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Human Rights
A Source of Conflict,
State Making,
and State Breaking
Michael S.Lund

When the George W. Bush administration justified its inva-
sion of Iraq by appealing, belatedly, to the need to liber-

ate the Iraqi people from the oppression of Saddam Hussein, it was making
a normative argument based implicitly on universal human rights. This
was a dramatic recent occasion when rights arguments have been used to
legitimize the use of arms by the United States or other nations and move-
ments. Much of this book focuses on the problem of trying to enforce con-
temporary international legal standards for human rights during the course
of intrastate violent conflicts, in which the combatants usually and often
deliberately inflict violence on noncombatants. The volume also deals with
the problem of bringing past violators to justice after a war. The practition-
ers who must deal with these problems in countries in conflict are obvi-
ously correct to seek ways to mitigate them. Ellen Lutz’s chapter presents
an excellent starting point. However, these problems are embedded in a
much larger and more fundamental global-historical process, whereby
human rights principles themselves and the values that they seek to legal-
ize often contribute to conflicts over state making and state breaking. Dif-
fering human rights come into conflict with one another, and the principles
and discourse of human rights themselves can contribute to violent conflict.
Human rights are not simply something that may or may not be abridged or
enforced amid a conflict; they are often what the conflict is about.

By arguing that human rights can be part of the problem and not
always a solution, I do not mean only that gross human rights violations by
oppressors often trigger violent reactions from the oppressed. That is one
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way in which conflicts arise. More fundamentally, interstate and intrastate
conflicts often have been clashes between differing societal and international
normative orders—between a status quo order and a rival new order—and
thus between the competing entitlements and rights that the antagonists
each claim are inalienable under these respective contending orders. Con-
flicts frequently arise when major changes in the prevailing political rules
that govern the social, economic, and political relationships in a society are
occurring but are also contested and resisted. Conflicts are waged not simply
between forces promoting rights and forces denying rights, but between
differing notions of right and of rights. 

This reality requires focusing on a broader challenge for U.S. and in-
ternational policy and practice that goes beyond promoting current human
rights standards within violent contexts. The challenge involves the recon-
ciling and balancing of competing notions of rights when old orders are giv-
ing way to new ones in the first place, so that the tensions and disputes
that arise do not lead to the outbreak of violent conflict but instead result
in peaceful change. Put another way, it involves deciding whether our prior-
ity in other peoples’ countries is to safeguard one of the most fundamental
human rights, the right to life—security against physical threats due to social
conflict—or to promote civil or other rights, which can lead to disorder and
death if the social change is not managed.

In her passages about the differing perspectives on human rights held
by conflict protagonists, intervenors, and victims, and about the American
Civil War and recent conflicts, Lutz recognizes that human rights can drive
conflicts. But that discussion can be usefully nested within the broader
perspective of globalization and state and nation building that is developed
in the following section. By the same token, although this book implicitly
limits its focus to situations of active armed conflict or postconflict recon-
struction and thus to the “middle” stages or “back end” of conflicts, the ten-
sions between contending notions of rights, such as between peace and jus-
tice, also arise at the “front end,” whenever a society’s social and political
disputes and tensions initially have the potential to erupt into violent forms.
The problem thus involves not only postconflict societies but also those
where no armed conflicts have occurred recently but where they might
erupt in the future. The conflict early-warning lists that are being set up by
the United States, other governments, the United Nations, regional organi-
zations, and nongovernmental organizations seek to identify where such
violent escalations of hostilities, and state collapses, are most likely to
occur. So these are the places where more attention needs to focus proac-
tively on managing the tensions that arise between old and new normative
orders and their competing sets of rights.
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This argument that human rights can cause conflicts may sound like
a gratuitously provocative, theoretical diversion from the more operational
concerns of this book. But applying this perspective has very timely and
practical implications for how the United States and other major inter-
national actors ought to approach the now-forming future conflicts, and the
current concern about potential “failed states,” including the problem of
dealing with “rogue” regimes such as Iraq under Saddam Hussein. The chap-
ter’s later sections develop these policy implications.

The Globalization of Liberal Human Rights,
1500 to the Post–Cold War Era 

To put in this wider perspective the contemporary dilemma of bringing a
human rights agenda to intrastate conflict, it is useful to start by reviewing
the role of human rights in past conflicts and, in particular, tracing the
spread of the principles of liberal democracy as a basis for state making
and world order. 

Universal rights inhering in the members of a society go back at least to
the Greek city-states and Roman law, but these ideas began to gain wide and
lasting political influence after the Reformation of the 1500s and the subse-
quent formation of national states. Many of the violent conflicts of the next
five centuries came about because new beliefs in the universal political, eco-
nomic, or social rights of some aggrieved or awakening people—usually
articulated by intellectuals, political and religious leaders, or other visionar-
ies—were juxtaposed with these peoples’ status in an existing order. Wars
were clashes between the putatively superior principles of a new order and
the reigning principles of the prevailing order, fought because the aggrieved
group often sought to overturn the existing order through violence.1

