
To the Editors (Laurie Nathan writes):

In “Ending Civil Wars: A Case for Rebel Victory?” Monica Duffy Toft questions
whether policymakers are correct to have a strong preference for terminating civil wars
through negotiated settlements.1 Her main endeavor is to undertake a statistical analy-
sis that compares the effect of negotiated settlements, military victories, and cease-
ªres/stalemates on war recurrence and on the state’s level of democracy and economic
growth. With respect to war recurrence, which is the focus of this letter, she ªnds that
negotiated settlements are largely ineffective, that civil wars ending in military victory
by one side are less likely to recur, and that rebel victories produce the most durable
settlements (pp. 7–8). Toft’s purpose is not only to understand these phenomena but
also to provide policymakers with guidance (p. 22). She recommends that third parties
should pay greater attention to security-sector reform (SSR) during negotiations, lead-
ing to settlements that can credibly guarantee both beneªts from cooperation and harm
from defection; failing that, support in pursuit of victory, especially rebel victory, may
be a worthy objective for policymakers (p. 36).

Given that the stakes and risks of external intervention in a civil war are high, it is
worth reºecting on the merits of Toft’s results and recommendations. I suggest below
that her ªndings on war recurrence and the stability of rebel victories are not depend-
able and helpful for policy purposes. Advice to policymakers on war termination ought
to be based on case studies that explore causal relationships and examine the role actu-
ally played by policymakers in seeking to end civil wars.

contesting the statistical ªndings

Toft ªnds that in the period 1940–2000, war recurrence was 22 percent after negotiated
settlements (5 of 23 cases), 12 percent when wars ended in military victory (10 of 81
cases), and only 6 percent when wars ended in rebel victory (2 of 33 cases) (p. 16). These
ªndings are questionable because they rest on contestable judgments about some of the
cases. A small number of classiªcation changes based on plausible interpretations that
differ from those of Toft can have signiªcant statistical implications.

In this regard, Toft notes that scholars disagree on “matters of interpretation about
how to aggregate or disaggregate certain conºicts.”2 She points out that Michael Doyle
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and Nicholas Sambanis consider Afghanistan to have had three separate wars from
1978 to 2001; Guatemala to have undergone separate civil wars in 1966–72 and 1978–94;
Nicaragua to have experienced separate conºicts with the Sandinista and Contra upris-
ings; and the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) to have had separate wars in 1996
and 1998.3 Toft combines the conºicts in each of these countries on the grounds that
their combatants were essentially the same, they were ªghting over the same issues,
and the war could not be considered “terminated” in the interim.4

What is the statistical effect of these different interpretations? The rate of war recur-
rence after rebel victories would rise from 6 percent to 16 percent (6 of 37 cases) if
the following four cases, omitted from Toft’s data set as separate conºicts, were in-
cluded and coded as recurring wars: the leftist victory in Afghanistan in 1978; the
mujahideen victory in Afghanistan in 1992; the Sandinista victory in 1979; and
the Kabila victory in the DRC in 1996. Furthermore, whereas Toft codes the Liberian
civil war in 1989–97 as a rebel victory and as nonrecurring,5 the subsequent war in 2002
can plausibly be seen as a recurrence of the earlier war.6 A coding change in this respect
would raise the war recurrence rate of rebel victories to 19 percent (7 of 37 cases), which
is close to that of negotiated settlements.

For policymakers the crucial point is not whether Toft or some other scholar is cor-
rect on the disputed cases. The point is rather that statistical ªndings that can ºuctuate
notably as a result of a few legitimate differences of opinion are not a dependable guide
to decisionmaking on the most appropriate means of ending civil wars.

It is also necessary to challenge Toft’s interpretation of her ªnding regarding the du-
rability of negotiated settlements. In the introduction to her article, she states, “Al-
though since 1990 the preferred means for ending civil wars has been negotiated
settlements, these have proven largely ineffective: civil wars ended by negotiated settle-
ment are more likely to recur than those ending in victory by one side” (p. 7). There are
two separate claims here. The ªrst is that negotiated settlements have been largely inef-
fective, and the second is that wars ending in negotiated settlements are more likely to
recur than those ending in victory. The ªrst claim is not justiªed in light of Toft’s
ªnding that war recurrence after negotiated settlements is 22 percent. If 78 percent of
negotiated settlements were not followed by further war, the reasonable conclusion is
that these settlements have been largely effective. Given the long-term success rate of
78 percent, moreover, it is wrong to conclude that negotiated settlements are “not self-
sustaining” (p. 34) and that peace after negotiated settlements has “tended to be short
lived” (p. 35).

