example, Iran backs the Houthi rebels in Yemen
while Saudi Arabia leads a military coalition fighting them.

This competition has deepened sectarian divisions across the Middle East and contributed to prolonged
instability in multiple countries. In 2023, China brokered a diplomatic agreement between Iran and Saudi
Arabia to restore relations, but the structural drivers of the rivalry remain in place, and it continues to shape
regional dynamics.

Emerging Threats

Cyberwarfare and Cyber Espionage
Cyberwarfare refers to the use of digital attacks to disrupt, disable, or destroy computer systems and
networks for military or political purposes. Unlike traditional warfare, cyber operations can be carried out
remotely, often with plausible deniability, and they can target both military infrastructure and civilian
systems like power grids, financial networks, and elections.

Cyber attacks take several forms:

• Hacking into government or military networks to steal data or plant malware

• Denial-of-service (DDoS) attacks that overwhelm systems and take them offline

• Ransomware that locks systems until a payment is made

• Social engineering that manipulates people into revealing sensitive information

Several states have developed significant offensive cyber capabilities, including the US, Russia, China,
Israel, and North Korea. Notable examples include Russia's cyberattacks on Ukraine's power grid
(2015-2016), North Korea's WannaCry ransomware attack (2017), and ongoing Chinese cyber espionage
campaigns targeting intellectual property.

Cyber espionage, the use of digital tools to steal sensitive information, is a growing concern for both
governments and private companies. State-sponsored hacking groups like APT10 (linked to China) and
Fancy Bear (linked to Russia) have targeted military secrets, trade data, and personal information on a
massive scale.

Cyberwarfare raises difficult questions for international relations. Attribution is hard because attackers can
disguise their origins. Traditional concepts of deterrence are harder to apply when attacks are deniable.
And existing international law was not designed for digital conflict. Efforts to establish norms for
responsible state behavior in cyberspace, such as the work of the UN Group of Governmental Experts,
have produced some agreed-upon principles but lack enforcement mechanisms. States continue to
develop and deploy cyber capabilities largely unchecked.

5.4 Comparative Analysis of Interstate Conflict Patterns
Interstate conflicts have evolved over time, shaped by power dynamics, economic factors, and political
ideologies. Concepts like balance of power, polarity, and asymmetric warfare influence how nations
interact and why they clash. Understanding these patterns helps you compare the case studies in this unit
and spot the structural forces behind specific wars and crises.

Economic interdependence and resource scarcity also shape when and where conflicts erupt.
Technological change in warfare, political theories like democratic peace, and the role of international
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institutions all add layers of complexity to the picture.

Power Dynamics and Conflict

Balance of Power and Polarity
Balance of power refers to how power is distributed among states in the international system. The core
idea is that states form alliances and build up arms to prevent any single state from becoming dominant.
When one state grows too powerful, others tend to band together to counterbalance it.

Polarity describes the overall structure of that power distribution:

• Unipolar systems have one dominant superpower. The post-Cold War period, with the United States
as the sole superpower, is the standard example.

• Bipolar systems have two dominant powers. The Cold War, with the United States and Soviet Union,
is the classic case.

• Multipolar systems have several great powers. Pre-World War I Europe, with Britain, France,
Germany, Austria-Hungary, and Russia all jockeying for influence, fits this model.

The type of polarity affects how conflicts unfold. Bipolar systems are often considered more stable because
the two superpowers directly balance each other and the "rules of the game" are clearer. Multipolar
systems, by contrast, are more prone to shifting alliances and miscalculations. When multiple powers are
involved, it's harder for any one state to predict how others will respond, which can escalate crises
unexpectedly.

Asymmetric and Hybrid Warfare
Asymmetric warfare occurs when there is a significant gap in military capabilities between opposing sides.
The weaker actor can't win a conventional fight, so it turns to unconventional tactics like guerrilla warfare,
insurgency, or terrorism to offset the stronger side's advantages. The Vietnam War and the U.S. war in
Afghanistan both illustrate this: in each case, a militarily superior power struggled against a less powerful
opponent that used terrain, local knowledge, and irregular tactics to prolong the conflict.

Hybrid warfare blends conventional military force with irregular tactics and non-military tools. This can
include propaganda, cyberattacks, economic pressure, and support for local proxy forces. Russia's actions
in Ukraine beginning in 2014 are a widely cited example. Moscow combined military intervention (including
unmarked soldiers in Crimea), economic coercion (energy supply leverage), and information warfare
(disinformation campaigns) into a single strategy that blurred the line between war and peace.

Economic and Technological Factors

Economic Interdependence and Resource Wars
Economic interdependence is the mutual reliance countries develop through trade, investment, and
financial ties. The logic is straightforward: if two countries profit from their economic relationship, they have
a strong incentive to resolve disputes peacefully rather than risk disrupting that relationship. The deep
trade ties between the U.S. and China, for instance, create costs for both sides if relations deteriorate into
open conflict.

However, interdependence isn't always stabilizing. Asymmetric interdependence, where one state depends
on the relationship far more than the other, can actually create leverage and vulnerability. The more
dependent state may feel coerced, and the less dependent state may exploit that imbalance.
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Resource wars are conflicts driven by the desire to control valuable natural resources:

• Oil: The 1990-91 Gulf War was triggered in part by Iraq's invasion of oil-rich Kuwait.

• Water: Tensions in the Nile River basin persist among Egypt, Sudan, and Ethiopia over dam
construction and water access.

• Minerals: Conflict in the Democratic Republic of Congo has been fueled by competition over coltan,
cobalt, and other minerals critical to global electronics supply chains.

Climate change and growing resource scarcity may increase the frequency of these kinds of conflicts in the
future, particularly in regions already under environmental stress.

Technological Advancements in Warfare
Advances in military technology reshape how wars are fought and who has the advantage. Nuclear
weapons fundamentally changed great-power conflict by introducing the possibility of mutually assured
destruction. Precision-guided munitions made it possible to strike specific targets with far less collateral
damage than earlier bombing campaigns. Unmanned aerial vehicles (drones) allow states to project force
without risking pilots, lowering the political cost of military action.

Newer technologies introduce their own risks:

• Cyber warfare involves digital attacks aimed at disrupting or destroying computer systems,
infrastructure, and communications. A cyberattack on a power grid or financial system can cause
serious damage without a single shot being fired.

• Autonomous weapons systems use artificial intelligence to select and engage targets with limited
human oversight. These raise serious ethical questions about accountability and the potential for
unintended escalation.

Political Ideologies and Institutions

Democratic Peace Theory and Nationalism
Democratic peace theory holds that democracies are less likely to go to war with one another. The
reasoning is that shared democratic values, institutional checks (like legislative approval for war), and the
constraining influence of public opinion push democratic leaders toward peaceful conflict resolution.
Statistically, wars between established democracies are extremely rare.

That said, the theory has real limitations. Democracies do go to war with non-democracies frequently, and
defining what counts as a "democracy" matters a great deal for how the evidence is interpreted. Critics also
point to cases like the 2003 U.S. invasion of Iraq, where democratic institutions did not prevent a
controversial war.

Nationalism emphasizes loyalty and devotion to one's nation and can be a powerful driver of conflict. When
nationalist sentiments fuel territorial disputes, ethnic tensions, or irredentist claims (demands to annex
territory inhabited by co-ethnics in another state), the results can be destabilizing. The breakup of
Yugoslavia in the 1990s, which produced multiple wars along ethnic and nationalist lines, is one of the
starkest examples. The Israeli-Palestinian conflict also has deep nationalist dimensions on both sides.

International Institutions and Conflict Resolution
International institutions like the United Nations and various regional organizations aim to prevent and
resolve conflicts. They do this by:
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• Providing forums for diplomacy and mediation

• Deploying peacekeeping operations to conflict zones

• Imposing sanctions or authorizing military interventions to address threats to international peace and
security

Their effectiveness, however, is often limited. The UN Security Council can be paralyzed by the veto power
of its five permanent members (China, France, Russia, the United Kingdom, and the United States). When
a permanent member's interests are at stake, the Council frequently cannot act. Russia's veto of
resolutions on Syria and Ukraine are recent examples.

Regional organizations have had mixed results as well. The African Union has deployed peacekeeping
missions in places like Somalia and Darfur but has struggled with funding and political will. The
Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) monitored the conflict in eastern Ukraine but
lacked enforcement power. The broader pattern is that international institutions work best when major
powers agree on a course of action, and struggle when those powers are divided.
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Unit 6 – Intrastate Conflicts: Civil Wars &
Secession
6.1 Causes and Dynamics of Civil Wars

Causes of Civil Wars

Economic Motivations and Inequalities
The greed vs. grievance debate is one of the central frameworks for understanding why civil wars start. Are
rebels primarily motivated by the chance to profit from war, or by genuine injustices they want to correct?

• The greed perspective (associated with Paul Collier and Anke Hoeffler) argues that rebel groups are
motivated by economic gains from controlling resources or territory. On this view, civil war is closer to
organized crime than political revolution.

• The grievance perspective emphasizes group identities, political exclusion, and socioeconomic
inequalities as the fuel for conflict. People take up arms because they feel systematically shut out or
oppressed.

Most scholars now recognize that greed and grievance interact. A rebel movement might begin with
legitimate grievances but sustain itself through resource extraction, blurring the line between the two.

The resource curse refers to the paradox where countries rich in natural resources (oil, diamonds,
minerals) are actually more prone to civil war, not less. This happens for a few reasons:

• Valuable resources give rebel groups a direct financial incentive to seize territory.

• Resource wealth can weaken state institutions by reducing the government's dependence on taxation,
which in turn reduces accountability to citizens.

• Resource revenues concentrate wealth among elites, deepening inequality.

• Conflicts in Angola (diamonds), Nigeria (oil), and Sierra Leone (diamonds) all illustrate this pattern.

Weak State Institutions and Rebel Group Formation
State weakness is one of the strongest predictors of civil war onset. A weak state lacks the capacity to
control its territory, deliver basic services, and maintain a monopoly on the legitimate use of force. When
the state can't project authority into peripheral regions, it creates a vacuum that armed groups can fill.

Indicators of state weakness include:

• High levels of corruption

• Ineffective or predatory security forces

• Limited government presence outside the capital or major cities

• Inability to collect taxes or enforce laws consistently

Rebel groups emerge in this context by exploiting grievances, economic opportunities, or both. They can
organize around ethnic, religious, or ideological identities and draw support from marginalized communities
that the state has neglected or actively harmed.
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Rebel groups also frequently depend on external support to survive. Neighboring countries may provide
safe havens, diaspora communities may send funding, and international arms markets supply weapons.
The FARC in Colombia sustained itself for decades through a combination of drug trafficking and rural
support networks. The Taliban in Afghanistan relied heavily on cross-border sanctuaries in Pakistan. The
Moro Islamic Liberation Front in the Philippines drew on both local grievances and transnational Islamist
networks.

Dynamics of Civil Wars

Asymmetric Warfare and Conflict Duration
Civil wars are almost always fought asymmetrically. The state typically has a conventional military
advantage (heavier weapons, air power, larger forces), while rebel groups compensate with guerrilla
tactics: hit-and-run attacks, ambushes, sabotage, and blending into civilian populations.

This asymmetry has a direct effect on how long conflicts last. Because rebels can't win a decisive
conventional battle, and the state often can't root out a dispersed insurgency, civil wars tend to drag on far
longer than interstate wars. Rebels sustain themselves through:

• External support from sympathetic states or diasporas

• Illicit activities like drug trafficking or illegal mining

• Coercive control over local populations (taxation, forced recruitment)

The human cost of prolonged conflict compounds over time: mass displacement, economic collapse,
destruction of infrastructure, and deep social trauma. Colombia's civil war lasted over 50 years. Sri Lanka's
conflict ran for 26 years. Sudan has experienced multiple decades of recurring internal warfare.

Spoilers and Peace Processes
Spoilers are actors who actively work to undermine peace efforts because they benefit from continued
conflict. Understanding spoilers is critical because even when most parties want peace, a small number of
determined spoilers can derail the entire process.

Spoilers may be motivated by:

• Economic interests in the war economy (arms dealing, resource extraction, smuggling)

• Fear of losing power in a post-conflict political arrangement

• Ideological objections to compromise with the enemy

They can be internal (hardline factions within a rebel group or government) or external (neighboring states,
criminal networks). The Real IRA in Northern Ireland opposed the Good Friday Agreement and carried out
the 1998 Omagh bombing to try to destroy the peace process. The Islamic State in Iraq sought to prevent
any political stabilization that would threaten its territorial ambitions.

Dealing with spoilers typically requires a mix of strategies:

• Incentives like power-sharing arrangements or amnesty to bring them into the process

• Pressure like targeted sanctions or military action to marginalize those who refuse to negotiate

• Socialization, where international actors and mediators work to shift spoilers' calculations about the
costs and benefits of continued fighting
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Ending Civil Wars

Peace Agreements and Post-Conflict Reconstruction
Peace agreements are negotiated settlements that aim to end fighting and create a framework for
governance, security, and reconciliation going forward. They typically include several key components:

1. Power-sharing arrangements that give former adversaries a stake in the new political order

2. Political reforms such as new constitutions, electoral systems, or decentralization

3. DDR programs (disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration) to transition combatants back into
civilian life

4. Provisions for transitional justice, which may include truth commissions, tribunals, or amnesty deals

Successful agreements require inclusive negotiations where all major parties feel represented, genuine
compromises, and robust international support for implementation. The Good Friday Agreement (1998) in
Northern Ireland, the Comprehensive Peace Agreement (2005) in Sudan, and the Dayton Agreement
(1995) in Bosnia and Herzegovina are frequently cited examples, though each had significant limitations
and ongoing challenges.

Post-conflict reconstruction is the long, difficult process of rebuilding a country's institutions, infrastructure,
and social fabric after war. This involves:

• Security sector reform to create professional, accountable armed forces and police

• Economic recovery programs to restore livelihoods and reduce the appeal of returning to armed
groups

• Transitional justice mechanisms to address wartime atrocities and promote accountability

• Reconciliation efforts to rebuild trust between communities that fought each other

Effective reconstruction requires sustained international commitment and genuine local ownership. The UN
Transitional Administration in East Timor (UNTAET) helped guide that country to independence, while the
International Commission Against Impunity in Guatemala (CICIG) tackled the criminal networks that
threatened post-conflict stability.

Challenges of Conflict Recurrence
One of the most sobering findings in civil war research is that countries emerging from civil war face a high
risk of relapsing into violence. Roughly 40-50% of post-conflict countries experience renewed fighting
within a decade, according to widely cited estimates from the World Bank.

Factors that drive recurrence include:

• Incomplete disarmament, leaving weapons and armed groups in place

• Lack of economic opportunities for ex-combatants, who may return to fighting as their only livelihood

• Unresolved political disputes that the peace agreement papered over rather than genuinely settled

• Weak implementation of peace agreement provisions, eroding trust between former adversaries

Liberia's civil war reignited in 1999 after the initial 1996 peace agreement failed to address underlying
power struggles. South Sudan descended into civil war in 2013, just two years after gaining independence,
as political rivalries within the ruling party exploded into ethnic violence. These cases underscore that
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signing a peace agreement is only the beginning. Preventing recurrence demands sustained attention to
root causes, inclusive governance, and long-term investment in peacebuilding institutions.

6.2 Ethnic Conflicts: Origins, Escalation, and Resolution

Theoretical Approaches to Ethnic Conflict
Ethnic conflicts grow out of tensions between groups defined by shared ancestry, language, religion, or
culture. These clashes can stem from historical grievances, power imbalances, or competition over
resources. How you explain the origins of ethnic identity shapes how you think about whether these
conflicts are preventable and how they might be resolved.

Three major theoretical frameworks offer competing answers to a core question: Is ethnicity fixed, flexible,
or fabricated?

Primordialism: Ethnicity as Innate and Unchanging
Primordialism treats ethnicity as a fixed, fundamental part of human identity rooted in shared ancestry,
culture, and history. From this view, ethnic differences are deeply ingrained and resistant to change, which
makes ethnic conflict more likely and harder to resolve.

• Primordialists see conflicts like the one between Hutus and Tutsis in Rwanda as reflecting inherent
incompatibilities between groups

• The theory predicts that ethnic violence is, to some degree, inevitable wherever different groups
coexist

The main criticism of primordialism is that it oversimplifies ethnicity. It treats identity as static and ignores
how social, political, and economic forces actively shape who people think they are. Most contemporary
scholars find this framework too deterministic.

Instrumentalism: Ethnicity as a Political Tool
Instrumentalism flips the script. Rather than being fixed, ethnic identity is malleable and strategic. Political
elites construct, manipulate, or even invent ethnic categories to mobilize support and advance their own
interests.

• Slobodan Milošević's exploitation of Serbian nationalism in the former Yugoslavia is a textbook case.
He didn't discover ancient hatreds; he activated and weaponized them for political gain.

• From this perspective, ethnic conflicts aren't inevitable. They result from deliberate choices by political
entrepreneurs who exploit ethnic differences for power or profit.

Instrumentalism pushes you to ask: Who benefits from this conflict? Understanding the motivations and
strategies of political actors becomes central to explaining why violence erupts in some places but not
others.

Constructivism: Ethnicity as Socially Constructed
Constructivism occupies a middle ground. It views ethnicity as a social construct shaped by historical,
cultural, and political processes rather than something innate or purely instrumental.

• Ethnic identities are fluid and contextual. They shift over time as social and political circumstances
change. The ethnic categories that emerged in post-Soviet states, for instance, looked quite different
from those that existed under Soviet rule.
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• Institutions, social interactions, and public discourse all play roles in creating and maintaining ethnic
boundaries.

The constructivist takeaway for conflict resolution is optimistic: if ethnic identities are products of specific
conditions, then changing those conditions through institutional reform and policy can reduce conflict.

Comparing the three: Primordialism says ethnic conflict is rooted in who people are. Instrumentalism says
it's driven by what elites do. Constructivism says it depends on what social and political structures produce.
Most modern scholarship leans constructivist, but instrumentalist insights about elite manipulation remain
highly relevant.

Ethnic Conflict Escalation
Ethnic tensions don't automatically become ethnic violence. Escalation follows identifiable patterns, and
understanding these stages helps explain how political grievances can spiral into mass atrocities.

Ethnic Mobilization
Ethnic mobilization is the process by which ethnic identities become politically activated. Political
entrepreneurs or social movements organize people around shared ethnic identity to advance collective
interests or grievances.

• This typically involves deploying ethnic symbols, narratives, and rhetoric to build solidarity. The
Kurdish nationalist movement, for example, uses Kurdish flags, language revival efforts, and cultural
events to strengthen collective identity.

• Mobilization can be driven by political exclusion, economic inequality, cultural threats, or unresolved
historical grievances.

• Success depends on whether ethnic entrepreneurs can frame their demands in ways that resonate
broadly enough to generate mass support.

Mobilization itself isn't inherently violent. Many ethnic movements pursue their goals through peaceful
political channels. The danger comes when mobilization occurs in contexts where political institutions can't
or won't accommodate group demands.

Ethnic Cleansing
Ethnic cleansing is the deliberate, systematic removal of an ethnic group from a specific territory through
forced displacement, intimidation, or violence.

• The goal is to create ethnically homogeneous territories. Perpetrators often destroy homes, cultural
sites, and infrastructure to erase the targeted group's presence and history.

• During the Bosnian War (1992-1995), Bosnian Serb forces expelled Bosnian Muslims from large
areas of eastern Bosnia, destroying mosques and villages in the process.

• Ethnic cleansing is typically motivated by the desire to consolidate territorial control or eliminate
perceived threats to the dominant group's power.

The consequences include mass displacement, significant loss of life, and generational trauma that
complicates any future reconciliation.
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Genocide
Genocide represents the most extreme form of ethnic violence: the deliberate, systematic attempt to
destroy an entire ethnic, racial, or religious group. The 1948 UN Genocide Convention defines it to include
not just mass killing but also causing serious bodily or mental harm, imposing conditions calculated to
destroy the group, preventing births, or forcibly transferring children.

• The Holocaust (6 million Jews killed) and the Rwandan genocide (approximately 800,000 Tutsis and
moderate Hutus killed in roughly 100 days) are the most widely studied cases.

• Genocide is typically preceded by dehumanization of the targeted group. Propaganda portrays victims
as subhuman, dangerous, or diseased, which lowers psychological barriers to killing.

• Perpetrators frequently use state institutions like the military, police, and bureaucracy to organize and
carry out mass killings.

Prevention and punishment remain major challenges for the international community. Effective responses
require early warning systems, political will for decisive intervention, and mechanisms of accountability
such as international criminal tribunals.

Conflict Resolution Strategies
No single approach resolves ethnic conflicts. Effective strategies usually combine institutional
arrangements, third-party involvement, and long-term social healing. Each approach has real strengths
and real limitations.

Power-Sharing
Power-sharing arrangements institutionalize the distribution of political power among ethnic groups so that
each has representation and a voice in decision-making.

• Forms include proportional representation in government, regional autonomy, and federalism.

• The Dayton Agreement (1995) ended the Bosnian War by creating a complex power-sharing structure
that divided governance between Bosniak, Croat, and Serb entities.

• The logic is straightforward: if every group has a stake in the political system, the incentives for
violence decrease.

Limitations are significant, though. Power-sharing can entrench ethnic divisions by making ethnicity the
permanent basis of political organization. It can also produce decision-making deadlock and may fail to
address the deeper grievances that caused the conflict.

Consociationalism
Consociationalism is a specific model of power-sharing developed by political scientist Arend Lijphart. It
relies on cooperation among political elites from different ethnic groups to manage conflict through
negotiation and compromise.

The model rests on four pillars:

1. Grand coalition governments that include representatives from all major groups

2. Proportionality in political representation and resource allocation

3. Minority veto rights on issues vital to a group's interests
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4. Segmental autonomy allowing each group to govern its own affairs in areas like education and
culture

Lebanon's confessional system, which allocates political offices by religious sect, is a classic example. The
president must be a Maronite Christian, the prime minister a Sunni Muslim, and the speaker of parliament
a Shia Muslim.

Critics argue that consociationalism reinforces the very ethnic divisions it aims to manage, limits
democratic accountability by empowering elites over ordinary citizens, and often fails to address grassroots
concerns.

Conflict Mediation
Mediation brings in neutral third parties, such as international organizations, states, or NGOs, to facilitate
dialogue and negotiation between conflicting groups.

• Mediators create a structured space for communication, help build trust, and explore solutions
acceptable to all sides.

• The Oslo Accords (1993) between Israel and the PLO are a prominent example of mediated
negotiation, though they also illustrate the limits of mediation when implementation stalls.

Three conditions tend to determine whether mediation succeeds:

1. The mediator must be perceived as neutral and legitimate by all parties

2. The conflicting parties must be genuinely willing to engage

3. The process must address underlying causes, not just surface-level symptoms

Mediation can be undermined by lack of political will, interference from external actors with competing
interests, or the difficulty of translating agreements into reality on the ground.

Reconciliation
Reconciliation is the long-term process of rebuilding relationships, trust, and social cohesion after violent
conflict. Unlike the other strategies, reconciliation focuses less on political structures and more on healing
the social fabric.

• South Africa's Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC), established in 1996, is the most widely
cited model. It offered amnesty to perpetrators who fully disclosed their actions during apartheid, while
giving victims a public platform to share their experiences.

• Reconciliation can involve truth-telling, formal apologies, reparations, memorialization, and
educational programs designed to promote mutual understanding.

This process is inherently slow and difficult. It requires commitment from all levels of society: political
leaders, civil society organizations, and ordinary communities. Without genuine engagement from each of
these, reconciliation efforts risk becoming symbolic gestures that leave underlying resentments intact.
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6.3 Secessionist Movements and Self-Determination Conflicts

Secessionist Movements
Secessionist movements challenge state borders, driven by groups seeking self-determination. These
conflicts often stem from ethnic, religious, or cultural differences, and they force a difficult question: does a
group's right to govern itself outweigh the existing state's right to keep its territory intact? That tension
between territorial integrity and self-determination sits at the heart of nearly every case you'll study in this
unit.

Resolving these conflicts involves approaches ranging from referendums to power-sharing arrangements.
International recognition plays a crucial role in determining outcomes, while border disputes and irredentist
claims add further layers of complexity.

Self-Determination and Autonomy
Self-determination is the principle that peoples have the right to freely choose their own sovereignty and
political status without external coercion. It covers political, economic, cultural, and social dimensions of
how a group governs itself.

Self-determination doesn't always mean full independence. Often it leads to demands for autonomy, where
a group governs its own affairs within a larger state. Autonomy can look different depending on the context:

• Self-government within an existing state (Catalonia within Spain)

• Devolution of powers from a central government to a regional one (Scotland within the UK)

• Federalism, where regional governments hold constitutionally guaranteed powers

When autonomy arrangements fail to satisfy a group's demands, or when the central government resists
granting them, movements can escalate toward full secession. South Sudan's independence from Sudan
in 2011 and East Timor's separation from Indonesia in 2002 are two cases where self-determination
demands ultimately led to new sovereign states.

Referendums and Partition
Secessionist movements frequently push for referendums, direct popular votes on whether a region should
become independent. Referendums serve two purposes: they measure actual public support for
independence, and they give the movement democratic legitimacy in the eyes of the international
community.

• Quebec held two independence referendums (1980 and 1995), both of which narrowly failed. The
1995 vote lost by less than 1%.

• Scotland's 2014 referendum resulted in 55% voting to remain in the UK.

If secession succeeds, it typically leads to partition, the division of a state into two or more separate
political units. Partitions often follow ethnic, religious, or linguistic lines.

The critical thing to understand is that partitions range widely in how they unfold:

• Relatively negotiated: Czechoslovakia's 1993 "Velvet Divorce" into the Czech Republic and Slovakia
was largely peaceful.

• Violent and contested: The 1947 partition of British India into India and Pakistan triggered massive
population transfers and communal violence that killed an estimated 1-2 million people.
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• Unresolved: Cyprus has been divided since 1974, with the Turkish-controlled north recognized only by
Turkey.

Partition rarely produces clean outcomes. Even "successful" partitions tend to leave behind unresolved
territorial disputes, displaced populations, and lingering tensions.

Territorial Conflicts

Irredentism and Territorial Integrity
Irredentism is a political movement in which a state or group seeks to reclaim territory it considers "lost" or
"unredeemed," usually based on historical claims or the presence of ethnic kin in a neighboring state. The
term comes from the Italian irredenta ("unredeemed"), originally referring to Italian-speaking territories
under Austrian control in the 19th century.

Key modern examples:

• Russia's 2014 annexation of Crimea, justified partly by the region's ethnic Russian majority

• Serbia's refusal to recognize Kosovo's independence, viewing it as historically Serbian territory

Irredentism directly clashes with territorial integrity, the principle that a state's borders are inviolable and
that other states should not interfere in its internal affairs. Territorial integrity is enshrined in the UN Charter
and is considered foundational to international order. The logic is straightforward: if any group can redraw
borders by force or claim, the entire state system becomes unstable.

The tension between these two principles is one of the hardest problems in international politics. Territorial
integrity says borders should stay where they are. Self-determination says peoples should choose their
own political fate. There's no universal rule for which principle wins, and that ambiguity is exactly why these
conflicts are so difficult to resolve.

International Recognition and Border Disputes
For a secessionist entity, international recognition is the difference between being a functioning state and
being a political limbo. Recognition provides access to international organizations, treaties, trade
agreements, and diplomatic protections.

But recognition is deeply political. States that face their own secessionist pressures tend to withhold
recognition from breakaway regions elsewhere, fearing it sets a precedent. This explains why:

• Kosovo declared independence in 2008 and is recognized by over 100 UN members, but not by
Serbia, Russia, or China.

• Taiwan functions as an independent state but is recognized by fewer than 15 countries, largely due to
pressure from China.

• Northern Cyprus has been recognized only by Turkey since 1983.

Secession and irredentism also generate border disputes, disagreements over where boundaries between
political entities should be drawn. These disputes can stem from historical claims, ethnic distributions,
economic resources, or strategic considerations. Some examples of how long they can persist:

• India and Pakistan have disputed the Kashmir region since 1947.

• The Korean Peninsula has remained divided along the 38th parallel since 1953.

• Western Sahara's status has been contested since Spain withdrew in 1975.
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Resolution typically requires international mediation, arbitration, or adjudication through bodies like the
International Court of Justice. But many disputes remain unresolved for decades because the political
costs of compromise are too high for the parties involved.

