
Debates over how
governments can defeat insurgencies ebb and ºow with international events.
Such debates tend to arise when the United States runs into problems in its
efforts to support a counterinsurgent government. Often the United States
approaches the problem of an armed, organized, internal nonstate political
challenge to a government as a zero-sum game. In this competition, the
state and nonstate actors compete for popular support and cooperation.
The U.S. prescription for success is twofold: to provide support for liberaliz-
ing, democratizing reforms designed to reduce popular grievances and gain
popular support while weakening the insurgency, and to target insurgents
with military force without harming civilians. I identify this prescription as
the “good governance approach” for its focus on building a liberal, reform-
ist central government to quell insurgency. Others have referred to it as
the “population-centric approach,” the “comprehensive approach,” or the
“hearts-and-minds approach.”1

In this article, I reconsider the effectiveness of the good governance ap-
proach in light of the extreme difªculty that liberal great powers have experi-
enced in applying it in Iraq, Afghanistan, and elsewhere. Since the al-Qaida
attacks of September 11, 2001, the United States has been trying to help smaller
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states defeat insurgents as part of the war on terror. The ªrst two U.S. military
deployments after hijacked planes slammed into the World Trade Center,
the Pentagon, and a Pennsylvania ªeld were to the Democratic Republic of
Georgia and the Philippines, where the governments were ªghting Muslim
insurgencies.2 The longest, most expensive efforts have been in Iraq and
Afghanistan, where the United States and its partner forces are still ªghting
multiple insurgent groups while the U.S. attempts to shape a more liberal
political order.3

I argue, in contrast to the good governance approach, that counterinsur-
gency success is the result of a violent state-building process in which elites
engage in a contest for power, popular interests matter little to the outcome,
and the government beneªts from the use of force against civilians. My theory
of counterinsurgency success, which I call the “coercion theory,” differs in two
important ways from the conventional wisdom on good governance. First, it
identiªes armed and unarmed elites as the key actors in counterinsurgency,
rather than the populace, and it underscores the counterinsurgents’ need to ac-
commodate the few rather than provide reforms for all. Second, it identiªes
the government’s use of force against insurgents and civilians as an important
factor in counterinsurgency success, as opposed to limiting the use of force to
avoid civilian harm. My analysis ªnds that counterinsurgency success requires
neither good governance reforms that redistribute power and wealth among
all citizens nor popular support for the state. Rather, defeating an insurgency
has three requirements. The ªrst is the government’s relatively low-cost ac-
commodation of its elite domestic rivals—that is, political actors such as war-
lords, regional or cultural leaders, and traditional rulers—to gain ªghting
power and information about the insurgency. The second requirement is the
application of brute force to control civilians and thus reduce the ºow of re-
sources to the insurgency. The third requirement is the application of coercive
force to break the insurgency’s will and capability to ªght on.

These ªndings show that, as the ªrst step in establishing relative political
stability, counterinsurgency has high moral and human costs.4 In addition,
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these ªndings pose an important corrective to U.S. policy choices regarding in-
tervention to support a counterinsurgent partner. My argument suggests that
U.S. efforts to reduce violence in these internal conºicts by introducing politi-
cal reforms are unlikely to succeed, and that such efforts will continue to raise
human, moral, and ªnancial costs for the United States as well as for its part-
ner states.

In the next section, I lay out existing explanations for counterinsurgency
success, including the good governance approach and force-based or guerrilla-
based approaches. I then identify their limitations and derive a rigorous theory
of good governance counterinsurgency success from the existing literature.5 I
next present the coercion theory of counterinsurgency success, explain my
qualitative research design, and compare the two theories’ explanatory power
by examining the well-known case of the Malayan Emergency and, more
brieºy, the cases of Dhofar, Oman, and El Salvador. In doing so, I identify over-
looked or underplayed evidence of limited or nonexistent reforms, govern-
ment violence against civilians, the government’s accommodation of rival
elites, and the lack of popular support for the government. I close with a dis-
cussion of the policy implications of my ªndings.

What Causes Counterinsurgency Success?

Many explanations for why governments are able to retain power against an
insurgency assume that both political and military efforts are required. Those
who study the question disagree, however, over how much political change is
necessary and whether a government’s use of force against civilians hurts or
helps its efforts to defeat armed nonstate actors ªghting to change the distribu-
tion of power or wealth within the state; or overturn the status quo; or divide
the state into two or more states. There are two opposing views in the counter-
insurgency literature on the role of the populace. One view is that the govern-
ment and the insurgency compete for the allegiance of the populace by
providing it with political, economic, and social beneªts—what I referred to
earlier as the good governance approach. The other view holds that the gov-
ernment succeeds simply or primarily by using military force against the in-
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surgency. In this section, I describe these two views in more detail and
assess their utility in explaining the causes of counterinsurgency success.6

the good governance approach to counterinsurgency success

The good governance approach to counterinsurgency success is based on the
belief that the government must provide political, economic, and social re-
forms that meet the needs of the population; reduce the number and kinds of
grievances fueling the insurgency, in an effort to obtain information about the
insurgency from civilians; and use force against the insurgency with great
care to avoid civilian harm. I call this the good governance approach to under-
score its causal logic vis-à-vis the populace. “Good governance” typically
means economic growth, political representation, and efªcient administration.
According to the U.S. National Security Strategy of 2002, in states that practice
good governance, “governments must ªght corruption, respect basic human
rights, embrace the rule of law, invest in health care and education, follow re-
sponsible economic policies, and enable entrepreneurship.”7

In this view, good governance is necessary to defeat insurgencies because it
is bad governance that causes them in the ªrst place. Greater representative
government and more public goods will build broad popular support for
the state, attract civilian cooperation against the insurgency, and marginal-
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ize the insurgents.8 In a list of requirements to defeat an insurgency, leading
counterinsurgents had as their ªrst item to “identify and redress the political,
economic, military, and other issues fueling the insurgency.”9 More re-
cently, Ian Beckett argues that counterinsurgency success requires government
reforms to address popular grievances.10

The 2006 U.S. Army/Marine Corps Counterinsurgency Field Manual exempliªes
the good governance approach, drawing on sixty years of Western practitio-
ner accounts of successful counterinsurgency campaigns.11 “Soldiers and
Marines are expected to be nation builders as well as warriors,” Gen. David
Petraeus and Gen. James Amos write. “They must be prepared to help reestab-
lish institutions and basic services. They must be able to facilitate establish-
ing local governance and the rule of law.”12 Gen. Peter Chiarelli explains
the logic based on his experience in Iraq: “A gun on every street corner, al-
though visually appealing, provides only a short-term solution and does
not equate to long-term security grounded in a democratic process.”13

Adopting reforms as a weapon against the insurgency, counterinsurgents be-
come responsible for the people’s well-being.14 Successful counterinsurgency
is “armed social work.”15

The good governance approach includes direct military targeting of insur-
gents, but governments must prevent harm to civilians because harm will only
increase support for the insurgency.16 This emphasis on discriminate force is
more prominent in contemporary work than in the post–World War II litera-
ture, but as David Galula writes, “every military move has to be weighed with
regard to its political effects, and vice versa.” “Only attack insurgents when
they get in the way,” advises the Counterinsurgency Field Manual. General
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15. Ibid., p. 299.
16. Ibid., p. 45.