the inadequacy of the exclusive focus on “recurring wars”

Toft deªnes success in civil war termination as “ending the violence and establishing
the political space for enduring peace” (p. 8). Yet her statistical analysis covers only “re-
curring wars,” excluding other subsequent civil wars. She states that “wars are consid-
ered to have recurred if they take place when the principal combatants and the
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principal stakes are the same as those of a previous conºict.”7 This approach is prob-
lematic. If scholars and policymakers want to gauge the effect of different war termina-
tion types on “enduring peace,” then they are surely interested in all subsequent civil
wars, especially those that are causally linked to the way in which the previous war
ended.

Toft’s narrow focus on “recurring wars,” ignoring other civil wars, has three negative
consequences. First, we cannot see how different types of war termination have led to
further wars with different combatants and stakes. Second, the extent of peace and sta-
bility after rebel victories is grossly overstated. For example, Toft classiªes the follow-
ing wars as rebel victories and as nonrecurring: the Chinese Revolution of 1945–49; the
Vietnam war in 1946–54; the Algerian war of independence that ended in 1962; the vic-
tory of the Front for the Liberation of Mozambique (FRELIMO) in 1975; and the
Afghanistan war in 1978–2001.8 So classiªed, these cases contribute to Toft’s conclusion
that rebel victories are “stable” and “durable” (pp. 8, 10, 33, 34). In reality, hundreds of
thousands of people died in the Chinese Cultural Revolution in the 1960s; Vietnam un-
derwent a terrible war in 1957–75; Mozambique experienced a devastating war with
the Resistencia Nacional Mocambicana, or RENAMO, between 1976 and 1992; Algeria
returned to civil war in 1992; and there are few places where peace and stability have
been more absent than in Afghanistan. Third, Toft’s deªnition of “recurring war” gives
rise to a statistical bias in the category “rebel victory.” Seven of the thirty-three cases
she includes in this category were wars of independence where the colonial power
withdrew from the country, making it impossible to have had a further war with the
same combatants.9

Problems also stem from the fact that “recurring wars” must meet the deªnition of
a civil war. The relevant criteria include an average 1,000 battle deaths per annum
and the requirement that at least 5 percent of the battle deaths must have been suffered
by the stronger side (p. 12). Consequently, Toft does not include postwar violence that
falls short of these criteria. For example, she codes the 1955 coup in Argentina and the
1973 army revolt in Chile as rebel victories and as nonrecurring.10 Given that thousands
of people were killed, imprisoned, and tortured under the two ensuing dictatorships,
the effect of Toft’s approach is once again to overstate the stability of rebel victories.

Policymakers wanting to end civil wars are concerned not only with the risk of recur-
ring civil war but also, more broadly, with postwar stability and the absence of violent
conºict.11 Indeed, the broader concern is reºected in Toft’s deªnition of “success” in
civil war termination, quoted above. Her narrow focus on “recurring wars” is not con-
sistent with this deªnition.

the limited policy utility of the statistical ªndings

Aside from the problems with Toft’s deªnitions and classiªcations, her statistical
ªndings have limited policy utility. There are three reasons for this. First, the averages
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and correlations tell us nothing about causal relations. If policymakers want to develop
general policy on negotiated settlements, or if they seek to promote a settlement in a
current war, the fact that ªve of twenty-three previous negotiated settlements failed is
insufªciently instructive. The vital question is why they failed and whether there are
any lessons that might be relevant to other cases. As discussed further below, this is a
matter that requires investigation through case studies.

Second, if scholars want to offer guidance to policymakers, it is not enough for them
to analyze the situations in which the policymakers might intervene. They should also
review critically how policymakers have actually intervened in these situations in the
past, and with what consequences. More speciªcally, it is not sound advice to encour-
age policymakers to promote military victories without any regard to the impact of
their efforts historically to promote military victory by governments or rebels (e.g., the
United States in Latin America).12 Nor is it sound to offer advice on external support for
negotiated settlements without considering the results of such support in previous in-
stances. The involvement of third-party actors in civil wars and fragile postwar envi-
ronments is always complicated and sensitive, and it often has unintended outcomes
that include exacerbating the conºict.13

Third, Toft’s statistical ªndings reveal only averages and general patterns, which
provide little guidance on the best response in a speciªc case. If policymakers want to
be effective and avoid doing harm, they must pay close attention to the peculiarities of
each war, the strategic possibilities and constraints, the preferences and conduct of the
parties, and the fundamental ethical issues at stake. Because of the variability of these
factors from one case to another, the statistical ªndings do not offer a solid basis for
decisionmaking.

