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entrepreneurs take on not just defenders of the status quo but also the challenge of 
entrepreneurs whose concerns are in competition for the finite resources necessary 
for, in particular, constructing the institutional architecture needed to facilitate a given 
normative innovation.  
 
Deciding which condition-category to privilege, or on which form of mass human 
suffering to focus limited attention and resources, is undoubtedly what Calabresi and 
Bobbit refer to as a “tragic choice” (1978). Some choices are not just difficult but rise 
to the level of “tragic” because the “distribution of some goods entails great suffering 
or death” (Ibid. 18). In such cases culture is an important determinant of the outcomes 
of tragic allocative decisions; “values play a unique role in making tragic choices, for 
they are structural premises designed to moot, or at least set the terms of, any 
particular ordering of preferences” (1978, 24). The arguments advanced by what 
social problems theorists refer to as “claims makers” or what IR theorists call “norm 
entrepreneurs” – as well as the receptions these arguments receive – appear, then, to 
be strongly influenced by the cultural context in which this competitive normative 
argumentation is imbedded.  
 
I draw attention to the ways in which two of international society’s “deep constitutive 
values” (Reus-Smit 1997) – liberalism and militarism – coalesce into the powerful 
cultural property militarized humanitarianism (see for example, Bernstein 2010). This 
admixture of liberalism, in both its classical and neo varieties, and militarism, that 
pervasive ideological force that celebrates and prescribes military power for a wide 
range of political, economic, social and cultural problems (Enloe 2007, Whitworth 
2004) into militarized humanitarianism shapes competition among would-be 
humanitarian norms. It explains why, quite irrespective of the objective conditions 
related to the form of suffering norm entrepreneurs represent (e.g., infectious disease, 
hunger, atrocity crimes), so many norm advocates come to employ strikingly similar 
rhetorical strategies. Competitors may seek solutions to quite distinct forms of human 
tragedy, but the “vernacular constituents” of their respective “moral discourses” 
(Ibarra and Kitsuse 1993) tend to converge around a single form: securitization 
(Buzan, Wæver and de Wilde 1998).  
 
When applying the model of social problem construction formulated by Ibarra and 
Kitsuse, I find a remarkable isomorphism across the constituent elements of the 
argumentative approach adopted by claims makers or norm entrepreneurs. In this 
instance, the rhetorical idioms, the motifs and the ways in which claims are fashioned 
all do the work of establishing their respective vector of human suffering as 
constituting not only a socio-political problem but one of such gravity that is poses 
“an existential threat to a designated referent object (traditionally, but not necessarily 
the state, incorporating government, territory, and society)” (Ibid., 21). 
 
Argumentation and the securitization of social problems 
 
When asked why genocide is one of a category of human tragedies, which includes 
epidemics and natural disasters, that seems to merit special attention, Nicholas Kristof 
replies, 
 

maybe it doesn’t matter to a mother if her child dies of random 
brutality from a government or a disease versus something that is 
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targeting that person’s ethnicity. But I think to me it does matter… I 
think that we certainly have a responsibility to try to lessen suffering of 
other kinds, whether malaria or whatever it might be, but I think that 
where you have genocide, where you have people targeted because of 
their skin color, or ethnicity, or religion, or whatever it is, and 
brutalized and wiped out for that reason, then it is particularly 
incumbent on everybody else to respond (2005).  

 
Kristof’s remarks are consistent with what social problem theorists have seen as the 
inherently subjective element in society’s determination of what it considers to be an 
intolerably troublesome condition. Social problems are, therefore, often weakly linked 
to objective conditions. Thus those seeking to gain recognition of a matter as a social 
problem –norm entrepreneurs in international politics – must go beyond them. They 
must “construct images of conditions, the victims who are harmed by it, and the 
villains (social structures, social forces, or individuals) who cause it” (Loseke and 
Best 2003, 77). In doing so, they seek to answer questions their audience is likely to 
ask: “Why is the condition intolerable?” “What or who causes the condition?” “How 
can the condition be eliminated?” (Ibid.) 
 
In answer to the same question above Kristof continued, 
 

Where you have people — like on my last trip I talked to a mother 
whose two-year-old daughter was pulled off her back and clubbed to 
death in front of her because she belonged to the Fur tribe. And to me 
that seems not just another tragedy, but kind of evil. The word “evil” is 
sort of unfashionable, but it seems so profoundly evil and contrary to 
every kind of human value, that I think in turn, it particularly demands 
a response from other humans as one way of asserting our own 
humanity as well as that of the victims. 

 
A social problem like genocide is thus rendered a “cultural object”, a term Griswold 
uses “to refer to shared significance embodied in form, i.e., to an expression of social 
meanings that is tangible or can be put into words” (1987, 4). As such, it is to 
considerable degree comprised of intersubjective meaning. Among the most 
commonly studied social problems, perhaps because they demonstrate social 
construction particularly well, are poverty, crime, and disease. Like all social 
problems poverty, crime and disease are conditions that have been agreed upon as 
being, in fact, troublesome; they are understood to be widespread or to effect more 
than merely a few; they are seen to have a solution, that is they are capable of being 
changed; and finally, they are held to warrant change. They are, in the end, conditions 
understood to violate shared values to such an extent that ameliorative action is 
demanded.  
 
Assuming some measure of equality among the talents of norm entrepreneurs and 
given the weak determinative power of objective conditions, Crawford’s (2002) 
question “why do some arguments win out over others?” demands consideration of 
factors that would impinge on, or structure the competition among, arguments. She, 
like social problem theorists, points to cultural factors in the determination of the 
conditions that merit a normative/institutional response from international society. 
Arguments that are more likely to be “accepted or become dominant” are the ones 
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that are “consistent with existing beliefs”, that resonate with extant “meta-arguments” 
– resolutions of prior ontological and epistemological disputes – and that are aligned 
with the “social and material context” (Ibid. 9-81).  
 
With the social problems/argumentation framework in mind, the task before 
competing norm entrepreneurs comes into clearer relief, as does the structural power 
of militarized humanitarianism. In essence, the first task is to create a cultural object 
out of the vector of mass human suffering they seek to problematize in such as way as 
to tap into what Barnett calls the “forces of compassion” (2011). Only once a “shared 
meaning embodied in form” is created can claims makers expect a 
normative/institutional response. Norm entrepreneurs must thus frame an argument 
that the human suffering they problematize is so “shocking to the conscience of 
humankind,” that it demands an institutionalized response by new and higher-level 
actors. This aspect of the argumentative challenge targets the “ethic of care” that lies 
at the heart of what Barnett refers to as today’s international humanitarian order 
(Ibid.).  
 
Secondly, in a competitive normative environment entrepreneurs must also convince 
their audience that the mass human suffering they bring to the table is a humanitarian 
crisis that can, in fact, be effectively mitigated – arguments about suffering deemed to 
result from “acts of God” are not likely to promote much normative innovation. A 
viable solution, one likely to be perceived by the target audience as legitimate, is an 
absolute imperative for norm advocacy. It is this need for norm advocates to frame the 
problem in ways that are likely to invoke trusted and viable approaches for 
responding to humanitarian crises that reveals the structural power of militarism. The 
reason the security frame has come to underpin humanitarian norm advocacy so 
effectively is because, precisely as Crawford predicts, it is “consistent with existing 
beliefs”, it resonates with extant “meta-arguments” and is so squarely aligned with the 
contemporary “social and material context” (Crawford 2002). Given this cultural 
context, militarized humanitarianism enhances the persuasiveness of arguments about 
whether a vector of human suffering represents a humanitarian problem that obligates 
we act on our ethic of care, while at the same time providing a hegemonic ideological 
framework that powerfully structures the form the forces of compassion will take.  
 