Petraeus told troops in Afghanistan, “If we kill civilians or damage their prop-
erty . . . we will create more enemies than our operations eliminate.”17

Given the struggles of the United States and its partners in Iraq,
Afghanistan, and elsewhere, however, as well as counterinsurgency successes
that do not look much like results of the good governance approach (e.g., in
Chechnya, Turkey, and the Philippines), to what degree has this prescription
for counterinsurgency success actually achieved its objectives?

limits to the good governance approach

The internal logic of the good governance approach is solid, but the support-
ing research suffers from two main problems. First, it lacks theoretical rigor.
Second, it is based on unexamined assumptions. The lack of rigor hinders con-
sideration of which types of government behavior are more likely to contrib-
ute to success in which types of cases. Unexamined assumptions distort
analysis by drawing attention away from potentially important elements.

To date, there has been little research providing a rigorous theory of the
good governance approach, including speciªcation of the conditions under
which the approach holds. Research that supports the governance approach
generally does not delineate the domain in which best practices operate to best
effect.18 Further, researchers rarely engage in systematic comparisons of cases,
and they pay little attention to external validity—in one case, an author gener-
alized his ªndings on defeating insurgency based on his experience as a coun-
terinsurgent military ofªcer in two unusual campaigns.19 Others generalize
based on the experiences of a small number of intervening great powers—for
example, in a relatively rare type of case in which a great power faces an insur-
gency demanding national liberation.20 Recent data-driven quantitative re-
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20. See, for example, Thompson, Defeating Communist Insurgency; Galula, Counterinsurgency War-



search asks speciªc questions about the costs of the government’s use of force
and ways to gain popular support, but rarely asks what causes counterinsur-
gency success.21

Moreover, much of the research that supports the good governance ap-
proach makes potentially unwarranted assumptions about the campaigns
themselves. An example is the widespread assumption that counterinsurgent
governments deliver what they promise, thereby having positive effects on
the populace and negative effects on the insurgency.22 A related assumption
involves the role of reforms, including that the government has the capabil-
ity and will to institute them; that the populace desires them; and that the
majority has no political preferences and will side with the stronger side.23

Another problematic assumption is that foreign interveners have the ability to
decisively shape events.24 None of these assumptions is warranted by empiri-
cal research.25

Exacerbating the problems discussed above is that many supporters of the
good governance approach have conªned their examinations to the secondary
literature on successful counterinsurgency campaigns. Although this literature
presents normatively appealing narratives, it downplays less palatable coun-
terinsurgent choices.26 Some research considers the government, the insur-
gency, and the populace as unitary actors, occasionally also conºating the
counterinsurgent government and the intervening power backing it.27 As-
suming away domestic politics within the state experiencing the insurgency
confounds analysis, because insurgency is a domestic political problem.

The argument that good governance causes counterinsurgency success also
rests on the assumption that success requires popular support, and thus that
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23. See, for example, Galula, Counterinsurgency Warfare, pp. 8–9, 53. For challenges to this view, see
D. Michael Shafer, Deadly Paradigms: The Failure of U.S. Counterinsurgency Policy (Princeton, N.J.:
Princeton University Press, 1988); and Stathis N. Kalyvas, The Logic of Violence in Civil War (New
York: Cambridge University Press, 2006).
24. See, for example, Fishel and Manwaring, Uncomfortable Wars Revisited; and Krepinevich, The
Army and Vietnam.
25. Scholars noting these problems include Shafer, Deadly Paradigms; and Douglas J. Macdonald,
Adventures in Chaos: American Intervention for Reform in the Third World (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
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Monica, Calif.: RAND Corporation, 2010).
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the populace is the center of gravity, “the hub of all power and movement, on
which everything depends.”28 It is not empirically obvious, however, that pop-
ular support is necessary for success; the second Russian conºict in Chechnya
and the Turkish war on the Kurdistan Workers’ Party from 1984 to 1999 are
two campaigns suggesting that it may not be so. In each case, the government
experienced success without implementing reforms or limiting the use of
force. Similarly, insurgencies that rely on ªnancing from the sale of natural re-
sources such as gems or timber need little popular support to succeed.29 Distri-
bution of public goods may not be relevant if the fundamental issue is the
redistribution of power.30 Indeed, public goods may increase the ºow of re-
sources to the insurgency.31

These problems also appear in the leading alternative approach to counter-
insurgency success, which advocates targeting the insurgency directly with
military force and downplays questions about political efforts that may be
necessary for success.

force-based approaches to counterinsurgency success

There are two schools of thought in the post–World War II literature on coun-
terinsurgency success that emphasize the use of military force targeting insur-
gents. One is the so-called guerrilla-centric or enemy-centric approach. The
other is the cost-beneªt approach. A lack of rigor and unquestioned assump-
tions about the role of force and of politics in counterinsurgent success
limits the usefulness of both approaches.32
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28. Carl von Clausewitz, On War, Michael Howard and Peter Paret, trans. (Oxford: Oxford Uni-
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Strategy,” Civil Wars, Vol. 9, No. 4 (December 2007), pp. 420–444, doi:10.1080/13698240701699631.
Andrew J. Birtle argues that the use of force has been more determinative than reforms. See
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D.C.: U.S. Army Center of Military History, 2006). Gil Merom argues that democracies fail at coun-
terinsurgency because domestic politics forestall effective uses of force. See Merom, How Democ-



The guerrilla-centric or enemy-centric approach to counterinsurgency suc-
cess prescribes defeating an insurgency militarily. Cold War–era French army
ofªcer Roger Trinquier, for example, argues that force is the foundation of
counterinsurgency success.33 Historian Edward Luttwak notes the successful
application of terrible force, including collective punishment and reprisal kill-
ings, in past successful counterinsurgencies.34 Retired U.S. Army ofªcer Ralph
Peters argues that “insurgencies overwhelmingly have been put down thor-
oughly by killing insurgents.”35

In the 1960s, RAND researchers Charles Wolf and Nathan Leites developed
the cost-beneªt approach to counterinsurgency.36 In place of trying to gain the
allegiance of the populace through a time-consuming, expensive process of of-
fering reforms, they prescribed punishing civilians who do not cooperate and
providing beneªts to those who do. This carrot-and-stick approach should pre-
vent insurgents from obtaining resources such as food, shelter, and civilian re-
cruits, while military force should prevent insurgent violence.