The religious wars of the early 1600s, fueled by the Protestant doctrine
that the relationship between individual believers and God can be medi-
ated only by Scripture and not by the Church, were fought over whether
local rulers had the right to choose which Christian persuasion their sub-
jects would follow, or whether they would remain under the Holy Roman
Empire. The Treaty of Westphalia in 1648 confirmed the victory of the for-
mer right and established a new order, expressed in the principle of cuis
regio, eius religio. In the next four hundred years, as absolutist monarchs
and nationalist leaders extended military control over certain territories,
the major Western European states began to take the form we know today.
The most powerful European powers of the time—Portugal, Spain, England,
France, and the Netherlands—also exerted mercantilist dominion over far-
flung colonial territories.
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Within some of these powers, the Lockean notion was also emerging
that the rulers who had unified their territories and established a central
government had obligations to the national citizenry they thus created,
and that those citizens had certain rights.2 A government’s right to rule
existed, not by the prerogatives and power of a king or nobility, but solely
through the freely given consent of the governed or some portion thereof,
to whom the governors were accountable. Thus, the English civil war in the
1640s asserted the rights of citizens, through Parliament, to reject heredi-
tary monarchs and their claims to embody the interests of the nation. In the
“Age of the Democratic Revolution” of the late 1700s, revolts swept much
of continental Europe and America (of which the American and French
Revolutions were the most significant), advocating the inalienable liberty
and equality of all mankind.3 Notwithstanding his personal imperial fan-
tasies, Napoleon’s military campaigns against the other European powers
were justified as liberating the common man from the depredations of aris-
tocracies. About the same time, almost all the Latin American countries
achieved independence from their colonial masters. Similarly, nationalist
uprisings in the nineteenth century against the Ottoman and Habsburg em-
pires appealed to the awakening desires of newly conscious ethnic and
regional communities in Eastern Europe and the Balkans to rule themselves.

As each wave of conflicts was fought, the notion of inalienable rights
influenced and was adopted by leaders of later struggles and in other lands.
Baronial rebellions against domineering kings, which gave rise to the Magna
Carta, influenced the principles behind the English civil war. The Ameri-
can Revolution was influenced by political philosophers who had chal-
lenged rule by divine right of kings. In turn, the American Declaration of
Independence influenced the French Revolution’s Declaration of the Rights
of Man. These revolutions’ principles also shaped later populist move-
ments within the independent states, such as workers’ protests against the
social dislocations produced by industrialization, and, eventually, women’s
suffrage. In the mid-twentieth century, indigenous leaders in Africa and
Asia who advocated independence for the remaining and newly colonized
societies there—leaders such as Kwame Nkrumah and Jomo Kenyatta—
appealed to an assumed right of self-determination. Ho Chi Minh para-
phrased the Declaration of Independence as he sought to oust the French
from Vietnam in the 1950s. 

All these political struggles or policy changes were animated by some
notion of a popular will that embodies the aspirations of ordinary people
and that must be served by political authorities. But as major powers ex-
perienced differing degrees, forms, and rates of industrialization and
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democratization through the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, they var-
ied greatly in how that popular will was voiced and where decision-making
prerogative and power were vested for moving societies toward achieving
it. In societies such as Great Britain and the United States, where constitu-
tionalism became most firmly rooted, greater emphasis was placed on the
rights of the individual to liberty and freedom from the restraints of the state.
These nations’ bodies of law continued to widen and deepen the indi-
vidual rights that came along with being a citizen. Roughly speaking, civil
rights such as the right to assembly were established in the eighteenth cen-
tury, political rights such as suffrage were achieved in the nineteenth century,
and social rights such as social security came about in the twentieth cen-
tury.4 Sometimes these rights came about through the peaceful means of
political demonstrations, elections, judicial decisions, and legislative action,
but often they were pursued through violent agitation or even civil war.5

In contrast, late-industrializing states such as Japan, Prussia/Germany,
and Russia experienced political takeovers that gave the state the major
role in achieving social change, and these revolutions stressed collective
rights such as the spirit of a nation embodied in the people as a whole or in
a classless society.6 The Russian and Chinese Communist revolutions were
guided by Marxist notions of rights of the working class being undermined
through exploitation by industrial capitalism. Although launched in peas-
ant societies against aristocracies, they advocated workers’ rights over those
of the aristocracy and bourgeoisie, delegating the pursuit of those rights to
a vanguard of party leaders. Later, Marxist principles influenced Cold
War–era insurgencies against landed oligarchies, such as those in Cuba,
Nicaragua, Guatemala, and El Salvador. Though the Communist regimes
established after revolutions emphasized social and economic rights rather
than political and civil rights, they varied greatly in how much they actu-
ally benefited their populations’ material conditions. Some impoverished
rather than bettered their societies, doing worse economically than their
capitalist counterparts. As seen in Stalin’s gulag and in Ethiopia under
Haile Mariam Mengistu’s Dergue, such regimes often became more politi-
cally oppressive of the populace than the anciens régimes they had over-
thrown. Nonetheless, violent social revolution was advocated in the name
of the people’s universal rights to economic and social justice.7