Political Structures

Federalism and Decentralization
One way states try to manage secessionist pressures is through federalism, a system where power is
constitutionally divided between a central government and regional governments, each with defined areas
of jurisdiction. The idea is that groups with distinct identities can exercise meaningful self-rule without
breaking away entirely.

• Canada uses federalism to accommodate Quebec's French-speaking population alongside
English-speaking provinces.

• Belgium divides power between Flemish, Walloon, and Brussels regions to manage deep linguistic
divisions.

• Nigeria uses a federal structure with 36 states to balance its hundreds of ethnic groups.

Decentralization is a broader concept: the transfer of power and resources from central to regional or local
governments. It doesn't require a full federal constitution. Forms include:

• Devolution: The UK granted significant powers to Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland through
devolution, even though the UK isn't technically a federal state.

• Regionalism: Italy grants special autonomy to regions like South Tyrol and Sardinia.

These structures can reduce secessionist pressure by giving groups a genuine stake in governance. But
they carry risks too. Federal or decentralized systems can deepen regional identities, create economic
disparities between regions, or even provide institutional platforms that make secession easier to organize.
Yugoslavia's federal structure, for instance, ultimately provided the framework along which the country
fractured in the 1990s.

Power-Sharing and Minority Rights
Power-sharing arrangements ensure that major groups in a divided society all have representation in
political decision-making. Common mechanisms include:

• Proportional representation in legislatures, so smaller groups aren't shut out

• Reserved seats or guaranteed cabinet positions for specific communities

• Mutual veto rights, allowing groups to block policies that threaten their core interests

Real-world examples show how varied these arrangements can be. Lebanon's system allocates the
presidency, prime ministership, and speaker of parliament to specific religious communities. Bosnia's
post-war Dayton Agreement created a rotating presidency among Bosniak, Croat, and Serb
representatives. Northern Ireland's Good Friday Agreement (1998) requires cross-community consent for
major decisions.

Minority rights are legal protections that allow ethnic, religious, or linguistic minorities to maintain their
identities and participate in public life. These can include:

• Language rights (Belgium's official trilingualism)
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• Religious freedoms and protections

• Anti-discrimination laws

• Autonomy arrangements (the Basque Country in Spain, the Kurdistan Region in Iraq)

Protecting minority rights is widely seen as essential for preventing conflict and maintaining social
cohesion. But these protections can also generate backlash if majority populations perceive them as unfair
privileges, or if they're seen as undermining a shared national identity. Striking that balance is one of the
central challenges in managing diverse states.

6.4 International Dimensions of Intrastate Conflicts

Regional Instability and Humanitarian Crises
Intrastate conflicts rarely stay contained within a single country's borders. Violence, displacement, and
instability ripple outward, destabilizing entire regions and forcing the international community to decide how
(and whether) to respond. Understanding these international dimensions is critical because they explain
why civil wars are so hard to end and why distant powers often get drawn in.

Spillover Effects and Refugee Crises
Spillover effects occur when the consequences of an intrastate conflict spread across borders into
neighboring countries. These effects take several forms:

• Refugee flows are the most visible spillover. People fleeing violence and persecution cross into
neighboring states, sometimes in enormous numbers. The Syrian civil war, for example, displaced over
5.6 million refugees into Turkey, Lebanon, Jordan, and beyond.

• Arms trafficking moves weapons out of conflict zones and into neighboring countries, increasing the
risk of violence spreading.

• Extremist ideologies can cross borders alongside refugees and fighters. The Islamic State exploited
the Syrian and Iraqi civil wars to recruit across the region and beyond.

Large-scale refugee movements put serious strain on host countries. Lebanon, a country of roughly 5
million people, absorbed over 1 million Syrian refugees, stretching its infrastructure, economy, and social
cohesion. Refugees themselves often face lack of access to basic services, discrimination, and barriers to
employment and education.

The international community has consistently struggled to coordinate adequate responses to these crises,
with burden-sharing among states remaining deeply uneven.

Humanitarian Intervention and the Responsibility to Protect (R2P)
Humanitarian intervention is the use of military force by external actors to protect civilians from mass
human rights abuses. It's inherently controversial because it directly conflicts with the principle of state
sovereignty, a cornerstone of the international order.

The Responsibility to Protect (R2P), endorsed by the UN at the 2005 World Summit, tries to resolve this
tension. R2P rests on three pillars:

1. Each state has the primary responsibility to protect its own population from genocide, war crimes,
ethnic cleansing, and crimes against humanity.

2. The international community should assist states in fulfilling this responsibility.
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3. If a state manifestly fails to protect its population, the international community should be prepared to
take collective action, including military force as a last resort, through the UN Security Council.

In practice, R2P's application has been inconsistent. NATO's 2011 intervention in Libya was justified under
R2P, but critics argued the operation went beyond civilian protection and pursued regime change.
Meanwhile, the international community largely failed to act in Syria despite widespread atrocities. This
inconsistency fuels the criticism that R2P can serve as a pretext for interventions driven by strategic
interests rather than genuine humanitarian concern.

External Involvement in Intrastate Conflicts

Proxy Wars and Third-Party Interventions
External powers frequently intervene in civil wars not by sending their own troops, but by backing one side
through a proxy war. This allows them to advance strategic interests while avoiding the costs and political
risks of direct combat.

Third-party support can include:

• Financial aid and economic assistance to a favored faction

• Arms transfers and military equipment

• Training and advisory missions

• Intelligence sharing

During the Cold War, this pattern was pervasive. The U.S. and Soviet Union backed opposing sides in
Angola's civil war (1975–2002), turning a local conflict into a decades-long proxy struggle. More recently,
the Yemeni civil war has drawn in Saudi Arabia and Iran on opposing sides, each supporting different
factions.

The core problem with external involvement is that it tends to prolong and intensify conflicts. When outside
powers supply resources to warring parties, neither side faces the military exhaustion that might otherwise
push them toward negotiation. Proxy dynamics also internationalize what started as a domestic conflict,
pulling in regional and global powers and making peace agreements far harder to reach.

Peacekeeping Operations and Conflict Management
Peacekeeping operations deploy international military and civilian personnel to conflict zones to help
maintain stability. UN peacekeeping missions typically aim to:

1. Monitor ceasefires and peace agreements

2. Facilitate political processes and transitions

3. Protect civilians in immediate danger

4. Support the disarmament and reintegration of combatants

MONUSCO in the Democratic Republic of Congo is one of the largest and longest-running UN missions,
with over 12,000 personnel deployed to manage ongoing violence in the eastern provinces. Regional
organizations also conduct peacekeeping; the African Union, for instance, has led missions in Somalia
(AMISOM/ATMIS) and Darfur.

Peacekeeping faces persistent challenges. Missions are often under-resourced, given mandates that don't
match conditions on the ground, and forced to navigate between competing political factions. The results
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are mixed: some missions have helped stabilize post-conflict environments, while others have struggled to
prevent continued violence. The 1994 Rwandan genocide, where a small and restricted UN force stood by
during mass killing, remains one of the starkest examples of peacekeeping failure.

Economic and Criminal Dimensions

Conflict Resources and Transnational Criminal Networks
Many intrastate conflicts are sustained not just by ideology or grievance, but by money. Conflict resources
are natural resources whose exploitation and trade fuel armed conflict. Examples include diamonds in
Sierra Leone and Liberia during the 1990s (often called "blood diamonds"), coltan and other minerals in the
DRC, and oil in South Sudan.

The illegal trade in these resources gives armed groups a revenue stream independent of popular support
or external patrons, allowing them to buy weapons, pay fighters, and continue fighting long after a conflict
might otherwise have burned out.

Transnational criminal networks exploit the weak governance and instability of conflict zones to conduct
illicit activities:

• Arms trafficking supplies weapons to combatants and destabilizes neighboring regions

• Drug smuggling routes often run through conflict-affected areas where state control is minimal

• Human trafficking exploits displaced and vulnerable populations

• Money laundering channels illicit profits through weak financial systems

These criminal economies create a perverse incentive structure: some actors profit from continued
instability and actively resist peace. This makes conflict resolution far more complex because ending the
fighting also means dismantling profitable criminal enterprises.

International responses to these challenges include targeted sanctions against individuals and entities
profiting from conflict, the Kimberley Process (a certification scheme designed to prevent conflict diamonds
from entering legitimate markets), and transparency initiatives like the Extractive Industries Transparency
Initiative (EITI). These tools have had some success but remain limited by enforcement gaps and the
adaptability of criminal networks.



Fiveable archived study guides Page 68

Unit 7 – Non-State Actors in International
Conflict
7.1 Terrorist Organizations and Global Terrorism

Terrorist Organizations

Types and Characteristics
Terrorist organizations are non-state actors that use violence and fear to achieve political, ideological, or
religious goals. What separates them from other armed groups is their deliberate targeting of civilians and
non-combatants to create a psychological impact far beyond the immediate attack.

These groups can be classified in two ways:

• By motivation: political (e.g., far-left or far-right extremists), religious (e.g., jihadist groups),
ethno-nationalist (e.g., groups seeking separatist states), or single-issue (e.g., eco-terrorism)

• By organizational structure: hierarchical (top-down command), cell-based (small independent units),
or lone wolf (individuals acting alone)

Many modern terrorist organizations favor a decentralized, cell-based structure. Cells operate
independently from one another, so if one is compromised, the broader network survives. This makes them
harder for intelligence agencies to dismantle.

Terrorist groups also rely heavily on media and propaganda. They exploit news coverage of attacks to
amplify fear and use social media platforms to spread their ideology, recruit new members, and fundraise
across borders.

Notable Examples
Al-Qaeda is a global Islamist terrorist network founded by Osama bin Laden in the late 1980s. It carried out
the September 11, 2001 attacks on the United States, killing nearly 3,000 people. Al-Qaeda operates
through affiliated branches across multiple regions, including Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP)
and Al-Shabaab in East Africa.

ISIS/ISIL (Islamic State of Iraq and Syria/Levant) emerged from Al-Qaeda in Iraq but split from Al-Qaeda in
2014. At its peak (2014–2017), ISIS controlled territory roughly the size of the United Kingdom across Iraq
and Syria and declared a "caliphate." It was notable for its sophisticated use of social media to recruit
foreign fighters from dozens of countries.

State-sponsored terrorism occurs when governments provide funding, training, weapons, or safe havens to
terrorist groups to advance foreign policy goals without direct military involvement. A key example is Iran's
support for Hezbollah, a Lebanese militant group that operates both as a political party and an armed
organization.
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Terrorism Tactics and Types

Tactics and Methods
Terrorism is the use of violence, intimidation, or fear to coerce governments or societies in pursuit of
political, religious, or ideological goals. Global terrorism refers to terrorist activities that cross national
boundaries or have consequences reaching well beyond a single country.

Asymmetric warfare describes conflict between two parties with vastly different military capabilities. The
weaker side can't win a conventional fight, so it turns to unconventional tactics like bombings, ambushes,
hostage-taking, and guerrilla attacks to exploit the stronger side's vulnerabilities. Terrorism is one form of
asymmetric warfare.

Lone wolf attacks are carried out by individuals acting independently, without direct orders or logistical
support from an organization. The 2016 Nice truck attack, which killed 86 people, is one example. These
attacks are particularly difficult for security services to detect because there's often no communication with
a larger network to intercept.

Emerging Threats
Cyberterrorism involves using digital technologies to attack computer systems, networks, or critical
infrastructure (power grids, financial systems, transportation) to cause disruption, fear, or coercion. While
large-scale cyberterrorist attacks remain relatively rare compared to conventional attacks, the threat is
growing as societies become more digitally dependent.

Beyond cyberterrorism itself, terrorist groups increasingly use the internet for operational purposes:

• Propaganda and recruitment: Slickly produced videos and social media campaigns target vulnerable
individuals across the globe

• Fundraising: Cryptocurrency and online donation platforms allow groups to raise money while
obscuring the source

• Planning: The dark web provides encrypted, anonymous channels for communication, sharing
operational information, and even purchasing weapons or explosives

Counterterrorism and Radicalization

Counterterrorism Strategies
Counterterrorism encompasses the practices, tactics, and strategies governments and security forces use
to prevent and respond to terrorist activities. Effective counterterrorism typically combines multiple
approaches:

• Intelligence and surveillance: Monitoring communications, tracking financial flows, and infiltrating
networks to identify threats before attacks occur

• Law enforcement: Arresting suspects, disrupting plots, and prosecuting individuals under
anti-terrorism laws

• Military operations: Targeted strikes, special operations raids, and broader campaigns against
territorial strongholds (e.g., the coalition campaign against ISIS in Iraq and Syria)

• International cooperation: Sharing intelligence across borders, coordinating through organizations like
INTERPOL, and establishing joint task forces
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Soft power approaches focus on addressing root causes rather than just responding to attacks. These
include diplomacy, economic development in vulnerable regions, and counter-radicalization programs
designed to undercut the appeal of extremist narratives.

Radicalization and Prevention
Radicalization is the process by which individuals adopt extreme political, social, or religious ideologies
that justify the use of violence. It doesn't happen overnight. Researchers generally describe it as a gradual
progression influenced by multiple factors:

• Social isolation or marginalization from mainstream society

• Perceived injustice, whether personal, political, or directed at a group the individual identifies with

• Identity crises, particularly among young people searching for purpose or belonging

• Exposure to extremist ideologies, increasingly through online content and social media algorithms that
create echo chambers

Counter-radicalization efforts aim to prevent individuals from being drawn into extremism in the first place.
These programs work through community engagement, education initiatives, and providing alternative
narratives that challenge extremist propaganda. They often involve local community leaders, teachers, and
social workers who can identify at-risk individuals early.

Deradicalization programs go a step further, targeting individuals who have already been involved in
terrorist activities. The goal is rehabilitation and reintegration into society. Countries like Saudi Arabia and
Denmark have developed structured deradicalization programs, though their long-term effectiveness
remains debated among researchers.

The distinction matters: counter-radicalization is prevention (stopping people from becoming extremists),
while deradicalization is intervention (helping people leave extremism behind).

7.2 Rebel Groups and Insurgencies in International Conflicts

Types of Rebel Groups and Insurgencies

Insurgency and Rebel Groups
Insurgency refers to an organized, armed political struggle aimed at overthrowing a government or gaining
control over territory through subversion and armed conflict. Rebel groups are the armed opposition
organizations that carry out this violence to achieve political goals like regime change, policy change, or
territorial control.

These groups tend to emerge where governments are weakest. In states that lack legitimacy or the
capacity to control their own territory, rebel groups find space to organize, recruit, and operate. Afghanistan
and Somalia are classic examples of this pattern.

• Motivations vary widely: ideology (Maoists in Nepal), religion (Islamists in Mali), ethnicity, or
socio-economic grievances

• What unites them is the use of organized violence against the state to pursue political objectives
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Guerrilla Warfare Tactics
Guerrilla warfare is a form of asymmetric warfare where small, mobile groups use ambushes, sabotage,
raids, and hit-and-run attacks against a larger conventional military. Because insurgents can't match the
state's firepower head-on, they avoid pitched battles and instead try to wear the government down over
time.

• Guerrilla fighters blend into the civilian population for concealment and depend on local support for
supplies and intelligence (the Viet Cong in the Vietnam War relied heavily on this approach)

• The strategy is to protract the conflict, gradually build popular support, and force the state to
overextend its resources trying to maintain control across wide territory

• FARC in Colombia sustained a decades-long insurgency using exactly these tactics, controlling rural
areas while the government focused on urban centers

Separatist and Secessionist Movements
Separatist movements seek greater autonomy or independence for a particular ethnic, religious, or
regional group within an existing state. Secessionist insurgencies go further: they fight to fully break away
and form a new independent state, redraw borders, or join a neighboring state. The Kurds in Iraq and the
Tamils in Sri Lanka are well-known examples.

• These conflicts tend to be long-running and deeply intractable, rooted in historical grievances and
narratives of oppression

• Governments almost universally reject separatist demands as threats to sovereignty and territorial
integrity, which makes negotiated settlements extremely difficult

• Chechnya in Russia and Kashmir in India illustrate how governments treat these movements as
existential threats to the state itself

Causes and Contexts of Insurgencies

Civil Wars and State Weakness
Civil wars arise when states fragment along ethnic, religious, or ideological lines, creating openings for
rebel groups to challenge government authority. Insurgencies are far more likely to take root in weak or
failed states that can't provide basic services, security, or rule of law across their territory. Libya after the
fall of Gaddafi is a clear example.

• When state institutions collapse, power vacuums emerge that insurgent groups exploit to seize
territory and position themselves as alternative providers of governance and order (the Taliban did
exactly this in Afghanistan)

• Grievances against exclusionary, repressive, or incompetent governments fuel popular support for
rebel movements that present themselves as agents of social change (the Syrian uprising against
Assad began with widespread frustration over state repression)

Ethnic and Religious Conflicts
Ethnic conflicts emerge when groups perceive themselves as oppressed, marginalized, or threatened by
state policies or rival groups. This perceived threat drives insurgencies aimed at defending group identity
and rights.
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• Religious extremism can also breed insurgency when fundamentalist groups seek to impose their
beliefs on society and resist secular authority. Al-Shabaab in Somalia and Boko Haram in Nigeria both
fit this pattern.

• Ethnic and religious insurgencies are fueled by deep-seated fears and animosities, which tends to
make them less amenable to compromise than purely ideological conflicts

• Ethnic insurgencies often exploit transnational kinship ties for funding, safe havens, and recruitment,
complicating regional security. The Kurdish population spans Turkey, Syria, Iraq, and Iran, meaning
Kurdish insurgency in one country can easily spill across borders.

Warlordism and Criminality
Warlords are military strongmen who control territory through a combination of force and patronage,
operating outside state authority. Warlordism thrives in areas of weak governance where these figures can
monopolize the use of force and exploit local resources. Afghanistan after the Soviet withdrawal saw the
country carved up among competing warlords.

• Warlord militias often lack a clear political agenda beyond preserving their local power and resisting
any state encroachment on their territory

• Criminal insurgencies are primarily motivated by profit through illegal activities like drug trafficking,
exploiting the absence of rule of law. Mexico's drug cartels and FARC in Colombia (which funded
operations through the cocaine trade) blur the line between political rebellion and organized crime.

External Involvement in Insurgencies

Counterinsurgency Strategies
Counterinsurgency (COIN) refers to comprehensive political-military efforts by governments to defeat
insurgent forces while simultaneously addressing the root causes that drive popular support for the
insurgency. It's not just about military operations.

• COIN doctrine emphasizes protecting the civilian population, strengthening legitimate governance,
and winning "hearts and minds" through social and economic development. The US Surge in Iraq in
2007 is a frequently cited application of this approach.

• Effective COIN requires careful calibration between military force, political reforms, and social policies.
Too much military force alienates the population; too little allows insurgents to operate freely.

• External powers often provide COIN assistance to threatened governments through military aid,
training, advisors, and development assistance. US support for Colombia against FARC over multiple
decades is a prominent example.

Proxy Warfare and Internationalized Insurgencies
Proxy wars occur when external powers wage conflict indirectly by supporting insurgent forces or
governments as surrogates, rather than fighting each other directly. This allows major powers to pursue
strategic interests while avoiding the costs and risks of direct confrontation.

• External support for rebel proxies can include funding, weapons, training, sanctuary, and diplomatic
backing. US support for the Mujahideen against the Soviet Union in Afghanistan during the 1980s is
one of the most significant Cold War examples.
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• Internationalized civil wars are insurgencies deeply enmeshed with regional and global rivalries, with
multiple external powers backing different sides. The Syrian Civil War involved Russia and Iran
supporting Assad while various Gulf states, Turkey, and Western nations backed different opposition
factions.

• Proxy warfare exacerbates and prolongs local conflicts by enabling rebels to fight beyond their own
means and making conflicts harder to resolve through domestic bargaining alone. North Vietnam's
ability to sustain its war effort depended heavily on Soviet and Chinese backing.

7.3 NGOs and Civil Society in Conflict Prevention and Resolution

Role of NGOs in Conflict Prevention and Resolution

NGOs as Mediators and Facilitators
Non-governmental organizations often step into conflicts as neutral third parties, which gives them
credibility that state actors sometimes lack. Because NGOs aren't tied to any government's agenda,
conflicting parties may trust them more readily as honest brokers.

Their mediation work typically involves:

• Facilitating dialogue and negotiations between conflicting parties to reach peaceful resolutions

• Providing safe spaces (peace talks, roundtable discussions) where parties can communicate
grievances and explore solutions without the pressure of formal diplomatic settings

• Offering conflict resolution training and workshops that build local capacity for peaceful
problem-solving

The Carter Center is a well-known example. It has mediated conflicts in countries like Sudan and Haiti,
often stepping in where official diplomatic channels have stalled or broken down entirely.

Addressing Root Causes and Early Warning Systems
Conflict prevention isn't just about stopping violence once it starts. NGOs also work upstream by tackling
the structural conditions that make conflict likely in the first place: poverty, inequality, political exclusion,
and human rights abuses.

This takes two main forms:

• Development initiatives that promote social and economic justice, such as education programs and
economic empowerment projects, which reduce grievances that fuel conflict

• Early warning systems that monitor indicators of rising tensions (hate speech, discrimination, violence
against marginalized groups) and flag them before they escalate

International Alert, for instance, operates in over 25 countries specifically to address root causes of conflict
and promote sustainable peace. Their approach illustrates a broader trend: NGOs shifting from reactive
crisis response toward proactive prevention.

Capacity Building and Empowerment
A core part of NGO strategy is making themselves less necessary over time. Capacity building means
strengthening local communities so they can prevent and resolve conflicts on their own.
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• NGOs train local peacebuilders, civil society organizations, and community leaders in conflict
resolution skills

• They support inclusive, participatory decision-making processes so all stakeholders have a voice

• They focus especially on empowering marginalized groups like women and youth through leadership
training and advocacy skills development

Women for Women International exemplifies this approach. It works in conflict-affected areas to empower
women through education, vocational training, and economic opportunities, recognizing that women's
participation is closely linked to more durable peace outcomes.

Civil Society's Contribution to Peacebuilding

Grassroots Movements and Community-Based Initiatives
Civil society differs from formal NGOs in that it encompasses the broader fabric of community
organizations, religious groups, local associations, and informal networks. These actors are often closest
to the people most affected by conflict.

Grassroots peacebuilding looks like:

• Mobilizing local communities around peace, reconciliation, and social cohesion through peace
marches, interfaith dialogues, and public campaigns

• Implementing community-driven projects that promote cooperation and trust-building among diverse
groups

• Fostering a culture of peace through education, cultural exchanges, and joint activities that break
down barriers and stereotypes

The Interreligious Council of Bosnia and Herzegovina is a strong example. It brings together religious
leaders from communities that were violently divided during the 1990s war, using interfaith dialogue to
rebuild relationships across ethnic and religious lines.

Human Rights Advocacy and Transitional Justice
After a conflict ends, societies face the difficult question of how to deal with past atrocities. Civil society
organizations play a critical role here by pushing for accountability and helping communities process what
happened.

Their contributions include:

• Documenting and reporting human rights abuses, which raises awareness and pressures authorities
to act

• Providing legal assistance to victims of violations, ensuring access to justice and redress

• Engaging in truth-telling and reconciliation processes such as truth commissions and memorialization
efforts

Transitional justice refers to the set of measures societies use to address legacies of large-scale human
rights abuses. The South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission is the most widely cited case. Civil
society organizations were instrumental in pushing for its creation and supporting its work during South
Africa's transition from apartheid. The Commission allowed victims to share testimony and offered amnesty
to perpetrators who fully disclosed politically motivated crimes, prioritizing national healing alongside
accountability.
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Monitoring and Accountability
Peace agreements are only as good as their implementation. Civil society organizations serve as
watchdogs, tracking whether parties follow through on their commitments.

• They observe and report on the progress of peacebuilding efforts, identifying challenges and gaps

• They engage in policy advocacy to keep peacebuilding on the political agenda even after international
attention fades

• They provide independent assessments and recommendations to improve the effectiveness of
interventions

The Civil Society Platform for Peacebuilding and Statebuilding (CSPPS) monitors implementation of the
New Deal for Engagement in Fragile States, a framework that guides how international actors support
countries emerging from conflict.

Humanitarian Aid in Conflict Situations

Providing Essential Services and Relief
Humanitarian aid organizations address the most immediate consequences of conflict: displacement,
hunger, injury, and trauma. Their work focuses on keeping people alive and safe while longer-term
solutions develop.

• Delivering food, water, shelter, and medical care to conflict-affected communities

• Establishing safe spaces for vulnerable groups, particularly women and children, including refugee
camps and child-friendly spaces

• Providing psychosocial support and trauma counseling to help individuals cope with the effects of
violence

The International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) is the most prominent organization in this space. It
delivers humanitarian assistance to people affected by armed conflicts worldwide and has a unique
mandate under the Geneva Conventions to visit prisoners of war and monitor treatment of detainees.

Facilitating Access and Negotiations
Delivering aid in active conflict zones requires navigating between armed groups, and humanitarian
organizations often become de facto negotiators in the process.

• They engage in dialogue with armed groups and government authorities to secure safe passage for
aid delivery and protect humanitarian workers

• They negotiate ceasefires and humanitarian corridors, which are designated routes or zones where
fighting pauses to allow aid through

• They advocate for respect of international humanitarian law (IHL), the body of rules that protects
civilians and limits the means of warfare

Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF) regularly negotiates with multiple parties in conflicts to maintain access
to populations needing healthcare. This work is dangerous: humanitarian workers face increasing attacks
in modern conflicts, which makes these negotiations both more difficult and more essential.
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Linking Relief to Development and Peacebuilding
A growing recognition in the humanitarian field is that emergency relief alone isn't enough. If aid
organizations leave once the immediate crisis passes without addressing deeper problems, the same
conditions that caused the conflict often reassert themselves.

This has led to approaches that connect short-term relief with long-term goals:

• Implementing programs that address underlying causes of conflict like poverty, inequality, and lack of
basic services

• Supporting livelihood restoration and infrastructure rebuilding to promote sustainable recovery

• Practicing conflict-sensitive programming, which means designing aid delivery so it doesn't
accidentally worsen tensions (for example, ensuring aid distribution doesn't favor one ethnic group over
another)

The United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) integrates conflict prevention and peacebuilding into
its humanitarian and development work in conflict-affected countries, reflecting this "relief-to-development"
approach. The challenge is significant: organizations must balance urgent needs against long-term
strategy, often with limited funding and shifting donor priorities.

7.4 Impact of Transnational Criminal Networks on Conflicts
Transnational criminal networks operate across borders, trafficking in drugs, people, and weapons while
generating massive illicit profits. Their activities don't just represent a law enforcement problem; they
actively fuel and prolong armed conflicts, destabilize governments, and undermine peace efforts
worldwide.

Transnational Organized Crime

Criminal Networks and Illicit Economies
Transnational criminal networks are organized crime groups that operate across international borders,
exploiting globalization to expand their reach. Mexican drug cartels like the Sinaloa Cartel and Italy's
'Ndrangheta are prominent examples, but these networks exist on every continent.

These groups are typically hierarchical and structured, with the primary goal of generating profits through
illegal means. What makes them relevant to conflict studies is the illicit economies they create. When
criminal networks control the production, distribution, and sale of illegal goods, they build parallel economic
systems that operate entirely outside legitimate institutions.

These illicit economies destabilize societies in several ways:

• They undermine the rule of law by making crime more profitable than legal work

• They corrupt government institutions through bribery and coercion

• They fuel violence as groups compete for territory and market share

• They weaken state authority, especially in regions where governance is already fragile

Narco-Terrorism and Its Impact
Narco-terrorism describes the overlap between drug trafficking and terrorist activities, where armed groups
use the drug trade to fund their operations. Two well-known cases illustrate this:
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• FARC in Colombia financed its decades-long insurgency partly through cocaine production and
trafficking, generating hundreds of millions of dollars annually at its peak.

• The Taliban in Afghanistan taxed and facilitated opium production, which at times accounted for a
significant share of the country's agricultural economy.

Criminal networks and terrorist groups sometimes form alliances of convenience. Drug traffickers gain
protection and territorial control; armed groups gain financial resources, logistical support, and access to
smuggling routes.

This convergence poses a serious challenge to international security because it enables armed groups to
sustain themselves independently of popular support or state sponsorship. The influx of drug money also
corrodes governance from within, as officials accept bribes, institutions weaken, and public trust erodes.