Neither approach discussed above presents testable theories, identiªes the
conditions under which its prescription is likely to succeed, or provides a sys-
tematic analysis of relevant cases. Each assumes that the government’s use of
violence will repress all of the insurgents’ political goals and that the use
of force will reduce rather than increase the level of popular protest.37

The Good Governance versus Coercive Theory of Success

In this section, I derive hypotheses on the good governance theory and the co-
ercive theory of counterinsurgency to assess their explanatory power.38
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(December 1979), pp. 444–466, doi:10.1177/106591297903200408.
38. See Stephen Van Evera, Guide to Methods for Students of Political Science (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell
University Press, 1997), p. 26, on inferring a theory.



good governance theory

In the good governance theory of counterinsurgency success, the independent
variable is good governance and the dependent variable is insurgent defeat.
I deªne success according to the U.S. Government Counterinsurgency Guide as
the  “marginalization  of  the  insurgents  to  the  point  at  which  they  are  de-
stroyed, co-opted, or reduced to irrelevance in numbers and capability.”39

The theory includes two intervening variables: the discriminate use of
force against the insurgency and the implementation of reforms. I operational-
ize the military variable as the systematic avoidance of harm to civilian lives
and property, even at military cost, as the Geneva Conventions require.40 I
operationalize the political variable as systematic reforms beneªting the entire
population, including elites. Systematic reforms are costly to elites because
they take wealth and power from those who rule and distribute them to those
who do not. The cause of success is the government’s gain in popular support
and the resulting ºow of information on the insurgency, and the insurgency’s
corresponding loss of support and information, as well as its military defeat.

A series of predictions ºow from the good governance theory. First, if the
targeting of insurgents is highly discriminate, sparing civilian damage even at
military cost, popular support for the government should rise. Second, if the
government introduces reforms beneªting all, its popular support should in-
crease, and the insurgency should be signiªcantly weakened.

If, however, the insurgency is substantially weakened or defeated through
the use of force before improvements in governance are made, or before there
is a shift in public support to the state, or if there is no shift in popular support
to the state, or if no or only highly limited reforms are implemented by the
government, then the governance theory cannot explain counterinsurgent suc-
cess. In the next section, I lay out the coercion theory of counterinsurgency
success, compare it to the governance theory, and identify scope conditions for
both theories.

coercive counterinsurgency

In the coercion theory of counterinsurgency success, the independent variable
is coercion. There are two intervening variables, one military and one politi-
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cal. I operationalize the ªrst variable as a military campaign to destroy the in-
surgency’s capability and will to continue ªghting. The campaign has two
facets, direct and indirect. The direct military effort is an attrition campaign
against the insurgency (this is also assumed to take place in the good gover-
nance theory).41 The indirect military effort uses brute force to block the ºow
of resources from civilians to insurgents.42 I operationalize the second variable
as accommodation—that is, the use of threats and rewards to gain the coopera-
tion of political and military leaders outside the government in exchange for
intelligence on the insurgency and the provision of military capabilities to the
government.43 The process involves the use of coercion to break the insur-
gency as a ªghting force and organization based on the use of the threat, dis-
play, or application of force to coerce changes.44

The government gains the cooperation of elites by making accommodations.
“Accommodations” denote beneªts to some, but not all, political actors.45 The
beneªts may include direct payments; the granting of impunity for criminal
activity or violence; access to material resources such as timber or revenue-
producing checkpoints; and access to nonmaterial resources, such as the grant-
ing of an ofªcial position (which may also prove lucrative in material terms) to
a rival elite (see table 1).

The government uses accommodations to co-opt elites because these accom-
modations are far less costly to government elites than are good governance
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reforms.46 In contrast, reforms change the distribution of power and wealth
within the state. They represent major, permanent adjustments in the struc-
tures or policies governing the distribution and exercise of power within the
state, and they affect everyone within it. Reforms include political liberaliza-
tion (i.e., creation of institutions assuring free-and-fair elections, freedom of
political expression, protection of civil and human rights, and redistribution
of property or income).47

The government needs the cooperation of rival elites because relatively few
individuals have the knowledge and skills necessary to successfully target an
insurgency militarily and politically. Civilians may have tactical information
on, for example, where they last saw insurgents or who is related to whom.
They are less likely to have politically signiªcant information on, for example,
the interests of leading insurgents and on rifts or factions within the insur-
gency. Elites include defectors; sources within the insurgency; and social, intel-
lectual, and business leaders. They also may share nonstate military resources,
such as militias, with the government.

The coercion theory analyzes counterinsurgency as primarily a domestic po-
litical process of violent state-building. Historically, the process has been con-
vulsive. Political order arises from elite efforts to reduce violent political
rivalry. Elites seek the minimum winning coalition necessary to retain power,
and they rule to protect their own interests, not those of the populace.48
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Table 1. Examples of Political Change

Costly Changes Beneªting All Less Costly Changes Beneªting a Few

Government Reforms for All Government Accommodation of Selected Elites

Redistribute land to peasants Trade impunity for information
Liberalize political system Make side payments to rival elites
Protect human/civil rights Deliver basic foodstuffs/medical care on irregular

basis to some communities/individualsBuild democratic institutions



In line with the existing literature, the coercion theory recognizes that
counterinsurgency success is about political interests, as war always is.49 The
coercion theory contrasts with the good governance approach to counterinsur-
gency success in three important ways, however. First, it identiªes the sig-
niªcance of conferring accommodations on elites rather than proposing and
implementing reforms to gain popular support. Second, it identiªes the critical
role of military control of civilians, rather than their protection from harm (see
table 2). Third, the coercion theory is explanatory, whereas the good gover-
nance approach is prescriptive or programmatic.50

Two predictions ºow from the coercion theory.51 First, if the government ac-
commodates rival elites, then its intelligence and military capabilities should
increase. Second, if it uses its increased capabilities to more effectively target
insurgents and their resource ºows, including controlling the populace,
then the insurgency should be signiªcantly weakened.

