
Historically, civil wars
were fought to the ªnish, with the complete military defeat of the losing side.1

But in the 1990s, as this article demonstrates, civil wars were more likely to
end in negotiated settlements rather than victory by one side. Why? We argue
that civil wars began to end in this historically distinct manner because of a
fundamental change in the international norms of conºict resolution—namely,
the rise of a norm of negotiated settlement. This norm arose in the context of a
new international political environment dominated by U.S. unipolarity and
liberal democracy; the ideas and principles of the liberal order undermined the
acceptability of military victory.

In the post–September 11 environment characterized by the war on terror-
ism, however, the norm of negotiated settlement has been challenged by
countervailing notions of appropriateness—namely, stabilization over democ-
ratization and non-negotiation with terrorist groups. As a result, civil wars are
ending less frequently, and less often in negotiation. The dominant inter-
national political environment shapes norms of conºict resolution, which,
in turn, inºuence how civil wars end.
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What else might explain systematic changes in civil war termination over
time? The existing literature does not provide many answers. The civil wars
literature looks to three essential types of causes. First, domestic-structural fac-
tors such as poverty, ethnic fractionalization, indivisibility, and rough terrain
render wars easier or more difªcult to start or stop.2 Second, bargaining dy-
namics, such as mutually hurting stalemates, the balance of power, and the
number and geographic location of actors, may affect parties’ willingness to
compromise.3 Finally, outside interventions may produce negotiated settle-
ments if they provide effective mediation or credible guarantees, or if they un-
derwrite agreements with the threat of mutual harm/beneªt, whereas military
interventions may prolong conºict.4

Although these factors account for many outcomes, domestic-structural
variables cannot explain patterns of civil war termination that change system-
atically over time. Seeking to comprehend shifting time-sensitive patterns with
structural variables amounts to trying to explain change with constants. Bar-
gaining models may clarify shifts in the outcomes of particular civil war sce-
narios, as ªghting reveals preferences and information about capabilities. But
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again, such models do not help scholars account for why civil war termination
varies in a systematic way over particular periods of time. Finally, while we ar-
gue that external factors play a decisive role in ending civil wars, we supple-
ment the existing literature by seeking to answer the prior question of why we
observe changes in types of external interventions, including mediation at-
tempts, by time period.

We argue here, in Waltzian fashion, that such a phenomenon cannot be ex-
plained “through the study of its parts.”5 In contrast to trends in the study of
civil wars toward the state level and microfoundations,6 we contend that, for
our outcomes of interest, we must look to the international level of analysis
for explanations. We argue that the international political environment—
characterized by both material and ideational factors such as polarity, percep-
tions of ªrst-order threats, and great power goals—gives rise to clusters of
ideas of appropriate behavior, known as norms.7 These norms, in turn, shape
different types of outcomes, including how civil wars end. In the bipolar
world, where the central international contest was viewed as zero-sum,
ªghting to the ªnish was the most acceptable way to end a civil war. This nor-
mative frame resulted in the material (and social) fact that the majority of civil
wars ended in military victory; relatively few civil wars ended in “low activ-
ity” (where the number of annual battle deaths falls below a certain threshold)
or in negotiated settlements.

With the collapse of the Soviet economy, the demise of the Soviet Union, and
the rise of unipolarity, however, the United States and its allies faced an ex-
traordinary new opportunity to help their proxies win outright in numerous
civil wars across the globe. The United States had sought one-sided victory for
decades; thus one would expect this norm to continue. Americans, however,
along with their allies, chose not to seek complete defeat, favoring instead ne-
gotiated solutions (or simply allowing wars to ªzzle out in low activity), even
in cases where settlement meant including opponents of the United States in
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the new government. The choice to try to end civil wars differently was en-
abled by the end of bipolarity, but nothing from the material fact of unipolarity
necessitated this choice. Rather, it was the overarching international political
environment, characterized by both the absence of major threats and the quest
for democratization,8 that led to the appropriateness of civil war termination
through mediation and negotiation.9 In other words, policymakers in the
United States and their great power allies came to believe that civil wars ought
to end in a certain way, and they took actions, including attempts to broker
mediations, to achieve the goal of ending civil wars through negotiated settle-
ments. Norms were not an epiphenomenal, but rather a necessary and causal
factor, in this process.

Since the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, although the United States
remains the international unipole in a strict material sense, scholars and
policymakers have debated the consequences of unipolarity and how to inter-
pret the new strategic threat environment.10 In this period of uncertainty about
the ranking of threats and U.S. responses, the norm of negotiated settlement
persists; it has been challenged, however, by countervailing pressure for non-
negotiation with terrorists, concerns about the potential for terrorist organiza-
tions taking root in states experiencing internal instability, and a renewed
acceptability of total military victory. In civil wars, the goal of stabilization has
displaced the quest for democratization. The main effects thus far on civil wars
have been a decrease in all types of terminations and fewer negotiated settle-
ments in civil wars that include actors labeled as “terrorist groups.” Notions of
how civil wars ought to end vary by time period, as do the ways in which they
actually end.
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We employ a three-pronged empirical strategy to develop our argument.
First, we demonstrate our dependent variable that civil wars ended differently
in each of the three time periods. Second, we ªnd that mediation efforts—a key
observable implication of our theory—are predicted by time period, even
holding other factors constant. Third, we trace the processes that ended the
civil wars in El Salvador and Bosnia—one in each of the ªrst two time
periods—to demonstrate our causal claims. We deduce expected causal pro-
cess observations and employ counterfactual reasoning to show logical consis-
tency. Third, we use content analysis (a blend of quantitative and qualitative
approaches), supplemented by discourse analysis, to demonstrate changes in
how important actors use four key words—democracy, negotiation, terror-
ism, and stabilization—especially in the third time period. These words re-
ºect changes in key norms.

We offer several empirical, theoretical, and policy contributions for current
debates in the ªeld of international relations and the study of civil wars. First,
we demonstrate our argument by employing a novel, three-part methodologi-
cal approach. Each method works to bolster the strategy of the other.11 Second,
our use of quantitative and qualitative methods reºects an attempt to build on
an emerging theoretical trend of bridging constructivist and rationalist ap-
proaches in international relations.12 We seek to demonstrate how actors re-
spond to the incentive structures of the international political environment,
which has both material and ideational roots; both material facts and shared
expectations create outcomes. We note, also, that scholars have not yet of-
fered constructivist explanations to address the empirical debates about civil
war termination.

Third, this article seeks to specify the historical international environments
within which bundles of norms arise, come into competition, and spell the de-
mise of others. In focusing on the causal weight of the international level, we
provide a new view of how the levels of analysis in norm creation relate to one
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another. Unlike traditional analyses of norms, such as the rise of human rights,
the death of apartheid, or the abolition of slavery, we offer an explanation of
how normative change may occur without individual norm entrepreneurs or
civil-society mobilization.13

Civil war is the most prevalent type of violent conºict in the international
system and has been for decades.14 Civil wars not only kill many people; they
also give rise to related miseries such as refugees, violent extremism, sexual vi-
olence, child soldiering, and illicit trafªcking. It is therefore important for
scholars and policymakers alike to understand why and how civil wars end.
Much of the policy-oriented scholarly literature has advocated one type of
ending: partition, power sharing, negotiated settlement, or one-sided victory.15

Our analysis points in a more pragmatic direction. Wars end differently in dif-
ferent time periods, but given that they are susceptible to normative trends, it
is possible to change those norms in favor of greater pragmatism: the pursuit
of negotiation above all other options is not always prudent, but neither is the
unfettered pursuit of military victory or non-negotiation with terrorists. Each
civil war is different, and each case ought to be considered on its own merits.
Our article demonstrates explicitly the implicit assumption that external actors
have the power to inºuence civil war outcomes. Naming and deªning the
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pressures of the international political environment may enable policymakers
to exercise greater freedom of choice.

In the ªrst section, we explain our outcomes of interest. We then review the
literature, pointing to its essential gaps. Third, we introduce our theory of
the international political environment and the ways in which it produces
changes in both norms of conºict resolution and material outcomes in civil
wars. We then develop our theory using quantitative, qualitative, and content
analysis. In conclusion, we offer several policy implications following from
our analysis.