This observation is most pertinent in relation to Toft’s conclusion that it may be a
worthy objective for policymakers to support military victory (p. 36). The conclusion
ignores the all-important contextual questions of politics, strategy, and norms. In rela-
tion to the Sudanese civil war that ended in 2005, for example, it would have been
fanciful for policymakers to have promoted victory by the southern rebels and inappro-
priate to have promoted victory by the extremist National Islamic Front that had seized
power through a coup in 1989. Similarly, policymakers would have been ill advised
to have discouraged South Africa’s negotiations in the early 1990s and to have en-
couraged instead a military victory by the apartheid regime or the African National
Congress. As with many negotiated settlements, the South African negotiations were
the choice of the belligerent parties, which recognized that military victory was
unattainable.

Even where military victory is attainable, policymakers are constrained by interna-
tional law and norms. For example, a victory by the Sudanese government was proba-
bly feasible at the start of the Darfur conºict in 2003, but it was not a tenable option for
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Western policymakers because of Khartoum’s brutal campaign of ethnic cleansing if
not genocide.14 The actual facts of this case, as with every case, were vastly more rele-
vant than statistical ªndings derived from a range of diverse cases.

The limited utility of statistical generalizations drawn from diverse cases is acute
with respect to “rebel victories,” which in Toft’s data set include the Bolivian popular
revolt of 1946, the coups in Chile and Argentina, the North Yemeni civil war in 1962,
FRELIMO against Portugal, the Khmer Rouge, the Taliban in Afghanistan, the Tutsi in-
vasion of Rwanda during the 1994 genocide, and other dissimilar cases.15 Apart from
the analytical fallacy of treating these disparate conºicts as constituting a single cate-
gory, for both normative and strategic reasons policymakers view terrorist groups, na-
tional liberation movements, and soldiers mounting a coup as distinctly different.

speculating on the content of negotiated settlements

Toft claims to offer “a general theoretical explanation for civil war termination that is
consistent with [her] article’s empirical ªndings” and that accounts “for why peace
eludes negotiated settlements” (p. 27). As indicated above, however, her statistics show
that in most cases peace did not elude negotiated settlements. A general explanation for
civil war termination should cover this ªnding. Yet aside from a brief comment on El
Salvador (p. 35), Toft does not try to explain the reasons for successful negotiated
settlements.

Toft states that the failure of negotiated settlements results from two factors: the set-
tlements did not pay adequate attention to SSR (p. 32); and the settlements fell short
in the credibility of their promise to inºict harm if the parties failed to comply with the
terms of the settlement (p. 34). This assertion is largely speculative, because Toft does
not substantiate it with reference to the negotiated settlements she classiªes as failures
(i.e., Angola, Iraq, Lebanon, the Philippines, and Sudan).16 The assertion would be cred-
ible if it were shown to account for the breakdown of these settlements, and it would be
compelling if it were shown to be one of the key differences between the negotiated set-
tlements that succeeded and those that failed. With one exception, though, Toft does
not examine these relationships. The exception is El Salvador, where she says the nego-
tiated settlement lasted because “it contained robust provisions for the reconstruction
of El Salvador’s security forces. It contained both carrots and sticks” (p. 35).

Toft’s main recommendation is that policymakers should promote SSR during nego-
tiations to ensure harm from defection (pp. 32–36). She does not explain how, in El
Salvador or elsewhere, SSR can accomplish this. Although she believes that SSR has re-
ceived little consideration in academic research (p. 32), there is in fact a sizable litera-
ture that includes many case studies.17 A prominent theme of this work is the difªculty
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of achieving security reform in postwar countries because the reforms challenge vested
interests, power relations, and dominant paradigms and because they require a level of
expertise, resources, institutional stability, and political cohesion that is typically lack-
ing in these countries. The research also illustrates my contention that advice to policy-
makers should be informed by a critical review of their activities. External actors that
promote SSR have been ineffective when they have intervened in an overly prescriptive
fashion based on Western models, with insufªcient ºexibility and responsiveness to lo-
cal actors, and lacking a good appreciation of the sensitivities of the security sector.18

In conclusion, policymakers who support negotiated settlements in civil wars would
beneªt from knowing whether there are any general patterns or speciªc problems
among past cases that have a bearing on the settlement of current and future cases.
Such patterns and problems have to be investigated through case studies that explore
the complex reasons for subsequent wars and the ways in which external actors have
facilitated and retarded war termination.