The coercion theory cannot explain success if any of the following three con-
ditions applies: ªrst, the government does not control the populace; second,
the government implements reforms beneªting all, gaining support among
the population while reducing support for the insurgency, before using its
strengthened capabilities against civilians and the insurgency to defeat insur-
gent forces; and third, the government systematically avoids harm to civilians,
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Table 2. Examples of Contrasting Military Treatment of Civilians

Avoid Civilian Damage, Even at Military Cost Forcefully Control Civilians

Cancel/delay military operations Force civilians into controlled areas
Avoid use of area weapons Target communities militarily
Put military forces at risk to avoid civilian damage Limit civilian access to resources



even at military cost.52 Figure 1 presents a comparison of the predictions of the
two theories and the case outcomes. In the next section, I describe the research
design I used to gauge the relative explanatory power of these two theories.

Research Design

In this article, I inquire into the conditions under which a counterinsurgent cli-
ent government backed by a liberal great power patron succeeds in retaining
power against an insurgency.53 The universe of cases consists of internal
conºicts from 1945 to 2017 in which a liberal Western great power successfully
intervened to support a client state facing an insurgency, and in which no sig-
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Figure 1. Rival Predictions of Good Governance and Coercion Theories, Case Outcomes
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niªcant recurrence of violence followed within ªve years. I do not distinguish
between irregular and conventional conºict, because many insurgents and
counterinsurgents engage in both. I focus on the post–World War II period be-
cause norms on governmental treatment of noncombatants have changed
since 1945 with the adoption of the Geneva Conventions, and because the
state’s treatment of civilians plays an important role in counterinsurgency—
either because they must be sheltered from harm, according to the good gover-
nance theory, or because they must be tightly controlled by force, according to
the coercion theory.

The domain for this analysis consists of ªve campaigns in which the govern-
ment succeeded in preventing an insurgent takeover. Proponents of the good
governance approach claim these as exemplary for their relatively high level of
reforms and relatively low level of intentional use of force against civilians.54

These are also cases in which the liberal great power patron insisted that re-
forms were necessary to defeat the insurgency and pressed its client hard to
attain them despite resistance.55 Thus, these campaigns constitute cases that
the good governance theory should be able to explain and my coercion theory
should fail to explain.

I analyze the campaigns to ask what the government did and when and
where it did it. I do not rely on what the government said it would do.56

Asking what governments actually did in their successful campaigns identiªes
choices overlooked or downplayed in most work on counterinsurgency. Public
support, meanwhile, is difªcult to assess and more so in wartime. I evaluate
popular support by examining the level of participation in government initia-
tives intended to show or gain support.57

The case I discuss most fully here is the 1946–60 Malayan Emergency, in
which Britain defended its colony from the Malaya National Liberation Army
(MNLA), a group composed of communist and nationalist insurgents. I focus
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on Malaya because the Emergency is widely believed to be an example of the
right way to do counterinsurgency.58 I also consider more brieºy the 1965–75
British-backed campaign in Dhofar, Oman, and the 1979–92 U.S.-supported
campaign in El Salvador. To do so, I examined memoirs, oral histories, and
contemporaneous documents in U.S. and British archives. I also reviewed the
secondary literature and interviewed participants.

Neither the good governance theory nor the coercion theory explains all
cases of counterinsurgency success, for two reasons. First, the scope of both
theories includes only cases in which insurgents rely primarily on the popu-
lace for resources.59 Second, the analysis includes no cases of ethnic conºict,
which some scholars argue differ in important ways from other types of inter-
nal conºict.60

To be sure, one might argue that both theories sacriªce ªdelity to reality for
reasons of elegance. The goal of theory building, however, is to identify causal
patterns in phenomenon across time and space, not to fully explain any single
event, act, or choice. Thus, by deªnition, theory is parsimonious. In addition,
the declining focus in political science on creating and reªning theories
increases the value of work taking on this task.61

Some critics might say that these theories are not mutually exclusive be-
cause governments employ a mixture of strategies when ªghting an insur-
gency. This criticism is unfounded, because I do not claim that governments
must choose one theory or the other. Rather, I argue that the good governance
theory errs in its identiªcation of the causes of counterinsurgency success.
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I also do not consider whether a counterinsurgent tries to implement either
theory as a strategy. What matters for analyzing the relative predictive value
of the two theories is whether the process ending with counterinsurgent
success unfolds with the predicted values on the intervening variables. In
the next section, I examine how the two theories’ predictions fare in the case
of the Malayan Emergency, with occasional references to the Dhofar and
El Salvador cases.

Malaya

The British colonial administration in Malaya conducted a successful counter-
insurgency campaign from 1946 to 1960 against the MNLA, which was ªght-
ing for an independent communist state. The Malayan Emergency, declared in
1948, lasted longer than the insurgency, which the security forces defeated as
an organization and as a ªghting force within the ªrst few years of the cam-
paign. Government success was likely, given the small number of insurgents;
their lack of external support; the small, marginalized popular base they co-
erced into providing support; and British advantages, including relative mili-
tary power, geography (the Malay Peninsula is relatively easy to cut off from
smuggling efforts); and British familiarity with the region and peoples dat-
ing to the eighteenth century. At the same time, however, the government in
London and British ofªcials and military ofªcers in Malaya did not consider
success a given.

The insurgency began in 1946 with a terrorism campaign launched by
the MNLA against Malayan economic targets. At its height, the group con-
sisted of 5,000–10,000 lightly armed guerrillas and a political organization
based in the ethnic Chinese community.62 The insurgents drew most of their
support from tin miners and rubber tappers living in squalid camps on the
jungle’s fringes. The MNLA used extortion and coercion to dominate the iso-
lated camp dwellers.63

The group’s goals limited its ability to grow. Its predominantly ethnic
Chinese members sought support based not on a shared ethnicity, but on the
narrowly appealing message of communism disseminated to poor communi-
ties and the more broadly appealing message of independence from Britain.64
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Residents of poor communities beyond the jungle squatters showed little inter-
est in politics. Independence appealed to Malaya’s elites, while communism
did not. The ethnic Chinese community, meanwhile, was fragmented by na-
tional origin, views on the 1949 Chinese Revolution, and the kind of work in
which its members engaged.65 Malaya’s population of approximately 4.55 mil-
lion was 49 percent ethnic Malay, 38 percent ethnic Chinese, and 12 percent
ethnic Indian, with a sprinkling of other ethnicities.66 There was relatively little
anti-British feeling after the Allies’ victory at the end of World War II drove out
the Japanese occupiers.67

Ethnic Malay elites included the traditional rulers of the peninsula’s con-
stitutive states and English-speaking Malay administrators who feared los-
ing traditional Malay dominance after Malaya gained independence from
Britain.68 As the possibility of independence drew closer, ethnic Chinese and
ethnic Indian elites grew anxious about protecting their business interests
within the new state. In contrast, British authorities found that independence
mattered little to the masses. The ethnic Malay population lived mostly in ru-
ral, self-supporting communities and was less prosperous than either the eth-
nic Chinese or ethnic Indians. Ethnic Indians, like the Malays, feared that the
establishment of a liberal democracy in Malaya (the British goal) would mean
ethnic Chinese domination, because the ethnic Chinese constituted the second-
largest ethnic population in Malaya and were its most prosperous residents.