By the 1930s, three divergent ideologies for organizing a society and
the state to serve the rights of the people had taken concrete form in par-
ticular states and were vying for global influence: liberal democracy, national
socialism, and Communism. But among these competing models, liberal
democracy was to become the most powerful influence around the world. 
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The set of rights associated with political liberalism that were shap-
ing the Western societies began to gain dominance globally, to a great ex-
tent because of their neo-imperialism in the late nineteenth century, the
fact that their alliances won the two world wars over aspiring empires, and
the increasing industrial and military power of the United States in partic-
ular. The United States’ entry into World War I to help defeat an authori-
tarian government and “make the world safe for democracy” enabled Pres-
ident Woodrow Wilson to promulgate his Fourteen Principles as a vision
for domestic societies after the war. The Versailles Conference applied some
of these principles by carving the boundaries of self-governing new states
out of old empires, based on the push for self-governance by various East-
ern and Southern European ethnic populations who saw themselves as
“nations.” The early twentieth century also witnessed the coming into being
of international bodies such as the League of Nations. In addition to setting
up numerous international agreements such as customs unions and other
multilateral and bilateral arms control and other treaties, these bodies en-
dorsed popular sovereignty and extended the notion of sacred government
obligations to the people in “protectorates” and “trust territories.”8 Most
dramatically, after their World War II alliance with Soviet Communism to
defeat Nazism, the Allies applied their postwar power to establish global
and regional international policies and institutions, such as the Marshall
Plan, the UN agencies, and the Bretton Woods institutions. The principles
affirmed in the UN Charter were inspired in part by President Franklin Roo-
sevelt’s wartime articulation of the Four Freedoms. The principles underly-
ing these institutions’ policies were based on the Allies’ own domestic—
and thus liberal—principles and policies. 

Since World War II, as Ellen Lutz enumerates, a wide array of human
rights have been codified as international norms, including the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights and other conventions, which are expected to
be followed by the signatory states. These agreements elevated to interna-
tional status many human rights that the United States and other victori-
ous liberal democracies had established as the ordering principles for their
own societies.9 The norm of democratic self-governance obviously shaped
the independence movements and decolonization process that started in
the 1950s.

These international entities, accords, and norms also codified the
increasing reality of an international system whose principal constituent
part was the sovereign state.10 Despite the vastly different geographies and
cultural makeup of humanity’s social groupings, the almost universal form
of organization that human societies were taking was not empires or local
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communities but individual legally sovereign states, in which form the
Western societies had crystallized. The UN Charter and its various bodies
conferred equal status and often voting rights within an emerging global
community on the states that were its members, whatever their relative size,
wealth, or power.11 As this state system came into place, particular peoples
and societies increasingly could benefit from relationships with other soci-
eties by constituting themselves as a state, being recognized as such by
other states and international bodies, and interacting with them as mem-
bers of multilateral forums and treaties. The United Nations and other inter-
national organizations thus reinforced the state-centered basis of a world
society and the rules of this emerging international order. The value of
being recognized as a sovereign state explains why millions of people have
been quite literally dying to get into those clubs by fighting for their own
recognized governments, and the number of states has grown considerably.
Simultaneously, the members’ behavior has been influenced at least in
part by the agreed-on international norms, treaties, and laws to which they
were subscribing, such as the now generally respected prohibition against
aggression. 

Post–Cold War Conflicts:
The Liberal Solution as Part of the Problem

The armed intrastate conflicts of the post–Cold War era, and potential future
ones, are also usefully viewed through the lens of the global-historical
process in which new rights are espoused to challenge existing orders, with
such appeals motivating some parties to take up arms. What clashing sys-
tems of social order and rights have led to the bloodshed of post–Cold War
intrastate conflicts?

At the level of principle, the Cold War had pitted against each other
the liberal and Communist ideologies for governing, led by the two super-
powers. In principle, political rights were promoted by the Western bloc
and social and economic rights were promoted by the Eastern bloc. In prac-
tice, however, neither the United States nor the Soviet Union vigorously
promulgated its particular canon of human rights. The West’s inclination
to extend liberal human rights was abridged because the global competi-
tion between the Soviet- and U.S.-led blocs put a premium on the two
superpowers’ lining up and maintaining proxy regimes on their respective
sides. Both Soviet- and American-supported client governments often com-
mitted major human rights violations in the name of domestic stability.
However, with the end of the Cold War, the opportunity opened up for the
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West to promulgate liberal democracy and the existing body of interna-
tionally recognized human rights. By default, the collapse of the Soviet
Union and other Communist regimes, and the consequent wide discredit-
ing of their domestic socialist policies, rapidly led to liberal principles
becoming the dominant global ideology for governing societies domesti-
cally. Although these norms are obviously still far from being fully respected,
liberal values assumed the preeminent normative position from which the
behavior of all states was increasingly judged.

However, that liberalism had won the global battle among the alter-
native governing ideologies did not solve the practical problem of dealing
with the gross underdevelopment and chronic instability of the many de-
veloping societies in Africa and Latin America, now independent but still
poor. To achieve loyalty and cohesion among their often disparate popula-
tions, Cold War–era postcolonial polities usually were ruled by various forms
of personal rulership, cliques, interclan alliances, oligarchies, single-party
systems, and military juntas. Emerging from often vicious postindependence
and recurrent power struggles within their postcolonial political elites,
these countries had been held together by various ethnic- or religious-based
institutions and corresponding patronage networks, as well as by force. In
these systems, the assets and instruments of the state, including the foreign
assistance it received, represented the principal source of influence to reward
followers, maintain social cohesion, and provide for the society’s welfare.
While many of these societies had been highly dependent on their patron
states for trade, aid subsidies, and military aid, that support was suddenly
removed as they were left to fend for themselves. As the authoritarian regimes
that had received military and political support during the Cold War began
losing this support, the ethnic, clan, or regionally organized social com-
pacts and entitlement systems they had set up to maintain a political base
through various kinds of clientelist patronage began to weaken, leaving lit-
tle in the way of a state structure to replace them. Similarly, the entirely
new states in Eastern Europe and Central Asia that had comprised the for-
mer Soviet bloc suddenly had been deprived of their subsidies and trade
markets and let go onto a competitive global economy. The globalization
that has intensified since the end of the Cold War also has brought pressures
—from within as well as from outside—essentially to remake the economies
and polities of developing societies by creating more open markets, enlarg-
ing political pluralism and participation, redressing existing social hierar-
chies, and, in some cases, tolerating unconventional beliefs and lifestyles,
including new understandings of the social roles of men and women and
the rights of women.
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During this tumultuous post–Cold War era of liberalism’s ascen-
dancy, in the place of the patronage-based regimes, the more pluralistic,
though not always individualistic, principles and policies of liberalism pro-
vided the most influential alternative formula for organizing the state—
which by now was universally accepted as a priority in order to belong to
the international community—and for building a nation. Just as in the past,
many proponents in the recent conflicts advanced notions of popular rights
such as democracy. In cases such as Somalia and Yugoslavia, regional move-
ments sought more self-determination through autonomy or full indepen-
dence vis-à-vis an existing regime. The Yugoslav secessionist republics ap-
pealed to democratic rights to rule themselves, notwithstanding that ethnic
nationalist appeals enabled the republics’ leaders to mobilize mono-ethnic
movements. In cases such as the genocide in Rwanda and the civil wars in
Burundi and Zaire (later the Democratic Republic of Congo), the conflicts
have been interethnic, interregional, or interfactional power struggles over
control of the existing state, but again in the name of democracy.12 A pop-
ulist argument appealing to the will and interests of the people also moti-
vated the earlier Islamic revolution in Iran and the Islamist FLN movement
in Algeria. 