The Rise and Decline of Negotiated Settlements

In her seminal work on civil war termination, Barbara Walter demonstrates
that, historically, the majority of civil wars ended in the defeat—political de-
feat, expulsion, or extermination—of the losing side.16 This pattern did not
hold after the end of the Cold War, however. We use data on civil war termina-
tion from the Uppsala Conºict Data Program (UCDP) Conºict Termination
Dataset (v. 2-2015, 1946–2013) to trace patterns in civil war termination beyond
the immediate Cold War period, from 1946 until 2013.17 Our analysis yields
several important ªndings. First, we conªrm that during the Cold War most
civil wars ended in victory by one side. In contrast, with the end of the Cold
War, many more civil wars ended in negotiated settlements. In addition, the
total number of civil war terminations rose between 1990 and 2001, including
the many wars that simply died out in low activity. Since the September 11
attacks, fewer civil wars have ended per year (see ªgure A2 in the online ap-
pendix).18 We still see many negotiated settlements, but the proportion of wars
ending in compromise as opposed to military victory has shrunk.19
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Figure 1 illustrates these trends.20 The ªgure shows patterns in victories
versus negotiated settlements over time. In time period 1 (1946–89), victory
was the most common civil war ending (about 55 percent). In contrast, in time
period 2 (1990–2001), only 18 percent of civil wars ended in victory; the most
common civil war ending became settlement (38 percent). In the third time pe-
riod (2002–13), the trend appears to reverse: we see the proportion of victories
increasing (to 22 percent), while the share of negotiated settlements decreases
(to 32 percent). In most years, most civil wars do not end, but during the sec-
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Figure 1. Type of Civil War Termination as a Percentage of Total, by Time Period

pe
rc

en
ta

ge
 o

f t
ot

al
 te

rm
in

at
io

ns

100

80

60

40

20

0
1946–89 1990–2001 2002–13

settlement

low activity

victory



ond time period, civil wars were ending more frequently than in the other two
time periods (see ªgures A1 and A2 and table A1 in the online appendix).

We ªnd an additional trend in time period 3: civil wars that involved non-
state actors that have been designated by the U.S. State Department as Foreign
Terrorist Organizations (FTOs) are less likely to end in settlement or low activ-
ity, and conversely more likely to end in victory or not to have ended
by 2013.21 Table 1 includes observations of all civil wars that ended in time pe-
riod 3 as well as all civil wars that were ongoing as of 2013. Of all civil wars
that ended in settlement or low activity, only about 11 percent included an
FTO, whereas of all civil wars that either ended in victory or were ongoing as
of 2013, about 41 percent involved an FTO. In other words, after September 11,
we see fewer negotiated settlements when a war involves terrorists.

Existing Explanations for Civil War Trends

The current literature investigates a variety of phenomena such as civil war
onset, duration, recurrence, and termination. To explain these outcomes, schol-
ars have turned to three basic types of explanations: domestic-structural vari-
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Designated Terrorist
Organization?

Victory or Ongoing
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Settlement or
Low Activity Total
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( 54
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Yes ( 19
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(12.90%)

( 27
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Total ( 46
(100.00%)

( 62
(100.00%)

(108
(100.00%)

Pearson chi^2 � 11.3604, p � 0.001.



ables, bargaining dynamics, and international interventions. Although these
factors explain many trends in civil wars, none can account for why patterns in
civil war termination would change in a systematic way across time.

The ªrst category of explanations, domestic-structural factors, explores the
underlying conditions of a state or its territory. In a pivotal article, James
Fearon and David Laitin argue that poverty, state capacity, rough terrain, and
political instability set the conditions that make insurgency, and therefore the
outbreak of civil war, more likely.22 Although Fearon and Laitin do not explic-
itly address war termination, other scholars have used their variables, as well
as additional domestic-structural factors such as indivisibility of holy sites,
ethnic fractionalization, and co-ethnics in neighboring states, to explain civil
war outcomes.23 Despite their importance, such elements do not change (at
least not signiªcantly) over time. These variables, therefore, cannot account for
changing patterns in civil war termination in different time periods.

The second category, bargaining dynamics, zeroes in on the processes and
difªculties of committing to peace. This line of argument follows from William
Zartman’s groundbreaking work on “mutually hurting stalemates” and the
conditions for a conºict to become “ripe for resolution.”24 One of Zartman’s
predictions is that civil wars will remain very difªcult to conclude in negoti-
ated settlements. In response to Zartman, in an article that foreshadowed the
rise in negotiated settlements in civil wars after the end of the Cold War, Roy
Licklider demonstrates that civil wars can end in settlements, and that the
post–Cold War drive toward negotiation would have a signiªcant impact
on settlements.25

Ripe-for-resolution arguments spurred other ways of theorizing about bar-
gaining dynamics. James Fearon’s bargaining theory of war between states
sparked a signiªcant new branch in civil war study, best exempliªed in
Barbara Walter’s work.26 Walter homes in on the problems of credible commit-
ments: if a group agrees to demobilize and cede territory, it may leave itself
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open to attack by the other side. Third-party security guarantees alleviate
this dilemma.

Bargaining theories focus primarily on domestic-level variables, but
Walter’s theory of credible commitments and Zartman’s mutually hurting
stalemates open a window to the role of third parties in inºuencing bargaining
dynamics. Many subsequent studies point to the potentially beneªcial effects
of third-party intervention, negotiated settlement, peacebuilding, and peace-
keeping in civil wars.27 In contrast, military intervention may extend civil
wars.28 Military intervention also does not correlate with democratization,29

and externally driven military integration attempts often fail to achieve their
goals.30 With important policy and theoretical implications for this article,
Monica Duffy Toft has shown that negotiated settlements may save fewer lives
than decisive military victories.31 Other scholars have found that mediation is
positively correlated with lasting post-settlement peace.32

Although the literature on the role of third parties is vast and rich, no
scholar has tackled the question of why third parties changed intervention
strategies or why they began to mediate more often after the end of the
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Cold War. Only Stathis Kalyvas and Laia Balcells explore the effects of the end
of the Cold War on civil war severity, duration, and outcomes. They locate the
changes in the domestic-level variable of the technologies of warfare after
the end of the Cold War.33 They do not, however, examine post–September 11
changes or explicate why or how mediation and negotiated settlements would
ensue from systemic change.

Civil Wars and the International Political Environment

To explain why civil wars end differently in different time periods, we look to
causes at the level of the international system, or what Kenneth Waltz calls the
“third image.” Waltz contends: “The actions of states, or, more accurately,
the actions of men acting for states, make up the substance of international re-
lations. But the international political environment has much to do with
the ways in which states behave.”34 In seeking to account for the rise and de-
cline of negotiated settlements, we argue that the international political envi-
ronment largely determines the norms that, in turn, shape the outcomes of
civil wars. Table 2 summarizes our argument.

Since the end of the Cold War and bipolarity, the United States has pos-
sessed the largest military capacity in the world, “one order of magnitude
more powerful than any other military.”35 This military preponderance domi-
nates the international system in ways both material and ideal. Whereas Waltz
omitted the role of ideational factors such as “traditions, habits, objectives, de-
sires, and forms of government,” and many neorealists continue to discount
the role of ideas, we contend that there is more to unipolarity than simply the
material facts.36 We argue that the type of unipolarity and the nature of threats
also have systemic effects.

Constructivists privilege the causal role of ideational factors over material
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power. Alexander Wendt famously characterized anarchy in social terms,
where the dominant states view each other as “enemy, rival, or friend,” but he
does not theorize about a system where one state—a liberal, democratic
state—dominates.37 Like many constructivists, neorealists have also been sur-
prised by the rise and enduring nature of U.S. unipolarity. Moreover, both
neorealists and constructivists theorizing about the system say almost nothing
about civil wars, even though this has been the dominant form of warfare
for decades.

We contend that material U.S. unipolarity is inseparable from the ideological
nature of that unipolarity, and that both material and ideational factors
must be taken into account when analyzing systemic effects on civil wars. Al-
though we cannot, in the space of this article, fully develop this theoretical
position, we describe the general characteristics of each of the three time peri-
ods under review, and how they inºuenced the more speciªc norms of civil
war termination.

During the Cold War, states deemed it acceptable for civil wars to end in
complete military victory. In the context of superpower ideological war, mem-
bers of each side sought to convince others to accept their ideas of appropriate
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Table 2. Time Periods, the International Political Environment, Norms, and Outcomes

Time Period 1
(1946–89):
Cold War

Time Period 2
(1990–2001):
Post–Cold War
Democratization

Time Period 3
(2002–13):
War on Terror

International
political
environment
characteristics

zero-sum ideological
polarization

political and
economic
liberalization

rise of authoritarianism,
Islamic fundamentalism, and
stabilization

Norms of civil
war termination

complete victory mediation and
negotiation

non-negotiation with
terrorists

Predominant
civil war
termination type

victory by one side settlement/low
activity

settlement/low activity (for
conºicts without terrorists);
increasing victory



governance, using both economic and military means. Violent internal con-
ºicts across the developing world became fertile sites for proxy wars. Both U.S.
and Soviet decisionmakers believed the victory of the side that adhered more
closely to their own ideological position to be of crucial strategic importance.
Each side thought the basic tenets of democratic capitalism and communism to
be fundamentally incompatible with each other. Given the goal of global polit-
ical domination on the part of both superpowers, neither the United States nor
the Soviet Union was willing to allow vulnerable countries to fall to the other
side. Negotiated settlement was therefore deemed an unacceptable outcome in
civil wars.