The conventional wisdom regarding the Malayan Emergency is that after its
initial failure to defeat the insurgency through the indiscriminate use of force,
the British military turned to seeking popular support; initiated reforms, in-
cluding the granting of independence; obtained information about the insur-
gency; and defeated it while avoiding intentional harm to civilians. During the
ªrst two years of the campaign, according to this view, the British relied on
massive sweeps that only alienated the populace.69 With the appointment of
Lt. Gen. Sir Harold Briggs as director of operations in 1950, the campaign
turned political. Briggs’s strategy included the creation of “New Villages,”
designed to protect civilians from insurgents; delivery of basic goods to needy
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civilians; co-optation of the insurgents’ message concerning Malayan inde-
pendence; and unity of effort among all government actors.70

Recent revisionist work underlines the forceful character of the British cam-
paign, however, including violence against civilians. The ªrst years of the
campaign involved the state’s use of terrorist tactics to intimidate ethnic
Chinese and others into supporting the government. From 1948 to 1949, the
government engaged in mass arrests, the destruction of property, forced popu-
lation movements, and the use of lethal force, with military assessments
ªnding these measures effective.71 A British reassessment in 1950 led to a fo-
cus on more discriminate uses of force and an increase in population and re-
sources controls. In this second phase, British tactics included continued
forced resettlement and collective punishment. This time, however, the pun-
ishment was more likely to be applied to communities actually supporting in-
surgents. The ªnal phase of the campaign included the conferral of social
beneªts on some members of the populace and more targeted offensive action
against the insurgents.72

In Dhofar, British ofªcers led the ªght against the communist-nationalist in-
surgents in Oman’s southernmost, poorest, and most isolated region. Analysts
often present this campaign as a model of counterinsurgency success.73 In
El Salvador, U.S. forces trained and advised Salvadoran forces and policy-
makers in their battle against a nationalist-Marxist-Socialist–Social Democratic
insurgency. It, too, is often presented as a model campaign.74 El Salvador dif-
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fers from the other cases discussed here in that the government remained in
control of the state despite not defeating the insurgency. The war ended with a
peace agreement.

In all three cases, as I discuss in the next section, the government survived
the insurgent challenge. In Malaya, the campaign included offensive opera-
tions against the insurgents and systematic violence against civilians; the gov-
ernment undertook no reforms; it attracted no popular support; but it did gain
elite cooperation—thus lending support to the coercion theory rather than the
good governance theory. In Dhofar, the military forcefully controlled the civil-
ian population, though not to the extent seen in Malaya, cutting off the ºow of
resources to insurgents. Successive sultans refused to initiate reforms, but the
military accommodated rival elites to gain information on the insurgents and
enhance its military power. In all three cases, the government failed to gain
popular support. In El Salvador, the military cleared entire rural areas without
cutting links between the insurgents and the people; the government failed
to make reforms; and it did not win over rival elites. The differences in the
El Salvador case compared with the Malaya and Dhofar cases conªrm the role
of elite cooperation with the counterinsurgency and the military’s forceful con-
trol of civilians as identiªed in the coercion theory.

a quick military defeat of the malayan insurgency

The British use of force in Malaya, including indiscriminate aerial bombing
and the use of area weapons, as well as the forceful control of civilians and the
resources they and the insurgents needed to live, led to the 1949 defeat of
the threat posed by the MNLA.75

As of 1948, two years into the insurgency, the government’s use of violence
had forced the insurgents to break up into smaller bands. The insurgency’s
communications capabilities and ability to coordinate action were crippled; it
was short of money; and its number of attacks had declined, as had insurgent
morale.76 Captured documents reveal the consequences of the government’s
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actions as of March 1949, particularly its forceful resettlement of civilians into
guarded communities.77 A surrendered insurgent reported in September and
October 1949 that enthusiasm for the communists was waning and that insur-
gents in his area of Selengor state had been short of ammunition for ten
months.78 MNLA leader Chin Peng dated the peak and beginning of the de-
cline of the insurgency to 1949–50, largely as a result of its losing contact with
civilians forced to live under military control.79 British authorities, too, recog-
nized the effectiveness of the military’s resettlement of civilians in reducing
the MNLA’s ability to survive.80

By 1951, the government’s use of force had shattered the insurgency as both
an organization and a ªghting force.81 With their leaders’ order in October to
withdraw to the jungle in response to the government’s tight control of the
population and resources, insurgents could no longer mass force, communi-
cate, or plan.82 Their ability to launch attacks had declined so dramatically that
the military changed its offensive focus from civilian resettlement and resource
controls to pursuit of the remaining rebel ªghters hiding deep in the jungle.83
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The number of terrorist-inspired incidents fell from a monthly average of 507
in 1951 to 89 in 1954.84 In 1951, two-thirds of insurgent attacks were concen-
trated in just two states, Johore and Perak.85 As one government ofªcial noted
in 1953, in some areas of Perak, insurgents “survive only in small groups of
dispirited men and women.”86 Demoralized insurgents were on the run, mak-
ing ambushes of security forces rare by 1952.87 In 1952, 7,000 man-hours of pa-
trolling were required to see one insurgent.88 Military analysts attributed the
dramatic fall in military contact with insurgents (from 939 contacts in 1951 to
350 in 1955) “to the elimination rates of terrorists (killed, captured, surren-
dered, and died of natural causes) being higher than recruitment rates.”89 As
security forces moved deeper into the jungle, the number of insurgents killed
or captured in government ambushes rose dramatically each month, from
about 30 in May 1952 to approximately 400 in May 1953.90