Yet the new liberal principles and policies that were enforced by the
International Monetary Fund, the World Bank, and other development
bodies for these new states, such as privatization and reduced government
spending, were unable to act as a ready solvent for contending interests by
automatically alleviating the intergroup tensions and new power struggles
within these societies. In fact, they had an opposite effect of weakening the
ability of public authorities to maintain order. Instead, in many developing
societies the new post–Cold War liberal order created enormous new strains
and stresses in maintaining stability while they still sought to make social
progress.13 In other words, the post?Cold War era has seen many of the
developing countries engulfed, not in a clash of regionally-based civiliza-
tions, but in a global conflict between the governing principles of political
and economic patrimonialism, including new forms of populist authoritar-
ianism such as in Venezuela, on the one hand, and greater pluralism, though
not fully liberal individualism, on the other. The animus behind global ter-
rorism also reflects the tension within Islamic cultures in response to the
expansion of Western economic, political, social, and cultural liberalism. 

Despite these strains, fortunately, most developing and post-Soviet
societies experiencing this uncertain period of extraordinary economic and
political upheaval—even those with significant ethnic or sectarian divi-
sions—actually have handled the pressures to democratize and devolve
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economic power more or less peacefully, and have done so to a greater
extent than is generally appreciated. Diverse intrastate examples include the
Czech Republic and Slovakia, Hungary in its ethnic relations with neigh-
bors such as Slovakia and Romania, most of the new countries of the former
USSR, Russia itself, Macedonia, the Baltic states, Ukraine (Crimea), and, of
course, South Africa. Little-discussed examples of relatively successful post-
independence transitions to more liberal and pluralist systems have occurred
even in postcolonial sub-Saharan Africa, in places as diverse as Botswana,
Ghana, Nigeria, and Tanzania. Other societies have postponed the conflict
with liberalism by remaining statist, as in Uzbekistan, reverting to neo-
authoritarianism, as in Myanmar, or developing token quasi-democracies
or “illiberal democracies,” as in Belarus. Mixed systems are manifesting
the tensions between these value systems, such as in Iran and other regimes
in the Middle East. China has accepted some parts of the liberal package
but not others. 

In sum, a wide spectrum of developing and “in transition” countries
from Azerbaijan to Zimbabwe that fall short of being full liberal democracies
are in one stage or another of evolving from relatively centralized and statist
political orders based on clientelism (e.g., autocratic or authoritarian regimes,
Communist or other one-party states, executive-dominated oligarchies,
military governments, neo-authoritarian regimes) to some other more indi-
vidualistic, more pluralistic, or more popularly directed order in which polit-
ical and economic power are more devolved and in which control over gov-
ernance and public policy is subject to electoral competition. In Zimbabwe,
for example, President Robert Mugabe, the country’s liberation leader, and
his autocratically run, increasingly repressive ZANU-PF party claim to rep-
resent the rights of self-rule by black Africans against “neocolonialist” West-
ern powers, but have been under pressure from the opposition MDC party,
which claims a mandate based on the results of general elections that
implement the voting rights of individual citizens. 

Nevertheless, unfortunately, many new post–Cold War destructive
armed conflicts have also arisen over these changes, the vast majority of
which have been intrastate in nature, such as in several parts of the former
Yugoslavia (Croatia, Bosnia, Kosovo), Georgia, Tajikistan, Rwanda, Burundi,
the DRC, Sierra Leone, Mozambique, Afghanistan, Liberia, East Timor
(with Indonesia), and others. These outbreaks of devastating violence oc-
curred in cases where the change from the existing system of rules and regu-
lations to a more pluralistic one could not be managed through the existing
or emerging institutions and political processes. But whether these recent
intrastate conflicts have been peaceful or violent, and whether the violent
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conflicts are called ethnic wars, self-determination struggles, Islamic fun-
damentalist clashes, or genocide, these post–Cold War conflicts have been,
fundamentally, conflicts over liberalization.