The second period is bookended by the fall of the Berlin Wall on
November 11, 1989, and the terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001. Most wars
in history ended with the defeat of the weaker side. The Cold War, however,
concluded in negotiated settlement, with the United States emerging as the
unipole.38 In the late 1980s, the deadlock in the United Nations Security
Council and General Assembly subsided, and states created, resurrected, or
expanded organizations such the Organization for Security and Co-operation
in Europe, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization, the World Bank, and the
International Monetary Fund. In the international normative context of the tri-
umph of democracy, the United States and international organizations pres-
sured non-democratic regimes to democratize.39 At the request of the George
H.W. Bush administration, the UN Security Council met in 1992 at the level of
the Heads of State for the ªrst time in history, during which the world’s great
powers decided to seek to end civil wars in negotiated settlement.40

For states emerging from civil wars, international mediators convinced
belligerents to moderate their stances, engage in dialogue, and negotiate politi-
cal solutions to violent conºict.41 Mediators repeatedly sought to reach negoti-
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ated settlements. Even in wars that ended in one-sided victory or did not
end—for example, in Angola, Rwanda, and Somalia—mediators made sig-
niªcant attempts to broker negotiated settlements. These mediation efforts
would not have been possible before the end of the Cold War or without
the unipole’s choice to pursue this method of conºict resolution.

In the third time period, the international political environment and the
goals of the great powers are less certain. The United States remains the most
powerful country as measured by material means alone, but its choices are
constrained by the rise of anti-liberal ideas and practices, such as Islamic fun-
damentalism and authoritarianism. China, the European Union, Russia, and
the United States are rivals in some arenas but partners in others. One goal
on which all great powers have come to agree is that of “stabilization.” For
most Western powers, as well as the members of the Security Council, since
September 11, the emergence of the threat of Islamic terrorism and the need to
stabilize states that could produce extremists, refugees, and other potential se-
curity threats has risen to top priority.

In this time period, the great powers have framed adherents to the ideology
of Islamic fundamentalism as their adversary, and vice versa. The rise of in-
creasingly powerful nonstate actors such as the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria
(ISIS), al-Qaida, al-Shabaab, and Boko Haram, which are loosely united by
their ideological orientation in opposition to the West and others (including
Russia and China), characterizes the new threat environment. According
to this framing, members of ISIS and similar groups view as anathema the lib-
eral, pluralistic norm of negotiated settlement. Democratic outcomes are pre-
cisely what such groups seek to avoid, if not destroy. This ideological type
of terrorism enables the spread of non-democratic norms of conºict resolu-
tion, because even pluralistic decisionmakers will tend to respond with a
similar normative framework: total defeat of the other side is desirable. The
United States and dozens of other states have professed that they will not ne-
gotiate with terrorists, especially those adhering to the ideology of violent
Islamic fundamentalism.

In concert with the norm of non-negotiation, achieving stabilization arose as
an approach to ending civil wars after increasing recognition of the barriers to
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democratization and nation-building in Afghanistan, Iraq, and elsewhere.
Stabilization sets the bar for success much lower than the approaches of the
immediate post–Cold War period. Arising in the same time frame as counter-
insurgency (COIN) doctrine, which emphasizes enabling the government to
win the support of civilian populations, stabilization operations also aim to se-
cure civilian populations while assisting one side in its military efforts. Both
COIN and stabilization efforts also aim to ensure that terrorist and other orga-
nizations perceived as security threats cannot take root. As a result, we predict
that over time, negotiated settlements will continue to decrease in proportion
to victory and low activity.

norms of civil war termination

The argument about norms that we advance here—that shifts in the interna-
tional political environment change how policymakers believe civil wars
ought to end—is unique in several respects. First, although constructivist
scholars have explored norms of sovereignty and the use of force,42 the
beneªts of republican peace,43 and the transnational dynamics of civil wars,44

none has examined norms governing the outcomes of the most prevalent form
of warfare: civil wars. This is an unexpected gap in the literature. Civil wars
render states highly susceptible to external forces. By deªnition, states experi-
encing civil war do not hold a monopoly over the legitimate use of force
within their borders,45 and are thus deeply vulnerable to external inºuences.
We therefore would expect external forces—both material and ideational—
to have greater effects on civil wars than when such forces target states that are
intact and hierarchically organized internally.

International Security 42:3 142

42. Mlada Bukovansky, Legitimacy and Power Politics: The American and French Revolutions in Inter-
national Political Culture (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2002); Martha Finnemore, The
Purpose of Intervention: Changing Beliefs about the Use of Force (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press,
2004); Renée de Nevers, “Imposing International Norms: Great Powers and Norm Enforcement,”
International Studies Review, Vol. 9, No. 1 (Spring 2007), pp. 53–80, doi:10.1111/j.1468-2486.2007
.00645.x; Ian Hurd, After Anarchy: Legitimacy and Power in the United Nations Security Council
(Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2007); and Elizabeth Kier, Imagining War: French and
British Military Doctrine between the Wars (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1997).
43. Barnett, “Building a Republican Peace.”
44. Jeffrey T. Checkel, ed., Transnational Dynamics of Civil War (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2013).
45. Max Weber, Economy and Society, Vol. 1 (1918; Berkeley: University of California Press, 1978),
p. 56.



Second, endogeneity problems and the difªculty of tracing causal processes
make norms challenging to measure empirically. The traditional mode in the
scholarly study of normative change explicates processes of “strategic social
construction,” whereby individual “norm entrepreneurs” or social activists
convince powerful decisionmakers to change state actions, usually in a pro-
gressive direction.46 Much of the recent literature on norms responds to this
causal chain, analyzing a great variety of norm change trajectories, including
backsliding, reformulation, dissolution, and failure to change behavior.47

Our work, however, elucidates two different types of causal chains. In the
transition from the ªrst to the second time period, we see the United States as
the democratic unipole (and not individual civil society activists) functioning
as norm entrepreneur. But even more striking, in the third time period, we
see the norm of stabilization arising not out of the ideational efforts of a
single state or individuals, but rather from broad, material circumstances.48

By the mid-2000s, the U.S.-led experiments in democratization by force in
Afghanistan and Iraq were not bearing much fruit. The Color Revolutions and
the Arab Spring also did not lead to snowballing democratization. The failures
of democratization, the rise of authoritarian rule, and the already-existing in-
crease of low activity as a form of civil war termination, spurred the spread
of a new norm of “stabilization.” Stabilization replaced democratization and
nation-building as the new goal in civil war termination not only for the
United States, but for the other great powers as well. In other words, the norm
of stabilization appears to have arisen largely from a material, rather than an
ideational, source.

Below we provide several types of evidence for our arguments about the in-
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ternational political environment and norms in the three time periods. We
present statistical tests demonstrating a signiªcant relationship between time
period and the likelihood of civil war mediation attempts. Second, we use
cases studies from periods 1 and 2 to show that mediation was a crucial vari-
able in producing negotiated settlement and that norms, rather than simply
strategic cost assessments, played an important role in U.S. decisionmaking.
Finally, for the third time period, we employ content analysis, supplemented
by discourse analysis, to depict the fall of democratization and negotiation and
the rise of stabilization.

causal processes: time period and civil war mediation

Our theory asserts that changes in the international political environment in-
ºuence conºict resolution norms, which, in turn, affect how civil wars end. As
a ªrst cut at providing empirical evidence for our theory, we conduct a statisti-
cal analysis demonstrating that the three time periods predict when civil wars
are more or less likely to experience a mediation attempt. Attempts by third
parties to mediate civil wars are an observable implication of our theory: if
great powers believe that civil wars ought to end in settlements rather than
victory by one side, they should be more likely to engage in mediation and to
support such efforts. There is already a signiªcant body of research demon-
strating that mediation makes civil wars more likely to end in durable settle-
ments.49 We therefore focus our statistical analysis on our theory’s novel
contribution. We hypothesize that civil wars will be more likely to experience a
mediation attempt in time period 2 as compared to time periods 1 and 3.

Figure 2 and table 3 demonstrate a correlation between time period and
whether a civil war is likely to experience a mediation attempt in a given year.
We use the Bercovitch Data Centre for Conºict, Mediation and Peace-
Building’s Civil Wars Mediation dataset’s coding of mediation attempts by
other states, international organizations, and nonstate actors.50 The dataset
codes all instances of civil war mediation from 1946 to 2013.