Trafficking Activities

Drug, Human, and Arms Trafficking
These three forms of trafficking are distinct but often interconnected, with criminal networks diversifying
across them to maximize profits and spread risk.

Drug trafficking involves the illegal production, transport, and distribution of controlled substances across
borders. Major production zones include the Golden Triangle (Myanmar, Laos, Thailand) for heroin and
methamphetamine, and the Andean region (Colombia, Peru, Bolivia) for cocaine. Drug routes often pass
through weak or conflict-affected states, deepening instability along the way.

Human trafficking is the recruitment, transport, and exploitation of people for forced labor, sexual
exploitation, or other forms of servitude. It targets vulnerable populations in particular. Eastern European
women have been trafficked into Western Europe for sexual exploitation, and Rohingya refugees fleeing
Myanmar have been trafficked in Southeast Asia for forced labor. Conflict zones create large displaced
populations, which traffickers exploit.

Arms trafficking is the illegal trade in weapons, especially small arms and light weapons. These are the
weapons that actually kill the most people in modern conflicts. The Sahel region of Africa and the post-war
Balkans have both been major hubs for illicit arms flows. Trafficked weapons empower criminal groups,
fuel ongoing conflicts, and contribute to regional instability long after formal wars end.

Conflict Diamonds and Resource Exploitation
Conflict diamonds (also called blood diamonds) are diamonds mined in war zones and sold to finance
armed conflict. The civil wars in Sierra Leone, Angola, and the Democratic Republic of Congo were all
partly sustained by diamond revenues, with rebel groups using the profits to buy weapons and pay fighters.

More broadly, transnational criminal networks and rebel groups exploit natural resources like diamonds,
gold, coltan, and timber to fund their operations. This resource exploitation prolongs conflicts by giving
armed groups a revenue stream independent of outside support.

The international community responded with initiatives like the Kimberley Process Certification Scheme,
which requires participating countries to certify that diamond exports are conflict-free. While the Kimberley
Process has reduced the flow of conflict diamonds, critics argue it has significant enforcement gaps and a
narrow definition of "conflict diamond" that excludes diamonds linked to state violence.

Resource exploitation by criminal networks also contributes to human rights abuses, environmental
degradation, and the undermining of peace agreements.
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Financial Crimes

Money Laundering and Corruption
Money laundering is the process of disguising the origins of illegally obtained money so it appears
legitimate. Criminal networks typically move money through a series of steps:

1. Placement — Introducing illicit cash into the financial system (e.g., through cash-intensive
businesses)

2. Layering — Moving the money through complex transactions to obscure its source (e.g., transfers
between shell companies, offshore accounts, or real estate purchases)

3. Integration — Reinvesting the now "clean" money into the legitimate economy

Corruption is the abuse of entrusted power for private gain. In the context of transnational crime, this often
means bribing customs officials to look the other way, paying politicians for protection, or infiltrating
legitimate businesses.

Together, money laundering and corruption are what allow transnational criminal networks to function at
scale. Without the ability to move and legitimize their profits, these organizations couldn't sustain
themselves. The consequences extend well beyond crime:

• Economic development gets distorted as illicit money flows into certain sectors

• Public trust in institutions erodes when officials are visibly corrupt

• Law enforcement efforts are undermined when criminals can buy protection

• Financial systems lose integrity, making it harder for legitimate businesses to operate

These financial crimes are not side effects of transnational organized crime. They are the infrastructure
that makes it possible.
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Unit 8 – Nuclear Deterrence: Theories and
Challenges
8.1 Nuclear Deterrence Theory and Practice

Deterrence Strategies
Nuclear deterrence theory addresses a central question in international security: how do states prevent
nuclear attack without actually fighting? The core logic is straightforward. If an adversary believes that
launching a nuclear strike will guarantee its own destruction, it won't launch one. The challenge lies in
making that belief credible and stable across different scenarios.

Mutually Assured Destruction and Massive Retaliation
Mutually Assured Destruction (MAD) is the condition in which both sides possess enough survivable
nuclear weapons to destroy each other completely, even after absorbing a first strike. Under MAD,
launching a nuclear attack is irrational because the attacker faces certain, devastating retaliation. Neither
side can "win" a nuclear exchange, so neither side initiates one.

MAD depends on a few key conditions:

• Both sides must have large, survivable arsenals (meaning weapons that can't all be wiped out in a
single strike)

• Both sides must believe the other is willing to retaliate

• Neither side can develop a reliable defense against incoming missiles

Massive Retaliation was the specific U.S. policy of the 1950s, under the Eisenhower administration, that
operationalized this logic in its most extreme form. The U.S. threatened a full-scale nuclear response to
any Soviet aggression, even a conventional military attack. The idea was to make the costs of aggression
so catastrophic that the Soviets would be deterred from any hostile action, not just nuclear strikes. This
policy shaped early Cold War dynamics, including U.S. posture during the Korean War era.

The problem with Massive Retaliation was its inflexibility. If the Soviets made a small, limited move, would
the U.S. really destroy Moscow over it? That credibility gap led to a shift in strategy.

Flexible Response and Brinkmanship
Flexible Response replaced Massive Retaliation as official U.S. strategy in the early 1960s under the
Kennedy administration. Rather than threatening all-out nuclear war in every scenario, Flexible Response
called for a range of military options, from conventional forces to tactical nuclear weapons to strategic
nuclear strikes, matched proportionally to the level of aggression.

This approach had two advantages:

• It made deterrence more credible, because the threatened response was proportional and therefore
more believable

• It gave decision-makers room to manage crises without immediately facing a choice between doing
nothing and launching a full nuclear exchange
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Brinkmanship is a related but distinct concept. It describes the deliberate strategy of pushing a crisis to the
edge of open conflict, gambling that the adversary will back down rather than risk catastrophic escalation.
Brinkmanship doesn't require actually wanting war; it requires convincing the other side that you're willing
to accept the risk of war.

The Cuban Missile Crisis (1962) is the classic example. The U.S. imposed a naval blockade on Cuba and
demanded the removal of Soviet missiles, pushing the confrontation to the brink. Both sides ultimately
made concessions, but the crisis demonstrated both the power and the danger of brinkmanship: it worked,
but it came terrifyingly close to failing.

Nuclear Capabilities

First and Second Strike Capabilities
The distinction between first and second strike capabilities is fundamental to how deterrence works in
practice.

First Strike Capability is the ability to launch a nuclear attack that destroys enough of the enemy's nuclear
forces to prevent effective retaliation. A true first strike capability would theoretically allow a country to "win"
a nuclear war by disarming its opponent before they can respond. Achieving this requires:

• A large, accurate arsenal capable of hitting hardened targets (like missile silos)

• Advanced intelligence to locate mobile launchers and submarines

• Reliable early warning systems to time the strike

In practice, no country achieved a reliable first strike capability during the Cold War, largely because of the
other side of this equation.

Second Strike Capability is the ability to absorb a nuclear first strike and still deliver a devastating
counterattack. This is what makes MAD work. If a country can guarantee retaliation even after being hit
first, then a first strike becomes pointless. Both the U.S. and the Soviet Union invested heavily in second
strike survivability, particularly through submarine-based missiles that were nearly impossible to locate and
destroy simultaneously.

The key takeaway: first strike capability undermines deterrence stability (because it tempts a preemptive
attack), while second strike capability reinforces it (because it guarantees retaliation).

Nuclear Triad and Credible Threat
The Nuclear Triad refers to the three delivery systems for nuclear weapons:

• Land-based intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs) — fast, accurate, but fixed in known silo
locations, making them potentially vulnerable to a first strike

• Submarine-launched ballistic missiles (SLBMs) — harder to detect and destroy, providing the most
survivable leg of the triad and the backbone of second strike capability

• Strategic bombers — slower to deliver but recallable (unlike missiles), offering flexibility in a crisis

The triad's value is redundancy. An adversary would need to neutralize all three systems simultaneously to
prevent retaliation, which is practically impossible. This makes the overall arsenal far more survivable than
any single delivery system alone.

Having nuclear weapons isn't enough on its own, though. Deterrence also requires a credible threat,
meaning the adversary genuinely believes you would use nuclear weapons under certain conditions.
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Credibility depends on:

• Capability — possessing a functional, deliverable arsenal

• Will — demonstrating the political resolve to follow through

• Communication — signaling clearly (or sometimes strategically ambiguously) when nuclear use would
be triggered

The U.S. has historically maintained a policy of "calculated ambiguity," deliberately refusing to specify the
exact circumstances under which it would use nuclear weapons. The logic is that ambiguity forces
adversaries to assume the worst, broadening the deterrent effect.

Deterrence Scope

Extended Deterrence and the Escalation Ladder
Extended deterrence is a state's commitment to use its nuclear weapons to defend an ally, not just itself.
The U.S. provides the most prominent example, extending its "nuclear umbrella" over NATO allies, Japan,
and South Korea. If Russia were to attack a NATO member, the U.S. commitment to respond (potentially
with nuclear weapons) is meant to deter that attack in the first place.

Extended deterrence raises a difficult credibility problem: would the U.S. really risk nuclear war with Russia
to defend, say, Estonia? During the Cold War, French President de Gaulle famously questioned whether
the U.S. would "trade New York for Paris." This credibility challenge is why the U.S. stations troops and
tactical nuclear weapons in allied countries. Their physical presence signals commitment in a way that
verbal promises alone cannot.

The Escalation Ladder is a conceptual model, most associated with strategist Herman Kahn, that maps out
the stages of conflict from minor disputes to full-scale nuclear war. Each "rung" represents an increase in
the intensity and scope of hostilities:

1. Political disagreements and diplomatic tensions

2. Economic sanctions and limited military provocations

3. Conventional military conflict

4. Tactical (battlefield) nuclear weapon use

5. Strategic nuclear exchange targeting cities and infrastructure

The strategic goal is escalation control: keeping a conflict at the lowest possible rung while still achieving
your objectives. Flexible Response was designed with this ladder in mind, giving leaders options at each
level rather than forcing an immediate jump to the top. The danger, as Cold War crises repeatedly showed,
is that escalation can develop its own momentum, with each side responding to the other's moves in ways
that push the conflict higher than either intended.

8.2 Nuclear Proliferation: Causes, Consequences, and Control Efforts

Types of Nuclear Proliferation
Nuclear proliferation refers to the spread and development of nuclear weapons, and it takes several distinct
forms. Understanding these categories helps clarify why some countries pose greater proliferation risks
than others.
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Expansion of Nuclear Capabilities
Horizontal proliferation is the spread of nuclear weapons to countries that don't currently have them. Each
new nuclear-armed state increases the complexity of deterrence relationships and raises the risk of
nuclear use. North Korea's nuclear weapons program, which conducted its first test in 2006, is the most
prominent recent example. Iran's nuclear activities remain a major concern as well.

Vertical proliferation is the growth of nuclear stockpiles within countries that already possess them. This
means increasing the quantity, quality, or sophistication of existing arsenals. During the Cold War, the
United States and Soviet Union engaged in massive vertical proliferation, with combined arsenals peaking
at roughly 70,000 warheads in the mid-1980s. Modernization programs in Russia, China, and the U.S.
continue today.

Nuclear threshold states are countries with the technical capability to develop nuclear weapons relatively
quickly but that have chosen not to. Japan is the classic example: it has extensive civilian nuclear
infrastructure, stockpiles of plutonium, and the engineering expertise to build a weapon, yet it remains a
non-nuclear state under the U.S. security umbrella. South Korea falls into a similar category.

Nuclear latency describes a country's potential to develop nuclear weapons based on its technological and
industrial base. This is a broader concept than threshold status. It considers factors like nuclear
infrastructure, scientific expertise, and access to fissile materials. Brazil and Argentina both have
significant nuclear latency, though both have renounced weapons programs and placed their facilities
under mutual inspection agreements.

The distinction between threshold states and latent states matters for policy. Threshold states could "break
out" in months; latent states might need years. Both categories complicate nonproliferation efforts because
the same civilian technology that generates electricity can, in principle, be redirected toward weapons.

International Control Efforts
The international nonproliferation regime relies on a combination of treaties, monitoring organizations,
export controls, and sanctions. No single tool is sufficient on its own, so these mechanisms are designed to
reinforce each other.

Treaties and Agreements
The Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT), which entered into force in 1970, is the cornerstone of the
nonproliferation regime. It has 191 state parties, making it one of the most widely adhered-to arms control
agreements in history. The treaty rests on a basic bargain:

• Non-nuclear weapon states agree not to develop or acquire nuclear weapons.

• In exchange, they receive access to peaceful nuclear technology and a commitment from nuclear
weapon states to pursue disarmament.

• The five recognized nuclear weapon states (the U.S., Russia, the UK, France, and China) are
permitted to retain their arsenals but are obligated under Article VI to negotiate toward disarmament.

Three countries with nuclear weapons have never signed the NPT: India, Pakistan, and Israel. North Korea
signed but withdrew in 2003 before conducting its first nuclear test. This highlights a key weakness of the
treaty: it has no enforcement mechanism for withdrawal and cannot compel non-signatories to comply.

The International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) is the primary organization responsible for verifying NPT
compliance. It operates as an autonomous international body with several core functions:
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• Conducting inspections and monitoring of declared nuclear facilities to verify they aren't being diverted
to weapons use

• Implementing safeguards agreements with member states, which specify what the IAEA can inspect
and how

• Providing technical assistance for the safe, secure, and peaceful use of nuclear energy

The IAEA's effectiveness depends on the cooperation of the states it monitors. Its Additional Protocol,
adopted after the discovery of Iraq's secret weapons program in the early 1990s, grants inspectors broader
access, but states must voluntarily agree to it.

Multilateral Efforts and Sanctions
The Nuclear Suppliers Group (NSG) is a 48-member body that seeks to prevent proliferation by controlling
exports of nuclear-related materials, equipment, and technology. Members include major nuclear
technology suppliers like the United States, Russia, and China. The NSG establishes guidelines that
members are expected to follow when exporting items that could contribute to weapons development. It
operates by consensus, which means a single member can block decisions, as happened when China
resisted NSG restrictions on nuclear trade with Pakistan.

Sanctions are economic and diplomatic penalties imposed on countries or entities that engage in
proliferation activities. They can include:

• Trade restrictions on nuclear-related goods

• Financial penalties, such as freezing assets or cutting access to international banking

• Travel bans on individuals involved in weapons programs

Sanctions are designed to raise the cost of pursuing nuclear weapons. Their track record is mixed.
Sanctions on Iran contributed to the 2015 Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA), which temporarily
constrained Iran's enrichment activities. Sanctions on North Korea, by contrast, have not prevented its
continued weapons development, partly because of incomplete enforcement by neighboring states.

Key Technologies and Materials

Essential Components of Nuclear Proliferation
Dual-use technology refers to equipment, materials, and knowledge that serve both civilian and military
purposes. This is one of the hardest challenges in nonproliferation. A centrifuge that enriches uranium to
low levels (3–5%) produces fuel for nuclear power plants. The same centrifuge, run longer, can enrich
uranium to weapons-grade levels (90%+). Other dual-use items include heavy water reactors, certain types
of high-speed cameras, and specialized metals.

The dual-use problem means that a country can build much of the infrastructure for a weapons program
under the cover of a legitimate civilian energy program. Iran's enrichment facility at Natanz, for instance,
was presented as part of a peaceful energy program, but its capacity and configuration raised serious
proliferation concerns.

Fissile material is any substance capable of sustaining a nuclear chain reaction, and it's the essential
ingredient for a nuclear weapon. The two primary types are:

• Highly enriched uranium (HEU): Uranium enriched to 90% or more of the isotope . Natural
uranium contains only about 0.7% , so enrichment requires extensive infrastructure.
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• Plutonium ( ): Produced in nuclear reactors and separated through chemical reprocessing.
North Korea's Yongbyon nuclear complex has been used to produce plutonium for its weapons
program.

Controlling access to fissile material is widely considered the most effective chokepoint for preventing
proliferation. A country can design a weapon on paper, but without sufficient HEU or plutonium, it cannot
build one. This is why IAEA safeguards focus heavily on tracking fissile material, and why proposals like a
Fissile Material Cutoff Treaty (FMCT) aim to ban further production of these materials for weapons
purposes.

8.3 Case Studies of Nuclear Programs and Crises

Cold War Nuclear Crises
Nuclear crises have shaped global politics since 1945. From the Cuban Missile Crisis to North Korea's
ongoing weapons program, these events reveal the high stakes of nuclear proliferation and the limits of
deterrence theory in practice.

This section examines key case studies of nuclear programs and crises, exploring how countries have
pursued, used, or given up nuclear weapons, and the regional rivalries and emerging threats that continue
to define nuclear politics.

Cuban Missile Crisis
The October 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis is widely considered the closest the world has come to nuclear
war. It unfolded over 13 days and tested every assumption about deterrence, escalation, and crisis
communication.

• The Soviet Union secretly deployed medium-range nuclear missiles to Cuba, placing them just 90
miles from the U.S. mainland. These missiles could have struck Washington, D.C. within minutes of
launch.

• U.S. President Kennedy chose a naval quarantine (blockade) of Cuba rather than an airstrike or
invasion, buying time for diplomacy while signaling resolve.

• After tense back-channel negotiations, the Soviets agreed to withdraw the missiles. In return, the U.S.
publicly pledged not to invade Cuba and secretly agreed to remove its Jupiter missiles from Turkey.

The crisis had lasting consequences. It led directly to the installation of the Moscow-Washington hotline in
1963 and helped motivate the Partial Test Ban Treaty that same year. Both superpowers recognized that
brinkmanship without reliable communication channels was dangerously unstable.

South African Nuclear Disarmament
South Africa remains the only country to have independently developed nuclear weapons and then
completely dismantled its program.

• South Africa built a covert nuclear weapons program during the 1970s and 1980s, producing six
completed nuclear devices (and a seventh partially assembled).

• The program was driven by regional security concerns, particularly threats from Soviet-backed forces
in neighboring Angola and Mozambique during the Cold War.

• In 1989, President F.W. de Klerk ordered the program dismantled. The weapons were destroyed and
South Africa joined the Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) in 1991, allowing IAEA inspections.



Fiveable archived study guides Page 85

The motivations for disarmament were complex. The end of the Cold War reduced the external threat, and
South Africa's leaders wanted international legitimacy as they transitioned away from apartheid. Some
scholars also argue that the outgoing white-minority government did not want a Black-led government to
inherit nuclear weapons, though this remains debated.

Israeli Nuclear Ambiguity
Israel is widely believed to possess nuclear weapons but has never officially confirmed or denied their
existence. This deliberate strategy is known as nuclear opacity (or nuclear ambiguity).

• Israel's nuclear program dates to the late 1950s, centered at the Dimona reactor in the Negev desert.
France provided early technical assistance.

• Estimates suggest Israel has produced enough weapons-grade plutonium for 80 to 200 nuclear
warheads, making it a significant nuclear power.

• Israel has not signed the NPT and does not permit international inspections of its nuclear facilities.

The logic behind opacity is strategic: it allows Israel to deter regional adversaries (who must assume the
weapons exist) while avoiding the diplomatic fallout of open declaration, which would pressure allies like
the U.S. to respond and could trigger a regional arms race. This policy has held for decades, though it
creates tension with nonproliferation norms.

Regional Nuclear Rivalries

North Korean Nuclear Program
North Korea's nuclear program is one of the most pressing proliferation challenges today. The regime
views nuclear weapons as essential to its survival.

• North Korea began pursuing nuclear weapons in the 1980s, withdrew from the NPT in 2003, and
conducted its first nuclear test in 2006.

• It has since conducted six nuclear tests (most recently in 2017) and developed intercontinental
ballistic missiles (ICBMs) assessed as capable of reaching the U.S. mainland.

• The program is motivated by regime survival above all. North Korea's leadership sees nuclear
weapons as the ultimate guarantee against U.S.-led regime change, especially after observing what
happened to non-nuclear states like Libya and Iraq.

• North Korea remains in a technical state of war with South Korea (the 1950-53 Korean War ended
with an armistice, not a peace treaty) and has faced extensive international sanctions that have done
little to halt the program.

Diplomatic efforts, including the 1994 Agreed Framework and the Six-Party Talks (2003-2009), have
repeatedly failed to achieve denuclearization.

Iranian Nuclear Program
Iran's nuclear program has been a source of international tension for over two decades, centered on the
question of whether its civilian enrichment activities are a pathway to weapons capability.

• The program began in the 1950s with U.S. support under the Atoms for Peace initiative but expanded
significantly after the 1979 Islamic Revolution, when Iran lost access to Western technology and
pursued self-sufficiency.



Fiveable archived study guides Page 86

• Iran's uranium enrichment activities and secret facilities (revealed in 2002) raised serious concerns
that the program had a military dimension, though Iran has consistently claimed its program is purely
peaceful.

• In 2015, Iran and six world powers (the P5+1) reached the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action
(JCPOA), which placed strict limits on Iran's enrichment capacity and stockpiles in exchange for
sanctions relief. International inspectors verified Iran's compliance.

• The U.S. withdrew from the JCPOA in 2018 under President Trump and reimposed sanctions. Iran
responded by gradually exceeding the deal's enrichment limits, and by 2023 was enriching uranium to
60% purity, far beyond the 3.67% cap set by the agreement (weapons-grade is roughly 90%).

The JCPOA's collapse illustrates how fragile multilateral nonproliferation agreements can be when
domestic politics in any signatory state shift.

India-Pakistan Nuclear Rivalry
The India-Pakistan nuclear rivalry is often cited as the most dangerous nuclear standoff in the world today,
due to the combination of nuclear weapons, unresolved territorial disputes, and a history of direct military
conflict.

• Both countries conducted nuclear tests in May 1998: India tested first (Operation Shakti), and
Pakistan followed within weeks (Chagai-I), making South Asia an openly nuclearized region.

• The rivalry is rooted in the Kashmir dispute, which has driven four wars (1947, 1965, 1971, and the
1999 Kargil conflict) and numerous crises since both countries gained independence in 1947.

• Pakistan's nuclear program is often described as an equalizer against India's larger conventional
military. Pakistan has refused to adopt a no-first-use policy, keeping the option of nuclear use in
response to a conventional Indian attack.

• Both countries continue to expand their arsenals and develop new delivery systems, including tactical
(battlefield) nuclear weapons on Pakistan's side, which lowers the threshold for potential use.

The 1999 Kargil War is particularly significant: it was the first direct military conflict between two declared
nuclear-armed states. The crisis was contained, but it demonstrated that nuclear deterrence does not
necessarily prevent conventional conflict between nuclear powers.

Emerging Nuclear Threats

Nuclear Terrorism
Nuclear terrorism refers to the potential for non-state actors (terrorist groups) to acquire and use nuclear
weapons or radiological dispersal devices (commonly called "dirty bombs"). While no nuclear terrorist
attack has occurred, the threat shapes policy and security planning worldwide.

• The threat could take several forms: stealing a complete weapon, acquiring fissile material (highly
enriched uranium or plutonium) to build an improvised device, or using conventional explosives to
disperse radioactive material.

• A dirty bomb would not produce a nuclear explosion but could contaminate a large area, cause mass
panic, and require costly decontamination. An actual nuclear detonation by a terrorist group, while far
harder to achieve, would be catastrophic.

• Nuclear terrorism presents a fundamental challenge to deterrence theory. Traditional deterrence relies
on the threat of retaliation against a state with a known return address. Non-state actors may lack a
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fixed territory, may welcome martyrdom, or may be difficult to attribute an attack to.

• Reducing this risk depends on securing nuclear materials at their source, preventing smuggling
through detection and intelligence, and strengthening international cooperation. The Nuclear Security
Summits (2010-2016) were a major initiative focused on this goal, resulting in commitments to secure
or eliminate vulnerable stockpiles of weapons-usable material worldwide.

8.4 Future of Nuclear Weapons in International Security

Nuclear Arms Control and Disarmament
Nuclear weapons remain central to international security debates. Their future depends on the interplay
between arms control efforts, rapid technological change, and shifting strategic doctrines. Understanding
these dynamics is essential for evaluating whether deterrence can remain stable or whether new risks will
outpace existing safeguards.

Two emerging pressures stand out: technologies like hypersonic missiles and cyber capabilities are
complicating how deterrence works, while modernization programs and the growing role of tactical nuclear
weapons are straining the balance between maintaining deterrence and pursuing disarmament.

Bilateral and Multilateral Treaties
Arms control treaties are the primary tools states use to limit nuclear arsenals and reduce the risk of war.
The most significant recent agreement is the New START Treaty, signed in 2010 between the U.S. and
Russia.

New START imposes specific limits on each country:

• No more than 1,550 deployed strategic nuclear warheads

• No more than 700 deployed strategic delivery vehicles (ICBMs, SLBMs, and heavy bombers)

• Extensive verification measures, including on-site inspections and regular data exchanges, to ensure
compliance

The treaty was set to expire in 2026 unless extended by mutual agreement. Russia suspended its
participation in 2023, raising serious questions about the future of bilateral arms control between the
world's two largest nuclear powers.

Nuclear-Weapon-Free Zones take a different approach. These are regional treaties that prohibit the
development, acquisition, or deployment of nuclear weapons within a defined geographic area. Two key
examples:

• The Treaty of Tlatelolco (1967) covers Latin America and the Caribbean

• The Treaty of Pelindaba (1996) covers Africa

These zones serve as confidence-building measures and reinforce global non-proliferation norms by
removing entire regions from nuclear competition.

Civil Society Initiatives
Non-governmental actors also shape the nuclear landscape. The Global Zero Movement is an international
campaign calling for the complete elimination of nuclear weapons. It brings together political leaders,
military experts, and civil society activists who advocate a phased approach: start with bilateral
U.S.-Russia reductions, then expand to multilateral negotiations involving all nuclear-armed states.
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The Nuclear Security Summits, initiated by the U.S. in 2010, were a series of high-level meetings focused
on a different problem: preventing nuclear terrorism. These summits addressed the threat of non-state
actors acquiring nuclear materials. Participating countries made concrete commitments, such as
repatriating highly enriched uranium to secure facilities and ratifying international nuclear security treaties.
The summits helped strengthen cooperation, though the process ended after 2016 and no successor
forum has fully replaced it.

Emerging Nuclear Challenges

Technological Advancements
New technologies are creating problems that Cold War-era deterrence frameworks weren't designed to
handle.

Hypersonic weapons travel at speeds greater than Mach 5 (five times the speed of sound) and can
maneuver unpredictably during flight. This combination of speed and maneuverability makes them
extremely difficult for existing missile defense systems to intercept. The strategic concern is that
hypersonic weapons compress decision-making timelines: if a state detects an incoming hypersonic strike,
leaders may have only minutes to decide whether to retaliate. That pressure increases the risk of
miscalculation or inadvertent escalation. Russia, China, and the U.S. are all actively developing hypersonic
capabilities.

Artificial Intelligence (AI) is being explored for use in nuclear command, control, and communications
(NC3) systems. AI could improve early warning detection, support faster decision-making, and enhance
targeting accuracy. But there are real dangers here. AI systems can be opaque (it's hard to explain why
they reach a particular conclusion), they can be unreliable in novel situations, and they may introduce new
vulnerabilities. In a domain where a single error could trigger nuclear war, the stakes of AI malfunction are
extraordinarily high.

Cyber Vulnerabilities
Nuclear systems depend on digital infrastructure, and that creates openings for cyber attacks. Potential
targets include command and control networks, delivery platforms, and supporting critical infrastructure.

A successful cyber attack could:

• Disrupt communications between leaders and nuclear forces

• Compromise the integrity of launch or targeting systems

• Create false signals that mimic an incoming attack

To mitigate these risks, nuclear states rely on air-gapped systems (physically isolated from the internet),
redundant backup mechanisms, and dedicated cybersecurity protocols.

A deeper concern is cyber-nuclear entanglement, where cyber capabilities become intertwined with
nuclear forces and doctrines. If a state uses cyber tools to disable an adversary's conventional military
systems, the adversary might fear its nuclear systems are also compromised and escalate to nuclear use
preemptively. This blurring of conventional and nuclear domains could lower the threshold for nuclear
escalation. Managing this risk requires clear signaling between adversaries, reliable crisis communication
channels, and the development of international norms around cyber operations targeting nuclear
infrastructure.
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Nuclear Posture and Strategy

Force Modernization
Every major nuclear-armed state is currently modernizing its arsenal. These programs aim to replace aging
systems and develop new capabilities, but they also raise concerns about fueling arms races.