The weaknesses of the postcolonial and post–Cold War institutions
in the countries succumbing to conflict can often be traced in part to a pre-
cipitous and often chaotic adoption of democratic and economic institu-
tions and policies—a relatively drastic, wrenching set of changes compared
to those that evolved over several centuries in the established Western
powers, but without the latter states’ accumulated financial and coercive
power. In the established powers, historically “War made the state, and the
state made war.” The achievement of strong central authority occurring
mainly through conquest generally preceded democratization and eco-
nomic development.14 In contrast, many of the territories that have become
states since the two world wars are “juridical” rather than “empirical”
states.15 They achieved statehood, to a great extent not through their own
extension of central authority over given territories, or even always through
armed struggles for independence that had the unequivocal support of the
population, but through the unilateral policy decisions of other, more pow-
erful states, such as the decisions at Versailles and Yalta, or because colo-
nizers simply decided to let their colonies go since their empires were
already collapsing. Moreover, many states came into being during the hey-
day of liberal neo-orthodox structural-adjustment economic policies that
pressured existing governments to shrink and reduce their taxation pow-
ers. Hampered by debt burdens, high oil prices, and lack of competitive
exports, they lacked the resources for governing through providing public
services to their populations. And yet, the new postcolonial states entering
a world of sovereign states were barred by international law and estab-
lished norms from invading other states to capture needed resources, an
option their Western predecessors had exercised during their own period of
state making.

In this sense, many developing nations that are now being called
“fragile” or “failed” states have never really been states in the first place.
Although members of the United Nations, with the accompanying privi-
leges, they have never been fully functioning states in the Weberian sense of
possessing a monopoly on the legitimate use of force and governing through
legal-rational authority, nor have they been well-integrated nations, at all.
Rather, they are incomplete states and unformed nations, for they have
not developed the dense variety of operating principles, enforceable laws,
constitutionally based institutions, national markets, and internalized cul-
tural incentives for cross-societal cooperation that have come into place
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over many decades or even centuries in the older, industrialized, more
prosperous economies and now fully liberal democratic countries.

Surviving Liberalism

Because of the inherent challenge of managing liberalization peacefully,
the international policymakers in the major powers and multilateral organ-
izations, and thus their policies toward human rights and democracy, now
face a serious but still largely ignored problem posed by the dominant liberal
creed. The current liberal consensus regarding governance and the econ-
omy that prevails mainly among the major Western powers is now deeply
ensconced not only in the Western countries’ bilateral aid agencies but
throughout the UN system, including the World Bank and IMF, the European
Union, the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE),
and, increasingly, among other regional organizations, such as the African
Union (AU) and the Organization of American States (OAS), as well as
some increasingly vigorous subregional organizations, such as the Eco-
nomic Community of West African States (ECOWAS).16 Although most pub-
lic protests over market-oriented and other neo-orthodox economic princi-
ples in international institutions tend to be directed against the IMF, WTO,
and World Bank, the liberal doctrines out of which the so-called “Washing-
ton Consensus” springs are now being enforced not only in organizations
in which the United States either enjoys preponderant voting rights on the
bodies’ boards of directors or wields veto power. Most of these international
organizations, as well as the many nongovernmental organizations they
contract as their “partners” to implement programs in developing coun-
tries, have for some time widely endorsed and sought to promote market-
oriented economic reform, democratization, individual human rights, rule
of law, civil society, “good governance” and transparency.17

Because of the pervasive liberal perspective, most officials and pro-
fessionals within these international organizations tend to assume that
any and all liberal values and policies advance not only economic devel-
opment but peace as well and, further, prevent conflict—ipso facto, in any
context, form, or increment in which they are applied.18 The liberal model
that drives most international development activities in developing soci-
eties is being grafted onto societies most conspicuously by the interna-
tional agencies involved in postconflict peace operations and reconstruc-
tion, where the destruction of many economic and political institutions
has often left a vacuum. In that sense, this activity is not accurately described
as reconstruction of failed states, but as construction of liberal states, for
the first time. 
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The problem arises because of the potentially destabilizing effects of
liberal policies, as mentioned earlier. In the long run, there is considerable
statistical evidence that measures of liberalization such as free trade are
highly correlated with lower levels of both poverty and conflict, brought
about through improving political stability.19 The liberal ideal model for
national and international order may be the best single governing model
for prevention of interstate and intrastate violent conflict. 

But those who mention this finding are referring to liberalism once it is
achieved. Though liberal policies and polities may eventually be beneficial,
in the short run the shift toward more political and economic openness
can—and has—contributed to the intrastate instabilities in which violent
conflicts have arisen. During the period in which particular authoritarian
or other nonliberal systems are shifting to democratic policies and struc-
tures, the risk of conflict rises.20 Of course, specific liberalizing measures to
expand rights that may be enacted in the short run, such as elections and
granting territorial autonomy, have under certain circumstances helped to
manage change peacefully by appeasing restive elements that otherwise
might resort to violence. But depending on the context and their specific
design, such measures can also alter the existing balance of power in such
a threatening way as to provoke backlash from those fearing a loss of their
power, and thus, violent conflict. Burundi has seen many more people
killed in the civil war that erupted after its first truly multiparty election, in
1993, than in all its earlier recurrent interethnic massacres since independ-
ence. Thus, the unfolding global liberal revolution creates a serious poten-
tial for even further destabilizing many of the poorest and politically weak-
est states and divided societies.21 Whereas not long ago observers were
blithely predicting the demise of the state in favor of regionalism, multina-
tional corporations, and subnational entities, now policymakers are wor-
riedly searching about for ways to prevent state collapse.