 
Three Tales of Suffering: Liberalism and militarism in the Construction of a 
social/security problem 
 
As an argument grounded in world culture might predict, the processes of norm 
advancement for each of the three vectors of mass human suffering (HIV/AIDS, 
Extreme Poverty and Atrocity Crimes) reveal a remarkable degree of isomorphism, 
especially in the degree to which norm entrepreneurs all came to rely at various stages 
and to varying degrees on similar securitization strategies. That is, in each case, one 
can trace deliberate efforts on the parts of key claims makers to transform these issues 
not just into widely recognized social problems, but social problems that pose dire, 
perhaps existential threats to actors advancing the normative agenda. I assert that this 
common reliance on the existential security threat as a means to advance 
humanitarian causes is itself a testament to the critical presence of militarism as one 
of international society’s “deep constitutive values.”   
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To be sure, the processes and dynamics of securitizing HIV/AIDS and Poverty have 
been relatively well covered in the securitization literature. Considerably less work of 
this sort, however, has been done on similar efforts to advance R2P. Thus I will 
merely recap here the securitization stories for HIV/AIDS and Poverty and focus 
more fully on efforts and impacts of security claims advanced in support of R2P. 
Doing so suggests a number of key reasons why R2P appears to have outpaced its two 
competitors in some important respects.  
 
HIV/AIDS 
 
The construction of HIV/AIDS as a social problem was slow getting off the ground, 
especially given the rapidity with which it grew into an undeniable public health 
crisis. The US Center for Disease Control (CDC) issued its first statement about 
AIDS in its “Morbidity and Mortality Weekly Report” (MMWR) in June of 1981. 
The editorial note attached to the report suggested, on the basis of five confirmed 
reports of death due to an as-yet unknown causal agent, the possibility of a 
homosexual and drug-using lifestyle-related epidemic limited to the gay male 
population. The report noted: 
 

The occurrence of pneumocystosis in these 5 previously healthy 
individuals without a clinically apparent underlying immunodeficiency 
is unusual. The fact that these patients were all homosexuals suggests 
an association between some aspect of a homosexual lifestyle or 
disease acquired through sexual contact and Pneumocystis pneumonia 
in this population. 

 
The clearly noted suspicion that this casual agent was related to a homosexual and/or 
drug using lifestyle was to play a critical role in the early glacial progress in tackling 
the coming pandemic. In fact it took the death of Rock Hudson from AIDS in 1985 to 
spur President Ronald Reagan’s first ever public utterance of the term AIDS in 
September of that year, by which time the number of AIDS related deaths had risen 
from five to around 5000 (CDC 2011). By the time Reagan left office some 70,000 
people had succumbed to the illness.  
 
It wasn’t until the Bush and Clinton administrations that the approach to what was by 
then an undeniable public health crisis facing the world that the US government began 
the process of significant social problem construction, and then very quickly sustained 
efforts at securitization. Though toward the end of Reagan’s term Surgeon-General C. 
Everett Koop had issued an important report identifying the scope of the public health 
crisis facing America, the first securitization move came in the form a 1992 National 
Intelligence Report which declared the disease a time bomb with economic, political 
and military implications (Department of State 1992).  
 
Once Clinton was in office, a dramatic shift in approach became evident. In 1996, he 
issued a Presidential Decision Directive that argued that “HIV/AIDS present(s) one of 
the most significant health and security challenges facing the global community” 
(1996). Central to the Directive’s proposed global system of disease surveillance, 
prevention and response was an expanded role for the Department of Defense. This 
vision was to quickly find a key advocate in Vice President Al Gore, who would in 
January 2000 chair a UN Security Council meeting that would (unanimously) declare 
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(for the first time) an infectious disease a threat to international peace and security 
with the passage of UN Security Council Resolution 1308. For many observers, 
UNSC Resolution 1308 indicated that HIV/AIDS had indeed been successfully 
securitized. The Security Council had unanimously asserted that beyond being a 
threat to the health and well being of populations everywhere, left unchecked the 
disease would indeed “pose a risk to stability and security.” There was particular 
attention paid to the problems HIV/AIDS posed for “peace and security in Africa,” to 
the ways in which the “pandemic is also exacerbated by conditions of violence and 
instability,” and to the specific relevance of the pandemic to the health and 
functionality of international peacekeeping forces (UNSC 2000).   
 
Confronting skeptics in the US the following year, CIA Director George Tenet 
testified before the US Senate and further hammered home the security challenges the 
pandemic in Africa would pose for Americans back home. He asserted,  
 

AIDS in Africa basically takes generations out of play. And then you 
have refugee flows. And then you have economic disasters. And then 
you have civil wars that require exfiltration and some kind of 
involvement whether you choose to or not. And while we all believe 
we’re immune from this, we’re not. At some point somebody has to be 
responsible for it. (Senate Select Committee on Intelligence 2001) 

 
At the base of the solidifying securitization framework was a clear set of assumptions 
about how HIV/AIDS would increasingly threaten international peace and security by 
the “weakening of the critical infrastructures that sustain the security, stability, and 
viability of modern nation-states” (Schneider and Moodie 2002, 1). In very short 
order there was a growing consensus that though the worst of the HIV/AIDS 
pandemic was located in Africa, the disease was indeed an existential security threat 
to states everywhere because  
 

HIV/AIDS is undermining education and health systems, economic 
growth, micro enterprises, policing and military capabilities, political 
legitimacy, family structures, and overall social cohesion. Where the 
pandemic undermines the stability of already weakened states, it adds 
to their vulnerability to extremists and terrorists who will seek to 
corrupt or coerce them into providing converts, cover, or cooperation 
(Ibid.). 
 

Consistent with securitization theory, the transformation of HIV/AIDS from a public 
health problem to a security threat saw an increasing clamor not just for recognition 
of the existential threat posed by the pandemic, but importantly for the adoption of 
extraordinary measures to confront the threat that depart from traditional political and 
organizational processes and procedures (Buzan, Weaver and de Wilde, 1998: 21). 
Measures proposed from such varied sources as the US government, scholars and 
security-oriented think tanks included: extending HIV/AIDS funding beyond 
traditional actors such as the CDC, USAID and the WHO to Departments of Defense; 
military-to-military collaboration in the areas of HIV/AIDS education and treatment; 
inclusion of HIVAIDS related work in the US and United Nations Security Councils; 
and the creation of a vast global interconnected network of surveillance and 
intelligence gathering. By the early to mid-part of the 2000s, it appeared to many that 
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by almost any measure of conventional securitization theory HIV/AIDS had been 
fully securitized.  
 
This elevated status would fairly quickly, however, suffer significant reversals. A 
fairly coherent de-securitization movement began to call into question many of the 
fundamental assumptions underlying the HIV/AIDS-security link. A seminal work of 
this genre was Alex De Wall’s 2006 book, AIDS and Power: Why there is no Political 
Crisis – yet. De Wall’s compelling claims, and those which followed from a growing 
number of researchers, complicated the securitization frame in two ways. First, he 
demonstrated that none of the AIDS-driven security threats or challenges predicted by 
the securitization frame had materialized. On the contrary, in one of the most likely 
cases to have generated AIDS-driven security threats, Uganda, De Wall showed how, 
rather than seeing the predicted weakening of state power, its president effectively 
used his government’s reputation for effectively responding to the AIDS crisis as a 
basis for shoring up power and stabilizing his rule. Additionally troubling for the 
securitization frame was the growing recognition that the African countries hardest hit 
by the pandemic, Botswana and South Africa, were not succumbing to internal 
violence or mass scale human rights violations as the securitization frame predicted. 
Finally, one of the securitization frame’s most compelling claims in the post 9/11 era, 
that AIDS would so weaken states that terrorist organizations could and would use 
these environments to establish new operating centers and prey upon the misery of 
effected populations to recruit new militants, was seriously undermined by a growing 
body of empirical research that demonstrated no “empirical links between AIDS and 
terrorism whatsoever” and that “the idea of people living with AIDS flocking to 
volunteer as suicide bombers collapses at the first scrutiny” (Whiteside 2006, 216).   
 
The result of the broadening pushback against the securitization of HIV/AIDS proved 
significant. Despite the persistence of advocates and their security claims, by the end 
of the decade, the UN Security Council would, for all practical intents and purposes, 
drop the issue from its agenda.  
 
