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|Power in Peacekeeping

United Nations peacekeeping has proven remarkably effective at reducing

the death and destruction of civil wars. But how peacekeepers achieve their

ends remains under-explored. This book presents a typological theory of

how peacekeepers exercise power. If power is the ability of A to get B to

behave differently, peacekeepers convince the peacekept to stop fighting in

three basic ways: they persuade verbally; induce financially; and coerce

through deterrence, surveillance and arrest, but not the offensive use of

force. Based on more than two decades of study; interviews with peace-

keepers; unpublished records on Namibia; and ethnographic observation

of peacekeepers in Lebanon, DR Congo, and the Central African Republic,

this book explains how peacekeepers achieve their goals and differentiates

peacekeeping from its less effective cousin, counterinsurgency. It recom-

mends a new international division of labor, whereby actual military

forces hone their effective use of compellence, while UN peacekeepers build

on their strengths of persuasion, inducement, and coercion short of

offensive force.

lise morjé howard is an associate professor in the Department of

Government at Georgetown University. Her work on peacekeeping, civil

war termination, and US foreign policy has appeared in such journals as

International Organization, International Security, International Studies

Quarterly, and Foreign Affairs. Her book, UN Peacekeeping in Civil Wars

(Cambridge University Press, 2008), won the Best Book Award from the

Friends of the Academic Council on the UN System.
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Preface and Acknowledgments

On patrol with the Congo-Brazzaville battalion in the Central African

Republic, I asked the captain how he protects civilians. He replied,

“well, there is no state here. No hospital or ambulance services. We

prevent people from dying by delivering first aid, and bringing them to

the hospital if they get injured in fighting. That is how we keep civilians

alive.” I then inquired, “what do you do when you confront rebels?”

He answered simply, “we talk to them.”

Civil warfare is on the rise not only in the Central Africa Republic,

but across the globe, and the only effective “third party” technique that

humans have devised to put an end to these bloody, destructive con-

flicts is peacekeeping. Today, there are more peacekeepers deployed in

conflict zones than any other type of troop. Peacekeepers cost 10 times

less than sending American or NATO forces. At the same time, the

record of UN peacekeeping is truly remarkable. Peacekeepers have

saved millions of lives. Unlike most other types of foreign intervention,

two-thirds of all complex, completed UN peacekeeping operations

succeeded (and not because they were sent to the “easy” conflicts).

United Nations peacekeeping is effective and relatively inexpensive,

yet peacekeepers are facing an array of challenges. Blue helmets, of

late, are dying in large numbers. Media hardly ever report the positive

stories about peacekeeping, favoring instead sensationalized accounts

of sexual abuse. Most of the qualitative scholarship on peacekeeping

zeroes in on dysfunction. And the current American administration has

made it a point of pride to cut UN peacekeeping budgets.

Most of these challenges fall well beyond anything one lone profes-

sor could expect to analyze or confront, but there is one area in which

I can make a contribution. The scholarly literature on peacekeeping

has been better at documenting empirical trends than at theorizing how

peacekeepers keep the peace. Probably because peacekeepers wear

uniforms and are trained as soldiers, many observers think these troops

wield military force as part of their regular practice. Peacekeepers,

ix
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however, by their very makeup, do not have the capacity, resolve, nor

do they often employ, compellent force to accomplish their goals.

Instead, they wield a variety of other types of power that, I contend,

fall into three basic categories: verbal persuasion, financial and insti-

tutional inducement, and coercion short of offensive military force.

This book provides a theoretical anchoring of the ways in which

peacekeepers exercise power. By better understanding how peacekeep-

ers cause peace, and how peacekeeping differs from other, less success-

ful forms of military intervention, it might be possible to build on

peacekeeping’s strengths.