Regrettably, this dilemma of effecting peaceful change in poor, polit-
ically immature societies is not sufficiently recognized by discussion of the
tension between achieving peace versus achieving justice in midconflict
and postconflict situations.22 The conflict between “mere peace” and politi-
cal justice, or so-called negative versus positive peace—that is, between an
old and a new, more progressive order—also arises in potential conflict sit-
uations, and thus has critical implications for international economic pol-
icy and development assistance programs. Societies in transition face the
tensions, discussed above, between maintaining stability and achieving
more social improvement. In such settings, international aid and foreign
policies can have unintended effects of fostering conflict or collapse—just
the opposite of what they assume they are doing. 
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Specifically, if international programs provide unqualified and singu-
lar political support for rapid democratization and respect for human rights,
such as by championing existing minorities alone, whatever the context—
even at the expense of creating serious political and economic insecurity
for status quo interests—they can contribute to the breakdown of a state and
help to precipitate violence or armed challenges. However oppressive of
minorities and other citizens the existing preliberal orders have been under
many noxious regimes, they provided in many instances a kind of public
order and sometimes a measure of physical and economic security for large
numbers of people. However, if a rapid or radical shift to a new and uncer-
tain order, albeit in the name of social or political justice, actually brings
widespread violence and destruction and, thus, greater human suffering,
the overall price that has been paid in pursuit of these progressive values—
assuming that progressive change actually follows the extensive violence
that instead has broken out—is exceedingly high.23

In fact, it could be argued that this pattern has characterized the inter-
national responses to Croatia, Bosnia, and Rwanda in 1993–94; Burundi in
1993; Kosovo in 1992–98; East Timor in 1999; and possibly other cases of
what became violent conflicts. The international community’s sympathetic
political championing of the rights of an ethnic minority or political oppo-
sition, such as through honoring unofficial referendums and denouncing
the human rights violations of their oppressors, may tend to polarize the
local political relations further by demonizing and isolating the perpetra-
tors, and thus help to catalyze preemptive crackdowns—unless robust pre-
ventive diplomacy and protective deterrent measures are also taken. The
forces of potential violent backlash, which often have the military upper
hand in such settings, may be encouraged to act coercively to forestall the
impending threat of political change that they see facing them, and the
international community is usually not prepared to deter their reaction.
Consequently, well-intentioned advocacy for human rights, provision of
humanitarian aid, or other international measures that are advanced on
behalf of a vulnerable group may actually put that group at greater risk by
tempting more powerful and better-armed forces of reaction to strike while
they can still defeat the forces of change, because adequate international
provision is not made to protect the victims of this reaction. What is pre-
sumed to be violence prevention actually becomes violence precipitation.24

Policy Implications:Fostering Peaceful Transformations 

If, in the long term, liberal economies, polities, and societies yield tre-
mendous benefits and help to guarantee human rights, and yet destructive,
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violent conflicts can occur on the road to such a system, what is the best
strategy for countries that face such transitions in this era of increasing glob-
alization? Must international policies have to choose between, on the one
hand, passively condoning political and economic stagnation or human
rights repression and, on the other, witnessing violent backlash or revolt take
place and then intervening (maybe), after those forces have already ripped
societies apart?

The current clash of conflicting values and social orders needs to be
faced consciously, viewed more dispassionately and less moralistically, and
approached more deliberately and consistently. This can be done by build-
ing on using trade, diplomatic, development, and security instruments more
vigorously to advance a global strategy that aggressively fosters peaceful
transitions toward strong liberal states but through adroit violence-preven-
tion initiatives and robust conflict-sensitive policies. This gradualist yet
activist approach to liberalization would require investing more money
behind smart forms of economic and political development, but it would
be much less costly than the current ad hoc and naive applications of blan-
ket liberal reforms that can destabilize societies, and of fitful military inter-
ventions after conflicts have arisen.

Despite the rhetorical contrast that is often drawn between tyranny
and freedom, liberal states did not and do not emerge spontaneously with
the simple decline of authoritarianism, as American and Iraqi families and
U.S. policymakers have been learning very painfully since the military
intervention in Iraq. Liberalism cannot be approached simplistically as an
inherent human instinct and a pent-up urge for freedom that requires only
the removal of tyranny in order to flourish. The liberal state is a distinct
form of social order, just as authoritarianism and totalitarianism are forms
of social order, and thus, it needs to be built up over time through engen-
dering deliberate government policies and cultivating politically astute
civic action.

First, liberal policymakers would be in a more defensible position if
they were to candidly embrace the underlying global competition going on
between liberalism and patrimonialism in the building of nations and should
thereby recognize that serious conflict is being risked when poor societies
with weak states undertake rapid, wholesale transitions to liberal openness.
Frankly acknowledging the reality of the clash of liberalism with existing
normative orders and dealing with it proactively at the early stages of tran-
sition will be much less troubled and difficult than assuming the burdens
of humanitarian intervention or postconflict reconstruction and peace-
building after state collapse has occurred,25 or—more morally dubious—
than zealously promoting democratization at any price, including waging
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preemptive war to topple repressive regimes. A more effective strategy sees
the policy challenge as one of advancing liberalism, but only through
peaceful means, thus increasing the chances that the current conflict of
basic values will lead to desirable evolutionary social and political changes
and not turn into bloody and destructive intrastate wars.26