Key modernization efforts include:

• United States: Columbia-class ballistic missile submarines, B-21 Raider stealth bombers, and the
Sentinel ICBM (formerly called the Ground-Based Strategic Deterrent, or GBSD), which will replace the
aging Minuteman III

• Russia: Sarmat heavy ICBMs, Poseidon nuclear-powered underwater drones designed to deliver
nuclear payloads to coastal targets, and the Burevestnik nuclear-powered cruise missile

• China: A significant expansion of its nuclear triad, including DF-41 road-mobile ICBMs, JL-3
submarine-launched ballistic missiles, and the H-20 stealth bomber. U.S. intelligence estimates suggest
China could have over 1,000 warheads by 2030, a major departure from its historically small arsenal

These programs spark debate over whether modernization strengthens deterrence by ensuring arsenals
remain credible, or whether it undermines stability by triggering competitive buildups among rivals. The
cost is also significant: the U.S. modernization program alone is projected to exceed  trillion over 30
years.

Non-Strategic Nuclear Weapons
Tactical nuclear weapons (TNWs) are shorter-range, lower-yield weapons designed for use on or near the
battlefield, as opposed to strategic weapons aimed at an adversary's homeland. Because their destructive
power is more limited, TNWs are sometimes described as more "usable," and that's precisely what makes
them dangerous. Their existence blurs the line between conventional and nuclear conflict, potentially
lowering the threshold for nuclear use.

TNWs play a significant role in regional deterrence:

• The U.S. forward-deploys TNWs in Europe as part of NATO's nuclear sharing arrangements, where
allied aircraft are certified to deliver American nuclear gravity bombs (currently the B61)

• Russia maintains a large TNW arsenal, estimated at around 1,000-2,000 warheads, and its doctrine
has been interpreted as including an "escalate to de-escalate" strategy: the idea of using a limited
nuclear strike to force an adversary to back down in a conventional conflict

• TNW proliferation or use remains a concern in volatile regions like South Asia (where both India and
Pakistan possess tactical-range systems) and the Middle East

Unlike strategic weapons, TNWs are not covered by existing arms control treaties like New START,
making them one of the most significant gaps in the current arms control architecture.
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Unit 9 – Economic Warfare: Sanctions
and Trade Wars
9.1 Economic Sanctions as a Tool of Foreign Policy
Economic sanctions are penalties that countries or international organizations impose to pressure a target
into changing its behavior. They sit at the intersection of economics and diplomacy, giving states a
coercive tool that falls short of military force. Understanding how sanctions work, who they affect, and why
they so often fall short of their goals is central to analyzing modern economic warfare.

Types of Economic Sanctions

Targeted vs. Comprehensive Sanctions
The distinction between targeted and comprehensive sanctions is one of the most important in this unit,
because it shapes who actually bears the cost of the policy.

• Targeted (or "smart") sanctions zero in on specific individuals, organizations, or economic sectors.
The idea is to hit decision-makers directly while sparing the general population. Common forms include
asset freezes, travel bans, and arms embargoes. For example, the EU has imposed asset freezes on
individual Russian oligarchs connected to the Kremlin.

• Comprehensive sanctions restrict economic activity with an entire country. They can include broad
trade restrictions, financial sanctions, and investment prohibitions. The long-running U.S. sanctions
against Cuba and the pre-2015 sanctions regime against Iran are classic examples.

• Comprehensive sanctions tend to carry serious humanitarian consequences for civilian populations,
including shortages of food and medicine, rising poverty, and collapsing public services. This is a major
reason the international community shifted toward targeted sanctions starting in the late 1990s.

Unilateral vs. Multilateral Sanctions
• Unilateral sanctions are imposed by a single country acting alone. The U.S. frequently uses unilateral
sanctions, as with its long-standing restrictions on North Korea and Cuba.

• Multilateral sanctions involve coordinated action by multiple countries, which increases economic
pressure and lends greater international legitimacy. United Nations Security Council sanctions are the
most formal type: once the Security Council passes a sanctions resolution, all UN member states are
legally bound to enforce it. Examples include UN sanctions against Iraq (1990s), Libya, and North
Korea.

• Multilateral sanctions are generally considered more effective because the target state has fewer
alternative trading partners to turn to. Unilateral sanctions, by contrast, can be undermined when other
countries continue doing business with the target.

Actors in Economic Sanctions

Sender and Target States
Two key roles define any sanctions episode:
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• The sender state (or group of states) is the actor imposing the sanctions. Senders typically act in
response to perceived violations of international norms, such as human rights abuses, nuclear
proliferation, or acts of aggression.

• The target state is the country, entity, or individual on the receiving end. The sender's goal is to
impose enough economic pain that the target changes its behavior or policies.

Sender states craft their demands around specific objectives: ending a nuclear weapons program,
releasing political prisoners, withdrawing from occupied territory, and so on. The clearer and more
achievable the demand, the more likely sanctions are to succeed.

Target states, meanwhile, rarely accept sanctions passively. Common evasion strategies include
smuggling goods across borders, rerouting trade through third countries, developing domestic substitutes
for banned imports, and using cryptocurrency or informal financial networks to move money outside
sanctioned banking channels.

Impact and Consequences of Sanctions

Effectiveness and Humanitarian Concerns
Whether sanctions actually work is one of the most debated questions in international relations. Research
suggests sanctions achieve their stated goals in roughly one-quarter to one-third of cases, though
estimates vary depending on how "success" is defined.

Sanctions can accomplish several things short of full policy change:

• Signal disapproval and establish international norms

• Isolate the target state diplomatically

• Impose real economic costs that constrain the target's resources

But they frequently fail to produce the desired policy reversal, especially against authoritarian regimes that
can absorb economic pain and shift costs onto their own populations.

The humanitarian toll of comprehensive sanctions is well documented. During the 1990s sanctions on Iraq,
civilian mortality rose sharply due to shortages of food, clean water, and medicine. Critics consistently point
out that sanctions tend to hurt vulnerable populations (children, the elderly, the poor) while regime elites
find ways to maintain their standard of living.

Secondary Sanctions and Global Impact
Secondary sanctions add another layer of pressure by penalizing third parties that do business with the
primary target. The U.S. has used secondary sanctions extensively in its Iran policy, threatening to cut off
foreign banks and companies from the U.S. financial system if they engage in prohibited transactions with
Iranian entities.

Secondary sanctions can be highly effective at tightening the economic squeeze, but they create
significant friction:

• Allies and trading partners often view secondary sanctions as an extraterritorial overreach, essentially
one country dictating the foreign economic policy of another. The EU, for instance, passed a "blocking
statute" in response to U.S. secondary sanctions on Iran, forbidding European companies from
complying with them.
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• They can disrupt global trade and financial flows well beyond the target state, creating uncertainty for
multinational businesses and banks.

• The broader ripple effects can destabilize regional economies and strain diplomatic relationships
between the sender state and its own allies.

These tensions highlight a recurring theme: sanctions are never purely bilateral. Their consequences
spread through interconnected global markets, and the political costs of imposing them can sometimes
rival the costs they inflict on the target.

9.2 Trade Wars and Their Impact on International Relations

Economic Protectionism
Trade wars happen when countries impose escalating tariffs and trade barriers against each other, usually
to protect domestic industries. Understanding how these conflicts start, escalate, and ripple through the
global economy is central to studying modern international conflict.

Trade Wars and Tariffs
A trade war is a cycle of tit-for-tat escalation where countries keep raising tariffs and other trade barriers
against each other. The underlying motivation is usually protectionism: the policy of shielding domestic
industries from foreign competition.

Countries have several tools for restricting trade:

• Tariffs are taxes on imported goods. They raise the price foreign products pay to enter a market,
giving local producers a competitive edge. For example, the U.S. imposed tariffs of up to 25% on
imported steel in 2018 to protect American steelmakers.

• Non-tariff barriers restrict imports without using taxes directly. These include complex licensing
requirements, strict product standards, or lengthy customs procedures that make it harder and more
expensive for foreign goods to reach consumers.

• Subsidies and import quotas round out the protectionist toolkit. Subsidies give domestic producers a
cost advantage, while quotas cap the quantity of a specific good that can be imported.

Retaliatory Measures and Their Impact
Retaliatory measures are trade restrictions a country imposes in direct response to another country's
protectionist actions. The logic is straightforward: you tax our goods, we'll tax yours.

A clear example is China's response to U.S. tariffs during the 2018–2019 trade war. After the U.S. raised
tariffs on Chinese electronics and industrial goods, China imposed retaliatory tariffs on U.S. soybeans,
hitting American farmers hard. U.S. soybean exports to China dropped by roughly 75% in late 2018.

The damage from retaliation extends well beyond the targeted industries:

• Supply chain disruption: Companies that source parts from multiple countries face sudden cost
increases and delays

• Consumer price increases: Tariffs on imported goods raise prices for everyday products, from
electronics to groceries

• Economic uncertainty: Businesses delay investment when they can't predict future trade costs,
slowing growth in both countries
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This is why retaliation tends to escalate. Each round of tariffs creates new domestic losers who pressure
their government to respond, making de-escalation politically difficult.

Global Trade Dynamics

Role of the World Trade Organization (WTO)
The World Trade Organization (WTO) is the main international body that regulates trade between nations.
It serves three core functions:

1. Negotiating trade agreements that lower barriers and set common rules

2. Settling disputes through a formal arbitration process when countries accuse each other of violating
trade rules

3. Monitoring trade policies to ensure member countries follow their commitments

A key WTO principle is most-favored-nation (MFN) treatment: if you offer a trade advantage to one WTO
member, you must offer it to all members. This is meant to prevent discriminatory trade practices.

However, the WTO's effectiveness has eroded in recent years. Reaching consensus among 164 member
states with vastly different economic interests is slow. The U.S. has blocked appointments to the WTO's
Appellate Body (its appeals court for trade disputes) since 2019, effectively paralyzing the dispute
resolution system. This has left countries more willing to act unilaterally.

Global Supply Chains and Trade Imbalances
Global supply chains are networks of suppliers, manufacturers, and distributors spread across multiple
countries. A single smartphone, for instance, might contain minerals mined in the Congo, chips fabricated
in Taiwan, and assembly done in China before being sold in the U.S. Advances in shipping,
communication, and trade liberalization made these complex networks possible and profitable.

Trade wars are especially disruptive to these chains because tariffs on one component can raise costs
across an entire production network.

A trade deficit occurs when a country imports more than it exports, meaning money flows out to foreign
producers. The U.S. trade deficit with China reached about  billion in 2019, a figure that became a
major political flashpoint. Persistent deficits fuel accusations of unfair practices, even though economists
debate whether deficits are inherently harmful.

Currency manipulation adds another layer of tension. When a country artificially devalues its currency, its
exports become cheaper abroad while imports become more expensive at home. China has faced
repeated allegations of keeping the yuan undervalued to boost exports, though the evidence has become
more contested in recent years.

Nationalist Trade Policies

Economic Nationalism and Protectionism
Economic nationalism prioritizes domestic economic interests over international cooperation. Rather than
viewing trade as mutually beneficial, economic nationalists frame it as competition where one country's
gain is another's loss.

In practice, economic nationalism translates into protectionist measures: tariffs, subsidies, and import
restrictions designed to favor domestic producers. "Buy American" policies, which require government
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agencies to purchase domestically produced goods, are a classic example. These policies appeal to voters
concerned about job losses but often provoke backlash from trading partners who see them as
discriminatory.

The tension is predictable: when one country pursues economic nationalism, its trading partners face
pressure to respond in kind, creating a cycle that pulls the broader trading system toward confrontation.

Trade Deficits and Retaliatory Measures in the Context of Nationalism
Trade deficits become politically explosive under nationalist leadership because they're easy to frame as
evidence that other countries are "winning" at your expense. During the Trump administration, the U.S.
trade deficit with China was repeatedly cited as proof of unfair Chinese practices, justifying aggressive tariff
action.

This nationalist framing makes escalation more likely for a specific reason: leaders who have publicly
committed to "winning" trade disputes find it politically costly to back down. The result is a pattern where:

• One country imposes tariffs, framing them as correcting unfair practices

• The targeted country retaliates to avoid appearing weak

• Both sides escalate because compromise looks like defeat to domestic audiences

• The broader economy suffers as costs rise and uncertainty spreads

The U.S.-China trade war illustrates this dynamic clearly. What began with targeted tariffs on steel and
aluminum in early 2018 expanded to cover hundreds of billions of dollars in goods by 2019. Global GDP
growth slowed, supply chains were rerouted, and both American consumers and Chinese manufacturers
bore significant costs. The conflict demonstrated that once nationalist rhetoric drives trade policy, the
economic logic of mutual benefit struggles to reassert itself.

9.3 Economic Interdependence and Conflict Prevention

Economic Theories of Peace
Economic interdependence and globalization have reshaped how countries interact. The core argument is
straightforward: countries with strong economic ties face higher costs from fighting each other, which
makes conflict less attractive. Trade agreements and deeper integration reinforce these connections.

That said, economic ties alone don't guarantee peace. Asymmetric dependencies, where one country
relies on another far more than the reverse, can actually create leverage for coercion. The relationship
between economics and conflict prevention has real opportunities and real limits, and this section covers
the major theories, mechanisms, and critiques.

Capitalist Peace Theory
Capitalist peace theory argues that countries with capitalist economic systems are more peaceful toward
each other. The logic centers on incentives: free markets and private property rights give individuals and
firms a direct stake in stability. War destroys capital, disrupts markets, and threatens property, so capitalist
societies develop strong domestic constituencies opposed to conflict.

The theory also emphasizes that shared economic interests in trade and investment create cross-border
networks of firms and investors who lobby against policies that risk war. As capitalism spreads, these
networks multiply.
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Key critique: Capitalist competition can generate inequality and exploitation, both domestically and
internationally. Resource competition between capitalist states has historically contributed to imperial
rivalries and conflict, not just cooperation.

Liberal Peace Theory
Liberal peace theory (closely related to democratic peace theory) argues that liberal democracies rarely go
to war with each other. Three mechanisms drive this:

• Shared norms: Democratic societies value negotiation, compromise, and rule of law, and they extend
those norms to dealings with other democracies.

• Institutional constraints: Elected leaders face accountability to voters who bear the costs of war,
making it harder to initiate conflict without broad public support.

• Transparency: Open political systems allow other states to better gauge intentions, reducing the
miscalculations that can lead to war.

Key critique: Democracies have frequently waged war against non-democracies, and some scholars argue
the "democratic peace" is really a product of other factors like alliance structures or shared economic
interests rather than regime type itself.

Commercial Liberalism
Commercial liberalism is the most directly relevant theory for this unit. It holds that free trade and economic
interdependence raise the costs of conflict, making war a losing proposition for both sides.

The reasoning works in two directions. First, trade creates mutual gains that would be destroyed by war.
Second, the complex supply chains and financial linkages that come with trade mean that conflict would
cause economic disruption far beyond the battlefield. Countries with strong trade ties therefore have a
built-in incentive to resolve disputes peacefully.

Key critique: Trade relationships aren't always balanced. When one country depends heavily on another
for a critical resource or market, the stronger partner can use that dependency as a weapon (think energy
cutoffs or export restrictions). In these cases, trade doesn't prevent conflict so much as reshape it into
economic coercion.

Economic Globalization and Integration

Economic Interdependence
Economic interdependence is the mutual reliance countries develop through trade, investment, and
financial flows. Globalization has dramatically deepened this interdependence by making it easier to move
goods, services, capital, and labor across borders.

When countries are highly interdependent, their economic interests tend to align. A recession in one
trading partner hurts the other, so both have reason to cooperate on economic stability and avoid
disruptions like armed conflict.

But interdependence also creates mutual vulnerabilities. Financial crises can cascade across borders (the
2008 crisis spread from U.S. housing markets to European banks within months). And when
interdependence is asymmetric, the less-dependent country gains coercive leverage. China's dominance
in rare earth mineral processing, for example, gives it potential leverage over countries that rely on those
materials for electronics and defense manufacturing.
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Free Trade Agreements and Economic Integration
Free trade agreements (FTAs) are treaties that reduce or eliminate trade barriers like tariffs and quotas
between participating countries. They range from bilateral deals between two countries to massive
multilateral frameworks like the World Trade Organization (WTO), which sets trade rules for 164 member
states.

Economic integration goes further than just lowering tariffs. It exists on a spectrum of depth:

1. Preferential trade agreements reduce barriers on selected goods

2. Free trade areas eliminate most tariffs between members (e.g., USMCA)

3. Customs unions add a common external tariff toward non-members

4. Common markets allow free movement of labor and capital

5. Economic unions harmonize economic policies and may share a currency (e.g., the European Union
and the euro)

Each level deepens interdependence and raises the costs of conflict between members. The EU is the
most cited example: Western European countries that fought devastating wars for centuries have
maintained peace since economic integration began in the 1950s.

Key critique: FTAs can produce domestic winners and losers. Industries exposed to foreign competition
may decline, leading to job losses and regional inequality. These dislocations can fuel populist backlash
and political instability, as seen in debates over NAFTA's effects on U.S. manufacturing communities.

Economic Deterrents to Conflict

Opportunity Costs of Conflict
The concept of opportunity costs is central to understanding why economic ties deter conflict. Opportunity
cost is what you give up by choosing one option over another. For war, that means all the economic
benefits that evaporate once fighting starts.

Conflict imposes costs in several ways:

• Resource diversion: Military spending pulls money away from productive investment, infrastructure,
and social services.

• Destruction of capital: Wars destroy factories, roads, ports, and communications networks that took
decades to build.

• Trade disruption: Supply chains break down, export markets close, and foreign investment flees.

• Human capital loss: Casualties and displacement remove workers, entrepreneurs, and skilled
professionals from the economy.

The more economically integrated two countries are, the higher these opportunity costs become. For a
country deeply embedded in global supply chains, the economic fallout from a major conflict would be
catastrophic and immediate.

This creates a deterrent effect: rational leaders weighing the costs and benefits of war should conclude that
fighting an economically intertwined partner simply isn't worth it.
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Limits of this deterrent: Opportunity costs don't always prevent conflict. Leaders may prioritize ideology,
nationalism, or regime survival over economic rationality. They may also miscalculate, underestimating
how costly a conflict will be (as many did before World War I, when Europe's highly interdependent
economies didn't prevent the war). And in cases where leaders don't bear the economic costs personally,
the deterrent weakens further.

9.4 Case Studies of Economic Coercion in International Conflicts
Economic coercion is one of the most common tools states use to influence each other without resorting to
military force. Sanctions, embargoes, and tariffs can reshape entire economies and shift the balance of
power in international disputes. These case studies illustrate how economic pressure has been applied
across different eras and contexts, what outcomes it produced, and why the results are often more
complicated than policymakers expect.

A recurring theme across these cases: sanctions frequently impose real economic pain, but translating that
pain into the desired political outcome is far from guaranteed.

Cold War Era Sanctions

US Embargo on Cuba
The US embargo on Cuba is the longest-running economic embargo in modern history. It began in 1960
(with partial restrictions starting in 1958) after Fidel Castro's revolutionary government nationalized
American-owned properties and businesses without adequate compensation.

The embargo's goals evolved over time, but its core aims were to pressure Cuba toward democratic
governance and improved human rights. In practice, the embargo:

• Prohibits most trade between the US and Cuba, covering exports and imports alike

• Restricts financial transactions between US entities and Cuba

• Limits travel by US citizens and residents to the island

• Has been tightened and loosened by successive US administrations (Obama eased restrictions in
2014–2016; Trump reversed many of those changes)

The embargo remains deeply controversial. Critics argue it has caused significant hardship for ordinary
Cubans, contributing to shortages of food, medicine, and basic goods, without achieving regime change.
Supporters counter that lifting sanctions without democratic reforms would reward authoritarian
governance. After more than six decades, Cuba's political system has not fundamentally changed, making
this a frequently cited example of sanctions failing to achieve their primary objective.

International Sanctions Against South Africa During Apartheid
Apartheid was a system of institutionalized racial segregation enforced by the South African government
from 1948 to 1994. By the 1980s, growing international outrage led a broad coalition of countries and
organizations to impose sanctions.

These sanctions took several forms:

• Arms embargoes restricted military equipment sales to South Africa

• Trade restrictions limited imports and exports
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• Divestment campaigns pressured corporations and universities to withdraw investments from South
African companies

The goal was to isolate South Africa economically and politically until the government dismantled
apartheid. This case is often cited as one of the clearest successes of economic coercion. Sanctions
contributed to mounting economic pressure that, combined with domestic resistance movements and
shifting Cold War dynamics, pushed the South African government to negotiate. Apartheid formally ended
in 1994 with the country's first fully democratic elections.

That said, scholars debate how much credit sanctions deserve versus internal resistance, diplomatic
pressure, and other factors. The South Africa case is rarely a story of sanctions alone.

Nuclear Proliferation Sanctions

Sanctions on Iran's Nuclear Program
International concern over Iran's nuclear program centered on its uranium enrichment activities, which
could potentially be used to develop nuclear weapons. In response, the UN, US, and EU imposed layered
sanctions targeting Iran's most important economic sectors.

Key measures included:

• Restrictions on oil exports, which were Iran's primary revenue source

• Limits on banking transactions, cutting Iran off from much of the global financial system

• Bans on foreign investment in Iran's energy sector

• Restrictions on trade in technology with potential nuclear applications

These sanctions inflicted serious economic damage and are widely credited with bringing Iran to the
negotiating table. The result was the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) in 2015, under which
Iran agreed to limit its nuclear program in exchange for sanctions relief. Six world powers (the US, UK,
France, Germany, Russia, and China) plus the EU were signatories.

The JCPOA's trajectory illustrates how fragile sanctions-based agreements can be. The US withdrew from
the deal in 2018 under the Trump administration and reimposed sanctions unilaterally. This created friction
not only with Iran but also with European allies and other signatories who remained committed to the
agreement. Iran subsequently resumed some nuclear activities, and the deal's future remains uncertain.

Sanctions on North Korea's Nuclear and Missile Programs
North Korea has conducted multiple nuclear tests and ballistic missile launches in violation of international
agreements, prompting some of the most comprehensive sanctions regimes in modern history. The UN,
US, and other countries have imposed escalating restrictions aimed at cutting off funding for North Korea's
weapons programs.

Sanctions on North Korea include:

• Bans on key exports like coal, minerals, textiles, and seafood

• Limits on imports of oil, refined petroleum, and industrial machinery

• Asset freezes and travel bans on individuals and entities connected to the weapons programs

• Restrictions on North Korean workers abroad (a significant source of foreign currency)
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The goal is twofold: starve the weapons programs of resources and pressure the regime into
denuclearization negotiations. The sanctions have measurably damaged North Korea's economy, but the
regime has proven remarkably resilient. It relies on smuggling networks, sanctions evasion (often with tacit
Chinese and Russian cooperation), and a willingness to prioritize military spending over civilian welfare.

As of now, North Korea has not abandoned its nuclear arsenal, making this a case where sanctions have
imposed costs without achieving the stated objective.

21st Century Economic Conflicts

US-China Trade War
In 2018, the US imposed tariffs on hundreds of billions of dollars' worth of Chinese imports, marking the
start of the most significant trade conflict between the world's two largest economies. The US cited several
grievances:

• Intellectual property theft and forced technology transfers imposed on foreign companies operating in
China

• State subsidies that gave Chinese firms unfair competitive advantages

• Market access barriers that restricted US companies from competing in China

• A persistent and large US trade deficit with China

China retaliated with its own tariffs on American goods, including agricultural products like soybeans, which
hit US farmers particularly hard. The conflict escalated through several rounds of tariff increases.

The broader effects were significant. Global supply chains were disrupted as companies scrambled to shift
production. Consumer prices rose on affected goods. Economic growth slowed in both countries, and
uncertainty dampened business investment worldwide.

The US and China signed a Phase One trade deal in January 2020, in which China committed to
purchasing more US goods and made some commitments on intellectual property protections. However,
many structural issues (subsidies, market access, technology competition) remained unaddressed, and
tensions have continued to evolve beyond pure trade into technology restrictions and broader strategic
competition.

Sanctions on Russia Following Crimea Annexation
In 2014, Russia annexed Crimea, a strategically important peninsula in the Black Sea that had been part of
Ukraine. Russia justified the move partly on the basis of Crimea's majority Russian-speaking population
and a disputed referendum, but most of the international community condemned the annexation as a
violation of Ukrainian sovereignty and international law.

The US, EU, and other countries responded with targeted sanctions:

• Asset freezes and travel bans on Russian officials and oligarchs

• Restrictions on access to Western capital markets for major Russian banks and energy companies

• Limits on technology transfers, particularly for deep-water and Arctic oil exploration

• Sector-specific sanctions targeting energy, defense, and finance

These sanctions imposed measurable costs on Russia's economy, contributing to capital flight, currency
depreciation, and reduced foreign investment. However, Russia adapted by pursuing import substitution,
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deepening economic ties with China, and accepting slower growth as the price of its foreign policy.

The sanctions did not reverse the annexation of Crimea. When Russia launched a full-scale invasion of
Ukraine in February 2022, Western nations dramatically expanded sanctions, including freezing Russian
central bank assets and cutting major Russian banks from the SWIFT international payments system. The
post-2022 sanctions represent a far more aggressive economic response, but the Crimea-era sanctions
are the foundational case study for understanding the escalation.

Economic Sanctions on Venezuela
The US and other countries imposed sanctions on Venezuela in response to a deepening political and
economic crisis under President Nicolás Maduro. The triggers included:

• Erosion of democratic institutions, including sidelining the opposition-controlled National Assembly

• Human rights abuses against protesters and political opponents

• Economic mismanagement that contributed to a severe economic collapse

Sanctions have targeted Venezuelan government officials, the state oil company PDVSA, and the broader
oil sector, which is the country's primary source of revenue. Measures include asset freezes, travel bans,
and restrictions on financial transactions and trade.

The intended goal was to pressure Maduro into restoring democratic processes and addressing the
humanitarian crisis. The actual results are more complicated. Venezuela's economy was already in freefall
before the harshest sanctions were imposed, driven by years of mismanagement, corruption, and falling oil
prices. Sanctions have worsened conditions, contributing to hyperinflation, severe shortages of food and
medicine, and a refugee crisis that has displaced millions of Venezuelans across Latin America.

The Maduro government remains in power despite sustained international pressure and significant
domestic opposition. This case raises difficult questions about the humanitarian costs of sanctions and
whether economic coercion can succeed against a regime willing to endure significant suffering among its
own population. Critics argue the sanctions primarily hurt ordinary Venezuelans rather than the political
elite they target.
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Unit 10 – Diplomatic Conflict Resolution
Methods
10.1 Principles and Techniques of International Negotiation

Types of Negotiations

One-on-One and Group Negotiations
Bilateral negotiations involve two parties in direct talks to resolve a dispute or reach an agreement. These
are the most straightforward form of international negotiation because only two sets of interests need to be
reconciled. The Camp David Accords (1978) between Egypt and Israel are a classic example.

Multilateral negotiations involve three or more parties working together on a common issue. These require
far more complex coordination because each additional party brings its own interests, red lines, and
domestic political pressures. Consensus-building becomes the central challenge. The United Nations
climate change negotiations (like the Paris Agreement talks with 196 parties) illustrate just how difficult this
coordination can get.

Negotiation Approaches
Two core approaches define how negotiators frame the problem:

• Integrative bargaining aims to create value for all sides. Negotiators collaborate to expand what's
available rather than fighting over a fixed pie. The goal is a win-win outcome where each party's core
interests are addressed. Trade agreements that open new markets for both sides often follow this logic.

• Distributive bargaining treats the negotiation as zero-sum: one side's gain is the other's loss. Parties
compete over a fixed set of resources or concessions. Think of territorial disputes where every square
kilometer gained by one side is lost by the other.

In practice, most international negotiations involve elements of both. Skilled diplomats look for integrative
possibilities even within distributive frameworks.

Negotiation Strategies and Concepts

Alternatives and Leverage
BATNA (Best Alternative to a Negotiated Agreement) is the most advantageous option a party has if talks
collapse. Your BATNA serves two functions:

1. It acts as a benchmark for evaluating any proposed deal. If the deal on the table is worse than your
BATNA, you walk away.

2. It provides leverage. A party with a strong BATNA can negotiate more aggressively because failure
to reach agreement isn't catastrophic for them.

For example, during trade negotiations, a country with many potential trading partners has a stronger
BATNA than one that depends heavily on a single trading relationship.