Poverty 
 
 
Even the most cursory review of the scholarly literature of the last 15 years clearly 
indicates that the problem of global poverty has experienced significant securitization, 
especially following the terrorist attacks of 9/11 and the US global war on terror. But 
the problematization of poverty beyond a merely humanitarian concern predates 9/11. 
One of the first moves involved the effort to broaden the concept of security in the 
landmark 1994 Human Development Report that launched the Human Security 
concept. It opened by stating “The world can never be at peace unless people have 
security in their daily lives. Future conflicts may often be within nations rather than 
between them-with their origins buried deep in growing socio-economic deprivation 
and disparities.” Though this appears like a classic securitization move it was, in fact, 
more akin to a classic “social problems” claim. Indeed, the authors note, “The search 
for security in such a milieu lies in development, not in arms.”  So this was more 
about broadening the way we conceived of security from a state-centric armed-
conflict focus to one that incorporated the suffering of human beings caused by 
poverty, environmental degradation, etc. The report asserts, “Job security, income 
security, health security, environmental security, security from crime – these are the 
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Effective peacebuilding involves strategic leaders with the ability to navigate the complexity 

of unilateral or multilateral negotiations, the political savvy to sequence transformational 

reforms, and the business acumen to mobilize the necessary resources.32 Basically, 

sustainable peacebuilding relies on the cohesive human security, governance, and rule of 

law approach as well as a structural leadership and relational change at the national and 

intercommunal level.    

 

The next section introduces the concept of peace leadership. The understanding of self-

leadership as a peacemaker, peacekeeper, and facilitator of peacebuilding activities 

provides the underpinning of how peace leaders lead others toward the relational 

transformation of intercommunal tension as well as reconciliation and sustainable peace.   

 
Peace leadership  

 
Peace development organizations need leaders with the strategic foresight, emotional 

intelligence, and intercultural awareness capabilities to create key stakeholder networks with 

a mix of cross-boundary institutional and organizational capabilities in response to a post-

conflict environment.33 Therefore, conceptual definitions of global leadership and global 

mindset underpin not only the conceptual definition of peace leadership but also the 

understanding of leading self and its influence in leading others toward establishing 

sustainable intercommunal peace and stability. Campbell34 presented global leadership as 

“a person that builds alliances and coalitions to shape shared values through cross-cultural 

communication; develops mutual economic, diplomatic, political, and security relationships; 

and balances corporate, national and international interests”. In this context, peace 

leadership is defined as:  

an individual with the guiding vision and responsibility to lead in multidimensional and 

multilayered peacemaking, peacekeeping and peacebuilding, a humanitarian 

operational institution or organization to adapt to the complexity of an uncertain and 

unambiguous environment by strategically navigating through periods of change, to 

engage in state conflict prevention and reduction, political and humanitarian crisis 

management, and stabilization and reconstruction practices, and to have the 

emotional and social intelligence, global mindset, business acumen, intercultural 

awareness, and strategic foresight to transform and reassemble the foundations of 

communal or state political, human security, legal, financial, and socio-economic 

institutions toward laying the groundwork for sustainable peace and development. 
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In the remainder of this chapter, the discussion will focus on emotional intelligence as one of 

the foundational ingredients to peace leadership. In the field of leadership much has already 

been researched and studied about emotional intelligence (also see chapter 2 where 

emotional intelligence was discussed as an important building block for peace leadership). 

However, there is a very limited examination of the theoretical application and implication of 

emotional intelligence within the peace development domain. Examining the interrelationship 

reflects a foundational shift for conflict resolution and peace development practitioners from 

the conventional focus on cross-cutting principles of stabilization and reconstruction to 

understanding the impact of a leader’s emotional intelligence as an additive component of 

peace development.   

 

Figure 4.2 illustrates an alignment of emotional intelligence components and expands the 
discussion of chapters two and three (see chapter 2 where important building blocks 
for peace leadership were discussed and chapter 3 where a self-transformation model 
of peace, based on lead self, lead with others and lead community, were discussed), 
as a foundational leadership concept. Peace leader as a central actor shapes conflict 

prevention, resolution, and peacebuilding processes by leading oneself and others toward 

leading intercommunal peace. Leadership scholars suggest that emotional intelligence 

components such as self-awareness, emotional self-regulation, empathy, motivation, and 

social skills can be developed.35 Wright and Wright36 suggest that “no matter what an 

individual’s life circumstances, it’s clearly never too late to start” to transform your life and 

circumstances. Self-leaders influence more through who they are than what they do. Self-

change management requires introspection, self-reflection, and meditation. The reason is 

that the effectiveness of peace leaders cannot rise above the level of their self-leadership. 

That said, the challenge of leadership frequently overlooked is the ability to lead oneself. 

Zeilinska37 writes:  

The hardest person you will ever have to lead is yourself. When you can lead 

yourself through the challenges and difficulties, you will find that leading others 

becomes relatively straightforward. By being authentic and true to your beliefs, you 

can unite people around a common purpose and a set of values and empower them 

to step up and lead.  
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Figure 4.2:  Transforming the self to lead others within the community through 
emotional intelligence 

 

Nevertheless, effective peace leaders in today’s complex and uncertain environment, draw 

on their personal source of ideological knowledge, values, and beliefs to guide leadership 

decisions and actions. The central question that many peace leaders ask is: ‘What kind of 

peace leader does one want to be’? What is my personal vision and purpose as a peace 

leader? In other words, what kind of person do I want to be as a peace leader? Scholars 

suggest that self-leadership in the context of peace development reflects:  

1. a positive self-regard for one’s strengths and weaknesses with humility 

2. the courage to protect the integrity of internalized values and beliefs once 

challenged by adversaries 

3. a defined personal vision and purpose  

4. a willingness to accept the personal consequences of difficult decisions 

5. the courage to face challenges as opportunities and failures as learning 

experiences   

6. a personal transformation  

7. the trust and credibility to adhere to a high set of ethical standards of 

internalized values and beliefs.38 

 

LEAD SELF 

LEAD OTHERS 

LEAD COMMUNITY 
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Therefore, emotional intelligence is an important individual leadership skill for peace leaders 

executing peacemaking, peacekeeping, and peacebuilding activities. Leading self, leading 

others and leading community will be discussed next. (The discussion below should be 
seen as an extension of chapter 3 where lead self, lead with others and lead 
community, as part of the self-transformation model to peace [see Figure 3.1] were 
discussed). 
 
Leading self  
 
Self-awareness  

Figure 4.2 shows that the foundational platform of emotional intelligence is self-leadership 

through self-awareness and self-regulation. Walton suggests that self-awareness is “about 

understanding ourselves and knowing what pushes our buttons and why. More importantly, it 

also determines the way we act and the effect we have on others.”39 Developing self-

awareness is important for leading self as a peace leader. The reason is that one’s inner 

thoughts, feelings, values and beliefs, and emotional trigger points influence one’s behavior 

and actions.40 That said, developing a healthy self-awareness requires a sustained personal 

choice to understand and heal from one’s traumatic life events as well as one’s emotional 

trigger points. Leadership research on self-awareness shows that “while much, if not most, 

typical leadership development takes place in seminars, during a weekend or maybe even 

over a week of off-site training, that time frame hardly begins the process.”41 Therefore, the 

peace leader with a healthy self-awareness and attunement to their inner emotional triggers 

is better equipped to constructively navigate through personal frustration and anger during 

track-one, track-two, and track-three diplomacy processes as well as mediating and 

resolving intergroup turf wars. In other words, peace leaders with high self-awareness know 

their capabilities and emotional trigger points in order to constructively respond to wicked 

problems without succumbing toward political pressure in resolving key issues.   

 

A peace leader with an unhealthy self-awareness may not have the absorptive capacity for 

sensemaking or meaningmaking or sense the nature of antagonism and emotional tags 

between conflictual parties during the diplomacy process. Second, a leader with an 

unhealthy self-awareness may not be able to recognize hidden agendas or be 

hypersensitive to others’ perception of self and the team. Third, the leader may overtly 

respond with frustration over the uncooperative nature of conflictual parties in resolving key 

issues. Finally, when the leader is not self-aware of their inner emotional triggers during 

intense peace negotiations, frequently response measures may be irrational and demanding, 
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e.g. reacting rashly and blaming others. Effective leaders must not only face but also heal 

their own demons in order to lead others in resolving intergroup and peace conflict. Bottom 

line is that with the courage to examine one’s self-belief system the emotional self-

awareness and self-regulation to authentically lead others with integrity and conviction will 

develop.   