Figure 2 demonstrates that third-party mediation increased sharply around
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1988/89, plateaued in the early 1990s (with a brief dip and recovery in 1996
after the tragedies in Rwanda and Bosnia), and then declined after 2001.51 Ta-
ble 3 shows that mediation attempts are correlated with our three time peri-
ods. Each observation is a civil war-year, and mediation is a dichotomous
variable coded as 1 if a civil war experienced at least one mediation attempt in
that year and 0 if it did not. In time period 1, just 9 percent of all civil war-years
involved a third-party mediation attempt. In contrast, in time period 2, almost
25 percent of civil war-years experienced a mediation effort. In time period 3,
about 13 percent of civil war-years included an attempted mediation—more
than in time period 1, but fewer than in time period 2.52

Finally, a logit model demonstrates that this correlation is statistically sig-
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niªcant even when controlling for other relevant variables and using a variety
of model speciªcations.53 Our analysis provides conªrmation of a strong corre-
lation between time period and mediation. We now turn to the second and
third pieces of our three-pronged empirical approach: case studies and con-
tent analysis.

Case Studies of War Termination in El Salvador and Bosnia

In the previous section, we treated mediation as a dependent variable, show-
ing that mediation attempts vary signiªcantly by time period. In this section,
we treat mediation as a causal variable, but we also go beyond this factor to
weigh other explanations for why, after 1989, civil wars were more likely
to end in negotiated settlements.

Causal explanations are difªcult to capture quantitatively. A case study ap-
proach is more useful for explicating causality, because otherwise, “it is un-
clear whether a pattern of covariation is truly causal in nature, or what the
causal interaction might be. . . . The investigation of a single case may [also] al-
low one to test the causal implications of a theory.”54 Here, we seek evidence of
causal processes that we would expect to observe if the United States and its
allies were acting only in response to costs as opposed to norms of appropri-
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Table 3. Time Period and Mediation Attempts

Mediation
Attempt?

Period 1
(1946–89)

Period 2
(1990–2001)

Period 3
(2002–13) Total

No (898
(91.35%)

(376
(75.81%)

(346
(86.72%)

1,620
(86.26%)

Yes ( 85
(8.65%)

(120
(24.19%)

( 53
(13.28%)

258
(13.74%)

Total (983
(100.00%)

(496
(100.00%)

(399
(100.00%)

1,878
(100.00%)

Pearson chi^2 � 67.3228, p � 0.001.



ateness.55 If they were responding to costs, we would expect to see concerted
efforts to reduce them. If they were responding to norms, we would expect to
see explicit normative language in documented reºections of the decisions
made by key external policymakers about what they thought they ought to do:
pursue a one-sided victory or a negotiated settlement, often as part of an effort
to democratize.

We chose the cases of the war termination processes in El Salvador and
Bosnia-Herzegovina because they are representative of other cases in their
time periods, and they provide variation on such factors as time period, type
of conºict (ideological vs. ethnic), and the existence of a mutually hurting
stalemate as opposed to imminent military victory for the United States’ pre-
ferred side. Despite this variation, after the shift in the international political
environment at end of the Cold War, U.S. presidents and their advisers chose
not only to back mediation efforts but also to invest signiªcant material re-
sources in negotiated settlements because they considered it the responsible or
right thing to do.

Also in both El Salvador and Bosnia, after 1989, international pressure from
other external actors—U.S. allies, Russia, and the United Nations—favored ne-
gotiation as opposed to one-sided victory. The signiªcant ªnancial and diplo-
matic backing by external parties for mediation enabled the mediators to
employ a “single text” strategy, whereby the mediation team would draft
the details of the peace proposals and present their propositions to each side
for review.56 The international consensus around the appropriateness of a
negotiated settlement and this centralized mediation method secured the ne-
gotiated solutions.

For each case, we process trace through the difªcult-to-quantify and chang-
ing calculations of costs, threats, and norms that drove external decisions not
only to seek but also to materially support negotiated settlements after 1989.
We present an array of primary source evidence—from speeches, biographical
accounts, and declassiªed documents—to show that norms associated with
democratization and negotiated solutions were driving decisionmaking. We
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also detail other case-speciªc factors that moved the parties toward agreement,
and we demonstrate the causal role of third-party mediation. Lastly, we pose
the following counterfactual question: Would the outcome have been different
in a different international political environment?57

el salvador

El Salvador was home to the twentieth century’s longest high-intensity civil
war in Latin America. Extending over twelve years, it took the lives of approx-
imately 75,000 people (out of some 4.5 million) and created more than 1 mil-
lion refugees and internally displaced persons.58 The war was fought over the
militarization of the political sphere and inequality, particularly in land distri-
bution. After a military coup in October 1979, violence ignited in March 1980
when Archbishop Óscar Arnulfo Romero, known for speaking against poverty
and injustice, was assassinated while offering mass. In the months after his
tumultuous funeral service, disparate opposition parties began to unify, cul-
minating in the formation of the leftist party Farabundo Martí National
Liberation Front (FMLN) in December of 1980.

Supported ªnancially and militarily by Cuba, Nicaragua, and the Soviet
Union, the FMLN sought to destabilize and delegitimize the Salvadoran gov-
ernment through attacks on government ofªcials as well as on El Salvador’s
physical infrastructure. The government and various paramilitary organiza-
tions dissuaded people in the countryside from supporting the FMLN,
often through brutal, public assassinations and broad-sweeping military cam-
paigns.59 While the Christian Democratic Party nominally ruled the country
for most of the 1980s, the El Salvadoran armed forces, along with death squads
associated with the rightist political party Alianza Republicana Nacionalista
(ARENA) waged brutal warfare. Beginning with the administration of
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President Jimmy Carter, these groups were supported ªnancially, and some-
times were trained, by the United States.

During most of the 1980s, the United States pursued the goal of a decisive
military defeat of the FMLN, rather than negotiation. President Ronald Reagan
and his advisers saw the conºict as zero-sum: “Central America is a region of
great importance to the United States. . . . [I]t’s at our doorstep. And it has be-
come the stage for a bold attempt by the Soviet Union, Cuba, and Nicaragua to
install communism by force throughout the hemisphere.”60 Reagan further ex-
plained, “We have an entire plan for bolstering the government forces. This is
one we must win.”61 The war was deeply unpopular with the American pub-
lic, but President Reagan sought to appeal to Americans’ sense of morality:
“Based simply on the difference between right and wrong, it was clear that we
should help the people of the region ªght the bloodthirsty guerillas bent on
robbing them of freedom.”62

The ofªcial U.S. view of the conºict as zero-sum was mirrored by that of the
internal parties. As the far-right colonel Sigrrido Ochoa said in 1987, “We are
in a war and somebody has to win. . . . I never heard of a war that was a
draw.”63 On the opposite side, the FMLN asserted that it had the support of
the population, as well as the Soviet Union and other external actors, to con-
tinue to seek victory over the government. Like the rightist parties, the FMLN
would not negotiate because, as explained in a recently declassiªed Central
Intelligence Agency analytic paper, “[t]he top FMLN Commander Joaquín
Villalobos rejects the concept of negotiations as a means to a solution. . . .
According to Villalobos, the desire of democracies to negotiate is a vulnerabil-
ity to be exploited.”64 Neither the domestic belligerents nor their external sup-
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porters believed that the other would negotiate in good faith, even though by
1987 the war had reached a battleªeld stalemate.65

In 1989, however, the internal and external forces supporting one-sided vic-
tory began to shift. In El Salvador, ARENA’s Alfredo Cristiani, a Georgetown
University–educated businessman, won the presidential election in a land-
slide. Cristiani sought to move ARENA away from its paramilitary roots,
while business elites pushed for an end to economic disruption through nego-
tiations.66 Splits within the military began to develop “between a hard-line
faction committed to total war and a more moderate or pragmatic faction will-
ing to discuss a negotiated settlement.”67 Similar shifts were occurring on the
other side. In November 1989, the FMLN launched an offensive on the capital
of San Salvador, demonstrating that it could make serious inroads and that it
would not be defeated militarily. The FMLN’s advance, however, was not ac-
companied by the widespread uprising of political support that its leadership
had expected. Negotiation became a possible path forward.