Beyond BATNA, negotiators rely on specific tactics:
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• Anchoring sets the initial terms of discussion, which tends to pull the final outcome toward that starting
point

• Concessions are strategically timed to signal flexibility while extracting reciprocal moves from the
other side

• Deadlines create urgency and pressure parties to compromise rather than stall indefinitely

Timing and Readiness
Not every conflict is ready for negotiation. Ripeness theory (developed by I. William Zartman) argues that
conflicts are most likely to be resolved when two conditions exist:

1. Mutually hurting stalemate — both sides are suffering from the conflict and neither can achieve a
unilateral victory

2. Perceived way out — both sides believe a negotiated settlement is possible and preferable to
continued conflict

The Oslo Accords (1993) between Israel and the PLO are often cited as an example. Both sides had
reached a point where the status quo was costly, and back-channel contacts suggested a deal might be
achievable. When these conditions aren't present, even well-designed negotiations tend to fail or produce
agreements that don't hold.

Diplomatic Approaches

Facilitation and High-Level Talks
Shuttle diplomacy involves a mediator traveling between parties who are unwilling or unable to meet
face-to-face. The mediator conveys proposals, gauges flexibility, and helps bridge differences without
forcing direct confrontation. Henry Kissinger's shuttle diplomacy during and after the 1973 Arab-Israeli War
is the defining example: he flew repeatedly between capitals to negotiate disengagement agreements.

Summit diplomacy brings heads of state or government together for direct, high-level meetings. Summits
can break through bureaucratic gridlock because leaders have the authority to make decisions on the spot.
However, they also carry risks: failed summits can harden positions and embarrass leaders domestically.
The US-North Korea summits (2018-2019) showed both the potential and the limits of this approach.

Cultural Factors
Cultural differences shape nearly every aspect of negotiation, often in ways that catch negotiators off
guard. Key dimensions include:

• Communication styles — some cultures favor direct, explicit communication (common in the US and
Northern Europe), while others rely on indirect, high-context communication where meaning is
conveyed through tone, silence, and implication (common in Japan and much of East Asia)

• Decision-making processes — in some systems, the lead negotiator has real authority; in others,
decisions require extensive consultation with broader groups before any commitment is made

• Time orientation — Western negotiators often push for quick resolution, while negotiators from other
traditions may view patience and relationship-building as prerequisites for any substantive agreement

During US-Japan trade negotiations, American frustration with the pace of Japanese decision-making
(which required internal consensus, or nemawashi) was a recurring source of tension. Effective
cross-cultural negotiators learn to recognize these differences and adjust their expectations and tactics
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accordingly.

10.2 Mediation in International Conflicts

Mediation Approaches
Mediation is one of the most widely used diplomatic tools for resolving international conflicts. A third party
steps in to facilitate dialogue between conflicting parties, helping them move toward a peaceful resolution.
The approach a mediator takes, the timing of their involvement, and the power dynamics at play all shape
whether mediation succeeds or fails.

Types of Third-Party Mediation
Third-party mediation involves an outside individual, state, or organization helping to resolve a conflict
between two or more parties. Not all mediation looks the same, though. The two main approaches differ in
how active the mediator is:

• Facilitative mediation focuses on improving communication and understanding between the parties.
The mediator acts as a neutral facilitator, helping parties talk through issues without pushing specific
solutions. UN mediators often operate this way.

• Directive mediation gives the mediator a more active role. They may propose solutions, set deadlines,
or apply pressure to move parties toward agreement. US mediation in the Middle East has frequently
taken this approach, with American negotiators putting forward specific proposals and using diplomatic
leverage.

A third concept cuts across both types: mediator neutrality, meaning the mediator's impartiality and lack of
bias toward any party. This is crucial for building trust and credibility. Switzerland, for example, has a long
history of mediating armed conflicts partly because of its reputation for neutrality. That said, complete
neutrality is sometimes debated, since even "neutral" mediators bring their own interests and perspectives.

Factors Influencing Mediation Effectiveness
Several factors determine whether mediation actually works:

• Timing can make or break the process. Early intervention through preventive diplomacy is often more
effective at stopping escalation than waiting until a conflict is deeply entrenched.

• Power dynamics between the conflicting parties shape the negotiating environment. When one side is
far more powerful, the weaker party may feel unable to negotiate freely. The US-Iran dynamic illustrates
this: massive power imbalances make it difficult for mediation to produce outcomes both sides view as
fair.

• Multi-party mediation involves coordinating multiple mediators from different organizations or
countries. The Contact Group in the Balkans (which included the US, Russia, UK, France, Germany,
and Italy) is a well-known example. This approach can be harder to manage but brings additional
resources and leverage to the table.
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Mediation Dynamics

Timing and Ripeness in Mediation
Not every conflict is ready for mediation at any given moment. The concept of ripeness captures this idea:
parties are most likely to engage in mediation when they perceive that the costs of continuing to fight
outweigh any potential gains.

The most commonly cited condition for ripeness is a mutually hurting stalemate, a situation where both
sides are suffering and neither can win. At that point, a "ripe moment" emerges where parties become
willing to negotiate.

Two broad timing strategies exist:

• Preventive diplomacy aims to address conflicts before they escalate into full-scale violence. The UN's
preventive deployment in Macedonia in the 1990s is a notable example, where international forces
were stationed to deter the spread of the Balkan wars.

• Post-conflict mediation focuses on sustaining peace after fighting has stopped, working to prevent a
relapse into violence.

Power Dynamics and Impartiality
Power imbalances between conflicting parties significantly influence both the process and the outcomes of
mediation. When a government negotiates with a rebel group, for instance, the government typically holds
far more military, economic, and diplomatic power. The mediator has to navigate this gap carefully,
ensuring that all parties feel heard and respected regardless of their relative strength.

Impartiality is essential for mediators to maintain credibility. If one side believes the mediator favors the
other, the entire process can collapse. UN mediators in Cyprus, for example, have had to carefully balance
the interests of Greek Cypriots and Turkish Cypriots over decades of negotiations. Worth noting:
impartiality doesn't necessarily mean the mediator has no opinions. It means they don't let those opinions
undermine the fairness of the process.

Challenges of Multi-Party Mediation
When multiple mediators from different organizations or countries are involved, coordination becomes a
major challenge. In Darfur, the UN, African Union (AU), and ECOWAS all played mediating roles, and
keeping their efforts aligned required constant communication.

Key challenges include:

• Ensuring coherence and consistency so the parties don't receive mixed messages from different
mediators

• Avoiding duplication of efforts that wastes resources and confuses the process

• Managing rivalries or disagreements among the mediators themselves. US and Russian mediation
efforts in Syria often worked at cross-purposes because of their competing strategic interests.

The benefits, however, can be substantial. Multi-party mediation pools resources, expertise, and diplomatic
leverage. The UN's "Friends of Mediation" group, for example, brings together states committed to
supporting mediation processes, creating a broader base of support than any single mediator could
provide.
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Mediation Results

Evaluating Mediation Outcomes
Mediation outcomes exist on a spectrum. At one end are comprehensive peace agreements that address
the root causes of a conflict. The 1995 Dayton Agreement ended the Bosnian War by establishing a new
constitutional framework. At the other end are more limited results like ceasefires or confidence-building
measures that reduce violence without fully resolving the underlying dispute.

How do you evaluate whether mediation "succeeded"? Common criteria include:

• Durability of the agreement: Does it hold over time? The 1998 Good Friday Agreement in Northern
Ireland has largely held for over two decades, making it one of the stronger examples of mediation
success.

• Level of implementation: Are the terms actually carried out, or does the agreement exist only on
paper?

• Improvement in relations: Have the parties moved toward cooperation, or do tensions persist?

Mediation doesn't always produce a complete resolution. The 1993 Oslo Accords between Israel and
Palestine, for instance, established a framework for negotiation and reduced some violence, but the core
conflict remains unresolved. Even so, partial outcomes can still be valuable by reducing violence and
laying groundwork for future negotiations.

UN Mediation Efforts and Challenges
The United Nations plays a central role in international mediation. The Secretary-General and appointed
special representatives frequently serve as mediators. Kofi Annan's mediation efforts in Syria in 2012, for
example, attempted to broker a ceasefire during the early stages of the civil war.

UN mediation faces several persistent challenges:

• No enforcement mechanisms: The UN can broker agreements but has limited ability to force
compliance.

• Security Council politics: Mediation efforts often require consensus among the five permanent
members, and vetoes can block action entirely.

• Complexity of operations: Modern conflicts often require multi-dimensional peacekeeping that
combines mediation with humanitarian aid, security, and institution-building. MINUSMA in Mali
illustrates this complexity, operating in an environment with ongoing insurgency, terrorism, and political
instability.

Despite these obstacles, UN mediation has contributed to resolving numerous conflicts. UNTAC (the UN
Transitional Authority in Cambodia) helped oversee the transition from civil war to elections in the early
1990s, representing one of the organization's more successful mediation and peacekeeping efforts.

10.3 Arbitration and International Dispute Settlement
Arbitration and international dispute settlement give nations structured ways to resolve conflicts without
resorting to force or relying solely on domestic courts. These mechanisms provide neutral forums where
disputes over trade, territory, investment, and treaty obligations can be addressed through agreed-upon
rules and impartial decision-makers.
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The major institutions and frameworks covered here include the International Court of Justice, the
Permanent Court of Arbitration, and UNCITRAL arbitration rules, along with the different types of
arbitration used in international relations.

International Arbitration Institutions

International Court of Justice (ICJ)
The ICJ is the principal judicial organ of the United Nations, located in The Hague, Netherlands. It serves
two functions: settling legal disputes between sovereign states (contentious cases) and providing advisory
opinions on legal questions referred by UN organs and specialized agencies.

• Consists of 15 judges elected for nine-year terms by the UN General Assembly and Security Council

• Only states may be parties in contentious cases. Individuals, organizations, and companies cannot
bring cases before the ICJ. This is a key distinction from other arbitration bodies.

• Both parties to a dispute must consent to ICJ jurisdiction for the court to hear a case, though states
can accept compulsory jurisdiction in advance by filing a declaration under Article 36(2) of the ICJ
Statute

Permanent Court of Arbitration (PCA)
The PCA is an intergovernmental organization, also in The Hague, established by the 1899 Hague
Convention for the Pacific Settlement of International Disputes. Despite its name, it's not a standing court
with permanent judges. Instead, it facilitates arbitration by providing administrative support and
infrastructure.

• Handles disputes between states, state entities, intergovernmental organizations, and private parties,
giving it a broader reach than the ICJ

• Provides logistical support for ad hoc arbitral tribunals and commissions rather than issuing rulings
itself

• Maintains a list of potential arbitrators and experts across fields like public international law,
commercial law, and environmental law, which parties can draw from when forming tribunals

United Nations Commission on International Trade Law (UNCITRAL)
Arbitration Rules
UNCITRAL Arbitration Rules are procedural rules for ad hoc arbitrations, meaning arbitrations that aren't
administered by a specific institution. Originally adopted in 1976, they were revised in 2010 and 2013 to
reflect modern practice.

• Widely used in both commercial and investor-state arbitrations

• Cover all aspects of the arbitral process: composition of the tribunal, conduct of proceedings, and the
form and effect of the final award

• Designed to be flexible. Parties can modify the rules to suit their specific needs, which is a major
reason for their widespread adoption.

• These rules provide a comprehensive, internationally accepted framework without tying parties to any
single arbitral institution
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Types of International Arbitration

Binding and Non-binding Arbitration
The most fundamental distinction in arbitration is whether the outcome is binding.

• Binding arbitration produces a final, enforceable award that resolves the dispute. It is generally not
subject to appeal on the merits, only on narrow procedural grounds (such as corruption or a tribunal
exceeding its authority). This finality is one of arbitration's main advantages over litigation.

• Non-binding arbitration results in a recommendation or evaluation that parties may accept or reject.
It's often used as a preliminary step to encourage settlement before committing to binding proceedings.

• Binding arbitration is far more common in international disputes because it provides a definitive
resolution and avoids drawn-out appeals.

International Commercial Arbitration
This type resolves disputes arising from cross-border commercial transactions between private parties
(businesses or individuals from different countries).

• Governed by a combination of national arbitration laws, international conventions, and institutional
rules (such as those of the ICC, LCIA, or SIAC)

• Parties can choose the applicable law, language, and seat of arbitration, which provides both flexibility
and neutrality

• A major advantage: awards are generally easier to enforce internationally than foreign court
judgments. The New York Convention (1958) requires courts in over 170 signatory states to recognize
and enforce foreign arbitral awards, making it one of the most successful international treaties in
practice.

State-to-State Arbitration
State-to-state arbitration settles disputes between sovereign nations, often involving treaty interpretation,
boundary delimitation, or environmental issues.

• Can be conducted under the PCA or through ad hoc tribunals established by agreement between the
states involved

• Governed by public international law and relevant treaties, such as the United Nations Convention on
the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS)

• Awards are binding on the states involved, but enforcement differs from commercial arbitration.
There's no equivalent of the New York Convention for state-to-state disputes, so compliance often
depends on diplomatic or economic pressure, including sanctions and countermeasures.

Investor-State Dispute Settlement (ISDS)
ISDS allows foreign investors to bring claims directly against host states for alleged breaches of investment
treaties or contracts. This is significant because it gives private parties a mechanism to challenge state
actions without relying on their home government to pursue the claim diplomatically.

• Typically conducted under the rules of the International Centre for Settlement of Investment Disputes
(ICSID), a World Bank institution, or under UNCITRAL rules
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• Investors can seek compensation for expropriation, discrimination, denial of fair treatment, or other
treaty violations

• ISDS has drawn substantial criticism. Opponents argue it undermines states' regulatory autonomy (for
example, when environmental or public health regulations are challenged as violations of investment
protections). Critics also point to a lack of transparency and inconsistency across arbitral awards, since
different tribunals can reach different conclusions on similar legal questions.

• These concerns have driven reform efforts, including the EU's proposal for a permanent Investment
Court System with an appellate mechanism, and ongoing discussions at UNCITRAL's Working Group
III on broader ISDS reform.

10.4 Track II Diplomacy and Unofficial Conflict Resolution Efforts

Types of Diplomacy

Official and Unofficial Diplomatic Channels
Track II diplomacy involves unofficial efforts to resolve conflicts through informal channels, complementing
the formal negotiations that happen between governments. Understanding the different "tracks" of
diplomacy helps you see how peace processes actually work in practice, since official talks between heads
of state are only one piece of the puzzle.

Track I diplomacy is the traditional kind: government-to-government interactions between diplomats,
foreign ministers, and political leaders. These are the formal negotiations you see covered in the news.

Track II diplomacy operates outside official channels. It brings together influential but non-governmental
figures (academics, religious leaders, NGO representatives, retired officials) from adversarial groups to
develop strategies, shift public opinion, and organize resources that might help resolve conflicts. Because
participants aren't bound by official positions, they can float ideas and explore compromises that sitting
officials politically can't.

Multi-track diplomacy is a broader framework recognizing that international peacemaking happens across
many channels simultaneously. It identifies nine tracks:

• Government

• Professional conflict resolution

• Business

• Private citizens

• Research, training, and education

• Activism

• Religious institutions

• Funding bodies

• Public opinion and media

Citizen diplomacy refers specifically to unofficial contacts between ordinary citizens of different nations, as
opposed to contacts between governmental representatives.
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Benefits of Informal Diplomacy
• Track II and citizen diplomacy build relationships and trust between parties in conflict, often laying the
groundwork months or years before official negotiations begin.

• Participants aren't locked into official government positions, which allows for more flexibility and
creativity in exploring possible solutions.

• Non-official actors can engage in dialogue with parties that governments may be unwilling or unable to
talk to directly. For example, an NGO might maintain communication with a non-state armed group that
a government refuses to formally recognize.

• People-to-people initiatives and citizen exchanges help break down stereotypes and build mutual
understanding between societies in conflict.

Informal Conflict Resolution Methods

Dialogue and Relationship-Building Initiatives
Problem-solving workshops bring together representatives of conflicting parties in an informal,
off-the-record setting to analyze the conflict and explore possible solutions. A third-party facilitator guides
the discussion, and the goal is to improve communication, build relationships, and generate ideas that can
later feed into official processes. The back-channel talks that led to the 1993 Oslo Accords between Israel
and the PLO are a well-known example: Norwegian academics and diplomats hosted secret, informal
discussions that eventually produced a framework for official negotiations.

Confidence-building measures (CBMs) are specific actions parties take to build trust and reduce tensions.
These include:

• Sharing military information or notifying the other side of planned exercises

• Establishing direct communication hotlines between leaders

• Agreeing to small, reciprocal gestures that signal good faith

CBMs don't resolve the underlying conflict, but they reduce the risk of miscalculation and create space for
deeper negotiations.

People-to-people initiatives aim to build understanding between societies in conflict through cultural,
educational, and humanitarian exchanges. The Seeds of Peace program, for instance, brings together
Israeli and Palestinian youth at a summer camp in Maine, giving young people from opposing sides the
chance to interact as individuals rather than adversaries.

Advantages and Limitations of Informal Methods
Informal methods offer real strengths. They let parties explore their interests and needs in a low-pressure
environment, free from the constraints of official positions. They can generate fresh ideas and approaches
that inform official negotiations. And they help build constituencies for peace within conflicted societies by
engaging influential non-governmental actors.

But these methods have clear limitations:

• They are not a substitute for official negotiations. Without a link to formal peace processes, even the
best workshop outcomes may never translate into policy.

• Informal initiatives often struggle to secure consistent funding, which affects their sustainability.
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• Ensuring inclusivity and broad representation is difficult. Workshops may engage elites while leaving
out marginalized communities most affected by the conflict.

Non-State Actors in Conflict Resolution

Roles of NGOs in Peacemaking and Peacebuilding
NGOs contribute to conflict resolution in several distinct ways, often working alongside (not instead of)
official diplomatic efforts.

Facilitation and mediation: Organizations like the Carter Center and the Centre for Humanitarian Dialogue
directly facilitate dialogue between conflicting parties. The Centre for Humanitarian Dialogue, for example,
has mediated in conflicts across Southeast Asia and Africa where governments lacked access or credibility
with certain armed groups.

Peacebuilding at the root-cause level: Many NGOs focus on the underlying drivers of conflict through
community-level mediation, trauma healing programs, and development projects that address grievances
like inequality or resource competition.

Training and capacity-building: Organizations such as Search for Common Ground and International Alert
specialize in training local civil society groups and peacebuilders, strengthening the ability of communities
to manage conflicts on their own.

Monitoring and advocacy: NGOs also track the implementation of peace agreements and advocate for
human rights protections, holding parties accountable to their commitments.

Advantages and Challenges of NGO Involvement
NGOs bring several advantages to conflict resolution. They typically have greater flexibility than
governments and can engage with a wider range of actors, including non-state armed groups that
governments won't talk to. Local and international NGOs contribute specialized expertise, established
networks, and on-the-ground resources. They're also well-positioned to work at the grassroots level and
promote local ownership of peace processes.

However, NGO involvement comes with significant challenges:

• Coordination problems: NGO efforts can overlap with or even undercut official diplomatic tracks if not
carefully coordinated, leading to duplication or mixed signals.

• Legitimacy and neutrality: In politically sensitive conflicts, parties may question whether an NGO is
truly neutral, especially if its funding comes from a government perceived as biased.

• Donor dependence: Reliance on external funding can distort an NGO's strategic priorities, pushing it
toward projects that attract donors rather than those most needed on the ground. Funding cycles also
threaten long-term sustainability, since peacebuilding requires years of sustained engagement.
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Unit 11 – International Organizations in
Conflict
11.1 United Nations' Role in Conflict Prevention and Resolution

UN Security Council and Charter
The United Nations is the primary international body responsible for managing threats to global peace. Its
authority flows from the UN Charter, and its most powerful organ for conflict-related decisions is the
Security Council. Understanding how the Council works, what the Charter authorizes, and what tools the
UN actually uses is central to this unit.

Composition and Powers of the UN Security Council
The UN Security Council (UNSC) has 15 member states. Five of these are permanent members (P5):
China, France, Russia, the United Kingdom, and the United States. Each P5 member holds veto power,
meaning any one of them can block a substantive resolution, even if the other 14 members vote in favor.
The remaining 10 seats rotate among non-permanent members elected by the General Assembly for
two-year terms.

The Charter gives the Security Council primary responsibility for maintaining international peace and
security. In practice, this means the UNSC can:

• Authorize the use of military force

• Impose sanctions on states or non-state actors

• Establish and mandate peacekeeping operations

• Refer situations to the International Criminal Court

The veto is one of the most debated features of the UN system. It was designed to keep the great powers
invested in the organization, but it also means the Council can be paralyzed when P5 interests clash.
Russia and China, for example, vetoed multiple resolutions on the Syrian civil war, preventing Council
action even as the conflict escalated.

Chapters VI and VII of the UN Charter
Two chapters of the Charter define the Security Council's main approaches to conflict:

Chapter VI: Pacific Settlement of Disputes covers peaceful methods. When a dispute threatens
international peace, the Council can recommend that parties resolve it through:

• Negotiation

• Mediation or conciliation

• Arbitration or judicial settlement (e.g., referral to the International Court of Justice)

• Other peaceful means the parties agree to

Chapter VI resolutions are recommendations, not binding orders. The Council is essentially saying, "You
should resolve this peacefully, and here's how."
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Chapter VII: Action with Respect to Threats to the Peace is where the Council's enforcement power lives. If
the Council determines that a situation constitutes a threat to the peace, breach of the peace, or act of
aggression, it can take binding action, including:

• Imposing economic sanctions or arms embargoes

• Authorizing member states to use military force

• Establishing peacekeeping or stabilization missions

The distinction matters: Chapter VI measures are voluntary and diplomatic, while Chapter VII measures
are mandatory and can involve coercion. Most peacekeeping operations today are authorized under
Chapter VII, giving them more robust mandates than earlier missions had.

Sanctions as a Tool for Conflict Resolution
Sanctions are coercive measures the Security Council imposes to pressure a state or entity into
compliance without resorting to military force. They sit between diplomacy and armed intervention on the
escalation ladder.

Types of sanctions include:

• Economic and trade sanctions (restricting imports, exports, or financial transactions)

• Arms embargoes (blocking weapons sales to a country or group)

• Travel bans (preventing specific individuals from crossing international borders)

• Asset freezes (locking financial accounts of targeted leaders or organizations)

Over time, the UN has shifted from broad, comprehensive sanctions toward targeted (or "smart") sanctions
aimed at specific individuals, entities, or sectors. This shift happened because comprehensive sanctions
against Iraq in the 1990s caused severe humanitarian harm to ordinary civilians while doing little to change
the regime's behavior.

Notable examples:

• North Korea: Ongoing sanctions targeting its nuclear weapons and ballistic missile programs,
including restrictions on coal and textile exports, oil imports, and financial transactions.

• Iran: Extensive sanctions over its nuclear program were partially lifted under the 2015 Joint
Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA), then reimposed by the U.S. after its 2018 withdrawal from the
deal.

Sanctions have a mixed track record. They can raise the cost of defiance and signal international resolve,
but they rarely succeed on their own without broader diplomatic engagement.

Conflict Prevention Measures
Conflict prevention is arguably the UN's most cost-effective function, though it often gets less attention than
crisis response. The logic is straightforward: stopping a conflict before it starts is far cheaper in lives and
resources than managing one after it erupts.
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Preventive Diplomacy and Early Warning Systems
Preventive diplomacy refers to diplomatic actions taken to keep disputes from escalating into armed
conflict and to contain conflicts that have already begun. It typically involves quiet, behind-the-scenes
engagement rather than public declarations.

The UN's approach to prevention relies on early warning systems that monitor political, economic, and
social indicators for signs of instability. These systems draw on information from UN agencies in the field,
regional organizations, and civil society groups to flag emerging crises before they reach a tipping point.

Examples of preventive diplomacy in action:

• Côte d'Ivoire (2011): After a disputed presidential election, UN diplomatic engagement helped manage
the crisis, though the situation still escalated to violence before resolution.

• Burundi (2015): The UN deployed a preventive mission as political tensions rose around President
Nkurunziza's controversial bid for a third term, aiming to prevent a repeat of the country's earlier civil
war.

The challenge with prevention is that success is invisible. When diplomacy works, the conflict that didn't
happen rarely makes headlines, which makes it harder to justify funding for these efforts.

Mediation and Good Offices
Mediation is a structured process in which a third party helps disputing parties reach a mutually acceptable
agreement. Unlike arbitration, the mediator doesn't impose a solution; the parties must consent to both the
process and the outcome.

The UN Secretary-General can offer "good offices" to parties in conflict. This is a flexible tool that can
range from a simple phone call to the appointment of a Special Envoy tasked with sustained engagement
over months or years.

How UN mediation typically works:

1. The Secretary-General or Security Council identifies a conflict where mediation could help.

2. A Special Envoy or representative is appointed (often a senior diplomat with regional expertise).

3. The envoy establishes contact with all relevant parties and builds trust.

4. Negotiations proceed, sometimes through direct talks, sometimes through "shuttle diplomacy" where
the mediator moves between parties who refuse to sit in the same room.

5. If successful, the parties reach a ceasefire, framework agreement, or comprehensive peace deal.

Examples:

• Syria (Geneva II Conference, 2014): UN-mediated talks brought the Assad government and
opposition together, but the talks collapsed without agreement, illustrating the limits of mediation when
parties lack the political will to compromise.

• Yemen (2015-present): The UN has led ongoing mediation efforts, including a 2022 truce brokered by
Special Envoy Hans Grundberg, though a comprehensive peace agreement remains elusive.
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Responsibility to Protect (R2P)
The Responsibility to Protect (R2P) is a political commitment, unanimously endorsed at the 2005 World
Summit, that addresses the international community's role when a state fails to protect its own population
from mass atrocities. It applies specifically to four crimes: genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing, and
crimes against humanity.

R2P rests on three pillars:

1. Pillar I: Each state has the primary responsibility to protect its own population from the four crimes.

2. Pillar II: The international community should assist states in building capacity to fulfill that
responsibility.

3. Pillar III: When a state manifestly fails to protect its population, the international community should
take collective action through the Security Council, which can include diplomatic, humanitarian, or (as a
last resort) military measures.

R2P is not a law or a treaty. It's a norm, which means its application depends on political will in the Security
Council. This has led to inconsistent application:

• Libya (2011): The Security Council authorized military intervention under R2P to protect civilians from
Gaddafi's forces. However, the operation expanded into regime change, which made Russia and China
deeply skeptical of future R2P invocations.

• Central African Republic (2014): The Council established a peacekeeping mission (MINUSCA) citing
R2P principles amid widespread sectarian violence.

• Syria: Despite mass atrocities, R2P was not invoked effectively because Russia and China vetoed
resolutions, partly due to their perception that R2P had been misused in Libya.

The Libya-Syria contrast is a key case study for understanding why R2P remains controversial. The norm
exists on paper, but its enforcement depends entirely on Security Council dynamics.

Post-Conflict Efforts
Ending a war is only the first step. Without sustained post-conflict engagement, countries face a high risk of
relapsing into violence. The UN's post-conflict toolkit includes peacekeeping operations to maintain
security and peacebuilding programs to address the underlying conditions that fueled the conflict.

Peacekeeping Operations
UN peacekeeping operations deploy military, police, and civilian personnel from member states to
countries emerging from conflict. Their mandates typically include:

• Monitoring ceasefires and peace agreements

• Protecting civilians, especially in areas where the government cannot

• Supporting political processes like elections and transitional governance

• Assisting with rule of law, human rights monitoring, and security sector reform

As of recent years, the UN has maintained around a dozen active peacekeeping missions with roughly
90,000 personnel deployed worldwide. Troop-contributing countries are predominantly from the Global
South (Bangladesh, Ethiopia, Rwanda, Nepal, and India are consistently among the top contributors), while
funding comes largely from assessed contributions, with the P5 and other wealthy states paying the largest
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shares.

Key examples:

• UNMISS (South Sudan): Established in 2011, this mission has focused heavily on civilian protection,
operating "protection of civilians" sites that have sheltered tens of thousands of displaced people during
the country's civil war.

• MINUSMA (Mali): Deployed in 2013 to stabilize northern Mali after a separatist and jihadist
insurgency. MINUSMA became one of the deadliest UN missions in history, with over 170
peacekeepers killed by hostile action before the mission's withdrawal in 2023 at the request of Mali's
military government.