 
Neuroscience  

Emerging research shows that neuroscience is an effective means not only of understanding 

how an individual leader’s values, beliefs, and thought processes are shaped, but also of 

developing a healthy self-awareness. One could argue that incorporating the development of 

neuroscience into leadership development programs is a paradigm shift. Leadership 

development programs are designed for leadership behavioral changes at the cognitive level 

with often short-term outcomes. However, the nexus of leadership and neuroscience 

provides a scientific tool for self-examination of innate values, belief system, and emotional 

structures at the unconscious level, often with permanent outcomes. Wilder42 postulates that 

a leader can re-program their value-based belief structure, automatic emotional response 

architecture, and habits in response to new situations or changes in their environment. In the 

groundbreaking book Transformed! The science of spectacular living, Wright and Wright43 

argue that "we can literally change our brains and our minds, and what we believe, who we 

are, and how we live. We can transform." They continue arguing that:  

not only are we called to transform, but neuroscience research today definitively 

demonstrates that we are also uniquely designed to transform, to fulfill our potential.  

Deep within us, both in our hearts and in our minds, reside the drivers for 

transformation.44 

 

In the context of peace development, the groundbreaking research for “Neuroscience for the 

Peacebuilder”, Fitzduff45 argues that “intuitive/emotional thinking versus cognitive reasoning 

… is particularly evident and automatic in situations where fear is a factor, which is an 

emotion that is very present in many of the contexts we deal with as peacebuilder”. Hence, 

integrating neuroscience into the conflict resolution and peace practitioner’s toolkit will not 

only enable the leader to understand and manage the emotional triggering events but also 

transform how to self-lead with authenticity. In essence, self-leadership is possible when a 

leader chooses to accept the challenge of investing in the hard work of taking charge of 

developing their own self-awareness and emotional maturity. 
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Brain researchers suggest that neuroplasticity “enables transformative brain change via the 

right insights and training, which translates into new behaviors”.46 For example, the left brain 

cognitively processes information logically, rationally, analyzes issues sequentially and is 

solution-focused when solving problems. Within the diplomatic approaches with track one 

and track two, left-brain leaders tend to not only strategically compartmentalize peace 

development negotiations on specific individual issues but are also perceptually opinionated 

when presented with factual details.47 Leaders who operate from the left brain are 

relationally disconnected and are fixated on problem-solving at all costs. The result is the 

tendency to lose trust of others and maintain coalitions built among conflictual parties. The 

right brain, on the other hand, unconsciously tends to globally examine the 

interconnectedness of issues and its impact on others within the community, as well as 

presents problem-solving solutions from a relational and emotional value-based lens. 

Leaders operating from the right brain are connected to the sensemaking and 

meaningmaking toward social movements for peaceful change within societal instruments. 

The problem is that the right brain operates faster than the left brain. Thus, the proverbial 

saying “we say things and react to situations without thinking and later regret” is alive and 

well. In essence, peace developers who are self-aware of their own right/left brain dynamics 

are better able to lead from their core personality and strategically transform their response 

to emotional triggers during intense track one and track two diplomatic processes.  

 

 
Self-regulation  

Figure 4.2 shows that another foundational element of self-leadership for peace 

development actors and leaders is self-regulation. Scholars note that self-regulation “refers 

to the ability to understand and control one’s emotions, thoughts, and behaviors to achieve 

the desired outcomes through self-directed influence.”48 Goleman49 states that “the signs of 

emotional self-regulation, therefore, are easy to see: a propensity for reflection and 

thoughtfulness; comfort with ambiguity and change; and an ability to say no to impulsive 

urges.” Self-regulation is important for effective self-leadership as peace actors in order to 

control the overt display of inner emotional triggers and inner feelings of frustration in intense 

situations during track one and track two diplomatic processes. In fact, the leader's lack of 

emotional control over their impulses frequently prevents or damages the integrative 

bargaining process in developing joint agreements toward resolving the underlying causes of 

conflict. The challenge is that leaders’ intense desire to act on emotional impulses at the 

moment is difficult to control not only within the track one and track two processes but also in 

day-to-day organizational operation. For that reason, peace leaders need the capacity to 
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self-lower the inner emotional intensity of frustration, anger, and manage one’s emotional 

triggers during track one and track two processes.  Basically, leading self requires the self-

regulation to control one’s temperament as well as manage emotional triggers when parties 

break cooperative peace agreements and peace development outcomes are not achieved.   

 
Mindfulness  

Not only does the research note that neuroscience builds the peace leader’s self-awareness 

capability, some literature suggests that mindfulness manages the leader's self-regulation 

capabilities. “Mindfulness is the skill of being able to be completely present with your actions, 

your environment or your companions and it makes other skills such as listening and 

collaboration so much easier.”50 Scientific research reveals that consistent practice of 

mindfulness strengthens the self-regulation and the sensory awareness of physical 

messages from emotional triggering events associated with intense situations from 

challenges associated with an organizational crisis or an intergroup conflict.51 Furthermore, 

the practice of mindfulness re-programs the areas of the brain by silencing negative self-talk 

as well as redirecting one’s thoughts from wandering, which transforms the mind into 

learning how to emotionally control oneself in the heat of the moment. Thus, the consistent 

practice of mindfulness is a critical tool for self-regulation among peace development actors 

and organizational leaders. The reason is that without self-regulation the ability for self-

control in the heat of intense emotional negotiations or arbitration situations is compromised. 

Therefore, mindfulness techniques equip the peace leader’s capacity, when emotions are 

running high, to unconsciously self-control their response and calmly and rationally lower the 

temperature for parties to address the contentious issues associated with stabilization and 

reconstruction activities. Jha52 makes a strong case that leaders subscribing to mindfulness 

encounter fewer performance errors, are more attentive to active listening, and less 

reactionary to emotionally intense situations. In fact, incorporating mindfulness not only 

quiets the mind and reduces leadership stressors through self-regulation but also 

strengthens the peace practitioner's inner resilience to adversity and setbacks.  Mindfulness 

transforms the self-leadership capacity of peace practitioners at the unconscious level by 

reprogramming the neural pathways that will change not only the long-term leadership 

behavior but also our lives.     

 

There is a supportive relationship between neuroscience and mindfulness. Incorporating the 

tools of neuroscience and mindfulness increases not only the peace leader’s capacity for 

self-leadership but also one’s sensemaking and meaningmaking skills. Goleman53 points out 

that “the key to knowing others’ emotional terrain is an intimate familiarity with your own.” 
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Personal transformation is at the heart of self-leadership. In fact, an emotionally healthy 

leader will have the skills to not only listen for hidden meanings and communicate 

authentically toward a shared understanding but also endure a calm demeanor in the heat of 

the moment. Note that integrating neuroscience to develop self-awareness and mindfulness 

that builds self-regulation of one’s emotions provides the authenticity, empathy, and 

motivation to bring discourse parties together in order to understand and address shared 

concerns and interests. Nevertheless, neuroscience and mindfulness development will 

strengthen the emotional intelligence rather than transform the personality of peace leaders. 

In fact, scholars suggest that self-awareness with emotional control lays the groundwork to 

lead others in understanding the social influence of sensemaking as a function of 

leadership.54 That said, if a peace actor or leader cannot lead themselves, how can they 

lead others?   

 
Leading Others  
Figure 4.1 displays leading others as the linchpin in transforming an emerging failed state 

towards stabilization. Effective peace leaders, driven by their self-awareness and self-

management, have the sensemaking and meaningmaking capability to lead others during 

the conflict resolution and peace development process. Peace development actors 

recognize that diplomatic leadership is central toward leading others. Figure 2 shows that 

self-leadership is foundational to leading others. The reason is that self-awareness and 

emotional regulation enable leaders with empathy to effectively lead others through the 

complex dynamics of conflict resolution. Bass and Bass55 state that “empathetic leaders can 

manage conflict with supportive, friendly, obliging, compromising, and integrative efforts to 

move the parties from a competitive to a cooperative stance.” Hence, empathetic leaders 

transform intergroup dynamics that not only correct misperceptions and develop shared 

interests but also address the resolution of intra-party conflicts.56 In essence, the conflict 

management and resolution necessitate leaders with the empathy to untangle the difficult 

relationships, conflicting interests, and conflicting ideological worldviews.   