Several days after the FMLN offensive, a rightist rapid-reaction battle
group entered the campus of the Jesuit-run Central American University
and murdered six Jesuit priests, their cook, and her daughter. This act
caused widespread outrage, including in the U.S. Congress, where House
member Joe Moakley and others called for a severe reduction in American aid
to El Salvador.68

On the international stage, on November 11, 1989, the Berlin Wall came
down, and many observers declared the Cold War over. The emergence of
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glasnost and perestroika under Mikhail Gorbachev in the Soviet Union pulled
the proverbial ideological rug out from under many armed resistance groups,
including the FMLN. Future Secretary of Defense Robert Gates explained col-
orfully, “You sort of had the feeling, in contrast to during the mid ’80s, that by
1989 the Soviets’ heart really wasn’t—that they really didn’t give a sh*t
about Latin America.”69 In 1989, the Soviets cut off military aid to Cuba and
Nicaragua (the main arms suppliers to the FMLN).70

As communism imploded, the U.S. Congress continued to press the George
H.W. Bush administration to cut off aid to El Salvador if the Cristiani govern-
ment did not bring the murderers of the Jesuits to justice. Assistant Secretary
of State for Latin American Affairs Bernard Aronson, the point person in the
administration for El Salvador, described the U.S. government’s reaction to
the Jesuit killings as follows: “It was such a terrible atrocity, the killing of
priests and the housekeeper and innocent people, coming after years and
years of efforts to improve the human rights performance of the [Salvadoran]
military. It really sent a signal to some members of the Congress—made them
re-evaluate their willingness to support the military. . . . For the ªrst time, they
[the Salvadoran armed forces] had to contemplate the possibility that the U.S.
would cut off military aid. So, I think it gave them a much greater incentive to
negotiate more seriously than they had before.”71

Congress subsequently cut off aid to El Salvador, and the armed forces be-
gan a concerted effort to investigate the killings; several months later, aid re-
sumed. The Bush administration was committed to democratizing and human
rights reforms in the Salvadoran government and military. According to
Aronson, “We pressed very hard for the purging of the worst abuses from
the ofªcer corps well before the negotiations got serious. We worked very hard
. . . to make it clear that we wanted to see the negotiations go forward. We
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monitored the right wing. . . . We consulted and worked very closely with
the four friends. We were involved in a hundred different ways behind the
scenes of the negotiating process. . . . We started our own process of talking
to the FMLN. We provided an enormous amount of the funding for the
peace process.”72

To achieve the goal of a negotiated settlement, President Bush promised to
increase El Salvador’s $131 million economic aid package by $50 million.73

The 1990 U.S. ªnancial package to El Salvador would eventually amount to
$228.9 million for economic aid and $86 million for the Military Assistance
Program.74 Thus, even though the Soviet Union had cut off military aid and
therefore ceased to pose a threat to U.S. strategic interests in the region, the
United States continued, and even increased, its costly support for El Salvador.

In February 1990, President Bush’s new secretary of state, James Baker,
testiªed before Congress: “We believe this is the year to end the war through
a negotiated settlement which guarantees safe political space for all
Salvadorans.”75 Although Baker remained uncomfortable with the prospect of
talking directly with the FMLN, as one expert explained, “By ªnally dropping
the notion of the FMLN’s military defeat, Baker’s words marked a decisive re-
versal of U.S. policy. The stage was set for political settlement.”76 The Bush ad-
ministration pushed for negotiations and democratization by working to
include the FMLN in the political process while insisting that its preferred side
(the Cristiani government) make signiªcant concessions. The United States
was waging a costly effort to negotiate an end to the war.

the role of norms in el salvador. The Soviet and regional threats were
gone. Aid to El Salvador was expensive. El Salvador was democratizing, as
evidenced in Cristiani’s election. If the United States were responding solely
according to strategic assessments and costs, it would simply have ceased aid
to the Salvadoran government. But rather than abandoning the conºict (as the
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Soviet Union had), or pushing for its preferred side to win decisively (as it
had for the previous decade), the Bush administration decided to pursue gen-
uine negotiations. The agreements eventually required both the Cristiani gov-
ernment and the FMLN to concede to deep political and military reforms,
including halving the size of the Salvadoran military (to 31,000 troops), induc-
ing the FMLN to disarm and become a political party, redistributing land, and
purging the worst human rights violators from the leadership of the armed
forces—processes that the United States backed with hundreds of millions of
dollars. Why?

The above decisions must be understood in the broader international politi-
cal environment of the time, which the United States sought to shape. After the
end of the Cold War, the United States found itself the unipole, committed not
simply to furthering its own power but also to spreading democratic ideals. In
his 1991 State of the Union address, often dubbed his “New World Order”
speech, President Bush discussed the 1990–91 Gulf War that extracted Saddam
Hussein’s military from Kuwait and the larger ideas behind the new U.S. for-
eign policy. He declared, “What is at stake is more than one small country; it is
a big idea: a new world order. . . . The triumph of democratic ideas in Eastern
Europe and Latin America and the continuing struggle for freedom elsewhere
all around the world all conªrm the wisdom of our nation’s founders. . . . And
we all realize . . . our responsibility to be the catalyst for peace.”77

In El Salvador speciªcally, upon the ªrst conversation between President
Bush and President Cristiani, the White House Spokesperson reported, “The
United States is committed to the defense of democracy and human rights in
El Salvador. . . . The time has come to end the violence and secure an honorable
peace that will protect the rights and security of all Salvadorans, regardless of
their political views, to participate in a safe and fair political process.”78 The
United States was both creating, and acting in line with, a new expectation that
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civil wars should end in negotiation rather than military victory. That did not
mean, however, that the civil war in El Salvador would simply stop.

mediator’s role in el salvador. Arduous negotiations ensued from
January 1990 to January 1992, while both sides jockeyed for better military
position. In mid-1991, FMLN troops advanced again on San Salvador, dem-
onstrating that the war was not going to end on its own or simply ªzzle
out. There was a stop-and-start nature to the negotiation process: the
FMLN and the Salvadoran government signed, and often reneged on,
seven different peace plans before concluding the ªnal Chapultepec accord
on January 16, 1992.

The lead mediator, appointed by the UN Security Council and approved by
the warring parties, was the Peruvian diplomat Álvaro de Soto. He also had
the support of an informal group of “friends” in Colombia, Mexico, Spain, and
Venezuela.79 Reºecting on the negotiations, de Soto explains that “the ‘friends’
mechanism had the purpose of preempting rival initiatives that might confuse
the negotiations.”80 The “friends” generally deferred to de Soto, while assist-
ing him in exerting pressure on the warring sides to strike deals with each
other and to uphold commitments. De Soto adopted the technique of a “single
negotiating text,” by drafting the peace proposal language himself, presenting
the draft to both sides, and then revising in light of suggestions. He and his
team continuously suggested avenues of compromise, with provisions on dis-
armament, as well as military, judicial and constitutional reforms. Such direct
mediation was an “unprecedented diplomatic intervention in internal con-
ºict.”81 It is improbable that the war would have ended as it did without such
an effective mediator, whose work was enabled by the support of the perma-
nent ªve members of the UN Security Council, and especially the United
States and the Soviet Union/Russia.
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El Salvador is emblematic of many wars of its time (e.g., Cambodia,
Guatemala, and Mozambique), where ideas of how the conºict ought to end
shifted with the end of the Cold War. The FMLN was the sworn enemy of the
United States. Over the course of the 1980s, the United States spent $3.5 billion
to try to defeat the group.82 After the end of Soviet support, the rise of uni-
polarity could easily have spelled the demise of the FMLN. Instead, the inter-
national political environment, shaped by a democratic unipole, shifted to
favor negotiations. This normative change brought about moves toward
compromise in El Salvador, but not all actors were on board: “The parties in
El Salvador could not have ended the war by themselves or made the conces-
sions they made, by themselves. They needed that international framework
and pressure and support apparatus to make it work.”83 It took effective inter-
national mediation (and UN peacekeeping), which required the investment of
considerable ªnancial resources and political capital, to conclude the war in a
democratizing, negotiated settlement.

bosnia-herzegovina

Whereas the end of the Cold War provided momentum to end ideologically
based civil conºicts such as the one in El Salvador, it had the opposite effect
on others. Ethnofederal regimes in Czechoslovakia, the Soviet Union, and
Yugoslavia began to fracture. Although the process was mainly peaceful in the
ªrst two, Yugoslavia’s break-up was violent: ªve of the six new republics suc-
cumbed to war.

Bosnia-Herzegovina was home to the worst of the ªghting. Out of a prewar
population of 4.5 million, some 100,000 were killed and more than 2 million
forced to ºee their homes.84 The war was fought, roughly speaking, between
Bosnian Serbs (who are generally of Christian Orthodox faith), Bosnian Croats
(often Catholic), and Bosniaks (who are mainly Muslim). The Bosnian Serbs
were led by the nationalist leader Radovan Karadzib and military commander
Ratko Mladib, and sustained by neighboring Serbia and its president,
Slobodan Miloševib. Mate Boban led the Bosnian Croats, who were buttressed
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by the regime of President Franjo Tudjman in neighboring Croatia. President
Alia Izetbegovib represented the Bosniaks. He did not have a neighboring for-
mer Yugoslav republic from which to garner immediate external assistance.