Peacekeeping has real limitations. Missions operate under rules of engagement that can restrict their
ability to respond to threats. The 1995 Srebrenica massacre, where Bosnian Serb forces killed over 8,000
Bosniak men and boys in a UN-declared "safe area," remains a painful reminder that a peacekeeping
presence does not guarantee protection.

Peacebuilding and Post-Conflict Reconstruction
Peacebuilding encompasses the longer-term activities that help a country transition from war to
sustainable peace. Where peacekeeping focuses on security, peacebuilding addresses the political,
economic, and social roots of conflict.

Core peacebuilding activities include:

• Disarmament, Demobilization, and Reintegration (DDR): Former combatants surrender weapons,
leave armed groups, and receive support (job training, education, cash stipends) to reintegrate into
civilian life. DDR is critical because ex-fighters without economic alternatives often return to violence.

• Security Sector Reform (SSR): Restructuring a country's military, police, and justice institutions so
they serve the population rather than a particular faction or regime.

• Rule of law and human rights promotion: Rebuilding judicial systems, establishing transitional justice
mechanisms (truth commissions, war crimes tribunals), and strengthening human rights protections.

• Economic recovery: Supporting livelihoods, infrastructure reconstruction, and development programs
that give people a stake in peace.

The UN Peacebuilding Commission (PBC), established in 2005, is an advisory body that brings together
key actors (donors, troop contributors, the affected country's government, regional organizations) to
coordinate peacebuilding strategies. The UN Peacebuilding Fund provides early financing for
peacebuilding projects, often filling gaps before larger donors commit resources.

Examples:

• Liberia: After two civil wars, the UN supported Liberia's transition through peacekeeping (UNMIL),
DDR programs, and Peacebuilding Fund investments in reconciliation and institutional reform. Liberia is
often cited as a relative success story, though significant challenges remain.

• Colombia: The UN has supported the peace process between the government and FARC, including
verification of the 2016 peace agreement and assistance with reintegration of former combatants.

The track record of peacebuilding is mixed. Research suggests that roughly 40% of post-conflict countries
relapse into war within a decade, which underscores both the difficulty of the task and the importance of
sustained international engagement beyond the initial peacekeeping phase.
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11.2 NATO and Collective Security Arrangements

NATO and Collective Defense

Overview and Purpose
The North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) is a military alliance established in 1949 with the signing of
the North Atlantic Treaty in Washington, D.C. It was created to counter the threat of Soviet aggression
during the Cold War by binding Western democracies into a collective defense pact. The core idea is
straightforward: an attack on one member is treated as an attack on all, making any potential aggressor
face the combined military power of the entire alliance.

NATO operates under the framework of the North Atlantic Treaty, which outlines the rights and obligations
of its member states. Originally 12 founding members, the alliance has grown to 32 members as of 2024,
including several former Warsaw Pact countries.

Article 5 and Collective Defense Principle
Article 5 of the North Atlantic Treaty is the foundation of everything NATO does. It states that an armed
attack against one or more members in Europe or North America shall be considered an attack against
them all. This is what makes NATO more than just a diplomatic forum; it's a binding security guarantee.

There's an important nuance here, though. Article 5 doesn't automatically commit every member to go to
war. Each member takes the actions it deems necessary, including the use of armed force, to restore and
maintain security. That language gives individual states some flexibility in how they respond.

Article 5 has been invoked only once in NATO's history: after the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks on
the United States. That invocation led to NATO's involvement in Afghanistan and demonstrated that the
collective defense principle could apply to non-state threats, not just conventional military attacks from
other countries.

Strategic Concept and Adaptability
NATO's Strategic Concept is the document that defines the alliance's purpose, threat assessment, and
core security tasks. It gets updated periodically to reflect shifts in the global security environment, with
major revisions in 1991, 1999, 2010, and 2022.

• The 1991 revision acknowledged the end of the Cold War and shifted focus away from a purely
Soviet-centric threat

• The 1999 revision expanded NATO's role to include crisis management and out-of-area operations,
reflecting lessons from the Balkans

• The 2010 revision emphasized cooperative security, partnerships, and emerging threats like cyber
attacks and terrorism

• The 2022 revision identified Russia as the most significant and direct threat to allied security, while
also addressing challenges from China for the first time

This updating process is what keeps NATO relevant. The alliance has had to adapt from deterring a single
superpower to handling terrorism, cyber threats, hybrid warfare, and disinformation campaigns.
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NATO Partnerships and Operations

Out-of-Area Operations and Crisis Management
One of NATO's biggest post-Cold War shifts has been its willingness to conduct out-of-area operations,
meaning military interventions beyond the territory of its member states. During the Cold War, NATO's
focus was almost entirely on defending Western Europe. That changed in the 1990s.

Key examples include:

• Bosnia and Herzegovina (1995): NATO conducted air strikes against Bosnian Serb forces and later
deployed a peacekeeping force (IFOR/SFOR) to enforce the Dayton Accords

• Kosovo (1999): NATO launched a 78-day bombing campaign against Yugoslavia without UN Security
Council authorization, raising major debates about humanitarian intervention vs. sovereignty

• Afghanistan (2001–2021): NATO led the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) and later the
Resolute Support Mission, marking its longest and most geographically distant operation

• Libya (2011): Operation Unified Protector enforced a UN-authorized no-fly zone and arms embargo
during the Libyan civil war

NATO's crisis management approach combines political and military tools to prevent, manage, and
stabilize conflicts. These operations have been controversial, with critics questioning mission creep and
effectiveness, but they've fundamentally reshaped what the alliance does.

Partnership for Peace and Cooperative Security
NATO's Partnership for Peace (PfP) program, launched in 1994, extends cooperation and dialogue to
non-NATO countries. Rather than offering full membership, PfP gives partner states a structured way to
build relationships with the alliance.

PfP partners can:

• Participate in joint training exercises and military operations alongside NATO forces

• Modernize their armed forces and improve interoperability (the ability of different militaries to work
together effectively)

• Develop democratic control over their military institutions

The program has served as a stepping stone to full membership for many countries. Sweden and Finland
were long-standing PfP members before joining NATO in 2024 and 2023, respectively. Other PfP
participants include Austria, Switzerland, and several former Soviet republics like Georgia and Ukraine.

Beyond PfP, NATO maintains additional partnership frameworks:

• The Mediterranean Dialogue engages seven countries in North Africa and the Middle East (including
Egypt, Israel, and Jordan)

• The Istanbul Cooperation Initiative focuses on cooperation with Gulf states like Bahrain, Kuwait,
Qatar, and the UAE

These partnerships reflect NATO's broader goal of promoting regional stability and building security
cooperation well beyond the borders of its member states.
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11.3 Regional Organizations in Conflict Management

Regional Organizations
Regional organizations manage conflicts within their geographic areas, often responding faster and with
more local knowledge than global bodies like the UN. Understanding how these organizations operate is
central to grasping modern conflict management, since many of today's interventions are led or supported
at the regional level rather than the global one.

African Union (AU) and Arab League
The African Union (AU) is a continental union of 55 member states, launched in 2002 as a successor to the
Organisation of African Unity (OAU). Where the OAU had a strict non-interference policy, the AU took a
different approach: its Constitutive Act includes the right to intervene in member states in cases of war
crimes, genocide, and crimes against humanity. That shift matters because it gave the AU a legal basis for
deploying peacekeeping missions, something the OAU largely avoided.

The Arab League, founded in 1945, includes 22 member states across North Africa and Western Asia. It
aims to strengthen ties among members and coordinate their policies. In conflict management, though, the
Arab League has a mixed record. It operates on consensus and respects state sovereignty heavily, which
can slow collective action. Its observer mission in Syria in 2011–2012, for example, was widely criticized as
ineffective before being suspended.

European Union (EU) and Organization for Security and Co-operation in
Europe (OSCE)
The European Union (EU) is a political and economic union of 27 member states, primarily in Europe.
While it's best known for its single market and free movement of people, goods, services, and capital, the
EU also has a growing security and defense role. Through its Common Security and Defence Policy
(CSDP), the EU has launched civilian and military missions in places like the Balkans, the Sahel, and the
Horn of Africa.

The Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) is the world's largest security-oriented
intergovernmental organization, with 57 participating states spanning Europe, Central Asia, and North
America. The OSCE focuses on conflict prevention and post-conflict rehabilitation rather than military
intervention. Its tools include election monitoring, arms control agreements, and field missions that promote
human rights and press freedom. The OSCE's Special Monitoring Mission to Ukraine, deployed after 2014,
is a prominent recent example.

Organization of American States (OAS) and Association of Southeast
Asian Nations (ASEAN)
The Organization of American States (OAS), founded in 1948, brings together all 35 independent states of
the Americas. It serves as the hemisphere's main political and legal forum, with a stated commitment to
democracy, human rights, and peaceful dispute resolution. The OAS has used tools like the Inter-American
Democratic Charter (2001) to respond to democratic breakdowns, though critics note that enforcement is
uneven and often shaped by U.S. influence.

The Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) is a regional organization of ten Southeast Asian
countries. ASEAN promotes cooperation across economic, political, security, and cultural domains. A
defining feature of ASEAN's approach to conflict is the so-called "ASEAN Way," which emphasizes
non-interference in members' internal affairs and consensus-based decision-making. This makes ASEAN
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effective at building dialogue but often slow to act on urgent security crises, such as the situation in
Myanmar after the 2021 coup.

Principles and Roles

Subsidiarity Principle
The subsidiarity principle holds that political and social issues should be handled at the most local level
capable of addressing them effectively. In conflict management, this means regional organizations should
take the lead on problems within their area before escalating to global institutions like the UN.

Why does this matter? Regional actors typically understand the cultural dynamics, political histories, and
local power structures of a conflict far better than distant global bodies. A West African mediator
negotiating in Liberia, for instance, brings contextual knowledge that a diplomat from another continent
may lack. Subsidiarity also distributes the burden of conflict management, since the UN cannot realistically
respond to every crisis simultaneously.

That said, subsidiarity works best when regional organizations have the resources and political will to act.
When they don't, relying on the regional level can delay effective intervention.

Regional Peacekeeping
Regional organizations are increasingly deploying their own peacekeeping forces, sometimes before the
UN can mobilize. Two advantages stand out:

• Speed of deployment. Member states are geographically close, so troops and resources can arrive
faster. The AU deployed forces to Somalia through AMISOM (now ATMIS) when the UN was unable to
mount its own mission there.

• Contextual knowledge. Regional peacekeepers often share languages, cultural norms, and political
awareness with the populations they're protecting. The ECOMOG interventions by the Economic
Community of West African States in Liberia (1990) and Sierra Leone (1997) drew on this proximity.

Regional peacekeeping also faces real limitations:

• Limited resources. Many regional organizations, especially the AU, depend on external funding from
the UN or individual donor states to sustain operations.

• Impartiality concerns. Neighboring states may have their own strategic interests in the conflict, which
can compromise neutrality.

• Political interference. Regional rivalries or alliances can shape how missions are mandated and
carried out, sometimes undermining their effectiveness.

The trend in recent practice is toward hybrid models, where regional and global organizations share
responsibilities. The AU-UN Hybrid Operation in Darfur (UNAMID), which ran from 2007 to 2020, is a key
example of this approach.



Fiveable archived study guides Page 120

11.4 Challenges and Limitations of International Organizations in
Conflict Resolution

Political Challenges

Sovereignty and Political Will
State sovereignty is one of the biggest obstacles international organizations face. Under international law,
states have the right to govern their own internal affairs, and many governments resist outside intervention,
even during humanitarian crises. This creates a tension: international organizations exist to address
collective problems, but their member states often refuse to let them act.

Political will is the other side of this coin. Even when an organization has the authority to act, member
states must agree to commit resources, personnel, and political capital. Conflicting national interests make
consensus difficult and can delay responses for weeks or months.

• States frequently prioritize their own strategic or economic interests over collective action, leading to
selective engagement. During the 1994 Rwandan genocide, major powers were unwilling to label the
violence as genocide or authorize intervention, and roughly 800,000 people were killed while the UN
Security Council debated.

• When member states lack the will to take risks, organizations are left issuing statements rather than
deploying peacekeepers or imposing sanctions.

Great Power Politics and Legitimacy
The structure of organizations like the UN gives outsized influence to a handful of powerful states. The five
permanent members of the Security Council (the US, UK, France, Russia, and China) each hold veto
power, meaning a single country can block action regardless of broader consensus.

• During the Syrian civil war, Russia and China vetoed multiple Security Council resolutions that would
have authorized intervention or referred the situation to the International Criminal Court. This effectively
paralyzed the UN's response for years while the conflict escalated.

• Great powers can also shape agendas behind the scenes, steering organizations toward issues that
serve their interests while sidelining others.

Legitimacy suffers when international organizations appear biased or inconsistent. If an organization
intervenes forcefully in one conflict but ignores a similar situation elsewhere, affected populations and
other states notice. This selective application of norms erodes credibility over time and makes future
cooperation harder to secure.

Organizational Limitations

Mandate Limitations and Coordination Challenges
International organizations typically operate under mandates that define what they're authorized to do.
These mandates are often narrow by design, since member states are reluctant to grant broad powers. A
peacekeeping mission, for example, might be authorized to monitor a ceasefire but not to protect civilians
or disarm combatants.

• Narrow mandates can prevent organizations from addressing the root causes of a conflict, such as
political exclusion or resource inequality, limiting them to surface-level responses.
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• Expanding a mandate usually requires another round of negotiations in the Security Council or a
governing body, which brings back all the political will problems discussed above.

Coordination is a separate but related challenge. In any major conflict zone, you'll find multiple international
organizations, NGOs, regional bodies, and state actors all working simultaneously. Without strong
coordination:

• Efforts get duplicated while critical gaps go unaddressed

• Organizations compete for the same limited funding and local partnerships

• Information isn't shared effectively, leading to fragmented or even contradictory approaches

Institutional Reform and Adaptation
Many international organizations were designed for a different era. The UN Security Council's structure, for
instance, reflects the power dynamics of 1945, not the 21st century. Conflicts today often involve non-state
actors, cyber threats, and transnational networks that these institutions weren't built to handle.

• Reform efforts consistently stall because member states that benefit from the current structure resist
changes that might reduce their influence.

• Rigid bureaucratic procedures slow decision-making, making it hard to respond quickly to fast-moving
crises.

• Organizations sometimes fail to incorporate lessons from past operations. If a peacekeeping mission
in one country revealed that a particular approach didn't work, there's no guarantee that knowledge
gets applied to the next mission.

This inability to adapt means organizations can end up repeating the same mistakes, applying outdated
strategies to new types of conflict.

Resource Constraints

Financial and Human Resource Limitations
Even with political will and a strong mandate, international organizations can't act without adequate funding
and personnel. Most organizations depend heavily on voluntary contributions from member states, which
makes budgets unpredictable from year to year. The UN peacekeeping budget, for example, regularly
faces shortfalls as member states delay or reduce their assessed contributions, forcing missions to operate
below capacity.

• Limited budgets force organizations into difficult triage decisions, prioritizing some conflicts while
scaling back or ignoring others. Conflicts in regions with less strategic importance to major donors often
receive less attention and fewer resources.

• There is a persistent shortage of skilled personnel, including trained mediators, peacekeepers with
appropriate language skills, and technical experts in areas like disarmament or transitional justice.

• Long-term peacebuilding requires sustained investment over years or even decades, but funding
cycles are short and donor attention shifts as new crises emerge. This makes it extremely difficult to
plan and sustain the kind of extended engagement that lasting peace requires.
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Unit 12 – Peacekeeping: Strategies and
Challenges
12.1 Evolution and Types of Peacekeeping Operations
Peacekeeping has evolved from simple ceasefire monitoring to complex missions addressing modern
conflicts. Traditional peacekeeping focuses on observation, while multidimensional operations tackle
broader issues like disarmament and civilian protection. Robust peacekeeping allows for more forceful
action when necessary.

The UN Charter provides the framework for peacekeeping, with Chapter VI focusing on peaceful dispute
resolution and Chapter VII allowing force in certain situations. Key principles like neutrality and impartiality
guide peacekeepers, though these can be challenged in complex conflicts.

Types of Peacekeeping

Traditional Peacekeeping
• Involves monitoring ceasefires and maintaining buffer zones between conflicting parties (Cyprus)

• Typically deployed after a peace agreement has been reached to help maintain stability

• Characterized by the consent of the parties, impartiality, and the non-use of force except in
self-defense

• Peacekeepers are usually lightly armed and primarily serve as observers and mediators

• Examples include the United Nations Truce Supervision Organization (UNTSO) in the Middle East and
the United Nations Peacekeeping Force in Cyprus (UNFICYP)

Multidimensional Peacekeeping
• Addresses the complex nature of modern conflicts by combining military, police, and civilian
components (Kosovo)

• Aims to support the implementation of comprehensive peace agreements and assist in building
sustainable peace

• Focuses on tasks such as disarmament, demobilization and reintegration (DDR) of former
combatants, security sector reform, and the protection of civilians

• Promotes human rights, the rule of law, and the restoration of state authority

• Examples include the United Nations Mission in Sierra Leone (UNAMSIL) and the United Nations
Mission in Liberia (UNMIL)

Robust Peacekeeping and Rules of Engagement
• Involves the use of force at the tactical level with the authorization of the Security Council to defend
the mandate and protect civilians (Democratic Republic of the Congo)

• Peacekeepers are equipped and authorized to use force beyond self-defense to deter attempts to
disrupt the political process, protect civilians under imminent threat, and assist national authorities in
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maintaining law and order

• The mandate outlines the specific tasks and responsibilities of the peacekeeping mission, as well as
its scope and duration

• Rules of engagement (ROE) define the circumstances, conditions, degree, and manner in which force
may be applied by peacekeepers

• Examples include the United Nations Organization Stabilization Mission in the Democratic Republic of
the Congo (MONUSCO) and the United Nations Multidimensional Integrated Stabilization Mission in
Mali (MINUSMA)

UN Peacekeeping Framework

UN Charter Chapters VI and VII
• Chapter VI of the UN Charter focuses on the peaceful settlement of disputes through negotiation,
mediation, conciliation, arbitration, and judicial settlement

• Peacekeeping operations under Chapter VI are based on the consent of the parties and do not involve
the use of force beyond self-defense

• Chapter VII of the UN Charter addresses threats to peace, breaches of peace, and acts of aggression

• Under Chapter VII, the Security Council can authorize the use of force to maintain or restore
international peace and security

• Peacekeeping operations under Chapter VII may involve the use of force beyond self-defense to
protect civilians and support the implementation of the mandate

Key Reports and Troop Contributions
• The Brahimi Report (2000) provided a comprehensive review of UN peace operations and made
recommendations for improving their effectiveness, including the need for clear, credible, and
achievable mandates, and the importance of rapid deployment and adequate resources

• Troop-contributing countries (TCCs) provide military and police personnel for peacekeeping
operations

• TCCs are responsible for training, equipping, and disciplining their personnel in accordance with UN
standards

• The United Nations reimburses TCCs for their contributions based on a standard rate per
peacekeeper

• The five largest troop-contributing countries as of 2021 are Bangladesh, India, Nepal, Rwanda, and
Pakistan

Principles of Peacekeeping
• Neutrality requires peacekeepers to maintain an unbiased stance towards the parties to the conflict
and avoid taking sides

• Impartiality involves treating all parties equally and fairly, without favoring one side over another

• These principles are essential for maintaining the trust and cooperation of the parties and ensuring the
effectiveness of peacekeeping operations
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• However, the principles of neutrality and impartiality may be challenged in situations where one party
is clearly violating human rights or breaching the peace agreement

• In such cases, peacekeepers may be required to take action to protect civilians or support the
implementation of the mandate, even if it is perceived as favoring one side over another

12.2 Peacemaking Initiatives and Conflict Termination

Diplomatic Approaches
Peacemaking initiatives try to end conflicts through diplomacy rather than force. The core tools are
negotiation, mediation, and arbitration, each offering a different level of third-party involvement.
Understanding how these approaches work, and where they break down, is central to analyzing how
conflicts actually end.

Negotiation and Mediation
Negotiation involves direct talks between conflicting parties aimed at reaching a mutually acceptable
agreement. No outside party is required, but in practice, most negotiations in armed conflicts involve some
form of third-party assistance.

Mediation adds a neutral third party who facilitates communication and helps the parties find common
ground. Two things distinguish mediation from other approaches:

• It's voluntary. Both sides must agree to participate.

• The mediator cannot impose a solution. They can propose frameworks, shuttle messages, and apply
pressure, but the final agreement depends on the parties themselves.

Mediators can be individuals (such as former heads of state), other countries, or international organizations
like the United Nations. The mediator's leverage matters: a mediator who can offer economic aid or
security guarantees tends to be more effective than one who can only facilitate dialogue.

Arbitration and Track I Diplomacy
Arbitration is a step beyond mediation. A neutral third party hears arguments from both sides and then
makes a binding decision. Unlike a mediator, an arbitrator has the authority to determine the outcome, and
the parties agree in advance to accept it. This makes arbitration less common in active armed conflicts,
since warring parties are often unwilling to hand that kind of authority to an outsider.

Track I diplomacy refers to official, government-level diplomacy conducted by professional diplomats and
political leaders. This includes:

• High-level negotiations between heads of state

• Summit meetings

• Formal diplomatic channels (embassies, foreign ministries, UN sessions)

Track I diplomacy carries the weight of state authority, meaning agreements reached at this level can be
implemented through government institutions. The downside is that it's often rigid and constrained by
domestic politics.
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Track II Diplomacy
Track II diplomacy operates outside official channels. It involves informal interactions between influential
but non-governmental figures from adversarial groups, such as academics, religious leaders, and NGO
representatives who have connections to their respective governments.

The purpose of Track II diplomacy is to:

• Build trust and personal relationships across conflict lines

• Explore possible solutions without the political risk of formal negotiations

• Shape public opinion and lay groundwork for eventual official talks

The Oslo Accords (1993) are a well-known example. Secret back-channel discussions between Israeli and
Palestinian academics and officials in Norway produced a framework that was later adopted as an official
agreement. Track II efforts don't replace Track I diplomacy; they create conditions that make formal
negotiations more likely to succeed.

Conflict Resolution Outcomes
When peacemaking efforts succeed, they typically produce one of several outcomes: a formal peace
agreement, a ceasefire, or a power-sharing arrangement. Each has different implications for how durable
the peace will be.

Peace Agreements and Ceasefires
A peace agreement is a formal accord between warring parties that addresses the core issues driving the
conflict and establishes a framework for peace. These agreements often include provisions for:

• Ceasefires and withdrawal of armed forces

• Political reforms (elections, new constitutions)

• Economic and social measures (land reform, reconstruction)

• Mechanisms for accountability or transitional justice

A ceasefire is a temporary halt to fighting for an agreed-upon period. Ceasefires are not the same as
peace agreements. A ceasefire stops the violence but doesn't resolve the underlying dispute. Some
ceasefires hold long enough to enable negotiations; others collapse quickly. The distinction matters
because a ceasefire without a political settlement often just freezes the conflict rather than ending it.

Power-Sharing Arrangements
Power-sharing arrangements are institutional designs that guarantee different groups representation in
political decision-making. The goal is to prevent any single group from monopolizing power, which is often
the root fear driving civil conflicts.

Power-sharing can take different forms:

• Territorial (federalism): Different regions get significant autonomy. This works when groups are
geographically concentrated.

• Identity-based (consociationalism): Government positions are allocated based on group identity
(ethnic, religious, etc.). Lebanon's confessional system reserves the presidency for a Maronite
Christian, the prime ministership for a Sunni Muslim, and the speaker of parliament for a Shia Muslim.
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• Hybrid approaches: Bosnia's Dayton Agreement (1995) combined territorial division (two entities
within one state) with identity-based power-sharing at the national level.

Power-sharing can stabilize post-conflict societies, but critics argue it can also entrench divisions by
making group identity the permanent basis of politics.

Challenges to Peacemaking

Spoilers and Their Impact
One of the biggest threats to any peace process comes from spoilers: leaders or factions who believe the
emerging peace threatens their power, worldview, or interests, and who use violence to derail it.

Spoilers can operate from different positions:

• Inside spoilers are parties who join the peace process but then undermine it from within (signing
agreements they don't intend to honor, for example).

• Outside spoilers are groups excluded from or opposed to the negotiations who attack the process
from the outside.

Motivations vary. Some spoilers act from ideology (they reject compromise on principle). Others act from
greed (war economies benefit them financially). Still others act from fear (they believe peace will lead to
their prosecution or marginalization). Hamas's opposition to the Oslo process and FARC factions that
rejected Colombia's 2016 peace deal both illustrate how spoilers can threaten agreements at critical
moments.

Stephen Stedman's influential framework identifies several strategies for managing spoilers:

• Inducements: Offering rewards (political positions, amnesty, economic benefits) to bring spoilers into
the process

• Socialization: Pressuring spoilers to conform to international norms through diplomatic engagement

• Coercion: Using force or sanctions to raise the cost of spoiling behavior

• Robust third-party involvement: Deploying peacekeepers or guarantors who can credibly enforce
agreements and protect the process

No single strategy works in every case. Effective peacemaking often requires combining approaches and
correctly diagnosing what type of spoiler you're dealing with.

12.3 Post-Conflict Peacebuilding Strategies
Post-conflict peacebuilding strategies aim to rebuild societies after war by restoring security, justice, and
economic stability. Without deliberate peacebuilding, countries face a high risk of relapsing into violence.
Roughly 40% of post-conflict countries return to war within a decade, which is why these strategies matter
so much in the study of international conflict.

The core approaches include disarming and reintegrating ex-combatants, reforming security institutions,
establishing transitional justice, and reconstructing economies and civil society from the ground up.
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Post-Conflict Security and Justice

Disarmament, Demobilization, and Reintegration (DDR)
DDR is often the first major peacebuilding task after a ceasefire. It moves former fighters out of armed
groups and into civilian life through three distinct phases:

1. Disarmament — Collecting, documenting, and disposing of weapons (small arms, ammunition,
explosives, and heavy weapons) from combatants and sometimes from civilians. This physically
removes the tools of war.

2. Demobilization — Formally discharging combatants from armed forces or militias. This often includes
a short-term "reinsertion" phase that provides immediate assistance like temporary housing, food, or
cash payments to help ex-combatants through the transition.

3. Reintegration — The longest and most difficult phase. Ex-combatants work to acquire civilian status,
find sustainable employment, and rebuild social ties within local communities. This is an open-ended
process that can take years and depends heavily on whether the local economy can actually absorb
these individuals.

DDR programs frequently struggle when economic opportunities are scarce or when ex-combatants face
stigma from their communities. Successful programs, like Mozambique's after its civil war, tend to combine
vocational training with community-level reconciliation efforts.

Security Sector Reform (SSR) and Rule of Law
Security Sector Reform is the process of transforming a country's security institutions so they serve the
population rather than a particular faction or regime. The "security sector" includes the military, police,
intelligence services, border agencies, and justice institutions.

SSR aims to make these institutions: - Effective at providing actual security to citizens - Accountable to
civilian oversight and democratic governance - Operating within the rule of law rather than through arbitrary
force

Rule of law means that all individuals and institutions, including the state itself, are held accountable to
laws that are publicly known, equally enforced, and independently adjudicated. In post-conflict settings, the
justice system is often decimated, so rule of law reforms typically involve:

• Rebuilding and strengthening the independence of the judiciary

• Improving access to justice, especially for marginalized groups

• Training new police forces that communities can actually trust

• Promoting human rights protections and fundamental freedoms

Without functioning security and justice institutions, other peacebuilding efforts tend to collapse. People
won't invest in businesses, participate in politics, or cooperate with reconciliation if they don't feel safe.

Transitional Justice and Reconciliation
Transitional justice refers to the ways countries address large-scale human rights violations that occurred
during conflict, violations so widespread that the normal justice system simply can't handle them. There's
no single model; countries choose from several mechanisms depending on their context:
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• Criminal prosecutions — Holding perpetrators legally accountable, either through domestic courts or
international tribunals (e.g., the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia)

• Truth commissions — Official, temporary, non-judicial bodies that investigate and publicly document
what happened. South Africa's Truth and Reconciliation Commission (established 1995) is the most
well-known example; it allowed perpetrators to apply for amnesty in exchange for full disclosure of their
actions.

• Reparations programs — Providing material or symbolic compensation to victims

• Institutional reforms — Vetting and removing abusers from public office to prevent recurrence

Reconciliation goes beyond formal justice mechanisms. It involves rebuilding relationships between former
adversaries and restoring social trust. Rwanda's gacaca courts illustrate a community-based approach:
local tribunals handled hundreds of thousands of genocide cases at the village level, combining
accountability with reintegration. These approaches are rarely clean or fully satisfying to all parties, but
they address the reality that post-conflict societies must find ways to coexist.