 
Empathy and forgiveness  

Research studies show that empathy is an important global leadership competency for 

peace development actors. Scholars postulate that “sensing what others feel without their 

saying so captures the essence of empathy.”57 Empathetic peace development actors will 

sense the potential bottlenecks and seek to circumvent the protracted ideological differences 

by changing the narrative and reframing issue-specific areas between parties. This includes 

identifying harm, ideological trauma, and socio-ethnic injustice experienced by victims. That 

said, peace leaders with empathy sense, read, and attune to another’s emotional state 
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during peace negotiations, alternative dispute resolution, and mediation activities. Listening, 

attuning, and asking questions by civil society leaders and intercommunal leaders will lead 

others toward understanding the ideological assumptions and beliefs that created instability 

among identity groups. In fragile states transitioning from conflict to peace, empathetic 

peace workers sense windows of opportunities to address ethnic, religious, and social 

divisions with tribal, local, and intercommunal leaders. Thus, leading others with empathy 

strengthens the evolutionary adaptation to sense points of discourse within the intergroup 

relationships and diplomatically reduce outer group aggression.58 In the end, empathy gives 

peace leaders the diplomacy to reduce the acts of aggression and reintegrate ex-

combatants who committed structural acts of violence, human rights violations, and 

communal genocide back into the community.   

 

Frequently, leaders think they demonstrate empathy in their leadership repertoire. However, 

empathy is determined by the recipient, not the leader. Therefore, when a leader lacks 

empathy they are not able to: 

1. sense others’ emotional cues and perspectives 

2. show sensitivity, understand and respond to other people’s needs and feelings 

3. listen and attune for hidden meaning and messages of others’ body language 

4. gain the trust of others 

5. facilitate forgiveness and reconciliation 

6. develop the capacity for building trust59. 

 

Leaders with a lack of empathy “are inconsistent with sustained political leadership … [and] 

… when it does occur in the ranks of political figures, it could have catastrophic 

consequences.”60 Bearing this in mind, it becomes clear that peace leaders without empathy 

will lack the ability to understand how key stakeholders feel and think during track one and 

track two negotiations. Also, peace leaders will lack the ability to read the subtle signals 

between opponents during peace-supporting activities. In other words, peace leaders who 

lack empathy are unable to build trust, understand diverse worldviews and ones political 

awareness to influence others toward peace development.   

 

Leadership scholars suggest that a peace practitioner “transforms conflict from a force that 

can be destructive and divisive into one that is healing and connecting.”61 In fact, Campbell 

and Johnson62 agree that empathy creates an interconnective healing environment that 

restores relationships through forgiveness and reconciliation in a post-conflict environment. 

Note Campbell, Ferch, Johnson63 who agree that the most powerful weapon to fight against 
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evil and develop sustainable peace rests with forgiveness. Yergler64 defines forgiveness as 

“the act of releasing another from the guilt, shame, or deserved retribution they have merited 

through their own intentional or unintentional actions directed at another which have resulted 

in hurt, anger, animosity and relational polarization.” Thus, introducing forgiveness as a 

pathway toward individual and national healing is a paradigm shift within the conflict 

resolution and peace discipline. In other words, sustainable peace relies on individual 

healing from the emotional and physical trauma experienced by victims in conflict-affected 

areas.   

 

Forgiveness is a strategic enabler of statecraft in a post-conflict environment. However, 

peace development actors and leaders rarely address leading others toward individual 

forgiveness against perpetrators committing human rights violations. Victims find it difficult to 

emotionally let go, forgive, and move on from traumatic experiences such as gross human 

rights violations, ethnic cleansing, and acts of aggression. On the one hand, forgiveness is 

an internal process of individual courage that cognitively, emotionally, and spiritually 

transforms the meaning of the traumatic event as well as release of rooted transgression by 

the perpetrator to wipe the slate clean and restore a cooperative relationship. On the other 

hand, empathetic peace leaders need to resolve and emotionally heal from traumatic events 

in their own life in order to lead others toward emotional forgiveness. Emotional forgiveness 

releases the desire for retributive justice models and builds the restorative justice models 

toward sustainable peacebuilding frameworks. According to Fehr and Gelfand,65 “restorative 

justice values can provide a strong foundation for forgiveness climate post conflict by 

emphasizing the importance of bringing all parties into the conflict resoution process.” 

Basically, research shows that empathy leading others toward forgiveness is a critical peace 

leadership ingredient and opens the way for both sides to live together in peace.” 66   

 
Leading the Community  
 
Social Intelligence  

In today’s environment, peace development actors and leaders with social intelligence are 

equipped to lead others through complex intercommunal ideological challenges of 

forgiveness, reconciliation, and healing.67 The dual development of self-leadership and 

leading others builds the peace leader’s capability to lead the community through social 

intelligence. Social intelligence is referred to as a social awareness of personal interactions, 

empathy in understanding and sensing another’s thoughts and feelings, and the ability to 

listen and attune to another person’s concerns.68 The peace leader’s social intelligence 
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provides the relational leadership skills for diplomacy, negotiation, mediation, and conflict 

resolution. That said, emotionally healthy peace leaders have the social intelligence to 

mediate conflicting parties from merely coexisting to understanding each other as political 

elites seek to resolve wicked problems associated with state fragility.   

 

Leadership is more about who you are than the formal reins of intercommunal positions.  

Sustainable intercommunal peace depends on simultaneous economic development and 

security. Social intelligence of peace leaders acts as a catalyst of positive change toward 

resolving wicked problems associated with balancing economic service-delivery programs 

with security from genocide, ethnic cleansing, or gross violations of human rights. Societies 

moving away from violence need peace leaders with the relational leadership that builds 

trust through understanding tribal, local, and intercommunal leaders’ experiences and 

perceptions to facilitate confidence-building measures. Researchers 69 suggests that 

emotionally significant events shape the decision-making process that influences the 

perception of situations, non-verbal behavior, coping strategies, and leadership behavior. 

Therefore, neuroscience and mindfulness develop the peace leaders’ ability to influence the 

social cognition of tribal, local, and intercommunal leadership interactions. One of the prime 

leadership influences of peace leaders in preventing repeated cycles of violence is opening 

a dialogue toward intercommunal reconciliation. On the one hand, forgiveness is an 

individual endeavor. Reconciliation, on the other hand, is an intercommunal process. 

Reconciliation breaks the cycles of repeated intercommunal violence. Individuals can have 

forgiveness without reconciliation but cannot have intercommunal reconciliation without 

individual forgiveness. The problem is that reconciliation has emerged as a specific strategic 

goal of many peace development programs without peace leaders having the relational 

foundation to lead intercommunal peace-building activities. Peace leaders need the 

relational leadership skills to hold dialogues with key stakeholders as well as relationship 

building with key political tribal, local, and communal leaders to equip peace leaders to 

facilitate reconciliation through truth telling and memorialization activities. In other words, 

what distinguishes good peace leaders from great peace leader’s rests on the ability to 

understand one’s own emotional dynamics, accurately attune to others’ perceptions and 

beliefs, and move conflict parties toward a shared direction of conflict resolution and 

peace.70 
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Future trends  
 

The challenge global leadership researchers wrestle with is expanding the theoretical 

leadership aperture that shapes leader competence-based development, characteristic 

traits, knowledge, and practical skill sets to meet global challenges outside the business 

environment. The structural, as well as personal and group transformation to resolve conflict-

afflicted areas, are the biggest global challenge for the international community. There is a 

lack of empirical research on emotional intelligence within the peace development practice. 

For example, how do peace leaders develop the personal transformation to lead themselves 

toward a group transformation that leads others in addressing the root cause and preventing 

a resurgence of conflict? 

 

Second, more work is urgently needed to further develop a standardized peace leadership 

definition and an empirical application model to prepare peace workers for the volatile, 

complex, uncertain and ambiguous peace development environment. The reason is that 

leaders in a peaceful development organization frequently lead organizations and operations 

by trial and error. Therefore, a standardized definition of peace leadership can be used by 

researchers to create peace leadership profiles that address the complexities of glocalized 

ideological political, religious, ethnic, and socio-cultural differences in executing peace 

operations.   