Second, we need to dispel various sentimentalisms that view intra-
state conflicts as morality plays rather than as symptoms of fundamental
global-historical processes of change. One of these misconceptions is that
such conflicts are simply random events that, unfortunately, happen
because certain bad rulers inflict cruelties on their fellow citizens. Policies
on conflicts will be better served if the moralistic discourse portraying good
guys versus bad guys is discarded, notwithstanding that atrocities commit-
ted under some regimes often are truly horrible. Another misleading imagery
is that of these conflicts as heroic popular struggles. Perhaps because of the
legacy of the United States’ own founding revolution, the defeat of the
scourge of Nazism in World War II, or the recent freeing of Communist
societies from the yoke of Soviet-imposed Communism, many Americans
seem to hold on to a romantic notion about recent conflicts that views
them all as general popular rebellions against tyrannical regimes. Thus, the
remedy is assumed to be some kind of libertarian fantasy that unleashes
the forces of “freedom” by destroying state authority, rather than a prob-
lem of ensuring social order and security while governments and societies
are in transition, and when weakening the state may lead only to chaos or
various forms of warlordism. 

To illustrate, the venal and debilitating regime of Joseph Mobutu Sese
Seko in Zaire was finally overturned not by a popular uprising but by an
armed movement instigated by the entrepreneurial Laurent Kabila in a state-
less, remote area. Kabila then repeated Mobutu’s ways when he assumed
office, thanks to the continuing absence of strong state institutions and a
vital civil society, bringing on a regionwide war. In that sense, Mobutu was at
least empirically right in his caution “Mobutu or chaos,” even though such
statements by such figures are obviously also often rationalizations for nepo-
tism and corruption that fail to husband the available human and natural
resources of their societies in order to build effective and legitimate states. 

This example points up a similarly uncritical current assumption in
the policy discourse, that states suddenly “fail” because of unforeseen cir-
cumstances, rather than being gradually undermined by global forces and
nonadaptive policies over many years until they are utterly unable to cope
with their changing international environment. Fortunately, through the
empirical work of conflict researchers, the recent spate of violent intrastate
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conflicts and state failures is being demythologized, and the sources and
perpetuation of these problems through competition for resources and power
in permissive environments of weakening governments are being under-
stood more clearly.

In this more clinical perspective, the eruption of destructive intrastate
conflict is not simply a random calamity that suddenly befalls societies at
various unpredictable moments. It tends to arise in specific historical
moments when larger global forces are threatening to change a given soci-
ety’s status quo, thus harming some interests but benefiting others. Conflicts
are basically clashes of interests, but they can be pursued through nonvio-
lent or violent means. Much of the time, no matter what particular political
systems and cultural values prevail, the conflicts among the various inter-
ests in a society are regulated through its prevailing customs, rules, and
governing arrangements. Societies normally maintain stability through a
whole host of accepted and partially imposed understandings that govern
the relationships of individuals and groups and thus foster basic order and
some degree of functional harmony. Minor and small-scale violent con-
flicts may be tolerated but regulated to be kept within certain bounds, as
with the role of cattle rustling in the rites of passage within nomadic tribes
in rural east Africa. 

But the chances of major intrastate violent conflicts increase when
global forces begin to require large-scale changes in the existing distribu-
tion of power and privilege, and these pressures are unmanageable within
the existing rules for handling differences between interests, so the state
can no longer play an effective intermediating role. Destructive and violent
conflicts that depart from the normally ordered relationships occur when
forces from within or outside these societies threaten to change the existing
distribution of advantages that characterize the status quo, and raise such
a serious challenge that they meet substantial opposition. Groups sharing
common interests may form and consider the use of physical coercion to
achieve gains that they aspire to, or to keep hold of the interests they enjoy. 

Third, a deliberate, explicit, and coherent strategy to promote liberal-
ism peacefully needs to be undertaken with U.S. allies through the United
Nations and other intergovernmental organizations at the level of particular
countries that are developing or in transition. The overarching goal of this
strategy should be to achieve peaceful transformation toward home-grown,
rule-governed societies and increasingly liberal states. This departs from
the current practice of simply pursuing each discrete liberal objective of
human rights, democracy, or marketization everywhere as an end in itself,
lockstep, posthaste, at any cost, regardless of the possible negative fallout.
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None of these values should be revered and pursued as a moral absolute,
whatever the consequences. Instead, multidimensional but country-specific
strategies should concentrate on effecting a relatively stable transition pro-
cess that moves each particular illiberal society toward these values over
time—that is, toward an increasingly more productive economy, a more hu-
mane society, a more legitimate and effective government, and a more re-
sponsive politics. Serving ordinary economic improvement may be more
effective than guaranteeing all political liberties—that is, prioritizing social
and economic rights or needs and the protection of human life over the im-
perative of full democracy, if that means violent upheaval. Such a strategy
thus requires an appropriate balance between the “supply side” of building
on but also transforming institutions and forces that preserve stability, and
the forces on the “demand side” that are pushing for socioeconomic and
political overhaul, between continuities and change.27 As long as regimes do
not threaten their neighbors’ security and are not massacring their own citi-
zens, the application of vigorous inducements, positive more than negative,
for evolutionary change, is likely to be more effective than either forceful
intervention or laissez-faire. This change will produce creative tensions
and perhaps low-level violence, but it need not countenance either stag-
nant authoritarianism or significant violence and state breakdown. 