Conducting the research for this book was not simple. I wanted to

interview peacekeepers, and witness them while on active duty, in

several conflict zones: southern Lebanon, which is home to the oldest,

interstate peacekeeping operation; Democratic Republic of the Congo,

which houses the largest and arguably most complex of the current

multidimensional missions; and finally, the Central African Republic,

with the youngest and most innovative of the current, complex mis-

sions. I reasoned that these cases – which are at once unique but also

representative of others – would help me to demonstrate different

causal pathways to effectiveness (or its absence) in peacekeeping.

As I was trying to figure out how to conduct this research, a

documentary filmmaking friend of mine, Pierre-Olivier François, was

planning to compose a film about peacekeeping. He had been commis-

sioned by Arté, a French-German public television company – working

also with the production company Alegria – to create a one-hour film

about peacekeeping for the 70th anniversary of the United Nations, in

the fall of 2015.

Pierre-Olivier and his colleagues agreed to incorporate me into their

filmmaking team. In exchange, I helped them with background infor-

mation, interview questions, structuring the case studies, thinking

through the overall narrative, and translating the final product

from French into English. Journalists may gain permission to be

“embedded” with peacekeeping battalions, observing them in their

work, in a way that scholars generally cannot. Because of this distinct-

ive form of access, I was able to witness peacekeepers in their daily

practices and routines while enjoying transportation and protection by

UN troops in unstable security contexts (and without having to seek

employment directly with the UN, which could have compromised my

objectivity).
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Thus, I both watched peacekeepers at work, as a form of

ethnographic research, and also conducted more traditional, semi-

structured interviews with approximately 100 key figures in peace-

keeping in Lebanon, Democratic Republic of the Congo (DR Congo)

and the Central African Republic, as well as in Washington, New

York, Jerusalem, Brussels, and Paris. I had previously conducted field

research in Namibia for another scholarly project; I draw on some of

those materials for this manuscript as well. I asked questions about the

utility of force, and how peacekeepers keep the peace. What

I constantly heard was something along the lines of the following:

“we have the mandate to use force, and that is fine, but we don’t use

it. We protect civilians in other ways.”

Peacekeepers exercise power in three basic ways. They persuade,

induce, and coerce. I match each ideal type with one key case that

demonstrates the ways in which the type of power has worked:

persuasion in Namibia, inducement in Lebanon, coercion in the Cen-

tral African Republic. Central Africa offers both a positive case of

coercion, for a time, and then a negative example of all three types.

I dropped my study of the Democratic Republic of the Congo (I plan to

publish this research separately). Weeding through cause and effect in

Congo is difficult because failure is overdetermined. In other words, it

has multiple sources, many of which have little to do with the peace-

keeping mission. In my original research design, the Force Intervention

Brigade (FIB) in DR Congo provided an example of the UN’s effective

use of force. But that one instance of the UN’s use of physical compel-

lence remains the only well-documented example of such action. I can

sum it up in a few sentences rather than in a drawn-out case study: in

March of 2013, a unique, three-nation brigade of troops wearing blue

helmets, in coordination with the Forces armées de la république

démocratique du Congo, defeated a Rwandan-sponsored, small, hier-

archically organized armed group – the M-23 – after it had taken

control of the eastern town of Goma. The FIB helped to remove the

M-23, but since that time it has not had success in facing the growing

number of armed groups in DR Congo – some 140 by most recent

counts. The FIB had one success many years ago, but the results since

then suggest that this example is not generalizable.

According to Dahl’s classic definition of power – when A has the

ability to get B to do something s/he would not otherwise do – in order

to assess whether an act of power achieved its intended behavior
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change, the researcher must understand very well the positive cases,

when B did what A wanted. In the negative cases, it is hard to trace

causal pathways because, for example in peacekeeping, the negative

state is the status quo. Moreover, if fighting continues, or the number

of armed groups increases as in the case of DR Congo, then peacekeep-

ing, along with many other things, is not working well. In order to see

power at work in peacekeeping, the researcher must choose cases

where B has changed behavior (ceased the perpetration of violence),

and then s/he must link the behavior change to what A tried to do.