 

Third, further research is urgently needed to empirically examine the application of 

theoretical leadership constructs within the international relations and conflict-resolution 

disciplines. That said, educational institutions and peace organizations need to integrate 

theoretical leadership models and competencies into training programs. The reason is that 

they lack leadership application models for peace workers executing the United States 

Institute of Peace Stabilization and Reconstruction Framework and other peace 

development models in conflict-afflicted areas.   

 

Fourth, future research is needed to empirically examine the validity of forgiveness as a 

peace leadership competence. There is a growing body of knowledge recognizing the value 

of restorative justice and critical elements of forgiveness and reconciliation. Thus, the need 

for conducting research on how forgiveness as an individual and collective competency 

would assist peace leaders in their understanding of best practices that shape restorative 

justice and intercommunal reconciliation. 
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The final issue for further research: How does a peace leader influence the actions of a non-

state actor or leader (a terrorist organization) toward peace within the border of another 

nation state? More importantly, how does a peace development worker lead a peace 

operation when they have no authority and the multiple parties involved do not want to 

cooperate? An in-depth theoretical exploration and research linking the role leadership plays 

within conflict resolution, peacemaking, peacekeeping, and peacebuilding are critical as 

peace practitioners bring peace to conflict-afflicted societies. This is one of the greatest 

political and economic challenges with national security implications.   

 

Concluding remarks  
 

This chapter presented the role of leadership within peacemaking, peacekeeping, and 

peacebuilding activities aligned in a failed state framework. This analysis undergirds our 

understanding of the dynamic nature of moving a country from a failed state to peace and 

stability. Sustainable peace is a matter of emotional and physical recovery from experiential 

trauma or human rights violations in the aftermath of conflict. An innovative framework of 

leading self, leading others, and leading the community toward sustainable peace rests with 

the emotional intelligence of peace leaders. In other words, emotional intelligence shapes 

not only the capabilities of peace leaders’ organizational and operational peacemaking, 

peacekeeping, and peacebuilding activities but also the facilitation of conflict-resolution 

processes and confidence-building measures. Basically, the emotional intelligence 

transformation of a peace leader builds the internal leadership capability toward leading 

others and shapes the intercommunal long-term sustainable peace. 
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Use of Violence as a Tool to Deter Schooling: 

Evidence from Pakistan 

 

Abbas A. Gillani 

 

 

Abstract 

We test the impact of the onset of conflict, and the ban on female education implemented with it 

by militants, on district level gross enrolment rates in Pakistan.  By y using a difference-in-

difference estimation for enrolment periods from 2005 till 2011, along with instrumenting for the 

endogeneity of conflict, we find that conflict caused enrolment rates to decrease at middle level, 

with districts experiencing conflict witnessing a decline in overall enrolment rates by 4.8 per cent 

compared to districts that remained peaceful.  Gender differential responses show that reduction 

in enrolment rates for girls at middle level was the contributing factor behind the decrease in 

overall enrolment rates.  Additionally, by using a difference-in-difference-in-difference 

estimation, we test whether the use of violence to implement the ban on female schooling was 

successful in reducing enrolment rates for girls compared to boys.  We find that the policy of 

banning female education resulted in enrolment rates for girls at middle level to fall by 8.0 per 

cent compared to boys in districts that experienced conflict.   
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You Should Be Interested in War:  
A Rational Choice Approach to Conflict and Peace in the International System 

 

 

Balazs Szanto, PhD 
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You might not be interested in war, but war is interested in you. Or at least so does the saying 
go. Unfortunately, it has not been atypical to ignore this advice in international relations. The 
destructive component of the concept leads it to stand apart from other tools of statecraft. 
This is rightfully so, as to paraphrase Colin Gray, war is always a tragedy.  However, one 
needs to understand war and how it fits into foreign policy formulation in order to both offer 
reliable policy advice and to work on the prevention of undesirable armed conflicts. This 
paper proposes to take a critical look at use of force in a foreign policy context. The core of 
the paper focuses on proposing a more dispassionate approach to war, reliant on rational 
choice and the careful study of national interests and potential policy avenues, instead of the 
instinctive dismissal of use of force that has secured a presence in existing literature. The 
paper relies on a predominantly realist theoretical framework, albeit highlighting certain 
limitations. While it is tempting to dismiss such an approach as the domain of armchair 
generals and warmongering, it is important to note that, while realism might offer a more 
cynical approach to international relations, this alone does not prevent it from contributing to 
peace. Understanding the rational calculations that might lead a country to war can be turned 
around to analyse key points where effective policy can be used to alter these calculations. 
This paper seeks to demonstrate just that.  
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The Heavily-Armed Elephant in the Room 

To paraphrase Colin Gray (2009), war is always a tragedy. This unavoidable maxim has often 
affected our approach to the study of war and peace. The study of international security is 
predominantly concerned with the prevention and mitigation of war, and rightfully so. 
However, a consequence of this approach is the diminishment of the study of war as an 
entity. In foreign policy analysis war -or the use of force - is ever so often relegated to the 
position of an ill-defined other. It is an option that is there primarily to demonstrate the 
importance of other avenues, not as a potential foreign policy avenue of its own. War often 
does not have an identity beyond being a synonym for failure in international relations, 
treated as almost separate from foreign policy altogether. To self-admittedly study war as a 
course of foreign policy often brings immediate negative connotations, usually followed by 
being labelled a warmonger and dismissed as a relic of a less enlightened age. Unfortunately, 
the argument can be made that our focus on peace undermines our understanding of war, an 
understanding critical to the realization of said peace. 

This paper proposes the argument that the study of peace should be – or at the very least 
legitimately could be – approached through the study of war. Understanding war as an aspect 
of statecraft, rather than a failure of statecraft, can provide insights that can significantly 
contribute to the creation of sustainable peace. In this quest this paper will draw on a realist 
approach to international relations, regularly maligned – often unfairly – and dismissed as an 
aggressive theoretical approach prone to warmongering. It is the aim of this paper to show 
through the adoption of a rational approach to the study of war to demonstrate the nuance of 
the theoretical approach and to highlight the importance of understanding war as a 
component of foreign policy, however morally questionable such a proposition might be. 

Structural Realism and Bounded Rationality 

Structural realism offers a key contribution to understanding interstate relations by divorcing 
state behaviour from its questionable roots in individual behaviour as presented by Hobbs or 
Morgenthau. In the original Politics Among Nations, Morgenthau (1948) made the argument 
that states’ drive for power can be explained by each individual’s own innate drive to 
dominate, which is suppressed in a domestic environment and channelled into the state’s 
foreign policy. A Hobbesian idea in nature, attributing interstate behaviour to such human 
instincts falls short of persuasive: it treats humans as undifferentiated units obeying the same 
biological programming. The idea that a Chinese factory worker in Shenzen and a Swedish 
biology professor in Stockholm not only experiences the same drive for domination, but both 
push their country to adopt a domineering foreign policy seems reductionist. 

Structural realism articulates an explanation for interstate relations independent from the 
actual units of analysis: structural forces affect the behaviour of states. The anarchic nature of 
the system affects how states behave, limiting the potential courses of action. In an anarchic 
system survival becomes a key concern and the same systemic anarchy limits the number of 
potential successful strategies that can achieve it. (Waltz, 1979) This is often misinterpreted 
as the theory being deterministic, offering a single path to survival and security. A more 
accurate approach would be to view anarchy as a force similar to gravity: it is inescapable, 
and it limits one’s options, but it does not normally put one on a singular path. A simple 
example would be to consider the (purposefully simplified) problem of jumping over a 
chasm. In the absence of gravity as a factor, one’s options are limitless and can range from as 
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simple as jumping over as to the construction of intricate structures. If gravity is introduced 
as a factor the options become more limited. The feasibility of jumping is determined by 
distance and acceleration. The construction of structures becomes limited by weight and 
structural soundness. This does not mean that one is left with a singular path, but the set of 
feasible paths is greatly reduced. 