The increase in the number of insurgents surrendering to the government
was an indication of their weakening will to continue ªghting. In June 1951,
the number surged about 180 percent over the three previous months, with in-
surgent casualties rising 42 percent.91 In 1954, reasons given for surrender
included food shortages, pressure from the security forces, and a loss of faith
in the possibility of victory.92 There were about 2,100 insurgents in 1957, with
9,581 killed, captured, or surrendered since June 1948.93 “Every aspect of the
Emergency is dwindling,” British authorities reported in 1957. The insurgents’
“primary aim for the past four years has been to evade contact.”94

In Dhofar, after six years of barely holding on against the insurgency, the
Sultan’s Armed Forces (SAF) ramped up offensive operations in 1971. The mil-
itary moved up from the coastal area—the only part of Dhofar still held by the
sultan—into the insurgent-held mountains. The SAF took territory and cleared
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the more populated Eastern Area of Dhofar, and then did the same in the
Central Area. It used indiscriminate air strikes and artillery to ªnd and attack
insurgents.95 The SAF destroyed the remnants of the Dhofar Liberation Front
in the sparsely populated Western Area, despite the insurgency’s base being
located across the border in Yemen.96

From 1979 to 1983, the Salvador government neutralized the threat of revo-
lution, employing a variety of terror tactics. It then used its augmented ªre-
power to break down the insurgency from a ªghting force strong enough to
threaten the government’s survival to an organization that held signiªcant
territory but was too weak to take over the state.97 The El Salvador Armed
Forces (ESAF) relied on the Batallónes de Infantería de Reacción Immediata
(Immediate Reaction Infantry Battalions, or BIRIs) to target insurgents and ci-
vilians in the countryside.98 The BIRIs could not hold territory, but they were
able to degrade the insurgency’s military capabilities with search-and-destroy
missions over the course of the war. The Farabundo Martí National Liberation
Front (FMLN) moved from smashing conventional ESAF units in the ªeld in
1983 to seeing its main-force units shattered by U.S.-supplied airpower and
ground attacks in 1984. The FMLN returned to political organizing and eco-
nomic terrorism. Military victory was impossible as long as the state retained
U.S. backing.

forceful control of civilians

In Malaya, the British use of force targeting the insurgency, in conjunction with
authoritative control of the populace and the country’s resources, broke the in-
surgency’s capacity and will to ªght. In response to insurgent efforts to coerce
material and nonmaterial support from isolated squatter settlements and other
communities, the British took steps to “protect” the population. These steps
took the form of controlling civilian behavior by force, however, rather than
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protecting willing civilians from insurgent harm. The control and resettlement
campaign began in the late 1940s, but the new communities were given their
familiar name of “New Villages” only in 1950. Between 1950 and 1960, more
than 500,000 people, including about 25 percent of the ethnic Chinese popula-
tion, were forcefully resettled into heavily guarded communities, where their
behavior was closely monitored.99 “In spite of the sullenly hostile population,
we are making very good military progress by screwing down the people in
the strongest and sternest manner,” the director of operations reported
in 1956.100

Every relocation of a community relied on overwhelming force and the ele-
ment of surprise. The army descended on villages at dawn and rounded up
everyone. The villages were burned, the animals slaughtered or driven off, and
the inhabitants moved into fortiªed camps. There, they were subject to twice-
daily body searches and other strict controls.101 In other areas, civilians could
not transport food, money, or clothes; rice (a dietary staple) was rationed and
could only be sold cooked, because it spoils quickly in hot weather.102 In addi-
tion, British authorities deported 31,249 residents between 1948 and 1955.103

Other harsh measures included detention without trial, seizure of food, and
destruction of premises used by insurgents and supporters.104 Those resettled
included ethnic Malays held in 139 communities encircled by barbed wire.105

In targeting the populace militarily, the SAF turned Dhofar’s coastal capital,
Salalah, into a prison camp surrounded by barbed wire fences, with all inhab-
itants and pack animals searched to prevent the transfer of money and sup-
plies to insurgents.106 It tightly controlled the villages on the coastal plain.107

The military moved uncooperative civilians to Salalah, conªscating cattle
and over-chlorinating wells to make the water undrinkable.108 On the plain,
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the movement of foodstuffs was banned.109 Food controls were also imposed
in the mountains, home to many insurgents.110 SAF commander Brig. John
Graham ordered forces to punish Dhofaris who helped the rebels.111 The SAF
burned crops to deny resources to the insurgency.112 Depending on the
commander at the time, the SAF took greater or lesser care to avoid harm to
civilians.113 Long, fortiªed barriers in the mountains also controlled civil-
ian movements.Interdiction efforts culminated in completion of the mined
Hornbeam Line, stretching thirty-ªve miles from the coast across the moun-
tains. By the end of the war, walls and clearing operations had cut off the in-
surgents in the West from 85 to 90 percent of civilians and their resources.114

In El Salvador, the government systematically targeted civilians throughout
the war because it perceived them as an existential threat. The military at-
tacked them using bombing and shelling; indiscriminate capture; torture;
systematic destruction of homes and crops; and forced relocation to cities and
camps, where the inhabitants were easier to control.115 It treated civilians in
insurgent-dominated areas like combatants.116 Ofªcers talked about making an
example of suspected insurgent supporters with reference to La Limpieza (the
cleansing).117 Cleansing operations spread fear,118 separating civilians from
the insurgents because residents afraid to return to their homes could not pro-
vide support to the insurgents.119 Military sweeps depopulated entire areas. By
December 1983, an estimated 400,000 people had been internally displaced;
another 200,000 had ºed to Mexico and elsewhere in Central America (includ-
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ing to refugee camps across the border in Honduras); and an estimated half a
million had entered the United States.120

In all three cases, as I discuss in the next section, government efforts to con-
trol civilian populations did not include reforms for all. In two of the cases
(Malaya and Dhofar), efforts did include accommodations for a few.

elite cooperation, not reform

The British government had eliminated the insurgents’ “very real threat to the
security and economic recovery of Malaya” by 1949. Its success occurred be-
fore it provided accommodations to resettled civilians. Defeat also came well
before the major political change the British government instituted in Malaya,
the granting of independence in 1957.121 The British promise and implementa-
tion of plans for independence were not, however, intended to quell the insur-
gency. British planning for an independent Malaysia began in 1942, not in
response to the Emergency.122 The British government planned to transform its
colony into a liberal democracy with a multi-ethnic military.123 Its goals in-
cluded creation of a Malaysian identity for all inhabitants.124 Ultimately, how-
ever, the British had to put aside their plans for liberal reforms and instead
accommodate elite interests.