International support for the different sides varied over the course of the
war, but in general, the United States favored the most aggrieved group,
the (Muslim) Bosniaks. Germany supported Croatia, as it had under Adolf
Hitler during World War II. Russia, recalling historical and cultural ties, sup-
ported Serbia.

The causes of the war are multiple and complex.85 Early on, the “ancient ha-
treds” thesis was one of the most popular explanations. It held that the ethnic
groups in the former Yugoslavia hated each other for generations and that no
external action could alter such a deep conºict.86 Numerous scholars have dis-
credited this view, pointing instead to the role of instrumental domestic elites
in their use of ethnicity to hold onto power; the rise and erosion of a Yugoslav
national culture; political economic institutions that gained separate force
within each of the republics; relative deprivation fueling animosity between
wealthy and poor republics; the strategic use of emotion; and international ac-
tors that fueled the independence efforts of different sides of the war.87 Each of
these—largely domestic—factors contributed to the outbreak of the war, but
it was outside actors that secured the peace. External action, however, was
not immediate.

Beginning in 1992, U.S. and European leaders viewed the conºict as an in-
ternal one that could not be resolved by external efforts other than diplomatic.
U.S. decisionmakers generally felt that Bosnia-Herzegovina was a European
problem and that Europeans should therefore lead the way in negotiations to
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end the war. Europeans tended to agree, while also insisting that the impetus
for resolution arise internally.

U.S. policymakers generally concurred. The George H.W. Bush administra-
tion’s secretary of state, Lawrence Eagleburger, declared, “I have said this
38,000 times . . . until the Bosnians, Serbs, and Croats decide to stop kill-
ing each other, there is nothing the outside world can do about it.”88 When
Bill Clinton became president, he initially echoed the previous administra-
tion’s view.

Despite evidence of war crimes being committed by the Yugoslav national
army and its Bosnian Serb allies, European and U.S. leaders did not want to
employ force to end the conºict. The conºict did not directly threaten their
countries, but it was embarrassing, and some ofªcials in the ªrst Clinton ad-
ministration argued that failure to address it was undermining U.S. “leader-
ship both at home and abroad.”89 They preferred to provide humanitarian aid,
employ sanctions against Serbia, and deploy UN peacekeepers to freeze the
ªghting and encourage all sides to negotiate a way out of the conºict.90 They
would not consider coercive military options. Negotiation was the preferred
means and outcome: “We could [not] use signiªcant force to punish the
Bosnian Serbs because UN peacekeepers might be taken hostage and the hu-
manitarian mission derailed.”91 European leaders also argued, contrary to
many U.S. foreign policy makers, that an arms embargo on all parties would
keep the violence contained.92 Former U.S. Secretary of State Madeleine
Albright handily summed up the ªrst several years of external efforts: “Our
goal was a negotiated solution, but we never applied the credible threat of
force necessary to achieve it. Instead we employed a combination of half-
measures and bluster that didn’t work.”93

From 1992 to 1994, external actors presented numerous peace plans—ªve in
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all—but after each crumbled, the external actors decided to shift course to
achieve their desired outcome. A body similar to the aforementioned “group
of friends” in El Salvador, called the “Contact Group” came together and
drafted the penultimate plan. The Contact Group included representatives
from Britain, France, Germany, Russia, the United States (and later Italy), and
introduced the concept of a Muslim-Croat Federation that would govern sepa-
rately from a Bosnian Serb entity, in a united country where the Serbs would
hold 49 percent of the territory and the Federation 51 percent. This concept,
agreed exclusively among the external parties, would form the basis of the
ªnal Dayton agreement. At the time the Contact Group formulated this
plan, the Serbs occupied some 70 percent of the territory. It was therefore
unclear how the plan would materialize, but subsequent events made
it a reality.

In July 1995, Bosnian Serb forces attacked the town of Srebrenica—
a UN-designated “safe area.” The forces waged a genocidal massacre that
killed approximately 8,000 Bosnian Muslims, mainly men and boys, and ethni-
cally cleansed some 40,000 people.94 The horror of Srebrenica spurred the
United States and its partners in NATO to greater action. President Clinton
designated his formidable assistant secretary of state for European affairs,
Richard Holbrooke, to serve as the top U.S. mediator in the Balkans.
Holbrooke explained that given Serb advances, “as diplomats we could not ex-
pect the Serbs to be conciliatory at the negotiating table as long as they had
experienced nothing but success on the battleªeld.”95 With U.S. persuasion,
Russia agreed to support NATO aerial bombing and to participate in a follow-
on UN peacekeeping mission.

In mid-September 1995, the NATO aerial operation “Deliberate Force,”
coupled with major ground campaigns by both Croatian and Muslim-Croat
Federation forces, brought the Bosnian Serb armed forces to the edge of mili-
tary defeat. Federation forces in Bosnia had retaken more than 50 percent of
the territory, and the Bosnian Serb stronghold of Banja Luka looked likely to
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fall next, which would essentially vanquish the Serbs.96 But rather than allow-
ing a complete military defeat for the Bosnian Serbs, the United States and its
European partners called off the Federation’s advance and pressed for a nego-
tiated solution.

the role of norms in bosnia-herzegovina. The Serbs were the aggres-
sors in this war, and the United States preferred the Federation—especially the
Bosniaks. Russia was weak and would not defend the Serbs militarily.
The Serbs did not pose a serious physical threat to the United States or
to Europe—most militaries in Europe could have defeated them, if desired.
Europeans were happy to have the United States take the lead in ending
the conºict. In Banja Luka, defeat of the Serbs by the Muslim-Croat
Federation was imminent. Why did the United States halt the Federation’s
advance and instead pursue a negotiated solution? Holbrooke explains his
decision in his memoir: “A true practitioner of Realpolitik would have en-
couraged the attack [on Banja Luka] regardless of its humanitarian concerns.
In fact, humanitarian concerns decided the case for me. I did not think the
United States should contribute to the creation of new refugees and more hu-
man suffering.”97

Others in the Clinton administration supported this view. National Security
Adviser Anthony Lake and then-UN Ambassador Madeleine Albright pushed
for a negotiated solution as the ªrst choice, with the option to use mili-
tary force to pursue a victory only in the event of failed negotiations. Albright
reasoned, “If a negotiated settlement were not forthcoming, we should urge
withdrawal of the UN mission and train and equip the Bosnian military be-
hind the shield of NATO air-power.”98 President Clinton concurred: “I agree
with Tony and Madeleine. We should bust our ass to get a settlement within
the next few months. We must commit to a uniªed Bosnia. And if we can’t
get that at the bargaining table, we have to help the Bosnians on the bat-
tleªeld.”99 The Europeans and, importantly, the Russians also wanted to press
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a negotiated solution. Russian Foreign Minister Andrei Kozyrev asserted, “All
we want to do is to end this bloody goddamned war, and to end it in a way
that’s a visibly cooperative achievement.”100

The U.S. team, with the support of other external actors, was operating ac-
cording to normative impulses. The team chose to employ military means to
achieve not a military victory but a negotiated settlement. The costs of pursu-
ing this goal would run into the billions, and American public opinion was not
generally supportive of U.S. intervention in Bosnia.101 Nevertheless, the ad-
ministration was willing to provide signiªcant ªnancial support for this nor-
mative agenda. In a major speech on Bosnia-Herzegovina, President Clinton
explained why he made the choice to push for a negotiated solution while se-
curing the peace by providing more than 20,000 U.S. troops (of 60,000 total)
under NATO command: “Today, because of our dedication, America’s ideals—
liberty, democracy and peace—are more and more the aspirations of people
everywhere in the world. It is the power of our ideas, even more than our size,
our wealth and our military might, that makes America a uniquely trusted na-
tion. . . . Nowhere has the argument for our leadership been more clearly
justiªed than in the struggle to stop or prevent war and civil violence. . . . [W]e
have stood up for peace and freedom because it’s in our interest to do so, and
because it is the right thing to do.”102 Clinton and his team chose this course of
action not because of domestic pressure, threats, or a desire to reduce costs, but
because in the post-1989 international political environment they thought that
it was normatively appropriate.