A key reason for the interpretation of structural realism as a determinist school of thought is a 
neglect for its normative components, even by some of its proponents. The recognition of 
how anarchy acts as a structural component is based on an explanatory study, meaning that it 
is based on observations of how the system has operated in the past. However, the component 
of the theory that prescribes a successful strategy for operating in this system – whether 
offensive or defensive – is a normative argument, even if it based on historical precedents. 
And as a normative argument it is inherently affected by the observer. It is one potential 
interpretation of what would constitute successful behaviour under such structural constraints 
based on both observations of past behaviour and the perspective of the agent making the 
recommendation. 

Much of this nuance is lost in structural realism’s reductionist approach to the state. The 
theory deliberately ‘black-boxes’ the state in order to highlight the structural conditions that 
affect its behaviour. (Waltz, 1979) However, divorcing state action from its identity-based 
context limits the validity of the theory’s normative components. It assumes that all states 
will respond to the same systemic stimuli in the same manner, regardless of identity, culture 
or past experiences. Just as it would seem counterintuitive that a Chinese factory worker and 
a Swedish biology professor would experience the same drive to dominate, which limited the 
validity of classical realism, it is equally counterintuitive that the People’s Republic of China, 
with its long history of foreign interference and identity based around national humiliation 
and perseverance, would respond in the same manner to the international system as a highly 
liberal Sweden. 

Alexander Wendt (1992) has been critical of such determinism when articulating for a 
constructivist approach to international relations. He highlighted that the response to the 
structural stimuli of anarchy is not predetermined but is influenced by the state’s identity. 
Unfortunately, constructivism is ever so often taken to its logical extremes, arguing that the 
structural limitations themselves are constructed and can be overcome through the shifting of 
state identities. The idea that by shifting our interpretation of gravity we could escape its 
powers would be one leading to a lot of broken bodies at the bottom of our metaphorical 
chasm. Unless the structural conditions of anarchy change, the dangers foreseen by structural 
realists cannot be wished away. 

A marriage between the two approaches is needed, taking the explanatory merits of structural 
realism, but incorporating the nuance of constructivism into its normative conclusions. While 
this increases the complexity of the model used to understand reality, such increase in 
complexity could greatly benefit the accuracy, and thus the predictive power of the model. 
After all, from a foreign policy formulation perspective, the predictive power of the model is 
the vitally important question. We formulate foreign policy today to address the challenges of 
tomorrow, however uncertain they may be. A foreign policy that seeks to explain how to deal 
with the problems of yesterday is of little value, however accurate it can be in hindsight. 
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This leads one to the logical question of where the predictive power of structural realism 
arises from. A central tenet of structural realism is that states are rational actors. Rationality 
in this context means that the state’s behaviour is based on the analysis of costs and benefits, 
primarily in a utility maximizing manner. Rationality is often conflated with a moral 
judgment to mean that the agent behaves in a way we consider ‘smart’ or ‘sane’, but this is 
not inherently the case. If an agent is rational, then its thought process can be understood. 
And if its thought process can be understood then its behaviour can be predicted. 

However, we are inherently talking about a bounded rationality here: the though process of 
the agent is bound to its identity, and the two cannot be divorced. A critical failure common 
to the application of predictive models based on rationality is the substitution of the 
observer’s though process to the agent’s. To put it simply, predictions are often produced on 
‘what I would do’ instead of a meticulous understanding of the agent’s own thought 
processes. This critical failure is often present in structural realist analysis. Trying to predict 
China’s behaviour based on the U.S.’s distinctively ideological approach to security, instead 
of the PRC’s highly territorial vision, would inevitably result in inaccurate results. 

When applying rational choice to the problems of foreign policy, it has to be applied as a 
bounded rational choice based on agent identity and divorced from our own preconceptions 
and moral and/or ideological preferences. While one can offer normative recommendations 
based on their own theoretical leanings, such a solid basis – inspiring to objectivity – is 
needed to offer of any pragmatic merit. 

The Rational Choice to Go to War 

The idea of use of force is an uncomfortable one for international relations. To go to war is 
clearly morally objectionable. It is a great source of human misery and showcases some of 
the worst of the depravity of the human mind. Yet, despite this recognition, wars continue to 
occur. Despite the best efforts of scholars, activists and statesmen countries march on each 
other, unleashing the destructive potential of thousands of years of scientific innovation. 

Colin Gray (2009) offers the argument that, while war is always a tragedy, it is also a 
necessary component of international relations. This can be a particularly challenging 
concept. Teaching a course on war, students often instinctively reject the idea of military 
power constituting a component of statecraft, instead of war being a failure of statecraft. But 
understanding war as a failure of statecraft is not a particularly useful analytical avenue. The 
idea that war is a result of irrationality or moral failures prevents a meticulous analysis of 
why it occurs, as well as skews threat perceptions towards countries whose identity or 
rhetoric appears alien or objectionable, instead of countries that have a vested interest in 
securing some interests at all costs. However objectionable it might appear, one needs to 
consider war to be a valid tool of statecraft. This is not a moral endorsement of foreign policy 
through force, nor is it an attempt to legitimize war from an international legal perspective. 
But rather it is a recognition that military power continues to be an important component of 
statecraft and that the decision to go to war is a result of a rational choice on the part of 
statesmen, and not a sign of moral depravity. 

Based on the section above, if war is treated as a rational activity, then one can take 
advantage of the predictive powers of a rational choice analysis to incorporate the possibility 
of war into one’s own foreign policy formulation: 
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At the core of a rational choice analysis to determine the best possible course of action based 
on a set of conditions. It is based on two primary components: (a) a feasibility analysis and 
(b) a cost-benefit-risk analysis. It can be used either to determine one’s own course of action 
or to anticipate the behaviour of others. 

Establishing the feasibility set is the first stage of the process: this will determine the 
particular options that will be subjected to closer analysis. Determining feasibility is not a 
simple question of ‘can it be done?’. To propose a purposefully absurd example, the 
possibility of the People’s Liberation Army Navy relying on trained giant octopuses to 
overtake the South China Sea can be dismissed without substantial analysis. However, this 
does not really constitute the kind of feasibility analysis necessary for a nuanced use of the 
rational choice model. Rather feasibility testing is an analysis on whether a particular option 
is possible to be pursued within the confines of rational behaviour. 

If one would aim to test the feasibility of a military power-based course of foreign policy 
action, one potential avenue for feasibility testing would be to examine whether the initiator 
has sufficient military power to pursue such an avenue. The realist concept of balance of 
power can be a useful indicator of whether military action is possible. However, in foreign 
policy analysis it can be too broad to be analytically useful. A key problem is the concept’s 
focus on overall military might, instead of a more situational analysis, as well as the rejection 
of limited war scenarios as a result. ‘Could China win a war against Japan?’ is a simple 
enough question as the PRC possesses a significant military advantage against Japan when 
one examines the overall balance of power as the former maintains one of the largest military 
forces on the planet. ‘Could China take the Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands from Japan through 
force?’ is a much more difficult question to answer. The composition of the People’s 
Liberation Army means that even if it has an overall balance of power advantage over the 
Japanese Self-Defence Forces, in the maritime realm it suffers critical weaknesses (Szanto, 
2017). Looking at a more situation analysis, in a naval war the PLA-N suffers a significant 
weakness compared to the Maritime Self-Defence Forces. But this assumes that one is talking 
about a total mobilization of naval power, which ignores the possibility of a limited war. On a 
unit-to-unit basis the PLA-N possesses the necessary capabilities to overcome the MSDF, 
even if it does not have the reserves to sustain a military engagement. One needs to carefully 
construct a nuanced understanding of the demands of the military engagement considered 
before the feasibility of such a course of action can be established; and it needs to take into 
account not only the hard facts of the distribution of military capabilities but the willingness 
of each side to commit to the conflict. Such nuance is not captured by the overall balance of 
power analysis which can skew the rational choice calculations and lead the observer astray. 

Similarly, when examining competing non-military options, one has to be careful not to skew 
the feasibility testing through one’s own theoretical preferences. It is a commonly made 
argument that bilateral negotiations could offer an avenue to escape the dilemma of the 
Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands. However, closer analysis demonstrates that, while China has 
successfully settled many of its outstanding territorial disputes in this manner (Fravel, 2005), 
the feasibility of this approach remains questionable at best in this particular scenario. Japan 
refuses to recognize the dispute (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan, 2012), which renders 
the option pragmatically impossible, and it has very little incentive to depart from this policy. 
At the same time, reaching a compromise necessary for the successful conclusion of the 
process offers insurmountable difficulties as the PRC has little to gain from such a 
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compromise and the territory in question is of too high value to settle the dispute out of 
convenience. 