Economic and Social Reconstruction

Economic Reconstruction and Institution Building
War destroys infrastructure and economic systems. Economic reconstruction involves both physical
rebuilding (roads, bridges, power grids, hospitals) and reviving economic activity through job creation,
attracting investment, and supporting small businesses.

This matters for peace directly: unemployed young men with no economic prospects are far more likely to
be recruited back into armed groups. Early job creation, even through short-term public works programs,
can reduce this risk.

Institution building means establishing or strengthening the government bodies needed for a functioning
state: ministries, central banks, tax collection systems, and regulatory agencies. After the fall of the Taliban
in 2001, Afghanistan had to essentially rebuild its government ministries from scratch, a process that
required massive international support and took years to show results.

Effective institutions provide public services, maintain stability, and create the predictable environment that
economic development requires. Weak or corrupt institutions, by contrast, can become a driver of renewed
conflict.

Civil Society Development and Capacity Building
Civil society refers to the space of voluntary organizations between the state and the market: NGOs,
community groups, religious organizations, labor unions, and professional associations. A strong civil
society matters for peacebuilding because these groups can:

• Advocate for democracy and human rights

• Monitor government accountability

• Promote social cohesion across divided communities

• Deliver services in areas where the government can't yet reach

Capacity building strengthens the skills, knowledge, and resources that individuals and organizations need
to contribute to reconstruction. This includes training programs for civil servants, technical assistance for
local governments, and financial support for community organizations. After Timor-Leste gained
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independence in 2002, extensive training programs for civil servants helped build a new government
almost from nothing.

Promoting Sustainable Peace
Sustainable peace exists when the underlying causes of conflict have been addressed and the risk of
relapse into violence is genuinely low. This is the ultimate goal of all peacebuilding, but it requires a
long-term, holistic approach rather than quick fixes.

Achieving sustainable peace means working across multiple dimensions simultaneously:

• Political — Promoting inclusive governance so no group feels permanently excluded from power

• Economic — Reducing the inequality and poverty that fuel grievances

• Social — Supporting reconciliation and rebuilding trust between communities

• Institutional — Strengthening rule of law and human rights protections

Sustainable peace also requires buy-in from all stakeholders: government, civil society, the private sector,
and local communities. The UN Peacebuilding Commission's work in Sierra Leone illustrates this
approach, coordinating international support with local priorities to address the root causes of that country's
civil war. The hard truth is that peacebuilding is measured in decades, not years, and there are no
shortcuts.

12.4 Challenges and Dilemmas in Peace Operations

Sovereignty and Ownership Challenges

Balancing Sovereignty and Intervention
State sovereignty is one of the foundational principles of the international system, but peace operations
often require some degree of external involvement in a state's internal affairs. That creates a real tension.

• Consent of the host government is the traditional prerequisite for deploying a peace operation. When
interventions happen without it (or with only reluctant consent), questions about legitimacy and
long-term sustainability multiply.

• External actors have to navigate between respecting a state's authority and addressing genuine
threats to peace and security. Lean too far toward sovereignty, and atrocities may continue unchecked.
Lean too far toward intervention, and you risk being seen as an occupier.

• Cambodia illustrates a case where the UN took on extensive administrative functions (UNTAC in the
early 1990s), effectively overriding aspects of sovereignty to organize elections and rebuild institutions.
Kosovo went even further, with the UN Mission in Kosovo (UNMIK) essentially governing the territory
for years. Both cases show how intervention can achieve short-term stability but raise difficult questions
about who really owns the political process.

Promoting Local Ownership and Cultural Sensitivity
Peace operations that are designed and driven entirely by outsiders tend to collapse once those outsiders
leave. Local ownership means empowering domestic actors to lead peacebuilding so the results actually
stick.

• This goes beyond consultation. It means giving local institutions, civil society groups, and communities
genuine decision-making power over priorities and implementation.
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• Cultural sensitivity is closely related. Peace operations that ignore local customs, power structures,
and social norms often alienate the very populations they're trying to help. In Afghanistan, externally
designed governance models clashed with local tribal and community structures, contributing to weak
buy-in and eventual failure. In Iraq, insufficient attention to sectarian dynamics deepened divisions
rather than bridging them.

Gender mainstreaming is a specific dimension of this challenge. It means integrating gender perspectives
into all aspects of a peace operation, not treating women's issues as a separate add-on.

• Conflict affects women, men, girls, and boys differently. Women are often excluded from formal peace
negotiations despite being central to community-level reconciliation.

• Liberia is frequently cited as a positive example: women's groups played a visible role in pressuring
warring factions toward peace, and post-conflict reforms prioritized women's participation. In Rwanda,
post-genocide reconstruction deliberately included women in governance, resulting in one of the
highest rates of female parliamentary representation in the world.

Operational Challenges

Mission Creep and Resource Constraints
Mission creep happens when the scope of a peace operation gradually expands beyond its original
mandate. A mission authorized to monitor a ceasefire might find itself drawn into disarmament, election
monitoring, institution-building, and humanitarian delivery.

• This isn't always a bad thing; conditions on the ground change, and rigid mandates can be just as
dangerous as flexible ones. The problem is when expansion happens without corresponding increases
in resources, authority, or strategic clarity.

• Resource constraints compound the issue. Peace operations frequently suffer from inadequate
funding, troop shortfalls, and insufficient equipment. The UN depends on member states to contribute
personnel and money, and pledges don't always materialize.

• In Darfur, the AU/UN hybrid mission (UNAMID) was chronically under-resourced relative to the vast
territory it was supposed to cover, leaving large areas effectively unprotected. In Somalia, repeated
missions struggled with both mandate ambiguity and a lack of troops willing to deploy into a high-risk
environment.

Coordination and Exit Strategies
Modern peace operations involve a crowded field of actors: the UN, regional organizations (AU, EU,
ECOWAS), NGOs, bilateral donors, and the host government itself. Getting them to work together is a
persistent challenge.

• Without effective coordination, you get duplication of efforts in some areas and dangerous gaps in
others. Different organizations may pursue conflicting priorities or compete for influence.

• Exit strategies are equally critical. A peace operation needs a plan for how and when it will hand off
responsibilities to local actors. Leaving too early risks a relapse into conflict; staying too long can create
dependency and resentment.

• Timor-Leste offers a mixed lesson: the UN withdrew after initial success, violence flared again in 2006,
and a second mission had to be deployed. Sierra Leone is generally seen as more successful, with a
phased drawdown tied to concrete benchmarks like the capacity of local security forces.
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The key is that exit strategies should be based on realistic assessments of conditions on the ground, not
arbitrary timelines or donor fatigue.

Evaluation and Accountability

Measuring Success and Ensuring Accountability
How do you know if a peace operation is working? This is harder than it sounds. Conflicts are multifaceted,
and "success" can mean different things depending on whether you're measuring the absence of violence,
the quality of governance, economic recovery, or public trust in institutions.

• Establishing clear benchmarks and indicators at the outset helps. These might include measurable
targets like the number of ex-combatants disarmed, voter turnout in elections, or the operational
capacity of local police forces.

• Accountability mechanisms matter just as much. Transparent reporting, independent oversight bodies,
and clear chains of command help ensure that peace operations adhere to their mandates and
international standards.

• In Haiti, repeated UN missions faced criticism for both ineffectiveness and misconduct, including a
cholera outbreak traced to UN peacekeepers and allegations of sexual exploitation. These failures
severely damaged the credibility of the entire operation. In the Democratic Republic of the Congo,
MONUSCO has faced similar accountability challenges despite being one of the largest and most
expensive UN missions in history.

• Lessons learned exercises after each mission are supposed to feed improvements into future
operations. In practice, institutional memory can be weak, and the same mistakes sometimes recur.
Still, systematic after-action reviews remain one of the best tools for improving how peace operations
are designed and implemented.
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Unit 13 – Post-Conflict Reconstruction:
Case Studies
13.1 Political Reconstruction and Institution Building

Governance and Institutions
Post-conflict reconstruction is the process of rebuilding governance structures and institutions after war or
large-scale violence. The goal is to create a political order that's stable enough to prevent a return to
conflict while being legitimate enough that citizens actually buy into it. This topic covers three
interconnected areas: establishing governance, strengthening the rule of law and security, and developing
civil society.

Establishing Effective Governance Structures
State-building is the effort to strengthen government institutions so they can provide essential services
(healthcare, education, infrastructure) and maintain order. Without functional institutions, post-conflict
societies often slide back into violence. The challenge is building both capacity (can the government
actually do things?) and legitimacy (do people accept its authority?).

Constitutional reform typically comes early in reconstruction. A new or revised constitution establishes the
legal framework for governance, including:

• Protection of human rights

• Separation of powers across legislative, executive, and judicial branches

• Rules for how political competition will work going forward

Electoral systems shape who gets represented and how. The choice of system matters enormously in
divided societies:

• Proportional representation allocates seats based on vote share, which tends to give minority groups
a voice in government.

• First-past-the-post awards each seat to the top vote-getter in a district, which can shut out smaller
groups but tends to produce more decisive governments.

Choosing the wrong system can entrench the grievances that fueled conflict in the first place.

Power-sharing arrangements distribute political power among competing groups (ethnic, religious, or
regional) to prevent any single group from dominating. Two major models:

• Consociationalism builds inclusion through grand coalitions, mutual veto rights, and proportional
representation in government. Bosnia and Herzegovina's post-Dayton structure and Lebanon's
confessional system are classic examples. The trade-off is that these arrangements can freeze ethnic
divisions into the political system rather than transcending them.

• Federalism divides authority between a central government and regional governments, giving different
groups a degree of self-governance. Nigeria and Ethiopia both use federal structures to manage their
internal diversity, though with mixed results.
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Promoting Decentralization and Local Governance
Decentralization transfers power and resources from the central government to local or regional
authorities. In post-conflict settings, this can make governance more responsive and help rebuild trust
between citizens and the state, since local officials are often more accessible than distant central
authorities.

Three forms of decentralization work together:

1. Political decentralization gives decision-making authority to locally elected officials, increasing
participation and representation at the community level.

2. Administrative decentralization delegates management of public services (schools, clinics, water
systems) to local governments, which can improve efficiency because local officials understand local
conditions.

3. Fiscal decentralization provides local governments with their own revenue sources and budgetary
autonomy so they can actually fund local priorities rather than waiting on the central government.

Rwanda's post-genocide decentralization is a frequently cited case. The government restructured local
administration to bring services closer to citizens and encourage grassroots participation, though critics
note that decentralization there operates within a tightly controlled political environment.

Rule of Law and Security

Establishing the Rule of Law
The rule of law means that all individuals and institutions, including the government itself, are accountable
to laws that are publicly known, equally enforced, and independently adjudicated. In post-conflict societies,
this principle is often the first casualty and one of the hardest things to restore.

Strengthening the rule of law involves several priorities:

• Legal system reform: updating or rewriting laws, training judges and lawyers, and rebuilding
courthouses and legal infrastructure that may have been destroyed.

• Access to justice: ensuring ordinary citizens can actually use the legal system. This means affordable
legal aid, courts that function outside the capital, and proceedings in languages people speak.

• Judicial independence: insulating courts from political pressure so that rulings are based on law rather
than power.

Transitional justice mechanisms address the legacy of wartime abuses. These aren't regular courts; they're
specifically designed for the unique challenge of accountability after mass violence.

• Truth commissions investigate and publicly document what happened. South Africa's Truth and
Reconciliation Commission (established 1995) offered amnesty to perpetrators who fully disclosed
politically motivated crimes, prioritizing national healing over punishment.

• Special tribunals pursue criminal accountability. The International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda
(ICTR) prosecuted leaders responsible for the 1994 genocide, establishing legal precedents for
prosecuting genocide and crimes against humanity.

The tension between truth commissions and tribunals reflects a real dilemma: societies must balance the
demand for justice against the practical need for reconciliation.
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Reforming the Security Sector
Security sector reform (SSR) transforms the military, police, intelligence services, and other security
institutions so they serve the population rather than threaten it. In many post-conflict states, security forces
were themselves perpetrators of violence, so reform is both urgent and politically sensitive.

SSR typically involves these steps:

1. Vetting security personnel to identify and remove individuals responsible for human rights abuses.

2. Training remaining and new personnel on human rights standards, professional conduct, and the rule
of law.

3. Establishing civilian oversight through parliamentary committees, independent review boards, and
transparent budgeting so security forces answer to elected officials rather than operating
autonomously.

Disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration (DDR) programs address the problem of what happens to
former combatants once fighting stops. Without a path back to civilian life, ex-fighters can become a major
source of instability.

• Disarmament collects weapons from former combatants.

• Demobilization formally dissolves armed units.

• Reintegration provides education, vocational training, and economic opportunities to help
ex-combatants support themselves. Sierra Leone's DDR program (1998-2004) processed over 70,000
former fighters and is often studied as both a model and a cautionary tale about the difficulty of
long-term reintegration.

Community policing strategies rebuild trust between security forces and local populations by shifting from a
purely enforcement model to one based on collaboration and problem-solving. Timor-Leste's community
policing initiatives after independence involved local councils working alongside police to identify security
concerns, helping to legitimize a police force that many citizens initially viewed with suspicion.

Civil Society and Capacity Building

Strengthening Civil Society
Civil society refers to the ecosystem of organizations that operate independently from the state: NGOs,
community-based organizations (CBOs), religious groups, professional associations, and advocacy
networks. A strong civil society holds government accountable, amplifies the voices of marginalized
groups, and builds the social connections that conflict destroys.

In post-conflict settings, civil society organizations often fill gaps that weak governments cannot. They
deliver services, monitor human rights, and create spaces for dialogue across former battle lines.
Supporting their growth means providing funding, training, and legal protections so they can operate freely.

Independent media deserves special attention. Journalists and media outlets that can report without
government control promote transparency, expose corruption, and give citizens the information they need
to participate in governance. Radio Okapi in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, established with UN
support in 2002, broadcasts in multiple languages across a vast country and has become a critical source
of reliable information in a media environment otherwise dominated by partisan outlets.



Fiveable archived study guides Page 135

Building Capacity for Sustainable Development
Capacity building strengthens the skills, knowledge, and resources of people and institutions so they can
sustain reconstruction efforts over time. Without it, reforms depend on international support and collapse
when that support leaves.

Key areas of capacity building include:

• Public administration: Training government officials in financial management, planning, and service
delivery. Afghanistan's National Solidarity Program channeled development funds directly to elected
community councils, building local governance capacity from the ground up, though its long-term
outcomes remain debated given the country's subsequent political trajectory.

• Private sector development: Supporting local businesses and entrepreneurs creates jobs and
stimulates economic growth, which reduces the economic grievances that often fuel conflict. Rwanda's
Vision 2020 Umurenge Program targeted poverty reduction through public works, microfinance, and
direct support to the most vulnerable households.

• Education and skills development: Investing in human capital pays off across generations. Education
programs in post-conflict settings often serve a dual purpose: building workforce skills while also
promoting tolerance and peaceful coexistence. Kosovo's Education for Peace program integrated
conflict resolution and intercultural understanding into school curricula.

The common thread across all these efforts is local ownership. Reconstruction programs that are designed
and driven by international actors without meaningful local participation tend to produce institutions that
lack legitimacy and durability. The most successful cases involve genuine transfer of decision-making
power to local stakeholders, even when that process is slower and messier than externally managed
alternatives.

13.2 Economic Recovery and Development in Post-Conflict Societies

Economic Recovery Strategies

Financial Assistance and Debt Relief
After a war ends, the economy is usually in ruins. Tax revenue has collapsed, infrastructure is destroyed,
and the government lacks the funds to rebuild on its own. External financial assistance fills that gap during
the critical early years of recovery.

Reconstruction aid comes in the form of grants and loans from international donors, multilateral
organizations (the World Bank, IMF, regional development banks), and individual states. These funds go
toward rebuilding roads, schools, hospitals, and restoring basic services like electricity and clean water.

Debt relief is the other side of the equation. Many post-conflict countries carry enormous debts from before
or during the war, and servicing those debts drains resources away from recovery. Debt relief takes two
main forms:

• Debt forgiveness cancels part or all of what a country owes. It's often conditional on the country
implementing economic reforms and good governance practices.

• Debt rescheduling extends repayment timelines or lowers interest rates, making the remaining debt
more manageable without eliminating it entirely.

A clear example is post-2003 Iraq, which received billions in reconstruction aid and had roughly $80 billion
in debt reduced through Paris Club negotiations, freeing up revenue for domestic rebuilding.
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Attracting Investment and Promoting Entrepreneurship
Aid can stabilize an economy in the short term, but sustained growth requires private investment. Foreign
direct investment (FDI) brings in external capital, expertise, and technology that post-conflict governments
typically can't provide on their own.

To attract FDI, governments often offer incentives like tax breaks, streamlined regulations, and investment
guarantees in key sectors such as manufacturing, agriculture, and services. The challenge is that investors
see post-conflict environments as risky, so building credible institutions and rule of law matters just as
much as offering incentives.

At the local level, microfinance plays a different but equally important role. Microfinance institutions (MFIs)
provide small loans and basic financial services to individuals and small businesses that can't access
traditional banks. This is especially significant for two reasons:

• It fosters entrepreneurship and self-employment among people who were economically marginalized
even before the conflict.

• MFIs often specifically target women and rural populations, groups that traditional banking systems
tend to overlook but that are critical to broad-based recovery.

Rwanda's post-genocide recovery illustrates both dynamics: the government actively courted FDI while
microfinance programs helped rebuild local economic activity from the ground up.

Infrastructure and Resource Development

Rebuilding Critical Infrastructure
Infrastructure is the backbone of economic recovery because without it, goods can't move, markets can't
function, and services can't reach people. Post-conflict priorities typically include:

• Transportation networks: roads, bridges, railways, and ports that enable trade and connect rural areas
to urban markets

• Utilities: power grids and water systems that support both households and businesses

• Telecommunications: networks that allow information flow and enable participation in the modern
economy

Beyond enabling economic activity, infrastructure projects also serve as a direct source of employment.
Construction and related industries can absorb large numbers of workers, including former combatants,
during the early recovery period. This dual benefit (building capacity and creating jobs) is why infrastructure
investment is often the first major spending priority.

Sustainable Resource Management
Many post-conflict countries are resource-rich, and how those resources are governed can determine
whether recovery succeeds or the country slides back into conflict. Resource management refers to the
responsible use and conservation of natural resources like minerals, forests, oil, and water.

The challenges are significant. During conflict, illegal resource exploitation often becomes entrenched
(think of "blood diamonds" in Sierra Leone or illegal timber in Cambodia). Environmental degradation
compounds the problem. And competition over resource revenues was frequently a driver of the conflict in
the first place.

Effective post-conflict resource governance requires:
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• Transparency and accountability in how extraction contracts are awarded and revenues are
distributed (frameworks like the Extractive Industries Transparency Initiative, or EITI, help here)

• Equitable benefit-sharing so that resource wealth reaches communities rather than enriching only
elites

• Sustainable practices like reforestation and investment in renewable energy, which support long-term
growth without depleting the resource base

Collaborative Approaches to Development
Post-conflict governments rarely have the funds or technical capacity to rebuild infrastructure alone.
Public-private partnerships (PPPs) address this by combining government oversight with private sector
resources and expertise.

In a PPP, a private company might finance, build, and operate an infrastructure project (an airport, power
plant, or healthcare facility) while the government sets standards and ensures the public interest is
protected. For these arrangements to work, three elements are essential:

1. Clear legal frameworks that define each party's responsibilities

2. Risk-sharing arrangements so that neither side bears all the financial risk

3. Dispute resolution mechanisms to handle disagreements without derailing the project

PPPs can accelerate infrastructure development considerably, but they require institutional capacity that
post-conflict governments may need to build over time. International organizations often help design and
oversee early PPP frameworks.

Economic Diversification and Employment

Creating Jobs and Livelihoods
Employment generation is arguably the most urgent economic priority after a conflict ends. Jobs provide
income, but they also serve a stabilizing function: unemployed young men, in particular, are vulnerable to
recruitment by armed groups, and ex-combatants need viable livelihoods to reintegrate into civilian life.

Strategies for creating employment include:

• Public works programs that provide immediate, often temporary, employment in infrastructure repair
and community projects

• Vocational training and job placement services that build skills matched to the recovering economy's
needs

• Support for small and medium enterprises (SMEs) through access to finance, business development
services, and connections to markets

• Investment in labor-intensive sectors like agriculture and manufacturing, which can absorb large
numbers of workers

Education and skills development underpin all of these. Without investment in human capital, job creation
efforts hit a ceiling quickly.
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Building a Resilient and Inclusive Economy
Many conflict-affected countries depended heavily on one or two exports (often oil or minerals) before the
war. That kind of narrow economic base is vulnerable to price shocks and creates the conditions for
resource competition. Economic diversification deliberately broadens the economy across multiple sectors
to reduce that vulnerability.

Post-conflict diversification strategies typically involve:

• Developing sectors beyond extractive industries, such as agriculture, tourism, and services

• Encouraging value addition, meaning processing raw materials domestically rather than exporting
them unprocessed. This creates higher-skilled jobs and captures more economic value.

• Pursuing regional economic integration and trade agreements to expand available markets

None of this works, though, if large segments of the population are excluded. Inclusive economic policies
ensure that women, youth, ethnic minorities, and other marginalized groups have equal access to
economic opportunities. This isn't just a fairness issue; excluding groups that were already marginalized is
one of the fastest paths back to grievance and instability. Broad-based growth is both an economic
strategy and a peacebuilding strategy.

13.3 Transitional Justice and Reconciliation Processes
Post-conflict justice addresses how societies deal with widespread human rights abuses after war or
authoritarian rule. It goes beyond criminal punishment to include truth-telling, compensation, institutional
reform, and community healing. These mechanisms matter because how a society confronts its violent
past shapes whether lasting peace is even possible.

No single approach works for every context. Some societies prioritize accountability through tribunals;
others emphasize reconciliation through truth commissions or restorative justice. Most use a combination,
and the tensions between these approaches (accountability vs. stability, justice vs. peace) are central to
understanding this topic.

Post-Conflict Justice Mechanisms

Truth and Reconciliation Commissions
Truth and reconciliation commissions (TRCs) are official bodies created after conflict or repression to
investigate and document past human rights abuses. They serve a dual purpose: establishing a factual
record of what happened and providing a space for victims and perpetrators to share their experiences
publicly.

South Africa's TRC (1996–1998) is the most well-known example. It allowed perpetrators of apartheid-era
abuses to apply for amnesty in exchange for full, public disclosure of their actions. Sierra Leone's TRC
(2002–2004) operated alongside a war crimes tribunal, creating an unusual dual-track approach.

TRCs typically have the power to:

• Gather evidence, conduct interviews, and hold public hearings

• Document the experiences of victims and the actions of perpetrators

• Produce a final report with findings, conclusions, and recommendations for reform
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The strength of TRCs lies in their ability to create an authoritative historical narrative. Their weakness is
that recommendations often go unimplemented, and the process of public testimony can be retraumatizing
for victims if not handled carefully.

War Crimes Tribunals and the International Criminal Court
War crimes tribunals are special courts created to prosecute individuals accused of war crimes, crimes
against humanity, and genocide. Unlike TRCs, their primary goal is criminal accountability.

Key examples include:

• Nuremberg Trials (1945–1946): Established the precedent that individuals, including heads of state,
could be held criminally responsible for international crimes.

• International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY, 1993–2017): Prosecuted crimes
committed during the Balkan wars, including the Srebrenica genocide. It convicted 90 individuals.

• International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR, 1994–2015): Focused on prosecuting those
responsible for the 1994 Rwandan genocide.

These tribunals aim to hold perpetrators accountable, deliver justice for victims, and deter future atrocities
by demonstrating that such crimes will not go unpunished.

The International Criminal Court (ICC), established in 2002 by the Rome Statute, is a permanent court
based in The Hague. Several features distinguish it from ad hoc tribunals:

• It operates as a court of last resort, stepping in only when national courts are unable or unwilling to
prosecute.

• It has jurisdiction over individuals (not states) for genocide, war crimes, crimes against humanity, and
the crime of aggression.

• It can only prosecute crimes committed after July 1, 2002.

A significant limitation: major powers like the United States, China, and Russia have not ratified the Rome
Statute, which constrains the ICC's reach and has led to criticisms that it disproportionately targets African
nations.

Lustration
Lustration is the process of screening and potentially removing individuals from public office based on their
involvement with a former repressive regime. The Czech Republic and Poland both implemented lustration
laws after the fall of communism, vetting officials for past collaboration with secret police services.

The logic is straightforward: people who participated in or enabled repression should not hold positions of
authority in the new democratic order. In practice, lustration involves examining state security archives and
personnel records to determine an individual's past affiliations.

Lustration remains controversial. Critics argue it amounts to collective punishment, potentially violating
individual rights and due process by penalizing people based on association rather than proven criminal
acts. Supporters counter that it's necessary for a clean institutional break with the past and for building
public trust in new democratic institutions.
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Reconciliation and Healing

Reparations and Amnesty
Reparations are measures designed to compensate victims for the harm they suffered. They can take
multiple forms:

• Financial compensation (e.g., Germany's payments to Holocaust survivors, which have totaled over
€80 billion since the 1950s)

• Restitution of property seized during conflict

• Access to services such as healthcare, education, and psychological support

• Symbolic measures like official apologies

Reparations acknowledge victims' suffering in concrete terms and contribute to a sense that justice has
been served, even when full criminal accountability isn't possible.

Amnesty sits at the opposite end of the spectrum. It grants legal immunity to individuals who committed
crimes or abuses, often as part of a peace agreement. Uganda's Amnesty Act (2000) offered blanket
amnesty to members of armed groups, including the Lord's Resistance Army, if they renounced rebellion.

The core tension with amnesty is real: it can be seen as promoting impunity and denying victims justice.
But in some post-conflict situations, the prospect of prosecution may discourage combatants from
disarming. South Africa's TRC tried to split the difference by offering amnesty only in exchange for full
public disclosure, making it conditional rather than blanket.

Memorialization and Restorative Justice
Memorialization involves creating public memorials, monuments, and museums to commemorate victims
and preserve the memory of atrocities. Rwanda's Genocide Memorial Centers, which house the remains of
victims and document the 1994 genocide, serve as both a form of symbolic reparation and a warning
against future violence.

Effective memorialization acknowledges suffering, educates future generations, and can help communities
process collective trauma. Poorly handled memorialization, however, can entrench divisions if it reflects
only one group's narrative.

Restorative justice takes a fundamentally different approach from conventional criminal justice. Instead of
focusing on punishing offenders, it aims to repair the harm caused through dialogue, reconciliation, and
community participation.

Rwanda's Gacaca courts (2001–2012) are the most prominent example. Facing an impossible caseload of
roughly 120,000 genocide suspects and a devastated judicial system, Rwanda adapted a traditional
community dispute-resolution process to handle genocide cases. Community members served as judges,
and proceedings took place in the open.

Restorative justice processes typically involve:

1. Meetings between victims, offenders, and community members

2. Discussion of the crime's impact on victims and the community

3. Expressions of remorse by offenders

4. Agreement on measures to repair the harm (community service, restitution, public apology)
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The goal is healing and reintegration rather than retribution. Critics point out that community pressure can
coerce participation, and that some crimes may be too severe for restorative approaches to feel adequate.

Victim-Centered Approaches
Victim-centered approaches prioritize the needs, rights, and dignity of victims across all justice and
reconciliation mechanisms. This isn't a separate mechanism but a design principle that should shape how
every other process operates.

In practice, this means:

• Ensuring victims have access to support services like counseling and legal assistance throughout
proceedings

• Giving victims meaningful opportunities to participate in truth commissions, tribunals, and restorative
justice processes rather than treating them as passive witnesses

• Designing reparations programs around what victims actually need, not what's politically convenient

• Minimizing the risk of retraumatization during testimony and hearings (e.g., providing closed sessions,
trained support staff, and follow-up care)

Victim participation contributes to a sense of empowerment and validation. When victims feel heard and
acknowledged, the legitimacy of the entire transitional justice process increases. When they don't, even
well-designed institutions can feel like they serve political elites rather than the people who suffered most.