Britain’s ªrst effort at creating a liberal post–World War II polity in a Malaya
that was intended to graduate to self-governance was its formation of the
Malayan Union in 1946. The Union gave all residents equal rights. Ethnic elites
in the colony, however, feared that a liberal democracy based on individual
rather than ethnic rights would redistribute their power to ethnic groups other
than theirs. Malay elites, for example, feared losing status and power to the
ethnic Chinese and ethnic Indians, who made up about half the population.
Consequently, they resisted British reformist plans to grant expanded citizen-
ship and voting rights to non-Malays. Malaya elites also objected to further re-
ductions in the role of Malaya’s traditional rulers, the sultans.125 Some Malays
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told British colonial ofªcials that “it would be preferable to continue under a
‘colonial’ regime rather than to grant the Chinese the claim for [citizen-
ship].”126 Ethnic Chinese elites, meanwhile, fearing increased Malay domina-
tion, asked the British if they could change their minds about supporting inde-
pendence.127

Under elite pressure, Britain replaced the Union with the Federation of
Malaya in 1948. The Federation protected the special rights of the Malay sul-
tans (granted by the British in the colonial period), assured ethnic Malay domi-
nation of the new state of Malaysia, and limited the electoral role of other
ethnic groups in the Federation and in Malaysia.128 Ethnic Chinese elites
were given leadership positions and the promise of future power once ethnic
Chinese residents had been given increased citizenship rights.129 In exchange,
the British received the sultans’ agreement to establish a strong, centralized
state designed to promote economic development and effective government
administration.130 In creating the Federation, Britain abandoned its reformist
plans and accepted Malay elites’ demands to maintain traditional hierarchies
and communal relationships.131

Meanwhile, British colonial authorities began systematically delivering ac-
commodations to selected civilian communities only in 1952, after having neu-
tered the insurgent threat in 1949.132 The distribution of these accommodations
was based on civilian cooperation with the authorities, such as sharing infor-
mation on the insurgency. The goods and services the British provided were
not public goods shared by all. High Commissioner Sir Henry Gurney wrote
in 1950 that the government was not implementing reforms to meet popular
needs: “We are doing little to improve the lot of [sic] mass of the population
beyond increasing taxation.”133 In the 1951–52 period, residents of the New
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Villages “enjoyed only rudimentary facilities to compensate for the trauma of
being uprooted” from their homes and forced into the camps.134 Aid such as
clothing, building materials, and cash advances was provided by charities and
the Malayan Chinese Association because of the government’s failure to do
so.135 The British Red Cross began giving New Village residents social-welfare
assistance in 1952.136

In Dhofar, the British consistently pushed the sultan to make systematic
reforms. During the war, however, none were implemented.137 The provision
of goods that did take place during the conºict, such as well-digging, oc-
curred primarily on the more secure coastal plain and the highland behind
the guerrilla-held mountains, so it could not have directly driven the insur-
gency’s defeat.138 Sultan Qaboos refused to let Dhofaris participate in the pro-
vincial government he had appointed.139 The British wondered in 1972 if there
was any point in continuing military aid to Oman in the absence of reforms.140

They were near despair about the lack of reforms in 1974, when the insurgency
had already lost two-thirds of its strength.141 A month after Qaboos declared
the insurgency defeated, the government showed no grasp of the importance
of meeting popular needs.142 The most important accommodation in the
conºict was Qaboos’s amnesty for insurgents, which enabled formation of
the ªrqats (militias). The ªrqats’ personal relationships, language, and particu-
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lar ªghting skills enabled the SAF to target the insurgency directly and to more
easily control and gain information from civilians.143

In El Salvador, the United States pressed for reforms it considered crucial to
defeat the insurgency.144 Government elites resisted reforms as inimical
to their interests.145 The highest-proªle reforms demanded—free-and-fair elec-
tions and land reform—were not fully implemented, because they would have
stripped state elites of power and wealth. The so-called reforms that the gov-
ernment did implement merely reinstated the limited political openness that
had existed prior to the state terrorism of the late 1970s and early 1980s. Elec-
tions were neither free nor fair.146 They did, however, eventually help reopen
political space closed since the crackdown at the beginning of the war. The
state slowly permitted re-creation of popular and civic groups, including peas-
ant organizations, trade unions, women’s groups, and neighborhood associa-
tions, though it also continued to violently target such organizations.147 In a
state where 1 percent of the population owned more than 70 percent of the
land and more than 40 percent of the rural populace comprised landless share-
croppers or estate laborers, U.S. policymakers considered land distribution key
to defeating the FMLN.148 Under U.S. pressure, the junta announced a land re-
form plan in March 1980. The plan was ambitious, but elite intransigence
severely limited its execution.149 Oligarchs remained the owners of many
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large estates. A 1992 analysis found that land reform affected 20 percent of
El Salvador’s land area and 10 percent of the population, leaving 54 percent
of the workforce landless, land poor, or unemployed.150

I have not identiªed instances in which the Salvadoran government at-
tempted to provide accommodations to selected nonstate political or military
elites. It is possible that in a revolutionary context, such as the Salvadoran civil
war, opportunities for accommodation are unlikely.151

Not only were there no reforms in any of these cases, as predicted by the co-
ercion theory, but in all three, the government succeeded without gaining pop-
ular support, as I show in the next section.

no increase in popular support

Britain never gained the broad popular support among all ethnic communities
that it believed necessary for success against the Malayan insurgency.152 State-
ments ruing this fact, and the lack of civilian provision of information on the
insurgency that was supposed to follow rising popular support, appear in con-
temporaneous documents throughout the Emergency.153

Elites focused on ensuring that arrangements for independence suited their
needs. The sultans lacked Britain’s concern about the communist-nationalist
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threat and remained uninterested in the Emergency.154 Ethnic Chinese resi-
dents displayed a similar indifference to British efforts to encourage Malayan
nationalism.155 The lack of popular interest in the campaign against the MNLA
and politics more broadly frustrated the British authorities. “The public has, as
usual, done its best to disprove Aristotle’s dictum that man is by nature a po-
litical animal,” a British ofªcial declared in 1954.156