mediator’s role in bosnia-herzegovina. In the fall of 1995, although the
battleªeld was primed to achieve a negotiated solution, the warring parties
were not generally supportive of such an outcome. According to Ivo Daalder,
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who coordinated U.S. policy on Bosnia from 1995 to 1997, “It would take two
more months of arduous and creative negotiations to arrive at a successful
conclusion.”103 Holbrooke was in charge of the Dayton negotiations. Like
de Soto in El Salvador, he insisted on employing a “single-text” mediation,
where his team would draft the proposals for consideration. He also insisted
on three important, centralizing preconditions, which he argues made success-
ful negotiations possible. First, “A central dilemma confronting the United
States had been with whom to negotiate on the Serb side.”104 Thus
Holbrooke’s opening move was to convince Miloševib to persuade the Bosnian
Serb leadership—namely, Karadzib and Mladib, who had been indicted on war
crimes—to allow Miloševib to negotiate on their behalf.105 His second step was
to limit the negotiations to the three central presidents involved—Izetbegovib,
Miloševib, and Tudjman, each of whom promised “not to talk to the press or to
other outsiders.”106 And ªnally, although many nations were interested in be-
ing involved in the peace process—which would have added derailing veto
players—Holbrooke managed largely to exclude them. He consulted with
European and Russian leaders only to ask for their support in applying pres-
sure on Izetbegovib, Miloševib, and Tudjman at various points. After twenty
days of negotiations on a sequestered air force base in Dayton, Ohio, the medi-
ator and negotiators emerged with a workable, if not perfect, peace agreement.
While in the post-1989 international political environment external actors
generally supported a negotiated outcome, it took military intervention, and
effective mediation, to produce one.

counterfactuals

Given what scholars know about the El Salvador and Bosnia cases, it is possi-
ble to conduct some counterfactual thought experiments, imagining how the
wars might have ended in different time periods.107 Before the end of the
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Cold War, is it conceivable that the war in El Salvador could have ended in a
negotiated settlement through internal momentum alone? Such an outcome
would have been highly unlikely, given the zero-sum positions of both internal
and external actors. If the Salvadoran war had endured until after 2001, it re-
mains likely that external actors would have continued to press for a negoti-
ated settlement because the conºict did not involve Islamic terrorists.

In Bosnia, if the war had occurred during the Cold War, it is inconceivable
that the United States and the Soviet Union would have joined together to sup-
port NATO bombing and a UN peacekeeping mission to end the war in com-
promise. If it were fought today, the same might be true. Moreover, given the
current popular anti-Muslim sentiment, it is unlikely that Americans—across
both sides of the aisle—would have expressed such sympathy for the Muslim-
majority Bosniak population.

case summaries

The El Salvador and Bosnia-Herzegovina cases demonstrate our main causal
claims. The war in El Salvador is representative of those that spanned the ªrst
and second time periods: during the Cold War, there was no perceived avenue
for negotiated settlement because in the zero-sum international political envi-
ronment, such an outcome was inconceivable and unacceptable. After the end
of the Cold War, in the new international political environment characterized
by the absence of existential threats and an emphasis on democratization
and liberalization, the United States, along with many other outside actors,
chose not to pursue outright defeat of opponents but rather pressed to end
wars in negotiated settlement. Despite calls from Congress to cut costs, the
George H.W. Bush administration increased aid to El Salvador to enable demo-
cratic reforms and a negotiated settlement, in its effort to act in line with, and
shape, a democratic new world order. The pursuit of negotiation did not apply
only to ideological conºicts.

Also during period 2, but in the context of an ethnic conºict, U.S. policy-
makers faced a choice: allow their preferred side (the Muslim-Croat
Federation) to win on the battleªeld or insist that the Federation stop short of
military victory and instead undergo U.S.-led mediation to produce a negoti-
ated solution. Rather than withdrawing from the decisionmaking process, or
allowing the impending one-sided victory, the United States chose to spend
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billions of dollars and risk potential U.S. military casualties to ensure a negoti-
ated settlement.

In both cases, centralized, U.S.-supported mediation was the precipitating
causal factor that enabled the wars to end in negotiations rather than victory
for one side. External ideas of appropriate conºict resolution, and their pursuit
in policy, proved decisive for the eventual outcomes. External inºuence on
civil war outcomes continued into period 3, but we demonstrate this phenom-
enon using a different methodological approach.

period 3: from democracy to stabilization

For period 3, we could have explicated a study of Syria, Iraq, or Afghanistan
to demonstrate how external ideas and actions have led to the duration
of these conºicts, or we could have traced the post–September 11 negotiated
settlements in Timor-Leste, Liberia, or Sierra Leone—conºicts that did not in-
clude an Islamic terrorist group. These processes are already obvious to many
observers, however, and space is limited. Instead, we examine the words and
actions of powerful policymakers to detect the work of norms through con-
tent analysis.108

The UN Security Council is the highest international authority that makes
decisions about the legitimacy of the use of force.109 Most mediation efforts,
and eventual negotiated settlements, enjoy the blessing of the permanent ªve
members of the Council—China, France, Russia, the United Kingdom, and
the United States. It is important, therefore, to try to get a picture of norma-
tive trends in the Council, which reºect the thinking of the great-power per-
manent members.

A key measure of norms is the extent to which to great powers use words
associated with those norms, followed by actions. The Security Council pro-
duces an annual report to the UN General Assembly that surveys the issues
discussed in the Council and its subsidiary bodies. These reports therefore

How Civil Wars End 163

108. On this and alternative strategies, see Gary Goertz and Paul F. Diehl, “Toward a Theory of In-
ternational Norms: Some Conceptual and Measurement Issues,” Journal of Conºict Resolution,
Vol. 36, No. 4 (December 1992), pp. 634–664, doi:10.1177/0022002792036004002.
109. Erik Voeten, “The Political Origins of the UN Security Council’s Ability to Legitimize the Use
of Force,” International Organization, Vol. 59, No. 3 (July 2005), pp. 527–557, doi:10.1017/
S0020818305050198; and Hurd, After Anarchy.



reºect the collective concerns and activities of the world’s great powers.110

We approach the task of capturing norm shifts in the Council by analyzing the
content of these reports. Scholars have used content analysis across disciplines
as a method that “allows researchers to analyze perceptual constructs that are
difªcult to study via traditional quantitative methods. At the same time, it al-
lows researchers to gather large samples that may be difªcult to employ in
purely qualitative studies.”111 Content analysis thus helps them to cross quan-
titative and qualitative divides.

We employ a type of content analysis, “text analysis,” or “text mining,”
which is a computer-aided form of analyzing large numbers of documents for
depicting changes in key word use over time.112 We produce a word count of
the total number of certain word stems in each Security Council annual report.
This provides an overall count of how many times each word is used in each
annual report, which gives us a general measure of the relative importance of
the underlying policy concepts that the words represent to the members
of the Council, across time. Once we can pinpoint when in history certain
word use was rising or declining, we can then dig into the circumstances of
the change.

Here, a second technique, “discourse analysis,” is helpful.113 This type of
word analysis concerns the “exploration of how participants actively construct
categories.”114 While the words that powerful actors use reºect social reality,
given these actors’ power, their words function as well to create reality.115 In
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such situations, discourse analysis is helpful for sorting through causal pro-
cesses. When analyzing discourses, it is important to identify the context in
which the word or concept was ªrst employed, by whom, and then the process
of institutionalization. Our aim is to describe the signiªcance, and work to-
ward a causal explanation about the effects, of some of the words most associ-
ated with our norms of interest.

We count the number of instances of the word stems democ* and negotiat*,
which reºect the norms of democratization and negotiated settlements that
were ascendant during period 2, and the word stems terror* and the word
“stabilization,” reºecting the rise of norms of ªghting terrorism, and the new
concept of “stabilization,” that ascended in period 3. We show our results in
ªgures 3 and 4, using locally weighted scatterplot smoothing (LOWESS).116

Figure 3 demonstrates the transition from the norm of ending civil wars
through mediation and political settlements, to stabilizing conºicts without
necessarily ending them. The ªgure tracks the number of times that the stem
democ* (democratize, democratization, democracy, etc.) and the word “stabili-
zation” are used in each Security Council annual report. It shows that the use
of the stem democ* increases gradually from 1960 to 1980 and more sharply in
the second time period, from about 1990 to a peak in around 2001, and then
declines throughout the third time period. In 2001, around the same time that
the stem democ* begins to decline, use of the word “stabilization” begins
to increase.