—Laurie Nathan
Pretoria, South Africa

To the Editors (Monica Duffy Toft writes):

Laurie Nathan makes some excellent points regarding my article “Ending Civil Wars:
A Case for Rebel Victory?”1 He correctly notes, for example, that a critical objective of
my analysis is to provide better guidance to policymakers and that I argued that negoti-
ated settlements should not be the default approach to ending civil wars. I make this ar-
gument for two reasons. First, negotiated settlements are more likely to break down
than military victories, leading to a higher likelihood of civil war recurrence. Second,
even though negotiated settlements are less common than military victories in ending
civil wars, they receive far more attention in both the scholarly and policy literatures.

In my article, I examined military victories in civil war to determine why they are
more likely than negotiated settlements to result in lasting peace. Two questions guided
my analysis: “What is it about negotiated settlements that has produced failure, and
what is it about victories that has led to success? Might it be possible to incorporate the
more effective mechanisms of victory into negotiated settlements, so as to determine a
new type of settlement that achieves all of the political objectives being sought?”
(p. 32).
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To answer these questions, I provided a statistical analysis of all civil war termina-
tions from 1940 to 2002 and demonstrated that civil wars ended through negotiated set-
tlement were more likely to recur than those ended through military victory. I then
presented a general theory to explain why victories might be more stable than negoti-
ated settlements; and I applied the logic of the theory to the case of Uganda. I con-
cluded the article with the following assessment: “A key strength of negotiated
settlements is their credible promise to provide mutual beneªt as a reward for contin-
ued compliance. The collective goods of (1) no more violence and (2) the opportunity to
participate in an electoral process and a government that promises to represent and
protect the interests of the citizens in some form are important beneªts. Where negoti-
ated settlements fall short, however, is in the credibility of their promise to inºict harm
should one or both sides in a settlement fail to comply with its terms. . . . Thus, while
negotiated settlements are good at providing beneªts, they are less effective in follow-
ing through on their threats and are therefore not self-sustaining” (p. 34). I posited that
military victories might be more successful in keeping the peace when there is a robust
security sector and that this factor is vital to the long-term stability of post–civil war
states.

Nathan criticizes the statistical analysis that I presented in the article, arguing that
differing interpretations of cases lead to different conclusions. He claims that this issue
of case selection and coding is a general one and not exclusive to my article. This leads
him to conclude that comparative case studies provide the only appropriate method for
discerning the patterns and problems associated with war termination. This is the most
contentious of his claims, but also the least justiªable.

In the remainder of this response, I ªrst assess his critique of my statistical analysis
and, in particular, my coding of variables and cases. I then consider his criticism that
my article does not address why negotiated settlements might fail. Third, I counter his
central claim that case studies are the only suitable method for understanding civil war
termination and informing policy.

First, Nathan and I agree that case selection and coding are critical in quantitative
analysis. Where we disagree, however, is that Nathan argues against the usefulness of
statistical analysis altogether. In my article, I did not claim that statistics are deªnitive,
but I did argue that they are nevertheless helpful in elucidating some important rela-
tionships. I discussed the coding of cases and highlight how different coding of vari-
ables can lead to different conclusions and, consequently, different policy implications.
Prior studies that employed statistics to determine the implications of war termination
were inconsistent in the cases selected for inclusion in their data sets (for example, colo-
nial wars were sometimes included and sometimes not),2 and then how those cases
were coded in terms of war termination.

My article and related book, Securing the Peace: The Durable Settlement of Civil Wars,
therefore went to great lengths to ensure a consistent set of criteria for case selection
and coding of critical variables.3 Unless Nathan can demonstrate that these variables
are somehow inadequate or inconsistently applied, his critique and choice of cases to
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dismiss my statistical analysis amount to little more than the selective use of a handful
of cases to make his point (e.g., his discussion of the South Africa case). Nathan also
mentions that the statistical analysis did not include Liberia in 2002. The Liberia case,
however, occurred outside the time parameters of the analysis (see, in particular, page
4, note 19, which states, “Only civil wars that ended by 2002 are included in the logit
analysis”).4 Moreover, Nathan’s argument that the 2002 Liberia case represents a recur-
rence of the ªrst war is difªcult to sustain, given that both the combatants and the is-
sues over which they fought were different from those in the ªrst Liberian civil war
(1989–97).