Some scholars might condemn this strategy for selecting on the depend-

ent variable, but for the purposes of this study, it makes sense. All of

the cases are instances when the UN’s mechanisms of power generally

worked (contrasted with in-case variation, when things fell apart in the

Central African Republic). In other words, this book is about theory-

building and small-n testing. The next step is to figure out how to

assess my propositions more broadly. I welcome suggestions on

this front.

But before then, there are many people to thank for getting me this

far. I have studied peacekeeping since the early 1990s, when I worked

at the UN in New York, before beginning my PhD at the University of

California, Berkeley. At Berkeley, I had the distinct pleasure of taking a

course co-taught by my mentor, the late Ernst B. Haas, and Sir Brian

Urquhart, the former UN Under-Secretary-General who helped to

create the UN’s Department of Peacekeeping Operations. I am forever

grateful to have had the opportunity to study with two giants – one in

academia and the other in the UN system. Since that course, I have

observed changes in peacekeeping both from a distance – while teach-

ing undergraduate, masters, and doctoral courses in peacekeeping and

related topics at Georgetown University – and more closely, by con-

ducting interview-oriented fieldwork every few years for a variety of

scholarly projects. I owe a huge debt of gratitude to my students for

their probing questions and to those in the UN system for answering

my questions.

During my fieldwork for this book, I would like to thank many

friends and colleagues who answered my unceasing queries, and helped

me to navigate my way through many obstacles. At UN headquarters,

and in other locations, thank you so much, Dorian Lacomb and Hervé

Ladsous. In Lebanon, huge thanks to Gheith Al-Amine, Loubna El

Amine, Nada Awar Jarar, Kevin McDonald, Daniel Neep, Leila
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Nicholas, Andrea Teneti, and Karim Makdisi, Ruth Putze, and Imran

Riza. In DR Congo, thank you Maqsood Ahmed, Félix Prospère Basse,

Alice Crowley, Carlos Alberto dos Santos Cruz, Sebastian Fasanello,

Adèle Lukoki Ikola, Erik Kennes, Grace Kpohazounde, Martin Koe-

bler, Hervé Lecoq, Jonathan Lorrilland, Jennifer Poidatz, Hany Salah,

Marylène Seguy, and Bernard Van Dieren. In the Central African

Republic (and in preparation for going there and in keeping track of

changes in general), thank you, Nannette Ahmed, David Anderson,

David Brownstein, Chandrima Das, Samuel Gahgi, Babacar Gaye,

Brennan Gilmore, Kenneth Gluck, Aditi Gorur, Rebecca Hunter,

Maria Jessop, Mike Jobbins, Grace Kpohazounde (again), Louisa

Lombard, Parfait Onanga-Anyanga, Najat Rochdi, Rachel Sullivan,

Juan-Gabriel Valdés, Rebecca Wallace, Kemi Lombardo Yai, and

Marie-Joelle Zahar. Bienvenu Bitta was the most amazing “fixer,”

and Jean Pascal Darlan the most skilled driver one could imagine;

thank you so much for your help.1

In recognizing the tremendous privilege accrued by circumstance of

birth, which enables the ability to live and work in places at peace, I am

very grateful to have benefited from audience feedback from various

public presentations of earlier versions of this work. I presented parts

of this book at the annual conferences of the Academic Council on the

UN System (ACUNS), the American Political Science Association

(APSA), the International Studies Association (ISA), and the Inter-

national Security Studies Section of ISA and APSA, as well as during

invited talks at Connecticut College, Georgetown University, a Folke

Bernadotte Academy workshop in California, the US Military Acad-

emy at West Point, the UN University in Helsinki, Vesalius College in

Brussels, and Yale University.