It follows that rather than a “one-size-fits-all” approach in foreign
policies and aid strategies, which presses for the same liberalizing reforms
everywhere all the time, individual countries need to be assessed in detail
so as to be differentiated according to their capacity to absorb disruptive
shifts in unregulated power, and the consequent instability, without erupt-
ing into violent conflict or causing regression into neo-authoritarianism. A
specific step toward democratization, such as an election, may be one of
the adaptive, stabilizing mechanisms that help to ensure peaceful change
in a particular context. But this judgment can be reached only by an assess-
ment of each particular country’s vulnerability to violent conflict, and its
ability to manage peaceful transformation, or “conflict carrying capacity.”
Tailored and conflict-sensitive development and trade policies are needed
that (a) at a minimum “do no harm,” by taking great care, when influencing
vulnerable societies, not to inadvertently increase the risks of destructive
conflict; and (b) “do some good” by deliberately and sensitively fostering
peaceful and constructive political conflict and avoiding violent destruc-
tive expression of the inevitable clashes between interests during a period
of strife. 

This more balanced, contextualized approach is needed to foster
desirable changes and can draw on many available but underused carrots
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and sticks among the tools of diplomacy, development, and deterrence, as
well as democracy assistance. This more measured approach rules out mil-
itary intervention with the aim of imposing human rights ideals and democ-
racy, in favor of containment. Instead, that immensely problematic act
would be restricted to situations where there are clearly imminent security
threats to other countries, impending domestic massacres, or massive dev-
astating humanitarian emergencies—and even then only after robust
diplomatic and other options have been exhausted that push the limits of
multilateral action. Moreover, the latter circumstances may become rarer as
resources are diverted from ever more sophisticated and costly military
hardware to preventive strategies that are more cost effective.

In sum, the risk of intrastate conflict needs to be approached in a
more dispassionate, deliberate, contextualized, and multidimensional way
that places a higher priority on the desire for improved livelihood and the
need for security than on instant democracy.

Unfortunately, however, such differentiated, multifaceted, non-heroic
strategies have been little considered, because of the remarkable narrow-
ness with which the question of America’s involvement in developing coun-
tries is still discussed. The post–Cold War international experience with
Somalia, Rwanda, Bosnia, and other troubled countries toward which mili-
tary action was taken has sparked intense debate over the grounds on which
intervention into a state’s affairs can be justified. The criteria for legitimate
humanitarian intervention actually have been expanding, as in the notion
of the “responsibility to protect.”

But in this debate, “intervention” is still assumed to mean only through
military force, as if the choice were simply military action or inaction. With
the exception of the considerable attention focused on economic and diplo-
matic sanctions, the prevailing discourse of think tanks and policy insti-
tutes and in the U.S. Congress has failed utterly to bring into the discussion
the wide range of peaceful positive inducements that exist—and are quietly
already being used, sometimes to good effect, in effecting peaceful change.
Such peaceful interventions include conditional aid, “track-two diplomacy,”
muscular mediation, human rights capacity building, political develop-
ment programs, civil society training in nonviolent mobilization, and the
setting of norms by regional institutions. Active consideration of these mul-
tiple peaceful means for achieving social and international change has
been going on for years at organizations such as the United States Institute
of Peace and, especially recently, among many UN agencies, the European
Union, and multilateral and bilateral development agencies, including the
World Bank. And yet, the elementary concepts and policy tools of such
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long-established fields as conflict resolution and negotiations, as well as
the lesson learned from recent prevention and postconflict peacebuilding
efforts, still seem to have had no impact on the thinking of high-level U.S.
policymakers. 

In the absence of applying grounded country strategies, particular
crises arise and are reacted to in reflexive, one-dimensional ways. When
conflicts reach critical or more escalated and thus emotional stages of vio-
lence, a typical default response is to evoke high moral principles to back
one’s cause. But when the outside parties, not only the protagonists and
their respective supporters, view conflicts only as a clash of right versus
wrong rather than as competing conceptions of rights under one order versus
those under another in a larger global process of modernization, the erro-
neous assumption is easily made that the use of violence to resolve these
conflicts is the only way, and thus inevitable and justified. The difference
between violent and nonviolent ways to pursue conflicts becomes ignored
or obscured. For example, recent commentators have confused the post-
9/11 U.S. priorities of antiterrorism and of vigorously transforming soci-
eties toward liberalism with the adoption by the United States of an over-
bearing imperial role, and of military force as the means to ensure peace,
as if no peaceful means to promote democracy existed.28 But this solely
combative approach can become a self-fulfilling prophecy.

The George W. Bush administration follows in a long tradition of the
United States’ seeking to export its democratic and market values. The Bush
policy rashly discarded much Cold War realist wisdom about how regime
change can take place peacefully, placed a utopian faith in the self-gener-
ating power of mass democracy in all settings, and took a radical unilater-
alist stance regarding the grounds for military invasion and occupation. But
this was simply the latest major example of how absolutist approaches to
principles of human rights have often themselves animated international
and intrastate conflicts. Perhaps a significant segment of those who influ-
ence U.S. foreign policy might still be persuaded that peaceful transforma-
tions of clientelist regimes can be achieved at a substantially lower cost
than the various forbidding alternatives of chaos, repeated midconflict and
postconflict peacekeeping missions, or preemptive invasion, leading to pos-
sible quagmires or trusteeships. If so, future American foreign and defense
policy might be significantly more effective and less risky, and the world’s
states and regime opponents could achieve a wider range of human rights
more consistently and without violence.
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(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1975), 7, 636–38.
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18. This tendency may reflect in part the fact that the outsider organiza-
tions that carry out programs in developing countries are bureaucratically struc-
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