Further, Nathan questions why I coded some conºicts in the data set as single wars
instead of dividing them into multiple observations. Here, too, he appears to use cases
to support his argument but mentions only those that, if disputed, would increase the
number of civil war recurrences following military victories. Yet there are vast numbers
of attempted cease-ªres and peace agreements that failed to resolve civil wars. Again,
consider the case of Liberia’s ªrst civil war. Liberia experienced no fewer than a dozen
settlements that failed to secure peace in half as many years (1990–96).5 Given that my
coding criteria require that peace be sustained for at least two years, I did not include
these as separate observations. If I had included these failed settlements in my analysis,
along with a host of other such settlements (Angola also suffered a series of failed
agreements),6 I could have bolstered my argument considerably. To support Nathan’s
argument that “disaggregating cases matters,” one would have to disaggregate all
cases, not just those that help to make one’s point. Quantitative analysis requires schol-
ars to exert considerable effort in deªning and defending their case universe precisely
because it is crucial that the deªnitions one uses be consistent. My codings might be
disputable, but they are systematic. Nathan’s critique would be plausible only after he,
too, spent the time and effort to deªne the appropriate case universe and applied his
deªnition without favor toward any particular argument.

Second, Nathan asserts that scholars need to examine not only whether settlements
fail but also why. I agree, which is why explaining settlement failure was a core focus of
my article. In it, I presented a theory about the importance of security sectors across all
types of civil war settlement types, including negotiated settlements. So, it is more than
a little puzzling when Nathan writes that I need to explain why negotiated settlements
fail but neglects to mention my theory. I would be curious to know whether he agrees
that security-sector reform is critical in maintaining peace and stability but, at the same
time, is one of the most overlooked aspects in the formulation of agreements and for-
mation of governments after these civil wars have ended. As I wrote in the article, a
number of agreements included provision for demobilization, disarmament, and rein-
tegration, yet few included provision for creating a robust security sector in the after-
math of civil war (an exception is El Salvador, whose civil war has not recurred) (p. 32).
Given his publication record, I believe that Nathan would agree.7 It is nevertheless
striking that this insight and the support it receives from both the statistics and the case
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study of Uganda are missing in his correspondence. What is critical for readers to un-
derstand is that I could not have made such a strong argument had I not included an
assessment of all types of war endings, not just negotiated settlements.

Third, Nathan argues that scholarship on civil war termination requires case studies.
The debate about the relative merits of different methodologies has been going on since
the advent of the microprocessor and the behavioral revolution in the social sciences.8

Are scholars still at the point where we need to defend the merits of a given methodol-
ogy every time we use it? Nathan seems to think so. Given my research, with its use of
multiple methods, we obviously disagree. Regardless of this disagreement, what makes
Nathan’s critique untenable in this instance is that, as I note above, he fails to mention
that my article contains a case study of Uganda. Moreover, my book Securing the Peace
contains four in-depth case studies, three of which ended through negotiated settle-
ments: Sudan (comprising two settlements) and El Salvador. I included the case study
of Uganda because I agree with Nathan that qualitative evidence is critical in furthering
scholars’ understanding of civil war termination.

Clearly, there are just as many perils with ªndings based on case studies. As I stated
in the article, “Ultimately, readers must decide whether the Ugandan example is
reºective of the larger universe of relevant cases or merely an outlier” (p. 31 n. 56). But
given Nathan’s emphasis on the notion that every case is unique, how are scholars ever
to know which case study is appropriate?

In conclusion, I was not trying to grind any methodological axes in writing my arti-
cle or my book. Indeed, I employed statistical analysis and case studies in both publica-
tions to leverage the relative inferential strengths of these two methods, and to
convince readers that a combination of quantitative and qualitative evidence supports
my broader theoretical and empirical claims. As a theorist, I welcome criticism so long
as my critics bring their own systematic evidence to bear. I remain less sympathetic to
critiques that dismiss certain kinds of social science out of hand, or that challenge my
ªndings based on evidence selected to make the rather obvious point that 100 percent
of the variance has not been explained. The basic question in my research is whether, all
else being equal, some civil war termination types lead to more stable outcomes, and if
so, why? Doubtless there are gaps and other weaknesses with my argument, which is
why I look forward to future research that addresses these weaknesses in an effort to
advance understanding of an issue with signiªcant policy implications.

—Monica Duffy Toft
Cambridge, Massachusetts
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