Critical engagement of what actually is feasible, instead of normative arguments of what 
should be done, is absolutely crucial to effective foreign policy formulation, yet it is ever so 
often lost in the analysis. And this recognition also leads us to the uncomfortable knowledge 
that there are interstate disputes that seem resistant to peaceful resolution options for one 
reason or another. If such a scenario to occur the state has two options: it can either 
compromise its national interests – including potential survival interests – in favour of 
international peace or it can pursue its interests potentially through military means despite its 
costs. Under such conditions it would not be appropriate to dismiss the decision to go to war 
as a failure of statecraft or a moral evil committed by flawed, ignorant and/or greedy 
statemen. It is a rational consequence of the constellation of circumstances within the 
international system. 

It is not peace that is difficult to achieve in the international system, but rather the challenge 
is the creation of a peace one is willing to live with. If the diminishment of war is the ultimate 
objective, then appeasement offers a convenient avenue to resolve disputes. If what is 
demanded is freely given, then there is no need for arms. However, such a peace would likely 
violate our own key national and individual interests, which we find vital for our existence.  

One should not take this argument as an endorsement of the other logical extreme. 
Recognizing the role of war in statecraft does not mean that one should resort to war at any 
given opportunity. Such an approach would equally violate the principles of rationality. 
Whether use of force should be pursue or not (if it was conlcuded to be feasible) needs to be 
determined through a careful cost-benefit-risk (CBR) analysis. 

A CBR analysis – as the name suggests – would compare and contrast alternate feasible 
foreign policy avenues based on what it offers to accomplish, what its drawbacks are, and 
what the possibility of failure or unintended consequences are. On the benefits side one needs 
to determine how the particular course of action could further national interests. But one also 
needs to determine how valuable these gains are based on the identity of the agent to remain 
within the confines of bounded rationality. From an outside perspective, gaining control over 
small reefs on the East and South China Seas is of limited value. Their ability to claim 
economic zones under the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea is questionable 
at best and they have limited capacity to support a military presence, a military presence that 
would be a stationary target. However, from a Chinese perspective such a move is essential 
as the garrisoning of these islands fits into overall Chinese military doctrine that has 
traditionally been weak when it comes to naval engagements in order to control a key avenue 
of attack that has contributed to the subjugation of the Chinese Empire. So, while an 
American might be baffled by China’s willingness to suffer costs in securing these territories, 
if one examines the identity of China, its focus on a territorial definition of security, and the 
historical significance of the South China Sea in its patriotic narrative, the calculations 
become much clearer. What costs and risks are rational for what benefit is inherently 
bounded to who makes the choice, and any attempt to force one’s own perspective on it will 
result in a flawed analysis. 

Thus, if we are willing to entertain the notion that use of force is the result of rational 
calculations, we can gain valuable insights into when and where to expect military 
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confrontations – regardless of the sabre-rattling rhetoric of the parties involved or the 
sensational headlines of the news proclaiming the arrival of World War III. However, our 
analysis needs to be nuanced: while realism offers a valuable starting point, its rigidness on 
accepting a singular perspective limits is predictive usefulness. Even as a structural realist 
one needs to gain a deep understanding of the players involved rather than relying on the 
power of anarchy alone to determine the likely course of action of states. 

 

Diverting Calculations 

Accepting war as a rational component of statecraft is a depressing proposition. However, if 
war is to be considered a rational activity, then the calculations leading up to the outbreak of 
conflict can be altered, and thus the foreign policy course diverted. The key to creating peace 
through rational calculations is to identify weak points in the calculations of potential 
belligerents and devise strategies that exert pressure on a rational mind to seek an alternate 
course of action. 

At its simplest form one can consider deterrence to be such a manoeuvre. Deterrence aims to 
increase the cost calculations of certain actions by leveraging threats. It is a well-documented 
foreign policy practice frequently employed by major powers. However, to reduce the 
potential of rational choice calculations to mere deterrence would be simplistic. A simple 
question to ponder would be the scenario in which one wishes to alter the course of a state in 
achieving a survival interest. One has to ask whether it is possible to deter a nation from that 
through attempting to imposing further costs. One real world scenario would be North Korea 
which has identified the acquisition of nuclear weapons as a survival interest. The United 
States has attempted a coercive approach with a strong military deterrent component to divert 
Pyongyang from this course. However, North Korea already identifies the U.S. as an 
existential threat, which is deeply ingrained in its identity. Attempts at deterrence have only 
reinforced this identity, leading to defiance from Pyongyang and to an overall inefficient 
foreign policy. 

A rational choice approach to foreign policy cannot be limited to military deterrence, but it 
needs to take into account how to incentivize the pursuit of other policy avenues. Increasing 
the feasibility of certain options and/or positively affecting the cost-benefit balance of certain 
options can be just as powerful as deterrence, and in many scenarios it could prove to be 
more effective, depending on the conflict in question and the agent’s identity. 

One can consider the example of the Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands. The current situation is highly 
complicated. China has a lot of major interests attached to the islands, meaning that a long-
term retreat from the conflict is not possible. At the same time non-military conflict 
resolution options are not attractive from a rational choice perspective. Arbitration or 
adjudication is out of the question as China does not have a strong enough case for 
sovereignty to have a realistic chance for success. Third-party non-binding options are 
equally problematic as they go against Chinese foreign policy practices and the processes 
would lack a mutually acceptable third party. Bilateral negotiations are barred by Japanese 
policy on the islands. (Szanto, 2017) This means that in the long-term one cannot discount 
the possibility of a military resolution to the dispute based on China’s rational choice 
calculations, especially if the country’s power continues to rise. From a Japanese perspective 

129 
PCRC 2018



there are multiple avenues to respond. The most straightforward is to pursue deterrence, 
which seems to be the favoured solution of the Abe Administration. This would increase the 
cost component of military action, further pushing China to pursue delaying. However, this 
would also create a classical arms race and destabilize the region in the long-run, putting a 
heavy burden on Japan to maintain pace with a China with more latent power. Alternatively, 
identifying weak points in the calculations, Japan could attempt to divert China towards a 
more diplomatic approach by increasing the feasibility of bilateral negotiations through 
altering its own policies concerning the dispute.  This would certainly impose political costs 
on Japan, but could provide a foundation for confidence building and the long-term reshaping 
of the relationship between China and Japan that could potentially avert an armed 
confrontation between the two. 

The application of rational choice will affect such policy conundrums in two ways: First, one 
can utilize the predictive powers of the rational choice approach to anticipate the moves made 
by the opponent. Second, one can use a rational choice approach to chart a course on how to 
respond to these moves. 

Limitations 

This approach to foreign policy formulation and analysis is not without its limitations. 
Anyone claiming to be able to predict the future with certainty is most certainly a charlatan. 
The accuracy of the analysis will always be affected by imperfect information limiting both 
one’s understanding of the facts of a situation and one’s ability to utilize the perspectives of 
another. These are inherent limitations that cannot be overcome, only acknowledged. 

Some would argue that in light of such limitations the pragmatic value of conducting such an 
analysis is insignificant. However, such criticism ignores the fact that these foreign policy 
decisions need to be made, whether based on meticulous analysis or not, today. One cannot 
wait for the benefit of hindsight to wait for confirmation whether a particular avenue would 
have been better than another. Imperfect information limits accuracy, but under the 
conditions, limited accuracy is preferable to guesswork or policy formulation based on a 
purely theoretical basis. 

Conclusion 

The paper demonstrates a rational choice approach to the study of war as a form of statecraft. 
While not an endorsement of use of force, the fact remains that military power-based 
resolution options remain a tangible part of the international arena. Thus, a meticulous study 
of the decision to go to war is needed, based on a rational understanding of the phenomena. 
Such an approach can help to identify weak-points in the calculations of belligerents to divert 
their policy calculations into less destructive courses. 
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