New Village inhabitants generally did not consider themselves the fortunate
recipients of government reforms. A review of the Villages in 1954 found large
variation in levels of poverty and squalor. One was “bad in all respects. Should
be moved, preferably to Christmas Island for hydrogen bomb tests,” the re-
viewing British ofªcial wrote.157 A doctor described one resettled community
in the following terms: “Four hundred beings, including children, huddled
there. . . . I shall never forget their pale and puffy faces: beriberi, or the ulcers
on their legs. Their skin was the hue of the swamp. They stank. There was no
clean water.”158 In George Town, the capital of Penang state, ethnic Chinese
considered the New Villages “small and remote concentration camps, devoid
of any attraction whatsoever.”159 In 1955, “New Villagers around Ipoh
[the state capital of Perak] still appear to be uncooperative, indifferent, or
actively hostile.”160 In 1957, British authorities found there was still consider-
able discontent, rather than popular support for the government, in the
New Villages.161

Similarly, in Oman the government did not gain the popular support the
British wanted. The populace hailed Qaboos when he replaced his father,
Sa’id, but his popularity quickly faded. In June 1971, Dhofaris were disillu-
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sioned with Qaboos and gloomy about their future.162 By November 1971,
all of Oman considered the government inefªcient and corrupt.163 At the end
of the war, Dhofari dissatisfaction was still rising over the government’s lack
of action and bad administration.164

In El Salvador, the United States considered voting a sign of popular sup-
port for the government. Balloting fell over the course of the war, however, de-
spite inºated turnout totals.165 Turnout slid from 65 percent of eligible voters
in the 1984 presidential election to 48 percent in the 1985 midterms.166 Turn-
out in the 1988 midterms was estimated at 48 percent and dropped to an esti-
mated 40 percent in the 1989 presidential balloting. The turnout in the 1991
midterms was estimated at 44 percent. The decline in participation reºected
suspicion and unrest, as well as the lack of a level playing ªeld. In 1990, only
19 percent of Salvadorans were conªdent that there would not be electoral
fraud; 41 percent thought there would be; and 40 percent were not sure.167

Popular support for a negotiated peace, as opposed to a government military
victory, rose. In 1983, 51 percent of the electorate supported talks to end the
war, whereas 10 percent wanted a military victory over the insurgency.168 A
June 1989 poll found that 76 percent of Salvadorans favored negotiations.169

summary

The Malayan Emergency little resembled a campaign implementing the good
governance theory of counterinsurgency. The government’s indiscriminate use
of force against civilians played a major role in British success, as the coercion
theory predicts. Military targeting had left the insurgents unable to mount co-
ordinated attacks by 1949, several years before the accommodation of civilians
held in prison camps, also as the coercion theory predicts. The British did not
undertake liberalizing reforms and did not gain public support. Yet they
won, as the coercion theory predicts. These ªndings in the case most widely
known as a model counterinsurgency success suggest that the good gover-
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nance theory has limited explanatory power. In contrast, the coercion theory of
counterinsurgency success has signiªcant explanatory power.

Findings in the Dhofar and El Salvador cases offer further support for the
coercion theory. In Dhofar, the military defeated the insurgency on the bat-
tleªeld, forcefully controlled civilians to cut the ºow of resources to insur-
gents, and accommodated rival elites. The sultan implemented no reforms and
gained no popular support. The El Salvador campaign also shows the absence
of reforms and the indiscriminate use of force against civilians. In El Salvador,
as in Malaya and Dhofar, the government’s primary tool in achieving success
was military force. The differences in El Salvador emphasize the importance of
the coercion theory’s predictions regarding the treatment of elites and civil-
ians: the Salvadoran government did not accommodate rival elites; it did not
cut ties between civilians and insurgents; and it did not attain military victory.

Conclusion

I have argued that my theory of coercion offers a more robust explanation for
successful counterinsurgencies than does the good governance theory. Accord-
ing to the coercion theory, counterinsurgent governments must use force to
control civilians, and thus cut the ºow of resources to insurgents, as well as
provide accommodations to rival elites to obtain information and enhance
their military power. The coercion theory better explains counterinsurgency
success in cases that proponents of the good governance approach present
as model campaigns—cases that should present strong evidence of the effec-
tiveness of good governance in defeating insurgencies. If the predictions of
the good governance approach are accurate, the government should limit its
use of force in countering the insurgents; it should propose and implement re-
forms to reduce popular grievances; and popular support for the government
should rise. The empirical evidence demonstrates that none of these factors is
present in these three cases considered by supporters of the good gover-
nance theory as models of counterinsurgency success: Malaya; Dhofar, Oman;
and El Salvador. The evidence did, however, yield strong support for the coer-
cive theory.

In the Malaya case, the government used considerable force against civil-
ians; it did not implement reforms; and it did not gain popular support for its
counterinsurgent campaign. A brief review of the Dhofar and El Salvador
cases yields similar ªndings. The El Salvador case, in particular, underscores
the importance of the use of force against civilians and accommodation of elite
actors because the government used brute force against civilians and still suc-
ceeded, yet did not accommodate rivals and did not defeat the FMLN.
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Moving beyond theory to consider the implementation of a counterinsur-
gency campaign by a speciªc government facing a speciªc insurgency, the
governance theory confronts several difªculties. First, governments that can
make reforms do so, leaving only the most challenging cases of full-blown in-
surgency. Second, governments willing to make reforms may not have the
ability to execute them, even with patron support. Third, violence hardens ac-
tors’ positions and changes their calculations. It can exacerbate actors’ sense of
playing a zero-sum game and make resolving the conºict harder.170 Fourth, vi-
olence exacerbates the difªculties associated with establishing democracy in
a non-democratic state, and democratization efforts may even intensify vio-
lence.171 Fifth, there is an inherent tension between the strategic goals of the
governance approach and the strategic necessities of defeating an insurgency.
The government’s need to accommodate warlords or other elites to gain infor-
mation and ªghting power and to control the populace undercuts the good
governance goal of empowering and serving the populace.172

These ªndings raise important questions for policymakers, including ques-
tions about moral hazard. Liberal great powers may try to do good by foster-
ing reforms in states confronting an insurgency and fail at high human and
moral cost. Alternatively, they may achieve their goal of long-term political
stability through elite domestic political accommodation, also at some moral
cost. Support for an illiberal client means direct or indirect support for its illib-
eral, even brutal, policies. These difªculties suggest the need for policymakers
to assess the value of keeping client elites in power compared to the costs
of trying to preserve their rule against an insurgent threat. Acceding to corrup-
tion and warlord rule or supporting it to gain political stability is normatively
unpalatable. There is also a moral argument, however, for ending or reducing
the suffering engendered by civil war and for supporting postwar humanitar-
ian, infrastructure, economic, and political construction whatever the regime
type. Western policymakers should consider just how high the moral and hu-
man costs of a successful counterinsurgency campaign are likely to reach be-
fore choosing the path of intervention.
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