13.4 Case Studies of Successful and Failed Post-Conflict
Reconstruction Efforts
Post-conflict reconstruction efforts can make or break a country's future. Some countries, like Bosnia and
Rwanda, have made impressive progress. Others, like Afghanistan and Iraq, continue to struggle despite
massive international support.

Success often hinges on addressing root causes, balancing security and development, and fostering local
ownership. International aid is crucial, but must be carefully implemented to avoid creating dependencies
or undermining local capacity.

Successful Post-Conflict Reconstruction

Bosnia and Herzegovina
• Signed the Dayton Agreement in 1995 which ended the Bosnian War and established a complex
power-sharing system between Bosniaks, Serbs, and Croats

• Received significant international support and investment in rebuilding infrastructure and institutions
(UN peacekeeping mission, World Bank, and EU assistance)

• Conducted democratic elections and made progress in transitioning to a market economy

• Challenges remain in overcoming ethnic divisions, corruption, and economic stagnation

Rwanda
• Following the 1994 genocide, the Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF) established a unity government and
focused on reconciliation and rebuilding
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• Implemented Gacaca courts, a traditional community-based justice system, to address the aftermath
of the genocide and promote healing

• Invested heavily in education, healthcare, and economic development, leading to significant progress
in poverty reduction and social indicators

• Criticized for authoritarian tendencies and restrictions on political freedoms under President Paul
Kagame's leadership

Sierra Leone and Liberia
• Both countries suffered from prolonged civil wars in the 1990s and early 2000s, characterized by
widespread violence, human rights abuses, and the use of child soldiers

• International interventions, including UN peacekeeping missions (UNAMSIL in Sierra Leone and
UNMIL in Liberia), helped to establish security and support post-conflict reconstruction efforts

• Disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration (DDR) programs were implemented to assist former
combatants in returning to civilian life

• Both countries have made progress in rebuilding institutions, conducting democratic elections, and
promoting economic recovery, although challenges such as poverty, corruption, and weak governance
persist

Timor-Leste and Kosovo
• Timor-Leste gained independence from Indonesia in 2002 after a UN-sponsored referendum and a
period of UN transitional administration (UNTAET)

• Kosovo declared independence from Serbia in 2008 following a NATO intervention and a period of UN
administration (UNMIK)

• In both cases, international support was crucial in establishing security, rebuilding institutions, and
promoting democratic governance

• Challenges remain in addressing ethnic tensions, strengthening the rule of law, and promoting
sustainable economic development

Failed Post-Conflict Reconstruction

Afghanistan and Iraq
• Following the U.S.-led interventions in 2001 (Afghanistan) and 2003 (Iraq), both countries faced
significant challenges in post-conflict reconstruction

• Efforts to establish stable and democratic governments were hampered by ongoing insurgencies,
sectarian violence, and weak institutions

• Despite massive international investment in security, governance, and development, both countries
continue to struggle with instability, corruption, and limited progress in key areas such as education and
healthcare

• The withdrawal of U.S. and coalition forces has raised concerns about the sustainability of the gains
made and the risk of renewed conflict
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South Sudan and Colombia
• South Sudan gained independence from Sudan in 2011 after a long civil war, but quickly descended
into its own civil conflict in 2013 due to political rivalries and ethnic tensions

• Colombia signed a peace agreement with the FARC rebel group in 2016, ending a five-decade-long
conflict, but has faced challenges in implementing the agreement and addressing the root causes of the
conflict

• In both cases, the failure to address underlying political, social, and economic grievances has
hindered post-conflict reconstruction efforts

• Limited international support, weak institutions, and ongoing violence have further complicated the
prospects for sustainable peace and development

Key Takeaways

Importance of addressing root causes
• Successful post-conflict reconstruction requires addressing the underlying political, social, and
economic causes of conflict, such as ethnic divisions, inequality, and weak governance

• Failure to tackle these issues can lead to a relapse into violence and undermine the sustainability of
peace and development efforts

Role of international support
• International support, including peacekeeping missions, financial assistance, and technical expertise,
can be crucial in establishing security, rebuilding institutions, and promoting reconciliation

• However, international interventions must be carefully designed and implemented to avoid creating
dependencies or undermining local ownership and capacity

Balancing security and development
• Post-conflict reconstruction efforts must strike a balance between establishing security and promoting
long-term development

• Overemphasis on security at the expense of addressing social and economic needs can fuel
grievances and instability

• Investing in education, healthcare, economic opportunities, and good governance is essential for
building resilient and inclusive societies

Importance of local ownership and participation
• Successful post-conflict reconstruction requires the active participation and ownership of local
communities and stakeholders

• Top-down approaches that fail to engage local actors and address their priorities are less likely to be
sustainable or effective

• Supporting local capacity building, civil society, and inclusive political processes is crucial for fostering
long-term stability and development
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Unit 14 – Future Threats: Cyber, Climate,
and Beyond
14.1 Cyber Warfare and Information Conflicts

Cyber Warfare Tactics

Offensive Cyberattacks
Cyberattacks use digital tools to disrupt, damage, or gain unauthorized access to computer systems and
networks. Unlike conventional military strikes, these operations can be launched remotely, often with
plausible deniability, making them attractive to both state and non-state actors.

• State-sponsored hacking occurs when governments fund or directly conduct cyberattacks against
other nations or organizations. Russia's hacking of Democratic National Committee servers during the
2016 U.S. presidential election is one of the most widely cited examples. These operations can target
government agencies, defense contractors, or political organizations.

• Cyber espionage uses digital intrusion to steal sensitive information, intellectual property, or military
secrets. China's sustained campaigns to exfiltrate U.S. military technology designs, including data
related to the F-35 fighter jet program, illustrate how espionage has shifted from human intelligence to
network penetration.

• Disinformation campaigns are coordinated efforts to spread false or misleading information through
social media and other digital channels. The goal is to influence public opinion, deepen social divisions,
or erode trust in institutions. Russia's Internet Research Agency, for instance, created thousands of
fake social media accounts to amplify divisive content in multiple Western democracies.

Defensive Measures
Because cyberattacks can target everything from election systems to hospital networks, defense requires
layered strategies across both technology and policy.

• Cybersecurity refers to the technologies, processes, and practices that protect systems and data from
unauthorized access or damage. This includes firewalls, encryption, intrusion detection systems, and
multi-factor authentication (e.g., requiring both a password and a fingerprint to log in).

• Critical infrastructure protection focuses on securing the systems a society depends on: power grids,
water treatment facilities, transportation networks, and financial systems. A successful attack on any of
these can cause widespread disruption. The 2021 Colonial Pipeline ransomware attack, which shut
down fuel distribution across the U.S. East Coast, showed how vulnerable these systems can be.

• Cyber deterrence aims to discourage adversaries from launching attacks in the first place. U.S. Cyber
Command's "defend forward" strategy, for example, involves proactively disrupting threat actors in their
own networks before they can strike. Deterrence can also rely on the threat of retaliation or public
attribution of attacks to impose diplomatic costs.

• Digital sovereignty describes a nation's effort to control its own digital infrastructure and data flows.
China's "Great Firewall" and data localization laws are the most prominent example, restricting foreign
platforms and requiring data on Chinese citizens to be stored domestically. Russia has pursued similar
policies with its "sovereign internet" law.
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The Broader Context
Two umbrella concepts help frame how these tactics fit into international conflict.

Cyber warfare is the use of digital attacks to achieve military or political objectives, typically as part of a
broader geopolitical rivalry. The ongoing U.S.-Iran cyber conflict illustrates this well: the Stuxnet worm
(widely attributed to the U.S. and Israel) destroyed Iranian nuclear centrifuges in 2010, and Iran has since
retaliated with attacks on U.S. financial institutions and Saudi oil infrastructure. Cyber warfare blurs the line
between wartime and peacetime because attacks can occur without any formal declaration of war, and
attribution is often uncertain.

Information warfare is the broader strategic use of information and communication technologies to
influence or manipulate an adversary's decision-making. It encompasses propaganda, disinformation,
psychological operations, and cyber warfare itself. What makes information warfare particularly effective
against democracies is that open societies depend on free information flows, and that openness creates
vulnerabilities. Adversaries exploit social media algorithms, partisan divisions, and declining trust in
traditional media to shape the information environment without ever firing a shot.

The key distinction: cyber warfare targets systems (networks, infrastructure, military assets), while
information warfare targets people (their beliefs, trust, and decision-making). In practice, the two often
overlap.

14.2 Climate Change as a Driver of Future Conflicts
Climate change is reshaping global security. As temperatures rise, so do tensions over dwindling
resources like water and food. This topic explores how environmental shifts fuel conflicts, displace
populations, and strain international relations.

From extreme weather to mass migration, climate impacts are creating new flashpoints. This guide covers
the links between resource scarcity and conflict, the security consequences of climate-driven
displacement, and the international push for climate adaptation and justice.

Resource Scarcity and Conflict

Water and Food Insecurity
Resource scarcity occurs when demand for essentials like water and food exceeds available supply.
Population growth, environmental degradation, and unequal distribution all contribute, but climate change
is accelerating the problem.

Water conflicts are among the most direct links between climate and security. They arise when competing
interests (agriculture, industry, domestic use) clash over limited supplies, particularly in regions where
water is already scarce or unevenly distributed. The Middle East and North Africa are prime examples: the
Jordan River basin is shared by Israel, Jordan, Palestine, Syria, and Lebanon, and disputes over allocation
have been a source of tension for decades. As rainfall patterns shift and aquifers deplete, these disputes
will intensify.

Food security refers to the availability, access, and utilization of sufficient, safe, and nutritious food to
maintain a healthy and active life.

• Climate change threatens food security by reducing agricultural productivity and crop yields through
drought, flooding, and shifting growing seasons.

• Land degradation and water scarcity compound the problem, especially in regions that depend on
rain-fed agriculture.
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• Food insecurity can trigger social unrest, political instability, and conflict as people struggle to meet
basic needs. The 2007–2008 global food price crisis, for instance, contributed to protests and riots in
over 30 countries.

Environmental Degradation and Conflict
Environmental degradation (deforestation, soil erosion, pollution) worsens resource scarcity by diminishing
both the quality and quantity of available resources.

• Deforestation leads to soil erosion, reduced water retention, and biodiversity loss, which further strain
the resources communities depend on.

• Pollution can contaminate water sources and agricultural land, making them unsafe or unproductive.

In regions where livelihoods depend heavily on natural resources, such as subsistence farming or fishing
communities, environmental degradation creates economic hardship and social tensions. These
grievances can become a pathway to conflict, especially when affected communities feel that governments
or outside actors are responsible for the damage. Nigeria's Niger Delta is a well-known case: oil extraction
degraded farmland and fisheries, fueling decades of unrest among local populations.

Climate Change Impacts

Extreme Weather Events and Displacement
Climate change is increasing the frequency and intensity of extreme weather events, including hurricanes,
floods, droughts, and heatwaves.

• These events cause widespread damage to infrastructure, homes, and agricultural land, displacing
large numbers of people.

• Displacement strains resources in host communities and can generate tensions between displaced
populations and local residents competing for jobs, housing, and services.

Environmental refugees are people forced to flee their homes due to climate change effects such as rising
sea levels, desertification, and water scarcity. The term highlights a growing gap in international law: these
people do not fit neatly into existing refugee frameworks, which were designed around persecution, not
environmental collapse. The 1951 Refugee Convention does not recognize climate displacement as
grounds for refugee status.

The scale of the problem is significant. Estimates suggest that by 2050, up to 200 million people could be
displaced by climate-related factors, though projections vary widely depending on emissions scenarios and
adaptation efforts. Small island nations like Tuvalu and the Marshall Islands face an existential version of
this threat, as rising sea levels could render their territory uninhabitable within decades.

Climate-Induced Migration and Conflict
Climate-induced migration occurs when people leave their homes in response to declining agricultural
productivity, water scarcity, sea-level rise, or other climate impacts. This migration can be internal (within a
country) or cross-border, and temporary or permanent.

The conflict risks of climate-induced migration stem from several dynamics:

• Resource competition: Migrants arriving in new areas increase demand for water, food, land, and
services.
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• Demographic shifts: An influx of people can alter ethnic, religious, or political balances in host
communities.

• Existing fault lines: In regions with a history of tension, migration can reignite old conflicts or create
new ones.

The conflict in Darfur, Sudan, illustrates this pattern. While the violence had deep political and ethnic roots,
prolonged drought and desertification pushed pastoralist communities southward into farming areas,
intensifying competition over land and water and contributing to the escalation of conflict. Climate change
rarely causes conflict on its own, but it acts as a threat multiplier, worsening existing vulnerabilities.

Addressing Climate Challenges

Climate Adaptation Strategies
Climate adaptation refers to actions taken to adjust to the actual or expected impacts of climate change,
aiming to reduce vulnerability and build resilience. Effective adaptation combines local knowledge,
scientific expertise, and adequate funding.

Adaptation strategies include:

• Infrastructure improvements: flood defenses, seawalls, drought-resistant crop varieties

• Livelihood diversification: reducing dependence on a single climate-sensitive sector like rain-fed
agriculture

• Early warning systems: better forecasting and communication to prepare communities for extreme
weather events

Climate finance is the flow of funds from developed to developing countries to support mitigation and
adaptation. It's crucial because the countries most vulnerable to climate change are often the least able to
fund their own adaptation. The Green Climate Fund, established under the United Nations Framework
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), set a target of mobilizing  billion per year for climate
action in developing countries. That target was originally set for 2020 but was not met on time, and debates
over funding levels and delivery mechanisms remain a major point of contention in international climate
negotiations.

Climate Justice and Equity
Climate justice recognizes that climate impacts are not evenly distributed. The poorest and most
vulnerable communities often bear the worst consequences despite contributing the least to the problem.
Sub-Saharan Africa, for example, accounts for a small fraction of global greenhouse gas emissions yet
faces some of the most severe climate risks.

The principle of common but differentiated responsibilities (CBDR) is central to climate justice. It holds that
while all countries share responsibility for addressing climate change, developed countries with higher
historical emissions should take the lead in cutting emissions and financing adaptation.

Equitable climate action must:

• Prioritize the needs and rights of marginalized communities

• Ensure their participation in decision-making processes

• Provide support for adaptation and resilience-building
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Indigenous peoples are particularly vulnerable, as their livelihoods and cultural identities are often closely
tied to the land. Arctic communities, for instance, are experiencing rapid warming that disrupts hunting,
fishing, and travel patterns central to their way of life. Including indigenous knowledge and leadership in
climate solutions is both a matter of justice and practical effectiveness, since indigenous communities often
hold deep ecological knowledge relevant to sustainable resource management.

14.3 Emerging Technologies and Their Impact on International Conflict
Emerging technologies are reshaping how nations compete, deter, and fight. Understanding these
technologies matters because they don't just upgrade existing weapons; they create entirely new
categories of threat and vulnerability that existing international law and military doctrine struggle to
address. This section covers autonomous systems, advanced weapons, biotech risks, and the strategic
technologies (quantum, space, networks) that tie them all together.

These innovations blur the lines between physical and digital warfare. Autonomous systems, hypersonic
weapons, and space militarization are changing battlefield dynamics, while biotech and next-generation
networks create new vulnerabilities and strategic challenges for nations worldwide.

Autonomous Systems and AI

Artificial Intelligence in Warfare
AI's military value comes down to speed and scale. Humans can't process satellite imagery, signals
intelligence, and sensor data fast enough to keep up with modern combat. AI can.

• Data analysis and prediction: AI systems can sift through massive datasets to identify patterns, predict
enemy movements, and recommend courses of action far faster than human analysts. This gives
commanders a decision-making edge, especially in fast-moving situations.

• Autonomous operation: AI-powered systems can pilot vehicles, drones, and other equipment with
reduced need for human operators. This minimizes personnel risk in dangerous environments like
minesweeping or deep reconnaissance.

• Logistics optimization: AI algorithms can manage resource allocation, supply chains, and maintenance
schedules, making military operations more efficient behind the front lines.

• Ethical risks: AI systems can make unintended or biased decisions. If a targeting algorithm is trained
on flawed data, it could misidentify civilians as combatants. The question of who bears responsibility
when an AI makes a lethal mistake remains unresolved in international law.

Autonomous Weapons and Drone Technology
Autonomous weapons represent a qualitative shift: for the first time, machines could select and engage
targets without a human pulling the trigger.

• Lethal autonomous weapons systems (LAWS) can identify and fire on targets independently. This
raises deep accountability questions. If an autonomous system kills civilians, is the programmer
responsible? The commander who deployed it? The state?

• AI-equipped drones perform surveillance, reconnaissance, and targeted strikes at a fraction of the
cost and risk of manned aircraft. Turkey's Bayraktar TB2 drone, used effectively in the 2020
Nagorno-Karabakh conflict, demonstrated how relatively inexpensive drones can shift a battlefield.

• Swarming technology allows dozens or hundreds of drones to coordinate autonomously,
overwhelming air defenses through sheer numbers and adaptive behavior. Traditional missile defense
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systems, designed to track individual threats, struggle against swarms.

• Proliferation to non-state actors is a growing concern. Commercial drone technology is cheap and
widely available. Groups like ISIS have already modified off-the-shelf drones to drop grenades,
illustrating how asymmetric warfare is evolving.

Advanced Weapons Technology

Hypersonic Weapons and Nanotechnology
These two technologies operate at very different scales but share a common theme: they challenge
existing defense systems in ways that current countermeasures can't easily address.

Hypersonic weapons travel at speeds exceeding Mach 5 (over 6,100 km/h). What makes them strategically
destabilizing isn't just speed; it's maneuverability.

• Traditional ballistic missiles follow a predictable arc, giving defenders time to calculate an intercept.
Hypersonic glide vehicles can change course mid-flight, making interception extremely difficult with
current missile defense systems.

• Russia's Avangard glide vehicle and China's DF-ZF are operational examples. The U.S. is developing
several programs in response. This three-way competition is a major driver of arms race dynamics.

• Because hypersonic weapons compress decision-making time to minutes, they increase the risk of
miscalculation during a crisis. A defender may not be able to distinguish a conventional hypersonic
strike from a nuclear one.

Nanotechnology involves manipulating matter at the atomic and molecular scale (roughly 1–100
nanometers).

• Military applications include stronger and lighter armor materials, more powerful explosives, and
miniaturized sensors that can be deployed in hard-to-reach environments.

• Self-healing materials and "smart fabrics" that monitor a soldier's health or adapt to environmental
conditions are in development.

• Nanotech is still more of a medium-term factor than an immediate battlefield reality, but its potential to
enhance nearly every category of military hardware makes it strategically significant.

Biotechnology in Warfare
Biotech is arguably the most alarming dual-use technology on this list because the same tools that cure
diseases can be weaponized.

• Engineered pathogens: Advances in synthetic biology could allow the creation of biological agents
tailored to target specific genetic populations, a scenario that sounds like science fiction but is
increasingly within technical reach.

• CRISPR and gene editing: This technology could theoretically enhance soldiers' physical endurance,
cognitive performance, or resistance to chemical/biological agents. China's military research institutions
have openly discussed human performance enhancement, raising ethical red flags.

• Defensive applications: The same synthetic biology techniques that could create novel bioweapons
also enable rapid vaccine development and biodefense countermeasures, as demonstrated during the
COVID-19 pandemic with mRNA vaccine platforms.
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• Regulation challenges: The dual-use problem is acute here. The equipment and knowledge needed to
engineer a pathogen overlap almost entirely with legitimate medical research. The Biological Weapons
Convention (BWC), which bans bioweapons, lacks a robust verification mechanism, making
enforcement difficult.

Strategic Technologies

Quantum Computing and Space Militarization
These technologies don't fire projectiles, but they could reshape the strategic balance just as dramatically.

Quantum computing uses the principles of quantum mechanics (superposition and entanglement) to solve
certain problems exponentially faster than classical computers.

• The most discussed military implication is cryptography. Most current encryption (like RSA) relies on
the difficulty of factoring large numbers. A sufficiently powerful quantum computer could break these
systems, potentially exposing classified communications, financial systems, and critical infrastructure
overnight.

• Nations are already investing in post-quantum cryptography, new encryption methods designed to
resist quantum attacks, but the transition will take years.

• Quantum sensing could detect objects that are currently invisible to conventional sensors, including
stealth aircraft and submarines. This would undermine billions of dollars in stealth technology
investment.

• Practical, large-scale quantum computers don't exist yet, but the race to build them (led by the U.S.,
China, and the EU) is intensifying because whoever gets there first gains a massive intelligence
advantage.

Space militarization has moved from theoretical concern to active competition.

• Countries depend on satellites for GPS navigation, military communications, intelligence gathering,
and early warning of missile launches. This dependence makes space assets high-value targets.

• China demonstrated an anti-satellite (ASAT) weapon in 2007 by destroying one of its own satellites.
Russia conducted a similar test in 2021. The U.S. established Space Force in 2019 partly in response
to these developments.

• Space-based missile defense and the potential for space-to-ground strike capabilities are under
discussion, though no country has publicly deployed such systems.

• The Outer Space Treaty (1967) prohibits placing nuclear weapons in space but doesn't ban
conventional weapons or ASAT systems, leaving a significant regulatory gap.

5G and 6G Networks in Conflict
Next-generation networks matter for conflict because modern militaries run on data, and the speed and
reliability of that data flow determines operational effectiveness.

• 5G networks offer dramatically faster speeds and lower latency (the delay between sending and
receiving data). This enables real-time control of autonomous vehicles, instant battlefield data sharing,
and faster command-and-control loops.

• 6G, still in early development, promises even greater bandwidth and could support technologies like
holographic communication and pervasive sensor networks.
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• New vulnerabilities: Greater connectivity means a larger attack surface. A cyberattack on 5G
infrastructure could disrupt not just military communications but civilian systems like power grids,
hospitals, and transportation that share the same network backbone.

• Geopolitical competition: The U.S.-China rivalry over 5G is a concrete example of how technology
standards become strategic battlegrounds. Washington pressured allies to exclude Huawei from their
5G infrastructure over espionage concerns, while Beijing views 5G dominance as central to its
economic and military strategy. Whoever sets the technical standards for these networks gains
influence over the global digital infrastructure that runs through them.

14.4 Anticipating and Preparing for Future Conflict Scenarios

Conflict Prevention and Early Warning
Future conflicts won't look like past ones. Cyber warfare, climate-driven resource competition, and
emerging technologies are reshaping the threat landscape in ways that traditional security frameworks
weren't designed to handle. Anticipating these scenarios and preparing for them demands new tools,
stronger international coordination, and societies that can absorb shocks without fracturing.

Scenario Planning and Risk Assessment
Scenario planning is a structured method for thinking through what could happen rather than predicting
what will happen. Analysts examine trends (demographic shifts, technological change, resource depletion),
drivers (political decisions, alliance dynamics), and uncertainties (how quickly climate impacts accelerate,
whether a cyber arms race intensifies) to construct multiple plausible futures.

The goal isn't to get the prediction right. It's to ensure policymakers have contingency plans across a range
of outcomes so they aren't caught flat-footed.

Risk assessment complements scenario planning by evaluating two things for each scenario:

• Likelihood: How probable is this conflict pathway?

• Impact: How severe would the consequences be?

Key risk factors typically include political instability, economic inequality, resource scarcity, and the
proliferation of destabilizing technologies. By mapping these factors, decision-makers can prioritize where
to direct limited resources and attention.

Conflict Prevention Strategies
Conflict prevention targets root causes before violence erupts. This is cheaper and far less destructive than
post-conflict intervention, yet it consistently receives less funding and political attention.

Core approaches include:

• Diplomatic engagement: Mediation, negotiation, and preventive diplomacy to resolve disputes
peacefully. The African Union's early mediation efforts in Kenya after the 2007 election crisis illustrate
how timely diplomacy can de-escalate.

• Inclusive dialogue: Bringing all stakeholders, including marginalized groups, into decision-making
processes. Exclusion is one of the most reliable predictors of future instability.

• Economic development and social cohesion: Reducing inequality and marginalization through
peacebuilding initiatives that address grievances before they become mobilizing forces.



Fiveable archived study guides Page 152

• Institutional strengthening: Building governance structures that uphold the rule of law and provide
legitimate channels for resolving disputes.

Early Warning Systems
Early warning systems are designed to detect signs of conflict escalation and alert decision-makers in time
to act. They've evolved significantly beyond traditional intelligence gathering.

How modern early warning systems work:

1. Data collection: Information is pulled from diverse sources, including news media, satellite imagery,
social media activity, economic indicators, and field reports from NGOs.

2. Analysis: Advanced analytics and machine learning algorithms identify patterns, such as spikes in
hate speech online, unusual troop movements visible via satellite, or sudden economic disruptions.

3. Alert generation: The system flags emerging risks and provides actionable assessments to
policymakers.

4. Response activation: Alerts trigger pre-planned responses like diplomatic outreach, humanitarian
pre-positioning, or targeted sanctions.

The UN's Political and Peacebuilding Affairs department and regional organizations like the Economic
Community of West African States (ECOWAS) operate early warning mechanisms. The persistent
challenge is the gap between warning and response: decision-makers often receive warnings but lack the
political will or coordination to act on them quickly enough.

International Cooperation and Agreements

Multilateral Cooperation
Transnational threats require transnational responses. No single state can address cyber warfare,
climate-driven displacement, or pandemic-related instability alone.

Multilateral cooperation involves collaboration among states, international organizations (the UN, NATO,
the AU), and non-state actors (NGOs, private sector, research institutions). In practice, this means:

• Information sharing: Intelligence on cyber threats, terrorist networks, or climate vulnerabilities flows
between partners.

• Capacity building: Wealthier or more experienced states help others develop conflict prevention
infrastructure.

• Coordinated action: Joint responses to crises, from peacekeeping operations to sanctions regimes.

• Norm development: Establishing shared standards and best practices, such as norms around
responsible state behavior in cyberspace (an area still very much under negotiation).

International Agreements and Frameworks
Multilateral agreements create the legal architecture for cooperation and conflict prevention. They establish
obligations, set boundaries, and provide mechanisms for enforcement or dispute resolution.

Key examples:

• United Nations Charter: Establishes the foundational rules governing the use of force and peaceful
dispute resolution between states.
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• Geneva Conventions: Set the laws of armed conflict, protecting civilians and prisoners of war. These
face new challenges as warfare moves into cyber and autonomous weapons domains.

• Arms Trade Treaty (2014): Regulates the international trade in conventional arms to prevent their
diversion to conflict zones.

• Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons (NPT): The cornerstone of nuclear disarmament
and non-proliferation efforts.

These agreements also establish dispute resolution mechanisms, including the International Court of
Justice and various arbitration tribunals. A major gap in the current framework is the absence of binding
international agreements governing cyber warfare, though the Tallinn Manual offers non-binding guidance
on how existing international law applies to cyber operations.

Building Resilience and Adaptability

Strengthening Resilience
Resilience is the capacity of a society to withstand shocks, whether a cyberattack on critical infrastructure,
a climate-driven food crisis, or a sudden political upheaval, and recover without collapsing into conflict.

Building resilience involves several reinforcing investments:

• Institutional strength: Governance structures that are legitimate, transparent, and capable of
managing crises without resorting to repression.

• Infrastructure redundancy: Systems (energy grids, communications networks, food supply chains)
designed to function even when partially disrupted.

• Social cohesion: Societies with high trust, inclusive governance, and mechanisms for addressing
grievances are far less likely to fracture under stress.

• Human capital: Investment in education, healthcare, and social protection reduces vulnerability and
gives populations more capacity to adapt.

• Local ownership: Community-based peacebuilding initiatives tend to be more sustainable than
top-down programs because they reflect local priorities and knowledge.

Adaptive Strategies and Flexibility
The nature of future threats is uncertain, which means rigid, fixed strategies will fail. Adaptive strategies are
built around continuous learning and adjustment.

What adaptive planning looks like in practice:

• Iterative design: Plans are treated as living documents, regularly updated as conditions change rather
than locked in for years.

• Experimentation: Piloting new approaches on a small scale before committing to full implementation. If
a new cyber defense protocol or community mediation model works, it scales up; if not, it gets revised.

• Flexible resource allocation: Budgets and personnel can be redirected as priorities shift, rather than
being locked into predetermined categories.

• Organizational culture: Institutions that reward learning from failure and encourage innovation at all
levels are better positioned to handle surprises than hierarchical, risk-averse bureaucracies.
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The core principle is straightforward: in a world where the next major conflict could be triggered by a
cyberattack, a climate tipping point, or a technology that doesn't yet exist, the ability to adapt matters as
much as the ability to plan.