Likewise, ªgure 4 shows the transition from the norm of negotiation to a fo-
cus on ªghting terrorism. The stem negotiat* (negotiations, negotiating, nego-
tiator, etc.) began to increase substantially in the mid-to-late 1980s, around
the time that we locate the transition from time period 1 to time period 2 (in
1989/90). Unsurprisingly, the count of the word stem terror* (e.g., terror, ter-
rorism, terrorist) began to rise sharply in the late 1990s/early 2000s

These ªgures demonstrate that the Security Council often discussed democ-
racy and negotiation as the Cold War ended, but that these considerations
diminished signiªcantly after the attacks of September 11. Thereafter, the
Council’s talk and actions concerning terrorism and stabilization increased

How Civil Wars End 165

116. LOWESS is a non-parametric regression curve that uses locally weighted regression to create
a smoothed curve, aiding visualization of trends over time. See William S. Cleveland, “Robust
Locally Weighted Regression and Smoothing Scatterplots,” Journal of the American Statistical
Association, Vol. 74, No. 368 (1979), pp. 829–836.



dramatically. The word “stabilization” ªrst appeared on the agenda of the
Council in the mid-1990s. Many stabilization references were made in connec-
tion with Rwanda in 1994, where negotiation and peacekeeping efforts failed
to transition the country to democratic governance. In the wake of genocide,
stabilization became the new goal. After September 11, the use of the term in-
creased dramatically. The ªrst peacekeeping operation to use the word “stabi-
lization” in the mission’s title occurred in Haiti in 2004, the same year that the
United States created the Ofªce of the Coordinator for Reconstruction and
Stabilization (explained further below), and eleven years after U.S. and UN
democratization efforts in Haiti had not borne much fruit.117 Since then, the
language of stability has become increasingly common in UN complex peace-
keeping operations, which is reºected in the Security Council’s annual reports:
of the four missions authorized since 2010, three (in the Central African
Republic, the Democratic Republic of Congo, and Mali) are titled “stabiliza-
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tion” operations. The fourth mission, in South Sudan, which was not initially
one of stabilization, has adopted the stabilization mandate of the others, even
though its title has not changed.118

The Security Council’s move from seeking to negotiate settlements in civil
wars as a way to democratize to merely “stabilizing” conºict mirrors changes
in U.S. policies. Shortly after September 11, President George W. Bush signaled
a renewed acceptability of military victory: “We will not rest until terrorist
groups of global reach have been found, have been stopped, and have been de-
feated.”119 Two year later, he used the scholarly language of norm creation
when he famously proclaimed that he sought to “win the war of ideas . . .
with our friends and allies, we aim to establish a new international norm re-
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garding terrorism requiring non-support, non-tolerance, and active opposition
to terrorists.”120

Since then, great powers have applied the new norm of anti-terrorism to
civil wars in which Islamic groups were directly involved as ªghting parties,
such as in Afghanistan, the Central African Republic, Iraq, Libya, Mali,
Nigeria, Somalia, Syria, and Yemen. In some of those conºicts, groups such as
al-Qaida and ISIS are not directly involved, but governments would like to
brand opponents with the terrorist label. Incumbent governments seek the
support of the United States and others in defeating rebel groups by discur-
sively situating opponents as “terrorists.” In civil wars from Syria beginning in
2011, to Turkey’s conºict with the Kurdistan Workers’ Party, Sudan’s war
with the Justice and Equality Movement, Ethiopia and the Ogaden National
Liberation Front, and Russia’s involvement in Chechnya and Ukraine, govern-
ments have labeled insurgents “terrorists,” claiming that they are linked (ex-
plicitly or implicitly) to a larger ideological movement of terror and therefore
deserve the attention of the United States and the UN as part of the “war on
terror.” This discursive framing explicitly precludes the option of a negoti-
ated settlement.121

In the mid-2000s, coupled with the rise of terrorism as a new, ªrst-order
international threat, the democratization efforts in Iraq and Afghanistan fal-
tered.122 The United States began to shift its discourse and actions from democ-
ratization to stabilization. In 2004, the State Department established the Ofªce
of the Coordinator for Reconstruction and Stabilization—an ofªcial coordina-
tor “to enhance our nation’s institutional capacity to respond to crises involv-
ing failing, failed, and post-conºict states.”123 As President Bush described,
this ofªce would “help the world’s newest democracies make the transition to
peace and freedom and a market economy.”124 In other words, in 2004–05, we
have evidence that for the U.S. president, stabilization and democratization
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were bound together. But as the 2000s progressed, the goal of democracy re-
ceded, and stabilization ascended. For example, in the 2008 Congressional
Supplemental Appropriations Act reauthorizing the Ofªce of the Coordinator
for Reconstruction and Stabilization, the word “democracy” was replaced by
the vaguer term “conºict transformation” as a way to offset instability:
“Whole-of-Government Reconstruction and Stabilization planning is under-
taken in support of achieving ‘conºict transformation’ in the speciªed country
or region. The goal of conºict transformation is to reach the point where the
country or region is on a sustainable positive trajectory and where it is able to
address, on its own, the dynamics causing instability and conºict.”125

In the U.S. government, especially during the administration of President
Barack Obama, stabilization was to enable the United States’ exit from
Afghanistan, Iraq, and elsewhere.126 As reported in Jeffrey Goldberg’s 2016
piece in the Atlantic, President Obama expressed regret that the Arab Spring
had the opposite effect of democratizing the Middle East (other than in
Tunisia), and that the problems in the Middle East “could not be ªxed—not on
his watch, and not for a generation to come.” Tellingly, the president joked:
“All I need in the Middle East is a few smart autocrats.”127 The language of,
and material efforts for, democratization shifted to stabilization (and a tacit ac-
ceptance of autocracy). In other words, in period 3, the normative shift to
stabilization reºected “real-world,” material changes, rather than the other
way around.

In short, in period 3, stabilization has challenged democracy as the overall
objective of external actors in civil wars. Moreover, negotiation is no longer the
prevailing expectation of how wars ought to end. Thus far, in the post–
September 11 period, civil wars are less likely to end in general. Although the
norm of negotiated settlement has not died, it does not apply to wars that in-
clude groups designated as “terrorist” by the United States. For those, the
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wars continue; when they end, they tend to end in victory. We expect
these trends to continue.

Conclusion

During the Cold War, civil wars most often ended in military victory for one
side. After the Cold War, they ended mainly in negotiated settlement. Since the
terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, wars that do not involve terrorists still
generally end in negotiation or low activity, whereas those with terrorist
groups tend to end in one-sided victory; civil wars are also ending less often
in general. Most civil war terminations involve external intervention, but the
literature on civil wars has not offered a theory of why international actors
would intervene differently in different time periods.

For decades after World War II, the United States and its allies sought mili-
tary victory for one preferred side in civil wars. After the Cold War, however,
the material condition of unipolarity enabled the United States to seek to end
civil wars as it chose. The United States decided, along with its allies, to
end wars not in victory, but rather in negotiation, often using mediation as a
tool to achieve settlements. There is nothing from the fact of material uni-
polarity that would necessitate such a choice, but the democratic character of
the unipole compelled a shift toward negotiation. After the Cold War, the over-
arching international political environment was characterized by the United
States’ and its allies’ quest for democratization. In this new environment, a
norm of negotiated settlement arose, which in turn produced the material and
social outcomes of negotiated settlements.

After the September 11 attacks, the international political environment
changed again. The new threat of terrorism, along with the failures of democ-
ratization in Iraq, Afghanistan, and elsewhere, spurred disillusionment with
the quest for externally assisted democracy. As the 2000s progressed, many
countries experienced democratic backsliding, and many democratization
movements faltered. In place of the quest for democracy after war, stabiliza-
tion has become the overarching normative impulse and policy goal.

The norm trajectories we trace are different from most theoretical accounts
of normative change. Usually, “norm entrepreneurs” set out to change “bads”
such as apartheid, slavery, or the use of weapons of mass destruction. Activists
convince powerful people and states to change policies. Thus notions of ap-
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propriateness create changes in outcomes. This standard causal chain ªts to a
certain extent with the processes of norm change after the Cold War, except
rather than individual norm entrepreneurs, it was the great powers, led by the
democratic unipole, that decided to change their methods for ending civil
wars. In contrast, the normative shifts in the post–September 11 time period do
not stem from the actions of one or a few powerful states, individuals, or social
movements. They are more reactive than proactive. From the material facts of
terrorist attacks, failures of democratization, and civil wars already ending in
low activity, we see normative trends in the United States and the UN Security
Council of the acceptance of the appropriateness of non-negotiation with ter-
rorists, and the quest not for democracy but stabilization.

Thus our argument is basically structural: actors are bound in large part by
the international political environment in which they operate. That does not
mean, however, that innovation and agency are impossible. Structures are
hard to change, but norms are easier. When it comes to policy recommenda-
tions, much of the scholarly literature on war termination advocates a certain
type of ending to achieve lasting peace: partition, negotiated settlement, or
rebel victory. Our article makes explicit the implicit assumption in these argu-
ments that external actors have the power to inºuence how civil wars end. Ex-
ternal actors, however, are under the inºuence of the prevailing international
political environment. By highlighting the character and pressures of this envi-
ronment in different time periods, and the role of accompanying conºict reso-
lution norms, it may be easier for actors to come to novel policy decisions that
buck the prevailing trend. Sometimes, better outcomes may result when out-
siders do not push for a negotiated settlement, but rather allow one side to
win. Other times, it may be necessary to negotiate with terrorists in order
to conclude a devastating civil war, despite the pressures of the international
political environment. Regardless, having a better understanding of how and
why civil wars conclude could give policymakers some tools to help end such
wars and eliminate their attendant economic and humanitarian costs.
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