In the summer of 2017, I held a book incubator workshop at

Georgetown with Michael Barnett of George Washington University,

Andrew Bennett of Georgetown University, Susanna Campbell of

American University, Paul F. Diehl of the University of Texas-Dallas,

and Dr. Renata Dwan, Chief of Policy and Best Practices Service,

Department of Peacekeeping Operations, United Nations. Each par-

ticipant brought to the table different strengths in theory, methods, and

real-world experience. This manuscript is infinitely better for their

1 Bienvenu Bitta was forced to seek refuge in neighboring Cameroon in 2016 due to
the fighting. He has not yet been able to return home.
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input, and I cannot thank them enough for reading (re-reading), and

commenting. I would also like to thank the anonymous manuscript

reviewers for Cambridge University Press, Tobias Ginsberg, Elizabeth

Kelly, Vinithan Sethumadhavan, and my editor, John Haslam.

For helpful conversations and comments, thank you so much,

Mayesha Alam, Pat Antonietti, Séverine Autesserre, Nick Birnback,

Robert Art, Kyle Bearsdley, Arthur Boutellis, Patrick Cammaert,

Tatiana Carayannis, Katharina Coleman, Diane Corner, Chet

Crocker, Sarah Zukerman Daly, Robert Darst, Anjali Dayal, Eric

Degila, Karl DeRouen, Cedric de Coning, Sophia Dawkins, Michael

Doyle, Bill Durch, Page Fortna, Linnea Gelot, Alison Giffen, Rachel

Gisselquist, Desha Girod, Aditi Gorur, Richard Gowan, Ken Greene,

Michèle Griffin, David Haeri, Jordie Hannum, Tori Holt, Dick

Howard, Donald Horowitz, Lisa Hultman, Lauren Javins, Bruce

Jones, Sabrina Karim, John Karlsrud, Peter Katzenstein, Joachim

Koops, David Lake, Roy Licklidder, Robert Loftis, Princeton Lyman,

Kathleen McNamara, Barak Mendelsohn, Joshua Mitchell, Daniel

Nexon, William Nomikos, Alexandra Novosseolff, Mateja Peters,

Richard Ponzio, Matthew Preston, Babu Rahman, William Rose,

Carole Sargent, Jamie Shea, Karim Al Awar Smither, Liz Stanley, Alex

Stark, Rachel Sullivan, Isak Svensson, Theirry Tardy, Ramesh Thakur,

Erik Voeten, Sarah Von Billerbeck, James Vreeland, Barb Walter,

Abiodun Williams, Paul Williams, and Devlin Winkelstein (with sin-

cere apologies to anyone I have missed).

Special thanks to my research assistants Filip Savatic, Zachary

Karabatak, Alesandro Ceretti, Noah Clarke, Rachel Levine, and Brian

Xu. Filip and Zac read every word, and I am forever grateful for their

help in the final stretch. I presented an earlier version of the argument

as a TEDx talk at Georgetown University in the fall of 2017. Susan

Allen, Gigi Grimes, Jesse Jacobs, Drew Joseph, and Lauren Stricker,

thank you so much for helping me to prepare. Thank you also the film

crew at Arté-Alegria for enabling this research (and teaching me about

documentary filming!): director Pierre-Olivier François; cameramen

Mathieu Pansard, Luca Chiari, and Eric Bergeron; editor Stéphanie

Dréan; and producers Christine Camdessus and Serge Gordey. Thank

you, Writers Room D.C. owner Lauren Francis-Sharma for providing

a quiet, contemplative space for writing. I am also deeply grateful to

have received financial support from Georgetown University and the

United States Institute of Peace.
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No project like this is possible without steadfast support from close

family and friends. My sister and her husband and daughter, my

parents, and my husband’s parents helped me in more ways than they

know. Thank you also, my huge extended family. My teenage children,

Zoe and Julien, inspire me every day. My husband, Marc Morjé

Howard, remains the light of my life. Nothing would be possible

without him. I dedicate this book to my mother, Patricia Vidil. When

it’s all said and done, she is the person who motivates me to keep

searching for ways to find peace, always seeking intellectual and per-

sonal integrity while doing it. I will never be able to thank her enough.
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